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Chapter One
Of all the times I had imagined reuniting with the coven lords what we’re doing right now isn’t even close to my fantasies, I think while blowing out a frustrated breath.
Michael and the others have been grilling me about Alina’s castle, her plans, and even our conversations for the past several days. Was she able to use alluring magic on me? Yes. Where is her castle located? Shouldn’t you know that? How many vampires live there? I only saw other people once, but I’d guess two hundred or more. Had she divulged her plans to you? Yes, she wanted to use my power of controlling emotions to ensnare you.
They became very quiet when I mentioned that.
Did you become close with Alina? That was the last question out of Uriel’s lips that I still haven’t answered. It’s complicated, is what I want to say. But I know that answer won’t satisfy them, if anything it will rouse more suspicion than my catty answers already have. I don’t mean to act this way, but besides them giving me long looks that I can’t quite interpret this hasn’t been much of a reunion. But what did I expect? I had been knee deep in enemy territory for months. It’s not unusual for them to ask questions, to ensure that my loyalty lies with them and them alone. And it does, deep down I know it does. But that damned question they asked.
Did you become close with Alina?
“Um, I,” I begin, pausing to wet my lips. “I suppose it depends on your definition of close. If that includes being beaten nearly every day and then lovingly consoled by that same person, then yes. We became close.”
I had meant for it to come out better than that, or at least with a joking lilt to my tone. But my voice box didn’t comply. I had sounded so monotone and broken that I’m cringing inside myself and not meeting any of their gazes. It’s better if I don’t see the pity, right? I’d rather be seen as suspicious than weak by these four incredible men in front of me. At least then I can walk away with a shred of dignity left when they decide that I wasn’t worth saving after all.
Oh.
There it is. My true fear that’s been driving my twitchy behavior since being brought back with the lords. That they went through all this trouble for nothing. That there isn’t a shred of who I used to be beneath this new, strange thing that I am now. As if any moment they’ll realize that I’m nothing but a monster wearing Blair’s skin. At that thought a shiver of Deja vu travels up my spine. Like I’ve said something similar before in the past. I sigh and look down at my hands. Will I be forced to relive fleeting memories of my human life for the rest of my immortal existence?
Is that somehow my punishment for breaking the curse?
“Blair,” Michael says gently, kneeling down in front of me. He takes my hand in his, giving it a good squeeze until I look up into his eyes. “We don’t think any less of you for that. It wasn’t your fault.”
While his words warm my heart, the look in his eyes doesn’t. It’s the pity I had been so desperate to avoid. For some reason anger rises up in my chest, or rather, indignation. Maybe it’s because I’m this new creature, this new powerful being that shouldn’t be broken or battered, but I clench my fists and stand abruptly. Michael does the same, watching me warily as the others are. My fingers flex in and out of fists and I stare at them, trying to formulate my feelings into one coherent thought. All they do is stare, their hands behind their backs. I’ve noticed that they often stand in the same manner, even going as far as to have eerily similar expressions on their faces.
“Stop looking at me like that. Do you know that I’ve learned over seventy-four ways to kill a man? I’m not weak. You just don’t understand the type of power she had over me,” I say, and cursing myself when my voice cracks.
Raph steps forward, palms up. “We do, actually. She’s your creator so you’re more susceptible to her power and influence. It’s easier to trust her. That’s the only reason we’re asking these questions.”
His words hit me like a truck. She’s your creator. It’s the perfect word for it. I wasn’t born anew as a vampire. It isn’t a blessing or some beautiful process of change. I was made by Alina, forced to become something wholly other. It’s the first thing they’ve said that makes sense to me, and all my anger leaves my chest in a rush. They understand it. At least that means I won’t be forced to try and explain my strange love hate relationship for my captor. It’s already obvious to them.
“Oh,” is all I say.
Gabriel steps forward, an incredulous look on his face as he studies me. “So, we’re all just going to ignore her comment about knowing how to kill a man in seventy-four different ways? What in the hell is that about?”
For some reason a laugh bubbles out of my throat and another and another until I’m doubled over. The others watch me for a moment before chuckling too, joining in. It feels good to laugh, to let go of all my dark emotions for only a moment. I can’t remember the last time that I really laughed. It had to be with Han, and even then my chest felt dull and achy. But looking at the men around me with their heads thrown back so similarly to my fleeting memories, it feels lighter than it ever had been in Alina’s castle.
Once we calm down I realize that we had all fallen onto the same couch, limbs criss crossing over each other in one big tangle. Every spot that my skin touches theirs little rivers of cool sensation. Arousal? No, more like familiarity. Like my skin has felt this before, remembers it. The feeling gives me so much hope for the future that I don’t dare move from my place across their laps, even going as far as to drop my head into Michael’s lap. None of them are moving either as if we’re all afraid that this moment will shatter.
But the longer we lie there, my body relaxes into them, conforming to them and turning gooey. I hum in the back of my throat when Uriel begins massaging my calves, closing my eyes. As if my hum of pleasure broke the dam, all of them begin touching me, running soft fingers along my limbs and kneading out all the knots in my body. Their fingers feel starved for my skin, touching me with all of their pent up worry and adoration that should be reserved for the woman I was before this. The human part of me, the part that technically no longer exists.
“Is this wrong?” I whisper, my lips barely moving.
“Hmmm?” Michael says, and I open my eyes to look at him.
His own are half lidded as if he’s in a trance himself. They all are, and I check myself, trying to determine if it was my power that did this. No, my chest is glowing happily with some type of emotion I’m not familiar with, but it’s firmly held within myself. Nothing is in the air or effecting them, so those expressions of utter contentment are from whatever this exchange is. I can’t help but feel a little smug that I was able to make them feel that way for who I am now. . . or maybe it’s the memory, NO! Thinking like that will do nothing for me but bring misery. 
“You remember me for who I was before,” I murmur. “Not what I am now. I don’t know you; I wish I did, but I don’t. And I can’t help but feel that I’m taking advantage of your old feelings for a woman who no longer exists.”
The men around me don’t reply at first, but their loving hands don’t stop either. As if it’s a hard wired compulsion to touch my skin. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the curse is still affecting them. There’s no way they’d want me in this state. We cannot share blood, at least not our own. Alina told me drinking from a vampire is almost like drinking secondhand blood. All we circulate is what we drink, it’s what keeps us alive and functioning. It’s the whole reason we crave blood in the first place. Just as humans crave food.              
“Does this feel wrong? Push away your feelings, set aside your reservations. Just feel. Does this feel wrong?” Raph replies, his voice a beautiful melody.
I do as I’m told, focusing on how my body is responding to them. If all that’s left is desire and that’s all he wants me to focus on, is that right? Should I just accept it for what it is? Desire and a pull that feels a little bit deeper than that. . . and I know where that pull comes from, but I ignore it. Reminding myself of who I might have been before all this happened is the exact opposite of what he’s trying to get me to realize.
That the past is the past and all I can do is focus on my feelings right now.
“No, it doesn’t.”
“Exactly, so relax,” Uriel replies, running two fingers up my thigh.
A gasp leaves my throat at the feeling that zings directly up to the aching spot between my legs. Everything in my new life is exactly that, new. So being here, with these men, is a new experience for me and so is the sudden desire that rages through my chest like an inferno. It feels almost uncontrollable in nature, causing me to arch into his touch, my entire body shifting across their legs. One of them groans softly, but my eyes open too late to see who it was. This is a dangerous situation, and if I don’t want to have group sex with strangers it’s probably best to extract my body from the tangle of limbs.
I start to do so, unwrapping my arms from in between Michael’s and sit up. The four of them watch me with mutely glowing eyes, eagerness in their every move. Do they expect me to take it further? Do I want to? Yes, a deep carnal part of me replies immediately. No! Another distant--nearly painfully familiar--voice echoes. Hell, if I’m warring within myself this definitely isn’t the best time to be fooling around with whatever this fire is. There’s no doubt that I’ll get burned.
“Um, I think I need some time alone.”
Their faces fall, expressions shifting in unison again. I would laugh at how similar they all are if their faces weren’t so devastatingly sad. It reminds me of who I look like to them. They’re responding to that, not to me. So yes, it would be better to extract myself from the situation. With that final, clarifying thought I stand up all the way and walk toward the door of Gabriel’s study, resting my hand on the knob.
“I’m sorry, I just think we all need to remember what has happened. And who we are now.”
“Blair, wait!” Raphael calls, shooting up from the couch.
But I’m already out the door and down the hall, rushing away.
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Chapter Two
I ran for nearly ten minutes, around multiple corners and down two sets of spiral staircases. Now I’m in some sort of basement with blank concrete walls and dusty old barrels filled with who knows what. Maybe blood that’s being aged like fine wine. I lean against the wall by the stairs, trying to calm my pounding heart and shaking fingers. They didn’t do anything wrong, nor did I. Not really. It’s my stupid muddled brain that can barely keep up. Hell, half my thoughts feel like someone else is thinking them while the other half feel foreign still.
Nothing has made any sense since I turned into this monster.
And I’m afraid that nothing ever will.
“God, I’m a fucking mess,” I groan, covering my face with my hands.
“Are you?”
I whip around to find Carden at the top of the stairs wearing the most casual human like thing I’ve ever seen him in. Black sweatpants and a navy blue tee shirt with some sort of band logo on it. The only thing that hints to his earlier injuries is a white bandage across his forehead. It stuns me so much that I don’t reply to his teasing question, only stare at how achingly normal he looks. I want to look normal too, no, I want to feel normal. Even if my new normal is a night loving monster who enjoys sucking the blood of innocents. Yikes.
He takes the stairs two at a time until he’s standing in front of me, that easy smile still on his lips. “Hello, earth to Blair?”
I shake my head, blinking. “Ah! Sorry, no one was supposed to hear that.”
He chuckles, moving past me and into another hall at the back of the room. I can hear him rummaging around in there for something. All the while I stay silently pressed against the wall, watching that spot where he disappeared. When he emerges, he’s holding a packaged loaf of bread and a fresh jar of peanut butter. It surprises me so much that I laugh.
“You came down here for that?”
“Yeah! And what did you come down here for?”
I shrug, the laughter dying in my throat as I look away. “Nothing, just to hide I guess.”
He takes my arm to lead me up the stairs in front of him, and I let him do it. To be honest I feel more comfortable with Carden than I do with anyone else in the castle right now. We’ve had the most interaction with each other, and he came for me. He remembered. I’m not sure why that matters so much to me, but it does. All that time spent as Alina’s captive was horrifying to say the least. The only time of my day that I enjoyed was with Han. At least then I could sweat it all away. But whenever I felt especially in the dark all I had to do was remind myself of Carden’s promise to meet me in six weeks’ time. To save me.
Not even thinking of the lords in that moment had been a better comfort.
“Why would you need to hide?”
Man, that’s a loaded question. It would be easier to tell him why I don’t need to hide. That list is shorter, and it ends with him. It’s the only reason why I’m following him toward the kitchen without worry. Carden makes me feel at ease. All my muscles relax and my shoulders droop down to their normal level, allowing me to finally take a deep breath. Everyone else has secrets and previous memories and expectations. Carden is just Carden. He barely knew me as a human so it’s easier for him to push those memories aside and start fresh.
“It’s complicated,” I groan.
“Try me.”
He slaps the stool at the kitchen island before rounding it to set his goods down. I marvel at my surroundings for a moment before taking a seat. This kitchen is insane! There are four worktables, two massive culinary style fridges, and an eight foot stove top with four door ovens beneath. I don’t know who these lords are cooking for, but it’s impressive.
“Alright, alright,” I mumble, looking anywhere but at him. “But first tell me how you’re feeling. It’s only been a few days.”
He cracks another grin that sends butterflies through my stomach before popping four pieces of bread into the toaster. I narrow my eyes at it. Hopefully he isn’t making me a sandwich. I haven’t been able to stomach human food since becoming a vampire, hell, I can barely stand to drink blood and I’m supposed to like doing that. Maybe I’m defective, and for some reason the thought of being a defective vampire isn’t that bad.
“I’m alright, kitten, really,” he replies.
The sudden nickname hits me like a truck, and I reel back in my seat. Kitten? The name prickles the back of my mind where those old pesky human memories lie dormant. Someone in my human life had called me that, but I’m not sure who. Damn. Those stupid flashbacks are even intruding into my time with Carden. I really have to get them under control if I expect to have any sort of chance at a normal new life. Even if I am a vampire.
“Okay, if you say so.”
“I do say so, now eat your peanut butter and jelly sandwich and tell me why you were hiding in the pantry,” he commands, setting the plate down in front of me.
I expect nausea to hit me the moment the smell of human food hits my nose, but it doesn’t. To my surprise, I inhale sharply, my mouth watering at the smell of gooey peanut butter and sweet jam on toasted bread. Was this something I enjoyed before turning? It must have been for it to have this kind of strange effect on me.
“Did I like this before?” I ask, picking it up and examining it.
Carden takes a bite of his own sandwich, furrowing his brows. “Uh, I don’t know. All I know is that I enjoy it and made one for you.”
“I see.”
Not giving myself any more time to stall, I take a massive bite of the sandwich. The flavor bursts across my tongue, a mixture of salty and sweet. It’s so enjoyable that I close my eyes in pleasure, biting back a moan. Something so simple to make shouldn’t make me nearly this ecstatic, but here we are. Perhaps it was the little things in life for whoever my human self was.
“This is really good, thank you,” I say through a mouthful of sticky peanut butter.
It shatters the tension my earlier question had arisen as Carden laughs. “Well, I’m glad you like it. I can teach you how to make it next time so you can have them whenever you want. Now stop stalling and tell me why you were hiding from the lords.”
Stalling even further, I take two more bites and chew slowly. Would it be wrong to confide in Carden? To trust him wholly? No, I don’t think so. He seems to be good friends with the lords, even best friends. Perhaps that means we can all get along and stumble through this strange phase of life together.
“We had a moment today, in the study. I had finally laughed, you know? Like really laughed for the first time since turning, and it had felt so good. They joined in and somehow we all ended up on the couch in a tangle of limbs,” I confess, looking down at my plate.
He bumps my shoulder with his, smiling down at me. “Sounds like a good time to me, so what’s the problem?”
“It felt too easy. Like all they were thinking about was how my body had felt before. . . but I’ve never touched them. At least not the vampire version of me. And on top of that I remember all of these things that I shouldn’t from my human life. It’s making it all so confusing. So, I left in a hurry.”
We sit there for a moment in silence. Carden is staring at his own plate, deep in thought, so I wolf down the rest of my sandwich in two massive bites just to give my mouth something to do. Maybe I had shared too much information with him, and he doesn’t know how to tell me. Shame and humiliation settle within my chest as my cheeks flame.
“Ah, oh my God. I’m so sorry Carden, I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just that I’m so confused, and I don’t really know what I want yet, you know, and. . .”
He cuts me off by turning to me while holding up one hand, but the look on his face alone silences me. Why does he look so haunted?
“Blair, I have a confession as well. Ever since meeting you, I’ve begun to remember bits and pieces of my own past. And I remember you.”
***
“Come again?” I ask, my mouth hanging open.
He chuckles nervously, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m remembering my human life, just like you are. I remember you, Blair. You were the love of my human life.”
Suddenly a lot of my mixed feelings and memories of Carden make so much more sense. If he was the human man I loved years ago then it makes sense why I’d gravitate toward him just as much as I do toward the lords. And now I know what Alina was talking about when she said I could love the lords freely without restraint. Carden was the restraint of my previous life. I snap back to the present to find that we had drifted together, arms flush against one another with my head on his shoulder. Platonic but not, loving but not. Almost as if we can’t help it.
“I wish this would have happened when I was still human,” I laugh, my voice thick with emotion.
“I know, our timing is impeccable.”
“Timing for what?”
Carden and I spring apart at the sound of Jade’s voice in the doorway. We hadn’t been doing anything wrong, but it felt wrong. It still does as my face burns with embarrassment and I spring from my seat. She steps up next to me and begins rubbing circles along my back for comfort as she’s done so many times these last few days.
“What’s wrong? You seemed to need comfort when I came in here,” she says, her brows pulled together.
Her words make my lower back break out into a sweat. Is that a dig about me leaning on her boyfriend? Or am I reading too much into it just because I feel guilty? Ugh. This entire situation feels too complicated. I’ve got four men looking at me like they already love me, and one confused man saying he used to love me. And Jade. Always sweet Jade.
“I’m just confused, as always. Nothing new.”
She laughs, throwing an arm around my shoulders. “That’s okay, Chica. You’ll figure it all out eventually. I can’t imagine dying and rising again as a vampire is all that easy.”
To be honest, that’s the first time anyone has said that to me. Maybe it’s because everyone else around us has been a vampire for a long time now, but it warms my heart how familiar with me Jade appears to be. Like our friendship can withstand anything, even me dying. Now that’s true friendship, maybe even family potential. Family. . . my eyes fly to hers.
“Family! Jade! Does my family know I’m dead?”
She winces at my raised voice before nodding sheepishly. I grip her arm more tightly before letting go to stagger back. The people that loved me, whoever they are, think that I’m dead and gone. A flash of that beautiful older woman comes to me and my eyes water. My mother thinks I’m dead. How could I not think about it sooner? Guilt wracks my chest as I run my hands through my tangled hair.
“Calm down Blair, they know you’re a vampire now. Your kidnapping and change was all over the news,” Carden says, voice sympathetic. Our eyes lock across the space, his burning into me enough to calm me down. “Take a few deep breaths.”
I do as I told, bending over at the knees and bracing my hands there just to break the eye contact. Jade being in the same room as us after he dropped that bomb of information is making me feel jumpy and strange. Like she’ll figure it out at any moment, and we will both be ruined forever. Or at the very least in love. I’m sure she wouldn’t be comfortable with him anymore if she knew that his feelings for a dead girl are coming back into his life.
Yikes, it sounds so much worse when I put it like that.
I take one more deep breath before straightening upright and flashing him a smile. “I’m okay.”
He frowns. “That’s not very convincing.”
Jade smacks him in the shoulder. “She’s trying, okay?” She turns to me. “And don’t worry, Blair. I’ve been in touch with your mom. She’s up to date on everything and settled into the human community.”
My stomach drops out. “The human community?”
Her eyes widen and she exchanges a glance with Carden. “Er, I’m sorry Blair. Sometimes I forget that you’re not in the loop of your old life.”
“The human community that doesn’t allow anyone in or out, especially vampires?”
She winces again. “Yes, that’s the one. When you first found out about your. . . situation with the lords you tried to get out of it by purchasing residency in the human community. You were successful, but too late so you gave the tickets to your mom. You wanted her to be safe so that what happened to Carden would never happen to her.”
I’m quiet for a moment while I process all the new information she’s giving me. What I did sounds noble, selfless. It’s a good thing that my mother will be safely tucked away behind those pristine walls, and in the past maybe I had believed that she or I could visit each other someday. But now. . . there’s no possible way that could happen. I’ll never know my mother in this life. Not as I once did. Loss knocks into my chest hard enough that I close my eyes against it and bite my lip.
“I’ll never see my mother again,” I whisper.
They don’t respond, but I hear the clomp of Jade’s combat boots as she moves closer to me to run her fingers along my spine. It seems to be her way of comforting me, and it works. It makes me wonder if it worked when I was a human too. So many things in my life as a vampire are revolving around who I was before. Maybe I need a new start, a fresh vision of what life should be. Or maybe I’m just overwhelmed.
“I’m so sorry Blair.”
“I’d like to be alone.”
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Chapter Three
My rooms are quiet and cold as they always have been since arriving at Gabriel's castle in the center of Hafizul. Sorrow sweeps through as I pad toward my bedroom, so I push the thought of the chill away in favor of happier ones. Like thoughts of this being my first time into the city. It was a beautiful drive full of culture and clay buildings that I remember I was aching to explore. Perhaps that’s what I need to clear my head. A night out in a new city where no one knows me, and I can simply be myself. . . whoever that is these days.
“Back so soon, my lady?” Eden calls from the bedroom doorway.
My two hand maidens scurry up to me the moment I walk through the doors, fussing over the heavy layers of my lilac colored dress as if it had gotten ruined during the two hours I’ve been out of the room. I don’t mind their attentiveness and gentle coaxing as I take a seat in front of the roaring fire. They’re just as eerily familiar as the rest of these people, enough so that I’m sure I knew and liked them in my previous life. They put me at ease.
“Yes, I’m afraid I’m not feeling well. Will you help me out of the gown please?”
“Of course, of course. Let me unlace it before your stand up,” Scarlet replies, her deft fingers flying across the corset.
The room falls silent then except for the merry crackle and pop from the burning wood in the fireplace. I revel in the stillness, in the quiet. It’s so rare here in comparison to Alina’s castle. I never thought I’d miss such a horrible thing.
“Okay, stand.”
I do as I’m told, holding out my arms as the ladies slip the dress from my form until I can step out of it. Instead of allowing Eden to bring me options for lounge wear I walk into the closet myself to choose something. The garments hanging there surprise me again for the third day in a row. Dresses and tunics in ripe shades of pastels from lilac to eggshell white to a pale yellow. I smile as I make my way past them, allowing my fingers to trail along the edges of each outfit to feel the silky material.
At the back of the closet is a dresser full of my old clothing. The only clothing in this entire closet that has any normalcy to it. Even the sleepwear here is elegant and lacey. Sometimes a girl just wants a pair of stained sweatpants and a massive sweatshirt that her limbs drown in. I don’t know what it is that appeals, but it always does once in a while. Eden watches me pull it on with a strained smile, her fingers twitching at her sides as if she has to hold herself back from ripping it off and throwing it into the fire. The sight makes me laugh, teeth flashing as I tip my head back.
“You hate my human clothes,” I remark.
She turns her nose up. “I do not. I’m a human and have similar clothing. It’s just that you’re a queen. They do not wear sweatpants.”
I shrug. “Well, this one does.”
She huffs and strides out, not deigning to answer. With effort, I follow, nearly dragging myself to the couch in front of the fireplace in the main room. It’s only one in the afternoon, but I feel like sleeping for the rest of this day and well into the next. As if my body hasn’t been getting enough rest. Just then, my stomach growls, and I know it’s not for food. I just had a sandwich. It’s looking for blood, as always. Scarlet had tried to give me some this morning, but I had refused when my stomach roiled at the smell. Now I’m hungry enough not to care when she steps forward again, handing me a tall glass.
Thankfully, it’s a silver glass so I can’t see the contents. In one go, I close my eyes, plug my nose, and down the entire thing. To my credit, I only hack and cough once I’ve swallowed it all this time. In the past I’ve spewed blood all over the floor, making it look like a crime scene and causing the rest to come right out to meet it.
So yeah, I don’t really have a handle on the whole being a vampire thing.
“What was that?”
I whip around to find Raphael leaning in the doorway to my rooms, an amused smile playing across his lips. He seems to be the most intuitive of the four lords. Like he somehow knows what I’m feeling before I do. It’s a bit eerie, but I like it, nonetheless. The feeling of being understood is nice, even comforting. I can imagine that loving him isn’t very hard at all. It may be as easy as falling asleep in a warm embrace. So, I tell him the truth.
“Uh, I’m really not getting used to the whole drinking blood thing. I can barely bring myself to have one glass, let alone three for meals. You just saw one of the better outcomes.”
He takes my response as an invitation to come in, but thankfully gives me space by lounging in a chair next to the fireplace. I watch as he crosses one leg over the other with an elegance reserved for the thousand year old vampire that he is. Sometimes their grace, their barely controlled power, mesmerizes me so much that I can’t bear to look away. When I finally look up at his face, he’s watching me as well. I blush and force myself to stare at the fire instead.
“Hm, that is interesting. Most newly turned vampires can’t control themselves around blood. They crave it above all else,” he murmurs, his gaze boring into me.
I’m not sure what to say to that, so instead, I burrow deeper into the nest of blankets I’ve created here over the last few days. It started with one throw blanket from the back of the couch on the first day, and then my comforter from the bedroom, and then two more I requested from Eden this morning. She had given me a weird look but complied without asking any questions about it. That gave me enough insight into just how strange of a vampire I am. Their skin may be cold, but they do not feel the cold. At least they’re not supposed to.
So why the hell am I always freezing?
Raphael seems to read my mind. “Are you cold? What’s with all the blankets? You even have your comforter out here.”
Damn him and his superhuman emotional intelligence. “I’m always cold, freezing actually. It’s been that way since I became a vampire. At Alina’s castle I often slept on the floor in front of the fire just to keep warm. She had to order Han to get more wood stocked in my room so a fire could be kept going at all times.”
“I see. That’s also--”
I cut him off, “Unusual, I know.”
“Do you mind if I stay for a while?” he asks politely as I watch him out of the corner of my eye. He catches me doing it and flashes a smile. “You can say no, believe me.”
I’m quiet for a long time, so long that he begins to rise from his chair as if to leave the room. “No! Stay! I mean, it’s fine I guess.”
Raphael chuckles but says nothing else, lowering himself into the chair again. But this time he throws his legs over one side and settles in. We sit in comfortable silence for the next few minutes, hours even. Sometime during my silent watchful stare at the fire Raphael had pulled out a worn out looking book. The lively pinks and blues on the cover draw my eye and I study it. He must read it a lot for it to be in such a condition. But what shocks me even more is that it’s a romance book. How can an all-powerful vampire lord enjoy romance novels? It just doesn’t fit the narrative.
“What are you reading?” I ask.
He looks up, dog earring the page. “For the Thrill by Jennifer Gladwin. It’s a book I’ve found quite interesting as of late. I’ve read it three times.”
“Romance doesn’t suit you.”
He laughs. “Now that is the truth. This book doesn’t belong to me, and it’s my first romance that I’ve read.”
My stomach climbs up into my throat, nearly constricting it. “And who does it belong to?”
His eyes soften. “You, well, you told me it was your mother’s favorite title before yours.”
My heart leaps for joy at the news. My mother’s favorite title. A window into her heart and soul. That’s what that book is. What it could mean to me. As if seeing it in my hungry gaze Raphael leans forward, holding it out to me. I snatch it from him and run two fingers across the front cover. It’s a classic historical romance title. One woman with a heaving bosom in the arms of a bare chested man on a white horse. They’re riding into the sunset together. The now familiar feeling a Deja vu rushes through me, nearly making me dizzy. This was my book. I know it was.
“Thank you, Raphael, for keeping it safe.”
“Of course, shall I leave you to read it?”
“No! Uh, I want you to stay?” I reply, and the response sounds too much like a question, so I surge onward. “I actually have a couple of books in my bag from Alina’s. She allowed me to pick out whatever I wanted from her library. Would you like to read one?”
His eyes light up and he nods, smiling brightly. I stand up, placing the book carefully in my nest of blankets before padding into the bedroom. Raphael follows me, an excited hop to his step as if getting a new book to read is like Christmas morning. I chuckle softly to myself. His excitement is endearing, just another trait of his that warms my heart to him a little bit more. Soon I’ll be a thawed gooey mess before him.
I rummage through my backpack until I find the title I’m looking for. “It seems my tastes haven’t changed with my body,” I joke, turning to hand him another obscenely cheesy romance novel.
Instead of the smile I expected, Raphael’s face is grave. “Blair, can I be honest with you?”
The book drops to my side, clutched in one hand. “Yeah, sure.”
“This happened with you before, the low confidence, I mean. You tend to focus on your emotions and feelings first which is probably why that’s your power now. I think it’s time you stop thinking about the past and live for who you are right now. Yes, we may have had affection for you as a human but we’re capable of setting that aside to focus on you as you are right now. So, stop thinking everything is based on your human self because it’s not.”
His voice had risen with each passing word until he’s nearly roaring with anger and confusion. It permeates the room, my power responding and amplifying it. I feel the emotion echoed within my own chest as I ingest his words. It’s easier said than done. I’ve had the same thought myself since arriving here, but these constant Deja vu moments and memories make it hard to focus on what’s here and what’s supposed to be in the past. And that’s the key, isn’t it? Supposed to be. I’m not supposed to hate blood, but I do. I’m not supposed to be cold all the time in this new body, but I am. And I’m mostly certainly not supposed to remember bits and pieces of my old life.
But I do.
“Then tell me how to stop, Raph!” I shout back at him, chest heaving.
His eyes flash at the nickname and then his mouth is on mine. Desire bursts through my chest so strongly that I gasp against his mouth, my hand dropping the book to come up and cup his cheek while the other fists in his hair. He takes advantage of it, melding his tongue with mine and eliciting another moan from the back of my throat. Our bodies meld together like they were made for each other. My soft spots melding into his hard ones with perfect synchronicity. The power in my chest rises in a wave, crashing against my chest as if it’d love nothing more than to wash over him. Raphael hikes my legs up around his waist, walking me back out of the room, never breaking the kiss.
The moment we step into the main room the heat of the fire bleeds into my skin and I sigh against him, going near liquid in his embrace. He groans, rubbing me against him for good measure. Both hands are holding his head captive now as I buck wildly against the hardness teasing my center. Raphael takes one hand off my ass to grab something, throwing it down in front of the fire before we fall atop it, a tangle of limbs. We break apart then, breathing hard.
“Can this just be easy? Uncomplicated?” I pant, looking up at him.
“Fuck yes, anything you want. Anything.”
His last word is a growl so primal that I arch against him, moaning. My hand clenches against the soft blanket beneath us, and I smile. He remembered I prefer the fire, the blankets. It’s a small thing, really, but it makes me happy, nonetheless. God, when was the last time that I had felt that emotion? I want more of it. I want everything that he can give and when I turn my eyes up to his I try to portray that need there.
“Fuck,” he growls before descending between my legs.
We attack each other again, grabbing and ripping off each other's clothes with a force that relies entirely on being a vampire. There’s no gentle loving strokes here, no caresses or sweet nothings whispered. And that’s exactly how I want it to be, I think as he tears right through the fabric of my pants and underwear. Raph stops, eyes feasting on me with such a heady warmth in them that I nearly combust inside my skin. I buck my hips up to meet his greedy mouth, forcing him to devour me rather than look.
“Fuck Blair,” he moans into me, and the vibration of his words makes me cry out in pleasure.
“Please, Raph, oh please!”
Answering my plea, he pulls away with his mouth and replaces it with his cock, plunging in deeply. I nearly scream in ecstasy as release barrels down my spine, my body shaking with it. He rides me through it, prolonging it, solidifying it. Something else is there too, I realize through the haze of desire and lust, a different sort of feeling that I had pushed aside early in favor of the carnal kind. The easy kind.
Before I can focus on it, he flips me onto my hands and knees. “I’m not done with you yet.”
His words send my thighs shaking as I pant, waiting for him to slam into me again. But this time he’s gentle, sliding in only after thoroughly teasing my entrance. Teasing me for so long that I’m begging him to fill me, to fuck me until I come apart again. The moment I feel it, I groan at the sheer pleasure it brings. No matter that it had been within me minutes before. It will feel this way every time, all the time. Like a prayer answered. Like everything in my life is perfectly placed and tied up with a neat bow. Nothing could go wrong.
“Raphael,” I moan as he lies his body across my back, licking and sucking my neck.
“Call me Raph, say it,” he commands, voice deep and hard.
“Raph, please, I need you to. . .” I trail off, too embarrassed to say it as I buck my hips against his still erection, feeling it inside me and feeling it moving are two different pleasures.
“You need me to what? Tell me exactly what you desire, amore.”
That nickname. . . it brings a flash of memory with it, but I refuse to look at it, refuse to let it pull me in. This is happening right now, and I don’t want it to end.
“Make love to me, Raph,” I groan, still rocking my hips in time with the heartbeat between my thighs.
“Your wish is my command, amore.”
Pulling himself up, he grips my hips and begins to move. Slow, languid strokes that take me higher and higher, the wave of desire building slowly. Like adding kindling to a fire until it’s a raging inferno. One hand slides down to cup my sex, teasing it with two fingers. My eyes roll back into my head as I come, crying out again, Raph following me with his own final release, roaring with it. The moment he pulls out I collapse onto the pile of blankets, shivering from the aftershocks of my orgasm. Raphael lies down behind me, pulling me into his chest. My hands come up to grip his forearms, holding him to my breasts to savor the uncomplicated moment even though I’m certain this will only make things more complex.
“That was. . .” Raphael begins, voice hesitant.
“Completely unexpected? Possibly the worst possible thing that could have happened at a time like this?” I supply.
Instead of getting offended, he laughs. “I was going to say incredible, but that works too.”
“Oh, come on. You’re not that cliche.”
Instead of discussing my doomsday feelings further, he settles into the blankets, pulling me close enough so that my back is glued to his chest. The feeling of his silky skin pressed up against mine is so calming that I nearly melt into him, sighing happily. At this moment, I can accept my place here in his arms, vampire or not, human or not. And maybe it will be enough.





OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Four
The next morning, I awake naked and alone in front of the fire, a pleasant soreness between my legs. Raphael had stayed with me until I had fallen asleep, but I’m not sure how long after that. Either way, I’m more grateful for it than I could ever express. This is the first time in a long time that I’ve slept soundly without dreams. Each night since my ascension to vampirism I’ve dreamed of my memories or hellish nightmares of Alina’s torture occurring over and over again. So, a night without it, a night of blissfully blank sleep is rare.
At first I didn’t mind the memories in my dreams, I even reveled in them a bit. They felt so real, and I was reliving them as my new self. Getting to know Jade and Carden and the lords as I knew them before was nice. But now that I’ve met them, now that I really know them, it’s become nothing but another nightmare. Those memories should be gone, dead, floating away in the abyss. It’s not right that I’m tormented with them each night I fall asleep because I now know that they’ll never come to pass.
Any relationship I have with the lords or Carden or anyone here will never compare to that of human life. It’s just a fact. One that I’ve had a very hard time accepting since coming up for air as a vampire. Maybe Raphael is right, maybe I do lead with my fear and doubts first while throwing what I’m feeling aside to be dissected later. But if that’s who I am, who I’ve always been, how in the hell am I supposed to stop?
Before I can answer that question, my door bangs open loudly, slamming into the opposite wall. “Blair! I’ve had enough of this nonsense. I’m taking you riding,” Gabriel shouts, marching past the fireplace and into my bedroom.
I shrink down further behind the coffee table and couch, trying to pull my underthings on as quickly as possible. If he sees me like this he’ll know something is up. I go to take a deep breath in order to calm my raging heart, but all I smell is sex. Damnit! Curse the vampire super sense of smell! There’s no way that he hasn’t smelled it, right? I sit up, looking frantically around like a bottle of heavy perfume would suddenly appear. Instead I spot a silken robe hanging off the edge of the couch.
Ah! Thank you Eden, thank you!
It takes less than ten second to clamber up and into the thing, tying it securely around my waist. At least now I’m covered, but there’s still the smell of sex permeating my skin and the blankets beneath me. But what can I do to mask it? Not thinking clearly, I grab a stick from the incense jar on the mantel, rubbing it across my throat and thighs.
“Blair?” I hear him call again, further away this time as if he had just waltzed into my bathing chamber without knocking.
Did they do that often when I had been human? My cheeks color at the thought.
“In here!” I call.
He strides back into the sitting room, brows pulled together in confusion. “I was just in here and you weren’t here. And why does it smell like a witches ceremony in here? Explain yourself.”
I cross my arms, scowling. “You’re a real brute, aren’t you?”
He laughs. “Come on, Blair. Let’s not stall this with take two of you hating me before loving me. Skip that part.”
“That isn’t helping the brute explanation at all,” I mumble, bending down to grab the blankets scattered across the floor just to give my hands something to do.
Right as I do a waft of sex heated air flows toward me, forcing me to drop the blankets with a squeak. What the hell is with this superhuman smell all the sudden? Am I a smelly lover? Is Raphael? How embarrassing! Gabriel steps closer at my surprised yelp, the look on his face suspicious. Instead of allowing him to investigate the pile of blankets I rush out from around the couch, revealing my scantily clad body. The silk robe is short on my thighs, nearly showing off my ass, and clings to me leaving nothing to the imagination.
His eyes widen and a grin pulls across his features. “I didn’t know you owned something like that, Blair. Aren’t you full of surprises.”
“Oh, stop it!” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest in a vain attempt to cover myself. “I sleep in front of the fire each night, alright? I get cold.”
His expression shifts back to confusion, mixing with concern. “Cold? Vampires aren’t supposed to get cold, amante.”
The last word is nearly a purr as he steps closer, the Italian rolling off of his tongue effortlessly. Raphael was sexy when he used the language last night, but coming from Gabriel with that deep growly voice of his? Let’s just say that it warms up parts of me that should be totally sated right now. So much so that I don’t even mind as he runs his hands along my skin. Down my arms, along my hips, and eventually my legs. I hum in pleasure, gravitating toward him as he crouches in front of me. The moment the apex of my thighs comes close to his face he stills, inhaling sharply.
My entire body freezes when his eyes snap up to mine. He looks positively pissed with his eyes burning and nostrils flared like that. I wish I could say that I’m scared, but it only turns me on even more. There’s something about the thrill of making Gabriel angry that appeals to me. Like it’s the easiest thing in the world to rile him up just to have great sex. I wouldn’t mind trying that, I think, biting my lip hard.
He watches the movement as he slowly rises to his feet and steps away, lifting his hands off me slowly like I’m a ticking time bomb. And maybe I am. It’s like a switch has flipped after breaking the barrier with Raphael yesterday. Now my body wants to know what it feels like to ride all of these men. It’s a need that started low in my belly as a tiny ember. Now it’s growing with each passing breath, flying into a raging inferno, pushing aside all doubts and thoughts of their love for whoever I could have been as a human.
I want them now, starting with him, one part of hisses.
No! Last night was a momentary weakness, a horrible desire fueled decision. Ignore it! The other, logic driven part of me demands.
“Why do you smell like sex?” he accuses slowly, the fiery rage in those blood red eyes leaking into his tone.
“It’s none of your business,” I reply, pushing past him into my bedroom.
“It most certainly is my business,” he growls, stalking after me and stepping on my heels.
I yelp, hitting him in the chest at the threshold of the bathroom. “Stop stepping on me you brute! And stay out here while I bathe.”
“And get rid of the evidence? I don’t think so.”
“Evidence? Is having sex a crime now or something?” I seethe, slamming my palms into his chest again.
This time I hit him right in the center, and he stumbles back a step, eyes widening before going back to little slits. To my complete surprise, he pushes me back and I stumble into the bathing chamber to keep my balance.
“It is when you’re being cagey about it,” he rages. “If I find out that you had sex with that halfwit blonde vamp I’ll rip his head clean off.”
His words make me see red. “Carden? Are you talking about Carden?” I screech.
“Yes, whatever his name is!” He roars back, throwing his hands around in the air.
“It was your brother, you idiot! Why would I have sex with Carden?” I shout, ignoring the little flare of guilty desire in my chest. There is a reason that I’d sleep with Carden.
Now that he has me riled up too, we’re both shouting so loud that I’m sure the entire castle can hear us, and I don’t even have the good sense to be embarrassed about it. I’ve never met a man so infuriating in all my life, and I’ve known Gabriel as a vampire for a matter of days! He stalks closer until we’re chest to chest, neither of us backing down as our fangs snap out. He growls low in the back of his throat, and I snarl in response, baring my teeth.
“I see the way you look at each other when you think no one’s watching, amante. Attraction isn’t so easily hidden,” he hisses, voice pitching low now.
His words send me laughing, and I throw my head back to exaggerate it, if only to force him into even more of a rage. “You’re jealous!”
“Of course, I am!” He counters, back to shouting.
I watch him as he stalks around in a circle before slamming his clenched hand into the marble of the wall, shattering a hole with his fist. My eyes widen at the damage. There’s no way that I’d have the strength to do such a thing. These lords are really in a league all their own with their powers unrestricted. I open and close my mouth, trying to come up with a witty reply in the midst of all this chaos when feet skid to a halt outside the bathroom door.
It’s Raphael, no, Raph as he wants me to call him. He’s in my sweatpants from yesterday and the stained sweatshirt, but for him they actually fit his tall frame. If this situation wasn’t already so fucked I would have laughed at the fact that he decided to wear my gross stained human clothes. He glances between the hole, me, and Gabriel before cringing visibly. As if on cue, Gabriel whirls on him, fists clenching at his sides.
“You,” he hisses, voice not exactly human any longer as the shadow of those deadly ebony wings flash on his back.
He’s clearly struggling to reign in his anger. My own anger cools slightly at the glimpse of those massive wings, worry for the poor castle around us replacing it. If these two shift in here and start fighting I don’t think the structure can handle it. Raph steps further into the room, inciting a growl from Gabriel who tracks his movements, staying directly in front of me. Is he protecting me from Raph? But why?
“Gabe I can explain,” Raph begins, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “She was feeling vulnerable so I--”
“Took advantage of her?” Gabriel roars, teeth flashing.
“No! God no!”
I roll my eyes and get between them, holding my hands up like I’m a referee at a football game between two angry linebackers. Neither of them look at me, but they don’t dare move past my hands against their respective chests. At least I have that much control, but I suspect they’re only humoring me. If these men wanted to get past me it would have happened already. The realization isn’t lost on me, trust me.
“Can you guys calm the hell down?”
Gabriel growls low in his throat, teeth snapping like a rabid dog and some feral part of Raph seems to respond, eyes lighting up like burning embers. Uriel and Michael appear in the doorway then, and I groan out loud. Now we’re all here to argue about the fact that I had sex with Raphael.
“You did what?” Michael roars at the same time that Uriel directs a question at Raph. “What the hell are you wearing man?”
For some reason that breaks the dam inside me, and I begin laughing hysterically. Of course, Uriel wouldn’t give a damn about my vampire virginity. Of course, he’d rather focus on the disgusting baggy clothes Raph is wearing. It’s one of the many reasons that I love him. The thought sweeps through me from that forbidden human place in my mind before I even know what I’m thinking, and my eyes widen. Love. It feels like a foreign thing, at least to this body.
“Wait a damn minute. How did you hear my thoughts?” I accuse, whirling to face Michael in the doorway more clearly.
He winces as if he had hoped I wouldn’t catch on to his little slip up. “Uh, it’s something that started when you were a human and apparently hasn’t worn off since the change.”
The sudden change in topic diffuses the tension in the room, if only for a moment as I square my shoulders. “What started? You can read my mind?”
“Yes, but only thoughts you project at us. We can teach you to control it again, you were able to do it before,” he says quickly as if wanting to get it all out before I slug him.
It’s probably a good move because my hands are itching to hit something, even if that something has to be his pretty face. As if they heard that, the men around me chuckle, and Gabriel’s fangs retract back into his mouth where they belong. I have no such luck. I’ll probably be stuck with these puppies until I drink blood after my bath.
“No bath until they all smell it!” Gabriel suddenly shouts, eyes flashing again.
I roll my eyes, throwing my hands up. “And we’re back to having sex being a crime.”
Michael shakes his head. “It’s not that it’s a crime, Blair, it’s just that we’re a tight knit group. We do things together, or we don’t do them at all.”
I gulp. “Together? As in all at once?”
“Yes, amante,” Gabriel purrs, grinning.
“Stop calling me that!”
“You liked it before when I was ramming you with my hard--”
“Shut up!” I screech, cheeks reddening as I cover my ears like a child.
Despite my obvious discomfort, the others bend over laughing again, Uriel even going as far as to slap his knee. My anger surges up into my chest again at their blatant dismissal of my feelings. Yet another way that their memories of me are getting in the way of the development of our new, strange, vampire relationship. And even though it’s nice to know that they still desire my body, it’s weird that they want to pursue a relationship with me now. I’m not a human, so they wouldn’t want to drink my blood anymore. It’s like secondhand blood.
“No, it’s not. Blood play is very common in vampire relationships,” Raph says, reading my thoughts again.
“Blood play?” I ask wearily, eyeing them all as I edge toward the empty tub and turn on the hot water.
They watch me with rapt attention, tracking the movements of my bare legs and the dip of the robe between my breasts. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t turn me on. Every moment with these lords is hot. Even when they were questioning me for days on end about Alina’s castle, her plans, her personality and the way she treated me I was weirdly attracted to them. Like they’re a bright flame and I’m a helpless insignificant moth that will be burnt to a crisp the moment I touch them.
They’re grinning again, and I just know that they heard that entire inner monologue. Have they been hearing my thoughts for the past week and just pretended not to? That might be the most embarrassing realization of my entire life. For the past week I’ve done nothing but question my supposed love for them, process the never ending stream of attraction, and. . . pining after Carden.
Oh. My. God.
My cheeks redden and I whip around to face the tub again, dumping an unnecessary amount of bath salts into the water in an attempt to appear busy. They heard every stupid thought I’ve had over the past five days. Shame and despair sweep right through my chest and out into the air around us, cloaking the room. Even the lights seem to dim around me with the force of my magical ability.
“I’m super embarrassed right now,” I whisper.
All of them come closer to me. I can’t hear it, but I can feel their aura. Like four bright burning flames in the darkness of my mind closing in. But I don’t want them to comfort me, to hold me while I wallow in the feelings I had unwittingly shared with them over the past week. It will only make it worse. They stop moving at that thought, but they’re close, wrapped around me in a semicircle. Close enough to reach out and touch, if I wanted to. I’m thankful that they left it up to me.
“Blair, do you want to know why we can hear your thoughts?” Uriel asks quietly, his voice subdued in a way I’ve never heard it before.
“Would it make me feel less embarrassed?” I joke.
“Most likely.”
“Then sure.”
I still remain facing the bath, watching it slowly fill with water. There’s no way that I can look at them right now. I think I would spontaneously combust.
“We had assumed it was the curse at work. In the past we could communicate telepathically with all of the human women we had a blood bond with. But always, without fail, that special connection would fall away once they turned into vampires. Our names, shared memories and magic ceased to exist for them.”
His words confuse me enough that I shift on my feet, trying to gain the courage to look at him. “Okay, so what does it mean that I still kind of remember and you can still hear my thoughts?”
“We have a theory, but I’m not sure that you’re ready to hear it. You seem to be particularly vulnerable right now,” he replies gently.              
“Yeah, thanks to this guy,” Raph mutters, most likely pointing at Gabriel.
“Me?” Gabriel roars, about to start up another screaming match.
I whirl around to see Michael placing a hand on his shoulder. “Now isn’t the time brother. Let’s leave Blair to take her bath.”
They all start to file out of the room, but I step forward, my hand outstretched toward their backs. “Wait! I can totally handle it. I’m so emotionally stable right now. Like, super stable.”
Michael glances over his shoulder, eyebrow raised. “That’s not something a stable person says.”
Gabriel snorts, but doesn’t say anything else as I clench my fists at my sides. I don’t want them to treat me like a breakable little doll that needs to be kept in the dark for my own safety. I’d rather break hearing the news than sit around wondering what it is. I can mend if they’re with me. The thought blindsides me as I stagger forward a step, my arms still stretched toward them like a deranged zombie. The emotions I’m projecting to the room shift dramatically from black despair to golden curiosity. The light in the room brightens again, stabilizing. They all turn back toward me with understandably wary expressions on their faces. I drop my arms back down to my sides, cheeks coloring a bit.
“Blair. . .” Raphael begins, dragging my name out like he’s trying to reason with me.
I talk over him. “No, you can’t say no to me when you’re wearing my clothes!”
One finger stabs through the air toward him, pointing vigorously. All three of the others turn to gaze at Raph’s crazy outfit. Uriel laughs, a snorting sound that brings an unwitting smile to my face. He has that effect on me. No matter the situation, he always has that twinkle of mischief in his eyes. Like he’s about to tickle me or laugh or play a trick on his brothers. It’s a beautiful thing.
“Wait a minute, those are yours?” Michael exclaims. “Why are they so big?”
“I honestly thought he went out into the streets and mugged a human,” Gabriel cuts in dryly.
That comment only makes Uriel and I laugh harder, both of us clapping our hands over our mouths to stifle it. Raph’s cheeks color a little bit at the joke, but he stands up straighter.
“They’re comfortable,” he argues.
“Yes, they’re mine,” I reply to Michael once the laughter dies down. “Well, now they are. They belonged to someone else before.”
Four sets of eyes narrow at me, and I realize that I may have made a mistake in telling them the clothes were from someone else. It took them less than a second to deduce that they weren’t from another female. They’re too big for that.
“Who?” Uriel quips, no longer laughing or even remotely amused.
“Uh, you’re not going to like the answer.”
“Tell us anyway.”
“Carden,” I supply sheepishly. And before they can explode out of the room to murder him, I rush on. “But human Carden, not vampire Carden. He probably doesn’t even remember giving them to me.”
“And you do?” Michael asks, eyes still narrowed.
“Kind of. I don’t really know how I know exactly. It’s probably one of my epiphany memories.”
Gabriel inches closer to Raph, his talons out and ready for shredding. All of them seem to be torn between staking their claim on my body and destroying any evidence of another man having ties to me. Both scenarios are unacceptable to me. I wave my hands in the air, trying to catch their collective attention, but it’s useless.
“Don’t. You. Dare.” I grind out when Gabriel stops next to Raph who had backed into the wall with a nervous expression on his face.
He’s probably not sure whether his brother wants to cut him, the clothes or both. Their fight from earlier about my vampire chastity still isn’t resolved and despite the complete subject change, it’s still hanging in the air. I shift on my feet again, this time building up the courage to walk over and insert myself between the four brothers hell bent on destroying the clothes and maybe Raph in the process.
“Nope! First off, those are my most comfortable clothes. Big soft clothing to a girl is like crack. No one is destroying them,” I start, eyeing each of them in turn. “And secondly, I was the one that attacked Raph last night. He took advantage of nothing. It was a moment of weakness that won’t be repeated.”
“You’ve said that before,” Uriel huffs, seemingly unconvinced by my speech.
My cheeks redden. “No, I haven’t! At least vampire Blair hasn’t. Don’t confuse me with someone else,” I rattle out, babbling.
“You broke her,” Uriel groans, gesturing at Raph.
“I can give you some of my clothes to be comfortable in,” Gabriel reasons, ignoring everything we’ve said.
“All you guys own are tunics and suits!”
“Trust me, I have some human clothing that I don’t use often, even a big sweatshirt. Will that be to your liking?”
He responds like he’s trying to pacify a child, and it grates on my nerves like most things do when he’s involved.
“Talk to me like that one more time,” I breathe, eyes flashing red.
We step towards each other, both of us growling low in our throats, teeth flashing. Uriel looks between the other two, eyes wide as if he’s waiting for somebody to do something. They don’t, if anything Michael has an amused smile on his face.
“Or what?” Gabriel asks, smirking with full fangs on display.
“I’ll bite you,” I quip back, hoping beyond hope that he doesn’t take me up on the offer.
But of course, I should have known what was going to happen next as his smile widens.
“Fine then,” he starts, stepping forward and tilting his head to the side as if to give me better access. “You’ll be throwing out those clothes amante.
Now.”
Without thinking about it, I rush forward quickly and bite savagely into his neck. It’s something I’ve never done before, so it’s a bit sloppy, the holes tearing a little until I settle. Gabriel gasps, gripping my hips so tightly that his fingers might leave bruising behind when he pulls away. The moment his blood hits my mouth, flavor like I’ve never tasted before explodes across my tongue, forcing a low moan to vibrate his skin. He groans, rocking his hips into me as if he can’t help but move them. Light is flashing behind my closed eyelids, star bursting as elation and a deep rooted connection solidify in my chest, rooting me to him. The others in the room are deathly silent as I feed from him.
It may have been seconds, or maybe it went on for hours, but the initial feeling of it ebbs just enough for me to remember myself and I jerk away, tearing my fangs from his neck. Despite the shock, I lick the skin to ensure it heals before pulling away completely. The room is still silent as I take two steps back while wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. The men have identical looks of fiery longing on their faces, well, the three who were watching do. Gabriel looks positively shocked as he grips his throat with one hand.
“What? I said I’d do it. Would my human self-have bluffed?” I ask defensively, crossing my arms over my chest while attempting to ignore this new swirling feeling in my chest that is aching for me to touch him again.
“It’s not--” Michael starts gruffly before clearing his throat. “It’s not that. We just haven’t been bitten by another vampire in a really long time.”
“How long?”
I’m starting to regret doing it as I fidget back and forth. Maybe being impulsive had been a bad idea. . . but at least I liked blood for once. Wait. I liked blood for once! Damn, I’ll be really disappointed if I can’t do that again to get a decent meal.
“No. It’s not that either,” Gabriel deadpans. “We were right. . . she’s ours.”
I narrow my eyes. “Yours?”
“Yes, amante. You are our soul bonded mate,” he replies, no bite or anger in his tone any longer. “You belong to us.”
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Chapter Five
Uriel whoops from behind him, jumping into the air and pumping his fist. I whirl around fully to watch, trying to process what Gabriel had just told me. Soul bonded mate. Is that what this feeling in my chest means? I look to the others for clarification, but Raph is still against the damn wall gripping it like he’d fall without it’s support. And Michael is opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water. So, I turn back to Gabriel, not quite looking him in the eyes.
“I’m sorry, soul what now?”
My voice is wobbly, but I can’t help it. His words are making me feel jumpy as a desperate need to sprint in the opposite direction swells in my chest. It’d most likely be in my best interest with the way they’re all looking at me right now. Like I’m their next meal. And I don’t want to be no matter how much my core is throbbing for them to spread me out here and now. All of them, starting with Gabriel.
“How do you not know what a soul bond is?” he asks dryly.
My eyes snap to his again as my cheeks color. They probably heard that.
“Yes, we did,” Raph replies, a cheeky grin on his face. 
Damn.
“Stop stalling for her,” Gabriel snaps, suddenly back to his grumpy self. “Blair, a soul bond is like. . . you were made for us, and us for you. The moment we were born, we were born as puzzle pieces that can only fit each other.”
My eyes widen at the assumption that all five of them could somehow be my. . . soul thing. “How do you know that I’m bonded to all of you? All I feel is this unbearable pull to-to touch you Gabriel, not the others.” I finish, stumbling on the confession.
“Soul bond,” Michael says,  quickly correcting my muddled thoughts.
Gabriel waves him off, grinning again and holding out his arms. “Then come here, amante.”
Instead of walking into his arms like my body and mind so desperately want me to, I use my fingers to create an X over my chest, warding him off. “Nuh-uh. Not until you answer all of my questions.” 
“He’s just being greedy,” Michael sighs, finally getting over his initial shock. “But the reason you don’t feel the connection, the full one anyway, with us is because you haven’t completed it by drawing blood. You still feel a pull to us, correct? Even a slight one?”
I contemplate his words, diving deep within myself to wade around in my emotions. There are four distinct tethers floating toward them, Gabriel’s now more solid rather than ethereal. It’s interesting that I can see it in my mind’s eye enough that I almost want to reach out for it. Well, why not? I think, stepping toward the link that seems to be Gabriel in my head. The moment I reach forward, my hands hit against his shirt, clutching the fabric.
“They lead me to you, the links,” I murmur, fascination lining my words.
“What links?” Uriel asks, sounding closer than before.
“The ones I can see within me. I think it’s a part of my new gift of emotions, of sensing them and projecting them and manipulating them. It allows me to easily perceive our connections in that deep space in my chest just above my locked memories,” I supply, still focusing on the way the bond looks as I grip fistfuls of Gabriel’s shirt.
He doesn’t move, only allows me to explore it without him getting in the way. Good, I think, smirking. There’s a first time for everything. He growls low in his throat, letting me know that he had heard my thoughts. You were supposed to, I shoot back. Suddenly I’m in his arms and then over his shoulder, kicking and screaming, my eyes snapping open. The others had gravitated toward us in a close circle, nearly touching us.
“Let me down your brute!” I snarl, pounding my fists against his back. When he doesn’t I look toward the others, but they’re all smirking. I’ll be getting zero help from them either.
He grunts against my strength. “Nope, I don’t think so.”
Then my body is tossed into the water of the bath, fully clothed. I sink under the surface for a moment before popping back up, gasping for breath and sputtering sweet tasting water from my mouth and nose. My hair is dripping around me and hanging in my eyes. I leave it that way as I glare up at each of them in turn, hoping that it makes me more menacing to them. It works, sort of, when they all step back while raising their arms into the air. But the surrender isn’t quite so sweet with those smirks still on their faces.
“We’ll leave you to your bath for now and wait out in the living room,” Michael says, slowly backing toward the door as I stand up in the tub, water sloshing down the sides of it. “Uriel and I didn’t come in here because of your little spat with the others, we came with news of Alina.”
His words send a shiver running down my spine and I sober completely, pushing my hair from my face, my eyes going distant as I stare at the wall behind Michael’s head. News of Alina? What could she possibly be doing out in the open now after remaining undetectable to the lords for months? Snapping out of my daze, I turn toward Michael again only to find that I’m alone in here, the bathroom door closed in a makeshift show of giving me privacy.
How sweet.
***
I rush through bathing after finally getting the soaking wet clothes off my body. That took the longest by far. But I do make sure to scrub between my legs extra carefully with the sweet smelling soap Eden had left on the edge for me to use. I don’t want any more fights to break out because I smell like sex and Raphael.
Ah, sex with Raphael, I think, sighing in pleasure even at the memory of it as I glide into the bedroom.
What I wouldn’t give to release some of this tension and worry in my chest over Alina and this newly formed magical bond between me and the lords with some good old fashioned boy girl sex. A loud cough comes through my bedroom door from the sitting room and I squint at it, knowing full well that they had been listening into my very private thoughts.
“They’re not private to us!” Uriel calls, laughter in his voice.
“Boy girl sex? What other kind is there?” Raphael chokes out between bouts of laughter, sounding really close to the door.
“Don’t come in! I’m naked!” I shout, gripping my fluffy towel more tightly.
“That doesn’t make me want to stop,” he replies, jiggling the doorknob for good measure.
I know he’s only doing it to mess with me, but I squeal anyway, throwing my hairbrush hard enough at the door that when it hits it takes a chunk out of the wood. He laughs on the other side, but doesn’t come in. He’d never cross that line, never force himself on me. I might not know them very well anymore, but I do know one thing for sure. They’re good men. 
Ignoring how hot and bothered I feel even from his voice on the other side of the door, I move forward to grab the discarded brush, only to stop in my tracks at what’s laid out on the bed. A huge pair of grey sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt with some type of band logo printed across the front of it. I smile to myself, biting my lip. Gabriel hadn’t been lying when he said he’d bring me some of his clothes to wear. Forgetting about the hairbrush, I pull them on, opting to go without underwear as it feels like too much of a chore to grab it from the closet.
Someone groans from the next room, and the sound forces me to clench my legs together with how truly guttural it is. “Really? No underwear? You’re truly testing our patience.”
I swing the door open while scooping up the brush, trying to act as casual as I can as I saunter into the sitting room. All the men are staring at me intently, eyes hooded as they take in my new clothing. If I didn’t know any better, I would think that I’m wearing nothing but a bra and sext panties judging by the looks on their faces. But I’m wearing sweatpants. I’m not going to lie, it makes me feel powerful, all the attention.
“You could be wearing a trash bag and I’d look at you the very same way,” Uriel breaths, standing suddenly and striding toward me.
Nervous excitement swirls in my stomach, but all he does is pull my hand up to his mouth, planting a sensual kiss across the back of it. I smile up at him from beneath my lashes, a faint blush across my cheeks. He definitely knows how sly he is, how secretly charming. He’s the kind of man who would charm me all the way to my bed. One moment I’d be laughing at one of his many jokes and the next I’d be naked and panting.
“Want to try it out?” he asks, waggling his eyebrows.
I laugh nervously before hitting my hand against his chest a little too hard. “My god, you guys are like sexual tension walking around on legs.”
Michael throws his head back and laughs. “Get used to it, this is your new life.”
This is your new life.
I know I should be afraid of a statement so resolute, so easily said. But I’m not. From the moment I woke up in Alina’s castle to now I had been thinking about the lords. About my memories connecting me to them. About the way Jade had said I loved them, as if it was the easiest thing in the world to do so. And maybe it is, maybe I’m already falling.
Maybe I’ve already fallen.
“Don’t listen to my thoughts right now,” I murmur before taking a seat in the armchair Raph was sitting in last night, pulling a blanket up from the floor to lie across my legs.
“Too late,” Raph replies, voice just as soft as mine.
I sigh. “What’s the news about Alina?” 
The room is silent for several beats as if they’re struggling to let my last thoughts go. I hope to anyone who is holy that they will. I’m not ready to talk about my confusing feelings just yet. Nothing feels concrete yet, it’s all just a jumble of strange emotions mixed with memories. I’d rather be confident when I tell them how I feel. Right now, I’m so far from confident I might as well be a sorry excuse for it.
“Alright then,” Gabriel says, clearing his throat loudly. “On that note, I want to know too. What is that bitch queen up to now?”
A laugh bubbles out of my chest at the new nickname for her. It’s very accurate. He smirks at me before sitting on the couch in front of the fire. Raph sits as well, but on the arm of my chair rather than next to Gabriel. His heat leaks into my side, and damn me if I don’t scoot a little bit closer. The others stand in front of us, arms crossed and faces grave. Uriel never looks like that, so it must be something bad.
“I’ll catch you up to speed first, Blair,” Michael says, turning to face me. “When you were gone, we did our best to keep it under wraps. It wasn’t hard, we barely leave the castle anyhow. That way there was no mass panic or realization of what your kidnapping may mean for other women in the country.”
I nod. “Okay, that makes perfect sense. So, what’s that got to do with Alina?”
Uriel steps in, rubbing the back of his neck. “She’s come out to the press as the first ever AB negative woman turned by us; the maker of the curse, if you will. She’s also been telling everyone how she broke the curse by using you as a catalyst. Not to mention giving the public details about your new power that is eerily similar to our mother’s.”
I shake my head, trying to clear it of the cobwebs and memories for long enough to process what he’s saying. Alina has been running her mouth about me. . . but for what? Publicity? Fame? No, that’s not really her style. It has to be for some type of grand scheme. Plan B since I refused to be her pawn in making the lords bow to her will. At least I hope she’s moved onto a plan B. I throw up my hands and look back at Uriel, questions in my eyes.
“I give up, tell me why that’s bad.”
He sighs. “You mentioned that she filled you in on the extent of the curse, yes?” I nod, so he continues. “And you’ve seen us at full power. The wings, the magic, all of it is from our father and mother who were the most powerful vampires in history. They created the society we now rule and live in. . . but it was much more brutal back then. Humans were basically slaves. There was no such thing as a blood donation center. Vampires took what they wanted when they wanted, even if it meant killing the human. We’ve since changed that.” 
I hold up a hand, stopping him. “It’s getting less clear, Uri. Not more. Simplify.”
Michael laughs. “Be patient, love. His story is important, the way Alina is using you in the media is only one single puzzle piece to the entire picture. Listen for once in your life.”
I sit back in the chair, pouting, and Raph chuckles before rubbing his large hand along my back. It feels so nice that I nearly purr at the touch, leaning into it enough that my head comes to rest against his broad thigh. Gabriel watches us with narrowed eyes but says nothing. I heave a sigh in relief, turning my eyes back to Uriel. It’s not my fault that I feel most comfortable with his brother. There’s just something about Raph that sends a cooling emotion through my soul.
“Yeah? I’m flattered,” he murmurs, his hand never leaving my back.
“Hmmm,” is all I reply, embarrassment fizzing in my chest.
“If I could continue?” Uriel cuts in, raising one eyebrow. Raph waves him on, so he goes on, “As I was saying, we created a democracy of sorts. It stopped human slavery to a point. Vampires can still take servants, but they must be paid a set wage or higher. So, it’s now a choice. And now blood is donated by each human to keep up the supply for vampires, and a mandated amount goes out to each vampire household each week. You can imagine how some of our immortal brethren feel about such a drastic change to their lives. No more taking what they want whenever they want, no more being the apex predator.”
“They call it an affront to nature,” Gabriel snorts, leaning back to cross one leg over the other.
“That’s ridiculous,” I burst out, surging off of Raph’s leg in the process and throwing my arms around. “Vampires have always been the apex predators regardless. And I’m starting to get it now. . . they think you did all that because most of your power was locked away, don’t they?”
“Bingo,” Michael replies, grinning. “And now that it’s back in full force Alina isn’t hesitating to tell the world.”
“Which, in turn, is stirring up trouble with the vampires who have held grudges against these new rules for hundreds of years,” Raph supplies.
“So. . . we have a possible uprising on our hands?” I ask nervously.
“Yeah, pretty much,” Uriel sighs.
The room falls into silence again as we all contemplate what this means for us. Will they have to fight off the vampires? Will they fight with the vampires against the humans? I cringe at the thought. Any human stupid enough to go against a group of pissed off vamps is going to end up dead. End of story, no exceptions. It makes a frantic feeling burn through my chest. I may be a vampire now, but I wasn’t a few months ago, and those memories are still lurking in the back of my mind as always since I awoke. There’s no way that I’ll let them decimate my race.
“Are you done freaking out?” Gabriel drawls, giving me a look that sends white hot rage through my chest.
“No!” I reply, jumping up from my chair to begin pacing around the room. “I forbid you guys to fight with humans. It’s practically bullying, they’ll all die. And if you do kill them all, then where would you get your food from! It’s the worst plan ever, to kill them. And I’ve read the history books. We were practically an endangered species before you guys implemented those rules! A few more years and you would have been shut out of luck.”
I realize that I’m rambling, but I can’t quite bring myself to reel it in. The panic in my chest is growing instead of shrinking. When I stepped into the castle to become the next concubine to the four coven lords this wasn’t what I signed up for. Unexpected love and turning into a vampire and crazy ex-girlfriends that want to take over the world by manipulating everyone around her. It’s too much. This is all too much.
“Blair, stop,” Michael says, gripping my shoulders and shaking me a little bit. “Take a deep breath. None of us are going to kill humans. We made that vow long ago, remember?”
I struggle to pull up any sort of memory related to those words. One surfaces, albeit a little bit blurry and out of focus for me to understand much of it. All of us around a fire, speaking slowly about. . . Alina! The first woman they turned and how they believed to have killed her. Then their vow to never kill again. Little did they know that they’ve actually never killed, and she was alive all along. That has to be a relief. Or maybe they regret their choices now after living somewhat of a lie for their entire lives. 
I don’t know why this revelation is suddenly bringing up so many burning questions for me, but it is. It’s forcing me to face the truth of just how little I know about this curse, how it came to be, and why they hadn’t fought harder against it in the first place. No matter how hard I focus on the curse in my mind, all that comes up is that single conversation in front of the fire with the lords. Well, there’s also the bits and pieces that Alina had shared with me but I’m not sure I can trust it.
“Ask your questions,” Gabriel orders, sitting forward on the couch to lean his forearms onto his knees.
A secret part of me hoped that they’d tune into my thoughts just then, but I know it’s not the time. The threat that Alina poses is much more potent of a topic. That, or my strange and sudden soul bond thing with my lords. Something that they refuse to talk about very much until I take blood from each and every one of them. . . I shudder at the thought. I’d much rather jump their bones, in fact, my core is still aching for it. God, I really need to get my priorities straight.
Alina first.
Then my questions about the curse.
Then bloodletting.
And then sex.
“Would you just ask and stop your incessant rambling? I’d rather get on with this before Raph takes you up on your silent but deadly offer of sex,” Gabriel says dryly.
My cheeks color again as I glance between all my lords, reading the simmering lust in their gazes, but most of all the need showing plainly on Raph’s face. Without a doubt he’s thinking about the other night and just how many other ways he could have taken me, can still take me. It sends a completely different kind of shudder down my spine as I look away, twisting my fingers.
“God, the mind reading thing is so unnerving,” I confess. 
“So, you’ve said.”
“Man, I want to punch you right now,” I quip back immediately.
The others laugh at their brother's expense, but Gabriel himself doesn’t even move a muscle, only stares at me, expectant. I sigh. Alright then, no more beating around the bush. At that thought he nods firmly as if agreeing with my train of thought.
“Okay, okay. I’ll ask my most burning question, but then you have to really tell me what in the hell we’re going to do about Alina. I still think that that’s more important.” He nods, so I continue. “I guess my question isn’t exactly a question, and more of a plea for more concrete information. The story you told me before doesn’t add up now. If the Gods or the universe was punishing you for killing an innocent with magical blood, it would make sense, but you didn’t actually kill her.”
The room is silent for so long after my rambling question that my palms begin to sweat. My lords are looking between themselves, not deigning to include me in their silent conversation. Are they trying to come up with a suitable lie? Is this yet another thing that I supposedly can’t handle right now? If that’s what they say I might end up throwing one of them through the nearest wall. Nothing frustrates me more than half-truths and missing pieces to the puzzle. Ever since becoming a vampire that’s all my head is filled with; I don’t need it from the men around me too.
“Say it,” I grind out.
They four of them turn to me, then, blinking.
Raph swallows before speaking. “Would you believe us if we told you that the curse itself was cast upon us by Alina after she turned?”
I cross my arms over my chest and narrow my eyes. “Explain further.”
“We deduced a timeline over the past few months since your disappearance. The curse didn’t set in officially until months after we killed Alina. We thought it was a delayed reaction or some type of fulfilled prophecy set into motion by the Gods. But now it makes sense, more sense than it did before. Something must have set her off or reminded her of what happened. Because of your rare bloodline, once you turn into vampires, each of you have incredible powers usually reserved for the royal line. Alina discovered hers and used it against us. . .” he pauses, looking more closely at my now white face. “Blair? What’s wrong?”
“I know what triggered her. She told me that she traveled back to her human family, hoping to see her fiancé again but he was with her sister. She killed them all, unleashing her dark power after absorbing their souls.”
Uriel whistles, cringing. “Yeah, that’ll do it.”
“There’s more, isn’t there?” I ask Raph, ignoring Uriel’s attempt at humor.
He nods. “We’ve been feeding her vampire after vampire for over a thousand years. That’s more than one hundred vampire women with specialty powers that she’s trained and gained the absolute trust of since the original curse was set into motion. She thought it’d be complete with you, the final link, but she couldn’t convert you due to your lingering human memories of us.”
“What would be completed?” I ask warily.
Michael steps in, spreading his arms wide while smiling grimly. “The perfect vampire army.”
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Chapter Six
The perfect vampire army.
Those words resonate through me for the rest of the night and into the next day, burning into my brain. Michael and the others had to leave after that little confession, rushing to a council meeting that Scarlet kindly reminded them they had scheduled. Therefore, I was left alone for the rest of the day and through the night to contemplate the many many things I had learned throughout the day.
	Carden is beginning to remember his human life


	I’m soul bonded to the four deadly vampire lords


	Alina has spent the past one thousand years building her own personal army



Yeah, that sort of information is enough to put any girl halfway into the bottle. Something I wish I was experiencing right now. At least if I were drunk I wouldn’t have to deal with not only the realizations, but also what they mean for me. That’s the thing that I’d prefer to shove aside for as long as humanly possible. Well, vampirely possible now I suppose.
“Knock, knock,” Jade calls from the sitting room in a sing-song voice.
“In the bathroom,” I call back while sinking lower into the bubbles and sipping my morning coffee.
Jade saunters in like she owns the place, green hair dripping water onto a perfectly pressed opal colored dress that falls to the floor in waves of silk. A maid must have wrangled her into such a monstrosity because it just doesn’t look right on her. Well, it looks pretty, but it doesn’t look right. Ugh, maybe it’s just another one of my stupid Deja vu feelings again.
“Morning,” she chirps, twirling in a full circle. “What do you think of my dress for the press conference today? My attendants forced me into it, but I would only agree to black or white to which they replied black is only worn at funerals. So here I am in white.”
I tip my head back and laugh, smiling for the first time since my lords left yesterday. “I knew it! I knew someone would have had to wrangle you into that thing.”
She scoffs, her cheeks tinting pink. “Oh, shut it.”
Instead of torturing her further about it, I set my coffee cup down and lean over the edge of the tub with my arms folded under my chin. She takes a seat at my makeup table, fanning her skirts out beneath her in a wondrous arch. It’s near blinding how beautiful the dress is. Whoever her attendants are, they really know what they're doing.              
“When is this press conference?” I ask.
“In like an hour. You’re supposed to be there too, you know,” she admonishes just as Scarlet bustles in, gasping.
“Get out of the bath! Out! Now! Eden assured me you’d be towel dried and in your gown by now,” she nearly shouts, yanking on my arms as I splash around, my head going under.
I come up sputtering and yank my arms out of her grip. “Scarlet, if you keep yanking me like that you won’t have anyone to dress because I will be dead.”
Jade laughs from her perch on the other side of the room, causing Scarlet to blush and rush from the bathing chamber into my closet. I sigh and tug the drain plug out with my toe before watching all the water go down the drain, only getting out of the tub once it’s empty and my body is wracked with shivers from the cold. Eden is there with a large towel, looking chastised, most likely by Scarlet on her way in here. A pang of guilt hits my chest hard enough that I stay diligently still as she dries me off. Usually I’d protest to do it myself, but I’ll let her just this once. She even goes as far as wrapping my hair up in a warmed smaller towel, smiling when our eyes meet briefly.
She’s so close that her human like scent drifts closer, swirling around me and into my nose. It’s sweet, like tiger lilies and lemon mixed together. I inhale deeply, enjoying the scent enough that my fangs snap out. By her intake of breath, she notices right away as I step back, sighing.
“I’m sorry Eden, I haven’t eaten yet,” I explain around my now bulky teeth.
Jade cackles again, and I whip around to glare at her, red eyes flashing. And if it were anyone else, they would have flinched, but not my best friend. She is and always has been a badass who isn’t afraid of anything, including vamps. If anything, my near feral glare makes her laugh harder. I try to stay mad, I try really hard, but the way her eyes are all squished, and her lips are pulled wide is too much. I burst out laughing as well, the sound twinkling through the air. It’s laced with my magic, the elated emotions in my chest bursting forth into the room with so much force that Eden laughs too,  
“What’s so funny in here?”
All three of us turn toward a grinning Uriel before looking back at each other and laughing even harder. His eyebrows flick upward when he notices my naked body and the other women in the room that don’t seem to care. It must be a strange scene indeed, so I force myself to sober, spooling the emotion back into my chest like a ball of yarn.
“Ah, sorry, I just really needed a good laugh,” I reply, my fangs still in the way.
“I’ve come to solve that problem,” he announces while sauntering in the room with a bottle of blood. My stomach twists at the sight and I immediately deflate. “Maybe you guys could give us a few minutes?”
“Of course, Master Uriel,” Eden demurs, rushing forward to haul Jade from the room and closing the door behind them.
Instead of thrusting the bottle in my direction, Uriel sets it on the side table and grabs my robe from the back of the door, holding it open. I shrug it on and tie it while basking in the warmth it provides. My old robe was thin and made of sexy red silk, but I forced Scarlet to get rid of it in favor of this one. It’s much thicker and made of soft cotton with pink polka dots all over it. So yeah, I’d say that there’s absolutely no way I’m sexy in it.
“Never say never,” Uriel replies softly before pulling me back into his chest and resting his chin on top of my head. 
I melt into him like snow in the rain, our bodies nearly fusing together for how well they fit. A calm comfortable feeling fills my chest, chasing away any anxiety or thoughts mingling together in my mind about my problems. This moment is only him and I together. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s nice, no, it’s fantastic. None of the other lords can so effectively banish my wayward thoughts and feelings.
“Thank you for coming,” I sigh, gripping his forearms tightly just in case he tried to pull away.
“I’m not going anywhere, bellezza.”
I turn my face into his chest, gripping fistfuls of his perfectly pressed tunic. He doesn’t seem to mind, only wraps his firm arms around my body and holds me close. There’s no heavy expectation here like there was with Raphael the other day, no soul gripping desire like with Gabriel. Only an easy comfort, a calming connection that seems to understand me in a way no one else has since I transformed. My hands snake up his chest to twine around his neck, a shiver coursing through my chest at how warm he is. He must have fed already today.
Take him, a desire filled voice in the back of my mind hisses.
I groan, inching up on my tiptoes so our faces are level with each other. Uriel has a soft smile on his face, almost serene in nature, and I can’t help but smile back before slanting my lips across his. This kiss is different from the others, softer, yet more demanding. As if all my attention is zeroed in on the feeling of his lips moving against mine. It’s all-consuming, yet soft as a butterfly flapping around my chest. A soft sound escapes me, but he absorbs it, his hands sliding down to cup my ass right as my stomach growls so loud that it should have shook the ground beneath us. Uriel pulls away, throwing his head back with that familiar laugh I’ve come to cherish so dearly.
“It seems that sustenance cannot wait,” he teases, hitting the tip of my nose with one finger before dragging his hands away from my body.
Loss hits me hard the moment his hands are gone, and I have to force my arms to stay down by my sides instead of reaching out like a wanting child. This soul bond thing, whatever it really is, has awakened since I so rashly took Gabriel’s blood yesterday and it won’t go back to sleep. The cat’s out of the bag and it refuses to go back in no matter how many fish treats I throw at it.
“Fish treats? Your analogies always make me laugh.”
Uriel holds the jar of blood out to me, the top now off. I wrinkle my nose at the decidedly too sweet aroma coming from it, holding out my hands in a stopping motion to ward him off.
“I don’t think I can drink that,” I whisper as my stomach lurches and I gag.
His face softens. “You have to, bellezza. You’ll die without it.”
“Can’t I just drink yours?” I ask, the words slipping out before I even know what I’m saying. “Wait! I don’t know why that came out of my mouth.”
Uriel’s face darkens as a wicked smirk replaces the kind expression he had been wearing. The sudden change takes my breath away as my knees go weak. Why did I say that? Because it’s what you really want, that secret sex crazed part of me whispers as Uriel steps closer, holding out his arms for me. I fall into them, my head landing hard against his shoulder as he strokes my back in wide circles. Giving into him was easy, and lord knows I need it. But my face ended up too close to his exposed neck, and he’s so warm. So, inviting.
“You have my permission, bellezza,” he murmurs, arching his neck to give me an even better angle.
His hands trail along my robe in slow, deliberate movements that I wish were against my bare skin. The thought makes me arch into him, clawing at his tunic as if I want to rip it from his strong lithe body. Uriel steps back, taking his shirt off at my request as I drop my robe. At this point my mind isn’t thinking for me anymore, the lust is. It’s hazing out my senses enough that all I can think about is what he feels like against my sex. But when he picks me up again, backing me into the wall, his pants are still on. I make a pained noise in the back of my throat while rubbing myself against him anyway. He groans, rolling his shoulders like he’s trying to restrain himself from doing something stupid.
Man, I really wish he’d do something stupid.
Maybe I can instead, you know, set the example? I think, just before sinking my fangs into his throat. Uriel cries out, bucking his hips against my sex over and over again. I clamp my lips down this time, drinking from his properly as my talons dig into the bare skin of his back. The flavor of his blood is different from Gabriel’s. It’s smokey and full of depth, like a well-cooked steak. Gabriel’s was softer, more vibrant. Almost like wine. They’re different, and yet I love them both enough that I moan against his neck, tightening my grip on him.
Through the haze of blood lust and plain old desire, I can feel his hands down by our hips, talons shredding through fabric when he realizes that I won’t be removing my legs long enough for him to simply take his pants off. I’m too out of it, too crazed in my need for him and his blood, my hips still grinding wildly against his.
The moment the last scrap of fabric is gone, he fills me, slipping in almost on accident with how wet I am.
I cry out, fangs tearing from his neck as I throw my head back against the wall with a resounding crack. Marble falls around us, but I barely register it as he pounds into me, stoking the fire of my desire. The pace is fast and bruising, my body slamming into the marble again and again as he takes me with his full strength, teeth clenched and grinding.
“Please!” I moan, my eyes dropping to watch our joined bodies move together.
My god, his dick is glorious.
It’s massive and thick, pumping in and out of me with an almost expert precision. He groans before taking my chin between two fingers and crushing his lips against mine, our fangs knocking together and cutting up our tongues as they clash. The pain is beautiful, welcomed. It mixes with the pleasure to create such a heady feeling that I combust around him, roaring my release as he slams me back into the wall one final time, spiraling over the edge with me.
I drop my head to his shoulder, licking the leaking wounds on his neck closed with slow lazy strokes of my tongue, still circling my hips against his length. Uriel groans, leaning his own head down until his fangs scrape my neck, drawing little droplets of blood. I freeze against him, and he notices right away, pulling back.
“Sorry,” he mumbles as his fangs retreat, voice husky and tantalizing enough that I kiss him hard, tangling my hands in his hair.              
“Don’t you dare say sorry after blowing my mind like that,” I pant, pulling away just enough to lean my forehead against his.
He cracks a smile then, gripping my hips a little bit tighter than before, and I gasp. His cock is still inside me as hard as ever. It seems that these vamps could go round after round of sex until I die of exhaustion, and something tells me that it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go. Uriel chuckles at my thoughts, and my face flames. Damn! I really have to stop thinking such embarrassing things around them.
“No, never stop,” he replies while pulling out of me and spinning me around the room so fast that I squeal and clutch onto his shoulders.
Happiness bubbles up into my chest in this small picture of a moment. If we could stay in this room forever, laughing and spinning and making love I think I would never complain. This is the life I want. With this man and his brothers. If only keeping them were so simple. A frantic knock on the door forces Uriel to pause, both of us breathless from giddy laughter.
“You have ten minutes, Master Uriel!” Scarlet shouts, her voice tinged with annoyance.
“Thank you, Scarlet. Please bring me a fresh tunic and leave it on the bed along with Blair’s dress. We will be out in time, I promise you.”
She doesn’t respond, all we hear is the click of her heels on the marble floor as she hurries away. The moment she’s gone Uriel and I lock eyes again, his twinkling with that familiar mischief as he slowly sets me down. I unlock my legs from around his waist reluctantly, that part inside me that’s now officially soul bonded to him crying out at the loss. I go to ask him more about the bond when my eyes catch sight of the wall we had sex against, my mouth dropping open. Well, what remains of it anyway. It’s completely caved in where my body was against it.
Uriel fucked me so hard that we cracked the marble.
At that wayward thought Uriel bursts out laughing again while pulling me back into his chest. “Please never ever stop thinking hilarious things.”
“Oh, stop it,” I reply with halfhearted heat, shoving him off of me as I stride toward the door.
He follows me into my bedroom and over to our clothes. Uri helps me into a flattering emerald ball gown dress first, seemingly unconcerned with his own nakedness. It makes a small grin surface on my face, but I’m careful to keep any laughter inside myself. We’re late enough as it is.
“Gods, why are there so many buttons?” He grumbles, pulling the fabric together as fast as he can.
“You bought it,” I counter.
“No, Gabriel did.”
“Is he some closet fashion lover?”
“No, I am not. And why are your naked Uri?”
“You know why, brother,” Uri replies dryly.
Instead of turning at the sound of Gabe’s voice, I wave him into the room. Help with the buttons, I plead in my head, and he complies, kneeling behind me to button up from the bottom. Seeing him kneel before me takes my breath away, and I have to grab the nearby bed post to steady myself. These two are some of the most powerful beings in the world and they’re here helping me button up a dress. What does that make me to them?
“Our lover, no, more than that. Our betrothed,” Uri grunts, yanking on the material.
“Betrothed?” I squeak. “You never asked me to marry you!”
“Do you want us to?”
At the sound of Michael’s voice, I do twirl, much to the dismay of the two buttoning me up. They shift with me, finishing up the buttoning for me before standing and fluffing out the skirts. Now that makes a small giggle come from my throat. Buttoning me up is one thing, but fluffing the skirts on top of it? Hilarious.
“Now you shut it,” Uri grumbles while pulling on his clothes.
“Blair. Do you want us to?” Michael asks again, stepping closer.
My throat closes at the question, and I can’t look at him. I’ve been setting aside my worries and concerns like Raph told me to over the past couple of days. It’s easier to give into the desire and pull of the soul bond than to think about what it really means for me. But that is a direct question. . . one that I’m not sure how to answer.
Do I want them to ask me?
“You guys don’t have time for this!” Scarlet screeches, rushing into the room and wrangling my hair into a tight bun at the nape of my neck before setting a delicate silver tiara on top of my head. Eden kneels down in front of me, helping me into a pair of black heels.
“Out! Out!”
We all filter out of the room and are rushed down the hall by an angry Scarlet. None of my lords protest her nagging, if anything, they look a little bit frazzled by her sudden commanding energy. Hell, I would be too if it was my first time seeing it. Nothing matters more to her than staying on schedule. She takes it personally when anyone is late when she’s involved. Plus, it seems to have effectively pushed the subject of marriage aside for now which is a relief. As if he had heard the thought, Michael gives a look that seems to project his thoughts. This discussion is far from over.
I gulp, turning my gaze away from him and to the opening double doors of the great hall. A mass of clicking cameras and noise greets us as we step inside. It disorients me enough that I reach out for the nearest lord, gripping his arm for dear life. It’s Gabriel, and he pulls me tight into his side as he marches us through the crowd toward the dais.
Jade, Carden, and Raphael are already up there. My two friends are standing behind Raph, fingers laced together and chins high. It brings me a fierce sense of pride to see them so confident in front of all those reporters, so I square my own shoulders and push away from Gabriel, standing up straight. If they can do it, so can I. My lords grin at me, even Raph from atop the dais, the crown on his head slightly crooked.
Once we get to the top I reach up to fix it, fingers brushing against his cheeks as I go. He grabs my waist in response, squeezing hard while inhaling the clean scent of me and the aroma of my sexcapade with Uriel. I know exactly when he smells it, the rage in his eyes is enough to send me scrambling back, but I hold firm, fixing the crown and planting a chaste kiss to his cheek. He smiles again, but this time it’s strained as his eyes flit to his brother, a fire in them that promises revenge.
Now you know how Gabriel felt the other day, I project, crossing my arms.
He deflates then, all the anger leaving him in a rush of breath before he shakes himself, making the crown crooked again. I throw up my hands and turn toward the crowd instead. They’re silent now, reverently watching our exchange. Refusing to feel embarrassed, I tilt my head at them and flash my red eyes, giving them a reason to start asking questions unrelated to our relationships.
It works.
“Queen Blair, when did you first turn?”
“Are Alina Fairville’s allegations true? Is the powerful curse holding the lord's captive broken?”
“Do you enjoy being a vampire?”
“Are you our permanent queen as of now?”
The barrage of questions sets me on edge as my eyes travel around the room, trying to contact everyone asking them. It’s nearly impossible, and the rising panic in my chest nearly paralyzes me. My lords step up to my back, all of them reaching out to touch me somewhere. Raph and Uriel lace their hands with mine, while the others place their palms along my lower back for support. It sends warmth through my muscles, allowing me to take a deep breath to chase away the panic. I hold up my hand for a moment until all of the noise dies down.
“Thank you for coming. We will begin answering questions now,” I say into the room, my projected voice booming off the walls. “Yes, I am a vampire. I was turned over three months ago by Alina Fairville, the first AB negative woman ever turned by our esteemed vampire lords. By turning me at the right interval of time Alina was able to break the curse. The lords are now at full power once again after over one thousand years of being stunted.”
The men around me almost flinch at my choice of words. Stunted. But isn’t that the perfect way to describe it? All this time they’ve been at half capacity, half power. For all I know they were just like regular vampires with normal abilities for all that time. And if that’s true, their rule was upheld by the respect people have for the royal line alone. That, or not many people really knew the true nature of the curse, one of those people being me.
“Focus,” Gabriel whispers, his hand flexing along my spine.
“And what of you being queen?” A female reporter asks, holding out her microphone toward me.
I flex my hands against theirs, trying to pull them away as my palms begin to sweat. What do they want me to say? Yes? No? I don’t know at this time? It seems that they’re leaving everything up to me. . . but I wish they wouldn’t. I wish they’d take the reins so that I could fade into the background with Jade and Carden. It’s where I belong. Not up here with vampire royalty. Raph’s hand squeezes mine as if to say, that’s not true and you know it. I sigh. I do know it; I’ve known it since I arrived at Michael’s castle gates all those months ago. I’m special, and not in a great way.
“Yes. There will be no more concubines, no more human women taken. I am. . . “ I pause, glancing at the lords with worry only to see love and acceptance reflected back at me. “I am your queen.”
The room explodes into noise again, the reporters climbing over each other to ask the next set of questions. My lords step forward then, creating a wall of solid muscle for me to hide behind as they take over to report on the threat that Alina poses. I try to listen, I really do, but I can’t. All I can think about is how that somehow felt like a test, a choice I was given by the lords. Even if it broke their hearts, I could have said no. I could have rejected becoming their queen.
But I didn’t.
I close my eyes and stumble back toward my friends, trying not to faint. Carden catches me against his side and pulls me up between Jade and him. Both of them support me as I struggle to understand what in the hell just happened. There were so many lights, so many questions, so much confusion. And I had just wanted it to end, right? Nothing I said is set in stone. . . yeah right. That’s just me deluding myself at this point. I belong to the lords, and them to me. This is forever now, whether I like it or not.
Without realizing it I had made a choice about the rest of my very long immortal life.
***
The remainder of the press conference passed in a blur of voices and explanations from the lords. Apparently it was hosted in an attempt to stem some of the panic from humans and the demands for “change” from vampires. I’m not sure how well it worked as I zoned out after giving my speech on being the queen of the vampires.
The queen of the vampires.
That’s a title I never thought I’d wield. Maybe one that I don’t even deserve.
“Stop that,” Michael says from his spot by the mantel.
We had moved into a nearby sitting room once the conference was down. I hadn’t let go of Carden’s arm since he helped me to stand once I stumbled into him. It led us to sitting on a loveseat together, much to my lord’s dismay. I can tell they’re upset by the clenching of their jaws.
“We’re not upset,” Gabriel grinds out, sounding distinctly upset.
“Sure, you aren’t,” I reply sardonically.
“Why would they be upset?” Jade asks, completely oblivious to the whole situation.
Guilt strikes me hard enough in the chest that my shock over suddenly declaring I’m the vampire queen wears off and I leap from the couch like Carden’s skin had burned me. He lets me go, giving me a strange look. How is he so calm? He’s the one that confessed to remembering our love story! It’s a cruel twist of fate is what it is. Based on his tortured emotions, I’m sure that I felt the same way when I was human. I bet it even went as far as to ruin me for other men, including the lords. It’d make sense, now that I think about it. Alina had said something similar.
Now you can love them without restraint, without the past echoing through your heart.
She’s both right and wrong. I miss my old memories; it doesn’t seem right to start over as if my previous life never happened. Letting who I was fade to nothing feels like a disservice to myself and everyone who was in my life. Or maybe I only feel that way because I’m the first vampire in history to remember who the hell I even was, and now I’m forcing others to remember as well.
I wonder if Carden regrets remembering his old life.
That wayward thought hits me like a punch to the gut, and my gaze sweeps toward him. Actually, not only mine, but the lords as well. At the sudden unwavering attention Carden shrinks back into his seat.
“Man, I wish I had a direct link to your thoughts like those guys,” Jade mutters, crossing her arms like she feels left out.
“No, you don’t,” they all respond, humor lining their words.
“Okay, what the hell is happening right now? What did she just think?” Carden asks, bringing the attention back to himself.
I throw up my hands. “God damnit, can you guys not make it so obvious that you’re listening to my thoughts?”
“Can you not so obviously project them?” Raphael retorts.
I take a deep breath through my nose just so that I don’t round on them and bare my fangs. It’s becoming easier and easier to fall into my base animal instincts since turning. Perhaps one day I’ll snap and kill one of them without realizing it. All four of them snort, not deigning to respond to my death threat.
“Sorry Carden, I didn’t mean to bring you into it.”
“Well, I am now so I’d appreciate it if you’d inform me of why I’m in it. They don’t know. . . right?” He asks, but I stay quiet, avoiding his eyes. “Right?”
The second right comes out of his mouth as a high squeak laced with fear. Hell, I’d be afraid too if four deadly vampire lords knew that I was remembering my love for their concubine.
“Queen,” Michael says.
“Semantics,” I reply dryly.
“Not exactly, it’s a big distinction and none of us like it when you call yourself that. It cheapens it.”
Jade watches us have our weird one sided conversation, eyes darting back and forth with interest. “Man, this is crazy to watch.”
“Can we focus on one thing at a time please?” Carden pleads, grabbing my hand so I look at him.
“Fine. Yes, they know Carden, but I didn’t tell them on purpose. Technically I didn’t know that they could still hear my thoughts after the change until a few days ago,” I confess.
The room is silent for so long that I’m forced to look at his face. He looks stricken, but he’s not staring at me, he’s staring at Jade.
“Then I guess I have to tell the last person who doesn’t know,” he murmurs. Jade raises her eyebrows at me before glancing back at her boyfriend. “I’m beginning to remember my human life, Jade. Just like Blair is.”
I don’t take my eyes off her face as it blanches, my stomach swooping right along with hers. To be honest, I dreaded telling her. I know exactly how she feels. Shadowed, cheapened. Second best. At least that’s how I felt to the lords after however many women they went through before I came along. All of them look at me then, but I refuse to look back at them. Seeing the pity on their faces will be too much to bear.
“I’m sorry Jade. I won’t tell you it doesn’t mean anything because I know it does, but we’re not acting on it,” I throw out, still staring at her.
“Okay, okay,” she breathes, holding up her hands as she stands up, stumbling on the hem of her dress. “I think I’d like to be alone. . . to process this.”
Carden begins to stand, trying to follow her, but she shakes her head. “Don’t follow me, Car, please.”
She leaves then, and the room feels so much emptier without her in it.
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Chapter Seven
A week goes by without a word from Jade or Carden, both of them seemingly ignoring me. Every time I go to either of their rooms with the intention of taking it out, they’re not there and their servants refuse to tell me where they’ve gone. I try not to let it get to me, the rejection, but I can’t help it. Even with all four of my lords constantly surrounding me other than at night when I go to bed alone in front of the fire I feel. . . lost without my friends in my life.
“Blair, you’re killing me with all the depressing thoughts. I can’t even work,” Raphael groans from his spot at the dining room table.
“I can’t help it,” I moan miserably, flopping back against the couch.
“Sensitivity, brother,” Michael snaps.
Raph stands and walks up behind me to rub out the tension in my shoulders. “I’m sorry, my love.”
“It’s fine, I get it. Hearing my thoughts must be exhausting sometimes; especially when you’re trying to work.”
All four of them had taken up residency in my rooms; their paperwork strewn all over the place. After the fiasco with Carden and Jade they brought me back here and set up camp. Ever since, I’ve been reading book after book in front of the fire to distract myself while they work to dissolve the bomb Alina dropped on our lives. Apparently the press conference hadn’t been enough, in fact, it may have only served to make the vampires more adamant in our right to do whatever we like to humans. Apparently, my presence as queen somehow proves that. At this point I think we’re doomed to be in the middle of an all-out war between Alina’s vampires and humans. And while my lords promised not to fight against innocent humans, I also don’t expect them to turn on their own kind. Either way, we’re screwed.
I drop my book on the table before turning and slinging my body over the back of the couch, facing them. “Any developments?”
Michael sighs while leaning back in his chair. “Not exactly. Despite knowing where Alina’s secret castle is now we still can’t locate where her secret army is. She’s cleared out of there and left no evidence behind. Plus, she’s still going on the media channels nearly every day to spout her nonsense. Also, there are now human influencers rising up and fighting back. It’s a political nightmare.”
“Yikes, I’m sorry. Well at least there’s no blood being tossed around, right?” I joke.
Gabriel tugs on his hair, groaning. “Yeah, but it’s only a matter of time. We have to anticipate when and where it’s going to happen.”
“Okay, okay. We can figure this out,” I reply, climbing over the couch to stand behind him and rub his shoulders. He leans into the touch, eyes closing. “Where is the most unrest? Which coven?”
“Nearly all of them, but I’d say mine is the worst,” Uriel admits, sounding ashamed. “Despite being the youngest ruling lord, my coven Canival is the closest to our fathers original castle. All the oldest vampires reside there which means they prefer the old ways.”
“That’s a nice way of putting it. They’re known for killing humans without remorse, sometimes just for fun,” Michael scoffs, scowling.
His words send a chill through my chest. Deep down I knew that there are vampires out there capable of horrible things. Hell, Alina is one of them, but I think I compartmentalized it. Hid it in the far reaching parts of my mind where I don’t have to think about my friends and family getting their heads torn off. Raph flinches as that thought passes through my mind but doesn’t comment on it. I sigh, taking the worn paperback that had belonged to my mother with me. I’ve read it three times in the past week, skimming it and feeling the pages and trying like all hell to feel something for the woman who was my mother.
No such luck.
“I’m going to get some distance, you know, give you guys a break,” I murmur, stepping around Raph to walk toward the door.
“You don’t have to do that Blair,” Uriel calls. But I wave him off.
“It’s not just about that, I think I’d like to be alone for a little while.”
Michael steps forward, planting a chaste kiss on my cheek while running his hands along my arms. I practically hum with pleasure at the feeling, my body greedily taking any touch or energy my lords deign to give me. This is the exact reason I need some distance. Any moment I might do something with all four of them that I’m not ready for. That, and the fact that every time any of them get close all I can think about is sinking my teeth into their necks.
Ugh. The thought of blood still disgusts me, but not from them. And somehow that makes me even more sick to my stomach.
“Just be careful, we don’t really know what Alina is planning. She may still be after you,” Michael says, and I’m grateful he either didn’t hear my earlier thoughts or choose to pretend that he didn’t.
“I know. I won’t be gone long, plus, if you get worried you can just follow the trail of embarrassing thoughts,” I mutter.
I leave the room quickly after that, the sound of my lords tinkling laughter chasing my back.
***
It takes forever to find the perfect reading nook. There needs to be enough natural light to see by a comfortable perch and most of all, a calming atmosphere. No wonder it’s exactly where I find Carden hiding out at the farthest end of the castle down a hall that I’m pretty sure only the maids use. He hasn’t noticed me yet from his place tucked into the window seat overlooking the front garden, morning light streaming in to frame his golden hair like a perfect halo. Instead of approaching him, I lean my shoulder against the wall to study his physique.
He’s truly beautiful, it’s no wonder that I fell in love with him.
My sudden compliment doesn’t scare me, nor does it send dread through my chest. Over the last few days, I’ve come to accept that whether or not I’m human my feelings for Carden are as easy as breathing. A constant force that will travel between lives and atmospheres and worlds. As important as air, food or water. Something that will always be needed, always be cherished. And certainly not something that should be ignored or thrown aside like a pile of garbage.
As for what that means for me and him, I have no idea. All I know is that I want, no, need to be with my lords. They are my soul bond, my destiny. I just know it, and somehow that’s bigger than love, bigger than the past. And with four men already vying for my attention and emotions, there doesn’t seem to be any more room in my life for Carden. So, it’s a standstill now. That’s the reason why I wanted to talk with him.
Plus. . . Jade. God, Jade. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her, but with what’s happening now it was unavoidable. We didn’t do anything behind her back, I mean, yeah, we kept it a secret for less than a day but that’s about it. It’s the information itself that hurt her, that made her feel like. . . like second best. No one deserves to feel that way. I sigh, and it must have been a bit too loud because Carden looks up then, locking his gaze with mine. I smile at him, but he doesn’t return it, only stares as a blush rises in his cheeks.
“How long have you been standing there?” he asks, closing his book and setting it behind him so I can’t see it. The action only makes me curious about it, and I narrow my eyes.
“Not long. I didn’t follow you like a creeper or anything, I was doing the same thing you were I think. Trying to find a quiet place to read,” I reply, holding up my own book like a bumbling idiot.
He raises his eyebrows at me, but glances at the paperback anyway as if to give me a slight break from my own embarrassment. When his eyes land on it, though, they widen a fraction. Does he recognize the title? Was it something I shared with him in my human life? I have so many questions for him. Most of them about who the hell I was, who the hell we were together in my human life because, much to my dismay, I think Carden still knows more about it than I do.
“That was your mothers.”
Bingo.
“Yes. Raph gave it back to me recently and I’ve been reading it like crazy, just trying to. . .” I trail off, my face flaming.
“Feel connected to her? I get that.”
My eyes snap back to his face at the soft tone, my insides melting in an instant. Being around Carden is dangerous. He makes me feel so safe, so at home in a way that I haven’t felt since the change. While my lords are new and exciting and bring about feelings that I know will turn into a love so strong it might kill me, Carden is. . . love right now. This is what it feels like to love someone, to fall into their arms and in that one tiny moment not have to worry about anything else. As if they could stop the Earth on its axis.
“I can understand why you’ve been avoiding me,” I breathe, closing my eyes against these strange feelings in my chest.
“Yeah,” he murmurs. “Come here.”
Without thinking about it, I comply, falling onto the window seat next to him and lying my head on his shoulder. His arms come around me, and he even pulls my body into his lap so I’m right up against his chest. I sigh, clutching at his tunic like I might fall off the edge of the world without it grounding me.
“This is wrong,” I wail. “We both have people, Carden. Right now, people, you know?”
His hand strokes my hair slowly, fingers dragging against my scalp in all the places that make me hum. At the same time, he’s humming some familiar tune, one that relaxes my muscles and sends me folding for him like wet clay. As if he spent years learning exactly where on my body he can cause pleasure. The thought sends a shiver of delight down my spine to pool low in my belly.
Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.
I chant the mantra in my head until that liquid heat goes away and is replaced with a deep shame. It’s better that way, to feel disappointed in myself rather than okay with whatever the hell we’re doing right now. Carden doesn’t seem to mind it, only continuing to hum that sultry tune in the back of his throat as he holds me close. It drives me crazy enough that I stand on wobbling legs, surging up so fast that I almost knock my head into his chin. He blinks up at me, then, not at all upset or full of guilt like he should be.
“Stop, Carden. You should be full of shame right now, not giving into these feelings. That’s the past, and I don’t even remember it. Hell, I don’t want to. So just leave it as a memory, okay? And move on.”
He sighs before stretching out his legs in front of him and crossing them at the ankles. “I’ve had some time to myself over the past week to think, and with the thinking came the memories. So, so many memories, Blair. And you want to know what I’ve decided?”
My body tenses. Memories. So, he remembers even more now, then? A part of me aches to ask him about it, to relive those memories with him even though I just denied ever wanting to. Nothing has ever felt so close and yet so far away than my human life. Echoes of it are everywhere, popping up at the worst possible times. Like now, with Carden looking at me like I’m the only thing that’s ever mattered to him when there’s a girl with green hair somewhere in this castle crying into a pillow over the pain we’ve caused.
My heart squeezes painfully all over again.
“What have you decided?” I ask, not quite looking at him.
He stands up, walking forward until we’re face to face. Even then, I don’t look at him. All I do is stare stubbornly at the opposite wall, counting just how many different patterns are in the wallpaper. It’s easier to do that than to face the determination I just know will be written all over Carden’s face. But I guess he’s not going to allow me to look away at this moment. He grips my chin between two fingers, turning my face toward him, and we’re so close that with one wrong movement our lips would be pressed together. Terror and desire and guilt swoop through me all at the same time, and I clench my fists at my sides.
Dear God, please don’t let him kiss me.
“That every moment we’ve ever lived leads up to the next. None of it is the past, only a strange mixture of who you were then and who you are now. So no, Blair, it’s not just a memory to me. It’s everything. You are,” he pauses, struggling for the right words. “You are my first and only love. Jade is a perfect girl, a beautiful woman. She’s funny, compassionate, and full of human life. A life that I’ve already lived. She deserves more than me. She deserves someone like that lead singer from your last apartment.”
“Link?” I ask, dazed by our close proximity.
He chuckles, and the sound nearly makes my eyes roll back in my head. “Yes, Link. Is that all you have to say?”
My hands come up to rest against his chest, and I force myself to lock eyes with him. “To be honest, I thought this conversation would end a lot differently.”
“And now?”
That’s the question, isn’t it?
“Now I. . .” I trail off because he had moved minutely closer, fracturing my psyche. But I force myself to say it, to use my trump card. “I love them, Carden. They hold my soul in their hands.”
He steps away, and I breathe a sigh of relief. But when I open up my eyes, the pain on his face nearly knocks me off my feet.
“You hold mine, Blair, is it too much to ask for you to take a second to see if I hold a part of yours?”
With that he turns on his heel and strides away, leaving his book behind. Glancing down, shock spirals through me. It’s the same exact book that I have been reading. I step forward, holding out my hand like I’m going to call out and stop him. But what would I say? That there is a part of me that loves him, but it’s locked deep inside my mind? That a soul bond is so much different, so all-consuming that I’m not sure I’ll make it through to the other side. No matter what Carden makes me feel, no matter what he says, he is my past and the lords are my future.
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Chapter Eight
Jade is gone.
Her rooms are cleared out, no trace of her things left behind or even a note. The maids let me know the next morning after that horrible afternoon with Carden. I can’t help but assume that he had something to do with her sudden departure. He must have confessed or told her to go or kicked her out. Any of the above are unacceptable.
“We’ll find her Blair,” Uri reassures me, pulling my body more tightly into his side.
“I know, that’s not what I’m worried about.”
“Then what is it?” Gabriel asks from his moody perch against the mantle.
He’s been standing there staring daggers at me ever since he came into the room. I know what he wants to talk about, what he’s dying to ask. They must have heard my one sided thoughts about Carden, must have agonized over them. But I won’t be explaining it to them or apologizing for it. It’s how I feel, and nothing happened that they’d want to rip his head off for. That’s all I want them to know for now. Anything else would be too painful, a little bit too raw. 
As if thinking about him summons him, Carden walks into the room then. His hands are shoved into the pockets of his ripped up jeans, shoulders hunched. I try to catch his eye before my lords do, but he refuses to meet my gaze. It’s infuriating how he can go from confrontational to avoidance like he’s taking a U-turn. I stand from my perch on the couch, shrugging off Uriel and storming up to Carden. My hands hit his chest before I even know what I’m really doing. He stumbles back a few steps, eyes widening. Tears well up onto my lashes as I stare at him, fists now clenched at my sides.
“What did you say to her Carden?”
He takes a deep breath as he straightens up as if talking to me these days takes a great amount of effort. “I told her the truth, Blair. I owed her that much, don’t you think?”
I shove him again. “God, Carden! Why would you talk to her without me? If you were as blunt with her as you were with me I’m going to kill you.”
He cringes. “I was honest.”
“In other words, you were as cruel as a vampire usually is,” Gabriel mutters from behind us.
I whirl on him. “What does that mean?”
The moment our eyes lock I know that I had made a mistake. A burning hunger slams into me as my fangs elongate, and my stomach growls so loud that my face colors. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been avoiding my lord's eyes. They’d know my secret in a heartbeat. I’ve been careful to keep it out of my mind for the most part. Gabriel’s eyes narrow on my desperate face and shaking hands.
“When’s the last time you had blood?”
At his question all eyes swing to me, even Carden’s, and they’re filled with worry. For me. I roll my eyes and cross my arms over my chest. If they start fawning over me at this moment I’m going to slug someone. Carden still needs to tell me what exactly was said to Jade, and Gabriel needs to clarify his snarky statement.
“Tell me,” Gabriel snaps, stalking toward me.
I rise to my full height, squaring my shoulders. “You don’t scare me, Gabriel. Tell me what you meant by vampires being cruel, and then I’ll tell you.”
Him and his brothers seem to growl in unison, the rest of them standing to surround me as well. Carden moves forward too, stepping into my back. Each of my lord's eyes flash at the display of possessiveness from him, and they growl again, flashing teeth. Instead of getting angry at all the male testosterone in the air, I drop my face into my hands. We’re getting absolutely nowhere with this conversation, and I’m pretty sure it’s only going to get worse.
“We’re born that way, Blair. Vampires do not feel emotions in the same way that humans do, you know, with full abandon or like the world is going to end. Maybe it has something to do with our immortal life force, but I’m not completely sure,” Raph says, seemingly throwing me a bone.
At that I turn toward Carden, jostling the tangle of bodies and limbs surrounding me. My lords pull me back a bit before we can be flush together, chest to chest, but our faces are still unbearably close. Carden’s breath catches in his throat as he watches me; probably noting my speeding heartbeat, the fangs that have emerged, and the wild look in my eyes. I’m trying my best to ignore it, but the moment my eyes had locked with Gabriel’s, the bloodlust had risen up inside me at an almost unprecedented rate.
“Are you hungry?” he whispers.
I close my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. “No,” I lie. “Did you tell her that you love me? Did you tell her what you told me?”
All four of the bodies at my back go ridged, muscles tensing so hard that I’m sure if I looked they might be in danger of popping a blood vessel. This information isn’t news to them, but I know that it’s a sensitive subject. None of them feel safe in our relationship right now. We haven’t said the magic words, and our soul bond is half formed, hanging in the balance. So, in short, everything’s a god’s damned mess.
“Yes,” he breathes, drifting closer again until our chests bump together.
My head only comes up to his neck, my eyes level with the long column of his throat unless I look up. But dammit if I didn’t want to look up. I’m so hungry, so. . . so wanton. It’s been days since the last time I had blood. The day of the press conference was the last time I had tasted it by feeding from Uriel.
“What?” One of the lords explodes from behind me, but it barely registers as Carden bares his throat to me, arching it.
I lick my lips, cutting my tongue across my fangs as I do it, but the pain only sends me closer to his throat. My hands fist in his shirt, my talons shredding it and dancing along his skin. He groans, swaying beneath my touch as emotion bursts into the room, blinding all of us. Love and heartbreak and confusion, but most of all, fear. Everything I’ve been feeling over the past week since this all came to pass.
“I need this,” I pant, wavering just over the skin of his neck.
“Take it,” he groans, a deep need now in his voice, his growing erection pressing into my belly.
Drunk on bloodlust and whatever this emotional power is, I widen my mouth, readying to drink from him. Someone in the room cries out in anguish before my body is jerked back. I scream at the loss of contact between Carden and I, my hands stretching out toward him, talons gleaming a dark black in the light of the room. I buck against the person holding me, making sounds that I wish I could stop, but I can’t. It’s as if my consciousness has taken a back seat and all I can feel is the need for blood, the fear, the loss. It’s completely absorbed me.
“Please,” I moan, straining toward Carden. “I need him.”
He’s still looking back at me, half-dazed, half-surprised. My power swells at that look, fueled by his half lidded eyes and the desire showing plainly across his features. The emotions in the room heighten, and everyone groans, clutching at their heads. My blood red eyes drop to the hard length straining against the fabric of his tunic and I go wild again, bucking and screaming.
“No, Blair. Please calm down amante. Come back to us, your bloodlust is too strong to feed from someone, you’ll kill them,” someone pleads in my ear, their lips dragging up the length of it.
I arch against the man, twisting around so fast that he gasps. Gabriel. Our mouths and teeth clash  forcefully, then, that it makes a loud sound. I groan into the kiss, threading my hands into Gabriel’s silky hair and jumping up to wrap my legs around his waist. The emotion in the air shifts then, melting into something more sultry, more delectable. Bodies press into me from all sides again, surrounding us. Hands run up and down my skin, midnight soft talons tearing at my clothes as they go. A part of me that’s been shoved so far away from the surface it's not even funny is appalled by what’s happening. Five men, five, are pawing at my body and I’m letting them.
“Please, oh please,” I moan, ripping my mouth from Gabriel’s and grinding against his hard length.
Between one moment and the next, my head is being pulled back, my throat exposed to five sets of mouths. They take advantage of it, licking and sucking a trail from my heaving chest to my neck. I moan, hips bucking into Gabriel for any sort of friction he can offer, the desire raging through me becoming a burning wild force. My hands fly out, gripping whoever it can and pulling them down to my mouth. The lips that open against mine are soft and taste sweet. Uriel. He’s only there for a moment before someone else replaces him, exploring my mouth with his tongue like he owns it. The possessiveness in the gesture drives me wild, so I clasp my hands in his long silky hair to make sure he can’t go anywhere. Michael.
“Oh fuck, I can’t hold back any longer,” someone grunts just before my clothes are shredded off completely, exposing my naked body.
“Please!” I wail. “I need. . .”
Michael pulls back just enough to give me a wild, near feral grin. “Yes, my love? What do you need?”
“Blood, sex. . .”
He tilts his head at me, that sinful smirk nearly sending me over the edge without any other pleasure needed. “Well who am I to deny a pleading woman of what she wants?”
His eyes flick to someone else for just a moment as he nods, and then I’m being filled. I gasp, wrapping my legs around whoever it is reflexively, moaning. While my mouth is open on a moan, Michael claims it again, exploring it with his tongue as one of his brothers begins to move within me, drawing out small panting noises from me that Michael seems content to swallow. The sexual desire builds with each and every achingly slow thrust, feeding the bloodlust as it does. My fingers fall away from Michael’s hair, curling and uncurling as I try my best to focus on anything other than the delicious feel of. . . I look up, locking eyes with Gabriel as he pumps into me, a burning desire on his face.
Gods. Gods. Gods. Is this heaven?
“Ah. . . please. . . I need. . .”
Before I can finish the sentence, my fangs are scraping against a willing throat bared before me. I don’t hesitate to sink them into it, the blood hitting my taste buds and exploding pleasure through me as release barrels down my spine. I moan out against the man’s skin, near crying at how potent the orgasm is. This blood is new, I know it because of the woodsy taste of pine and fresh mountain water. A connection solidifies between us, tightening and sending another wave of pleasure through me. My body convulses when Gabriel pulls out and someone else replaces him, filling me up once again. I drink my fill, and while I know I linger too long in his skin, I can’t seem to stop myself. Going so long without blood was a mistake of epic proportions.
After minutes of another crashing orgasm building with every pounding thrust of the lord filling me, I pull my fangs out, licking the wound closed. Whoever it was drops to his knees before my head, sucking and nipping against my neck. I reach out blindly and begin stroking two of their thick lengths, marveling at the velvety skin and wishing I could feel them all. They have me stretched out; legs wrapped around one waist while I’m at the mercy of the others holding me aloft. The embers of my desire flare to life as the men around me support me, licking and sucking along every part of my bare skin.
It feels like being worshipped, like I really am a queen.
“Yes, my love,” Michael grunts form above me. “Come for me, my queen.”
My eyes snap open to lock with Michael’s as he sheaths himself fully one last time, coming with me as I cry out and writhe against each and every one of them. As if my pleasure was the last straw, the two I had been holding in my hands combust, spraying their pleasure across my skin. My eyes roll back into my head as tears leak from my eyes, the pleasure too much to bear. I don’t know if I can handle another orgasm, I think, trying to stop my body from shaking so much.
Michael pulls out of me, gently lowering me to the rug beneath us as the others do. My consciousness comes back to me in that moment, and I feel all of it in full force. The heady desire I had pumped into the air, how sated my body is, and the satisfied hum of the men around me. It was a new experience for me, having five men pleasure me, but I don't feel embarrassed about it. If anything, I feel emboldened. Even so, I spool my power back inside my chest, a little bit ashamed I had affected all of them with it.
“I--,” I try to speak, but my voice comes out hoarse from screaming my release. Someone stands up and returns with water, lifting it to my lips to give me a few sips. “Thank you. What I was trying to say is that I’m sorry. It was wrong of me to use my power on you, but I couldn’t help it.”
“We don’t regret it,” they all echo, making me giggle.
“Which one did I drink from?”
“Me,” Raph says, voice sounding sleepy.
I glance up from the naked lap I’m lying in to stare into his eyes. He’s a bit pale, and he looks tired. Crap, I took too much. Hearing my thoughts, he waves me away.
“Don’t worry about it, Michael already sent for more blood. I’ll be fine soon, just keep me awake.”
“Okay,” I whisper, tracing his thighs with my fingers, my own eyes close to falling shut.
“Now that that mind blowing experience is over, let’s talk about you refusing to drink blood for almost a week,” Gabriel grinds out, sounding pissed off.
“Oh, come on,” I whine. “Not so soon. I’m basking in the afterglow.”
Not satisfied at all with that answer, they growl while running their hands along my body with so much softness that I nearly cry again. How can they be so powerful and deadly against their enemies but so gentle with me?
“Because we love you,” Uriel confesses, his voice vulnerable.
He said it. The magic words that we had all been avoiding since coming back together. I know they had said it to the human part of me, the one that technically no longer exists, so saying it to the vampire me must be as easy as breathing, but still. It means something different to who I am now. It means protection and acceptance and eternal love. Not eighty years of it and then death, but for all time. That’s something much headier than what it had been to me before, at least I’m assuming. My eyes snap open again to look at all of them in turn, even Carden, and I smile.
“I love all of you. To be honest, I think I never stopped even after dying and coming back to life,” I say, biting my lip to stop it from wobbling.
They give me sweet smiles before looking at the elephant in the room. As if me thinking Carden’s name had snapped them all out of the afterglow, they round on him, snarling. His eyes widen and he scrambles back from me, dropping my hand. A small part of me aches at his departure, but I can’t bring my tired body to move, especially when I’m lying on top of the man I just solidified the soul bond with. His arms tighten around my middle at the thought and he plants a sweet kiss along my hairline.
“We were all affected by the emotion magic, please don’t hurt him,” I say, my voice soft as I close my eyes.
“If you don’t want me to hurt him, I need some damn answers,” Gabriel shouts, standing up and stalking into my bedroom.
I sigh when I hear the water running. Even when he’s angry at me he’s thinking about my wellbeing. I was just hoping that I could soak in the bath for a while, perhaps with all of my guys. Sitting up on my elbows, I blink open my eyes and look around at all of them, naked and glorious beside me. Does that include Carden now? Is he a part of my circle of men? The lord's tense around me at the thought, and I sigh again, feeling insurmountably tired.
Someone knocks on the door, and then Scarlet’s muffled voice bleeds through the wood. “Master Michael? I have the blood you requested.”
At that we all scramble to stand, Michael hauling Raph to his feet and slinging his arm over my shoulders. I take the brunt of his weight against my side, near humming at his warmth and aching to drink from him again. No, Blair! I yell at myself, shaking my head. He chuckles sleepily from above me but doesn’t comment on my inner chastisement. Michael pulls on a nearby robe and leaves to fetch the blood for Raph while we wait. Now is as good a time as any to formulate a plan.
“Come on, let’s bathe and then we can talk,” I pause to glance at Carden. “All of us.”
***
We soak in my massive tub together for over an hour, all of us silent and content. Even with Carden there. Apparently all I need to do to get them to get along is to stick them in warm water. The thought makes me giggle to myself, and one of my lords snorts.
“We should get out soon,” I mumble, sinking lower into the bubbles.
“Yeah,” Raph replies, sounding less than convincing as he pulls me closer to his side. 
He’s much better now after drinking two pints of blood to replenish himself. It’s a bit embarrassing to think that I had sucked him dry. And, once again, the bloodletting is the only part of the entire thing that I regret. I’m worried that I’ll never get used to drinking blood. What if, even fifty years from now, I still cringe every time I see it? That, and food. The only thing I’ve been able to eat was that peanut butter and jelly sandwich Carden made in the kitchens.
“Alright, everybody out. It’s time for dinner and answers,” Gabriel grumbles, sloshing the water around as he walks toward the stairs.
“Fine,” I say, a little moody.
“Fine.”
“Fine!” I shout back, pushing away from everyone that tries to help me out of the bath. “I can do it! Let me get dressed in peace.”
Without waiting for their replies, I disappear into my closet and slam the door, sinking down to the floor. I let my face fall into my hands, fingers trembling, and eyes closed tightly against the tears threatening to fall. We said I love you. We said it, so why does this all still feel so messed up? I know I still have to drink from Michael for this to work completely, but every time I expect it to get better, less confusing, it doesn’t. We were supposed to fall deeply and irrevocably in love the moment we reconnected back in that clearing outside of Alina’s castle, but we didn’t. And now that they’ve confessed to having a soul bond with me and we’ve consummated it, for the most part, we should be happy. And yet here I am sitting naked and alone in a closet, close to tearing my hair out and screaming and crying.
I suppose true love where everything feels impossibly perfect is just for storybooks.
“Blair?” Raph says through the door, knocking lightly. “We can hear your thoughts, let me in.”
“Stop it, stop trying to make me feel better with your honey voice and soft kisses. Sometimes I just need to feel it, Raphael.”
He doesn’t say anything to that, but I know that he hasn’t walked away. As it was with all my other completed soul bonds, I can practically see his essence, or his soul, in the air while also feeling it near me. He’s just outside the door, his soul crying out to comfort mine. And while I know it isn’t fair to push him away, I can’t quite help it. Distance is easier than being too close.
“Is it?” he asks softly.
I stand up, then, unlocking the door but walking away from it toward the back of my closet. He comes in behind me, closing the door again behind him so it’s just us. Like he knows all four of them crowding in here would do more harm than good. Damn Raph and his perfect intuition. Men aren’t supposed to be so observant. He laughs, but I don’t turn as I pull on clothes from my old life. A pair of snug yoga pants and a tank top that says boss ass bitch in pink cursive glitter. Somehow wearing these things makes me feel better even if I’m cold as hell. Raph steps around me, rummaging through the dresser for so long that I nearly hit him for going through my stuff. Just as I raise my fist, he whirls, holding out a soft white cardigan.
“Here, this is from your old life too and it will keep you warm.”
My heart swells in my chest as I take it from him and shrug it on. The fabric feels cozy and worn, like I’ve had it for years upon years. Nothing feels better than the familiar, even if I have to pretend to remember it. Without another word I edge past Raphael and leave the closet, hugging myself around the middle as I go. All four of the others are lounging in front of the fire, wearing varying types of comfortable clothing. Sweatpants, cotton shirts, and hoodies.
Their eyes snap to me as I sit down in an armchair across from the couches they’re scrunched up on. I can’t help but notice the small spot that Gabriel and Michael had left open on the couch for me. Hopefully they’re not upset that I had blatantly ignored it. . . I just need a bit of distance for this type of conversation. Feeling trapped won’t help the situation at all.
“So. . .” I drag out, feeling more awkward in front of all these guys than I ever have before. “Let’s give you those answers you wanted Gabriel.”
He sits forward, eyes riveted to my face. “Yes. First off, why in the hell did you go a week without blood? You could have ended up killing yourself or someone else. It’s dangerous, Blair.”
“I’m sorry, I know. To be honest, I hate drinking blood. It disgusts me. . . the smell, the feel of it going down my throat, even how thick it looks in the glass. Everything. The only time I can stomach it is when I feed from you guys.”
That last sentence is rushed out of my mouth in a tangle of strung together words, my face flaming. I don’t want them to think that they’ll have to become my personal blood bags, so saying that to them felt more than a little bit humiliating. All of them are looking at me with unreadable expressions, arms crossed over their chests with unyielding strength. They must still be upset despite my confession, hell, I would be too if they went so long without food that they were ready to kill for it. It is dangerous, reckless even. Gabriel stands up and begins to pace back and forth in front of the fire, clenching and unclenching his fists as if in deep thought. His teeth are grinding together once he finally whirls on me.
“Now you understand how we feel,” he gripes before pausing to take a deep breath. A moment of silence passes, and we all wait to see what his next move will be. His eyes open as his lips curl into a sardonic smile. “And we don’t mind being your breakfast, lunch and dinner.”
I gasp at the sudden one eighty of his mood, my cheeks coloring at what he’s trying to imply. There’s no way that I’ll be feeding from them every day. It’s just plain wrong. I’ll have to suck it up and drink blood from a glass like every other vampire in existence. It can’t be that hard, can it?
“What my brother is trying to say,” Raph begins, shooting Gabriel an annoyed glance. “Is that we’re here for whatever you need. Don’t hesitate to ask us for help. It’s better that we know, and we can always drink more blood for you just so you always have access.”
His words are a little bit more reassuring than Gabriel’s, but they still make me squirm in my seat. “That’s nice of you, but even if we are soul bonded, I should be able to eat on my own. It makes me feel like a spoiled brat when I say that I can’t drink regular blood.”
Before any of my lords can answer, Carden shrugs his shoulders and says, “It makes sense. You’re practically half human. You remember your human memories and feelings to a certain extent, you have the power to bring it out in others who have been turned, so why should you completely enjoy blood?”
The room falls silent at his explanation, all of us contemplating it. I had never guessed my aversion to blood would be connected to everything else wrong with me as a vampire. And I’m not going to lie, it makes me feel at least a little better to know that I have a real reason for it. But we’re not here to list my shortcomings as a scary vampire.
“Okay, enough about my failures as a vampire. I promise to. . . drink more blood. Now let’s talk about Carden.”
I look between all of the men around me, trying to gauge their moods. As usual, their faces are almost completely unreadable. Thankfully, their posture gives them away most times. The tightness lining their shoulders or the way the edges of their eyes crinkle up. Little things that only someone who knows they well could spot.
When did I get to know them?
“Nothing?” I ask, splaying out my hands in front of me. “You guys have nothing to say?”
Carden clears his throat, forcing my gaze to him. “Well, I for one would like to say earlier freaked me out a bit. I couldn’t control myself at the time, and I’m suspecting that it has something to do with your magic. But I guess what I’m trying to say is. . . the idea of sharing you with four other males isn’t sitting well with me.”
For the first time ever, Raph snarls angrily, and my eyes widen in surprise. “You don’t deserve any part of her.”
He’s the calm one of the bunch, the most in control. So, seeing him snap at Carden is an enigma. Are my lords really so wound up about the prospect of Carden playing some kind of role in my life? I have to admit that his words had hurt me too, just a little bit. Weird, isn’t exactly the word I would use for earlier, and I didn’t feel embarrassed about all of my lords seeing my body or pleasuring me together. . . but now? A deep shame spirals down into the pit of my stomach. I had that brief thought earlier, too, that all of them together with one female was strange. Now Carden’s words prove it to be true. He didn’t voice it out loud, but that tone he used said it all.
I’m a whore for wanting all of them together.
“No,” Uriel growls, a desperate lilt to his voice. “That’s not true. We are your soul bond, Blair.”
Carden glances between all of us, trying to figure out the silent exchange. I don’t meet his eyes, my face reddening by the minute. I’m not a whore. I’m not a whore. I’m not a whore. Man, when I say it, it sounds halfhearted at best. I wish I had the confidence in it that Uriel has. Even so, my feelings for Carden haven’t changed. It’s a base attraction, something that rises up in me only when our bodies are pressed together, practically a primal reaction to a male who is suitable to me. My reaction to the lords is different. A simple look from them sends my knees quaking and my core soaking my panties. That, or soothes me so entirely that it almost feels like nothing in the world has ever been wrong.
Yeah, Carden definitely isn’t a part of my soul bond.
So, what does that mean?
“I get it, Carden. But that experience was beautiful to us, to my lords and I, I mean. It’s coming together as one soul, something you’d never understand,” I pause, and out of the corner of my eye I see him open his mouth to object, so I hurry on. “And that’s okay. It really is, but it only highlights exactly how different we are now. You’re in love with someone who doesn’t exist anymore. It’s time to let it go and move on, and whether that’s with Jade or not is up to you. My future isn’t with you, I’m sorry.”
He stands, rubbing his palms down the length of his thighs, and my mind reacts, a flash of an old memory surfacing. Carden used to do that all the time, it’s his tell that he’s really upset or nervous. So, he really is reverting back to his old self. A flash of kinship flares in my chest. I might not know much about my human life yet, but I do know that I had struggled when first meeting Carden as a vampire. It almost killed me to think that he remembered nothing about the great love I seemed to harbor for the both of us. It was heartbreaking. Our eyes lock, and I struggle to reign in my emotions. I want to help him; I want him to move on and let go as I eventually did.
“You. . . stop looking at me like that,” he murmurs, turning away from me. “But thank you for being honest with me, Blair. I’m going to go out and look for Jade, maybe even go to Divian. She might have gone back there. I need distance anyway.”
He begins walking toward the door as I surge from the couch, a strange shock of panic rushing through me. “Will you call me if you find her?”
“Yes. Goodbye for now, Blair,” he replies, voice flat. 
And then he’s gone.
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Chapter Nine
Even with the relationship drama put aside, my lords and I have had a pretty rough week. Now it’s getting even worse. Not only is Carden going to Divian, but we are too. Much to our surprise, Alina is there. To the lords it doesn’t make any sense at all. Divian is the most progressive of all the vampire covens. There’s no reason that they would be the most susceptible to her plan of bringing back the old way of vampire life. Uriel’s coven, sure, but not Divian.
I have to agree.
My home coven, or town as the humans call it, is full of humans and vampires walking around and working together. It’s unique like that. During the small amount of traveling I’ve done with the lords; it looks like most of the covens are heavily segregated by choice. No human or vampire wants to deal with each other every day. I could guess why on both sides.
One doesn’t want to be controlled.
The other doesn’t want to be around. . . lesser beings.
That’s a vampires ego for you. It briefly makes me wonder what my lords think about humans. They must accept them more than other vamps do due to their previous cycle of being blood bound to a long line of human women. Or maybe they resent them even more and those feelings are harbored deep inside their chests. . . No. That’s not it at all, I’d see it, I’d know.
Wouldn’t I?
“Would you stop thinking so loud for once?” Michael asks, walking into the room while rubbing his temples. “And yes, you’d know. Stop second guessing yourself.”
I glance behind him, but none of the other lords are present. It’s just him. “Can you blame me? My mind is warring between who I used to be and whatever I am now. Plus, I have this strange soul bond to deal with, and then Alina. I’ve been a little bit unsure of myself lately.”
He chuckles before changing the subject. “Are you hungry? You haven’t eaten yet today, and the journey to Divian from here is a long one.”
I shrug noncommittally, trying to throw him off my trail. The truth was that I’m always hungry for blood. Their blood, to be more specific. It’s both alluring and completely disgusting at the same time. I’m disgusted with myself. A soul bond is beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but the side effect of liking their blood and only their blood feels wrong. Like it’ll someday begin to feel like a transaction, like they’re my travelling blood bags.
“You’re really bad at hiding things,” he says dryly. “Come here.”
“Damn you,” I mutter back, but follow him to the edge of the bed anyway.
We sit down together, bodies pressed together from knee to shoulder. It sends a pleasant zing through me, and I sigh, dropping my head to his shoulder. Michael hums in response, tilting his neck to the other side to expose the smooth column of his throat to me. I watch him do it, dread swirling in my stomach. He’s the only one of the lords that I haven’t solidified the bond with, and while I want to, it also fills me with anxiety. What does it mean to complete the bond? Will it be different, then? And is so, how? Not to mention that this exchange isn’t exactly special like it was with the others. I’m hungry, he’s offering. That’s it. I cringe to myself while squeezing my eyes shut. This isn’t how I want to do this.
“You’re thinking too much again,” he whispers, trailing a soft hand down the length of my back.
“But doing it like this. . .”
He cuts me off. “Is perfectly fine. I had you first in your human life so it’s only right that I have you last now.”
“That’s a horrible way to put it.”
He shrugs, turning to give me a look of exasperation. “Sure, I’d love nothing more than to rip all your clothes off right now and bend you over this bed. Or better yet, have your ride me while you take your first sips of my blood. But we don’t have that kind of time, and that’s okay.”
Without responding I lift my mouth up to his neck, widening my jaw as my fangs elongate. He shivers when they first touch his skin, and then outright moans when I sink into him, gripping my arms firmly. Not to push me away, but to pull me closer as I drink from him. His blood is a thunderstorm. The smell of the air after a fresh rain or a springtime shower. Elegant and to be cherished. I sigh into him, my body going liquid in his arms. This feeling is almost better than sex. . . it’s emotional connection on the deepest level. The bond snaps into place almost violently, sending wave after wave of pleasure through me. I moan into him and grind my hips against him, somewhat surprised that I’m suddenly straddling him. Michael grips my ass, squeezing tight enough that I buck into him again. Despite the haze of bloodlust and desire, I’m centered enough today that I know when to pull back, licking the wounds closed.
“Thank you,” I murmur, still lazily moving my hips against his.
He laughs, but it’s deep and throaty, the sound going directly to my aching core. “You can do that anytime.”
His joke breaks the spell as I hit him lightly in the chest and dismount. We laugh together for a minute, and it helps to shake off the sexual tension. I rub my chest for a minute, watching Michael zip up my suitcase for me. This feels a little different, the completed bond. Almost like I’ve come home after a very long vacation. Relief is the best way to describe what I’m feeling. It’s nice, comfortable even. I feel. . . loved.
“You are,” he murmurs, planting a sweet kiss along my brow as he passes me.
“Didn’t you guys teach me how to block you out before?” I ask as he passes.
The moment the words are out of my mouth his spine goes rigid. “How do you remember that?”
I shrug even though he can’t see it. “I don’t know, it’s just one of those epiphanies that I have sometimes. Old memories from my human life that register out of nowhere.”
“Well, we’re not teaching you that again.”
Then he’s gone.
My mouth drops open and I run to the doorway to catch him before he’s out of my rooms completely, but of course, he used super speed to get away. Why won’t they teach me? Was it painful last time? Did it hurt them? I rub my chest absentmindedly again, trying to puzzle it all out in my head to no avail. I suppose that’s that for now, I have to pick my battles these days and fighting with my lords about something so trivial isn’t in the cards right now.
Defeating Alina is. . . whatever that might entail.
I’m pretty positive that she’ll end up being extremely hard to kill. The power coming off her whenever we trained together was astronomical in nature. It nearly knocked me out of my seat each time, in fact, it was part of the reason I could never fight back against her abuse. That power scared me, hell, it still does. I sigh to myself as I walk into the grand foyer of the castle where the servants are speeding to pack all of our things into the cars.
My lords are all present as well, silently watching as the work is done for them. All of them are in perfectly pressed black tunics with gold etching along the hems. And, as always, their simple golden crowns lie atop their heads. It’s a stark contrast to the human kings of old who wore jewel after jewel and a crown so tall and elaborate that you couldn’t possibly miss it. But my lords don’t need all of that to command respect, their power and presence alone does that for them. It’s impressive, to say the least. And it makes me feel like a complete frump in my sweatpants and graphic tee shirt. What are people going to think when they see their queen looking less than regal?
“The cars are ready, my lords,” an older male servant implores, bowing low.
They nod in return before turning to beckon me closer. I hurry forward, but don’t stop at their sides, taking the lead down the stairs with my head held high. I don’t need fancy clothing to be regal, all I need is self-confidence. And so, what if I’m not wearing a crown, I’m a badass bitch without it!
“You find us impressive, badass bitch?” Uriel asks cheekily, grinning.
I roll my eyes, face beginning to flame. “Just get in the car.”
They laugh at my expense, shoving my shoulders lightly as we make our way to the bottom of the marble staircase outside the castle. All four of their sleek sports cars are purring and waiting for us, just begging for me to drive one. If I can hazily recall correctly, I’ve driven both Gabriel’s and Raphael’s. Hey. . . wait a minute. . . why is it suddenly so easy to remember my human life? The thought strikes me hard in the chest, nearly taking my break away. It’s the completed bond! Now that I’m fully and wholly connected with my lords I can access my deepest memories if I wish too. They are not present like my vampire memories are, those are at the forefront and replying like a movie. It’s more like a filing cabinet that’s been officially unlocked for me.
“Guys!” I shout, whirling on them. “I can remember my human life! The bond is complete so. . .”
Gabriel cuts me off with one eyebrow up. “You completed the bond?”
My eyes widen. “Uh, yeah. Is that okay?”
There’s a beat of silence before all four of them are crowding into me and whooping with joy. I laugh as they shower my face with kisses, affection laced within each of them. We clutch onto each other, arms and legs a tangle of limbs as laughter turns to silent, happy tears. Something about us becoming one felt so natural and uneventful at the time. Like it was going to happen sooner or later whether we liked it or not. But now, really thinking about what it means, I feel an overwhelming sense of gratitude to the universe. These men are my lifeline. They kept me going when I was being abused, and hell, I didn’t even know them then. Not really. They’re my rock and my wind current and everything in between making me happy.
We are meant to be together.
“Yes, amante, we are. Now who are you riding with?” Gabriel asks, running his lips along my cheek one last time before straightening like the others.
The moment their familiar heat is gone, I pout. They chuckle at the reaction, and Raph pacifies me by grabbing my hand. I roll my fingers in his as I survey the available cars. Which one do I want to drive? I let go of Raph as I make my choice, a grin surfacing.
“Hey, hey! I didn’t say you could drive!” Gabe protests as I walk toward his cherry red Mercedes.
“Why not?” I turn, flashing another pouting face.
His expression turns to pain. “Ah, Gods. You really know how to wield that pout, don’t you? Alright, you can drive it.”
I squeal with delight as I run toward the driver’s side. “See you guys there!”
***
It takes nearly the entire day to drive to Divian. Gabriel had fallen asleep halfway through the drive, his head resting in an uncomfortable looking position against the window. Despite how much his neck is going to ache after sleeping like that, I don’t wake him. It’s a good thing that he’s asleep because I need to make a pit stop before heading to the castle. He wouldn’t understand if I tried to explain to him why I need to stop by a dark, almost nondescript nightclub in the middle of the day. It wouldn’t make any sense to anyone but Jade and me.
Link’s band rehearses there on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, and guess what day it is? Thursday. If Jade came back here to our old life, she’d look for something familiar to do. It will ground her; I know that much. She used to watch them rehearse every chance she got between shifts at her job. And now that she doesn’t have one anymore, I’m almost sure that she’ll be here.
Pulling the car to a slow and steady stop, I throw it into park, glancing at Gabriel’s sleeping face as I do. He’s still out, so I leave the car quietly and lock it using the mechanism on the door rather than the keys to avoid the loud noise. The loudest thing will be the door closing, and I flinch when it makes a loud clicking sound despite my soft approach. Still, Gabe doesn’t move. I sigh in relief and walk toward the front door. The bouncer, David, smiles kindly at me as I approach. We go way back.
“I’ve seen your face a lot on the news lately, vampire queen,” he teases. “Should I be bowing right now?”
My cheeks flush. “Please don’t. But you could do me a favor while I’m in there.” He nods, and I jerk my thumb behind me toward the car. “Keep an eye on sleeping beauty there, will ya? This isn’t a great neighborhood.”
David glances past me, paling slightly when he sees who it is. “Yeah, sure. And before you ask, Jade is in there already. She seemed pretty shook up when I talked to her earlier.”
I sigh. “Yeah, that’s my fault. Thanks Dave.”
“No problem vampire queen,” he says, saluting me as I walk past him.
Instead of responding, I shove his shoulder lightly as I pass, much to his delight. His fading laughter follows me into the dark space as I look to the stage for Jade. She’s there, standing really, really close to Link. And he’s letting her. My eyebrows shoot up as I saunter closer, sure to keep my steps light and quiet. It’s not hard now that I’m a vampire, we were built for sneaking and shit like this. Link isn’t looking at her, he’s tuning the guitar slung around his shoulders, but he does seem relaxed. The closer I get, the more clearly I can hear what they're saying.
“I’m so sorry to hear that, Jade. I’ve been wondering where you and Blair had gone. I missed seeing your beautiful face every morning,” Link murmurs, brows creasing in concentration.
“Really? Do you mean that Link?” Jade asks, and the hopefulness in her voice nearly breaks me.
She’s grasping at straws, looking for anyone that will put her first. At least that’s what I’m assuming. While Jade may be a strong woman, one of the strongest I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, she’s still human. After a rejection from Carden, she’s surely looking for some way to feel better. . . even if it’s at the expense of Link’s hottie girlfriend. I flinch at the thought and inch a little closer to the side of the stage.
Link finally looks up, his blue hair falling into his eyes. “Yes, I do. Especially because I’ve been meaning to ask you for advice.”
Jade tilts her head. “Advice? About what?”
“Candice and I broke up.”
Silence falls so heavily across the place that I nearly choke on it. They broke up? This is perfect! Jade can get with her dream man and forget all about Carden the douche. Well, that’s a bit harsh, he’s not a douche. He’s just an insensitive vampire which really, in my opinion, is the same thing. I giggle quietly at my own joke, and Jade whips around, eyes locking on me. Damn. Her eyes narrow as she stalks toward the stairs.
“What are you doing here, Blair? Haven’t you done enough?” she hisses, venom in her tone.
I flinch, her words cutting more deeply than anything else ever has. Jade has been my closest friend since birth. We grew up together, we loved and lost together, and this situation is no different. Okay, maybe it’s a little bit more complex, but I know that we can get through it. Sure, I messed up, but I’m determined to grovel until she forgives me.
“I didn’t know, Jade! Plus, I turned him down. I don’t want him, you know that! I’m in love with the men I was destined to be with from the beginning,” I plead, stumbling up the stairs toward her.
Link comes to stand at Jade’s back, placing a comforting arm on her shoulder. “Hey Blair. You’re a vampire now?”
“You really don’t watch the news, do you Link?” I reply, deadpan.
Despite herself, Jade laughs before she points an accusing finger at me. “Don’t you dare make me laugh right now! I’m pissed off.”
I hold up my hands. “I’m sorry, Jade, I really really am. What do I have to do to make it up to you?”
She holds her position for another minute or so, all of us hanging in the silence. Link looks between us several times, trying and failing to understand what this argument is about. Jade breathes in and out, her teeth nearly grinding together as she stares at me. I let her process it in her head, keeping quiet. There’s no way for me to force my way back into her life. I hurt her, deeply, and there’s nothing that I can do about that. All I can do is beg for forgiveness and hope beyond hope that she’ll consider letting me back in.
Finally, after minutes of nothing but silence, she deflates.
“I-I just need a minute to sort this out. To be honest, I’m not even mad at you. I’m mad at myself, and Carden, and I’m embarrassed,” she admits. “It was stupid to go for him in the first place. Somehow, I knew that your guys’ love was too great. It’s a once in a lifetime thing.”
I shake my head. “It’s not, I found it again. Love, I mean.”
She sighs again. “Sure, sure. I get that, I know that, in theory. I really meant that it’s immortal, your love for Carden. Because both of you will live forever, you know? Or maybe I’m not making any damn sense, but I need to go back to my life here and stop living in yours.”
At that, I flinch. I know she didn’t mean to hurt me, but to know that she feels that way hurts. But at the same time, she’s completely right. All she’s done since I became a part of the lords’ lives is follow me around the world. And while it was nice to have a friend near me, now I realize it’s not exactly fair to her. Her happiness means more than my own comfort. It’s time to let her go and to embrace my new life. . . on my own.
I have to admit the prospect is scary.
Maybe I have separation anxiety.
I stand up to my full height, pull my shoulders back, and smile at her. It’s the right thing to do, really, to make sure that she feels okay with leaving me behind. With moving on.
“I understand, Jade. Just don’t be a stranger, okay?” I reply, my voice wobbling a bit despite trying hard to seem okay.
She sees right through my bullshit and rushes forward, enveloping me in a tight hug.
“Never,” she whispers. “You might even be coming to my wedding with Link in a year or two.”
When she pushes back, she wiggles her eyebrows at me, grinning. I laugh at her, smiling back. Even after such a horrendous experience, she’s bouncing back as always, or at the very least trying to. It’s her most admirable quality.
“I have no doubt that I will.”
“Blair! You left me in the fucking car?” Gabriel yells at that moment, and I cringe while Jade laughs.
“I guess that’s your cue to go, yeah?”
“Yeah. I love you, Jade.”
“I love you, too. And I know why you’re really here, and it’s not for little old me. Now go kick some vampire ass.”
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Chapter Ten
Michael’s castle is the same as it was before, not a speck of dust on anything in my rooms. Someone must have been cleaning them regularly even though we were all gone for months. It’s strange, really, how very familiar and unfamiliar my surroundings are. While my human memories are now fully accessible to me, they’re still not a part of me. So, to remember them it takes time and effort even though at the same time I’m constantly feeling Deja vu.
It’s exhausting.
“Do you remember this room?” Scarlet asks, curious.
I nod. “Yes and no, as usual.”
Her tinkling laughter fills the space, making it warmer somehow. “You’ve always been a woman in shades of grey, Blair. You better get used to it.”
Shades of grey.
I’ve never heard a more perfect description of my life. I’m not a complete vampire, but I’m also less than human. I love the lords, but I also love Carden. I want to put an end to Alina’s tirade, but I don’t want to become a killer. These things don’t define me, do they? And if they do, what does that really say about me? That I’m wishy washy? That I can’t make a real decision to save my life? Ugh.
Shades of grey.
“You’ve never said anything so true in your entire life, Scarlet,” I mumble, sinking down onto the bed.
Much to my surprise, she sits next to me, patting my knee. Out of the two maids assigned to me, Scarlet is the most prim and proper of them. She never pretends to be my friend, never crosses the line. . . except for now. Whatever she wants to get across to me, it must be pretty damn important to her. So, I lean in; my eyes riveted to her face.
“You are a woman of strength, Blair. Being someone who sees and understands all sides of the story isn’t a weakness, it’s a strength. You will be more in tune with others, more understanding of even the worst people, Alina included. It’s the entire reason why the Gods blessed you with the power of emotional manipulation just like the lords’ mother. She was a strong woman as well.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “You knew her? How is that possible?”
“No, no! My grandmother did. All I’ve heard are stories, that’s all.”
Her eyes are alight with mysticism, making me believe that the stories must be fantastic indeed. If only my lords’ parents were still alive for me to meet. Maybe then it’d be easier to learn what role I’ll play in all this.
“I see,” I murmur.
She pats my knee again. “You’ll be fine, dear. Just keep your head up until this all blows over. No one is stronger than our lords. They’ll know what to do. Now get some rest before dinner.”
She’s gone before I can say anything else, especially the thank you that was on the tip of my tongue. I didn’t realize how much I needed that encouragement, that guidance. It’s imperative that I keep Scarlet around from now on if for nothing else than a regularly scheduled reality check. But we all know that it will be for so much more than that. She’s become a good friend, just as much as Eden has. And if it wasn’t so cheesy, I’d tell them that. Maybe I’ll do it anyway.
But first, a warm bath.
Eden had already filled the tub before I got here, keeping it warm with intermittent shots of hot water from the jets. The entire bathroom is steamy enough that I breathe it in and sigh in pleasure. Roses. My favorite kind of bath salt. Just over the past half a year these women have gotten my likes and dislikes down pat. I strip quickly before unceremoniously flopping into the water. It sloshes out the sides, the pink tint of it coating the floor like washed away blood. The thought of blood sends my stomach rumbling, and I scowl.
“You have to take care of yourself, my dear,” a voice berates, the sound of it sending a shiver down my spine as I whip around.
Alina is standing right behind me, but not. Her image is shimmering and nearly translucent like a hologram. Is this a part of her power set? If so, it’s the first time I’ve seen it. I press my back to the granite of the tub, my fingers gripping each other tightly as my eyes dart from side to side. In my head, I call out for the lords, but I’m not sure whether or not they’re close enough to hear me. She watches me closely for a moment, expression full of appreciation and. . . love? No, that can’t be right. 
“I have blocked your thoughts, my dear, do not worry. You have progressed the plan perfectly. I am so proud of you,” Alina says, a wide smile pulling at her lips.
I can’t stop my eyes from widening in surprise and confusion. Proud of me? I didn’t complete the bond for her. If she thinks I did then she’s gone completely off the deep end. The lords love me, and I love them in return. There’s no manipulation involved, and honestly, I don’t even think we could have formed such an intense bond if it were based on a lie. I clench my fists beneath the water, trying not to let my anger show on my face. If she thinks I’m defying her, even for a second, she might use force against me again. . . and I have to admit that I’m still scared of her. Just a little bit.
“Why aren’t you saying anything precious?” she asks, pouting.
“Uh, sorry. I’m just surprised that you’re here. How are you doing that?”
She shrugs, looking down at her nails. “It’s simply another facet of my power. But let’s talk about the next phase of the plan. Your interview a few weeks ago was amazing. Telling them that you’re the vampire queen, ha! Perfection.”
I blink at her. She is certifiable. This woman is actually insane.
“Yeah,” I mumble, completely thrown off balance. “What’s the next part of the plan again?”
She turns her attention back to me, frowning. “Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten, my dear. I need you to use that power of yours to bring the lords over to our side of the cause.”
We stare at each other for a moment while I process her request. Turn them over to our side of the cause? And what side is that, exactly? The kill and dominate all humans side? I almost want to scoff at her but refrain from doing so. That won’t help anything, and right now I think it’s best that she believes I’m still working alongside her, no matter how crazy the notion is. Alina is clearly off her rocker. I had suspected it before, but all this crazy talk had clearly proven it.
“And how should I let you know that they’ve turned?” I ask, a little afraid of her answer.
She grins, and it’s so feral that I cringe away from her. “Have them kill an innocent, of course. That will start the war, my dear. The war on human existence.”
***
“She was here? In my castle?” Michael rages, stomping back and forth in front of the fire.
The others watch him pace for a moment, clearly processing everything I just told them. I didn’t hold any of the information back, giving them a full recount of Alina’s crazy assumptions. Michael had focused on the fact that she could even be in here, let alone assume that I’m still on her side. The others seem to be thinking about her words, especially her final spine chilling request.
Have them kill an innocent, of course.
I know that’s the last thing the lords want to do, and there’s no way that they will do it. I don’t want them to anyhow if it’s supposed to be the catalyst for the war on human existence. Nothing in my life has frightened me more than hearing her say that. If vampires began picking off humans one by one there’s nothing that they’ll be able to do about it. We’re faster, stronger, smarter. The apex predator of apex predators.
“Are you guys alright?” I ask quietly, twisting my fingers in my lap.
Raph snaps his gaze up to me from the floor, eyes wide and full of memories. “Us? We should be asking you that. I’m so sorry that she was able to get in here.”
I shake my head. “But she wasn’t, she was a hologram. At least that’s what I’m calling it. Alina wasn’t here physically.”
Michael stops pacing, his shoulders dropping. “That makes a lot more fucking sense. I haven’t had the time to reinforce my magical wards since regaining our power. I should’ve done it sooner. I’m sorry.”
I wave his apology away. “I’m a big girl, seeing Alina is nothing I can’t handle.”
As if they know I’m lying, all four of them give me an identical withering look. My cheeks turn a light shade of pink before I look away toward the fire, preferring to watch the flames lick at the logs rather than admit my own fear. It’s not that I’m afraid that they will condemn me for it, I know that they won’t. But if I talk about it with someone, it becomes real and tangible. If that happens my fear will gnaw on me for the rest of my life, eating away at my soul.
“So how do we simulate you guys killing an innocent?” I ask.
Uriel flinches visibly. “Uh, I’d rather talk about your conditioned fear of Alina.”
My body stills, and I keep my gaze trained on the fire for the next several heartbeats raging in my ears. I try to come up with something to say, anything to throw them off the topic, but my mind is blank. All I can feel is the overwhelming feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach. It’s the same feeling I had when I stayed in Alina’s castle day after day. That dread had become a living part of me, and maybe. . . just maybe. . . it had never left. Perhaps it has lingered in the back of my mind to wait for a dark room or a deep forest.
“I was beaten nearly every day for two months. She called it training for my ability. Is that what you want to hear?”
The room falls silent, all four of my lords bleeding with emotion that leaks into the air and buries itself beneath my skin. I shudder at the feeling, wishing that I could just turn off this strange power of mine instead of letting it run rampant. Feeling their fear for me doesn’t help to lessen my own panic. If anything, it heightens it. The beatings and abuse happened in the past. I got through it physically, and with time, I’ll get through it mentally as well.
“Not if you don’t face the mental scars, amante,” Gabriel murmurs, sounding too close.
I lift my gaze to find him kneeling right in front of my chair, hands outstretched but not quite touching me. As if he wants to give me space, but the soul bonded part of him is urging him to hold me, to cherish me. . . to save me. My god, if only I could save myself. If I was honest, I would admit that I’ve known about that dark festering corner of my mind for a while now but all I’ve done is push it aside. It’s easier to pretend it isn’t there.
But that’s not how a queen is supposed to act, now is it?
Raph growls low in his throat, and my eyes swing to him. He’s standing now, in fact, all four of them are. They’re crowded around my armchair as close to me as they can get without touching my skin. I know they want to, but they’re giving me as much space as that little voice inside their head allows. It’s sweet that they’re waiting for me to reach out first. It’s the exact reason that I reach out now, stretching my hands to them. They react immediately, falling to their knees and running their fingers over my skin like they’ve never touched it before. Like their starved men who would rather be satiated by the feel and taste of my flesh rather than any type of food.
And I have to admit that I like the feeling of being worshipped. If only because I worship them right back in my head. . . with my body. . . with my soul. Because I love them more than I’ve ever loved anything or anyone before. More than words. More than life because. . . hell I died for this love and came back with even more of it. That’s how potent it is, how everlasting.
Healing.
That’s what this love is to me.
“Okay, okay,” I whisper. “How do I face it?”
They sit back to look at me, but my lords don’t remove their hands from my skin. It’s a good thing too because I’m practically purring at the feeling coursing through my chest. It’s soothing, like a mint balm tea or someone repeatedly stroking your hair. Gabriel smirks at the most likely near comatose expression on my face, and I force myself to snap out of it, glaring.
“There’s my girl,” he jokes, chuckling.
“You’re making me not want to do this!” I hiss back.
He holds up his hands for a moment until a small whimper bleeds from my throat and they fall back to rest upon my knee. Man, how pathetic am I?
“You’re not pathetic, it’s instinct. The soul bond is a powerful force,” Raph says, leaning in to run two fingers down the side of my face. “Now, focus. Look within yourself and poke the bear, baby. Attack that darkness.”
I close my eyes and bring up my mind. It comes to me as easily as breathing. To me it looks like a large circular room with door after door lining the walls, each of them labeled neatly. Emotions. Memories. Speech. Power. Human Life. . . . Darkness.
I’ve never been behind the door that leads to darkness. Whether it’s because I choose not to or because I’m an active avoider of all things hard and painful is something I’d rather not look at too closely. . . damn that thought alone proves which one it is.
Instead of distracting myself further by listening to my lords laugh at my expense, I open the door and plunge myself into the darkness. As the name implies, I don’t see anything for the first few moments. The inside of the room is cold and damp, and the smell. . . it’s like something’s rotting. I cover my nose with my sleeve, cringing. What the hell is even in here? My worst fears made flesh?
My skin crawls at the thought.
“Hello, my dear,” Alina’s voice purrs from the dark.
“You’re not real.” 
A whoosh of air flies through the room, forcing me to stagger to keep my footing. The next thing I know, Alina is standing in front of me, grinning like a feral cat as she usually did on the days she hurt me the most. All she seems to be wearing is the same inky darkness the room is cloaked in, wrapping around her body like a second skin. The smell is coming from it, as the closer she comes the viler it gets. I gag on the smell, my eyes stinging, and she leans over me to grip my chin between two fingers.
“Am I not? What a shame. Let’s test it,” she snarls.
Magic slams into my stomach, blowing me backward even further into the room. My body hits the floor hard and rolls, bruising with every slap against it. I refuse to cry out, instead biting the inside of my cheek so hard that I taste blood. Once I stop bouncing along the ground like a deranged ball, I roll onto my hands and knees, groaning. Whatever she hit me with is burning me, my stomach is tingling with it, raging with it even.
“What did you do?” I ask, voice flat and unfeeling.
“Proved that I am real. Do you need another reason?”
Before I can respond, talons rake across my cheek, drawing four long lines of blood. I can’t help it, I cry out, clutching at the spot where those horrible claws had been. Alina laughs at my pain, kneeling down in front of me and narrowing her eyes. Instead of the blue I was used to, this Alina’s eyes are ebony pits. No whites, no pupil, only darkness. Instead of increasing my fear, it eases it, just a little. I put it on the short list of things that proves to me she isn’t really here. That all this pain I’m feeling, all the blood dripping from my face in rivers, is fake.
“Fuck you,” I snarl, rising to my knees and tackling her.
We roll across the floor together, body over body with talons slashing in all directions. I feel hers making their mark but refuse to acknowledge the pain of it. This is the first time I’ve used my own talons in this manner, but it feels good. No, it feels justified. She shoves away from me to stagger to her feet, face set in a feral growling expression. I can only assume that mine looks similar as I survey her while getting up.
“You’re different, my dear. Has being away from me changed you this much?”
I shrug, which only serves to infuriate her even more. “You don’t control me, Alina. You never did even when you used force to get your way. Pain and fear can only go so far.”
She uses her speed to get right in my face, snarling low in her throat. All I do is stand there, staring back at her with a carefully blank expression. The truth is, I am scared right now. Anyone in their right mind would be, but the key is to straighten your back anyway. To stick up for myself no matter what. To feel that fear and conquer it all in the same foul swoop. Fear does not define me, courage does.
“As opposed to what, exactly?” she asks, her voice mocking.
I step away from her and tuck my hands into the pockets of my jeans, grinning. “Courage. Love. Friendship. I think you ought to--”
Alina scoffs, cutting me off. “That’s enough! Your mouth sounds like a horrible romance movie commercial. I won’t stand for it.”
We clash again, but this time I’m ready for it, catching her hands in mine. We stagger together, pushing and pulling to try to grasp the upper hand. It surprises me to know that we’re of similar strength. But whether that’s because this is within my head or not is something I couldn’t tell you. Her eyes narrow as she takes in my still firm grin and the manic look in my gaze. My fear is gone now, tucked into a corner of my mind that isn’t quite so dark, so menacing.
It holds no power over me.
Not anymore.
“Leave this place,” I hiss, my voice guttural.
“No!”
“Leave!”
The word is suddenly laced with my magic, a powerful force of persuasion and grace. Alina’s eyes widen before going soft and complacent. Her fingers uncurl from mine and drop to her sides, hanging limply as she turns away from me and starts toward the door. I watch in horror as she passes through it only to disappear on the other side, taking nearly all the darkness with her.
All that’s left is the fear I feel toward myself.
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Chapter Eleven
My consciousness is thrown out of my mind a minute later, slamming back into my body so hard that the armchair beneath me rocks backward with the force of it. The lords catch it before it hits the floor, propping me back up. Four sets of eyes vie for my attention as I take slow, steadying breaths to calm myself. I did it. I banished Alina from my mind with the help of my magical control over emotions. . . then why does my stomach still feel sour?
Because you banished her by using your magical control over emotions. It felt wrong even if it was Alina.
I sigh. “My demons are gone, for now. Happy?”
“Happy isn’t the term I’d use right now. Where did all this blood come from?” Raph asks, crouching down to inspect my arms.
I glance down at myself and gasp. The fight I believed to be only in my mind is showing on my skin. Alina had actually attacked me. . . which can only mean that the presence in my head truly was the real Alina, hovering there like a leech on my thoughts. I shiver, trying and failing to push the dread from my emotions. To think that she was present for everything that’s happened since my escape makes me feel like I really never left. Like escaping her now isn’t as large a feat as I thought it was.
“Don’t doubt yourself like that, my love,” Michael soothes, running his long fingers through my hair.
“It’s so hard not to,” I murmur.
The lords fall silent again, Uriel disappearing and then reappearing with a bowl full of warm water and a cloth. Raph takes them from him and cleans my wounds of blood and dirt. They’re no longer bleeding which is good. Actually, they’re healed over already, turning into nothing but raised pink scars. Okay, I’ll give being a vampire one point for super-fast healing. Except for my stomach, maybe. The pain is still there. I lift my shirt to inspect it and cringe at the massive black and blue bruising right above my belly button. It hurts like hell, but at least it isn’t oozing darkness anymore.
My lords growl at the sight before Gabriel sweeps me into his arms and into my bedroom. I’m about to protest going to bed so soon when I glance out the window and my jaw drops. Inky blackness greets me, letting me know that it must be the middle of the night by now. Was I really inside my own mind all day? And did the lords stay by my side the entire time? Gabriel and I lock eyes as he crawls into the massive bed beside me, pulling me into his chest.
“Yes, we were. It was hard to watch, amante.”
I shudder again, but this time for a different reason altogether. “I’m sorry.”
“Do not apologize for facing your fears and winning, princess,” Uriel replies from somewhere above me before sliding in behind and covering my back with his heat.
I sigh at the touch, absolutely loving every damn second of it. Nothing calms me more than these four men, nothing. My two older lords join us as well, tangling up near my legs in an attempt to get closer to me. I giggle before pulling them up and over my body, their weight comforting rather than crushing.
And we fall asleep like that, lovingly in each other's arms.
***
The next morning is absolute chaos. All of the lords are gone from my bed by the time I wake, but they haven’t gone far. They’re out in my living room, shouting at one another. I blink my eyes open sleepily before sliding to the edge of the bed and climbing out. My sleepy brain isn’t registering anything they’re saying, and I tear off my bloodied clothing on the way to the sitting room which only leaves me in my underwear until I grab my fluffy robe off the back of the door and pull it on.
All four of them turn when they hear the door open, smiling adoringly down at me. I give them a hesitant smile until I smell coffee nearby, my stomach leaping at the opportunity. Instead of questioning my sudden want of human food, I rush forward past the lords to the low table in front of the fire ladened with breakfast scones and muffins and coffee.
“Wow, I see how it is,” Uriel chuckles, leaning over the back of the couch to plant a smooch on my cheek as I survey the options.
I laugh, batting him away with a light shove. “Oh stop! I’m hungry.”
“What are you hungry for?” Michael purrs into my other ear, sending a shiver of pleasure right to my core.
I jump up and ward him off by crossing my arms over my chest in an X motion. He laughs at my attempt and pulls me into his chest anyhow to shower me with kisses across my forehead and cheeks. While he has me captured, the other three surround us, doing the same. With every silly kiss my heart lightens, and I laugh with joy. This is what being a family feels like, what being loved feels like.
“Okay, okay! Stop it, I want breakfast,” I screech, flailing.
“Can I be breakfast?” Gabriel asks.
“No, me!” Michael beams just the other two say the same thing.
I laugh again. “No, no! Human food, you big dummies.”
“Fine, fine. Let her eat, but we’re not done with you,” Uriel warns, backing away and pointing an accusing finger at me.
I flush at the promise lining his words as an excited tingle begins to build low in my stomach. Even if we have no time for it, I’ll be sure to take him up on his offer later today. But first, food and answers about why they were yelling at each other so early in the morning. The lords move back toward the table they had been gathered around, giving me breathing room as I fill up a mug and grab a pumpkin scone with cinnamon sugar topping. Even with the distance, I can feel their eyes on me as I put together my plate.
“You guys are relentless, aren’t you? Can you even look away?” I tease when I turn back toward them, raising my eyebrows.
Michael laughs. “What’s so wrong about appreciating our fiancé?”
Fiancé.
So, we're back to that conversation we never finished, eh? It’s clever of him to bring it up now, right when I’ve sat down at the table with breakfast and no reason to run away. He knows it too if the smirk on his face any indication is. Do I comment on it or let it slide? Will he let me let it slide? I eye him up as I take a sip of coffee, practically moaning in pleasure at the taste. Apparently my love of human food has returned. It’s a good thing too because it will tide me over between bouts of blood from my lords.
“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” I mumble around a bit of scone.
Raph laughs. “He does.”
Michael scowls at his brother before turning back to me and opening his mouth to explain, ask or rattle me. Maybe all of the above. But I hold a hand up before he can do it, pointing at my breakfast and taking another warm delicious bite. This can wait until I’m done. Talk of marriage, rings and crowns can wait five damn minutes.
“Before that nice little segway you guys are going to tell me what you were yelling about,” I command, pointing my mug at Uriel who holds up his hands in answer.
“Okay, okay. Can’t hide anything from the queen,” he begins, chuckling. “Alina and a few other women were spotted near the castle grounds last night. Apparently she was bleeding, like, a lot. And she looked pissed.”
My eyes widen. “Oh.”
“So, you royally fucked her up,” Gabriel adds with flare, grinning.
Despite myself, I laugh. “Wow. And she came here because. . ?”
Michael shrugs. “We don’t know. That’s what we were trying to figure out, or rather, arguing about our varying opinions. Gabriel thinks she wanted to kill you, whereas I believe she wanted to take you back since your powers are developing. You were able to use them against her yesterday, Blair. That’s a big deal.”
The room is silent for a minute while they let me process the information. That’s a big deal. But why? Is she some type of powerhouse that other powers don’t affect? If so, that would make a lot more sense out of her carelessness with her parading around the covens like she owns the place now. If the lords can’t do a damn thing to her, then she’s untouchable. I open my mouth to ask for more details, but Gabriel beats me to it.
“Alina is a whole different breed of vampire. We still have no idea how she was reborn with access to so much damn power. It’s the power of darkness, of death itself. It has no limits. And while she is not more powerful than us when we’re together. Only if we face her one on one like we did when you were.  . . killed. And now you can dupe her as well. There’s no way we can lose. That’s why I think she just wants you dead.”
“Joy,” I mutter, looking down into my cup.
The others stay silent as Uriel comes around the table to give me one of his famous massages. I lean into the touch, groaning in the back of my throat. The others smile at me, that adoring expression back on their faces. Is now the moment that I tell them? That I. . . reveal my plans?
“Your plans?” Uriel murmurs against my ear, sending shivers down my spine.
“Yes, my plans to draw her out into the open with our wedding.”
Now it’s my turn to be smug, to feel clever. All four of them stare, eyes wide, mouths open for an obscene amount of time. It takes so long for them to come back to me that I nearly burst out laughing. I’ve never seen them so off kilter, so unsure of themselves before. I wouldn’t be surprised if Michael just up and left, disintegrating before my eyes. At that thought, his face sours and he narrows his eyes at me.
“Explain.”
Oh, so he’s mad now, is he? I smirk back at him.
“Us following her around and trying to figure out what her next move might be is exactly what she wants. So, we do the opposite. We pretend that her moves mean nothing to us, we go on with our lives, and that includes my coronation and wedding.”
“So, you want to use it as a distraction? Will it even be real?” he hisses, sounding. . . upset.
Oh. . . . oh.
“Oh my god! That’s not what I meant at all. I do want to get married; I am your fiancé. I love all four of you, but I figured we could kill two birds with one stone.” I say sheepishly, looking away. “But maybe that’s stupid. I don’t know.”
I hear someone getting hit on the shoulder and whip my eyes back to see Michael rubbing it, and Gabriel glaring at him. I sigh. This isn’t going the way I thought it would. . . perhaps I should have approached it differently or more carefully. Michael was smug and smirking when he mentioned me being their fiancé, so I didn’t think it really meant all that much to someone who’s over one thousand years old. Raph smiles brilliantly at me before throwing one arm around Michael’s shoulders.
“Our dear older brother hides his emotions behind many shields, my love. Sarcasm, humor, teasing. But it does mean a lot to him, actually, it means a lot to all of us. You mean more than I can say. You’re our soul bond, Blair, and I don’t really think you’ve grasped the entirety of what that means.”
I narrow my eyes. “I know what it means, Raph. Don’t act like I’m some uneducated child.”
Uriel sighs. “Okay, okay. Let’s all stop pushing each other's buttons and admit that Blair has a pretty excellent plan cooked up here. Time to begin planning her coronation followed by our wedding.”
I tilt my head back to smile at him, and he captures my mouth with a smoldering kiss. It surprises me so much that a breathy moan bleeds into our joined lips. Uriel smiles against my lips while threading his hands into my hair, tugging. The other three round the table, pulling my chair out enough so that they have access from all sides. Gabriel drops down between my knees, spreading them open and untying my robe. It falls open to reveal me in nothing but underwear as my lords let out a collective groan. I can’t help but smirk while pulling my lips away from Uriel’s.
“Shall we take this into the bedroom?” I purr, rising up.
“Always,” Michael growls while snatching my up and into his arm, tickling my sides.
I squeal before howling with pained laughter and wiggling away as he carries me. The others follow, laughing at my pain as Michael throws me onto the bed. They crowd around me, running their hands along my skin with a gentleness that pulls on my heart strings. Michael begins worshipping my breasts, tugging one nipple into his mouth while teasing the other with two fingers. I bow off the bed, crying out and reaching for someone else to sooth me with their tongue. Raph obliges, exploring my mouth with all of the dominance that I’m used to from him. I revel in it, moaning and writhing on the bed like a madwoman.
“Please,” I groan, running my fingers through his hair and tugging.
“Ah,” he moans.
And then he does something completely unexpected.
He sinks his teeth into my throat.
Pleasure explodes from the two points in my neck, stars raining down in my vision as I bow off the bed with the force of my orgasm. It’s immediate and strong and so, so unexpected that I cry out. My lords hold me down, running their lips along my skin as Uriel’s tongue finds the center of my thighs. The moment his tongue touches the little bud there another orgasm explodes, wracking my body with shivers and sweat. I’m panting now while clawing at Raph’s naked back and thinking that if I died and went to heaven this is exactly what I’d find there.
“Ah!” I scream, arching and exploding once again from Uriel’s expert tongue pounding into my center.
He pulls back at the same time that Raph takes his teeth out of my throat, sealing the wound with two lazy swipes of his tongue. A small mewling sound comes out of the back of my throat at the loss of it, and I pull him down between my thighs until he’s positioned right in front of my center. Without hesitation, he gives me what I want, sheathing himself within me in one hard stroke. I cry out, gripping his ass with both my hands to hold him there and two hard lengths come up by my head.
For a moment, it’s a standstill as Raph allows me to adjust to him and the others stroke themselves until I’m ready to take them, too. It’s beautiful suspension before the storm, and my eyes roll back in my head at the buildup of yet another orgasm. No! I tell myself. You will not come again until they do. Raph chuckles and takes that as permission to move, pumping in and out of me slowly this time, as if savoring the feel of it. I moan before turning and taking Gabriel into my mouth, licking and sucking him to the base. Not forgetting Uriel, I grip his length in my left hand, pumping him up and down as he rocks his hips.
Michael must be watching, waiting for his own turn to ravage me, and for some reason that turns me on even more. My pace picks up on Gabriel’s length as I cup his balls in my right hand, massaging them. He groans out a low, fuck before taking my head gently and pumping into my mouth. The motion makes me groan around his hard cock, and that seems to send him over the edge, his hot seed spilling into the back of my throat. I lick him two more times before pulling away and licking Uriel along the tip. It doesn’t take long for him to explode all over my breasts, his hard length pulsing against my hand.
“Michael, please!” I moan, nearly shouting.
As if he had been waiting for my plea, he crawls onto the bed next to me, but only shows me his throat while rubbing himself. I don’t think too much about it, sinking my teeth into his flesh as Raph picks up speed, pounding away so hard and fast that a loud slapping sound fills the bedroom. I wrap my legs around his waist as the taste of Michael’s blood spills into me, sending me over the edge again. I scream against his skin, sucking and drinking from him as Raph sheaths himself one more time to spill into me, his cock hard and pulsing. I writhe again, arching and crying through the pleasure, nearly overwhelmed by it as I pull my teeth from Michael’s neck. He comes too, spraying in an arch to cover my face in his come.
“Ah!” I cry one last time, his warmth sending aftershocks through me.
Raph pulls out, rocking back on his heels at the same time as Michael. He’s holding his neck, and it makes me realize that I got so distracted by the pleasure that I didn’t seal the wound. I struggle to sit up, but Gabriel beats me to it, removing his brother's hand and running his tongue along his neck, swiping up and down to catch all the wayward blood. The sight is so hot that my eyes become hooded, my breathing heavy.
I never knew I was so into guy on guy action.
All four of them whip toward me with equal expressions of shock on their faces, effectively breaking the spell as laughter spills from my mouth. Apparently that’s not on the table.
Or is it?
“No, it’s not,” Gabriel replies dryly. “Now come here, amante. You need to bathe.”
“If you say so,” I tease, wiggling my fingers at him as I swing my legs from the bed. 
Before I can walk myself to the bathroom, Uri sweeps me into his arms in a grand gesture. I laugh again, clutching onto his neck for dear life.
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Chapter Twelve
Wedding planning is the worst thing I’ve ever done in my entire life.
The phrase bridezilla just doesn’t apply to me. I’d rather give someone else that hat, hell, they can plan the whole thing. Scarlet has basically taken over all the tasks that the lords had left to me. Picking out flowers, choosing a main color, choosing an accent color, picking the cake flavor, picking the guests, picking the venue. . . you get the gist. At first I was okay with it, excited even. Now all I want to do is get married naked in a field full of flowers with no one and nothing other than my lords. But it’s about the spectacle. . . not about what I’d prefer. Even though I’m almost positive that they’d do anything I’d prefer. Hell, they’d throw out the entire idea of marriage if it meant my happiness.
But that’s why I am happy.
So, I’ll cross my T’s and dot my I’s and shut my mouth. All I need to do over the next two weeks is survive and pray that Scarlet is as good of an event planner as she is a lady in waiting. She’s proved herself so far, choosing a deep velvet crimson as the primary color with a shimmering gold to accent. That, and the flower of choice being sunflowers for a late summer wedding. Apparently those choices are “in” these days. Whatever that means. I was never the girl who made a make-believe wedding binder with cut outs from magazines and books. It was easier to push the thought away than to think about who I was getting married to back then. Little did I know that I’d end up the happiest I had ever been with these lords.
It reminds me of just how wrong I was about them during my youth.
“Blair, are you listening?” Eden trills, stepping up to my chair to place a warm hand on my shoulder.
I snap myself out of the trance I had fallen into, looking back at her. She’s smiling down at me, that familiar twinkle shining out of her deep blue eyes. We look at each other for a moment before she raises her eyebrows at me, reminding me that she’s still waiting for an answer.
“Oh! No, I wasn’t. I’m so sorry,” I begin, my cheeks tinged pink. “What were you saying?”
She laughs while Scarlet lets out a frustrated huff from across the table, tapping her pen against the hardwood. “As we were saying earlier, most of everything is ready for the ceremony next Wednesday. All you need now is a gown, and I’m not picking that out for you, sorry. A local bridal shop has volunteered to bring in a trove of dresses for you to choose from. They’ll be here any minute; here’s their portfolio.”
“And after she said all the boring stuff I asked what your dream dress looks like,” Eden says, flashing another smile.
At that moment Scarlet slides several three ring binders across the table toward me. Each page has a different bride on it wearing a different dress. Ball gown, A line, mermaid, and more. . . each of them grander than the last. None of the photos resonate with me, and I sit back in my chair, thinking. What kind of wedding dress do I want? Nothing as big as the ones in these photos, but isn’t that wrong? Shouldn’t a queen wear some type of grand ball gown?
“What would you suggest?” I ask, deflecting the question.
Eden frowns. “It’s not about what people suggest, Blair! It’s about what you like.”
“Are you sure about that? All people have done over the past two days is tell me exactly what I should be doing, where to go to book the caterer, oh, and don’t serve chicken, serve beef. But not shaved beef, full steak beef. With vegetables, oh no, the vampires would prefer rice--”
Scarlet stops me with a raise of her hand. “We get it. If you really want advice, I’d go for a ball gown. It’s what the lords’ mother wore at her wedding. But Eden is right, the dress is really the one real choice you have in all this so choose wisely.”
I open my mouth to quip back another sarcastic remark when the doors to my rooms burst open and a flood of people come inside led by Uriel. Scarlet stands to help him direct the tailors into the room, bags of dresses hanging on carts trailing in their wake. All I do is watch as they get set up, unzipping all the garment bags one at a time for me to see inside. I almost want to tell them that it’s unnecessary, but what do I know about it? It’s better to let Uriel and my maids do their thing, arguing with them will only waste time and get me nowhere.
Uriel has been surprisingly excited about our wedding. Going through each step of the planning with me; from picking out the table runners to choosing the best spiced wine to serve, he’s been right on board. And I have to admit that out of all the lords I would have pegged Raphael as the romantic, not Uriel. But here I am, surrounded by white taffeta and lace while Uriel barks orders to bring in even more dresses for me. All I can do is watch and pray that I won’t be required to try on every single one of them.
“You look less than enthused, amante,” Gabriel drawls from the doorway, forcing my eyes in his direction.
He’s lounging along the doorframe, stretched out like a cat who’s sunning themselves and completely unapologetic about it. The grin on his face is mocking, as always, but it does little to rile me up anymore. At least not now that we’ve completed the bond and gotten to know each other. I feel like I know these men now, really know them. It’s not just the memories from my human life that I pluck from my mind as easily as picking an apple. . . now I feel complete with them. Connected to them via the soul bond in a way that fuels both my desire and my love for them. Plus, we’ve had the opportunity to get to know each other again over the last few weeks despite the chaos that Alina has caused.
“I’m excited,” I argue, narrowing my eyes playfully.
He chuckles but doesn’t move to come closer. “If you say so, but if I didn’t know any better I’d guess that Uri is more excited than you about all this.”
At the mention of his nickname, Uriel glances back at us for a moment, distracted from the task at hand. If he heard what his brother said, and I’m pretty sure he did with the superhuman hearing all vampires possess, it doesn’t seem to bother him in the slightest. It’s impressive, honestly, how in touch with his feminine side he is. That, and how unapologetic he is about it. I would never tell Gabriel this, but I find it kind of hot, but in a different way than I find Gabriel’s abrasive sassy personality attractive. Call it messed up or weird or whatever you’d label it as, but it’s true.
“Hey, don’t act like you aren’t excited to roar to the world that we’ve found our soul bonded mate. I think you’d be on the roof top right now if it weren’t for Michael putting his foot down about it,” Uriel says, his back to us as he watches the women unload trunks full of stilettos.
“Oh? You like me that much?” I ask, my lips curling into a sardonic smile.
Gabriel snorts in response, saying nothing else as his ears turn an endearing shade of pink. Instead of teasing him further, I saunter closer to plant a sloppy kiss against his cheek, forcing a bout of laughter from him. The tension of Uriel’s words fade with it as the women approach me, bowing low and sweeping their arms out to the brilliant display they’ve created. Gabriel pulls my back flush with his chest as I survey the multitude of options these nice women have brought for me. Uriel watches me closely for a moment before tearing Gabriel away from my back and toward the door.
“I only came in to help direct them, now we’re leaving,” he explains, dragging Gabriel toward the door with enough force that I can tell he’s about to repay the little insult his brother slung out earlier.
I raise my eyebrows slightly as Gabe blows me a kiss on the way out, laughing when Uriel growls something low at him. The women are still behind me, hovering. It makes me even less inclined to turn around and face the music. I’d prefer to be dragged out of here like Gabriel did. If only Scarlet had agreed to pick the dress too. Sighing, I turn on my heel and stride to the nearest rack, running my fingers over the plethora of dresses available. Colors from cream to stunning white to red are all within my grasp.
The dress is the only real choice you have in all this, so choose wisely.
“Damn you, Scarlet,” I mutter, stopping in front of a particularly large ball gown and gripping the fabric tight.
“Would you like to try it on, my queen?” A woman trills from behind me.
I jump, their presence momentarily forgotten. “Uh, no. Can you actually narrow down the choices for me? I don’t want a huge ball gown, but I do want traditional colors. Light cream or white. Long and flowing, elegant, yet comfortable. A straight drop from the bodice. Does that make sense?”
When I twirl toward them, all four of the women are surrounding me in a semicircle, nodding. Their enthusiasm is contagious, and I can’t help but crack a smile when they squeak and scatter around the room. For vampires, they’re a pretty normal seeming bunch. More human-like than the vampires I’ve met before. Or maybe judging other vampires against the ones I’ve met in Alina’s castle is like comparing a dog to a cat. It just doesn’t make sense.
“Look at my selections first, your highness!” A young redhead implores, grinning.
I walk over to the five dresses she has laid out for me. They’re all beautiful, but one in particular catches my eye. It’s a stunning snow white with beading trailing along the sweetheart shape of the bodice and down into the folds of silk on the bottom. When I pick it up, the fabric falls to the floor like water, soft and beautiful. My eyes sparkle as I hold it up to my chest, glancing at the mirror. It’s magnificent yet understated. Instead of asking, the women begin helping my undress and pull it on. The gown fits me perfectly, zipping up past my large hips and pulling my breasts together artfully. The silk of the skirts falls in waves to tickle the tops of my feet before flowing behind me in a long train. I run my fingers along the beading as it winks in the light, smiling.
“Is it bad to say that this might be the one?” I whisper, smiling at my own reflection.
The woman who had picked it out shakes her head. “No, but you should still look at the others. Try a few on, even. It’s important to know for sure.”
So that’s what I did. Went around the room, feeling and trying on the dresses that skipped my heart a little bit each time I looked upon them. I must have looked at a hundred dresses and tried on twenty, but none of them made me feel as stunning in it as the first one did. By the late afternoon I’m hungry and sweaty and spent as the women haul away their things. Scarlet had packed up my dress in a black garment bag before taking it to the wedding suite, whatever that means. I’ve never been in there, and I’m actually not permitted to go in until my wedding day. Neither are the lords. It’s all a surprise.
A naked one, I hope, I think, smirking to myself on the way to dinner. My lords are there when I arrive, chatting and laughing together over their glasses of wine. There’s not as much human food on the table, only the things they know for sure I like to eat as my vampire self. Pasta with vodka alfredo sauce, peanut butter and honey sandwiches, and pumpkin scones. It’s a strange mix, but I’ll take it.
“Good evening boys,” I say as I take my seat next in between Raph and Uriel.
They watch me scoop pasta in silence for a moment before Michael shakes his head. “Good evening, my love. Did you find a dress that’s to your liking?”
I smile at him, and I’m sure he can see the same shining excitement I feel whenever I think about the dress. “Yes! It’s beautiful but totally me, you know? Probably different from all the other dresses the women wore when they married you.”
Gabriel sits back, raising both eyebrows at me. “The other women?”
“That we married?” Michael cuts in, sounding put out.
I pull my brows together, searching each of their faces in turn only to find mixtures of surprise, amusement, and disbelief. Is it possible that they have never been married before? That I’ll be their first wife? No. Not possible. I don’t believe it.
“You better believe it, amante. Vampires only marry their soul bonded mates. Some go their whole lives without finding them, deciding instead to fade into the afterlife,” Gabriel replies to my thoughts, a grim expression on his face.
Going their entire lives without a soul bond? The thought is depressing, but I can understand it. In my human life I would have believed Carden to be my soul bond. And I never would have known that my lords were my true matches if I didn’t turn into a vampire. I suppose I have Alina to thank for that. If only it wasn’t her plan all along, maybe I would mock her with it once she showed up at the wedding. Because she will. We even sent her an invitation. 
“You will thank her for nothing,” Uriel growls. “Plus, even if the soul bond was what she hoped for, she never thought that you’d want to protect us or return our love. She’s not capable of it herself so she doesn’t understand it.”
I sit back in my chair then, setting down my fork in the process. Incapable of it. That phrase resonates with me, helps me to understand her just a little bit more. Not enough to forgive her for everything she did to me, but enough to gain closure about it. To really move on after battling that darkness that was her within me. Now I can move on, or at the very least begin to. I shake my head to stop all the useless thoughts before turning my gaze back to my lords. They’re all looking back at me, watching as I process my inner demons. It was nice of them not to interrupt or try to make me feel better.
Sometimes working through it alone is all you can do.
“Now, how’d your end of the planning go today? Is my coronation all set up and ready to go?”
Raph takes the bait, sitting forward with a grin on his face. “Yes, all of the planning is complete. Now all we need is to pick up your custom made crown.”
I groan. “Please tell me it’s not over the top like everything else has been this week.”
Gabriel snorts. “It is if Uriel had anything to do with the design. He’s practically become a woman over the past week and a half.”
His brother reaches across the table just to hit him square in the chest, and Gabriel yelps. “Fuck off, man. It’s important to me! It should be important to you too.”
“Alright, alright. Chill out,” I begin, placing a hand on Uri’s shoulder. “I appreciate it, I really do, so stop teasing him!”
We all sit back in silence for a moment before laughter breaks out. Michael laughs so hard that he slaps the table, making the silverware jump. Uriel’s ears turn a bit pink at the top, but he laughs along with us anyway as I lean on him, wiping away tears. This feels nice. Normal. The five of us together, laughing.
***
The day before the plan to end all plans, a package comes in the mail. A really large, beautifully wrapped package with a bow on top. All four of my lords surround it, poking and prodding at it to make sure it's safe. It’s been ten minutes since it arrived, and none of them have let me anywhere near the pretty pink box. All they’ve done is crouch around it while trying to identify who it was from and what’s inside. Not that kicking it with your boot will determine that. I scowl at Gabriel, holding my arm out so that he can’t do it again.
“Just let me open it, it’s my present!”
Michael shrugs. “I think it’s fine, guys. She’s a vampire too now, it’s not like she can be killed as easily as a human.”
Uriel narrows his eyes, looking less than convinced. “Let me open it initially, then I promise you can pull out anything that’s inside yourself.”
Realizing that’s about as good as I’m going to get, I nod. “Fine.”
He kneels down in front of it using one claw to drag it open with as little damage to the wrapping as possible. A little ray of sunshine beams inside my chest knowing that he did it for me, to make sure I can still properly open my present. I watch as he opens one half the lid, his eyes widening a bit at what’s inside before he grabs an envelope and thrusts it toward me.
“It’s from your mother,” he supplies, eyes still wide as saucers.
I glance behind him at the box, but it’s closed now. What could she possibly have sent to make a one thousand year old vampire so shocked? Weed cookies? Horrible baby pictures? A bottle of my old favorite schnapps that I’m sure he’d be horrified to drink? Or maybe she still thinks that I’m human and hate the lords. Perhaps there’s a stake and some holy water in there. Anxiety burns in my chest at the thought of my mother sending something here without talking to me first. Not that I gave her a lot of options to talk. . . my old cell was lost in my transition from human to vampire, leaving my communication options archaically simple. Not that I’ve minded, the four people I want to talk to all day long are standing in this room.
“Are you going to open it?” Raph asks, lips tilted upward.
“Don’t say anything,” I growl back.
Instead of mocking me some more, he holds up his hands in defeat and gestures toward the ruby red envelope in my hands. My mother’s familiar loopy cursive is on the front, my name spelled with a flare that only she possesses. I rip it open, yanking out the stationary and sitting back to read it aloud.
“Hello, my sweet. To get it out of the way, I am well and settled into the human community. My home is perfect, as I knew it would be since you were the one to pick it out. But the two bedrooms. . . it breaks my heart Blair. I wish you were able to come with me. But enough of an older woman’s woes! I hope you are doing well in your situation. Jade has been keeping me updated so I understand why you’re not answering your phone anymore. I’m terribly sorry that you were turned in such a horrid way, and kidnapped! What kind of protectors are those lords anyhow?” I pause and flinch with the rest of them, refusing to look up. “But that’s beside the point! You’re happy now, and soul bonded from what I hear. That’s amazing news, and it makes me so happy that you’re happy now. Hopefully even happier than you ever were with Carden. Then forgetting him won’t be so hard, hm? Ugh! Now I’m rambling. I sent you this gift as a wedding present since I won’t be in attendance. You can use it to woo those lords of yours with your hips, I'm aware that you know how to use them! I miss you and love you so so much, my sweet. Give Jade and your grandparents a kiss for me! Love, mom.”
The room is silent as my tears fall. Not for her stupid comments about me becoming a vampire or whatever that present is. The first part of her letter touched my heart, leaving a small little crack in my carefully reconstructed wall. My home is perfect as I knew it would be since you were the one to pick it out. But the two bedrooms. . . it breaks my heart Blair. Apparently it breaks mine too even when my old dream of getting away from it all isn’t what I want right now. It was still such a big part of my life for so long that I can practically picture my mother standing on the sidewalk of a curbside two story eggshell blue bungalow, waving me inside after a long day at work. Just the two of us.
And now I’ll never see her again. Not even to visit. I’m not allowed.
“I’ll make it allowed,” Gabriel growls.
I look up at him through watery eyes and smile. His promise is sweet, but I know it’s just a panicked response to my tears. Plus, I don’t want to upset the peace of that place. The peace that my mother was able to find there. She got her dream of never having to work again. Never having to live in fear of vampires ever since Carden was turned, ever since I was turned, probably. So, it’s good. It’s good, I repeat to myself in an attempt to believe it.
“If it’s any consolation, your mother sent you lingerie. Like a lot of lingerie,” Uriel offers cheekily. “Want to use some of it to cheer you up?”
Michael hits his younger brother so hard in the arm that he screeches, and I throw my head back with laughter. My tears are momentarily forgotten as I drop from the couch and shuffle on my knees toward the box, opening it. Uriel wasn’t wrong, there is a lot of lingerie in here in all my favorite colors. Deep violet, crimson, emerald green, and a pretty shimmering shade of navy blue. Some of it looks like it would hide so little of me that I blush when I hold it up for my lords to see.
All four of them do their best to hold in the laughter, and they do a good job of it for about two outfits. But then I hold up a G-string so tiny that it’s almost nonexistent and their facade shatters. Raph starts it, bending over and letting out a sort of snorting laugh that the rest of us can’t help but answer with our own laughter. Gabriel snatches the thing from my hand and dances around the room with it as I chase it, jumping and trying to get it back.
“What the hell is this, Blair? Is your mother a sexy dancer in her free time?” he teases.
“No, of course not! Now give it back,” I shout, jumping and failing again to take it from him.
“Gabe put her out of her misery! Give it back,” Michael hollers, still chuckling.
“Fine, fine.”
He finally drops it into my palm and I’m so embarrassed that I stuff it into the pocket of my jeans. My mother would be the only person in the world to send her daughter a box full of heinous stripperesque outfits as a wedding gift. As if that thought does it, my lords fall into another wave of laughter at my expense as I drag the box from the living room into my bedroom. No more looking through it to find the most risqué piece. We’ll have plenty of time for that later when they’re not making fun of me.
“Oh, come on Blair. It’s funny! We’d never actively make fun of you,” Raph supplies from the doorway.
“I know, it’s just embarrassing is all.”
He wraps me up in his arms to plant a sloppy kiss on my forehead, forcing a giggle from me. Raphael always knows exactly what to say or do to make me feel better. It’s like his superpower. The other three meet us in the main room, all of them standing patiently by the door. Michael pulls me from Raph’s embrace to tuck me against his side, humming when our skin presses together. The bond answers it, sending tingles of warmth and happiness through my entire body. That happens any time I’m physically touching my lords. It’s nearly addicting.
“I know a thing or two about making you happy too,” Michael whispers. “Now let’s go have our final dinner as fiancés, shall we?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “What do you have up your sleeve?”
“You’ll have to see,” he purrs into my ear, sending a shiver down my spine.
Before I know it, we’re in the familiar dining room, but it’s not just the five of us. There are four other very familiar people there with us, beaming at me. My grandparents leap from their chairs and rush forward, and I run to meet them. We practically fall together in a heap on the floor as my grandma sobs into my shoulder, all the while patting my back reassuringly. I laugh through the happy tears, clutching my grandfather's hand tightly and smiling up at him. I can’t remember the last time I saw them. Man, it had to be almost eight months ago!
“I was so worried when I saw the news, pumpkin,” my grandfather says in that gravelly voice of his.
“Oh, she’s fine Dan! She’s getting married, and we’re invited!” My grandmother squeals like a teen on a sugar high.
I laugh again as I haul us both to our feet. “Yes, I’m getting married. And I’m okay papa, really. I had a rough start but turning was for the best. I’ve found my soul bond.”
He nods cautiously as if unconvinced before turning and squaring his shoulders at the men behind me. Despite his age, it’s a scary sight to see. My grandfather is well over six feet tall and built with the muscles of a twenty year old from all the hard labor he’s done. No one on our block even dared to mess with our house, let alone talk to my grandfather. He’s that scary looking. . . but only on the outside. On the inside he’s a real softie, hence the nickname pumpkin.
“Boys,” he begins, and it’s truly impressive how he makes the four one thousand year old men sound young. “I suggest you explain yourselves. Why did you not protect my granddaughter when she needed you the most?”
“Papa! I told you it’s for the best, they’re my soul bond. I never would have found them if I hadn’t turned. And honestly. . .” I trail off when he gives me a look.
Oh no. That’s his pissed off death glare look. No one and nothing is going to get in the way of what he wants to hear now. I turn back to my lords, giving them a sheepish look before leading my grandmother back to her seat. Instead of interrupting again, I let the lords give my grandfather the full explanation he wants while I turn toward the other two people in the room. Jade and Link. Link! Is he here with her? Her and I lock eyes over his head, speaking with nothing but eyebrow raises and our eyes. She doesn’t give me much, only the suspicion that there might be at least something brewing between them even if they’re not here as a couple.
“Wow Link! Thanks for coming,” I say as I sit down in an attempt to cover our weirdly silent conversation.
He grins at me, his lip ring winking in the light of the chandeliers. “No problem. This place is amazing, plus, your husbands to be asked my band to play the reception so I should be thanking you.”
Two things register at once.
Husbands to be.
Asked my band to play at the reception.
And yeah, those two things have to be unpacked separately. Husbands to be, multiple, plural. I hadn’t really thought too much about it before. Our connection is as easy as breathing, but I’m not sure whether or not my family is okay with it. I send a worried glance in my grandmother’s direction at the thought. She appears content though, sipping on her tea and watching my grandfather throw a volley of questions at my husbands to be. Yikes.
“You’re playing at the reception?” I ask absentmindedly.
“You didn’t know? Shit! Maybe it was supposed to be a surprise.”
I turn to him, shaking myself out of the doubt that had clouded my thoughts. Link has a distraught kind of expression on his handsome face as his eyes dart between me and the lords. If I had to guess he’s probably terrified of them, hell, I would be too if I wasn’t the one soul bonded to them.
“No, no! I haven’t been the most attentive bride,” I confess, shrugging sheepishly.
Jade laughs. “Now that’s the Blair I know!”
I scowl at her. “Where’s the rest of your crew Link?”
“They’ll be here tomorrow for set up. I came early with Jade, you know, as her date,” he supplies before throwing an arm over her shoulders and tugging her close.
I raise my eyebrows in mock surprise. “Oh! That’s great, so you’re single now?”
“Oh, Blair, leave it alone,” Jade groans, cheeks flaring with color.
“Yeah, I am. I have been for the past few months, actually.”
I’m about to grill him some more when chairs drag out from the table noisily, forcing my attention to the four men taking seats across from us. They look properly chastised; their heads are bowed toward the tablecloth as the maids rush in to fill their goblets with blood. I narrow my eyes at my grandfather, only to see him giving me a smug look in exchange. As if to say, I still got it. Yeah, yeah grandpa you still have the ability to make grown men cry. Even vampires. The silence stretches on, none of us willing to break whatever strange aura is happening now that we’re all seated. I keep trying to catch my lords eyes, but none of them will look at me.
“Alright then,” my grandma begins. “So, you have everything ready for tomorrow?”
I send her a silent thanks before turning back to her. “Yes, it’s all set to go. We won’t have to lift a finger. I just have to show up when and where my ladies tell me.”
“Ladies?” my papa asks, raising an eyebrow.
My cheeks color. “Oh! I meant my ladies in waiting, or my maids. Whatever you want to call them. They’ve been bridezilla for me, actually.”
My grandma chuckles. “I’m not surprised, but I always thought it’d be your mom filling that role.”
I flinch. If that wasn’t a slight dig I’m not sure what is. Are they angry with me for sending her away? Or is it because I didn’t have enough money to buy the tickets for all four of us? I meet her eyes hesitantly, but of course, all I find there is unconditional love. No judgement or anger. If she is upset, I’m not sure my grandmother is even capable of showing it on her face. She’s such a sweet woman so if I want to know, I’ll have to ask her. Perhaps that’s part of her tactic.
“Yes, I know. She sent me a wedding gift, it arrived earlier today,” I start with, and when she doesn’t say anything, I surge on. “Uh, are you angry that I got her the passport to the human only state?”
The direct question hits the room like a freight train, sending the already uncomfortable silence plummeting even further into awkward territory. I can feel my lords’ eyes on me now as I stare at my grandmother, my shoulders up and thrown back in defiance. It may make me sad that I’ll never see my mother again, but they can, and I don’t regret buying her freedom. She could have stayed, it was always an option, but she didn’t. And my mother never did anything she didn’t want to do.
They know that.
They know that.
Maybe it’s her they're mad at, not me.
“No, it just would have been nice to know. And it’s not your fault she went alone. Even with that extra ticket you tried to purchase for yourself at the time,” she replies, smiling. “She left alone, without anyone. And I suppose I shouldn’t be upset, but I can’t help myself.”
The room is silent for a moment while I open and close my mouth a few times. I’m sure that I look like a fish on land gasping for air, but I can’t help myself. When it comes to my old life, to my family, to the hard stuff I usually run or turn away from it. But not anymore. Not now that I’m a queen and I’m soul bonded and I’m. . . trying to prove something to myself. After all these changes I have to have changed too, you know?
“I understand grandma, but she’s always been her own person. Hell, you raised me more than she did. She was more of my best friend growing up. It might be better for her and for us this way,” I pause, tapping on my chin with one long nail. “Not that we don’t miss her or love her, but it’s easier to love someone like that from afar. Wishing them well and watching them go on their own adventures.”
Two fingers gently turn my chin so that I’m looking back into my grandmother’s eyes. She’s smiling as one single tear rolls down her left cheek. I grasp her withered hand and hold it against my face while holding back my own tears. This woman right here has always understood me, cherished me, helped me to grow. Perhaps it’s my turn to help her, to return the favor. Or maybe I’m thinking too much about it, as usual. One of the lords coughs something very similar to, yes, and I resist the urge to scowl.
“You are right, my dearest girl. I love your mother, but I need to love her enough to let her go. Thank you,” she whispers, pulling me in for a quick hug before turning to my papa to lean against him.
He’s smiling as well, that haughty smug face gone. Thankfully I’ve managed to kill two birds with one stone; take his mind off my lords and make him happy all in one go. Jade rubs those familiar circles around my back again and again as I lean into her, grinning across the table at my husbands to be.
This is the family I’ve always wanted.
Now all I have to do is protect it.
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Chapter Thirteen
The dress Uriel picked out for my coronation is a monstrosity of epic proportions. In fact, it’s the exact opposite of what I wanted for my wedding gown and I’m starting to appreciate what Scarlet had said about embracing the choices that are given to me. This dress, while truly stunning, is so large that I can barely fit through doorways. Eden had to help me through my bedroom door, practically shoving me out. Now Scarlet is fluffing the hem as I stare at myself in the mirror above the fireplace.
“It’s too much,” I comment, smoothing my hands over the red velvet colored silk and chiffon.
“Nothing is too much for a queen.”
“It feels like too much.”
She snorts but doesn’t say anything more as she rounds the back of me with those pins in her mouth, crouching. Apparently it needs a few final alterations before I can go waltzing into the throne room. Scarlet’s convinced that if she doesn’t lift the bottom up a few inches that I’ll fall flat on my face in front of thousands of people. She’s not exactly wrong, even if I want her to be. I can be kind of a clutz.
Eden bursts back into my rooms like a tornado, holding a massive sewing kit and a bottle of blood. My stomach turns at the sight, but only a little bit. It’s getting better as the days wear on. She hands it to me first before crouching down by Scarlet and popping open the lid of her magic box.
“Don’t worry about messing up your lipstick, I can fix it after you eat.”
I turn my face back to the mirror, forcing a smile. They’ve really out done themselves today. My long hair is curled into loose ringlets falling unbound around my face and shoulders, and my makeup is soft and elegant except for the stunning blood red color Eden had painted on my lips. It pops against the paleness of my skin and the blue of my eyes. Plus, it matches the dress. Elegant and extravagant in size, yet simple. No beading or special patterns. Just an expertly sewn gown starting with a light red empire waist corset before flaring out in layers and layers of deep crimson cloud like skirts.
“Thank you again for this, you guys are brilliant,” I murmur, watching my red lips move.
“As I said before it’s our--”
I cut her off. “Just say you’re welcome.”
Scarlet shoots me a grin. “Fine, you’re welcome.”
“Drink up, my lady! We have to leave in five minutes to stay on schedule,” Eden says.
I know that I need the blood, I haven’t had any in two days and my stomach is rumbling just looking at it. The moment I crack open the lid the beautiful pine and snow scent of Raphael’s blood hits me. My eyes flutter closed as I take it in, inhaling deeply. He gave blood to me. So that I want to eat, feel comfortable eating. If that isn’t love, then I don’t know what is. As I drink, my ache for him and the others intensifies. My insistence that we don’t spend the night together before our wedding day felt important before, but now that I miss them, it just feels stupid.
Once I finish the blood I sigh and toss the bottle onto a nearby couch. Eden stands and fixes my makeup, smiling up at me with a sisterly love that pulls at my heartstrings. No matter what Scarlet says, they’re more than just my maids or ladies or whatever you want to call them. They’re a part of my new family, and I’d be damned before losing either of them. On a whim, I grab her tight and pull her close. She hugs me back tightly before pulling away and letting Scarlet do the same. I grasp their hands with mine and smile.
“Let’s go make me a queen, shall we?”
***
The throne room is the fullest I’ve ever seen it as I peek in through the backdoors, squinting. All the garden doors are thrown open to let in a breeze, but more people are there, spilling into the morning light and surrounding the castle. Humans and vampires alike are here for the event, shifting excitedly and murmuring to one another. And then, of course, there’s the news reporters camped in each of the corners, all their cameras facing these doors.
“My god my hands are sweaty,” I mumble, wiping them down my dress.
Scarlet nearly screeches, whipping out a handkerchief and wiping off my hands for me. “Don’t you dare ruin this dress with your sweat.”
I open my mouth to reply but the crowd erupts into a sudden cacophony of noise. I try to track the source, but it’s out of my short line of sight. It must be my lords. They’re scheduled to enter before I do, giving a speech to the people and then setting up for my coronation. Apparently the ceremony itself lasts less than five minutes. It’s the speeches and questions and crowd hyping that takes nearly an hour to complete. According to my lords everyone needs to feel heard by us otherwise peace will be harder to maintain. I agree with that, of course, I just don’t agree with staying wedged into this dress for nearly three hours.
It’s that uncomfortable.
“Welcome, welcome!” Michael’s booming voice begins as the crowd silences themselves. “Thank you for attending the coronation of our new queen. Today will be monumental, not only because we will end the day with a new monarch, but also because all four of your coven leaders will end the day with a bride.”
The crowd roars in answer to his enthusiasm, rumbling and moving like a tidal wave. I’m finally able to see my lords as they ascend the dais, looking truly spectacular. All four of them are wearing matching tunics, but today they’re not wearing their usual midnight black, but a crimson red to match my dress. Their sleeves are edged in gold, and each of them are wearing massive golden crowns I’ve never seen before. They climb over their heads like tall vines, each of them encrusted with different colored gems. Emerald green for Gabriel, golden yellow for Raph, deep red for Uriel, and sapphire for Michael. No doubt in representation of their covens.
It makes me wonder what my color might be.
During my shameless perusal of their looks, I had missed the entire speech leading up to my appearance. Without further ado, the doors are thrown open, and I scramble to throw my shoulders back before taking two quick steps into the room. It takes a minute for me to gain my bearings, but I do, slowing my pace and tilting my chin up as I pass the silent crowd. I keep my hands folded in front of me tightly so that I don’t fidget. Vampires don’t do anything by accident, and I’m still getting used to it.
At the front of the room is where my family stands all of them shining with pride as they watch me kneel at the foot of the dais as we practiced. All four of my lords descend to stand in front of me, a servant beside them holding a red velvet pillow. Instead of giving into my curiosity and looking up at the crown, I keep my gaze on the floor. Michael places a hand atop my head, fingers splayed across my hair.
“Dear one, our betrothed, our greatest love. . . why have you knelt before us today?”
That’s my cue to look up at him, and I can’t help but beam. He returns my smile with a small one of his own. “I have come to claim my right as your queen. To pledge myself to you and to our people.”
Michael looks out over the crowd before speaking in time with his brothers. “Do you accept her as your coven queen?”
“We do!” the crowd chants without pause. “Do you as our lords accept her as your queen?”
“We do,” all four of my soul bonds reply, their voices strong and sure.
As if those words alone are the magic that makes me queen, a blast of air flies through the room, whipping up loose clothing and hair. The crowd gasps, as do I, but the wind is gone as quickly as it had shown itself. My lords look mildly surprised, but the grin on their faces is infectious. Michael holds out his hands, palms up, allowing Raphael to place my crown into them. I gaze upon it, eyes tearing up at the sight of all four colors in my crown in the form of four massive jems.
“Do you accept the title as queen of the covens as well as all responsibility that it entails?” he asks.
“I do,” I reply, projecting my own voice around the room.
I’m smiling when he places the crown atop my head, but when I go to stand with his help. . . the room explodes, throwing us apart.
Explosion after explosion rings out, bursting my eardrums as I’m thrown nearly across the throne room to slam into the glass windows of the garden, shattering them. I watch myself fly through the air in slow motion, the sun sending arcs of sparkling light through the shards around me. I can feel the glass cutting into my skin, leaving little slices that heal as soon as they appear. Cut, bleed, heal. Cut, bleed, heal. Over and over until my body is slamming into the marble staircase and rolling the rest of the way down. I cry out, feeling my ribs crack as my left shoulder makes a strange popping sound, going limp.
“Ugh,” I moan, trying and failing to stand up.
The pain is everywhere. My back, my chest, my legs. The fractured rib bone might have punctured a lung too because I can barely take in a full breath. It feels like I’m drowning. My fingers shake as I move to stand again, at the very least able to get my arms beneath me to push myself up onto my forearms. I groan again, shivering with the pain of it and trying to focus my mind enough to understand what’s going on. That’s when I realize that I can’t hear anything but a loud buzzing sound. The explosions must have blown out my ear drums.
Explosions.
Why would Alina resort to such a human form of killing?
“Ah, Blair. It must have been fate for you to have been blown all the way out here to greet me.”
My eyes flutter up to meet Alina’s and I scowl at the nearly identical gown to mine that she has on. Who is this woman? Is she an actual psychopath or what? A man is standing next to her, but he’s completely and utterly human. Human. Is he the one responsible for the bombs? And if so, why would Alina agree to work with him? It doesn’t make any sense to me, especially in my muddled up head.
“Why?” I sputter, my voice low and weak.
She crouches down, skirts flaring out around her in a near blinding arc. “Because you tried to defy me, my love. And when you defy me you need to be taught a lesson,” she pauses to grip my chin, talons digging in to draw blood. “know your place.”
“You should know yours, my dear,” a deep terrifying voice that I don’t recognize replies.
Alina’s body is thrown away from me, flying up into the air on its own accord before slamming back into the ground. I watch in horror as she writhes and gasps for air, trying to gain her breath back. A dark shadow falls over my form, hovering there until I look up at whoever is there. Most likely a new dictator, a new evil person who’s looking to steal my family away. Tears well in my eyes as I turn my chin up, only to drop my mouth open.
Standing before me is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my entire life.
No, scratch that, the most beautiful being because whatever is standing over me is not human, nor is it a vampire due to the massive feathered white wings sprouting from behind his back. Those aren’t the only things that are massive, the man himself is nearly seven feet tall and stacked with muscle, towering over me like I’m a roach beneath his heel. And while I’d assume his expression to hold contempt or disgust, it doesn’t. He’s smiling down at me as if I’m an old friend or a long lost family member as he reaches down to lift me into his arms.
“Hello, il premio,” he purrs, his voice so sinful that I blush and blink in confusion.
I look into his eyes, nearly reeling back at the deep crimson color of them. Like a vampire. Who in the hell is this man? He looks like an angel, but his eyes tell me he’s a demon. And why is he here protecting me?
“H-hello.”
“You son of a bitch, who do you think--”
The man's hand shoots out, cutting off whatever Alina was about to say by grabbing her throat. He holds me easily against him with one arm while dragging Alina along behind him with the other. The strength he’s displaying is otherworldly, heavenly. He has to be an angel, there’s no other explanation for it. But then why is he here? We move back up and into the throne room, my ears popping enough for all of my hearing to flood back at once, and I wince. The man notices, holding me closer and scowling as if my pain annoys him or worries him or both.
“Blair!” Uriel screams, terror lacing his words as he comes closer.
It’s the first time that I’ve looked away from the man holding me, and what I see allows me to sigh in relief. No one in the room had been hurt. A large bubble of light is surrounding them, holding them aloft in one big pile, all of them appearing frozen in time, not even blinking. There must be three thousand people in there, not moving, not even looking alive. I stare at it, and at the rubble around it, for far too long as Uriel yanks me from the man’s arms. He lets me go, a low growl in his chest and his arms hesitant.
“Who the hell are you?” Uriel asks, actually growling at the man.
My three other soul bonds surround Uriel, lying some type of touch on my arms or legs. The man watches, rising to his full height while puffing up his chest. It’s actually terrifying how large and imposing he looks despite his perfect physique and face. The men around me tighten up, bringing their bodies as close to me as possible as we square off in the rubble of the explosions, the man still holding Alina by the throat. My eyes drop down to her form and I cringe. She’s kicking and screaming soundlessly, tears streaming from her eyes.
“Oh right,” the man drawls as if he had forgotten he’s choking a vampire.
And then he snaps her neck with one hand.
Snaps it.
With one hand.
“That woman was such a nuisance. I feel sorry for the angel who will receive her as their mate,” he mutters, dropping her body to the ground.
My eyes are round when they catch his gaze again. “I’m sorry, what? Angel? Mate?” I pause to struggle out of Uriel's arms, walking up to the man while holding my side with one hand and jabbing him in the chest with the other. “Explain yourself!”
The man chuckles and grasps my hand, tugging me closer until I’m against his hard chest. It sends my soul bonds behind me into near hysterics, but he refuses to let me pull away. I mean, don’t get me wrong, hugging an angel feels nice but it doesn’t feel the same as it does with my lords. That peace isn’t there, the replenishment. So, I’m not sure what this man is trying to do.
And he killed her like it was nothing.
Nothing!
As if he can tell that I’m freaking the hell out, he lets me go and I stumble back a step, holding out my hands to ward everyone off. I need a damn minute.
“All angel blessed humans are destined for ethereal mates in the afterlife. Angel blessed humans can only be identified by their blood. It’s tasty,” he says, licking his lips. “As for my name, it is not of this world, you cannot speak it. I’m not even permitted to be here, but watching you get hurt over and over again by this sorry excuse for a vampire was driving me insane,” he growls, kicking Alina’s body savagely.
I reel back at the brutality of it, cringing. “Uh, okay. Thanks, I guess? But you can go now.”
He tilts his head. “I don’t think you’re understanding who I am to you, let alone what I am.”
“No! Of course, I don’t! You swoop in here, quite literally, save all these people and me. Then kill one of the most powerful vampires on earth without any effort, and now your. . . what? What is it that you’re trying to do?”
He laughs, and damn him if the sound isn’t as angelic as the rest of his body. “You’re spunk intrigues me; I do believe that we’ll have fun in the afterlife.”
I rub my face vigorously, trying to suppress my groan of frustration but failing. “Man, you’re really not making it easy for me to hold these guys back,” I say, pointing behind me at my growling soul bond. They’re practically foaming at the mouth. “Give me something, anything concrete that makes a lick of sense.”
“Oh, il premio, you are my fated angelic mate. You have been since you were born. Now all you need to do is die.”
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Chapter Fourteen
My mind reels as I stumble back into my lords, clutching onto their arms for dear life. Angelic mate? Die?
What the hell is this guy talking about? We stare at each other a moment as I search his face for a lie, my emotion magic unapologetically crawling all over him. He smirks back at me, nearly preening under the feel of my magic on him. It pisses me off!
“Angel? Is that what you are? Then why are your eyes red?” Michael demands, speaking for the first time.
The man doesn’t even deign to look at him, keeping his eyes on me. “Yes, I am an angel. But there is no heaven or hell, no right or wrong. The afterlife is a grey area as all other things are. There are people in power on all sides, vying for control. And as for the red eyes,” he pauses, finally glancing up at Michael. “Where do you think vampires came from?”
He grins then, his canines flashing in the light of the throne room. They’re elongated alright, maybe even larger in their normal state than ours are. It makes me shiver to wonder what they look like when they’re fully out and over his bottom lip. Are they monstrous? Terrifying and attractive all at the same time as the rest of him? I press my back further into Michael’s chest, and the man growls again.
“I don’t feel anything for you, sorry. You must have the wrong girl. I’m soul bonded to these men, they’re mine.”
He laughs, throwing his head back and clutching his stomach. “In life, yes. But in death you’re mine. All I have to do is wait for you, and trust me il primo, for you I’ll wait centuries.”
I narrow my eyes, not exactly enjoying his pompous behavior. “So why did you come here today?”
He grins, flashing those teeth at me. “To remind you that you have one more knight in shining armor watching over you. Congratulations on your wedding, il primo,” he pauses to look behind me, eyes flatly looking at each of my lords in turn. “As for you, you're welcome for killing this pest. I was never here, and you will not speak of it.”
Then he’s gone in a flash of blinding light, leaving us alone in a room full of rubble and completely baffled. I step away from my lords to turn toward them, splaying my arms wide in confusion, flapping them around like a crazed chicken. The bubble that had been holding the crowd pops, and the screaming resumes, people running in all directions. I pay no attention to them, only looking at my lords as my body shakes uncontrollably.
“What the hell was that? Do vampires really descend from angels? And death mate? And why the hell did he come just to kill Alina? And what happens now that we know about this death mate thing?”
I’m rambling, I know that I’m rambling, but I can’t seem to help it. This is too much. . . first I officially became queen, then I was blown up, and then I was saved from death by my. . . angelic mate. Four matching growls stop my thoughts in their tracks as my eyes find theirs again, frantic. Michael is standing in front of me, holding my crown in his hands. He tilts his head in question, so I nod, dipping down for him to place it on top of my crazed bloodied hair. He grips my hands as the others surround me, pulling me against their warm chests.
“We get married, we love each other, and we never die. That’s what we do.”
“Are you kidding? We just ignore it?” I ask, incredulous.
Gabriel tilts my face toward his, brushing a soft kiss across my lips. “Living in fear of what comes after is no life at all. Plus, vampires choose when to die amante. So, if you want, you can stay with us forever without having to worry about him.”
Living in fear of what comes after is no life at all.
“That’s why he wasn’t upset about me getting married,” I murmur. “He’s simply waiting for his turn? What am I, a carnival ride?”
Uriel snorts with laughter until I glare at him. “Sorry, sorry! So not funny.”
Raph holds up his fingers with a small amount of space between them. “It’s a little bit funny.”
I smack him in the shoulder, cracking a smile. “So, we’re just going to be thankful that he saved all of our people by killing Alina and move on?”
Michael shrugs. “Isn’t that all we can do?”
“Let us address our people, and then have ourselves a little wedding,” Gabriel cuts in, pointing behind him with his thumb to indicate to the growing crowd.
“Let’s,” I reply, tilting my chin up and breaking away from them to smile at the approaching crowd.
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Epilogue
It takes a forty minute shower to wash away all the blood, but thankfully my injuries have mostly healed. My rib cage is still tender where the bone snapped so I’m grateful that my wedding dress doesn’t have any type of corset. It’s already on and flowing down my body like water as I sit in front of the makeup table in my bedroom.
“An angel?” Jade screeches, pacing behind me. “What the hell does that mean?”
“For the last time, I don’t know,” I reply calmly, and Eden has to purse her lips to keep from laughing at my dry tone.
“So, he came here, saved everyone, said you were his and then left? And you’re just. . . what? Okay with it?”
I sigh. “No, not really, but there’s nothing I can do to change it. If there’s one thing that I’ve learned over the last few months, it’s that fate doesn’t fuck around. And I’m pretty sure that angels don’t lie, so he’s my angelic fated mate when I choose to fade into the afterlife.”
She stops pacing to stare at me in shock. I can understand why she’s so confused by my reaction. Before my lords talked me down I was feeling the exact same way. It felt like the sky was falling for a moment. Angels are real. One of them is my fated mate after death. And I have angel blessed blood. The only thing that kept me from blowing my top is the fact that I’m immortal. We don’t die unless someone kills us, or we choose to fade into the afterlife. So, I can stay here for as long as I’d like, even if that strange man said he’d wait centuries. It makes me wonder if he’s older than my lords or not.
Nope, nope!
I will not think about that stupid bastard anymore on my wedding day.
“Jade listen to me,” I say, standing up to shake her shoulders. “I’m immortal. I cannot die unless someone kills me, which that guy won’t do, or I choose to. And I’m not ever going to choose it, alright?”
She finally looks at me, taking a deep breath. “Why didn’t you just lead with that?” All four of us let out relieved laughter as I pull Jade in for a hug. “But we’re not done talking about this. This is big, and we will discuss it again when I’m ninety and dying.”
I cringe. “Man, can we stop talking about it until then?”
“Of course. Are you ready to go?”
Scarlet grabs my hand, pulling me back down in front of the mirror. “No, she’s not ready to go! I haven’t even started to straighten her hair.”
As nicely as possible, I swat her hands away. “I think I want to leave it in my natural waves. Will you put it into a half updo while Eden does my makeup?”
She huffs but does as she’s asked while Jade chatters on about how sweet and slow Link and she are taking their relationship. I’m happy for her, but her enthusiasm seems a little forced, her voice a bit too high. While she may be excited, I’m pretty sure that she’s still hurt by what happened with Carden.
Carden.
Man, oh man, what does that name mean to me now? I want him to be my friend, and he said he'll come back sooner or later, but thinking about him still sends my heart into a funny little pitter patter so it’d be best to let these feelings fade. Whatever they are. Because when I think of his name that handsome face comes to mind, and those brilliant blue eyes of his. A part of me will always belong to him, the human part, but I’m a vampire now. And this version of me, someone I’m still trying to figure out for myself, loves my lords.
Yearns for them.
Just as whoever I become after death will hold a place inside her heart for them while she falls head over heels for that beautiful angelic stranger.
If the past year has taught me anything, it’s that things change hard and fast. All you can do is attempt to keep up, to roll with the punches and enjoy the little breaks in between.
So, I will.
“I’m ready to get married,” I say, grinning, my canines shining in the light coming through my windows.
I will.
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The End
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