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CAPTURED
 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   Blood slave.
 
   The words were enough to send a cold chill of terror down Arianna's spine. She shuddered, swallowing heavily, and repeatedly, as she tried to wet her suddenly very parched throat. Her lips were sore, she could taste her dried blood upon them as they were chapped and cracking. She'd had nothing to drink in hours, she was thirsty and her mouth was dry as cotton. The fire that had consumed parts of the forest had burned her throat, and she could taste the ash upon her tongue. The smell of smoke clung to her, cloying in its acrid odor. She would have given anything for some water, but she was fairly certain that her misery and discomfort would soon be coming to an end anyway.
 
   The dead did not require water after all.
 
   Surprisingly, the thought of dying aroused even less fear in her than the alternative did, and that was becoming a blood slave. Though the notion had never entered her mind before, she realized she'd prefer to take her own life before such a thing happened to her. The thought of being kept, of being trapped and used for the most disgusting means known to man, was enough to make her want to rip out her hair and run screaming in horror.
 
   She did neither however, simply because she couldn't move enough to carry out either action. She was trapped, surrounded, penned in by the bodies crammed against her. The raid on the encampment in the woods had been successful. The temporary homes of many had been ripped apart, destroyed then set ablaze. Their lives had been irrevocably destroyed; they would never see their loved ones again.
 
   The fortunate ones, the ones that weren't chosen to be blood slaves, would be bled outright. Their blood would be drained unwillingly, and painfully, from their bodies. A hundred separate needles would pierce their skin before they were finally killed. The blood would be bottled and saved for later use. The unfortunate ones, the blood slaves, would be used over and over and over again until their owner became tired of them and either sold them off, or bled them dry.
 
   Aria hoped that she would be chosen to be bled dry. She would rather feel the sting of a thousand needles than be repeatedly used for months, or years. However, she had a feeling that if the vampires found out who she was, they would never allow her such a compassionate death. They would never grant the merciful end she fervently hoped for.
 
   She glanced at the people surrounding her. She knew they would all willingly die before they revealed her identity, she also knew that she had been a fool, a complete idiot for allowing herself to be captured in the first place. If these monsters ever found out who she was, they would have strong leverage over the rebellion, and her father. They would try to use her against the rebels that lived within the woods, hiding, moving, and fighting the vampires that hunted them relentlessly. The vampires that had taken their world and twisted it into a cruel mockery of what it had once been.
 
   At least that was what she had been told had happened.
 
   She didn't remember a world without starvation, hiding and death. She didn't recall a world where food had been purchased in stores, and homes had been heated and cooled. She knew a world of woods and caves, of hunting and struggling for her meals. She knew a world that was either brutally hot or deathly cold, a world where there had never been a consistent roof over her head. A world where her father was the leader of the rebel movement, her mother was dead, and her two brothers were being relentlessly trained to take over their father's position one day.
 
   She had never experienced a life of safety and security, never experienced a life where she wasn't fighting and running on a daily basis. She had been told stories of the world before the vampires ruled, and though she was certain that some of the tales had to be off, or wrong, she still thought that world sounded simply amazing compared to the reality of this one. As a child she had foolishly pined for that world, as an adult she had thrown aside childish dreams in favor of learning how to fight and hunt. Instead of dreaming of a world that no longer existed, she learned to survive.
 
   After childhood, hugs were no longer exchanged amongst her family, and the only praise she had received lately was for her far superior skills with a bow and arrow. However, though love was not freely given, she knew that it was there, and that it was strong. Her brothers would risk everything to get her back; her father would want to do the same. Her father would also know that it couldn't be done. No matter how much he would want to, he couldn't risk the lives of so many for just one person, even if that person was his own daughter. Though it would kill him to lose her, he would make the sacrifice, just as he had sacrificed so much else in his life.
 
   No, she had no grand ideas of salvation, no dreams that her brother William would charge recklessly in to rescue her, yelling like a banshee, just as he charged so wildly into everything he did. She didn't have these dreams because her father, and the ever sensible Daniel, would never allow William to do such a thing. In fact, they would probably have to tie him up just to keep him away. He would hate it, but it would be the only way to keep him alive.
 
   A twinge of regret and sorrow filled her at the thought of William. He was her twin, her other half. They had been nearly inseparable since conception. He would never get over this, just as she never would have gotten over his loss if their roles had been reversed.
 
   She never should have allowed herself to be captured. But then, she hadn't had a choice. The child…
 
   Aria's gaze slid to Mary Beckins. Mary stood proudly, her shoulders thrust back, her chin jutting out as she stared unblinkingly across the sea of heads before her. If it weren't for the tears streaking silently down Mary's dirt and soot smeared cheeks, Aria would have thought her fearless. Even with those tears, she still looked proud, defiant; unbreakable.
 
   Seeming to sense Aria's stare, Mary's eyes slid toward her. It was Mary's child, John, whom Aria had saved. It was John's place that she had taken in this cramped hell of near certain death and deprivation. Aria had forfeited her life for young John's, and she would do it again if she had the choice. She just wouldn't have been so reckless about it. She wouldn't have plunged carelessly in again, and she would have at least tried to think of a way to ensure that she and Mary were not ensnared also.
 
   Like her twin though, she rarely thought out her actions and often charged thoughtlessly forward, heedless of the consequences. But these were by far the direst consequences she'd ever faced and they would also soon be her last. Or so she hoped.
 
   Mary held her gaze for a moment; gratitude filled her brown eyes. She briefly nodded her thanks, and managed a tremulous smile that Aria returned.
 
   The vampires didn't know who Aria was, or who her father was, and she was certain that no one that knew her here would tell them. The people had always respected and admired her father, but today, with her actions, they had also come to admire and respect her too. They would all die before they handed her over, even if handing her over meant a pardon on their own lives, even if it meant a chance at freedom for themselves.
 
   "Worry not girl."
 
   She tried to turn to see who had spoken to her, but she couldn't move against the crush of bodies pressing against her. She could smell the dirt, the sweat, the fright, and smoke that adhered to all of them. Life in the woods didn't allow for regular bathing, she was accustomed to body odor, but this was far more intense than what she was used to. She didn't know if it was because they were all so confined when they were used to wandering free, or if it was the certain end of their lives that made their odor exceptionally acute. Either way, the stench was nearly overwhelming. She wanted to gag from it, to cover her nose and attempt to block it out. She wanted to cry, but instead she stood unmoving, frozen by the paralysis of revulsion that gripped her.
 
   Sudden movement drew her attention back to the stage set up before them. A stage for crying out loud. It wasn't humiliating enough to be packed in like this, but they were also going to be paraded forward, separately examined, and chosen from the specimens presented. Aria shuddered again as she struggled to keep her composure in this swiftly unraveling, and entirely unfamiliar world.
 
   "Be brave Aria, be brave." She swallowed heavily, managing a small nod as the man behind her whispered in her ear again. "Take strength from those around you."
 
   Aria fought back the hot wash of tears that suddenly flooded her eyes. She straightened her shoulders, refusing to show weakness, refusing to break in front of the monsters now lining up before them. As long as she was chosen for death, she could remain strong through this. She could, she would, be as brave as her father and brothers would be in this situation. She would never give the vampires the satisfaction of seeing her break; she would die with her pride firmly intact.
 
   There was a ripple of movement amongst the imprisoned crowd. Aria realized that the gate had been opened and they were starting to pull people out. She watched in revulsion as they removed the first person and led them up the stairs to the stage. She didn't recognize the young woman, who was sobbing openly as she was paraded before the line of monsters eagerly eyeing her. Behind the stage, other vampires had gathered on the street that seemed to lead through the heart of the town, which was contained within the massive walls surrounding the distant palace. The vamps were crammed in between the two and three story buildings lining the street as they eagerly strained to see the fresh human meat being presented.
 
   The enormous walls, that offered protection for the town nestled within them, enclosed nearly four square miles of land around the palace. The richest, the aristocrats of vampire society, resided within the walls, lavishing in their lives of opulence and brutality while the humans they had enslaved suffered at their greedy hands. She despised them. Every part of her, every cell in her body, hated every single vampire within these palace walls as well as outside of them. The only thing she hated more were the humans that had betrayed their own kind in order to reside in relative freedom amongst the ruling class of vampires.
 
   On the mountain, rising above the town like an avenging demon, the imposing palace loomed over them. She'd seen it before, it was impossible not to see its glistening turrets and golden spires from the treetops, but she'd never been this close to the enormous structure before. Though she hated to admit it, the palace was impressive and beautiful as it glimmered in the muted rays of the sun. She hated the fact that it terrified her as much as it did, but she couldn't shake the overwhelming sense of doom as she gazed at the massive, exquisite structure that housed the biggest monster of them all, The King.
 
   Unable to look at it anymore, Aria tore her attention from the palace. Her attention drifted down the hill behind her. Beyond the outer palace walls, scattered towns were situated within the valley nestled below. Towns that housed the human servant traitors and vampires that were not as wealthy as the ones gathered on the street across from her. Her people starved, they froze to death in the woods and caves. They fought to retain a freedom that was elusive, and brutal, while their own kind betrayed them, and the captured fighters were brought here to be humiliated, tortured, and sold.
 
   The gathered vampires watched the proceedings with an air of indifference that left Aria fuming. It was bad enough that they had been caught, that they were considered no more than food, but did they have to be treated as if they were worth less than an animal? Actually, most animals she came across were treated far better than this as they were necessary for human survival. Aria's hands fisted at her sides, her jaw clenched as she fought to keep control of her volatile temper.
 
   She watched as a woman was led to the side. The woman bowed her head; her shoulders shook with the force of the tears that streaked her face as she was brought onto the stage. The woman's clothes were little more than rags, though Aria knew her own clothes weren't much better. For that matter, neither was her hair, or her overall appearance. In fact, due to the hunting party she'd been with before being captured, she'd gone even longer than normal without bathing. The lingering scent of blood, body odor, wild animal, and death stuck to her. They didn't blend so well with the other awful scents encompassing her. She found herself hoping that her dismal appearance, and scent, would be enough to earn her the much coveted sentence of death.
 
   A young boy was brought forth next, then a shirtless young man that was well muscled from hunting, and working within the forest. The man was not led over to the boy and woman, but escorted over to a vampire. It was a young woman that came forward to claim him, or at least she appeared young, there was no way to know her real age. She was tall and thin, with a hawkish face that was both brutal and strangely beautiful. The vampire woman eagerly eyed the young man; the look in her eyes caused Aria's legs to shake. It was more than apparent what that woman was going to do to him, and it seemed that she wasn't going to wait long either as she hastily led the man off the stage, and through the crowd gathered upon the street. The crowd leered after them as they disappeared from view.
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, she wasn't sure she would make it through this. She understood now that the woman and boy still on the stage were destined for death, a fact the boy seemed to also realize as he began to weep openly. His sobs were heartbreaking and it took all Aria had not to cry in response.
 
   The muted sound of sniffles began to make their way through the rest of the crowd. The majority of people remained strong, but it would only be a matter of time before they were also broken beneath the heel of the monsters that now held their fate. Aria watched unseeingly as more people were brought forth. The compression of bodies began to ease, if it weren't for the tense pressure in her chest, she might actually have been able to inhale easily again. Instead, she could barely breathe through the panic threatening to crush her.
 
   Though most people were slated for death, it was the ones that were chosen to be blood slaves that were the saddest, and openly wept the loudest. Aria was panting for breath when someone stepped beside her. A strong, work worn hand slipped into hers and squeezed it reassuringly.
 
   She turned toward the person beside her, she felt as if she'd been kicked in the teeth when she saw him. "Max," she breathed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   Max managed a wan smile for her, his clear blue eyes were sad and resigned, yet they still resonated with the strength and confidence she was so used to from him. Sadness engulfed her; the sight of him here was nearly her undoing. A sob rose up, caught and strangled within her throat. Max and her brother Daniel had been best friends since they were children. They had always been together; nearly as inseparable as she and William. He had been like another big brother to her, teasing her, taunting her, teaching her things, and protecting her.
 
   He'd also been her first crush as a girl, before she'd come to understand that there would never be a place for that kind of love in her life. She had realized awhile ago that she would not have a long life. It certainly would never be a peaceful or safe one either. There was no way that she would ever bring a child into this world of brutality, oppression, and humiliation. And now she wouldn't even have a choice in the matter, her lifespan had been drastically shortened on this day, and she could almost hear her time ticking away. However, for one brief year, when she had still been a young, silly girl, she had entertained thoughts of a home and a family. Max had been the man at the center of most of those fantasies.
 
   And now he was here, with her. "Max," she whispered again, her heart shattering into a thousand pieces. She had not thought that things could get any worse, she had been greatly mistaken. Her own death was fine, she could handle it, but to know that Max might die too, or even worse survive, was more than she could tolerate. Max was always so good to her, always so patient and gentle. Though she had given up her fantasies of one day being with him, she still loved him dearly, and deeply. She couldn't handle this too, not bravely, not stoically. Not anymore.
 
   He tilted his head; his eyes surveyed her as his jaw clenched. "Stay strong Aria, stay strong. Think of your brothers, your father. We will get through this."
 
   "How did they catch you?" she mumbled miserably.
 
   He didn't have to answer her though, she already knew how. She and Max had both been with the hunting party when it came upon the human camp. The vampires were already there, raiding the recently assembled camp with ruthless brutality. Though they had originally rushed to aid the people, it had quickly become apparent that it was going to be a losing battle and they would be of no use. The best hope was to flee, to retreat deeper into the woods, to escape and hide until the vampires withdrew with their new captives.
 
   That was what they had been doing when Aria spotted young John being detained; she'd plunged heedlessly forward to intervene on behalf of the young, scrawny boy. And because of that, she had cost her father and brothers two of their best soldiers. "Oh Max," she whispered, hot tears burning in her eyes.
 
   "I couldn't let you come alone. Plus, I've always been curious about what happens here." He was trying to sound light, but she could hear the tension in his voice. "Don't cry for me Aria, they'll think you're crying because of them, don't give them that satisfaction."
 
   "They'll keep you," she moaned, knowing it was true. He was filthy and disheveled, but his handsome features were still clearly visible beneath the layer of dirt covering his face and bare chest. It took her a moment to realize that not only was Max bare-chested but so was every other teenage and middle aged man within the pen. A vice clenched her chest; they had been purposely stripped of their shirts in order to entice higher bids from the females. Aria supposed she should feel thankful that they had allowed her to remain fully clothed, but all she felt was nauseated.
 
   "That will give me a chance to figure out an escape plan for the two of us."
 
   Aria shook her head forcefully. "No Max, they won't keep me. I have nothing to offer them." It was true; she was skinny, dirty, disheveled, smelly, and unwomanly in every possible way. They wouldn't choose her, or at least that was the hope she held on to. They didn't appear to be choosing blood slaves solely on looks alone, but rather some strange method that she didn't understand nor did she want to. She didn't aspire to have any kind of understanding of the monsters that held their fates. "I'd rather be dead anyway," she assured him.
 
   His clear blue eyes filled with displeasure, a muscle jumped in his cheek. "They will pick you Aria, and when they take you, you must cling to the knowledge that I will come for you. I will save you. Keep hold of that certainty, it will get you through the awful, trying times ahead of us."
 
   She swallowed heavily, staggered by the earnest emotion that radiated from him. "Max…"
 
   "I will come for you Aria. I promise you that. Do not doubt it, I will find a way to come for you."
 
   She gasped, stunned as he was suddenly ripped away from her. It was only then that she realized there were just a handful of people left within the fenced holding area. She almost chased after him, and the creature pulling him along, but she only made it one step before she halted abruptly. She couldn't show that much emotion here, they would only use it against her, or against Max. No, she had to remain in control, had to be as emotionless as she could, or they would use her love to destroy the both of them.
 
   Max was paraded onto the stage and promptly claimed by a vampire woman that oozed sadism. Aria swallowed heavily, her mind spun as she realized the fate that Max had just been handed. He believed that he would be able to escape, and she knew that he was wily and strong, but no one had ever escaped from the vampires before. No one had ever returned to the woods, and freedom, after capture. Once a person was taken, they remained a prisoner until they died.
 
   Max was now at the mercy of this woman, and as long as she possessed him she could do whatever she liked to him, whenever she felt like it, and for as long as she chose to keep him alive. When she grew bored of him, she would simply kill him, or sell him, and then come back here for another toy. Aria was shaking; her legs trembled and it was only sheer will that kept her upright.
 
   She didn't fight the rough hands that seized hold of her; she was in too much shock, too worried, and too dazed to even begin to fight right now. Max was going to be used and tortured, and it was all her fault. Why hadn't she listened to her father when he'd told her to use her head, to think before acting? Her foolishness had not only destroyed her life, but the life of one of her dearest and most beloved friends.
 
   Self hatred curdled rapidly through her. She didn't even care what happened to herself anymore, what they did to her. She was led through the crowd and brusquely pushed onto the stage. She was paraded before the horde gathered on the stage, before being led past the vampires packing the streets. It appeared that the vamps on stage had first choice, and the ones on the street received second pick to grab the goods if they so chose. She was dragged back past the people on stage and pulled roughly around, but no one laid claim to her. She didn't feel as relieved as she had thought she would. If Max was in here because of her, then it was only fair that she should suffer the same tormented fate that he did; it was only fair that she wasn't granted the merciful death she'd been hoping for.
 
   She met Max's gaze briefly, hating the dread and helplessness in his eyes as she was pulled back toward the street side. This would be the last chance for someone to claim her, and if they didn't, she was fairly certain that Max would go ballistic in his attempt to save her.
 
   Aria's heart hammered in her chest; she could barely see through the waves of adrenaline and terror crashing through her. She blinked dazedly as she stared out at the street, barely noticing the man that stepped forward. "I will take it."
 
   It! It! Aria's mind screamed, she recoiled in dismay at the word. She could scarcely breathe through the panic constricting her chest. The thing that had claimed her was moving through the crowd, digging into his pocket to retrieve the money he would spend on her. He would not be spending much, as she had been nearly on the chopping block before he claimed her.
 
   He was an ugly thing, but then they were all ugly, twisted and cruel to her. But this one was exceptionally ugly, with stooped shoulders, pointed nose, and cruel hazel eyes. He looked warped, evil; wrong. The coppery tang of blood clung to him as he stepped forward and grasped roughly hold of her chin. Aria winced, she tried to jerk away as he turned her head sharply back and forth, but he would not release her.
 
   "She may be fun for a bit, easily broken."
 
   Aria was nearly wheezing, nearly hyperventilating. She was trying to remain brave, but she could feel herself coming apart, a shattering of her soul that was far more distressing than anything she had ever experienced before. And she had experienced some very agonizing things in her life. But this, this was the worst. This man was going to do many, many things to her. None of them would be good, and all of them would be designed to savage her body, toy with her mind, and quickly break her spirit.
 
   She tried to believe that he wouldn't succeed in breaking her, but judging by the perverse gleam in his eyes, she wasn't so sure he wouldn't.
 
   Money was exchanged; the two vamps holding her dismissively released her to the man. She felt the urge to flee, to run screaming down the street, but she wouldn't get far, and she would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her snap. She would not give them the satisfaction of recapturing her and taking their torment out on her. The vamp began pulling her toward the stairs, not at all caring that she could barely keep up with his far faster gate. She staggered, trying to keep her shaking legs beneath her as he reached the stairs.
 
   "Wait!" A deep voice boomed across the crowd gathered within the street and echoed off of the surrounding buildings. It rang with authority, and a note of command that stopped even Aria abruptly in her tracks. The vamp holding her froze instantly, his hand loosened upon her arm, but he didn't release her. There was a rippling amongst the throng, murmurs filled the air but were swiftly silenced as the crowd stepped aside to reveal a tall man standing in the middle of the street.
 
   Well, not a man actually, but rather one of her most hated foes.
 
   He stood casually, his broad shoulders thrust back and an impassive look upon his face. His black hair was tussled; it fell about his hard face in waves that highlighted his dangerous good looks. Looks that Aria tried not to admire, but she found herself doing so as she drank in the sight of him. Dark glasses, settled upon his well defined nose, completely shaded his eyes and covered a quarter of his face. The dark blue shirt he wore hugged his upper body and revealed a hint of the carved muscles that ridged his abdomen, chest, and biceps. His hands were folded before him; they rested on the head of a cane with a silver handle that she couldn't see. At his side was a gray wolf. The wolf's eyes were bright emeralds, and eerily focused upon her as it sat motionlessly.
 
   Behind the man stood two other vamps, but Aria barely paid them any attention as the striking creature that had disrupted the proceedings began to make his way forward. The tip of his cane clicked faintly upon the cobble streets, the wolf padded silently at his side. As they approached the stage the wolf silently moved in front of him, brushing against his legs before climbing onto the stage.
 
   The man, however, didn't make a move to come onto the platform she stood upon. The vampire that had claimed her, and still grasped her upper arm tightly, finally broke the profound silence. His voice quivered as he spoke. "Prince… ah your Highness?"
 
   Aria's mouth parted with a small puff of air as she took in the powerful stranger with new eyes. Though she didn't know much about the vampire stronghold, she'd heard rumors of the future leader, of the creature that would one day rule all of their fates if his father was ever killed. She'd mostly heard that he was just as cruel and heartless a bastard as his old man was.
 
   Aria straightened her shoulders, a wave of defiance washed through her as she clenched her jaw and lifted her chin. She didn't know what came over her, but her apprehension vanished in the face of this man, and now she was angry. Pissed actually, royally pissed by the inhumane, and unfair treatment of her fellow man. The wolf brushed against her, and though he startled her, she was able to keep her surprise hidden as the animal settled at her feet with a small thump of his tail.
 
   The vamp holding her shivered, his trepidation became almost palpable as the prince remained unmoving and silent. Apparently the rumors she'd heard about the prince were true, as everyone seemed to be fearful of the creature before her. The prince's mouth quirked, amusement flitted briefly over his striking features. Behind the thick glasses she could feel his attention riveted upon her, feel his keen interest as he watched her.
 
   "She will come with me."
 
   A collective exhalation escaped the crowd, but it was rapidly silenced by the sharp looks of the two men behind the prince. The auctioneer sputtered somewhat, his eyes darted to Aria, then around the rest of the stage. "Your Highness, we have others…" he broke off, looking frantic and confused as he searched the crowd for help that was not forthcoming. "Better looking, and more kempt ones." Aria bristled, her nose scrunched up. She shot the auctioneer a dark look that he didn't notice as he was too focused upon the intimidating man at the foot of the steps. "Ones that I am sure will be far more to your liking. I will select one for you if you would like."
 
   "No," the prince responded forcefully. "I am taking that one. Give the man his money back and give her to me."
 
   The man holding her released her instantly; he couldn't seem to get away from her fast enough as he hastily retreated. Aria swallowed heavily as dread trickled back through her. All of these people were terrified of the prince, and he was now laying claim to her. What did that mean? What did he want with her, and why on earth would he choose her when the auctioneer was right, there were far better looking women here?
 
   Aria turned toward Max. His eyes were wide; his nostrils flared with the force of his rapid breaths. Terror was written all over his face; however it was not terror for him, but for her. Aria shuddered, her hands clenched hold of her elbows as she hugged herself. Though she found herself oddly undaunted by the prince before her, she was scared of the reaction everyone else was having to him. He must be a vicious monster if they were all so afraid to move or speak around him.
 
   "Come here." She jumped a little at the sharp command, but she found her feet frozen in place. The auctioneer was gaping at her like she was a total moron, but she couldn't bring herself to walk. Finally, having decided that she must be a complete idiot, the auctioneer stepped toward her and reached out to grab hold of her arm. "Do not touch her!"
 
   The auctioneer stumbled backward as the prince's sharply barked command rang out. The auctioneer had gone deathly pale, sweat poured down his face as he gaped at her. It was his reaction that finally snapped some sense into her. She couldn't stand here all day, the prince would only come for her, he did own her now, and she didn't know what he would do if he was forced to retrieve her. There were other innocents on this stage, and Aria worried that the prince would hurt them if she continued to disobey him.
 
   Max took a brisk step forward. She shook her head sharply at him, terrified of what would happen if he tried to stand up for her, tried to defend her. This whole mess was her fault, and she had to accept the consequences, no matter how dire they may be. The wolf moved away from her as she stiffly made her way down the stairs.
 
   The prince followed her movements, he stepped back as she stopped before him. She could see herself reflected in the dark lens of his glasses. She was relieved to find that she didn't look terrified, even though she was a trembling mess of confusion and turmoil on the inside. He was large, powerful, overbearing, and despite her intense hatred for him, and all of his kind, she couldn't help but acknowledge the fact that he was also magnificently handsome.
 
   Why would he choose her?
 
   He remained unmoving, his gaze focused upon her for a poignant moment. Then, he abruptly turned away, leaving her bewildered and motionless. She didn't know what to do, what was going on, what was expected of her. Her gaze slid helplessly back toward Max. His jaw was locked, disbelief and astonishment was evident on his face. He turned toward her, his bright blue eyes fearful.
 
   'I'll find you,' he mouthed silently.
 
   Aria would like to believe him, but she didn't see how she could possibly escape the powerful monster that owned her now. How could she possibly escape that palace? Maybe, if she had remained in one of the homes within the town she would have had a chance, but she couldn't even begin to fathom a way out of that monstrous place. She shuddered, her fingers dug harder into her elbows. The wolf slipped silently past her and plodded after his master.
 
   "This way."
 
   Aria jumped at the forceful command but her feet felt as if they were stuck in mud. The two vampires that had accompanied the prince came toward her, their hands outstretched. Aria took a small step back, frightened by their massive size, and callous eyes. The prince turned back, his dark eyebrows furrowed together over top of his glasses as his full mouth pinched sternly.
 
   His men seemed to sense his sudden irritation as their hands fell limply back to their sides. Aria stared at the prince in surprise, startled to realize that he seemed truly irritated at the thought of them touching her. "Move," one of the vamps commanded gruffly.
 
   The prince didn't turn back around as he walked leisurely down the street. The wolf, and the three of them, trailed behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   Aria couldn't get her mouth to close for more than a few seconds at a time. Everything was so astonishing, and so strange. She had never seen anything like this, had never imagined it could even exist. And now she was standing smack dab in the middle of it, being openly stared at and whispered about as she was ushered into the large, rambling entry hall of the massive palace.
 
   She'd heard stories of the palace, heard tales of its exquisite beauty and intricate designs. She'd always assumed that they were just that, stories. She'd never dreamed that such a breathtaking, opulent place could exist, let alone that she would actually be walking through it. Everything was sparkly and bright, huge and wonderful. There wasn't a speck of dirt or dust anywhere; she didn't even see a smudge or footprint on the floor.
 
   She glanced at the rounded roof far over her head, her mouth parted even more as she took in the astonishing artwork upon the domed ceiling. She'd never seen anything like the beauty in the colors and detail of the designs above her. She'd never even seen a painting before. She'd seen drawings, as Daniel loved to sketch things when he wasn't busy hunting for food, planning attack strategies, or fighting for his life. He created amazing things with the charcoal they scavenged from the caves, but his creations had no color, and they were nowhere near as large and spectacular as this. For some strange reason she felt tears burning her eyes as she took in the glorious spectacle above her.
 
   She blinked the tears rapidly back, dropping her head down as she was hurried across the white, sparkly floor. She was ashamed she found anything amazing and beautiful here, ashamed by the awe that filled her, but she couldn't help it. It was so different from her woods, so different from the life she knew and loved. There were even designs within the floor, swirling streams of gold and silver that fluidly entwined together.
 
   "Braith!" Aria jumped in surprise as the word was barked harshly. Her head snapped up, tearing her attention from the floor to the woman that was striding purposely toward them. She was dressed lavishly; her golden hair was pulled back in a braid that emphasized her beautiful features. Aria stopped instantly, unable to move or breathe as she stared in disbelief at the stunning woman. A woman that had never known hunger or fear, or been made to dress in dirty rags, a woman that was staring at her with open antipathy and scorn. "What is this?" she demanded coldly.
 
   "It's a blood slave Natasha," the prince replied dryly.
 
   The woman blinked in surprise, her gaze raked disdainfully over Aria. Though Aria wanted to shrink from the woman's scathing look, she managed to throw her shoulders back, narrow her eyes, and hold the woman's gaze. The prince didn't look at Aria but simply stared at the woman.
 
   "I can see that Braith. What are you doing with her?"
 
   Aria stared defiantly back at him as he turned to survey her from head to toe and back again. She refused to back down, refused to let them see the anxiety that was coiling through her. She couldn't forget that all of this beauty was home to some of the worst evil the world had ever known, and at the moment, she was right in the middle of it.
 
   "What is normally done with a blood slave Natasha?" he inquired, his deep voice rumbling out of him. "I thought you would be happy that I finally decided to take one."
 
   Aria was so preoccupied with their words that she didn't pay attention to the look of derision on the woman's face. Was she the first one that he had ever taken? But no, that couldn't be possible; these creatures loved their blood slaves. They loved to torture, use and abuse people until there was nothing left of them. It was what she had always been told, so it had to be true. Didn't it?
 
   "You could have cleaned her up first. She's a mess Braith; I cannot believe you brought her into our home like this. I could smell her from a mile away, and she probably has lice."
 
   Dislike shot through Aria, her hands fisted at her sides as she glared at the blond woman. She may not be at her cleanliest right now, but she most certainly did not have lice. "I will take care of it immediately."
 
   Aria's glare turned toward the prince. There it was, that awful "it" word again. She was most certainly more than an "it", but she wasn't in here, she wasn't in this place. She was fairly certain she might never be more than an "it" again. The realization infuriated her, and more than anything she itched to show them exactly what she was capable of and it was far more than being an "it".
 
   "I should hope so," the woman retorted.
 
   The woman brushed hastily by them, leaving Aria glaring after her and fuming over the conversation. It was the subtle nudge from the wolf that alerted her to the fact that they were moving once more. She hurried forward, eager to catch up with the prince, suddenly terrified that he would leave her alone in this place. A place that she wasn't welcome in at all, a place that didn't seem nearly as magnificent now as it had two minutes ago. How could she have forgotten, even for a moment, where she was, and every horrible thing this place represented?
 
   She didn't care to think about the fact that the only thing that made her feel safe, in this strange world, was the creature that now owned her. It was far too disturbing of a thought and she didn't understand why she would feel that way. He'd done nothing to earn her trust, and she knew beauty was only skin deep, but she found she had a tentative belief that her fate wouldn't be any worse with the prince than it would have been with that ugly little creature that had first claimed her.
 
   Aria's hand trailed across the ornate, shiny wood of the banister as they moved leisurely up the massive staircase. She'd never seen a staircase like this before as it wound its way up to the second floor. They had stairs in the caves, where she spent a fair amount of her life, and she had spent time in abandoned houses, but none of those stairs were anywhere near as elaborate or large as these were.
 
   "Gather some woman's servants." The prince barked the command over his shoulder as they reached the balcony that ran across the second floor.
 
   One of the men broke away, heading in the opposite direction down the lengthy hallway before disappearing down another set of stairs. Despite her intentions not to be impressed by the things she saw anymore, she couldn't stop the amazement that sparked to life within her once more as she viewed the hall. She didn't know what she wanted to look at more, the beautiful works of art lining the wall on her left, or the amazing room to the right. Though she had just walked through the grand foyer, it was even more stunning from up here. The chandelier was spectacular; the thousands of pieces of glass within it reflected the multitude of sparkling colors from the mural above it.
 
   The open balcony ended abruptly as walls enclosed them once more. Aria swallowed heavily, a crushing sense of impending doom settled over her. She was stuck here, trapped within this world of decadence, greed, brutality, and death. Though Max planned to try and rescue her, she didn't hold out much hope for that, just as she didn't hold out much hope that she would find her own escape.
 
   She couldn't even remember how to get out of this vast place, never mind try to escape from it or get away from the monsters living within it.
 
   For the first time true concern for her life began to take hold. She had been too stunned, too upset and confused to truly grasp the reality of her situation. It was sinking in now, and it was not good. Her heart raced in her chest, it pounded heavily against her ribs. Swallowing nervously, she folded her hands before her as she tried to remain as docile and inconspicuous as possible. Not like it would do her much good, she didn't hold out hope they would simply just forget she was there, but they didn't need to know that she was more perilous than they suspected.
 
   They didn't know who she really was, she reminded herself. She would not be punished because of that at least, and maybe one day she'd get the chance to use it to her advantage.
 
   Her thin build would also help her appear weak and helpless while she was anything but. She itched for her bow, but it had been stripped from her by the two brutes that had taken her down. She still had her speed though, and her deftness, they couldn't take those from her. If she remained docile, then maybe they would let their guard down around her and she would be presented with an opportunity to escape. It was a slim hope, but it was the only one that she had to cling to. What she didn't like to think about was what would be done to her in the mean time.
 
   The guard with the prince stopped before a door, he swung it open, and stepped back to allow the prince entrance. Aria hesitated within the hall, her hands folded before her as she stared into the darkened room. The prince didn't turn on a light as he disappeared into the shadows with the wolf trailing behind him.
 
   The remaining guard stared unkindly at her, his dark eyes burrowing into her as she swallowed heavily. Then with his cold voice, he murmured. "Go."
 
   Aria prickled at the command. She had the urge to turn and run down the hall. It didn't matter if she didn't know how to get out of here, she didn't care anymore. She simply couldn't just walk into that darkened room and give herself over to a fate worse than death.
 
   Aria backed up a step as the man started toward her. Panic tore through her, she felt like a cornered animal as she came up against the wall. A scream built within her. A large hand came at her; Aria knew instinctively that if it touched her, she would lose control of whatever composure she had left.
 
   "I have made it clear no one is to touch her." The threatening words, growled from the doorway of the dark room, caused the hair on Aria's neck to stand up. Her gaze traveled slowly toward the prince. He had returned to the open door and was leaning against the frame, but the tension in his body belied his casual posture. "If I have to tell you again, I will kill you."
 
   Aria's mouth dropped, her heart flipped crazily, she could feel the violent beat of her pulse fluttering rapidly in her neck. She didn't know what to make of this whole, awful, bizarre situation. The man was staring at the prince as if he had just sprouted another head. His gaze darted briefly to his outstretched hand before he dropped it limply to his side and stepped away from her. She didn't blame him; she wouldn't want to be anywhere close to her either after that threat.
 
   "Come inside." The prince quietly ordered.
 
   Aria glanced wildly around the hall. Running was still a tempting thought, but she couldn't disgrace herself in such a way, and she was pretty sure that being tackled by a member of the royal family would be pretty disgraceful. The prince had told the man not to touch her again, but that didn't mean he wouldn't come after her, and she had a feeling that if the prince had to chase her down the hall it wouldn't end well. She swallowed rapidly, trying to gather her rapidly diminishing courage as she stepped uncertainly toward the darkened room.
 
   The prince stepped away, blending within the shadows again, disappearing into the darkness for only a brief moment before light flooded the room. Aria was unable to suppress her astonishment. Without thinking, she gradually moved forward, drawn by the beauty and splendor of the lavish room. She took in the artwork and striking hand carved furniture. The room was filled with amazing color; she'd never before seen anything like it.
 
   Tears unwillingly sprang to her eyes as she moved further into the room. She was trying to look everywhere at the same time, to see it all, but there was far too much to take in at once. Large bay windows, with a cushioned seat, overlooked the most picturesque gardens she'd ever seen. Flowers bloomed and spilled everywhere, ornamental trees were scattered throughout, and it all flowed forth in a wave of color that was astonishing. She loved her woods, savored her time within the shadowy interior and massive trees, but what they were lacking in color, this garden made up for in spades.
 
   The paintings within the room were all of landscapes, scenic mountains and rivers with animals and sunsets that were so realistic she almost felt like she was looking at the real place. Handsome lamps, colorful and clear vases were spread throughout the room. The three sofas within looked cozy and inviting, and were a deep green color that reminded her of the ivy she loved in the groves of the forest.
 
   Aria took a few more steps forward, unable to close her mouth as she tried to absorb as much of the beauty as she could. She found herself more than a little overwhelmed and completely enthralled by the splendor surrounding her. For a moment she didn't know worry, or starvation. For just a moment, all she knew was beauty and peace, and a sensation of amazement so profound that she could barely breathe.
 
   The soft click of the door drew her attention back to the prince, and the harsh reality of her life now. She may be surrounded by beautiful things, but she was encircled by the vilest creatures that roamed the earth, and one of their leaders was watching her fixedly. He remained by the door, his hands enfolded over the head of his cane. The wrap around glasses hid his eyes but she could feel them upon her as his full mouth pursed and his eyebrows drew together.
 
   Aria blinked at him in surprise, only then realizing that there were tears rolling down her cheeks. She wiped them hastily away; she was worried he would think her tears were because she was afraid. Straightening her shoulders, she defiantly met his gaze. His forehead furrowed in consternation as his head turned unhurriedly around the room. Aria frowned at him, unable to understand the strange expression on his face, or what had caused it.
 
   A faint knock on the door drew both of their attention behind him. The prince opened it and stepped back to allow three women into the room. Aria bristled, her nostrils flared as she took in the women. They were all human, she could tell by the drab servant's clothing they wore, and she hated them even more for it.
 
   These were the people that had abandoned their own kind; that had given themselves over to the vampires in exchange for not having to fight, or stand up for themselves. These were the people that would rat out their fellow human beings in a heartbeat if it meant furthering themselves. Most human traitors were amongst the servant class, but a few had risen to higher and more valuable positions on the deaths that stained their souls. Aria glared at the women, her hands fisting and un-fisting as she fought the urge to punch them. It was this type of people that had caused her mother's death. They had infiltrated the camp, garnered trust, and turned them all over. Her mother had been murdered during the resulting raid.
 
   Aria clenched her jaw, struggling not to launch herself at one of these women as they pulled the door closed behind them. "You sent for us milord," the tall blond said. Her eyelashes fluttered obnoxiously at the prince as she all but offered him her vein then and there.
 
   He nodded toward Aria. "I would like her cleaned up."
 
   Aria bristled as she turned her animosity on the prince. She was not a dog for Christ sake; she was perfectly capable of bathing and cleaning herself. She most certainly didn't need the help of these "women." Three sets of eyes slid toward her, curiosity radiated from them as they fully noticed her presence amongst them. The blond eyed her with open abhorrence, the redhead seemed completely indifferent, but it was the pity in the small brunette's eyes that truly incensed and riled Aria. She didn't require, or want, any pity.
 
   She turned away, unable to look at them any longer. They repulsed her even more than she repulsed them. "Of course," the blond purred.
 
   "I will have clothes sent up for her at once."
 
   Aria jumped back and tore her arm away as someone touched her elbow. "Don't touch me!" she snarled, feeling no remorse as the redhead shrank timidly away from her.
 
   The three women eyed her warily, apparently trying to decide if she would be a danger to them, something that might be a possibility. "You will allow them to clean you," the prince ordered.
 
   "I can clean myself!"
 
   The women gasped, shrinking farther away from her as she deliberately, and loudly, defied their leader, a fact that could result in her instant death. She didn't care though, she was frightened and outraged and more than a little tired of being treated like something worse than an animal. She was completely at the mercy of the vampire standing across from her, staring at her as if she were something he'd never seen before. She supposed that he wasn't used to being defied, and she also supposed that such defiance often resulted in severe consequences, but she would prefer punishment rather than this humiliating experience. Just an hour ago she had been hoping for death, now she found that she was probably on the verge of it.
 
   The prince took a step toward her, using his massive size to try and intimidate her. Aria clenched her jaw as she glared at those thick glasses. She hated the fact that he was wearing them. She wanted to see his eyes when she told him to screw off. He stepped closer to her, giving her no choice but to retreat if she was to avoid having him touch her. And she most certainly did not want him touching her.
 
   She took another step back as he pushed closer, nearly bending over her as he loomed above. "Stop it!" Aria hated herself for crying out in protest, for letting him see just how much he rattled her, but she couldn't stop the words as her heel came up against the back of the wall and she realized that she was good and trapped.
 
   His hands slammed into the wall on either side of her head, causing her to jump in surprise as the pictures rattled. Her heart leapt and lurched as for the first time she truly began to fear this creature. Until now, she hadn't known what to make of him, or what he planned to do with her. She now knew that he didn't take well to being defied, and she was a little concerned that he might just rip her heart out. Something, she knew, he could do without hesitation or reservation before she could even blink.
 
   "You will either allow them to do this, or I will do it for you."
 
   Aria gulped at the terrifying possibility that he would do exactly what he was threatening. She had no doubt that he would drag her into the bathroom, strip her, and dump her into a tub of water. There was no way she was going to allow something like that to happen. Unfortunately, she didn't respond to him as quickly as he apparently would have liked. He grabbed hold of her arm, practically dragging her from the room. Aria hurried to keep up with him, stumbling behind as he pulled her rapidly forward.
 
   He led her through a side door; she caught a brief glimpse of books, a desk, and leather chairs before she was pulled into yet another room. This one left her bewildered and gaping. There was some strange, overlarge round white thing in the middle of the room. It was gleaming with its golden handles and some sort of spigot coming from the top it.
 
   He released her abruptly before striding across the room. He spun the handles, causing water to burst free from the spigot. Aria's hand flew to her mouth. What kind of brilliant, strange contraption was this?
 
   The prince turned toward her, confusion marring his brow as he studied her. "Oh," Aria breathed as steam began to rise from the water, alerting her to the miraculous fact that the water was hot. She had seen the bottom of these things in a couple of houses before, but there had been no spigots with water coming from them. Most of the bottom parts had been broken, or so dirty that she never would have contemplated stepping foot in it, never mind actually using it to clean herself. She hadn't known this was their intended use and it was fascinating. It was rare she had the time to boil water to fill the few wooden tubs they had hidden within the caves. Most of the time she didn't bother because of the effort it took, but every once in awhile she would treat herself to a warm bath in the tub instead of the lakes or streams.
 
   The prince was studying her, the perplexity on his face more than a little disconcerting. She couldn't meet his gaze as an unexpected wave of shame washed through her. He was studying her like that because he knew that she had so very little. He realized that she knew nothing of the world outside of the caves, woods and streams, hunting and death that made up her life. And he pitied her for it.
 
   Yet, as she looked back at him she did not see pity on his face. Instead, she saw an understanding that left her rattled and unsure. She couldn't figure out this strange creature in front of her but it seemed as though they were even, because judging by the look on his face, he couldn't figure her out either. "Allow them to do this," he said gruffly.
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, unable to find words for him. She simply nodded mutely before he left the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Aria shifted uncomfortably as she tugged at the collar of the sweater she wore. It was a velvety type material and she had never felt anything like it. It felt marvelous against her skin, but she couldn't get used to it. Her clothes were always rough, ragged, and nowhere near as warm as this gentle cloth. She tugged at the scooped collar again, unnerved and frightened by how much of her skin it exposed. Even in the summer she wore long sleeves and collars to avoid bug bites, scratches, and other hazards amongst the woods and within the caves.
 
   The sweater, though strange, was not as bad as the skirt they had put her in. It fell to just above her knees in gentle black waves that swayed and flowed as she walked. She didn't like the feel of it, or the fact that her legs were exposed. Usually she even slept fully clothed, just in case there was a raid. It was essential that she always be quick on her feet and able to move swiftly if it became necessary.
 
   Wearing this though, she wouldn't be able to move fast, and would almost surely be caught as the sweater was a bright red homing beacon to her location. The women had scrubbed her clean, had even done the strange task of removing the hair from her legs with a razor, but they couldn't take away the bruises and scratches that marred her skin. She looked ridiculous in the skirt, with her battered lower limbs and knobby knees. The garments were uncomfortable, but far preferable to being nude as they had taken her other clothes away, with the blond snickering something about burning them.
 
   The women fluttered around her, brushing her hair out as they talked quietly. They hadn't said a word to her, nor had she spoken to them for the past few hours. They exchanged gossip, talked of men they liked, and spoke in whispered reverence of the prince. From all of their excited chatter, Aria learned that the blonde fancied herself amongst one of the prince's favorites.
 
   Aria tried not to think about the discomfort and confusion that revelation caused her. She should be relieved the prince had other women to keep his attention; maybe he would simply just take blood from her and nothing more. That thought was repulsive enough, but until she could escape, she felt that she might be able to bear it. Aria winced as the blonde, Lauren, nearly tore her hair out at the roots from brushing it far too roughly. Aria glowered at her, but the woman scarcely noticed as she continued her assault on Aria's hair.
 
   "When was the last time you brushed this mess?" Lauren muttered.
 
   Aria clenched her jaw and her hands, refusing to answer the vapid woman. The brunette, Maggie, gave Aria a sympathetic glance as she finished applying some kind of strange color to Aria's nails. She stared at them in confusion, not understanding why anyone would like to do that to their nails, but apparently it was popular as all three of the girls had it on. Julia, the redhead, brought forth a pair of shoes that Aria was certain had been designed to kill her. Who walked in such a high and pointy shoe anyway? Whose ankles could take those things?
 
   Aria remained still as they applied their final touches and stepped back to examine her more closely. Aria's gaze slid away from them, hating the bite marks that marred their necks and inner wrists. It was apparent that they willingly, and from the way they were talking, eagerly gave their blood away. She wondered if it was just the prince that they gave themselves to as they seemed very much at ease in his place, or if they gave themselves to any vampire that asked.
 
   "Why do you think he chose her?" Julia inquired, tilting her head to study Aria more closely.
 
   "I don't know; she's most certainly not anything to look at. The prince must have decided that it would be good to have a blood slave available to him whenever he was hungry," Lauren replied. "Though we're always available."
 
   Julia giggled; her eyes sparkled brightly as she covered her mouth with her hand. "Yes, we are."
 
   Aria managed to keep her face impassive, she itched to smack the insipid women, but she forced herself not to react to any of their catty words. Though Aria felt she was no competition for the voluptuous women, it was more than apparent that Lauren felt threatened by her for some reason. Aria wasn't going to reassure her that she didn't have to be concerned that Aria was competition; she wanted nothing to do with this place or its people.
 
   "Bony little thing," Lauren muttered.
 
   Aria bit back her sharp retort. Julia knelt before her and thrust the tortuous shoes onto Aria's feet. She winced as her foot was twisted and crammed into the awful, cramped monstrosities. When Julia was done, she grasped hold of Aria's arms and pulled her to her feet. Aria cringed, hating the uncomfortable things now strapped to her. She stood, wobbling and uncertain, and trying not to grimace in pain.
 
   "You will get used to them," Maggie told her, patting her arm reassuringly. Julia and Lauren rolled their eyes, but decided to keep their snarky comments to themselves for a change. "The prince is waiting."
 
   Aria moved forward, trying to adjust to the new shoes, but barely able to move in them as she crept forward at an annoyingly slow pace. There would be no escaping in these awful contraptions, and she found herself cursing whoever the idiot was that had invented them. Maggie took pity on her and grasped hold of her arm, helping her to walk. Aria didn't jerk away from the girl, mainly because she required the help, but also because no matter how much she disagreed with Maggie's choices, she found she almost tolerated her.
 
   She was led back into the main entrance room. The prince was laying on one of the sofas, his large body taking up most of it. His arm was tossed over his eyes, and he had one leg planted firmly on the floor. The wolf lay on the floor before him; the animal lifted its head to watch as they entered the room. The prince must have sensed them as he dropped his arm and sat up. He was still wearing his glasses, but Aria knew the moment that his eyes landed upon her.
 
   Her heart flipped in her chest, a strange sensation trickled through her as he stared silently at her. "Leave us."
 
   The three girls nodded briskly before slipping silently from the room. Aria stood uncertainly, her hands folded before her, frightened by what was going to happen next. "Much better," he murmured. "Come here." Aria swallowed heavily, biting on her bottom lip as she met his gaze again. She hated the way that he made her feel so frightened and nervous, but at the same time, strangely excited. Apparently being captured had frazzled her mind as she found herself oddly unafraid, and more than a little curious of the man that had purchased her. "I won't harm you."
 
   She didn't know if she should believe him or not, but she felt that she could. She stood still for a moment more before attempting to totter forward on the death traps now strapped to her feet. A small cry escaped as her ankle twisted out, her legs buckled beneath her. He was beside her instantly, catching hold of her before she hit the ground.
 
   Aria stared up at him in surprise as he lifted her effortlessly. She began to shake, unable to understand this strange creature before her. Vampires were monsters, they destroyed humans, used them and abused them before tossing them away, but this creature was an enigma that she couldn't even begin to fathom. One moment he was overbearing, intimidating, and threatening. The next he was like this, almost kind and gentle as he held her gingerly in his grasp.
 
   Was this part of his game? Did he plan to try and gain her trust before tormenting and eventually destroying her? That explanation seemed far more likely than the one where this creature, one of the leaders of the monsters, might actually be kind.
 
   "I don't think those shoes are for you."
 
   Aria eyed him warily as he settled her onto the sofa he had just abandoned. "Most definitely not," she agreed.
 
   Startled disbelief filled her as he knelt before her. Her breath froze in her chest; her heart lumbered heavily as the prince of the vampires very leisurely slipped the awful things from her feet. His hands were soft upon her; his touch caused an odd thrill to race up her spine. She found herself wanting to trust him, wanting to like him even.
 
   And she knew that was a very hazardous thing to do.
 
   ***
 
   Braith stared up at the young girl before him. Her eyes were as big as saucer's, unblinking, completely bewildered as she silently gazed at him. His hand lingered on her leg, brushing briefly against her supple skin. The dark bruises and scratches marking her were vivid against her pale complexion. He didn't know what had caused the obvious abuse that she had withstood, but he found that he didn't like it. Not one bit. He didn't know what it was about this girl, but she intrigued him in a way that no one ever had before.
 
   She was a pretty enough thing now that the layers of dirt and grime had been removed from her body. She smelled better now that the smoke, blood, and stench of body odor had been effectively scrubbed away. He detected a faint hint of strawberries clinging to her hair, even though they had washed her body in some flowery scent that he found didn't suit her. She was not one to be wreathed in fragile flowers; she appeared anything but delicate as she watched him from hooded eyes. He sensed that beneath her outward, docile demeanor there was something far more intense, and far stronger than the way she was trying to appear now. Her powerful scent, despite the floral clinging to her skin, was a great indicator of that fact.
 
   Her features were pleasant, delicate even, but not refined. Her parted mouth was full, her teeth straight and even, and surprisingly white for the lack of hygiene she had displayed upon arrival. Her crystalline blue eyes were full of disbelief, trepidation, and uncertainty. Yet, they also appeared intrigued and curious as she tilted her head to study him. Her hair, scrubbed free of its dirt coating was not a lackluster brown, but a glossy dark auburn and it gleamed in the brightness of the room. The red streaks within it were lustrous, deep and vivid. He wasn't sure he had ever seen a shade quite like it.
 
   Though she was far from ugly, he still didn't understand what had driven him to claim her. He had seen women far more beautiful than her in his extended lifetime. She was too skinny, her collarbone stuck sharply out, the bones in her hands were clearly visible. He preferred his women with more meat on them, but from the look of her upon arrival, it was more than apparent that her life was not one of abundance and pleasure like the women he was used to.
 
   From the moment he had seen her, actually seen her, he'd been consumed by the need to have her. There had been nothing spectacular about the stage setup, or the people upon it. In fact, he hadn't seen a single person on it, until she'd been brought forth. He hadn't even planned to pause at the auction. He had no use for blood slaves, there were enough willing people in the world without having to take blood from the unwilling ones, but when she'd been led forth he had stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   She had been unremarkable, filthy, disgusting, and bold. Defiance and pride had radiated from her. They were a beacon calling out to him, snagging hold of his attention as nothing in years had. At first he had barely seen her, but the longer he stared at her, the clearer she had become to him.
 
   He sat back now, tilting his head as he watched her. She studied him with the same intensity with which he studied her, but they studied each other for completely different reasons. She wondered about her fate, what he was going to do with her, and what he sought from her. He studied her because he could actually see her. It was not only completely mind-boggling to him, but also a little disconcerting.
 
   "Why are you being so nice to me?" Her melodious voice was low, her forehead furrowed as her gaze ran over him.
 
   Braith tossed the nuisance heels aside before he rose to his feet. Her lips parted, her head tipped back to stare at him. "What is your name?" he inquired.
 
   She licked her lips nervously, her small hands pulled at the sleeves of the sweater as she fidgeted anxiously. There were small nicks and cuts on her fine boned fingers, calluses marred the palms of her tanned hands. "Arianna."
 
   He lifted an eyebrow, quirking his head to study her. "Is that your real name?"
 
   A small smile flitted over the edges of her full mouth, for the first time he saw real humor in her eyes. "Yes."
 
   He found that he believed her as he settled onto the sofa beside her. Though she tensed, she didn't move away from him. "I'm Braith."
 
   She nodded, her gaze distrustful again as she looked him up and down with shrewd and assessing eyes. "So I've heard. Why am I here?"
 
   "I don't know yet, Arianna."
 
   Trepidation flashed through her eyes, she recoiled slightly before insolence blazed hotly from her. "Everything you do to me will be done by force," she declared.
 
   Her defiance should annoy him (she had already defied him more today than anyone ever had in his life), but he found himself somewhat amused by it right now. If no one else was around, he found he didn't mind her show of courage. He would not tolerate it in front of others again though. "You think so?" He was far more interested in seeing her reaction to his words than her actual response though.
 
   She looked surprised, but quickly covered it up. "I know so!" she retorted sharply.
 
   He shrugged indifferently. He didn't know what he wanted with her or what he was going to do with her. He may decide tomorrow that he didn't like her here at all; he didn't believe he would, but he was known for his whims of fancy when it came to women. He was fascinated by the reaction he had to her, but there was no way to know how long that fascination would last.
 
   One thing was for sure, he wasn't going to force himself on her. He had done a lot of things in his extensive life, many of them not good, but he had never forced himself on an unwilling woman.
 
   "We shall see," he said simply.
 
   Her delicate nostrils flared with fury, he could almost hear her teeth grinding. He didn't know why he was baiting her, but it was amusing to watch her when she was irritated with him. He found he preferred it to her fear. Her jaw clenched forcefully as she turned away from him. Her hands fisted upon her slender legs as she focused on one of the paintings across the way.
 
   "Where are you from Arianna?"
 
   Though she was still holding the appearance of defiance, he could sense the grief that shimmered through her. "Around," she said simply.
 
   "You live in the woods?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Are you a member of the resistance?"
 
   She hesitated, her knuckles turned white. "That's why I'm here, isn't it? Resistance members are punished for their disobedience by becoming blood slaves, or being bled dry. It's a way to discourage our fighting, isn't it?"
 
   "I suppose so," he agreed. "You think that is wrong?"
 
   "Don't you?" she snapped.
 
   He sat back as he studied her, leisurely stretching his legs out as he folded his arms behind his head. The bright blue of her eyes was ablaze with indignation and righteousness as she glared at him. It pleased him to smile serenely back at her. "If your kind would simply just agree to work with us, then punishment wouldn't be necessary."
 
   "Agree to be your slaves in other ways you mean? Agree to be your servants? Agree to do whatever you wish, whenever you wish it, with no regard for our own wants, desires, and beliefs?"
 
   He was fascinated by the fevered tone of her voice and her impassioned words. For someone so young, she was very firm in her beliefs and aspirations. Without thinking, he reached out and seized hold of her hand. The urge should have staggered him but there was something about the gesture that seemed right, as did the warmth of her hand within his.
 
   He heard her breath freeze; her heart sped up as he began to try and soothe the tight pressure of her fists. Her head tilted to the side, those large innocent eyes were surprisingly earnest as she watched him. "It is the law of the world that the strongest will prevail," he informed her.
 
   "And you are the strongest?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   Her eyes gleamed with annoyance, she tried to pull her hand free but for a moment he held onto it. He finally relinquished it to her when she turned away from him and focused on the wall again, apparently determined to ignore him. He wasn't about to let that happen.
 
   "You do not agree?" he prodded.
 
   Her head bowed as she fidgeted with the sleeves of her sweater again. "You did succeed in driving us out of our homes, forcing us to run and hide. You do feed off of us, and you have certain attributes that make you physically superior. So yes, I suppose that makes you stronger. In your own minds at least. It does not give you the right to do what you have done to us though."
 
   "Many people returned to their homes when the war was over. Many people picked up the lives that they had left behind. It is only the resistance that has remained hiding and fighting and dying within the woods for the past hundred years."
 
   She turned back toward him, her defiance melted away as indignation blazed forth. "Is that what you believe? That they simply picked back up exactly where they left off? That they returned to their homes to something good? That they have been thriving since the war ended!? Even within the woods, with no walls, and no real homes, we have more than the ones that returned to their lives. They are starving, with little clothing and no money. There were no jobs to return to that didn't involve being some sort of servant to your kind. That doesn't involve being beneath you! There was nothing for most of them, as they were forced into menial roles that would keep us stupid, and weak, while building your people and your world to ever higher levels.
 
   "I've heard that there was a time when there were schools, when we were taught things, and educated. They do not exist anymore; they are things of legend now, whispered about in awe, as so many other things are. Things that we used to have and enjoy, but will never again know if your kind has anything to do with it! There is survival of the fittest, and then there is cruelty. I may be paying the price now for my role in the resistance, but I wouldn't change a thing. I stood up for what I believe in, I have pride in what I believe in, and no matter what you do to me, you can't take that fact away!"
 
   There was true wrath in her voice by the time she was done speaking. Her hand was trembling within his as she had unknowingly seized hold of his hand with both of hers. The fervor in her voice, the true conviction with which she spoke, was almost enough to make him understand her plea, her cause. But he knew the way of the world, and the way of the world was that only the strong survived. He found it unfortunate that her people had been relegated to such roles, but it had been necessary in order to insure that the humans remained submissive after the war.
 
   Vampires had spent far too much time hiding and slinking within the shadows, frightened of the mob mentality of humans. It was where the myth had come from that vampires couldn't walk about in the day. It was completely wrong, they could move about in the day, they had simply preferred to hunt at night when there were less people around, and those that were around were usually easier prey. But as the vampire numbers had increased, so had their compulsion to be free of the shadows. He had helped his father lead the attack, taking them all into battle and securing the world for their own means. The war had been time-consuming and brutal, but in the end they had come out the victors, and Braith had every intention of making sure it stayed that way. He was not going back to the shadows, and he was not going to let the inferior humans relegate him to such a role again. No matter how much she believed in her words.
 
   Although, most humans had little fight left in them anymore. They were too frightened and beat down to offer much resistance to the vampire rule anymore. Except for a group of humans that hid within the woods, plotting against them, and causing more death and trouble to his kind than Braith would have liked. A group that he now knew this girl was a part of.
 
   A kernel of anger curled through him as he studied her. She represented everything that he had been fighting against, everything that he hated so much, and yet he was holding the hands clinging so fervently to him. She seemed to realize her grasp upon him as a look of shame crossed her face moments before she released his hand completely.
 
   "I see." She didn't speak again, but simply turned away, her head bowing down. She tried to stifle a yawn, but the dark shadows under her eyes belied her attempt to hide her exhaustion from him. "I will show you to your room now."
 
   Her head snapped up, her eyes darted rapidly around the room. He sensed her urge to flee, but they both knew there was nowhere for her to go. "My room?" she croaked.
 
   "Unless you would prefer to spend the night with me."
 
   Her mouth dropped in horror, her gaze snapped back to his. He could hear the frantic beat of her heart pounding crazily in her chest as she made a small sound of alarm. "No!"
 
   Braith found himself a little insulted by her vehement cry. He was many things, but he wasn't as hideous as she appeared to believe he was. He quirked an eyebrow at her and wondered to himself how this frail slip of a girl could cause such a strange reaction within him. She was nothing special nor was she the type of woman he preferred. His usual type was curvy, graceful, beautiful, and eager. No this girl was challenging, pointy, skinny, and anything but eager as she gazed at him in revulsion.
 
   "I didn't think so," he murmured, studying her from under lowered lids.
 
   He rose abruptly, ignoring her as he moved across the room and turned back at the doorway of the side apartment. She had risen, but remained unmoving by the sofa, her hands folded before her. The daylight filtering through the windows turned her hair the color of a dark flame that burned brightly within the room. The subtle light was kind to her sharp angles, making her appear gentler, prettier. He froze as he soaked in the splendor of her. She may not be beautiful, but she was the most magnificent thing he'd seen in years.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   "It's a shower."
 
   Aria jumped in surprise, spinning at the sound of the purred words. The prince was leaning casually in the doorway of the bathroom, his arms folded over his broad chest. Though his customary glasses were in place, she could feel it as his eyes rapidly scanned her body. She took a small step back, her bare heel coming into contact with the cool bottom of the contraption that he had just labeled a shower. It was different than the massive tub in his room as it was a small stall with a distorted glass door making it impossible to see through it clearly.
 
   He strode unhurriedly toward her, his large body powerful and graceful as he moved with the eerie agility inherent to his kind. Aria tilted her head back as she gazed at him in silent awe. She hadn't seen him since last night, but she realized now that she hadn't imagined his size, his air of authority, or his rough masculine beauty. In fact, it seemed even stronger and more overbearing today than it had yesterday.
 
   He stopped before her, placing his hand against the wall beside her head as he reached around her with the other. Despite herself, a strange tingling took hold of her body. She instinctively leaned closer to him, inhaling his masculine scent of spices, earth, and something more, something deeper and more potent. Something feral and primitive, she realized. It should have scared her away but she found herself having to fight the strange urge to move closer, to touch him, to allow that scent to cover her completely. Her traitorous fingers twitched with the sudden urge to feel him.
 
   Aria jumped in surprise, moving away from the strange contraption as water suddenly sprayed out of the faucet, wetting the back of her bare legs. She turned, incredulity filled her, and her mouth dropped as she stared at the water shooting from the nozzle above her. The prince turned the two handles below it, gradually adjusting the flow and heat of the water.
 
   "Amazing," she whispered.
 
   "I suppose it is."
 
   She jolted when she felt his hand within her hair, stroking tenderly over it. She turned toward him, unable to speak as he wrapped it leisurely around his finger. She couldn't move away from him, couldn't reach up to tug her hair back. She could only stand in silent surprise as he coiled it halfway around his finger before lifting his gaze to her again.
 
   "You will enjoy it Arianna."
 
   For a moment she had no idea if he meant that it was him she would enjoy, or if it was the shower. And at the moment she wasn't sure either, as all she craved was to know what that mouth felt like. Ugh, she was truly losing her mind; captivity was doing strange things to her. Enemy, she reminded herself fiercely. He is the enemy, but he didn't feel like her enemy right now.
 
   Then, his finger unraveled from her hair and he took a small step back. "I have sent for someone to assist you again."
 
   She was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. "That's not necessary."
 
   "You are my guest, and as such, you will be afforded the luxuries of a guest."
 
   She quirked an eyebrow as she studied him. "I'm a guest now, am I?"
 
   "You are whatever I choose for you to be," he growled back. Despite the fact that the heat of the water was rapidly warming the room, Aria felt a chill race down her spine. Every warm feeling she had been experiencing washed out of her as she was slapped in the face with the cold reality of her life. No matter how good he smelled she shouldn't have forgotten that, not even for a minute. She was an idiot. "For however long I choose for you to be."
 
   The thin gown they had placed out for her to sleep in last night was beginning to cling to her body from the steam that was rapidly filling the room. Her heel connected with the bottom of the shower again as he leaned closer to her. He was near enough that she could see the dark bristles of hair lining his firm jaw. Close enough that she could see the sharp tip of his canines as his lips skinned back in a tight lipped smile. Canines she knew could pierce her skin and drain her in the blink of an eye.
 
   "Being a guest isn't really such a bad thing Arianna, now is it?" he murmured.
 
   She was finally able to breathe again as he took a small step back. He was playing with her like a cat with a mouse. She knew it, but to her utter disgrace she was ashamed to realize that she couldn't help but feel some strange, horrific, form of attraction toward the deadly, vile creature.
 
   She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the tangled coil of emotions wrapping around her, but she found that she could only stare wordlessly up at him as he continued to lean over her, his hand resting just centimeters from her head. The thick muscles of his biceps flexed, and though she couldn't see his eyes, she was certain his gaze was focused upon her mouth.
 
   The tentative clearing of a throat brought both of their gazes to Maggie. She was standing in the doorway, her large brown eyes questioning as she glanced rapidly between the two of them. In her arms she clutched a couple of towels, a few bottles of something that Aria didn't recognize, and what appeared to be fresh clothes. Though she was glad that it was Maggie and not Lauren or Julia, she didn't like the idea of someone seeing her naked, or helping her dress again.
 
   The prince stared silently at Maggie for a moment before stepping away. He strode forward, pausing briefly at Maggie's side to gaze upon the things gathered within her arms. "No heels," he commanded gruffly. "And no perfume or anything floral scented."
 
   Maggie started, her gaze darted to the things within her arms before returning to the prince. Her forehead furrowed, her dark eyebrows tilted together. Aria watched in surprise as Maggie stared quizzically at the prince, her gaze rapidly searching his face as she shook her head. Aria didn't understand the woman's strange reaction to the prince's words. Perhaps Aria was the only one that didn't wear the awful monstrosities that passed as shoes around here. But even as she thought that, she knew she was wrong. Maggie was wearing simple, comfortable looking shoes, so why did the woman look so confused by his words?
 
   Maggie shook her head as if to clear it, her forehead relaxed. The prince was gone by the time Maggie picked the heels up from the pile and dropped them on the floor. She turned her attention to Aria, who was too tired and confused to offer any protest as she was once again scrubbed, cleaned, and dressed in another article of clothing that she never even would have considered wearing before. The silky green dress, that floated about her ankles as she moved, seemed completely impractical to her. Her feet remained blessedly bare.
 
   She walked silently behind Maggie as they slipped through the luxurious room she had spent last night in, then the small sitting room before it, and finally back into the main room. The prince was standing before one of the bay windows, looking down at the gardens. His hands were folded behind his back as he rocked leisurely on his heels. He didn't look at them, but simply gestured toward the door. Maggie bowed her head, nodded to Aria, and slipped away.
 
   "I had some food brought up for you."
 
   Aria had already noticed the heaping mounds of food piled upon the tray in the middle of the room. Her mouth watered as her stomach rumbled eagerly, and loudly. She'd never seen so many fantastic looking things in her life. She remained frozen for a moment, uncertain of what to do as she gazed upon the cheese, fruits, breads, and meats piled upon the tray. It was enough to feed the people within the caves for a day, as they had all learned how to eat scarcely, and survive on very little. In fact, Aria couldn't remember a day when she hadn't gone to sleep at least a little hungry.
 
   This might very well be her first.
 
   "Arianna?" She turned toward the prince, blinking rapidly as her stomach continued to rumble loudly. So loudly in fact, that she was embarrassingly certain he could hear it. He stared at her for a prolonged moment, his eyebrow quirked over the dark lenses of his glasses. "You are hungry Arianna, you must eat."
 
   She nodded mutely, but she couldn't bring herself to step up to that heaping tray, not when so many others would be going hungry today. Not when her family would be going hungry today. It didn't seem right, it didn't seem fair. For the first time she allowed her thoughts to turn to her family. It had hurt too much to think about them before, and exhaustion had blessedly dragged her rapidly under last night before she'd had the chance to dwell on their loss.
 
   Her family would be worried sick about her, half crazed with their loss, and their torment over her new situation. Poor William was probably devastated. Her father and Daniel would continue to stoically move onward, burying their misery, which would only eat them alive inside, just as it always did. They would immerse themselves in plans, future attacks, and their resentment and hatred for the vampires would fester until it consumed them, as it had consumed so many others.
 
   Aria shuddered; she wrapped her arms around herself as she fought against the tears of despair that threatened to spill. She was staring at the prince, but she couldn't see him through the waves of homesickness that swamped her. And then there was Max. Poor Maxwell, trapped somewhere within this town, with some creature that Aria highly doubted was being as kind to him as the prince was being to her.
 
   She didn't like to think about what that monster was doing to strong, caring Max. Yet now that she had opened that can of worms, she couldn't get it to close again. She wasn't the most experienced person in the world, but she had lived on the far edges of society long enough to know the cruelty that could be committed by vampires, and by broken, corrupt people. Her family had always tried to keep her sheltered, but there were some things that they could never protect her from. Max would be experiencing many of those things over his time with that woman.
 
   The faint touch upon her arm caused her to jump slightly. Her hands fisted as she instinctively sought to fight off her offender, but she managed to catch herself before she launched a punch at him. She expected his kindness would vanish if such a thing happened and though she'd never expected to live long, she most certainly didn't have a death wish. She blinked the prince into focus, struggling not to let him see just how lost and alone she felt right now.
 
   "I was not thinking last night Arianna; I am not used to having humans around for more than an hour or two. You have to eat, I know you are hungry." Her traitorous stomach rumbled again in eager response to his words. She almost refused the food, but refusing something that might aid her in the end was simply foolish. His frown deepened; his concern became apparent. "Come."
 
   He led her to one of the sofas and settled her upon it before turning to the tray. Aria watched in awe as he heaped a plate high with food. She was certain that he had never done this for anyone; she couldn't understand why he was doing it for her, or why he had even rescued her from the ugly little vampire of yesterday. She speculated if he'd ever reveal his reason for claiming her, she doubted it though. He turned back to her and handed her the overflowing plate. There were foods on it that she didn't even recognize.
 
   She stared at it for a moment before he handed her a napkin and a fork. She twisted the fork in her hand as she inspected it. She'd seen them before, had even used them a few times, but she wasn't well versed in the art of using a utensil. She much preferred her fingers, but she had a feeling that the use of her fingers wouldn't be overly accepted here.
 
   He placed a smaller tray over her lap, and then lightly placed the plate on top of it. Aria's hands were trembling as she moved the fork awkwardly in her grasp. She stabbed at some of the fruit before successfully spearing it with the strange utensil. She itched to dive into the heaping plate of goodies, but forced herself to at least try to appear civilized in this grand place.
 
   The prince placed a glass of some orange colored liquid beside her. "What is that?" she inquired, heat coloring her face as she realized she had forgotten to swallow her food before she spoke.
 
   He didn't acknowledge her breech in manners though, but instead sat on the sofa beside her. "Orange juice, I have heard that it is rather tasty. Humans seem to like it anyway. We grow the trees within the gardens and greenhouses." Aria lifted it, sniffed suspiciously at it, and then cautiously took a sip. The liquid was cool, sweet, and refreshing. She downed the rest of the glass in one swallow. "You approve?"
 
   She smiled tremulously at him in thanks as he leaned over to refill her glass. She studied him questioningly; she was unable to understand why he was doing this for her, why he was being so kind to a rebel human. She didn't dare ask him though; she didn't think he would appreciate her mentioning it. Instead, she decided to simply enjoy the delicious meal she had been handed.
 
   She dug in with renewed gusto, somewhere along the way she even forgot that he was watching her as she repeatedly helped herself to more of the delicious concoctions upon the large tray. Her stomach was bloated, but delightfully full for the first time ever, when she finally pushed her plate aside, wiped her mouth on her napkin, and sighed contentedly.
 
   "Are you full now?" His voice was tinged with amusement; a half smile curled his upper lip as he watched her.
 
   Aria ducked her head; heat flooded her face as she realized exactly what she must have looked like in front of him, eating almost half of the copious amounts of food upon the tray. She'd just consumed more than she normally would have in three days. "Yes."
 
   "Good. I must go out for a bit, but if there is anything you require Maggie has been instructed to get it for you. You have to only ring for her. There is also a guard stationed outside your door, do not consider escape."
 
   Aria recoiled; she struggled to keep her face impassive, and her outrage hidden as she was starkly reminded of the fact that she was a prisoner in this place. That she would never be free again, unless she did something to try and change her awful circumstances. He had been kind to her so far, but how long could she truly expect that to last? Aria swallowed nervously, her hands folded rigidly in her lap. Though she tried to keep her terror hidden from him, she knew that he could sense it.
 
   "I will not be gone long."
 
   Aria managed a small nod. It was all she could do to make that gesture; she didn't trust herself to speak right now. The prince rose slowly, he straightened the dark shirt he wore and reached for the cane propped against the couch. She saw that the head of the cane was a silver wolf, seconds before his large hand closed around it. She didn't know why he used the thing, he didn't limp or struggle with moving, but perhaps he thought it made him appear more dignified, or it was a weapon of some sort.
 
   He was dressed more sharply than he had been yesterday, and sporting the ring that marked him as the prince of the house of Valdhai. That marked him as a member of the family that had been ruling the vampires, and the world, for the past hundred years. He hadn't been wearing it yesterday. Whatever he had to do today it appeared that it was relatively important, and official.
 
   The wolf rose beside him, its green eyes were bright as it stared at Aria for a full minute before turning its attention back to its master. He whistled for the wolf, who padded eagerly over to him before they both slipped out the door.
 
   Aria remained sitting even after the sound of the lock slid closed with a note of finality that frightened her.
 
   It took her a moment to gather her thoughts, but once she did, she launched to her feet and moved rapidly through the apartment. He'd left her alone, left her to search through things, left her to try and uncover a weapon. Silly, silly vampire, Aria thought as she scoured through the rooms. But the more she searched, the more she realized that perhaps he hadn't been so silly. There was nothing that she could use to defend herself with.
 
   She moved through the library, and then another small sitting room that was obviously his. Hesitating, she stopped at the edge of his bedroom. She knew it was his by the dark, wood framed bed with a deep red blanket, and a mound of pillows. The furniture was masculine, and though she didn't know what a lot of it was, she discovered that it held his clothes. His scent hung heavily in the room and on the clothing. She inhaled deeply, savoring in his scent even as she looked for something to destroy him with.
 
   Yep, she'd officially lost it and she didn't think she'd get it back until she was free of this place.
 
   Turning away from the clothes her gaze lingered on the massive bed. A strange tingling sensation, one that she was unfamiliar with, began to work its way through her belly. It heated her from the inside out as she was suddenly swamped with the longing to see him again, to hear his voice, to breathe in his untamed scent face to face.
 
   Instead of continuing her search, she found herself retreating from the room, and the unfamiliar wave of heat that was spreading through her. She'd never fled from anything in her life, and now she was retreating from a smell and feelings? She hadn't been too afraid to risk becoming a blood slave, but the sight of his room was enough to turn her into a total coward. It was complete insanity, and yet she couldn't stop her feet from insistently moving away.
 
   Her head spun, she couldn't get to her own room fast enough. She leaned against the door, breathing heavily as her body trembled. She was beginning to hate herself, and yet even that emotion wasn't strong enough to outweigh the growing yearning curling through her belly. She didn't know what she was yearning for but she knew it had to do with him, and she didn't like it.
 
   Her fingers were shaking as she forced herself away from the door and back to the task that had sent her into his room in the first place. She had briefly searched the room she'd been given last night, but even so, she went through it again. She'd been exhausted; barely able to stay awake when she'd been brought in here. It was entirely possible she had missed something.
 
   Her attention focused on the antique looking nightstand beside the bed she'd slept on last night. It was far different from the hard floor of the caves and forest she was used to; even the pallets of straw she sometimes slept on had nothing on the softness of that bed. The bed, she decided as she studied the thick mattress and spongy pillows, was almost as good as the shower, but not quite. She tried not to think of her family and their conditions right now as she grabbed the wooden stand and tipped it over. Tried not to think of the hunger and discomfort they were going through as her gaze fell to the legs of the stand.
 
   She knelt before it, and sat back on her heels as she studied the spindly pieces of wood. It wouldn't be the best stake, that much was obvious, but it was better than nothing, and nothing was all that the other rooms had to offer her. Leaning forward, she grabbed hold of one of the legs and snapped it free. The wood was ragged, thin; she would only get one chance to use it before it broke.
 
   She'd only get one chance before he snapped her neck in retaliation anyway.
 
   Although she knew the possibility of escaping was slim, she would have to make sure it was a damn good chance if she had any shot of surviving and making a break for it. It would be a major boost to the resistance if she somehow, miraculously, managed to destroy the prince. She ignored the twisting guilt in her stomach at the thought of destroying Braith. It had no place here.
 
   Rising to her feet, Aria hurried from the room. She grabbed the knife she had been given to cut her meat with, and four books from the library. She made sure to pull the books from different shelves and carefully rearranged the other ones to hide the holes. Retreating back to her room, she used the books to prop the stand back up and made sure that nothing of the books showed from every angle of the room.
 
   Retreating to the bathroom, she leaned over the toilet as she hastily began to sharpen the slender piece of wood with the knife. The toilet was another contraption she was beginning to appreciate, especially now. A sense of urgency began to fill her; she needed to get the knife back before he returned. She didn't think he would notice the missing books, there were so many of them after all, but the knife would most certainly be missed. Shavings fell into the toilet as she carved the end of the wood into a deadly tip. It took several flushes before all the shavings completely disappeared. Raising it, she examined her handy work with an appreciative eye. It wasn't much, she definitely would have preferred her bow and arrows, but if she was given the right opportunity it would work.
 
   She didn't know what she would do if somehow, miraculously, she managed to take down the prince, but that was a problem she would face when it occurred. Until then, she was simply happy to have some sort of weapon. It strengthened her, emboldened her, and gave her a sense of security and confidence she had been lacking since entering the palace.
 
   She stood before the mirror, carefully positioning the stake in between her breasts. The cumbersome undergarments they had heaped on her actually came in handy as she adjusted the dress so that the thin stake was concealed.
 
   Her heart was racing, her eyes wild as she studied her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She had to regain control of herself, but she was terrified of being discovered, terrified of what he would do to her if he somehow found the stake. He'd kill her, she was certain of it, she was also certain that if she didn't make some attempt to escape she'd die anyway. At least, if she were successful, she might be able to help the rebellion by taking down one of the more powerful vampires with her.
 
   She was unsettled by the realization that she was not as pleased by that notion as she felt she should be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   The next few days passed in much the same way. Aria would stash her weapon under her mattress before Maggie arrived in the morning to assist her in dressing. Aria refused Maggie's help with the shower though; she had it figured out now. She even had the razor and shaving part of it mostly down, and didn't slice herself nearly as much as she had in the beginning. She still wasn't any good with the zippers or buttons of the dresses and because of that she was grateful for Maggie's help.
 
   After Maggie left, she would slip the stake back into her dress, reassured by the solid press of it against her flesh as she bided her time and awaited the right opportunity.
 
   The prince sat with her at breakfast every morning, and then disappeared for a few hours during the day. In his absence Aria would wander around aimlessly, growing increasingly anxious and frustrated with her captivity. Around noon another heaping tray of food would be sent up, she would eat it alone, and miserable. The prince would return, talk with her for a little bit, sit with her while she ate dinner, and then retire to his room.
 
   It was the loneliest Aria had ever been, and she had spent many days and nights alone in the woods, or within the caves. But on those occasions she'd always known that she would return to her friends and family, and their joyful, loving company. Now, she knew she had very little hope of that, and that the rest of her days may very well consist of being trapped within these rooms.
 
   It would only be a matter of time before she went crazy from it.
 
   Aria meandered into the library again. She studied the walls of books, her gaze roaming over the thick leather bindings. She often found herself in this room, curious as to what the books contained within their covers, speculating about the stories within them. She moved toward them unhurriedly and trailed her fingers over their spines. The leather was cool, smooth and unyielding beneath her fingertips. She yearned to know what they said.
 
   Oh, she knew a few words, not many, but enough to be able to decipher plans and most of a message, but even that was not enough to help her with these hard bound mysteries. She could make out most of the titles, but when she opened the covers she found that almost everything inside blurred into gibberish. It frustrated her to have them so close by, mocking her inability to read and understand them fully.
 
   She slipped one of the books free from the others. It was the one that fascinated her most for some reason, the one she repeatedly returned to. She opened it and leisurely flipped through the somewhat yellowed pages as she picked out the words she recognized.
 
   Shaking her head, Aria released a low sigh as she closed the book and slid it back onto the shelf. "Something against Ivanhoe?"
 
   Aria jumped and nearly shrieked as her head snapped up. She hadn't heard the prince enter the apartment, but there he was, leaning against the doorway with his head bowed as he studied her from behind his glasses. She swallowed heavily, not sure how he would react to finding her here, and certainly unsure as to who or what an Ivanhoe was.
 
   "Ivanhoe?" she asked nervously.
 
   He remained unmoving for a moment, his brow creased thoughtfully. "Yes, Sir Walter Scott's tale of Ivanhoe. It's quite entertaining, and something you probably would enjoy as he was a bit of a rebel himself."
 
   Aria couldn't help but smile at the teasing tone in his voice. Though she was lonely, and lost here, she found that his company was oddly comforting. Probably because he was one of the only two people that she had to talk to in this strange, uncertain world. "Oh," Aria glanced back at the novel, glad to finally know what the title of it was. "I see."
 
   He moved away from the door and strolled toward her. Stopping beside her, his arm brushed against hers as he stretched around her to retrieve the book she had just replaced. Aria's heartbeat picked up, her skin prickled and warmed at his nearness. Even as she cursed her traitorous body, her toes curled, and a small sigh escaped her lips.
 
   She still didn't trust him, still despised his kind, but he'd been nothing but pleasant to her over the past few days. The more time she spent here, the more fascinated she became by him. She hated that feeling but couldn't seem to shake it, she thought it must have something to do with the fact that she was trapped here and completely dependent upon him.
 
   Seeming to sense her strange reaction to him, he froze with his arm pressed lightly against her chest as he inhaled deeply. The prince didn't require air to breathe, she knew that. Right now, he was simply inhaling, and seemingly savoring in, her scent. That realization only increased the growing heat of her body. She couldn't look at him as he broke the tension by pulling the book from the shelf and holding it out to her.
 
   "It was one of my favorites when I was younger. I think you will enjoy it."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily as she stared at the fascinating book. Her fingers trembled as she took it from him, unwilling to admit that she didn't know how to read. He already thought her ill mannered, unkempt, and possibly a little backwards. She didn't want him to think that she was stupid too because she most certainly wasn't.
 
   "I'm sure I will," she muttered.
 
   His finger was gentle beneath her chin as he nudged it upward. "Arianna, do you know how to read?" Her gaze darted wildly around; she looked everywhere but at him. She couldn't bring herself meet his gaze as she tried to figure out how to answer. "Arianna?"
 
   She recognized the tone that tinged his voice when he was becoming aggravated with her. It didn't happen often, usually only when she didn't eat as much as he liked her to, or when she tried to get out of having Maggie help her. For the most part he was patient, considerate even, and she found herself liking him almost as much as she hated him for it. Because she was certain that something bad was going to happen, and that he would turn on her. She was convinced that this strange kindness was just a charade to earn her trust before destroying her completely.
 
   "A little," she finally admitted on a whisper. If he laughed at her, if he so much as smirked at her she swore she'd hit him, or stake him, and damn the consequences.
 
   To his credit though, he did neither of those things. His finger momentarily stroked her chin before he released her. "Well we will have to remedy that. Come."
 
   Aria stared after his retreating back before he disappeared from view. Remedy that? What did that mean? Aria followed him back to the sitting room, but he didn't go to the sofa. Instead, he crossed to the seat by the bay window and settled upon it. Aria hesitated, uncertain what to do or say. She folded her hands before her, rocking back on her feet as she watched him intently.
 
   His eyebrows rose over the dark lenses as he patted the seat beside him. "I will not bite you Arianna."
 
   Displeasure filled her as she glared at him, not at all appreciative of his teasing words. She'd never backed down from a challenge before and she wasn't about to start now. She threw her shoulders back and stalked toward him. His hand left the seat beside him, sliding away as she awkwardly settled in next to him. He considered her for a moment more before opening the book and placing it on their laps. Aria looked at the words, her discomfort growing as she stared at them. The words and letters swam before her on the page, blurring together before snapping back into focus; they still made no sense.
 
   "It's ok," he assured her.
 
   She turned toward him, swallowing heavily as trepidation trickled through her. The force of his shaded stare seemed to burn straight into her soul. His hand wrapped smoothly around her wrist causing her to flinch as his touch seared into her skin. Her breath hitched in her chest, her heart fluttered like a caged bird. For a moment she could only stare helplessly at him, confused by the strange sensations and emotions he aroused in her. Why was he toying with her like this? Why was he being so kind when they both knew that in the end he would only destroy her?
 
   Deciding not to fight against it, deciding to play along with his games, she settled back in the seat. Perhaps it was best if he thought she trusted him, that she wasn't waiting for him to rip her throat out at any moment. It could work to her benefit, perhaps even give her the opportunity to escape that she so desperately sought.
 
   He slipped his arm around her waist so he could pull her closer to his side. His skin was cool to the touch, not as warm as hers, but not unpleasant either. She found that she fit perfectly against him and didn't mind the touch of his cooler flesh; in fact, she almost welcomed it against her heated skin. It was a fact that she felt she should hate herself for, but she simply couldn't, it felt too right. She was willing to play the game, but this was so very intimate and cozy. It was something she had never experienced before, and it was unnerving and exciting all at the same time. She was worried that she could be lost within his game, swallowed up and destroyed by it. She didn't know the rules like he did, and she certainly had no experience playing it.
 
   She had to forcefully remind herself that he was a monster, that he was toying with her, and that he was taking joy in her discomfort, even if he didn't appear to be. She tilted her head, her fingers twitched as she studied those dark glasses. Not for the first time she hoped he would take them off so that she could see his eyes, she was desperate to know what color they were. But in the week that she had been here, she had never once seen him without those shades.
 
   For one, heart stopping moment, she thought he was going to kiss her as he leaned forward just a little. Her breath hitched slightly, she wanted to pull away, she wanted to lean closer, instead she found herself as caught up as a fly within a spiders web. And what a web it was she realized as he broke the moment by leaning away from her.
 
   He settled the book more firmly between them. Aria found herself forgetting everything else, even his fingers lingering upon her waist, as she drew her legs up beneath her and focused on the secrets hidden within those pages. She was eager to absorb what he aimed to teach her, and she'd been speculating about the contents of this book for nearly a week now.
 
   Leaning against his side she followed along as he leisurely began to read through the novel, pronouncing each word carefully as he urged her to sound out the words with him. She was surprised by the smile on his face; it was rare to see such a thing on him. He was always somewhat reserved and perfunctory, but he seemed to be enjoying the book nearly as much as she was. Aria took great pleasure in his smile, and interjected at times with the few words she knew. She found herself smiling with him as he taught her to read with an endless patience she was troubled to realize she found endearing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Braith observed Arianna as she sat on the window seat. Her long legs were curled up beneath her; her dark hair was aglow in the daylight filtering through the windows. Though the book was in her lap, she wasn't looking at it. Instead, her hands were pressed against the glass, her nose nearly touching the pane as she stared outside.
 
   It was only then that he realized what these past two weeks must have truly been like for her. She was used to being free, used to running wild and being outdoors. This was probably the most time she had ever spent indoors, probably the most time she had ever spent with a roof over her head and a steady supply of food on her plate.
 
   Food, which he was pleased to notice, that was already putting weight on her. It was rounding out her pointed edges; her collarbone didn't stick out as much, her ribs and spine weren't as clearly visible beneath the dresses she wore anymore. Her face had filled out and her cheekbones were not so sharp anymore. She appeared even more youthful now, something he wasn't entirely sure was a good thing. There was an innocence that clung to her, radiating from the inside out, but when she had been thinner she had appeared worldlier, slightly harsher. He'd found it a little easier to be indifferent to her then, but not so much now, especially when she was staring out the window with that look on her face.
 
   He moved slowly toward her, touching her shoulder lightly. She tensed briefly, but didn't jump away from him, didn't recoil or stiffen as she had when she'd first arrived here. Her doe eyes were brilliantly blue as she questioningly stared up at him.
 
   He found it difficult to believe that he hadn't found her beautiful when she first arrived. Yes, she had been bedraggled, defiant, smelly, and far too thin, but her spirit had always been there. Her splendid inner glow had always resided within her, and it was one of the most exquisite things he had ever encountered. He had just been too astonished by the sight of her to have noticed it. He couldn't help but see it now, just as he couldn't help but see her desire to be free.
 
   "Would you like to go for a walk in the gardens?"
 
   Hope sprang forth in her eyes, her mouth parted as joy radiated from her. It was such a small thing that he offered her, and yet she reacted as if he had just handed her the world. "Can I?" she inquired eagerly.
 
   He nodded as his gaze darted to the brightly colored world beyond the window. It had been awhile since he had enjoyed a walk in the gardens himself, he found that he was actually looking forward to it. "Yes, I'll take you."
 
   She jumped to her feet, her full lips curved into a bright smile that bewildered him. She rarely smiled, and when she did, it was never such a full blown lovely one as this. "That would be great."
 
   He nodded, trying to gather his scattered thoughts as she continued to beam radiantly at him. "Come along then."
 
   Keegan rose to his feet, yawning as he roused from his nap. Braith rested his hand upon the wolf's head and reassuringly rubbed his fur. Arianna was nearly skipping as she hurried forward. She would not remain so happy, of that he was certain; unfortunately it couldn't be prevented.
 
   "Arianna, you must wear this."
 
   Her head tilted skeptically to the side as he lifted the thin chain before her. It hung between them, dangling to the ground in a four foot long pool of gold. She frowned at it, unable to understand what it was that he held before her. "All blood slaves must wear them in public," he explained, hating the words even as he uttered them.
 
   "What is it?"
 
   He really didn't like doing this to her, he was truly put off by the idea of binding such a free spirit. But it was the rules, and the rules must be obeyed, especially between them. There were already whispers and rumors about the two of them drifting through the palace. Whispers about the first blood slave he had ever kept, whispers about what went on between them, and why he had decided to keep her, of all people. They were whispers that he didn't plan to answer, but he couldn't allow them to grow even more by letting her leave this room without wearing the chain. She couldn't be allowed to walk freely in public. Any feeling, any hint of caring between a master and their blood slave was strictly forbidden. Any hint of caring between a vampire and a human was strictly forbidden. If they even slightly suspected that he might be developing feelings for Arianna they would take her from him, and they would kill her. His role as prince wouldn't matter; it would not stop them.
 
   That was something that he couldn't allow to happen. He may not care for her, but he also didn't plan to see her destroyed in the brutal way that they would do it. It was not fair to her, and he was unwilling to let the illumination she brought into his life go. Not yet anyway, not until he knew what it all meant.
 
   "It's a leash, to keep you bound to me."
 
   She frowned at him, her brow furrowed as she gave a small, confused shake of her head. "I don't understand. Leashes are for…" Her gaze darted to Keegan; understanding filled her eyes before they narrowed sharply. Even Keegan didn't wear a leash. "I see," she grated.
 
   "If you are to go out in public you must wear this, it is our custom."
 
   "I've heard rumors of the blood chain," she muttered. "But I had thought they were just that, rumors."
 
   If her jaw clenched any tighter he was certain she would crack her teeth. Her hands fisted at her sides. Though she radiated antipathy, beneath it all he could sense her unhappiness and feelings of betrayal. She turned toward the window and her shoulders slumped. He hated the crushing sense of defeat that he detected from her, but even if she couldn't see it now this was what was best for her, for both of them.
 
   "Ok." Her voice hitched a little but her need to be outside outweighed her pride. "Ok. I'll wear it."
 
   He wasn't going to remind her that she didn't have a choice, she looked defeated enough at the moment. She eyed the gold chain as if it were a poisonous snake that she was considering cutting the head off of. They were meant to be worn around the neck, or the wrist, depending on what the owner preferred, but looking at her now he knew he couldn't add to her degradation by placing it around her neck.
 
   He took hold of her hand, slipped it around her wrist and tightened it tenderly. He was the only one that could remove it now that he had placed it upon her. He was the one that owned and controlled her; everyone would know that she belonged to him. He wasn't entirely sure how he felt about that, he didn't like owning her. He did, however, like the fact that everyone would know that she belonged to him, that they couldn't touch her. Ever.
 
   She lifted her head and swallowed heavily as she met his gaze. The upset air about her vanished, she tilted her chin higher. She may be humiliated, and under his control, but she wasn't going to allow herself to be beaten down. For the first time he admitted to himself that he actually admired this wisp of a human before him. He had never thought much of their race (they were beneath him after all), never even given them more than a moment's thought, except for when it came to food and pleasure. But this girl made him question his opinions of the human race, made him speculate if perhaps they were worth a little more. Or at the very least, maybe she was.
 
   He held her hand for a prolonged moment, disliking the feel of the chain against her supple skin. For a second he almost pulled it off of her, but the consequences of such an action would be dire to them both. "Ok then," he murmured regretfully.
 
   He held the chain elegantly in his hand as he grabbed hold of his cane. Arianna followed him out the door, trailing unhurriedly behind as she gazed around the hallway. There wasn't as much awe on her face this time, and he sensed a calculating air behind her troubled eyes. He glanced at her chest, wondering if today might be the day she tried to use the weapon she had tucked away. The leash may very well have been the straw that broke her back.
 
   He had nothing to be concerned about with the stake. She would have no success if she tried to use it against him. He probably should take it from her, but he was curious to see if she would actually try something against him and it seemed to comfort her as she hadn't been as jumpy since she'd acquired it. Though he knew it was a possibility, he found himself hoping that she would grow to trust him enough not to try and harm him. He didn't relish the idea of possibly having to kill her.
 
   The cunning look in her eyes reminded him of the fact that no matter how entranced he was by her, she was a rebel. Someone that would take any chance they had to escape if the opportunity were to present itself. He couldn't allow that to happen.
 
   He took her down the backstairs this time, unwilling to risk running into his relatives again. Two of his bodyguards trailed behind them, their surprise was evident at seeing Arianna emerge again, looking far different than when she had gone in.
 
   He led her down another hallway before arriving at the doors that led out to the gardens. Keegan stopped at the doors before Braith did; he rubbed briefly against his master's legs before sitting down. Braith pat his head lightly, thanking his friend for continuing to aid him, even if it wasn't necessary at the moment. A fact that Braith was almost certain the wolf was aware of, just as he was aware of his master's inclination to keep it hidden. "Leave us," he ordered the two men trailing behind them.
 
   The men stepped back in the hallway as Braith pushed the doors open. Keegan sprang forth, eager to be outside again. Amazement filtered over her features as she gazed over the gardens they stepped into. "It's even more beautiful down here," she breathed.
 
   Braith glanced over the gardens. He had once found them mildly attractive, but that had been a very long time ago. Now he found he enjoyed them far more seeing them through her eyes. "I've never seen anything like this." She moved with subtle grace down the colorful rows of flowers, hedges, and statues.
 
   "You don't have flowers in the woods?" he inquired, hoping to draw her into a conversation about her home as she rarely said anything about it, and seemed almost fearful whenever it was mentioned.
 
   "Oh, of course we have flowers," she replied flippantly, her face aglow with the admiration suffusing her. Love radiated from her at the mention of her home, her eyes sparkled in the light. "But nothing such as these." Her hands trailed over the yellow roses, she bent low, inhaling deeply. "Beautiful."
 
   "They're roses."
 
   "Roses," she repeated, running her fingers nimbly over the petals. "I love them."
 
   He released the gold chain; he didn't think she was aware of that fact as she roamed through the garden. In fact, she was so oblivious to it he was fearful she might trip over it as she walked toward the lilacs. She was captivating and utterly unique in this colorful world of flowers, shrubs, and garden statues. She inhaled the lilacs deeply. Her nose scrunched up as she took a hasty step back, shook her head and wiped her nose.
 
   "Lilacs," he informed her.
 
   "Hmm." She eyed them for a moment longer before she moved away from them, apparently not at all pleased by their odor. He named each flower for her as they continued their tour of the gardens. Though she hadn't liked the lilacs, it didn't stop her from pausing to sniff every other flower along the way. Most of them passed her inspection, some did not.
 
   She froze when they made it to part of the greenhouse area within the gardens. Her eyes widened as another gasp of pleasure escaped her. "Oh," she breathed, her hands flying to her mouth in delight. "Oh, it's wonderful."
 
   Braith studied the large, ornate fountain. It had been years since he'd seen it, but he had never fully appreciated the beauty of the delicate sculpture until seeing it now. The water flowing from it changed colors in the sunlight beating down upon the man and woman staring longingly at each other, but never touching.
 
   Arianna's steps were hesitant as she approached the fountain. She reached out to touch the ornate basin with trembling fingertips. He was not surprised to see tears blooming in her eyes, he knew now that it occurred whenever she was awed by something. It happened every once in awhile when they were reading together, and the story moved her. He didn't think she was even aware of the tears most of the time.
 
   A beautiful smile lit her face as she peered into the fountain; a small laugh escaped her as she spotted the fish swimming around in the shallow pool. It was the first time he had heard her laugh, and he had to admit that it was a beautiful, refreshing sound. One that he found he enjoyed very much.
 
   She sat on the edge of the fountain and held her hair back as she watched the fish darting about. Her fingers trailed just above the water as she traced their movements. He moved closer to her, picked the leash up and placed it on the fountain beside her. He didn't think she would try to escape now, but even if she did, she wouldn't be able to get far with the chain on her wrist. The chain was designed for him and him alone, and he would always be able to find it. No matter how far she got.
 
   "They're beautiful."
 
   He peered into the clear water, momentarily admiring the brilliant colors of the dozens of fish within before turning his attention back to her. He found her much more interesting to watch. Her hair fell about her in dark red waves that glimmered in the rays flowing through the fruit trees surrounding them.
 
   Keegan lifted his head from his paws, his ears perked up as he watched her stand and move away from the fountain. She stopped suddenly, tilting her head back and closing her eyes as she absorbed the rays of the sun. To Braith's utter surprise, and delight, she threw her arms out and began to laugh as she twirled around in circles, breathing in the fresh air and basking in the sunshine.
 
   He couldn't tear his eyes from her, it took everything he had not to grab her and kiss her. He craved so badly to know what that luscious mouth would feel like, what her body would feel like against his, but in no way would he interrupt this moment for her with his own selfish wants. He knew that if he touched her, her joy would vanish. For the first time he understood the fountain statues and the yearning on their faces. He was starting to realize that to always look but never truly be able to touch, was a special kind of torment.
 
   What kind of hell had he gotten himself into with her?
 
   ***
 
   Aria stood uncertainly within the doorway, hesitant as to whether she should enter the sitting room or not. The prince was in there having a quiet conversation with another man, their dark heads bent close together. She knew that she should probably retreat to her room, stay away until this stranger left, but she was curious about this other man. Truth be told, she was also lonely and looking for someone to keep her company, and at present time, her choices were severely limited when it came to company.
 
   Plus, she almost enjoyed the prince's company now, or at least being around him had been fairly pleasant earlier today.
 
   However, she didn't feel like now was the right time to make her presence known. She took a step back, intending to retreat into the shadows when Keegan spotted her and came over to greet her. The men's attention was drawn to her by the wolf. The prince rose to his feet instantly, his hand seized hold of his cane as he turned toward her. The other man remained seated for a moment, shock evident on his features. Then, he leisurely rose also.
 
   "I'm sorry," Aria apologized, knowing that she should leave. No matter how well the prince treated her, she was a blood slave, and she should know her place. Her place was not to interrupt him when he was in the middle of what had appeared to be a very important conversation. The prince's mouth compressed into a disapproving line; his knuckles were turning white on his cane. "I didn't mean to… I'm sorry."
 
   She stammered the apology out as she took a few steps back. Instinctively, she knew that she had done something wrong, that her safe position within this household had just been shaken. "Wait." It was not the prince that had spoken, but she froze anyway, her heart raced as the strange vampire studied her keenly. She almost looked to the prince for help, for some sign of reassurance, but she didn't dare let this stranger think that she may trust, or even like, the prince. No, she knew that now was the time to play the role of being docile and beaten. "Come here," the stranger commanded.
 
   Aria's pride pricked, anger shot through her, but she managed to keep her face impassive as she played the role of meek human to the best of her ability. The prince bristled and took a step forward; he placed his cane before him as he folded his hands upon the handle. Aria hesitated, unsure of the situation she had placed herself in, but knowing that she couldn't refuse. Her owner may be a prince, but under blood slave rules she was not allowed to disobey any vampire, unless they asked things of her that only her owner was allowed to take. Such as her blood or her body, and neither of those things were being asked for now.
 
   Swallowing heavily, she folded her hands before her and moved hesitatingly forward. Though she was often defiant, confident and bold with the prince, she instinctively sensed that those three things had no place here. She kept her eyes downcast, knowing not to look the visitor in the eye as she stopped before them.
 
   The stranger approached her, circling her much like she had seen the packs of wild dogs in the woods circle their prey before attacking. She closed her eyes for a brief moment, hoping for strength and patience to help her get through this awful, humiliating, experience. She had to hold her tongue; she had to remain demure if she was to remain safe. She chanced a glance at the prince, but he remained indifferent as he leaned back on his heels. Though he appeared casual, she could see the tension in his shoulders and the tautness of his solid muscles. She didn't know what was really going on here, but she sensed that it was more than met the eye.
 
   "Not bad brother, not bad." Aria couldn't stop her head from snapping up as the stranger stopped before her. His hair was the same dark color as the prince's, his features similar, though his nose was somewhat larger and sharper, and his lips thinner. His eyes, unhindered by dark shades, were a deep forest green, and surprisingly beautiful. He was shorter than the prince too, but his shoulders were more imposingly broad as he stepped closer to her. Aria had no choice but to take a step back as he used his height and size to maneuver her. His eyes gleamed with amusement as he pressed closer to her, causing her to retreat another step.
 
   Resentment shot through her, she longed to pull her stake out and drive it straight into his heart. She itched to kill this thing, but revealing her stake now would do nothing for her other than earn her certain death. This was not the time to be reckless, not the time to be foolish. If she was ever going to get a chance at escape she couldn't blow it by losing her temper now. It didn't matter how much she aspired to stand up to this imposing, overbearing, pitiless creature, to do so would only cause problems. Especially since, if his looks and words were any indication, he seemed to be a prince in his own right.
 
   Aria had heard rumors that there were four brothers, and two sisters. She'd also heard that there were three brothers and no sisters, or even five brothers and three sisters. The rumors about the royal family had always swirled outside the palace towns, with the rebel camps knowing even less about them. Aria supposed that was the way the royal family liked it, where no one knew anything about them for certain, and they couldn't be completely pinned down.
 
   She wondered which of the brothers was older, which of them would one day rule the kingdom. She supposed, in her situation, it didn't make much of a difference.
 
   Her prince remained silent, his indifference causing a small twinge in her chest.
 
   Had she imagined the growing bond between them? Had she simply just chosen to believe that perhaps he may actually be starting to like her? What other reason could there be for taking her on a walk today? Why else would he have been teaching her to read? Had she truly been that gullible?
 
   Of course she had been, she realized. Completely exasperated with herself, she forced her head back down. Of course he cared nothing for her, she was nothing to him, she never had been, and never would be. She had known that he was only toying with her, stringing her along just to make it hurt more in the end, and though he probably was not done playing his game, she most certainly was.
 
   Her fingers clenched, she closed her eyes as she took a deep breath and fought to restrain her temper. She was not angry at them, she was not even angry at this whole awful situation, but she was infuriated with herself. She had been a fool to let her guard down, a fool to think she was anything more than a backwoods, disposable girl to them. Except, she was more than that, they just didn't know it.
 
   Her father was a leader, a ruler in his own right. In her world, she was an outstanding hunter, and a strong warrior. She didn't have Daniel's knack for making strategies and creating plans, nor did she have William's charismatic ability to rouse people to battle, but she was quick and she was strong, and highly adept in using multiple weapons. Yes, she may be a nothing in this world, but in her world she had many different talents and abilities that were highly looked upon. In her world, she was something, she was admired and loved and respected.
 
   And she missed it fiercely. Heat colored her face; suddenly feeling homesick as she remained expressionless beneath this stranger's cruel perusal of her. She wanted so badly to be free of this room, wanted so badly to take back the last five minutes. She wished she had never come out here, wished that she had been able to slip away before either of them had noticed her.
 
   This was better, she decided, it was much better this way.
 
   She had been spending the last couple of weeks in a kind of suspended dream. She had been trying to deny reality, but now it was staring her in the face and it was just as grueling, and just as cruel as it always had been. She had known food, opulence, and cleanliness here but that was little compared to the respect and unconditional love of her family. She craved that so very badly right now.
 
   "Perhaps, when you are done with her…"
 
   "I do not think so Caleb," the prince said forcefully.
 
   Caleb's face twisted into a malicious smile. "You plan on using her until there is nothing left?"
 
   "I have not decided."
 
   Aria shuddered in horror at the words. She forced herself to keep her head down, she was afraid that if she looked at either one of them she would start screaming, and she would never stop. She fought the urge to tell them how awful they were, how wrong and horrendous and cruel their world was. She wanted to scream at them that she didn't deserve this, that her people didn't deserve this. She wanted to tell them exactly what she thought of the both of them, but that would only guarantee her death.
 
   She intended to show them that she was more than nothing, that she was something special. To do that she would have to get free of here, she would have to be the first blood slave to ever escape the bonds of their master, and she could do it somehow, she knew she could.
 
   "Leave us." Aria glanced up quickly, briefly meeting the shaded eyes of her prince. Caleb was still inspecting her as if she were a side of beef, his eyes fixated upon her. She hated the leering gleam in his eyes; it reminded her of the creepy little vampire that had first claimed her. "Now!"
 
   She started at the barked command. The prince had never raised his voice at her. He had been overbearing and pushy when she had first arrived, but he had never yelled at her. Fresh indignation washed through her, she quickly buried it beneath her growing fury and sense of betrayal. She managed a brief nod before turning on her heel; she had to force herself not to run as she hurried from the room. She didn't want them to suspect just how infuriated she truly was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   Aria stayed mostly within her room for the next few days, she didn't bother the prince, and he didn't bother her. At every meal time trays of food would be sitting outside of the door for her. She took them, because not doing so would be foolish. She planned to attempt an escape, she would escape, but in order to do that she would have to be strong. Food was necessary for that.
 
   The only company she had was Maggie, though the girl was always polite to her they had little to say to each other, and Aria didn't trust her. On her third day of imposed solitude the prince came to her room, but she ignored him by pretending to sleep when he opened the door.
 
   On the fourth day, Lauren arrived.
 
   Aria was just stepping out of the shower when she spotted the blond within the bathroom, clothes in hand. Aria froze at the sight of her. Their gazes locked for a poignant moment before Lauren turned and left the room. It couldn't be a good sign that she was here today instead of Maggie. Aria grabbed hold of the towels Lauren had left behind; she dried herself quickly before wrapping the towel around her.
 
   She moved warily to the dressing room in between the bathroom and her bedroom. Lauren's hand was resting on the back of the chair as she waited impatiently for her; a cruel smile curved her full mouth as her gaze perused up and down Aria. Aria would have been happy if she had never seen this girl again, and it was more than apparent that Lauren felt the same way.
 
   "Where is Maggie?" Aria inquired.
 
   Lauren shrugged absently; she lifted the brush, twisting it within her hand as she eyed Aria maliciously. "I don't know, the prince has requested my services from now on."
 
   Aria's hands clenched. This was just one more way for him to humiliate her, and put her in her place. He was punishing her for locking herself within her room, punishing her for hiding from him, and he wanted some sort of reaction from her. She wouldn't give him what he wanted though as she vowed to take this punishment without protest. She could take whatever he, and Lauren, threw at her.
 
   She didn't look at the girl again as she settled into the chair before her. Lauren began to brush out her hair, pulling sharply at it, nearly tugging it from her head. Aria was unable to keep herself from wincing every once in awhile, but she didn't utter a complaint. Lauren smoothed her hair out, and then grabbed hold of some of the barrettes upon the table. Revulsion slithered through Aria at the bite marks marring the pale skin of Lauren's wrist and inner arm.
 
   The hateful blond leaned close to her ear. "The prince was exceptionally hungry this morning."
 
   Aria froze, unable to move or blink as the implication behind those words sank in. No matter what Lauren did to her, no matter what happened within these rooms, it wouldn't do Aria any good to tell the prince about it because Lauren was his mistress, and the one that he fed from. He wouldn't believe anything that Aria had to say, especially not when it was about the woman that was providing for his needs.
 
   Though revulsion filled her, she was ashamed to admit that the realization caused an odd twinge of distress within her, a twinge that she despised herself for. She detested him, she reminded herself sternly. She would not allow herself to be jealous of his relationship with Lauren because she despised him. She should be relieved he had not turned to her, that he was going to other women, but she wasn't. Why was that?
 
   She may not understand her strange reaction to these circumstances, but she was beginning to understand Lauren's intense dislike of her a lot more. She was threatened by Aria's presence in this place, threatened by whatever it was that the prince intended with Aria.
 
   What Aria didn't understand was what she was doing here. The prince had someone to sustain and provide for him. Why was she here when he hadn't even once tried to feed from her? Was she simply here for his enjoyment? For him to torment? She also didn't understand, or like to acknowledge the sharp sting of betrayal that stabbed through her. She refused to be upset by the knowledge that the prince was with other women.
 
   She knew that the vampires were brutally cruel and indifferent, but this was the first she had heard of this sort of treatment of a blood slave. Then again, she had always just assumed that a blood slave was drained and tortured physically, but perhaps they were also mentally assaulted and played with until they snapped completely, lost their minds, and had to be destroyed because they simply went stark raving mad.
 
   Aria shuddered at the thought seconds before a barrette jabbed roughly into her scalp. She shot Lauren a dark look, but her protest and irritation died out as she saw the malicious gleam in Lauren's eyes. A sinking feeling filled her as she realized that it wasn't only the vampires that were cruel here, but also the humans, her own kind.
 
   She was completely at Lauren's mercy, a fact that was driven home by the sharp stab of the next barrette.
 
   Aria withstood it all through the next few days; she took the handfuls of hair she lost with silence. She remained quiet through the skin pinching, jerking, pulling, and shoving that it often took for Lauren to get her into clothes that fit perfectly fine once on, but seemed almost impossible for Lauren to get them on without a large degree of difficulty. Bruises marred her skin from her chest down, but for some reason Lauren didn't touch her face. Though she was in pain, Aria wouldn't give Lauren the satisfaction of seeing her break, of seeing her cry. She still hadn't seen the prince, but she would be damned if she let Lauren report back to him that she had finally been reduced to tears.
 
   Instead, she kept it all inside, letting her resentment fester. She let it build, fueling her rage and fanning her drive to escape this place the first chance she got. Even when the stake wasn't on her, she always kept it nearby and there had been more than a few times she had to fight the urge to shove it through Lauren's cold heart. She couldn't waste her opportunity on Lauren though, no matter how much she despised the girl.
 
   Though she continued to remain hidden away, she knew that if she was going to have a chance to use the stake against the prince, she would have to see him again, but she couldn't bring herself to approach him when he was here, and he hadn't returned to her room. She had to stop being such a coward.
 
   Today, she promised herself as she twisted beneath the warm water of the shower, hoping to ease the ache of her taut and bruised muscles. Today, she would stop hiding and face him again. Today, she would start to play the game once more. It was the only chance she had of ever seeing her family again, of ever regaining her freedom.
 
   She was climbing out of the shower when Lauren shoved her. Her knees smacked off of the marble floor, stinging her palms, and bruising her hip. She heard the sharp crack of one of her ribs as it caught the corner of the shower stall. It was the first time that a cry of pain escaped her. Aria pushed herself up, gingerly rising to her feet as her hand cradled her wounded ribs.
 
   She had been trampled by horses before; it had hurt worse than this, but not by much. At least then she had been able to roll under most of the horse's hooves and it had been quick. Now she was on a constant collision course with the woman that was torturing her on a daily basis. She didn't know how much more she could take before she snapped and pounded the girl into a bloody mess. Though she was beaten, and now also broken, Aria was certain she could still take the blonde, and just as certain that she would face immediate death for her actions.
 
   She was beginning to think that death might be worth it, if it meant getting to exact a little revenge upon Lauren. The only thing holding her back was that she planned to exact revenge upon all of them, not just the bitch before her. She was going to show everyone that she was more than just the simple minded, meek and weak blood slave they thought she was.
 
   Aria held her ribs as she defiantly met Lauren's smug smile. She walked into the dressing room, trying not to cry as Lauren pulled the strings of her dress harshly. For the first time since she had arrived, she ignored the tray of food outside her door, preferring to curl up in the bed as she tried to fight off the agonizing pain crushing her chest. It didn't help that she couldn't get the offending dress off, couldn't work the horrible ties free. For the first time she didn't bother to dig the stake out from under the mattress.
 
   Somehow, she wasn't quite sure how, she managed to fall asleep for a little bit. It was dark when she woke again to Lauren's prodding. "Get up you lazy creature."
 
   Aria bit on her bottom lip, drawing blood as she held back her moan of torment. Lauren pulled unapologetically on the ties, finally releasing the snug binds pinching her ribs. Aria sagged in relief, panting in as much air as her damaged ribs would allow. Lauren released her and left the room, leaving Aria to try and figure out how she was going to get the dress over her head and the nightgown back on.
 
   It took more strength and energy than she cared to admit to wiggle her way free of the dress. Tomorrow morning she was going to throw the thing out, it was the piece of clothing she hated most now, even more so than the ridiculous heels. She sat on the edge of the bed, trying to gather her strength to slip the nightgown over her head. She could just leave it off, Lauren hadn't bothered to help her out of the ridiculous undergarments she had to wear here, but she couldn't bring herself to sleep in such a vulnerable state. It was bad enough having to wear the silly nightgown to sleep when she was used to so much more, but to wear even less would be far worse. She was in constant danger here; she must be as clothed as possible if she was going to be at least a little prepared for that danger.
 
   Drawing in as deep a breath as she could, she knotted the nightgown before her and bit by bit began to slip her arms in. She winced as pain shot through her battered ribcage. Struggling not to cry out, she bit her tongue as agony tore through her side. "Arian…"
 
   Aria froze; her hands were trapped within the sleeves of the nightgown. She hadn't heard him coming. In the forest, she could hear a field mouse from a mile away. But here, in this strange and deadly place, where she needed her senses the most, they were failing her miserably. She didn't turn to face him; she couldn't bring herself to do so. Instead, she remained unmoving. For the first time she was grateful for the impractical, uncomfortable undergarments that at least shielded some of her nudity from his view.
 
   She kept her head turned away from him, her breath held, as she waited for him to take his fill of the damage done to her body before he left again. She didn't know what had brought him here tonight, not when he'd left her alone for so long, nor did she care. She simply wanted him to absorb whatever he could of her, and leave. She had no fight in her at the moment.
 
   "What happened?" he demanded.
 
   Aria clenched her jaw as she pulled the nightgown further up her arms. She ground her teeth against the throbbing of her body. She refused to answer him, refused to let him see that she was at all disturbed by his presence. Suddenly he was before her, his hand seized hold of the nightgown as he attempted to pull it away. Aria held on to it, unwilling to relinquish anything to him. However, he was far stronger than her, and he wasn't as injured. In the end, she lost.
 
   She glared furiously at him as her hands fisted impotently in her lap. It took everything she had not to scream in anger and frustration; she hated this powerlessness, this inability to fend him off. "What happened?" he demanded gruffly.
 
   "Like you don't know!" she snapped.
 
   His mouth compressed in a severe line, a muscle twitched in his cheek. "I wouldn't be asking if I knew. What happened?"
 
   Aria refused to back down from him, refused to cower beneath the weight of his heavy stare. "Your bitch happened," she retorted forcefully.
 
   Disbelief registered on his face, his mouth parted as she felt his eyes wander over her again. Though it was far more of her body than any man had ever seen before, she didn't give him the satisfaction of turning away or trying to shield herself from him. He already thought her far weaker than him; she wouldn't support his theory by shrinking from his gaze. "Are you talking about the girl that was here earlier?"
 
   Aria didn't appreciate being played with. Especially not right now. Right now she simply intended to go back to sleep and give her body a chance to heal before it was assaulted again tomorrow. "Yes, that girl," she replied with a sneer.
 
   The prince's gaze traveled over her once more. Aria was surprised to realize that he appeared incensed by what he was seeing. "Why did she do this?"
 
   Aria shrugged, wincing as she instantly regretted the action. She clamped down on the small cry that almost escaped. Inhaling sharply through clenched teeth it took her a moment to be able to speak again. "Because she can. I am just a blood slave after all."
 
   That muscle was throbbing now as his nostrils flared. "You may be a blood slave, but you are my blood slave." Aria refused to meet his gaze; she kept her hands folded before her as she focused upon the back wall. "Stand up," he commanded gruffly. Aria didn't move. "Get up!"
 
   The words were practically snarled at her, but she still didn't move. She had been beat down enough over the past week, she would take whatever small victories she could get right now, and disobeying him was one such victory. She didn't think about the fact that he could do whatever he fancied to her right now. She didn't care anymore, she would withstand whatever he did to her, withstand anything they threw at her until she was able to break free.
 
   He made a low hissing sound, and then his hands were upon her arms. She was surprised by how tender his touch was as he lifted her to her feet. Aria's eyes snapped back to him, her mouth parted in surprise as she gaped at him. He placed her on her feet, his hands rested on her arms as he took a step back. Heat flooded her face, embarrassment suffused her. At least on the bed she had been somewhat hunched over and sheltered from him, but not anymore. She couldn't stop her hands from instinctively fluttering up to try and cover herself, but he pulled them easily aside.
 
   Aria fought back waves of annoyance and despair as she stood before him, her body almost completely exposed for him to see. Yet, he didn't leer at her, didn't stare at her as if she were inferior to him and unworthy. His fingers trailed over her ribs, running over the edges of the dark bruise that was obvious through the thin material and against her pale skin. Though she kept her face impassive, she felt her body instinctively flinch away from his touch as it neared her broken rib.
 
   His hand stilled upon her skin, his palm flattened gently upon her. "Your rib is broken."
 
   "I know."
 
   He raised his head slowly; she could sense the question behind those dark lenses. She didn't answer it, as far as she was concerned he didn't have to know how it happened. He already knew who, and why, and that was enough for her. Instead, she remained immobile, frozen beneath his touch. His hand remained against her as it cradled the broken bone just beneath her skin. His touch was far kinder than she had expected from him, he was the one that had allowed this to happen after all.
 
   "And she did this to you?" Aria remained silent, trying to keep the tears in her eyes back. She didn't want him to see them, didn't want him to know that his gentleness unsettled her so much. Especially when she had decided that he was nothing but evil and that she preferred to have nothing to do with him. That she would kill him if given the chance. "Arianna?"
 
   She turned her head away. "Yes."
 
   She could feel the tension that seized him, the anger that locked his bones, and yet his hand against her ribs remained surprisingly gentle. He leaned closer to her, his mouth momentarily pressing against her ear. She could feel the brush of his lips against her skin as he spoke. Though she was determined to hate him, her body betrayed her by pressing closer to him. Instinctively she sought the strength that radiated from him as her heart beat a little faster and her skin tingled for more of his touch. "It won't happen again."
 
   A single tear slid free, a shudder tore through her, neither of which she could hide from him. He wiped the tear away before sweeping her into his arms. Aria gasped, expecting fresh pain to explode through her, but the way he held her kept the expected suffering from coming. It was so gentle, so sweet that she could only gaze up at him in dazed surprise. "Don't."
 
   He didn't respond to her simple word, didn't look at her again as he left the room. Aria tried to squirm against him, tried to break free, tried to feel some irritation again, but she was so beat down, so broken, that she couldn't muster much of a protest. True panic ripped through her when he placed her down in the middle of his room. She tried to jerk free, but he grasped nimbly hold of her wrist and pulled her back.
 
   "You should be watched over. Broken ribs can be dangerous." He said simply, as if this was enough of an explanation for everything that was happening now. It wasn't, but she didn't argue. She simply coveted sleep again, if she could.
 
   They stared at each other for a minute more before he released her wrist. He lifted her smoothly again and placed her down upon the softest, most fantastic thing she had ever experienced. It was only after she sank into the mattress that she realized she was in his bed. Her hands stroked over the thick blanket and silky sheets. It was a little bit of heaven here on earth.
 
   Then, the apprehension kicked in. She was in his bed! She tried to sit up, but pain lanced through her side causing an involuntary groan to escape her. He was at her side instantly; his hands were tender upon her shoulders as he tried to push her back down. She attempted to strain against him, but there wasn't much fight left in her at the moment.
 
   "Rest Arianna, relax, I won't harm you." She eyed him warily, unable to believe him. He released a low, regretful sound as he shook his head at her. "You can't sleep alone tonight, you might puncture a lung. You must be watched over, and since I much prefer my bed, you will be staying here for the night." She gawked at him. He was going to stay in here, with her? She thought her heart was going to leap out of her chest. "I can tape your ribs for you…"
 
   "It's ok, I'll be fine," she assured him quickly. It would be a little too intimate if he did such a thing; it was bad enough he expected them to sleep beside each other tonight. Plus she preferred not to have her ribs taped, especially before going to sleep.
 
   Rolling it up within his grasp he held the nightgown out to her. "Put your arms up."
 
   She frowned at him before gingerly lifting her arms. She strained to keep her face blank as her body screamed in protest. He studied her for a moment before rolling the nightgown over her head with subtle ease. She lowered her arms back down, relief filling her as her body relaxed a little. He adjusted it, pulling the material easily down her legs. Heat flooded her face; she ducked her head as his hand brushed against her thigh.
 
   He quirked an eyebrow at her, but refrained from commenting on her reaction to his touch. "Why didn't you tell me about this?"
 
   She tilted her head as she studied him. "Why would I?"
 
   Frustration darkened his face, his square jaw clenched. "You are to tell me whenever someone mistreats you."
 
   "Don't like it when your property gets bruised?" she retorted angrily.
 
   She didn't know why she was baiting him, didn't know why she was being so rude when he had been nothing but kind to her tonight, but she couldn't stop herself. There was something about him, and this whole situation, that caused a volatile and swift reaction from her. Apparently he hadn't known what Lauren was doing to her, and hadn't condoned the girl's violent actions, but she still couldn't stop the bitterness she felt surging toward him. He had been rude to her when his brother had been here, but she couldn't expect him to be nice to her in public, could she? Aria shook her head; she was too tired and too wounded to even try to wade through the conundrum that was him.
 
   "No, I don't," he replied icily.
 
   She scrutinized him from beneath her lashes. Her question had truly aggravated him. "I didn't mean…" her voice trailed off, she didn't know what to say to him.
 
   "Didn't you?" Aria shook her head, but there were no more words within her. Mainly because she was certain that she owed him an apology, and she hated to be wrong, and hated to say she was sorry. Especially to someone that was her enemy, wasn't he? "Come on, you need to rest."
 
   She lay woodenly upon the bed, her fingers dug into the blanket as he laid it over her. He didn't lie down beside her but stood up, pulled off his coat, and disappeared into the bathroom that she had used upon first arriving. She listened to the water as he washed himself before returning.
 
   "You will have to eat tomorrow."
 
   Though it was a command, his voice was nowhere near as gruff as it had been before. She didn't take offense to the order; in fact she sensed a hint of worry in his tone and demeanor. It warmed her further. Maybe she was far more bewildered and exhausted than she had realized she thought dimly. Especially if she was already feeling as if she could trust him again, when she had so firmly decided that it was the last thing she was ever going to do. "I will."
 
   She closed her eyes and settled in beneath the thick comforter. She had never been in someone else's bed before, let alone a man's, but for some reason this didn't feel wrong. The mattress sank beneath his weight. Aria didn't open her eyes again, despite her determination to stay vigilant, she was already falling asleep. Strangely secure in the bed of a vampire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   "Lauren?" The small blond rose to her feet, a bright smile lit her pretty features.
 
   "Yes Your Highness?" Hope sprang over the girls pretty features as she looked eagerly at him.
 
   Leaning against the doorway, he studied the girl as he fought against the antipathy surging through him. Other than the few times she had arrived to tend to Arianna, he had seen her only a handful of times before. He may have fed off of her in the past, he didn't recall doing so, but her reaction to Arianna's presence here led him to believe that he had. "I'd like to know why you think you have the right to lay your hands on my blood slave, for anything other than to help her in the way that I told you to?"
 
   She looked confused as she frowned at him, but Braith had not missed the alarm that flashed through her eyes. "I don't know what you mean."
 
   "Don't play with me," he growled, losing patience with the girl. "I will not hesitate to kill you." She took an instinctive step back as her fight or flight instinct kicked into gear. "Now tell me, why did you feel you had the right to damage her?"
 
   Her mouth opened and closed for a moment, he could almost see the wheels in her mind spinning as she tried to think of answer. "Your Highness, I uh… I uh…"
 
   "Have we encountered each other before you were summoned here?"
 
   Tears bloomed in her eyes as her lower lip began to tremble. Her reaction gave him the answer to his question. He didn't feel bad about the fact that the encounter obviously meant more to her than it had to him. What he did feel bad about was the fact that Arianna had suffered abuse because of his forgetfulness, and extreme lack of caring about the girl before him.
 
   Her head fell back as he moved to stand before her. Fear radiated from her, but beneath it all he could sense the distress his obvious disregard of her had caused. "And you felt that gave you the right to treat my property poorly?" he grated.
 
   A single tear slid down her face, her lip began to tremble even more. He was indifferent to her obvious distress, her race meant little to him, and she meant even less. "I am sorry," she whispered.
 
   "Yes, you are. You are not to return here." He grabbed hold of her chin, drawing her attention sharply back to him as her gaze darted to the doorway behind him. He knew that Arianna had entered the room; her presence caused it to brighten considerably. "Don't look at her," he commanded. Apprehension radiated from Lauren as she began to shake within his grasp. "You are to leave here and never return, if you step foot in this palace again you forfeit your life."
 
   The color drained from her already pale face as she swayed unsteadily. Being barred from the palace was a social punishment that would haunt her for the rest of her life. Not only that, but she had just lost the wages and prestige that this job had awarded her. "Do you understand me?" She managed a small nod as she battled back the tears that swarmed her eyes. He released her, disgusted by the feel of her skin beneath his hand. "Get out."
 
   The girl scurried away, shooting only a brief hate filled glance at Arianna before she fled the room. Braith turned toward her, surprised by the severe frown marring her features, and the dark hostility simmering in her eyes. Was this the same girl that he'd woken up to find half sprawled over him, and her hair spread across him? The awkward position had made it difficult to extricate himself without waking her. He'd been half afraid that if she'd woken he wouldn't have been able to stop himself from easing the frustration her body pressed against his had aroused.
 
   She'd been so peaceful and trusting in her sleep that he'd almost forgotten she could be as prickly as a cactus. It was impossible to forget it now. "You didn't have to be so cruel to her."
 
   "Are you defending the girl?" He had to fight to keep the disbelief from his voice.
 
   Arianna tilted her head. The radiance streaming through the windows accentuated the deep red of her hair. She was still wearing the nightgown, but in the sunlight he could see through some areas of it. He didn't think she was aware of the effect the light had upon it, if she had been he was certain she wouldn't be wearing it right now.
 
   Something new began to curdle through him, rising up out of the hopeless pit that had been his soul for so long. Something that had nothing to do with his unfulfilled desire from this morning, or his increasing craving for her blood. He didn't know what was going on with this strange girl, why she affected him like she did, but for the first time he admitted to himself that whatever she did to him was deep and profound. It was something that he had never experienced before.
 
   He knew that she was special, that she caused a strange reaction within him, but for the first time he admitted that he was not going to let her go. He had been keeping her here, under the delusional assumption that he would one day trade her off. He realized now that he never would. He may not be using her in the way that a blood slave was supposed to be used, but he wasn't ever going to allow someone else to use her in that way either.
 
   "I'm not defending her," she responded quietly. "But you didn't have to be so mean to her. You were the one that forgot about her, and then you brought her here to take care of what she mistook as her replacement. That's an awful thing, you hurt her."
 
   His eyes narrowed upon the frail slip of a girl. Was she really scolding him? Was she really questioning his way of life, and the things he did? She was a child for crying out loud, a human child. His hands fisted at his side, he fought the urge to go to her, to shake some fear into her because he was beginning to realize that she didn't have a healthy enough dose of it for him.
 
   "Am I supposed to care?" he grated.
 
   She blinked in surprise, her crystalline sapphire eyes darkened in disbelief. Then, she shook her head, her eyes cleared and her face became blank. Her hands folded demurely before her, but he was beginning to realize that it was just an act. There was nothing demure or weak about this girl, she may play the part well, but there were many layers beneath her docile exterior. "I suppose not," she responded, even her voice had taken on that decorous tone.
 
   "She also harmed you."
 
   Arianna shifted subtly; though she remained outwardly meek he sensed the raw loathing that spiked through her. "That doesn't make what you just did right. You took her job, and her pride, away from her. Two wrongs don't make a right, or at least that's what my dad always told my brothers and me."
 
   Despite his frustration with her, and his growing urge to shake her, his interest was piqued by her words. It was the most she had talked about her family since arriving. "How many brothers?"
 
   Her fingers nervously played with the sleeves of the nightgown. Her gaze was sad and distant as her thoughts turned toward her family. It was the first time she hadn't looked cross or frustrated with him this morning. He found he preferred the animosity to the sorrow that engulfed her now. "Two. Anyway you didn't have to frighten her. She was simply jealous because she thought that I was a threat to her when it came to you."
 
   "And why would she think that?"
 
   She rolled her eyes at him as she folded her arms over her chest. He didn't miss the subtle wince of soreness the action caused her. "I don't know. She was wrong of course; I mean I am most certainly not a threat to her or anyone else. Especially when you were feeding from her…"
 
   "I was what?" he interrupted her rush of words sharply.
 
   Arianna began to fiddle with her nightgown sleeves again, obviously uncomfortable with this topic. "Feeding from her."
 
   "I don't know where you got your information, but it is wrong."
 
   "Oh," she said faintly, her forehead furrowed in consternation. "Oh, I see. I thought…" her voice trailed off, she shook her head. "I must have misunderstood her, or you. I simply assumed that the bites on her were from you."
 
   "You think I would forget her that quickly." She shrugged, but there was a hint of remorse in the set of her shoulders. "You really think that little of me?"
 
   She observed him with a keen new interest. "I don't know what to make of you," she admitted. "I really don't. This whole situation…" She held her hands out before her, her gaze darted over the room before turning back to him. "I don't know what to make of any of it. It's scary and it's disconcerting, and I'm so far out of my league here that I have no idea what is going on. I don't know if you're playing with me while plotting my death. I don't know if this is just the calm before you drain me dry. I don't know what is going on here and it's tearing me up inside! I've heard the stories, and I've seen the damage your kind can do. I don't know how to play these games; I don't understand the hatred and resentment that festers here! How the hell am I supposed to know what to think, or what to do, when I don't even know how much longer I'll be allowed to live?"
 
   Her voice was ragged and filled with raw emotion by the time she stopped speaking. Her shoulders were heaving; her eyes were earnest and pleading. For the first time her façade completely crumbled and he was able to see the terrified, irate girl beneath the timid exterior. She took a ragged breath as her shoulders bowed again. She folded her hands before her and tried to appear sedate once more, but they both knew she couldn't un-ring that bell.
 
   For the first time he began to understand how she truly felt. She had kept so much of it hidden from him, but in that one brief moment she had laid it all bare. He started to see her in a new light, and though he had known something more lay beneath her docile exterior, he began to truly see the pride and heart of this trapped, cornered girl. He felt the stirrings of a new emotion and was surprised to realize that it was sympathy. He'd never felt sympathy for anyone before, and had never thought he would be able to experience it, or ever care to.
 
   "Well, anyway, she thought more of what transpired between the two of you."
 
   Braith clenched his fists, struggling against the strange feelings stirring within him, feelings that would only make him weak, feelings that he could not allow himself to experience. "I don't care what she thought." The words were sharper than he had intended, but he didn't like the thought that the girl had mentioned such a thing to Arianna, and he didn't like the fact that it bothered him.
 
   Her words also served to remind him of the fact that he was hungry. There were a few different women that he would often visit when the thirst came upon him, but he found that the idea of feeding from them wasn't appealing at the moment; especially not when he had Arianna standing across from him looking unbelievably striking, and smelling tantalizingly delicious.
 
   His veins thrummed with hunger, his hands fisted at his sides. He recalled her words about having to take anything from her by force, he wondered if she still felt the same, or if maybe, just maybe, she might allow him to feed from her. He didn't think that was very likely, not when she still looked at him with distrust most of the time. And not when she believed that he tossed women, especially human women, aside like they were nothing. Though, if he were to be honest with himself, he usually did.
 
   He had tried to be as temperate with her as possible, but after the events of today he realized it was going to take a lot more to earn her trust, and he was beginning to understand that he wanted her trust even more than he wanted the alluring blood flowing through her veins. The temperature in the room was suddenly stifling as he became focused upon the temptation of her pulse. If he was going to get that blood, then he was going to have to earn her confidence.
 
   It was strange to realize he was going to have to work for this; he was used to getting whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. He was used to women throwing themselves at him, not ones constantly challenging and refuting him. She wasn't even quite a woman, not yet anyway, she was young, and she had known so little in her short life. Yet she was strong willed, vibrant, and far more willful and captivating than any woman he had ever known.
 
   "How old are you Arianna?"
 
   She was startled for a moment and then her mouth curved into a pleasant smile. "Far younger than you, I'm sure, but I'm seventeen." He was not surprised by the tender age. "How old are you?"
 
   "Nine hundred and fifty two."
 
   Her eyes widened considerably. Her mouth dropped in astonishment. "Wow."
 
   He managed a wan smile. "Yes, wow. I am the oldest of my siblings."
 
   Curiosity lit her features. "How many siblings do you have?"
 
   "Two brothers and two sisters. This is not common knowledge in your world?"
 
   She shook her head. "There is little known about the royal family. It's mostly just rumors and innuendo. We don't give much thought to the vampires that have taken so much from us, other than trying to survive from day to day while trying to remain free of you and your kind."
 
   "I see."
 
   "Do you?"
 
   She met his gaze head on. It was a trait that he admired, even though her stubbornness and inability to look past what he was were beginning to aggravate him. He decided to let it go for now, to continue to bicker with her wouldn't get either of them anything other than frustrated, and irritated.
 
   "Come here; let me take a look at your ribs."
 
   For a moment he thought she was going to defy him, but she seemed to decide against it as she reluctantly came toward him. He tried not to focus on the subtle glimpses of flesh the light revealed, but he found his gaze repeatedly drawn to her. She stopped before him, her hands folded in front of her but at least she didn't pretend to be demure as she gazed haughtily at him. He examined her carefully, admiring the fact that she didn't flinch when he pressed against her broken bone. "They should be good in a few weeks."
 
   "I know."
 
   His hand lingered against her side, holding her gently for a moment. If he gave her some of his blood she would heal quicker, but he knew she wouldn't take it, and though he was drawn to her more than anyone else he had ever met, he wasn't willing to create the bond between them that sharing his blood would produce. He'd never shared his blood before, never mind a human. It was something he never intended to do, with anyone. Most vampires didn't as it was far too intimate and binding.
 
   Her eyes were bright in the glow of the room as they gradually came toward him. She studied him for a long moment, seemingly trying to puzzle him out. He felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her, to know what she would feel like against him, what she would taste like. To solve at least a little bit of the enigma that was her.
 
   Before he knew what he was doing, he moved gradually toward her. He half expected her to tell him to stop, he gave her the time to do so, but she remained unmoving as his lips brushed against hers. She stiffened beneath him, her heart lurched violently, and the rapid upswing of her pulse beat against his eardrums. Excitement tore though him, the thirst for her blood gripped him tight as the delicious scent of it assailed his senses. He struggled to keep control of himself, struggled to keep his teeth from elongating as the tantalizing urge to bite into her, and savor her taste tore through him. He would frighten her if he did such a thing, and that was not what he was looking to do at the moment. No, right now all he wanted was to taste her in a different way.
 
   He pulled slightly away from her. He waited for her to shove him back, to tell him to stop, or to leave her alone. It was the last thing he wanted to have happen, but he didn't want her to think that he was going to force this upon her. She observed him circumspectly as she seemed to try and decide what exactly it was that he expected from her.
 
   He searched her crystalline sapphire eyes before bending down and kissing her again. Her surprise was palpable; he could sense some fright underneath it as she remained unyielding against him for a moment more. He believed that the fear she felt was more from the unknowing of what he intended rather than the actual kiss. Then, to his surprise and delight, her lush mouth yielded and he could feel the heat of her breath against his lips. He cradled her face as he pulled her closer to him, careful not to scare her as he deepened the kiss.
 
   She was one of the most magnificent things he had ever tasted. She was sweet and giving, her body was warm against his as she yielded even more, pressing closer to him. He hadn't expected this from her, actually he had expected some resistance, a fight even, but there was none of that. In fact, she was far more receptive than he had ever imagined she would be, and she felt far better than he had ever thought possible. It felt right to hold her, to touch her. His hand entwined in her loose hair, it was as smooth as silk as it slid between his fingers.
 
   Her hands curled around his forearms, a faint breath escaped her as he ran his tongue against her lips. To his surprise her mouth parted further, granting him access to the sweet dark recesses. He explored her mouth, pleasure overtaking him as her taste seemed to brand itself upon him. He couldn't stop the low groan of satisfaction that escaped him as her tongue hesitantly, and then more boldly, met his.
 
   He almost lifted her up and carried her from this room, but he knew he couldn't move too fast. She may be responding to him now, but she wouldn't continue to do so if he frightened her. And her ribs, he had to remember her ribs. He had to remember that she was injured, but even as he thought it his control began to swiftly unravel and his passion for her escalated sharply.
 
   He pulled away before he couldn't. Pulled away before he lost complete control and either reinjured her or scared her. He'd never felt this out of control, and though he'd never lost control of himself before, he realized that it was a good possibility that it could happen with her. She unraveled him in strange ways, tested his restraint in ways it had never been tested before. She could make him a monster, or perhaps she could simply make him more human. He wasn't sure which thought unsettled him more.
 
   The force of her breaths caused her chest to brush against his. Stroking her cheeks he rested his forehead against hers. He savored in the feel of her as he picked out the brighter flecks of blue within her turbulent eyes. He was trembling, nearly shaking with the effort it took for him not to kiss her again, not to taste the tempting blood coursing through her.
 
   "I didn't expect that." Her voice was shaky as her grip on his arms intensified.
 
   "Neither did I."
 
   The admission rattled him as he brushed the hair gingerly back from her face. What was this girl to him? Why did she affect him so? What was going on here? The questions raced rapidly through his mind, but he couldn't answer any of them. There were no answers for him. He couldn't deny that she was special, that he was supposed to have found her, because he knew both of those things to be true.
 
   He was, however, beginning to doubt that he could keep her safe in his world, or even keep her safe from himself. This was not where she belonged. If anyone even suspected that he might have feelings for her, they would kill her. Blood slaves were used, drained, tortured, and tossed away. They were not treasured, they were not taken care of, and they most certainly were not kept alive for extended periods of time.
 
   What was he going to do with her?
 
   She peered questioningly up at him, her concern and hesitance evident. He forced himself to become expressionless; she had obviously seen something that troubled her on his face. "Prince?"
 
   "Braith."
 
   She blinked at him, her forehead furrowed in confusion. "Excuse me?" she asked in surprise.
 
   "Braith, my name is Braith. You never say it. I want you to use it."
 
   Her mouth quirked in a small smile, her eyes lit with amusement. "Forgive me your majesty; I am not used to being around royalty."
 
   Aggravation spurted through him at her words, until he realized that she was teasing him. He had never been teased before, he wasn't entirely certain that he liked it, but it seemed to make her happy. He had to admit that he did enjoy seeing her happy. "I see. I would prefer if you said my name though," he told her abruptly.
 
   His brisk attitude didn't seem to bother her as she shrugged her shoulders. The lack of fear she showed him was truly amazing, he had never experienced it before. Even other royal vampires were nervous and wary around him. "Braith, why do you always wear those dark glasses?"
 
   His hand darted up to the frames. For the most part he didn't even remember that he was wearing them, they were like another extension of his body. He shrugged, unsure of how to respond, unsure of how much he really would like to reveal to her right now. This situation was strange enough without heaping even more strange onto it.
 
   Thankfully he was saved from responding by a muted knock on the door. He released Arianna and took a small step away before inviting whoever it was to enter. The small brunette he remembered seeing before stepped into the room. Braith bristled, his shoulders straightened as he prepared to take this girl on too.
 
   Arianna rested her hand on his arm. He glanced at her, surprised by the calming affect such a simple gesture had upon him. "Hi Maggie," she greeted, offering a small smile for the obviously frightened servant girl.
 
   Maggie nodded at her, but her attention was focused upon Arianna's hand on his arm. Braith pulled away from Arianna, he wasn't trying to upset her, but he knew that they had to play it safe. He had to be careful with her. "I was told to come up," Maggie said hesitantly.
 
   "Yes," Braith responded crisply. "Your friend has been dismissed. Permanently." It took a moment for those words to sink in, but the implications of them had an effect upon her as he caught the increased beat of her heart. "The same will happen to you if you step out of line, in anyway. You will take care with her ribs."
 
   The girl looked stunned, and more than a little confused. "Of course, yes your Highness, of course I will," she stammered out.
 
   "Good."
 
   Braith moved past the woman. Grabbing hold of his cane, he left the room with Keegan trailing behind.
 
   ***
 
   Aria popped the grape into her mouth. She chewed the sweet fruit eagerly as she picked at the tray of food. She was starving from not having eaten yesterday. She heaped more fruit onto her plate, then some breads and meat. There was so much, and it all looked so good that she didn't know where to start. She tossed a handful of grapes into her mouth as she made her way to the window seat. She hadn't read in over a week, she'd missed it and was eager to continue with the story, but she planned to wait for Braith to come back. She was worried that she would miss something, or would get something confused when she read on her own, even though he'd said she was making good progress, and was doing well on her own.
 
   Truth be told, she simply enjoyed curling up next to him and listening to the deep rumble of his voice as he read with her. She stared out the window, rolling the fruit around in her mouth as she thought over the implications of that admission. Had becoming a blood slave caused her to completely lose her mind?
 
   Was she actually beginning to have feelings for a monster? Did she have feelings for one of the creatures that she had hated and fought against her entire life? That was crazy, it was simply insane. It couldn't be possible, it really couldn't.
 
   But she truly believed that she was, and she didn't understand any of it. She had thought that he'd turned against her. That he had purposely set Lauren on her as punishment, but he hadn't. Not only had he not known that Lauren was abusing her, but once he'd found out about it, he'd been attentive and caring, not to mention fiercely protective and worried about her safety.
 
   And then he had kissed her.
 
   That kiss had almost been her undoing. She thought back to the kiss she'd shared with Max, it had been sweet and kind and it had left her feeling safe and warm. Braith's kiss hadn't left her feeling any of those things. It had left her completely bewildered, on fire, and longing for more. Longing for so much more. She ached for him to hold her, and kiss her, and touch her forever. Yet it wasn't possible, none of it would ever be possible.
 
   She chewed on a piece of cheese as she watched the sunlight play over the gardens. Though she didn't think he was, she knew there was still a possibility that he was playing with her. That he was toying with her emotions only to make her breakdown even more pleasurable in the end. But if that kiss was a sign of anything, she thought it was definitely a sign that he wouldn't purposely be cruel or mean to her.
 
   She just didn't know exactly what he was going to be to her. She was far from certain of anything these days. A few weeks ago she would have been terrified by this realization; she was surprised that she wasn't terrified now. She felt that it was because of him, it was difficult to be frightened when he was watching over her.
 
   Aria frowned as she realized that she had never really been sheltered before. Her family loved her, and always tried to keep her safe, but she'd been on her own far more often than she'd been under their wing. Children within the rebellion couldn't be coddled. Once they were old enough they had to start helping out. Every hand was essential in order to feed the many hungry mouths, and to help keep everyone safe.
 
   Hunger, it was a foreign concept to her at the moment, as she munched on some more cheese and fruit. However, it wasn't a concept that was foreign to her family and friends right now. Guilt tugged at her, for a moment she couldn't swallow the food as it stuck in her throat. She was daydreaming about something that could never happen, a life she could never have with her enemy, and her family and friends were still struggling, still fighting for their lives every moment of every grueling day.
 
   Aria managed to choke down the food, but she dropped her half full plate back on the tray. Her appetite had vanished. Though she'd been given this brief moment, this reprieve from the famine, death, and struggle that had constituted most moments of her life, she knew that it couldn't last. It could never last. His world would never allow it to last. She was a foolish child for even thinking that it might, a foolish child for not realizing the futility of this whole situation.
 
   Aria touched the leather binding of the book, her fingers trailed leisurely over it as she admired the simple beauty of the thing. "Do you require me for anything else?"
 
   Aria lifted her head; she'd forgotten that Maggie was here. She'd been working on Aria's dresses; some of them had to be let out as she'd put on weight. "Oh no, thank you though. Would you like something to eat?"
 
   Maggie's mouth curved in a small smile as she shook her head. Though she hadn't commented upon the bruises marring Aria's skin, Aria had seen the distress and dismay in Maggie's tender gaze. Aria had almost told her that the bruises weren't from Braith, that he hadn't done this to her, but the words stuck in her throat. It was probably best if people began to believe he was mistreating her, though Lauren's dismissal might negate that fact. She imagined rumors and gossip were already flying around about Lauren, and she found that she didn't care.
 
   "I have other things I must attend to."
 
   "Oh." Aria felt a twinge of guilt over taking the girl away from her work. "I didn't mean to keep you."
 
   "It's fine," Maggie assured her. "You are my number one priority. The prince has seen to that."
 
   "I see."
 
   "I'll see you later." Maggie was already at the door; her hand was upon the handle when she turned back to Aria. "The prince has never had a blood slave before, did you know that?"
 
   Curiosity trickled through her as she stared at Maggie in disbelief. She recalled her encounter with Braith's sister. The woman had asked what he was doing with her. Aria had thought the question odd at the time, had questioned if she was the first, but she'd never given much credit to the notion. The revelation did little to ease the confusion inside of her though. In fact it made it even worse. "I didn't know that."
 
   Maggie nodded. "It's true."
 
   Aria didn't know what to make of the words, or their implication. Why would he choose one now? And why would he choose her?
 
   Before Aria could ask any of these questions Maggie slipped out the door, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She sighed as she settled onto the window seat, torn and guilt ridden. It was an awful mess that she was in, that they both might be in right now. She didn't know all the rules for a blood slave, but she imagined she wasn't supposed to be treated so kindly. And she was fairly certain that she wasn't supposed to stay alive for long.
 
   That realization turned her thoughts back to Max. He was out there somewhere, probably going through something horrific and possibly on the verge of losing his life already. Sweet, gentle Max, he deserved far better than what he might be enduring right now. Max had vowed to try and rescue her but they had both known that there was only a slim possibility for success. Was there any chance that she might be able to get to him?
 
   Her gaze traveled over the beautiful apartment with all of its magnificent things. She was lucky to be here, she was lucky that Braith had rescued her from that other vile creature, but no matter how lucky she was, how good she had it, and how angry it would make Braith, she knew that she had to break free of this place. She had to get to Max, and she had to get them both to safety before it was too late. Because no matter how safe and secure she felt now, it wouldn't last. It couldn't last.
 
   It was only a matter of time before this all crumpled around her, and she had to do something before that happened. She had to save her friend before they were both doomed. Her gaze slid back to the tray of food. If she was going to plan an escape, and free them both, then it was essential that she had as much energy and strength as she could get but the idea of leaving Braith was enough to make her stomach twist. She couldn't afford to starve herself. She needed the food, but there was no way that she could force it down her throat right now. She was too frightened and lost to even attempt it. Tomorrow she would start taking better care of herself, for now she simply sat in silent misery as she tried to formulate a plan to get out of here.
 
   Though the stake was still tucked firmly between her breasts, she knew she wouldn't be able to bring herself to use it against the prince. She didn't have that in her, not anymore. No matter how much he exasperated and pissed her off, she knew she wouldn't be able to do that to him.
 
   The first thing she had to do was locate Max. It would do her little good if she was able to break free, yet unable to find her friend. If she got out of here, she would have to know where he was so that she could get to him safely. She knew it would be tricky, and she would have to move quickly, but she was fairly certain that she would be able to do it.
 
   She hoped.
 
   Her attention was drawn to the door as Braith returned; his loyal wolf close to his side. She knew immediately that something wasn't right. His shoulders were too stiff and his jaw was clenched. Aria braced herself for whatever it was he had to say.
 
   "Caleb will be here shortly. You must go to my room and stay there until I call for you."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, she managed a brief nod. "Ok."
 
   "Arianna." She turned back at the low murmur of her name. His knuckles were white as he gripped the head of his cane. "I mean it. Do not come out of there."
 
   Her temper bristled, she almost rebelled against his command but she kept her mouth shut. She didn't particularly care to see his brother again anyway; there was something about the man that frightened her on a primal, instinctive level. She slipped silently from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Aria hated the thin gold leash but she accepted the fact that she had to wear it or she wouldn't be allowed to step foot outside. She wanted to be out of doors so badly she could almost taste it, wanted it so badly that she was shaking with the need to breathe fresh air and feel it upon her skin again.
 
   It was also the only chance she had of maybe finding Max. Thankfully, she didn't have to argue with Braith as much as she'd thought she would to get him to take her into the town; she suspected that he meant for people to see her chained to him like any other blood slave should be.
 
   Aria ignored the questioning stares as Braith led her through the streets. Though she knew a rebel attack on the palace would be futile, she still tried to absorb as much detail as possible about the town within the palace confines. The cobblestone streets were clean and lined with sweeping, beautiful buildings, which it took her awhile to realize, were actually homes.
 
   Vampires moved about the streets, many had blood slaves meekly following behind. The gold leash was the brightest thing about the poor victims that trudged behind their masters. Aria tried hard not to stare at the blood slaves, tried not to notice the melancholy they radiated, but by the time they'd made it a few hundred feet down the road she had tears forming in her eyes.
 
   These slaves were thin, beaten, marred with bruises and bite marks. There were some that looked healthier than others, but there was still a bleak look in their eyes that left Aria shaken. These were her people, and they were being cruelly used and slowly bled to death. Braith had saved her from such a fate, but she had come very close to sharing their same end. That thought didn't ease the anguish clawing at her, but only increased it. She was no better than any of these people; she didn't deserve to be spared when they hadn't been.
 
   Braith grabbed hold of her elbow, pulling her close against him. "Do not cry; do not show sympathy, if you do then we must go back. You are not permitted to show such emotions, do you understand me?" he hissed in her ear.
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, her head bowed as she tried to blink away the hot sting of tears that burned her eyes. How could she not show sympathy for these poor, broken people that were suffering unfairly? Braith released her arm; he took an abrupt step away from her as they neared the busier market section of the town.
 
   Vampires and free people mingled about the shops and stores, merchants selling their wares in the streets shouted to be heard above the hustle and bustle of activity. Aria's eyes darted over everything; there was no way she could take it all in. She had never seen anything like it in her life, never even imagined that such a place existed. They had so much here, while so many had so little. The greed and selfishness was overwhelming. Rage trickled through her, her feelings of helplessness swelled to the point of nearly choking her.
 
   "Amazing," she muttered, trying not to reveal the antipathy rising within her.
 
   She felt Braith's eyes upon her, but she didn't look at him again. She stopped abruptly as they rounded the top of a hill. Her breath froze in her lungs, a feeling of homesickness tore through her with such intensity that her legs nearly gave out. Over top of the walls, beyond the town nestled in the valley below the palace, were the woods. Her woods. She was shaking, her fingers curled as she took a step forward. For a moment she could almost touch them again, almost feel the cool shade of the leafy trees, touch their roughened bark, and smell the earthy scent of leaves and dirt. For a moment she was there, with her family. For just a moment she was happy, for just one small moment, she was home.
 
   Then reality slapped her harshly in the face, and she was back in the crowded market area of the palace town, leashed to a vampire that owned her, and surrounded by her enemy. She wasn't free; she hadn't been free in awhile and may never be free again. She was far from the forest and the people she had grown up with. She felt broken, hollow, even the solid presence of Braith by her side did little to ease the homesickness festering within her chest.
 
   The crowd parted easily as he led her through it. Everyone scurried to get out of his, and Keegan's, way. Aria trailed silently behind, acting like the docile and good blood slave that she was supposed to be, though now she didn't have to work too hard to act the part. She was too upset to keep up with his brisk, purposeful strides. Her eyes darted over everyone, rapidly searching for Max, or the woman that had claimed him somewhere amongst the crush of bodies.
 
   Aria stopped short as they broke free of the crowd, immediately revolted and somewhat nauseated as she came face to face with the stage she had been paraded upon. She felt the sharp tug of her leash, but her feet wouldn't move as she gazed at the newest victims huddled on the simple platform. The same man that had auctioned her off was spewing the praises of the young boy he held.
 
   "Move!" a sharp shove pushed her forward, knocking her momentarily off balance. She barely caught a glance of the woman that had shoved her out of the way.
 
   Aria managed to get her feet to move again. She stumbled forward, suddenly finding it difficult to breathe in the packed street. Braith had been stopped by an older man with graying hair and a potbelly. The fact that he was a human traitor only irritated her more. The man's hands fluttered all around as he spoke rapidly.
 
   The man didn't acknowledge her presence, but she did see his gaze flicker to the golden leash. Aria turned away, trying to ignore the chain that kept her tied to Braith. She fought hard to keep her emotions in check, but she deeply resented the fact that Keegan was allowed to roam free, while she was tethered. This was the way it was supposed to be, this was the only way that a blood slave could be brought out in public. He couldn't allow her to roam free; too many questions would be raised then.
 
   Even as she reminded herself of this she bristled against the restraint, bristled against the fact that this was her life for however much time it would be granted to her. She had accepted death when she'd first arrived here; she'd hoped and prayed for it. She didn't want to accept it now though.
 
   A sharp tug on her leash alerted her to the fact that Braith was ready to move on. She turned back to him, freezing instantly as her eyes latched onto the woman that had claimed Max. She was a few feet away from Braith and had honed in on him. She was just as beautiful as Aria remembered with her flowing hair, and voluptuous figure. Aria had the fleeting thought that this was the type of woman, or vampire, that Braith really liked and desired. She didn't know why the idea popped into her head, but once it was there, it festered like a thorn.
 
   "Prince," the woman greeted, a knowing smile curved her full mouth as she thrust her hip out and batted her lashes.
 
   Aria had to fight the urge to glare at the blatant, obnoxious woman. Annoyance and jealousy curdled through her as the woman touched Braith's arm. There was a familiarity between them that left her shaken and more than a little disconcerted. She realized that she didn't like the thought of other women around him; but worse than that, she really didn't like the fact that such a realization troubled her so much.
 
   Though Braith didn't move closer to the woman, she pressed herself against him in an overt way that nearly caused Aria to vomit. That was all she could take. Turning sharply away, her gaze scanned over the crowd as she eagerly sought out Max. She spotted him almost instantly, standing amongst the crush of bodies, his golden leash draped over a wooden post. A post that had other blood slaves tied to it as if they were horses.
 
   Aria's stomach dropped, her heart leapt in her chest as she gazed at her friend. A surge of relief and hope erupted in her chest. The sight of him was one of the most amazing things she'd ever encountered. The moment that her eyes found him, his also found her. Relief was evident in his bright blue eyes as he took a step toward her, only to be brought up short by the leash holding him in place. Tears filled her eyes, he still looked healthy, but there was a brokenness about him that robbed her of her breath. Bite marks marred his neck and arms, and there was a fading bruise on his cheek.
 
   Without thinking, she was moving toward him, needing to touch and speak with a man that meant so very much to her. Max's eyes were bright with excitement, he grabbed hold of the leash, looking as if he was going to rip it free, but they both knew that was impossible. His mouth parted as delight radiated from him. Aria couldn't help but smile back; her fingers itched to touch him as her heart soared with happiness. For one brief, shining moment, everything was right and she didn't know despair. She only knew that she had to get to her friend.
 
   Aria was pulled back a few inches as her leash was tugged sharply. She turned, about to vent her frustration when she realized that Braith was right behind her. That muscle was throbbing in his cheek again; his shoulders were squared as he loomed over her. He turned his attention to Max and his nostrils flared. Aria could feel the anger that coursed through him but she didn't understand the intensity of it. He wrapped his hand sternly around her leash, drawing her closer to him, forcing her against his body as he pulled the golden cord taut between them.
 
   Aria couldn't stop her gaze from going back to Max. She just wanted to speak with him, to know if he was ok, to have one moment where she could talk with her friend and reconnect with something familiar, something she missed so badly. She realized instantly she had made a mistake. Braith was infuriated; his knuckles were white as he wrapped the chain around his wrist. Not even a slip of paper could separate them anymore. Though no one around them seemed to have noticed her encounter with Max, even the woman that owned Max had been distracted by some jewelry, it was obvious that Braith had not missed it. "Braith…"
 
   "Your Highness," he corrected sharply.
 
   Aria shrank back as hurt bloomed in her chest. She wanted to explain, wanted to tell him something, anything that would make that look of betrayal leave his face. That would make the wrath simmering just below the surface abate a little. She didn't think he was in the mood to listen to her though, and she didn't know how to start explaining anything in and amongst this crowd. She wasn't even sure what she had to explain to him, or why he was so obviously irate with her. She hadn't done anything wrong.
 
   Aria stared helplessly up at him. The woman appeared at his side again, drawing his attention away from Aria. They spoke briefly, but Aria didn't hear a word they said. Despite her best efforts not to, her gaze slid back to Max. Her heart sank; tears of hopelessness swam in her eyes. In his gaze she could see the awful despair of their situation, the complete realization that they were trapped. And yet, she could also see a burgeoning fury within him as his attention turned back to Braith. True hatred simmered within Max's eyes.
 
   For the first time she was completely frightened of this whole mess. She had tried to convince herself that it would all work out in the end; that somehow they would escape. She realized now that they probably never would. They would be stuck here, they would die here, and there was nothing that either of them could do to stop it.
 
   A hand wrapped around her arm, she knew instantly that it was Braith's as her skin came alive, and her entire body reacted to his touch. She couldn't bring herself to look at him as the hated woman slipped past her. Aria wouldn't have been surprised to learn that she and Braith had made plans to meet up later. She knew what Braith was, what he required, and he was not asking her for any of it.
 
   She hated feeling this sense of betrayal, hated everything about this awful place, and this horrendous day. She had never coveted the simplicity of her woods and caves more than she did right now. She lifted her gaze to Braith, but he was no longer looking at her. In fact he looked as if he aspired to completely forget her existence as he released her arm and moved hurriedly through the parting crowd. Aria had to hurry to keep up with him as he strode purposely forward, nearly dragging her behind him.
 
   She looked back at Max, struggling against the tears that burned her eyes. She was terrified that this may be the last chance she would ever have to see him. He was watching her closely, his face dark with fury.
 
   ***
 
   Aria was nearly breathless by the time Braith hauled her into his apartment. He radiated fury, but somehow managed to silently shut the door. "Braith…"
 
   "Your Highness," he grated.
 
   Aria recoiled, she felt as if she had just been slapped. She could understand why she was supposed to call him that in public, but they were alone now and there was no one near to question them. "What?" she managed to sputter out.
 
   "I told you to call me Your Highness."
 
   Aria gaped after him as he released her leash and strode across the room. She was well aware of the fact that he hadn't removed the loathsome golden chain from her wrist. She stared dejectedly at the thin strand, wondering if it would ever come off again. She was afraid that it might not, and as long as it was upon her she would never be able to break free of this awful place. He'd told her that the chain was linked to him, that he could find it anywhere, and that he was the only one that could ever remove it from her. She would like to believe that wasn't true, but she suspected it was.
 
   She knew now that she had been completely wrong about him; he was just as cold and cruel as everyone else in this hideous place. She folded her free hand over top of the golden chain, itching to rip the offending thing from her skin. She'd heard rumors, stories that if a slave tried to pull the chain free, it would slice through their skin, tearing into the flesh. Their blood would run freely, staining the gold. It was the reason the leash was also known as the blood chain.
 
   At the moment, Aria didn't care.
 
   Terror drove her as she dug at it, trying to rip it free. She didn't care that her flesh was shredding, didn't feel the pain, or notice the blood spilling freely down her fingers and wrist. She just required freedom; she simply aspired to be out of this thing, and to have her life back. She didn't want to be someone's captive anymore, someone's thing to use and order about as they saw fit.
 
   Braith's hands seized her. A strangled cry escaped her lips as she tried to rip her hands free of his grasp, but he clung to her. She jerked wildly, resentment and frustration boiling in her veins. She was tired of living in this place and playing by his rules. Tired of being ordered about and having her life dictated over. "Let go of me!"
 
   "Stop it!" he snarled, pulling her toward him. "You're injuring yourself Arianna."
 
   "You're hurting me!" she snapped back, fighting to escape his hold. "I'd rather be dead then be trapped like this! Why didn't you just let me die!? Why don't you just kill me and get it over with!?"
 
   He pulled her hand away from the leash. Thrusting it down by his side and pinning it there. "Enough!" he barked. "You would prefer to die than be separated from your lover?"
 
   Outrage froze her as she gaped at him. "How dare you!" she spat. He released her hand, tossing it away in abhorrence as he took a step back. "You know nothing of me! Nothing of my life! Nothing of who I am! You sit in this palace, where you have had everything handed to you, and you judge those that refuse to be beaten down and broken beneath your rules, your poor treatment, and your death sentences! You have no right to judge me!"
 
   His dark eyebrows lifted sharply, his jaw clenched and unclenched as a vein began to throb in his forehead. She could feel his revulsion as his lip curled in a sneer. "There isn't much of you to judge."
 
   Acting on pure instinct, and with the reckless abandonment her father had often cautioned her about, Aria's hand snaked up his side with the agility and speed that had kept her alive for the past seventeen years. That same recklessness would probably be what brought about the end of her life now as her hand connected with his face. The slap echoed in the deathly silence that followed. Aria panted, trying to catch her breath as she glared furiously at him. The mark of her bloody handprint was clearly evident against the hard curve of his cheek.
 
   His head, which had been knocked slightly aside by her violent blow, slowly came back to her. His mouth parted, his eyebrows rose sharply over the dark glasses as he stared at her for a long moment. Beneath his astonishment though, she could sense the growing wrath building within him. She knew that she should be scared, but she wasn't. She knew that she should probably be begging for his forgiveness, but she wouldn't. She didn't give a damn what he said or did to her anymore. She almost welcomed this as she sensed it was the end, that one way or another there would finally be an end to all of this unknowing.
 
   He stepped into her, forcing her against the wall, his face mere inches from hers. Aria found it hard to breathe; her hands were shaking as she awaited her inevitable fate. He pressed closer to her, his hands rested on either side of her head as he bent low, his nose nearly touching hers. He was vibrating with rage as his lips peeled back to reveal the sharp edge of his now elongated canines. Her pulse escalated as she focused on those fangs, it was the first time she'd ever seen them fully extended and she was certain they were about to destroy her.
 
   "It won't be you I kill Arianna," he snarled. Her knees buckled as the implication of his words sank in. "I'll keep you alive, and I'll make you watch as I relish in his slow death. I can take whatever I want, whenever I want it. I have been kind to you so far, I will not be kind anymore. No one disobeys me, no one goes against me. I will show you what kind of a monster I can truly be."
 
   "No," she managed to whisper.
 
   "Oh yes, and I am going to enjoy it. I'm actually rather parched at the moment, it's been awhile since I've fed."
 
   Horror tore through her, she was rapidly shaking her head as he shoved away from her, moving with fleet speed toward the door. She knew where he was going and who he was after. She had to stop him. Max was going to be punished because of her, because she was an idiot. She couldn't allow that to happen. Not again.
 
   "Wait! No! Stop! Your Highness, please don't do this! Please!" She scurried after him, nearly tripping over the leash still tethered to her. She seized hold of his hand but he shook her off like a bug. "No!" she implored. "Don't do this! Braith, I'm begging you, please!"
 
   Her feet tangled up within the leash, jerking her awkwardly down, and causing it to slice deeper into her flesh. "He's my friend! He's been my friend since we were children! He's like a brother to me!" she practically wailed. Despair threatened to choke her as tears clogged her throat. "I have never begged for anything from anyone in my life; but I am begging you, please don't kill him! He did nothing wrong! I'm sorry, I'll do whatever you ask, whenever you ask it of me! Punish me! Punish me!"
 
   The force of her sobs shook her, making it almost impossible for her to breathe through her broken rib. She couldn't move; her entire body was wracked with agony. Blood continued to spill from her wounds, forming a puddle beneath her, soaking into her dress, but she didn't care. She didn't care about anything anymore. She had ruined everything; she had destroyed Max's life. She hadn't freed him; instead she had given him a death sentence and from the look on Braith's face it would be a long and tortured process.
 
   There was a long moment of silence in which she couldn't look at him. She felt as if she were dying, felt as if her misery was going to kill her. Then, to her surprise, she felt the gentlest, most tender touch she had ever felt. His hands were upon her face, cradling her cheeks as he lifted her face to his. His lips were on her, brushing against her cheeks, her forehead, whispering against her ear as he tried to soothe her. Aria was stunned; her mind spun as his hands and mouth caressed her with a tenderness that nearly undid the horror of the past half an hour.
 
   "Don't." The word slid over her skin making her body tingle with electricity at the same time that it completely undid her. Her sobs shook her, rocking her as a low moan escaped her. She didn't know why she was crying now, didn't know where the source of this distress was coming from, but she could no more stem the flow of it than she could stem the flow of the wind. "Arianna stop, you'll injure yourself more. Stop Arianna, it's ok."
 
   His hands were in her hair, pulling her toward him, drawing her against him as he wrapped his arms around her and soothingly rocked her against his chest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Aria remained mute as Braith bandaged her wrist. His touch was gentle, his hands feathery upon her mutilated and sore skin. Her tears had finally subsided but she felt exhausted and completely defeated. He was being kind to her again, and she didn't know why. Neither of them had spoken to the other in the past hour. Why had he come back to her? What had stopped him from going after Max? Ultimately as long as Max had been spared, then she didn't care what the reasons were. She had promised Braith anything he asked of her, and she had meant it.
 
   Was it that promise that had brought him back to her? She wasn't going to risk him changing his mind. She'd overestimated his kindness and understanding of her, hadn't thought there was a snapping point within him, but then again she hadn't slapped him in the face before either. She supposed she was lucky that he hadn't just killed her outright.
 
   He finished with her bandages, his hand rested upon her wrapped wrist and fingers. She lifted her head to meet his shaded eyes. "Why?" she inquired.
 
   "Why what?"
 
   She swallowed heavily, wary of sending him into another frenzy but she knew she had to ask the question. "Why did you pull me off that stage? Why did you choose me when you've never had a blood slave before?"
 
   His hands gently squeezed hers before he rose from the floor and sat on the bed beside her. "I see that people have been talking."
 
   She shrugged, fiddling anxiously with her bandages. "I think most are curious."
 
   "As are you?"
 
   "As am I," she agreed.
 
   He became withdrawn, silent for a moment as his attention fixed on the doorway. "I have never had a blood slave before because I prefer to take my blood from the willing. Many of my kind enjoy the force and the control, I do not. I never have."
 
   She turned toward him, her fingers stilled on her bandages as she studied his handsome countenance. He had wiped her blood from his face but she thought she could still see the reddened handprint that was rapidly fading. A small bit of shame crept through her, she shouldn't have hit him, but she'd never been one to control her temper. It had nearly cost Max his life.
 
   "There are many willing ones out there?"
 
   She felt his eyes slide to her, felt his gaze as it slid over her. She could only imagine what she must look like. Her eyes had to be bloodshot; she could feel the swelling in them. She assumed her face was blotchy and puffy also; her hair was in disarray, wild as it straggled about her face. Her appearance had never mattered to her before though, and it didn't matter now. There was a reason she was here, even if he was hesitant to reveal it, and she knew it had nothing to do with her looks.
 
   "Yes."
 
   She nodded, not liking the strange pit that formed in her stomach as he confirmed what she'd already known. What was wrong with her? Just an hour ago she'd slapped him, now she was upset by the thought of him with other women. She was losing her mind, she had finally flipped her lid, and she was surprised to realize that she didn't really care. Not anymore.
 
   "So then why me? Why did you choose me?"
 
   He ran his hand through his hair. It was already disheveled, now it stood a little on end. He stood up and walked over to the window before moving back across the room. He looked like a caged animal as he paced restlessly back and forth. Tension and power thrummed through him and for the first time she saw him for what he was. He wasn't just a man, or a vampire, and certainly not her enemy. Really he was someone who was just as confused and uncertain about this situation as she was.
 
   "Because I saw you on that stage."
 
   Aria frowned, confounded by his answer, unsure how to respond to it. What did that mean? Of course he'd seen her on the stage, as had everyone else that was present that day. "I don't understand."
 
   "No, of course you don't," he muttered. He stopped before her, kneeling down as he took hold of her hands. "I brought you here because for the first time in almost a hundred years I was able to see something, and that something was you Arianna."
 
   She frowned at him; her fingers were limp in his as she stared at him in confusion. Her eyes scanned over his face, landing upon the thick glasses. Her mind flashed to the cane, and to Keegan, who was ever present at Braith's side. "You're blind," she breathed, awed by this revelation, and the fact that she hadn't realized it until now. But he couldn't be blind. How could he have taught her to read then? And how had she always felt his gaze on her, how had he seen her connection with Max today if he was blind? "I don't understand."
 
   He shook his head, turning to look out the window. "I don't either," he admitted. "But for some reason I saw you on that stage, and once the amazement of actually seeing something again wore off, I began to realize that I could also see the things around you."
 
   "So your vision is coming back?"
 
   "No." He turned back to her. "I only see things when I am with you, when you are around. When I leave this room, when I am not in your presence, I am still not able to see."
 
   Aria's heart leapt wildly in her chest. She didn't know what to make of this confession or what it signified. Her heart pounded rapidly as she leaned forward and touched the edge of his glasses. He didn't move away from her, didn't stop her as her fingers wrapped around them. She bit her lip, excitement washed through her as she pulled the glasses away.
 
   His eyes were closed, but she could see the faint white scars that outlined them. It had been a hundred years, plenty of time for a vampire to heal, but those scars were still there, still marring the otherwise perfection of his masculine beauty. Her fingers stroked over the marks, compassion washed through her. Whatever had caused this had to have been something horrific to leave this type of lasting damage.
 
   "Let me see Braith." Her words were barely a whisper as she was consumed by the sudden need to see his eyes.
 
   His eyes remained closed for a moment before his long dark lashes swept upward. Surprise flickered through her, but she found herself frozen, immobile within the grip of his turbulent yet solid stare. His eyes were striking. They were a bright, striking gray that robbed her of her breath and left her stunned. Around the iris was a band of bright blue that was utterly arresting. They dilated once the light hit them, once they focused upon her. Though they had focused upon her, they seemed strangely unseeing and somewhat dazed as she ran her fingers lightly over the scars encircling them. The comprehension dawned upon her that even though they were damaged, his were the most beautiful eyes she'd ever seen.
 
   "Beautiful." She saw the brief shock that rolled through him, but she didn't care. They were beautiful, and she couldn't stop touching them, couldn't stop touching him. "What happened?"
 
   "An explosion."
 
   "The war?" He shook his head in response, but didn't elaborate, and she sensed that he didn't plan to. She wasn't going to push him either. It didn't matter how it had occurred, it simply mattered that she was here, with him. "I'm sorry."
 
   "It was years ago, I had long since adapted to the loss. Until you."
 
   She stopped searching his damaged gaze, and focused fully on the man before her. "What does it all mean?"
 
   His hands encircled hers; his grasp was tender upon her wounded fingers. "I don't know what it means Arianna. I wish I had more answers, but I don't. I do know that I wasn't going to let you go once I saw you, and I especially wasn't going to let you go to Richard Ellis."
 
   She pressed her hands tighter against his face as she leaned forward and brushed her lips tenderly against his forehead. She wished that she could do so much more, wished that she could heal the damage that had been inflicted upon him. She couldn't undo what had been done to him all those years ago, long before she was even born, but she could attempt to soothe the lingering anguish she sensed in him now.
 
   "Braith," she breathed, so completely lost and confused by everything that was happening to her. To them.
 
   She pulled back, surprised to feel tears burning her eyes again. She didn't think that she could possibly have any more tears left in her, but she did. "Arianna, you must listen to me. I don't aspire to hurt you, I really don't, but there are rules to being a blood slave, and there are rules about the relationship of a master and their slave."
 
   "I know my life is not going to be a lengthy one," she assured him. "I've known that for years. I've seen more death than people three times my age, and I've narrowly avoided it many many times. I understand the rules Braith; and I know there is nothing you can do…"
 
   "But there is, or there could be, but you must do as I say Arianna. There have been other vampires that have kept slaves for a few years. But you must behave, you must stay quiet, and you have to stay away from your lover…"
 
   "Max is just my friend!" she interrupted sharply; maddened by the fact that he kept insisting upon something that wasn't true. "I told you that already, and I meant it. We've been together since we were children; he's my brother's best friend. If it wasn't for me, and my recklessness, Max wouldn't even be here. I can't let him suffer because I'm a fool who never listens to orders…"
 
   Aria broke off; she silently cursed herself as she realized what she had nearly revealed to him. There was something growing and changing between them, but there were some things she could never reveal. Even if he didn't plan to harm her, there were others that would still use her against her family, and that was something she could never let happen.
 
   "Orders?" His interest was piqued by her words.
 
   She shook her head, unwilling to discuss this now. She simply couldn't. "He's my friend and he is going to die because of me. I can't… I can't bear it," she choked out. "All he wanted was to save me, for Daniel."
 
   "Daniel?"
 
   Aria managed a tremulous smile. "My brother."
 
   Braith's face was rigid, his eyes searching as he looked her over. "I see."
 
   "Max could have gotten away Braith. I went in to rescue Mary's child, but Max could have gotten away, he could have escaped and fled into the woods. He's here because he thought that he could save me from all of this, Max is an optimist to the end."
 
   "And you're not?"
 
   She managed a feeble smile. "I've always been one hundred percent pragmatic. Like I said, I've seen a lot in my short life, very little of it has been good. Max is good though, and I hate the fact that his goodness will be destroyed because of me. I didn't mean to hurt you; I just wanted to see my friend, to know that he was safe, and that he wasn't dead, at least not yet anyway."
 
   Braith stretched his long legs before him as he sat back. "You didn't hurt me."
 
   Aria nodded, her hands slipped away from his face, brushing briefly against the stubble that was already lining his jaw. "Of course I didn't hurt you. I shouldn't have said that, I didn't mean it." She couldn't hurt him, she'd been foolish to think that maybe that was the reason he'd been so incensed with her over Max. She had to remember that, although her feelings for him might be changing, his feelings for her were still inscrutable.
 
   "I didn't mean to do what I did today. It's just that when I saw Max he reminded me so much of home, and I missed him so much that all I could think of was getting to him. All I could think of was my woods and hunting and running free. Freedom, Braith, I loved my freedom, I reveled in it. I'm sorry that what I did today could have caused us both problems, but I couldn't stop myself because for one brief moment, I was in the woods again. I could smell them, taste them, feel them around me, and it was wonderful."
 
   Aria broke off, overcome with a crushing sense of homesickness again. Braith was silent, his mouth parted slightly as he studied her, and then his fingers were in her hair and he was pulling her against him. Aria gasped as his mouth claimed hers with a desperation that left her dazed and breathless. At first she was so surprised that she was motionless against him, unable to respond to the intensity and passion she felt radiating from him.
 
   Then her shock was buried beneath the torrent of emotions that surged forth in her. She was shaking, rocked by the need that filled her, the desperation that seized her. She needed this, she needed him. It all felt so right, so perfectly, and astonishingly right! Something inside her was healing and becoming whole. There had always been something missing in her life, something that she'd been searching and hoping for, but she'd never known what it was. Until now.
 
   Now, with his mouth upon hers, and her body tingling with electricity and a fire building within her, she knew that it was him.
 
   He was what she had been missing; he was what she had been searching for. He was what had made her so reckless all the time, because without him she'd been so lost and empty that she hadn't stopped to think about the consequences of her actions. She knew there would be consequences for these actions, but she didn't care. In fact, even though he was something that she had always hated and fought against, she thought this might be the first right thing she had ever done.
 
   His large body loomed over hers as he seized hold of her waist and lifted her easily up to deposit her in the center of the bed. Her heart hammered, excitement and nervousness tore through her in equal measures as he came down on top of her. She couldn't get enough of the feel of him. His chest was firm against hers, the width of his shoulders was nearly three times the size of hers as his arm wrapped around her waist and he lifted her against him. The differences in their bodies were startling, he was unbending everywhere that she was yielding, and yet she fit perfectly against him. All of her curves hugged all of the right places of his rock-solid frame.
 
   She arched beneath him; he took advantage of the small exhalation that escaped her to take full possession of her mouth. He tasted of spices as his tongue slid into her mouth in a sensual dance that left her aching for more. Her fingers fell against the bare skin at the hollow of his lower back that his shirt had bunched up to expose. Her hands splayed over the rigid muscles that flexed beneath her as he settled more firmly between her legs. He kissed her until she was breathless, kissed her until she couldn't think straight and was desperate for more.
 
   His strong hands slipped her thin dress up her thighs. His fingers brushed over her bare skin, stroking her as he moved steadily higher. She wanted to scream with pleasure at the same time a bolt of fear shot through her. It was all so new and thrilling, but it was also moving far too fast as the heavy weight of his body pressed her deeper into the mattress.
 
   Aria broke free of the enchanting pressure of his mouth as reality crashed back around her. She couldn't breathe, couldn't get control of her surging body and tumultuous emotions. "Wait Braith, wait," she managed to pant out.
 
   He froze against her, his fingers were a tantalizing sensation as they stilled upon her thigh. Aria shook at that realization; it was the most intimate touch she'd ever experienced. A tremor raced through her as desire sent her heartbeat skyrocketing again. She'd never felt so torn before; never felt such overwhelming desire and belonging mingled with such pulsating dread of the unknown. She couldn't think, and she desperately needed just a moment to at least try and sort out what was going on.
 
   His hands were upon her face, turning it towards him. She blinked at him as she focused on the beautiful, caring eyes before her. "Arianna, are you ok?"
 
   She managed to nod; she even managed a wan smile. "I'm just… I'm not… It's just too fast. It's all too fast."
 
   His eyes scanned questioningly over her face. Then, much to her dismay, a dawning realization seemed to come over him. His brow smoothed out, his eyes were far more understanding as they came back to her. "Arianna, are you a virgin?" Her face flooded with color and her eyes darted rapidly away from him. She couldn't meet his gaze again, she was too mortified. "Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   She bit on her bottom lip, shaking her head as she strived to keep the fierce heat from her face. "You should have told me, I would have gone slower, I would have…"
 
   "Stop," she whispered, too embarrassed to hear anymore.
 
   He bent his head to press his forehead against hers. His lips were swollen from their kisses as they hovered over hers; seeming to breathe her in even though he didn't require air. His fingers played with her hair. "Ok," he said, pressing a quick peck to her nose.
 
   He rolled off of her, pulling her against his side, his arm wrapped around her waist as he held her against him. Aria was enthralled by the easiness with which he embraced her, and the fact that he had taken her abrupt stop so calmly. His fingers were as soft as down against her wounded ribs, the light pressure actually felt good.
 
   "I don't understand any of this," she whispered.
 
   He brushed the hair back from her face and tilted her chin up to him. "Neither do I, but you must keep this to yourself Arianna. No one else can know about my eyesight."
 
   "Not even your family?"
 
   "They see my blindness as a weakness, and there are many people that would like to keep me weak. If they realize that I have my vision back, and that it's because of you, they will kill you to keep me weak. They may not know why I can only see around you, and they won't care. You can't let anyone know."
 
   "I won't," she promised.
 
   He smiled at her as he pressed affectionate kisses across her cheeks. She was amazed by him, overjoyed by the tenderness he showed her, staggered by the fact that he had so easily accepted being denied something she knew he craved. He was a vampire, and yet she knew now that though he could be volatile, he was not a monster. He never would be, not to her anyway. She knew it with every fiber of her being.
 
   "What are you going to do with me?" She hated to ask, the answer wouldn't be good, but she had to know.
 
   His quick smile was stunning, robbing her of her breath. His eyes twinkled brightly as a small dimple briefly flashed in his right cheek. "Whatever you would like me to do." Aria couldn't help but smile back at him as she traced the ridge of his jaw. "I know you covet your freedom Arianna, and I understand that, but I can't give it back to you. I will keep you protected for as long as I can, but although I am a prince, there are still those with more power than I. It may take a little while, but I will work through this, somehow. I won't let them kill you."
 
   Aria nodded, warmed by his words, but not at all comforted by them. There would be little either of them could do if it were decided that she was a threat that must be eliminated. "You look exhausted."
 
   "I am," she admitted.
 
   "Sleep, we can talk later."
 
   She didn't feel like sleeping, she enjoyed lying there and feeling him against her. She wanted to lay there and enjoy the simple awe of her strange and tenuous situation. Although she fought against it, sleep was swift and deep when it finally claimed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   Braith watched the light play off of Arianna's vibrant hair. Her head was bent, her legs drawn up beneath her as she sat curled within the window seat. She had moved on from Ivanhoe and now held, Of Mice and Men, before her. Her instincts were quick and well honed, she had actually managed to slap him after all, but she hadn't yet noticed his arrival. He was actually able to observe her while she was enthralled by the thin novel.
 
   She may not be the most elegant or refined woman, but the longer he stood and stared at her, the more he realized that to him, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and always would be. He felt a strange surge of emotion as he watched her; it was an emotion he had never felt before, and one that he couldn't figure out right now.
 
   She finally realized that he was there as she lifted her head and blinked at him in surprise. A small smile spread over her face, it lit her delicate features and sparkled in her sapphire eyes. She swung her feet down and placed the book beside her as she rose. Her wrist and fingers were still bandaged; the white cotton was a stark contrast against the golden hue of her skin.
 
   She was mouthwatering, alluring without meaning to be, beautiful without even trying, and she was his. The possessive feeling was so strong it almost consumed him. In that moment, he knew it was true, he knew that she was his, and he would do everything in his power to keep her safe.
 
   "Hello." Her gaze darted shyly away as her cheeks flooded with color. He had left her sleeping this morning, unwilling to wake her after the events of yesterday. Now her uncertainty raced to the forefront as she fiddled with the bandages and shifted nervously.
 
   "Arianna," he greeted, smiling as he placed his cane next to the door. It was astonishing to be able to see once again, but the best thing was being able to see her. Keegan padded into the room, and settled by her feet. Braith had not missed the fact that even the wolf seemed infatuated with her. "Did you eat?"
 
   She nodded; her smile was tremulous as she looked at the tray of food. He could almost see the wheels spinning within her mind, as more than thoughts of food crossed her mind. Her expression cleared as she met his gaze again. He could sense the questions lingering just beneath her calm exterior. He was surprised when she held her tongue, realizing that was a first since he had met her.
 
   "Arianna?"
 
   She smiled brightly at him, but it was a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "This book is very good."
 
   He glanced at the novel resting upon the seat. He pulled his coat off and rolled his tense shoulders as he tossed it over the coat rack by the door. He could guess at what troubled her, but if she didn't choose to speak about it, then he wasn't going to force her to. It wasn't something that he really cared to discuss anyway. He wasn't going to make her do anything that she wasn't willing to do, but he still had to feed. Even if he found the women he took blood from undesirable now, even if it was really her blood that he craved. He still had to sate his thirst elsewhere otherwise he might injure her without meaning to. "It is one of my favorites."
 
   She watched him as he silently moved toward her. He was itching to touch her again, to feel her once more. Her head tilted back as she stared up at him and her breath came more rapidly. He could hear the increased beat of her heart; smell her increased passion. He smiled at her, pleased to know that he affected her as much as she affected him.
 
   He caressed her face, his hand twining into her thick hair. Her eyes were bright as she looked up at him. She truly was the most breathtaking thing he had ever seen. He bent over her as he pressed a soft kiss to her full lips. His arm encircled her waist; he lifted her against him, holding her tight as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
   She melted against him, nestling easily into his body. He was amazed by how incredible she felt, how right all of this was. Like the missing piece of a puzzle, she blended seamlessly against him, melding to him in all the right places. How on earth had it come to this? That he, of all vampires, had managed to find himself in this situation, ensnared by the allure of a human. A rebel human, it was unthinkable and at the moment he found himself not caring as he lost himself to the feel of her mouth and body against his.
 
   He was so lost to her that he didn't hear the knock on the door until it was too late. It was Keegan's low growl that alerted him to someone's presence. Braith froze, his hands stilled on Arianna as he pulled slightly away from her. Dazed passion still darkened her eyes as a blush colored her face. Though Braith couldn't see his brother, he knew that it was Caleb that had entered. He could feel the force of Caleb's gaze boring into his back.
 
   "Don't let me interrupt you brother," Caleb purred as he closed the door behind him. "You know I don't mind."
 
   Apprehension shot through Arianna's eyes, her appalled gaze darted toward Caleb, but Braith held her still as he kept her sheltered from Caleb's scrutiny. A scrutiny he knew would be cruel, and far more leering than Braith would like to expose her to. He held her for a moment more before sliding her feet gradually back to the ground. How had he missed Caleb's approach? He usually sensed his brother the moment he hit the hallway. Caleb carried a wave of cruel depravity with him that was impossible to miss.
 
   "You have to go to my room," he instructed her.
 
   "By all means continue," Caleb drawled. "I'll wait. I'd even enjoy watching."
 
   Horror bloomed in Arianna's gaze, she tried again to look at Caleb, but Braith held the back of her head. "Arianna," Braith growled. Her attention came back to him, her lips, still swollen from his kiss, began to tremble. He could sense her revulsion. He wished that he could shelter her from his brother, but it was too late for that. Caleb was amongst them now, and he was one of the nastiest sons of a bitch's that Braith had ever known. He didn't like him anywhere near Arianna. "Go."
 
   She hesitated for a moment before nodding. He released her, taking a step back as she squared her shoulders and locked her jaw. She turned away from him, keeping her chin raised as she strode across the room, not looking at Caleb as she moved. "Wait!" Braith bristled, stepping forward as Caleb barked out the harsh command. He didn't want anyone ordering her around, least of all his little brother, but he couldn't do much without possibly exposing his growing feelings for her. Arianna stopped, her head turned toward Caleb. She didn't waver, didn't hesitate as she kept her shoulders proudly back. Caleb lifted an eyebrow, amusement flitted over his face, but Braith saw the depravity in his brother's gaze as it raked sharply over Arianna.
 
   "She's not really your type Braith, not that you can see that, but she's not. I, on the other hand, always liked a redhead. I really think you should give me a turn at her."
 
   Disgust flashed across Arianna's face, her gaze darted frantically toward Braith. He hated that she was being exposed to this, hated his brother for doing it to her, but he couldn't stop it, if he did, her life would surely be forfeit. "I don't share."
 
   Caleb shrugged absently, folding his arms over his chest as his gaze leisurely raked Arianna from head to toe again. "Anymore," Caleb purred. "Things were different just a month ago."
 
   "Go!" Braith snarled at her, fighting the urge to punch his brother in the face. Amusement flickered over Caleb's handsome features, but he didn't try to stop Arianna again as she hurried from the room. Though she hid it well, Braith could still sense her confusion and fear over Caleb's statements. Braith kept his attention on his brother. He had to grapple to keep his temper under control and his face impassive. He wasn't sure he succeeded though as Caleb was staring at him questioningly. A gaze he didn't realize that Braith could now see.
 
   "What are you doing here Caleb?" he inquired when he heard the faint click of the door closing behind Arianna. Though his vision darkened without her beside him, he was still able to dimly make out his brother. Caleb shrugged as he moved into the room, settling himself leisurely upon one of the sofas. Braith bristled, but didn't show any reaction to his brother's cavalier attitude.
 
   "Father has decided to hold a banquet tonight."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Caleb draped his arm over the back of the couch as he stretched his long legs before him. "Jericho has returned." Braith stiffened, Keegan padded over to him, brushing up against his legs as he sensed Braith's sudden turmoil. "And do you know what it means if little brother has returned?"
 
   "The war will resume," Braith answered as his gaze darted toward the closed door. He didn't want Arianna to know about this, not yet anyway.
 
   "Yes," Caleb agreed. "I wonder what he has learned."
 
   Braith didn't respond; there was no use in trying to guess at what Jericho had learned during his time away. He hadn't agreed with Jericho being sent out to try and assimilate with the rebels in the first place. Jericho was young, and reckless. Braith felt it was too risky to send a prince into enemy territory but Jericho had insisted upon going, insisted upon doing something for their cause, and had meant to prove that he was something more than the youngest son. Their father had been all too happy to send him, eager to see what Jericho might learn about the rebel faction, and not really caring if he lost his youngest. He had two other sons after all.
 
   Jericho was the only member of their family that Braith had even remotely been close to, and he hadn't wanted to lose him. However, his protests that if Jericho was captured he could be used as a weapon against them had fallen on deaf ears. His father had made it very clear that he would not rescue Jericho if something went wrong.
 
   Now Jericho was back, and if he was back that meant he had discovered a way to bring down the rebel faction and destroy their enemies. Braith wasn't entirely sure he wanted to hear what it was.
 
   ***
 
   Braith stood in his father's chambers, his hands folded over the head of his cane as he held it before him. It had been years since Braith had been in his father's private living area. He couldn't see them now, but he knew that over the years his father had acquired more things, and amassed his fortune within these private walls. Keegan pressed against his leg as he sat at his side. The wolf hated being around the king as much as Braith did.
 
   "Your brother has returned."
 
   "So I've been told."
 
   Braith didn't have to see his father to know that he was a large and imposing figure. He was also sadistic. His father ruled with an iron fist, no one stepped out of line, and anyone that disobeyed was killed outright or placed within his father's trophy room. Death did not come quickly to those offenders; they were tortured or destroyed in the most brutal ways possible as a way to deter others who might try to bring the king down. He ruled by fear and he had led them to victory in the war. The vampires respected and obeyed him for those reasons alone.
 
   Braith felt he should respect him too, he was his father, and he had succeeded where many had failed, but Braith felt nothing for the man except an intense loathing. Beatings had been a mandatory rule upon growing up, being the first born Braith had received the blunt force of them, and being the youngest boy Jericho had also been heavily focused upon. Caleb had mainly managed to slip through unscathed. Caleb also had a malicious way about him that his father recognized, and admired.
 
   By the time Jericho had been born, Braith had been nearly grown and almost untouchable, and his father had eagerly turned his attention to a new target. It was why Braith had always felt closer to Jericho, had always looked out for his little brother, and hadn't liked it when he was sent straight into the lion's den. His father had been more than eager to throw Jericho in there though, easily willing to toss him aside.
 
   Braith had been surprised when his father hadn't destroyed him after he'd lost his vision; it had only been the fact that he'd adapted so well to being blind that he'd been allowed to continue living. He'd honed his other senses to the point that he could still fight as well as he had when he'd been able to see his attackers, and he was still as ruthless as he'd ever been. He was not like his father and Caleb though; he was not vicious for the pleasure of merely being vicious and cruel. He was simply a murderer when it was essential, and nothing more. He didn't relish in cruelty and he didn't relish in torturing people, especially not children like his father and brother did.
 
   "He has some interesting information for us."
 
   "Does he now?"
 
   "Yes, I have called him and Caleb here."
 
   "This is not a celebration announcement for the banquet then?"
 
   "The banquet is not a celebration."
 
   Braith kept his face impassive; he didn't want his father to see that his curiosity was peeked. He turned at the sound of the door opening; he listened to the rapid footsteps that thudded on the marble floor. He recognized Caleb's footsteps leading the way, and behind him were Jericho's lighter steps. Caleb moved past him, but Jericho stopped before him. His hand clasped hold of Braith's, as his other hand squeezed his arm. Braith accepted his outstretched hand, squeezing it affectionately within his own. When Jericho had left, his hands had been those of a boy. Now his callused hands were firm and strong. His grip was like a steel vice.
 
   "You have grown," Braith said.
 
   Braith could almost feel his smile; almost feel the cheerful demeanor that Jericho radiated. He had always been the easiest going of them all, the least affected by their world, and it seemed as if he was still the same. But beneath it all, Braith could sense a tension and maturity in his brother that hadn't been there when he'd left six years ago. They held each other's hands for a lengthy moment. Braith tried to size up the man before him, he had a feeling that there were a lot of things he no longer knew about his little brother, and may never know.
 
   "I finally reached maturity."
 
   Braith chuckled, but there was no humor in it. There had always been a joke between them that Jericho would never grow up, that he would be a thousand and still acting like a seventeen year old. Braith had always thought it would be true, but he realized now just how wrong they had both been. Whatever had happened to Jericho in the last six years, it had changed him deeply. Braith was surprisingly saddened by this realization. He had missed his brother's easy camaraderie over the past years, he realized now that he would not be getting it back.
 
   "I can tell."
 
   Jericho squeezed his hand again before releasing it. "Tell your brothers what you have told me," their father commanded.
 
   Jericho took a few steps away from Braith. "After a year of living in the woods, fighting amongst the rebels, hiding my true nature, and struggling to earn their trust, I was finally able to break through part of their tight knit, tight lipped, group."
 
   "How?" Caleb asked.
 
   "I saved the life of a child that happened to be a cousin of the group that leads the rebel faction. The child's parents started to trust me, accepted me, but it was still another year before the father took me to meet his cousin. I was blindfolded for this journey, and it was in the middle of the woods, but I met the man who leads the rebels. His name is David, I don't know his last name, most rebels have forsaken them, but I would recognize him if I saw him again."
 
   "And you know where he lives?" Caleb inquired eagerly, the bloodlust evident in his voice.
 
   "No. No one outside of family knows where David lives."
 
   "Then what good is any of this?" Caleb hissed. "A man named David leads these imbeciles. Six years and that's all you came up with?"
 
   "Enough!" their father snapped. "Let your brother continue."
 
   "As I was saying," Jericho grated through clenched teeth; his annoyance at being cut off and degraded was more than apparent. At one time Jericho would have laughed off Caleb's impatience and attitude; he did not do so now. "I met David, and though I don't know where he lives, I do know his family. They may keep their living quarters a secret, but they all work together, especially David and his oldest son. I only knew the eldest son, his second in command in the beginning, but three years ago David's younger son became more involved, as did his daughter. Though they try to keep the girl out of most of the fighting, she is well trained, and a very skilled hunter. She often went on the food gathering trips, and would aid in planning and executing the raids as she knows the forest better than anyone."
 
   Braith felt a knot beginning to form in his stomach as uneasiness curdled through him. Arianna had been hunting for food when she was captured, she had admitted as much. She'd said that Max was captured because of her, that he could have run, but had instead sacrificed himself in the hope that he would be able to free her from captivity. There were only two reasons a man would do that, either for love of the woman, or love of his leader. He'd assumed that Max had aspired to save her because they were friends, and he did love her, and because he was good friends with her brother.
 
   He realized now that he may have been wrong, that Max may have come after her because he knew who she was, and who her father was. Because he realized what a threat it was to their cause if one of the children of their leader was caught, discovered, and held by the enemy.
 
   What kind of a mess had he gotten himself into with her?
 
   "Ok, so the girl is a heathen and aspires to be a man."
 
   "Shut up Caleb," Jericho grated. Braith felt Caleb's disbelief ripple through him. He supposed he would have felt the same, if he wasn't already completely terrified of what else Jericho might reveal. "The heathen is also in our possession right now, or at least she was. There was a raid on an outer encampment a few weeks ago, blood slaves were taken. At first there were only rumors about exactly who had been captured, but one child claimed that a girl had saved him. A girl that very much resembled David's daughter. No one knew anything for certain though, until last week."
 
   Oh hell, Braith thought with an inward groan. Arianna had spoken of a child, had talked of going back to rescue him. His hand constricted on his cane as he fought the urge to flee back to his room and demand answers from her. Answers he was scared of receiving right now. "And what happened last week?" Braith wanted to know.
 
   "David's daughter didn't return as scheduled, and neither did one of his higher ranking lieutenants. It was confirmed that the girl had been taken. It has not been confirmed if she is alive as a blood slave, or not. That's why I risked blowing my cover to come back here now."
 
   "What good is any of this information?" Caleb inquired, but the irritation was gone from his voice.
 
   "Humans tend to be very attached to their children, so if David's daughter is alive, and being kept as a blood slave then we can use her as a weapon against him. He won't like the thought of his child being treated in such a way, he will try to get her back, and he will be reckless. If she is dead, then we will have to dig up a blood slave that looks like her and try to use that girl against him. Either way, we have strong leverage over the rebels right now," Jericho explained.
 
   "I want all of the blood slaves from the past few weeks brought forth tonight for the banquet, Jericho will inspect them all," their father commanded.
 
   Sensing Braith's growing concern, Keegan had risen and was now pacing anxiously around his feet. "Perhaps it is your blood slave Braith," Caleb taunted.
 
   "Perhaps," he managed to agree.
 
   "You have taken a blood slave?" Jericho's astonishment was evident in his voice.
 
   "Yes, Braith has finally sunken to the levels of depravity that the rest of us have enjoyed all these years. He did well for a blind man; she's a pretty little thing, if you like redheads. Which, I do."
 
   Braith was close to ripping the head off of his cane as he anxiously waited for Jericho's response. If David's child was a redhead, they would all know shortly, and they would all be racing up to his apartment to get at Arianna. They would use her and torture her before they killed her. He didn't know how he was going to stop them but he knew that he was damn sure going to try.
 
   Jericho released a mellifluous laugh. "No, fortunately for Braith's newest addition, David's daughter is not a redhead."
 
   Relief coiled through him, but the tension in his chest still didn't ease. Something felt off about all of this, something wasn't quite right. He itched to return to Arianna and question her, but he had a feeling that no matter how much had passed between them lately, she still wouldn't tell him about her family, especially if this David fellow really was her father. He couldn't blame her for that; her family was probably far closer than his, humans tended to cling to their loved ones.
 
   If David was her father though, then why would Jericho lie about her hair color? Maybe he did not consider her dark tresses red, but Braith doubted that. Maybe he had never actually seen the girl, but why would he lie about it? What did he have to gain by coming here and lying about any of this? Unless, Jericho had simply wanted to escape the woods and this was his excuse to return to the luxurious lifestyle he had left behind.
 
   That didn't seem right either, but he couldn't quite figure out this puzzle, not yet anyway. He just knew that he had to get back to Arianna, and he had to keep her away from Jericho. She could not go to that banquet tonight. "Well, if she is not a redhead, then I will be leaving my blood slave behind tonight. I'd prefer to mingle amongst the crowd, alone."
 
   "Already tired of your treat?" Caleb goaded. "Funny, but it didn't seem that way when I stumbled upon you earlier."
 
   "A change is always good," Braith replied dully.
 
   "So be it," their father interjected. "I still require Jericho to see the girl, just in case."
 
   "Of course," Braith murmured in consent, struggling to remain calm. "Whenever you wish to stop by Jericho. I will join the rest of you later."
 
   Braith strode swiftly from the room, Keegan following at his side. It took everything he had not to break into a run and race back to Arianna.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   Aria stood silently as Maggie slipped the beautiful dress over her head and began to tighten the strings that ran up the back of it. Aria stared down at the shimmering green material, awed by the striking color as it flowed gracefully to the floor. There were only two things she didn't like about the dress; its low cut revealed far too much of her cleavage than she was comfortable with, and the strings, that even now were cutting off her breath as they pressed against her still tender ribs.
 
   "Is it too tight?" Maggie asked.
 
   "Just a little," she admitted.
 
   "I can loosen it, but it has to be snug so that it will stay up. The prince chose this dress, but maybe you could be allowed to wear another if he knew that it was hurting you."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, she closed her eyes as she shook her head. She had to stay with this dress; no one could think that Braith was offering any kind of sympathy to her. If this was the dress he had chosen, then she would wear it. There were probably already questions about them; she couldn't allow any more to be raised.
 
   "No, it will be fine, and the prince won't allow me to change if this was his pick."
 
   "I'm sure he might, he probably wasn't thinking when he picked it. Men do not understand strings after all."
 
   "It will be fine," Aria murmured. Maggie sighed in aggravation but returned to pulling the strings again. Aria clenched her teeth and strained to keep her face impassive as Maggie tried to be as gentle as she could. "Do blood slaves often attend the banquets?" Aria asked, more to distract herself from the pain than out of any real sense of curiosity.
 
   Maggie shrugged absently, but she looked a little troubled. "Not normally, and not when it is such a big celebration."
 
   "What are they celebrating?" Aria inquired. She hadn't seen Braith since he'd sent her to his room, but Maggie had appeared shortly after.
 
   "The youngest princes return."
 
   "Return, return from where?" Aria asked in surprise. She hadn't even known that he wasn't here, Braith had never mentioned it.
 
   "No one knows, but he's been gone for six years."
 
   "Odd," Aria whispered, mulling over Maggie's words.
 
   "It's been speculated and whispered about for years." Maggie's voice was eager; she obviously enjoyed sharing the gossip. "Some say that he left to aid the soldiers fighting against the rebellion, and others say that he left for the love of a woman that his father didn't approve of. Of course, no one liked that theory."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   Maggie was silent for a moment; her gaze darted around before she bent closer to Aria. "The young prince is very handsome. No one liked the idea of him with another woman. They all hoped that they would snag him."
 
   "Oh," Aria said dully. "I see." However, she didn't see, she didn't see how anyone could be more handsome than Braith, and she also didn't care to think about the women running around here trying to snag a prince for themselves. Especially when she knew it could never be her doing the snagging.
 
   Aria closed her eyes as her ribs began to scream in protest. She was so focused upon trying to ignore the throbbing of her ribs that she didn't hear Braith arrive until she heard his growled command. "Leave us."
 
   Aria's eyes flew open; her heart leapt wildly as she spotted him standing in the doorway. He was magnificent, but he seemed unreasonably irritated and tense right now. Aria stood as Maggie glanced wildly between them. She seemed hesitant to leave Aria by herself, but when Braith barked at her again she scurried from the room.
 
   A small tremor began to work its way through Aria, she had never seen Braith look like this. Not even after she had slapped him. The strange mix of anger and apprehension clinging to him left her breathless. "What is wrong?" she whispered.
 
   "If I am going to keep you safe, then I must know more about you. Do you understand me Arianna? There can be no secrets."
 
   Her gaze darted nervously behind him. She could see very little of the rooms beyond as his shoulders seemed to take up the entire doorframe. "I don't understand Braith, what is this about? What happened?"
 
   "My youngest brother has returned."
 
   "I heard." He stalked unhurriedly forward, his body taut, and his jaw clenched. "Is he ok? Is everything alright?" she gushed out, uncertain as to what was going on, uncertain why the return of his brother would cause such a strange reaction in him. She would be thrilled to see William and Daniel again, not looking as if she would like to rip the head off of something. Perhaps the youngest brother was as revolting as the middle one.
 
   "He's fine, Arianna, but he has come back in search of someone."
 
   Aria's heart sputtered for a beat before leaping wildly within her ribcage as a cold chill crept down her spine. She could only assume who it was that he had come back for, and she imagined it was her that he was probably looking for. But how was that possible? How would he know who she was? Until her capture, and Braith, the only vampires she'd encountered had been killed.
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "Don't you?"
 
   Aria shook her head, trying hard not to seem frightened, but she knew she was failing miserably. No matter how much she fought it, she could feel the horror showing on her face. Then, a flicker of movement behind his back caught her attention. Her eyes widened, terror coursed through her as adrenaline slammed into her veins. She could only gape in silent dismay as the man behind Braith strode toward them. She didn't understand though, her mind could not comprehend what her eyes were seeing. It was impossible. What she was seeing was completely impossible!
 
   She took another step back; the overwhelming urge to flee was beginning to consume her. She didn't know what to say, or what to do. She was trapped, cornered within these rooms with two vampires, one of which she was troubled she might be falling in love with. The other was a man that she had once trusted with her life but who had most likely come here to end it. She was trying to breathe, but the dress and her panic were making the simple task exceptionally difficult right now.
 
   And then, she gave into her instinctual urges. Braith's loud curse followed her as she darted through the door of his bedroom, flew over top of his bed, and raced for the door to the library. She didn't look back, didn't hesitate in her heedless rush forward. She didn't even stop to think about where she could possibly be going.
 
   She fled through the library. She didn't kid herself into thinking she could truly escape, part of the reason they had lost the war was because the vampires were exceedingly fast, exceptionally strong, and so damn tough to kill. But she had to try at least, she wasn't going down without a fight; she simply meant to stay alive for a few minutes more. She wished she had the stake to defend herself with, but it was tucked under the mattress and probably wouldn't do her much good anyway. At least it would have been something though.
 
   She threw things behind her as she ran, tossing a chair here, an end table there, in an attempt to knock them off of their pursuit. She wasn't even entirely sure they were still behind her until she heard a reassuring grunt of pain behind her as a piece of furniture made contact with one of her intended targets.
 
   She grabbed hold of the library door, slamming it shut behind her as she leapt forward. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a rushing blur coming at her. Aria ducked low, darting to the side as the blur dove at her. A small yelp escaped her as a hand skimmed over her back, but she dove forward, just barely managing to escape its seeking grasp. It was not Braith that had leapt at her, she knew his touch anywhere, but rather his brother, the traitor.
 
   Her ribs screamed in protest, but they didn't slow her down as fear for her life outweighed the agony. She scrambled back to her feet, lifting the annoying hindrance of her dress as she leapt onto one of the sofas, jumping over the back of it in an easy, graceful motion.
 
   There was a frustrated shout behind her, but she ignored it as she bounded forward. The door was right there, just feet away from her. For the first time since the chase had started, true hope bloomed in her chest, excitement pounded through her. She had managed to avoid two mature vampires in an enclosed space, surely she could get free. Surely she would escape this never ending nightmare.
 
   Her fingers scrambled over the door, she worked hastily through the locks that had been thrown. Locks that were rarely ever in place, as she had learned earlier when Caleb had walked in on them. Locks, she realized that Braith's brother had put into place. The door was almost open a foot when a hand slammed against it, banging it shut with a resounding crash that echoed throughout the room. She tugged uselessly on the handle for a few moments more, feeling like a fool as despair filled her.
 
   She almost screamed for help, but there would be no one to come to her aid. No one to save her, she was trapped, and she'd been discovered. There was no escaping that fact. Not with Jack here now. Except his name wasn't Jack, was it? No, it was Jericho, and he was not one of her allies, but a member of the royal family. He had come here to root her out, hand her over, and use her as a weapon against her own family.
 
   Well the joke was on him then wasn't it? Because no matter what they did to her, her family would not come here. It would be a suicide mission and they knew it. There were far more other people's lives at stake, than just hers. She was willing to accept the fact that there would be no rescue mission. She just wished it hadn't come to this. The sting of betrayal was sharp, she had always liked Jack, she had trusted him, enjoyed spending time with him, had learned from him, and in return had taught him a few tricks of her own. Her father had also liked and trusted the man, had even brought him into his confidence. And the entire time Jack, no Jericho, had been planning to betray him. She was shaking, her body trembled with the bitterness radiating through her.
 
   A hand wrapped around her waist, pulling her against an inflexible body she recognized instantly as Braith's. She remained wooden within his grasp. She didn't try to kid herself, they had grown close, she believed he might even care for her, but his loyalty would always be to his family, and his kind. He could not protect her from this, even if he chose to, which she wasn't sure he would. She was his enemy after all, and she had kept her true identity from him. He turned her away from the door, spinning her to face Jack.
 
   Maggie was right Jack was handsome, though she didn't think him as handsome as Braith. He was as tall as Braith, with a slightly leaner, more whipcord type build. His hair, lightened by his time in the sun, was not as dark as Braith's but had streaks of brown and gold highlighting. His eyes were steel gray, piercing, and severe as his gaze locked on hers. She glared ferociously back at him, resentment curling through her. She'd stab him right now if she had the stake, and she wouldn't even think twice about it.
 
   "I take it you two know each other," Braith grated, his voice low in her ear. She clamped her jaw shut, resisting the urge to swing her hanging feet back to kick him in the shin. Pissing him off right now would do her little good though. "Is she who you're looking for?" he demanded harshly.
 
   Aria remained unmoving in his grasp, her hands fisted as she stared fiercely at Jack/Jericho, her new greatest enemy. His eyes remained on her, narrowed as he took her in. "One of you answer me!" Braith snarled, shaking her a little within his grasp.
 
   "Put me down!" she snapped. His grip simply tightened on her. Irritation and frustration simmered within her, moving rapidly toward a boiling point as everything inside of her threatened to explode at once. She wanted to scream, wanted to kick and claw and go wild, but she did none of those things, she wouldn't give them the satisfaction of seeing her broken. She folded her arms over her chest as she focused her gaze stubbornly beyond Jack, and on the gardens.
 
   Seeming to realize that she wasn't going to bend, Braith placed her unhurriedly down but didn't release her. He kept his arm latched around her waist. "My family will not come for me," Aria declared firmly. "No matter what happens, no matter what is done to me, they will not come for me. They can't."
 
   His fingers clutched on her stomach as he pulled her closer against him, pressing her back flat against him. Astonishment filtered over Jack's face as he surveyed her and Braith. "Damn it Arianna! You should have told me!" Braith roared, causing her to flinch in response.
 
   She shuddered, wishing she could take solace in his arms, like she had before, but she knew there was no solace to be found this time. Telling him wouldn't have changed any of this; it only would have denied her the few moments of happiness she had found with him. No matter what, she would not trade those moments for anything, not even to avoid this. He couldn't protect her from this; he couldn't stop his family from torturing her, not once his brother revealed who she truly was. She didn't even pretend to kid herself that he could, it would be impossible.
 
   Aria closed her eyes, fighting the hot wash of tears. "I can't let you turn her in Jericho." Aria's eyes flew open in shock, Braith's hand brushed briefly across her stomach, stroking her soothingly. She was trembling within his grasp, uncertain about what he was saying. Uncertain she had heard him right. He released her, pushing her behind him, pinning her against the door. "I can't let you tell them."
 
   Amazement radiated from Jack as his gaze darted wildly between them. "What are you saying?" he demanded.
 
   "I am saying that you will not be leaving this room until we figure something out, but it will not involve you taking her, and it will not involve you telling them who she is."
 
   Aria rested her fingers on Braith's back, too taken aback to move for a moment. Slowly, she peered around his back to look at Jack. "Braith…"
 
   "You may be mature now, but I can still take you," Braith warned.
 
   Aria gaped in astonishment, Jack's mouth dropped as his dark eyebrows shot into his hairline. "Braith," she breathed. Her fingers curled into the shirt he wore, she was awed by the fact that he was willing to protect her. He was going against his own kind, going against his family, for her.
 
   "She can't stay here Braith," Jack retorted. "You know that."
 
   "You're not giving her to them!" He took a threatening step toward his brother.
 
   Aria jerked on his shirt, trying to pull him back. His body quivered with rage, his muscles vibrated with it. She didn't want to die, didn't want to be handed over to be tortured and used against her family, but she also wasn't going to watch two brothers fight because of her. If Braith was injured she would never forgive herself.
 
   "I never planned to," Jack told him.
 
   Both Aria and Braith started at his words. "Excuse me?" Braith grated.
 
   Jack rocked back on his heels as he studied the two of them. "Apparently we have a lot to discuss, but you can rest assured that I am not here to turn Aria over to our father."
 
   "Then what are you here for?" Aria whispered.
 
   Jack turned to her, his eyes remorseless. "To bring you home."
 
   Aria's fingers dug into Braith's shirt as she trembled against him, she was thrilled by Jack's words. Home! To be home in her forest, with her friends, and her family! To be free, running wild, back in the world that she knew and loved so much, to be amongst the animals and trees, to breathe fresh air and not have to be leashed in order to do so. It was all so wonderful, and she craved it so badly that she could nearly taste it.
 
   Then Braith turned toward her. She felt the heat of his gaze behind his glasses, the alarm that filled him as she tilted her head back. She knew she couldn't keep the hope from her gaze, but there was a new sense of longing swirling rapidly within her. She would have her freedom, but she would not have him. She clung to him, unable to let go, unable to stop the surge of anguish that shot through her.
 
   What was wrong with her? She should be embracing this; she should be halfway out the door with Jack right now, not standing here feeling confused and heartbroken. Her head dropped against his chest, she could scarcely breathe through the jolt of loss that swamped her. She barely knew him but there was so much between them, so much that would keep them apart, yet the idea of separating from him was almost unbearable. He remained unmoving for a moment before his hand slid into her hair and he cradled her against him.
 
   "Yes," Braith agreed. "Apparently we do have a lot to discuss."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   Braith didn't move away from the door, he didn't let her step away from him either. He wasn't going to let her anywhere near Jericho, or Jericho anywhere near the door until he felt he could truly trust his brother, which might never happen. "What has happened here?" Jericho inquired.
 
   "I might ask you the same question," Braith retorted sharply.
 
   Jericho's gray eyes shone with merriment for a moment before they grew serious and harsh once more. Braith had been right, his brother had matured. Jericho's demeanor had always been carefree and lively. It wasn't now; in fact he looked highly perplexed and more than a little upset. He was thinner in the face, and in his build, most likely from not having access to the unlimited sustenance he'd enjoyed within the palace.
 
   However, although he was thinner, there were muscles cording his entire body that had never been there before. A jagged scar marred his cheek, it was fresh though, and with time it would disappear. Just as in another fifty years, Braith wouldn't have scars around his eyes anymore. It was only because of the severe amount of damage that had been done to his eyes that the scars still remained. It was still uncertain if he would ever fully regain his eyesight when he wasn't in Arianna's presence.
 
   "What are you doing Braith? If they discover this they'll kill her. Father might even kill you."
 
   Arianna bristled over this, her fingers tensed on his shirt. "And you plan on what, just walking out of here with her? Do you believe father would allow that? And if someone else had claimed her, then what Jericho, were you going to kill them in order to free her?"
 
   "I have a plan."
 
   "And it doesn't risk her life at all?" Braith growled.
 
   Jericho's gaze drifted toward Arianna. "There is always risk, in everything we do. However, we felt that the risk far outweighed the danger, if it meant getting Aria back."
 
   "You followed me up here after Caleb told you she was a redhead, were you going to kill me?"
 
   Jericho shifted uneasily. "No. I was sent here to assess the situation, to find out if Aria was even still alive, and to see if I could get her safely out without jeopardizing either of our lives."
 
   "And if you couldn't?"
 
   "Then I was to leave."
 
   Braith was somewhat put off by this statement. It made little sense to him, and he didn't entirely believe it. "They sent you in here just to have you leave if you couldn't do anything?"
 
   "Jack has worked his way up in our ranks; my father thinks very highly of him, he wouldn't risk losing him. Especially if he feels that he can trust him." Arianna's gaze remained wary as she surveyed his brother.
 
   "Is that so, Jack?" Braith inquired sharply.
 
   Jericho shrugged as he reached into the pocket of his coat. "I couldn't give the rebels my real name, now could I? They may not know much about the royal family, or at least a lot of them don't, but I wasn't going to chance one of them possibly recognizing my name. And Jack is just less pretentious, don't you think?" He pulled something from his coat pocket and stepped toward them. "Your father instructed me to give you this."
 
   Braith shifted, blocking her with his body as Jericho approached them. He snatched the thing from Jericho's hand, a low rumble of warning issued from him when Jericho went to take another step toward her. At one point in time Jericho had been the only person he trusted, that was not so now. Not when Arianna's life was on the line. He really didn't want to kill his brother, but he would do what was necessary to keep her safe. Jericho appeared startled as he retreated from them.
 
   Arianna held out her hand, accepting the small silver pendant that Braith gave her. Her mouth parted as she stared down at it, tears swam in her eyes. "He gave this to you?" she whispered.
 
   "So you would know that you could trust me, that I was telling the truth. Your father trusts me Aria, and you must trust me too."
 
   Her fingers trembled as she stroked the silver horse head. Her eyes came up to Braith's, a single tear slipped free. "It was my mother's, he would never give it to anyone he didn't trust."
 
   Braith wiped the tear from her cheek; his hands enfolded hers as he turned his attention back to his brother. "And can he trust you?" Braith challenged.
 
   "There are many things you don't know about me Braith, many things you have never known," Jericho informed him.
 
   "I can see that, but can he trust you, can I trust you?"
 
   Jericho nodded. "If you desire her safety as much as her father and I do, then yes, you can trust me."
 
   Braith studied him carefully, not at all convinced by his words. "What was supposed to happen if you couldn't get her, or yourself, out of here safely?"
 
   Jericho leaned back, folding his hands behind him, his eyes sad and grave. "If I am unable to get us both to safety, I am to leave so that David can come here."
 
   "Excuse me?" Arianna asked sharply, her head snapped up at Jericho's words.
 
   Jericho was silent for a moment, and then his shoulders slumped as he ran his hand through his hair. "He's not going to risk losing us both. If I couldn't get you free then I was to return to the woods and he was going to offer himself in trade for you."
 
   Arianna's breath hissed out of her, her hands clenched around the pendant. "That's crazy! Why would he do such a thing!?"
 
   "Because he loves you, because you are his child. Because he would rather give his own life than think of you as a blood slave for the rest of yours."
 
   Arianna shook her head rapidly. "No, he can't do that! There are thousands of other lives that depend on him. Mine is nothing compared to that. Nothing! He knows better than to do something so foolish!"
 
   Jericho just studied her silently. Braith was unable to wrap his mind around the words that Jericho had just uttered. A father that would give his life for his child, it was unfathomable to him. He stared at Arianna's countenance, noting the stubborn set of her jaw, and the fire in her bright eyes. There was a rod of strength and courage that ran through her that was both admirable and slightly frightening. She was reckless, a danger to herself, and she had to be protected from the cruelty of the world. To give his life for her didn't seem so unbelievably farfetched. It was a strange realization, one he had never experienced before, and had never expected to experience.
 
   For her, he could and would do anything. Even see.
 
   That truth struck him sharply. It slammed into his gut as his hands tightened around hers. He felt that was the reason why he could see when he was near her. Something inside of him had somehow recognized her spirit as belonging with him. And then, because he wanted to see the face behind the bright spirit so badly, his eyes had finally worked enough to see her on the stage. He would always be able to see her; he would always be able to find her.
 
   "Of course he knows better," Jericho agreed. "But he doesn't care, not when it comes to you. If I couldn't succeed in saving you, I was to try for Max, and then retreat to the woods. Is Max still alive?"
 
   "Yes," Arianna whispered, her voice choked with emotion.
 
   "Katrina has him," Braith informed him.
 
   Jericho nodded. "She might be difficult, but I'm sure I'll be able to get to him. Your father will not have to come for you."
 
   "He was going to sacrifice himself for Max too?" she breathed.
 
   Jericho shook his head. "No, your father cares for Max, and he is an important member in the rebellion, but he was not going to come for him. You are his daughter Aria, he loves you, and you are far more important to the rebellion than Max is."
 
   Arianna shook her head forcefully at him. "No I'm not!" she protested. "Max is a strong fighter, he rallies people to the cause, and he knows the woods as well as I do!"
 
   "No one knows those woods as well as you do," Jericho muttered.
 
   "It still makes no sense," she whispered.
 
   "As your father's daughter, a man that the rebels obviously admire and already follow, you would be able to rally the rebels to battle even more so than Max," Braith explained sympathetically.
 
   Arianna bit on her bottom lip, her gaze darted swiftly up to him. "I don't want this; I didn't want any of this."
 
   She looked so lost, so frightened and sad. He had never seen her like this; even dirty and bedraggled she had displayed an air of defiance that was admirable. "I know, but it has to be dealt with."
 
   She turned back to Jericho. "My father had to know that it would be a suicide mission, that they would not release me, no matter what."
 
   Jericho's gaze darted to Braith. "It was a chance he was willing to take, if it meant he had the slightest possibility of saving your life. Daniel is capable of taking charge of the rebels within the camps, while William and I could lead the rebels outside the palace if your father had to come in here."
 
   All the color drained rapidly from her face. "William?" she choked. "You brought William near here? What were you thinking Jack!? What was my father thinking!?"
 
   "He'll be fine," Jericho assured her.
 
   "Fine?" she sputtered, releasing Braith as she took an angry step forward. "Are you trying to get him killed!?"
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "Don't you Aria me!" she retorted, suddenly charging at Jericho. Braith was so thrown off by her sudden attack that he didn't spring into immediate action to try and stop her. She was in front of Jericho poking him relentlessly in the chest as he backed away from her. Her broken demeanor was gone, she radiated fury now. "What were the two of you thinking!?"
 
   Jericho seized her finger, keeping it within his grasp when she tried to pull it back. Arianna let out a raspy grunt of frustration, then wound up and kicked him as hard as she could in the shin. Jericho jumped back as Arianna glared at him. "Damn it Aria!" he barked at her.
 
   "You're lucky I'm wearing this stupid dress and couldn't get my foot any higher!" she snapped back.
 
   Jericho glared at her, she returned it wholeheartedly. Braith stepped forward and seized hold of Jericho's arm. He didn't think his brother would harm her; in fact Jericho seemed to genuinely like and admire her. There appeared to be an almost sibling like connection between them, but Braith didn't like him touching her. He didn't like the idea of any other man touching her, even if it was his brother. Jericho glared at her for a moment longer before releasing her hand. Arianna looked as if she was going to kick him again, but she restrained herself.
 
   "Now," Braith said coldly. "Who the hell is William?"
 
   Arianna crossed her arms over her chest, displeasure radiated from her as she scowled ferociously. "My brother," Aria answered.
 
   "Her twin brother," Jericho emphasized.
 
   Braith didn't entirely understand why that seemed to upset her so much. "Ok," he said slowly.
 
   Arianna finally turned her attention to Braith; the desperation in her eyes surprised him. "William and I are inseparable, we're rarely apart. The only reason he wasn't on the hunt with me that day was because he had been wounded in a raid two days before. He's my twin; he's an extension of me just as I am of him. We're a lot alike."
 
   "They're both hotheaded and reckless," Jericho explained further when Braith still didn't fully grasp what she was saying. "I personally blame it on the hair."
 
   "You're an ass!" she snapped, spinning on her heel and storming away. "My father and you are both idiots! William will not stay away."
 
   She strode rapidly to the door of the library where she stopped, and stood uncertainly. Her arms wrapped around her stomach, she seemed torn, lost. "That is why your father brought him."
 
   She turned back at Jericho's words. "At least here your father can keep an eye on him, keep guards on him so that he cannot break free and do something that could get us all killed. If he had left William behind then he wouldn't be able to watch and monitor him."
 
   Arianna's gaze flickered, and then she bit on her bottom lip and nodded. "You're right," she whispered. Then she was moving again, coming back to Braith, slipping her hand into his. He didn't think she was aware of the fact that she had just sought him out for comfort, but he was pleased by the notion. She stared up at him for a moment, her eyes searching his face. "What do we do?"
 
   He didn't have an answer for her, but Jericho did. "Now, we make a plan to get you out of here."
 
   Dismay filled Arianna's eyes, Braith felt a sharp twinge in his chest, his entire being recoiled at the very idea. He knew that she should leave, that she had to get somewhere safe, he just wasn't sure he would be able to let her go in order to do so.
 
   ***
 
   Aria stared numbly out the window at the gardens, she hadn't moved from the window seat since Jack and Braith had left to attend the banquet. They were both required to be there but neither of them was willing to let her anywhere near it. Braith didn't think that Max would be brought, but he wasn't willing to take the chance. No one knew how Max was going to react when he saw that Jack was one of the royal family, they didn't need her presence there to further complicate things.
 
   The only problem was that they hadn't settled anything before they left, and now she felt lost, confused, torn between her family and a man she was beginning to realize that she loved. She didn't know when she had started to love him; she supposed it had been the night that he had comforted her after Lauren's attack. It had been cemented by the revelation of his beautiful, wounded eyes.
 
   But what did that mean? Where did that leave her? Where did that leave them?
 
   If she stayed here, she would forfeit her family, friends, and freedom forever. She would also have to die, probably sooner rather than later. If she left, she would be back with her loved ones, back in the life that she cherished so much, but she would be leaving a big piece of herself behind. A piece she didn't think she would ever find again, in fact she was certain that she wouldn't.
 
   She thought it should be an easy choice, her home, her life and her family, or a life in a place that she didn't understand, that was cruel, and frightening. It wasn't even close to being easy though. Not when it meant that she would never see Braith again, never hold him or feel him again. That thought left her torn between freedom and a short, sweet life. She felt like crying, but she found that tears wouldn't come. Her eyes were as dry and empty as a desert. She sat for hours, unable to move as the sweet sounds of music drifted up from below.
 
   The sun had set awhile ago; it was late when Braith returned. She hadn't realized that she had drifted off until she felt his arms wrapping around her. He lifted her smoothly from the window seat, cradling her against his chest as he carried her from the room.
 
   "Braith?" she whispered, though she knew it was. She would know him anywhere.
 
   "Go back to sleep love."
 
   She curled closer against his chest, thrilled by his words as she was captured by his strength and scent. Her fingers threaded inside of his coat, pushing aside the buttons on his shirt. She rested her palm against his solid chest and somewhat cooler skin. She sighed in contentment as her hand came into contact with his skin. She didn't think she would ever get tired of touching him as her fingers slid over his skin.
 
   He placed her gently upon his bed and pressed a kiss against her forehead before he pulled reluctantly away from her. She watched through half closed eyes as he pulled his coat off, tossed it aside, and disappeared into the bathroom. She listened as he moved about, fighting against the deep pull of sleep that threatened to claim her.
 
   He was back again before she knew it, his hand upon her shoulder. "Would you like me to remove your dress?"
 
   Her mouth went dry, her heart leapt as apprehension and excitement tore through her. Sleep was officially forgotten in the face of his question. It was only then she realized that Maggie hadn't returned, he must have told her to stay away for the night. Would she like him to take her dress off? The relief to her ribs would be wonderful, yet the intimacy of it was terrifying.
 
   She was wearing a slip beneath the dress, it was just as covering as the nightgowns, and she really wanted the strings untied. And truth be told, she enjoyed the way he touched her. She swallowed heavily before nodding. A smile flitted over his full mouth, it was so rare and fleeting that it robbed her of her breath.
 
   "So you have decided to reveal the stake to me?"
 
   Her face drained of color. She had completely forgotten about the stake, but after the events of this day she hadn't felt safe without it. "You knew!?" she accused.
 
   That smile was back, if he made it just right that dimple would reappear. She might have found it adorable if she hadn't been so rocked by his question. "I knew."
 
   "How long have you known?"
 
   "Since the beginning." She glanced down at her chest, her eyebrows drawing together as she studied her cleavage. She'd spent a lot of time in front of the mirror making sure that the stake was safely concealed. He leaned over her, his scent of spices and something almost earthy engulfed her; the heat of his body warmed hers even as a chill lingered from his revelation. His lips were just centimeters from her cheek. For a moment she lost all train of thought as she was consumed by the need for him to touch her, to kiss her. Her fingers curled around his upper arms, she had to hold onto something in order to stay grounded in the sea of desire that was threatening to consume her. His biceps flexed beneath her touch, his skin rippled over his solid muscles. "I enjoy looking down there also."
 
   Her eyes flew wildly up to his. She thought she should feel outraged by his comment. Instead, her traitorous body was thrilled by it. "I… I don't even know what to say to that."
 
   "That's a first."
 
   Well that sparked some anger from her. He chuckled, actually chuckled, as she glared crossly at him. "Why did you let me keep it then?" she demanded.
 
   He shrugged as he rested his hand on her waist. She completely forgot about being irritated with him as his presence overwhelmed her ire. Even through the fabric, she could feel the heat of his hand as it seared into her flesh. Her breasts began to tingle with anticipation as she instinctively pressed closer to him. The pupils of his eyes dilated, his humor vanished as he focused on her mouth. Aria almost whimpered from the clamor surging through her body as his gaze focused on her lips before traveling over her body in a hungry perusal that left her feeling exposed and aching for something she didn't quite understand, but instinctively knew he could help her with. Only he could ease the ache building within her.
 
   "I planned to see what you would do with it."
 
   His eyes were back on hers as he leaned closer. Aria gulped, she almost pushed him back, she required some room to breathe; she was swamped, her head spun as she was mesmerized by him. Her hands curled around his arms, her thumb began to stroke the tantalizing flesh beneath the thin material of his shirt. "I intended to use it against you."
 
   "I know."
 
   "Then…"
 
   "I was waiting, I was curious, but then if I had known your true identity I may have taken it from you a lot sooner."
 
   She had expected him to retreat at the reminder of who she was; instead his lips brushed hers as he spoke. The feathery caress of every word caused her heart to thump against her ribs in response. It was torment, this touching, yet not touching. She wanted him to end it, wanted him to finally kiss her again, and yet she found she enjoyed the sweet torture.
 
   "You would have actually attempted to drive it through my heart?"
 
   "In the beginning," she admitted. "And there's been a time or two that I was tempted."
 
   His laugh was low as it rumbled pleasantly out of his chest. "The feeling was mutual."
 
   She couldn't help but grin at him. "I imagine it was. Though, I think I was far more tempted to stab Caleb than you." His amusement vanished so suddenly that she gasped in surprise. "Braith…"
 
   "I won't let him anywhere near you." The words were grated, harsh, his eyes brutal. His lips against hers were not teasing and playful anymore, but compressed into a severe line.
 
   "I… I didn't think you would," she stammered.
 
   "Caleb is not like me, or Jericho. He's the worst of everything that is bad about our race, and yours. I will make sure that you are not exposed to him again."
 
   "Is that why you send me away when he comes around?"
 
   His muscles rippled beneath her hands, his lip curled in a small sneer. Aria's hands tightened around him as his eyes flashed briefly red. She stared, astonished by the slip in his control, in the blatant reminder of what he was and what he was capable of. Trepidation trickled down her spine; she was unable to release his arms as she sensed something within him that had nothing to do with his hunger for her. For a brief moment his vulnerability was exposed to her. Her heart ached for the man beneath this remorseless exterior, the one that wasn't like either of his brothers, and most certainly wasn't like his hideously cruel father. The man who read to her, tended her injuries, and touched her with such tender reverence.
 
   Love swelled within her, she almost cried from the force of the emotion growing within her chest. It encompassed her as it grew and surged rapidly. "I send you away so he won't see."
 
   "See what?"
 
   "How much I need you, how much stronger you make me, how much your loss would destroy me." Tears slid down her cheeks, he wiped them lightly away with the pads of his thumbs. His fingers stroked over her cheeks as a storm of emotion filled his eyes. "What am I going to do with you Arianna?" he breathed.
 
   She shook her head, she had no answers for him, and there were none in this situation, not for them. She simply wanted to be with him, in this moment, and forget about everything that was trying to tear them apart. With a feathery touch she ran the tips of her fingers over his taut, full mouth. He shuddered in response, his eyes darkened with desire.
 
   "Let me get this thing off of you." His hands were gentle upon her as he slipped the ties free, allowing her to breathe easily for the first time in hours as her aching ribs were finally freed. "Why did you wear this thing with your ribs being in the condition they are?" he muttered in annoyance.
 
   "You picked it out," she reminded him.
 
   His forehead creased as he stared at her for a moment. "I didn't know it required these strings, I simply liked the color and thought it would look good on you. You could have said no."
 
   She breathed slowly in and out as she relished the full air within her lungs. "Maggie suggested that, but I didn't think it would look right if I went against the dress you chose for me. Maggie's a nice girl, but I don't trust anyone in this place."
 
   He cursed as he sat back, his hand rested reassuringly upon her arm. He was no longer looking at her, but staring into the dark. She knew he was pondering if it would be best for her to leave, and the thought terrified her. It was best if she left, for both of them, but it was the last thing she wanted to do.
 
   His hand rubbed her arm for a moment before he lifted her effortlessly to her feet. Aria stared at him in surprise, her lips parted. His full mouth curved into a smile as he slid the dress down her, letting it pool on the ground at her feet. Her face flared with heat, she ducked away from him as she stepped out of the material.
 
   The handle of the stake poked out from the thin undergarments still covering her. His fingers brushed tantalizingly against her skin as he plucked it free and stared at it for a moment. His eyes were gleaming with amusement as he wagged the stake before her. "The nightstand leg?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Destructive little human." He held the stake for a moment more before snapping it in half between his thumb and index finger. Aria's mouth dropped at the display of strength. Granted, it hadn't been the strongest stake, but he'd snapped it with barely a flick of his wrist. She knew vampires were powerful, but she had a feeling there was a wealth of strength and power within him that she hadn't even begun to see yet.
 
   She imagined it was terrifying, and she hoped she'd never have to see it.
 
   For the first time she noticed that his legs were bare, and that he wore only a pair of shorts. Her mouth went dry, and her heart thumped with barely contained excitement. His thighs were corded, the muscles in them stood out sharply as he moved. Her pulse pounded as he unbuttoned his shirt and slid the material free. She was staring, she knew she was, but she couldn't stop herself from taking in the perfectly sculpted muscles that ridged his abdomen, broad shoulders, and chest. Dark hair ran across his chest, before tapering toward an area that was hidden by his shorts. Her face burned even hotter as she realized she had followed that trail of hair all the way down to where it vanished from view.
 
   It seemed as if someone had decided to create the perfect man and had come up with him. And he was staring at her from under hooded eyes that made her toes curl into the thick carpet. Holy hell she was in over her head. She had no experience with this. There were bare-chested men in the woods, she'd seen male legs before, but none of those chests or legs had this much of an overwhelming, dizzying effect on her. She felt like a child at the same time she began to become aware of herself as a woman.
 
   "Arianna?"
 
   She glanced up at him from beneath lowered lashes, struggling to control her embarrassment but failing miserably. "My friends call me Aria," she said, for lack of anything else to say, or do.
 
   His hand was gentle as it caressed her cheek, tilting her face so that she had to look up at him. "We're a little more than friends, don't you think?" His voice was low and laced with passion.
 
   There were no more words left in her, there was nothing she could say to that, because it was true. They were more than friends, and at that moment she would have done anything he asked of her. She stepped closer to him, resting her hands on his bare chest, marveling at the broad, well muscled expanse as her fingers trailed over it. He was unmoving beneath her touch, letting her explore him as she saw fit. She yearned to touch all of him, but her fingers froze upon the ridges that sculpted his abdomen, just above the line of his shorts.
 
   He pulled her forward, kissing her forehead as he held her flush against him. "You're beautiful Arianna."
 
   She blinked in surprise. No one had ever said that to her, and though she knew it wasn't true, she couldn't stop the thrill of pleasure that raced through her at his words. It seemed as if he had even meant it. "No Braith, but thank…"
 
   "Yes Arianna, to me, you're the most beautiful woman in the world."
 
   Tears burned her eyes as she searched his gaze, but all she saw was honesty and desire radiating back at her. Her fingers curled against his skin, love bloomed rapidly through her chest. She couldn't fight the tidal wave of emotion that was overtaking her. There was a burning in his gaze that puzzled her and was more than just sexual. Then, with sudden clarity she knew what that look was, what he so desperately needed from her.
 
   What he was lacking that she could give to him.
 
   "Did you feed tonight Braith?" He shook his head, his eyes closed for a brief moment as his thumb massaged her cheek. "Why not?"
 
   "I cannot feed as often as I once did," he answered.
 
   She frowned at him, confused by his words, and then realization swamped her. "Because if you did, they would question what you were doing with me. What use could I possibly be to you if you still need to feed off of others?"
 
   He didn't say anything, just looked beyond her at the back wall. His jaw clenched as he grated his teeth, his hand trembled upon her cheek before he slid it into her hair. "It's more than that Arianna."
 
   She tilted her chin back, drinking in the sight of him. He was magnificent, powerful, and for now, in this moment, it was just the two of them. There was no blood slave and master, there was no Jack and Max, even her forest and family didn't exist. It was just them, and they didn't have to worry or fear anything else, not here.
 
   "What is it then?"
 
   He bent closer to her, his mouth just inches from hers, his eyes intent upon hers. The hand entangled in her hair, pulled her head a little to the side. His other hand traced her pounding pulse, and jumping vein. His finger lingered upon her neck, his eyes dilated to near pin points as hunger oozed from him. "Yours is the only blood I've coveted since I set eyes on you. Nothing else could completely satisfy me."
 
   A sob caught in her throat. She could only stare at him in awe as he bent to place a kiss against her throat. His lips were gentle, loving, but beneath them she could feel the solid press of his fangs. He tried to keep them from her, tried not to let her know that they were there but she knew, and even more than that, everything in her thrilled at the thought of them. She should be terrified, should be repulsed by the mere thought of allowing him to feed from her, but instead she found it was all she could think of. It was all she desired.
 
   Her blood pumped more vigorously, goose bumps broke out across her skin. Her hands curled against his corded muscles as he dropped smooth kisses across her neck, her cheek, before brushing briefly against her mouth.
 
   Aria's knees trembled, she was shaking against him, barely able to stand as his tongue flickered against her lips. Her mouth parted eagerly to his hungry invasion. His arm locked around her waist as he lifted her off her feet, keeping her pressed flush against him. Aria wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging to him as he laid her upon the bed and leveled himself gradually on top of her.
 
   The weight of him was wonderful, everything about him was wonderful. She never wanted this moment to end, never wanted any of this to stop. She wished that she could freeze time, that she could simply lay here with him and enjoy the miracle of this moment. She wished that they would never have to face the world or any of the horrible things in it again. No matter what happened, she was going to enjoy this night. They were going to have one moment of pure happiness and peace before the harsh reality they were faced with came crashing back in.
 
   His kiss became more urgent, fevered. She could feel the lust that he radiated. Her head was spinning; her body was completely out of control as she held on to him, using him as an anchor in a world that was suddenly tumultuous. His hands stroked her tenderly, moving over her in a whisper of a caress that caused her to tremble everywhere. His lips were upon her neck, his teeth skimmed over her throat, but he didn't bite.
 
   He wouldn't, she realized, unless she gave him permission to.
 
   She was shaking, close to tears as she turned her head, burying her face in his strong neck. She pressed her mouth against his solid flesh, clutching his arms as she tried to stabilize herself, tried to keep herself grounded though she knew it was impossible. "It's ok," she breathed. "It's ok."
 
   He didn't seem to hear her at first, as he didn't stop kissing her neck. Then his arms locked and he drew slowly back from her. She pushed his dark locks aside as she traced the scars circling his eyes. "Arianna?"
 
   Her fingers moved over his cheekbones, then down to the curve of his full mouth. She trailed over his lips, but he recoiled when she touched the lengthy fangs. "Don't," she pleaded, refusing to let him pull away from her. His forehead furrowed in confusion, but he didn't move any further away from her. She was startled to realize that the sensation of running her fingers over his pointed teeth was tantalizing and breathtaking. She was not at all frightened by it as she thought she would be, as she should be. He was far more powerful than her, he could kill her easily, and yet there was no fear within her because it was him. "It's ok," she said again, her fingers stilling on his teeth. "You're hungry, and I can ease that. I want this Braith."
 
   "Arianna." His voice was a low anguish filled moan as he dropped his head into the hollow of her neck. His shoulders shook beneath her; the tension in him was almost palpable. "You don't know what you're asking for."
 
   "I'm asking for you." His shaking increased; his hands stopped running over her as he cradled the back of her head. Her heart swelled with love. He was fighting so hard against himself, restraining himself because he was fearful that he might harm her, even though she was willingly offering him what he so desperately required. "It's ok."
 
   She grasped hold of the back of his head, gently turning it toward the hollow of her neck. Small tremors racked him as she pressed his extended fangs against her rapid pulse. "It's yours Braith, I'm yours. Take it. Take me. I want to be the one that satisfies you, not them."
 
   He groaned loudly. She felt the snap, the point where he lost control and his craving for her took over. Aria gasped, her fingers dug sharply into his back as his lips pressed hotly against her flesh before skimming back to reveal his hard fangs. His tongue swirled briefly over her neck before his teeth punctured her skin and struck deep into her vein. For a moment the entire world blurred, she could think of nothing, and see nothing except for him. He was everywhere, over her, in her, a part of her as he bit deeper, his fangs sinking into her completely.
 
   Then, little by little, they became separate entities again. She could make out his hunger, his thirst, his fascination with her as he consumed her. He drank deeper than he ever had from anyone before. And somehow, though he didn't say it, she knew that was true. His thoughts mingled at the edges of her conscious as his pleasure engulfed her. He craved all of her, could not get enough of her, he would never get enough of her, and she didn't want him to.
 
   He pushed against her; the weight of his body pressed her more firmly into the mattress. A groan of ecstasy escaped her, her fingers convulsed on his back as he bit down sharply. She heard cartilage snap, her cartilage, but she didn't care. It didn't hurt; she didn't feel anything above the blood being pulled eagerly from her, and the ecstasy consuming them both.
 
   She knew she should be frightened, knew that this was going far beyond either of their control, but she wasn't scared. As long as she was in his arms, she knew that she would never be scared again. She could feel her blood as it ran down her neck to stain the sheets beneath, but she still didn't feel one moment of alarm. Instead, her heart swelled with love until it was overflowing from her.
 
   It wasn't until he growled low, and bit down even harder, that she realized the words I love you were spilling from her in an unending chorus that she couldn't stop until a wave of blackness washed her away into nothingness. She drifted in and out of consciousness, pleasant memories rolled in like the rain before slipping away again. Dreams came and went, shadows spun through her mind. Braith was holding her, cradling her against his chest, whispering for her not to leave him, but she felt he should know that she would never leave him. She tried to tell him so repeatedly.
 
   He offered her something that felt wet and a little sticky on his wrist. She pushed him away, telling him that he was enough, but he made her take his wrist into her mouth and begged her to swallow. The warm liquid was sweet and tasted of him, she found herself unable to turn away from his offering. As she drank greedily, she thought she heard him whispering I love you, but she couldn't be sure. Finally, she drifted into a state of profound bliss where she knew she was safe in his arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   "Aria! Aria! Arianna!" She groaned in annoyance as she tried to roll away from the hands shaking her, but they were clinging to her, refusing to let go as they shook her again, this time more incessantly. "Arianna!"
 
   She batted at the hands, trying to break free, but she was so tired and they just wouldn't let her go. "Stop!" she protested.
 
   "Get up Aria, you have to get up!" It was the urgency of the voice that finally pierced through the haze of bliss and exhaustion that enveloped her. She cracked open an eye, frowning at the blurry face before her. It was too much effort to concentrate on the face, instead her eye drifted shut and she snuggled deeper into the delightful bed beneath her. The voice swore loudly, then, before she knew what was happening, she was heaved up out of the bed and tossed over someone's shoulder. She sputtered in disbelief as she was spun around in a circle and then dumped on the bed once more. "Get up Aria or I'm going to throw you in a tub of cold water."
 
   She blinked in surprise as she tried to clear her blurry vision. Eventually her eyes began to focus; she frowned in indignation and disbelief as Jack came into view. Then, reality crashed over her as she realized where she was. She gaped in horror, bolting upright in the bed as she pulled the comforter against her chest. She still wore the slip, but where she hadn't been embarrassed for Braith to see her in it, she was mortified that Jack was.
 
   "Jack!" She was completely disoriented. She was in Braith's bed, wasn't she? But where was Braith and what was Jack doing here? "Where's Braith?"
 
   Jack had turned away from her, he was searching for something, but she didn't know what it was until a pile of clothes was dropped in her lap. She stared at the pants and cotton shirt in disbelief. They were similar to the clothes she had worn in the woods, except these were pitch black instead of brown or green. "He was called to an emergency meeting with our father. Get dressed. We have to go quickly, before he gets back."
 
   "Wait! What?" she sputtered.
 
   "We have to go Aria! Now!" he snapped impatiently. "Get dressed."
 
   Shock flooded through her, her mind spun in confusion. Go? Now? Leave Braith? No, no she couldn't. Not after last night, she could never leave him after last night. "No Jack, no I can't."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "No, you don't understand Jack. I can't leave, I simply can't."
 
   He seized hold of her cheeks as he thrust his face into hers. She knew that look well; it was nearly identical to Braith's when he had lost patience with her and was reaching a snapping point. "You don't understand Aria. This is our only chance at escape, if we don't leave now then you will remain here, and your father will come for you and he will die. Now get up, and get dressed."
 
   She gawked at Jack, then at the clothes, then back at Jack. Her mind spun, her heart was thrumming. She couldn't leave Braith, she couldn't. She loved him! And though she wasn't completely sure, she thought he might have said he loved her too last night. But it was all so hazy, so distorted and confusing, and it was all so astonishing that she could barely contain her excitement over it. Until the awfulness of this situation, right here and now, came surging back to the forefront.
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "No Jack, no. I would like to stay. I can't leave him." Jack's eyes widened in surprise, the blue flecks in them were more clearly visible as he gazed at her. "Jack, please…"
 
   "You cannot stay here Aria, I can't let that happen. No matter what, your father will come after you."
 
   "No." She seized hold of Jack's hands. "Not if you tell him I'm dead Jack, that I'm gone."
 
   "Max…"
 
   "Tell Max the same thing."
 
   Jack's jaw clenched, his nostrils flared. He was staring at her as if he didn't recognize her, staring at her as if he didn't have a clue as to who she was. And truth be told, she didn't really know who she was anymore either. All she knew was that her heart was with Braith and she couldn't leave him. "Max is here Aria, he knows you're alive. He's keeping lookout right now."
 
   Her gaze darted rapidly around the room as she searched out Max, but she didn't see him anywhere. Disappointment filled her; she would like to see her friend again, at least once more to make sure that he was ok.
 
   "Then tell them I'm happy Jack, because I am. I… I…" She broke off, her fingers clutched at the blanket. She heaved an irritated sigh before she turned back to Braith's brother. "I love him Jack."
 
   Jack sat back as he stared at her in consternation. "Aria…"
 
   She seized hold of his hand as she leaned eagerly forward. She was desperate for him to understand, desperate for him to hear and believe what she was saying. She knew what Jack was now, but she was surprised to realize that she still trusted him, and he was the only one that could help her right now. "I know it makes no sense, but I do love him and I want to stay with him."
 
   Jack's gaze turned pitying; sadness crept over his features as he shook his head. "Aria…"
 
   "Please Jack, I…"
 
   He seized hold of her face, his hands cradled her cheeks. "He has a fiancée Aria."
 
   Her words broke off, sputtered, and died. Dismay surged through her, she couldn't breathe, couldn't move. She could only sit there and stare at him, her mouth open, and her heart shattering as something within her curdled and died. "No, not possible, he… No."
 
   "Yes, Aria. They've been betrothed for over a year. They are getting married in six months."
 
   Suddenly she was choking on the air she desperately struggled to get into her lungs. Strange, guttural sounds were coming from her, they didn't sound human to her. She didn't feel human anymore as her heart shredded and a moan of agony died within her. Jack held her as she rocked forward, unable to fully comprehend his words, unable to function through the agonizing grief consuming her.
 
   "I'm sorry Aria, I am so sorry, but you can't stay here. She'll have you killed as soon as the wedding is over, and he won't be able to save you. He's my brother, but he will never go against my father. It's the curse of the first born I suppose, to be the one reared to one day rule, to do what is expected and to bear the heavy burdens of duty. You and I both know that Braith is not the same bastard my father is, and that the kingdom will not be the same under his rule."
 
   Maybe she had known that yesterday, maybe yesterday she would have said that Braith would make a better king than his father, but now she wasn't so certain she knew anything at all. For all she knew he had been playing her all along and she had fallen for it.
 
   "He cannot leave here Aria; he will do what is expected of him because he knows that it is for the good of everyone involved. It is also why he will go through with this marriage. Now, you have to pull yourself together, we have to get out of here."
 
   He pulled her out of the bed, standing her on her shaking legs. "Don't make me have to dress you Aria." She shook her head numbly, tears streamed down her cheeks as she grasped hold of the clothes he thrust at her. She could only gaze dazedly up at him. She hated the awful pity in his eyes, hated the fact that she looked so weak and pathetic right now. "We have to go, get dressed."
 
   Jack turned away. Her hands trembled as she pulled the slip over her head. The spectacle of her blood staining the neck of the nightgown almost made her vomit. He was engaged? He was engaged! They were the only words running through her head, the only thing she could focus on right now. He was engaged and he had never even told her. He had slept beside her, held her, kissed her; he had fed off of her. He had used her, and all the while he had known that he had a fiancée.
 
   She had never kidded herself with dreams of a future for them, but she had never expected this betrayal. If he had told her, she never would have allowed things to go this far. She sure as hell wouldn't have allowed him to feed off of her.
 
   Tears streamed down her face, she couldn't get the buttons together. Jack was back before her; the sympathy in his eyes was almost more than she could bear. "You let him feed from you." Aria blinked at him as he buttoned her shirt hastily. She was not embarrassed that Jack was seeing this much of her anymore, nothing else could faze her at this moment. He grasped hold of her shoulders, shaking her. "Aria, you have to listen to me, you must concentrate on me for a moment, it's important."
 
   She managed a nod, and she just barely managed that. "He fed from you." It was not a question. In fact it was quite obvious that Braith had fed from her between the bloodstained slip and bed. She winced as Jack brushed at the blood on her neck, rubbing against the sore bite that marked her. "Did he give you any of his blood?"
 
   "Excuse me?" she asked in surprise.
 
   Jack was growing frustrated with her. "Think Aria! This is important! Did you feed from him?" He enunciated each word clearly and sharply.
 
   Aria blinked as she tried to recall the night, but her mind and body shied away from the painful memories. It was too much. She couldn't think about it. It had all been a lie. A cruel, brutal lie. It had meant so much to her, yet it had meant absolutely nothing to him. She was nothing but a blood slave after all. She didn't know why he had waited so long to feed from her, and she didn't care to think about it.
 
   There was no way that she could figure out what he had been thinking, or doing, or why. She wasn't cruel and manipulative like him, she would never understand why he had done this to her. It didn't matter anymore. It all meant nothing. For the first time in her life she had been a silly fool who had allowed her defenses down, and she had gotten what she had always expected. Nothing.
 
   "Aria!" Jack barked.
 
   She blinked him into focus, shaking her head stubbornly. "No, I… No. What does it matter anyway?"
 
   "It matters. Are you sure?"
 
   She bit on her bottom lip. There had been dreams, so many fantastic dreams of peace and love and security. There had even been a dream about something sweet and delicious tasting, but they had been nothing more than dreams. They couldn't have been anything more, he was engaged after all, and therefore he never would have told her he loved her. He already belonged to someone else. Dreams, nothing but awful, shattered dreams.
 
   "No," she whispered. "No, I didn't."
 
   Jack's shoulders slumped in relief as he nodded. "Good, good. We must go."
 
   She didn't respond as he seized hold of her arm. He pulled her through the library, the sitting room, and then into the bedroom she had used upon first arriving. Max was standing by an open doorway that she'd never seen before. It seemed to have magically appeared in the wall next to the bed she'd slept in.
 
   Max's eyes filled with love as he spotted her. For a moment, the sight of her friend was enough to make her forget her grief. A cry of happiness escaped her as she raced forward, throwing herself into his open arms. He had lost weight, his face was gaunt, his eyes were far wiser and sadder, but his arms were still warm and secure as they wrapped around her.
 
   "Later, later." Jack was pushing them toward the open doorway, shoving them into a dark tunnel.
 
   "What is this?" Aria demanded.
 
   "Security tunnels, all the apartments have them. They lead out of the palace. We have to go fast though; they'll kill us if they find us, and personally I don't feel like being caught and branded as a traitor. It's not a pleasant death," Jack informed her.
 
   Aria imagined it probably wasn't. She stared around the dark, confining tunnel in disbelief. The entire time she had been looking for a way to escape the route had been within her own room. She had been sleeping right next to it. The realization only added insult to injury.
 
   She kept her hand in Max's, taking strength in his warm touch. She was struggling not to cry as they fled through the dark tunnel with Jack leading the way. She could barely see through the darkness, but Jack moved with speed and unerring sureness of foot. She didn't look back until they arrived at the end of the tunnel, and then she only paused for a moment. She vowed that she would never look back after this, never think about anything that had happened within those hated walls again. Though she desperately wanted it to be true, she knew that she was lying to herself.
 
   She stared down the darkened tunnel but didn't truly see it as her tears caused it to blur before her. Her body throbbed with the force of the anguish consuming her. She was leaving that world behind, she would never return to it, but she knew that it would haunt her for the rest of her days. She would never escape what had happened within those walls, never be free of the torment his betrayal had inflicted upon her. She also knew that the woman that walked out of this tunnel was far different than the girl that had first entered as a captive.
 
   Max tugged on her hand, pulling her forward, tearing her from her melancholy thoughts. She turned away, fighting back the tears of unhappiness and hopelessness that wanted to fall. She would never look back again; especially not now that she had her freedom, and would soon have her family. They plunged into the sanctuary of her beloved woods, blending seamlessly in with the surrounding forest.
 
   ***
 
   Braith was shaking; fury consumed him, it boiled through his blood and caused his eternal darkness to turn a violent shade of red. She was gone. He had known it the moment he stepped back into his apartment. He had sensed her absence when he'd been downstairs, but it wasn't until he had returned that the lack of radiance, and her beauty, confirmed his fear.
 
   Keegan whimpered as he crept away from Braith's leg, slinking into the shattered debris that littered the room. To say he had lost his temper would be an understatement; he had been in a rage, furious at himself, furious with Jericho, and furious with her. He knew that his youngest brother was behind this, there was no one else that could have taken her from these rooms without being seen. There was no one else that would have known that Braith hadn't been present, and where the tunnel within his apartment was located.
 
   "Your Highness." He turned at the sound of the wavering voice. His hands clenched on the head of his cane, it was essential now that he had destroyed the room. There were obstacles in his way that hadn't been there before, and she was no longer present to light the darkness. "There is no sign of them outside of the palace walls."
 
   "Of course there isn't," Braith sneered. Jericho was smart, he was quick, and he would be far from here by now. Using his cane, Braith maneuvered his way through the shattered remains of his furniture. His display of temper and destruction could be blamed on the fact that his brother had stolen his blood slave; all of his kind would understand the betrayal, the insult to his pride, and the denial of his toy. But as he stopped in the doorway of his bedroom, he knew that it was far more than that.
 
   The scent of her blood assailed him; it burned into his nostrils, flared through his body, and caused an aching hunger to explode throughout him. She had been so magnificent, so free and giving last night and so delectably satisfying. Her blood was delicious, it had filled him and nourished him in a way that he had never felt before. In fact, he had been so swept away by it that he had nearly destroyed them both. He had wanted her with him, forever; he had been consumed with the compulsion to change her, to have her for eternity. It was an insane idea, and thankfully he had regained control of himself before he had pushed her into a place that few ever came back from. Very few humans had ever survived the change. He had been so consumed by her that he'd nearly ended her life. In all of his many years he had never been so careless, never been so out of control with his thirst.
 
   But even more potent than her blood, had been her words. Whispered words of love repeated over and over again as she had embraced him. Words he had never heard before, but had relished and believed in them. Just as he had believed her vow to never leave him, to stay with him always.
 
   Lies, it had all been lies, and he'd been the fool that believed them. Now he almost wished that he had killed her; he wished that he had never given her the opportunity to betray him like this. He fought the urge to smash his cane off the wall. He wanted to rip his brother limb from limb, he wanted to grab her and shake her, make her tell him why she had offered her blood to him, why she had told him she loved him, and then left him the very next morning. It was the treachery that made him angriest, the treachery that made him yearn to hunt them down and destroy them. And he could, he could find her so easily.
 
   He could track her through her precious woods, seize hold of her, drag her back here, and lock her away for the rest of her miserable life. He could make her pay dearly for her betrayal, make his brother pay. He could make both of their lives a living hell if he chose to. He could destroy them, ruin them completely. Arianna may not have realized that due to his blood in her veins he could now find her whenever he chose, but his brother should have known better. Jericho should have known that Braith would come after them, and that he would make Jericho pay for helping her, and make her pay for her lies.
 
   "The other blood slave?" he demanded as he turned back to the servant.
 
   He could hear the man shifting nervously; feel the panic coming off of him. "Is also gone your majesty."
 
   Rage suffused him once more; he couldn't stop himself from smashing his cane off the wall. The impact jarred through his hand, the cane shattered, sending pieces of debris flying. He wasn't sure if it was Keegan, or the servant that yelped in response. Braith stood for a moment, shaking with anger, barely able to keep his fury under control.
 
   "Get me a new cane," he snarled.
 
   The servant scrambled away, his feet cluttered over the debris. Braith stood for awhile, trying to regain control of himself and his wildly swinging emotions. It was awhile before he felt calm enough to move again without ripping something to shreds. It took even longer before he could take a new cane from the servant, without being worried that he might kill the innocent man.
 
   "We'll go after them, we'll make them pay." Braith turned at the sound of Caleb's voice. It was funny that just yesterday Jericho had been his favorite, now he despised him even more than he ever could have disliked Caleb. "There are already men gathering to hunt them down."
 
   Braith remained silent for a moment, he could find her in a matter of hours, but he found himself remaining where he was. He didn't want that traitorous bitch back in his life, didn't ever want to see her again. He preferred his world of blackness to the sight of her disloyal, hideous face. She had wanted her freedom so badly that she had lied and manipulated for it, as far as he was concerned she could have it. She could have her starvation and cold, her misery and dirt; she could have everything that she craved.
 
   He wanted nothing to do with her anymore, and wouldn't stand in her way.
 
   "Jericho has been labeled a traitor."
 
   "He is," Braith growled.
 
   "There is a large bounty on his head; it shouldn't be long before one of the starving masses turns him in. I am sure that the other two slaves will be in his vicinity, and I am also certain that he will turn on them as swiftly as he turned on us when we find him."
 
   Braith nodded, he wrapped both his hands around the head of his new cane. "If he is found, he will be brought to me, alive. All of them are to be brought to me."
 
   "Of course," Caleb murmured in assent.
 
   Braith leaned back, closing his eyes as he tried not to think about the depth of her betrayal. He wouldn't hunt them down, he wouldn't go into the woods after the two people he had come to rely on, and trust, the most. But if they were captured and brought back here, he would be the one to make sure that Jericho was destroyed, and he would be the one to personally hand her over to Caleb. Then he would sit back, and relish in the sounds of her screams as Caleb did what he did best.
 
   Until then, he was going to gorge himself on as much blood as it took to help him forget this horrendous mess. He moved toward Caleb, finally beginning to understand his brother's cruelty and hatred as those emotions took root in his gut, spread through his chest, and buried him beneath their crushing weight. He had never experienced these emotions to this degree before, never knew that it was possible to do so until now. But he relished in the hatred and bloodlust consuming him, they were the only things that helped to bury his betrayal and hurt. "Clean this mess up," he barked at the servant.
 
   Keegan padded after Braith, following him down to the dungeons. The wolf had never been here, it had been years since Braith had been down here, mainly because he despised it. Now he found himself craving it, needing it, desiring it with a ferocity that left him shaken. He threw the doors to the dungeons open, the scent of humans and dread assaulted him. These were the blood slaves of the royal family, at least until they were drained dry, and discarded to make room for others.
 
   He moved quickly through, stopping only briefly to pick out three women from behind the bars. He didn't know what they looked like, but the scent of their blood was not as repulsive to him as some of the others. "Have them cleaned and brought to me," he commanded the guards.
 
   He may not have Arianna now, but he was going to satisfy himself, and attempt to ease some of his pulsating bloodlust. It was not lost on him that a skinny wisp of a girl had managed to do in one month what his father had failed for over nine hundred years to accomplish. She had succeeded in turning him into a coldhearted, blood thirsty monster.
 
   THE END
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RENEGADE
 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   Aria didn't have to look up to know that Max had arrived. He'd been joining her here, at the same time, everyday for the last month. Even if she hadn't been expecting him, she would have detected his presence by his subtle smell and quiet step. He settled onto the ground beside her, remaining silent as he picked up a rock and leisurely skipped it across the lake. Aria handed him the fishing pole beside her, the hook was already baited and ready for him. He took it from her, casting it easily into the center of the lake.
 
   Aria swung her feet back and forth, her toes skimming across the water. The cool water felt wonderful against her overheated skin. Using the back of her arm, she wiped away the sweat already beading along her forehead. They sat for awhile together, wordlessly reeling in the fish they caught. They kept the ones that were good to eat, and tossed back the ones that were too small.
 
   Aria had started retreating to this spot soon after her escape from being a blood slave, and her subsequent return home. Max had found her here two days later. They rarely spoke, they didn't have to. They had both been inside that place, both been owned and used, and both of them had been forever marred by the vampires that had possessed them. The monsters that had owned them. Though, decidedly, Max's experience had been far worse than hers.
 
   She had been owned, led around by a leash, and used, but the extent of her use was her own fault. She'd willingly given the prince her blood, mistakenly thinking that she was falling in love with the deceptive bastard, but that had been before she'd learned that he was engaged. Though she hated the prince now, she couldn't deny the sharp stab of sorrow that pierced her at the thought of him marrying another woman. It brought tears to her eyes every time it crossed her mind, which was far more often than she cared to admit.
 
   But, no matter how badly she'd been hurt, no matter how much she'd been betrayed, her experience hadn't been anywhere near as awful as Max's. Though they didn't talk about it, she knew what happened to blood slaves. They were used, abused, and discarded when their owners grew tired of them. Even though Max always wore long sleeves, every once in awhile his shirt would ride up and she would catch a glimpse of the marks and burns that scarred his fair skin. She'd seen the haunted look that filled his bright blue eyes when he didn't think anyone was looking.
 
   She'd suffered abuse while within the palace, but it had been at the hands of a human servant, and not the vampire prince. The prince had broken her heart, but he had never intentionally inflicted any bodily harm on her that she hadn't asked for. In fact, he had been unfailingly tender with her.
 
   Though she hated to acknowledge it, she knew that if the prince hadn't taken so much of her blood on her last night in the palace, which left her incoherent, she would have given him far more than just her blood. She would have freely given him her body, and her last piece of self respect. It was a fact that she hated herself for, and tried not to think about. Especially since the thought still left her oddly shaken and aching with a need that had been left unfulfilled, and always would be.
 
   The prince may not have been physically abusive to her, but Max's owner had been just as cruel and brutal as they'd always heard vampires were to their slaves. Aria's neck was only marred by one bite mark, one that she had yearned for so badly that her whole being had begged for it. A bite that had nearly stripped her soul from her, and left her a far different person than the one she'd been before he'd fed from her. A mark that was fading faster than she wanted it to, yet nowhere near as fast as she wished it would. She didn't like losing the mark, it was her last connection to the prince, and no matter how much she hated him, she couldn't deny that he would always own a piece of her heart. But it could only be a small piece as he had succeeded in shattering the rest of it.
 
   She hoped that once the mark was gone she would be able to forget about the prince. Maybe once it was gone, she could move on with her life and not hurt so much all the time. Maybe she wouldn't ache constantly, the dreams would stop haunting her, and she could stop just existing and actually start living again. She would like to take pleasure in the woods again, but since her return she'd found little joy in the wilderness she'd once loved so dearly.
 
   Max reeled his line in, deftly unhooked a decent sized bass, and added it to their growing catch. Aria pulled her dark pants up, baring her legs to her knees. She squirmed her way closer to the edge of the lake, and dipped her legs up to her shins in the water. She would like to go swimming soon, wash her hair, and clean herself. One of the few things she missed about the palace, besides the prince, was the blessedly hot showers and baths she'd taken. Diving in the lake wasn't the same cleansing experience, though she did it far more often now than she had before she was captured. Being clean every day while in the palace had left her with the same desire now that she was home.
 
   After about an hour, Max finally spoke. "You had another bad dream last night."
 
   Aria sat silently, she didn't know how to tell him she didn't have nightmares like he did. She didn't relive violent beatings and torture. Her dreams were about the last night she'd had with the prince, the awe she'd felt, the joy and love that had suffused her. His feeding from her had been so breathtaking, and amazing, that she still missed the connection. Something she would never admit to. It had been painful for Max when his owner drank from him, but for her, it had been a moment of pure ecstasy that had touched her profoundly. It was the loss of that joy, the loss of him that caused her to cry and moan and awaken at night. For her the night was not about reliving torment, like it was with Max. It was about reliving heartache.
 
   She had never deluded herself into thinking that anything between her and the prince could last. She would have had to die eventually, the rest of the royal family, his wife, would have seen to that. She had deluded herself into thinking that he might actually care for her also. But that was before she'd learned that he was already engaged to someone else. The thought still left her feeling furious and betrayed.
 
   Max wrapped his hands lightly around hers, trying to steady them as they shook on the pole. "The fish will know you're here."
 
   She managed to return his feeble smile as she labored to breathe, struggled to regain control of her bruised pride and broken heart. "I don't think my nightmares are as bad as yours," she said quietly.
 
   He squeezed her hand soothingly before reluctantly releasing her. They had never spoken about their experiences, though it was obvious that they'd both been changed forever. But Aria had gained weight while in captivity, Max had grown even thinner, his bones were still sharp against his pale skin. He had far more bruises, scars, and bite marks than she did, though her scars were mainly inside. His experience had been far more physically taxing but just as mentally abusive, and toxic, as hers had been.
 
   "That's a good thing," he murmured.
 
   She tilted her head, offering him a small half smile. His clear blue eyes were tender. His sandy blond hair hung about his handsome face and stark features. It was her fault that Max had even been in that awful situation. He had allowed himself to be captured after she was taken, with the hope that he would be able to get them both free. Unfortunately, he hadn't anticipated just how much of a lockdown blood slaves were placed in. Though, she'd been afforded far more freedom than he had.
 
   She glanced down at her wrist, the one that had been scarred by the leash she had tried to rip from her. All she'd gotten for her efforts was a bloody wrist, bloody fingers, and a pissed off prince who had been so unbelievably tender afterwards.
 
   She forcefully shut the thought down. Recalling the prince as tender and loving only reopened the raw and jagged lesions still festering upon her heart. "You never should have been there Max, I'm sorry."
 
   It was the first time she had apologized to him for her role in his capture; she hadn't been able to get the words out before. She'd tried to apologize many, many times, but neither of them liked to be reminded of their time there. They both kept it to themselves in a bogus attempt to deny that it had even happened, and they were both failing miserably at it. No matter how much they sought to pretend that their captivity hadn't happened, they couldn't succeed at it.
 
   He was silent for a moment, his gaze distant as he stared across the lake. He turned toward her, his eyes haunted, but there was something else in them too, something more.
 
   There had only been one other man that had ever looked at her like that, and in the end he had left her shattered and broken. She was barely able to breathe through the grief that continuously clawed at her insides. The prince had ruined her, and Max didn't fully understand that yet. She hoped that one day he would. The last thing she wanted was to have Max saddened because of her again, but with the way he was looking at her, she felt it was inevitable.
 
   "I made the choice to go after you Aria, it was my fault that I was caught, not yours. Even knowing what I do now, I wouldn't change anything. I would never leave you alone Aria, never."
 
   She searched his face as she stared back at him. She had always found him handsome, and she still did, but it was not the dark, dangerous ruggedness that the prince possessed. Max was blond, with clear blue eyes, and an open sweet face that made many girls swoon. At one time he had even made her swoon. So much so that Max had been her first and only kiss, before she had met the prince. And then she had known that no matter what feelings she had once possessed for Max, they'd been nothing compared to what she felt for the prince.
 
   And now the prince was gone, lost to her forever. Max was looking at her with the same amount of longing she'd seen in the eyes of the prince. She swallowed the lump in her throat, fighting against the tears that threatened to fall. Unlike the prince though, Max would never leave her alone, he would never betray her or use her like the prince had. Max would love her and never seek to destroy her. He would do everything in his power to keep her safe, to build her up again, and would sacrifice himself over and over for her. Even if the prince could have located her, he never would have come for her. He had a fiancée he had to take care of now, a vampire to build a life with, to have children with. She was nothing but a pitiful human toy to him.
 
   Even knowing all of these things, why did she still love the bastard? Why on earth couldn't she love someone as caring and sweet as Max? Oddly enough, she did love Max. She loved him with a fierce sort of protective love, but she wasn't in love with Max and knew in her heart she never would be.
 
   Aria shook her head, trying to deny his words. "Max…"
 
   "It's ok Aria, one day you'll forget him, you'll move on."
 
   "You know about him?" she whispered, unexpected shame flooded her body.
 
   She felt like a traitor and a fool. Her father was the leader of the rebels; her brothers and Max were some of his strongest fighters in the cause, just as she had been before she'd been captured. They had been willing to risk their lives for her, and she…
 
   Well she had given her heart to a vampire, the oldest son in the royal family no less, the heir to the throne. They had been willing to die for her while she had been falling in love with one of their greatest enemies. She thought of the prince as a monster, and because she loved him she had also come to accept the fact that she must be one too.
 
   "I suspected," he murmured. "You can't blame yourself Aria, it was an awful time. Things were warped and wrong in there. It's not your fault that you trusted him. Of course you did, it was frightening, and you became confused. He had a month to manipulate you, to make you think that you could believe in him, that you could love him."
 
   "Oh Max," she breathed, wishing that the explanation was as simple as that, but she knew it wasn't. The prince had not twisted her; he had not used her terror and confusion against her. He had been kind and caring, and he had needed her, she knew that. Though he'd had a fiancée the whole time, at the very least she knew that she'd been a little bit special to him. But she still should have fought against her feelings more, he was her enemy, he would always be her enemy, and they'd never had a chance at a future. She had known all of that, and yet she had still offered him her blood with no reservations, and no fear.
 
   She had given him her heart willingly also. She hated to pop Max's bubble, but he couldn't go about thinking such things. He had to know that she hadn't been corrupted in there, but a willing, even eager, participant. He had to know that she was a horrible person. He had to know these things so that he would stop looking at her like that, so that he would understand she could never care for him the same way that he cared for her.
 
   "I'm sorry Max," she whispered. "But that's not what happened. He didn't manipulate me, he didn't corrupt me. He was kind to me, he took care of me. I may have been his blood slave, but he only treated me as such when it was absolutely necessary. I would like to say that I hadn't come to care for him, that I had remained loyal to you and everyone here, but I can't. I loved him Max…" She broke off, unable to speak through the grief that clawed at her. "I still love him," she choked out.
 
   He stared at her for a moment, his eyes wide in disbelief, and then he shook his head rapidly. His sandy blond hair fell across his forehead curling around his bright eyes. "But don't you see Aria that is how he twisted you. He knew that you'd always had nothing, that your life had been hard. He knew that by being kind, by giving you the things that you'd never had, you would come to rely on him, trust him, and perhaps even convince yourself you cared for him. That way it would be more fun when he destroyed you, it's why he never told you he was engaged."
 
   Aria's fingernails clawed into the edge of the river bank as she grasped it. She tried to believe Max's words. Maybe, just maybe, she could move on if she believed them, but she couldn't. Yes, the prince had kept his fiancée from her, yes he had been dishonest, and yes he had broken her heart, but something between them had been real. There had been a strange connection between them from the very beginning. Max knew that the prince was blind; he didn't know that whenever the prince was near her, he could see again.
 
   And though the prince had omitted things about his life, she knew he hadn't been lying about the fact that he could only see when he was around her. The fact that he could see her was the reason that he had claimed her as his first blood slave. No, Max didn't know about that, and as far as she was concerned no one ever would, not even the prince's brother Jack. That was one secret that would stay completely between the two of them. It was the one secret that she clung to; the one idea that made her believe it hadn't all been a lie. It was the only thing that helped to ease her self-disgust just a little.
 
   Although she knew she would never see or feel him again, and even though he had hurt her so badly, she needed to believe that he had cared for her, at least a little bit. It probably wasn't the best idea for her to cling to that notion, not when she had to let him go, but she couldn't help it. Right now it was the only thing that was getting her through the days.
 
   "I don't think so Max."
 
   "I do," he replied with more confidence than she had. "And one day you will realize it too. You just need time for his psychological games to wear off, and when they do, I'll be here."
 
   Aria shook her head. "No Max…"
 
   Her words broke off as he clasped hold of her chin, turning her so that she had to face him. He wiped the tears from her face. Tears she hadn't even known she was crying. "Yes Aria."
 
   Before she could react, he was leaning forward and kissing her. Aria started in surprise, she didn't know what to do or how to respond, but before she could do anything he was already pulling away from her. She could only sit and stare at him as he smiled back at her. "Just thought it was time for our second kiss."
 
   She couldn't have disagreed more, but she didn't say so. She was being selfish by not telling him that, but she had already lost so much in the past couple of months, she couldn't bear to lose Max's friendship as well. However, once he realized who she truly was, how little she deserved his love, he would turn against her. "We should be going," she managed to choke out.
 
   Nodding, he quickly climbed to his feet wiping the dirt and mud off his pants as he went. Aria listened to the familiar sounds of the forest, her forest as she followed him. She had always taken solace and refuge within these thick woods, but she hadn't been able to find either of those things as of late.
 
   ***
 
   Leaning against the wall of the cave Aria stared out the entrance. In the shadows of the evening, she could just barely make out the figures of a few guards, but she only saw them because she knew that they were there. If she hadn't known, she never would have been able to see them amongst their strategic hiding spots. The caves were good shelter, but without fair warning that an attack was coming, it was easy to get trapped within the thick walls. There were many escape routes throughout the underground system, but there were just as many dead ends.
 
   She glanced behind her, but the cave was dark. The fires were lit much further beneath the earth, where they couldn't be seen from the woods. She didn't fool herself into thinking that she was alone out here; her father had people watching her like a hawk since she'd been taken, but at least she had a little sense of peace and tranquility. Well, that was until she felt William coming.
 
   She turned as her twin emerged from the dark recesses of the cave. She would know him anywhere and often felt him coming before he actually arrived. He leaned against the wall opposite her, his arms folded over his chest as he gazed at her. They both had the same bright blue eyes, the same dark auburn hair. Though they'd come from two different eggs, they were even more similar than most identical twins. Right down to their quick tempers and impulsive actions.
 
   Those impulsive actions were what led her to be captured and subsequently made into a blood slave, and though she'd like to say that they were both more thoughtful now, she knew she'd be lying. The only thing that had changed was she was sadder and more mature than she had been before going into the palace, and William was angrier. He blamed himself for not being with her that day, even though he'd been injured and unable to accompany her on the hunt. He hated the vampires for taking her, and he especially hated the prince for claiming her as a blood slave.
 
   She had tried to explain to all of them that she hadn't been abused, that it was only her heart that had been maimed, but none of them believed her. She supposed it didn't help that she was more like the walking dead than a living person since her return. She most certainly wasn't the same girl that had been taken from the woods, and they blamed the prince for that. They didn't understand that he had saved her from a fate far worse than the one she'd actually experienced. It had been another vampire that had claimed her originally, if it hadn't been for the prince far worse things would have been done to her. Whereas they felt she'd been tortured, she knew she'd been quite lucky.
 
   "Do you think you'll ever fall in love?" she questioned.
 
   He turned toward her, his eyes bright in the night, his dark eyebrows quirked upward as he studied her. "Is that what you think you were?"
 
   She was silent as she thought over her next words. She had never kept anything from William, they had always shared everything, but he had been so angry lately that she was frightened her words might send him over the edge. She couldn't lie to him though. "Yes."
 
   He swallowed heavily as he ran a hand through his shaggy hair. She could tell he was trying to keep hold of his temper, struggling to hide the vehemence behind his emotion from her. "Aria, things happened in there, things I can't even begin to imagine…"
 
   "Don't William. Max may choose to believe that, but you know better. You know me, you know who I am. Do you really think I don't know what I felt in there?"
 
   "I believe that you think you do." Aria's hands fisted in frustration; it seemed that everyone thought she didn't know her own feelings. But she supposed that if it were William telling her these things, she wouldn't believe them either. "And no, I don't think I will ever fall in love."
 
   "Oh."
 
   He moved away from the wall, throwing his arm casually around her shoulders he pulled her against his side. He grinned down at her; she couldn't help but grin back at him. For the first time in their lives he may not understand her, but he would always love her. No matter what. She dropped her head to his chest and wrapped her arm around his waist. She listened to the sound of his heart as they stared out at the night. She was so absorbed in the reassuring beat that it took her a few moments to realize that all of the animals, and insects, had gone silent.
 
   Aria lifted her head slowly, her heart thumped wildly as she gazed out at the darkness. She searched for the guards amongst the trees; she spotted their prone figures amid the darkness. "William," she whispered.
 
   "I know. Come on."
 
   He pushed her deeper into the cave, with his hand on her back, as they made their way swiftly through the familiar terrain. The guards still hadn't raised the alarm, a low pitched whistle that could easily blend in with the chirruping of the insects, but Aria strained to hear it. It had to be coming soon. "Hurry!" A sense of doom descended over her as her breath came faster.
 
   Her hand clenched upon William's, when they were far enough from the entrance, they broke into a run. Their feet flew over the rock of the cave floor. They might already be too late if the vampires were already upon them. With the vampire's exceptional eyesight in the dark, and their rapid speed, it would be almost impossible for her and William to escape. They took a side tunnel on the right, ducking low as the ceiling became lower. William turned back and grabbed hold of one of the heavy iron gates that had been built into the wall.
 
   "The guards!" she hissed, grabbing hold of his arm before he could close the gate.
 
   "It's too late for them Aria."
 
   Horror filled her as the low pitched warning whistle echoed through the caves. William froze for a moment; the gate was still partly open when she sensed, more than heard, something approaching. William effectively sealed the guards out as he closed the gate as quietly as possible. There were many other tunnels leading through here. It could take awhile for the vampires to find the right tunnel, and the gate should buy them enough time to try and escape.
 
   They retreated, moving as quickly as they could through the stooped tunnel. Aria's heart pounded rapidly in her chest, a crushing sense of time running out seized hold of her as something large and heavy slammed into the gate, rattling it within its frame.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   Aria was panting for air as they raced forward. They were running on instinct and memory alone, too disturbed by what was behind them to grab one of the unlit torches from the walls surrounding them. William led her around another turn, pausing long enough to reach back and slide a gate shut. They weren't far from the main room now. She stumbled over a loose stone, and her ankle rolled out beneath her as he pulled her forward. A muted cry escaped her but she hurried on, refusing to be hindered by the throbbing that raced up her leg.
 
   The tunnel began to narrow as William slid another gate home. As they maneuvered another turn, the fire of the main room became visible and she could hear the faint sounds of laughter. Aria's heart hammered, she could barely breathe. She had never felt claustrophobic within the tunnels before, now she felt like a caged rat running aimlessly forward. If they got out of this she swore she would never return to these caves. Then again, they could never return to them anyway, they would never be safe again.
 
   They had been discovered.
 
   William and Aria stumbled into the main hall. Everyone became silent as William spun around to push another gate shut. "They're here!" Aria informed them.
 
   There were a good hundred people in the room; panic claimed over half of them. Screams rang out, children began to cry. Though they had run drills, and practiced for this sort of thing, it had never happened before. Aria was dismayed and horrified to see the chaos that promptly took over. Her mouth dropped as people began to run about, trying to gather as many of their things as possible. Thankfully, some kept a level head long enough to shut the three gates that blocked the tunnels from the main room.
 
   She wished that her father, or Daniel, were here. They would have an easier time at keeping everyone calm, but they had gone to meet with another group of rebels about a mile away in another set of caves. "Everyone! Everyone! You have to calm down!" She raced into the center of the room, holding her hands up as she tried to calm the fray. No one paid her any attention as they began to push and shove their way toward the only remaining exit. "Wait!" she cried, trying to stop them before they trampled each other and lost their only chance at escape.
 
   Max grabbed hold of her arm, pulling her free of the crushing bodies. Thrusting her behind him, she was pinned between his body and the cave wall. Aria grasped his shirt as he pressed against her, trying to protect her from the jostling and shoving.
 
   "Everyone calm down!" His voice was louder than normal, but not so loud that it would bounce down the tunnels, and not so loud that it caused anyone to hesitate for more than a moment. "Damn it!"
 
   His frustration was apparent in the constriction of his muscles, and his fisted hands. He turned toward her, bracing one hand against the wall by her head as he fought and pushed against the mass of bodies. Grabbing hold of her arm, he pulled her against him as he began to shove his way back through the disarray, fighting against the seemingly endless sea of people. She searched for William, but she couldn't see him amongst the wave of bodies.
 
   As they finally broke free she struggled to get oxygen into her abused lungs. William was suddenly before her, he thrust her bow and a quiver of arrows into her hands. "We're going to have to find another way out."
 
   The tunnel behind them, the one everyone was shoving through, was the only one that didn't eventually meet back up with the main tunnel they had just left. There were ways outside, through other tunnels, but there was a chance that the vampires were already in one of those tunnels. To open one of the gates back up and go into one of those tunnels was a huge risk. It was something they had never planned on having to do.
 
   She glanced back at the exit tunnel, it was jammed full of bodies pushing and shoving at each other. In the drills they had run, most people were supposed to be halfway through the tunnel by now. Panic had hindered things; she was certain there were people on the ground in there being trampled by the mob.
 
   "We have to help them."
 
   She took a step toward them but William grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her back sharply. "There is no helping them now Aria; we have to get out of here before we're trapped. We have to go."
 
   "The people," she whispered.
 
   "Will be fine, they have the safe exit, remember?" he retorted. "Come on."
 
   He pulled her back toward the gate that they had entered the cavern through. "We just came through there," she breathed.
 
   "There are three gates already closed between us and the main hall. It will be the safest one."
 
   His long fingers worked deftly over the locks, swiftly throwing them open. Three other men and a woman gathered with them. They had apparently decided to throw their chances in with them, rather than the crushing mass of people on the other side. Aria didn't know who they were, but the people within the caves changed often. Most of the rebels relocated constantly, preferring to stay on the move rather than remain cooped up in one place. It was a theory that her family had also stuck to, but her father had stayed here for far longer than normal. Aria knew it was because of her. He wanted her to rest and recuperate in one place, and maybe even have some sense of stability for once in her life.
 
   She'd hated being stuck here, and now she knew why. She felt much safer when they were constantly moving, felt much safer outside in the woods she knew so well. Yet, they had spent so much time over the years running in and out of the cave systems that she knew most of them by heart. She always felt like a caged animal when she was within the caves. She'd wanted to make her dad happy though, especially when he was obviously worried about her, so she hadn't complained about staying. She wished she had now. The caves would have been raided, even if they hadn't been here, but she couldn't help but feel like this was somehow her fault. That somehow she had brought them here.
 
   "Come on," Max said as he seized hold of her hand.
 
   They plunged back into the black tunnels. The darkness enveloped them; she could barely make out the back of Max's head as she strained to see. They couldn't use any of the torches though, that was just begging to be caught and killed, or worse, she could be re-captured and brought back to whatever horrible fate awaited her at the palace. She had the distinct feeling that if she was brought back to the palace, it would not go over well. In fact, although the prince was engaged, she thought she would be made to pay dearly for her escape. She knew how badly he hated to be disobeyed and her escape had been the ultimate defiance. He would punish her for it. Or he wouldn't even care that she was back, and let her go to whoever tried to claim her this time.
 
   She shuddered at the thought. Her hand clung to the strap of the bow and quiver slung over her back. They were her specialty; she could shoot an arrow better than anyone else. She just wasn't going to be able to do it in these restricted confines, and from the direction William was heading, she knew that it was about to get a lot more compact in here. She hated this route through the caverns, but it was the one that made the most sense right now. It would be harder for the vampires to navigate through here also, and at this point the other tunnel options led to a waterfall. It was a beautiful view, but the sound of rushing water blocked out the noise of their pursuers, and they were relying on their sense of hearing most right now. The rocks were also slippery, and climbing them under the best of circumstances was risky enough, without adding the bonus obstacle of rushing.
 
   William took a sharp right. The tunnel began to climb steeply upward. They were heading toward the back of the mountain, and what had once been an old coal mining operation, or so she had been told. Aria hated the old coal mines; they were creepy, hazardous, and filthy. Thankfully William took a left and began to climb toward the other side of the mountain. The air became easier to breathe, although the walls were still snug against them, she didn't feel quite as pinned in.
 
   Max's hand tightened around hers. She was grateful for his reassuring presence, his solid strength and warmth as he led her hastily forward. William stopped suddenly, causing the woman to roughly bump into him. They stood silently, straining to hear anything within the dark, damp space. They were only a hundred feet from the end of the tunnel, only a hundred feet from freedom, or certain death.
 
   "We're going to have to move fast. Stay low and head straight for the woods. If we get separated for some reason we'll meet up again at the south edge of the lake," William instructed. "If we can't get to the south edge of the lake, we'll meet at the banquet tree."
 
   The banquet tree was something she and William had discovered when they were children. It was simply an extremely large apple tree, but it had seemed massive and fantastic to them as they spent hours climbing its immense limbs, and gorging themselves on the apples they picked from it. For a couple weeks every year they'd had an ample supply of fruit, and aching bellies but it had always been worth it.
 
   They were also the only ones who knew where the tree was. They had brought the fruit back to the camps, willingly sharing it with everyone, but they had never revealed its location, and now that she thought about it, she didn't think anyone had ever asked. It was as if they had all understood that she and William required a place of their own, and allowed them to keep it.
 
   Aria's hand tightened around Max's. She understood that William was mostly concerned with her safety, but she couldn't lose Max. He had risked his life for hers; he had sacrificed himself for her. She would not take the chance that they were separated now. She thought that she should feel more guilt about possibly losing the others but she didn't, not when it came to her brother and her friend. Their world was cruel, brutal, and for most people it was every man for themselves, except for the few people that ran in somewhat larger circles like she did.
 
   It was nice to have friends, and family that she could rely on, that she could trust with her life. The downfall of it all was the grief that would come with the loss of any one of them. She had been lucky so far.
 
   William rushed forward, leading the way as they raced through the dark, up the slope, toward the unknown.
 
   They plunged into the night. Aria inhaled large, greedy gulps of the fresh air, relieved to be free of the confining space of the caves. They were almost a hundred feet from the cave exit when the screaming pierced through the rapid beat of her heart in her ears. She froze, sadness coiling through her as she turned back around. They were higher up on the mountainside, staring down across the way. The lake was beneath them, gleaming in the moonlight that reflected off of it. Across the lake was the exit from the escape tunnel, hidden within a copse of trees.
 
   The exit had been selected because it was the farthest point from the main entrance, and well concealed. It was also where the screams were coming from. Aria's mouth went dry; she took a step forward as revulsion and dread coursed through her. Across the lake she could see people scattering in every direction, fleeing as they tried to escape the monsters pursuing them.
 
   Aria couldn't fully comprehend the carnage before her. They had to do something. Now! She darted forward, determined to get down there and help those people. Max seized hold of her arm, pulling her back. She strained against him as he started to pull her toward the woods.
 
   "We have to help!" she protested.
 
   He grabbed hold of her other arm, holding her before him as he shook her slightly. "There is nothing we can do Aria, we have to go! We have to go now!"
 
   She tried to fight him, but he kept his stern hold. "We can't just leave them!"
 
   His eyes were dark, sad, broken in the moonlight. "It's too late for them." Her gaze turned back to the spectacle below her, she couldn't abandon them. "It's how we were captured before Aria; you cannot heedlessly run in again."
 
   His words froze her, she couldn't move as her heart labored to pump blood through her suddenly frigid body. It was how they had been captured before, it had been her fault that they had been taken, and she couldn't allow that to happen again. Her gaze wandered hopelessly over to William. He stood at the edge of the forest, waiting impatiently for them. The others had already fled into the darkness. If she went down there again, if she tried to interfere again, they would follow her, and they would be caught.
 
   There was nothing that any of them could do to help the people being hunted now. There was no way to stop the massacre raging below them, no way to silence the screams. There was no one to save them if they were captured again; no one would come to rescue them as Jack had blown his cover amongst his family. The royal family knew Jack was a traitor now, and wouldn't welcome him back unless it was to torture and destroy him. They might not even be captured this time; they could just be slaughtered outright.
 
   Max gently pulled her back and away from the scene before them. "Hurry!" William urged.
 
   "It will be ok, Aria. It will be ok." Max wrapped his hand around the back of her head, pulling her close for a brief moment before tugging her toward the woods. They plunged into the darkness, moving speedily through the dense forest. William led the way, taking a zigzagging route that wound rapidly toward the banquet tree.
 
   Aria felt numb, hollow. The screams of the tortured followed her even after they were out of earshot. She fell against the large tree, clinging to one of its branches as she wheezed for air that she couldn't quite get. Her legs buckled, she fell to her knees before their childhood tree. So many dreams and plans and hopes had grown from this spot.
 
   Those dreams were gone now and in their place were bleak hopelessness and the echoing screams of the innocent. What once was a place of safety and shelter was now tainted by loss and suffering. Yet, beneath all of that there was something else, something new rising up to course through her, a feeling she couldn't identify amidst all of the agony and confusion tearing her apart. For a moment, she didn't know what it was that was consuming her. And then, she did.
 
   It was hatred.
 
   It was pure and simple hate. She hated this world of cruelty, hated the monsters that had created it. She hated it with everything that she had and was. And she hated the monster that had done this to her, the creature that had stomped all over her heart, making her weaker, making her a broken shell of the person she had once been. And now, well now that shell was filling up again. That shell was infuriated and twisted and so hate filled that she could barely breathe through its fiery consumption.
 
   The prince, she hated the prince, she realized.
 
   There would be no more grieving for him, there would be no more wondering and heartache. What had passed between them was the past. It was over. She would forget it, she would move on, and if their paths ever happened to cross again. She would kill him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   "There was a raid."
 
   Braith silently pondered Caleb's words as the tailor moved deliberately around him. The man finally had stopped mumbling to himself, and although he continued to work, Braith knew he was listening raptly to the conversation. "And?" Braith prodded.
 
   "She was not amongst the captured."
 
   "The dead?"
 
   "No. The soldiers know that she is to be brought back here alive, if she's caught. That they all are."
 
   Braith shrugged, disliking the feel of the coat he wore. "No matter the orders, there are always casualties in war," he murmured. He expected Caleb to leave after delivering the news. Even twisted, brutal Caleb didn't like to be around him for any length of time anymore. No one did. Braith's temper had become volatile, his fury and paths of destruction were well known, and feared, amongst the residents of the palace.
 
   A lot of blood had stained his hands over the past two months; he had consumed more blood in the past eight weeks than he had in the past eight years. But it was not enough; it would never be enough to bury the hatred festering inside of him. His murderous rampage had died down, but only because he had calmed enough to realize that the deaths of innocent people didn't ease his rage and didn't make him forget as much as he had hoped it would. Now he just consumed mass quantities of blood, but most of the time the people survived it now.
 
   "Is there more?" he demanded impatiently of his brother.
 
   Caleb cleared his throat. "She was not amongst the dead, and she was not amongst the captured, but she was there."
 
   Braith's head slowly came up as he turned toward his brother. He couldn't see Caleb, darkness ruled his life once more, but he could smell the faint hint of excitement that rolled off of him. He stood for a protracted moment, stunned by Caleb's words. There had been no sign of her since she'd left here, and though he could have found her at any time, he refused to lower himself by going after her, by making her think that he desired her back, because he didn't. She had betrayed him after all; he wanted nothing more to do with the traitorous bitch.
 
   And yet he felt a moment of apprehension rock through him. While he would like her punished for her treachery, would like her to suffer for what she had done to him, did he truly want her dead? Did he want her back here where she would be tortured and punished for her treachery? He had believed so, he had wanted it to be so, but now that his troops had stumbled across her, now that they were hot on her heels, he didn't know what he would do if she was recaptured. She would be tortured, beaten, and eventually killed. She would be branded a traitor, and she would be dealt with as such. It would be a brutal punishment.
 
   If he really wanted her back, then he would have gone after her himself and brought her back here by now. But even though he hated her, even though she had sliced him deeply, and he would like for her to suffer as badly as he had upon first discovering her gone, he had to admit that he didn't want her dead.
 
   In all the time since she'd been gone, it was the first time that he actually realized this fact. He coveted her blood, he yearned to taste her and see her again, and he was going to be the one that made her pay for her deceitfulness, not his brother or his father. His jaw clenched as he grasped the lapels on the jacket he wore. The hated jacket. The tailor made a faint sound of protest as he stepped down from the dais he had been standing upon, ignoring the annoying gnat of a man.
 
   "How do you know she was there?" he growled.
 
   "One of our people spotted her; it was why they went in when they did. They were hoping to capture her."
 
   "Went in?"
 
   "They were in a group of caves, apparently well engineered caves with a series of tunnels and gates throughout them. The caves were discovered last week, but they were going to wait until they knew where all of the exits were before raiding them. Our guards got a little overexcited when they spotted her and jumped the gun."
 
   Caves, she was living in caves. She had spoken about her woods, and her forest, with such reverence that he had assumed she'd return directly to them as soon as she was free. Instead, she was living in caves, hidden beneath the earth, trapped beneath mounds of dirt and rock. It made no sense to him, but what made even less sense was the fact that he even remotely cared where she was living or what she was doing.
 
   He had moved on with his life, he now owned several blood slaves, and though none of them were her, he found he did enjoy them. They made him forget for a little bit, they made it not so difficult to get through the days. Unlike Arianna, these slaves were far more pliant, and far less defiant. He was getting married in a matter of months, granted he couldn't stand the woman, but he need only have a male heir with her and then he wouldn't have to have anything to do with her again. He hadn't planned on marrying the woman, no matter what his father had arranged, but he was resigned to it now. For once, he hadn't intended to do his duty as the eldest son. Not until Arianna had abandoned him, running away with his brother and another blood slave.
 
   After that, all he had longed for was to forget. There were even times during the day when he almost did forget, brief moments when he found a little reprieve from his memories in the copious amounts of blood. Those moments never lasted though, and there was a part of him that hated himself for what he was doing, but he knew that with enough blood, and enough time, he would eventually forget her. Eventually Arianna would die, she was human, and she lived a perilous life. It was only a matter of time before it happened, he would know when that time came, and he had thought that he would feel relief when it did.
 
   He wasn't so sure now.
 
   "Was there any sign of Jericho?"
 
   Resentment boiled through him at the mention of his youngest brother, the sibling he had trusted and liked the most, and the one that had betrayed him the deepest. The one that had taken Arianna from him. Though he doubted she had put up any fight. In fact, he was fairly certain that despite her vows of love, and her promises to never leave him, she had run eagerly through the tunnel once it had been revealed to her. She was a fickle bitch after all, or at least that's what he had come to believe. Why else would she vow to love him forever and then leave him the very next morning?
 
   And Jericho had become enemy number one now. Braith may not personally destroy Arianna, but he thought he would have a try at Jericho.
 
   "They didn't see Jericho there, but I'm sure he was nearby. After all, he betrayed us for her, she must mean something to him."
 
   Jericho had said that he was here to rescue Arianna because her father was the leader of the rebels. Jericho had come here for her because he was one of the few that could get her free. That's what he'd claimed, but Braith had a tough time believing anything that had come out of his brother's mouth during those days. His brother had also said that he wouldn't do anything without consulting Braith first, and then he had disappeared the next day.
 
   In fact, he thought that Caleb was right, that Jericho did feel more for Arianna than just friendship and loyalty, why else would he have taken her like he had? Braith had never revealed to Caleb, or his father, Arianna's true history. There was no point in doing so, she was gone now, and there was no way to use her against her family anymore.
 
   "There was a different man with her."
 
   Braith's mouth curved in a sneer. "Was there," he said sardonically. How many men did the little bitch have? He speculated angrily. First there had been the blood slave, Max, then his brother, and now some other mystery man. His fingers twitched into a fist, he fought against the surge of bloodlust that tore through him. He was desperate to bury his fangs in something in order to try and forget the anger raging through him.
 
   "Yes. They have no idea who it was, but it wasn't Jericho and it wasn't the other blood slave."
 
   A muscle in his cheek began to twitch in aggravation; he felt his temper starting to unravel. He had thought Arianna a sweet innocent who had brought light back into his life. He was beginning to learn that nothing could be farther from the truth.
 
   "I see." But he didn't see, and he wondered why he didn't go after her and drag her back here kicking and screaming. Why he didn't go after her, destroy her family, smash her rebel cause, and hunt down his treasonous brother and make them all pay. Pacing away, he tore the jacket off, suddenly feeling claustrophobic within the material. The tailor made a strangled sound of despair as the material ripped, but Braith didn't care. "Have they brought any blood slaves back?" he demanded.
 
   "Yes, they are leading them onto the stage now."
 
   Braith nodded, he grabbed his cane and hefted it into his hands. Keegan, his ever faithful wolf and seeing dog, yawned before rising to his feet. His claws clicked against the wood floor as he walked beside Braith. "Let's go."
 
   Caleb hesitated for only moment before falling into step beside him. Braith was used to the darkness, used to navigating it; he didn't require any assistance as he moved through the hallways of the palace. The cane clicked off the floor, but it was Keegan that always alerted him to any new obstacle that may have been placed in the way. With a subtle pressure against his leg Keegan could steer him easily one way or the other.
 
   Braith swiftly made his way down to the stage that held the future blood slaves. Though he was before the stage his vision didn't come back to him as it had the day that Arianna had been on the auction block. He'd been unable to move at the sight of her, unable to believe that he could actually see anything again, let alone this frightened, dirty, bedraggled girl that was everything he disliked about a woman.
 
   She was not round, she was not voluptuous, she smelled far from decent, and yet he had seen her. She was the first thing he had witnessed in over a hundred years. And slowly, over the time he spent with her, she had become infinitely beautiful to him. Yes she was defiant, harsh, far too skinny for his taste, and not beautiful in the classical sense, but she was also strong, sweet, innocent, and unbelievably breathtaking. He had come to care greatly for her, until he had realized that it was all a lie. That she was in fact none of those things, and was instead a cunning, manipulative shrew.
 
   He stared in the direction of the stage once more, but still nothing popped out at him. No other women appeared to him, no one else gave him vision again. "Is there anyone up there that could be her family?"
 
   Caleb was silent for a few moments. "Not that I can see. I'm going to grab a few of them, I'm sure they'll eventually tell us more. And if they don't," Braith heard Caleb's shrug of indifference. "I will enjoy trying to make them talk."
 
   Braith stood silently, listening as blood slaves were brought forth and auctioned off. Caleb claimed four of them. Braith briefly contemplated taking a few more of his own, but decided against it. He had enough, for now.
 
   He turned away, if there was anything to learn, Caleb would do it. He made his way back toward the palace, wondering where Jericho had been during the raid, wondering who it was that she had been with. Another man? Just how many damn men did she have in her life? He tried to tell himself that he didn't care about the answer to that question, but he knew he did. He could not deny it. The bitch had betrayed him, and now she was running free, wrapping even more men around her devious little finger. He hated her for making him one of those men.
 
   He easily made his way through the crowd, his mind churning. Resentment simmered hotly inside of him. He needed a new plan. He couldn't simply sit here and allow her to get away with everything that she had done. He couldn't allow his brother to sit amongst the humans, laughing about how he had managed to deceive his eldest brother, and his family.
 
   Braith had made the decision to let them be, he was now beginning to rethink that decision. They should pay for what they had done, and he could make them do that. They may be able to avoid his men, but they couldn't avoid him.
 
   Especially her.
 
   ***
 
   Rain dripped melodically onto the makeshift tent. The piece of canvas offered little protection against the elements, but Aria didn't care. The air was refreshing and gave her a feel of freedom after all the time spent cooped up in the caves. It helped to ease the sense of claustrophobia that still haunted her, but it did little to wash away the persistent screams that had woken her every night for the past week.
 
   She could retreat to the shelter of the caves, but she knew that she wouldn't. She couldn't bring herself to go back in them now, if ever. So instead she sat in silence, listening to the plop of the water upon the tent. Max and William had been her constant companions since the night of the raid. William would go out once in awhile to gather food but Max wouldn't leave her side.
 
   He moved closer to her, dropping a blanket around her shoulders. His hands lingered upon her for a moment, and she didn't shrug him away. She found she needed his comfort and his loyal, unwavering love right now.
 
   She leaned into him, resting against his legs. "You have to get some sleep," he told her.
 
   "I will." They both knew she lied, but he didn't argue with her.
 
   When she shivered, he wrapped his arms around her. Pulling her against his chest he cradled her gently. Though her heart did not thump with excitement, as it had when the prince touched her, his strong embrace was comforting. She felt safe in his arms, cherished. No, he didn't affect her as the prince had, but he was a good man, he loved her, and he would do anything for her.
 
   Maybe one day she would love him too, even if that day couldn't be now. Now she just wanted to feel something other than resentment and despair. Now she simply wanted to sit with her friend, content in his arms, as she listened to the rain fall. "It smells good," she whispered.
 
   Max nodded, nuzzling her hair for a moment. "Yes."
 
   Aria closed her eyes, concentrating on the beat of his heart. The prince hadn't had a heartbeat; in fact he hadn't had a heart at all as far as she was concerned. But Max did, and he wore it on his sleeve. He pulled the blanket more firmly around her, the heat of his body, and the melodious splatter of the rain lulled her into a fitful sleep.
 
   When she awoke again, the sky was just beginning to glow; the birds hadn't even begun to sing yet. She stared silently at the growing dawn against the walls of the tent. Max's arm was wrapped around her waist, William was curled against the back wall snoring. She slipped from beneath his embrace and moved to the edge of the tent to pull the flap aside. It was going to be a warm day; the air was already muggy with heat. She sighed softly and slipped from the tent. She planned to bathe, and then perhaps do some hunting with Max and William.
 
   She gathered some of her clothes and scooped up her bow and quiver. Max and William were still sleeping; the sun had just poked over the horizon as she dropped the flap back into place. She moved through the forest, winding her way toward the river near where they were camped. She knew she shouldn't be doing this on her own, that she should wake someone to come with her, but she needed some time alone to try and sort through the multitude of emotions swarming her.
 
   She quickly made her way to the edge of the river. She would have preferred the lake, but after the raid they had moved far from the caves, settling in a new area of the forest. It would be awhile before they went back near the lake again. Reaching the river, she stripped and plunged into the chilly water. Not for the first time, she missed the hot water of the palace, and the delightful spray of the shower. The lake had been tolerably warm and comfortable, but the river was fresh water from the mountains, and it didn't warm up.
 
   Aria bathed as quickly as she could, her teeth chattering as she shivered the whole time. She was glad to escape the frigid water, glad to put some clothes back on so that she could warm up. Grabbing her bow and quiver, she slung the quiver onto her back. The sun was breaking over the mountains, its bright rays lit up the forest around her as they filtered through the leafy bowers. She stood for a moment, her head tilted back to allow its warmth to caress her, to soothe her, if only just a little.
 
   She didn't know how long she stood there, but the snap of a twig pulled her away from the healing sunlight back to the world around her. Aria concentrated, listening as she heard another faint snap. Moving behind a tree, she drew an arrow from her quiver as she knelt. She didn't have to wait long before a buck wandered out of the woods, heading toward the river. Aria admired him, but even though he was a gorgeous animal, he would also provide enough meat for the encampment to last a few days. He would feed the hungry children, and her, she realized as her stomach rumbled eagerly in anticipation.
 
   She was about to let the arrow fly when she felt it. These woods were engrained in her soul, a part of her, and she knew when a predator was near. The hair on the back of her neck stood up, a chill crept down her back before seeping through her limbs. She froze, she couldn't breathe. She didn't move. She was nervous that moving would only trigger an attack. She knew when an animal was close to its end, but this time she was not the hunter, and it was her end she feared. She was certain that there was the deadliest kind of predator near her right now.
 
   Slowly, ever so slowly, she turned to face the creature stalking her, watching her. She spotted him almost instantly. Braith stood amongst the trees, his black hair highlighted by the rising sun, was a stark contrast to the greenery surrounding him. Light reflected off of the dark glasses he wore to cover his striking eyes, but even so she could feel the heat of his gaze as it raked over her. Her heart knocked against her ribs, it flipped and beat and pounded in a rapid pace that left her immobile and breathless. He was just as magnificent, dark and powerful as she remembered, but seeing him here, in her world, she also realized just how wild and untamed he was. Just how dangerous and lethal he could be.
 
   Excitement strummed through her, for a brief moment she was consumed with the urge to run to him, to throw her arms around him, to bury herself in his strong embrace and shut out all the misery of the world like only he could make her do. For a brief moment, all of the joy and wonder she had ever experienced with him in the palace rapidly flooded back to her. She had been terrified in that palace, lost and adrift in a world that she didn't know and would never understand. But she had also been the happiest she'd ever been in her life. She'd been foolish, and naïve. And she had been in love.
 
   Her arm wavered on the bow, dropping it momentarily lower; she could feel the hot press of tears burning her eyes. He was breathtaking, he looked amazing, and he was here. He had finally come for her. Though she hated to admit it, there had been a part of her that had craved this. A part that had pined for him to come for her, to take her away from all of this desolation and pain, and keep her safe and love her. She hated that part of herself, tried to deny its existence, but it had always been there, hoping, waiting, praying, and now he was finally here.
 
   But it was obvious that he hadn't come just to see her.
 
   She could see that fact in the rigid set of his jaw and the tension in his broad shoulders. She could sense it in the rage that radiated from his stiff body. He was here, but he hadn't come for a good reason. Aria swallowed heavily, trepidation trickled through her as she realized that he was truly furious right now. She could feel the tremendous amount of fury directed solely at her. Well that was good, because she was pretty pissed at him too.
 
   She didn't know why he had finally come after her, but from the look of him it appeared that he wanted to rip her throat out. Narrowing her eyes, she clenched her jaw as she lifted the bow higher once more, leveling it right at the spot of his non-beating heart. Yes, he had finally come for her and it was obvious that one of them would not be walking away from this encounter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Braith studied her for a lengthy moment. He had almost forgotten how astonishing it was to see her, and everything around her. The forest came alive with her in it; the colors were vivid, sharp to eyes so accustomed to darkness. Though the woods were beautiful, they were nothing compared to her.
 
   Her face was thinner and more mature than the last time he had seen her. The youthful chubbiness of her cheeks had again vanished in the face of malnourishment. Her eyes were a bright sapphire blue that rivaled the beautiful sky behind her. There was a wisdom and maturity in her gaze, a broken air that seemed to enshroud her, but hadn't been there the last time he'd seen her. He didn't know what had happened to her over the past couple of months, but she appeared older, and far more wounded than he recalled.
 
   Her hair flowed around her shoulders and back; its wetness caused it to be darker than its normal fiery auburn color that had always captivated him. She was far cleaner now than the first time he'd seen her, but she was back in the boyish, ugly clothes again. Clothes that hid a figure that had once been lush, but was now lean again. Though she was thinner than he liked her, he couldn't deny her simple, sweet beauty.
 
   He saw the emotions that flashed over her face, the hope, the joy, and for a moment something he almost believed could have been love. But they were gone so rapidly that he wasn't even entirely sure he'd seen them. Tears shimmered in her eyes; her hand wavered on the bow as it dropped down. He'd almost forgotten how convincing her phony emotions could be. He recalled the night she had begged him not to kill the other blood slave she'd been captured with. She had been so sincere, had sworn that Max was nothing more than a friend to her. Braith no longer believed that, he believed nothing of what she had told him. He didn't know the girl before him, but he did know that she was not the girl he'd thought she was. She never had been.
 
   He had come here to bring her back, to make her pay for her betrayal. Now all he would like to do was destroy her himself. Her arm wavered but the hand that had been going to drop the bow now raised it back up, leveling it at his heart. He had no doubt she would let the arrow fly, just as he had no concern that it would actually hit him.
 
   Just as he had no doubt that he would get his hands upon her, and she would pay.
 
   "Arianna."
 
   Her full mouth pinched, her eyebrows were tight over her narrow nose. "Prince."
 
   He moved away from the tree he had been leaning against, taking a step toward her. Even with the bow and arrow in her hands, he could get to her, reach her within a moment. Have her back in his arms again, her sweet blood back in his mouth. She had given it to him willingly last time, and he had almost killed her in his eagerness to consume it. Now he was going to taste it again, and he didn't give a shit if she gave it freely or not. He found himself relishing the idea of taking it from her forcefully, of making her hurt as bad as she had caused him to.
 
   "Have you come to take me back then?" she inquired roughly.
 
   "No."
 
   She swallowed heavily, her chin tilted up a notch. He hadn't forgotten about her defiance, her willfulness, but he didn't find it as charming as he once had. In fact, it was aggravating the hell out of him right now. She should be cowering, trembling with fear. She had to know that she would not survive this meeting, and yet she didn't show one ounce of trepidation.
 
   Recklessly fearless, it was how she had described herself and her brother. And it was true. She was possibly looking her death in the eye, but she wasn't going to back down from him. She wasn't going to cower or beg for mercy. She was going to stand there and meet him head on, and she was going to fire that arrow. Of that he was certain; he just had to be prepared for it.
 
   "To kill me then?" she inquired, her voice far steadier then he had thought it should be.
 
   "Perhaps," he murmured. He had planned to take her back, to make her pay, but then she would be killed, and looking at her now he wasn't sure he was willing to lose the strange sight she brought back into his life. What was he going to do with her then?
 
   "I see." Her eyes flickered briefly as they darted around the forest. He could see the wheels in her brain spinning as she tried to formulate a plan of escape. They both knew it was useless; she wouldn't be able to get away from him.
 
   "Where is Jericho?"
 
   Her gaze slid back to him. "Wasn't my day to watch him," she retorted.
 
   Frustration and annoyance built rapidly inside him, he was used to her defiance, but he didn't like it, and he wasn't going to deal with it after everything she had done to him. "I'm surprised you're separated at all, but then I'm sure you've moved on to someone else by now."
 
   Arianna nodded at him, a cynical smile twisted her full mouth. "You always did like to believe the worst of me," she muttered, but there was no offense in her gaze, only a fiery rage that turned them a darker, fiercer shade of blue.
 
   "And you never failed to disappoint."
 
   True wrath twisted her features; her hand trembled on the bow. Then she straightened her shoulders and rose unhurriedly from her crouched position. "I'm glad I held up to all of your expectations." Her back foot twisted in the earth, digging in as she prepared to make her move soon. "I hope your fiancée does the same."
 
   He was mildly surprised that she knew about that, but then he should have known that his brother wouldn't keep his mouth shut. "Jericho told you."
 
   "Someone had to, don't you think? It certainly wasn't going to be you."
 
   "When?"
 
   "When what?"
 
   "When did he tell you?"
 
   "What difference does that make?" she snapped for the first time looking disconcerted.
 
   He took a step toward her, but she didn't move away, didn't even flinch. He'd had enough of her defiance, enough of her hostility. She should be telling him everything that he demanded to know. She should be begging for her life like she had begged for Max's, but she wasn't, and she wasn't going to. "Do you have no common sense whatsoever?" he inquired, his voice a low growl as he watched her. "No survival instinct?"
 
   "I live in hell every day," she grated through clenched teeth. "A hell that you monsters created for us. The only sense I have is for survival, but since you've pretty much admitted that you're here to kill me I see no sense in worrying about anything else right now, do you?"
 
   He took another step toward her. "I'll shoot this, I swear I will," she hissed.
 
   He quirked an eyebrow in amusement at her threat. She would shoot it, but it would do her little good. "Will you now?"
 
   Her hand clenched around the bow. "Your lackey bastards were near here the other day. They raided one of our encampments. I'm sure you already know that though because I'm assuming one of them spotted me somehow. That's how you knew where to start looking for me." She continued to glare at him as she broke off, waiting for him to say something. When he didn't, she continued on. "There were children in those caves!" she snarled. "Children!"
 
   "There are laws, and you and your people are breaking them."
 
   Her eyes fairly sparked with wrath, he could sense her rapidly unraveling control. He had always enjoyed baiting her, watching her response, but this was different, this was not the girl that had stayed in his apartment at the palace. No, this girl was stronger, more callous; colder. This girl fairly vibrated with anger and hostility. She looked like a warrior, she was a warrior, he realized. She had always been a fighter, but now she was so much more than that.
 
   She was not the girl that had offered him her vein. She was the woman that was going to fire that arrow at any moment.
 
   "Laws," she sneered. "Laws! You're a worse bastard than those monsters that came here to hunt and kill us. You sit in your golden palace and you use us as your food, and your slaves, and you keep us starving and on the run. And yet you judge me, you hypocritical son of a bitch!"
 
   He had pushed her to a breaking point, pushed her control to the edge. The string of the bow twanged as the arrow sliced through the air. He moved rapidly, dodging out of the way of the lethal projectile moments before it slammed into the tree behind him. It would have been a fatal shot if he had still been standing there, that fact was not lost on him. She had shown no mercy, and neither would he.
 
   He lunged at her. He had expected her to run, to try and flee on foot. It would have been pointless, but it was human instinct after all. What he hadn't expected was for her to take to the trees like a monkey. Heaving the bow over her shoulder, she seized hold of a branch, and fluidly hefted herself onto it. She shimmied up the large tree, moving fleetly through the branches. Braith dove at her, nearly catching hold of her pant leg. Her eyes were round when she glanced back at him, but it didn't slow her down as she scurried up the tree.
 
   She leapt onto another limb and sat for a moment before gracefully rising to her feet. Holding onto the trunk, and the branch above her head, she steadied herself. She stared down at him with narrowed eyes, her breathing was rapid. He had no intention of going up there after her, and she couldn't stay up there all day, but it was only a matter of time before someone came looking for her, or came to the river. He had to get her out of the damn tree. And once he did, he was going to throttle her.
 
   She stared at him for a poignant moment, and then she turned and ran. His mouth dropped, he watched in incredulity as she sprinted easily across the thick limb. She didn't hesitate, didn't pause as she dove off the limb, flying out across open ground before she caught hold of a branch from the tree next to it. He was too stunned to move for a moment, he could only watch as she swung herself easily onto the branch, hopped to her feet and sped across the newest limb. He recalled Jericho's words that no one knew the forest like she did, but it appeared that not only did she know the forest, she seemed to have mastered it. He was still gaping after her when she leapt easily into another tree and vanished from view.
 
   It was her disappearance that drove him into action; he rushed through the woods, following her as she leapt and dove and ran through the trees with the agility of a squirrel. He had never seen anyone move like she did, so effortlessly and easily. She was heading deeper into the forest, drawing him farther away from the area she had been walking toward when he found her. She was trying to lead him away from her family, and friends.
 
   She raced down another limb, he watched in dismay and amazement as she leapt out of the tree, except there wasn't another tree to catch hold of this time. She folded in on herself, curling her arms around her legs as she spun through the air. He had no idea what she had in mind until she hit the ground. She landed easily on her feet and bounced swiftly up. She darted through the woods in a zigzagging pattern, easily avoiding any obstacle in her way. It was amazing to watch her, amazing to see her sleek agility, and her profound knowledge of the world around her.
 
   Though he was fascinated by it, and felt that there were still many things she could do, many secrets and abilities that she had hidden, he was tired of being avoided. She was heading toward another large tree, if she got into it they would continue to play this game of cat and mouse. He poured on the speed, rushing after her, unwilling to let this continue. She had just thrown her arms around the tree branch when he caught hold of her. She didn't cry out, didn't scream as she planted her legs against the trunk and shoved off it with all of her might.
 
   He stumbled slightly backward as she lurched sharply against him with the full force of her small weight. He kept hold of the collar of her shirt though, clinging to her as she tried to dart forward, tried to pull free of his hold. She was far more stubborn, wild, and determined to escape than he had thought she would be. He knew she was a spitfire, but she was a lot more volatile than he recalled her being. She flung herself forward; the thin material of her clothing tore within his rigid hold.
 
   She staggered, just as surprised as him to be momentarily free of his grasp. He grabbed at her, wrapping his arms around her waist as he caught hold of her. She cried out in surprise as they tumbled to the ground. Though he didn't care about her, he shifted his weight away from her, trying not to crush her beneath him as they rolled over the ground. She was frantic now, squirming against him, her terror evident as she tried to escape his ironclad grasp.
 
   He was surprised by the brief moment of guilt that tugged at him. He wanted her to pay for her perfidy, but he hadn't meant to terrify her to this extreme. She tried to stagger to her feet, but he kept hold of her waist, pulling her back underneath him as he flipped her over. Her eyes were wild as she thrashed against him, her hair was a straggling mess around her flushed face. She was panting beneath him, her fright palpable as she continued to try and writhe out of his hold.
 
   He seized hold of her hair, his hand wrapped into the thick, wet mess. She pushed at his chest, shoving against him as a whimper escaped her. He didn't know what he was thinking, what he was doing, but instead of burying his teeth in her neck and draining her dry as he had imagined doing for the past couple of months, his lips descended upon her mouth, seizing hold of it. Her hands flattened against his chest, she went still as stone beneath him. He pressed tighter against her, requiring some sort of response, needing something from her, anything.
 
   Needing to break her in some small way, just as she had broken him.
 
   Then, her hands curled into his shirt, her fingers dug against his skin. A small gasp escaped her as her supple lips parted beneath his. She clung to him as her body melted against his. He invaded her, savoring in the taste and feel of her as he melded against her. He forgot everything, all of her deception, all of his hatred and suffering as he held her. It was hard to remember anything when she was so right, and good, in his arms. He had never felt anything as superb as she was, and as long as he held her, he didn't care what happened around them.
 
   It wasn't until he tasted the saltiness of her tears upon his lips that he realized she was crying. It wasn't until he pulled away to wipe the tears from her silken cheeks that he realized he cared for her far more than he had been willing to admit to himself. It wasn't until she rested her forehead against his chest and began to sob heavily that he realized they were both doomed.
 
   ***
 
   Aria watched silently as the prince threw another log on the fire. She folded her hands before her, clasping them between her legs. Her eyes felt heavy, and raw from crying. Her chest was still sore from the force of the sobs that had wracked her. Despite the heat of the day, she was cold, freezing really. Numb with the shock, and horror, still clinging to her. He turned away from her, the muscles in his broad back flexed as he grabbed another log and tossed it onto the fire.
 
   Aria glanced around the small house he had brought her to. She didn't know why she was here, how he had known about it, but it was a quaint little cottage. He crouched on the floor as he studied her for a moment before rising to make his way to her. "You have to dry off, you're shivering." She didn't tell him that she wasn't shivering because she was still wet and chilled from the river. They both knew that it wasn't the reason. "Arianna?"
 
   She managed a small nod before rising to her feet and moving toward the crackling fire. She settled before it, holding out her numbed hands to the flames. He settled on the arm of the sofa behind her, drawing his long legs up onto the cushions as he watched her. She pulled her hair before her, trying to dry it out and untangle it as she worked through the thick, wet mess.
 
   She didn't know what to say to him, what to do. She didn't know what he wanted from her. She started to shake again; she was trying not to start crying as she recalled the wonderful intensity of his kiss. For one brief moment she had felt whole and alive once more. For one fantastic moment all of the grief of the past few months had vanished beneath his touch, it had all melted beneath the fervor of his mouth against hers. She had been trying to forget how amazing he could make her feel, she had remembered in an instant. And she was fairly certain that she would never be able to forget again.
 
   "When did Jericho tell you about Gwendolyn?"
 
   Her fingers froze in her hair; she turned toward him, admiring the play of light over his striking features. "Gwendolyn?" she asked, baffled by his question, and the name.
 
   "The woman I am supposed to marry."
 
   "Oh." Her fingers slipped from her hair as the numbness returned in full force. She had forgotten about that little detail, that huge, awful betrayal. For a moment she couldn't breathe through the pain that constricted her chest, through the knife that stabbed deep into her heart, destroying it. Her fingers clenched in her lap, her nails dug into her palms. If she thought she had any chance of succeeding she might just punch him, but she had already managed to hit him once, in the palace, she didn't think she would get the chance again. "I didn't know that was her name."
 
   His head tilted to the side, he had slipped the dark glasses off, revealing the full beauty of his steel gray eyes, and the bright blue band that encircled his irises. It was so rare when they weren't in place and he relaxed his guard enough to take them off. She could see the faint hint of the scars that marred his striking eyes. Scars that served as a reminder that no matter how remarkable they were, they were flawed and unseeing. "When Arianna?"
 
   She turned sharply away from him, unable to look at him anymore. It hurt too much. "The morning he came to get me."
 
   "Why did he tell you?"
 
   She spun angrily back on him, her hands fisted as she fought the urge to punch him. "What difference does that make?" she spat.
 
   He stared silently back at her. "I want to know, that's the difference."
 
   "And I want peace, but we don't always get what we want."
 
   He leaned forward as he glared at her. "I had forgotten how obstinate you are."
 
   She glowered back at him, struggling against the tears that threatened to flow. "Then perhaps you should let me go."
 
   His full mouth curved into a wry smile as he shook his head. "That is not going to happen Arianna. Answer my question."
 
   She shook her head, baffled as to why she was here. Did he just like to torture her by making her rehash the agony she had lived with ever since she had learned of his fiancée? She stared at the fire, watching as it snapped and crackled and shot out sparks. She didn't want to tell him why Jack had told her about his fiancée, she didn't want him to know just how much she had cared about him, then. He had enough power and control over her, without giving him even more.
 
   But she didn't care for him like that, she couldn't care about him like that anymore, she reminded herself. She had been dumb and innocent back then. She would never be either of those things again. Not when it came to him. It didn't matter if he knew why Jack had told her, he had no hold over her anymore.
 
   "Because I didn't want to leave," she finally admitted. Surprise filled his eyes as astonishment rippled through him. "I was foolish enough to think that I would like to stay, with you, no matter what the consequences of that action might have been. Jack simply informed me of what an idiot I was."
 
   "Arianna…"
 
   She launched to her feet, unable to sit still anymore, unable to listen to him. There was a clawing sensation growing inside of her, a desperate urge to be free, a desperate need to escape this whole awful situation. She stepped away from the fire and stopped before the window to stare out at the forest. They were far from the caves, in an area she didn't know as it was close to civilization. It was an area of the woods she didn't travel to, it wasn't safe here. Her fingers pressed against the glass as longing filled her. The sun was out now, her family and friends would be worried about her. They would be looking for her. She had to get back to them; she had to get away from him.
 
   "You planned to stay within the palace?"
 
   "It doesn't matter," she whispered. She pressed her forehead briefly to the glass as she inhaled the fresh air seeping through the edges of the pane. "It's the past, it can't be changed. It's over."
 
   She didn't hear him move, but that was not a surprise. It was rare to actually hear his approach. His hands were upon her shoulders, he held her briefly for a moment before deliberately turning her away from the window. When she refused to look at him he gently took hold of her chin and lifted it so that she had to meet his relentless gaze. "I should have told you about her, but I didn't know. I didn't expect…"
 
   "Expect what?" she inquired when he broke off.
 
   He shook his head and bent to place a kiss upon her mouth. "Why were you going to stay?" he inquired, his hands smoothly clasping her face.
 
   She tried to pull away from him, but he held her firmly. He moved closer to her, his chest brushing against hers. His body was a little cooler than hers; the force of his presence was overwhelming. She could barely breathe through the combination of excitement and trepidation pounding through her. She couldn't let herself get carried away here; she couldn't allow herself to hope that this might end differently than it had before. Things could never change between them; they were from completely different worlds. They were from completely different species even.
 
   "What difference does it make?" she asked.
 
   He moved even closer, his lips were just centimeters from hers. He was the most irresistible man she'd ever met, even as she tried to fight it, she could feel her body reacting to his, swaying even closer. "Because I need to know why you were going to stay Arianna."
 
   "It makes no difference, prince."
 
   "Braith."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I told you once before to call me Braith, not prince."
 
   Aria sighed as she lowered her eyes. Yes, he had told her that before, but ever since she'd fled the palace she had started to refer to him as the prince again. It helped her to distance herself from him, something that she desperately had to do in order to survive the heartbreak that had nearly destroyed her. He may like her to stop calling him prince now, but she wasn't sure she could. Doing so would mean allowing him back into her heart.
 
   She didn't think she could survive it a second time.
 
   "Arianna, tell me why you were going to stay."
 
   "No!" her voice was sharper than she had expected. She was ashamed to admit that even she could hear the torment in it. "No! You don't always get what you want. Why can't you just let this be? Just leave me be! Why did you come here!? Why did you hunt me down after all this time? How did you even find me? I was just beginning to move on and you had to show up and destroy it all again! Destroy me again."
 
   She tried to put on a brave front, tried to straighten her shoulders, and raise her chin, but she could feel her lip trembling. It didn't help that sadness filled his features; that a look of loss shimmered in his startling eyes. She almost screamed in frustration. It was all so unfair. She had been trying to move on as she'd attempted to regain some semblance of the life she'd had before he had entered it. But he had shown up again and sharply reminded her of the fact that the only life she truly wanted, but could never have, was a life with him.
 
   "Arianna…"
 
   She tore her gaze away from his, struggling not to cry again. "Please Braith." She was hoping that the use of his name would earn her some reprieve. It didn't.
 
   He kissed her forehead, her nose. Aria shuddered, trying hard not to melt against him, fighting not to give into her desires. But as his lips brushed over hers, she felt herself leaning into him. Felt herself seeking the soothing caress of his mouth and hands. She hated herself for her weakness, but there was something about him, something that she couldn't resist.
 
   His fingers entangled in her hair, he pulled her closer to him as his tongue stroked over her lips. Aria was shaking, trembling, unable to put up any fight against his potent kisses and demanding hands. It was when his hands rubbed over the healing bite on her neck, that she finally came back to herself a little. She tried to pull away from him, but his hand enclosed her shoulder. Ever so gently, he pulled her tattered shirt down a little, revealing the mark upon her. A shiver ran through her as he traced his fingers over it.
 
   She was suddenly flooded with memories of that night, of him upon her, feeding from her, nourishing his body with hers. She had been so enthralled, so unbelievably lost to him, and the joy that had suffused her as he had drained her body of its blood. As he had used her life force to nurture his own. She had never wanted the moment to end, but that was before she knew everything, before she had seen the raid on the caves, before she learned he was promised to another. Another that he probably loved.
 
   Aria pulled her collar away from him, covering the bite back up. There would be no repeat of that night now. She couldn't allow herself to be lost like that again, no matter how badly she craved him. "I loved you," she whispered.
 
   "Excuse me?" he asked in surprise.
 
   "I was going to stay in the palace because I loved you. I told Jack to leave me there, because I didn't care what would happen, what would become of me as long as I was with you. I loved you so much that I thought nothing of my own safety, my own life, when it came to you."
 
   "Arianna…"
 
   "And then Jack told me the truth." She continued as if he had never spoken, because if she didn't get this all out now, she never would. If she didn't get it all out, then she would lose herself to him again and it would destroy her this time. "And then my love didn't matter anymore, nothing mattered. I didn't even matter. I was so hurt, so mad, so lost and confused and scared. I know you never promised me anything, I know there never could have been anything between us, not in the end, but I never would have allowed it to get that far if I had known the truth. If I had known that you loved someone else, that you were going to marry her, I never would have allowed that night to happen. Never. You almost destroyed me with your lies and deceit. I will never allow that to happen again!"
 
   He stood immobile for a moment, and then he took hold of her chin, holding it loosely between his thumb and index finger. She glared at him, feeling sullen and disagreeable as she folded her arms over her chest. It was childish, she knew that, but she couldn't bring herself to be completely mature at this point. The past two months had been nothing but confusing, frightening, and so unbelievably grueling that she felt she deserved some childish behavior right now.
 
   And now he had reappeared and thrown a giant wrench into all of the hard work it had taken to try and piece herself together again.
 
   "I didn't know Arianna."
 
   "I don't care!" she retorted.
 
   He rubbed his thumb lightly over her bottom lip. "I knew you loved me that night, you told me so, but what I didn't fully understand was how I had come to feel about you."
 
   She struggled to fight against the hope and yearning twisting through her. No matter what he said, this could never be. He would have to leave, and she would have to go back to the woods and the caves. "Don't," she whispered.
 
   "If I had known what was going to happen Arianna, I would have told you about my fiancée myself. I would have left you alone; I would have done anything other than what I did that night. I never meant to hurt you, I swear that. What I feel for you, it's not something I ever expected. I never thought that it could happen to me. If I had been stronger I would have resisted the offer of your gift until you knew the truth, but that night was a complete surprise to me also."
 
   She stared wordlessly up at him, her mouth parted in distress. "Braith…"
 
   "I don't love my fiancée Arianna. In fact, I dislike her intensely. It's an arranged marriage, her family is very powerful. It's not something that either of us asked for."
 
   Aria was silent as she pondered his words. "That doesn't change anything Braith," she whispered. "You will still go back, and you will marry her, and I will… Well I suppose I will either end up being recaptured, killed, or perhaps even one day I will end up married to Max, or some other rebel. Though it's unlikely I will live long enough for that to happen."
 
   His eyebrows drew together sharply as he moved closer to her, pushing her against the window. Aria stared at him in surprise, taken aback by his blistering anger. "To Max?" he snarled.
 
   Aria frowned at him, she was trying not be intimidated by him, but she was completely baffled by his sudden change. "Yes, I guess, maybe… Oh, I don't know," she breathed. "I have no intention of bringing children into this awful world but he's a good man, he's safe, and he cares for me. Perhaps he even loves me. That should be enough, shouldn't it?"
 
   He was staring at her as if she had just sprouted another head. "You will not be with Max."
 
   She blinked in surprise at the growled command; then her pride rose back up. "You're not my father, you can't tell me what I can and cannot do!" she snapped.
 
   His hands were on either side of her, pressed against the window as he leaned ever closer. "You're right I'm not your father, but I am a part of you, and as that part I am telling you that you will not be with Max."
 
   She frowned at him, confused by his response. "Part of me? I don't understand."
 
   "My blood flows in your veins Arianna; it's how I found you. It is how I will always be able to find you."
 
   Her mouth dropped open, her mind spun. She recalled their last night together, when he had taken her blood. After, she had drifted in and out of confusing consciousness. She had dreamt that he'd held her gently as he gave her something sweet and delicious to drink. Disgust curdled through her at the realization that the sweet drink had been his blood. At the same time longing blossomed like a spring flower as she recalled the tenderness of that night.
 
   "I don't…" she shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts, trying to clear the fog that was clinging to her. "No, it was a dream. Wasn't it?"
 
   The tension melted from his body, his hands were upon her shoulders again as he stroked her neck. "No, Arianna, it was not a dream. It was my fault. I was so hungry…"
 
   "You hadn't been feeding well, because of me. To protect me!" she recalled on a gasp.
 
   "Yes. They couldn't know that I wasn't feeding from you. But I took too much Arianna, you were just so delicious. I took far more than I had anticipated, and the only way to keep you alive was to give you some of my blood. I linked us forever by doing so."
 
   Tears burned her eyes; she looked away from him, staring at the wall over his shoulder. He had also told her he loved her that night, it had all been foggy, hazy, but now that she knew that it wasn't a dream, she knew that he had said that as well. He had told her he loved her, and she had left him the next day.
 
   "That's why Jack asked me if I had shared your blood," she whispered.
 
   His hands clasped hold of her face; he turned her back to him. There was a ferociousness in his eyes that staggered her. "Jericho asked you that?" he demanded.
 
   Aria swallowed heavily as she nodded. "Yes, when he came for me, when he saw the blood still on me, he asked me if I had shared your blood. But I thought that it had been a dream, I was certain of it once he told me you were engaged." She thought his teeth might crack if he clenched his jaw any tighter. "Would he have left me there if I had answered differently?"
 
   He shook his head; his dark hair fell around his face, highlighting the hard planes of it. "I don't know what he would have done Arianna. If anything, these recent events have made me realize that I don't know my little brother at all."
 
   Aria clasped hold of his hands, holding them tenderly against her face. She closed her eyes, savoring in his gentle touch, savoring in the strength of him. Yes, he did have a fiancée. Yes, she couldn't expect much, if anything, from him. However, he had loved her, he had told her so. He had not merely been using her, playing with her in order to cause her even more anguish when he turned on her.
 
   "You said you loved me," she whispered.
 
   He pulled her closer, enfolding her in his arms as his body melded to hers. "Yes."
 
   She wanted to cry again, for everything they'd almost had, for everything that they had lost. For everything that they would lose, and could never have. But it was impossible to feel sad when he was holding her. It was impossible to hurt when he was kissing her forehead soothingly, nuzzling her ear, touching her with such reverence and awe. She let herself drift into him, let herself get lost in him. These past months had been so awful, but his touch eased all of the rawness and sorrow that had been clinging to her. His touch made everything better; it was the salve to the ragged lesion that had been festering since their separation. For just this moment, in this time, she needed to feel better.
 
   She needed to feel him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   Aria woke leisurely, her eyes were heavy and sleep clung to her. It was the first time she had slept without being plagued by nightmares since she'd left the palace. The first time she didn't wake up in pain, the first time she could awaken and actually breathe easily again. Her gaze instantly fell upon Braith; he was standing by the window, staring out at the darkening night. Aria lay quietly, savoring in this blessed moment of peace, but all too soon realization crashed back over her.
 
   She bolted upright, distress rolling through her as she stared at the night sky. The day was gone. Braith turned toward her, his eyes troubled as he studied her. "My father is going to be so worried, my family; my friends." Though the words were going to kill her to say, she said them anyway. "I have to go Braith."
 
   He turned back to the night, before looking at her again. "It's late Arianna."
 
   "I know, but…"
 
   "Tonight, just tonight."
 
   She stared at him wistfully, her mouth parted as her heart hammered in excitement. She so badly wanted to stay with him for this night, and for every night after this. She couldn't have those nights, but she could have this one. Guilt briefly tugged at her as she thought of her family and friends, but it was only one night. It was the only night she would have for the rest of her life. It was wrong, she was being selfish, but for once she didn't care.
 
   "Ok," she said in a hushed voice.
 
   His mouth curved in amusement, his head tilted to the side. "I expected more of an argument."
 
   She grinned back at him as her fingers played with the cushion of the couch. "I'm not always difficult."
 
   "Could have fooled me. Come." He held his hand out to her as he walked over to her. She slipped her hand into his and smiled shyly at him.
 
   He led her down a darkened hall, flicking on light switches as he moved. The mouth watering scent of food hit her before they even reached the kitchen. Her mouth parted, her eyes widened in surprise as she stepped into the room. Food was set up on the counters, cheeses, breads, fruits, and meats were stacked neatly upon two plates. She glanced around, wondering who had done this, but there was no one else within the small house. Her gaze fell upon Braith, who was watching her in amusement.
 
   "You did this."
 
   "I'm not completely helpless," he replied flippantly. She couldn't help but grin back at him. It was one of the sweetest things anyone had ever done for her. She didn't stop to think about what that said of her life, it wasn't worth it. She was good at getting by with very little. "Come on, you're hungry."
 
   She didn't ask him how he knew that, her stomach was rumbling loudly, and repeatedly. She settled onto a stool at the counter while he heaped food onto her plate. She cocked an eyebrow at him, amused by the amount of food he was piling on for her. "I'm not starving," she told him.
 
   "You've lost weight again," he replied as he slid the plate before her.
 
   Aria shrugged; there was no help for it in the forest. They didn't have enough to eat, and they worked endlessly. "Thank you." He sat across from her as he folded his arms across his chest. Aria studied him for a moment, feeling self conscious as he watched her eat. "What is this place?" she inquired.
 
   "It belonged to my mother's family, it was their summer getaway."
 
   "Really?" Aria glanced over the large, airy kitchen. "It's very nice. Will they come looking for you here?"
 
   "Jericho and I were the only ones that ever came here, except for some cleaners once a week that replenish the food just in case we bring a human with us."
 
   "Why did the two of you come here?"
 
   Braith shrugged as he sat back and folded his arms over his chest. "To hunt, to get away. To be alone for awhile."
 
   "To get away from what?"
 
   "From many things," he replied evasively. "Eat Arianna."
 
   She picked up a piece of apple and began to chew on it. She barely tasted its sweetness in her mouth as she thought over his words. "Will they come looking for you here?"
 
   "No. I doubt my father even remembers where this place is, and Caleb is busy. They won't even notice I'm gone."
 
   "What about Jack? Will he come here looking for me?"
 
   Confusion filtered through his eyes before realization dawned. "I forget you call him Jack."
 
   Aria smiled as she leaned toward him. "It's what we know him as. He certainly isn't a prince to us."
 
   He grinned back at her and poked her nose before settling back in his seat. "I suppose he isn't. But no, Jericho will not come here. I doubt he will even think of it."
 
   Aria nodded, relieved to know that they wouldn't be disturbed tonight. She settled in, a large weight lifting off of her as she eagerly dug into the delicious food. They talked easily, exchanging stories. She told him what it was like to grow up within the forest. She told him about her father, and her brothers Daniel and William. She told him of things she'd been too frightened to tell him about before, when he hadn't known that her father was the leader of the rebels. She didn't know much about her mother, she'd been killed when she and William were young. Her father didn't talk about her very often, it was too painful for him, but when he did talk of her Aria listened intently, eager to learn anything she could about the woman that she had never really known.
 
   Though she told him many things, she didn't tell him any details about where they were located, and exactly how they operated everyday. She believed she could trust him, but there was still too much between them to even think about giving him any of those details, and he didn't ask.
 
   Though Braith listened to her, he didn't say much about his life. His mother was also dead. He didn't speak of his father much, and when he did, Aria got the feeling that he didn't like him, and that they didn't get along. He barely mentioned Caleb, or his sisters, he spoke a little more of Jericho, and though she caught the underlying tension in his voice, she also caught the only hint of fondness she'd heard toward any of his family when it came to his youngest brother.
 
   She enjoyed listening to him talk, and thought she could do so forever. Even though she knew that was impossible, she decided to pretend that just for tonight, they could have forever. It was amazing to be his equal for a change, and not his slave. The moon rose high in the sky, and was beginning its downward descent when he stood. "You must be tired."
 
   She was tired, but she wasn't going to go to sleep. She wanted to savor every moment of this night. She could sleep tomorrow when he was gone, and she was alone again. "I'm ok."
 
   He slipped his hand into hers and pulled her against him. His hand wrapped around the back of her head as he cradled her against him. She held him, simply relishing in the feel of his firm body against hers, committing to memory the feel of being in his arms again. She gasped, amazement racing through her when he bent and scooped her easily into his arms. She stared down at him in delirious wonder as her fingers stroked the nape of his neck. His eyes, intense and burning, never left hers as he easily strode from the room.
 
   He navigated the dark hallways with ease until he stopped at a door that he thrust open. He didn't bother with the light switch as he strode over and placed her tenderly upon the bed. Aria watched him as he moved around, drawing the curtains shut and blocking out the fading moon. Her heart hammered with excitement, her mouth was dry as uncertainty claimed her. She didn't know what was going to happen, what he expected, or what she was even willing to give to him. She would like to pretend that they had forever, but they didn't. Yet, it was Braith. Even if she never saw him again, she knew she would never love anyone the way she loved him. This was more than likely their last night together, if she was never going to see him again, didn't she want to give him everything she could?
 
   He was as silent as a ghost as he came back to her and slid onto the bed beside her. He pulled her against him, kissing her softly. All doubts and concerns vanished; she wasn't going to think about it, not now. And he made it so very easy to forget everything, except for him. His hands caressed over her face, her hair, as he pressed her into the bed. His eyes were bright in the dim illumination of the room as his hands smoothly clasped each side of her face.
 
   "You are beautiful."
 
   She had never thought she was, but she felt beautiful when she was with him. She felt as if she were the only woman in the world, and in some ways, to him, she was. She was the first woman he had seen in years. She lowered her lashes as tears burned her eyes, she didn't want to think about anything else, but she couldn't help it. This was it. This was all she would have of him.
 
   "Arianna?"
 
   She lifted her eyes to him and forced a smile. "I'm fine Braith, I'm ok."
 
   He kissed her nose, pulling her against his side as he rolled off of her. "There are some other things I have to tell you Arianna. I'm not looking to upset you but I don't want you to be surprised by anything you hear about me."
 
   She frowned as she lifted her head to look at him. He looked troubled, his eyes were distant, haunted. "What is it?" she asked.
 
   His fingers slid through her hair as he ran it through his grasp. "Before you, I never had a blood slave."
 
   "I know."
 
   "After you…" his voice trailed off for a moment, his fingers tightened briefly in her hair. "There were many."
 
   Aria stared at him in surprise, and then the sharp stab of betrayal seared through her with the intensity of a lightening bolt. It took all she had to continue to breathe through it. She had thought that she was special. No, she was special to him. She couldn't start thinking like that, couldn't let herself start to doubt that fact. It would ruin this small bit of bliss they had managed to find together. She was special to him, he did care about her. She just had to keep believing that it was true. He wouldn't be here if it wasn't. "Why?" she choked out.
 
   His gaze was relentless upon hers; there was a defensive, almost defiant air about him. "I was trying to forget."
 
   "Forget what?"
 
   "You."
 
   She knew how that felt, the driving need not to think about anything, not to feel anything anymore, if only for just a brief moment in time. "Did it work?"
 
   "That's why I'm here." She managed to smile feebly at him, but she couldn't shake her lingering hurt. "I never gave them my blood Arianna; I've never done that with anyone else."
 
   She managed a small nod, trying not to show how upset she was. She knew that she was failing. "It's ok."
 
   "Arianna, I thought… I don't know what I thought. That's the problem I was determined not to think."
 
   "I know Braith, I understand how you felt, how it hurt to think, to breathe even. I know because I didn't want to think or feel anymore either. I don't like it, but I understand. It's… It's what you had to do."
 
   She could barely speak by the time she was done, tears clogged her throat, but she couldn't find it within herself to be angry right now. She hadn't been there for him, she'd thought that he had lied to her, and he'd thought that she'd betrayed him. She couldn't be enraged when he was looking at her with such a vulnerable, needy expression. He may not have given them his blood, but she was sure that he had done other things with them, things that they hadn't even done together.
 
   Aria quickly shut the thought down. It had no place here, this was their night, he was being honest, and she could not fault him for that. He'd bared himself to her, even though it hadn't been necessary for him to do so; she was already in his bed. She didn't approve of what he had done, she would never condone it, but she wasn't going to let it ruin this night, she couldn't.
 
   "And what did you do to stop from thinking?" he asked faintly though she heard the tension in his voice.
 
   He had buried himself in women, and blood. She had buried herself in the woods, in the wild, in the solitude. "Went fishing."
 
   He lifted an eyebrow in amusement. "You went fishing?"
 
   "Yes, I'd go to the lake almost every day and go fishing. It was so peaceful; I could lose myself in the nature and serenity of it. Even when Max…"
 
   "Max?" the name was almost barked at her.
 
   She frowned at him. She had taken his disturbing news relatively well; he owed her the same respect. "Yes, Max. He is my friend. He was also a blood slave, though his experience was far worse than mine. He needed the solitude, the peace, the company of someone who understood at least a little of what he had gone through. He would join me, and we would just silently sit together."
 
   "I think Max would like to be more than a friend," his voice was low, gravelly as he grated the words at her.
 
   "Braith…" She didn't know what to say, what to do. She started to deny it, she knew it would only irritate him, but he was being honest, so she should be too. "Yes, he does. And at one time I had a big crush on Max. He was older, my brother's best friend, and my first kiss." Braith's hand tensed on the back of her head. "But even before we were blood slaves, even before I met you, I had decided that it could never be between us."
 
   His struggle to keep himself calm was evident in the tight press of his mouth. "Why not?"
 
   Aria shrugged. "My life isn't one that I would wish on anyone else, especially not a child. It's too brutal."
 
   He was silent as he studied her before pulling her down to him. His lips were warm against hers, smooth, and soothing. His hand cradled the back of her head. She lost herself to him again, forgetting everything and everyone. The effect he had over her was amazing and absolute.
 
   He kissed her lips, and then her nose, before pulling back from her. "It will all be ok," he whispered. "Everything will work out."
 
   She managed a wry smile as she nodded. They both knew that it wouldn't be ok, but here, tonight, in his arms, she could believe anything. She fell into his kiss, losing herself to the touch and feel of him. He was amazing, everything she had always coveted, and could never have. He rolled her over as his mouth moved leisurely over her neck. He pulled her shirt down to reveal her shoulders. He stilled upon the bite mark, his lips hovered over it as she felt the sharp press of his fangs against her flesh.
 
   "It's ok," she breathed, her fingers curling into his thick hair. "It's ok Braith."
 
   He didn't hesitate, but bit down, reopening the bite marks and causing her blood to spurt once more. Aria arched against him, but the sting was sharp and fleeting. Then she felt the familiar tug of her blood into his body. But unlike the first time, he was not half starved and almost out of his mind with hunger. He was far more serene, and far more caring as he moved over her. She clung to his rigid arms, tears streaming down her face as she savored in the wondrous joy of the moment. She never wanted it to end, never wanted to part from him as his pleasure slipped into her and his happiness filled her.
 
   He pulled away from her, holding her as he wiped the tears from her cheeks. "Don't cry Arianna."
 
   She couldn't stifle the tears or the emotions streaming from her. She ran her hands over his beloved face, trying to memorize every detail of him before they were separated again, this time for good. He slightly pulled away from her and bit deep into his wrist. She couldn't tear her gaze away as blood flowed from him. Unlike the last time, she would remember this exchange.
 
   She felt she should be repulsed by the idea of drinking his blood. The vampires were her enemies after all, they always had been, but she didn't feel revulsion as he held his wrist out to her. The need in his eyes was glaringly obvious, and she wasn't going to turn him down. She would never hurt him in such away. She watched him as she brought his wrist to her mouth. His eyes sparked with desire and love.
 
   His blood was sweet as it flowed into her, powerful as it seeped into her cells. He kissed her forehead, his nose rubbed briefly against hers as he nuzzled her neck. "I love you too Arianna," he breathed, his mouth hot against her ear. His words only caused more tears to flow.
 
   ***
 
   Aria woke to the smell of something delicious cooking. She smiled contentedly, stretching out upon the comfortable bed as her stomach rumbled in eager anticipation. She didn't know what he was cooking for her now, but it smelled fantastic. Upon crawling out of bed, she discovered the bathroom, and the shower. Drawn by the lure of hot water, she was unable to resist climbing into the shower. She discovered the robe on the back of the bathroom door after forcefully removing herself from the dwindling heat.
 
   The robe smelled of him, which made it even more irresistible to slip on. The velvety material felt fantastic against her bare skin. She hesitated a moment, self conscious about going bare beneath the robe, but she wasn't ready to put her clothes back on. They weren't filthy, but they most certainly weren't as clean as the robe, and she was going to enjoy her brief reprieve for a little while longer. She didn't think Braith would mind.
 
   She slipped from the room, following her nose as she padded silently down the hall. "Something smells amazing, and I've decided the shower is the best invention ever."
 
   She turned the corner, holding the knot on the front of her robe as Braith came into view. He was standing in the kitchen doorway, his back to her. She frowned, uncertain as to what he was doing there. His head turned toward her, his gaze was dark and stormy as he spotted her. She hesitated, confused by his obvious distress. They'd been fine when they'd fallen asleep, better than fine even. She'd never felt so content and happy in her life, never felt so close to someone else.
 
   And now it seemed as if the sight of her was enough to send him into a rage. Aria began to shake; her hands trembled on the knot of the robe. What was going on?
 
   His eyes narrowed severely, and then his hand slammed into the doorway with enough force to splinter the wood. Aria jumped as the wood cracked loudly and bits of it scattered to the floor. Her heart leapt in surprise, but she still didn't feel any fear, not of him anyway. He wouldn't harm her she knew that, she just didn't understand what was wrong with him right now.
 
   He turned away from her; his back ramrod straight, his muscles quivering beneath the thin fabric of his shirt. Aria looked away from his rigid back, her eyes widened and her mouth dropped when she spotted Jack on the other side of the room. He was standing by the outside door, staring at her. There was surprise in his features, but there was also confusion and a resonating sadness that shook her.
 
   It was then that she realized their wonderful world of bliss had been forever shattered once more. "Aria," Jack greeted.
 
   She itched to reach out to Braith, but her hand remained frozen on her robe. She didn't know what to say or what to do. She was practically naked, standing in their family house, her hair wet and straggling. She knew what it all looked like, and she didn't care. What she cared about was the fact that Jack had found them. That he had come here to ruin their brief time together, again. Irritation shot through her, they'd had so little time together as it was, especially as equals, and now it was over.
 
   She glared at him, her hands fisting at her sides. Jack quirked an eyebrow as he studied her questioningly. "I'm assuming you didn't force her here," he stated flatly.
 
   "No," Aria responded, when Braith didn't.
 
   Jack stared at her for a moment before turning his attention to his brother. "What are you doing Braith?" Jack muttered.
 
   Braith's body remained rigid but the arm that slammed into the wall shook as his knuckles turned white. Aria knew that it was more than just Jack being here that was shaking him, but also the fact that their time together was over. They both knew Jack was here to take her back, and there was nothing that either of them could do to stop it. She had to go back to her world, just as Braith had to return to his.
 
   "That's none of your business," Braith grumbled.
 
   Jack's eyes flashed with annoyance. "It is my business. She's a young girl, you have no right…"
 
   "I'm not a child!" Aria interrupted sharply. "And you are not my father, or my brother, Jack."
 
   Jack's gaze was remorseless. "No, your father and brothers would have come in here looking to kill; they would have been appalled to find you like this." Aria recoiled from his harsh words, she felt as if she'd been slapped by him.
 
   "Don't," Braith snarled. "Don't talk to her like that."
 
   "You have no idea what you have gotten yourself messed up with here Aria," Jack continued as if Braith had never spoken. "And yes, you are a child. Especially when compared to us. You are a small blink in our lifespan Aria. You should know better Braith, I thought better of you than to do this with a young girl, a human girl no less! What are you doing!?"
 
   Braith bristled at the reprimand, the muscles in his back rippled. "Like I said before, that's none of your business."
 
   Jack's upper lip curled as his eye did some twitching motion that would have been amusing if this wasn't so awful. "How did you even find her? What are you even doing outside of the palace?" Neither Braith nor Aria answered him. Jack glanced rapidly between them, then his shoulders slumped and his gaze landed upon her. "You lied to me."
 
   Aria shook her head. "I didn't lie to you."
 
   "Then what do you call it!?" he exploded. "I asked you if he had shared his blood with you! You told me no!"
 
   "I'm not going to tell you again to watch how you talk to her!" Braith bellowed.
 
   Aria grasped hold of his arm as she sensed his rapidly unraveling control; he was nearing a volatile snapping point. She wasn't going to let them fight, not only were they brothers, but she had a feeling that they would destroy this house, and each other, if they did. She wasn't about to let that happen because of her.
 
   "It's ok Braith." He relaxed somewhat, but a tremor remained in his muscles, and she wasn't fooled into thinking that he wouldn't attack at a moment's notice. "I didn't remember Jack; I thought it was a dream. I didn't lie to you on purpose, it was…" She didn't know what it was, she couldn't explain it. "I'm sorry Jack."
 
   "Don't apologize to him," Braith told her.
 
   "You put us all in jeopardy," Jack scolded.
 
   Aria stepped closer to Braith, needing his touch to ease her raw nerves. He glanced back at her, his eyes softening as he took her in. She stared up at him for a moment, trying to calm her racing heart. He finally released his hold on the wall to pull her against him, and move her behind him a little to try to block her from Jack's scrutiny.
 
   Aria rested her forehead against Braith's chest as she took a deep breath, trying to calm her raw, savaged nerves. Braith wrapped his hand around the back of her head, holding her for a prolonged moment as he bent his head to hers. "Why don't you go get dressed Arianna," he whispered in her ear.
 
   She shook her head; her gaze darted back toward Jack. "No, I'm not leaving you."
 
   "It will be fine," he assured her. "I'd much prefer you in clothes though, ok?"
 
   She felt vulnerable at the moment and would love clothes, but she was unwilling to leave the two of them alone together. "No Braith."
 
   He grunted impatiently, she could sense his frustration with her, but she was not leaving here if there was even the smallest chance that they were going to attack each other. "Go Aria," Jack told her.
 
   "Jack, we may be friends, but you have to stop treating me like a child." Jack's brows lifted in surprise. "Both of you," she added, turning her attention back to Braith. "I'm not as old as you, but I've seen and experienced a lot. So no, I am not leaving here until I am certain that you will not kill each other."
 
   Braith's jaw clenched in annoyance, Jack's mouth quirked in sardonic amusement. "Well apparently she disobeys everyone, even the mighty future king," Jack drawled. Braith shot him a ferocious look. "Are you going to be his queen Aria? Oh, but you could never be the queen there's already somebody set up to produce heirs for him. Will you be the mistress then, the kept woman?"
 
   She flinched from the sharp reminder that she couldn't be his queen; that she never would be. Her fingers dug tighter into Braith, she labored to breathe through the anguish constricting her chest. "That's enough!" Braith bellowed. "You say one more word and I'll tear your tongue out Jericho, do you understand me!?"
 
   "One more word of the truth?" Jack demanded.
 
   Aria held on to Braith as he tried to pull away, tried to lunge at his brother. "Stop Braith, please. Just stop, both of you, stop!" Braith tried to shake her free, but she somehow managed to insert herself in between the two of them. "Stop!"
 
   Aria was breathing heavily, she was terrified she was about to witness two brothers kill each other. She didn't realize that the sleeve of her robe had fallen down to expose her shoulder, until Braith grabbed hold of her. Pulling her back, he yanked the sleeve up to cover her skin, and the dark mark upon it. It was too late though, Jack hadn't missed the fresh bite upon her. He stared at her covered shoulder, before finally lifting his startled gaze to hers.
 
   "I told you, I am here willingly," Aria informed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   Braith clasped the robe around her, surprised to realize that she was not wearing anything underneath. He had at least expected the thin nightgown he had set out for her, but perhaps she hadn't noticed it, or she had simply chosen not to put it on. Either way, she was not wearing clothes. He didn't know if he was more excited by this prospect, or infuriated by it. Though, if his brother hadn't been standing there, Braith knew what the resounding answer to that question would have been.
 
   Arianna seemed oblivious to his surprise over this new development as she continued to glare defiantly at Jack. Braith's gaze turned back to his brother. "I came here willingly, and I know that there is no future for us Jack. You don't have to continuously remind me of something that I am painfully aware of. I wanted this. I needed this."
 
   Though her voice was strong, Braith could see the tears in her eyes. "Aria," Jack said morosely, looking lost and dumbfounded.
 
   Her fingers curled around Braith's arms. "I know everything," she told him. "I know it all, and I accept it for what it is Jack."
 
   "Do you know about the blood slaves?" Jack demanded. "The many he has kept in the past few months? Do you know what he has done to them, with them Aria? You are not special!"
 
   Though Braith still thought of him as his brother, he was beginning to realize more and more that this man before them was not the Jericho he had known, but was in fact more the Jack that Arianna knew him as. This was not the same brother that had left the palace six years ago, it was not the same Jericho that Braith had grown up with and been close to. This man was a stranger, one that seemed determined to tear Arianna away from him. He didn't think it was because Jericho had romantic feelings for her, but in fact had come to think of her as a sister, or a good friend. One that he was trying to protect, unfortunately Jericho was trying to protect her from him. Jericho also seemed determined to hurt her in his attempt to get her away from him.
 
   Jericho just didn't realize that he was trying to keep her safe from someone that would die to make sure that she stayed that way also. Braith knew that the man across from him was not Jericho, but was in fact the man that he had rebuilt himself into. He was now this man called Jack and Arianna knew him far better than Braith did.
 
   Arianna glanced up at him, biting on her bottom lip as her eyes swam with tears. Anger surged through Braith; she had been jerked around enough. He couldn't stand the fact that she had to experience even more of it. He cradled her face in his hands, savoring in the feel of her silken skin. "I know about them too," she said quietly.
 
   Braith rested his forehead against hers; taking a small moment to enjoy the peace and splendor she brought to his hectic world. The last thing he'd ever wanted was to reveal to her what a monster he'd been these past couple of months, but he was now immensely glad he'd done it before Jack had. "You are special," he assured her.
 
   "Shit," Jack whispered. He pulled a chair out from the table and limply slid into it. "What have you done Braith? What have the two of you done?"
 
   Braith kissed her lingeringly before pulling back. "I put some clothes out for you; they're on the chest in my room. Please go get dressed Arianna." She glanced at Jack, her forehead furrowing in consternation. "We'll be fine," he assured her.
 
   She paused for a moment more before finally nodding her consent. He watched as she hastily moved down the hall, warily glancing back at them before slipping around the corner and disappearing from view. Braith turned back to his brother; he folded his arms firmly over his chest as he studied him. Jack didn't know that Braith could see the incredulous look on his face, didn't know that he was watching his brother's every move.
 
   "What is this between you Braith?" he inquired.
 
   "I don't know," he answered honestly.
 
   Jack frowned at him, his hands curled upon the table. "She may think that she can handle this, but she can't. She's strong Braith, she's seen a lot, but she's also very innocent to the ways of the world. You didn't see her after I took her away from there. You don't know her the way that I know her…"
 
   "What is that supposed to mean?" Braith demanded.
 
   Jack sighed as he leaned forward in his chair and clasped his hands before him on the table. "I've been in the woods for six years Braith. I've seen firsthand what these people suffer through, what our kind has forced them to suffer through. I've known Aria for over four years now, she's proud, she's wild, and she has one of the kindest hearts I've ever known. She's been broken ever since I pulled her out of that palace, ever since I took her from you. She may think she can handle this, she may even feel that she is prepared for it, but compared to us she is just a child and it's obvious that she's in love with you."
 
   Braith shifted as he glanced behind him to see if she was coming back yet. He was bristling, resentful of his brother's words, and the fact that Jack seemed to think he knew so much more about her. "She is more than a child," he grated.
 
   "She is seventeen years old! You are to be king; you are to be married…"
 
   "I don't need you constantly reminding me, or her, of that fact!" Braith snarled. "I was not lucky enough to be born the middle, or the youngest son. I was not lucky enough to get the chance to leave that place, and all of my responsibilities, behind. I was not lucky enough to escape father's brutality!"
 
   Jack pondered his words before finally answering. "I know that Braith, probably more than anyone, it was why I left in the first place. Though, at first I'd thought to win father's favor by doing something daring and perilous. I aimed to earn his respect, and I was going to make him realize that I was more than just a punching bag. Once I was free though, I realized just what a monster he is by living amongst the people that he has mistreated even worse than us. Aria's family, and Aria herself, are the biggest contributors to this realization and I care for them. You're my brother, I love you, but I'll never return there and we no longer share the same goals. These are my people now, I will protect them."
 
   "And you think that I won't protect her?"
 
   There was a hopeless air around Jack as he studied Braith. "I think you will try, but there is only so much you can do. You hate father as much as I, but you have always been big on responsibility and duty. You will not turn your back on that. That is why I didn't tell you that I was going to take her. I knew you would stop me simply because it would weigh heavily on your conscience to be involved with such treason."
 
   "You have been gone for awhile Jack; you don't have a clue as to what you're talking about," Braith growled.
 
   Jack's hands sprawled on top of the table as he half rose from the chair. "And why is that?" he demanded. Braith glanced back down the hall. Arianna was still out of sight, but she would return soon. He turned back to his brother, Jack had become a man in the time he had been gone, but Braith still saw the little boy in him. "You're to be married Braith, you are to take over for father. That is your world, this is not…"
 
   "She is my world," Braith interrupted sharply.
 
   Jack's gaze slid past him but Braith's hand had extended toward Arianna before she arrived at his side. She took hold of his hand, squeezing it between both of hers as she held it before her. Jack studied the two of them before sliding back into his chair.
 
   "Dear God Braith, this is a mess," he breathed. "Your father is worried about you Aria."
 
   "I'm sorry for that." Jack ran his hands through his shaggy hair, nodding as he played with the fork Braith had placed on the table. "How did you know I was here?"
 
   "I didn't. I knew Braith might be here."
 
   Arianna glanced up at him, frowning in consternation. "I didn't think he would look for me," Braith admitted. "I didn't think he would expect the two of us to be together, and even if he did, I didn't think he would come here."
 
   "I see," she murmured.
 
   "I only hoped that you had brought her here, and not returned her to the palace. I only hoped that it was not someone else that had taken her," Jack explained further.
 
   "Now you trust me with her?" Braith grated.
 
   Jack quirked an eyebrow as he tilted his head. "No matter what I've heard about you recently, I still believed that father had not succeeded in destroying all of your humanity as he has with Caleb. I knew you would be infuriated that I took her from you, I half expected you might try to find her again just to soothe your pride, but I didn't think you would punish her for something that I had done."
 
   Braith continued to glare at his brother, infuriated with him. It was the faint rumbling of her stomach that finally pulled his attention away from his sibling. "You should get something to eat Arianna."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I can hear your stomach rumbling." Her face flared red as she ducked her head. "Come on."
 
   He led her forward, pulling out the chair for her to sit. He watched his brother suspiciously as he unhurriedly pushed the chair in. Jack was frowning, his forehead creased as he studied them. Arianna stared back at him, her gaze distrustful and resigned. Braith made her a plate of food and slipped it in front of her.
 
   She hesitated for a moment, but eventually her hunger won out. She eagerly dug into the eggs. "You can see!" Jack blurted in astonishment.
 
   Arianna froze with the fork halfway to her mouth, her gaze darted to Braith. She didn't even breathe as she anxiously watched him. Braith rested his hand reassuringly on her shoulder. "I can," he confirmed.
 
   "What? When? How?"
 
   Braith shrugged, he settled into the seat beside Arianna. "Eat," he encouraged. She took a few more bites, but he could tell that her appetite had vanished beneath her apprehension.
 
   "How Braith?" Jack pressed.
 
   He turned back to his brother, keeping his hand on Arianna's thigh. Jack may have taken her from him, but he was one of the few people in the world that Braith trusted with Arianna. "I don't know," he answered honestly.
 
   "But your vision is back? You can see again?" he asked excitedly. For a moment his irritation and disbelief was gone as pure joy for Braith blazed forth. Braith had never complained about being blind, had taken it in relatively easy stride, but he had hated it. Jack had known this, and sympathized with him because of it.
 
   "Sometimes I can, yes." Jack frowned in confusion. Arianna was unmoving, he could hear the forceful beat of her heart, sense the anxiety that ran through her. He had told her not to tell anyone about his ability to see only when around her. Jack wouldn't harm her though, of that Braith was certain. He ran his hand over her thick hair, savoring in its silken feel as he tried to ease her tension.
 
   "And other times?"
 
   "I am still blind."
 
   Jack was completely confused, but Braith felt no need to elaborate more. He felt he could trust his brother with her safety, but Jack had taken her from him, he had betrayed him, and in all honesty Braith liked keeping him in the dark and confused. It was a minute amount of payback, but at least it was something. Arianna remained silent, her mouth compressed in a taut line as she watched them. She picked her fork back up and began to eat again.
 
   "Well that's strange," Jack muttered.
 
   "I suppose it is," Braith agreed.
 
   "When did this start?"
 
   "A little while ago."
 
   Arianna continued to pick at her meal until she finally pushed the plate away. "I should get back soon. I've already caused my family enough worry."
 
   She didn't look at either of them as she uttered the words. He could hear the sorrow in her voice, the strain it had caused her to say those words. He leaned closer to her, inhaling her sweet scent as he briefly nuzzled her hair. She finally turned toward him, her eyes morose, but there was an air of resignation and steely resolve to her.
 
   "Arianna…"
 
   She smiled thinly at him as she stroked his cheek. "Thank you for bringing me here. Thank you for giving me last night."
 
   He grasped hold of her hand, hating to see her like this, hating the distance he felt her putting between them. "Not yet Arianna."
 
   She smiled sadly at him as she turned her cheek into his hand. "Yes, it's easier to just do it now. Jack will take me back. It will be ok."
 
   There was a forlorn look on her face as she squeezed his hand and rose. His chest constricted, panic tore through him. He couldn't lose her again, he simply couldn't. The chair skittered back as he leapt to his feet. "Arianna…"
 
   "Its fine Braith, we'll both be fine." Though she said the words, her heart was beating loudly. "We'll be fine," she said again.
 
   He pulled her firmly against him. He could stay here; he could become like Jack and hide in these woods. He could stay with her, help with the rebel cause. Make sure that she was safe. They could both be happy. But even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew that he couldn't. His father hadn't destroyed the forest in search of Jack, but if Braith were to leave, and his father was to discover why, he would destroy everyone, and everything, in order to find him and punish him. If he ever found Arianna…
 
   Braith couldn't finish the thought, it was too awful. What his father would do to her in order to punish Braith would be horrendous, atrocious. He couldn't put her in such a position, couldn't risk her life in such a way. She buried her head against his chest as she embraced him whole heartedly.
 
   She reluctantly pulled away, her head bowed. He grasped hold of her chin, tilting her head up to kiss her. She melded against him, a low sigh escaped her. He barely registered the sound of the door opening and closing as he lost himself to the astonishing feel of her. It was awhile before he roused himself from the sweet taste of her mouth.
 
   Unblinkingly she stared up at him and then a small smile curved her mouth. "I am going to miss that."
 
   He ran his finger over her swollen lips. "I can come back," he said impulsively. He had never planned to come back, it was too much of a risk to her, but faced with the prospect of never seeing her again, the words had popped out of his mouth. "I will come back."
 
   Tears slipped down her cheeks. "Braith, you're getting married."
 
   He shook his head, his thoughts turning dark. The last thing he cared to think about was his upcoming wedding, and the bitch he was marrying. Especially not when he was holding the woman he desired to spend forever with. "I'll come back Arianna, as soon as I can. I will be back. I will find you."
 
   "Won't it be risky for you?"
 
   "I'll find a way," he vowed, stroking her face.
 
   She smiled tremulously. He could tell that she wanted to argue with him, wanted to tell him no, but neither of them were strong enough to walk away. Not right now anyway. He kissed her again, before taking hold of her hand and leading her to the door.
 
   Jack was standing near the forest, his back to the house. He turned at the sound of the door opening. Arianna's hand clutched in his, a tremor worked its way through her. "The blood slaves Braith, do you…"
 
   "There will be no more Arianna." She was trying to believe him but her eyes were still doubtful. He knew that she could forgive him for these past months, she hated what he had done, but she had understood what had driven him to it. She wouldn't forgive him, or understand him, if he continued on such a path. There could be nothing between them then; he would not be the man that she loved if he continued to mistreat her people, and he wasn't willing to lose her again by stooping so low once more. Sensing her uncertainty, he bent over her as his hand stroked over her cheek. "I swear Aria there will be no more blood slaves."
 
   She smiled feebly as she managed a small nod. He kissed her soothingly, his attention turning away as Jack came toward them, his eyes weary and sad. "Make sure that she stays safe until I can come back," Braith grated.
 
   "You're coming back?" Jack's mouth dropped as he stared at the two of them.
 
   Braith glared at him. "Yes."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Aria glanced up at Max as he stepped closer to the map laid out in the middle of the cavern. His eyes were dark and intense as he stared down at it, his eyebrows drawn sharply together. William stood beside him, his arms crossed over his chest as he bit thoughtfully on his bottom lip. Aria's father was talking in hushed tones, his dark head bent over the map as Daniel traced a line through it with a stick.
 
   Daniel was the only one of them that had inherited their mother's fair coloring. His hair was wheat colored; his fair skin speckled with freckles that made him appear far younger than his twenty one years. His eyes were the same bright blue as Aria and William's though. Aria sat back on her heels, her legs were cramping up, but she couldn't move away from the map. She was far too fascinated, and horrified, by it.
 
   She focused her attention on Jack. He was standing off to the side, his arms folded over his chest as he stared at the back wall. Ever so slowly, his gaze came down to hers. It took all she had not to leap to her feet, grab hold of his arm, and drag him from the cavern and demand to know what he was thinking.
 
   Aria glanced back down at the map, swallowing heavily as Daniel poked the spot where the palace was. She'd always had the rudimentary knowledge necessary to read a map, but Braith had taught her how to read so much more. She didn't share this revelation with the people surrounding her; she didn't think they would appreciate it much, and no matter what she said or did, they would continue to believe that she had been manipulated by Braith. She was tired of trying to convince them they were wrong, it was wearing on her, beating her down, making her everyday struggle to just survive even more tiresome.
 
   "Is this how you remember it?"
 
   Aria didn't realize her father was talking to her until she noticed that they were all staring questioningly at her. She swallowed heavily, trying to wet her suddenly parched throat. "I guess; I didn't really pay much attention. I didn't get out much either," she finished on a whisper.
 
   Though it wasn't memories of being kept as a blood slave that made her voice tremble, her father seemed to think it was. He gave her a sympathetic look before resting his hand on her shoulder. He had been treating her like she was fragile ever since she'd returned. She was becoming frustrated with it.
 
   "Max?"
 
   Max was standing off to the side, his arms folded over his chest as he stared at the far wall. His jaw was locked, his forehead furrowed. She hadn't been abused, but he had, and now her father was talking about going back in there as if it were the simplest, easiest thing in the world. About all of them going back in there. "From what I recall, yes."
 
   Aria's heart hammered and flipped, she could barely breathe through the terror constricting her chest. "You can't do this," she whispered. "It's slaughter to go in there, we can't."
 
   Her father patted her shoulder again before rising to his feet. He knew that this was reckless; he knew that it was crazy, but he seemed determined on doing it anyway. And she knew that it was because of her, because he believed that she had been abused during her time with Braith. It didn't matter how often she told him that she hadn't been; he was convinced she was lying.
 
   He moved away from the map as William and Daniel leaned closer to it. "We'll send a small scouting team in first, have them canvas the area. They will be able to discover the weakest areas, and the best places in which to establish our soldiers. We will have to take the palace swiftly."
 
   "Dad," she whispered, clutching her hands before her. Her legs were shaking, her head was spinning. "The last time someone tried to take the palace it was a massacre."
 
   He wasn't paying attention to her though as he moved away. Dread was thrumming through her. She couldn't allow this to happen, she couldn't allow people to die because her father sought revenge for things that had never even occurred. At least not to her.
 
   But they had happened to other people, and they were continuing to happen right now.
 
   However, the rebels had made an attempt to take the palace when she was a child, and they had been decimated. In retaliation for the rebel's defiance, the king had sent out thousands of troops that had razed, burned, and slaughtered their way through villages and forests. It was how her father had become the leader. He'd been elected after the last one had been brutally murdered, and his body hung within the largest village as an example of what would be done to others who tried to attack the palace.
 
   "We will have to be smarter about it this time, go about it in a more methodical way."
 
   "I would like to go in," William volunteered.
 
   Aria's mouth dropped, she spun on her brother, her twin, her other half. "No William," she breathed. "You cannot go in there."
 
   "Yes, I can."
 
   "No! Your coloring, you're too similar to me. They'll know you. Tell him Jack. Tell him!" She was practically begging as she turned frantically to Braith's brother. "Tell him about Caleb, and what kind of a monster he is. Tell him what Caleb would do to him if he discovered him in there! Tell him he is a fool! That they all are!"
 
   "Arianna, enough," her father said sharply.
 
   "Who is Caleb?" Daniel inquired.
 
   "My brother," Jack answered.
 
   "The middle one," Max elaborated.
 
   "I thought you were held by the oldest brother," Daniel said.
 
   Aria was shaking as she tried to regain control of herself. Acting crazed and wild wouldn't get them to listen to her. It would do none of them any good if she was a raving lunatic. She must remain calm and collected if she was going to talk them out of this crazy suicide mission.
 
   "I was," she said. "Braith is a good man…"
 
   "He's not a man," Max interrupted.
 
   Aria glanced at him, hating the betrayal and abhorrence that radiated from him as his scathing gaze landed upon her. They would hate her, they would all hate her if they knew the truth, but at the moment she didn't care. "My oldest brother believes in duty and honor. He highly values them both," Jack told them.
 
   "Including holding young women hostage and using them," her father interjected sharply.
 
   "Braith was kind to me," she said for the thousandth time, but none of them listened to her.
 
   "Caleb is not like Braith, or me," Jack continued, his glance at Aria was sympathetic but tough. "Caleb is like our father, cruel, twisted; vengeful. If he discovers that you are Aria's brother he will torture you in ways that you can't even begin to imagine. Your hair color alone might be enough for him to take his revenge on you."
 
   "But your older brother wouldn't?" William inquired the scorn in his voice more than apparent.
 
   Aria could feel Jack's unrelenting gaze upon her. She didn't know what to say, what to do. If they found out that she had just been with Braith, that she intended to see him again, they would go ballistic. They would think she had lost her mind, that her time as a blood slave had twisted her. They wouldn't stop to think that she was with him because she truly did love him; they would assume that she had lost her mind, and they would lock her away. She would never see Braith again, and they would all run off half cocked, determined to avenge her for absolutely no reason other than bullheaded male stubbornness.
 
   "No, he wouldn't," Jack admitted.
 
   Aria was too ashamed to look at him anymore. She was running around behind her family's back, and yet she was sitting through this horrendous meeting discussing how to invade the palace. Something that could get Braith seriously hurt, if not killed. Something that could get members of her family killed.
 
   She had spent her entire life fighting against the vampires, trying to destroy them, and now she found herself frantic to do anything to stop this.
 
   "Well isn't the future king special," Max drawled.
 
   "He is," Aria insisted.
 
   Max's lip curled in disgust, her family stared at her as if she had sprouted another head. "Ok William can't go in then, but I can," Daniel said.
 
   "Daniel," Aria moaned, she dropped her head into her hands as her mind spun. She had to think of something, anything that would stop this. She turned back to Jack, but he was leaning against the wall again, his arms folded over his chest. "You don't know what you're doing."
 
   "Yes, I do."
 
   Aria could barely breathe through the lump in her throat, could barely see through the tears burning her eyes. She had to stop this, she didn't know how, didn't know what to do, but she knew that she had to stop this. She didn't know when Braith would be back, she didn't know if she should even tell him what they had in mind. She'd be betraying her own family if she did. She'd be betraying her own kind.
 
   But if she remained silent and something happened to Braith, or someone in her family…
 
   She shut the thought down. She couldn't live with herself if something happened and she could have stopped it. Her legs gave out; she slid to the ground, her mind spinning as they continued with the plans that were slowly tearing her in two.
 
   ***
 
   Aria knew that she shouldn't do it, but she couldn't stop herself from slipping through the woods, back to the lake. It had become her favorite place over the past couple of months, and now that she needed it the most, she was not supposed to go near it. But after the events of the past few hours she didn't give a damn what she was, or was not, supposed to do. Not anymore.
 
   She slipped through the forest, sticking to the trees, remaining hidden amongst their thick foliage as she darted from limb to limb. She kept an eye out for any threat. She knew the forest better than anyone, knew the signs of danger. She could read the animals as well as she could move through the trees. They remained alert, and active, the birds continued to sing, the squirrels hopped eagerly in out of the branches. They barely noticed Aria's presence amongst them.
 
   Reaching the lake, she sat amongst the limbs of a tree as she surveyed the area around her. The lake was pristine, clear. There wasn't even a ripple disturbing the glass surface. She folded her hands beneath her, resting her head upon them as she sprawled out on the limb, content to lie amongst the branches and watch the activity within and around the lake and find solace in the beautiful vista before her.
 
   She didn't realize she had drifted off until she tried to roll over and nearly fell from the tree. She awoke with a start, sitting up on the branch in surprise. She hadn't even been tired, but the events of the day had beaten her down, and taken more of a toll on her than she'd realized. Her gaze turned to the sky, judging by the movement of the sun she'd been asleep for a couple of hours.
 
   She would have to go back soon, but before she returned she was going to take a quick swim. She kicked her shoes off, letting them drop to the forest floor before standing. She ran to the end of the limb and dove into the lake. She stayed beneath the water, swimming out a ways before popping back to the surface. The water was refreshing and cleansing after the awful events of the day.
 
   She swam for a brief period before heading back. Stopping a few feet away from the shore, she treaded water. Jack was leaning against the tree with her shoes dangling from his fingertips as he watched her. Aria frowned at him as she pushed the hair from her eyes and swam forward.
 
   "You have to stop taking off like that."
 
   "I can take care of myself." She grabbed her shoes from his hand, but didn't put them on. "What are you doing here?"
 
   "Looking for you."
 
   "Did my father send you?"
 
   "No, they're still making plans. What are you going to do Aria?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Are you going to tell him?"
 
   Aria couldn't meet his gaze. The water had managed to calm her for a brief moment, but now she was back in the harsh reality of her life. "Are you?" she whispered.
 
   "He is my brother, but I chose my loyalties when I took you from that palace. I cannot go back on that now."
 
   "You would allow him to be killed?"
 
   He shifted in distress but his eyes were sad and accepting. "He would allow the same thing to happen to me, if the roles were reversed. He would hate it as much as I do, but we are on separate sides of this war. There is nothing that we can do about that. Now you have to choose a side Aria."
 
   She shook her head, hating the fact that she had the urge to cry again. "How can I choose a side Jack? It's not so simple. If I choose him then I forfeit my life, there would be nowhere for me to go after that. If I choose my family than I am giving up the only man that has ever made me feel this way, the only person I have ever been in love with."
 
   She followed as he made his way through the forest. "I didn't say it was going to be an easy choice, it wasn't for me either. But it is one that you are going to have to make, and soon."
 
   "I don't know when he'll be back," she whispered.
 
   "He won't be away for long…"
 
   "You don't know that."
 
   Jack stopped abruptly and turned to face her in the dwindling daylight. The strong resemblance he bore to his brother tugged at her heart. He watched her with the same intensity that his brother always did, studied her with the same confusion that she had often seen on Braith's face. It seemed that neither of them knew exactly what to make of her. But then, she didn't know exactly what to make of them either.
 
   She'd thought Braith a cruel, monstrous bastard, and now she was in love with him. She'd thought Jack a human, her friend and rebel companion, but it turned out that he was actually a vampire, and a member of the royal family. She'd been kept in the dark about Jack's identity, because they all thought her too weak to be able to handle the truth. In truth, she was far stronger than any of them knew. There was far more to her than they had ever imagined. The only one that seemed to understand, and accept the true depth of her strength, was Braith. He was the only one that didn't try to coddle her, didn't try to shelter her from the harsh realities of both of their existences. He was the only one that knew she was strong enough to handle it.
 
   And if there was one thing she was becoming very tired of, it was being coddled.
 
   "I do know it, and by the time he comes back you are going to have to make your choice."
 
   "What if I choose wrong?"
 
   He glanced over at her, his eyebrows lifted as he studied her. "I don't think you have a right choice here Aria."
 
   "You're right. Are you going to tell my family about this?"
 
   Jack shook his head as he started walking again. "No. Braith is not a threat to them. Even if you choose them, he will not go after them, that's not who he is. If you don't choose him he would not purposely hurt you in such a way. No matter how much it will hurt him if he loses you."
 
   She grasped hold of Jack's arm, pulling him to a stop beside her. "I do love him," she said forcefully.
 
   He managed a small smile, his hand enclosed hers. "I know that Aria. And though it is baffling to me, I know that he loves you."
 
   She frowned at him, not at all liking his comment. "Thanks."
 
   He grinned at her and squeezed her hand before releasing her. "As the future king, Braith always kept a part of himself distant, aloof. It would always be his job to uphold his duties and responsibilities, and to Braith those responsibilities always came first. I didn't think he would ever be capable of loving someone; he kept himself too separated for that. You may be the first thing he has ever chosen over his obligations. The first sign of disloyalty he's ever exhibited toward our father."
 
   Aria was silent for a moment, and then she resumed her pace at his side. "But he hasn't chosen me."
 
   "He's chosen you more than I've ever seen him choose anything else. He came here for you, didn't he?"
 
   Aria shook her head. She watched her bare feet as they moved through the forest, avoiding any obstacle that may pop up. She didn't tell him that she was fairly certain that Braith had originally come here to kill her, or at least make her pay severely for her disobedience. "I choose your side over my family."
 
   Aria brushed aside her damp hair as she glanced up at Jack. "Why?" she questioned, still not completely understanding why he had taken their side.
 
   "Because once I was here, I realized that I had been on the wrong side. There's no reason for anyone to be living like this, there is no reason for the cruelty that has been bestowed upon the humans. Not anymore."
 
   "It sounds like you picture a world where we can all happily coexist."
 
   He shrugged. "I'm not delusional. I don't believe it will be easy, but I do think things could have been different, maybe even still could."
 
   "Perhaps." Though, she didn't hold out much hope for that.
 
   "You are going to have to stop taking off on your own though. Not even Braith can help you if you get caught again, and what Caleb would do to you…" His voice trailed off, his eyes were distant as he stared at the woods around them.
 
   Aria didn't even want to imagine what Caleb would do to her. He'd unnerved her from the moment she'd met him. There was something wrong with Caleb, something sadistic and cruel. He would take great pleasure in making her scream, in making her beg for mercy. Caleb would delight in making her suffer.
 
   Aria shuddered, she tried to shut the thought down, but it wouldn't stop. "Ok?"
 
   She swallowed heavily as she nodded. She hated to be monitored, but Jack was right. "Ok," she agreed.
 
   He slid his arm though hers, pulling her against his side. "I think of you like a sister."
 
   She managed a weak smile as she leaned against his side. "An annoying one?"
 
   "Yes. You are also going to have to do something about Max."
 
   "Max?" she asked in confusion.
 
   "He's in love with you." Aria frowned, her hand tightened on Jack's arm. Jack was right, she had to make it clear to Max that there would never be anything between them. She hadn't been fair to him lately. Telling him no, while still leaning on him to help get her through the past few months. Guilt and self hatred twisted through her stomach, Max was going to be hurt again because of her. She knew now though, that even if she never saw Braith again, he would always own her heart. There could never be anything between her and Max. "And he's not very stable right now."
 
   "The woman that held him, she was awful to him in there, wasn't she?"
 
   Jack seemed hesitant to confirm her words but he'd never sugarcoated anything for her before. "She was, and Max is convinced that it was the same with you."
 
   "I've told him it wasn't."
 
   "It's easier for him to think of us as monsters. If I hadn't pulled the two of you out of there, he would hate me too. He still doesn't trust me."
 
   Aria frowned as she glanced up at him. "Do you think he would do anything to hurt you?"
 
   Jack shrugged. "He might try, but not for awhile, not until things are more established. He knows that I'm needed right now, but after…"
 
   Aria stared at him in surprise. "And you're not angry about this?"
 
   He glanced down at her. "What was done to him in there was something awful Aria. We will never know the extent of the cruelty he experienced, of the abuse that he took. No one comes out of that completely normal. I understand his resentment and his hatred. But if he tries to kill me, I will not hold back."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, she hated the awful situation they were stuck in, hated the fact that she would have to choose between Braith and her family; hated the fact that she was becoming increasingly worried and fearful of Max.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   "Do you ever do what you're told?"
 
   Aria didn't bother to look up from the berries she was collecting. "Not usually."
 
   "You know you're supposed to stay close."
 
   She glanced up at Max as he stopped at her side. His shadow fell across her, blocking out the sun. "I'm close."
 
   "Within eyesight Aria," he said brusquely.
 
   She dropped the berries into her bucket as she fought to maintain her patience. She hated being ordered about, hated his high handed demeanor, but most of all she hated the fact that he felt he had any say over what she did, or didn't, do. She wasn't far from the caves, everyone knew where she had gone and had been fine with it. Except, apparently, Max. "I have my bow," she reminded him.
 
   "That will do a lot of good against a group of marauding vampires."
 
   Aria rolled her eyes as she wiped her hands and rose to her feet. "I'm perfectly capable of taking care of myself," she reminded him.
 
   "So capable that you were caught already."
 
   Aria heaved an impatient sigh; she grabbed hold of her bow as she tried to ignore the tugging waves of guilt crashing through her. She didn't think she would ever be able to forgive herself for what had been done to Max, but she couldn't continue to live under the weight of that guilt. She also couldn't allow him to continue thinking there was any hope for them. Even if she gave Braith up, she wouldn't choose Max.
 
   "I'm fine Max."
 
   "I understand you require solitude Aria, I do, but you have to understand that I'm only concerned about your safety."
 
   "I know." She was just agreeing with him in the hope that he would back off. Aria jumped in surprise when he seized hold of her chin. She frowned fiercely at him, trying to keep her temper.
 
   "I know you feel that this raid is a bad idea, I know you think that he treated you kindly in there, but…"
 
   "Max I can only tell you so many times that I was treated kindly in there. I know you had an awful time, I know that, but you have to believe me when I tell you that I didn't. This raid isn't just a bad idea, it's an awful, horrible idea. I know you want revenge, but risking innocent lives isn't the way to get it."
 
   He glared at her. Jack thought that Max was in love with her, but at the moment she felt that he might actually hate her more. "Max," she whispered.
 
   His shaggy blond hair fell across his forehead as he shook his head. "You don't know what you're talking about Aria. What they did to you in there, it's confused you."
 
   Aria wanted to argue with him further, but it was useless, and something else had caught her attention. She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing as all of her senses focused upon the forest. Aria glanced around the shadowed woods, panic hammered through her as she realized the birds had stopped singing and the squirrels no longer ran through the trees.
 
   "One day you'll realize…"
 
   Aria slipped her hand over Max's mouth, and placed her finger over her lips as she motioned for him to be silent. He frowned at her, but she'd stopped paying attention to him. She could read the woods better than a book, and right now they were telling her that something wasn't right, that there was a threat out there. She just didn't know what direction it was coming from, didn't know which way to flee. She tilted her head back, glancing into the high branches of the tree.
 
   She pointed up as she took her hand away from his mouth. Moving silently, Aria grasped hold of the lowest limb and easily scooted her way through the branches. Max was not as quick as she was, but he followed her. Aria climbed higher, burying herself within the thick foliage. She searched the forest but still saw no cause for the odd silence that had descended over it.
 
   She bent down to grasp hold of Max's hand to help pull him onto her branch. His skin was paler and he looked as if he were about to throw up. He had always hated heights, but they didn't have many options right now. He opened his mouth to speak but she shook her head vigorously at him. She still couldn't find the danger hidden within the shadows.
 
   And then she saw them. They had come from behind the tree, and were underneath it before she knew what had happened. She plastered herself against the trunk of the tree, grasping hold of it as Max pressed against her. Aria was shaking, if they looked up…
 
   If they looked up, she and Max were dead. Max couldn't move through the trees like she did, and even she couldn't outmaneuver a group of vampires forever. They would catch her eventually. Her heart was thumping so loudly that she was certain they would hear it, certain that they would look up and spot them within the foliage of the tree. Aria's breath caught in her throat, she could barely breathe as Caleb appeared beneath them, moving leisurely behind the six soldiers before him. His head moved constantly as he searched the woods. The excitement strumming through his body was nearly palpable.
 
   Her legs were trembling so bad that she could barely stand anymore. Max was frozen before her, his lean body hard as rock as he pressed against her. If Caleb was here then only bad things could follow.
 
   Aria froze, her mouth dropped as Braith stepped into view behind his brother. Her heart leapt, flipping wildly as she took in his magnificent form. Longing erupted through her, she almost called out to him, almost flung herself from the tree, and into his arms. And if it hadn't been for Caleb mere feet before him, she probably would have.
 
   It had been a week since she had last seen him; a tortuous week that had been filled with uncertainty, trepidation, and a desperate yearning that was shaking her thoroughly now. She had gone two months without him, had spent two months trying to forget him, but this past week had been far more grueling. There was no hatred and anger within her to fall back on now when she craved his touch. Her fingers twitched, she almost cried for the unfairness of this whole situation. She remained frozen instead, motionless with the dread that had locked her muscles into place.
 
   Braith stopped, his head turned from side to side and then tilted back. She knew the minute that his shaded eyes locked onto them. Max took a small step closer to her. She could barely breathe as she was squished against the trunk of the tree. Though his jaw clenched and a muscle jumped in his cheek, Braith showed no other sign that he'd seen them.
 
   He turned away from them, moving onward through the forest as the small troop disappeared. Max relaxed against her as he breathed a sigh of relief. "Good thing your former master is blind."
 
   Aria was fighting against tears and the need to scream in frustration. She ached to tell Max that Braith had seen them, that he knew they were there, and that he would keep them safe. She thought it might help him to understand that Braith wasn't bad, that he was in fact a very good man, and that he loved her. She thought it might help Max to understand that not all vampires were evil, but she couldn't bring the words to leave her throat. She had promised Braith that she wouldn't tell anyone his secret, and she meant to uphold that promise, even if it meant continuing to alienate her friend.
 
   "We have to warn the others," Aria whispered.
 
   Max nodded, he moved away from her as he began to gingerly make his way from the tree. Aria hesitated as she searched for any sign of Braith, and the others. They had moved on though. She descended rapidly, dropping silently to the ground beside Max. They moved swiftly through the forest toward the campsite they had left behind.
 
   ***
 
   "What are they doing here?"
 
   Aria shook her head helplessly. How was she supposed to know what they were doing here? "I don't know Jack."
 
   "Did Braith tell you about this?"
 
   "No," she retorted in exasperation. "I would have prepared people if he had. I sure wouldn't have been hanging out in a tree with Max if he had! In case you didn't realize it, they don't exactly like each other."
 
   The look he shot her was more than a little irritated. His eyes were cold and thoughtful, his face dark. "He may not have known that Caleb planned to come here."
 
   "Of course he didn't know! He wouldn't have left me out here unprepared if he had known."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "He wouldn't have Jack," she insisted, infuriated that Jack would even think such a thing. Infuriated that she was also thinking it, even though she knew it was wrong.
 
   "He knew we were in that tree Jack. If he was here to harm us, or to recapture us, he would have turned us in. I couldn't have escaped them all, and I wouldn't have left Max behind."
 
   "He might not have seen you. He said himself that his vision comes and goes; we have no idea of knowing how good it is when he does have it."
 
   "I know he saw me," Aria insisted unwilling to discuss how she knew this.
 
   Jack paced away before rapidly coming back. He stopped before her. "I don't know what this bond is between the two of you, I don't know what to say about it or what it means, but I do know that it has put us all in peril. Especially if Caleb has come with him."
 
   Aria glared at him. "Did you stop to think that maybe Braith is here because Caleb decided to come here first? Did you ever think that he is here to offer what protection, or help, he can?" she demanded. "You say you and Braith were close, and that you were good friends, yet you have no faith in him. You have no idea what kind of a man he truly is!"
 
   "And you do?" he demanded.
 
   Aria stared defiantly back at him. "Yes."
 
   He cursed loudly before anxiously pacing away again. Aria was unwilling to follow him as he headed toward the dark, cavernous area of the caves. The last thing she wanted was to be trapped within the caves again, but that was where everyone had already retreated with the hope that they would stay safe. He turned back to her, but she remained unmoving just feet from the cave.
 
   "Aria!" he hissed.
 
   It was a challenge to keep breathing through the constriction in her chest. She had never truly liked the caves, but now she found herself terrified by the prospect of going back in there. Her skin was clammy, she was shaking. She found she would almost prefer to be in the hands of Caleb than back in there, trapped amongst the cold rock.
 
   She took a small step back as Jack came toward her, frowning in puzzlement. "Aria?"
 
   "I can't," she whispered. "I can't go back in there."
 
   He stared at her in disbelief. "Aria you must," he insisted.
 
   She shook her head again, taking another step back. Her heart was thrumming, her whole body was shaking. His gaze raked over her, then turned back to the caves. "I'll be fine in the trees," she told him.
 
   "Like hell," he retorted.
 
   "I'll be safer in the trees than in there! I can move through the trees faster than I can through the caves."
 
   "You can't stay out here Aria; we can't take the risk of you being captured again."
 
   He was coming at her before she even had time to blink. A scream welled in her throat, but his hand was over her mouth as he lifted her up and forcefully carried her toward the caves. Aria thrashed against him, trying to break free of his ironclad hold. Then he entered the cave and she was consumed with the urge to be free of the confining space, and stale air. She couldn't breathe, she couldn't think as her head began to spin rapidly. She went limp against him, struggling to inhale through her nose as he carried her deeper into the earth.
 
   They were half a mile down before he finally released her. Aria fell to her knees, trying to catch her breath, struggling to control the rapid beat of her heart as a scream rose in her throat. She didn't know what was wrong with her, what was happening to her, but she couldn't control the wild, frantic sway of her body. She tried to choke back the scream, but she couldn't keep it bottled within her anymore.
 
   It ripped free of her, echoing loudly through the cavern, bouncing off of the rock walls in an endless wave that sharply pierced through the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   Braith froze in mid step, his foot hung in the air as his head turned to the side. He tuned out the normal sounds of the forest, filtering through the noise as he strained to hear what had caught his attention. He was certain that it had been a scream, certain that it had been Aria's scream. His foot dropped upon the forest floor, crackling the leaves and sticks beneath his boot. The men with him stopped walking as they turned back to him.
 
   "What is it?" Caleb demanded.
 
   Braith shook his head. His brother hadn't heard the scream, neither had the others. He didn't know if it was because they weren't as attuned to Aria as he was, or if it was the fact that his hearing was more acute due to his blindness. At his side, Keegan bristled, turning to survey the area of the forest Braith was certain that scream had come from. "It's nothing," he replied.
 
   Though it was far more than nothing; that scream had been echoing and terrified. And it had come from the only person that he cared about. "I have to go."
 
   "Wait what!?" Caleb stammered.
 
   Panic seized hold of him; it clawed at his chest, and tore through his insides. He had to get away from his brother, and he had to find her. He had seen her in the tree with that boy and if he had done anything to hurt her Braith was going to destroy him. He moved rapidly through the trees, blurring as he raced across the forest. Though he could not see his surroundings, he could sense the obstacles in his way and easily dodged them. Keegan was unable to keep up with him, but Braith knew when the wolf broke off and retreated deeper into the woods.
 
   The others tried to keep up with him, but he was faster and stronger than them, and he lost them easily amongst the forest. He jumped on top of a boulder, racing up the side of it before leaping off the top. Trees began to blur into focus, wavering on the outskirts of his vision. He could smell her blood, taste it in his mouth again. He was getting closer to her.
 
   Thirst spurted through him, his veins burned with the intense need to feed. He hadn't fed since he'd left her a week ago. He'd returned to the palace, but no one appealed to him anymore, not even the willing humans he'd fed from before. In fact, he was surprised to realize that the mere thought of feeding from anyone else was repulsive to him. It was her blood he required and until he could feed from her again, no one else would do.
 
   Then, for some strange reason, Caleb had insisted upon going on one of the hunting parties. Braith had known that he'd have to go with him, he couldn't take any chances that Caleb might accidently find her without him being there. The thought was horrifying to him. He'd come with Caleb to make sure that such a thing didn't happen, and it nearly had earlier, and might still happen if Caleb was somehow able to track him.
 
   He skidded on a patch of leaves as he came to an abrupt halt outside of a tapered crevice between the rocks. He would have missed it if he hadn't been tracking her. He slipped into the hole, barely fitting in between the boulders surrounding it. His eyes adjusted to the blackness, picking up the small bits of illumination within the enshrouding dark. Her sweet scent became stronger; her fright was nearly palpable within the confines of the cave.
 
   Braith moved through the winding, snug turns, keeping his senses attuned to other presences as he moved through the cave. He had to get to her, but he knew he had to proceed with caution. He had just placed himself right into the heart of the lion's den, he was certain of that. He was surrounded by rocks, walls, and his enemies. He felt like a rat trapped within a maze as he stalked her scent. He couldn't believe that they lived down here. That Arianna lived down here.
 
   She hated to be confined, hated being trapped anywhere. She was everything that the woods were; open, wild, and free. It was confounding to him that she could be beneath the earth within these stale confines.
 
   Her scent enveloped him as he turned another corner, he could hear voices as they carried through the tunnels in the cave. He stopped, his head tilting to the side as he picked up three male voices. One of them was Jack, but the other two he didn't recognize. He crept closer, straining to hear the words.
 
   "What happened?" one of the strange voices demanded.
 
   "I don't know," Jack answered. "But we have to get her out of here. We have to move, now."
 
   Braith bristled, he assumed the her was Arianna as her scent was exceptionally strong here, and his vision was nearly perfect again. He hesitated within the shadows. "Be careful with her Jack! Watch her head!" the other strange voice commanded. "Damn it, give her to me."
 
   "I've got her Max."
 
   "Give her to me!" Max snapped back.
 
   "Just give her to him Jack; you're going to have to keep your hands free if they come in here."
 
   Braith's hands fisted, a haze of red shaded his vision. It was bad enough that his brother was touching her, but he definitely didn't like that boy holding her. There was a muted rustling, and then Arianna made a low, disgruntled sound. "Put me down!" she ordered. "Max, put me down!"
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "Let go of me! Let go of me!"
 
   "Aria…"
 
   There was the sound of scuffling and then she groaned loudly. "Stop, please." Her voice was a low moan of anguish. And it was more than he could take; he was going to kill someone.
 
   He stepped around the corner, bloodlust surging through him as he took in the spectacle before him. Jack was standing toward the back of the small opening, his face like stone, and his jaw clenched. Arianna was struggling against the boy holding her, Max, as she tried to tug her hand free of his restraining grasp.
 
   "Stop Max, let her go." The other boy stepped forward, he reached for Arianna as her struggles to break free became more frantic. "Aria, you have to calm down. Please."
 
   "Let me go!" she snapped as her breath came in rapid pants. Braith had only ever seen her like this once before, and it had been when she'd thought that Max's life was in jeopardy. Then, she had been terrified for her friend. Now the terror was all her own, something he had thought was impossible until this moment.
 
   "Let her go."
 
   Their heads snapped toward him, their mouths dropped in surprise. "Braith," Jack whispered in dismay.
 
   A small cry escaped Arianna; she was finally able to tug her hand free of Max's as he relaxed his grip. She ran at him and flung herself into his arms. He lifted her, cradling her against his chest as she buried herself against him. Wrapping his hand around the back of her head, he threaded his fingers through her silken hair as he briefly savored the feel of her in his arms again. She pressed closer to him as she shook within his grasp.
 
   "Shh Arianna, shh," he soothed. "What happened?"
 
   "Braith what are you doing here?" Jack demanded.
 
   He bowed his head briefly to hers, pressing his mouth against her silky hair as he eagerly inhaled her sweet scent. She was the best thing that he'd ever felt, the best thing he'd ever held. Jack moved away from the wall, the astonishment of Braith's sudden appearance was beginning to wear off of the other two. He didn't miss the stake that appeared within Max's grasp. Jack grabbed hold of Max's arm, holding him back as his Max leveled him with a killing glare.
 
   "You know what I'm doing here," he said to his brother. He adjusted his grasp on Arianna in order to keep his body in between her, and the growing hostility of the men across from him. He grasped hold of her face, smoothly pulling her away from his chest. Her shoulders were still heaving but she seemed to have regained some control of herself. "Are you ok?"
 
   She managed a nod, her bright eyes were questioning as she studied him. "It's not safe for you here," she whispered.
 
   "I know." He looked back at the others, his eyes resting upon the redhead who was gaping at the two of them in shock. His gaze deliberately turned toward Arianna before coming back to Braith. Max looked like he was about to snap, anger radiated from every inch of him as he glared furiously at the two of them. "Did they hurt you?" he growled. He didn't care if they were her friends and family, he was spoiling for a good fight.
 
   "You shouldn't be here," she whispered fervently, her hands clutching at him as her eyes became frantic. "Braith…"
 
   "It's ok Arianna," he told her. "I'll be fine."
 
   "She's right Braith, you have to leave," Jack insisted. "Where's Caleb?"
 
   "Elsewhere."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "He doesn't know where I am," he interrupted sharply.
 
   "But he could find you, and by doing so, find us."
 
   "He could also find you." Jack became silent; his eyes were hooded as he gazed at Arianna. She was still shaking, but her tremors were less severe now. "Did they hurt you?" he demanded again. He would hate to do it, but he would kill Jack if he had harmed her in anyway.
 
   She shook her head, biting on her lip as dread shimmered in her eyes. "I don't like it down here."
 
   Of course she hated it in here. He had known that she would. "I'll take you out then."
 
   "No," Jack inserted sharply as the other two men took a step forward. "She has to stay with us, and she needs to be somewhere safe. It is not safe above ground right now."
 
   "I'll be safe in the trees," she told him.
 
   "No Aria, absolutely not. We have to meet up with your father."
 
   "No, no, no. I am not going deeper; you can't keep forcing me to!"
 
   Braith ran his hands over her hair, trying to calm her, but failing as she continued to shake like a leaf against him. "He forced you down here?" Braith demanded.
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "Back off Jack or I'll snap your neck if you take one more step toward her, if you touch her one more time!"
 
   "No," Arianna interjected. "You can't fight, not here, not now. Please."
 
   Braith's hands tensed on her shoulders, he was trying to keep her behind him, but she kept insisting on trying to get in front of him. "Who do you think you are?" Max demanded.
 
   "Don't push me!" Braith snarled at him, fighting the rising tides of hostility surging through him. They had forced her down here, forced her into this place that was obviously terrifying to her. Jack pulled Max back a step, but the other man remained immobile as he watched them intently.
 
   "Don't push you!" Max snapped back as he fought against Jack's restraining hand. "You're lucky I don't kill you!"
 
   "You could try, but you will not succeed."
 
   Rage flashed across Max's face. Jack pushed him back as he tried to lunge forward. Max strained against him, but Jack was successful in keeping the smaller man pinned against the cave wall. "Stop it!" Arianna commanded loudly. "Stop!"
 
   She was still shaking, but he could also sense growing exasperation beneath her terror. Max's gaze raked scathingly over her, glaring at her from head to toe. Braith bristled beside her, pulling her further back from the infuriated boy. He didn't trust Max. He knew that Max would kill him in a heartbeat, but he was beginning to worry that he might also injure Arianna in his rage and hatred.
 
   The other boy shot Max a dark look as he placed himself in between them. "I'll go up with her."
 
   "No William," Arianna told him as she shook back her dark hair. Braith took note of the striking similarities between Arianna and this boy. He remembered Arianna telling him about her twin, remembered Jack talking about the similar hair color; it was more than obvious that this was him. "It's safer for you to stay here."
 
   "I'm not letting you go up there alone." His sapphire eyes were intense as they turned toward Braith. He considered Braith, his gaze not trusting, but not hate filled either. Not like Max's.
 
   "I won't be alone," she reminded him.
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "I'll be ok William, really."
 
   William remained hesitant. "No Aria that is not going to happen."
 
   "I can keep her safe, I can't promise that for you," Braith told him.
 
   William nodded. "That's fine."
 
   "No," Jack said forcefully. "I can't risk the two of you being captured. That is too much leverage over your father should something go wrong."
 
   "I will keep her safe," Braith said in a low, deadly tone. "And you don't have an option here Jack; I'm taking her out of here no matter what you think."
 
   Arianna's fingers curled in his shirt, she pressed closer and her forehead rested briefly upon his chest. "You're being foolish Braith. I know you don't like seeing her upset, but would you rather see her dead? Be logical about this, she is safest down here!" Jack protested.
 
   "I am being logical about this, and I am telling you what is going to happen. I will keep her safe. When you return above ground, you know where we'll be."
 
   "You can't take her to mother's house. Caleb will go there."
 
   "I'm not taking her to the summer house."
 
   Jack was silent for a moment, and then realization dawned in his eyes. His mouth dropped, his fingers twitched at his sides. For a moment, his grip on Max eased. "You know what that means if you go there Braith."
 
   "I do. Find us when you are able to." He turned his attention back to William. "You must stay here. She will be fine, but I can't protect you both."
 
   "No." William was shaking his head forcefully. "Absolutely not. She may trust you, but I don't."
 
   "You have to," Jack told him. "You can't go with them William."
 
   "You can't seriously be considering letting them leave here! Of letting this monster take her back!" Max exploded his face was florid. "Have you lost your mind?"
 
   "Go," Jack encouraged.
 
   "No way!" William was coming at them, his jaw locked in determination. Jack grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him back.
 
   "He's not going to leave here without her," Jack's gaze was steady, yet sad as he stared at the two of them. "He won't be separated from her again, and he'll kill you if you try to stop him. You can't go William. This has to happen," Jack said forcefully.
 
   "We should kill him!" Max snapped.
 
   Jack was pulling a struggling William back, pushing him toward Max as he fought to keep them away. "That will not be possible," Jack muttered, his frustration growing.
 
   "I knew it, you are a traitorous bastard. You are on their side, not ours. You're giving her to him!"
 
   "No Max," Arianna's fingers dug into Braith's shirt and skin as she pressed closer. "I gave myself to him, long ago."
 
   Max went limp, his mouth dropped as his eyes bugged out of his head. "Aria," William breathed.
 
   She bowed her head for a moment before lifting it to gaze at her brother and friend again. "I'm sorry, but I tried to tell you." She broke off, a single tear slipped down her cheek as she swallowed heavily. "Neither of us intended this, but it's happened, and I can't… I can't let him go."
 
   Braith cradled her cheek for a moment, seeking to give her comfort in this tumultuous situation. "We must go," he urged.
 
   "Wait." Arianna broke away from him. Braith tried to catch hold of her, but she deftly moved out of his reach. Jack caught hold of her, grasping her arms, he held her back as she tried to shove past him. She glared fiercely at Jack as she struggled to get free of his grasp. Braith reclaimed her, taking her gently from Jack's grasp. "Let me say goodbye to my brother!" she protested angrily.
 
   Braith glanced at her brother, he was afraid that William wouldn't let her go. However, Jack had been right about one thing, Braith hated to see Arianna unhappy, and she would be miserable if he didn't allow her to do this. He briskly nodded at Jack, who stepped aside to let William come forward. The siblings embraced while Max glowered at them both.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Aria clung to Braith, burying her head against his back as he carried her through the forest. She was exhausted, her feet throbbed, and all she wanted was to curl up and go to sleep, but Braith insisted that they keep moving, that they get as far from the caves, and that area of the woods, as possible. The moon lit a trail across the forest floor as it crept steadily higher into the night sky.
 
   Though she tried, she was unable to suppress a yawn as she fought against the pull of sleep. She hadn't slept well since she'd last seen him, and now that she was with him again, she knew that she would sleep peacefully and soundly, and she couldn't wait for it. He stopped suddenly, tilting his head back as he studied the night sky. He let her down and placed her onto her feet.
 
   "You have to rest," he said.
 
   She nodded as she pushed back the thick waves of hair that fell across her face. He pulled off his coat and laid it upon the ground. "I wish I could do something more."
 
   Aria managed a small smile for him. "I'm used to sleeping on the ground. Don't worry."
 
   Resignation settled over his features before he unhurriedly came back to her. "Hopefully not for much longer."
 
   "I like the woods. It's where I belong."
 
   He grinned at her, kissing her again. "Yes, it is. But you also like beds."
 
   "I do," she agreed. "And I love showers." He chuckled, shaking his head as he stepped back. "Where are we going Braith?"
 
   He knelt beside the coat as he held his hand out to her. She took it and settled down beside him. "There's a place I know where we should be safe."
 
   "And where is this place?"
 
   "About fifty miles from here. I will get us there tomorrow."
 
   "And Jack will know where we are?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   She watched him as he rose to his feet and began to move around the woods. "What is going to happen Braith?"
 
   "I don't know," he answered honestly.
 
   "Are you going to return to the palace?"
 
   He stopped walking as he turned back toward her. "I will not be able to return again Arianna."
 
   Her hands clenched upon her legs as she stared at him in wide eyed disbelief. "It is your family Braith, your heritage."
 
   He was immobile, his jaw locked as he watched the woods behind her. Then, ever so slowly, his gaze came back to her. "You are my family now," he said forcefully. "And I will make sure you stay safe."
 
   A startled breath escaped her as tears sprang to her eyes. "Braith," she breathed.
 
   He was back before her in a heartbeat; his hand entwined in her hair, his mouth was supple yet firm against hers. Her toes curled as his kiss sent waves of heat and yearning crashing through her body. She was trembling, shaking as she hugged him. She lost herself to his incredible touch, scent, and feel. His presence was overwhelming, and yet so blissfully soothing. His hands were caressing as they slid over her, pushing aside her clothes to brush over her skin.
 
   Aria's trembling increased; she was inundated with swirling emotions. Her mind and body were spinning as he pushed her onto the coat, his hard body pressing against hers as he came down on top of her. Aria clutched at him, needing something solid in this spiraling, out of control world. The muscles in his arms were shaking as he enveloped her. She could feel his fangs against her mouth, pressing against her as his excitement grew.
 
   Her fingers entwined in his hair, she held him tighter, fighting back the tears of love and joy that burned her eyes. His fingers brushed over her cheeks as he pulled back from her. "Arianna…"
 
   "I love you," she whispered, her fingers skimming over his extended fangs.
 
   His eyes sparked brightly, hunger blazed within his gaze. His lips pressed against hers again, but the driving hunger had left his kiss and had been replaced with a gentleness that left her breathless. She stroked him, guiding his head toward what he desired most right now, her blood.
 
   His mouth skimmed over her skin briefly before he bit down. Aria's hands clenched upon his arms, a low moan escaped her as she felt the tantalizing pull of blood being drawn from her. She closed her eyes, savoring in the delightful feel of him feeding from her, taking nutrition from her body. She drifted in the bliss that rushed over her, consuming her within its cocoon of happiness and awe.
 
   He pulled back from her; his lips were warm against her skin. She was half asleep, drifting in a world of bliss and happiness when he offered her his wrist, allowing her to feed from him and take nourishment and joy from his body also.
 
   ***
 
   Aria's gaze darted rapidly over the buildings as Braith led her down the broken streets of the town. It was a poor town; that much was obvious by the rundown buildings and overly thin animals lurking within the shadows. Braith kept firm hold of her hand as he led her forward. From behind some of the windows she could see people peering out at them, but no one came forth, and the curtains were quickly dropped back into place when she glanced their way.
 
   "What town is this?" she inquired.
 
   Braith shook his head. "I don't know."
 
   He led her down another street, this one containing stores. There were a few people moving about in this area, hurrying from one place to another without stopping to talk to each other. They seemed terrified, beaten, broken by whatever events life had thrown at them. They were the saddest, most heart wrenching people she had ever seen.
 
   "Braith…" He pulled her closer against him as his stride quickened a little more. "These people…"
 
   "Broken."
 
   Aria shuddered at the word, but it was the most appropriate way to describe the lost souls wandering the streets. They turned another corner, hurrying forward as they slipped past houses that were even more worn down by time and poverty. There was a lump of distress in her throat. The towns closer to the palace fared much better than this forgotten wasteland. Here, they seemed to have nothing. There, though they were poor, there were more opportunities for employment, and more money was tossed around by the wealthy residents within the palace towns.
 
   She fought back tears as a young boy darted out of an alleyway. His clothes were no more than rags, cloth was wrapped around his feet for shoes, and he was so dirty that she couldn't discern the true color of his hair. Braith tugged her back as she took a step toward the child, feeling as if she had to do something, but having no idea what she was supposed to do. The boy stopped to stare at her, his eyes gleamed dangerously as he took her in.
 
   "Keep moving Arianna," Braith urged tensely.
 
   "There has to be something…"
 
   "They are not human."
 
   Aria's mouth dropped as she spun toward him. "What?" she gasped.
 
   "They are vampires."
 
   Unease shot through her as she took a step closer to him, pressing against his well muscled body. Her heart hammered, her breath became labored as she wildly glanced around the decrepit streets. She hadn't known that there were vampires that lived like this, and that some vampires had as little as she did within the forest. She'd thought that they were all wealthy, that they all enjoyed the luxurious life that the palace had presented. But these vampires had so very little, and they were starving.
 
   And she appeared to be the only morsel of food around.
 
   "Are they going to come after us?"
 
   "Not if they would like to live."
 
   A chill crept down Aria's spine as he growled the words. He pulled her against him, wrapping his arm around her waist as he held her. They turned another corner; the houses became sparser as the woods began to creep in on them again. Aria glanced over her shoulder, alarmed, and not at all surprised to see that they had attracted a small following. "They're following us," she breathed in horror.
 
   "I know." She swallowed nervously, trying to keep herself under control as her heart thumped and pounded with renewed intensity. It was her that they were coming for, but they would kill Braith to get at her. "It's why William couldn't come with us. I couldn't protect you both." She managed a small nod as she bit nervously on her bottom lip. "They won't get anywhere near you Arianna."
 
   "And you?" she whispered.
 
   He shot her a small, arrogant grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Impossible."
 
   Aria attempted to take solace in his answer, but there were even more of them back there now. She was grateful for the reassuring weight of her arrows on her back, but she wasn't sure that she had enough in her quiver to even make a dent in the growing population behind them. "Keep your eyes forward," Braith instructed.
 
   She turned back around, her fingers twitched to grasp hold of her bow. "What are we going to do?"
 
   They rounded another corner, the woods pressed closer to them. "You know that tree thing you can do?" Aria nodded. "Why don't you scurry on up there now?"
 
   "I'm not leaving you down here alone!" she protested.
 
   "I'll be fine, Arianna. You have to get up there."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "Go Arianna, now!" It was the harshest he'd spoken to her in awhile and it left her stunned. Her heart leapt and her mouth went dry as she glanced back at the growing crowd again. Braith was strong, but there were so many of them back there. "Go," he urged, his voice a little kinder.
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, but she didn't refuse him as he nudged her forward. "I'll be fine Arianna, go."
 
   She grasped hold of the first low branch she came across. She threw her arms around the limb, swung her legs over, and maneuvered nimbly up the large oak. She glanced back down at Braith; his head was tilted back as he watched her. She hesitated for a moment, loathe to leave him, but she required a better spot, and a better angle, if she was going to have any hope of taking any of the creatures out with her arrows.
 
   She climbed higher, searching for the branch she could use to attain the next tree. Finding the right one, she ran across the limb. She leapt into the air, feeling a brief moment of elation as the air rushed up around her. Her legs kicked briefly, before she seized hold of the limb of the other tree. Her arms locked around it as she swung easily back into the leafy branches.
 
   Braith moved swiftly across the ground beneath her, keeping his eyes straight as he walked. Aria glanced back as the crowd of fifteen hit the edge of the forest. She had to get the shaking of her hands under control if she was going to continue to make her way through the trees, and not get killed. She darted across another limb, leapt easily into another tree, and then another.
 
   Braith kept pace with her, but the others were gaining on them, and she needed to get a little further ahead. She moved easily, running and leaping until she found a notch in a tree that would be a good place to set up. She pulled an arrow free, placing it easily into her bow. She loved the feeling of power that vibrated up the bow and into her hands. Braith studied her for a moment, shaking his head as he watched her.
 
   She didn't have time to fire the arrow as Braith suddenly launched forward, blurring with speed as he raced at their stalkers. Aria's mouth dropped as he grasped hold of the first one and slammed him into the ground. She was astounded, momentarily dazed by his display of speed and overwhelming power. A muddled squeal escaped his victim, but it was short lived as the victim's throat was crushed beneath the strength of his hand. Three others launched themselves at Braith.
 
   Pushing aside leaves with the tip of her arrow, she took aim at one of the creatures clawing at Braith's back. The arrow released with a distinct twang, it flew straight through the air, striking its target in the back.
 
   The vampire fell off of Braith, squealing as it clawed at its back and squirmed and withered upon the ground. Five pairs of red eyes swung her way as she drew their attention to her location within the tree. She had no fear that they would be able to get her out of the tree; they would have to catch her first in order to do so. Her main concern remained centered upon Braith. Aria quickly drew another arrow, notching it in the bow as she took aim at the next creature that had zeroed in on Braith.
 
   She fired again, this time her arrow flew straight into the creature's heart. It wheeled back, howling as it fell upon the ground and kicked savagely in its death throes. Four of the vampires ran off, fleeing back toward town. Three others became aroused by the scent of blood. Aria recoiled, nausea twisted through her as they fell upon the one she had killed with savage maliciousness.
 
   Braith used their distraction to destroy two more of them, tearing their heads from their bodies before turning his attention to the three now feasting upon their friend. She didn't know what to do as he stalked toward them, bloodlust evident in the stiff set of his shoulders. Aria turned away, unable to watch as he attacked the creatures. She fought the urge to block her ears and flee through the trees in order to escape this atrocity she was trapped in.
 
   She did none of those things as she remained frozen within the tree, shaking with the distress that clung to her. A sharp tug on her foot caught her off guard, nearly ripping her from the tree. She scrambled for purchase; her fingers sought some grip upon the durable limb. Her arm hooked over the branch, just barely saving her from plummeting out of the tree. She was wheezing for breath and terrified, but she managed to gather her wits enough to look down at what had nearly caused her freefall.
 
   A vampire stared back at her, its fangs extended, its eyes red with murderous intent. Aria's jaw almost hit the ground, she had been so upset by the carnage before her that she had missed this approaching threat. It was foolish, stupid, and she was paying for it now as his hand grasped her boot.
 
   Aria swung her other arm up as she attempted to get into a better position in the tree. It jerked down hard on her again, knocking her newly acquired grasp off of the limb. A small gasp of pain escaped her as her hooked arm took the brunt of the violent jerk. She kicked out, trying to knock the creatures grip upon her free, but it refused to relinquish her as its hand slithered up to her ankle. It was surprisingly strong, even in its emaciated state. Or maybe it was starvation that drove it to such levels of strength.
 
   Her arm was aching, her armpit was rubbed raw. Her shoulder felt as if it were going to tear from its socket. She was barely clinging on, barely remaining within the branches of the tree. She kicked out again, trying to knock the creature free as it ripped on her again. A tortured cry escaped from her, a wrenching agony tore through her shoulder as a loud pop filled the air. She couldn't feel her arm as it released its hold upon the limb.
 
   The creature was still holding onto her ankle as she free fell into the air for a few feet. Its grasp kept her in the tree, but it didn't keep her from slamming off of another branch. Her back screamed in protest, the wind was knocked from her. She barely managed to get her good arm up in order to protect her head from the impact of the tree trunk. She was able to twist around and shove herself off the limb as the vampire scrambled to get a better hold on her by moving up her calf. She kicked out, catching the thing beneath its chin, snapping its head back as it hissed and lunged at her as she hung upside down. She kicked out again, knocking it back further. She swung out with her good hand, the full force of her wrath behind the punch. Bone splintered, blood splattered over her as its nose shattered with a loud crack.
 
   The creature howled. It instinctively released her as it grasped hold of its twisted nose. A startled cry escaped her as she freefell into nothing. She struggled to reclaim some hold upon the tree, but it was too late. She tried to keep herself straight, hoping to avoid as many of the branches as possible in her plummet, but they slapped and tore at her.
 
   She heard Braith shout her name, but she couldn't respond to him as she was batted and bounced rapidly back and forth. The branches mercifully gave way as she plummeted toward the ground. Arms encircled her, sheltering her from hitting the ground as Braith took the impact of her body upon himself. A cry of suffering escaped her as he embraced her against his chest.
 
   His hands pushed her tangled hair back from her as he tried to get a look at her. "Arianna," he whispered frantically. "Arianna?"
 
   She took a deep breath, wincing as her bruised body protested the movement. She took a moment to assess the damage that had been done to her. Eventually she was satisfied that though she was wounded, she would heal eventually. "I'm ok," she told him, clenching her teeth as even that small movement caused tenderness to flare through her chest.
 
   "Look at me."
 
   She inhaled a small breath as she forced her eyes open. She blinked in surprise, uncertain about the emotions that surged through her. His much loved eyes were intense, terrified, and a livid shade of red. She didn't know what to make of this stark reminder of what he was, what he was capable of, even if it was all because of her. His gaze searched her face, running rapidly over her, trying to reassure himself that she was, in fact, alright.
 
   Then, his gaze rose to the tree, and the amount of rage that radiated out of him shook her to the marrow of her bones. She didn't look back up at the creature in the tree. He may still be alive right now, but he was as good as dead.
 
   He bit into his wrist, holding his arm out to her as his blood trickled forth. "It will help you heal faster," he informed her.
 
   She hesitated for a brief moment, there had been enough blood today, but she couldn't refuse him. Not when every part of her hurt and not when he was looking at her with that pleading expression. She took his wrist and pressed it against her mouth. His blood was sweet, delicious, and healing as it seeped into her system, flowed through her bruised muscles and dislocated shoulder. When he seemed to think she'd had enough he pulled his wrist away from her. His lips were soft upon her forehead as he released her. "Keep your eyes closed Arianna."
 
   "Braith," she whispered, fighting the chills and tears that burned her eyes.
 
   "Just keep your eyes closed, it will be over quickly."
 
   She closed her eyes, unable to resist obeying him. She forced herself to remain calm as she tried, and failed, to block out the sounds of the ensuing slaughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Arianna curled against his chest, her hand fisted in his shirt as she slept soundly within his grasp. Braith had hoped that they would be at their destination by now, but the fight with the other vampires, and the tending of her wounds, had put them behind schedule. Night had fallen again and she was exhausted and beaten. His blood would help her to heal faster, but she still moaned every once in awhile, and her face was still scrunched with pain.
 
   He watched her as he moved; awed by the fact that he could even see her; surprised by the fact that he hadn't found her beautiful at first. Yes, she was thinner than he liked, and he had always preferred fairer hair color, and a more refined beauty. But her features, though sharpened by her thinness, were alluring and innocent, and yet possessed a strength of character that was entirely captivating.
 
   They certainly captivated him anyway. He couldn't take his eyes away from her full mouth, slightly pointed nose, and dark eyelashes as they curled against the scattered freckles on her cheeks. When she had been in the palace, out of the rays of the sun, those freckles had almost disappeared completely.
 
   She stirred, her eyelids fluttered open. Her sapphire eyes blazed up at him, an impish smile curved her mouth as she cuddled closer to him. That smile was rare, yet dazzling and devastatingly beautiful. He knew that she had been upset and horrified by what she had witnessed earlier, but she hadn't held it against him, or blamed him for his dark nature. She hadn't turned away from him or turned him away.
 
   "We're almost there," he told her.
 
   She winced as her bad shoulder was jarred. Fury surged through him but he buried it before she could see or sense it. She'd seen enough mayhem today without needing to see anymore from him right now. She stared around the forest, her delicate forehead furrowed in confusion. It didn't look as if the woods were going to end, but they would soon.
 
   "I can walk," she murmured.
 
   "That's ok."
 
   She turned back toward him, her dark eyebrows drawn firmly together. "Your arms must be tired."
 
   "I'm fine Arianna; you weigh as much as a feather."
 
   Displeasure flashed across her face. He bent over her to press a kiss on her nose, hoping to ease her irritation with him. "Are we going to be safe?"
 
   He wished that he could tell her that, yes, they would be. He longed to be able to give her that much, but he couldn't. She had never known safety, had never known a place to call home where she could feel secure, and one day he would give her that, but unfortunately it wouldn't be today. It probably wouldn't be for a long time. Sadness crept into her eyes, she leaned her head against his chest.
 
   "We'll stay together, right?" she asked worriedly.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "That's all that matters then."
 
   His hands clenched around her, he would try to give her the moon if she asked for it, but she had never asked much from him. She didn't require money and jewels, didn't like fancy clothes; she simply desired safety, a place to call home, and him. Unfortunately he didn't have the ability to give her those things right now. One day he would, he promised himself that. The woods gave way, opening onto a house stood within the center of the clearing. The light blazing from the windows illuminated the ground around it.
 
   Arianna's eyes were full of admiration, her hands curled in his shirt as she gazed at the house. It was on stilts, high up in the air, and parts of it were actually built into the trees surrounding the clearing. The sides were all clapboard, though parts of it looked far more weathered than others. The house had been built up since the last time Braith had seen it; it seemed to disappear into the woods behind it now, spreading outward in a ramble of buildings and rooms.
 
   Someone had been busy.
 
   "Wow," Arianna breathed. She wiggled in his arms, and this time he allowed her to drop to her feet. Her rosebud mouth formed a small O as she drank in the sight of the tree house before them. She was most comfortable amongst the trees; this was something spectacular and marvelous to her. "What is this place?"
 
   Braith stared at the growing ensemble of buildings and hallways connecting them. "It belonged to my mother's family originally."
 
   She turned toward him, her gaze questioning. "And now?"
 
   "And now it belongs to my brother in law." Arianna's mouth dropped as she turned back to the tree house.
 
   "Where is your sister?" she inquired.
 
   "You met Natasha when you first arrived in the palace. She didn't leave the palace when Ashby was placed here."
 
   "Not even for her husband?"
 
   Braith slipped his hand into Arianna's, pulling her closer to him. "Not all relationships are like this Arianna, not everyone chooses their partner. Natasha and Ashby were forced together by their families. Natasha is spoiled, rich, and well accustomed to the lap of luxury. Even if she had come to care for Ashby in their time together, she would never leave that behind for him. She wouldn't leave it behind for anyone."
 
   "You left it for me," she managed in a choked voice.
 
   He nodded as he stroked her cheek briefly. "I'd do anything for you." A single tear slipped free. He brushed it away before bending to kiss her.
 
   "Why was Ashby put here?" she asked, her voice choked with emotion.
 
   Braith focused on the ramshackle buildings of the tree house. "During the war with the humans Ashby's family took the side of the humans. As punishment they were all slaughtered, but Ashby was sent to live in exile here, where he was to stay alone, and starving. Though it appears he decided to add even more buildings to the original structure."
 
   "Why was he kept alive?"
 
   "My father felt that this would be a better punishment for him. No luxury, no ready human blood, and no women. Ashby was well known for his love of women and blood. All people, and vampires within the area, were ordered to stay away. There used to be guards here, but they seem to have disappeared, and I have a feeling Ashby is not as weak and deprived as my father had intended. At one time the guards had reported that he was so famished and decimated that he was incapable of movement." Apprehension flashed over Arianna's face, she glanced sharply back at the buildings. "I won't let him anywhere near you Arianna."
 
   She nodded but still looked nervous. "Why wouldn't they come here to look for you, if it was your mother's home?"
 
   A shadow passed across one of the curtained windows as it moved across the room. Braith stiffened as he watched Ashby walk through the house. His gate, and purposeful stride, proved what Braith had already suspected. Ashby was no longer too weak to be a threat. "Because Ashby is the reason I was blinded."
 
   Arianna inhaled sharply, her eyes bright in the radiance of the moon. "Braith…"
 
   He took hold of her hand and brought her closer to him. Pulling her hair forward, he draped its thick waves around her neck, trying to mask the scent of her blood, though the sweet smell was impossible to miss. There was little to cover her with though as the summer months didn't allow for much extra clothing. Though it appeared that Ashby had been feeding, Braith didn't know how well, or the last time. Arianna was a temptation that he wasn't sure Ashby wouldn't go after. And Braith didn't want to have to kill him, at least not immediately.
 
   "Come."
 
   She followed behind him, both of her hands clasped around his as a tremor ran through her. He led her up a set of rickety steps, clenching his jaw as the creaking of them made it nearly impossible to keep their presence unknown. The stairs swayed as they stepped off them and onto a wobbly deck that he wasn't entirely certain would hold up beneath their weights. He wouldn't have been surprised if Ashby had set up booby traps. When Arianna tried to walk beside him, he pushed her back with an admonishment to walk only where he had. She frowned fiercely at him, but for once didn't argue.
 
   Braith wondered again where the guards were. He should have left Arianna in the woods, but even if he couldn't sense the guards, that didn't mean they weren't still out there. He couldn't take that chance with her life. He held his arm out, keeping her behind him as he tried the knob. He wasn't surprised to find it locked.
 
   He waited for a moment, trying to decide if he should break in, or knock. He glanced back at Arianna, she was biting her bottom her lip, and sweat had begun to form along her hairline. He squeezed her hand for reassurance, but he could tell it did little to appease her.
 
   In the end, he decided to knock. There was something about this situation that he found strange and offsetting, for some reason he felt that knocking might be the bigger element of surprise here.
 
   From inside he could hear the approaching sound of footsteps; a faint whistling pierced the air. Braith was jarred for a moment, thrown back to a time when they had all lived together in the palace. Ashby had always whistled, not a loud piercing whistle, but a melodious rhythm that had drifted cheerfully through the halls. It had been lively and carefree, as upbeat and easygoing as the man that issued it. All of the women had loved Ashby; they had thrown themselves at his feet, enchanted by his good looks, and charming demeanor.
 
   Now that whistle drifted easily through the air, lazy and casual, not at all the sound that a prisoner fighting for their lives should be making. This whistle was happy, easy, and so unbelievably joyful that it set Braith's teeth on edge. The two of them had once been good friends, more than brothers-in-law, but actually brothers. Then Ashby had betrayed them, Braith had been blinded, and their friendship had been forever severed. Ashby was supposed to have been punished for that betrayal, but it was more than obvious that he was not serving that punishment anymore.
 
   The door was flung open and Braith came face to face with the man who had once been his best friend, and was now one of his greatest enemies. Ashby was grinning stupidly; his eyes were bright with merriment before reality began to sink in. He looked much as Braith remembered; he had not wasted away, did not appear starved, and in fact appeared to be a little heavier than he had been in the palace.
 
   Then, Ashby's grin faded as disbelief, alarm, and finally terror flitted over his face. Braith was moving forward even as Ashby was trying to slam the door shut. The solid wood bounced off of his hand, slamming back against the wall with a loud crash that shattered wood and caused Arianna to gasp loudly. Ashby was scrambling backward, trying to escape when Braith seized him by the throat, lifted him up, and smashed him into the wall with enough force to shatter the plaster.
 
   He hadn't seen Ashby in a hundred years, but the knife of betrayal that stabbed through him was just as fresh and sharp as it had been back then. This had been a bad idea. Braith had come here knowing that no one would look for him here; he had come here thinking that Ashby may still have contacts that would help him keep Arianna safe. He had come here expecting Ashby to be paying for his sins, not thoroughly enjoying his life.
 
   The full force of his hatred for Ashby was slamming rapidly through him, and all of his reasons for being here vanished in an instant.
 
   Now he just wanted to kill him. Ashby's bright green eyes filled with terror, his hands clawed at Braith's arm, trying to dislodge Braith's brutal grip. His heels kicked against the wall as a choked grunt escaped him. Braith's fangs were fully extended; he pressed his face closer to Ashby's, enjoying the growing fear radiating from him.
 
   "Hello brother," Braith sneered.
 
   Ashby choked, his movements became wilder as Braith pressed down remorselessly. "Braith." Arianna's stunned whisper barely pierced through the red haze of his fury. He turned toward her, trying to make her out through the cloud that blurred his vision. "Braith."
 
   Braith clenched down more forcefully and then he eased his grip. Arianna knew exactly what he was capable of, but he couldn't bring himself to kill in cold blood in front of her. He may kill Ashby later, but he would require more of an excuse than the fact that his ex brother-in-law had opened the door. He shoved Ashby roughly back as he stepped away from him.
 
   Ashby's hand went to his throat; he staggered away from the wall, his gaze hooded as he stared at Braith. Arianna stood back, her hands clenched on the bow at her side. He hadn't realized she had pulled it out until now, and she wasn't going to put it away if the stubborn set of her jaw meant anything. She stared defiantly back at him for a moment before her angry gaze slid to Ashby.
 
   Ashby's forehead was furrowed as his attention drifted to Arianna. Then, his gaze slid over her, raking her from head to toe. The confusion in his bright green eyes was apparent as he turned back to Braith. "Where are the guards?" Braith inquired his voice low and ferocious.
 
   Ashby swallowed, he rubbed his throat again, but he didn't speak. Braith grabbed hold of his shoulders, slamming him off the wall as he shook him roughly. Ashby staggered but quickly caught his balance again. His lips curled into a sneer, his fangs extended but he didn't come at Braith, he was too smart for that. Braith was older, stronger, and well sated.
 
   "Where are the guards?" he demanded again.
 
   Ashby straightened his shoulders, fixing his shirt as he stepped away from the wall. He had always been meticulously dressed and groomed. "Dead." Braith nodded as he glanced around the large room, he had already expected that answer.
 
   His mother's family had once had the home finely appointed with classical furniture, and works of art. All of those things had been stripped from the house when Ashby had been banished here. Now, though the room was still fairly bare, Braith was not surprised to see that Ashby had managed to find a few nicer things to decorate it with. Ashby had always appreciated the finer things in life; he would find a way to incorporate them into his home.
 
   "Who speaks with the guards from the palace when they call?"
 
   "I do."
 
   "So you discovered the code word, and killed them."
 
   It had not been a question, but Ashby answered anyway. "Yes."
 
   "When will someone from the palace be getting into contact again?"
 
   "Not until tomorrow morning. They checked in about an hour ago. I won't tell you the password." Braith hadn't thought he would. Ashby would stay alive for as long as it was necessary. When Ashby's gaze slid back toward Arianna he stepped in between them. "She's human."
 
   "Very astute of you," Braith retorted.
 
   Ashby's eyes narrowed on Braith. "Why are you here Braith? What are you doing with a human? Why is she not wearing a leash?"
 
   Arianna bristled as she stepped forward. "I am not a blood slave."
 
   "Arianna." Braith pushed her back, trying to keep her as far from Ashby as possible.
 
   Ashby was studying her in surprise and disbelief. Then his gaze drifted down to her shoulder. Her loose shirt had slid down to reveal the marks that marred her porcelain skin. Hunger flashed through his eyes, but something even more flitted across his features. "You're not a blood slave, and you're not a palace woman, yet you nurture him?"
 
   Arianna's hands twitched upon her bow. Braith wouldn't put it past her to draw an arrow and shoot him just to make herself feel better. He pulled the collar of her shirt up, stroking her skin for a brief moment before he covered the marks. Her eyes fired with love, a smile curved her mouth.
 
   "How did you know her shirt was down?" Braith turned back to Ashby, a small smile curved his lips. Ashby's mouth dropped, his eyes widened as realization staggered him. "You can see!" Braith just shrugged in response. "What? How? I don't understand." Ashby's attention turned back to Arianna, his dark blond hair spilled across his forehead as he shook his head. "I thought your eyesight was gone for good."
 
   "Do you have a place where she can lie down?" Braith inquired, unwilling to even begin to ease some of Ashby's curiosity and questions.
 
   "I'm not leaving you," Arianna protested.
 
   "You're exhausted."
 
   "I'm fine Braith."
 
   "Arianna…"
 
   "No, I am not leaving you alone with him!" she retorted sharply.
 
   "What the hell," Ashby whispered as his head bounced back and forth like a ping pong ball between them.
 
   "Shut up!" Braith snapped at him. "Arianna…"
 
   "I'm fine Braith, really. I slept on the way here, remember. I don't want to leave you alone, or be alone right now." Her response was so honest, so vulnerable that it tugged at his heart. He didn't like her anywhere near Ashby, but he couldn't force her away. Especially not now that he realized beneath her defiant expression and posture, she was terrified.
 
   "Sit down."
 
   He wasn't surprised when she didn't move but simply stood immobile with her hands clenched around the bow. "Jesus," Ashby muttered. "What is going on Braith? Why are you here? And what is she to you!?"
 
   "That's not your concern," Braith informed him. "Who were you expecting?"
 
   "I don't know what you mean," Ashby replied, trying to appear nonchalant but failing miserably.
 
   "You were whistling when you opened the door, you weren't worried that there may be a threat on the other side. Who were you expecting?"
 
   Ashby tilted his chin to glare at Braith. "You have your secrets and I have mine," he responded crisply.
 
   "I have my secrets but I can, and will, tear your eyes out." Braith pushed him back, pressing him firmly against the wall. "I already owe you one Ashby; you think I won't take great pleasure in blinding you before drawing your death out."
 
   Ashby turned toward Arianna, his brows quirked upward. "She doesn't look too pleased by that notion."
 
   "I don't have to watch," Arianna informed him tautly.
 
   Braith gave her an approving nod before turning his attention back to Ashby. The knock on the door snapped all of their heads around. Ashby opened his mouth to shout a warning, but Braith seized hold of his throat, cutting his cry swiftly off. Before Ashby could react Braith delivered a crushing blow that immediately knocked him out. Arianna was gaping at him, her eyes dazed with astonishment. He placed his finger to his lip, directing her to remain silent as he made his way toward the door. He heard the arrow being knocked back against the bow, but he didn't look back.
 
   He pulled aside the curtain a little. He couldn't see who was on the porch, but he was satisfied that it was only one person. He threw the door open, not at all surprised to see a girl standing outside. She was, however, surprised to see him. A small cry escaped her as Braith seized hold of her arm and jerked her into the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   Aria sat on the edge of the couch with her hands clasped before her, but she could grab the bow and quiver by her feet in an instant. Ashby was holding a rag to his cut lip. Aria leaned forward, not liking the look in Ashby's bright green eyes as he watched Braith.
 
   He was exceptionally good looking in an easy going, charming way. His dark blond hair was shaggy as it fell forward in waves across the carved planes of his face. There was an air of indifference surrounding him, and yet Aria sensed that there was something more to him, something that even Braith didn't know about. Something that Ashby had managed to keep hidden from everyone that had ever known him.
 
   She didn't know why she was so convinced of this; perhaps it was years of learning to read people within the forest. But she couldn't shake the feeling that there was far more to Ashby than met the eye.
 
   The young girl sat across from him, her brown eyes darting frantically around as she nervously watched them. She was pretty, with dark hair that fell in thick waves about her delicate shoulders. She was older than Aria, about twenty two or three in appearance. Though there was no way to know her real age, as she was not human. A fact that had been made clear when she'd attempted to attack Braith, only to be quickly rebuffed.
 
   He had tied her hands behind her back, and then secured her to a beam in the ceiling with enough rope to allow her to keep her hands down. Her legs were also tied, with another length of rope that ran to a different beam. Aria was edgy, nervous about this situation, uncertain as to what they were doing here, and what Braith planned for these two.
 
   Ashby appeared just as uncertain as he watched Braith suspiciously. "What have you gotten yourself into Braith?" he inquired.
 
   "I don't see how that is any of your concern."
 
   She felt the spark of curiosity that raced through Ashby as his eyes raked over her again. Aria shifted, hating the way he continued to look at her like she was something to eat, or an oddity that he couldn't explain. Aria forced herself not to squirm beneath his scrutiny, forced herself to steadfastly return his gaze.
 
   "You've come to me Braith; that makes it my concern. You have brought whatever trouble you are in into my world. I have a right to know what that is."
 
   Braith turned to him, but his jaw was taut, and Aria was well aware of the fact that he was not going to talk to Ashby. She was just as curious as Ashby was, just as puzzled as to what Braith had planned, but if Braith was unwilling to say it in front of Ashby than she wasn't going to press him. "This isn't your world Ashby, it's your prison. Or at least it was supposed to be. Who is the girl?"
 
   "Who is your girl?" Ashby retorted.
 
   A low growl of frustration escaped Braith. The hair on Aria's neck and arms stood on end as he stalked toward Ashby. She was afraid that he was going to kill Ashby; apparently Ashby felt the same way as he recoiled from Braith's approach. Aria leapt to her feet to stop Braith when the girl charged at her with a violent hiss. Aria spun, but she was caught off guard by the girl's sudden attack. Taken aback by the brutality the girl radiated, Aria fell back as she lunged forward with a ferocious snarl, red eyes, and hooked fingers.
 
   She was defenseless, having left her bow by the sofa. Reacting on instinct alone, she slammed a fist into the girl's cheek, putting the full force of her weight behind it. Aria's blow barely did anything to affect the vampire, but the ropes caught suddenly, roughly jerking her back. The girl fell on her ass; a frustrated cry escaped her as she slammed her hands on the floor.
 
   Braith was before her, his hands grasping hold of her arms. "Are you ok?" he demanded. Aria swallowed heavily as she tried to calm the frantic beat of her heart. "Arianna?"
 
   "I'm fine. I'm fine," she assured him.
 
   He grasped hold of her chin, turning her face toward him. His eyes were dark and simmering with the barely contained bloodlust that pulsated through him. She had seen that look a few times from him before, but it still scared her, mainly because she knew there was nothing that she could do to stop whatever it was he had in mind. "Braith…"
 
   But it was not the girl that Braith took his anger out on, it was her. His mouth seized hers in a desperate, needy way that left her staggered and shaken. He took firm possession of her, pulling her roughly against him. Though she was originally shocked into immobility by his fervent desire, she felt herself melting against him. She gave into his wild desire, mainly because she couldn't refuse him anything, but also because she needed this as badly as he did. His hand was firm in her hair; his fingers cradled her head as he deepened the kiss. His tongue was hot and heady as it swept into her mouth.
 
   He reluctantly pulled away from her; his arms trembled as he rested his forehead against hers. Aria couldn't catch her breath as she struggled to calm the hum of passion his volatile kiss had ignited. She gripped his strong, corded arms as she sought to keep herself grounded in this strange new world and the overwhelming sensations that he evoked in her.
 
   "I need you to go into the other room."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "Just for a minute Arianna, I don't want you to see this."
 
   Disbelief and disgust tore through her as she realized what he planned to do. They were outnumbered here, between Ashby and the girl they were under constant threat of attack. But the girl was tied up, defenseless. It wasn't right. She was shaking her head, trying to get words out, but he was already pushing her toward the door of another room.
 
   "Braith wait." She frantically grasped at his arms. "Don't do this, not like this Braith."
 
   "I'm not going to kill her."
 
   "But…"
 
   "It's ok Arianna; go on now, just for a moment."
 
   She was frowning at him, but he had already managed to navigate her through the doors and into a room that appeared to be a library. Braith glanced around; displeasure crossed his features as he took in the vast array of books. "Braith?"
 
   He kissed her quickly before spinning away from her. "I just need some time alone with them, with him. Stay in here."
 
   She didn't have time to argue with him as he closed the door. Exasperation and disbelief surged through when she heard the click of the lock pop into place. Her hands fisted, she bit her bottom lip in frustration as she fought the urge to race at the door and pound on it until he opened it again. It would appear childish, she knew that, but she also knew that she was not going to be confined to this damn room, and she was not going to let him order her around like this.
 
   She made her way rapidly through the other rooms. As she moved through the ramshackle house the rooms and doorways became more haphazard. It was easy to tell what had been the original house, and what the newest additions to the massive tree structure were. The floor creaked beneath her, but she wasn't worried that it might collapse, it seemed solid enough. She passed by an extended version of the library, a rather large and surprisingly well equipped kitchen, a den, three bedrooms, and two bathrooms with showers. Blessed showers, that if they were here long enough, and things settled down, she was going to enjoy.
 
   Then, there were the empty rooms, apparently built just to keep Ashby busy during his time of confinement. The additions weaved deeper through the forest, branching off into new and different angles. Limbs from the trees had been used for support and incorporated into the rambling structure. Despite its empty air, and somewhat lonely feel, there was something about the strange house that intrigued her. She had always been more at home within the trees than anywhere else; this was the kind of place that she could live in. This was the kind of place that she could one day call home. It was a strange realization, one that was astounding even to her, as she'd never thought about having a stable home, but it felt right somehow.
 
   She came to the end of the structure, stopping as she came face to face with the wall before her. Frustration filled her, she had been hoping that this meandering labyrinth somehow came back around on itself, but it didn't. Fighting the urge to kick the wall, Aria fisted her hands and spun back around. She yearned to be with Braith, but she wasn't going to be relegated to this small role, she was not going to be ordered about and hidden away like a child that couldn't fend for herself.
 
   She could fend for herself; in fact she was far better at it than almost anyone else she knew.
 
   Maybe she wasn't as quick and strong as a vampire, but she had her own set of skills that elevated her above most humans. She stormed back through the rooms, determined to have it out with Braith. She was making her way through the kitchen when he appeared in the doorway. She could see the barely contained tension simmering beneath his surface; sense the thin thread of control that he had over himself.
 
   Aria froze as she took him in. He was being pushy and overbearing, but for the first time she glimpsed the fear he was trying to keep from her. The fear that he wasn't going to be able to keep her safe, that he would lose her. She also saw the strain he was going through at having to face Ashby.
 
   Braith's eyes were smoldering, his shoulders rigid. His thirst was nearly palpable within the room. He had fed recently, but the stress of their current situation was clearly wearing on him. She felt that he hadn't even realized how strenuous and draining this would be on him.
 
   She couldn't promise him that they would be safe, that they would make it through this, but she could help to ease the burning thirst throbbing from him. She pulled her shirt down to bare the fresh marks upon her skin to him. His eyes sparked with hunger, she could see the press of his fangs against the inside of his clamped mouth. A muscle twitched in his cheek. She didn't jump when he slammed his hand against the wall, causing a few pots within one of the cabinets to shift and fall with a muted rattle.
 
   "It's too soon. No."
 
   The words were grated at her, harsh with the exertion he was using to maintain control of himself. "I can take it."
 
   "You were hurt pretty badly today. No."
 
   He was going to fight her, she knew that. No matter how much he needed this, her safety was number one with him. And if he felt that he was going to harm her, or that this would be a danger to her, than he wasn't going to do it. But she was far more stubborn then he was, and she wanted this just as badly as he needed it. She was beginning to realize that she craved him feeding from her as much as he craved her blood. Despite the brief pain the experience brought her, it also brought moments of pure, unadulterated joy. It was thrilling and wondrous to be able to sustain him with blood, her body. It was exhilarating to have him on her, in her, gaining strength from her. She may not be the only one that he could gain such nourishment from, but she was the only one that he wanted to feed from anymore. If he was going to have any sort of relief, she was the only one that could give it to him.
 
   Her heart thumped with the excitement of that knowledge as she moved toward him. "Arianna."
 
   His voice was a soft plea but she couldn't back down from this. He may not feel it was safe to feed from her right now, but he had to. She stopped before him. He pulled her shirt up but she caught hold of his hand, resting it against her chest, over top of her heartbeat.
 
   "Do you feel that?" His eyes were dark, stormy as he raised his gaze to hers. She knew that he could feel it, it was impossible not to feel the forceful beat of it. "It's yours. I am yours Braith. I'm strong, I can handle this; take what you have to from me."
 
   Though he was still vibrating with hunger, his eyes were also filled with awe. His fingers curled against her chest, he bent to kiss her forehead, then her cheek, and ear. "I am yours also Arianna, never doubt that."
 
   "I never will," she vowed.
 
   His hand curled in her hair, caressing her tenderly. Though his finger trailed over the old marks, he didn't bite her, but simply stood over her, soothing and stroking her. He shuddered, his muscles rippled against her, she felt his weakening. He kissed her neck gingerly, the hard press of his fangs caused her heart to lurch with excitement. A low moan of pleasure escaped, her knees nearly buckled as he bit into her, joining them once again. She was clinging to him, shaking as waves of ecstasy crashed over her. No matter how awful the world around them was, this exchange, this one moment of perfect bliss, and pleasure, was worth every horror she was certain was coming their way, if it wasn't already here.
 
   He nuzzled her as he licked the lingering drops of blood from her skin. He hadn't taken as much as he normally would have. "You must take more…"
 
   "I'm fine."
 
   "Braith, you have to stay strong, take more."
 
   "It is too soon for you."
 
   She swallowed heavily, trying to rid herself of the lump forming in her throat. Though the next words were going to kill her, she managed to strangle them out. "Then you must go to someone else."
 
   His hands stilled on her, he lifted her face to him. She couldn't hide the sorrow that such a thought caused her. It would be awful for him to turn to someone else for this, awful for her, but he had to feed. He had to stay strong, especially now, and she couldn't give him all that he required right now. Maybe one day, when there wasn't so much pressure and strain on him, she could be enough. But that wasn't today, and it probably wasn't going to be anytime soon. They both had to accept the fact that he would have to go somewhere else, to someone else, and there was nothing that either of them could do to stop it from happening.
 
   "That thought doesn't make you happy."
 
   "Of course not, but I would rather you stay strong than have you get hurt because you were hungry, or weak."
 
   "I will not be either one of those things."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I will find other ways Arianna. I will substitute what you cannot give me with animals."
 
   "Is that the same?" she whispered.
 
   He smiled as he kissed her nose lightly. "It may not taste as good, but it is just as nourishing. Nothing tastes as good as you." She shook her head at him as he pushed her hair back. "You're the most delicious thing I've ever encountered."
 
   Aria shuddered; a thrill of pleasure ran down her spine as her body swayed closer to his. "You don't have to say that," she breathed.
 
   "It's true." His hand was on her neck, his palm pressed over the marks there. His marks. "I don't want anyone but you Arianna. The idea of it is repulsive to me, especially since I know it upsets you."
 
   "I won't let you suffer."
 
   "I will not suffer and I will not turn to someone else. You are mine, you will always be mine." His voice rang with possessiveness, she could feel his tension spiking again. It was the first time she realized that it wasn't just this entire situation that had him so out of sorts, but also her. It was a frightening and disconcerting realization, she didn't know how to help him, how to ease the stress thrumming through him. "The thought of you turning to someone else, for anything, makes me want to destroy this entire place, makes me want to shred someone limb from limb. I wouldn't inflict such hurt upon you by using another to sustain me."
 
   She stared at him in surprise, disturbed by the rapid change she sensed in him. Disturbed by the fact that she was a large part of the instability she sensed growing inside of him. "I would never do that," she promised. He was dark, remorseless, and distant in a way that he hadn't been since she had first met him within the palace walls. For a moment it seemed as if he didn't see her, as if he was trapped in the thought of her with another man. "Braith, I would never turn to someone else. You are the only one that has ever made me feel like this."
 
   He swallowed heavily, she didn't think he was aware of the fact that his sudden instability had caused his fangs to sprout forth again. He closed his eyes for a moment, when he opened them again she was relieved to see a softening in his gaze. "I know Arianna. I know you wouldn't."
 
   "Never Braith. Never." She hoped that her insistence would help to get through to him, but she still sensed something dark and turbulent beneath his calm exterior. His hand was tense upon her neck, his grip almost bruising. "The thought is repulsive to me."
 
   "I know."
 
   "Then why do you seem so troubled? So angry?"
 
   He looked startled by her observation, his gaze darted to his hand. He shook his head, his eyes filled with a self hatred that rattled her. He pulled his hand away as he took a small step back from her. "I'm sorry Arianna; I didn't mean to hurt you."
 
   "You didn't," she assured him quickly, terrified by the strange gap she felt expanding between them. A gap she didn't understand, just as she didn't understand what was going on with him. She enfolded his hand in hers. "Braith you could never hurt me."
 
   He didn't look appeased by her words. He didn't even look as if he believed them. "We should return."
 
   "Braith, what is wrong?" she demanded, becoming frightened by the strange air that now encompassed him.
 
   He grabbed hold of her, pulling her against him. A small gasp of surprise escaped her as he fell to his knees before her. He wrapped his arms around her waist as he rested his head against her stomach. "You humble me Arianna. I don't deserve you; I did nothing to earn your love, or the gift of sight that your presence has brought back to my life." Aria was frozen, astounded at the picture of the most powerful creature she had ever known, her prince, on his knees before her, broken by the anguish pouring from him. Anguish she did not understand.
 
   Tears spilled from her, her chest constricted in distress. She buried her hands in his hair as a low cry escaped her. She bowed over him, cradling him against her, fighting not to give into the powerful sobs threatening to escape her. He was humbled by her, he felt that he didn't deserve her, and yet if it hadn't been for him she would still be dead and lost inside. She may well be dead if he hadn't been there to intervene. If it wasn't for him, she never would have known the joy of love, the wonder of things that she'd never understood until he walked into her life. If it wasn't for him, she never would have learned what life was truly about, she would have lost out on so much without his love to save her.
 
   She slid to her knees before him, clinging to him as he enveloped her, rocking her against him, holding her, and touching her so reverently that she could barely breathe through the love swirling and building within her. His presence overwhelmed her; it floored her, and rocked her with its intensity. His hands were in her hair; his mouth and tongue had fierce possession of hers. His kiss was passionate, burning with a desperation that left her shaken. For the first time she realized that though he didn't pressure her, didn't push her toward anything, there was something else that he wanted even more than her blood.
 
   He also wanted her body.
 
   Aria shuddered, desire pooled through her. It was something that she hadn't been ready for, something she hadn't given because circumstances always seemed to separate them. But even though they were on the run, adrift in a world that provided no security, there were no barriers between them anymore. She didn't even care that they were kneeling on a kitchen floor right now; she was so swept up in the aching desire pulsating through her.
 
   He pulled away from her, shaking as he held her. "Arianna," he moaned.
 
   "I understand. I know what you need." But though she said the words, she wasn't sure they were right. She knew he craved this as badly as she did, but she wasn't entirely certain that it would be enough. She sensed that he may require more than just her blood and her body. He already had her heart and soul; she didn't know what else she could give him to ease the distress she sensed growing within him.
 
   "Arianna." His voice was a low groan of torment. "You are so innocent. So sweet…"
 
   "I'm not that sweet."
 
   His smile was strained, his eyes dark and tortured. "True," he agreed. She grinned at him, sensing the easing in his mood that she had been hoping for. "There is so much you don't know about me though. So much that you could never understand. There are things that I have done…"
 
   She placed her fingers over his mouth, silencing him. "Don't Braith. You're not going to scare me away; you are not going to drive me away. You are not your father, you are not Caleb."
 
   "I am a killer."
 
   "I have killed also," she managed to choke out.
 
   "In self-defense. I killed for pleasure, for joy." She tried to turn away from him; she had no desire to hear this. She knew what he was, knew what he was capable of; she had witnessed the full force of his brutality earlier. He grabbed hold of her though, pulling her back toward him. "You have to hear this Arianna."
 
   "I understand Braith; you don't have to do this."
 
   "I do, because you don't understand. I never killed for pleasure, never killed for the joy of it." She frowned at him, not understanding where he was going with this. "Until Jack took you away from me."
 
   Aria recoiled, the color drained from her face. He was right, she didn't understand this. He had told her about the blood slaves he'd taken after her escape, and though she hadn't asked, she'd assumed that he hadn't killed them. The Braith she knew was kind, caring, overly protective, and as willing to die for her as he was willing to kill for her, but he was not vicious. And this conversation was taking a turn toward cruelty that she hadn't expected from him.
 
   "And then I lost myself to the pleasure of the blood, the pleasure of sex, and the pleasure of the death." She felt nauseous. She was going to throw up. He was a killer, she understood that. There were other women before her, she knew that. He was over nine hundred years old for crying out loud, she'd be a fool to think there hadn't been other women, but she didn't care to hear about them. And she didn't want to hear about him glutting himself on them, in thriving on destroying them. He leaned closer to her, his eyes burned with a strange fire. "I did not enjoy it for long Arianna."
 
   She shook her head, forcing herself not to recoil from him. She loved him, but how did she assimilate the monster he was describing to the man before her? "Why?" she managed to croak out.
 
   "Because for brief moments of time I was almost able to forget you, but I eventually realized that I didn't enjoy it and it truly didn't help."
 
   She stifled a moan as she closed her eyes. Guilt stained her soul and twisted in her stomach. It was not her fault that he had done those things. He had chosen to kill, but her absence had been the catalyst that sent him spiraling over the edge. "Why are you telling me this?" she whispered.
 
   His hand was gentle as he gripped her chin. "Because you must know."
 
   She shook her head in denial. She loved him, she truly did, but now she felt ragged and raw. He had starkly reminded her of things that she didn't like to recall, reminded her of the fact that, though she had no one to compare him to, there were probably hundreds, if not thousands, that he would be comparing her to. He had also harshly reminded her of the fact that he was a monster, or at least he had the potential to be. He would never harm her, but what would he do to someone else that stood in his way?
 
   She knew the answer to that, and it would be something immediate, and violent.
 
   "Arianna, you have to understand what it is that I am saying to you." She blinked, her eyes burned with tears, but she was confused as to why he kept pushing this. "I can't lose you again; it sent me into a dark spiral. It snapped something inside of me, turned me into something evil and twisted. It wrecked me. I upheld my promise, I didn't reclaim any blood slaves after the last time I saw you. I couldn't, the thought of them was repulsive to me. But I cannot lose you from my life again, many will not survive it."
 
   "You're not going to," she promised.
 
   His hands were on her face, his eyes forceful and smoldering. "Whatever this is between us, it's something that I don't understand, it's something strong, intense, pure, and yet consuming. It is something magnificent and precious, but it can also turn me into something horrendous. Losing you would drive me mad. I am one of the strongest of our kind, I am a prince, and my blood is powerful, old, untainted. If I snap, if I go on a rampage, I will destroy many people before I am stopped. If I am stopped."
 
   "Braith I will never leave you," she promised.
 
   "You are human Arianna. As long as you stay human you will be mortal, at risk of death."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I can't take the chance of you being killed. I can't risk that."
 
   Realization was cold and vile as it hit her with the force of a brutal slap. He did covet more than just her blood, more than her body even.
 
   He wanted her life. It was the only thing she couldn't give him right now, if ever, but seeing the amount of stress he was under, she wasn't sure she would be able to stop him from taking it by force.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   Arianna was still pale and shaken. She hadn't spoken since he'd made his revelation to her, she had barely even moved. Every once in awhile, she would stare at him, her eyes would darken, and her hands would begin to tremble in her lap once more. She was the strongest human he had ever encountered, perhaps even the strongest being he had ever come into contact with, but his confession, his openness, had rattled her completely.
 
   As had his intention to take her humanity from her.
 
   It was not something he looked forward to doing, but it was something he had to do. Something he was going to do. He realized that now, he just hoped that eventually she would be willing. He didn't know how he would handle it if she wasn't, didn't know how he would handle it if she remained human. But he couldn't take the chance of losing her again. When he thought back to the things he had done after she left him, he was repulsed by his actions. He was shocked by the depths of his depravity, shocked by his fervent need to lose himself in blood, sex, and death in order to try to forget her. He'd never experienced the ravenous brutality that had encompassed him before then. It had ensnared him within a web of death that had done little to ease the torment residing within his soul.
 
   A torment that she had inflicted and only she had eased. He'd come to realize that it would only ever be her that could pull him back from that dark place. A place he'd entered a few times today, slaughtering and killing anyone that had posed any kind of threat to her life. She could pull him back from the brink of madness; she gave him some kind of control over himself. But it was a control that was unraveling rapidly.
 
   He knew that, he could feel it within the marrow of his bones. She would be his undoing, as he would be hers.
 
   She was everything to him; she was his light in a world that had been black before her. She couldn't stay human, and he wasn't sure that he could change her. He'd heard of it being done before, but had never witnessed it, and had never attempted such a feat himself. It was risky, many didn't survive.
 
   He was determined that she would.
 
   "Braith." Ashby was watching him warily. Yet, there was something in his eyes, something almost knowing. Braith stopped pacing, tilting his head as he studied his enemy. "What have you gotten yourself into?"
 
   Braith strode toward the window. He pulled the curtain back to peer out on the dawning day. He didn't expect Jack to make it today, but perhaps by nightfall. "Have you forsaken your right to the throne?"
 
   He turned as the young vampire girl made a startled sound. He'd tightened her bonds, making it almost impossible for her to move. Arianna's pleas had saved the woman's life; it wouldn't take much for him to change his mind though. "You are the prince?" she questioned in awe.
 
   "I am no prince," Braith growled at her.
 
   The girl tugged against the ropes, struggling to break free. Arianna watched her with fascination, but he could see the deep turmoil churning behind her eyes. She didn't like what he'd done to the girl, but she didn't protest it either. She seemed resigned to the fact that the woman would remain tied up.; she wasn't resigned to this situation though as her eyes came back to him.
 
   "So the son has turned his back on his father. Caleb must be thrilled," Ashby purred. "What must Jericho think?" Braith remained silent; Ashby would learn soon enough that Jericho had abandoned his place in the palace before Braith had. "The palace streets will run red with blood if Caleb ever ascends the throne."
 
   Braith snorted in disgust as he shook his head at Ashby. "Do you really think my father is ready to hand over his rule?"
 
   "I think that Caleb will try to take it from him, when he is ready to."
 
   "You may be right."
 
   "It will be horrific and violent."
 
   "It will," Braith agreed.
 
   Frustration flashed across Ashby's handsome features. "You know what will happen with Caleb in charge Braith. You know what he will do. This pretty little thing that you've brought in here, you know what Caleb would do to her!"
 
   "He'll have to find her first."
 
   Ashby climbed to his feet. Stepping forward, he halted as he was brought up by the constraints wrapped around him. "Braith, this is Caleb we are talking about. He will raze every town in order to find you, in order to make sure that you do not come back and try to reclaim your birthright. You think your father is a sadistic son of a bitch, he has nothing on Caleb."
 
   "I know my family Ashby," Braith's voice was low, deadly.
 
   Ashby shook his head. "You have no idea of the stain that rests on their souls," Ashby told him. "Of their cruelty and immorality."
 
   "And you do?" Braith inquired.
 
   He pondered the question. "We didn't turn against your family because mine was hoping to take over, or because we cared about the humans." Arianna glared at Ashby. "We wanted nothing of power Braith, you know that. We were an easy going lot, all of us. Power was never our goal; fun was all that we ever required, freedom, no restraints. It wasn't power we sought Braith, it wasn't to save the human race."
 
   Braith folded his arms firmly over his chest, leaning back on his heels as he studied his brother-in-law with disdain. "Then what did you want?" he demanded.
 
   "Peace Braith, we simply sought peace. Things were well enough before the war. So what if vampires didn't mosey about openly in public? Who cared that we had to keep our identities secret? Not me, not my family, not you. It's not as if we didn't have fun, not as if we didn't take whatever we required, whenever we required it anyway. Why upset the balance? Why take a chance that it could all go wrong? That it could be even worse afterward?
 
   "And it was worse afterward. For everyone. We were relegated to these positions that none of us wanted. You had always been the prince amongst our people, but you know you never liked it, and until the war you never thought seriously about what it meant. Do you think I enjoyed being married to that bitch sister of yours? Natasha could suck the fun out of the happiest fellow. Which I was, until that time."
 
   Braith was not surprised to find Arianna enrapt by what Ashby was saying. He wanted to remove her from this room, and Ashby's poison, but he knew that she wouldn't go. Besides, Ashby was right; Natasha was cold, hateful, and almost as twisted as Caleb himself. And though Ashby was fun loving, and more than enjoyed his share of blood, he had never relished in the death as so many members of Braith's family did. As Braith had.
 
   "We didn't require power Braith, we only wanted to be free. Apparently you have decided the same, or else you wouldn't be here."
 
   Braith would like the same thing, but he wanted Arianna to be free even more. He aspired to have her experience a world that she had never known, one that was safe and secure, one where she didn't have to fear his father and brother, one where she did not have to fear him. "Will they be coming here Braith?" Ashby inquired worriedly.
 
   "I don't know," he admitted.
 
   Ashby jerked against his ties as he lurched forward. "You can't leave me here if they do! I am sorry for what happened to you, I always did like you; you know that. You were an unfortunate casualty Braith; you were not the intended victim. Your father was."
 
   "That is supposed to make things better?" Braith barked.
 
   "You care nothing for the man either," Ashby retorted. "I lived within those walls, I knew you from a young age; I know what that bastard did to you! I know what you endured at his hands!"
 
   Arianna slowly turned toward him, she was still abnormally pale, and there was a vacancy in her eyes that shook him. Though he hadn't completely kept the abuse he'd taken from his father from her, he hadn't elaborated upon it either. She didn't have to know about that horror on top of all of the others she had endured. "Braith?"
 
   He shook his head; he wasn't going to go into details about it, not now. "They are going to come here?" the vampire girl croaked. When no one answered, she lurched forward, a terrified scream erupting from her. She ripped and jerked against her bonds, her head whipped back and forth as she continued to scream wildly. Arianna recoiled, the woman was wild, crazed, her fangs had extended, and her eyes were a vicious shade of red.
 
   The woman could very well get free if she continued on this way, and she was going to go after Arianna if she did. "Don't!" Arianna cried launching to her feet as Braith strode toward the crazed vampire. She stumbled forward, unnaturally clumsy as her foot got caught up on the corner of the table before her. Ashby launched at her, pulling her back as the girl took a swipe that missed her by inches.
 
   Red flooded Braith's vision, rage ripped through him. He grabbed hold of the girl, shoving her roughly against the wall. Using Arianna as a shield against Braith's charge, Ashby thrust her before him. His hand wrapped around her throat, pulling her head back as he clamped down on her. A bellow of rage erupted from Braith, he stalked toward Ashby, determined to destroy the man that held the only person Braith cared about anymore.
 
   Ashby didn't make a move to hurt her, but he did keep himself planted firmly behind her. Braith couldn't get at him without having to go through Arianna. Frustration filled him; he could feel the swelling rise of bloodlust tearing through him. "I'm not a fool Braith, I'm not going to kill her unless you force me to," Ashby murmured, barely poking his head out from behind Arianna's back. "I am only looking to talk reasonably, and for you to listen."
 
   Arianna tilted her chin, her eyes blazed with pride, it was apparent that she was irritated at having been snagged and used as a shield. She tried to shrug Ashby's grasp off of her, but he wouldn't let go. "You don't have to manhandle me!" she snapped.
 
   Ashby's hand eased its grip on her throat, for a moment amusement flashed through his bright eyes. However, beneath the amusement, Braith could see his terror. And he had every right to be afraid; Braith was going to kill him for even daring to touch her. "Well aren't you the little spitfire," Ashby whispered.
 
   Arianna turned her head to glare at him, her hands fisted at her sides. "Arianna don't," Braith warned, frightened that she might try something reckless. It's who she was after all. Her enraged, bright eyes came back to him. "Give her back to me and we can talk."
 
   "I know that look in your eyes Braith," Ashby retorted. "I know what you'll do to me if I release her. Just stay calm and everything will be ok."
 
   Braith took another step toward them, Ashby took one back. He pressed against the wall, keeping Arianna before him. "Ashby…"
 
   "I want to walk out of this alive Braith. That is all. I've become content with this simple life; it is not a bad existence. I only wish to keep it."
 
   "If they come here…"
 
   "I don't plan to stay here Braith, I'm not an idiot."
 
   "If that were true then you never would have touched her." Ashby's hand tightened briefly on Arianna, causing her to twitch. "Don't!" Braith snarled.
 
   Ashby's grip eased. "Give me your word that you will not hurt me; that you will let me leave here, alive."
 
   "You have it."
 
   Ashby hesitated, his hand trembled. "I require more than you saying it Braith. Once I release her…"
 
   "Then what do you want?" Braith demanded, panic tearing at his insides. His fingers itched to get a hold of her, to get her away from Ashby's grasp.
 
   "I want her word."
 
   "Excuse me?" Braith asked in surprise.
 
   "I won't let Braith hurt you," Arianna breathed. "Is that what you're asking for? Is that what you need to hear?"
 
   Braith balked at such a thought. Arianna held more power over him than anyone he had ever met, but if he was truly set on doing something she couldn't stop him, could she? The thought was ridiculous to him, but even more ridiculous was the stunning realization that it might be true. "You seem like a nice enough girl, I believe you when you say that, but do you really think you could stop him?" Ashby asked.
 
   "I don't understand what you expect from me then," she responded, her annoyance surging to the forefront again.
 
   Ashby poked his head out from around her again; he turned her face toward him. Braith took another step forward, fear pulsed through him. "Don't." He was stricken by the desperation that rattled his voice. If Ashby decided to kill Arianna, she would be dead before Braith could reach them. He was shaken, the monster inside of him was clawing to break free, while the man inside of him was tempted to fall to his knees and beg Ashby to give her back to him, unharmed. He had never been this rattled and terrified before. "Just give her back to me Ashby, I won't hurt you. Just give her back."
 
   Ashby's gaze came back to him. "Is the king's son actually begging? For a girl, for a human girl no less?"
 
   He struggled to maintain control. "Why are you taunting him when you know you are going to give me back?" Arianna asked.
 
   "And how do you know that?" Ashby inquired.
 
   "Because you would have killed me already if you weren't, and you said it yourself, all you want from life is fun and pleasure. You may like your women and blood, but you do not like death. And if you kill me your life is over no matter what."
 
   Ashby's finger stroked her face briefly as he studied her. "You are a strange girl," he informed her.
 
   She managed a small smile. "So I've been told."
 
   Ashby actually snorted with laughter. "Oh, I am sure you have."
 
   Though they seemed to be enjoying themselves, Braith was not. "Are you two done!?" he snapped.
 
   "Let me go," Arianna urged him.
 
   Ashby hesitated for a moment, and then he nodded and released her. Braith lurched forward, seizing hold of her as he ripped her away. He realized that he was handling her worse than Ashby had, but he couldn't seem to control himself. He was shaking as he enveloped her. He fought the urge to drag her from here and shelter her from everyone and everything. If it weren't for the fact that he knew they couldn't run forever, he would do just that, but there would be no escape. There would only ever be the fight and misery if things weren't changed; he was beginning to realize that now.
 
   "You can only see around her." Braith lifted his head from Arianna's neck, trying to ignore the powerful beat of her blood as it pumped through her veins, trying to ignore the sweet smell that rose out of her, ensnaring him within its delicious depths. Ashby was watching them in disbelief, his eyes full of amazement. "I didn't see the signs when you first arrived, but I see them now."
 
   "See what signs?" Braith demanded curious as to how Ashby had guessed at the source of his vision. "How do you know anything about what is between us?"
 
   Ashby leaned back in his bonds; his attention turning back to Arianna, there was a gleam of admiration in his bright gaze. "She's your bloodlink."
 
   "She's what?"
 
   Arianna looked completely confused; her eyes stormy and lost. "I thought it was something that only happened between vampires, but apparently I was wrong. I've never heard of it happening with a human before, very strange."
 
   Ashby's voice was filled with awe; he seemed completely astounded by his revelation, whatever that revelation was. Braith was just as lost as Arianna appeared to be. "What are you talking about?" Arianna demanded.
 
   "Well of course you wouldn't know, but Braith…" Ashby's voice trailed off, his eyebrows drew together as his head tilted curiously. "No, you wouldn't know either, would you?"
 
   "Ashby I swear I'll snap your neck just because you're annoying me," Braith was rapidly losing his patience but Ashby was too busy laughing and shaking his head to take Braith's threat as seriously as he should.
 
   "Oh Braith, you are in even worse trouble then I'd suspected. It's not just your family you have to protect her from, it's also you."
 
   "What the hell do you mean!?" he all but roared at the infuriating man.
 
   "He means that the royal offspring is royally screwed." Braith froze as the new voice drifted through the house. A voice that was hauntingly familiar.
 
   He held Arianna's head against him as he turned toward the woman standing in the doorway. He hadn't heard her arrive, didn't know how long she had been standing there, or even where she had come from. He cursed himself for such a blunder and blamed his rapidly unraveling control for this mistake. Arianna could have been hurt, she could have been killed, and all because he had let his guard down.
 
   His amazement at seeing her appear in the doorway was promptly replaced with his disbelief that she was even here. What was going on? "Melinda."
 
   She smiled, her gaze lingered on Arianna before leisurely turning back to him. "Hello brother."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   Aria couldn't help it; she felt her mouth drop in disbelief. Her fingers curled into Braith's hard back. He pulled her toward the main door, the one the woman hadn't appeared in. In fact the strange woman, Braith's sister, had appeared thru the door leading to the other rooms. The rooms that Aria knew there was no other entrance into, or at least she'd thought there was no other entrance into them. Apparently she'd been greatly mistaken. Ashby had been a prisoner, of course he would create other escape routes from the tree house. Routes that this woman apparently knew well.
 
   Aria couldn't take her eyes off of the beautiful woman across from them. She was watching her and Braith with rapt attention, her gorgeous gray eyes bright in the glow of the room. Her golden hair tumbled about her shoulders, spilling down her back all the way to her knees. Though she didn't seem to resemble any of her brothers, Melinda did resemble the sister that Aria had met in the palace, Natasha, Ashby's ex-wife.
 
   "I'm not going to harm her Braith."
 
   "What are you doing here Melinda?" Braith spat.
 
   Melinda gradually moved into the room. Her gaze briefly darted to Ashby. Braith may be confused by his sister's presence here, but Aria knew what had brought her. Or who. "Come on Braith, who do you think killed the guards? Who do you think found out the password to relay to the palace? Did you really believe that Ashby was able to do that all by himself?"
 
   "I am very talented," Ashby replied smiling as the beautiful blond stopped beside him.
 
   She quirked a dark eyebrow, her eyes sparkled merrily up at him. "Not that talented love," she assured him.
 
   "Where have you been minx?"
 
   "Well, in case you haven't heard, there's been a huge ado amongst the palace walls. No one seems to know where the eldest prince has gone. Our father is in the process of tearing the town, and the woods apart in search of his missing son. It seems he is blaming the rebels for this affront."
 
   Aria gasped, her hand flew to her mouth as nausea rushed up her throat and she took a hasty step forward. "No," she breathed.
 
   Her friends, her family, they were all being punished because of her and Braith. She didn't want to think about what was being done to them, but she couldn't get her mind off of the consuming knowledge that they were suffering because of her. Braith squeezed her arm but it did nothing to soothe her.
 
   "Well imagine that," Ashby said darkly.
 
   Melinda's smile faded, she caressed Ashby's face. "Did he hurt you?"
 
   Ashby shrugged, but there was nothing carefree about his demeanor now. "Just my pride. You going to untie me?"
 
   Melinda planted her hands on her hips as she surveyed him with interest. "I think I might like you this way."
 
   "You would."
 
   Though Aria was lost in dismay, she could feel the heat creeping rapidly up her face at their words and looks. "Don't," Braith advised when Melinda's fingers dropped to the ropes restraining Ashby.
 
   "Braith," Melinda said plaintively, her demeanor changing rapidly as pure despair shone in her eyes.
 
   "Do not untie him Melinda," Braith replied forcefully.
 
   "He won't go after her."
 
   "No, apparently you were always the true traitor amongst us. If you make one more move to untie him, it won't be Arianna that will have to worry about getting hurt."
 
   Ashby straightened, his eyes briefly flashed red as his upper lip curled at the threat. He didn't lunge against the ropes, didn't make a move as he eyed Braith for the first time with true vehemence. Melinda touched Ashby's arm soothingly before folding her hands in front of her. Though she appeared demure, Aria knew that it was only an act. She'd often used the same conduct in the palace, when she was trying to appear far more docile than she was. It hadn't fooled Braith then, it wouldn't fool him now.
 
   "You don't understand," Melinda said pleadingly.
 
   "That you and Ashby conspired to overthrow our father, and blinded me in the process. Yes Melinda, I understand that, even if I don't understand the motive behind it."
 
   For the first time Melinda looked truly desperate and frightened as she glanced anxiously at Aria. "If it was her…"
 
   "You don't know her!" Braith snarled.
 
   Melinda tilted her chin up, her jaw clenched as her eyes glimmered with fire. "You're right I don't know her, but I do know that if she was in danger you would do whatever it took to save her."
 
   "Neither of you were ever in peril inside the palace."
 
   "I was married to Natasha, Braith," Ashby reminded him. "We were in danger."
 
   "So you were having an affair and were worried about your lives?" Braith's body was fairly vibrating. Aria tried to ease his betrayal and indignation by stroking his back, but she didn't think there was much she could do in this situation. If it was her, and William or Daniel had betrayed her in such a way, she didn't think she would ever be able to get over it.
 
   "No, there was no affair. From the moment that we met, there was no longer a Natasha. There wasn't any other woman. It was just us, and if anyone else had known that, if your family had known that, they would have done everything they could to destroy what was between us."
 
   Braith appeared doubtful as he raked them both with scathing glances. Melinda's eyes were fervent, desperate as she looked briefly at Aria before focusing her full attention on her brother once more. "Do you really think you could have married Gwendolyn?" she whispered forlornly. "And even if you did manage to force yourself to marry her, do you think you could have lain with her, exchanged blood with her?" Aria hadn't known who Gwendolyn was until that description. At those words her stomach twisted, and Braith looked nearly as repulsed as she felt.
 
   "I didn't think so. If you could, then you would still be in the palace, still be preparing for your wedding. In fact, I've noticed that for the past week you didn't return to your parade of blood slaves, and women. I didn't put two and two together until now, but how was I supposed to know that you had found your escaped little blood slave again, and that you were once again using her to nourish you?"
 
   "I'm not a blood slave!" Aria retorted sharply, growing highly annoyed by the fact that she was still thought of as a piece of property.
 
   Melinda raised a haughty eyebrow at her, but there was a gleam of admiration in her eyes. "She's a feisty one," Ashby murmured approvingly.
 
   Melinda managed a tiny smile as she folded her arms over her chest. "I see that."
 
   "I don't use her," Braith grated.
 
   "You feed from her, do you not?"
 
   "That is not using her!" he barked.
 
   Melinda rolled her eyes; she tapped her foot impatiently on the ground. "I understand that she is willing, or I assume she is."
 
   "Of course I am," Aria told her.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Excuse me?" Aria was startled by the question.
 
   "Why are you willing? You are a human; you are a rebel, why would you give yourself to my brother like that?"
 
   Aria looked up at Braith; she was captivated by his masculine beauty, and the tender soul that he revealed only to her. She thought of him on his knees before her, humbled by her, his heart and soul bared for her to take, or to turn away. She thought of all of his gentleness, the care and protection he had always offered to her, even when he had owned her. He was wonderful, he was everything, and he was hers.
 
   "Because I love him," she whispered. "I always will."
 
   "How sweet," the girl vampire drawled, drawing harsh looks from everyone else in the room. She glowered back at them but wisely remained silent.
 
   Melinda's gray eyes were as cold as steel. "Can you believe it?" Ashby inquired blithely.
 
   "No," Melinda responded.
 
   "I don't care what you believe! It's the truth!" Aria snapped at her.
 
   Melinda's mouth twisted into a smile, Ashby chuckled annoyingly. Aria took a frustrated step forward, but Braith pulled her back. "Stay behind me," he grumbled in warning.
 
   "I believe you love him, I truly do," Melinda pacified. "I just can't believe that it has happened to Braith, of all vampires. Mr. Duty, Mr. Responsibility, Mr. Walk a Straight Line has succumbed to the darkest side of himself."
 
   "Like hell," Braith grated. Aria was surprised to realize that his fangs had extended. His anger and frustration were rapidly unraveling the firm control and restraint he exhibited over himself around others.
 
   Melinda quirked an eyebrow, she shifted a little, her head tipped to the side as she rested a hand on her hip. "Like hell Braith? Like hell? Are you forgetting that I live in that damned palace too? Are you forgetting that I was there after she escaped with Jericho? It was a bloodbath Braith; you were a one vampire destroyer, one that made even Caleb and father proud. They thought you were finally becoming like them, and in all honesty Braith, so did I. I never suspected that you might actually care for the girl. I thought you were reacting in such a way because your pride had been wounded. If I had known the truth, I would have tried to explain it to you, but I don't think you would have listened to me anyway. Especially not while you were immersed in the gluttony of blood and death you had engrossed yourself in."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, her fingers dug into the rigid muscles cording his arm. He was trembling; his self-loathing evident as he glared at his sister. Melinda painted a vivid picture of what he had been like after she'd fled, and though Aria knew it all, she still hated to hear it.
 
   "I'm not like that," Braith hissed.
 
   "Maybe not normally, and most definitely not before you met her." Melinda took a small step forward, her gaze pinning Braith. Even Aria was surprised by the force of that steely stare. "I'm fairly certain that if I even made one threatening move toward her, you would kill me, sister or not."
 
   Aria waited for Braith to protest that statement; of course he wouldn't kill his own sister. She found herself waiting until she finally had to turn her attention back to him. "Braith?" She finally inquired, stunned by the fact that he hadn't responded yet.
 
   He seemed hesitant to answer, and when he did, he didn't sound all that convincing. "I wouldn't kill you."
 
   "You would if you had to. You would if it became necessary to ensure her survival."
 
   "No, he wouldn't," Aria insisted.
 
   "Is that true Braith, you wouldn't?" Melinda demanded. "Are you going to stand here and lie in front of her, to her?"
 
   Aria's heart pumped laboriously. Her soul ached for him, for herself, for the sister staring so forcefully at her brother. "I won't lie to her," Braith grated. "Yes, I would kill you if it meant her life."
 
   Aria inhaled sharply, she could barely breathe through the disbelief rocking her. "Braith?"
 
   "Don't be so appalled," Melinda told her. "I would try to kill him too, if it came to Ashby. We can't help it, you are his bloodlink; Ashby is mine. We don't have a choice, if you were a vampire you would understand the driving force that propels us to make sure that they are safe, and kept with us. You would also understand the fact that your humanity tests every boundary of his control. I saw what happened in that palace, what he did. You were still alive then, if you were to die…" Her eyes grew briefly distant, she shuddered. "If you were to die then it would be as if hell itself had unleashed its wrath upon this earth. No one would be safe."
 
   Braith was trembling with barely leashed power. Aria rubbed his arm lightly, trying to calm him, but she wasn't getting through. It wasn't his sister's words so much that were upsetting him; it was the fact that she had mentioned Aria's death. "Braith…"
 
   "She's not going to die," he said simply, lost to the haze of emotions clouding him.
 
   "Not for a long time," Aria assured him.
 
   "Ever."
 
   The room was silent, staggered by the low spoken word. Aria's heart hammered, she knew that he would like her to change, but to do so… To do so would be to become everything she had ever hated and fought against. To do so would be to turn against her own kind, her own family. Her chest was tight, tears burned her eyes.
 
   "Braith," she breathed.
 
   He turned toward her, his arm was shaking even more; the muscles within it were trembling in her grasp. "You know how dangerous that is," Ashby said.
 
   Aria was fairly certain that Braith hadn't heard him though. His attention was focused upon her, his entire being was connected to hers, linked with hers. She could become a vampire and stay with her family; they would forgive her eventually, maybe. She would also be a strong ally for them; Braith would be a powerhouse on their side. She could become a vampire and stay with him forever. She could give him this, if it was what he so desperately needed. She could give him this, because he would give her anything that he could.
 
   He had not chosen whatever was happening to him, to them. Braith prided himself on control, on stability, and self reliance. He prided himself on the fact that he was powerful, yet understanding. Since she'd left the palace though, he'd been none of those things. He had become angry, unstable, and the murderous monster he despised his father and brother for. Melinda and Ashby understood what was going on, and perhaps if Braith did he would be a little more stable, but right now his confusion over his wild emotions was only adding to his volatility.
 
   "Arianna?" his voice, so deep and beautiful was ragged with feeling.
 
   "It will be fine," she promised fervently. His eyes, fevered and desperate, softened. In their bright depths she saw his confusion, but she also saw his craving; his love. "We can do this, we can do anything."
 
   "It's not that simple," Ashby interjected. "Braith knows that. You aren't a vampire, that's why I am so surprised this has happened between you. It's never happened with a human before, never."
 
   "I think you have to tell me exactly what is happening here," Braith said coldly.
 
   "Can I untie him first?" Melinda inquired.
 
   "No."
 
   Annoyance flared through her steely gaze, her hands fisted at her sides in futility. They may be siblings, but it wouldn't be an equal fight. Braith was older, stronger; he radiated a depth of power that Melinda didn't seem to possess. "Imagine if it was her that was tied up; imagine how you would feel then Braith!" she pleaded.
 
   "It's not her, and it never will be."
 
   "Braith!" Melinda's frustration was mounting; her eyes were growing darker, redder. Her emotions were wildly swinging toward the breaking point.
 
   "Easy love," Ashby comforted. "It's ok, I'm fine. Braith doesn't know how to tie someone up all that well anyway." His eyes were gleaming with amusement, but Aria could sense the tension beneath his blithe façade. The last thing he wanted was to see Melinda try and fight her way through her brother.
 
   Melinda remained wary; she leaned over and placed a quick kiss upon Ashby's mouth. Aria pitied them; she couldn't imagine being kept from Braith in such a way. Yet there were two of them, separately they weren't much of a threat to Braith, together they could be.
 
   "Let your brother know what is going on, maybe then he won't look like he's about to go on a rampage and slaughter us all," Ashby urged.
 
   Aria stepped closer to Braith; she needed to feel and touch more of him. She had a feeling she wasn't going to like what Melinda and Ashby had to tell them. He wrapped his arm around her waist. His body was cooler than hers, but heat still flooded through her as her chest was brought up flush against his side. His hand briefly stroked over her, his eyes burned into hers.
 
   "Have you ever heard the term bloodlink?" Melinda inquired, breaking into their moment.
 
   Braith reluctantly turned away from her. "No, I haven't."
 
   "Neither had I, until I met Ashby." Her gaze traveled leisurely to him, she reached out a delicate hand and clasped hold of his outstretched one. They seemed to take solace from the feel of one another as their hands entwined. "And then the whole world was completely right, and so completely wrong."
 
   "I was already married to Natasha," Ashby continued.
 
   Melinda's face scrunched up, disgust flitted over her delicate features. "If you recall, I was with mother when their wedding occurred. I was too young to stay behind when father banished her and he didn't want the responsibility of taking care of me. It wasn't until she was killed that I was allowed back into the palace."
 
   "I had been married to Natasha for five years at that point," Ashby said.
 
   "I remember," Braith interjected coldly.
 
   Ashby grinned at him. "We used to have fun in those days. Before the war, when everything was still easy. You were the reigning heir and I was a vampire with a title, money, women, and a wife that cared as little for me as I did for her. Ok, well the wife part may have sucked, but mostly we avoided each other. All we had to do was conceive a son in order to make your father happy, and then we wouldn't have to be with each other again. It just wasn't working for us."
 
   Melinda's eyes had grown darker at the mention of her sister; her face was as stormy as a tumultuous sky. Ashby brought Melinda's hand to his mouth, kissing her as he sought to ease her tension. "Then mom was killed, the war broke out, and I was sent back to the palace," Melinda said tersely.
 
   "Your father was always greedy, always aspired to have more. He just never banked on so many vampires being content with their way of life. He never even considered the fact that some of the other powerful families might not go along with him. And he never expected that I planned to get out of my marriage from one sister, because I had lost my soul to the other one."
 
   They seemed to silently communicate with each other before Ashby turned his attention back to them. "A bloodlink is something that happens between vampires, and apparently with humans also. It happened to my parents; that is how I knew about it, and what the signs of it were. Most vampires believe it is a myth because it is so rare, but I knew that it was true, I just never thought it would happen to me. My parents were fortunate enough to find each other and not have any obstacles in their way. Unfortunately we weren't, and neither are you.
 
   "My parents saw the war as a chance to escape the tyrannical rule of your father; I saw it as a chance to break free of my wife. It was a chance to start anew and build a better life with Melinda, so I took it. You were caught in the crossfire Braith, but I really didn't mean for you to get hurt. As retribution for our mutiny my family was killed, but your father thought this was a better punishment for me."
 
   "Thankfully," Melinda breathed.
 
   "What exactly is a bloodlink?" Aria inquired.
 
   "It's a deep connection between vampires. Our blood calls to each other. We grow stronger off of it when we share it. The connection is instantaneous, as Braith well knows, and it is unbreakable. It will eat you alive if you're kept from each other, something else that Braith seems to have discovered."
 
   "Stronger from it," Aria mulled.
 
   "Of course dear," Ashby purred. "It's why Braith can see again, but I'm guessing it's only when you are near."
 
   "What?" Melinda gasped. "Braith?"
 
   Braith was silent for a moment; the tension in him was growing by the second. "Yes, I can see when she is near. What about the two of you?"
 
   Aria swallowed nervously. Braith could see, and it was a miracle, but could they also perform miracles? Had she completely misjudged this situation, was Braith weaker than them? She glanced between Melinda and Ashby, and then turned back at Braith. No, it was obvious who the strongest was, but if Ashby were to get free…
 
   Melinda was frowning fiercely. "Ashby…"
 
   "I know love."
 
   "Melinda, you may be my sister but if you don't tell me I will destroy him," Braith told her.
 
   Aria shuddered, her hands tightened on Braith's arm. She wanted to promise that she would never let that happen, the last thing she wanted was to ruin their love, but if there was any chance they might attack Braith, she wasn't going to say anything. It was better that they were afraid of Braith for now. Melinda took a protective step closer to Ashby.
 
   "We don't have anything like that Braith. We're stronger because we have each other; we're stronger because the bond between us has made us stronger. We feed off of each other, which is something that most vampires will not allow to happen, our blood helps to enhance our power and speed. As a united front we will prevail over a lone vampire, and death is the only thing that will divide us. But you…"
 
   "You are different," Ashby finished for her. "Maybe because she is human, maybe because you are the prince apparent, the first born, and your blood is more powerful than your siblings, but you've had a stronger reaction to the link than any I've ever heard of."
 
   "You've actually had a physical strengthening reaction without the blood," Melinda continued. "I'm assuming that is why you bought her in the first place, because you actually saw her then."
 
   Braith gave a crisp nod of confirmation. "Imagine if she becomes a vampire?" Ashby pondered.
 
   "Is it possible?" Melinda wondered.
 
   Aria frowned at the two of them. "I don't know," Ashby admitted. "But I think they have more than a bloodlink. I think they may have an even stronger bond."
 
   "You may be right," Melinda agreed. "For him to get his eyesight back like that is so strange."
 
   "It is," Ashby confirmed.
 
   Aria sensed Braith's mounting aggravation and she was growing just as frustrated by the couple as he was. "Enough!" he snapped, causing Melinda to jump slightly. "Enough, the both of you, enough. If you are so close, then why is there another vampire here?"
 
   They both frowned in confusion then their gaze drifted to the girl who had stayed utterly silent, though she was listening raptly to them. "Oh her," Melinda replied, giggling softly. Ashby brought her hand up to his chest, enfolding it within his. Braith's composure was rapidly unraveling. They didn't know what they were messing with right now, didn't know that he was close to losing all control. Aria knew though. She had seen him in the woods with those vampires. She had seen what he was capable of, the punishment and death he could deal out so swiftly and without remorse.
 
   "Melinda," Aria prodded.
 
   The smile slipped from Melinda as she finally focused on Braith again. "She's just a girl from town; they knew that I would be coming back soon."
 
   "How?" Braith growled. "And why would she come here?"
 
   "I manage to sneak out of the palace more often than you know. As the youngest and most ineffective child, no one ever pays attention to my comings and goings. I bring blood slaves here with me when I can, in order to keep the people in the area quiet about the fact that there are no guards anymore. She is here in the hopes of returning to town with whatever I might have managed to smuggle out."
 
   "Why?" Braith demanded.
 
   "To keep Ashby safe of course. I killed the guards years ago, but Ashby couldn't escape. There was nowhere for us to go. Every village knows who Ashby is, father made certain of that, and the reward for him is large enough for any starving vamp to hand Ashby over, no matter how much they may hate father. But only one person, or one family, could get that reward, not the entire village. And no matter what, there was no guarantee that father would actually give them the money. I bought the loyalty of the people closest to here by promising them a steady supply of blood, if they kept their mouths shut. It was more than father could promise all of them."
 
   Aria bowed her head beneath the implication of those words, nausea twisted through her. She was certain she was going to be sick. Her people had been used to buy silence; their lives had been freely traded away as if they meant nothing. "Awful," she breathed.
 
   "Life is not always roses and sunshine dear." A chill crept down Aria's spine, she found herself unable to hold Melinda's cold gaze. "And I would do anything to keep Ashby alive, just as I am assuming you would do the same for Braith."
 
   Aria bit on her bottom lip, she couldn't look at any of them. She would do anything for Braith, but to freely trade lives for his, she didn't think she could do that. But then, she was human, and they were not. They thought little of her species; humans were beneath them, they didn't care what happened to them. Aria knew she would freely trade a vampire life for his, she was certain of that.
 
   "There are things that have to be done in order to secure the bond between bloodlinks," Ashby explained.
 
   Braith squeezed her hand. He was trying to comfort her, but Aria could not shake the dread rolling through her. This was not her world, she didn't belong in this place of blood and death and strange bloodlinks that allowed the blind to see. What was she doing here? How did she get involved in all of this?
 
   But the answer to those questions was standing before her, willing to die for her, as he used his body to block her from whatever attack might come their way. Her heart swelled, tears burned her eyes. She didn't fit in this world, but she realized now that she would never be leaving it again. She hadn't realized it at the time, but when she'd chosen to leave the woods with Braith, she had sealed her fate. There was no turning back, and even though she was frightened by the uncertainty of their future, she was willing to endure the challenges that were still to come.
 
   "And those are?" Braith inquired.
 
   "Exchange of blood, sex," Ashby continued. Aria's face burned, it was all she could do to keep standing before them. "But those are vampire interactions. With this, I'm assuming that the change will also be necessary."
 
   "And if she doesn't survive it?" Melinda asked.
 
   "Then I doubt any of us will," Ashby muttered.
 
   Aria finally managed to lift her head to stare at them. "I'm not going to die," she told them.
 
   Ashby and Melinda leveled her with identical looks of hopelessness. "Most do not survive the change. The human body is too frail; it simply cannot take it. If you stay human it is certain that one day you will die. And Braith will go crazy from it."
 
   "And that's only if you are willing to become a vampire," Melinda elaborated.
 
   Braith turned toward her, she could feel the full force of his gaze upon her, but she couldn't find the words to answer his unspoken question. Was she willing to become a vampire? Was she willing to live in that world? Was she willing to die? Willing to drink blood and feed from her people? She lifted her gaze to Braith's, she could feel the tears burning in her eyes, but they did not slip free. He was so strong, so powerful, and wise. He was ancient compared to her, a near god in his world. She was a fighter, and she was strong, but he could snap her bones with a flick of his wrist. And yet, as he looked upon her, she could see the vulnerability in his gaze, the uncertainty that blazed from him and made him almost as weak as she was.
 
   She did that to him, she was doing it to him, and she hated herself for it. Her fingers brushed against his face, she loved the feel of his hardness and stubble beneath her hand. He awed her, and inspired her in so many ways. "You humble me also," she whispered.
 
   A low groan escaped him; he lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather and pressed her against him. His hands were in her hair, his lips against her cheek and ear. "It will not be so Arianna," he whispered. She pulled back to stare at him questioningly. "I will not take the risk of killing you. I will not be the one that kills you."
 
   Aria frowned at him; she bent her forehead to his. "I will survive it."
 
   "There is no guarantee. I will not risk it."
 
   "But I will die no matter what!"
 
   He managed a halfhearted smile. "Then I will just have to make sure it is not for a very long time."
 
   "I will grow old."
 
   "You will grow even more beautiful. And when you are gone, I will follow you."
 
   Tears spilled down her cheeks. She was far more accepting of her own death than she was of his. But then again, she had expected to die every day since she was old enough to realize what death was. "No Braith. No. I see the way you are now, what you said earlier, in the kitchen…"
 
   "I was wrong," he said firmly. "It was a moment of weakness, it won't happen again. I will not do that to you."
 
   His eyes were beautiful, bright as he watched her, smiled at her, and loved her. He kissed her lightly, his mouth warm and pliant against her own. For a moment Aria allowed herself to forget there were other people in the room and there was only the two of them. For a small fraction of a second, there was total joy, total happiness, and true awe in a world that often lacked such things.
 
   Then Braith was pulling away and the world was once again intruding upon them. Aria wrapped her arms around his neck. She dropped her head to his shoulder and buried her face in his neck, trying to keep the world at bay for a little longer. He continued to hold her firmly, but she knew his attention was not solely focused upon her anymore. As prince, as the future ruler of his world, and hers, he had other matters to attend to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   Arianna was finally asleep, but it had only been a matter of time before exhaustion won out over her stubborn nature. She'd fought against it for awhile but had finally succumbed to the requirements of her body. She was curled up on the couch, her head in his lap, her hand curled around his thigh.
 
   He trailed his hand across her silken hair, letting it slide through his fingers. Melinda was watching him with interest, but she didn't protest the fact that Braith still refused to untie Ashby. She may be his sister, but he was not going to be outnumbered by them. Not when Arianna's life was on the line.
 
   Though there was tension in Ashby's eyes, his posture remained casual, and he retained his mischievous air as Melinda leaned against him. "I never suspected anything between you two," Braith muttered.
 
   "There was a lot going on at the time." Melinda's gaze drifted toward Arianna. "I never suspected anything between the two of you either, but then I never thought you were capable of love. Especially not with a human, and especially not with your blood slave, though I was curious as to why you had finally taken one. Now I know why."
 
   Braith didn't take offense to her words. He hadn't thought he was capable of love either. He cared for his brother Jericho; he even cared for Melinda, though he had never known her as well as Caleb or Natasha. Even when Melinda had returned to the palace, she had remained mostly distant from her other siblings. However, she hadn't really known them as she'd spent her first twenty seven out of thirty years in exile, with their mother.
 
   The war had been raging in full force by the time Melinda returned, Braith had only seen her a handful of times before his vision was lost. Though she had continued to mature over time, most of her growing had been completed before he was blinded; she hadn't changed much since then. Even after he'd lost his vision, he'd only come into contact with her once a month, if even. He'd assumed that she did the same things as Natasha. That she drifted about the palace, enjoying the luxuries, and thriving on the blood.
 
   Apparently she had actually been escaping into the wilderness to nourish and spend time with her lover. Melinda had always seemed so sweet and young to him. Apparently her picturesque face, and serene demeanor, hid a far stronger personality than he had ever suspected.
 
   "Why did you keep returning to the palace? Why didn't you just stay here?"
 
   "Someone had to bring back the slaves and keep the locals around here quiet. Someone had to make sure they didn't send out new guards, and if they did, we had to be prepared to take care of them. Someone had to spy, to see if there would ever be a chance that we could escape together, and finally be free."
 
   Braith nodded, impressed by his sisters cunning, daring, and skill. He was also put off by her manipulation and cold admission about her deceptions. He made a mental note not to trust her, he didn't think she was inherently cruel, but it was more than obvious she would do anything to keep Ashby safe, and Braith was certain that Ashby would do the same thing for her. Neither of them was going to leave his sight until Jack arrived. It was the only way he would feel marginally better about Arianna's safety.
 
   Arianna stirred, her hand constricted on his thigh. "You know that you don't have a prayer of keeping her human," Ashby told him.
 
   "I won't change her."
 
   "You may not want to change her, you may think that you can keep yourself from doing so, but we all know the truth here Braith. You think you can go the next five, ten, fifty years risking her life, and watching her die?"
 
   "If I have to."
 
   Ashby shook his head; he leaned back against the wall. The young vampire girl remained silent; she'd offered no further protests to her restraints. She was sullen, resigned to remaining tied up for now. "You're only in the beginning stages of this Braith." Ashby folded his hands before him as he stared unflinchingly at Braith. "Do you think it's going to get easier as the years go on? It grows and intensifies; the bond between you will become something so intense that it will take everything you have to get through one second without her. You asked me earlier who I was expecting; do you think it was this girl?" He gestured sharply at the young vampire girl.
 
   "No, I thought it was Melinda at the door. Do you know how difficult it is to see her go back there? I hate myself every time she leaves here, every time she returns to that depraved shit hole. If there was ever a time she didn't return from the palace, I would be there in a heartbeat, killing everyone in my way until they finally took me down. I would welcome the death they would finally deliver to me. She's human Braith; you will live with her mortality every second of your life together. You won't be able to handle it, I can promise you that."
 
   Braith glowered at him. "I'm stronger than you."
 
   Ashby snorted as he sat back. "Bull. You're physically stronger than all of us, but you are by far the weakest amongst us right now. Your Achilles heel is lying on your lap, and if any of your enemies get a hold of her, they will control you completely. If they kill her, you are done for. Smarten up Braith. Yes, you are stronger with her in your life, but you are also far weaker. Especially if she stays human."
 
   "I don't have much of a choice on that front."
 
   "Keep her human until you figure out what you mean to do. Though, I'm beginning to suspect that might be taking your father down, am I right?"
 
   Melinda's eyes widened, her delicate mouth parted. "No," she breathed.
 
   Ashby squeezed her hand as his bright eyes gleamed eagerly. "Yes love, I believe that Braith has finally realized that there is something more important than duty, honor, and obedience. Right?"
 
   "I will not kill my father," he grated.
 
   "No, I'm not even sure you could, but you do have the advantage of sight again, and I'm assuming he doesn't know that."
 
   "He doesn't," Melinda confirmed when Braith didn't.
 
   Ashby nodded, his fingers twirled idly, Braith could almost see the gears churning within his devious mind. "You wouldn't kill Caleb either. But if you could take them down, overthrow their rule, wrest control from them, you would. If you can get enough help to do it. It's why you came here."
 
   Braith had forgotten how perceptive Ashby was. It was annoying the hell out of him right now. "You're hoping that I may still have ties to the rebellious families that fought with mine, and somehow managed to avoid capture. You're hoping that I may still know some vampires that might be willing to help you, and the only reason you would like to know those things was if you intended to oust the king. Am I wrong Braith?"
 
   Braith turned his attention to the window. He wouldn't deny Ashby's words, nor would he confirm them. He hadn't left the palace with the objective of ousting his father from power. He hadn't gone after Arianna in those caverns because he had decided that he was going to fight, he hadn't pulled her free of there with the intention of one day claiming the throne (he still wasn't sure he would do that, it depended on Arianna). He had just planned to get her somewhere safe, get her to people that might be able to shelter her, and to try and live a peaceful life with her.
 
   Somewhere along the way though, he had realized that there was nowhere safe for her, and no one that could protect her, except for him. And if he was going to keep her safe, then his father would have to be removed. A new power, and a new world system, would have to be established.
 
   "This will be interesting, a civil war," Ashby pondered. "A civil war involving the most powerful regime to ever rule us, a war between the murderous, vicious father, and the son who hates him; imagine the consequences of such a thing, imagine the horror."
 
   Braith stiffened as he turned back to them. Relief radiated from Melinda, hope gleaming in her eyes. "Or imagine the wonder of it," she whispered. "Imagine the freedom that would come if such a tyrannical, ruthless ruler could be broken."
 
   "Is it your love for Ashby that has so turned you against our father?" Braith inquired.
 
   She tilted her head as she quirked a dark eyebrow at him. In that moment it struck him how very much she looked like their mother. He had never thought much of it; he hadn't really thought much of his mother, as he had been taken from her at a young age. His father hadn't allowed him to spend too much time with a woman he was worried might coddle Braith, and weaken him. The same thing had happened with Caleb and Jericho. He wasn't sure when Natasha had been taken away, and Melinda had still been a toddler when their mother was banished from the castle. The king had cared nothing for the youngest child that had left with the woman.
 
   "No Braith, that isn't the reason. I have always hated him."
 
   "I didn't realize that."
 
   "You wouldn't." Braith stared ferociously at her for a moment, but Melinda didn't back down from him. "You were in your own world Braith. You were the prince, the future king; you thought nothing of the young sister who suddenly reappeared in your home. And once you lost your vision I was even further from your mind, from everyone's mind. No one noticed when I disappeared for a day or two, sometimes even a week at a time. I am a nonentity in that place, I always have been, and that is just fine by me.
 
   "You had it far worse than I ever did, even with my early years outside of the palace walls. I understood my circumstances were better than the scrutiny, and constant cloud of hatred and disappointment you had to live under. You were never going to be the monster that father tried to make you. No matter how badly he treated you, no matter how often he beat you. Caleb should have been the first born son. He's the only one father even remotely approved of."
 
   "It would have made things easier, and father happier," Braith agreed without sorrow.
 
   "Caleb may be harder to overthrow than father. If he hasn't already realized it, he soon will know that he is the new heir apparent. He won't give that up easily, and the things he will do with that power…"
 
   Melinda shuddered; her hand tightened on Ashby's, who looked just as appalled as Melinda. Even the vampire girl was watching them with protruding, frantic eyes. What Caleb would do with that power would make everything his father had done seem petty and small. Blood would spill freely through the palace streets. Debauchery and death would rule.
 
   "How were you able to survive the day that mother was killed?" Braith inquired. He had never asked before, never even thought to, or even given much thought to the fact that his sister had survived the fight that had claimed their mother.
 
   Melinda closed her eyes, her hands fisted in her lap. Pain flickered briefly across her features as her lip trembled. Ashby rested his hand on her shoulder, squeezing it reassuringly. "Isn't that obvious?" Braith tensed, he hadn't realized that Arianna had awakened until she spoke. Her eyes were slightly swollen with sleep, but they were dark and swirling with pain as she sat up. Her question hung in the air; she waited expectantly for him to say something.
 
   "No," he admitted, feeling as if he were somehow disappointing her by not knowing the answer.
 
   Her eyes were filled with sadness as she rested her small hand upon his face. However, the sorrow was not for her, or even for Melinda, it was for him. Braith was stunned by the grief he saw there, he didn't understand it. "Your mother sacrificed herself for Melinda."
 
   Braith started, he frowned at Arianna as he seized hold of her hand and pulled it away from his cheek. "How could you possibly know that?" he demanded.
 
   Her full mouth was tremulous, tears burned in her beautiful sapphire eyes. "Because it's how William and I survived."
 
   Braith was taken aback. He turned toward Melinda, surprised to find his sister watching Arianna with compassion. "Is that true?" he demanded. "Did our mother sacrifice herself for you?"
 
   "Yes," Melinda confirmed.
 
   Braith slowly digested this information. He hadn't really known his mother; she'd been kind to him during their brief time together, but he hadn't known what life had been like for her within the palace, or outside of it.
 
   "Why would she do that?"
 
   It was not Melinda that answered, but Arianna. "Love. Simple, unconditional love."
 
   He watched Arianna, saw the need in her eyes, the burning desire for him to understand. And he did understand. He understood the kind of love that she was talking about, what it was to die for someone else, because he would die for her. A few months ago, before he had met her, he never would have fathomed doing such a thing for someone else. Now there was nothing that could stop him from saving her life.
 
   "I understand," he assured her. Her smile was tremulous, a single tear slipped free. He wiped it gently away. "What happened?"
 
   Arianna shied away from him, her eyes darkened, darted away, and then slid back to him. Her jaw clenched, her chin jutted proudly out. "Our father thought it would be best to hide us, not in the forest, but in a home. He felt if we were out of the woods, if we were living an almost normal life we would be safe, and we would blend in. We lived there for about a year, and then one day the troops came to raid the village.
 
   "My father had built a small room for all of us to hide in just in case that ever happened. It was a panic room of sorts, there was food, air, water to survive for days. We could have stayed in there until the soldiers left, until my father came back. We could have all stayed in that room." Arianna's dark eyebrows drew together sharply. Her lips were pursed; the awfulness of the memory was etched onto her features and beautiful eyes.
 
   "But you didn't?"
 
   She focused on him, blinking as she seemed to come back to the present. "No, we didn't." Her tone was clipped, harsh, her voice ragged.
 
   "Why?"
 
   She licked her lips, her forehead furrowed; she appeared confused by this question. "I didn't understand that at the time either. She put William and I in that room, told us to remain silent no matter what happened, no matter what we heard, and then she closed the door."
 
   Braith took hold of her hand as she shuddered. "And what did you do?"
 
   She looked helplessly at him. "Nothing, we did nothing. There was nothing that we could do. We were four years old, we were terrified, and we didn't know how to get out of that room. We tried, but we couldn't find the way out, and then they came into that house. We sat in a corner, and we held each other, and we cried. We did what our mother told us to do, and we listened in silence as they tortured and killed her. The entire time she swore that we had gone out with our father, that we were not present."
 
   He didn't think she was aware of the tears sliding down her cheeks. He didn't think she was aware of anything outside of the past that she seemed to be trapped within. A past he would have done anything to take from her, but there was nothing that he could do. There was no way to right her past, no way to ease her sorrow; all he could do was give her a better future.
 
   He pulled her close, rubbing the nape of her neck as he tenderly kissed her forehead. She grasped each of his forearms, clinging to him as if he were a life raft in the sea of her agony. "There was nothing else you could have done," he assured her.
 
   A small smile curved Arianna's mouth, but there was no humor in it. "That may be true, but I'll never believe it."
 
   He closed his eyes, savoring in the amazing scent of her. She engulfed him, filled him, she eased every awful thing inside of him. He trusted that he did the same for her. "Why didn't she go in the room?" Ashby asked.
 
   "Because the soldiers would have torn the house apart looking for the three of them so she sacrificed herself, she allowed them to torture her until they were satisfied that her children really weren't there. Right?" Melinda inquired.
 
   Arianna nodded. "Yes. I believe that is why."
 
   Braith thought about the woman that had given life to Arianna, the one that had helped create it, and in the end saved it. He gave a silent thanks to her; he guessed that the proud, brave, giving, and strong person before him was exactly as her mother had been.
 
   "Is that what your mother did?" Arianna asked.
 
   "I was older, not quite a child anymore, barely a teen when they came," Melinda confirmed. "My mother managed to get us upstairs before they invaded our house. She pulled us into one of the backrooms, and using furniture she blocked the door to the best of her ability. She helped me out the window, pushing me down the small roof before helping me slip over the side. She promised me that she would follow before I dropped to the ground. Instead, she scurried back up the roof, slid the window shut, and locked it. By then I could hear them breaking down the door and shoving the furniture aside to get at her. She fought them off in order to buy me more time to escape.
 
   "I tried to go back in after her. But I was stopped by four of the servants we had. Mother had always been good to them; she had always treated them with respect and kindness. She had taught me to do the same, and over the years we became more like a family. I was young, and though they were not strong vampires, the four of them overwhelmed me. They forced me away from that awful place. One of them went back the next day for mother's body.
 
   "We buried her in the woods beneath her favorite willow, and marked her grave with a simple stone."
 
   Arianna rubbed her thumbs leisurely over his hand. He was sorry that Melinda had suffered through such a loss; sorry she'd had to witness it. He hated the fact that his mother had been killed, that she'd known only terror at the end. But there was something else that Melinda said that had ensnared his attention.
 
   "You didn't come back to the palace until you were in your twenties."
 
   Melinda frowned at him. "I know."
 
   "Then you weren't a young teen when she died."
 
   "I was fourteen when she was killed Braith."
 
   A strange tension was growing inside of him. He had never asked Melinda her story, had never thought much about it. Their mother, a woman he had barely seen in the eight hundred years before her death, hadn't meant much to him. But, she had still been his mother, and Melinda was still his sister. He required answers.
 
   "Where were you all those years Melinda?" he grated out. Arianna shifted nervously, she sensed his escalating tension and ire.
 
   Melinda swallowed nervously, Ashby patted her hand reassuringly. "It's ok Melinda, tell him."
 
   "Tell me what?" When she continued to stay silent, he rose to his feet. "Tell me what?" he grated.
 
   "Braith, give her time," Arianna urged.
 
   "Were you with the rebels? Did they capture you after you buried her?" he demanded.
 
   "The rebels?" Melinda inquired her confusion evident.
 
   "The rebels that killed her," he snarled impatiently.
 
   Melinda bit on her lip, Arianna rose to her feet beside him. He could hear the furious beat of her heart; she was already looking at him with concern. Her hand began to tremble within his. "I never said that she was killed by rebels Braith," Melinda whispered.
 
   Something stirred at the far edges of his mind; something dark and sinister began to make its way through him. Braith straightened his shoulders, taking strength in Arianna's presence at his side. "Then who?" he demanded.
 
   Melinda's lip was trembling. Ashby had risen to his feet, he stepped forward, placing his body in front of Melinda's, but Braith had no intention of going after his sister. It was the last thing in the world that he was going to do. "They were father's men Braith. It was father's guards that came into that house. It was father that had her killed. I didn't return to the palace until I was accidentally discovered ten years later. I never planned to return, I hated the man, and I was certain he would kill me too."
 
   Braith was frozen, he couldn't move through the outrage that gripped him. "Where were you all that time?" Arianna wondered.
 
   "Hiding with our servants. It was dumb luck that I was caught, that I was forced back there. They had presumed me dead, though the guards had been honest with father and told him that they had not seen me. They assumed that I had either died before the raid, or that I had been somewhere else and died later; they felt it unlikely that I was able to survive and stay hidden on my own. I was in a village that had been deemed a possible traitorous threat when it was raided, my servants, my family was killed. If Jericho hadn't been with them I probably would have been killed also, but even after all our years apart, he recognized me."
 
   "Blood knows blood," Braith said. Arianna shuddered.
 
   "He's the reason I'm still alive."
 
   "Does he know what happened to our mother?"
 
   Melinda swallowed heavily, Ashby was becoming edgier. "I hid it from him at first, but when he wanted to bring me back to the palace I refused to go. I was afraid of father, of what he would do to me. I became hysterical when he insisted that I was to return, when he tried to force me back I spilled the story and told him why I couldn't return. He is the only other one that knows the truth.
 
   "He told me to tell father that I had seen nothing the day our mother was killed; that the servants had taken me out shopping that day, and only found mother's body that night. I was to tell him that I hadn't returned to the palace because I was uncertain of how to get there, and fearful of wandering too far from the only home I'd ever known. He told me not to say anything, but that he had to take me back. The other guards had seen me; there was no way that he could let me go without looking suspicious. Father would continue to hunt me until I was uncovered again, and he would probably kill me when he did find me. But if I went back on my own I would be able to keep my knowledge of events to myself. No matter how outraged and resentful I was, I had no choice but to return. All I could do was hope to escape one day."
 
   "Jack knew about this," Braith grated. "The whole time."
 
   "Jack?" Ashby asked in surprise.
 
   "Jericho," Arianna answered when Braith remained silent. He was furious that his father had done this and that his siblings had kept him in the dark, furious that he had stood by his father's side, and been a pawn in all of their lies and deceit. He understood their reasons why they hadn't told him, but he would like to throttle them all for their duplicity. It wouldn't continue. He may not be his father's heir anymore, but he was still a prince, he was still the next in line. He would set right all of the wrongs that he had so blindly followed. "When Jericho came to live with us in the forest, he changed his name to Jack. It's what we know him as."
 
   "It's who he is," Braith grated. Arianna glanced up at him in surprise, her hands were firm in his grasp, warm, and oh so very fragile. "It's who he's been since he encountered Melinda. It was only six years ago that he was able to break free and officially become Jack and allow that other side of him to come out. He left the palace with no intention of ever returning to it."
 
   The betrayal was sharp, and far deeper than he had expected it to be. When Jack had taken Arianna, Braith had known that Jack had changed, that he was not the brother he had always known, but Jack hadn't been that brother for far longer than Braith had ever suspected. Arianna leaned against him; she released his hand to wrap her arm around his waist, holding him closer to her. Her forehead rested against his chest, he could feel her distress and knew that it was for him.
 
   "Why didn't you tell me?" he demanded.
 
   "Because we were trying to keep you safe. No matter how little you knew our mother, your sense of duty, your sense of responsibility, your sense of honor would have driven you to go after father, and he would have killed you. We decided to wait, to bide our time until we thought that there might actually be a chance to take father down."
 
   "And you believe that time is now?"
 
   Melinda's gray eyes flickered, sadness crept into them. "If you had asked me that five months ago I would have said no, but I hadn't known that Jericho had immersed himself in the resistance until he took her, and I never would have guessed that you would decide to relinquish your title for a human. You are a powerful ally Braith, the rebels are powerful allies, and I believe that even if we weren't expecting it that yes, this is the time. Things are rapidly changing and I don't think there is any way to change the flow of this tide. Not anymore."
 
   "Were you ever going to tell me?"
 
   "One day. We weren't entirely sure when, we were just waiting for the right moment. I never expected you to fall in love with a human, your blood slave, and to have her be one of the prominent figures of the resistance no less. How could anyone have seen that coming?"
 
   Braith took strength in Arianna's presence, and unwavering love and loyalty, but it couldn't ease the betrayal festering inside of him. He had thought that Caleb and Natasha were the deceitful and manipulative ones, apparently he was wrong. It seemed they were all dark and twisted in their own ways; they had all held and kept their secrets from each other.
 
   "What a trusting family we are," he drawled sarcastically.
 
   "We were only trying to keep everyone as safe as possible," Melinda said. "If father had known anything…" Her voice trailed off, horror filled her gaze as she shook her head. "Awful, it would have been awful."
 
   Braith silently agreed, but he wasn't willing to concede anything to her. "Your father used the war as an excuse to kill your mother, and probably Melinda, but why?" Arianna questioned.
 
   "Because he didn't use the war as an excuse to kill our mother, he used it as an excuse to start the war." Arianna jumped in surprise, but Braith had sensed Jack's steady approach a few minutes ago.
 
   Braith smoothly pushed Arianna toward the wall as he turned to face his brother. He couldn't stop his instinctual urge to protect her from the people that had entered the room. Even before she uttered the word dad, he knew immediately which one of the seasoned, disbelieving, infuriated men was her father.
 
   And that man was mad enough to kill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   Aria tried to take a step toward her father, but Braith held her back. The muscles in his ridged arms clamped against her, the taut muscles of his body rippled beneath his clothes. She hadn't missed the fact that Braith had turned her, putting her in a more secure position, using his body to defend hers.
 
   There was no reason for him to protect her though. This was her father, her family. As she watched William and Daniel slipped into the room behind Jack and her father. "It's ok Braith," she whispered.
 
   "Wait," he hissed; his voice low and commanding. She frowned at him, but didn't fight against his hold. He was thrown off balance right now; he needed her with him in order to keep himself steady. Otherwise he might injure someone in this room, someone she cared about, someone he cared about.
 
   "You told him everything?" Jack inquired.
 
   Melinda nodded; she stepped closer to Ashby as she eyed Aria's family warily. Melinda didn't trust her own kind, and it was more than apparent she didn't trust humans either. Especially rebel humans. "Can I untie him now?" she asked of Braith, her voice wavering slightly. He remained unmoving, his eyes dark and intense. "We can't take you down Braith; all of us combined probably couldn't take you down."
 
   "He knows that, and that's not what he's worried about. That's never what he's worried about anymore," Jack responded.
 
   "Then what!?" Melinda demanded, her composure beginning to unravel. She was so frustrated with him, incensed that Ashby was still being restrained. "What Braith, what do you want!?"
 
   Jack's gaze rested on Aria. "He can protect himself, but if one of us, just one gets by him…"
 
   "You don't have to worry about my family Braith, they won't hurt me," Aria assured him. "And you don't have to fear yours."
 
   "Don't I?"
 
   She shook her head, standing on tiptoe she pulled him down to her to make sure that he could hear her, but no one else could. "If they were going to harm you they would have done so by now. They may have kept things from you, but none of them meant for you to be hurt, in fact they've been trying to protect you for awhile. Anyone of them could have tried to kill you in that palace."
 
   "I'm not risking your life," he muttered.
 
   "You won't be," she promised. "Just let her untie Ashby, Braith. I couldn't stand to see you like that either. They haven't earned your trust, not yet, but you haven't earned theirs either. This is a good way to start."
 
   His jaw clenched, a muscle jumped in his cheek. For a brief moment his arms tensed around her, and then his grip relaxed. "Untie him," he ordered briskly. "But I will kill you both if you come anywhere near her."
 
   Melinda stared at Aria for a long moment, her eyes filled with surprise and gratitude as she gave a small nod of appreciation. Then she turned to Ashby and her fingers flew deftly over the knots. Aria refused to look at her family; she could feel their horrified gazes she didn't have to see them. Ashby's hands came forward; he rubbed his wrists together as Melinda untied his ankles.
 
   As the last of the ropes fell away, they embraced tightly, clinging to one another. Aria's heart went out to them, her hands clenched on Braith. She needed him so much, needed his embrace and touch and security. She yearned to run from here with him, and her family, but she had a feeling that wasn't going to happen. There was something changing inside of Braith, something evolving and growing within him that frightened her.
 
   She'd been well aware of the fact that he'd had no solid plan when they'd fled those caves. He had a plan now, or at least he had some idea of what he meant to do. The only problem was that his plan was going to terrify her, and he was going to try and leave her out, of that much she was certain.
 
   "Aria?"
 
   She turned toward her family, struggling to keep her tears at bay. Her father was watching them fixedly, his head turned to the side as he inspected her. He was normally clean shaven, but he had a couple days worth of growth shadowing his strong jaw. His hair was dark auburn like hers, and William's, but recently it had started to become streaked with strands of white that also shadowed his beard. His eyes were a bright, piercing green that had never failed to pin her to the spot and make her squirm. Time had etched lines around his eyes and mouth, but he was still a handsome man. Especially when he smiled, which wasn't very often, and certainly wasn't now.
 
   She longed to go to him, to all of them, but Braith's tension was too high. "I'm ok dad, really."
 
   She offered him a tremulous smile that did nothing to alleviate the tension humming through him. Hatred simmered in his gaze as he focused on Braith, but there was also confusion and disbelief. "This is the prince?" he inquired scathingly.
 
   Aria rested her hand on Braith's chest, trying to relieve the hostility she felt rapidly building in him. She knew it wasn't going to be easy, but her family would have to learn to trust him, as they had learned to trust Jack. And Braith was going to have to learn to trust someone besides her.
 
   "One of them," Braith replied crisply. "The youngest one is standing in front of you."
 
   Her father's eyes darted to Jack, but he didn't acknowledge Braith's words. "You're the one that claimed my daughter as a blood slave; you're the one that took her this time also."
 
   "Yes."
 
   Fury flashed across her father's face. William and Daniel's eyes widened, but they didn't radiate the hatred her father did. "You held her, you tortured her…"
 
   "I have told you many times that I was not tortured in there!" Aria interrupted sharply.
 
   "I saw the bite mark!" her father snapped.
 
   Aria blinked in surprise. Her hands tightened on Braith's arms, not to comfort him this time, but because she required his strength. "Everything I gave, I gave willingly," she said firmly, truthfully.
 
   "Bullshit!"
 
   It was not her father that exploded with those two words, but Max. Aria hadn't realized he was just outside the doorway, behind her father, Daniel, and William. He shoved his way forward now, pushing roughly past them as he shouldered his way into the room. Aria had never seen him look so crazed, and so completely out of control. His blue eyes were bulging and wild in his head, his hair stood up in disarray. Braith stiffened, pushing her back as Max charged at them.
 
   Jack leapt forward, snagging hold of Max's arm as Braith released a snarl that caused even her heart to jump. Max swung on Jack, catching him sharply beneath his chin and knocking him back a small step. Jack was far stronger than Max, but he hadn't expected the punch and he was knocked off balance by it. Not only had he not expected the first punch, but he sure hadn't expected the one two combination that Max laid on him next.
 
   Daniel and William were lunging at Max, but he had already shaken off Jack and was charging back at them. "You're lying!" he accused, his shoulders stiff as he barreled toward them. "He's twisted you! You're lying!"
 
   Daniel, William, and Jack continued after him, but they were never going to stop him in time. Neither was Ashby as he pulled Melinda out of the way before lunging forward to make a failed grab at Max. Braith released her, pushing her behind him as he used his body to block her from Max's attack. Terror hammered through Aria, she could not allow this to happen. Max was out of his mind; he had been tortured and used as a blood slave, he had been abused in ways that she could never begin to imagine. Max didn't understand her love for Braith because he was convinced that Braith had done the same things to her.
 
   "Wait! Stop!" she yelled.
 
   Braith attempted to push her farther back but she ducked, dodging his arm as he tried to snag hold of her. She thrust herself forward, throwing herself in between Max and Braith. Unfortunately she hadn't seen what it was that Max wielded in his hand until it was too late. His arm was already flung forward, the metal blade whipped through the air even as she rose to her full height.
 
   Braith's hand shot out in front of her. The blade slammed into his palm, driving through flesh and bone before bursting out the other side. Aria stared at it in horror. It was only a mere inch from the center of her forehead, exactly where Braith's heart was behind her. Though the metal blade wouldn't have killed Braith, it would have wounded him and knocked him back enough for Max to get to him, for Max to try and use the wooden stake he now wielded.
 
   Aria's heart lumbered in her chest. Her eyes crossed as she stared at the awful blade before her, the one that would have killed her; the one that was still embedded in Braith's hand. It had to hurt like a bitch, but he showed no sign of that as he reached around her, grabbed hold of the blade and pulled it out. The scrape of metal on bone was loud in the room that had become deathly silent.
 
   Blood trailed down Braith's hand, plopping loudly onto the wooden floor. Aria swallowed heavily, terrified of what was to come, terrified of what Braith's reaction would be. She could feel the deadly tension that vibrated through him. He was so infuriated that she didn't think she'd be able to stop him from killing Max. No one moved, no one even breathed.
 
   Even Max, horrified by the fact that he had nearly killed her, seemed to have regained some control over himself. Braith, not surprisingly, was the first to react. He fisted his hand, twisting it before him. Aria was horrified by the blood that spilled freely from the large gash. She grabbed for him, but he seized hold of her hand, his touch surprisingly gentle for the pain he had to be suffering.
 
   "Braith."
 
   Aria could hear the nervous tension in Jack's voice. She understood it completely, though she couldn't see Braith's face, she could feel the murderous intent thrumming through him. Max took a small step back; Aria knew that what he was seeing had to be terrifying. Though he was large, temperamental, and powerful, Braith had always been relatively mellow and kind with her. That was who he was with her, but with others, and to others, he could be cruel, brutal, and lethal.
 
   It was the lethal part that she was most frightened of now.
 
   Aria turned, she had to see him, had to know what he was thinking. His eyes were a violent shade of red that caused Aria's knees to tremble as he focused on Max. His fangs had extended, but they didn't drop over his bottom lip. Instead, they were clamped behind his full mouth as a muscle jumped in his cheek.
 
   He was terrifying, and deadly. "Braith, please," she whispered tremulously. His eyes flickered to her, but there was no easing of his features. "He didn't know what he was doing."
 
   "He could have killed you," Braith grated.
 
   "I wasn't going for her," Max retorted.
 
   "Max, shut up!" Jack commanded.
 
   "Well I wasn't."
 
   Jack lunged forward; he seized hold of Max's arm and ripped him back. "You are an idiot."
 
   "Let go of me!" Max snapped. "I'm going to kill him!"
 
   Jack was struggling to get Max under control as a low growl rumbled up Braith's chest. Aria's head was spinning, the confusion in the room was mind numbing. Her father was grasping for Max, bitterness was etched into the lines of his face. "That's enough Maxwell!" her father commanded sharply.
 
   But even her father, a man that had helped to raise Max, a man that Max highly respected and listened to, could not pierce the fury that enshrouded him. He continued to struggle, his face florid as a vein throbbed in his forehead. "He's corrupted her! He's made her a traitor, a disgrace to her own people, and he needs to die for his perversity!"
 
   Aria recoiled from his words, feeling as if she'd been slapped, feeling as if she was the one that had been stabbed. For the first time she realized that Max would never forgive her for this. She had lost him forever. "You bitch!"
 
   Aria gasped, but it was not Max's words that caused her reaction, but the sudden explosion of motion from behind her. She barely saw Braith, and she most certainly didn't hear him, as he sped across the room. Jack didn't have time to react, her father had one hand on Max's arm, but he wasn't strong enough to stop Braith from ripping Max back. Jack lunged gracefully forward, but it was too late. Braith was already spinning Max away from the others. He slammed Max against the wall with enough force that the entire room shook, and the wall splintered.
 
   Melinda's hand flew to her mouth. Ashby swept past her as Braith pulled Max back before slamming him into the wall again. Ashby and Jack grasped hold of Braith's shoulders, but Aria knew they were nothing more than annoying gnats against him. "I don't care what was done to you!" Braith roared his face twisted in a mask of brutality the likes of which Aria had never seen before. "You hurt her, you talk to her, you so much as look at her again and you'll be dead before you even know what happened. Do you understand me you little shit!?"
 
   His hand constricted on Max's throat, he lifted him off the ground and smashed him against the wall again. Aria was scared the building was going to collapse as it rocked on the stilt foundations. Max's eyes bulged, his fingers clawed at Braith's hand as his feet began to kick against the wall. "Braith!" Jack yelled, pulling uselessly at Braith's arm. "Let go! Damn it Braith, let go!"
 
   Aria's bewildered stupor vanished. If she didn't do something, Braith was going to kill Max now. "Arianna!" Melinda cried as Aria ran toward Braith.
 
   "Stop! Don't Braith! Please let him go!" She shoved her way past Ashby. Grabbing hold of Braith's arm, the one pinning Max to the wall, she gave a hard tug on it. It was like trying to bend iron; he barely noticed that she was there. Bracing her legs on the wall, she yanked on his arm. "He's my friend!" she cried in frustration. "Stop it, you're hurting him!"
 
   Braith released Max so suddenly that Aria accidently shoved herself off the wall. She flew backward, losing her grasp on his arm as she tumbled back. Braith spun suddenly, his arms swooping around her, catching her before she could hit the floor. Max dropped like a weight, hitting the ground with a loud thump.
 
   Aria gazed up at Braith in stunned disbelief. He had been so quick, so fast in catching her, and so gentle as he cradled her with a tenderness that robbed her of her breath. The red faded from his eyes, his fangs retreated as he looked lovingly upon her. He ignored the rest of them as he turned away, and strode with her across the room. The vampire girl was watching them in surprise, but there was a keen interest in her gaze that somewhat unnerved her.
 
   Aria peeped around Braith's massive shoulder. Jack and Ashby were helping Max to his feet, he was rubbing his throat; the imprint of Braith's hand was clearly visible upon it. "I would stay quiet if you want to live!" Jack hissed at him when Max opened his mouth to say something more. "She won't be able to stop him again."
 
   Aria ducked back away, she looked up at Braith. She had never been frightened of him, she had even slapped him once, but she was truly terrified for anyone that he felt was a threat to her. For the first time she realized the true depth of his desire to protect her. He had let Max go this time, but he would not do it again. Melinda studied them, her gaze disbelieving as she turned toward Braith, and then Ashby.
 
   Aria saw the silent communication that passed between them, the intensity of their stares, and their concern. "Put me down Braith," she urged.
 
   He slipped her easily from his arms, balancing her upon her feet. "Are you ok?" he inquired anxiously as he pushed her hair back away from her face to study her.
 
   "I'm fine, I'm fine," she assured him hastily.
 
   She grasped hold of his wounded hand, pulling it before her. He kept it fisted, but at her persistent prodding he reluctantly unfolded it. She gaped at him in astonishment, her mouth dropping as she rapidly fumbled with his hand. Blood still marred his skin, but there was nothing there. Not anymore. She stared in awe, unable to believe that what she was seeing was real. It was there, she knew a cut had been there but there wasn't even one scratch upon his flesh anymore. His hand curled around hers, he pulled her close for a brisk, firm kiss on her forehead.
 
   "It's ok Arianna, I hardly felt a thing."
 
   She gazed up at him, her mouth parted, astounded by the rate in which the wound had vanished. She knew that vampires were able to heal rapidly, but this was something not only stunning, and amazing, but also a little unnerving. She couldn't stop the shiver of trepidation that ran down her spine. "Braith?"
 
   He kissed her again; his fingers lingered on the nape of her neck. "I'm good."
 
   She squeezed his hand, wishing that they could go somewhere, wishing that they could be alone for just a few moments to recoup. Unfortunately, that was not possible right now. He turned away from her, and though he didn't try and block her from everyone again, he kept his hand on the wall by her head, and his other hand on her waist. She was well aware of the fact that he had kept himself in a better position to stop her if she tried to jump forward again.
 
   She chafed against the invisible restraints he had placed on her and his protective urges but it would only irritate him more if she fought with him. Braith had to think that he was in control right now, even if he wasn't. Max was still in the grip of Ashby and Jack, but he wasn't trying to fight them anymore. He was simply staring at her and Braith as if they had just sprouted two heads, jumped on a table, and started dancing a jig while singing at the top of their lungs. Aria understood his reaction, if it had been anyone else from their camp, she would have felt the same way. But it wasn't anyone else, it was her, and she knew that what she felt for Braith was real, it was genuine, and it was so good and pure that it made them both stronger and better.
 
   "It appears that we have a lot to discuss."
 
   Aria looked across the room, trying to keep up the appearance of strength and courage, but her father was staring at her in a way that made her feel like a child all over again. She wanted to go to him, she wanted to hug him, she wanted to be his little girl for just one more minute, but she knew she could never be his little girl again. She wanted to apologize, wanted to tell her father that she had never wanted any of this, but she couldn't. It was true that the last thing she had expected was to fall in love with a vampire, but she wouldn't change any of it.
 
   "Yes," she agreed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   "Our mother's family was nearly as powerful as our father's. They were married over a thousand years ago when the world was a different place, just as it was different a hundred years ago, before the war started. At the time of their marriage, superstition ruled, witches were burned, and our kind was relegated to the shadows. Our father always chafed against that, but he knew that to try and come out during those times would only result in death. So he waited. He bided his time, and he married our mother so that he would have more power, and more allies, for when the war broke out.
 
   "And yes, I think that he was making plans to start it even back then," Jack said swiftly, cutting off Braith's question before he could ask it. "I think he planned it for even longer than that. He stayed with our mother, continued to have children with her. He had to keep up the pretense that he cared for her a little more than the rest of the nobles cared for their spouses, had to treat her well if he was going to keep her family as an ally.
 
   "There was no king at this time, but a conglomerate of nobles that ran the underworld, dealt out the rules, and meted out punishments rapidly, and with imaginative, sickening flare. The nobles had grouped together to wrest control, and murder, the previous king. Before then the underworld had been nothing but a series of civil wars that had started to decimate the more powerful families as each king was brought down. Upon ousting the last king, it was decided that they would rule as a group in order to keep the inner slaughter somewhat under control.
 
   "Our father had to find a way to wrest control from them if he was going to become the single, most powerful figure again."
 
   "Shit!" Braith hissed.
 
   Aria was staring wide eyed at Jack as he spoke. Though Braith seemed to have figured out where this was going, she still wasn't quite sure. Her hand shook in Braith's as he enfolded both of his around hers. She could feel an awful trembling working its way through her, but she couldn't stop it. "If you remember father was never cruel to mother, at least not publicly, and I have no idea what went on behind closed doors. So when he did turn on her, when he did accuse her of unfaithfulness and treachery no one questioned it, everyone believed him."
 
   Aria was beginning to shake; she could feel it all the way down to the tips of her toes. She knew little of what the world had been like before the war. She'd heard stories of a world where humans ruled, there were libraries and schools, and homes and buildings that touched the sky. She had thought that most of it was a myth, stories filtered through the generations to entertain children, and to give people something to fight for. But listening to Jack, she had a feeling that there was so much more that she didn't know, and that she would never see.
 
   No human seemed to know what had triggered the war that left the human population decimated, starving, and just barely clinging to survival, but she was beginning to realize that it was something that she had never even begun to fathom.
 
   "For hundreds of years he bided his time, until he felt that the situation was becoming one that he could control, manipulate, and use to his advantage."
 
   "And then he exiled her," Braith stated.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And then he had her killed in order to fire the spark that started the war."
 
   "Her family demanded revenge; they blamed the humans who had been set up to take the fall for her murder. Father was able to take control of the situation, manipulating everyone to his way. He may have exiled her, but she was still his wife, and it was still his daughter that had been so ruthlessly slaughtered."
 
   Aria gasped in astonishment as she focused on Melinda. The beautiful woman was standing proudly, her chin raised defiantly. She showed no sign that the fact her father had expected her to be killed in the raid upset her. However, no matter how much time had passed, no matter how much she despised the father that had helped create her, Aria knew that it still had to hurt her. The small flicker in her dove colored eyes revealed this.
 
   "They allowed him to seize the power and rule that father had always coveted," Braith said.
 
   "And once he took it there was no stopping him," Melinda murmured.
 
   Aria shuddered, the night was warm, but she was suddenly freezing cold. Her bones were numb; she was barely able to stand anymore. She could feel the shock radiating from Braith at the depths of his father's perfidy. "How long have you known this?" he inquired.
 
   Jack shifted; he looked uncomfortable by the amount of hostility radiating from Braith. "About sixty years. It took me awhile to gather all the pieces of the story and to actually believe it. I hate the man, there's never been any love lost between us, but even I had a tough time believing that he would have our mother killed for his own advancement."
 
   Braith closed his eyes for a moment. Aria ached for him, she ached to comfort him, but this was not the time, and it was not the place. Later, when they were alone, she would try and take some of his suffering from him, but she wasn't certain that even she could help ease this treachery and loss.
 
   "Your family is even more screwed up than ours," William muttered.
 
   Jack cocked an eyebrow at him; a sad smile curved his mouth. "And you haven't had the pleasure of meeting Caleb, or Natasha, yet."
 
   William nodded slowly; his gaze drifted to Aria. "What did you get yourself into now sis?"
 
   Aria managed a weak smile; William was trying to sound casual, but even his normal jovial tone fell short in this horrendous mess. She itched to go to William, to hug him and the rest of her family. However Braith wasn't ready to let her go just yet. "Braith." She rubbed his arm, looking to comfort him, looking to get him to relax a little. It didn't seem to be working.
 
   "You know everything now Braith, you know what was done, and you know what we believe. The question now is; what are you going to do?" Jack asked pointedly.
 
   Braith's beautiful eyes were aglow in the dim room. The blue in them was bright, sharp in contrast to the unrelenting gray. There was something in his gaze, something so vulnerable and yet so strong that she felt her insides melt. His eyes caressed her face, stroking lovingly over her, but the steel rod of determination within his eyes left her cold with dread. "Braith," she breathed.
 
   "I'm going to keep you safe."
 
   She managed a small nod. "I know you will. I have absolute faith in that."
 
   "No matter what, Arianna, I am going to keep you safe."
 
   She gulped; her heart was fluttering rapidly. "It's a brutal war to wage," she whispered, a war that he had not experienced in a hundred years; a war that she had only lived through the horrendous consequences of.
 
   "It is. The results of the last war have to be set right though."
 
   "They will follow you Braith," Jack encouraged.
 
   Aria shot him a dark, withering look. She knew what Braith had in mind, knew that she couldn't stop him, but Jack didn't have to make him feel as if he had to do it, because he didn't. She would stand by him no matter what he decided. Even if he decided he chose to flee from here and never look back. That may not be her choice, but she would support it because she supported him. It wouldn't be her that would be going against her own family; she wouldn't force him into that position.
 
   "Will they Jack?" Braith inquired dryly.
 
   Jack swallowed heavily as Braith leveled him with a virulent stare. "Yes. I think you may be as strong as father now." Jack focused upon her. Braith stiffened and stepped in front of her. "Maybe even stronger. Many will look to you for leadership, especially the vampires on the outskirts, especially the ones starving under father's regime."
 
   "And the people will follow the human," Braith said coldly. Aria shivered at his harsh, brutal tone. "Isn't that right Jack?"
 
   "They will."
 
   "Why do I feel as if I have been manipulated into this?" he grated.
 
   "As if anyone could have expected you to fall in love with your blood slave," Melinda retorted.
 
   "I am not a blood slave!" Aria snapped.
 
   "Maybe not anymore, but you were. It's how all of this started after all."
 
   Aria glared at her. "No one saw that coming," Jack agreed, trying to placate everyone with his docile tone.
 
   "I don't think they'll follow a vampire who fell for their blood slave." Braith squeezed Aria's hand reassuringly when he said the words blood slave. "In fact, I imagine most of them will be disgusted by it."
 
   "That is one thing we will have to keep secret," Jack agreed. Anger and hurt bloomed through Aria's chest but she tilted her chin defiantly. She would have to stay strong, she would have to accept that fact if they were going to succeed, and if they were ever going to have any chance at happiness they would have to succeed. "For now it will have to look as if you have formed an alliance with the humans, and as if you are going to bring the peace and security to the vampire race that father promised, but was unable to provide. The humans will follow if they are assured safety and security, which we will give them. When this is all over…"
 
   "When this is all over, the two of us will be going somewhere safe. When this is all over, we will be left alone," Braith interrupted sharply.
 
   Jack was hesitant; Aria could barely look at her family. They were staring at her with a mixture of confusion and defeat that made her ache for them. "They'll follow you Braith," Melinda whispered.
 
   He kept Aria behind him still, unwilling to expose her to anything he might consider a threat. "And they'll follow Jack after, and the humans will continue to follow one of them." Braith waved a hand lazily at her father and brothers.
 
   "Yes, fine. We can work it all out later," Jack assured him quickly. Ashby looked about to protest, but Melinda rested a hand on his arm and shook her head subtly. Aria understood that look, understood what it meant. Braith might want to believe that they would be free if they somehow managed to succeed, but they all understood what Braith was trying desperately to deny. The two of them would never be free. "First things first though."
 
   "Father has to come out of power, and Caleb has to be neutralized," Braith stated.
 
   Aria squeezed his arm; he glanced down at her, the hard lines of his face smoothing out as he smiled at her. She smiled back before slipping past him toward her family. She was timid; frightened of the reaction she would get from them. It was William that stepped forward first to hug her against him. She sighed contentedly, embracing her twin as Daniel and her father came forward.
 
   Relief and love filled her. It was a long, savage road they all had ahead of them, but they could do this together. With the love of her family, with the love of Braith, she could get through anything.
 
   Her gaze drifted back to Braith. She couldn't resist him. Releasing her family, she rejoined him, wrapping her arms around his waist as she buried her head in his chest. The coming war was inevitable; she would be giving up everything to help wage it, including Braith. She was acutely aware of the fact that when all of this was over, there would be little left for them. It was him that had to rule, they all saw that already, even if he didn't. And as a human, she would have no place by his side.
 
   But she couldn't think about that now, there was a war to fight first.
 
   THE END
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REFUGEE
 
   - PROLOGUE -
 
   The figure slipped silently into the room. The deep gray cloak it wore covered most of its body; the hood shielded its features as it moved with inhuman silence. But it was not inhuman; Gideon was reminded of that fact by the solid beat of its heart, and the alluring scent that pricked his appetite. But this human, especially this one, was completely off limits if he was to keep his life. Although he couldn't see the features, he knew that it was female, knew who it was by the sweet aroma she emitted.
 
   No, no matter how hungry he may be at the moment, he would not touch this one. He valued his life far too much to do such a thing. He'd eat rats first.
 
   She stopped before his desk, her head bowed as she inhaled a small breath. Slowly, ever so slowly, she lifted her head and drew back the hood. Her dark auburn hair was the color of blood in the candlelight that flickered over it. Her features, though pretty, were not stunning, especially not under the pallor that now marked her normally healthy hue. Her hand trembled, but there was a steely resolve about her that Gideon couldn't help but admire.
 
   "I spoke with Jack and Ashby."
 
   Gideon froze for a moment, his hand tightened around the pen he was holding. "I see."
 
   Her mouth was pinched, her eyes steady despite the tumultuous fear and anguish he sensed rolling just beneath her seemingly calm exterior. "I understand what needs to be done."
 
   Gideon let go of the pen before he snapped it in half. He didn't care about the instrument, but he was far too meticulous to have ink coating him. "You do?"
 
   For a brief moment tears shimmered in her eyes before she blinked them back, thrust out her chin and nodded firmly. "I do."
 
   "He cannot know about this."
 
   "He won't."
 
   Gideon was silent for a long moment. "The bond cannot be completed."
 
   She winced as a flash of grief struck her like lightening. For just a moment her composure seemed to crumple. "It won't," she whispered.
 
   Gideon didn't know what to say, he hadn't known what to expect from her or how she would react to what Jack and Ashby had to say to her. He realized now that he should have known this was the path she would take, that she would not shy away from this. She turned away from him, but her step wasn't so sure, or as silent, as she made her way to the door.
 
   "You know what this may mean for you?" he inquired before she could escape.
 
   She stopped in the doorway, her head turned back to him as she studied him over her shoulder. She swallowed heavily as she managed another stiff nod. "If we are unable to dilute his blood in me my death may be the only solution to separating us for good."
 
   He was immobile, struck by the fact that this young girl was able to see what the others refused to. "And you accept this?"
 
   "It's what I came to you for," she breathed.
 
   That answer didn't surprise him either, he was the only one she could turn to in order to ensure such a thing was carried out. "No one else can know about this."
 
   "They won't," she vowed. He realized he'd just made a deal with the devil as she slid the hood back over her head and slipped from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   The Barrens. The place where horror stories were born, cautionary tales were exchanged and people were frightened by the mere thought of entering them. They were desolate, somehow cold, even with the sun relentlessly pounding the earth around them. There were few people that had entered The Barrens and ever come back. The ones that did often ranted of strange creatures, monsters that hunted within the sand, appeared out of nowhere, and were even more vicious than the vampires. Few believed the extent of the stories, but even fewer wandered into The Barrens after hearing them.
 
   And now they were here, preparing to jump head first, straight into hell. They had traveled hundreds of miles through her forest to this godforsaken land of sun and sand. The supposed new home of the vampires that had at one time been some of the most spoiled aristocrats. They were the aristocrats that had stood against the king during the war, and fled the palace when it became clear that they were not going to win and their lives would be forfeit.
 
   Aristocrats that Braith now sought to gain support from for this upcoming battle. That was, if they could ever find these mysterious vampires amongst the vast expanse of emptiness that unraveled beyond this last border town. The town was frightening enough, the lands beyond were overwhelming. Aria wasn't used to such emptiness, not after being surrounded by trees and caves for most of her life.
 
   Anxiety twisted within her belly. Sweat trickled down her back as she kept her head bowed and the hood pulled low over her brow. She could feel the curious stares burning through the dull gray cloak of the servant's class covering her. Braith was stiff beside her, his shoulders squared as his body thrummed with tension. She didn't know what to do with her hands as they walked silently down the street. She ached to reach out and touch him, to somehow connect with him but it was a move she knew she couldn't make.
 
   She had to fight against the urge to look up. She itched to see the town they had entered, to take in the details of it, but she had been told repeatedly not to make eye contact. No matter how badly she wanted to look, she wasn't about to endanger the men surrounding her by disobeying.
 
   She started as Braith suddenly grasped her upper arm, swallowing it within his massive hand. Immediately her skin heated to his touch, and though they were in this awful place a low sigh of pleasure escaped her. Her heart leapt in her chest, longing spread through her as her toes curled in her battered shoes.
 
   "Keep your head down." Braith seemed to have sensed her wish to look around.
 
   Her shoulders slumped, her gaze focused on the dusty, pitted road. Beside her, she could feel William's growing resentment at being ordered around and having to maintain a subservient demeanor. From the corner of her eye she could see more people moving to the side of the road. Well, at least some of them were people. The others, they were something else entirely and not at all who Braith and Ashby were looking for. These were the more lawless vampires, and therefore more unpredictable than those living within and around the palace, even though these vampires still lived under the king's laws here.
 
   She had seen far too many of these beaten and broken towns with their battered and starving occupants lately. Sometimes she feared that they would never find what Braith and Ashby sought, and that perhaps the legends and rumors of the surviving aristocrats were just that, legends and rumors. Though it felt like they'd walked forever, it had in fact only been two days since they had turned the horses loose at the edge of The Barren's. Aria refused to bring the animals with them if there was no guarantee they could feed or water them, so after riding for two weeks, they had been forced to walk.
 
   If she was honest with herself, two weeks wasn't that much time, she had spent far more time away from home than this. It only seemed so awful because she was never given a moment alone with Braith, they were never allowed to be on their own as either William was standing protectively close, or Ashby was quick to intervene.
 
   Aria understood her brother, it annoyed her, but she understood his determination to stubbornly try and protect her virtue. It was actually a little amusing coming from William, the man that had left broken hearts in every corner of the forest. However, Ashby's interference was beginning to grate on her last nerve. It was most certainly annoying Braith as he'd completely lost his temper with Ashby when he had unapologetically followed them into the woods yesterday. It had only been Aria's interference that had kept Braith from completely losing control.
 
   He hadn't even had a chance to feed from her since they'd left Ashby's rambling tree house. Aria ached for the renewal of the bond, ached to establish that connection with Braith again. She hoped that once they arrived at their destination they would finally be rewarded with some time alone again, but until then she was well aware that her two guard dogs, as she now thought of them, were not going to be shaken.
 
   Oh well, there were many things she wished were different right now. She missed her father; she'd barely had time to speak with him before they had been separated again. He had been uneasy and somewhat uncertain as to what was going on between her and Braith. Her father seemed to want to believe that she really did love Braith, and that Braith did in fact return that love. However, she worried that a part of him still believed that the bond they had forged was only due to her time spent as Braith's blood slave.
 
   She may be almost eighteen, but her father had still been wary of letting her go with Ashby and Braith, had absolutely refused to let it happen until Braith had finally relented and agreed to let William come along with them. Even then, her father was still hesitant to let them go. However, this mission was necessary to try and gain some much needed vampire support for a war against the king, and there was absolutely no way that Braith was going to leave without her.
 
   The whole situation nearly turned into a debacle that had threatened to unravel the tentative plans they had formed to overthrow Braith's father. Cooler heads had finally prevailed, mainly Jack's and surprisingly, William's. Her father had wanted Jack with them on this journey, he trusted Jack, but so did many of her father's followers in the rebellion. If any of the people in the rebellion were going to believe that the vampires were willing to ally themselves with humans, then her father would require Jack's help to convince them. Jack would also be essential to help convince the young vampire girl's village, and other vampire villages, to possibly aid them in their quest.
 
   Her brother Daniel, as their father's second in command, had also been needed to help gather human forces. And Max, poor Max, well he hadn't been able to get away from her fast enough. Tears clogged her eyes and throat. Max had sacrificed himself to try and save her when she had been taken as a blood slave, and now he hated her. So much, in fact, that Aria was terrified he would never forgive her. That he would despise her and everything she was, for the rest of her life.
 
   She loved Max and this whole situation broke her heart. He had been her first crush, her first kiss, her best friend and confidante when she'd been so alone and broken by the revelation of Braith's engagement to another vampire. Max had understood what she had endured as a blood slave, even if it was nowhere near as hideous as the torture and abuse he had suffered. And now he didn't understand or even tolerate her existence at all. He saw her love for Braith as a betrayal, one that she didn't think he'd ever forgive.
 
   Braith's sister, and Ashby's bloodlink Melinda, had reluctantly agreed to return to the palace to be their inner eyes and ears. Aria had understood Melinda's pain as she and Ashby embraced and touched and cried with each other. She knew how they felt; she couldn't bear the thought of being apart from Braith for so long, even if it was for a good cause. Ashby had agreed to come with them knowing that if they succeeded in their goal, he and Melinda would never have to be separated again, or risk their lives in order to see one another. Ashby was almost as determined as Braith to overthrow the regime.
 
   That was if their plan succeeded. If they could somehow convince these possibly half crazed, half starved aristocratic vamps to aide them in their quest. She hoped they weren't crazed, hoped that a hundred years in this land of sweltering heat hadn't fried their brains. More so, she hoped that the four of them weren't walking right into a death trap.
 
   She didn't mean to do it, but without thinking her head rose to Braith. She needed to see him, needed the reassurance of his presence. Even though his eyes were shaded by his dark glasses, she knew the moment when they latched onto hers. Her heart lurched; she could barely breathe beneath the weight of that stare. He was magnificent, and he was hers.
 
   She knew he wanted to tell her to look away, to look down. She saw it in the tight pinch of his mouth, in the muscle that jumped in his cheek. He remained silent though, his eyes locked onto hers and for a single moment it was just the two of them. His hand stroked her arm as he pulled her a step closer.
 
   "We're almost there," he murmured so quietly that she barely heard him. "Please Aria, look down."
 
   Ashby quirked an eyebrow but refrained from saying anything. It was strange to hear the prince say please to anyone, let alone her, a human, a blood slave, a rebel. She was still surprised to hear him call her Aria, as he had always used her full name, but being around people that didn't use it had finally started to rub off on him.
 
   She sighed and reluctantly did as he asked. The tension in his body notched up a level; she knew he was struggling not to grab hold of her and run out of this town. To run would only attract more attention though, and possibly entice the thrill of the hunt. And there would be no more running, not anymore.
 
   Aria shifted uncomfortably. She hated the coarse wool and dull color of the servant's class cloak she wore; she despised even more what it represented. She had resented the golden chain that bound a blood slave to their master but this cloak was worse. At least the chain had marked her as a fighter, someone not to be trusted, someone that had rebelled and been made to pay for that rebellion. As far as she was concerned, the cloak signified a coward and a traitor that had bowed to the vampire race.
 
   More legs gathered by the side of the road and whispers began to spread through the crowd. These outer vamps weren't used to strangers and they were wary and distrustful of them. Though they had not encountered any problems so far, Aria doubted they would be so lucky all the time. The vampires that lived here were hungry, and so were the people. They were poor, and strangers offered them a new opportunity for fresh blood, perhaps even money. If Braith didn't emanate such an aura of power and dominance, she was sure they would have been jumped before this town, even with Ashby at their side.
 
   The whispers grew louder; they grated against her skin as harshly as the coarse cloth covering her head. Dust drifted up around them, it stuck in her nose and throat. It was cloying, awful. The town smelled of blood, body odor and death. The woods weren't like this. Though they held the smell of decay, it was the earthy decay of leaves and dirt. Fresh air was what she required, freedom, and Braith.
 
   Braith suddenly grasped hold of her hood and jerked it forward. Aria had been so entrenched in her thoughts that she hadn't realized it had slipped back to reveal her hairline, and some of her features. It wasn't that anyone would recognize her, they were far more likely to recognize him, but Braith was adamant that she stay as covered as possible.
 
   He thought her blood was too big of a lure, Aria felt it was only a lure to him, but she wasn't going to argue just in case he happened to be right. She wasn't in the mood to be a snack for a pack of blood thirsty vampires, none of them were. She moved to adjust the hood but he grasped hold of the hand exposed by the movement and pulled it smoothly down to her side. "Remain covered Aria."
 
   This time it wasn't the touch of him that caused her heart to leap and her chest to constrict, but the tone in his voice. She was frightened by what might be unleashed if she looked up. A tremor worked through her. Braith was strong and powerful, but the circumstances of the past two weeks had forced him to feed from animals instead of her. And though animals sustained him, human blood was better, and her blood strengthened him even more. She had a strange effect on him, she empowered him in ways that neither of them had ever imagined possible.
 
   And now, when he needed that strength most, he was being denied it. And they may all be about to pay for that if the increasing crush of bodies around them was any indication. "Are you willing to sell one?" a loud voice inquired.
 
   Braith raised his arm, pushing it against her chest as he halted her beside him. It went against everything she was, but somehow she managed to keep her head bent and her appearance demure. William took two more steps forward before Ashby, in a far less graceful manner than Braith, jerked him to a stop by the collar of his robe. Though Ashby remained expressionless, his bright green eyes twinkled with amusement as William grunted slightly. The two of them had gotten along well enough, but they tended to pick at each other, sometimes to the point that Aria became exasperated with their delight in tormenting each other. William bristled against the highhanded treatment, but thankfully her hot-tempered twin managed to keep his calm.
 
   There was a moment of silence as the town became hushed in expectancy of Braith's answer. He didn't know these lands, didn't know the people or the etiquette that prevailed here. In their land servants were not sold, they were not owned and traded like the blood slaves. That may not be the case here.
 
   "They are not for sale," Braith finally answered.
 
   A pair of legs stepped forward, separating themselves from the crowd. The clothing on these legs was of much higher quality than the ones surrounding it. Even with the sand swirling around them the shoes somehow remained black and shiny. "You look hungry," the legs stated. "I will make a trade. Two for one."
 
   Her heart was in her throat, goose bumps tickled her skin. "Why would you make such a trade?" Braith demanded.
 
   Though she couldn't see it, she could almost feel the man's casual shrug. "I have grown tired of them. You know how that is, I'm sure."
 
   Sorrow stabbed her as she realized Braith knew exactly how that was. She tried not to think of his past, tried not to think of the blood slaves he had gone through when she had escaped the palace, but every once in awhile she would be slapped in the face with a stark reminder. She may have been his first blood slave, but she had not been his last, and he had not treated the others anywhere near as kindly as he had treated her.
 
   Braith's arm pressed closer to her, he was trying to offer her some sort of comfort, but she found none. Her face was on fire; William was as still as stone before her, his breath seemed to have frozen in his chest.
 
   "I do, and I have not yet grown bored with mine."
 
   Aria's breath sucked in, her stomach cramped. No matter how much time she spent amongst them, she would never become accustomed to the cruelty and open brutality of some within the vampire race. She was not naïve enough to think that all humans were good either, after all, the only real abuse she had suffered as a blood slave was at the hands of a human, but it never seemed as overt amongst the humans as it was with the vampires.
 
   She wasn't a possession though, she never truly had been, and she bristled against being thought of as such. Braith must have sensed something in her pulse or a shift in her demeanor, as right at that moment he pushed her back another step. It took everything she had to appear outwardly tranquil while inside she was seething. She was tempted to pull out the hidden bow on her back but she wasn't sure who she wanted to shoot more…Braith or the man trying to bargain for her.
 
   "Let me at least get a look at her," the man prodded.
 
   "I think not."
 
   His answer was accompanied by a collective inhalation from the crowd. Aria's annoyance vanished as apprehension surged to the forefront. They were in danger here if Braith didn't tread the right path, and judging by the crowd's reaction, he had just made a serious misstep by disobeying the request.
 
   "No?" Though he tried to hide it, Aria detected disbelief in the man's voice.
 
   "No."
 
   She cringed. Braith wasn't used to being ordered about nor was he used to anyone questioning him, except for maybe her, and he certainly didn't react well to it. He was not versed in diplomacy like her father, Daniel, Jack, and Ashby. Braith was used to giving the order and having that order obeyed. As prince, he'd never had to learn anything different, and he wasn't willing to tolerate insolence now.
 
   Aria wished she could talk to him, reason with him, but if she opened her mouth and exposed any sort of feeling between them, then they would be in even more peril then they were now, if that was even possible.
 
   "I'm sure you understand that sometimes, when your toys are shiny and new, you tend to like to keep them to yourself," Ashby interjected smoothly. Aria took no offense to being called a shiny toy. She felt only relief at Ashby's light tone and thankfully easygoing demeanor.
 
   "She is new then?" the vampire inquired.
 
   "Oh not brand new," Ashby replied flippantly. "Are any of them anymore? It's hard to find something that hasn't been battered and tossed aside now." His comments were met with snickers and muttered agreements from the crowd. "But she is new to my friend here, and as I'm sure you're beginning to realize he's none too bright, and he really hates to share."
 
   Braith stiffened, irritated by Ashby's words. Aria held her breath, hoping Braith would keep his composure as the muscles in his arm rippled against her. The man, who had inquired to buy her, pondered Ashby's words. "No, none of them are untouched anymore." He made a regretful sound. "Damn shame too. What about yours?"
 
   Ashby jerked the hood back from William. "It's a boy, and a redhead to boot."
 
   The hideous vampire chuckled. "Ah, neither of those attributes appeal to me."
 
   Aria held her breath, praying that William wouldn't explode, that he would hold his tongue despite his pride and arrogance. Ashby jerked the hood back over his head. "Not my preference either, but I don't have to look at him to enjoy him."
 
   There were a few titters from the audience. The tension in the air eased. "Ah well, perhaps if you pass through again…"
 
   "I'm sure my friend will be far more willing to discuss a deal then."
 
   Some of the crowd began to disperse as it became apparent no blood would be shed today. Ashby and the man exchanged a few more words before they finally said their goodbyes. Braith was so rigid she was frightened he might break his teeth if he didn't unclench his jaw. The buildings fell away as they slipped free of the confines of the town. The bleak landscape enveloped them, as they were encompassed by The Barrens.
 
   Aria barely had time to take her first easy breath before Braith's arm wrapped around her waist. He pulled her firmly against him and kissed her with an intensity that left her breathless and limp. His fangs pressed against her bottom lip, nicking it enough to draw a drop of blood. A small groan escaped him as he nibbled lightly before his tongue swept in to claim possession of her mouth. Pulling her hood back, he burrowed his hand into her hair and tenderly cradled her head. She was enveloped by love, aflame with need as she clung to him in a desperate attempt to stay grounded despite the rising desire threatening to engulf her. She forgot about everything that had just transpired in her desperation to get even closer to him, to feel even more of him.
 
   William coughed faintly and then more loudly as neither of them acknowledged his existence. He cleared his throat before grunting his displeasure. Braith was the first to pull away, his lips were still wet as he buried his face in the hollow of her neck and pressed them against her skin. Aria brushed his dark hair back with her fingers, relishing in the softness of it as she sought to ease the tension clinging to him.
 
   "I never should have brought you with me." Panic tore through her as her hands stilled in his hair. "It was selfish." He shook his head, his fangs pressed briefly against her oversensitive, heated skin.
 
   "There were no other options," she assured him when he pulled away.
 
   His moment of weakness had vanished and she found herself faced with the inflexible, seasoned vampire she knew so well. A vampire she could sense trying to distance himself from her, trying to formulate a new plan. Aria braced herself for the battle she knew was about to ensue.
 
   "I should have left you at the tree house."
 
   She snorted. "Like I would have stayed."
 
   "Arianna." It was a low growl of warning, one she was sure would have sent many a man and vampire running, but it only served to infuriate her further.
 
   "You're not going to figure out some way to keep me out of this Braith. I've been fighting my whole life for this war, this chance at freedom, and I've made it this far…"
 
   "You're seventeen!" he snapped.
 
   Her eyes narrowed as she slammed her fists on her hips. "That's old enough for you!"
 
   Ashby and William inhaled sharply as they took a big step away. Aria didn't blame them, Braith was wound taut as a bowstring about ready to snap. He loomed over her, bending low so that his face was just inches above hers. "If I decide that you are to stay somewhere safe, then you will stay there."
 
   Aria wanted to scream in frustration, she wanted to punch him in the gut or kick him in the shins. Instead, she simply glared back at him as she tilted her chin defiantly. "You just try it Braith and see what happens."
 
   "What? What will you do?"
 
   "If you try to abandon me somewhere, I will not stay there. I'll find some other way to help in this cause, something else to do. I will not be pushed aside."
 
   Their noses were almost touching now. "Don't threaten me Aria."
 
   "Don't threaten me, Braith!"
 
   He cursed vehemently as he spun away from her. Aria jumped in surprise, wincing as he smashed a fist into the side of an abandoned brick building. The wall shook, for a moment she was terrified it was going to tumble down on him as dust cascaded around him. He stood, his hands fisted, his shoulders heaving as he tried to regain control of himself. Ashby and William were staring at her as if she had sprouted two heads, she stared insolently back at them, refusing to back down no matter how infuriated Braith became with her. He wouldn't hurt her, she was certain of it, those two may be intimidated by him, may even have something to fear from him, but she didn't.
 
   Not unless he really did try to leave her somewhere.
 
   "There is nowhere safe Braith. There never has been, not for me, not for William," she continued more reasonably. He was frightened for her, and that made him volatile, she understood that, but she wasn't willing to be shut out of this fight. He turned back toward her. Frustration filled her, she wished she could see his eyes, she hated those glasses. "We're human Braith, we were born into the rebellion; this is our life, it always has been. We'll be ok, I'll be fine. We knew when this started that it wasn't going to be easy. Braith…"
 
   He was back before her; she'd hardly seen him move before he was standing there. She didn't think she would ever get used to how fast and powerful he was. It was as thrilling as it was frightening. He bent over her but this time it wasn't in anger, he was going to kiss her again. Her toes curled and her lips tingled with anticipation.
 
   "We should get going," Ashby interjected loudly. Aria blinked, startled out of the reverie that had enveloped her. Braith's hands tensed on her shoulders, she could feel his frustration, his aggravation as he focused on Ashby. Ashby gulped but forced a smile. It was nowhere near as cocky as normal though. "Don't you think?"
 
   Braith squeezed her shoulders before slipping her hood back into place. Disappointment filled her. She never thought she'd miss her captivity in the palace, but she found herself missing the time when they had spent hours together, uninterrupted as they shut out the rest of the world. No matter what happened, she was certain this wasn't going to end well for them. She needed as much time as she could get with him before that time came, but it wasn't going to happen now.
 
   "Stay covered," he whispered. She nodded as she slid her hand into his.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   "What is a chev…ro…let?"
 
   "Excuse me?" Braith inquired in response to Aria's halting question.
 
   Braith turned away from Ashby, his attention brought back to the twins as they studied something that he couldn't see. It was a little disconcerting how similar the scowls on their faces were. Aria turned to him, her gaze inquisitive while William simply continued to look aggravated. She had slipped the hood from her head again, as had William. Their dark auburn hair, dampened by sweat, gleamed in the bright light of the wastelands. It was an annoyingly bright homing beacon in this washed out land of little color. Frustration filled him as he stalked back to them; it was bad enough she didn't listen to him, but neither did her damn brother.
 
   "That." Aria thrust her hand out to point at something hidden by a dilapidated building. What was left of the roof was sagging; the walls were leaning toward whatever Aria was pointing at. He stepped around the corner of the building, focusing upon the rusted out hunk of metal housed in what he now recognized as a garage. Years of bad weather and bright sun had stripped the vehicle of any semblance of its former glory except for the back end. The roof of the garage had held up over the ass end, and though it was rusted and falling apart, it was not in as bad of condition as the rest of the car. "What is that?"
 
   "A Chevrolet," Braith informed her.
 
   She blinked in surprise; her blue eyes were bright even though she squinted from the bright sun. "What?"
 
   "It was an automobile."
 
   "A what?" the twins asked simultaneously.
 
   Ashby stopped whistling as he walked over to join them, he was grinning as he leaned back on his heels and folded his arms over his chest. Braith would like to punch him, not just for that smug look, but also for all the interference he'd been running between him and Aria for the past two weeks. He tried to tell himself that Ashby was simply missing Melinda and that was why he kept interfering, but Braith was growing tired of it all.
 
   "An automobile," Braith explained. "At one time humans used them to get around."
 
   Aria frowned at him; she looked completely confused as she glanced back at the hulking bucket of rust. "Why didn't they just walk?"
 
   In her world he could understand that question, but a hundred years ago… Well, it had simply been different. "I don't know," he admitted. "They were fun though. I had one of these, and a Mustang."
 
   "So, I had a mustang once too," William informed him.
 
   Ashby guffawed loudly and even Braith nearly burst out laughing. He managed to keep it contained as both Aria and William shot Ashby disgruntled looks. "A Mustang was a different kind of automobile."
 
   Aria's attention returned to the car, her head tilted to the side as she studied it inquisitively. "It doesn't look like it would get far, walking would be a lot quicker."
 
   Ashby spun away and walked briskly to the corner of the building. Aria and William couldn't see him anymore but Braith clearly could. Ashby's shoulders shook with laughter as he covered his mouth in order to stifle the noise. "It didn't always look like this," Braith assured her.
 
   "What did it look like?" William wondered.
 
   "It was pretty, and it was fast. Very fast."
 
   "Faster than a real mustang?" William inquired.
 
   Ashby was laughing harder now and Braith wanted to throttle him. "Yes," Braith answered.
 
   They both looked even more confused. Aria shook her head; her hair tumbled around her shoulders and down her back. For a moment he was captivated by the dark red color that flashed with strands of brilliant gold in the bright sun. "Weird," she muttered.
 
   He didn't know how to explain to her that it hadn't been weird at the time. That he had, in fact, actually enjoyed his cars. "Why did they stop making them?" William asked.
 
   Ashby had stopped laughing, he had turned back to them but there was no merriment left on his face. "There was no one to make them after the war was over. They required upkeep and without someone to do that…" Braith shrugged as he ran a hand through his hair. "After a time they became obsolete. Vampires don't need them to get around so no one particularly cared when they were gone."
 
   Ashby had moved back to them, he was brave enough to lean against the building as he crossed one leg over the other. "Those first humans, the ones immediately after the war, must have had a tough time," Aria mused.
 
   Braith had never thought about the humans after the war, never thought about how they had adjusted to their new, and far more brutal, lives. But he had also been newly blinded at the time, (by the jackass leaning against the garage that Braith hoped would crumple under his weight), and trying to adjust to his own difficulties. Turning his thoughts from the past, he grasped hold of her hood and tugged it back into place. She smiled at him; her eyes sparkled as he tucked her hair away and caressed her cheek.
 
   "I'm sure they did," he agreed.
 
   "Was it really so different?" she asked.
 
   "It was." She peered up at him as his hands lingered on the hood of her cloak.
 
   William took a step closer, curiosity evident in his eyes that were the same bright shade of blue as his sister's. "Why did it change so much?" William questioned.
 
   Braith shrugged. "Technology was never a real necessity for us. I spent seven hundred years of my life without it. Don't get me wrong I enjoyed some of it, but I didn't mind seeing most of it go. My father and a lot of the others felt the same way. They didn't overtly try to get rid of most things, but they didn't try to maintain them either."
 
   "What else was there besides automobiles?"
 
   "There were trains and planes, computers and TV's; there was the internet and game stations, cell phones…"
 
   "I never did like those things," Ashby muttered.
 
   Braith silently agreed. "There were so many new things developing every day that at times it became impossible to keep up. We didn't get rid of it all. Indoor plumbing stayed, as did electricity, but that's mostly around the palace now. The outer areas didn't, and still don't, have the resources to sustain the upkeep for it.
 
   "The golden chain," Aria's nose scrunched, resentment burned in her eyes at the reminder. "It's also part of that technology. It recognizes fingerprints, and only responds to the prints of the one that owns it. That's why only the owner can remove it from their slave. There is also a device in it that allows a slave to be tracked if they escape while wearing the chain."
 
   "It should be done away with," Aria said fiercely.
 
   He didn't argue with her, he'd never thought about it in the same way she did until he'd met her. She was the only person he'd ever put the chain on, and she still bore the faded marks on her wrist from that debacle. If they were successful he'd have a bonfire using the chains as fuel. "It will be," he promised. The way she smiled up at him would have made him promise her the moon too if she asked. "It will go the way of the automobile and guns."
 
   "Guns?" William inquired.
 
   "They were weapons," Ashby answered.
 
   "And these weapons would kill you?"
 
   "Not necessarily. They fired metal bullets, but we know you're ingenious little critters." Ashby informed William as he nudged his shoulder. "It was only a matter of time before you designed some type of wooden bullet. The king seized all guns and had all manufacturing plants razed. You're deadly with those bows and arrows, but they aren't nearly as fast as a bullet was."
 
   "They sound interesting." Aria bit on her bottom lip as her eyebrows drew sharply together.
 
   "I guess you could say that." Braith soothed the taut line in her forehead, tracing it with his finger until she smiled once more.
 
   Even though he began to whistle, Ashby's eyes were hooded and guarded as he moved away from the building. They walked across the sand coated streets that had once been ribbons of asphalt that wound through the abandoned town. He remembered what it had been like before the war but he'd never seen the aftereffects of what his father had done until now. Beyond the acres and miles of woodlands and towns, there was nothing left of the earth, nothing inhabitable anyway.
 
   He'd heard the rumors of the aftereffects of the war, the whispered talk of the empty lands, but he'd honestly thought that a lot of it was just rumor. Looking at it now, he realized just how wrong he'd been. The extent of the damage that had been done was devastating, and as he took in the vast Barrens he began to realize that his father had not shut down technology and advancements because he didn't need it, but because he had taken it and ruined the world with it. The king had been terrified that the same technology would one day be used against him.
 
   For the first time he wondered if the rumored aristocrats were even still alive, or if they had perished in these forsaken lands as his father had intended.
 
   "Was it better?" William asked.
 
   "Depends on who you ask," Ashby replied. "Some vampires preferred the way things were, others wanted more." Ashby had preferred the way things were, while Braith's father had wanted more, much more, and he had gone to great lengths to get it. "I don't think there were many humans that preferred the way things became, but it wasn't all roses and candy back then either."
 
   "Candy?" Aria inquired.
 
   Ashby shook his head. He shoved back strands of shaggy dark blond hair as it fell across one of his bright green eyes. "Just something humans used to enjoy eating."
 
   "Oh. Did you like it back then?" Braith glanced down at Aria as she gazed up at him from beneath the hood.
 
   "I never really minded it." In fact, there were a few things he actually missed.
 
   "I've heard stories about it," William mused. "It seemed fantastically extravagant. I've heard there was plenty of food, homes everywhere, and that people had everything they required."
 
   "Depends on who you were, where you lived," Ashby informed him. "Not everyone was so lucky, but there were many people that had such things, and many that didn't. Like I said, it wasn't all roses and candy."
 
   "But it was better," Aria pressed.
 
   "It was," Ashby finally agreed.
 
   Braith stopped abruptly; pulling Aria up beside him he searched the stark landscape. Dilapidated buildings dotted the desert area. They were hollowed out remnants of what they had once been, with gaping windows and doorways. Most sagged beneath the weight of disuse and abuse.
 
   The wind howled around them, blowing sand up, coating his glasses with fine particles of dust. They were deep into The Barrens now, far from the fertile lands they all knew well. Survivors out here were unpredictable and remorseless.
 
   And there was something out there right now.
 
   "Ashby," he said tensely.
 
   Ashby had already stopped too, his head tilted to the side as he listened. Braith's hand tightened briefly around Aria's as he drew her back another step, pushing her behind him. It would do little good, he knew that she wouldn't stay there, but for now he was at least mostly in front of her. He heard the rustle of her cloak as she pulled her bow free.
 
   "Aria," he growled in warning.
 
   She didn't say anything but there was a low clink as she rested an arrow against the bow. The explosion of motion seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. He didn't have time to alert Ashby and William, it was too late anyway. Braith grabbed hold of Aria, spinning her out of the way as the first vampire slammed into his back. Braith was knocked forward beneath the impact of the weight; he braced himself as the creature tore ferociously at him.
 
   Aria grunted as his arms momentarily constricted before he was forced to release her. He grasped at the creature clawing up his back, spilling his blood. Teeth snapped as it reached his neck, the scent of it was fetid and harsh. He finally managed to seize it; clutching its head as he pulled it over his shoulder and threw it away from him. The creature squealed, squirming on the sand as its attention was torn from him and focused solely upon Aria.
 
   She took a startled step back. Her hand shook on the bow as the vampire launched to its feet and rushed at her. All of her fear vanished as she straightened her shoulders and lifted the bow. Her hand was steady as she released the arrow.
 
   The vampire fell back beneath the impact of her clean shot, its hands clutched at its chest as it gurgled and squealed. Braith seized the creature, determined to spill its blood as rage overtook him. Fury swelled through him, ripping through his cells, and enhancing his strength. For a moment he teetered on the edge of madness, for a moment it felt so unbelievably good that he almost let go completely, almost gave in and let the monster take over.
 
   And then the smell of her blood hit him. She pressed flush against his back as she sought to protect him. A shudder rocked through him as she brought him back from the brink he'd been standing upon. Even though it was dying, the vampire launched itself back at him.
 
   He felt her elbow against his back as she took aim again; he was keenly reminded that there were more creatures out there as she let another arrow fly. He seized hold of the creature, and with swift brutality, finished it off. Aria let out a startled cry. Terror shot through him as he spun around. One of them had reached her, but not before catching her arrow in its shoulder.
 
   She caught the creature under the chin as she swung her bow up, but it was too late. The pale, thin monster was already upon her, its hands grasped at her arms. The hood of her cloak had fallen back; her hair was the color of blood in the bright light. That ominous sign terrified Braith as the sweet scent of her blood hit the air.
 
   The creature, enthralled by the prospect of fresh food launched itself forward. Braith wrapped his arm around Aria's chest, pulling her back as he seized the creature by the throat. It squealed as its hands swung in the air trying to grab hold of her again. He was going to kill it, going to destroy it, but he couldn't bring himself to release her, not quite yet. Her chest heaved against his arm; he could feel the rapid staccato of her heartbeat. Even over the squealing noises coming from the monstrosity he held, he could hear the subtle splash of her blood as it hit the sand.
 
   She was bleeding, this creature had caused it.
 
   Fury tore through him. His hand on her chest tightened, pulling her further back. In one violent motion he snapped the creature's neck and shoved it back. It was not dead, but for the moment it was disoriented by pain. Braith was more than happy to put it out of its misery.
 
   And then he heard it, the stutter in her heartbeat.
 
   His head snapped around, she was still standing in his arms, but her face had gone deathly pale, her lips were nearly white. The sleeves of her cloak had been shredded; the cloth hung in tatters. Blood slid down both arms, pooling at the ends of her fingertips before dripping onto the sand. Her arms were laid open nearly elbow to wrist.
 
   Panic tore through him; he grasped hold of her, spinning her around as she staggered a little. Her normally bright, crystalline blue eyes were dull, almost lifeless.
 
   He bit deep into his wrist, catching her as her knees buckled. He was shaking as they slid to the ground. He didn't even care about the creature still staggering before them, didn't look up to see if there were others coming. "Blood Aria, drink it!" They were the only words he could get out through the constriction of his chest and throat.
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment before they sprang open. It seemed as if she was having difficulty focusing on him. "I'm fine Braith, the others. There are more of those things."
 
   "I don't care."
 
   He didn't wait to hear more of her protests; she was stubborn enough to keep offering them. He shoved his wrist into her mouth, desperate, praying that this would be enough to stop the flow of life he felt rapidly seeping from her. There was a moment of nothing, and then he felt her teeth nipping at his skin. Despite their circumstances, ecstasy tore through him at the sensations that suffused him. Her hands clenched around his arm as she drank deeply.
 
   He couldn't stop the low moan of pleasure that escaped him as he leaned over her, embracing her against him. "Stay with me," he breathed into her ear.
 
   She nodded as her eyes dazedly met his. The creature was already healing as it staggered back toward them, its eyes a vibrant red in its hollow face. Its sagging skin had taken on a yellowish, sickly hue. Lack of food and the sand and sun had turned this creature into a morbid version of a normal vampire; one that apparently had no sense of self-preservation anymore.
 
   He pulled her against his chest, cradling her with one arm as he tried to shift himself into a better fighting position. It wasn't much use; he couldn't pull his arm away from her. If there was any chance for her survival, she would require his blood.
 
   The creature was only feet from them when Ashby rammed the bony thing from behind, flinging it a good ten feet through the air. Ashby didn't hesitate as he rushed after it. William was suddenly before them; his upper lip was cut and bleeding. One of his eyes had already started to darken, and the sleeve of his cloak had been ripped, but otherwise he appeared uninjured.
 
   Unable to stand the thought of someone else touching Aria, Braith almost ripped her away from William. He stopped himself from doing so, but couldn't stop the low growl that escaped him. William leaned back as he studied Braith warily. Aria tried to tug his wrist from her mouth as she squirmed against him in an attempt to get to her brother.
 
   "It's alright," Braith grated through clenched teeth. "I won't harm him. Stop. Please Aria, you need my blood, he's safe I swear."
 
   Aria relaxed against him but there was a lingering tension in her body. William continued to watch him suspiciously as he leaned forward. He pulled Aria's arms toward him, finally looking away from Braith as he focused on her. Braith couldn't bring himself to look at her damaged and battered flesh again. The smell of her blood was enticing enough without seeing it too. Neither he, nor Ashby, had been feeding well; he shuddered, his fangs elongated instinctively. He closed his eyes as he fought against his baser, more driving urges.
 
   "William, wrap her arms," he managed to grate out.
 
   Sand and dust kicked up around Ashby as he slid to a stop before them. His eyes flashed red as the scent of her blood hit him, something dark flickered over his face. "Get away Ashby!" Braith snarled. Ashby remained where he was, his shoulders heaving as his fangs sliced into his lower lip. William's hands had stilled on the cloth he was trying to rip into shreds. Aria was immobile against him, her breath frozen in her lungs. "Now Ashby! Now!"
 
   His brother-in-law shook his head; his fangs retreated as his eyes flickered wildly between red and green. Ashby managed a small nod as he took a step back, and then another before he finally turned away. Relief filtered through Braith; he didn't want to have to kill Ashby but he would to keep Aria safe. He wanted to try and regain his trust in Ashby. Jack and Melinda trusted him, Aria and William seemed to, but Ashby was the one that had blinded him, and Braith was still uncertain about him.
 
   William shredded the rest of Aria's ruined sleeves and began to gingerly wrap her brutalized arms in the coarse material. She squirmed in his lap; her eyes squeezed shut as her mouth twisted. Braith bent closer to her hair, inhaling her sweet scent as he tried to calm himself. As her pain suffused him, he kept reminding himself that William was helping. Even though Braith told himself this, his emotions were swinging on a precarious pendulum between rage, dread, and famine. He was unstable, deadly if unleashed, and the only thing that helped to soothe him was her. He savored her scent, the feel of her teeth against his skin, the gentle pull of his blood seeping into her system. His blood would heal her, it would be enough. It had to be, there were no other options. She would die if it didn't.
 
   Aria jerked against him. Braith's head snapped up, an involuntary snarl escaped him. William flinched but continued to wrap her arms in the cloth. "I'm sorry," he whispered his gaze worriedly darting to Braith.
 
   William tied the last knot and sat back on his heels as he studied his sister. Aria squeezed William's arm briefly before slipping lifelessly away. It took Braith a frantic moment to realize that her chest was still rising and falling. Her heart was beating, sluggishly and far too erratically for his liking, but it was there and it was getting stronger.
 
   Braith was painfully aware of the fact that she had managed to stay conscious long enough for her brother to finish what he was doing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   "You're awake."
 
   Was she awake? Aria took stock of her body as she tried to figure out exactly what had happened. She blinked at the ceiling, an actual ceiling; she couldn't quite remember the last time she had seen a ceiling over her head. Where was she? She turned her head carefully, her muscles throbbed; she felt drained, tired and a little nauseous. William blurred before her, there were two of him at first but the more she blinked the clearer he became.
 
   "I am," she confirmed.
 
   His shoulders slumped in relief, his hand rested lightly upon her upper arm. "You had me worried."
 
   Her throat was dry, it was difficult to swallow but she finally managed to form words. "I feel awful," she admitted.
 
   "That's because you almost died, and you would have…" William's voice trailed off, his gaze drifted somewhere behind her.
 
   "William?" She was worried by the perplexed look on his face.
 
   "He gave you some of his blood." He sounded almost as equally disgusted as awed.
 
   Aria sighed, she wanted to stay where she was, wanted to lie on the cool floor forever, but she had a feeling she had been out for awhile. It was time to get moving. William lurched awkwardly forward as she braced herself on her forearms. Pain instantly tore through her, she nearly fell back to the ground but he grabbed hold of her and helped her into a seated position. She sat for a minute, panting as the copper taste that preceded vomit filled her mouth. She shuddered, swallowing heavily as she struggled to keep her stomach from revolting.
 
   After a few moments of taking deep breaths, she was finally able to gain enough control to realize she was not going to toss the meager contents of her stomach all over the floor. William looked like he was about to cry, his hand on her back had begun to shake, and she had never seen a look of such abject terror on his face. Not even when their mother had been killed. Then, they'd had no time to react, and had been too shocked and horrified to show any real emotion. Now he'd had plenty of time to sit here and agonize about what had happened, and what might become of her.
 
   "I'm fine William, really." She squeezed his hand, trying to reassure him with her strength, but it seemed weak even to her. "Just a little disoriented. But that's better than the alternative."
 
   She'd hoped to elicit a chuckle from him, he only stared stone faced back at her. "The blood…"
 
   "He's given it to me before when I was wounded. It won't hurt me."
 
   His gaze darted behind her again as he leaned closer. "But won't it, you know…"
 
   Aria frowned at him. She started to shake her head but realized the motion would only bring on another bout of nausea. She forced herself to remain still as she swallowed heavily. "No. I don't know. I'm not entirely sure how that all works."
 
   "You've never discussed it?"
 
   She lifted her hand gradually; trembling as she wiped a strand of hair back from her face. "Not that part."
 
   "Huh, I had assumed that you had." William sat back on his heels; his eyes inquisitive as he studied her.
 
   "William?" she asked worriedly.
 
   "He really does love you."
 
   Aria started in surprise. "Did you think he didn't?"
 
   He shrugged; his fingers tapping against the floor alerted Aria to the fact that it was not solid wood beneath her, but worn carpet. The carpet was beneath her too, but she couldn't feel it as her fingers were somewhat numb at the moment. It was an unsettling feeling not to have the full sensation of touch. She hoped the numbness went away soon. "I don't know what to think," William admitted. "I'd like to believe it, but it's all really strange Aria."
 
   She wasn't going to argue with that. "But seeing him today, the way he was with you, I don't doubt it anymore. All I can do is wonder why?" Aria glared at him, but she couldn't hold up the pretense of being mad at him as he finally managed a smile for her. "You had me worried kid."
 
   "You're all of an hour older than me."
 
   "But it was a glorious hour of solitude," he quipped.
 
   "Jerk."
 
   "Brat."
 
   She awkwardly embraced him with her injured arms. "Where is Braith?"
 
   William exhaled noisily as he pulled back. "They had to…" His gaze traveled to her wrapped arms. "Go outside."
 
   Aria nodded, sorrow and regret twisted her insides. "This is difficult for them."
 
   "It's difficult for all of us."
 
   She tilted her head, her heart picked up as her body instinctively began to react. "Help me up."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "He's coming William, I can't be sitting down."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "I just do, please William."
 
   He was about to argue further but decided against it as he slid his arms under her and gently lifted her up. He was steadying her when Braith appeared in the doorway. A muscle twitched in his cheek, his shoulders were rigid, but those hated glasses were in place so she was unable to see his eyes, unable to get a read on what he was really thinking, what he intended.
 
   "It's ok William," she told him, sensing that her brother was hesitant to leave them alone as Braith seemed unstable.
 
   William stood uncertainly before bowing his head and leaving them. Braith's broad shoulders almost filled the entire doorframe as he watched her in silence. Aria swallowed nervously, shifting slightly as she tried to gather what little strength she had left.
 
   "You're not sending me away Braith." The silence was killing her. Braith was not the strong, silent type. When he was angry or when he was upset or frustrated, he didn't hide it, especially not with her. "You're not going to stash me somewhere either," she blurted when he remained frustratingly mute.
 
   "No, I'm not." His voice was hoarse, grating.
 
   "But you said before that you should have left me behind."
 
   "I was wrong." She didn't know what to say. "You nearly died."
 
   "I'm fine."
 
   "If I hadn't been there…" He broke off as he shook his head. Her heart ached for the anguish she felt twisting through him. "I won't send you away Aria. I won't leave you somewhere I think might be safe because there is nowhere safe for you, and I can't take the chance of something happening to you while I'm not there to possibly save you. This never should have happened."
 
   "This isn't your fault."
 
   "Isn't it?" She was thrown off by his words. "You shouldn't be in danger."
 
   "I've always been in danger."
 
   "But I want more for you!" he exploded. Aria was startled by the devastation behind his words. He was in front of her in an instant, his hands grasped hold of her arms as he smoothly turned them over. She stared down at the makeshift bandages, disturbed by the amount of blood that coated the rags. Her blood. Her life. "Don't you understand that? I want you to be safe; I want you to know peace for once in your life. I don't want you to know fear and death anymore. And I've thrust you into even more jeopardy; I've brought this upon us. These lands, they aren't good Aria."
 
   She swallowed heavily, her hands flipped within his as she grasped hold of him. The feeling in her fingers was slowly returning. "One day Braith, when all of this is over, we'll know peace."
 
   His head was bent as he studied their hands. She knew he was thinking what she couldn't say, what she didn't even want to consider. If they made it to the end, if they won, if they were even still together.
 
   "Let's get these off and see how your arms look."
 
   "I can have William do it."
 
   His head came up to hers as his nostrils flared. "I can take care of you Aria."
 
   What had happened to her had rattled him even more than she'd realized. He was off balance, edgy, and uncertain in a way that she'd never seen before. "I know that Braith." And she did know that, but he was unpredictable right now and her blood was a torment she wanted to spare him from.
 
   His jaw was clenched so tightly that she could practically hear his teeth grinding together as his fingers nimbly undid the knots William had tied. The rags fell away, sliding from her skin to slither silently to the floor. At first Aria couldn't look at what had nearly killed her, but his stillness and the slight tensing of his shoulders, told her that she would have to.
 
   She braced herself as her gaze slid to the arms he held so delicately within his large hands. The gashes were vivid against her pale skin but not as deep as they had been. The ones on her left arm ran from elbow to wrist while the ones on her right arm were below her elbow but just as wicked looking. She was shaken as she stared at them, lost in the realization that she had nearly died, that these marks represented what could have been her end.
 
   Though she wasn't bleeding anymore, there was still some dried blood on her skin. Her hand trembled as she pulled the glasses from his face; she needed to see his eyes. The small white scars around his eyes weren't as visible; his face had paled considerably from the restraint he was exerting over himself. At first he wouldn't look at her, at first his gaze remained focused upon her brutalized arms. Then, his eyes met hers. Her breath froze in her lungs; her heart fluttered like a trapped bird as it beat against her ribcage.
 
   The beautiful gray eyes with the bright blue band she had come to love were gone. They were as bright as rubies now, gleaming at her from the depths of his striking face. He was hungry, he was savage, and right now all he yearned for was her. She would give her blood to him willingly, but he wouldn't take it, she knew that. Not now, not after today. But it was unnecessary torture for him to be here when William was perfectly capable of re-bandaging her arms. "Braith…"
 
   And then he was on her, over her, nearly inside of her as his mouth seized hold of hers with a tenderness she had not expected given his mood right then. His hands were on her face, stroking her cheeks as his tongue flickered against her lips. She felt the press of his elongated fangs as she opened her mouth to let him in. A low moan of pleasure escaped her as he invaded all of her senses. All she could feel was him, all she could smell was him. He was inside her soul, so much a part of her. She could barely breathe as his hands slid away from her face. His arms wrapped around her waist as he lifted her, pressing her back against a wall. His body was hard against hers, impassioned beneath her hands.
 
   Her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer against her as he groaned low in his throat and nipped at her lip. Her mind and body spun out of control. She was in over her head, but she found she didn't care as she gave herself over to the emotions running wildly through her.
 
   She squirmed against him, aching and unfulfilled as her body longed for more. She couldn't breathe, and she didn't care as his tongue slid into her mouth, becoming more fervent and demanding as he caressed her. Aria moaned in delight, her still somewhat numb fingers curled into his back. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream with joy, she simply wanted to never have the moment end, to forget the world around them and just be with each other. Buttons slid free as he pushed her shirt aside to press his hand against her breast. Pleasure swept through her with the consuming intensity of a wildfire. She didn't care where they were or what was happening around them, not anymore.
 
   "Braith." At first, she was so lost in him, so swept up in the surging needs of her body that Ashby's voice barely penetrated her mind. "Braith." Loss, acute and profound, filled her as Braith's hands stilled on her and he pulled a little away. She stared breathlessly up at him. Joy and love filled her as she saw the beautiful gray of his eyes once more. He stared at her with a mix of awe and love that caused her legs to quiver around him. "Braith."
 
   His eyes flashed briefly red again, his hand slid free as he moved her into a position that protected her from Ashby's gaze. Aria felt her face heat at the thought of what Ashby may have seen as she quickly re-buttoned her shirt. "So help me Ashby if you don't leave us be for five minutes…"
 
   "There's someone coming."
 
   In a split second everything about him changed. Gone was the laziness of his posture along with the small half smile that had curled his mouth. Before her now was the man that would one day rule if they succeeded. He lowered her slowly and turned away. "Who is it?" he inquired as he replaced his glasses.
 
   Ashby shook his head appearing disconcerted as he glanced between the two of them. "I don't know. A figure just appeared over the horizon. I'm not sure if there are others with it."
 
   Braith glanced back at her, for a moment she thought he was going to order her to stay, but then he held his hand out to her. Relief filled her as she slid her fingers between his and he led her from the room. Aria was able to get a good look at her surroundings as they stepped into the hall. The room she'd been in had no windows in it, and it appeared that none of the other rooms up here did either.
 
   Braith led her down a rickety set of stairs that seemed to drop from a hole in the floor. She stopped at the bottom, staring up as she examined the darkened area above her. It took her a moment to realize that it was an attic, she hadn't seen one in years.
 
   His hand squeezed hers as he led her down another set of stairs to the first floor. Unlike the attic, this area was covered in dust and sand. It coated what remained of the furniture and was piled against the back wall. William turned from the doorway as they crossed the room.
 
   "It's alone, as far as I can tell," William informed them.
 
   Braith squeezed Aria's hand before releasing her. "She has to have her arms wrapped back up."
 
   William stared at him for a long moment, his eyebrows furrowed questioningly before he nodded. William glanced at her arms, shaking his head as he pulled the remains of her ruined cloak from the bag on the floor. "Leave it to you sis to nearly get killed by one vamp and make out with another." Braith shot him a lethal glare as Aria felt her face flame red again. She remained silent though as William tore pieces of cloth with his teeth and hands. "We should find something to clean it with."
 
   "It won't get infected," Ashby assured him as he moved unhurriedly past them.
 
   "And how do you know that?" William demanded.
 
   "Infections don't live in us."
 
   William and Aria studied him. "You don't get sick?" Ashby shook his head in response to William. "Ever?"
 
   "No."
 
   Aria stood in stunned amazement, lost in thoughts of the rebellion she'd been a part of since birth. "We never had a chance did we?" she asked.
 
   Braith finally turned toward her but he didn't respond. He didn't need to, she already knew the answer. William had become still, his fingers were wrapped around the scraps of cloth in his hands as he looked between the two of them. "Aria isn't one of you though."
 
   "No, but Braith's blood has already accelerated the healing process; it will boost her immune system also. The cuts will not get infected."
 
   She met her brother's worried gaze for a moment before he finally turned his attention back to ripping the pieces of cloth. He bandaged her arms with fingers that quivered against her skin. She knew how he felt. She was just as rattled by the realization that not only were the vampires faster, stronger, and possessed enhanced senses, but they apparently had never even had one freaking sniffle in their lengthy life spans.
 
   William tied the last knot, squeezed her hand and then stood. Aria was drawn to the doorway, curious about the new arrival as she picked up her bow and arrows. "Is it human?" she inquired.
 
   "It is," Braith confirmed.
 
   The figure had gotten close enough for Aria to realize that it was a woman. She appeared to be about five years older than Aria with long brown hair that flowed around her shoulders. She wore a dress that hugged her curves and swayed about her feet as she moved. The woman was beautiful as she flashed a bright, disarming smile. Braith was wooden beside her, his hands clenched upon the doorframe as he studied the woman with a flare of his nostrils that caused a knot of apprehension to form in Aria's stomach.
 
   Here was the food source they'd been lacking.
 
   Aria thought she might be sick as Ashby stepped beside her, practically salivating. Aria remained unmoving, struggling to breathe normally as her heart lumbered. They wouldn't force this woman to provide blood, or at least Aria didn't think they would, but she wasn't entirely certain just how much the depravation of blood may have affected them.
 
   If this woman was willing, then she knew they would have to use her as a food source. They were both hungry and therefore unpredictable and extremely treacherous.
 
   "Gideon sent me."
 
   Braith's need for blood seemed to vanish the moment he heard the name.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   "What did Gideon send you for?" Braith grated from between clenched teeth.
 
   The woman's smile widened, she provocatively stuck a hip out as she grinned at them. "What do you think?" she taunted as she pushed her hair back to reveal her slender, unmarked neck. "I was instructed to provide you with anything you might require, and then bring you to him afterward."
 
   She ignored Aria with an ease that was astounding, and infuriating, as her gaze wandered lustfully between Braith and Ashby. "You can take us to him now."
 
   The woman was taken aback, her eyes finally focused on Aria for a brief moment before she shook her head, obviously finding nothing remarkable in her. Aria was half tempted to hit her. "Braith," Ashby hissed.
 
   "If you'd like to feed from her go ahead." Braith's words were clipped and harsh. His body vibrated with tension. Ashby was staring at him as if he'd lost his mind. "Do what you must, but do it quickly. I plan to leave before nightfall."
 
   Braith turned away, leaving them staring questioningly at his retreating back as he moved deeper into the dwelling. Aria remained unmoving, dismayed by what had just happened. "Aria." She couldn't turn her head to look at Ashby, couldn't bring herself to meet his gaze as she stared at the doorway Braith had disappeared through. "Aria you have to talk to him."
 
   Finally she was able to look away long enough to meet Ashby's fevered gaze. "He needs to feed Aria, he's weakening and he's becoming more unbalanced. Giving you his blood drained him further. He needs this Aria."
 
   She managed a small nod as she finally closed her mouth. "He has to understand that you can't be his only human supply, it's not possible." He was right, she knew he was right, but it caused a physical ache in her chest to even think about another woman nourishing Braith. "I don't like to do it either, it's most certainly not something I enjoy, but I must, and so must Melinda. Maybe if there were more animals around and you hadn't been wounded it would be different. He's not going to put up much of a fight if he's malnourished, he'll get injured."
 
   It was those last three words that spurred her forward. She had to go quickly, or she wouldn't go at all. If she stopped to think about it…well no, she couldn't think about it. She just had to focus on getting him to feed, getting him strong again and making sure that he didn't get hurt.
 
   She found him outside, leaning against the house, his arms folded over his chest and his legs crossed before him. "Braith." She broke off, unable to get the words out as her chest and throat constricted. It took her a few tries before she was finally able to speak. "Braith you must." He kept his head bowed, refusing to look at her. "Braith…"
 
   "And you would approve of this?"
 
   She swallowed heavily; her eyes burned. She tried to tell herself it was from all the sand and dust, but she knew it was from the tears she was struggling not to shed. Not in front of him anyway, not if she had any hope of convincing him to do this. "I don't like it." She hedged, unable to lie to him. "But you're weakened, and you need blood. If it can't be mine…"
 
   "Then it will be no ones."
 
   "You can't deny yourself. You need it to survive."
 
   "I need you more."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I'm not arguing with you on this Arianna. It won't do any good anyway."
 
   She started in surprise. "Of course it will."
 
   He lifted his head and finally looked at her. "No Aria, it won't. Yours is the only blood I crave. None of them, none of those blood slaves after you satisfied me." The words were almost purred; they caused the hair on Aria's arms to stand up.
 
   "Then take mine."
 
   Though she had sensed his interest in the woman, it was nothing compared to the blast of hunger that vibrated from him now. Her mouth went dry. She thought self-preservation should kick in, that she should run screaming back into the house and away from him, instead she found herself wanting to run to him. She was losing her mind, and it was all because of him.
 
   "No."
 
   She inhaled deeply, straightened her shoulders and thrust out her chin. "If you're going to be stubborn about feeding from others, then you can't be stubborn about this. You don't have to take much, just enough…"
 
   "It's never enough!" he snapped. "That's what you don't understand. It's never enough. Every time I taste you I think maybe my thirst for you will weaken, that maybe it will ease, and I won't crave you so badly. But the yearning only increases and I find myself insatiably craving more and more."
 
   She was stunned speechless. She hadn't known, she hadn't understood, she couldn't understand, not as a human anyway. But she did know one thing, he needed nourishment, he was stubborn, and she was here. Without thinking, she pulled at the knots on her arm as she stalked toward him. The cloth fell free, exposing the gashes as she thrust her arm out to him. Yes, she had completely lost her mind, tempting him like this, but there were some things that needed to be done, even if he couldn't see that. His weakness could get them all killed, it could get him killed. Her life was a small thing compared to their far greater goal, and the lives of so many others.
 
   "You being unable to fight won't do us any good. I will not stand by and watch you starve yourself because you think you will hurt me. You will not hurt me. It's either me or her Braith."
 
   Though shadowed by his glasses, she knew his eyes were latched onto her arm, and the droplets of blood that glimmered on her skin. "Either way I upset you Aria," he grated.
 
   "I am offering my blood to you and so is that woman. You have to pick one." She tried to keep her face impassive, tried to control the beat of her heart as she stared stubbornly up at him. She couldn't reveal how much it would upset her if he went to that other woman, it would only stop him if he knew, and he couldn't be stopped. Not this time.
 
   He clasped hold of her wrist, his long fingers gentle as they wrapped around her. He could kill her; with a simple flick of that hand he could kill her so easily, but he would kill himself before he ever injured her. She waited breathlessly to see what he would do, as he bent his head and licked the blood from her arm. A shiver raced down her spine, her breath was frozen inside of her as he pressed his lips against the inside of her elbow and rose over her.
 
   She thought that she had won, that he was conceding defeat as he brushed the hair back from her neck. His fingers lingered upon his marks still on her skin, pressing ever so briefly against them. Then his hand entwined in her hair as he rested his forehead against hers. "You really are reckless," he muttered.
 
   She managed a wan smile as he kissed the tip of her nose. "And you are stubborn."
 
   "Soon," he said tenderly. "When you're stronger…"
 
   "The woman."
 
   "When you are stronger. Let this go, it will not happen."
 
   Aria gave the battle up on a sigh. She leaned into him, simply enjoying the feel of him as they stood together in a stolen moment of peaceful silence.
 
   ***
 
   He was starving, simply on fire with the necessity to feed. His veins felt as arid as the desert surrounding them. His body was sore, muscles he hadn't known he had burned from the blaze licking through them. It was shear willpower that drove him forward now. He should have fed, he knew that, he needed it so badly right now but he'd sensed Aria's unhappiness, sensed her anguish over the idea. She wouldn't deny him the woman, she would understand, but he couldn't bring himself to do that to her.
 
   Instead, he was walking a thin line, bordering on complete loss of control. He was becoming even more of a threat to her with each passing moment. It didn't help that Ashby looked far better than he had before. The color was back in his face and the spring was back in his step. He was whistling merrily, and annoyingly, as they followed the woman across the desolate landscape. The woman was a little paler but appeared otherwise uninjured. He could smell the fresh blood from the bites on her inner wrist, but it was nowhere near as sweet and potent as the scent of Aria's blood on the rags covering her arms.
 
   She was wearing William's cloak now, the hood pulled over her bent head shadowed her features and hid her hair. He felt that simply touching her might help to ease the fire inside him, but he didn't dare touch her in front of the woman that obviously held some loyalty to Gideon. Gideon may very well have been one of the strongest, and most human rights friendly aristocrats that Braith had known before and during the war. He'd fought adamantly against the enslavement of the humans, but Braith had no idea what a hundred years of living in these Barrens had done to him. He wasn't entirely certain what to expect from Gideon, but Braith wasn't going to alert Gideon to the fact that Aria was his biggest weakness. Not until he knew if he could trust the once powerful aristocrat.
 
   They rounded the top of another dune and like a beautiful mirage a town came into view. Heat rose from the sand in waves that made everything shift and blur. But the town was there, green and lush for as far as the eye could see. "How is this possible?" Awe laced Aria's voice as she gazed over the town.
 
   "At one time all of these lands were lush and fertile." Braith forced the words out. "It was the war itself that left everything so desolate. Gideon must have found a water supply out here, probably deep within the earth."
 
   "Amazing, simply amazing," she whispered to herself.
 
   He gazed at her for a moment before turning his attention back to the town before them. There were already vampires lining the streets, waiting for them as they moved down the dune and onto the main thoroughfare.
 
   For a moment he hesitated. He should have fed. It was too soon for Aria, and the thought of feeding off the woman was enough to make his stomach turn, but he was in no condition to fight if that was what this became. Aria went to touch him, but her hand fell limply back to her side. He almost grabbed hold of her hand to make it abundantly clear that she was off limits to everyone in this town. He didn't want any more talk of someone possibly buying her, or her brother. However, he also had to keep her alive and there was no way to know what they were walking into.
 
   He shouldn't have brought her here, but in the end there had been no choice. They would need help if they were going to take down the king, and there was no one that hated the king more than the aristocrats that had stood against him during the war. Aristocrats that had power and followers of their own, or at least they used to, and judging by the growing crowd, they still did. The people and vampires all appeared healthy, the buildings were in good repair, and it was obvious that they had established some sort of unbiased system here as human and vampire stood side by side. There was astonishment on some of the faces surrounding them, a couple of which he vaguely recognized from the years before the war.
 
   They were almost to the end of the street when a figure separated themselves from the crowd. Braith's growing need for blood diminished under the shock of seeing a face he had never thought to see again. Uneasiness twisted through his gut. It took everything he had not to grab hold of Aria and shove her behind him, but though there was no surprise on Gideon's features, there was also no hostility.
 
   "Braith," Gideon greeted blandly.
 
   Braith stepped in front of Aria as Gideon's gaze slid over them. He didn't miss the flicker in Gideon's hazel eyes as his attention momentarily focused upon Aria and William before moving dismissively away. His eyes gleamed with amusement as they landed on Ashby, and a disbelieving smile curved his thin lips. He shook back his light brown hair and studied them over his hawkish nose.
 
   "Well, if nothing else, it looks as if I'm in for an interesting story. Come along."
 
   They followed silently behind as Gideon led them down the streets and into a home that, while it was not opulently furnished, was appointed nicely. Aria pressed closer to him as her horrified gaze slid over the brutal scenes of death and violence depicted on the numerous canvases lining the walls. It was the first time he sensed any true fright from her as she fidgeted nervously with her hands. This was a world she didn't understand and probably never would.
 
   "Are those human?" William's eyes were narrowed as he stared at a shelf displaying jars full of teeth.
 
   "Some," Gideon replied flippantly. "Others are vampire."
 
   William looked horrified as his head turned slowly toward Gideon. Aria's lips parted, a small breath escaped her as her hands pressed against her belly. Even though she'd worn a hood throughout most of their journey the sun had still caught her face and reddened her cheeks and nose. At the moment she was deathly pale beneath her sun kissed skin.
 
   "Why?" she breathed.
 
   "Souvenirs," Gideon answered with a negligent shrug.
 
   Aria took a small step back. She looked ready to bolt as her gaze darted wildly around the room before landing on her brother and the jars. "Don't look at them," Braith told her.
 
   She couldn't seem to stop looking at them though, as her eyes were riveted upon them. "Souvenirs of what?" William demanded more angry than mortified.
 
   "Better times."
 
   "Gideon," Braith hissed.
 
   Gideon met his gaze head on. "This is my home Braith, you came here. I won't put on airs for two humans that you've brought along as your food supply." Braith bristled, his hands fisted at his sides. Aria tugged on his shirtsleeve as she shot him a reproving look. Gideon rested his fingertips on his desk as he pinned Ashby with his unyielding gaze. "Some of us didn't exactly enjoy the war, or the outcome, right Ash?"
 
   Ashby shook his head, his lip curled in distaste. He hated to be called Ash, he always had, always would. "Whatever you say, Giddy."
 
   "Did you enjoy my gift?" Gideon inquired, refusing to acknowledge Ashby's dig at him. "Was she to your liking?"
 
   "She was fine," Ashby answered absently. "How did you know where we were?"
 
   Gideon grinned at him, his fingers bounced lightly on the desk as he pushed himself off of it. "I have eyes all over these lands; a man in my position must always be alert. So, to what do I owe the honor of the heir apparent and the fallen brother-in-law coming into my humble town?"
 
   "We've come to gain your support," Braith informed him bluntly, knowing that Gideon didn't do well with subterfuge.
 
   Gideon was thoughtful, his eyes doubtful and questioning as he frowned at Braith. For the first time he didn't appear even faintly amused or smug. In fact, he seemed almost hopeful. "Support for what?"
 
   "To overthrow the king."
 
   Gideon released a low curse; his fingers stopped their incessant moving as he leaned forward. "You're serious."
 
   "I am."
 
   Gideon was speechless, he gawked for a moment. Then his jaw snapped closed, and his dark eyebrows drew sharply together as his focus became riveted upon Aria. He came out from around the desk, striding forcefully toward her. Braith instinctively stepped in front of her, pulling her back as Gideon reached for her. "Don't!" Braith snapped slamming his hand into Gideon's chest and knocking him back a step.
 
   Ashby seized hold of Gideon's upper arm when Gideon lunged at Aria again. "Are you an idiot?" Ashby demanded.
 
   "Let go of me," Gideon snarled as he shoved Ashby's hands away.
 
   Braith widened his stance, bracing himself for Gideon as the vampire spun back on them. He was prepared to kill the man they had come to seek help from. Gideon's eyes were fevered as they raked Braith from head to toe. Aria's head popped out from around him, the hood had fallen back from her face to reveal her cascade of auburn hair and the paleness of her features.
 
   Braith was afraid to take his focus off of Gideon for even a moment to pull her hood back up. "You can see," Gideon said in amazement. Braith remained silent, he wasn't going to respond to him, wasn't going to relax until Gideon moved away from them. "And it's because of her."
 
   "Gideon," Ashby cautioned.
 
   "You did not feed from my gift."
 
   "We are not here to discuss this," Braith informed him.
 
   "Have you lost your mind!?" Gideon exploded. "She's a human Braith."
 
   "We are not here to discuss this!" Braith roared trying to control his rising temper as Gideon focused on Aria again. "This topic is off limits, for now," he amended, knowing that it would have to be addressed one day, but not today.
 
   Gideon stalked back to his desk. "I should just have you all killed now," he muttered. "Save myself the aggravation."
 
   Fury boiled through Braith at the mere thought that Gideon might do something to one of them, to her. It took everything he had not to leap over the desk and beat Gideon into a bloody pulp, but beating him senseless, or just flat out killing him, wouldn't do any of them any good.
 
   "If you think you could," Braith grated.
 
   Gideon glared at him. "You're in my world now Braith, I rule here!"
 
   "And just what do you rule?" Braith demanded. "Some brothels and bars, farms, a trade ring, a smuggling business? You rule nothing Gideon. This is a poor substitute for the life you used to have and you know it. With your help Gideon, we may be able to get that life back for you. But don't think I won't destroy you if you try to harm one of us. You don't have to help us, but you will not threaten us."
 
   Gideon turned back to Braith, but it was not Braith he focused on. His fascination with Aria was pushing Braith closer and closer to a deadly precipice. "What is it that you require?"
 
   "You must still have friends; you must have stayed in contact with the other collaborators that were against my father."
 
   Gideon grunted in displeasure and slid into the chair behind his desk. "I may still have contacts, but what exactly is your plan here Braith? What do you propose?"
 
   "To take control from my father."
 
   Surprise flickered briefly over his features. "And you are going to lead? You are going to be the man that rights the wrongs?" Gideon's tone was sarcastic, almost hostile as his gaze focused on Aria again.
 
   Braith pressed Aria against the wall, pinning her against his side. Her displeasure was obvious as she tried to push away but he was not going to let her out. "It doesn't have to be me."
 
   Gideon motioned to someone behind them. Aria inhaled sharply as a servant girl hurried passed them wearing almost no clothing. Bite marks marred her neck, but she didn't seem overly used as she flashed a smile at Braith and Ashby before bending to pour a glass of liquor for Gideon. Gideon smiled at her and lifted the glass in salute. "Thank you Dara, my friend here might like to meet with you later."
 
   "Anything he desires," she replied with a saucy smile that lingered on Braith. Aria shot the girl a dark look that would have amused Braith at any other time. Right now though, he was too hungry and too tense about this situation to find anything humorous.
 
   "I'm fine Gideon," Braith grated.
 
   "Oh not you Braith, I can tell you're not relinquishing your meal anytime soon. I meant Ashby."
 
   "I'm fine also," Ashby assured him.
 
   "Oh well then, perhaps the young human, he seems rather interested."
 
   William closed his mouth as he ducked his head and blushed just as vibrantly as Aria suddenly did. Her discomfort was nearly palpable as her fingers curled into his shirt. Braith hated this, hated that she had to be in this awful place, exposed to some of the worst forms of debauchery he knew. But for all of his numerous faults and all of his sinful tastes, Gideon was a strong vampire and a natural leader. At his core he was not an evil being. It wasn't easy to discern that at first glance but Braith had known Gideon for a lengthy amount of time. He knew what resided inside of Gideon, or at least what had resided inside of him.
 
   If Gideon was anywhere near the vampire he had once been than this servant girl was here willingly and was not abused.
 
   "Gideon…" Braith started.
 
   "Perhaps I can even introduce him to some of the things that we used to enjoy," Gideon continued as if Braith hadn't spoken. He idly twirled his goblet and watched Aria intently as he weighed her reaction to his words. "Or perhaps you would like me to teach her. That is, of course, unless you haven't already."
 
   "Enough!" Braith snapped as Aria went completely still. "If you mean to punish me for the past hundred years, then so be it. But unless you would like to stay here for another hundred years than you need to get over it, or I'm going to rip out your damn tongue so you can't say another word!"
 
   Gideon became thoughtful again, staring at Braith from under hooded lids. "Protective aren't we?"
 
   "Gideon." This time it was Ashby who spoke in a low, warning tone.
 
   "Oh, it's all in fun. Dara why don't you show our two young humans to a room so they can get cleaned up?"
 
   "They aren't going anywhere alone," Braith informed him.
 
   "Lighten up Braith. You're nowhere near as much fun as you used to be. Why don't we all take a small break and meet back in an hour then. You can replenish." Gideon's eyebrows quirked as his gaze ran pointedly over Aria. "And clean yourselves. How does that sound?" It really was taking all Braith had not to punch Gideon. His increasing need for blood wasn't helping the situation much. He didn't have the patience to deal with Gideon's taunting and candid manner. Not right now. "Show them to the guestrooms upstairs please Dara."
 
   Braith held tight to Aria as they followed the semi-nude woman up the stairs. He led Aria into the first bedroom the girl pointed to, eager to get her away from the girl and Gideon, eager to have just a moment alone as he closed the door and leaned against it. "Can we trust him?" she blurted instantly.
 
   Braith closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "I still think we can, he's far more bitter than I had anticipated, but I don't think he's dangerous."
 
   "Maybe we should leave Braith. This place…"
 
   For the first time she glanced at the walls, relief filled her as she realized that they were free of the "artwork" that the downstairs possessed. "This place is awful, and strange. We're going to bring these creatures back to help us, and then give them positions of power? What would they do to the rest of us?"
 
   "At one time these were the vampires that fought for human equality. No matter Gideon's anger, I believe that he still wants that equality. The people in this town are amongst the vampires Aria, they are living with them. It won't be easy, but it can and will be done."
 
   She stared inquisitively at him. "Is this what you liked? That girl…"
 
   "I was never like Gideon, or even Ashby, and most certainly never like Caleb. I've never stooped to rape, even after you left the palace and I thought I'd lost you. Though, I suppose taking someone's blood by force is a form of rape." The color drained from her face, her lower lip trembled slightly as she took a small step back. Any reminder of his past was distressing to her, especially that one. He hated doing this to her, but she needed to hear and understand some things. "As far as I know neither Ashby, nor Gideon, has ever done such a thing either.
 
   "If Gideon is anything like he used to be, that girl is here willingly. He never abused a human that didn't agree to it and he never would have possessed a blood slave. His tastes are more salacious than most, but he was never cruel."
 
   "Those teeth, the paintings…"
 
   "I'm sure there's an explanation, and perhaps he will eventually give it to us, but until then you need to be a little more understanding and open minded. Though there may be things in our pasts that we are not proud of, we are not all monsters. If you are willing to look past my faults and the sins of my past, you should be willing to at least give Gideon and the others a chance.
 
   "I wouldn't have brought you here if I thought Gideon was dangerous."
 
   "Vampires and people change," she whispered, her eyes raking over him.
 
   Self-hatred blazed through him, he shook his head as he looked away from her. "I don't think he's changed as much as he's trying to portray. That girl is not unhappy here Aria."
 
   She shook her head as she turned away. Her fingers trembled as she untied the knot of her cloak. Though he wasn't sure if she wanted his help right now he pulled it free of her. The material slithered to the floor; she didn't bother to pick it up. He watched her as she placed her bow and arrows by the bed; he was disturbed by how thin she had become again.
 
   "Oh, a shower!"
 
   With those excited words, she was gone, vanishing through the doorway in a flash. He couldn't help but smile as the sound of running water filled the room. He admired the delight she found in things that he had taken for granted. He remained by the door as she moved around the bathroom gathering soaps and shampoos in her arms with an eagerness that caused him to laugh softly.
 
   His laughter vanished in an instant as she shed the bindings from her arms and dropped them to the floor. The smell of her blood assaulted him. She disappeared from sight again, the water flow changed as she stepped beneath the shower head. He hurt. It was a physical ache so intense that he couldn't focus on anything else. She was humming in the shower, a melodious sound that drew him forward a step, and then another, and another. He was trembling, trying so hard to stop moving that his muscles throbbed from the restraint he tried, and failed, to exert over himself.
 
   The water turned off. She was wrapping a towel around herself when he stepped into the bathroom doorway. He didn't know what he was doing, didn't know what it was he intended as she finished tucking the towel into place. Her back was to him, her head bowed as her dark hair tumbled about her shoulders in curly wet waves. He could hear the beat of her heart and smell her blood in the cloying steam that filled the air.
 
   She grabbed a brush then wiped the mirror with the palm of her hand. Her eyes widened, she jumped in surprise as she spotted him in the reflective surface. There was a brief moment where her surprise turned into a small smile, which rapidly faded away. Her hands grasped the towel as she turned toward him, her heartbeat accelerating.
 
   He should leave, but instead he found himself drawn toward her like a moth to a flame. He found himself standing before her when he'd had every intention of turning away and leaving the room. He should get as far from her as possible until he was well fed and stable enough to trust himself in her presence again. His hand trembled as he brushed the hair back from her very fragile, very delicate neck. Her pulse leapt wildly, a subtle breath escaped her as his fingers pressed against the previous marks he'd left upon her.
 
   His fangs sprang forward; his vision was clouded by the hunger pulsing through him. "Yes," she breathed.
 
   "Too soon." They were the only two words he was able to choke out.
 
   "It's been almost a day, I'm fine. Your blood strengthened me." She pulled his hand away, tilting her neck so that he had a better view of his marks on her.
 
   He wanted to fight, wanted to tell her no. But it didn't matter, he was no longer in control of himself, no longer sensible enough to tell her no, to tell himself no. He was tempted to lurch forward and drive his fangs into her as he bit deep, finally easing the fire that had almost consumed him. He somehow found the strength not to give into that urge; he couldn't injure her in such a way. She shuddered as he pulled her against him; darkened by desire her eyes were fearless as her arms entwined around his neck.
 
   She clung to him, so trusting and giving, so unknowing of the ferocious thirst clamoring through him as she offered her vein to him. He was braced against her as he struggled to find the strength to pull away, to walk out of this room and find someone else. But there was no one else, there was only her.
 
   The scent of her blood engulfed him; her heartbeat invaded his body and took over his senses. As he bit deep, her sweet life giving blood surged into his mouth, flowed through his body and filled his dehydrated cells. Instantly the clamoring that had encased him began to ease. A groan of ecstasy escaped him as he became lost in her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   It was sometime later before Aria stirred. She was drowsy, her muscles felt weak, but the strange sensation of being sated clung to her. Her fingers curled, she had expected to find the unyielding bite of the ground but instead she felt the solid muscle of Braith's chest, and the yielding give of a mattress. She was momentarily confused, she barely recalled the last time she'd been in a bed, or the last time she had awoken with Braith still beside her.
 
   But he was beneath her now.
 
   She allowed herself to simply drift in the pleasure of that realization and managed to doze off once more. He was still with her when she woke again feeling more refreshed and a little livelier. She lifted her head, blinking down at him as she found him staring back at her. The glasses, thankfully, were not in place.
 
   Though his eyes were filled with concern, the lines around his lips and eyes had nearly vanished. The strain he had been exhibiting, the nearly mechanical movements he had been going through were gone as he gazed at her. Her blood had revitalized him, his body had been nourished. She stretched and pressed closer to him as she was swamped with the realization that she had been the one to give him what he so desperately needed.
 
   "How do you feel?"
 
   "A little tired," she admitted. "How long have I been out?"
 
   "A while."
 
   Uneasiness filled her. "We were supposed to only be an hour Braith."
 
   "It's fine."
 
   "But Gideon is waiting for us and he doesn't seem all that patient. William…"
 
   "I took care of it Aria, and William is with Ashby, you don't have to worry."
 
   Of course she had to worry, her brother was stuck in this place and she was curled up sleeping with Braith. "We should go."
 
   She went to climb out of the bed but he grabbed hold of her, pulling her back. "Braith…"
 
   "Wait Arianna, just wait." His left hand entwined in her hair, she became acutely aware of the fact that she was only wearing a towel as it dropped a little. "It shouldn't have happened like that. I was out of control."
 
   "You can't keep denying yourself, and I'm fine."
 
   His fingers brushed nimbly along the top of the towel. Her heart lurched as excitement pulsed through her and her mouth went dry. Her skin tingled and heated everywhere he touched. "You're fine this time, but next time…"
 
   "Next time I will be fine too because you are going to start feeding better. If you insist on not using other humans as much, fine." That was just fine and dandy with her also, but she couldn't stand to see him suffering anymore. "But you're going to have to use them more when animals aren't readily available."
 
   His jaw clenched and unclenched as he studied her. "How are you so accepting of all of this, of me? I hurt you."
 
   She tilted her head to study him. "You didn't hurt me."
 
   He pushed himself up, launching to his feet as he stalked across the room. She watched him, sensing something more beneath the tension radiating from him. "Not just today Aria, but the first time I took your blood, in the woods, the fact that I was previously engaged. The other blood slaves."
 
   She recoiled at the reminder of all of those things. She felt the blood drain from her face but somehow managed to keep her chin up as she glared at him. "And I left you in that palace Braith. My pride wounded us both when I left with Jack. I didn't believe in you, and because of that I drove you to those slaves; I drove you to your lowest depths of depravation. How do you forgive me for that?"
 
   "You didn't almost kill me."
 
   "I shot an arrow at you!" she snapped.
 
   His head tilted to the side, his dark hair spilled across his forehead. "That hardly counts."
 
   Irritation shot through her, she clasped the towel to her as she knelt on the bed to face him. "Then give me another one and this time I'll make it count!" His grin infuriated her. Huffing a little she clutched the towel as she shimmied her way inelegantly off the bed.
 
   He grasped hold of her arm before she disappeared into the bathroom; he held it tenderly as she glared angrily up at him. "Aria…"
 
   "Love isn't about perfection Braith! It's about understanding and forgiveness, it's about giving and taking in equal measure. I gave my blood to you. I forgave you for things that you are struggling to forgive yourself for, because I love you. I know that you have done some awful things, and you have hurt me, just as I have hurt you. You gave up a life of opulence, grace, and a vast supply of blood for a life of deserts and fighting and starvation for me. I willingly gave you my blood because I would do anything for you also.
 
   "That is love Braith. I'm seventeen and even I know that. Maybe you should learn."
 
   She jerked her arm free of his slackened grasp and didn't look back as she stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door. She gasped in a breath as she leaned against the door; all of her pleasure from earlier had evaporated. He was such an infuriating ass sometimes.
 
   She realized only too late that there were no clothes in here for her. Crap, she thought as she released an aggravated breath. She had just blown up on him, and now she was going to have to go back out there to ask him for clothes. It was humiliating.
 
   She remained leaning against the door, reluctant to face him again. A low knock reminded her that it was impossible to hide. She opened the door to find his large and imposing frame standing before her holding a dress which looked tiny in his hands.
 
   "I thought you might require some clothing."
 
   She scrunched her nose as she nodded. "I do."
 
   "Gideon had it sent up while you were sleeping." She eyed the dress warily as he stepped into the room. She hadn't worn one of these horrible garments since her time in the palace, and had hoped to never have to wear one again. She took the dress from him, barely meeting his gaze as she draped it over her arm. "I'll button it for you after you slide it on."
 
   He turned away as she dropped the towel and slipped the dress over her head. His fingers were gentle as he buttoned the back with surprising ease. Pulling her hair over her shoulders, he covered the fresh marks upon her neck with it as he turned her around to face him.
 
   "I need you to know I'm not a complete monster."
 
   She started in surprise, that's what this was about. "I know that Braith, I never thought you were." She sought to give him comfort as her fingers wrapped around his wrists. "The past can't be undone, but it doesn't define you. It's our future actions that will show who we really are, what we'll become."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   "They will," she promised him. "I'm sorry I yelled at you."
 
   He smiled wanly. "I deserved it." She wasn't going to argue with that. He kissed her forehead soothingly. "I never had anyone to teach me about love before."
 
   Her hands constricted on his forearms, tears burned her eyes. He was stronger than her, faster and more powerful, his life had been one of pleasure and luxury, hers one of struggle and starvation, yet she realized now that she had gotten the better deal. She knew what it was like to have people that loved her. His siblings, at least Melinda and Jack, seemed to care for each other, but they weren't anywhere near as close as she was with William and Daniel. Yes, her mother had been killed, but she had died for her children. Her father had never hidden the fact that he loved his kids, even if he had never been overly affectionate with them, and even when the rebellion had too often come first. Her entire life had been about love, his had been about cruelty. It was amazing he had turned out as wonderful as he had.
 
   "I'll teach you," she vowed.
 
   "You already have." Tears spilled down her cheeks as he lifted her face and kissed her tenderly. She embraced him, reluctant to have the moment end, but knowing that it must. It was time to return to reality. "We have to go downstairs."
 
   "I know."
 
   He gently wiped the tears from her cheeks before taking hold of her hand, and following the sounds of voices back to Gideon's study. Ashby looked up from his place by the window where he had been staring outside, a drink in his hand as he spoke quietly with Gideon. He grew silent the minute they entered the room. Gideon was sitting behind the desk, his feet propped on top and his hands folded on his stomach.
 
   "Where's my brother?" Aria demanded.
 
   "Relax Aria, he's fine," Ashby assured her.
 
   "Where is he Ashby?"
 
   "Dara took him on a tour of the town."
 
   A cold chill crept down her spine, she nearly sputtered in disbelief. "You let him go alone?"
 
   "There's no need to fear anything here, your brother is safe."
 
   Gideon's smug tone irritated her as she turned her glare on him. "I don't fear anything," she retorted sharply.
 
   Gideon quirked an eyebrow as Braith shook his head. "She's a feisty one."
 
   "She is," Ashby agreed. Though Ashby was smiling, and Gideon seemed somewhat amused, they were both studying her with an intensity that was a little unnerving. "I wouldn't let him go anywhere if I thought he was at risk, I promise. Besides, he's with a human."
 
   Aria refrained from saying that didn't mean much, especially not in a vamp ruled world. She didn't think William should be wandering around alone; she tried to control her panic at the mere thought of it. "I'd like to find him," she said softly.
 
   "Of course," Gideon purred. "I can have someone take you to him. We have some things to discuss anyway, don't we Braith?"
 
   Braith shook his head. "Aria will be here for that discussion. We'll find her brother first."
 
   Gideon contemplated this before he dropped his feet down and rose with an easy grace. "Why not?" he asked nonchalantly. "I'd like to show you around anyway. I think there is much you'd like to see here."
 
   A small chill of apprehension raced down her spine, she wasn't sure she cared to see much of what this town had to offer, but her need to find William outweighed her trepidation. Gideon handed Braith a cloak, this one the same deep blue color as her dress. "It gets cold at night around here," Gideon explained as she studied it. "The color doesn't denote any certain position. Not in these lands."
 
   She nodded and slipped it around her shoulders. Braith tied it for her and pulled the hood up. She was grateful the cloak hid the fresh bandages on her arms, and even more grateful for its warmth as they stepped outside. After the intense heat of the past week, the sudden chill was shocking to her burnt skin. Goosebumps instantly broke out on her flesh, her teeth chattered as she wrapped her arms around herself.
 
   "The water in the area causes the nights to be colder here," Gideon explained.
 
   Braith slid his arm around her waist, pulling her firmly against his side in an attempt to offer her some warmth. It did little good as the icy air licked at her. "Moving will help," he told her, seemingly unfazed by the sudden chill.
 
   They made their way through the cobbled streets of the loud and boisterous town. People and vampires littered the crowded streets. They passed by bars and a theatre, and a dimly lit brothel that caused Aria to blush as one of the women called out to them.
 
   Then they were moving out of what seemed to be the party area of the town, and into an area of subdued streets and dimly lit homes. Though the houses were small, they were all in well repair, and it seemed as if the owners took pride in them. She had been unnerved by the seedier parts of the town, but she was surprisingly charmed and a little fascinated by this area. Did humans and vampires actually live side by side in these homes?
 
   "Let's rest here for a bit." Aria frowned at the building Gideon had stopped in front of. Large windows in the front revealed the people sitting inside talking as they ate in a cozy, candlelit ambiance she found intriguing. Gideon held the door open, allowing the gentle aroma of food to waft out as he waited expectantly for them to follow him.
 
   Braith kindly nudged her forward into the entrance of the building. People glanced up at them, momentarily riveted as Gideon led them easily through the crowd of tables. Aria's stomach rumbled far more loudly than she would have liked. Gideon spoke softly with a woman. Aria found it impossible to decide if the woman was human or vampire as she flashed him a smile and nodded.
 
   "This way." They followed the woman through the room to a booth hidden within the dark shadows at the back.
 
   "We should find William first," Aria said, trying to ignore the increasing rumble of her stomach as she studied the plate of crackers already on the table.
 
   "Relax young human," Gideon chided. "I can hear your stomach rumbling from a mile away. Besides, if we are going to fight a war together than at least some level of trust should be formed, don't you think?"
 
   There did have to be trust and her hunger was making her lightheaded, but she was worried about William.
 
   "I'll find him Aria, sit and eat," Ashby assured her.
 
   Relief and gratitude filled her as she nodded. "Thank you Ashby."
 
   He grinned at her before disappearing into the crowd. Aria slid into the booth, she almost grabbed the plate of crackers and pulled it over to her, but managed to restrain herself from acting like a complete ruffian as she eagerly ate one.
 
   "What is this place?" she inquired as she studied the people, or vampires, gathered in the booths surrounding them. Some were eating, some were leisurely sipping wine. There was a faint melody playing in the background that lulled her, and to her surprise she found herself swaying along with the music.
 
   "It's a restaurant," Gideon told her.
 
   Aria blinked out of her strange reverie. "It's where people gather to eat," Braith explained further.
 
   "They just feed you here?" she asked in surprise.
 
   "For a price," Gideon explained. She frowned fiercely at him. She could well imagine what that price might be. Gideon held up a hand, chuckling as he shook his head. "The only price here is our form of currency."
 
   "I see." Aria's gaze drifted over the strange place again. It was such an oddly amazing thing. Braith handed her a piece of paper, her stomach lurched as she read over the list of food.
 
   "Choose what you want."
 
   She wanted everything. It all looked so yummy. A young woman appeared at the booth; Gideon spoke to her before they all turned their attention to Aria. Her hands were trembling, her stomach was rumbling so loudly that mortification was starting to take hold of her. Braith leaned over her shoulder to study the paper in her hand. He leaned away, talked briefly with the woman, who nodded and disappeared.
 
   "Let me see the menu," Braith said. "Menu?" she croaked. Her head was spinning, this town and everything in it was far different than anything she'd ever known. It was overwhelming and so out of place with the jars of teeth and scenes of death she'd seen in Gideon's study.
 
   Braith pointed to the paper she held before smoothly taking it from her hands. A feeling of uncertainty seized her; there was still so much she didn't know. Braith's hand took hold of hers; he gave her a reassuring squeeze as he nudged the crackers toward her. Gideon was studying her in a strange manner that flustered her even more. Instinct made her want to pull her hand away from Braith's, but it was already too late to hide what was between them from Gideon.
 
   "These are all humans?" she inquired as she studied the shadowed room.
 
   "No, there are vampires here too." She started in surprise as her focus shifted back to Gideon. The woman reappeared, placing two goblets before Braith and Gideon, and a glass of water before her. Aria's throat was dry, but she was far more interested in what Gideon had to say at the moment. "Braith and I can tell the difference."
 
   As she looked around the room again, she realized she could pick out some humans also. The ones that appeared to be over thirty and eating were most certainly humans, but the rest were more difficult to discern. She didn't ask how the two of them could tell; she assumed all vampires could tell the difference. "They get along together?" she asked.
 
   "Of course they do, why wouldn't they young human?"
 
   Aria shot him a dark look, not at all liking his placating tone, and the young human nickname was beginning to grate on her last nerve. "You have jars of human and vampire teeth on shelves in your home," she retorted. "That's why."
 
   Gideon just grinned annoyingly back at her as he reclined in his seat. He swirled the contents of his goblet before taking a small sip. "Those humans were just as culpable as those vampires during the war, sweetheart."
 
   "Watch it Gideon," Braith growled.
 
   Gideon's hooded gaze flickered briefly to Braith; he looked about ready to say something more but seemed to think better of it. "What do you mean?" Aria inquired.
 
   "Do you think it was just vampires that were fighting on the side of the king? No dear, there were also humans involved."
 
   Surprise flooded her, her gaze flew to Braith, looking for denial of Gideon's words but he just squeezed her hand. Anguish filled Aria; her shoulders slumped as she forgot about her crackers. "Why?" she breathed.
 
   "Who really knows why?" replied Gideon. "Some wanted to be on the winning side while others wanted to be in the king's good graces should he be the victor. You know the saying 'to the victor go the spoils?' Perhaps some of them were even offered the chance to survive the change. No matter their reasons, unfortunately, they chose correctly and it paid off. Their offspring, and their offspring's offspring, are still amongst the higher-ups of the human race within the palace."
 
   "Oh," Aria breathed, her hand pressed against her lips as the full horror of his revelation sank in. She'd known that the humans within the palace were more than willing to sell them out now, and in the past. She hadn't known it had gone all the way back to the war, and that they had actually fought with the vampires.
 
   "I keep the teeth of the ones I killed, and their vampire brethren as a reminder."
 
   "Why would you require such a reminder?"
 
   "To keep the fire for revenge alive." Gideon leaned across the table, for the first time his flippant air vanished. His hazel eyes burned forcefully as he studied her. "I keep that whole room like that to remind myself every day of my hatred of that place, of the betrayal, and the destruction. I fan the fires everyday in the hopes that one day, just one day I'll get a chance for payback."
 
   The ardor with which he spoke, the fire in his eyes ignited an answering spark inside of her. "I escaped that palace, and that war, and I fled to safety. My family was not so lucky. They were already gone, already massacred when I escaped, but I vowed that one day I would avenge their deaths and it appears that day has finally come."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily, she didn't know what to say to that. She knew how Gideon felt and understood the urge that drove him forward. She had hated the vampires for as long as she could remember, had wanted their deaths more than anything, until she'd met Braith. And now she realized that her kind was just as culpable for the fall of her race as the vampires were. She should be relieved to see this side of Gideon, to know what drove him, and finally understand why he had that hideous room; however, she didn't like the way Gideon was looking at Braith.
 
   She didn't like the stiffness, the rigidity she could feel taking hold of Braith. The tension was nearly palpable in the small booth. The woman reappeared, seemingly oblivious to it as she placed heaping plates of food before Aria. She laid utensils down, utensils that Aria hated but had grown accustomed to in the palace. Her stomach rumbled at the sight of the food, but she couldn't bring herself to move toward it as she warily watched the silent war of wills going on beside her.
 
   Braith looked away first, not because he was capitulating to anything, but because he realized that she was not eating. His glasses were back in place but she knew when his eyes latched onto hers, she would always know. "Eat Aria." She swallowed heavily, her gaze darted nervously to Gideon. Braith grasped hold of the fork and pressed it into her palm. "Eat," he urged.
 
   She hesitated before digging eagerly into the plates of meat, potatoes, and vegetables before her. She thought he might have ordered everything on the menu. It was delicious and she couldn't stop the small moan of pleasure that escaped her as she devoured it. They didn't speak again until she had finished every last morsel on her plate.
 
   "Are you still hungry?" Braith inquired.
 
   She did want more, simply because it had been so good, but she was completely stuffed. "No, I'm full." He squeezed her knee gently as she focused on Gideon again. "Humans and vampires live together in peace here?"
 
   Gideon signaled for the woman who reappeared with a bottle of something. She topped off Braith and Gideon's drinks, though Braith required far less of a top off than Gideon did. "They do," Gideon confirmed when the woman was gone. "We do not have blood slaves and we do not force people to give their blood."
 
   Gideon's gaze latched onto her neck. She hadn't realized her hair had fallen back until Braith tugged it over the marks he had left upon her.
 
   "Most give it willingly, either by allowing us to feed from them or by donating their blood. Just as most vampires don't like the intimacy and vulnerability that the exchange of blood can produce, neither do some humans." Braith didn't move his arm, but his firm jaw flexed as Gideon's gaze dropped to the bite marks on his inner wrist. Gideon's left eyelid ticked. "Though, the connection between a human and a vampire is never as strong as it is between two vampires. I've never allowed another to feed from me, and I have never fed from another. I don't know many vampires that have."
 
   "What do you mean by donate?" she inquired. She knew what "donating" meant in her world. The people who were not purchased as blood slaves were taken to be drained of their blood, and their bodies were callously discarded afterward.
 
   "It is given willingly here. If they do not care to give, they do not have to." A small smile played at the corner of Gideon's mouth as he lifted his goblet and swirled the liquid inside. Aria frowned and leaned over Braith's shoulder to peer at the contents of his goblet. It was the color and viscosity of blood as it gleamed in the candlelight. She glanced up at Braith, who nodded briefly, confirming what she suspected. He didn't seem to be enjoying it very much though as he'd only taken a few small sips. "There is enough for everyone to go around here, and we live in easy, relative peace."
 
   Aria sat back. "Relative?"
 
   Gideon frowned as he nodded firmly. "There are always those that break the rules. I think you encountered a few of them on your way here." He glanced pointedly to the bandages on her arms showing from the edge of the cloak that had slid back. "Humans are not to be hurt here, not unless they ask for it, of course."
 
   "So those humans in that section of town back there, and that girl at your home, they were… ah…"
 
   "They are willingly there. We do not force humans to do anything they do not want to do, some simply have lustier needs than others, and they like to fulfill those needs. Besides, most of them are vampires, not humans, and we have far lustier needs, don't we Braith?"
 
   Aria fought against the blush creeping up her neck and across her cheeks. She was well aware of Braith's needs, even if she hadn't satisfied all of them yet. "Gideon," Braith warned.
 
   "She's a big girl Braith, she can handle it, stop being such a bear." Braith's jaw clenched, his hands fisted on the table. Aria grasped hold of his arm; his biceps bulged beneath her hand as he fought the urge to punch Gideon. "There is a no tolerance policy here against hurting humans that are not willing and eager. Those offenders are dealt with swiftly. We do not kill our own kind, but we do not allow them to stay either. Although, most of them would probably prefer death to the banishment they are given."
 
   Aria glanced at her bandaged arms. Gideon was probably right, those pitiful creatures probably would have preferred death to the life of starvation and struggle they now endured. "And what are the rules for the humans?"
 
   "They are the same for both species. Do no harm to others, no stealing, and no false accusations are to be issued. Our justice system is speedy and decisive. The humans are also banished; most of them end up in the border towns where their rights are stripped away by the vampires presiding there. Some of us didn't care for the king's new rule, and fought to keep things the way they were. Others liked the idea of no longer hiding, of letting their cruelty reign, but they didn't like the rules and tyranny of the palace. Those vampires reside in the border towns. You passed through one such town before arriving here, that's how I knew you were coming.
 
   "We trade human food, clothing, and other goods with them and in exchange they alert us when anyone may be coming to look for us. Though we do not actually hand them the humans that are banished from here, or deal in slavery, it doesn't hurt that most end up seeking shelter and protection in the towns.
 
   "The vampires within the towns are used to dealing with The Forsaken Ones, as we have started to call the banished, and are usually able to avoid them in order to reach us, though sometimes they do get lost. However, if they hope to keep receiving food they have no choice but to aid us. We need to know when someone is coming, or when the king has sent one of his raiding parties to attempt to find us. The Forsaken Ones are hazardous, and we've been having increasing problems with them lately, but they come in handy as a defense against the king's soldiers, and other unwanted guests."
 
   Aria hadn't realized what that town had been; it was a little unnerving to know they had been being spied on, and monitored, the entire time. "They asked to buy me though," she blurted.
 
   "No dear, it was Braith they were interested in. It's been awhile since they've seen the prince, and they were a little surprised by his appearance. Though, they would have taken you if Braith had been willing." Aria sat back, she was flabbergasted by this revelation. "Truth be told, we had once hoped that Braith would come here to do something about his father's policies. We had given up that hope though."
 
   Gideon's gaze was irritated as he turned his focus to Braith. "Why would you think I'd come at all?" Braith's voice was hoarse, grating.
 
   "You were never a malicious bastard like your father or Caleb. I thought you would eventually grow tired of the brutality, the unfairness of it all."
 
   "You could have started your own rebellion."
 
   Gideon shook his head, though he tried to appear casual, tension hummed through his shoulders. "Not many of us escaped Braith, certainly not enough to challenge the king again, not with the power he wielded. The number of vampires was just as badly decimated as the number of humans, especially vampires that didn't agree with your father. We would have been massacred.
 
   "It was a long time before we were able to establish this town. The first twenty or so years after the war were spent moving constantly, trying to avoid the hunting parties he sent after us, but eventually he grew tired of hunting us and became more concerned with the rebellion brewing in his own backyard. We continued to move about for a few more years, but there's nothing out there anymore. Nothing Braith."
 
   Braith shook his head almost sadly and took another sip of blood. "We eventually found an underground water supply here that we were able to tap. It took a lot of work but we established an environment where humans and vampires could coexist peacefully."
 
   "We never knew much about The Barrens, but none of us suspected this existed amongst them," Aria murmured.
 
   "Nor did we want you to." Gideon idly twirled the goblet in his fingers, his gaze pensive as he stared at the shiny metal. "The last thing we needed was an influx of humans leaving the woods to come here. We may not have everything we once had, may not live in the lap of luxury, but look around you, these people are happy."
 
   Aria studied the occupants of the restaurant. They were smiling and they were healthy. They weren't dirty and bedraggled, they weren't too thin or sickly like some in the woods. They weren't pale and drained like the blood slaves. The most amazing thing though, was that they weren't afraid. They weren't hiding and screaming, they weren't struggling to survive, they were sitting in the open, surrounded by vampires, and they showed no fear. It was amazing.
 
   "We weren't going to let the word out until we were ready."
 
   "Ready for what?"
 
   "For a revolution," Braith informed her.
 
   Gideon shrugged as he leaned forward. "Perhaps, but it still would have been a long time coming. Our numbers are not as strong as we would like, and to reach out to your little rebellion would have been risky."
 
   "Little rebellion?" Aria demanded in indignation.
 
   "Even you must admit that you don't accomplish much more than being a thorn in the king's side."
 
   Aria's jaw clenched as she leaned across the table. "At least we're not hiding in the middle of the desert!" she snapped at him. "We're there, we're fighting now, and we've come to you to join this fight!"
 
   Gideon arched a brow at her as he leaned closer. Braith rested his hand on the table, twisting so that his shoulder was in between them. Aria sensed no hostility from the man across from her though, just a desperate need for her to understand something. "You have no idea what the king is capable of, what humans are capable of when their livelihoods are threatened. Rushing into something, and getting ourselves killed, wouldn't do anyone any good.
 
   "The king has a way of drawing everyone in, of making them believe things that they wouldn't normally believe. It is how he was able to wrest control, how he was able to inflict the damage upon the world that he did. By the time any of us realized what he had in mind, and the lengths that he would eventually go to, to get it, it was too late to stop him. We were outnumbered and overpowered, getting ourselves killed by rushing heedlessly back in would not help us one bit. Of course not everyone was on board with the king at first, which is why your mother was killed, something I think you now realize was your father's doing."
 
   "Yes," Braith acknowledged.
 
   "Vampires gobbled up the crap the king was spewing, bought it hook, line, and sinker. Even then the king was the most powerful, the oldest, and though he didn't control everything, we looked to him for leadership and guidance. We were fools. He took everything. And when he was done with the humans, he turned on his own kind. There were those of us that disagreed with what he was doing all along, and those that realized to late what he intended. The world had gone to shit, blood and death ruled. Though I do enjoy my fair share of blood, killing indiscriminately was never my forte, or anything I took pleasure in.
 
   "These people, and these vampires," he gestured around the restaurant, "Are the survivors, and their offspring. The factions surrounding us are led by the other aristocrats that escaped, and the humans that fled from the fallout of the war. Some of the humans are descendants of the early escapees from the palace."
 
   "My great grandfather escaped the palace when he was thirteen, he started the rebellion," Aria muttered.
 
   "So you've always had rebel in your blood?" Braith inquired as his finger briefly rubbed the back of her hand.
 
   She smiled as she shrugged at him. "I guess so."
 
   Gideon shook his head as he took a sip of blood and looked at Braith thoughtfully. "If it hadn't been for Ashby's bomb, I think you would have come to see what your father was a lot sooner. I still can't believe you survived that thing. You were a mess; your arm was barely attached, your torso… We all thought you were as good as dead."
 
   Aria didn't like the picture that Gideon was painting. She couldn't imagine Braith so vulnerable and broken. "So did my father," replied Braith. "I think surviving it in the first place, even more so than mastering my blindness, was the thing that convinced him to let me live."
 
   "Your blindness?" Gideon inquired, though his gaze was focused on Aria.
 
   "Don't play stupid Gideon, I heard you questioning Ashby about us." Braith's body vibrated like a tuning fork as his chest pressed against her shoulder. His hand fell to her waist, pulling her possessively closer to him. "I think you've figured out the extremes that I will go to, and that there isn't anything I won't do, any one I won't destroy, to protect her."
 
   The words, growled and cold, caused the hair on her neck to stand on end. Gideon quirked an eyebrow, a small smile of amusement flickered over his full lips. "Easy there watchdog, I mean no harm, to either of you. Like I said, we've been waiting for your arrival. I'm not going to ruin that now. Yes, I already figured out that there's something going on between you two. I'm not exactly sure what, but I'm guessing that it's far more than you're willing to tell me right now, and that it has something to do with the return of your sight. Though, I think it will be best if this is kept from the others, at least for now."
 
   There was something more beneath his words. She suspected the "for now" was just to appease Braith, and that this was really something Gideon meant to keep secret for good. A part of her knew he was right, and that part terrified her.
 
   "And you truly think things will be so different if you return now?" Aria inquired, proud her voice remained strong.
 
   "I know they will be," answered Gideon. The way he stared at Braith made it clear why he believed things would be different.
 
   "Why would you even go back?" Aria gestured around the restaurant. "Everyone seems happy here, you've somehow managed to find a way for humans and vampires to coexist in peace."
 
   "Let's be clear here, before the war we all lived in relative peace too. Most humans were oblivious to us, and we liked it that way. There were some that were a threat, some that hunted us. For the most part other humans thought those that hunted us were crazy, and there were so few of them that they weren't all that threatening to us anyway. Some of the humans actually enjoyed our world, enjoyed sharing their blood with us. It was actually an agreeable time and place. The king forced us into the border towns and The Barrens. He ripped our world away from us and he slaughtered our families. I want revenge, I want my life back just as much as you want freedom and security."
 
   Aria hadn't seen Gideon move until his hand was resting casually upon hers. She jumped slightly, as did everyone around them, when Braith's hand slammed down upon Gideon's. "I'll only tell you this once, do not touch her."
 
   Gideon winced as Braith's grip tightened on his wrist. "Braith," Aria said softly.
 
   He lifted Gideon's arm from her and threw it back at him. Though he tried not to, Gideon finally gave into the urge to rub his brutalized wrist. Aria almost apologized to him but she remained silent as Braith smoothly moved her hand off the table. "Touchy aren't we," Gideon muttered.
 
   The people around them gradually went back to eating. "I'm not saying it's going to be easy," Gideon continued. "It took awhile for the humans to trust us, years and a couple of generations to forge the easy coexistence we have now, but it works well for us. It will probably take even more time with your people. They've been even more oppressed, even more beaten and broken than the ancestors of the people here. However, their offspring, and future generations, won't even know what it was like to be oppressed."
 
   Aria was breathless, her hand clenched around Braith's as hope filled her. "The same way I don't know what it feels like not to be oppressed," she whispered.
 
   Gideon offered a sympathetic smile as he nodded. "Exactly. If it wasn't for our aversion to having children our numbers would be even stronger, but some things don't change."
 
   "Your aversion?" Aria asked in surprise.
 
   "Most vampires don't like the thought of having children," Braith explained.
 
   "It's not that we dislike them," Gideon continued. "In fact I tolerate them well enough; I simply do not have the patience or the time to take care of them. It's too much work and not enough play. Nor do we want a vast group of immortals running around the planet; it would only be a matter of time before we outnumbered humans. That would be a nightmare for everyone involved so we've always kept our numbers in check. Braith's father is one of the few that had more children after a son was born."
 
   "To make it look as if he cared for my mother," Braith told her.
 
   "I think he was also hoping that he would have a built in, powerful unit of protection. Though he did get two junior psychos out of the five of you. Luckily the rest of you were born with a conscience," Gideon continued. "Most of us accept that offspring will be required of us at some point in time, but we are also aware of the fact that if we are lucky enough to beget a son on the first try, we can consider ourselves successful."
 
   Aria scowled at him as she folded her arms over her chest. "I can assure you that a woman is a success too!" she snapped.
 
   Gideon grinned at her as he raised his goblet in a salute. "I'm sure, but they do us little good for continuing our line."
 
   "You're an ass."
 
   Gideon shrugged, not at all offended by her words. "Simply the truth, our heritage and our ways have been like this for thousands of years. Though we have adapted and changed greatly over those years, there are some things that simply don't change. Perhaps if I cared for the woman it would be different, but I know the hag I was supposed to be saddled with despised me as much as I despised her. Believe me, a son would have been a miracle for both of us. I didn't mourn her even a little when she was killed during the war."
 
   Aria seethed as she continued to glare at him. Screams erupted in the night, pulling her attention away from Gideon as she searched for the source. A chill swept down Aria's spine as more shouts pierced the air. On the street, people began to run; their heads were barely visible through the glass as they bolted forward.
 
   Both Braith and Gideon leapt to their feet. "Stay here," Braith commanded.
 
   Aria sat for a bewildered moment, disoriented by what was going on, confused by the sudden eruption of chaos into this peaceful setting. She remained still for only a moment before she jumped to her feet and followed quickly behind the two vampires. They had to push and shove their way through the confused and frightened crowd packing the building. Being smaller, she was far more adept at moving in and out and around the people and things.
 
   They were stepping onto the street when she arrived at the door. Standing behind the glass, she watched as more people fled past, some were bleeding, others were carrying their children and still more were stumbling around and disoriented. Aria was nearly taken out as two people slammed into the door, shoving it open as they tumbled inside in a breathless heap.
 
   She grasped hold of the man's arm and helped him to his feet. "What's going on?" she demanded.
 
   His eyes were wild, rolling in his head. Blood trickled from his forehead and into one of his eyes. "The Forsaken Ones," he gasped.
 
   Dread trickled down her back as one ran past the building. It appeared more grub-like than man-like with its nearly translucent skin, hairless body, and nondescript features. It was in much worse condition than the ones they had encountered in the desert. Is this what happened to the vampires after years of banishment and starvation? A shudder rippled through her, nausea twisted in her stomach at the thought.
 
   More of the creatures appeared, their heads swiveled sluggishly back and forth, their nostrils flared as they scented blood in the air. They were twisted and demented in a way that not even Caleb had been. And they were heading straight toward Braith.
 
   Her breath exploded out of her. She released the young man as she leapt over some broken dishes on the floor and shoved through the door. The chilly air hit her but it didn't rob her of her breath anymore. Braith was about fifty feet away, his head swiveled toward her, and his jaw clenched as he came back at her.
 
   "Get back inside Aria!" he shouted.
 
   "You need my help!"
 
   "You don't even have your bow, get back inside! We'll be fine!"
 
   "I'll get it!"
 
   "What?"
 
   Lifting the hem of her dress, she tucked the ends of it into the attached belt. Braith, seeming to sense her intent, started for her. She didn't have much time. Running, she bolted up a set of stairs next to the building, jumped onto the railing and leapt at the top of the wall. Her fingers scrambled, and nearly lost purchase. By sheer luck and pure determination, she was able to keep her hold and pull herself up. Panting for breath, she knelt on the roof and peered over the side.
 
   Braith was standing on the street below, fury radiated from him as he stared up at her with clenched fists. She was going to get an earful later, but she didn't care. "I'll be right back!" she called to him as she rose to her feet and raced across the roof of the building. She jumped onto the wall and leapt across the space between the buildings. They weren't the same as her trees, but she was able to navigate them with relative ease as she raced back to Gideon's house.
 
   Some of the creatures started to follow her, but the others continued to filter through the streets hunting for prey. The screams of the maimed and frightened increased as she moved deeper into the fray.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   "What was that?" Gideon's amazed whisper was close by his ear.
 
   Braith was seething, his hands fisted as he watched Aria leap from one building to another. "I'm going to kill her myself."
 
   "Well let's worry about getting to her, in order to kill her first," Gideon muttered.
 
   Braith's attention was brought back to the street and the creature's filtering down it. He would have to get through them in order to reach her, and he had no problem doing just that. They were the sickliest looking vampires he'd ever seen, but their desperation made them far more volatile than many things he had encountered.
 
   The streets echoed with screams, the scent of blood hung heavily in the air as the creatures stalked through the town, looking for more victims. Most people had already fled to safety, taking shelter in the buildings. Some still scrambled to get out of the way, others had not been fortunate enough to escape. Some of the creatures were trying to drag their victims behind them.
 
   Their eyes were a glowing red. Braith assumed it was a permanent condition, one caused by their desperate need for sustenance. Two charged at him, one broke away, squealing as it raced down an alley after some unknown quarry. The other one was so pale that it was nearly transparent. These creatures seemed to no longer move about in the day, but remained hidden until nightfall when they searched out whatever kill they could find in these desolate lands.
 
   It launched itself at Braith with an eager screech; its overgrown fingernails were hooked into lethal claws. Braith managed to catch its arm and pull it down. It bounced off the roadway with a sickening crack of bone. He found no pleasure in the mewl of pain it released; in fact he was hesitant to kill the thing. He didn't know what it had done to merit banishment, knowing Gideon the punishment had been deserved, but this thing was pitiful.
 
   And it was deadly.
 
   Bracing himself, he knelt to drive his fist through the creature's chest for the final blow. Its ribs gave way far too easily. He didn't know that it had been a woman until he felt the clammy fleshiness of her breasts against his wrist. Disgust curled his upper lip as he ripped the heart from her chest.
 
   He rose slowly, standing over the remains of the unfortunate creature. He didn't have time to process the fact that this was what they could all become as more were already emerging. They ran down the streets in a savage frenzy, clawing over top of one another in their enthusiasm for blood. Panic tore through him as he threw himself into the madness, fighting his way toward where Aria had disappeared.
 
   Gideon stayed close by his side as they grappled to control the melee around them. Braith caught glimpses of other vampires in the crowd, Gideon's vampires, trying to control the chaos, but the creatures kept coming. It was a never ending wave of pale, almost slimy bodies with vivid red eyes. Aria was fast, she was resourceful and a fighter in more ways than most humans, but she was also just that, human. And there were so many of these things.
 
   If they got their hands on her…
 
   He shuddered, breaking the thought off. It wasn't possible; he would not allow it to happen. He shut down all his pity for these creatures and turned to deal with the commotion at hand. Braith heard Gideon grunt loudly, he realized that they had been separated and Gideon seemed to be the main focus of the creature's attention. Gideon had been the one to banish them, the one that had forsaken them and now they required payback.
 
   Gideon was being pushed back, swamped by their weight as they piled on top of him. Braith grabbed hold of the shoulder of one and pulled it back. Animalistic sounds ripped out of its throat as it fought to get back at Gideon. He drove his fist through its back, and crushed its heart within his grasp. Gideon was fighting to get out from beneath the crush upon him. Though as one fell, another one swiftly took its place.
 
   He heard the whistle of the arrow seconds before it shot a hairs width past his ear. Gideon let out a gurgled shout of surprise as it pierced through the skull of the creature that had just sprung up to grab hold of him. The thing squealed; horrible sounds of distress tore from its throat as it reeled back. Able to get in a better shot, the second arrow pierced through its heart, effectively putting the thing out of its misery.
 
   Braith turned; relief filled him as he spotted Aria. She was standing on the roof of a bar, her bow raised as she released another arrow that soared past Braith's shoulder with a sharp whistle and dull thud that indicated it had hit its target. He was given only a brief moment to savor in the sight of her though as another creature came at him and he had to destroy it.
 
   Ashby was shoving his way toward them; he had never been much of a fighter and he'd been doing more of it than he liked recently, that was made obvious by the grim set of his shoulders and the clench of his jaw. The remaining creatures began to scatter, sensing a shift in the tide as more of Gideon's vampires emerged. Braith and Gideon managed to grab hold of a few more, but the rest were fleeing, escaping beyond the town. Gideon gestured to some of his men, pointing down the road as he ordered them to follow and bring back any survivors.
 
   Another arrow knocked a straggling creature over as it jumped toward him. Gideon had worked his way free of the group surrounding him, he was bloody and his clothes were torn, but otherwise unscathed. The whistle of another arrow pierced a creature that had been lurching awkwardly at Gideon. Gideon didn't flinch at the sound again, but his head fell back as he looked toward where Aria stood. Surprise and amazement filtered over his features.
 
   "Let's hope she never aims that thing at you," Gideon muttered.
 
   "She already has," Braith admitted.
 
   Gideon's eyes widened and then he burst into laughter. "Ah, it is amazing what life throws your way, is it not?"
 
   Braith pondered the truth of those words. Life had been so different just a few months ago, he had been blind, alone and content to simply go through the motions of what he now realized was an empty life. Then he'd seen her standing on that stage, filthy and proud, and forcing him to see in more ways than one. "It is."
 
   Braith took in the destruction littering the street, the mess of bodies surrounding them. Not all were those of the strange creatures, nor were they all human, some vampires had fallen here too.
 
   He turned bracing himself as he looked up at Aria. Her bow was at her side, she had tucked the long ends of her hair into the collar of her dress. The hem of her dress was still tucked within her belt, revealing her legs to her knees. She looked wild, almost savage, but beneath it all he sensed her sadness as she stared at the carnage of the streets.
 
   His remaining annoyance with her faded as her eyes met his. He had said once that he would not chase her into the trees she moved through with the ease of a monkey, he had assumed that would extend to rooftops as well, he'd been wrong.
 
   He grabbed hold of a ladder, pulling it down with a clatter of metal. She was standing at the edge of the roof when he arrived at the top. He clutched her against him as he sought to ease her sorrow.
 
   ***
 
   "Is she sleeping?"
 
   "Finally," Braith answered in response to William's question.
 
   William nodded as he ran a hand through his disheveled hair. "She's been through so much that I sometimes forget she's not as tough as she acts." His eyes were so similar to his sisters, but they were also harsher. "She's always hated to kill things, she'd do it, but she hated it. I should have been there."
 
   Braith bit back on the retort that William was right, he should have been there. He could smell the alcohol, and the woman on him, but this hadn't been William's fault. None of them had expected the events of this night.
 
   "How often does this happen?" Braith inquired as he accepted a glass of whiskey from Gideon.
 
   Gideon shook his head, he was still bruised and bleeding from his split lip, but he was healing quickly and the marks would fade within the hour. "It used to happen once every couple of years, but this is the third raid in the past eight months."
 
   "What caused such an increase?" William asked.
 
   Gideon was thoughtful. "In the beginning there weren't many of them, but over time more have been banished. They've grouped together, they're angry, and they're taking that anger out on the ones that put them in this situation. The other factions are experiencing the same problems with The Forsaken Ones."
 
   "How many are out there?" Braith asked.
 
   "I don't know for sure, like I said there are other towns that work under the same rules. We've banished six out of here over the years. Some towns are rigid in their rules, others are less strict, but after the ones destroyed tonight I would guess that there are approximately twenty five to thirty of those creatures left."
 
   "Why didn't you just kill them?" Ashby inquired.
 
   "No one here wanted the king's rules, at all. We thought we would give them a fair shot at survival."
 
   Ashby quirked an eyebrow, he downed his drink in one long swallow. "I'd rather be dead."
 
   "If it hadn't been for Melinda that very well could have been you," Braith reminded him.
 
   "And as I said, I would rather have been dead. Those things are a monstrosity Braith. They are a shell of what they used to be." Ashby shuddered. "I would have much preferred to be put out of my misery."
 
   "It's too late to change the punishment that has been handed to them and perhaps the time has come to take care of them. If we are successful in the endeavor of war, they will not be necessary as a security measure anymore, and perhaps death would be kinder. I can get you support Braith. There are four other aristocrats that survived and have their own villages, and the fifth village is solely human."
 
   "Who are the four survivors?"
 
   "Xavier, Saul, Calista, and Barnaby."
 
   "Barnaby," Ashby groaned. "I hate that self pretentious ass."
 
   "As do we all," Gideon agreed. "And though I wish it had, a hundred years hasn't changed him much. He is somewhat more humbled by his circumstances, but you wouldn't really know it to talk to him. He does well with his village though, and I haven't heard anything bad about him although I've tried to stay away from him as much as possible."
 
   "Who wouldn't?" Braith muttered as he downed the remains of his whiskey. William stood silently by, frowning as he tried to follow the conversation. "Barnaby was a jerk, he's always been a jerk, and I doubt there's much that could change him. He didn't even choose a side to fight for, but stood idly on the sidelines to see who would win the war before he chose. My father was not oblivious to this fact and evicted him from the palace as soon as the war was over. I don't see him being much help now Gideon."
 
   "He has followers that are not as cowardly as he is, and you know as well as I that this is not the life of luxury that Barnaby covets. We are not without here, but it is far less than he once had. He won't stand on the sidelines this time Braith."
 
   Braith wasn't so certain, he wasn't even certain he wanted Barnaby involved at all. He would take Saul, Calista, and Xavier though. Saul and Calista had fought with Gideon, had chosen the losing side, and had just barely managed to escape when the war had taken a turn. Xavier had stood by the king's side, had been rewarded when the war was over and given the opportunity to remain in the palace. He had, however, disagreed with the king's policies toward humans and fellow vampires. Fearing for his life, he'd fled within a year of the king's new rule. Xavier had always been an honorable man and Braith admired the fact that he had stood up to the king, even after he'd been rewarded. Xavier was also the only history keeper left as far as Braith knew, and that could come in very handy for them.
 
   "Can we do this without Barnaby?" Ashby asked.
 
   "I think we need as much help as possible," Gideon remarked. "But it's up to Braith."
 
   "We'll take him, for now. But we'll keep a close eye on him, I trust him about as much as I trust those things that came in here tonight."
 
   "That can be done. I've already sent word that I would like to meet with the other leaders. I think the human leader, Frank, is a good, upstanding man. I'm not sure what his response will be though. Their greatest concerns now are the creatures out there."
 
   "Those creatures must be handled," Braith muttered. He agreed with most of what Gideon had done here, and understood his aversion to handing out the death sentence, but those things were not rational, thinking beings anymore.
 
   "There is something else we must discuss Braith." Ashby and Gideon exchanged a look that caused Braith to stiffen. Whatever Gideon was about to say, he wasn't going to like it. "It's about the girl."
 
   "She's not open for discussion," Braith stated flatly.
 
   William took a step forward, drawn by the topic of his sister. "Braith you must understand…"
 
   "What I understand Gideon, is that you better think about what you are going to say before you continue."
 
   Gideon swallowed heavily; his hazel eyes were turbulent. Braith thought he'd finally gathered enough sense to remain silent. He was wrong. "I understand you care for this girl, love her even," he amended quickly when Ashby shook his head. "But you must understand that no matter how powerful you are vampires will not accept a human as their queen."
 
   "They don't have to."
 
   "You plan to try and change her then?"
 
   William inhaled sharply, his eyes were questioning as his gaze bounced between them. Braith shook his head sternly. Something shifted and twisted inside of him, it curled through his belly, and clutched at his chest. He would love nothing more than to spend eternity with her, to give her the strength that came with immortality, to protect her from her own recklessness, and to ease the instability the thought of her death created in him, but he couldn't take the chance. He would not be the one that destroyed her.
 
   "No. I will not risk her life in such a way."
 
   Gideon and Ashby shifted uncomfortably, William's eyes were beginning to resemble an owl's. "She is strong, she's brave, and she has earned my respect, but you cannot rule with a human Braith. The others will not fall in line for a human, and they will not follow your children."
 
   "Is that even possible?" William blurted in surprise.
 
   Braith shot him a dark look as the boy gaped back at him in something akin to horror. "It is," he sneered.
 
   "The child will be either vampire or human," Ashby elaborated. "The vampire children are often ignored, exiled, or ridiculed. The humans don't fare any better, but some are given positions as servants within the palace. It's always been that way, even before the king ruled."
 
   "There are some of those children here, they were either created here, or they fled the persecution they received while in the palace. Here, no matter what they are, they are treated as equals, but we still wouldn't accept them as a ruler unless they were full vampire. They are slightly stronger than a human but not as strong as a full vampire."
 
   "Does that include you Gideon?" Braith sneered.
 
   He shifted nervously. "You can't hold the truth against me Braith. We are just here, give us credit for that, but do not blame us for the truth. Unless she survives the change, she will not be accepted, and neither will your children."
 
   Braith shifted as he folded his arms over his chest. "If Aria and I have children then I can assure you they will meet no such fate."
 
   "Life in the palace…"
 
   "They will not be raised in the palace."
 
   Gideon gaped at him. "What do you plan on doing with them Braith? With her? Perhaps you could marry another…"
 
   "No."
 
   "Braith, be reasonable," Gideon urged.
 
   He was being reasonable; he wasn't beating the shit out of them right now. He considered that pretty damn reasonable considering the burgeoning rage he felt. "Ask Ashby to marry another."
 
   Ashby paled, he shook his head fiercely as he took a step back. "No."
 
   "Ashby doesn't have to marry another!" Gideon snapped. "His marriage to Natasha is over. No one will question him if he takes Melinda. She is your sister, her blood is pure. It's a fine match. She's not a human Braith!"
 
   Braith moved so rapidly that Gideon didn't have time to react before he seized hold of Gideon's neck. He slammed him against the wall with enough force to crack the plaster. Gideon's eyes bulged; shock caused his face to go slack as Braith squeezed hard enough to draw blood. "I told you to watch what you said, you were warned, and this will be your final one. This topic is not up for discussion. There will be no other woman, there will be no talk of changing her, and our children will not know the life that you have described. I will fight with you, I will even help lead this battle, but someone else will rule. When this is over I am taking her and we are leaving that place. I promised her a life of peace and I will give it to her!"
 
   He slammed Gideon against the wall again before shoving him violently and finally releasing him. Gideon's hand flew to his throat; he bent over as he watched Braith warily. "Who do you expect to lead?" he choked out.
 
   Braith shrugged. "I don't particularly care. You do it, or even Ashby, you said yourself that my sister is of sound bloodlines. Perhaps even Calista or Xavier would be a fine choice. I don't care who you pick, just as long as we are left alone."
 
   "She will still die."
 
   "And I'll be there beside her, and I will find a way to go with her."
 
   Gideon was completely flabbergasted; his mouth opened and closed a few times before he was finally able to speak again. "You are the next in line Braith, the one that everyone, including the humans, has expected to take the throne. The infighting that such an abdication would cause…"
 
   "I'm sure that it will all work out," Ashby inserted quickly. He shot Gideon a silencing look as he stepped forward to break up what was sure to be a battle if it continued. "We must win the war out there first, let us not start one here."
 
   Braith waited for Gideon to say more, but he finally just shook his head and took a step back. Gideon turned back, opened his mouth to say something more, but Ashby grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him back. William remained silent as he leaned against the wall.
 
   "This child thing, a baby…"
 
   "I'm not sleeping with your sister!" Braith's temper had hit its boiling point, he'd had enough. The remaining color drained from William's face, and then it flamed bright red. Ashby and Gideon's mouths dropped. "I don't want to hear one word from any of you again tonight," he grumbled as he stalked from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Aria stood silently in the corner of the room. Thankfully they had not retreated to Gideon's "study," but to a large dining room in the back of the house. Braith sat at the head of the large table, his hands folded before him. He was leaning forward, his tone low and fervent as he spoke with the vampires gathered around him. They listened to him with rapt attention, ensnared by his words and the aura of power he emitted. A lump formed in her throat as pride bloomed in her. It was amazing to watch him like this.
 
   She knew he didn't consider himself a leader, but he already was. And they would follow him, she was certain of it.
 
   Her gaze scanned over the group gathered around him. They were an eclectic lot. Gideon and Ashby sat on each side of Braith, beside Ashby sat Barnaby, a vampire even fairer than Ashby. His hair was nearly white, his eyes a washed out watery blue. Tall and thin he possessed a regal air that marked him every inch the aristocrat he was. Xavier sat beside Barnaby; he was leaning forward as he listened to Braith. His head was completely bald and his dark skin gleamed in the light filtering through the windows. Tattoos marked the backs of his hands and ran up his solid arms before disappearing beneath the sleeves of his shirt. Strange designs and flames reappeared at the side of his neck before ending at his right ear and the bottom of his chin.
 
   Xavier might have been one of the most intriguing looking men she had ever seen, with his eclectic tattoos, but it was Saul that she found her gaze drawn repeatedly toward. Unlike the others, who all appeared to be under the age of thirty, Saul had salt and pepper hair that fell around his sharp face. His nose was hawkish, his eyes a darker shade of gray than his hair. She knew that Frank was the human leader, but what was Saul? He was the first vampire she had ever seen that appeared aged, at least fifty judging by the lines around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Had he been human once? Had this man survived the change? She wanted to ask Braith about it, couldn't wait to get him alone to find out the details, but it would be awhile before that happened.
 
   Calista sat regally beside Saul, her head held high on her slender neck. Her skin was not as dark as Xavier's, but a soft brown hue that matched her eyes. Her hair was cropped close to her skull, highlighting the intriguing angles and planes of her features.
 
   "He reminds me of father," William whispered. "People listen to and follow both of them."
 
   Besides being a little disturbed by the association William had just made, Aria couldn't help but smile as she nodded in agreement.
 
   "They will follow him." Aria turned toward William as she caught the hint of something in his tone. He seemed to have come to some sort of realization, one that saddened him. He smiled wanly at her, but it was forced, awkward and uncertain.
 
   "William, what is it?"
 
   He shook his head, looking like he was about to say something, but Braith interrupted him. "Arianna, William." Forcing her face to remain impassive, she straightened her shoulders and appeared indifferent toward Braith as she moved unhurriedly toward him. She was well aware of the fact that they were all watching her and William questioningly.
 
   "Their father is the leader of the rebel cause closest to the palace. David is gathering support there for what we are about to undergo." Aria met each of their gazes as Braith continued on. "Jericho, who now goes by the name Jack, has been working with David for awhile now and is helping with this undertaking. Melinda has returned to the palace to be our eyes and ears on the inside."
 
   "Will the humans follow this David?" Xavier inquired.
 
   "People will follow our father," William informed him. "They've followed our family in one form or another for almost ninety years, and they will continue to do so. Especially if there is a chance to end the fear, starvation, and death we live with everyday."
 
   "I met your father once," Frank said as he ran a hand through his dark hair. "It was years ago but he was a good man and I remember being impressed by him. I think your mother was pregnant with you both at the time. He is right; David will be able to rally many to the fight."
 
   "Are you willing to fight?" Gideon inquired.
 
   Frank was fixated on a spot behind Braith's shoulder. Then he looked at William and finally her. "I'm not sure how many of my people will be willing to jump into this fray. We don't know what you know; we've never experienced the life that you have. Though, it would be nice to put an end to the apprehension that the king may one day discover us."
 
   "What about you Frank, will you join us?" Braith pushed.
 
   "I am willing to help. I can't say how many will come with me but my second in command, Marshall, can run things while I'm away. I'd like to move the rest of my people into the vampire towns until this is over, and I'd like to keep them all together, if possible."
 
   "There will be room for them here," Gideon offered.
 
   Frank nodded. "Thank you."
 
   "There will be the matter of the king himself," Saul said. "It will not be easy to remove your father Braith. He's the strongest one of us; he hasn't managed to stay alive and retain such an iron tight hold because he is weak. I don't know anyone who could take him out one on one…"
 
   "Braith can," Ashby interrupted.
 
   Aria's breath froze in her lungs; every muscle in her body went rigid. There was no love lost between Braith and his father, but for the son to destroy the father…
 
   It was unthinkable. And she wasn't sure that Braith could do it, that he could survive the consequences of it. Their probing gazes latched onto Braith. "Braith is powerful, yes, but the king has years on him, experience and cruelty, and a viciousness that none of us possess. Those are all driving motivators that make the king the deadliest one of us," Saul continued.
 
   "They are," Braith confirmed. "We'll just have to make sure that more than one of us goes after him when the time comes."
 
   "Even then…"
 
   "Braith can take him," Ashby cut Saul off firmly. Aria shot him a dark look, irritated that he kept pushing the issue. She ground her teeth, clenching her jaw as she bit back a sharp retort.
 
   "It's his father," William blurted.
 
   "And he wouldn't hesitate to strike down his son," Ashby reminded him.
 
   William looked sickened by the thought. "First we have to worry about getting into the palace, and then we will worry about my father."
 
   "There is also the matter of The Forsaken Ones," Calista inserted, her hooded gaze was wicked as she stared at Braith. "They have to be stopped before we can leave our towns. We cannot leave the ones that remain behind susceptible to them."
 
   "Yes," Frank agreed emphatically.
 
   "We'll try and group these creatures together and destroy them. It needs to be done quickly before they cause more damage." Braith spoke the words flatly, but his muscles flexed briefly beneath his shirt. Anxiety trickled through her; no matter how many went out there after them, those things were unsafe, deadly. "I would like to do this tomorrow, if at all possible. We'll move out as soon as we can."
 
   Aria kept her face as emotionless as possible. She was acutely aware of the fact that Xavier's deep brown had fixated upon her. His dark brows drew sharply together over his broad nose. Something slithered down her spine, something cold and numbing as his eyes swung toward Braith.
 
   "Why now?" Xavier inquired a little too loudly. "Why do you desire to overthrow your father now?"
 
   The coldness spread to her belly, she couldn't breathe. "I have learned of my father's plot against my mother."
 
   "How did you come to learn of this?"
 
   "Melinda, fearing for her life after Jack's defection to the rebellion, came to me and told me the truth. I was able to find Jack afterwards, and was finally led to David and his children. I may not have known my mother well, but such a deception cannot go un-avenged. I'm sure you all understand how I feel as most of you are here to avenge your own families, though none of you were ever close with them. It is the principle of the matter."
 
   They all nodded eagerly along to Braith's very abridged and not entirely true version, Xavier remained unmoving as he stared at her.
 
   ***
 
   Aria was beginning to hate The Barrens with its endless sun and sand. The woods were cool even on the hottest of days and shady when the sun was at its brightest. She missed the smell of them, that invigorating blend of earth, fresh air, and wilderness. There was nothing like that here.
 
   Sweat trickled down her back, her forehead, and in between her breasts. The thin, tan shirt she wore adhered to her back and shoulders. She pulled it off her skin, fanning herself with it as she pushed her braid over her shoulder. Shielding her eyes, she stared across the endless brown, searching for any sign of life, all she discovered was a dizzying sense of unreality and a slight headache.
 
   "How will we ever find them out there?" she asked.
 
   "We won't," Braith confirmed. He tugged lightly on the end of her braid, smiling for a brief moment as he wrapped it around his finger. "They'll find us."
 
   That didn't sound like a better option. The desolate town was depressing, but she would rather be here than left behind as she had greatly feared Braith intended to do. Instead, he had been uncharacteristically reasonable about taking her with him, a fact that astounded her until she realized that he didn't feel Gideon's town was any safer than here.
 
   Aria wiped the sweat from her brow, wrinkling her nose in disgust at the smell that wafted from her. "I miss the woods."
 
   She hadn't meant to say the words out loud, hadn't meant to reveal her melancholy to him, but they popped out before she could stop them. Braith's hand stilled in her hair, his body was still as stone. "I know. I'll get you back to them."
 
   She grabbed hold of his hand and squeezed as she forced a smile. "I know."
 
   He brushed his finger over her cheek, trailing it down her throat, pausing briefly upon the marks on her neck. She felt his rising thirst, but he promptly buried it. "You won't ever have to leave them again when this is over."
 
   She frowned as she pressed his hand more firmly against her face. "But you'll need to be in the palace in order to rule."
 
   "I don't plan on ruling anything Aria."
 
   Shock shimmered through her, her fingers convulsed on his. She didn't understand what he was saying. Of course he was going to rule, who else would do it? The people would follow him, he was the next in line; it was obvious that it had to be him. "But you have to."
 
   He shook his head, opened his mouth to respond but a shout interrupted his words. Aria wanted to pull him back, wanted to demand that he explain his statement to her but he was already releasing her, already moving out of the small room they had been standing in. There was a large group of men outside the door, most of them were vampires, but a good amount of them were also humans armed with bows and stakes. Sadly, stakes would be a last resort, if a vampire was that close it was more than likely the human would not survive the encounter.
 
   There were other women with them, but she didn't think any of them were human, and in all honesty she wasn't entirely certain if they were there to fight, to keep the men entertained, or to try and get their hooks into Braith. She was acutely aware of the fact that they watched his every move with interest. They wore make-up, had their hair styled, and smiled flirtatiously at him whenever he was near. Many of them believed her to be the meal that the prince had brought along with him for the journey, even if her father was the rebel leader, she was of little consequence to them. Vampire or not, they were making her mad enough to take them down.
 
   She refused to look at any of them as she followed Braith to the door of the house they had taken shelter in. She needed a thicker skin if she was going to have to deal with these people for the rest of her life or eternity? Either way it was going to be a long time, because no matter what Braith thought, she knew he was the one that was going to lead them out of this mess. He would be the one to end all of the brutality and oppression they'd experienced for the past hundred years.
 
   He was the only one that could.
 
   It was almost impossible to discern one thing from another in the shifting sand and wind. She didn't see what had caused the shout, what had drawn the attention of the group surrounding her. Idle talk and gossip broke off; the laughter faded away, what had apparently been some sort of titillating social event to them finally became something serious.
 
   Then through the shifting sand and blinding light, she saw movement. Braith stepped outside of the building, the wind rippled across his hair, blowing it around his face and causing it to stand on end. Sand trickled over him, coating his clothing and broad shoulders.
 
   He seemed oblivious to the hideous weather conditions surrounding him as he studied the horizon. Figures slipped through the sand, moving as swiftly as wraiths through the hostile environment they knew so well. Braith made his way back toward the house, he didn't say anything as he gently grabbed Aria's arm. He pulled her back into the small side room, gesturing for Ashby and William to follow them.
 
   Pushing the door closed with his foot, he turned to her. "I need you to stay here." He held up a hand, forestalling her protest. "I can't have you out there Aria; there's enough to worry about without having to worry about you too."
 
   "But your vision…"
 
   "I'll be close enough to you so that it won't be affected drastically. I'll be fine, but you have got to stay here." Her eyebrows drew together; she folded her arms firmly over her chest. She was a fighter, she belonged out there, and she didn't want him out there alone. "Don't fight me on this, please."
 
   It was the please that was her undoing, the please that melted the fight from her. The vulnerability that radiated from him for that brief moment was almost more than she could stand. Swallowing her pride and her need to be part of the fight, she managed a small nod. Relief filled him; his hand wrapped around the back of her neck as he pulled her against him and kissed her forehead for a fervent moment. She hugged him, savoring the moment.
 
   "Come back to me," she whispered.
 
   "Always." He kissed her again and reluctantly released her. "Stay with her," he ordered Ashby.
 
   Ashby nodded, William glanced between them but his unasked question was answered when Braith handed him an extra quiver of arrows and gestured for him to follow him from the room. Aria fought the urge to go after them, to race out the door and follow them across the desert. She was shaking with the impulse, struggling not to succumb to the urge. She could be of help, she knew it, but she also knew she would be a huge distraction for Braith. Her hands fisted in frustration as a feeling of helplessness flooded her.
 
   Ashby watched her with a wary expression that alerted her to the fact he was well aware of what she was thinking. "You know he'll kill me if I end up having to tie you up," he warned her.
 
   Aria couldn't help but give him a feeble smile as she shook her head. "He wouldn't kill you."
 
   "Like hell," Ashby muttered.
 
   Aria crooked an eyebrow at him but refrained from arguing. "I'm going to watch."
 
   "I didn't expect anything less."
 
   Though Ashby said the words, he still looked guarded as Aria popped the door back open. She was about to stick her head out when Ashby grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back. "Ashby…"
 
   "Let me go first."
 
   She frowned at him in displeasure, but relented as he pulled her away from the door. The chatter hit her instantly; she could practically feel the excitement palpitating through the room. Ashby took hold of her arm and turned her in the opposite direction of the crush trying to work their way out the door.
 
   Ashby kept her behind him, using his body to shield her from the stragglers drifting through the house. He shouldered aside a questioning young man that eyed Aria with interest. A low growl emanated from Ashby's chest, the color drained from the man's face as he hurried on down the stairs.
 
   "Idiot," Ashby mumbled under his breath.
 
   Aria craned her neck to watch the young man. "Is he human Ashby?"
 
   "He is."
 
   "Why is he so interested in us?"
 
   "Because he's an idiot." Aria turned back around as Ashby placed a gentle hand in the small of her back, urging her on before quickly removing his touch. Aria forgot all about the young man as she hurried up the last few steps, she nearly bolted to the broken window at the end of the hall. She placed her hands against the sill, leaning out to watch the group spread out across the sand. She searched frantically for Braith, but he was nowhere to be seen amongst the crowd and run-down structures surrounding them.
 
   Panic seized hold of her, her hands curled around the ledge as she bent further out. It was bad enough not being able to be with him, but not being able to see him was a thousand times worse. Ashby grabbed hold of her shoulder, pulling her back as he pried her hands from the sill.
 
   She was stunned to see blood welling up on her palms and fingers. There had still been glass in the frames, but she hadn't felt the bite of it against her flesh. "How did you manage to stay alive this long?" Ashby inquired as he tore the edges of his shirt and used the rags to wrap her damaged hands.
 
   "I didn't feel it."
 
   "I know."
 
   She turned eagerly back to the window as he released her hands. "Where is he?"
 
   Ashby's shoulder pressed against hers as he peered out the window. "There."
 
   She followed his finger to a building about four hundred feet away. She could just barely make out the form of someone standing in the doorway of a small shack. He was half hidden amongst the shifting sand, and blinding light. Though it was difficult to discern the figure completely, she knew instantly that Ashby was right, it was Braith.
 
   Her fingers twitched, she pulled the bow from her back and propped it on the floor before her. It would be tricky to get a clear shot with so many below, but she was going to do her best to take out as many as possible. Braith may not want her down there, but he hadn't said anything about her taking position right here.
 
   She watched as more figures crept forward. Gideon had said that they were drawn by the presence of anyone in the desert sands, they did not discriminate, they were hungry and they didn't care how many were awaiting them or how powerful they were. The promise of blood was a strong motivator to these lost, ravenous souls.
 
   "Do you think we can get on the roof?" she inquired.
 
   "Do you want to see me dismembered?"
 
   Aria chuckled as she shook her head. "I don't think he's quite as volatile as you make him sound."
 
   "No Aria, he is. The only thing that might keep him sane if something were to happen to you is the fact that you have not done everything necessary to completely form the link. But don't doubt for a minute that he is capable of far more vicious and brutal acts than anything you've ever seen. I've come to realize that he is capable of anything when it comes to you, maybe even beating his father. I know what I would do if Melinda were threatened."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily as she fought the blush trying to work its way up her neck and through her face. It didn't sit well that he knew such an intimate detail of their lives. "But your link with Melinda is complete."
 
   "Yes, and that does make some difference, I think. How much of one I don't know. No one does."
 
   There was something about Ashby's tone of voice, something secretive and fevered about his bright green eyes that caused a deep feeling of unease to form in her stomach. A shout from outside drew her attention, her hand constricted around the bow. The fresh cuts on her hands ached but they were not deep or overly painful. She drew an arrow from its quiver, knocking it against the bow without a sound.
 
   The creatures were closer now, blending with the environment. They moved as swiftly as the dust particles dancing through the air. Her eyes found Braith, her heart beat against her ribs with loud thumps she was certain everyone could hear. William stood behind him, his hair far too noticeable for her liking.
 
   The attack was faster than she had expected it to be. She didn't think the creatures had much use for logic, at least not anymore, but she hadn't expected this suicidal rush into the town. It was as if they didn't care, as if they welcomed the thought of death as much as the promise of blood.
 
   Braith tried to coordinate the attack but she wasn't sure he could coordinate anything against these mindless creatures. How could he plan against something that had lost the ability to reason, something with no sense of self-preservation? But somehow Braith did it as she watched the vampires, along with some humans, split and flow in different directions, effectively encircling and trapping the creatures between the buildings. She was well aware that Braith was at the center of the attack, even through the shifting conditions she could see the blood that coated him, the speed with which he moved, the deadly precision with which he carried out the death of these things.
 
   She knew he took no pleasure in the killing, or at least she tried to tell herself that because at the moment she wasn't so certain. The ease with which it was done, the brutality of it all was mind numbing. She was so focused upon Braith that it took awhile for her to realize that though the group had encircled the creatures, Braith was the only one fighting.
 
   "What are they doing?" She spun away from the window, determined to get to him. Ashby stepped abruptly in front of her. Gone was the good natured vampire she knew, instead he was a massive hulk of annoyance as he effectively blocked her way. "Move!"
 
   "No."
 
   For a moment she was speechless, then her mouth snapped shut and she glowered at him as her fingers curled around her bow. "They're not helping him!"
 
   "I know."
 
   "I have to!"
 
   "No."
 
   Aria's nostrils flared, she was fuming as she pushed against him. He was like an impenetrable wall and he didn't even have the decency to pretend her shove affected him. "So help me Ashby if you don't get out of my way I'll shoot you!"
 
   "No." If he said no to her one more time she really was going to shoot him. "Braith suspected this might happen."
 
   Her anger deflated instantly. "What?"
 
   "They have to see if he's strong enough to lead. This is a test and he needs to pass it."
 
   "There's too many of them, he needs my help!"
 
   Ashby shook his head. "No, he needs to concentrate and you will be nothing but a distraction to him right now. He can do this Aria, you know it and I know it. You need to stay here. Why do you think he left me in charge of you instead of William? He knew your brother wouldn't be able to stop you, please don't make me force you to stay."
 
   She didn't know which feeling was worse, the anger or the terror. Braith had suspected this, he'd set her up, the three of them had plotted against her and unless she really did injure Ashby, she wasn't getting past him. Though she would hurt him if Braith required help, and there was a definite possibility she would shoot her brother when this was over. He had it coming anyway; he'd been tormenting her since he could talk. Rushing out there, being reckless and not trusting Braith could put them all in even more danger. She could get them all killed.
 
   "Damn him!" she snapped as she spun back to the fight. "And damn you!"
 
   She thought she heard Ashby mutter, "Too late," but she became so focused on the fighting again that she couldn't be sure, and she wasn't in the mood to push it.
 
   Her stomach twisted as the bow fell limply back to her side. There was no need for it now. Her interference would not be appreciated. She slipped the bow onto her back and replaced the arrow. She couldn't stand the spectacle of the bloodbath anymore but she couldn't turn away, not until it was over and she was certain Braith was safe.
 
   Death, those creatures welcomed death. The realization left Aria hollow and shaken. These were not the king's soldiers; these were lost, starving souls. Souls, she reminded herself, that had done something to warrant such a fate. The reminder did little good. There was so much blood and rage that she was frightened she might be sick.
 
   She leaned forward as two of them launched at Braith. Her breath was frozen in her chest as he fell back, struggling beneath the weight of one of them. She barely had time to blink before he grabbed hold of the back of its neck and ripped it off of himself. No matter how much she yearned to turn away, every ounce of her was focused upon Braith.
 
   Ashby's hand suddenly slid around her mouth. She jumped; a startled cry escaped her as he pulled her firmly against his chest. A finger appeared in front of her face, held up before her as he pulled her back a few steps and maneuvered her into a side room. Aria caught only a brief glimpse of pale dirty feet appearing at the top of the steps before Ashby slid the door silently closed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   Ashby released her as he strode across the room. Broken pieces of furniture were stacked in the corner, buried beneath years of dust and sand. Dismay filled her as her gaze drifted down. Their shoes left footprints in the sand; no matter how silent they were there was no hiding.
 
   "Ashby." He turned to her, placing a finger against his lips as his eyes narrowed into a glare. Impatience filled her as she pointed angrily at their feet and then the trail of prints they had left behind. Apparently being banished to a tree house for the past hundred years had dulled Ashby's senses as it took him a few seconds to understand what she was trying to convey. His mouth dropped at the same time the knob began to rattle.
 
   Aria lurched forward, thrusting her weight against the door as it started to creak open. It slammed back closed. There was a hushed moment of silence and then excited grunts and squeals began to issue from the other side. Ashby was instantly beside her, his body weight shoved against the door as the creatures began to push and pound eagerly upon it. Between the two of them one was easy to take care of, Ashby could do it himself, but judging by the sounds, and the force with which they pushed against the door, there were at least three out there.
 
   Her fingers itched for her bow as a crack appeared at the top of the door. It was old, it would not hold against the force of these creatures. Aria's gaze fell to the pile in the corner, but even if they stacked it against the door it would do little good. Then, she spotted the window.
 
   "Stay here."
 
   "What!?" he gasped, struggling to keep the door closed when she released it suddenly. "Aria! Arianna!"
 
   She didn't hesitate as she raced across the room, grasped hold of the windowsill and plunged onto the porch roof. It creaked beneath her weight, and for a moment she hesitated, uncertain if the old wood would support her. It wouldn't do either of them any good if the thing collapsed beneath her. It groaned again but held steady beneath her weight. Using her arms, she was able to maintain her balance on the steep pitch of the roof as she hurried to the back of the house.
 
   She heard something beneath her and looked down to find two more creatures following her movements, eagerly jumping up and down as they waited for her to fall.
 
   Reaching the backside of the house she plunged into another broken window. She was in another room which had a broken shower. She gave little thought to her favorite contraption as she pulled the bow from her back. Knocking two arrows against it, she used the tip of one to nudge the door open. She was able to stick her head out enough to see that there were four of them down the hall, beating on the door, pushing and shoving and grunting eagerly as they jumped on top of each other in an attempt to be the first one in. They would turn on each other if given the chance.
 
   She turned the bow sideways, she had no clear shot at any of their hearts, and with two arrows she was unlikely to hit the heart anyway. But at least she would impair two of them, and perhaps the scent of blood would help them turn on each other. Aria used her elbow to open the door the rest of the way. Four heads snapped toward her as she stepped into the hall, took aim and fired.
 
   A squeal erupted from one of the creatures as it stumbled back, an arrow imbedded firmly in its throat. Another one was brought to its knees by the arrow in its shin. Blood spurted forth but the other two did not go after their fallen brethren like she'd hoped. Instead, they focused more intently upon her; their eager eyes were like glistening rubies, their fangs hung over their lower lips as one of them shoved aside the creature she'd shot in the neck.
 
   Aria pulled two more arrows and fired them rapidly. One was caught in the upper arm, it didn't slow him even a little, the other arrow slammed uselessly into the wall. It quivered there for a moment, a trembling reminder of her error. Aria took a step back, needing to put more distance between them if she was going to get off another round. They raced at her as she fired. This time she hit them both, one was a deathblow that sent the creature scrambling back, howling in pain as it thrashed upon the floor. The other one was nicked in the ear, it didn't even recoil as it launched at her with clawed fingers and an eager hiss.
 
   She barely had time to toss her bow aside and grab hold of her stake before it was upon her. She fell back, bouncing across the sand as they skidded into a wall. The breath was knocked from her, stars burst before her eyes as her head crashed against the wall. Struggling to remain conscious, she managed to get her hands up between them as the thing lurched forward. It snapped at her, just inches from her face. It was strong, far stronger than her, and she could already feel the weakening in her arms as it lunged at her again.
 
   Her fingers scrambled over the stake as she tried to twist it into an angle that would be beneficial for her. It was nearly impossible as the thing clawed eagerly in its excitement and bloodlust. Adrenaline coursed forth; her survival instinct took hold of her, giving her a strength that enabled her to get the stake fully twisted around. The creature's lurching momentum drove it into the sharp weapon.
 
   Its scream pierced her eardrums, blowing her hair back as it wailed in agony. She turned away, horror filling her as it began to convulse before finally falling away from her. She couldn't move, her back was pressed against the wall as her fingers curled into the thick sand.
 
   As it went still, behind the revulsion and terror a strange sense of exhilaration flooded through her. She had just beaten a vampire in hand to hand combat. Granted it had been an emaciated, weakened vampire but she had still defeated it, and she was alive.
 
   She pushed herself up on the wall as Ashby yanked the arrow from the throat of the other one she had shot and drove it into the creature's chest. He shoved the thing away and Aria was able to see that he had already dispatched the other one. Ashby's gaze latched onto her, his eyes were red, and blood marred his right cheek.
 
   "You ok?"
 
   Aria managed a small nod. "Yeah."
 
   He wiped the blood from his face, shaking his head as he surveyed the damage around him. "Impressive, but let's not tell Braith about this."
 
   A low laugh escaped her; she sat up straighter against the wall. She was about to agree when a growl from her left froze the words in her throat. "Too late."
 
   The color drained from Ashby's face as he took a step back. The hair rose on the nape of her neck as she slowly turned toward the stairs. She could practically feel the fury radiating off of him as her eyes latched onto Braith's. He was imposing; his broad shoulders took up most of the stairwell. He was coated in blood. It stained his shirt and pants, streaked through his hair and was splattered across his face.
 
   Aria was immobile, terrified by what she sensed inside of him. She knew he was wild and hot-tempered, but now he seemed utterly savage. His glasses were in place, but even behind the dark lenses she could see the shadowed hue of his crimson colored eyes. Xavier stood just behind him staring at her in amazement. Behind Xavier she could see William and then Gideon as he fought to shove his way past her brother.
 
   It was the alarm on Gideon's features that drove her to her feet. Unfortunately, she forgot about the blow to her head and became somewhat dizzy as she rose. She took a staggering step before falling against the wall. Ashby retreated further as Braith came out of the stairwell. She didn't blame Ashby, she'd never been afraid of Braith before, was certain he would never harm her, but in this moment he was terrifying in his anger. That fury was not directed at her, but it was explosive and it was looking for a release.
 
   Aria pushed herself off of the wall as Gideon reached Xavier. Gideon's eyes found hers as he rested his hand against Xavier's shoulder. Xavier wasn't moving though, he was too focused on the events unfolding in front of him.
 
   "I'm fine Braith." His jaw clenched and unclenched, the red of his eyes deepened. Aria gulped as she held her hands up before her. "See, I'm fine."
 
   "You're bleeding." The words were grated behind his clenched teeth.
 
   She'd forgotten about the broken glass. "It's from the windows Braith. I didn't realize there was glass still in them."
 
   It didn't seem to matter though as his head twisted toward Ashby. He was like a wolf stalking its prey. Ashby took another step back as Braith came further into the hall. He was only two feet away from her now, but the distance seemed far more immense and she was scared she wouldn't be able to cross it in order to reach him in time.
 
   What was wrong with him?
 
   She didn't know the answer to that but it seemed as if he was directing everything at Ashby. "You had one job, one thing to do." Ashby took another step back as Braith honed in on him. Panic filled her as she realized he was going to attack Ashby. It didn't matter that she was fine, that they had succeeded in killing four of them. "All you had to do was make sure she stayed safe."
 
   Aria shoved off the wall. If Braith rushed Ashby, there would be no stopping him. Xavier had taken a step into the hall to watch what was about to unfold. Gideon tried to get past him but Xavier thrust out his arm, blocking his approach. "I want to see what happens," he murmured.
 
   Aria was confused by the vampire's words. Gideon looked as if he was going to protest but remained silent as he took a step away. William was ashen, he too tried to get past them but Xavier and Gideon blocked his attempt. Weren't they going to help her? At least help Ashby?
 
   She didn't have time to contemplate the answer as Braith continued to prowl toward Ashby. Melinda! She barely knew Braith's younger sister, but she'd felt a bond with the proud, beautiful woman. If Ashby was destroyed, then Melinda would be also. Plus, she'd kind of grown attached to the cocky vampire who was currently backed into the corner at the end of the hall.
 
   Scrambling forward, Aria threw herself in front of Braith, flinging her arms wide as she strained to get air into her suddenly constricted and panicked chest. "I'm fine!" she wheezed. "Look at me Braith. Look at me!" It seemed like forever before those red eyes shifted toward her. There was no softening in them though, no acknowledgement of her words. Without thinking, she ripped the bandages from her hands to reveal the shallow cuts that had only slightly bled. His eyes blazed even brighter as they latched onto the drops of blood glistening on her skin. Was he hungry? Was that the problem? No, this was something more. He was caught up in something, and for the first time ever she wasn't sure that she would be enough for him.
 
   "Braith." It was a low plea, a desperate whisper. He grabbed hold of her arms as she reached for him. His body was rigid, his muscles locked but his grip was surprisingly gentle. She hoped for a moment that he had come to his senses, but then he was moving her out of the way.
 
   "Braith, wait."
 
   Aria strained in his grasp trying to get him to snap out of whatever had him ensnared. Her fingers shoved aside the sleeves of his shirt, she needed to feel his skin; she hoped the contact would bring him back to her but it didn't seem to be helping.
 
   "Here," she breathed fervently. Grabbing hold of his hand she pressed it against her chest, over the spot where her heart beat. She had no idea what she was doing. "Here Braith, feel, I'm fine."
 
   Recognition seemed to shimmer through him, there was a wavering, a softening that sparked some hope inside of her. His fingers splayed against her, they twitched faintly and then curled into her shirt, into her flesh. Pulling her against him, his forehead fell to hers. Relief flowed through her; she clutched his hand as air rushed into her empty lungs.
 
   "Alive," he breathed.
 
   "Yes, of course."
 
   Then, before she knew what he was doing, he wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her close. His mouth was in the hollow of her throat, his lips pressed against his marks on her skin. Aria went completely still, she would give him whatever he needed, but she sensed more behind this. She sensed something dark and desperate as his lips pulled back. A shiver worked through her as his fangs skimmed over her flesh, pressing against her. His arm latched around her waist, dragging her against him, pressing her body flush to his.
 
   Her heart leapt wildly as she waited for his bite. She yearned for this so badly, perhaps even more so than him. Her fingers curled into his back, she forgot about the others within the hall, she didn't care about them anymore. She was too swept up in him, too caught up in the teasing pressure of his fangs.
 
   And then, just when she thought she might scream from the longing building within her, he finally bit deep. A gasp, more of pleasure than pain escaped her. Her fingers curled into his hair, she held him tighter against her as she felt the tantalizing pull of her blood in deep, leisurely waves. Her head fell against him, she clung to him as beyond the concern for her safety, the pleasure her blood gave him ensnared them both.
 
   She had just started to lose herself to him when he severed the bond between them. She felt the loss acutely as he cradled her against him. "You terrify me," he breathed.
 
   She managed a small laugh. "The feeling's mutual."
 
   She realized she'd said the wrong thing as he stiffened against her. "I would never harm you Aria," he grated.
 
   She was not surprised to discover that they were alone in the hall; Ashby had been smart to use Braith's distraction as a chance to escape… so had the others. "I know that." She ran her fingers over the firm planes of his face as she pulled the glasses away and dropped them into the sand. "I know you would never hurt me," she assured him. "But Ashby, what was that? What were you thinking? You were going to kill him."
 
   He opened his mouth; she thought perhaps to protest her statement. Instead he closed it again and tenderly rested his fingers over the fresh marks he'd left on her neck. "I would have, yes," he admitted.
 
   She was not taken aback by the admission. "Why?"
 
   He shook his head; his eyebrows drew together as a brief look of confusion crossed his face. "I don't know." She knew it killed him to admit that, but there was no denying it. "I saw you, on that roof, bleeding. I thought you were going to die. I left you with him, to protect you, and…" His voice broke off. Aria stroked him, looking to calm him as his distraught eyes met hers. There was so much anguish and confusion in his gaze that it robbed her breath. "I just lost it."
 
   He hated acknowledging any weakness, and that's just what she was, a weakness that he couldn't keep completely protected no matter how much he tried. And no matter how strong or how fast or how capable she was, she was also a mortal. She had a lifespan clock that she suddenly heard ticking very loudly within her chest.
 
   "There's so much risk for you here. I shouldn't have left you, but I trusted Ashby to take care of you…"
 
   "It wasn't his fault Braith, he did protect me."
 
   "You were on the roof Arianna."
 
   She forced a smile, hoping to ease him in some way. "It's not that different than a tree, little more of a pitch, little less bark but still wood."
 
   He wasn't amused. "You could have broken your neck."
 
   She quirked an eyebrow at him. "Hardly," she snorted.
 
   "That wood is over a hundred years old…"
 
   "I know where to put my feet," she interrupted sharply not at all phased by the irritated look he shot her. "You have to stop treating me like I'm incapable. I may not be as strong as you, I may not be immortal, but I am far more capable than most of taking care of myself. I just beat a vampire in hand to hand combat. No one does that Braith, no one. And you shouldn't talk; you left me in the dark about your suspicions for you out there! You put yourself at risk also!"
 
   His jaw clenched as his teeth ground. She was braced for a fight. She was not braced for the brush of his lips against hers, or the surge of heat that pooled in her belly, causing a small sigh to escape. "I need Ashby, Jack, and Gideon, and yes I trust Gideon enough to trust him with you, to help protect you. When they fail…"
 
   "Ashby didn't fail. We were ambushed Braith, there was no way for anyone to know that they would sneak up behind us like that. He saved me."
 
   "I'd say you saved him," he retorted.
 
   Aria smiled as she poked him in his rigid stomach. "Who knew that I, of all people, would have a habit of saving vampires?"
 
   She was finally able to coax a smile from him, one that melted her heart and caused her own grin to expand. It was so rare that he smiled. It lit his flawed eyes and eased the hard angles of his face. If the smile were big enough, every once in a while a dimple would appear. She was the only one that ever got to see him like this, relaxed, almost vulnerable, and oh so wonderfully, almost trouble-free.
 
   "Certainly not me."
 
   "I didn't think so."
 
   She was saddened when his smile faded and his face became tense again. One day, she vowed, one day he'll smile more often. She'd make sure of it. And he'd laugh, at least once a day, preferably more. "Is it always going to be like this Braith? Ashby said you were volatile, I told him no, but he was right wasn't he?"
 
   "I think he is."
 
   She peered up at him, hoping he would say more but he remained silent. "Because of me?"
 
   "No." He frowned, shaking his head. "Well, yes, but it's not like you think Arianna." He grasped hold of her hands, pressing them flat to his chest. "Here, my heart may not beat but it's there, I'm aware of it now because of you. I can't stand the thought of losing you, it just…" He broke off as his gaze drifted to the window at the end of the hall. "I would die for you and not think twice about it. I won't, I can't, risk losing you. I need you to stay with me."
 
   She was awed by his words. "Of course I will."
 
   "Alive Arianna, I need you alive and there are so many things against you staying that way."
 
   "If I became a vampire…"
 
   He stiffened so suddenly that she stopped speaking mid-sentence. "No."
 
   "But…"
 
   "I said no. It's too much of a risk, I won't take it."
 
   He went to turn away from her, but she grasped hold of his arm. "Braith, I'll die no matter what."
 
   He flinched as pain flickered through his eyes. "Most humans do not survive the change."
 
   "But some do," she pushed.
 
   He ran a hand through his thick hair in aggravation. "Yes, of course, some do."
 
   "What makes them different?"
 
   He shrugged and took hold of her hand. His thumb ran leisurely over the back of her knuckles, causing shivers of delight to run up and down her spine. She didn't think he was aware of the effect he was having on her though as he seemed distant and remote. "I don't know. No one really does. Perhaps it's just sheer strength."
 
   "Strength?" she prodded when he didn't continue.
 
   He shook his head; his eyes finally seemed to focus on her again. "It's extremely painful for a human Aria. I've only seen it occur once and the man did not survive it. I won't put you through it."
 
   "Who did you see it happen to?"
 
   He waved a hand absently. "Some young peasant that a vampire was playing with. It was years ago, before we had even taken control."
 
   Aria swallowed heavily. "But there is a chance…"
 
   "No."
 
   "I'm strong Braith, stronger than most. I can handle pain…"
 
   "This is more than just pain, this is death."
 
   "Better than most people," she continued as if he hadn't spoken.
 
   "Your insides twist into something different, your heart ceases to beat; your body goes into rigor mortis…"
 
   "I'm stronger than most people! I just beat a vampire in hand to hand combat. I can survive this."
 
   "You won't have the chance to find out."
 
   Aria sputtered as indignation filled her. His stubbornness was truly beginning to grate on her nerves. "If Saul can survive…"
 
   "Saul?" he asked in surprise.
 
   She folded her arms over her chest and began to tap her foot. "Yes, Saul. I assume he was once human, he's older."
 
   Braith's full lips quirked in a small smile. "Saul was never human."
 
   "I don't understand. He has gray hair, wrinkles. Do you eventually age?"
 
   His thumb stopped stroking her skin, his hand turned in hers as he held her. His gaze was focused on her hand for a moment. He was studying it as if he had never seen it before. Aria leaned forward to peer up at him, surprised by the distant look on his face. He moved her fingers apart, deliberately tracing the bones of each one.
 
   "Braith," she whispered, fighting against the reaction her body had to his tender touch.
 
   "No, we don't age," he finally stated. "At some time in our twenties we reach maturity, and we stop aging. I was twenty two when it happened. For some reason, Saul didn't stop aging until he was almost fifty. It's happened before, rarely, but it has occurred."
 
   Aria's mouth parted on a small breath, what a strange and oddly fascinating bit of information. She never would have suspected that such a thing could occur. "Has there ever been one that has just never stopped aging and died?"
 
   Braith shrugged, his hands moved leisurely up her arms as he pulled her a step closer to him. "It's a possibility, there were some before me," he said with a teasing smile that melted her heart. "I suppose it could have happened then, but since I've been alive I've never heard of it. One aged until he was almost seventy before stopping, but that's the oldest I know of."
 
   "How is that possible?"
 
   "Do you know the legend of the vampire race?" She shook her head no. "Have you heard of God?"
 
   She frowned, confused by the question. "I've heard of him, it, her? Some of the people in the woods would talk of God, they even had ceremonies, but most didn't really understand what it was."
 
   "That's one thing that hasn't changed in a hundred years." Dry humor that seemed oddly out of place tinted his voice.
 
   "Was it supposed to?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Then what does this God have to do with anything?"
 
   "It's said that God created the first man, humans, in his image. God also created angels to serve him, and to protect and guide the human race, but between the two, man was God's favorite. One such angel, Lucifer, was cast out of heaven because he didn't want to play second fiddle. It is said that on his way to Hell, in order to punish God, and inflict pain and fear amongst the human race, that Lucifer also created something in his own image to walk the earth. A demon that looked like man but had the vast power of the angels, and fed upon man. He created the first vampire."
 
   "Your speed and strength," she muttered.
 
   "Yes, our immortality, our thirst for blood is all said to be tied to the demon that Lucifer became. The quirks that sometimes affect our race are supposedly because there is also man within us."
 
   Aria's head was spinning. "You believe this?"
 
   He shrugged absently. "It's what has been told over the years, but I don't know for certain, no one does."
 
   "And if you change me, you believe I will become a demon or the demon is what will kill me?"
 
   "You already are a little demon." He chuckled at the stern look she shot him. "But no, I don't believe that. I believe that the loss of your blood, and the sudden influx of mine, is what will kill you. I believe the trauma to your system, the changing of your system into ours is what will kill you, but I do not believe you will become a demon, or become infected by one. Most of us are colder and more callous than humans, we feel things more acutely, our needs are more intense, but we control our actions and we are not ruled by some demon inside us. It is why Ashby loves Melinda, why my mother died for Melinda, why Gideon has established a system of equality. It's why I love you. If we were ruled by a demon none of that would be possible. Some of us seem to relate more to their angel or human side, and some to the demon one though."
 
   "I see." Though she was fascinated by what he was telling her, she was barely paying attention to the conversation anymore as his hands clasped hold of her face and he kissed her lightly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   Braith stood silently, his arms folded over his chest as he watched Aria move about the room with subtle grace. She didn't know he was there as she studied the bindings of the books with interest. Her hands were folded behind her back as she leaned back on her heels before tilting forward again. There was a wistful smile on her face that enchanted him.
 
   He didn't think he would ever get over the powerful effect she had on him. The sway she had over his deadened heart. She leaned back on her heels again. "Are you going to stand there all day?" she asked.
 
   "I didn't realize you knew I was here."
 
   The sunlight lit her features as she tilted her head to study him. "I'd know you anywhere." For a moment he was robbed of all sense of reason. His fingers ached with the need to touch her, to hold her. Standing on her tiptoes she pulled a book from the shelf. "Would you like to read with me?"
 
   He would like nothing more than to curl up and read with her, but that was not why he'd come here. She seemed to sense that as her smile slipped away and she tucked the book under her arm. "What is it?"
 
   "They're going to vote on whether or not they're willing to join us. I thought you would like to be there."
 
   "I would," she agreed. Her hand slid into his extended one. He held her for a moment, simply savoring in her as she watched him. "What do you think they'll vote?"
 
   Braith shook his head. "I don't know. Those creatures have been taken care of, there may be a few left out there, but they're not much of a threat. I think I passed their test. I think I proved that though I was blinded, I am still deadly enough to lead."
 
   "Do you think they suspect you can see when I'm near?"
 
   He shrugged. "I don't think so, though Xavier saw far more of our relationship than I intended for him to. I don't think he will say anything. For now he prefers to watch, listen and learn."
 
   "What does he want to learn?"
 
   "Everything and anything. Xavier's bloodline has always been the record keepers; he knows more of our history than anyone. His leaving was a huge blow to my father. Xavier sees far more than most, he processes things differently. He'll keep what he saw to himself until he can figure out what to do about it."
 
   "Do you think he'll do something bad with it?"
 
   "Not if he wants to live. Xavier, though his original loyalty was to my father, is a man of thought and learning, not one of action and violence. He is logical and fair. He will come to me when he is ready to confront me about you, before he goes to them. He'll look for answers first."
 
   "I think you're right, he seems very curious about us." She rocked back on her heels again. "They will agree to help us."
 
   "And what makes you so certain?"
 
   "Because it's impossible not to follow you."
 
   He chuckled as he folded her arm within his. "I'm glad you believe so."
 
   She tugged on his arm for a moment, causing him to stop in the doorway of the library. Her hand tightened around his arm, her eyes were filled with determination. "I don't believe so Braith, I know so. They'll follow you because they know strength when they see it, because they'll believe in you, and you'll win." He was awed and humbled by the amount of faith she had in him. She grinned at him, a smile that lit her face and caused her eyes to sparkle as she playfully bumped his hip. "Just don't let it go to your head when you become king."
 
   He couldn't find the words to remind her that he had no intention of becoming king; he was too stunned. She turned away from him, her gaze darting toward the dining room that they had been meeting in. She squeezed his hand before reluctantly releasing it and nervously tucking the book under her arm. "You can do this Braith," she whispered.
 
   He was pretty sure he could do just about anything if she was standing at his side. He wanted to reach for her again, wanted to pull her back against him, wanted to walk proudly into that room with her, but he knew he had already allowed too much to slip in front of Xavier.
 
   Aria entered the room first and walked to her brother's side. William studied her before nodding to Braith. The others had already gathered around the table, the chair at the head was empty as it waited expectantly for him. Braith rested his fingers on the top of the table as he faced the powerful people whose help he desperately needed if they were going to have any shot of winning this war.
 
   "You've all made your decisions?" he inquired.
 
   "We have," Xavier confirmed as his dark eyes flickered briefly to Aria. Frustration filled Braith; his momentary loss of control in the hallway earlier had placed Aria in even greater peril. She met Xavier's inquisitive glance with a lift of her brows that somehow managed to make her appear even more innocent and unknowing. But Braith could see that Xavier didn't buy it, not for an instant.
 
   "I'll fight with you," Xavier confirmed. "You've proven that you are capable enough to earn my allegiance, and I have never agreed with your father's policies. I believe yours will be more just." His eyes flickered briefly to Aria again.
 
   Braith had to force himself not to look at her. "They will be," he assured him.
 
   "I will also fight with you," Barnaby confirmed. Braith felt a momentary tug of apprehension, he still didn't know how to feel about Barnaby, but at least this time he was actually taking a stand instead of cowardly waiting until the end. Perhaps the past hundred years had actually changed him. Ashby made a slight face but remained silent. "I've been waiting for this moment for a very long time."
 
   "I would like to confer with my people, but I believe they will agree to help." Saul folded his hands into the sleeves of his cloak, his head was bowed. He had always been tranquil, reserved, with an air of dignity that was enhanced by his seemingly vast years, even though he was almost two hundred years younger than Braith. "We've built a good home here, but we are well aware of the fact that it is tentative at best. The king still randomly sends search parties after us, there is no guarantee we will not be uncovered and ousted at some point. War offers no promises, no peace or stability, but the hope of a future filled with security will probably sway them, as will the chance to leave The Barrens and return to a home that most of us still miss."
 
   "I was in even before we went after those creatures," Calista said. "I want my homeland back. We've established a good system here, but I'm sick of dust and heat and sand. I assume that those of us who join with you will also be rewarded."
 
   "Your wealth will be returned to you. The Council will be established as the ruling body again, you will be returned to your seats upon it, you will have equal say within it and the majority will rule," Braith assured them.
 
   "Even the humans?" Frank inquired.
 
   Braith nodded. "What you have established here will be the model that the new rule will be based upon. Humans will rule with us, vampires and humans that do not follow the rules will be punished accordingly."
 
   "And blood slaves?" Frank pressed.
 
   Despite himself Braith felt his gaze flicker to Aria as she shifted uneasily. Though few people in this room knew she had once been his blood slave, it was still a touchy subject with her. "If we are successful, no human will ever be forced to be a blood slave again."
 
   It was only the slight tremor of Aria's chin that hinted at any sign of distress from her. He couldn't take those days away from her, even if he could, he wouldn't. If she'd never been captured, if she'd never been brought to the palace as a slave, he never would have met her. He wouldn't be standing here right now and neither would she. She was in danger now, but her life up to this point had been nothing but danger. He hated it but for the first time he saw things from her perspective, for the first time he understood her total lack of fear toward anything.
 
   She feared nothing because she had lived with the constant threat of death every day of her life, it remained the same now, but there was finally hope for her. Finally there was a light at the end of a tunnel that before had only been dark. She would do anything for that light, anything. She had been trying to tell him this, trying to make him understand that this was a battle she embraced wholeheartedly, enthusiastically, and with a determination that may even exceed his own, but he had been too stubborn to listen. He needed to give her more freedom or he would crush the beautiful spirit he had fallen in love with in the first place.
 
   The thought of losing her was almost enough to drive him to his knees, but he realized he'd rather see her dead than destroyed by his inability to let her be who she was.
 
   He almost took her hand, but thankfully he came to his senses before he did something careless. Her life may not be any more precarious now than it was before, but if he revealed his feelings for her any further, it would be.
 
   He turned forcefully away from her as he focused on Frank once more. "You and David will have a say in how things are run afterward. You will both have seats on The Council to represent your people. If there are other human leaders amongst the rebels I'm sure David will bring them to my attention."
 
   "There aren't any others," William informed him.
 
   "The humans will have the same say as vampires?" Frank persisted.
 
   "Yes, humans will have an equal say," Braith assured him.
 
   "And a leader will also need to be appointed." Gideon's hazel eyes were turbulent as they met his.
 
   "There isn't truly a need for a leader." Braith stared at Gideon, silently warning him to back off.
 
   "There is always a need for a leader. A leader will have to carry out the results of any vote, and they will have to squash any inner squabbling. A leader will be needed to make sure that justice, fair justice is carried out. And everyone, people and vampire alike, will need someone to follow. There is a need for a leader, a strong one that can rule and see over what will be a difficult time of transition for everyone involved. They will be required to put an abrupt end to the uprisings I am sure will follow this overthrow, and to make sure that all traitorous persons are hunted down and dealt with appropriately.
 
   "There is a need for a leader if what you envision, what we all envision, is to be successful. We will need the strongest among us to carry out this vision. Someone who is just and not simply seeking power, someone who knows how government and politics works, someone that is recognizable to everyone, as there are many of us that would not be known among the humans anymore. "
 
   Braith was silent, astounded by the fervor of Gideon's speech, frightened by the sway he felt in those words. Aria gazed at Gideon for a long moment before turning to Braith. It was the pride gleaming from the bright depths of her beautiful eyes that caused his gut to clench. He knew what she expected of him, but if he rose to power she would never be accepted, never be welcomed at his side.
 
   He would give up anything for this cause, except for her.
 
   Beside her, William looked just as amazed as she did. His gaze moved from Gideon to Braith and then finally to his sister. An almost painful look crossed his face before he turned away.
 
   "We should select a new leader, a new king so to speak, here, now, amongst the leaders that our people have elected to speak for them."
 
   "Not all of them are here," Braith reminded them, unable to keep the aggravation from his voice as Gideon tried to railroad him.
 
   "Either I, or William, can vote for our father, for now," Aria amended quickly. "I'm sure he would trust our judgment, and if he doesn't then he can have his say when we reunite."
 
   He wanted to tell her no, that there would be no vote now, but the others were already nodding their agreement. A cold chill swept down his spine. He was not a coward, he had never shirked his responsibilities but he did not want this. Maybe he was getting ahead of himself though; they had not elected him yet. Gideon had just given a rousing speech that had swayed everyone in the room. After Braith, he was the most elder vampire within this room. They all knew Gideon well, had worked well with him over the past hundred years. All Braith had was his older age, his power, and his pedigree.
 
   "I think that's fair," Xavier said. "They came as representatives for their father after all." His gaze fixated on Braith. "I'm sure he would respect their vote."
 
   "He would," William confirmed.
 
   "Jericho is also an option as a leader," Braith reminded them. "My brother has lived amongst David's rebel faction for the past six years. He is part of the royal bloodline, David's people trust him."
 
   Saul chuckled as he shook his head and spread his hands before him. "I'm sure Jericho has matured greatly over the years Braith, but I do not believe he is up for this responsibility. Nor was he ever groomed for it. We represent our families now because most of our family members are dead. Barnaby's youngest cousin, and my sister, are the only others that survived the war, subsequent slaughter, and exile. Neither of them is prepared to lead, and neither is Jericho."
 
   "That is yet another thing we can discuss when we're all united," Xavier said. "I'm sure that Jericho is not the boy we remember, and if there is to be true equality amongst us than we should consider him. If he wishes to be considered."
 
   "Then we are in agreement, for the most part," Gideon asserted. "We'll vote now. Ashby?"
 
   Ashby was pensive as his eyes flickered briefly between Aria and Braith before his shoulders slumped a little. "Braith started this, he has led us this far, united us, and defeated most of your enemies. He'll see us to the end; he'll take down his father. My vote is with him."
 
   Braith remained silent, unmoving, his body becoming steadily colder as Gideon went through the room. He somehow managed to remain impassive and unflinching every time his name was said. William and Aria were second to last. They spoke briefly with each other before Aria quietly said his name. It was like a stake to his heart, she didn't know what she had just done.
 
   "It seems as if we have had our first unanimous vote." There was no satisfaction in Gideon's tone. In fact he seemed resigned, saddened yet sturdy as he met Braith's gaze. "Will you accept the decision to run the form of government that you would like to see carried out in the future?"
 
   Braith's jaw clenched, his teeth ground as he nodded. "I will."
 
   He left out the words "for now" as he gave his response but they were there and Gideon and Ashby were well aware of it. He would lead them into this war, he would help to see them established, and then he would disappear with Aria leaving Jack or even Gideon in his place. They may be unsure of his little brother; to a certain degree so was he, but Jack would at the very least be a fair king.
 
   "You have two days to gather your people. We'll move out on the third to rejoin with David."
 
   "How will we find him?" Barnaby inquired.
 
   Aria grinned. "Oh we'll find him."
 
   The sinking feeling in Braith's stomach had nothing to do with his recent election, and everything to do with the unruly air suddenly surrounding her. He'd never inquired how Aria and William would find their father again; he'd simply assumed they had a way of relocating each other after all their years of moving and separating so often. He was beginning to realize he wasn't going to like the answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Her forest. She'd missed it so much, the sweet scent that filled her nostrils; the cool shade that hid the heat of the sun. The sounds of the animals were familiar and soothing. The tension in her body eased, her heart beat seemed to slow to match the melodious rhythm of the world around her. A rhythm that enveloped her within its comforting embrace, and held her close as she picked her way through the natural obstacles with the ease of an expert.
 
   An ease that a lot of their group did not exhibit. Though their predatory vampire nature made them stealthier than most, they were not accustomed to the sticks, leaves and fallen debris that littered the forest floor. And they were obvious about it. Aria flinched at every snap of a twig or branch. She was doing a lot of flinching.
 
   Braith finally stopped, his impatience was apparent as he turned to face the massive troops gathered behind them. Though most of the women had remained in The Barrens with the children or the elderly, there were a couple hundred of them mixed in amongst the men and looking just as ferocious and annoyed by their surroundings.
 
   She was leading an army of deadly vampires, humans, and weaponry straight into the heart of her world. Aria swallowed the lump of trepidation that lodged in her throat. What they were doing went against everything she had ever known, ever fought against.
 
   They were on her side, she reminded herself severely, but she still couldn't shake her lingering concerns. She had absolute trust and faith in Braith, in his ability to succeed, she had grown to like Ashby, had forged a small amount of trust in Gideon, and there was something about Xavier that intrigued her. But even so, she didn't really know these vampires, and she sure didn't know the thousands following behind them.
 
   There were too many of them and she knew it. They couldn't continue on like this without being caught. Her people knew these woods, they moved through them with ease but this mass would never make it through unnoticed if they continued to stomp through the woods like a herd of elephants.
 
   Braith seemed to sense this as he turned to her. "How long do you think it will be before you are able to find your father?"
 
   "Stay here."
 
   Braith lurched for her, but she was already scrambling up the closest tree. It was the only way she knew he wasn't going to be able stop her. She imagined it would be amusing to watch him attempt to chase her through the trees, but she doubted she'd ever get the chance. She wasn't at all surprised to see him following her as she leapt, jumped, ran, and swung easily from limb to limb.
 
   Climbing steadily higher, she swiftly made her way up a small hill where she paused to skirt to the top of a large maple. She hoped she was near one of the areas she used to communicate with her father when they were separated, or that he had even moved through this region. There was a chance she'd have to go a couple miles to the west before finding another place that would help her. It could take days before she located one of his markers; she hoped that she would get lucky now.
 
   "Arianna!" Even though the snarl had been low pitched it drifted up to her.
 
   She didn't look down, she didn't have to. She knew his look of displeasure and annoyance well. The thinner branches bowed beneath her weight, but she'd done this since she was a child, she knew exactly how far she could go before the tree wouldn't support her weight. Pausing, she spread her legs, bracing her feet against two branches that bent to the side. Between the two of them she was able to distribute her weight without snapping them as she poked her head over the top of the leaves.
 
   She moved slightly, adjusting so that she could see the forest from different angles. It spread out before her, an endless array of shimmering leaves, deep green conifers, and a spattering of red maple groves that added sporadic color to the landscape. For a brief moment she allowed herself to savor in the view.
 
   Then she spotted it, a small glimmer halfway up a tree about two miles away. Her father didn't climb as high as she did, but he could also navigate the trees well. Smiling with satisfaction and relief, she was about to shimmy back down the tree when something to the right snapped her head around. Eyes narrowing, her hands dropped down to grab the two branches supporting her weight. She brought them sharply together, lifting herself higher and earning an angry hiss from Braith.
 
   She didn't care though. She didn't even care that she was pushing her luck as she scooted another foot higher. Only about a mile away there was a movement in the woods that was not made by any animal, but she couldn't be certain if it was human, or something else, until a break in the trees revealed the group of men. Though they were too far away to discern much about them, they were all wearing the royal colors of the king.
 
   Aria's heart leapt into her throat, panic flashed through her body as two of the men turned to scan the horizon. She didn't move, didn't even breathe. They turned in a complete circle, seemingly oblivious to the brim of her head over the tree as they bent to confer again.
 
   They had more soldiers on their side right now, but if things went wrong, and one of the king's men happened to escape back to the palace, everything they had worked for would be ruined. They needed to stay hidden until Braith decided it was time to make their presence known. But that would be impossible with the herd following them.
 
   With their attention distracted, Aria plunged rapidly out of the tree, dropping from branch to branch until she released the final limb and plummeted toward the ground. She would have been fine if she'd hit the ground, but she didn't mind at all when Braith's arms wrapped around her. He held her for a brief moment, cradling her within his embrace. She allowed herself to relax, to feel the strength of his body beneath her hand before he set her smoothly on her feet.
 
   Ashby was gaping at her, his bright green eyes astonished as he looked from her to the top of the tree. Behind him Gideon and William were watching her anxiously. "Dad?" asked William.
 
   "That way, about two miles there's a marker." Taking a steadying breath, she turned and pointed to the west. "That way about a mile, are the king's men."
 
   Braith's hand stilled in the hollow of her back, his eyebrows drew sharply together over the bridge of his nose as his nostrils flared. "Are you certain?" Gideon asked.
 
   "They're wearing his colors."
 
   "What are we going to do?" Ashby demanded.
 
   "There are caves." William inhaled sharply at her words, his eyes darted uncertainly toward her. She stared hard at her brother, understanding his trepidation and hesitance. But it was too late for that, they had brought these vampires into their world, there was no turning back now. William looked hesitant for a moment more before he nodded. "Less than a mile from here. They're large enough to hold everyone but with so many it will be cramped."
 
   "They're not going to like being forced into those caves." Aria started in surprise as Xavier separated from the shadows of the trees. She hadn't seen him standing there, but Braith seemed to have known as he didn't react to Xavier's sudden appearance. She was even more surprised when Braith didn't remove his hand from her back, didn't separate himself from her. A tremor of trepidation shuddered down her spine as Xavier pinned her with his dark, knowing eyes.
 
   "They knew this wasn't going to be an easy undertaking," Gideon stated. "That there would be sacrifices when we left. This will be one of those sacrifices. It's painfully obvious that we cannot move them all through here, this hasn't been their environment in a hundred years, and some have never experienced it."
 
   "These caves will be safe?" Braith inquired.
 
   Aria forced herself not to shudder at the thought of the darkness, the confining space, the chill that came with the underground hollows she had grown to hate after nearly being trapped in a separate system with William and Max. "All the cave systems have iron gates, some sort of alarm, and traps in them," William explained. "Though there is no way to know if they have been discovered since we left."
 
   "I don't think we have a choice," Ashby said.
 
   Braith was silent as he pondered the situation. "Neither do I. Gideon and William go back to round them up, try to get them to be a little quieter if it's possible. Don't engage with my father's troops, but if it becomes necessary make sure there are no survivors. Xavier, Ashby, Aria and I will go to the caves and make sure they are safe."
 
   Aria remained silent, she didn't want to go to the caves, didn't want to step foot in them but she had no choice. "Go," Braith commanded. Gideon nodded and slipped silently into the woods with William. "Get us there quickly Aria."
 
   She swallowed heavily and nodded firmly. "Follow me."
 
   ***
 
   Braith followed silently behind Aria as she led them with an ease that was fascinating. She was quiet, far more so than Xavier as she moved like a wraith through the trees. She covered the distance to the caves in less than ten minutes. Standing at the edge of the woods he studied the cliff face twenty feet away that appeared entirely impenetrable to him.
 
   "That's them," she stated.
 
   "Where?" Xavier inquired in disbelief.
 
   Her jaw clenched, there was a darkening of her eyes that only he would have recognized as fear. The last time she'd been in the caves, he had taken her from them. Just when he thought she was going to balk against telling them exactly where the caves were, she slipped silently from the woods.
 
   They followed her, fanning out around her as she knelt before the rock wall. Her head tilted as she examined a cropping of bushes against the rock wall with an intensity that was a little unnerving given the fact it was simply a group of ferns and wild scrub. Then her small hands slid forward and parted the brush to reveal a sliver in the rock wall that was nearly indiscernible even without the brush covering it.
 
   "No one has been here in months."
 
   "How do you know?" Xavier asked her.
 
   Her smile was fleeting. "I know."
 
   Ashby looked about ready to protest but Xavier simply nodded. "Lead the way then."
 
   "I'll lead the way," Braith told her. Xavier quirked an eyebrow at him, his head tilted to the side.
 
   "I know the system Braith. Its fine, I'm certain no one has been here, at least not through this entrance, and the only other one is two miles from here."
 
   "But there could still be someone in there," he asserted, pressing closer to her.
 
   She shook her head as her eyes darted to the opening and then back to him. "It's unlikely. The other opening is in a meadow at the top of a hill. If it's even spotted, it appears to be more of a foxhole than an entrance to anything significant underground. There's no one in there Braith."
 
   "Except bats," Ashby muttered not looking at all pleased by the notion.
 
   "I'm still going before you." She opened her mouth to protest further but he cut her off. "You can guide me through Aria. Tell me which way to go."
 
   "Ok," she agreed; her voice a little tighter than normal.
 
   Her fingers brushed over his, before they wrapped around his index finger for a brief moment. His heart swelled with love. To hell with Xavier, it was too late anyway. He pulled her into him, cradling her as his fingers splayed across the back of her neck, savoring in the silken feel of her hair, and the suppleness of her body. Bending low, he pressed his lips to her ear. "Will you be ok in there?"
 
   She nodded, her head turned toward his, her mouth brushed enticingly against his as she spoke. "Yes."
 
   "We can find…" he started before she cut him off.
 
   "I'll be fine."
 
   Her hand flattened against him, a small exhalation escaped her as she closed her eyes and pressed closer to him. Time seemed to slow as she lifted her face to him, and her lips parted beneath his. He didn't care who was there with them, forgot about the reason that had driven them here as he lost himself to the soft pressure of her lips, the sweet taste of her mouth, and the quickening of her heartbeat.
 
   For one long moment the only thing that existed was her, and then reality returned. It took everything he had to pull away. He pressed his lips to her forehead as he held her for a lingering moment. "I'll lead the way," he whispered.
 
   She relented with a nod before she reluctantly released him. She didn't meet Xavier's gaze, but Braith did. Xavier's eyes were hooded with a gleam in them that Braith couldn't quite place. The wheels in Xavier's mind were turning, but it was impossible to decipher what it was the powerful vamp was thinking as he examined the two of them. It would only cause friction among the factions, but he would kill Xavier if he made one move toward Aria.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he turned sideways in order to fit through the small crevice in the face of the rock wall. For a moment he wasn't sure he would fit as he pushed himself further along. "It's cramped for the first hundred feet or so, but it opens up in a little bit." Aria seemed to have read his mind.
 
   Ashby grunted in response, Xavier remained silent in the back. Aria's hand trembled in his, her palm was sweatier than normal but she forged steadfastly on behind him. Relief filled him when the walls released their grasp. Even with his enhanced night vision he had to strain to see the pathway before him as almost no light penetrated the thick rock walls.
 
   "Wait." Aria released his hand suddenly. He grabbed for her as she moved forward, intending to pull her back, but she returned to his side almost immediately. "Hold this."
 
   She thrust the handle of a torch into his hand and fumbled into the darkness for something else. He spotted what she was searching for and pulled the box of matches from a small hole tucked into a crevice of the cave. They huddled together as she fumbled with the matches and finally struck a spark. A small flicker of light played over the contours of her face before she pressed the flame to the end of the torch.
 
   Fire blazed forth as she grinned at him. "Lead on."
 
   The torch lit the dusty cobwebs of the tunnel and the solid rock floor beneath them. The air became mustier and colder the deeper they moved into the cave system. The faint drip drop of water could be heard in the distance, condensation coated the rocks around them. Aria's grip on him increased. Aria pointed out gates hidden secretly into the walls, heavy iron gates that could be swung shut in order to keep out invaders.
 
   "No wonder the king couldn't squash the rebellion! You live like rats beneath the earth," said Ashby.
 
   Braith halted as Aria stopped abruptly and turned to face Ashby. "We did what was necessary, what we were forced to do," she grated. "And we don't always live within the caves; most of the time we live within the woods and only resort to the caves when it becomes necessary."
 
   Ashby chuckled quietly. He reached for her shoulder, glancing quickly at Braith he thought better of it and dropped his hand back to his side. "Easy tiger, I was just making a comment. Don't forget I was forced out too."
 
   Aria stared at him for a long moment before Braith tugged gently on her arm, pulling her forward as even Xavier began to smirk with amusement. Braith had to admit that though Ashby had gone about saying it the wrong way, he completely agreed with him. The hidden nooks and security systems they had set into place down here were amazing. Though most of the tunnels were natural, there were manmade ones running throughout the cave system also. She'd said there was only one other exit, and he believed her. She wouldn't put them all at risk by lying about that, but there was far more to this cave system than she was revealing. Especially when she shut some of the iron doors while leaving others open.
 
   "Do you know all of the cave systems?" Xavier inquired in his deep timbered voice.
 
   "Not all of them, there are far too many for that, but a fair amount of them. We're almost to the center of the cave now."
 
   Braith could sense an opening ahead even before he stepped into the massive cavern. "Bats," Ashby griped with a shudder as Braith's eyes landed upon the rodents lining the ceiling. He'd started to smell them awhile back, but the smell was worse within the large cavern. He didn't bother to look down; he knew the floor was coated with guano. The thought of staying here repulsed him, the fact that she had grown up among these caves disturbed him immensely.
 
   No wonder she preferred the trees.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   "You know, for an immortal vampire you're a bit of a wimp," Aria informed Ashby.
 
   He flashed his dashing smile as he grinned. "I never said I wasn't."
 
   As quietly as possible, so as not to wake the sleeping creatures, she closed three of the five gates. "They'll go out tonight." She pointed to the fourth gate. "That's the way out, when they leave to feed we'll lock it down and they won't be able to get back in."
 
   "We're not staying here, are we?" Ashby inquired worriedly.
 
   Aria shook her head. "No, we are not savages; we don't like the smell of guano any more than you do."
 
   Braith squeezed her shoulder soothingly. "No one is saying that," he assured her.
 
   Aria took a deep breath, trying to keep her control. It wasn't only their scrutiny and blatant revulsion that had her so wound up, but also the confining walls surrounding her. "I know," she said. "We always leave one of the larger caverns blocked off so the bats can't get inside. This way."
 
   Her nose wrinkled in disgust at the pungent aroma of the bat droppings as she picked her way over it, moving steadily toward the fourth gate. It had already been closed off. "I'll go," Braith was moving toward her but she held up her hand and shook her head.
 
   "No Braith, I have to go through this time. Its booby trapped and I know where the triggers are." A low grumble of displeasure escaped him as he moved to intercept her. She'd already prepared herself for this argument. "I helped Daniel design a good portion of them, believe me it is far safer for me in there than you."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "Stop being so stubborn," she interrupted. "Besides, at this point in time, your life is far more valuable than mine."
 
   She realized immediately that had been the completely wrong thing to say. He seized hold of her, lifting her as he thrust his face into hers. The gentle man from outside was gone, before her was the vampire prince that was used to being obeyed and expected it from everyone, except for maybe her. "Don't you ever say that again!" he snapped so loudly that Ashby's gaze darted nervously to the top of the cave. "Your life is every bit as important as mine, if not more so…"
 
   "Braith," she whispered. "You must lower your voice."
 
   "Do you think I care about a bunch of flying rodents?"
 
   "If they leave their perch they'll leave this cave. They'll attract attention Braith, you must calm down." She touched his arm lightly, looking to soothe him. "I know these caves Braith, I'll be fine."
 
   His jaw clenched, his head bowed as he pressed his forehead against hers. "Your life is just as important. Without you, I'm nothing."
 
   Her gaze darted nervously toward Xavier; Braith had just revealed too much, she knew it. A surge of protectiveness shot through her, her hands squeezed around Braith's arms as she stared fiercely at the dark vampire, daring him to say something, to do anything that would hurt Braith. She would be nearly useless against the powerful older vamp, but she would do everything she could to keep Braith safe.
 
   "It's ok," he whispered against her ear. "It's too late anyway."
 
   Aria shuddered, it was too late, their secret had been revealed to Xavier, and if they continued on it wouldn't be long before it was obvious to everyone. Terror coiled through her belly, it spread out to her limbs, leaving a trail of cold across her skin and within her muscles.
 
   She pressed closer to him as her hands grasped at his flesh. She needed the physical contact like a drowning man needed air. A low sigh of relief escaped as her fingers encircled the thick steel of his arms. Beneath the wiry hair of his forearms his skin was smooth to the touch. It eased the tension within her.
 
   She forced herself to release him as she took a small step away. "I can do this, I know the traps well. I'll be fine."
 
   His eyes closed, she sensed his inner struggle, she braced herself for more of a battle but then his shoulders slumped and she knew she'd won. "I'm going to be right by your side."
 
   She went to turn away but he pulled her back to him. He tenderly clasped hold of her face, cradling it with an ease that belied the power that radiated from him. He could crush her in an instant, yet he held her with the gentleness of someone who had just been handed the most fragile flower in the world. His lips were a light caress against hers, so faint that she barely felt the brush of them.
 
   "Just as important, and don't you ever forget that, don't you ever say something like that again."
 
   She swallowed heavily and managed a small nod. "I won't," she promised.
 
   He continued to hold her, seemingly torn and unwilling to let her go. Finally he stepped back and released her. She felt a sense of loss that she couldn't shake. She didn't look at Xavier as she turned away from Braith and moved toward the closed fourth gate.
 
   "How do you get it open?" Ashby's voice was hushed. She turned toward him, startled by the paleness of his skin that she didn't think was entirely due to the bats. His lips were pinched; his eyes shadowed and haunted as his gaze darted nervously away from hers.
 
   "I have my secrets, and talents," she answered with a small wave of her fingers, hoping to coax his cocky smile back. He remained uncharacteristically solemn.
 
   "That's for sure."
 
   She frowned at Xavier as she studied him. She thought he had spoken those words, but she couldn't be certain. She took the torch from Braith as she ran her fingers over the wall. She found the tiny switch set back into the wall and pressed against it.
 
   The thick metal door popped open with a hiss of stale air. It smelled even danker and mustier in there, but it didn't stop her as she pressed her hand against the solid iron door and pushed it the rest of the way open. "Ingenious," Ashby muttered.
 
   Aria gulped as she stepped into the dark tunnel. It was ten steps to the first trap, a set of four stones set into the floor that when stepped on would fire a rapid release of stakes from the cave walls. "Should we shut this?" Xavier inquired.
 
   "Yes. William knows how to open it and we all know Ashby won't appreciate it if a bat gets in."
 
   "You got that right."
 
   "There are four stones here." She pointed them out. "Don't step on them."
 
   "What happens if we do?" Xavier inquired.
 
   "Nothing good. I'll be right back." She had to set the traps off, she knew that. William was well aware of their location, but there was no way that all of those troops weren't going to hit at least one of them. "Stay here."
 
   She could feel the apprehension radiating from Braith. "These traps are old…"
 
   "Not that old, and Daniel is a genius, believe me they're still safe to maneuver through."
 
   She could tell that he didn't want her to go but he fisted his hands at his sides, locked his jaw and managed to give her a brief nod to continue. Aria placed the torch into a socket in the wall; she would not need it on the other side. She moved through the tunnel, avoiding the stones with ease. Reaching the safety of the solid rock, she knelt as her fingers sought out the small switch carved into the bottom of the cave and set about six inches back from the bottom.
 
   "Move back," she told them.
 
   Braith hesitated for a moment before pushing Xavier and Ashby back. When she was certain they were well out of the way she flipped the switch. Stakes exploded from the wall in a puff of dust and air that made it impossible to see the three of them on the other side. Ashby and Xavier cursed loudly.
 
   "Aria!" Braith shouted.
 
   "I'm fine," she assured him. He was gradually coming back into view as the dust began to settle. Though most of the stakes littered the ground, some had embedded themselves into the crevices of the rock wall. Ashby was gawking as he searched the scattered stakes; even Xavier's normally calm exterior seemed ruffled. "It's safe now."
 
   Though Xavier and Ashby hesitated, Braith strode rapidly forward. His displeasure was evident, his tension high as his arm wrapped around her waist. "How many more of these traps are there?" Xavier inquired as he and Ashby picked their way carefully through the stakes.
 
   "Ten."
 
   "Crap," Ashby muttered.
 
   "I can dismantle them all, don't worry."
 
   Xavier's dark eyes were intense as he studied her. "You helped the man that designed these?"
 
   "I had a hand in some of it, but for the most part he created them."
 
   "Is this Daniel someone in your family?"
 
   Aria wasn't surprised by Xavier's acute insight but she still didn't like it. "Yes, my brother."
 
   He nodded for a brief moment; his eyes darted over the cave walls. "That little talent will come in handy."
 
   "It will," Braith agreed. "How far until the next one?"
 
   "Thirty feet."
 
   "Lead the way."
 
   Aria sighed in relief as he remained resigned to let her do what was necessary.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   It took almost two painstaking hours but eventually Aria was able to dismantle all of the traps. She was exhausted and on edge by the time they finally made their way into another large cavern that was entirely bat free; a fact that Ashby commented happily upon. The torchlight played over the dark recesses as Aria made her way around, gathering other torches from their sconces in the wall.
 
   "This tunnel will lead back into the main exit." She took hold of Braith's hand, running it over the wall until she found the switch. "This will open the gate when pressed."
 
   Xavier and Ashby pressed closer, they murmured between each other as Ashby held the torch high to inspect the area she had just shown Braith. Aria left the three of them to marvel over the intricacies within the caves.
 
   Her throat was dry and her clothes stuck to her as she made her way to the supply room at the end of another tunnel. There was another gate here but the key for it hung beside the door. There was no need to keep humans from taking what they might require. Grasping the key she lifted the light, frowning as she realized that the gate was unlocked. They never left the supply rooms open just in case an animal managed to get this far.
 
   She grasped hold of the iron bars and pulled the gate open as she lifted the torch high. A set of wild and crazed pale blue eyes blazed out at her. A startled gasp escaped as she took a hasty step back. It was a man, of that much she was certain, but she wasn't sure exactly what kind of a man it was anymore. His skin was abnormally pale; he seemed unaccustomed to light as he blinked rapidly against the flame of the torch.
 
   Revulsion filled her as his lips skimmed back to reveal a mouth riddled by missing gaps and rotten teeth. The torch slipped from her suddenly numbed fingers as the man leapt from the bags of stored grain. He seemed more animal than human as he rushed at her. Stunned, it took Aria a moment to realize that she was in jeopardy, that this person, this thing had every intention of attacking her.
 
   A startled cry escaped her, she grasped hold of the gate and heaved it with every ounce of strength she had. It was too late though. The man slammed into the gate, ripping it from her grasp as he shoved it back open. Aria swung her fist up, connecting forcefully with his jaw, snapping his head to the side as he launched at her. Hands skimmed down her body, grasping and pulling as he tried to secure his hold on her.
 
   She realized her mistake too late. So attuned to having to defend her throat, her blood, her life, Aria had not been prepared for a different sort of hunger. It wasn't until the frenzied man ripped her shirt open that she realized she was in a situation unlike any she'd ever been in before.
 
   Taken aback by the ferocity of the attack, and his intentions, Aria was momentarily unable to defend herself. Then his hands were on her, over her, pushing and pulling at the skin exposed by her torn shirt. Reason returned as adrenaline doused her terror. She shoved at the man, turning her face away from the putrid smell of his breath. A scream built in her chest, rose up her throat, and erupted in a squeak that was cut off as the man succeeded in pressing his mouth to hers.
 
   She almost vomited as his thick tongue shoved against her compressed lips. With a fresh surge of strength, she lifted her knee and drove it into his balls. The man squealed, his grip on her momentarily relaxed enough that she was able to throw herself to the side, nearly succeeding in ripping free of his grasp. It was the sharp right hook she delivered to his cheek that finally knocked his hold upon her loose. She staggered back, trying to keep her balance as she spun around and started to run.
 
   She was almost to the end of the tunnel when his arms encircled her waist. The air rushed out of her as they fell to the ground in a tumbled heap that knocked the wind from her and skinned her knees and elbows. He was clawing his way up her back when the air rushed back into her lungs. Flipping beneath him, she swung at him again, shattering his nose.
 
   He squealed, falling back as blood spurted forth. Aria crab crawled backward, trying to regain her feet as the man leveled her with a glare that was not only lustful but also murderous. A roar of fury suddenly reverberated throughout the massive cavern.
 
   The man's head snapped up, his eyes widened. Aria hadn't been sure there was much reason left to him, but apparently his survival instinct was still intact as he reeled backward. She was well aware of just how terrifying Braith could be, just how deadly and inhuman, and all of that was being honed in on the man before her. The man leapt up, a wild cry escaping him as he raced down the tunnel.
 
   Aria scooted away, clinging to her shredded shirt as she tried uselessly to cover herself up. Braith raced past her, barely a blur as the loud clang of metal echoed through the cave. The man had succeeded in retreating into the storage room and slamming the door shut. "Are you ok?" Ashby demanded as he fell beside her.
 
   She wasn't frightened of Ashby, but when he reached for her, she shied away from him. "I wouldn't," Xavier cautioned.
 
   Ashby looked torn and horrified as his eyes skimmed over her. "Fine," she managed to breathe as she clung to her shirt. "I'm fine, really."
 
   Aria's attention was distracted from Ashby as a loud wrenching sound filled the cave. Xavier stepped forward as Braith ripped the gate from the walls of the cave. The gate was solid steel, without bars to prevent rodents from entering the storage room. The only hole in it had been a slit near the top to allow some air to flow through the room. Aria didn't know how Braith had managed to wrench the heavy door free. The door flew down the tunnel, causing Xavier to dart out of the way as it bounced rapidly off the rock walls, nearly taking him out in the process.
 
   Xavier's mouth dropped, his gaze darted wildly to the door now lying at the opening of the tunnel. Aria knew it weighed a good five hundred pounds and it had taken seven men to get it in place. Xavier stared at Aria for a moment before turning to Ashby.
 
   "I told you he could take the king," Ashby murmured so faintly that Aria wasn't even certain she'd heard him right.
 
   Xavier's gaze came back to her as she tried to lurch to her feet. Inhuman squeals echoed from the storage room as Braith disappeared inside. "Wait no!" she cried, falling back against the tunnel wall as a wave of dizziness rocked her.
 
   Ashby grasped her shoulders to steady her but she shrugged him off as silence suddenly enshrouded the tunnel. Horror pooled in Aria, her hand fell against the wall helping to keep her up as Braith emerged from the storage room. She knew the sudden silence had not been because he was injured, but relief still filled her.
 
   The man was dead. She didn't have to ask, she knew Braith would not leave him alive. She thought she should be more upset, she wasn't. What had been in that room had no longer been a man, there had been no saving him.
 
   Braith was before her suddenly. She did not shrink from him, did not shy away from his frantic, yet tender touch. "Are you ok?" he demanded, his voice hoarse and raw.
 
   "Yes."
 
   His hands moved steadily lower, stopping at the tattered remains of her shirt. "Get out of here!" he snarled at Ashby and Xavier.
 
   They stood for a brief moment before slipping out of the tunnel. His hands trembled as he tugged the pieces from her hand and pulled them apart. He was stiff before her, barely moving as he gazed upon her. While in the palace she had been forced to wear some of the silliest and most uncomfortable undergarments she had ever seen in her life. Once free of the palace she had resumed her habit of wearing an undershirt, sometimes a slip.
 
   The slip she wore now had also been torn, but unlike the ruined shirt it was still intact enough to cover her breasts. It was nearly see through, even in the dim light of the tunnel, and especially to the acute vision of a vampire but she wasn't embarrassed. Her breath froze, her heart hammered as he remained still as stone before her.
 
   "You're bleeding."
 
   The words were grated through his teeth. And then, before she knew what was happening, he lowered his head to the scratch marks on her chest. His warm mouth made her heart lurch and his tongue against her skin caused her entire body to simmer with pleasure. Her fingers curled into his hair, holding him close as he licked the cuts on her chest.
 
   He pulled reluctantly away, embracing her as he kissed her neck, her ear, and finally her lips. The brush of his lips against hers made her forget the hideous assault of the pitiful man. The touch of his lips made everything that was so arduous and wrong in their lives, worth it.
 
   "They'll heal faster now," he whispered against her mouth.
 
   "What will?" she inquired, still dazed and adrift in the feelings he aroused in her.
 
   His fingers were subtle, a mere butterfly caress against her raw flesh. "Your wounds."
 
   Aria shuddered at the reminder. Braith could make her forget almost anything but now that she wasn't overwhelmed by his touch, the events of the past five minutes crashed back over her. His fingers wrapped around the back of her head as he pulled her to him. "Are you sure that you're ok?" he asked worriedly. She nodded, unable to form words as her fingers dug into his back.
 
   "I'm fine Braith, I swear; a little shaken, but fine."
 
   He rocked her soothingly, his cheek resting against her head as he swayed her back and forth. "Braith." A low growl of displeasure escaped Braith as Ashby appeared at the end of the tunnel. Ashby was undeterred by it though. "They're here Braith."
 
   A regretful sound escaped him. "Ok."
 
   "I brought a shirt." Ashby didn't come into the tunnel though; instead he threw it to Braith before turning away.
 
   Braith grasped hold of her ruined shirt, his fingers quivered as he slid it from her shoulders. He tossed it aside and helped her shrug on the new one. Braith slid the buttons into place; his hands hesitated upon the last one as he lifted his head to hers.
 
   "You're beautiful."
 
   It wasn't true, but he made her feel every inch as beautiful as he thought she was. She managed a wan smile as her fingers encircled his. "I love you."
 
   It was his time to smile now, it lit his face like a beacon and made her heart melt. It was magnificent, his smile, breathtaking even. "I love you too."
 
   And even though the troops had invaded the cave, he gave her one last, lingering kiss.
 
   ***
 
   "Did you ever, in a million years think that we would be sitting in one of our cave systems surrounded by vampires?"
 
   Aria cocked her head as she turned to look at her brother. The firelight played over his features, harder and more masculine than hers, but similar all the same. "No," she admitted with a low laugh.
 
   "Do you think they'll eat us?"
 
   "It's a possibility," she joked.
 
   William chuckled, but she sensed the tension beneath the laughter. He still wasn't entirely certain about this situation, or the vampires and humans surrounding them. "We've come a long way sis."
 
   "We have," she agreed. William's hand was suddenly holding hers. She looked at him in surprise. They were closer than most siblings, always had been, but it had been years since they had held hands. It appeared he was as troubled as she was. She squeezed his hand with both of hers and relaxed against his shoulder.
 
   They stood at the edge of the circle that had been formed around the fire within the center of the cave. It was still summer above, but down here it was cool and damp.
 
   She watched as Braith stood with his head bowed while he conferred with the other faction leaders. The firelight played off of his hair, highlighting his handsome features and broad shoulders. He was nodding as Gideon spoke in quick, hushed whispers that were accentuated by the constant flutter of his hands. Braith's arms folded over his chest, he leaned briefly back on his heels and though she couldn't see it, she felt it when his eyes landed on her.
 
   Her hand constricted around William's. "I'm afraid." It was the first time she had said the words out loud, the first time she had admitted it, even to herself.
 
   "I know. So am I."
 
   Tears bloomed in her eyes as she turned to her twin. She'd never expected such an admission from him. "Not of dying," she whispered.
 
   "No shit," he retorted.
 
   She couldn't help but laugh as their hands began to swing back and forth like they had as children. "You're not either."
 
   "Never have been."
 
   "Then what is it we're so afraid of?" She was asking because she didn't know. She knew she was scared of losing Braith, of losing this war, of losing any member of her family, but those were worries she'd always had, or that she'd learned to deal with since meeting Braith. This was something different, it was in the pit of her stomach, it was buried in the back of her mind at all times, festering like an infected lesion.
 
   William was thoughtful before he answered. "The unknown…"
 
   The hesitation in his words made it clear he wasn't entirely certain about his answer, but the minute she heard it Aria knew he was right. They had struggled with death and loss; starvation and thirst; dirt and homelessness their entire lives, but they had always had some sense of knowing. They'd had their father, Daniel, the other rebels, the caves, the woods, and the knowledge that vampires were the enemy to be fought and destroyed. Now they were on their own, surrounded by what had once been the enemy, in a cave system Aria had grown to hate, and filled with nothing but uncertainty.
 
   "Yes," she agreed. "The unknown."
 
   "It's not the same now."
 
   "And it never will be again."
 
   "Do you want it to be?" he asked.
 
   "Sometimes."
 
   "And other times?"
 
   "I wouldn't change a thing," she admitted. "Not one thing."
 
   "Because of him?"
 
   "Yes, but also because of the hope that the unknown brings us now, because of the promise of something better for everyone. No matter how much we knew before, the outcome was always the same. If we were lucky we would grow older, if we weren't then we died young."
 
   "Or became blood slaves."
 
   "Yes." She did not shy away from it anymore. "You're not still angry at him because of that, are you?"
 
   William hesitated for a moment before he shook his head. "No. If it hadn't happened then we wouldn't be here."
 
   "Afraid?"
 
   His smile was small and fleeting. "Afraid, and full of hope," he responded with a twinkle in his bright blue eyes.
 
   Aria's gaze locked on Braith as she recalled their encounter in the hallway of that dilapidated house. She had one more thing to fear, what would become of them? Of her?
 
   She knew Braith planned to leave when this was over, knew that the vampires would not accept her if she stayed. But he couldn't leave. They had voted him in for a reason, and even if he didn't see it, or refused to see it, it was obvious to everyone else that he was a born leader. He'd done some things he was not proud of, he'd hurt innocents, and he'd been a monster for a brief time, but at heart he was good, and he would do right by as many people and vampires as he could.
 
   He may not intend to be the leader, but he already was, even if he didn't see that, she did and so did everyone else in this room.
 
   Their hands stopped swinging as Braith beckoned them forward. William squeezed her hand before releasing her. "How long do you think it will be before you can find your father?" Braith inquired.
 
   "Aria can usually track him within a few days," William answered.
 
   "I don't know how far into the forest he has gone though and if there are a bunch of us…"
 
   "There will not be," Braith inserted briskly.
 
   She was beginning to realize that there was more to his clipped tones than trying to appear distanced from her. Something had aggravated him. "That will make things easier. Even if he's gone into regions that we've never explored, I can find him in a week."
 
   "Are you certain of this?" he asked.
 
   "Two, tops."
 
   "Which is it?" Barnaby inquired sharply.
 
   Aria's gaze darted nervously to him. "I think she's already answered that question," Ashby told him. "The longest it will take her is two weeks."
 
   "So that means it could be almost a month before you return. And if there is a large group of them, even longer," Calista replied coldly.
 
   "We were raised in these woods, we know them well. A group of us is far easier to move than you think. It will not be a month," Aria said firmly.
 
   "Even if it is a month Calista, you will survive. It's not the most ideal situation but we knew it wasn't going to be easy," Braith informed her.
 
   Calista shifted, her dark eyes narrowed for a brief moment before she gave a quick nod. "We can make do and the human knows the caves." Aria's head snapped around, a small gasp escaped her. There were only two humans here who knew this cave, and she didn't want either one of them staying here. Braith shifted slightly and she suddenly understood the tension in him, the terseness of his words. William didn't know how to track their father as well as she did, he wasn't a big fan of the trees, and he wouldn't be as quick as she would. William glanced anxiously at her; she seized hold of his hand again. "He'll come in handy for getting us out of here if it becomes necessary."
 
   Aria was finding it difficult to breathe. She could feel Braith's gaze boring into her, pleading with her to understand, to do this, to not fight over being separated from her brother, again. She tried to be strong but she was terrified of leaving William with a bunch of vampires.
 
   Everything in her body screamed against it. The other humans were used to the vampires surrounding them, she and William were not. The rigidity in her brother made it clear that he wasn't too pleased by the idea either, though she didn't know if it was because he was staying, or because she was going.
 
   She swallowed the heavy lump in her throat. "Who will be going with me?" she inquired with far more strength than she felt.
 
   "Ashby, Gideon, and I." Braith's voice was still cold but some of the strain had eased from it.
 
   "I plan to go also," Xavier informed him.
 
   Braith showed no surprise at his statement, but Aria felt a flicker of it deep in her belly. "Fine," Braith grated. "William will be staying behind with the others to help keep order, and to help find food if it becomes necessary. If they're forced to abandon these caves will you be able to find each other again?"
 
   "Yes," Aria answered.
 
   "Then we leave at nightfall."
 
   Aria knew he didn't mean to be harsh, but that knowledge did little to ease the knot of sorrow in her chest. She craved his comfort more than anything but she reluctantly accepted that he couldn't give it to her right now, maybe not ever.
 
   "Are you ok with this?" she asked William when the others turned away from them, shutting them out again.
 
   "I'd be more ok if I was going with you, but it doesn't seem we have a choice."
 
   "No, it doesn't."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   After eight days Aria was exhausted, aching and feeling a little disheartened. She was also in desperate need of a blessed shower, or at the very least a bath. Her hair was a matted mess she wasn't certain she'd ever be able to untangle, and she had more mosquito bites than hairs on her head. She loved her woods but despised this area of hell they had wandered into.
 
   She'd never ventured into the swamplands before, and she couldn't believe her father had chosen this part of the forest to take refuge in. She would like nothing more than to find him and escape as quickly as possible from this land of muck and filth. Her feet were blistered and her shoes hadn't been dry in three days. Yet they trudged endlessly onward through acres of dirty water. Ashby had given up complaining, but Gideon had taken to muttering about how he wished he killed humans. Xavier remained blessedly silent, though he grimaced often.
 
   She could handle the mud and dirt, it wouldn't last forever, and she'd been filthy plenty of times in her life, but the smell… The smell was enough to make her want to vomit, and it had definitely induced more than her fair share of gagging. She couldn't get away from it and it twisted her stomach in ways that she had never thought possible. But then again, that could also be the incessant hunger that was tearing at her. She'd only planned on seven days of supplies; she had realized three days ago she should probably start rationing her food. She was growing increasingly hungry and she was beginning to agree with Gideon's craving to kill something.
 
   Braith was becoming steadily agitated. Then again, they were all becoming short tempered and frustrated. He'd carried her more than a few times but she didn't want to seem weak in front of the other three, so she insisted upon walking most of the time.
 
   The suction from the thick mud caused her feet to make a loud popping sound as she stepped onto solid ground. A dying pine lifted its branches to the fading light and she tilted her head back to peer into it. Light refracted off of something within the branches. Heaving a tired breath, Aria's shoulders slumped wearily.
 
   Braith grabbed hold of her arm as she grasped the scratchy bottom limb. "Are you ok to do this?" he demanded gruffly. She managed a small nod and a smile. "I'll go…"
 
   "It won't hold your weight and you don't know what to look for once you're up there."
 
   "Something shiny."
 
   "Yeah, something shiny," she agreed tiredly. "Which none of us will see if the tree collapses beneath your weight."
 
   Thankfully, despite his foul mood, reason prevailed as he released her arm. She was slower getting up the tree, the blisters on her feet along with her weighted clothing and shoes made it difficult to move as freely as she normally did. Her hand curled around the piece of tin hanging from a thin line. She lifted herself further up, bracing herself as she stared over the treetops. Relief shot through her as she spotted the next marker only a mile away.
 
   Pulling the piece of tin free, she made her way sluggishly back down the tree. "About another mile."
 
   "How long is this going to continue?" Gideon demanded.
 
   Aria shrugged as she wiped the matted hair from her forehead. "I don't know. Hopefully we'll get there soon."
 
   Her head was beginning to pound, her stomach rumbled. Braith cursed as he pulled her pack from his back and tugged it open. Rummaging inside he pulled out her meager assortment of supplies. He shoved some dried meat, a canister of water, and a bag of nuts into her hands.
 
   "Eat."
 
   Saliva rushed into her mouth, the rumbling in her stomach increased. Her hands were shaking. "I have to ration the supplies, I can't eat…"
 
   "I'll find you more food."
 
   The swamp was vast and imposing but so far they hadn't encountered much wildlife, and there were few plants she was certain she could eat as she was unfamiliar with this area. She'd seen what could happen to a person when they ate something they shouldn't, and though they had survived it, they'd been sick for a week. Besides, she wasn't the only one going hungry right now.
 
   "Braith…"
 
   His hands enfolded hers, holding her tight. "Eat." She strived to stick to what she knew was right.
 
   In the end, hunger won out. Shaking a little she broke off a piece of meat and lifted it to her mouth. Braith's shoulders fell in relief. "We'll make camp here for the night."
 
   Aria watched as the four of them moved around, establishing a small camp. She wiped the salt from her fingers and took a sip of lukewarm water. They conferred with each other, but Aria wasn't paying much attention as she chewed on the nuts, savoring each bite as she tried to make them last.
 
   "I'll be back."
 
   Aria blinked up at Braith in surprise. "Back?"
 
   "I'm going to search for some food. Ashby and Gideon will stay with you. You'll be safe."
 
   "I know."
 
   Kissing her tenderly, his fingers lingered briefly on her cheek before he reluctantly released her. She munched on the rest of her nuts as she watched Xavier and Braith head back into the swamp. There weren't as many places here to hide and find shelter, but they soon disappeared from view behind some high grass and rotten trees.
 
   Finishing off her nuts Aria wiped her hands on her filthy pants and turned her attention to the pack Braith had left behind. She didn't speak with Ashby or Gideon as she pulled out a pair of lightweight pants that were dirty, but nowhere near as dirty as the ones she wore now. "I'll be back."
 
   They didn't try to stop her as she slipped away in search of a place that would offer her at least a little privacy. She found a spot behind a drooping willow with its branches dangling into the water of the swamp. She cleaned the muck from her filthy pants before slipping her other pants back on. Remaining blessedly barefoot she made her way back to the camp with water to boil.
 
   Gideon and Ashby were sitting by the pine; Gideon was leaning tiredly against it as he watched her from under hooded eyes. Ashby looked haggard, even when he had been exiled to a life of solitude and deprivation he'd never had to endure this kind of hardship. He was not prepared for it, and it was more than apparent that he didn't like it. Making a small fire, she heated the water and retreated back to the willow to wash her body the best she could before returning.
 
   Aria settled onto the blanket. She didn't think she'd ever been this bone weary and exhausted. She meant to stay awake until Braith returned but when she laid down on the blanket, exhaustion won out. It was dark when she woke again. Braith's arms tensed around her as she attempted to sit up.
 
   A sigh of relief escaped her as she rolled onto her back. She didn't know when he'd returned but he was nestled against her, his broad chest pressed against her side, his arms wrapped around her. The numerous stars were bright in the vast night sky. She'd never seen anything like it before. The trees blocked the stars in the forest, the light reflected them in the palace, and she hadn't bothered to take the time to look while in the desert.
 
   Now she stared up at them, awed and fascinated by the seemingly endless sky. "Shouldn't you be asleep?"
 
   "It's beautiful," she breathed.
 
   He remained unmoving for a long moment before turning onto his back also. His fingers found hers, entwining firmly as he pulled her against him. "It is."
 
   She rested her head on his chest, unable to take her eyes from the sky as the moon began to poke its head over the horizon. It was nearly full and the color of blood. Aria shuddered; it seemed a bad omen to her. Braith ran his hand nimbly up and down her spine, causing goose bumps to appear on her skin as he pushed the edge of her shirt up and his fingers found bare skin.
 
   Her eyes drifted closed as pleasure swamped her. She pushed at the edge of his shirt, eager to feel his own bare skin beneath her touch as she melded against him. Her hand splayed against his firm stomach and she was suddenly consumed with the need to feel more as she stroked over the solid flesh of his chest.
 
   His mouth was soft, tender against her cheek, then her ear, and finally her lips. Heat spread through her, she couldn't hear anything over the rush of blood in her ears. He pushed her back, leveling himself unhurriedly over her as he pressed her into the spongy ground. He clasped hold of her face as he kissed her with a reverence that left her breathless.
 
   She couldn't think straight. He encompassed all of her senses as his hand enclosed her breast. A gasp escaped, something inside of her seemed to snap as her fingers dug into his firm back and she pressed closer to him. She was lost in a sea of need. He was so strong and powerful and yet he touched her with a tenderness that was humbling and shook her to her very core.
 
   His arm wrapped around her waist, he lifted her as he pulled her against him, and leveled himself more firmly between her legs. The buttons of her shirt had come undone; he bent to press tender kisses against her chest. His dark hair blended in with the night surrounding them, but the light of the moon highlighted the planes of his face. She couldn't get enough of watching him as he moved over her. She dimly thought that perhaps she should stop this, they'd never gone this far, but then she realized she didn't want to. She wanted this; she wanted him, more than she had ever wanted anything in her life.
 
   He was back over her, his mouth claiming hers as she shook and trembled, and clung to him as pleasure swamped her. Heat flooded her; she was unfamiliar with the sensations coursing through her body as she grasped his solid biceps and tried to keep from completely falling apart. Everything was right in his arms. Right now, in this moment, there was no fear but only the love they shared.
 
   And then Gideon released a snort. Braith froze above her, his mouth stilled upon hers as his head slowly came up. His bright gray eyes latched onto hers, burning with excitement and frustration. She was torn between longing to continue, and the reality that they were not alone.
 
   In the end, it was Braith that made the decision. His hands trembled as he buttoned her pants and shirt back into place. A sense of loss filled her as he moved off of her. A muscle ticked in his cheek as he pulled her against his side, pressing a gentle kiss to her temple as he lay next to her.
 
   "I lost my head; I shouldn't have let it go so far. I tend to lose myself in you."
 
   She thrilled at the admission. "I wish it had gone farther," she confessed.
 
   He chuckled as he nuzzled her hair. "Do you know the constellations?" She shook her head as she turned her attention to the brilliant sky above them. She struggled to ignore the yearning that still thrummed through her body, but a deep ache remained. "That one, with the three stars at the end, and the four grouped together like a cup is the Big Dipper." Aria settled against him, comforted by the deep timbre of his voice as he pointed out the different constellations.
 
   ***
 
   "Dad!" Aria squealed in delight as she raced across the clearing to the man standing in the middle of it. David's face came alive with pleasure; his smile lit his features as he braced himself for the impact of her body. He grasped hold of his daughter, laughing happily as he enfolded her in a big hug and spun her around.
 
   Braith warily eyed the people surrounding them as he made his way forward. He wanted to grab Aria from her father, pull her back, nestle her at his side where she belonged, but he fought the urge as her father placed her down and cradled her cheeks with the palm of his hands. The humans studied him, shifting uncomfortably as they whispered among themselves. These were not the humans of The Barrens. These humans had been abused and terrorized by vampires. They knew only fear toward his kind.
 
   "Are you ok?" Aria's father demanded.
 
   "I'm fine," she replied with a brilliant grin that eased the knot in Braith's chest. He wanted her back, but her happiness was far more important at the moment.
 
   "Where's William?" David asked worriedly when he realized his youngest son was not present.
 
   "It was too tricky to move everyone through the forest, immortal or no, they're unbelievably loud," she informed him with a mischievous smile. "William stayed in the caves with them." David's hands tensed briefly on her face. "He'll be fine dad, I promise. We've been with them for awhile now."
 
   Her father's gaze flickered toward him. Braith knew David disapproved of their relationship but he didn't care. The man was not going to tear them apart. "I see."
 
   "Hellion!"
 
   She released her father as her brother Daniel broke free of the crowd. "Daniel!"
 
   She was laughing as she threw herself into his arms. Braith bristled, his fingers twitched as his jaw clenched. It was her brother, he reminded himself fiercely. Even so, it took everything he had not to pull her away from the slender man hugging her. Unlike his siblings, Daniel's hair was wheat colored but while he didn't share their coloring, he did have the same bright blue eyes that William and Aria possessed.
 
   "Dear Lord you stink!" Daniel blurted.
 
   Aria laughed loudly as she took a step back from him. "We've been wandering through swampland for the past three days."
 
   "That would do it," Daniel agreed.
 
   "I'm sure you're eager to clean up." Though her father said the words to her, his gaze was intent upon Braith.
 
   "Very much so," Ashby agreed.
 
   There was a shifting among the humans, and then Max stepped forward. Anger swelled through Braith. Hope spread over Aria's face and lit her eyes as she took a small step toward him. Max held her gaze for a weighted moment before he turned and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   Aria's shoulders slumped as despair settled over her. No matter how much he didn't want her near Max, he hated to see her upset in any way. He would like to shake some sense into the selfish bastard, wanted to kill Max for making that crestfallen look appear on her face. Daniel watched him warily as Braith stepped forward, his arm brushing against hers as he offered as much comfort as he could right now. Aria turned to him; tears burned briefly in her eyes before she blinked them back and forced a smile.
 
   "Perhaps we can go somewhere a little more private," Braith suggested.
 
   "Yes, of course," Daniel said. "This is one of the few areas in the swamps that aren't just water and mud. It's not very hospitable but there are some homes here and we've erected temporary shelters."
 
   The crowd parted as Aria's father led them down the street of the small town they had taken residence in. David led them into the ramshackle remains of a small house. Braith watched Aria carefully as she picked her way over some broken boards. He was braced to grab her if they happened to give out. David stopped to speak with a few younger men before leading them into what remained of the living room.
 
   "Is there a lake around here?" Aria asked.
 
   "Yes, but I've instructed them to heat water for a bath." Her face lit, joy spread over her as she looked eagerly at Braith. "For all of you." Braith felt almost as excited as she looked. "I thought you would prefer to talk after you were clean."
 
   "I sure would," Ashby agreed eagerly as Jack entered the room. "Look at what the cat drug in!"
 
   Jack's nose wrinkled. "I'd say the cat mauled you and hauled you through sewage from the smell and look of the five of you."
 
   "And feel."
 
   Jack grinned; he grasped Braith's hand firmly as he clapped him on the arm. "Good to see you brother."
 
   "You also." Jack released him; his smile grew as his gaze raked Gideon's miserable, filthy form. "Well now, this is a pleasant treat."
 
   "Wish I could say the same," Gideon retorted.
 
   Jack laughed loudly as he shook Gideon's hand and then Xavier's. "Long time no see."
 
   Xavier simply bowed his head briefly in response. Braith stood stiffly, immobile as he watched three young men carry in five separate wooden tubs. It took almost a half an hour before enough water was brought in to fill them. Aria remained by her brother and father, the brilliant smile never left her face as they talked.
 
   "Go on," David urged her when the last of the water was brought in.
 
   Braith was aware of the fact that four of the tubs had been taken into one room, while the other had been kept separate. Aria looked at him as he took a step toward her. "Wait," David said sharply.
 
   Braith's hands fisted at his side. He could control his need to pull her away from them but he wasn't going to leave her alone and vulnerable while she bathed. He didn't trust most of these people, and he definitely didn't trust Max. The boy was lurking around here somewhere and he'd almost killed her once.
 
   "Not alone," Braith growled.
 
   David looked as if the top of his head was going to blow off. Braith stepped closer to her, pressing against her arm. "Its fine dad," Aria assured him. "It's not what you think. He won't even be in the room."
 
   "She's not going in there alone."
 
   "Aria is perfectly capable of taking care of herself!" David snapped.
 
   "I know she is, and she's also perfectly capable of getting herself into trouble." Aria shot Daniel a dark look as he guffawed loudly. "I don't trust these people. I don't trust Max. Whether you like it or not, she is not going in there without me to stand guard."
 
   "Braith!" Aria hissed as her father's eyes narrowed in rage.
 
   "Who the hell do you think you are!?" David demanded.
 
   "Hers." The simple, startling answer knocked some of the anger from David. Daniel's mouth dropped as Ashby shook his head. Xavier watched intently and Gideon simply strolled out of the room toward the other tubs. Jack dropped his head into his hands and began to massage his temples. "And she is mine." He touched her arm gently, nudging her toward the backroom. She hesitated, seemingly torn as she gazed from him to her father and back again.
 
   David didn't protest anymore, but his jaw was clenched in displeasure as his gaze bored into Braith's back. The room they had brought the tub into was small with a single window in the back. Braith closed the shutters, locking them into place before turning back to her. Steam rose from the tub, a small sliver of soap had been set on the floor on top of some towels and clean clothes.
 
   "A little diplomacy goes a long way," she murmured.
 
   "They have to understand…"
 
   "He's my father Braith. I know you don't understand what that means, not in the same way that I do, but he loves me. I'm his little girl. This is hard for him, it's hard for Daniel and William, but it's especially hard for my father." She was right, he didn't understand that. "You need to be nicer, and more patient." She tilted her head, peering up at him as she smiled faintly. "Do you think you can do that?"
 
   He grasped hold of the collar of her shirt and pulled her closer. "I can try, for you."
 
   "Just for me?"
 
   He grinned. "I sure wouldn't do it for anyone else."
 
   She laughed as he began to slide the buttons of her shirt free. He slipped it from her shoulders and tugged it from her arms. He touched her shoulders briefly and turned away before he couldn't. He listened as the rest of her clothes fell away before she slid into the tub with a groan of pleasure. It was excruciating torture. His teeth grated, he stepped into the doorway, leaning against it as he fought the urge to turn around and go back in there.
 
   His body was so taught with strain from not looking that he didn't know she had approached until he felt her fingers slip between his own. He relished the supple feel of her skin against his as he pulled her against his chest and held her close.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   She was sound asleep in his lap, her hand curled against his chest, her head resting in the hollow of his shoulder as she breathed in and out. As she slept, the tension of the day faded from her features making her appear even younger, more vulnerable, which only made him worry for her more. Max hadn't appeared again since he'd rebuked her earlier and Braith hoped that he never did.
 
   Daniel was talking quietly, pointing at some of the designs and drawings he had created. "These are all of your cave systems?" Gideon inquired.
 
   "Not all of them," David answered. "These are the ones closest to the palace. We had others, but some have been lost to cave-ins, and others are too far from the palace to be of any use."
 
   "Are there often people within them?" Ashby inquired, glancing nervously at Braith.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "The cave system where the troops are hiding had a man inside of it."
 
   "That's not unusual, many know about the caves and the food supply," David told him.
 
   "It looked like he'd been there for awhile."
 
   "I suppose some may stay below hoping to avoid the king's troops. It's why we retreated into the swamplands. The king's raids have become more frequent and aggressive since you left the palace." Braith held David's steady gaze. "The man in the cave, what did he do?"
 
   "He attacked Aria," Braith growled.
 
   David's eyes widened, he leaned forward on the table. Braith lowered his head and inhaled her sweet scent. The soap she'd been given smelled of honey. Beneath it he could smell the faint hint of his blood as it flowed through her veins. She was the most enticing thing he'd ever smelled, and he needed her soothing effect right now.
 
   "Why would he do that?" David inquired.
 
   Ashby glanced nervously at Braith, but seemed satisfied that he would remain calm while holding Aria. "Apparently he hadn't seen a woman in awhile."
 
   "Did he harm her?" Daniel demanded.
 
   "He tried, but she's fine."
 
   "And what of the man?" David inquired.
 
   "Dead," Braith said unremorsefully. "Anyone that injures her will meet the same fate."
 
   David sat back as he studied them. "What exactly is it that you intend for my daughter? What do you think you can give her?"
 
   "Anything she desires."
 
   Gideon and Ashby shifted nervously, well aware that this conversation was drifting into treacherous waters. Xavier leaned forward, his dark eyes eager as he absorbed the discussion. "I can see that she loves you, and though it's baffling and astonishing to me, I think you love her too. But I don't see how any of this can work. Will your people accept her? Do you have plans to make her a vampire?" David nearly choked on the word vampire but somehow managed to get it out. It was apparent the man found the thought abhorrent.
 
   "Most do not survive the change; I have no intention of inflicting that upon her." Gideon, Jack and Ashby winced, Xavier quirked an eyebrow as he gazed at Aria.
 
   David's frustration was nearly palpable. "Then what do you intend? To watch her grow old and die? To have her be an outcast among your people? Tell me Braith, what will you do when she dies?"
 
   "I'll find a way to die also," he said simply.
 
   Gideon groaned as he shook his head, dropping it into his hands. Ashby closed his eyes as Jack folded his arms over his chest and sat back in his chair. Xavier remained unmoving, he'd known there was a bond between them but he hadn't known the extent of that bond until now.
 
   "But you have been voted the leader; your people will follow you…"
 
   "Or Jack," he interrupted sharply. Despite his every intention not to, he found himself leaning forward as he met David's incredulous gaze, and Jack's completely aghast one. "I will lead them into battle, I will lead you all into battle, but I have not hidden the fact that I do not intend to lead afterward. Not unless Aria is at my side. I will stay long enough for whatever leader you elect to settle in, and then she and I will leave. I will not expose her to a life of unhappiness."
 
   "I don't want it," Jack blurted.
 
   "Neither do I," Braith snarled in frustration. "I never have, but I accepted it, and I did it. I've done my duty for the past nine hundred years, I've done everything expected of me and I will continue to do it until this is over, but someone else can step up afterward."
 
   "It will be difficult on her, to grow old while you don't," David told him.
 
   "I know that."
 
   "You could let her go." Braith stiffened as fury ripped through him. Aria's fingers slipped beneath the buttons of his shirt to press against his flesh in an attempt to soothe him. They had woken her. "It would be best, for both of you, for everyone involved if you let her go."
 
   "It's too late for that." He had managed to regain enough control to answer without smashing the table before him.
 
   "I don't understand why. I know it will be tough, the last thing I want is to see my daughter unhappy, but she'll be hurt no matter what. There's no way to stop that now."
 
   Her heartbeat had increased; the scent of her fear assailed him. "Ashby can explain it to you," he said bluntly. Aria gasped as he rose abruptly from his chair. Staying here was only going to annoy him further and he had promised her that he would try to be nicer. "Does it matter what room we take?"
 
   David's jaw dropped. Aria's lashes flickered against his neck as she opened her eyes, he could feel the heat of her skin against his neck. He bit back a groan, he didn't understand these human customs, or perhaps they were simply family customs, but he was becoming increasingly frustrated with them.
 
   "I'll sleep on the floor," he grated, hoping that would help to ease some of the tension that filled the room. He swore that once this whole mess was over he was going to build her a house that no one else would ever be invited to.
 
   "Third room on the right, there's a small cot in there," David responded in a choked voice.
 
   "I'll get you some blankets," Daniel volunteered.
 
   "You can put me down Braith."
 
   He held her for a moment longer before lowering her feet to the floor. She hurried to her father, pecked him on the cheek and gave him a hug. Braith was fascinated by the look of love on David's face as she spoke with him. He'd certainly never seen it on his own father's face. David patted her arm reassuringly as she kissed him again and rejoined Braith.
 
   "I would like to retire also." Xavier rose to his feet, his fingers rested briefly on the table as he surveyed the room. "I am aware of the baffling vampire bond referred to as a bloodlink. I assume that is what Ashby will speak of as I am well aware of his relationship with Braith's sister, and not the one he married."
 
   Apprehension flashed briefly across Aria's face, but she remained immobile at Braith's side. She didn't trust Xavier, not yet. Braith wasn't even certain he completely trusted him yet. "How do you know about that?" Ashby demanded, his carefree demeanor vanishing at the mention of Melinda.
 
   Xavier moved away from the table. "My job in the palace was to pay attention, to record the histories, to take note of things and see the things that no one else saw. I'm not blind Ashby, the two of you tried to hide it and you succeeded with most." His gaze was pointed on Braith. "But not me."
 
   Ashby looked wary. His eyes were hooded as he studied Xavier with annoyance and distrust. "Ease up Ashby, I never told anyone that you were having an affair with the youngest daughter while still married to the oldest."
 
   "Watch what you say Xavier," Ashby's tone was low, deadly.
 
   Xavier didn't look the least bit phased by Ashby. Braith pulled Aria back a step as Xavier stopped beside her. "But a human." He shook his head, something flickered in his eyes as he studied her. "That is unheard of." Aria's eyes narrowed, her chin tilted defiantly. Xavier smiled at her in amusement. "Quite a conundrum."
 
   "I'm not Ashby. War or no war, followers or no followers, I will kill you if you touch her. Remember that Xavier, I am a real threat to you."
 
   "I am well aware of that fact Braith. I have no ill intentions toward her."
 
   Braith was not appeased by the words. He pulled Aria further back as Xavier stepped closer to her. "Don't," he snarled thrusting himself in between them.
 
   Xavier held his hands up as he took a step back. "Easy Braith, I said that I would not hurt her, and I meant it. I've seen what you are capable of when it comes to her, and I have a feeling that cave was only the tip of the iceberg. We need her if we are to win this war."
 
   "And after?"
 
   "After will be up to you, and her. Now, where are those blankets, I'm exhausted."
 
   Aria pressed closer to Braith's side, he stood for a moment, trembling with suppressed anger and uncertainty. Xavier had always been a little odd, or at least he had always seemed that way as he stood in the shadows calmly watching everything. He suspected Xavier knew more than he was letting on as he stared curiously at Aria, but exactly what his secrets were, Braith couldn't even begin to guess at.
 
   "Uh, this way," Daniel awkwardly interrupted.
 
   He stepped back as Xavier moved past him to the stairwell. "Are these things going to hold me?" Xavier pondered as he eyed the stairs.
 
   "Yes."
 
   Daniel led them upstairs, handed out blankets and hugged his sister goodnight. Braith wasn't pleased to see that the room really did hold just a tiny cot shoved against the wall. He wasn't even certain Aria would fit on it as he spread the blanket out.
 
   "Xavier is strange."
 
   Braith sat on the edge of the cot and pulled her into his lap. She wrapped her arms around his waist as she rested her head against his chest. "He is," Braith agreed, lightly rubbing her back.
 
   "He's baffling but I don't think he would harm me. I think he's just as confused by me as I am by him."
 
   He was glad she thought so, but Braith wasn't convinced that Xavier wouldn't do something. Xavier had never been power hungry before, but there was no way to know what was going on inside of his head, or any of the others they had aligned with.
 
   "I'm glad you're not scared of him."
 
   He felt her smile against his neck. "I'm not scared of anyone," she said laughingly.
 
   He would have laughed too if it wasn't so true. For someone so frighteningly mortal, she was strangely unafraid of anyone or anything. It was terrifying. "I know."
 
   "Don't get all bristly." She sought to calm him as she caressed him. "You must be hungry."
 
   "I'm fine."
 
   "You're stubborn."
 
   "As are you."
 
   She was grinning as she tilted her head back to look at him. "Yes, but it's been awhile, I'll be fine Braith."
 
   He dropped his head to hers. "I know, I just…"
 
   Her fingers were against his lips, and then her mouth replaced her fingers. "There is no, "I just", not now. I crave the connection Braith, just as much as you crave my blood. I want to feel you inside me." He shuddered at her choice of words, his arms constricted around her. A low groan escaped him. He would never get over how swiftly and easily she could unravel his composure. "I would love to satisfy you in every way, but with everyone in this house, especially my father…"
 
   "I understand," he grated through clenched teeth. "Not here, not on this cot, and not with your family surrounding us. Not for you Arianna. I want better for you, it will be better."
 
   When he opened his eyes to look at her, he was surprised to find her watching him with a look of absolute love that nearly shattered him. She unwrapped her arms from his waist and deliberately pulled the hair back from her neck. Marks from his other feeding were still visible upon her porcelain skin. He pulled her shirt down to reveal the nearly invisible marks from the first time he'd fed from her. His fingers brushed over it as she pressed against him, her breasts firm against his chest.
 
   "Do you remember this?" His voice was tense.
 
   "How could I forget?"
 
   "I almost killed you that night."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "Yet you continue to give yourself to me."
 
   "I love you."
 
   "Is it so simple then?"
 
   "Yes. This is not an easy life."
 
   It wasn't, but he hadn't once wished that he was back in that hideous palace with its vast supply of blood and every imaginable luxury. He would wade through a thousand swamps before he ever let her go again. "And I wouldn't change a thing," he whispered against her cheek.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I love you."
 
   "Is it so simple then?"
 
   He smiled back at her. "Yes."
 
   "Good."
 
   She silently guided his head to her neck. His fingers slid up the back of her shirt to press flat against the slender curve of her back. A faint whimper escaped her, goose bumps broke out across her skin. He bypassed the marks on her neck to rest his lips gently against the first bite he had placed upon her; the first time he had marked her as his.
 
   She moaned when he bit into her, reopening the wounds that had bound them irrevocably to each other. She slumped against him as the rest of the world faded away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   Aria looked up from the shirt she had been sewing as Jack stepped into the room. She hated sewing, she'd stabbed herself numerous times already, but she needed the shirt. She swore as she jabbed herself again and stuck her wounded finger in her mouth.
 
   Jack quirked an eyebrow at her. "You're not very good at that."
 
   "I know," she mumbled. He rocked back on his heels as he folded his hands behind him. She frowned as she dropped the shirt down. "What's wrong?"
 
   "I need to speak with you."
 
   "Ok."
 
   "Not here. Take a walk with me?"
 
   She wasn't sure why he would want to take a walk, there was no one around. "Uh yeah, sure."
 
   Placing the shirt on top of the table, she climbed to her feet and followed him as he led the way out of the house. Braith had gone with Gideon, Xavier, her father, and Daniel to meet with the rebels her father had gathered to fight, to look over the supplies they'd accrued, and to do some hunting. Aria had opted to stay behind, she was tired, and she thought that perhaps it would be a chance for Braith to bond with her family. He hadn't liked it in the beginning, but Jack and Ashby had agreed to stay behind.
 
   Ashby was standing by the woods when they emerged from the house. Remorse radiated from his eyes as he fell into step beside them. She glanced between the two of them, suddenly feeling very small and vulnerable. Why hadn't she grabbed her bow? She shook off the crazy thought. This was Jack and Ashby, they wouldn't hurt her.
 
   "What's going on?" Neither of them answered her. Aria became aware of the pounding of her pulse in her ears. "Jack?" She was ashamed of the tremor in her voice.
 
   "Just going for a walk Aria, we have to talk."
 
   "About what?" He didn't answer her. She stopped abruptly, refusing to take one more step until she received some answers. "About what?" she demanded.
 
   "The lake is just ahead, ok?"
 
   Aria bristled at his placating tone. She almost refused to move further, almost turned around and walked away. She was certain she didn't want to hear what they had to say. She knew she couldn't run away though. "Fine," she relented.
 
   Aria fell back as Jack led the way to a pristine lake. She stood for a moment, taking in the scene before her as it spread out in a glimmering array of sunshine and blue. Something inside of her chest eased, she took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh scent of the crisp water. Forgetting all about Jack and Ashby, she took a step closer to the water. She itched to dive into it, to swim out as far as she could and simply be.
 
   The clearing of Jack's throat alerted her to the fact that was not going to happen. Sighing impatiently, Aria turned to him. "What do you want to talk to me about?"
 
   Jack and Ashby exchanged a look, but it was Jack that spoke. "Braith."
 
   Aria folded her arms over her chest as she studied them both. Ashby could barely meet her gaze; his eyes darted continuously away from her as if he were ashamed. There was a hollow pit in her stomach; it felt as if a rock had settled in there. She could barely breathe anymore. No, she definitely was not going to like this. "Perhaps you should talk to him then."
 
   "I've tried, and so have Ashby, and Gideon. He needs to lead Aria."
 
   Her heart hammered, coldness was seeping into her bones, stealing into her soul. "He does," she agreed.
 
   Jack shifted nervously. "You know I love you Aria, I think of you like a sister."
 
   "Just say it Jack."
 
   "You have to let him go." She felt as if she'd been punched in the gut. She had braced herself for those words, had even suspected they were coming, but they still knocked the air from her. She was unable to stay upright as she rested her hand on a tree and leaned against it. "Aria…"
 
   She held up a hand to stall him. She needed a moment, just one moment to gather her thoughts and hold back her tears. She'd suspected all along, no she'd known, that this was a distinct possibility. That in the end, she would have to give him up, that she would have to leave him, again. She just wasn't ready to hear it confirmed by someone else.
 
   Ashby, looking to soothe her reached for her shoulder. She pushed his hand away, unable to take his pity at the moment. "Braith feels that when this is over he can simply walk away. That he can take you, disappear, and never look back. He thinks that he can leave Gideon, Ashby, or even I in charge. We know that he can't, and I think you know it too."
 
   Aria lifted her head. She had to blink away the tears burning her eyes to focus upon him. "Our family line is the strongest, it always has been. Our bloodline has been traced back to the first vampire, it is the only line that can claim such a feat, and actually prove that it's true. It wasn't often that our line wasn't ruling, and as you've witnessed, even the most powerful vampires on our side have turned to Braith as a leader."
 
   She stared silently at the lake, felt the rough bark of the tree beneath her hand. She needed these things to connect her, to join her to the earth. She felt completely disconnected right now, disjointed and broken. "Since the moment he was born it was expected that Braith would rise to power if our father died. He's been groomed for such an endeavor, trained for it; he is the one that can control the chaos that will follow the dethroning of our father. Even those within the palace, the non-aristocrats will follow him, because that's what they expected to do for the past nine hundred years. Nine hundred years Aria, that is how long it has been accepted that Braith would eventually rule.
 
   "Even if I’m of the same line and closer in age, they won't follow me in the same way, and to be honest I can't control them the way that Braith will be able to. It's not in me, it never has been. They will look to destroy me in a way that they will not look to destroy Braith. Nor will they follow Ashby. He's not a part of our line and even if he marries Melinda, they will not accept him, and Melinda isn't strong enough to rule. Gideon is Braith's other option. But Gideon has been gone for a hundred years, and he has no tie to our line. He's not even a part of the second most powerful family; he is simply older than the other aristocrats at only fifty years younger than Braith."
 
   They spoke of fifty years as if it were nothing; to her it was a lifetime. "Xavier? Saul?" she managed to choke out. "Calista or Barnaby?"
 
   "Xavier is a record keeper; he prefers to loiter in the shadows. Most see Saul as weak due to his defect, and the others are mere children. The oldest is Barnaby and he's barely three hundred. They can't take control."
 
   "The second most powerful…"
 
   "My mother's line," Jack said flatly. "My father had all of them destroyed in order to ensure they would no longer be a threat. He also decimated the third, fourth, and sixth in line. He eradicated any one he deemed a possible threat."
 
   "The fifth?"
 
   "Gideon." The lump in her throat was threatening to choke her. "Ashby is part of the seventh, as is his cousin who has remained in the palace. He has stepped into what should have been Ashby's role, assuming power as my father's second in command."
 
   Ashby scowled, showing some emotion other than pity for the first time. "Coward," he muttered.
 
   "I'm sure Braith understands this," she whispered.
 
   "He does understand it," Jack confirmed. "But to him, you are the only thing that matters. He's stubborn Aria, he thinks that the vampire lines will accept one of us in place of him, as will the people, but he's wrong."
 
   She didn't realize she was crying until a drop landed upon her hand. She wiped the tears hastily away, hating herself for crying in front of them. "We can't convince him to let you go, and we can't convince him to try and change you. Our people might accept you then; it's a rare feat for a human to survive the change. They may not embrace you with open arms after, but they won't deny you either, and the ones that did would be few.
 
   "He is unwilling to realize these facts, but you need to." A sob escaped her. She shoved her fist into her mouth, trying to stifle her cries as something inside of her began to break. "It's for the greater good Aria. Think of the people, your people that will be freed. The future generations that will never know the fear and oppression that you have known. Think of the fact that they will not know starvation, filth, and enslavement as you have known it; as Max has known it."
 
   Max, oh Max. His time as a blood slave had destroyed him. It had taken a proud, vibrant man and turned him into someone filled with hate and bitterness. It had broken him, as it had broken so many others before they were mercifully destroyed. Then there were the ones that never made it to blood slave status. She recalled the boy she'd been captured with, so young and vulnerable. He'd been selected for death.
 
   "Oh." Her legs gave out; she slid limply to the forest floor. "Oh."
 
   "He believes that he can make everything alright in the end. It's not possible Aria." Jack's tone had become softer, she could hear the ragged pain in it, but it was nothing compared to the anguish savaging her soul. "We need for you to agree to leave him when this war is over."
 
   She knew it was the right thing to do, she knew it was the best thing for everyone involved, even if it destroyed her and Braith. But even so, hope blazed hotly through her as she realized something. "But that's not possible!" she blurted. "He can track me anywhere, his blood is in me; we are bound in that way. Ashby said I'm his bloodlink, that we can't live without each other."
 
   "You have started the bond, but it's not complete, is it?"
 
   "No, but…"
 
   "As long as you don't allow it to be completely forged there is a chance that the bloodlink will not destroy either of you. As for his blood in your system, we're hoping that if you don't accept it again his blood will thin out and eventually leave your system."
 
   "I was gone from the palace for over a month and he still found me."
 
   Jack and Ashby exchanged a look. "We think that if another vampire's blood is added to your system, most likely mine, it may dilute his enough so that he won't be able to track you for long, if at all."
 
   She recoiled; revulsion filled her, nausea surged up her throat at the mere thought. She was shaking her head no when Jack bent and grabbed hold of her shoulders. "Aria…"
 
   "He'll die without me," she groaned. She didn't add she would die without him, she was dying now, and though she would continue to move through her days, she knew she would never live again, not without him.
 
   "Maybe not, if the bond isn't completely forged."
 
   The noise that escaped her was guttural. "He went berserk when I left him last time."
 
   "We hope that having so many lives in his hands will help to keep him in control. He didn't have that responsibility before. No matter how upset and furious he is, we're hoping that the good in him will win out because of that."
 
   "That's a lot of hoping."
 
   "It's all we have, and one day, you will die Aria. Your death may sever whatever bond remains between you at the time, freeing him."
 
   Freeing her also, she realized as she bent over, her arms wrapping around her stomach. "He will be blind again."
 
   "He will, but he was blind for a hundred years before you, it never slowed him down. The world was dark to him, but it was not a weakness for him. Ashby, Melinda, Gideon, and many others will be there to protect him."
 
   She almost laughed at the mention of Ashby, the one who had blinded him to begin with, but there was no humor in her. It was all too awful to even remotely be funny. "I know this is a lot to ask of you Aria, I know that you are young and in love, but…"
 
   "Stop," she whispered.
 
   Ashby clasped hold of her hands as he knelt before her. She almost jerked away from him, but the tears in his bright green eyes held her immobile. He was actually crying, not for himself, but for her. "Jack doesn't understand what you're going through; I know that, you know that, but I understand. I couldn't do this; I couldn't let Melinda go if someone asked me to. She is everything to me. No matter what they did to me it didn't matter as long as she was safe, and alive. I am so unbelievably sorry, I cannot…" his words broke off as tears slid down his cheeks. "I cannot imagine and I do not want to imagine your pain or his. It's not fair, I know."
 
   His tears were her undoing. She wept as she fell against him, finding no solace in his arms. There would never be any comfort again. She was unable to regain control as Ashby rocked her, his tears mingling with her own. Jack stood away from them with his shoulders set stiffly, and his jaw locked as he stared into the dense forest.
 
   Gradually, her sobs started to subside simply because there was no water left inside her to shed. Ashby continued to hold her, but he didn't pretend that anything he offered would do her any good. Braith's sense of rightness would prevail, she was sure of it. He may become irrational and explosive when she left, but she had faith that his good would win out in the end.
 
   "There's more Aria." She could barely lift her head to look at Jack, never mind hear more of what he had to say. "He can't know about this. You have to act normal around him."
 
   Horror filled her. "You mean we're not leaving now?"
 
   "No. He'll tear these woods apart looking for you rather than fight. You can't leave until the war is over and he's been established as the leader. He has to realize he has a duty to thousands upon thousands rather than just himself and you."
 
   "My family?" she whispered.
 
   "Your father will be informed of our intentions when the time is right, he will not be able to leave though." So she would never see him again either. She'd thought she didn't have any more tears left in her. She was wrong as agony clenched at her. "Daniel will also have to remain behind as your father's second in command and most likely successor, but I think William will go with you."
 
   She nodded in agreement. Yes, William would come with her, even if she told him to stay and enjoy the life that he was going to fight for, he would come with her. "And I think he should, even if you don't. I will also be going with you."
 
   Aria blinked at him in surprise. "You can't leave him, Jack."
 
   "I can't leave you either, not unprotected…"
 
   "William…"
 
   "You will need more than just William. Braith is going to look for you and we will have to get far from him as fast as we can. I'm asking this of you, and I will follow it through with you."
 
   "And return after I'm dead?"
 
   Jack shook his head. "No, I will never return. Even if time and distance ease his suffering and rage, he will still kill me if I return."
 
   Aria bit on her lip, her head bowed, she felt as if she were being crushed. She couldn't find the right words, not anymore. Ashby rubbed her hair in an awkward attempt to soothe her further.
 
   "I know it's going to be difficult Aria but you have to act normal around him." She blinked up at Jack; her lashes were sticky from the tears coating them. "If he suspects anything he'll take you and he'll never look back."
 
   "I don't know how I'm going to do that."
 
   "I know this is a lot to ask of you, I understand that I can't fathom what you are going through, what you will have to endure, but you are one of the strongest people I know, human or vampire, and I know that you can do this. I have absolute faith in you."
 
   She was glad someone did, because she sure didn't. Not about this. How on earth was she going to act normal around Braith? How was she going to hide her misery and pretend that everything was fine, when her heart was shattering and her body was already aching with loss? How was she going to look him in the eye knowing that she was going to break his heart by leaving him again?
 
   He would never forgive her. Even if it was for the best, even if it was for the good of so many, he would never get over her abandonment of him again. He would hate her. That realization was even worse than their time together coming to an end.
 
   "He'll never forgive me either," she whispered, giving voice to her thoughts. "What if you're wrong? What if he loses it completely?"
 
   "Then we'll deal with the consequences of that when it happens. Whether we bring you back or he steps down…"
 
   "People could be killed before then."
 
   "I don't think he'll go that route again Aria. Last time he was confused. He didn't know what was going on inside himself and his pride wouldn't let him go after you. This time he'll know, and once he calms down he'll understand that this is for the best. You'll leave him a note…"
 
   "A note," she laughed humorlessly, as if that would be enough. As if a simple piece of paper would be enough to convey her regret over leaving him. How could she put her sorrow into words? How could she possibly write down how much faith she has in him or how she knows that he will be the best leader for all those depending on him? She didn't think they had enough paper for that. Even worse, Jack would have to write it for her.
 
   "And he'll come to realize that though it's not fair, it is for the best. For everyone."
 
   "Maybe they would accept me," she whispered.
 
   "I'm sorry Aria," Ashby squeezed her shoulders, pulling her against him. "But that will never happen. Saul and Barnaby have already inquired about your relationship. Braith believes he can keep the true nature of your relationship from them, but they will eventually figure it out. They're on our side for now, but human and vampire bloodlines are not to be mixed, the children are shunned if they are human, tormented if they're not…"
 
   "Children?"
 
   "It never ends well for them Aria," Jack told her.
 
   "There have been children?" she demanded stunned by this revelation.
 
   "Yes, though if it is a blood slave carrying the child, she is usually killed before she can give birth." Horror shuddered through her body, her hand instinctively rested on her stomach. "The vampire children that have been created are relegated to a life nearly as bad as the human servants within the palace. I wouldn't be surprised if there aren't a good number of half-breed vampire children amongst the troops in that cave; a lot of them left soon after my father took over."
 
   "Children," Aria breathed awed by the possibility. She had never given much thought to children, she'd assumed she probably wouldn't live long enough to have them, and she certainly didn't want them exposed to the hardships of her life. She hadn't thought a child with Braith was even a possibility, but now…
 
   Jack knelt before her. "You cannot allow your relationship to progress Aria."
 
   Everything inside her shriveled up like a plant without water. Fresh tears fell. It had all been right there in front of her: happiness, security, a family. And now it was gone, all of it, just gone. She felt empty.
 
   Jack took hold of her cheeks, cradling them. "I'm sorry. I know this is a lot to ask of you, and this isn't fair, you deserve a happy ending, you both do, but…"
 
   She grasped hold of his hands, squeezing them firmly as she leaned toward him. "But so do many others… I know… I get it," she whispered.
 
   Jack's steel gray eyes were intense. "That's not what I was going to say. You know well enough that the world isn't fair, that bad things happen to good people but you're the only one that can do this."
 
   She released his hands and looked away. The lake shimmered in the light of the sun, it was beautiful, but she found no joy in it. She didn't think she'd find joy in anything for a long time if ever again. She didn't know how she was going to do this but she knew she had to. Jack was right, Braith had to lead. He was strong, he was powerful, he was bred for leadership and they would all follow him.
 
   Jack leaned back as he studied her. "Aria?"
 
   She turned toward Jack. "I've always done what's needed to be done, as has Braith. I'll do it now, and he will do it when I'm gone. I don't know how I'll do it, how I'll pretend everything is fine, but I'll figure it out."
 
   Jack grimaced as he closed his eyes. For the first time Aria realized a part of him had hoped she wouldn't agree, that she would absolutely refuse to go along with it. That she would go back to Braith and not care about the consequences of her actions. Jack didn't want to be the one to inflict this pain on his brother, or her, but now that she had made her choice, his road had been mapped out for him too. For the first time since he'd brought her out here she didn't see him as her enemy, as the person who had just ruined her life, but more of an ally in her despair.
 
   "I'm sorry," Ashby apologized.
 
   Aria had no idea how she was going to deceive Braith in such a way, but hopefully their lives would continue to be as hectic as they had been and he wouldn't notice if she was a little distant.
 
   "We should return," Jack said.
 
   She hated the idea of going back, but she couldn't hide here forever, and as of now Braith could still track her anywhere. It was possible that he would always be able to do so. Jack hoped that there was a way to dilute Braith's blood but she wasn't so certain. She knew full well that Braith's blood was a part of her now. Perhaps someone else's blood could alter that, but she didn't see how.
 
   She started to share her thoughts with Jack but stopped herself. She knew she had to leave Braith, but it may be impossible for her to ever truly separate from him. There was nothing that Jack could do about that, or at least nothing that he would do. Jack was willing to take this road with her, willing to give up his old life for good, but if it became necessary he would not do the one thing that may be required to truly separate her and Braith.
 
   He was like a brother to her and he was almost as stubborn as Braith. If she told Jack what she was thinking, he would only insist that someone else's blood would be enough to dilute Braith's within her, enough to separate them, even if it wasn't.
 
   Jack would not consider the fact that there may be only one way to truly sever her bond from Braith. But she knew someone that would.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   The reassuring thud of the arrow hitting its mark was typically like music to her savaged spirit. She fired off another arrow. Usually target practice soothed her, but nothing could soothe her now.
 
   "Bad mood?"
 
   She started in surprise; she'd been so entrenched in her melancholy that she hadn't heard anyone approach. She was even more surprised to discover that it was Max. Her arm lowered, her lips parted as her heart leapt in anticipation. She hoped he had come to speak with her, to try and salvage their tattered friendship. She couldn't handle it if he had only come to reinforce his intense disapproval of her and her decisions.
 
   "Max." Though she tried to sound as aloof as he was with her now, she heard the longing in her voice. He heard it too as he offered a small smile and ran his hand nervously through his shaggy blond hair. "I haven't seen you around."
 
   He shrugged before stuffing his hands in his pockets. His eyes shifted nervously to the target as he started to rock on his heels. "Been busy. There's a war coming you know."
 
   "So I've been told."
 
   "Glad to see you're still deadly with that thing," he said glancing at her bow.
 
   She didn't know what to say, didn't know what she expected from him. What had once been simple and easy, was horribly awkward and uncomfortable now. "Yeah."
 
   "How have you been?"
 
   "I've been better," she admitted unable to lie to him. "You?"
 
   "Possible imminent death and destruction aside, I've actually been doing better."
 
   Hope swelled within her. "Really?"
 
   His smile widened. "Yeah, really. I'm not looking forward to going back into that palace, but I am looking forward to getting some revenge."
 
   "You're not going to do anything crazy are you?" she inquired worriedly.
 
   "Me? Nah, I'm not angry enough for something like that anymore, but it will be good to free some others."
 
   "It will," Aria agreed. She wanted to ask if he would ever stop being so angry at her, but the words froze in her throat. She couldn't bring herself to utter them, mostly because she was frightened of the answer. "I'm glad you're doing better. I know it was awful for you in there."
 
   His smile had fallen away; he was staring at the target again. "It's been an awful time for all of us recently. Hopefully that will change soon."
 
   "Yes," she whispered, knowing it wasn't going to change for her.
 
   "Are you happy Aria?"
 
   If he had asked her that question four hours ago, she would have given him a resounding yes, that despite everything that was going on, she was happy. She was frightened of the future and the possibility of losing a loved one, but happy. "Yes." It was the first lie in the web she was now creating.
 
   "That's good." He rocked back on his heels again. The awkward tension was enough to make her want to scream. "I'm sorry about what happened the last time we saw each other. I lost my temper, I never meant for that to happen."
 
   "It's ok."
 
   He shook his head, his forehead furrowed as his clear blue eyes turned turbulent. "It's not ok. I still feel this is a situation you shouldn't be in. That he's too old for you, too different, it's not natural…"
 
   "Max," she whispered. Her heart ached and her body felt as if it were starting to shred into a thousand pieces. She knew they were all valid points, but to her they had never mattered before. They certainly didn't matter after the conversation she'd just had with Jack and Ashby. She couldn't stand here and listen to even more reasons why she shouldn't be with Braith, why she couldn't be with him.
 
   He seemed to sense this as he nodded. "But even so, what I did never should have happened. I could have killed you. I feel awful about it, it really made me rethink everything, made me look at what I was becoming and I didn't like that person."
 
   "You're a good person Max. You had some terrible things happen to you, any person would be different after."
 
   "I suppose."
 
   "It's my fault. You were in there because of me…"
 
   "No. I could have escaped being caught; I chose to go in there with you. I chose to let myself be captured. That's not your fault."
 
   "But it didn't go the way you expected."
 
   He finally looked at her again, finally met her eyes head on; finally seemed to see her for the first time in awhile. "Does anything?"
 
   She pondered that for a moment. "No."
 
   "I thought I'd be the one that rescued you, but then neither of us knew what Jack was, and I honestly didn't know how awful it was going to be in there, how drained I would be." He shied away from her touch as she squeezed his arm. Feeling as if she had been slapped Aria went to pull away but he seized hold of her hand. "It's not you; it's been awhile since someone touched me. I don't like being touched much since being in there."
 
   For the first time since she had spoken with Jack, she felt something else unraveling inside of her, something strong and determined. She realized then that no matter how devastated she was, no matter how much she was going to hurt Braith, it was the right course to take. No one should have to go through what Max and countless others had been forced to go through. "What happened to you in there, it will never happen again, to anyone, if we win."
 
   Max's smile was tremulous. "That's the only thing keeping me going."
 
   "Max…"
 
   "It's ok Aria." His eyes had become distant again. His fingers tightened briefly around hers before he released her hand. "I've come to accept it. I can see that you love him, that he loves you. I'll move on, I didn't think I would, but there are things I never thought I would get over and I'm already starting to come to terms with them. I'll get over this too."
 
   "You will," she assured him. "I never meant to hurt you."
 
   "I know. You tried to tell me how you felt; I just didn't want to hear it. It's my fault too." He nodded toward the target. "How bout we forget some of this for a bit and I kick the crap out of you in some target practice."
 
   "As if," she snorted, chuckling as she handed her bow over to him. For the first time a semblance of normalcy settled over them as he grabbed an arrow from her and stepped to the line she had created in the dirt.
 
   ***
 
   Braith followed her laughter around the corner of the building. The sound of it caused his lips to twitch involuntarily upward. Stepping around the corner of the house, he froze at the sight of Aria standing in front of Max, smiling smugly as she handed the bow over to him. For a moment Braith was too stunned to move, and then rage tore through him. Beside him, Jack groaned.
 
   "I thought you were watching her!" Braith snarled.
 
   "Braith."
 
   His brother went to grab his arm but he was already storming across the field toward them. Aria turned toward him, the smile on her mouth froze in place, apprehension flashed across her features but she remained otherwise immobile. Max dropped the bow to his side, but Braith was well aware that the boy would like nothing more than to fire one of those arrows into his heart.
 
   Aria's paralysis broke. She grabbed hold of the bow as she stepped in front of Max. "What is going on?" he demanded, never breaking eye contact with Max. Even without the bow he was a threat.
 
   "We're just taking target practice," she answered.
 
   "You shouldn't be with him."
 
   "He's my friend, Braith."
 
   "He nearly killed you the last time you saw him."
 
   "It was an accident. A mistake, we've talked about it."
 
   "And that makes it better!?" he barked.
 
   Her hands twisted on the bow. He became aware of the fact that she might also like to take a shot at him. "Yes," she grated through clenched teeth. "It does."
 
   Max shifted nervously behind her. "I should probably go."
 
   "Yes," Braith informed him at the same time that Aria snapped, "No."
 
   Frustration filled him. As he reached for her, she smacked his hand away. "Aria…"
 
   "He is my friend Braith and that's not going to change, no matter how much you disapprove." He didn't get a chance to argue further as she slammed her bow into his chest and stormed off. Jack stepped hastily out of her way as she stalked past him, shooting him a dark look as she went.
 
   Max stood uncertainly, looking torn between wanting to bolt, and wanting to laugh out loud. Braith glared at him. "If you hurt her again, it will be the last time."
 
   Max nodded, an infuriating smile played at the corners of his mouth. Braith fought the urge to punch him but the boy hadn't done anything wrong, at least not yet. He didn't trust him though, not for one minute. In fact he thought the best thing would be for Max to leave and never return, but unless Max made that choice himself, or unless he did something to Aria again, it looked like that wouldn't happen anytime soon. Max was important in the cause, and for some unfathomable reason, Aria cared for him.
 
   Braith turned away from him and moved swiftly into the house. She was in the room they had shared last night. She looked exhausted and worn, far more so than the encounter outside should have made her. He was bewildered by the distressed look on her face, the dark circles that marred her beautiful blue eyes.
 
   "Did he do or say something to upset you?"
 
   "No," she answered tiredly. "He apologized, and then he tried to help mend our friendship. I miss him Braith, I know what happened before but we were once good friends. I wouldn't have survived after I left the palace if it wasn't for Max. I was heartbroken and he helped to ease some of that."
 
   Braith didn't like to think about that time, it hadn't been easy for either of them. "He's in love with you."
 
   Tears shimmered in her eyes. "Maybe then, but he's accepted that I don't feel the same way about him, and he's trying to move on. He may not approve but he knows that I love you."
 
   "I don't approve of him either."
 
   "I wish you would learn to get along. Max was an important part of my life, and I would like to have him back in it. I'm not foolish enough to believe it can ever be the same, but I'd like to at least see the two of you come to some sort of understanding with each other."
 
   "And if he hurts you again?"
 
   "He won't."
 
   "But if he does?"
 
   A single tear slid free. "I'll stay away from him then."
 
   "He almost killed you last time."
 
   "Braith stop! It was an accident, a mistake. I will never know what happened to him in that palace. I was lucky that you stepped forward to take me from that other vampire." Braith's hands fisted, his muscles locked as he recalled the bastard that had almost owned her. "I can only guess at what was done to Max. You especially should know it couldn't have been easy or pleasant."
 
   "That's not fair."
 
   "Nothing is fair!" She practically screamed the words at him. He was startled by the ferocity of her reaction, the devastation that radiated from her; the tears that suddenly burst free and streamed down her face. He'd seen her cry before but he'd never seen this level of emotion over something he hadn't even realized was bothering her so much. She was almost irrational, something that she never was.
 
   "I didn't realize this was upsetting you so much." He told her as she dropped her head into her hands. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed quietly. Her cries only increased when he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him. Desperation radiated from her as her fingers dug into his back. "Arianna…"
 
   "I'm sorry," she sobbed. "I'm so sorry."
 
   He was unbelievably confused. He'd been around irrational women before, not for long because he usually left them behind if it happened, but this was Aria. His unbelievably proud and fierce Aria was sobbing uncontrollably for some reason that he couldn't even begin to fathom. Her exhaustion must be getting to her, a fact that was evident in her pale face and shadowed eyes.
 
   "For what?" he demanded, frightened and uncertain of what her answer would be.
 
   She shook her head, seemingly unable to speak through her tears. He grabbed hold of her cheeks, pulling her face from his chest. "What are you sorry for?"
 
   "I just…" she broke off, swallowing heavily as she tried to suppress her tears. "I just know how much you don't trust him, and I know I frightened you today. I didn't mean to."
 
   It was true, but it didn't warrant this. "Don't cry Arianna, it's ok."
 
   Absurdly, she began to cry more. He pulled her back against him, rocking her as she buried her face in his chest again. A large sob escaped her; she bit on her lip hard enough to draw blood which he scented in the air almost immediately.
 
   "Braith?" Jack's voice interrupted.
 
   Closing his eyes, he suppressed a groan as he turned her, making sure she was hidden from the doorway, and Jack. "Go away."
 
   "Braith, it's time to redo the vote."
 
   "Can't it wait?" he demanded.
 
   "It's fine." Aria pulled away from him, she wiped at her eyes as she took a step back. She wouldn't meet his gaze, or Jack's, as she focused on the far wall.
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "I'm fine Braith. I'm just worn out, it's been a grueling road to get here and it's catching up with me now. I'll be fine after a good night of sleep." He was torn. He didn't want to leave her, not while she seemed so overcome with emotion. "Go. Go on. Give me a minute to wash up and I'll be down."
 
   "Are you sure you're ok?"
 
   She smiled tremulously. "Fine."
 
   Reluctantly, he left her behind as he joined his brother in the doorway. Jack's jaw was locked, his gaze worried as he looked to Aria. She didn't look at either of them as she turned to the pitcher on the old nightstand and poured some water into a bowl.
 
   ***
 
   Aria slipped one of the gray cloaks around her shoulders pulling the hood up before sneaking silently out of the house. She knew she wouldn't make it far before Braith realized she wasn't there, but luckily Gideon had taken up residence only two doors away. She was shaking, trembling with trepidation as she moved through the shadows.
 
   This was the path she had always thought she would take, the path that would lead to an early death. She had not chosen this path but rather, it had chosen her. She hoped that Jack was right, that they could somehow dilute Braith's blood in her system. It would not be a happy life without him, but as miserable as she would be, and even if she wasn't with him, she was also excited to see how everything would turn out. She was eager to see what Braith would do as a leader, the changes he would make. She knew they would be good changes and it would be a good world for those under his leadership.
 
   All she needed to do was focus on the people whose lives would be saved as a result of her choices. Lives that would be far better than anything she had experienced. Braith would be good, he would be kind, and he would be fair. She was willing to do everything she could to see this terrible situation through, including going to Gideon now. Hopefully Braith would eventually find a way to forgive her and move on. The possibility that he never would nearly broke her.
 
   If Jack was wrong about being able to dilute Braith's blood with another vampire's, than there was only one solution, and she was certain Jack would never be willing to carry it out. Jack would not allow her to be harmed, and he most certainly would not be the one to do it.
 
   Gideon would understand though, and though he wasn't a bad man, she felt he would have no qualms about being the one to end her life in order to ensure peace. Swallowing heavily, gathering her waning courage, Aria took a deep breath, twisted the knob and slid silently into Gideon's temporary house. He was in the study, the shadows and planes of his face were highlighted by the candle before him. He looked up at her as she entered.
 
   He didn't seem surprised to see her as she slid the hood of her cloak back. "I spoke with Jack and Ashby."
 
   Gideon froze for a moment, his hand curled around the pen he was holding. "I see."
 
   She was silent as she gathered her courage to speak. Once she uttered these words she would never be able to take them back. "I understand what needs to be done."
 
   Gideon placed his pen down. "You do?"
 
   For a brief moment tears shimmered in her eyes before she blinked them back, thrust out her chin and nodded firmly. "I do."
 
   "He cannot know about this."
 
   "He never will."
 
   Gideon appeared lost in thought for a moment. "Your relationship cannot progress."
 
   She flinched; did everyone know their business? For a moment she thought her composure would crumble. "It won't" she whispered.
 
   Aria remained silent, watchful as the flame flickered over Gideon's features. What was she doing here? The right thing or at least that's what she told herself. But was it really the right thing? She was betraying Braith; she was going behind his back and plotting something that would devastate him. This was right on so many levels, but it was wrong on so many others. Guilt tugged at her heart, perhaps if she went to Braith…
 
   She broke the thought off. He would never agree to let her go. He would never listen to reason. Jack was right, if she went to Braith and told him everything, he would take her and leave here tonight. There were so many things she loved about him; his determination, his stubbornness, and his love for her were among the things she loved most. Unfortunately, those three things completely worked against all of them right now. This was wrong, she would hate herself forever because of it, but she could live with that as long as this all worked out and Braith was able to establish the world she knew he could.
 
   She turned away from Gideon, but her step was not so sure or as silent as she made her way to the door. "You know what this may mean for you?"
 
   She stopped in the doorway, her head turned back as she studied him over her shoulder. "If we are unable to dilute his blood in me my death may be the only solution to separating us for good."
 
   "And you accept this?"
 
   "It's what I came to you for," she breathed half fearful he would tell her no; half fearful he would refuse to be the one to do it. She'd taken a risk coming to him for this; it could all backfire on her.
 
   "No one else can know about this." There it was then, the deal had been struck. If another vampire's blood, and distance, did not break Braith's ability to track her they both understood what would have to happen.
 
   She would die, and Gideon would be the one to do it.
 
   "They won't," she vowed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   "Would you like to take a walk?"
 
   Aria turned away from the window she had been staring out. She was doing everything she could to keep up a brave front, to keep smiling, and to act normal. But it was so hard, harder than anything she'd ever done in her life. They were leaving tomorrow; she was actually looking forward to plunging back into those hideous swamps. At least it would help keep her mind off of everything and it meant they would be getting closer to the war, a war she desperately wanted over.
 
   Braith was standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame. His dark hair was disheveled and there was actually an amused gleam in his eyes as he lazily perused her. Heat flooded her body, her toes curled as that look seemed to sear right through her clothes and straight into her flesh. It took everything she had to focus her attention on his words again.
 
   She frowned in confusion at the book clasped carelessly in his elegant fingers. Then she recalled that she'd been the one to take it from Gideon's home. She'd forgotten that she even had it, but he must have found it in her bag.
 
   It was Ivanhoe; she knew that without having to see the title. It was the first book they had read together, the one that he had taught her how to read with. She had vowed that she wouldn't cry anymore, she'd chosen her path, but even so she battled against the tears that threatened to break free at the sight of that book and the memories it elicited.
 
   "Jack tells me there's a lake close by."
 
   "There is," she confirmed.
 
   He smiled. "Then let's go explore it."
 
   They had so little time left; she was not going to spend it moping. She was going to cherish every moment, not cry and ruin everything from here on out. "I'd love to."
 
   Her legs trembled as she stood, she'd been sitting for awhile, but she recovered quickly and was smiling at him as she took his hand. "I never knew you were a thief."
 
   She laughed as he waved the pilfered book in front of her face. "I forgot I even had it," she admitted.
 
   "I'm sure."
 
   They didn't talk as they moved through the woods, they didn't have to. Aria inhaled the scents of the forest, relishing in them. Beneath the leaves, dirt, and musty animals, she could also pick up the hint of fresh water and fish. It was wonderful.
 
   The lake emerged from the woods, shimmering in the early morning sunlight. She wanted nothing more than to jump into it, swim to the middle and float there for hours. She longed to feel joy over something so simple. Joy she was frightened she would lose when all of this was over.
 
   Braith sat with his back against a tree; the dark glasses remained blessedly removed from his magnificent face. His smile was one of the most breathtaking things she'd ever seen. It was indolent at the moment and focused solely upon her as he held his hand out. He pulled her smoothly into his lap, settling her securely against him as he rested his chin on her head and wrapped his arms loosely around her waist.
 
   "I thought you could use a break."
 
   "I could," she admitted. "But you could also."
 
   "Yes," he agreed.
 
   She rested her head against his chest, closing her eyes as she reveled in the solid, reassuring feel of his body. He was beautiful. This entire moment was beautiful. She wanted to pretend that it was one of many, that there were endless days before them to sit together, read together, and simply enjoy the company of each other. To pretend that there wasn't a clock ticking steadily away at their remaining time.
 
   She kept her eyes closed as her fingers curled against him. He opened the book and began to read to her. She loved the sound of his voice, the deep timbre of it, the rich tones and subtle nuances he inflected into the story. She knew this story almost by heart but she still loved to hear him reading it. Listening to his voice had become her favorite pastime while in the palace.
 
   His voice became tired after awhile, she opened her eyes, sitting up as she took the book from him and continued reading. She was about halfway through the book when she realized that he had worked the braid from her hair. His attention was riveted on it as he spread it across her shoulders and played idly with the ends.
 
   Her throat went dry as she lifted her gaze to his. The book in her lap was forgotten as she focused upon those beautiful gray eyes with the bright blue band encircling the pupil. Though they were over a hundred years old, the faint white scars around his eyes were still visible.
 
   Her fingers trembled as she traced the jagged edges of the marks that had left him blind until she had come along.
 
   He took hold of her hand and pressed a tender kiss against her fingertips. Her body tingled with excitement. She was suddenly breathless, suddenly aching and vulnerable as his mouth moved steadily lower, across her palm to press gently against her wrist. She couldn't move. She was caught by the love he stirred in her. She watched in fascination while he pushed her sleeves back and continued further up her arm.
 
   His eyes never left hers as his lips nestled in the crook of her elbow. Though she knew she should tell him to stop she couldn't break the eye contact, the intimacy of the moment. This was one of the things that she wasn't supposed to let happen but even as she thought that, her body screamed for more. They both deserved this time alone and she was going to enjoy it for just a few minutes more.
 
   He lifted his head from her elbow, his hand wrapped around the back of her neck as he pulled her closer. He held her against him, his lips just barely brushing hers. She was frightened her heart might explode in her chest as it quickened in anticipation. And then, just when she thought she couldn't take anymore, when she thought she was going to scream in frustration, he kissed her.
 
   Solace swept through her, her fingers entwined in the hair at the nape of his neck, she pressed closer to him as the suffering within her finally eased. Every nerve ending she had lit with fire, she was consumed by the flames he ignited in her. He moved her, shifting her in his lap so that she was straddling him, her legs wrapped around his waist. His hand moved steadily up her back, maneuvering under her shirt to press flat against her skin. She moaned at the glorious sensation of him.
 
   She hadn't realized how much she needed this, how much she missed his touch. How starved her body had been until now. And now he was feeding her starved soul as his tongue became more demanding. Aria lost herself to his urgency. She recognized the fervent, almost desperate need within him. She desired him, but she realized now that her own craving was nowhere near as intense or acute as his. He would completely devour her and at the moment she didn't care if he did.
 
   And then he was lifting her, pushing her back as she fell into the soft leaves. Her shirt was slipping away, gone beneath the expert movement of his hands. She loved the feel of him over her, the weight of his body against hers, the muscles that flexed and bunched beneath her touch. His hand was firm against the thin slip that was all that kept her covered. She pressed closer to him as he shifted, briefly leveling himself off of her.
 
   Then his hand found the button of her pants. She froze, her breath trapped in anticipation as her eyes fluttered open. He was watching her, his eyes dark and hazy with passion. He kissed her again, his mouth firm against hers, his tongue hot and heavy as he slid the button of her pants free.
 
   Panic tore through her as reality crashed into place. She was nearly half naked, already swept up within him and more than willing to give herself to him. She yearned to ease the frustration and need that poured from him. The only thing he truly craved was her, and it was the one thing she couldn't give to him. If she didn't stop this now, she never would.
 
   "Wait!" she gasped.
 
   He froze against her, his hand pressed flat to her lower belly as he lifted his head to look at her. "Arianna?" The word was a low, anguished groan.
 
   "I… I…" she couldn't get words out.
 
   "Do you want me to stop?"
 
   No, she didn't want him to stop. Her body was screaming for this! She needed this almost as badly as she needed air. She ached with every fiber of her being, she wanted this more than she had ever wanted anything and she couldn't have it. For a moment she almost broke and told him everything. She was ready to pour her heart and soul out to him, but she somehow managed to bite the words back.
 
   She knew Braith would do everything he could for the people he would lead, but he wouldn't put them ahead of her. He believed in duty and honor but he'd made it abundantly clear to her, and those closest to them, that she was his priority. She loved him for it but it didn't help the people whose hope was placed in his ability to lead.
 
   "I just… I don't know…" His hand slid away from her and she immediately felt a profound sense of loss. Her hands clenched around his neck unwilling to completely break their connection.
 
   "You're not ready." She was ready, she was unbelievably ready. She was in love with a man that would die for her. There was nothing that she wanted more than to experience this moment with him. "It's ok." He kissed her nose, her cheek then her lips ever so lightly. "I'll be here waiting when you are."
 
   Tears burned her eyes. She had never hated herself more than she did at that moment. "I love you. I'll always love you."
 
   His fingers caressed her face. "I hope so, because you're stuck with me." Nope, now she hated herself more, especially as she forced a smile to her lips. She didn't ask him why he took this so well, why he didn't become impatient with her. She already knew the answer to that: he loved her. "How about a swim? I could use a dip in something cold."
 
   His halfhearted smile melted her heart. She wanted to finish what they had started. She wanted to say to hell with Jack, and Gideon, and everyone else. She wanted to be selfish, she wanted this for them, and she wanted to finally ease the needs of her body and his, to possess him in every way possible. Finally know only the things that he could teach her. But then she thought of Max and knew that she would never do, or know, any of those things. There were others out there in need of help, others that had no one to rescue them as she and Max had been rescued.
 
   She threaded her fingers through his and pressed them close against her chest, over the heart that would always belong to him. "That sounds good," she murmured.
 
   He climbed to his feet; she hesitated for a moment, ashamed of herself, but determined to see this course through. "Aria?"
 
   She rose and bent to roll the legs of her pants above her knees. Her eyes widened and her mouth watered as Braith's shirt fell on top of hers. She lifted her head slowly, marveling at the broad expanse of his shoulders, and the rigid muscles etched into his chest and abdomen. Her breath wheezed out, heat flashed up her cheeks, not from embarrassment but rather from her intense need for this man standing so close but at the same time so far away.
 
   She had always desired him, there was never any doubt of that, but it had never been this relentless. She almost said "screw it all" to the world and launched herself at him but she managed to hold herself back. She'd never been quite as completely rattled and utterly undone as she was right at this moment.
 
   Confusion flickered over his features, she was well aware her thoughts were written all over her face. She turned away from him, running hard, pumping her arms and legs as fast as she could in order to escape him. She had to put some distance between them before she completely caved. She didn't hesitate as she grabbed the bottom branch of a large oak, swung her leg onto it and pulled herself up. She leapt up to the next branch, then the one above it as she raced out to the end and launched herself heedlessly outward, not caring how deep the water was as she dove into it.
 
   She kicked hard beneath the surface, pushing herself deeper and deeper into the lake. She swam into the cooler depths as the world under the water became darker and further removed from sunlight. Her lungs began to burn, her eyes were raw from straining to see, but she continued onward, heedless of the pain starting to seize hold of her body.
 
   Strong hands grabbed hold of her, dragging her from the depths of the cool water, pulling her back toward a world that she didn't want to face. Bursting free of the surface, she wheezed in a deep breath as her lungs eagerly inhaled the precious air.
 
   "What are you doing?" Braith demanded, shaking her a little. She shoved the mass of tangled wet hair from her eyes, forcing a smile as she met his annoyed gaze. "Just seeing if I could touch the bottom."
 
   His scowl deepened. "You didn't even know if it was deep enough when you dove off that branch!"
 
   "I've jumped into more than a few lakes in my lifetime."
 
   He stared at her for a long moment. "Always so reckless," he muttered.
 
   His hands on her were enough to make her toes curl and heat spread through her body despite the chill of the water. She squeezed his bare arms, savoring in the firm flesh and fine hairs that bristled over it before she reluctantly released him. She moved onto her back, floating lazily through the water as Braith's fingers slid into hers.
 
   ***
 
   Frustration boiled through him, his fingers twitched as his irritation mounted. He couldn't stand to watch as Aria labored through the swamp with her brother and the rest of the humans. It wasn't like it was easy for him and the other vampires, but their greater power and strength made it less difficult to move through the water and mud that clasped at them like quicksand with each step. She looked exhausted but continued onward, her head bowed, her face scrunched in aggravation as she worked at pulling one foot out at a time.
 
   He froze, fury tore through him as Max seized hold of her arm, helping to keep her upright as she stumbled. That was it. "Braith!" Jack hissed as he grabbed hold of his arm.
 
   "Get your hand off of me!"
 
   "They can't know."
 
   "They already know Jack."
 
   He jerked his arm away from his brother, ignoring Gideon, Ashby and Xavier as he waded through the muck and mire. Max released her instantly, he tried to move to the side but the swamp hindered his movements. "Braith wait." He didn't listen to her as he lifted her from the mud with a loud sucking noise. Her feet kicked for a moment before he slid her onto his back. She faltered, and then her knees locked against his sides and her arms wrapped around his neck.
 
   "You shouldn't have done that," she whispered in his ear.
 
   "They're humans Aria, they won't hurt us." Her displeasure was evident in the stiffness of her body. She didn't lean against him, didn't relax as she had on their first trip through the swamps, but he'd be damned if he'd allow her to struggle, and double damned before he allowed Max to be the one to help her. "It will be fine," he muttered as he kept walking.
 
   Her head dropped against his back, her forehead rested against his neck for a brief moment before she pulled away. He ignored the questioning stares directed at them, Aria kept her head down as he rejoined Jack, Gideon, Ashby and Xavier. Jack and Gideon looked as if their heads were going to explode, Xavier turned silently away. It was Ashby that held his attention though. He had paled considerably; his lips were clamped and nearly bloodless as he studied them.
 
   By mid afternoon most of the humans were starting to waiver, the heat of the day and the exertion to continue onward was wearing them down. Aria had managed to squiggle from his arms over an hour ago but he kept her close to his side, helping to lift her when she became mired by the mud. Her sweaty hair stuck to her skin, her face was florid from her effort, but it was her eyes that bothered him most.
 
   He'd become acutely aware of the fact that there was a distance in them that hadn't been there just days ago. There was a resignation to them, wariness, and a sense of loss that he didn't understand. She smiled at him, she held his hand, but he felt a wall in her that had never existed before. He knew better than to believe it was due to her apprehension over the upcoming war. She may be afraid, but she had never allowed it to rule her before.
 
   He was also aware of a difference in his brother. It was not as pronounced as Aria's, but Jack was colder and a little more distant. Even though they were brothers, Braith knew Jack's main loyalty lay with the rebellion, a fact that he had already proven by taking Aria away from him once.
 
   A pit began to form in his stomach. No, it couldn't be possible. When Jack had taken her before, he had been unaware of the fact that Braith had already shared his blood with her, that he had established the connection that would allow him to find Aria wherever she went. Jack was well aware of that fact now, he wouldn't be so foolish as to think he could try and take her again and get away with it.
 
   But something was up, he was certain of it.
 
   Aria halted so abruptly that he almost snapped at her, almost grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her forward in his irritation. One of them was going to talk to him and it was going to be her if he had anything to say about it.
 
   But she was staring at the world around her, eyes turbulent and her face paler than it had been moments before. He started to speak, but she held up a finger to him, as she used her other hand to wave behind her at the trudging humans. He was impressed, and a little amazed, when as one unit they all stopped.
 
   Her forehead furrowed, her head tilted back as she searched the sky, then the treetops in the distance. "Something's wrong," she muttered.
 
   Braith followed the direction that her eyes had taken but he saw nothing to signal that something was amiss. "How do you know?"
 
   "I just do. Something is off. I feel it."
 
   "Trust her on this Braith…"
 
   "I do." He cut Jack off, fighting the urge to smash his fist into his brother's face. He had no tangible reason to hit his brother, but Jack deserved it for some reason, even if Braith wasn't sure what the reason was yet.
 
   Aria went to step closer to him; her face scrunched in frustration, aggravation filled her as she stared down at the swamp. She gazed helplessly at Braith and then at the people behind them. Her eyes snapped to the tree line as a bird took flight about two hundred yards away.
 
   "Braith."
 
   He lifted her up, pulling her free of the muck and mire that encased her. She winced at the small sucking sound, but it was far more subtle than any sound she could have made. He held her in front of him for a brief moment, before sliding her around to allow her to grasp hold of him piggyback style. Her heart beat loudly against his back as he made his way forward as silently as he could.
 
   She slid free of his back when he stepped onto solid ground. Xavier, Gideon, Ashby and Jack pressed closer to him as she grasped hold of the limb on a frail looking pine. He almost pulled her back, wary of the decrepit looking tree, but she was already moving up it with grace and agility.
 
   The tree barely moved as she slipped from one branch to another. Near the top she hesitated, her hands rested against two thin branches that swayed almost imperceptibly. He could almost feel her holding her breath as she waited for the branches to stabilize before lifting herself above them. She released them suddenly and though he thought she was going to plunge heedlessly out of the tree, she scrambled far enough down to leap safely down. He kept his feet firmly planted as he caught hold of her.
 
   "What is it?" he asked.
 
   "There are seven men that I can see, through the trees that way." She pointed into the woods. "They may be human but I don't think so, and they're wearing your father's colors."
 
   "They're not human then," Jack said.
 
   Braith's mind churned as he slid Aria silently to the ground. They were still standing in the swamp, cornered if there were more troops in the woods. The swamp was impossible to maneuver in these circumstances, not silently, and not with any speed.
 
   "They're heading this way Braith," Aria said, seeming to read his train of thought.
 
   His teeth clenched. "I need you to stay here."
 
   Her eyes heated briefly, they narrowed slightly but her attention turned to the swamp. Her brother and father had managed to creep closer, but they still weren't free of the mud yet. She looked as if she was going to argue, but resignation settled over her features. She slid the bow from her back and grasped it in her hands. She would not leave her family unprotected.
 
   "Be careful," she whispered. She closed her eyes, went to grab him, but then her hand fell limply back to her side.
 
   "Stay here." His tone was not as brisk.
 
   "I will." She slid an arrow into the bow.
 
   Braith gestured to the others and slid silently into the woods. They were about a hundred feet in when he began to smell them. The others spread out around him, filtering through the trees like wraiths toward his father's men. He heard them before he saw them; someone commented on a woman, the others laughed as the guardsman regaled them with a story. Though he was relieved that the guardsmen didn't sense their approach, or even feel that there was any threat within the woods, another part of him, the part that had been honed to rule one day, was irritated. They should be on guard no matter what, even if they felt safe and were far from the palace, they should be prepared for any threat at all times. Their lack of awareness was about to get them killed.
 
   Jack appeared in the woods, his head poked up from behind a large fallen tree. Braith nodded toward his right, Gideon and Ashby were somewhere over there, while Xavier was on the other side of Jack. The guardsmen came into view. None of them were paying attention to their surroundings as they continued to exchange stories. They may be outnumbered seven to five, but the guardsmen didn't have a shot of walking away from this alive.
 
   Braith waited, watching for awhile to make sure there weren't others out there. They could not take the chance of one of them escaping and returning to the palace, if it wasn't for the swampland he wouldn't engage them at all. When he was certain that it was only these seven men, he nodded to Jack and waved his hand toward the last place he had seen Gideon and Ashby.
 
   They simultaneously burst free of the woods. Braith seized hold of the first guardsman and took him down before he was able to make a sound. He had a brief glimpse of wide, terrified eyes before he smashed his fist into the guardsmen's chest. Bone gave way beneath the tremendous blow, crumpling as easily as paper beneath the force of his fist. His hand wrapped around the heart and he ripped it free.
 
   Braith launched to his feet, Gideon and Jack were encircling one of the last two guards, but the other one had turned and bolted into the woods. He raced after him, pouring on the speed as the guard ran toward the area where he had left Aria. The vampire ran faster as he sensed his impending demise. Concern for Aria drove Braith to levels of speed he'd never achieved before.
 
   They came around a turn in the woods; Braith was honing in on the guard as a path opened up before them. Aria was standing there, her bow raised. The guard was stunned; he hesitated for a brief moment. Aria didn't. She released the arrow with deadly accuracy. It was only the small sidestep of the guard at the last minute that saved him from a killing blow to the heart. It drove into his shoulder, knocking him back a step.
 
   The guard lurched forward, his hands curved as he dove at her. Braith surged forward and seized hold of the back of his shirt. He ripped the guard back, all sense of reason vanished as he drove his fangs deep into the guard's neck. The man bucked, a gurgled sound of surprise escaped him as he clawed at Braith over the back of his head. Disgust filled him as the man's life pumped into him.
 
   This was not the way he liked to kill. This was not the way any of them liked to kill, very few of them allowed another vampire to feed from them. It walked a fine line between remaining completely in control, and becoming something unspeakable. But his desperate need to protect her had driven him to this.
 
   He pulled away from the vampire, grabbed hold of his head and snapped his neck with a sharp, jerking motion. The guard crumpled before him, weakened by loss of blood and the severe injury but not yet dead. Braith seized hold of the arrow, ripped it from his shoulder and drove it deep into his heart. He remained kneeling over for him for a moment, struggling with the influx of vampire blood in his system and what he had just done. His actions had been bad enough, but he had just carried them out in front of her.
 
   Slowly, guardedly, he lifted his head to look at her. He knew what he was, knew what he was capable of, especially when it came to her. He had tried to keep the worst of it hidden from her but it was too late now. Now, she could see it all, had seen it all.
 
   She stared at him, her bow hung limply at her side. He had expected censure and disgust in her eyes, instead there was simply shock. Seeming to sense his need for her to accept him, even like this, at his most evil, her expression changed and the bow slid from her fingers.
 
   Falling to her knees before him, she attempted to remove his sins by wiping the blood from his mouth. "It's ok." Her hands clasped hold of his cheeks, her forehead pressed against his as she comforted him. "It's ok."
 
   Then, to his utter amazement she was kissing him, softly, tenderly, and with a love that humbled him. She'd seen the worst of him, she'd seen him do something atrocious and she still loved him. A groan escaped him as he drew her closer. He buried his face in the hollow of her shoulder as his love for her swelled and grew within him. He rocked her as the delightfully sweet scent of her blood washed over him and soothed his mind and body in a way that only she could.
 
   Her hands were in his hair as she maneuvered his mouth against her neck. He didn't know how but she knew that he needed something else, that he needed reassurance from her that he wasn't a monster. His lips skimmed back, his fangs lengthened as they fairly vibrated with anticipation. She jerked slightly as his teeth penetrated her supple skin but then she relaxed and melded against him. Her blood filled him, replacing the foul taste of the guard's blood on his tongue.
 
   The taste of her was enough to help wash away his transgression. He released his bite and licked the remaining drops of blood from her neck. "Arianna," he groaned. She pressed her cheek against his, her lips just barely brushing against his skin. "So sweet…"
 
   The sounds of approaching feet silenced his following words. He kissed her cheek far too briefly before rising swiftly, and lifting her smoothly up with him. Her eyes were questioning but she threw back her shoulders and thrust out her chin as she picked up her bow and turned to face the oncoming vampires. If things were different, she would have made a magnificent queen, a superb leader and champion for her people. He was proud to have her at his side and always would be.
 
   Jack rounded the corner first, skidding to a halt as he spotted the two of them. Then his gaze locked on the ruined body of the guard, his eyes widened, his jaw dropped. "What did you do Braith?"
 
   "What needed to be done."
 
   Jack gaped at him, he turned to Aria who stared unwaveringly back at him as she took a step closer to Braith's side. She didn't fully understand what had just transpired, the true nature of the transgression he had just committed, but she looked about ready to shoot an arrow straight into his brother's heart if it became necessary. Her fingers twitched on her bow as Gideon, Ashby, and Xavier appeared.
 
   "Help me get this out of the way." His voice was detached, he felt a small recoil from Aria when he referred to the dead guard as a 'this', but he had to keep himself disconnected from this mess.
 
   Jack eyed him from head to toe and then back again. Gideon's eyebrows were in his hair as he looked back and forth between Braith and the dead guard. Interestingly, Xavier was watching Aria. His eyes were latched on the fresh bite marks on her neck and the single drop of blood that quivered on her skin. Braith brushed it away, fighting against a rising wave of anger as he glared at Xavier in warning. Xavier didn't back down from Braith as he continued to assess her from top to bottom.
 
   One of these days, preferably today, Braith was going to find out exactly what it was that Xavier was trying to figure out about her, or what it was that he thought he already knew.
 
   "Give me a hand Jack," he commanded gruffly.
 
   Jack looked discomforted as he grasped hold of the guard's arms. He didn't offer any protest as he helped Braith carry him into the woods. "Are you ok?" Jack inquired.
 
   "Fine," he replied brusquely.
 
   "Braith this isn't good, this isn't the way things are done. You know that, it's a sign of loss of control."
 
   Braith dropped the feet. "I am fine Jack."
 
   Jack's gaze darted toward the path they had left behind. "Aria…"
 
   "You'll leave her out of this."
 
   Jack swallowed heavily. "What did she see?"
 
   "All of it."
 
   Braith didn't wait to hear what else his brother had to say, he turned and made his way back to the others. Aria stood with her shoulders back as she warily watched Xavier, Ashby and Gideon. Braith stepped between them. She looked up at him, seeming not to focus on him for a moment before a small smile curved her full lips.
 
   "Let your father know it's safe."
 
   She nodded before taking off down the path, the bow bouncing against her back as she ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 18 -
 
   Aria stood in the shadows, a lump in her throat as she slipped deeper into the hollows of the cave. Braith spoke with a commanding, self assured tone to the group that would soon become an army. The cave was unnervingly silent considering the amount of bodies it now housed as they listened raptly to him. He laid out his plans, speaking of his new government with such passion that it brought tears to her eyes.
 
   Gideon had said that the king had a way of making people believe him, Braith seemed to have inherited that charismatic ability too as he roused the crowd, garnering cheers from them as well as devoted agreement for the cause. He encouraged and excited his army in preparation for the coming war.
 
   She refused to look at Jack. She could feel his eyes from across the cave as she slid further into the tunnel behind her. She was proud of Braith, so proud in fact that she could barely breathe through the emotion rippling through her. That same pride was at war with the feeling of being trapped that she constantly felt now.
 
   She turned away, needing some time to herself. She moved carefully through the dark cave, navigating the turns with ease. She started to run faster and faster, pounding through the dark tunnels as she was consumed with the need to be free.
 
   Her lungs were burning and her legs were tired but she continued to run toward the promise of fresh air. She burst free, nearly falling to the ground as she inhaled heaping gulps of air. She made it to a tree, collapsing against its trunk as she slid silently to the ground.
 
   She drew her knees against her chest and hugged them. Shadows from the tree limbs played over the ground, the crickets chirruped and the frogs called to each other. What were usually soothing sounds, now offered her nothing.
 
   She saw the figures emerging from the cave before they stepped into the moonlight. Having spent her entire life with them she'd know Daniels's assured gate and William's slight swagger anywhere. She also recognized the sadness that rounded both their shoulders in much the same way. They sat on each side of her and leaned against the tree.
 
   "They really admire him," Daniel said after a period of silence.
 
   "They do," she agreed.
 
   "Jack spoke with us," William told her.
 
   "I figured he would."
 
   William's hand wrapped around hers, he squeezed it briefly before releasing her. "I understand where Jack is coming from. The vampire race, even if we are finally all united, is far different from ours, but you're a strong person Aria, they may accept you."
 
   "Do you honestly believe that?"
 
   He started to respond and then shook his head. She knew he wanted to make her feel better, wanted to give her flowery promises, maybe even wanted to believe them himself, but he wouldn't lie to her. "No."
 
   "I didn't think so."
 
   "I was on board with this. I thought it was better if you were separated anyway." Daniel squeezed her shoulder as she glared at him. "You're seventeen years old Aria, you've never been a child, but you're young and he's… Well he's far more advanced than you, he's a vampire and your worlds are so completely different that I saw only grief in your future. I thought it would be best if you returned to a more normal life, with people your own age and your own kind. I thought it would be best for the two of you."
 
   "And now?" William prodded before Aria could.
 
   "And now I don't think there's any chance that what Jack proposes will work out. Even he is somehow unable to track you through your blood, Braith is not going to let you go, not unless you ask him to, and even then I don't think it will be a good situation. It was bad enough when you first escaped the palace, you were lost and heartbroken. The two of you are closer now, your bond has grown and strengthened. I've never seen anything like it. If Jack is right then you know the choice you have to make, the one that you've already made. But if Jack is wrong it's going to be bad Aria, very bad, and you know that."
 
   "What would you do?" she whispered, shaken by his words.
 
   He shook his head, his hand slipped inside his shirt as he pulled something free. "I don't know. That's the kicker of it all, I don't know. But I know you, and I know that in the end you'll make the right choice, but only you will be able to make it. I'll miss you if you choose to leave, and I'll stand by you if you choose to stay."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   He grinned at her, flashing a smile that was so endearingly similar to what she remembered of their mother's. "For saying aloud the same things you already knew?"
 
   She laughed dryly as she rested her head against the trunk of the tree. "For standing by me no matter what. How did it all come to this?"
 
   "You let yourself get caught and hauled into that palace," William informed her.
 
   "Yeah that's exactly what I let happen," she retorted.
 
   They sat together for a long time, silent as they listened to the familiar sounds of the forest. "No matter what happens Aria, something good will come of it."
 
   "I hope so. He's coming."
 
   "How do you…" William broke off the question. "Never mind."
 
   "This is for you." She started as Daniel slid something into her hand. Her mouth parted as she gazed wonderingly at the beautiful drawing before her. Tears clogged her throat. She'd always known Daniel was a talented artist, a trait that he never had enough time for, but this was far beyond anything she could have imagined. She was curled within Braith's lap, her head on his chest as he rested his chin on her head to look at the book in his hand. The looks of love on their faces nearly caused her to sob aloud.
 
   "I came across you by accident. I just saw you for a moment," Daniel added quickly when her face colored faintly. "It was then I realized that what's between you isn't something easily broken, it's not a passing fancy, it's not a rebellious moment, it's not even just love. It's something more, it's this." He pointed at their faces in the drawing. "It astounded me Aria; I can only hope that I find something like this one day."
 
   "Daniel," she breathed, tears rolling down her face. "It's beautiful."
 
   "No matter what you decide, I think you should have this."
 
   She nodded as he ruffled her hair affectionately. William was staring at the sketch over her shoulder when Braith emerged from the cave. "Do you want me to take it?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   William took the drawing from her and slipped it into his shirt. "I'll keep it safe."
 
   "I know."
 
   They remained seated; their heads tilting back as Braith stopped before them. "It's not safe up here."
 
   "We're fine. We know these woods better than most of the animals." He didn't seem at all appeased by her reassurance. He stared hard at each of her brothers obviously wanting them to leave, while she wanted them to stay right where they were. "How did it go?"
 
   He locked his hands behind his back. "We're going to run a few scouting missions to the palace and back. I would like for you to go on one Daniel, so you can get a feel of the town and its dimensions in order to formulate a design."
 
   "Of course," Daniel murmured in assent.
 
   "When do you think we'll be ready to make a move on the palace?" William inquired.
 
   "Hopefully within two weeks. I would prefer to move by the end of this week but I realize that's asking a lot. Jack, Saul, and Barnaby are going into the outer towns to gather the vampires Jack recruited there. We'll need them here before we can make any solid plans."
 
   "I'd like to go on one of the scouting missions," Aria informed him.
 
   He frowned at her, his fingers curled and uncurled at his sides. "Aria…"
 
   "I've gone on plenty with Daniel and William before." A muscle jumped in his cheek as his jaw clenched. "I'll be fine, and I'm tired of feeling useless and confined. I have to do something useful."
 
   "We'll keep her safe, even from herself," William nudged her playfully.
 
   She rolled her eyes at him and shook her head. He wasn't helping. "No one will recognize me. I need to do this Braith."
 
   The last thing she wanted was to fight with him, but she simply couldn't sit here for the next couple of weeks, being torn apart by her decision and feeling useless. She had to find something to do or she would go crazy.
 
   "Fine," he relented, his shoulders slumping.
 
   She didn't feel even a little good about the fact that she had gotten her way; she simply felt the gulf between them growing. It took everything she had not to cry as she bowed her head. She couldn't look at him anymore, it was too difficult.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 19 -
 
   Aria's head was down, her bow discreetly tucked away on her back and covered by the gray cloak. It billowed around her ankles, blowing back to allow the rain to wet the bottom of her pants. As much as she hated the cloaks she was grateful for the cover it provided from the surprisingly chilly rain. She stood at the top of the hill, staring down at the town that rolled out from the hollows of the knoll.
 
   It was beautiful, deadly, and far too close to the palace for her liking. A palace that she could see the gleaming top of as it rose out from behind another hill. Braith moved closer to her but now that they were amongst his people again, he had returned to trying to keep his distance from her. Saul and Calista came forward to speak with Braith before returning to the small group gathered within the tree line.
 
   William and Daniel stood beside her, the hoods of their cloaks pulled up. Max was also wearing the cloak but the hood was tossed back. Rain trickled down his face and had plastered his fair hair down. He was still handsome, but she was acutely reminded of the fact that the boy she had grown up with was gone. He looked older, wiser than his young years. He was only a couple years older than her, but there were lines around his eyes and the corners of his pinched mouth. Seeming to sense her attention he turned to her and offered a small smile.
 
   Braith stepped in front of her, drawing her attention away from Max. For a moment his hands fisted in impotence as he grappled with his urge to protest her decision. Her father wasn't happy about this either, but at least he was used to them going on such missions and more accustomed to watching his loved ones walk away.
 
   "Make sure your hair stays covered." His frustration was obvious as his hand twitched toward her. Her hair was already tucked beneath the hood, but she adjusted it again to try and ease the tension she felt running high in him. It did little good. "If anything goes wrong…"
 
   "I'll be fine. I'm fast, you know that."
 
   "You're not faster than a vampire, and you have a habit of throwing yourself on the sword to protect others. You need to run if something goes wrong, and I mean it."
 
   She bristled at his commanding tone, but he was frightened and arguing with him about it would get her nowhere. He would force her to stay with him if she pushed him; she was still a little surprised he had relented to begin with. Then, not seeming to care about the others, he pulled her hood tighter, his hands hesitating on the edges as he held it for a moment.
 
   "Don't do anything stupid."
 
   Frustration filled her; she ached to touch him, to reassure him that she would be fine and that she wasn't doing this to be reckless. She wouldn't do anything to damage their cause, but she would be helpful down there. That's why she was going. She wasn't the girl who had nothing to live for anymore. Even if she had to give him up there was still plenty to live for, and even after her deal with Gideon she still hoped she'd be around to see it all.
 
   Her fingers clenched as she restrained herself from grasping his hands. "I promise I won't."
 
   He pulled on the hood again and walked away. Aria watched him for a longing moment, before she turned back to her brothers and Max. "Let's go," Daniel said.
 
   She chanced a glance over her shoulder at Braith. He was watching her intently, his arms folded over his chest as Jack stepped beside him. She didn't look back as they began to pick their way down the hill, moving at a diagonal angle to the town below. Aria struggled to keep her balance as wet leaves slipped and slid beneath her beaten shoes. She was relieved when they made it to the road even though she felt exposed and vulnerable.
 
   They received a few questioning glances as they moved past but the gray cloaks they wore were common place here, as were random people moving through in search of food or employment within the palace.
 
   Not all of the people here worked within the palace and served the royal family, but they were still traitors to her. They didn't fight or go against the grain. They simply lived in this hollowed existence and did whatever they were told or whatever was expected of them.
 
   They passed a bar that had its doors thrown open to let in the fresh air. Bawdy laughter filtered out from within. Aria was surprised to realize that there were people already inside, drinking and laughing loudly. Life in the towns was far different than life in the woods. She couldn't recall a day that had been wasted on such things.
 
   "Keep moving." She hadn't realized she'd stopped until William grated the words at her.
 
   She turned away from the bar as a woman's laughter joined in with the men's. She shook her head, uncertain about this place. Max grasped her arm gently, urging her along when she fell behind. "It's so different here," she muttered.
 
   "Yes. Don't stop."
 
   Aria fell back into step beside him as they wound through the town, taking in as many details as they could. She had been in the town once as a child, but she hadn't paid much attention to it. Now she noticed details that made her sick. The homes were not as opulent or fancy as the ones within the palace walls but they gleamed with the rain beading off of them. Their paint was fresh and their porches were decorated with more furniture than she'd owned in her entire life. Flowers, like she had seen in the palace flowed over people's walkways, their petals shining from the drops of rain.
 
   Though the rain had driven most inside, the few that did brave the weather were wearing the deep blue cloaks that marked them not as servants, but as free people that held higher positions within the palace. It was a coveted position, one that had been earned by the ultimate betrayal against their fellow man. Her fingers itched to put an arrow in the hearts of every one of them.
 
   She hated those blue cloaks more than anything. And judging by the stiffness in Max's shoulders he was fighting the same urge she was. These people were the ultimate traitors, they had no allies here, and as far as Aria was concerned they could all be killed in the upcoming days and she wouldn't lose any sleep over it.
 
   She kept her head down so they wouldn't see her revulsion. She was supposed to be in awe of the people wearing the blue cloaks, not plotting their demise as she shuffled down the dirt road that was slowly turning to muck They reached the end of the main road and began to move through the more narrow side roads. The homes were smaller here, but they were just as nicely maintained.
 
   "Why haven't we seen any soldiers?" Aria wanted to know.
 
   "It's so close to the palace they don't fear anything. I'm sure there are some posted here but the weather has probably driven them inside," Max answered.
 
   Aria's heart began to hammer; she shrank deeper into her cloak as they moved even closer to the palace that had nearly destroyed her and Max. It was situated on a mountain, tucked behind the hills and valleys that rolled through this area. She knew they weren't going to get much closer, but she couldn't stop the foreboding that pulsed through her.
 
   To her surprise, Max seized hold of her hand. Though they had been trying to repair their fractured friendship things had still been uncomfortably awkward between them more often than not. But now his hand wrapped around hers, squeezing tight as they stopped to stare at the place where they had been imprisoned.
 
   The golden gates gleamed, even in the dim light of the murky day they shined from the hours spent polishing them. Though the top spires of the palace were visible above the homes and hills, the main bulk of the massive building was obscured. She knew it well though, she would never forget it and she would be back within its massive walls again soon if everything went well. In the meantime, she would need to reign in her abhorrence for the place if she was going to be of any use.
 
   Max's hand was sweaty in hers, small tremors rocked through him. She wanted to tell him it was ok, but it wasn't and she wasn't going to lie to him. It would be a long time, if ever, before he got over what was done to him.
 
   As they watched, guards appeared. They marched across the front of the gates before disappearing from view once more. Goosebumps broke out on her arms and it had nothing to do with the chill in the air. After a minute or so the guards moved back across the front of the gates. "We should get moving," Daniel said.
 
   She fell in beside her brothers again as they moved further through the town. She could practically see the gears turning through Daniel's head as he mapped out the roads, and plotted the best ways to move through the buildings and streets with all of their troops. They were all here to take in as much of the details as possible, but Daniel would be the one that remembered the most, the one that would see things the rest of them didn't and recall it far more vividly.
 
   They arrived at the edge of the town, the road continued onward, winding up another hill before dipping from sight and reappearing again near the palace gates. Aria had had enough. She didn't want to see anymore of that place than she had too. "Let's go back."
 
   The road was becoming muddier as they wound their way back through the town. The rain was picking up to a steadier flow that was starting to creep its way through the cloak to wet her clothes and skin. Her hair was beginning to cling to the back of her neck, tickling her skin. She wanted out of here, for the first time she wanted back into the caves and away from this oppressive place that she could practically feel draining the life from her.
 
   They passed more people as they hurried through the town, but no one paid them much attention. She heard the laughter from the bar before she saw it again. She kept her head down as they approached the raucous place.
 
   People emerged from inside. Two of them ran in the opposite direction, squealing happily as their laughter trailed down the street. Don't look, she told herself. Bending her head lower, she kept her attention focused on her feet. She was so intent on getting free of this town that she wasn't expecting it when someone grabbed hold of her arm, halting her abruptly as she was pulled sharply around.
 
   "It is you!" a voice accused.
 
   Aria had only a moment to get her bearings before someone seized hold of her hood and ripped it back. A sharp gasp escaped her, she scrambled to pull it back up, feeling exposed and stunned by the sudden assault. And then she saw her attacker. The girl was still grasping her arm, holding her with a bruising intensity as she glared furiously at Aria. The venom that spit from the girls blue eyes would have seemed out of place if Aria hadn't already figured out who she was.
 
   "Lauren," Aria breathed horrified and staggered by the sight of the servant girl who had taken such cruel pleasure in abusing her while she'd been in the palace. Lauren was far different than Aria recalled; her blond hair had always been neatly coiffed, with every hair in place. She'd been refined and elegant in a way that only the palace servants could be. She was not so poised now. Her dress was dirty, her fingernails were broken, and there was a strange odor wafting from her. Laughter burst from the bar behind Lauren. Aria suddenly understood where the girl had come from, what the smell was, and what Lauren had been doing since Braith had banished her from the palace.
 
   "I knew it was you," Lauren sneered, her pretty face twisting with disgust as her hand squeezed even more on Aria's arm. Her heart was pounding, astonishment held her so riveted that she couldn't react, not even when Lauren thrust her face into Aria's, so close that their noses were almost touching. "I know someone looking for you, bitch."
 
   "What the hell?" Max, seeming to have just noticed Lauren's appearance was coming back at them. Lauren's eyes darted to him; amusement filled them as recognition sprang forth.
 
   "Both of you," she whispered excitedly.
 
   "Who the fuck are you?" William demanded.
 
   Aria's surprise was wearing off. She tried to pull her arm free of Lauren's grasp but the girl clung like a burr. Lauren was trying to haul her toward the bar, pulling sharply on her arm. "Let go of me!" Aria snapped, as anger completely replaced any shock she felt.
 
   "Get your hands off of her!" William was beside her, Max had circled behind Lauren, blocking her pathway to the tavern. Daniel seemed confused as if it hadn't quite penetrated his artist induced haze that something wasn't right.
 
   Lauren was brought up short as she bumped into Max, her fingers twisted painfully on Aria's arm as she pinched her skin. Panic flashed briefly across Lauren's pretty face as Max's hands fell onto her shoulders. Seeming to realize she was cornered, she began to yell. "Guards! Guards!"
 
   Terror filled Aria, reacting on instinct alone she fisted her hand and drove it straight into Lauren's nose. It was something she'd itched to do since she'd been a prisoner, but she felt no satisfaction as blood spurted forth and the girl groaned in pain. She finally released Aria as her hands flew to her brutalized nose and she staggered back.
 
   "Run!" Aria shouted as Lauren began to wail loudly for the guards.
 
   She bolted down the road, shedding the cumbersome cloak as she ran. Shouts echoed behind them but she didn't dare look back as they rounded a curve in the road. Her eyes darted over the tops of the houses, the roofs were pitched, steep, and slippery from the rain. She thought she might be able to navigate a few of them, but none of them in succession, and there was a good possibility she would fall from the slippery tops. If she didn't kill herself, she would at the very least break something.
 
   It was a mess, it was all a mess. The muddy road hindered their progress. It tired them out quickly and made it difficult to get any real speed up. There was still too far to go, they would never reach the safety of the woods if they didn't do something. She'd promised Braith she wouldn't do anything stupid, but she'd never expected that they would be discovered.
 
   She broke away from the others, racing toward the porch of a small house that would be easy to scale. "Aria!" Daniel barked.
 
   "Keep going!" she yelled at him.
 
   She ignored him as she leapt onto the banister and seized hold of the porch roof. Her fingers scrambled for purchase on the slippery shingles but she was able to get enough of a hold to lift herself onto the roof. Without the added burden of her cloak she was able to pull her bow and arrows swiftly from her back. The guards were closer than she had realized and there were more of them than she had expected. Her heart sank.
 
   Lifting the bow, she had no time to take aim as she began to rapidly fire arrows at the rushing group. Some of the arrows hit their marks, others missed completely, and still more were dodged. Some of the guards fell back from their injuries, but most kept on coming.
 
   Aria grabbed her bow and quiver and tossed them onto her back as she leapt to her feet and ran. She didn't attempt to jump onto the next porch roof, she would never make it. Instead, she leapt from the roof. Her legs scissored in the air before her feet connected with solid ground again. She leapt back up and took off down the road. She rounded a corner to find that William and Daniel had taken up shooters stances on either side of the road. Max was further down, his bow lifted as he prepared for the guards.
 
   She heard the twang of her brother's strings seconds before Max started to fire. "Run Aria!" he yelled at her. She bolted past him, racing another fifty feet down the road before taking up position behind a water barrel that was over flowing with fresh rain. She grabbed her bow and arrow, steadying herself as she set up to take aim at the creatures hunting them. If they could keep this up, if their arrows held up, they may be able to escape this town intact.
 
   Daniel and William appeared from behind a row of houses. Aria ignored the blood dripping from William's head, she couldn't think about that now. Not if she planned to survive. She was about to release her first arrow when an arm wrapped around her waist and she was lifted against a hard, broad chest. For a disconcerting moment she thought it was Braith that had seized her, the dimensions were about the same size, but there was something cold, unfamiliar, and wrong about the man holding her now. A hand snaked around her throat and clasped over her mouth.
 
   She began to struggle in earnest, kicking and screaming against the hand muffling her. A cold certainty crept through her as lips pressed against her cheek. "Well well well look at what I have here."
 
   Her body turned into a block of ice at Caleb's words. She hadn't spent much time with him, as Braith had gone out of his way to keep her away from his brother, but she would recognize his voice and the cruelty that laced his words anywhere. This was so much worse than she had originally thought.
 
   Every horrible nightmare she'd ever had seemed to be screaming into reality as his arm constricted cruelly around her waist. "We're going to have so much fun you and I."
 
   A scream burned in her throat, it pushed relentlessly against the hand that was currently twisting ever tighter on her face. "So much fun. I'll get to see just what it was that my brother saw in you."
 
   Aria struggled within his grasp, she couldn't breathe; she was wheezing from lack of oxygen. She met her brother's gazes, horrified by the tears of torment that burned her eyes. They had to know that they had to get free; they had to run, now. Aria jerked to the side, throwing her head back, and kicking wildly as she tried to loosen Caleb's grasp on her. She had no hope of getting free, she knew that, but she needed just a brief moment of reprieve from his firm grasp.
 
   His hand slipped on her as she managed to dig an elbow into his ribs. "Bitch!" he snarled his hand entangling in her hair.
 
   "Run!" The scream, born of terror, ripped violently and harshly from her throat moments before Caleb drove his fangs into her neck. Agony exploded through her, tears formed in her eyes and froze there as her whole body went rigid. Even when he had deprived himself, even when he was on the verge of losing all control, Braith had never hurt her like this. Caleb attacked her brutally; he pulled her blood from her in deep waves that caused her heart to stutter and her muscles to lock.
 
   Her fingers curved into claws but she couldn't move, couldn't feel anything other than the torture consuming every cell within her. He meant to draw out her suffering, she was certain of it, but she was fearful that in his fury over her actions, he was going to kill her. He pulled away before biting deep again in another spot, and then another and another. Her skin was raw; blood trickled over her as blackness rose up, threatening to drown her within the dark depths of unconsciousness. She struggled against it, certain that if she succumbed she would never wake again.
 
   Her fingers were going numb; her body was growing colder as she felt her life slipping away from her. She had only a glance of William as he launched at them. Daniel grasped hold of his arm, trying to pull her twin back as he struggled to break free. Max rounded the corner, horror spread over his face as he skidded to a halt in the muddy road.
 
   The last thing she saw was the arrow William shot at Caleb before darkness finally claimed her.
 
   ***
 
   It was dark when she woke. Cold. It took her a long moment to realize that she wasn't in the caves. That she was somewhere far worse. Memories engulfed her in a rapid, brutal wave. Her chest constricted, she could barely breathe through the panic trying to consume her. She was in the palace dungeons, she was certain of it, and she was now at the mercy of Caleb and the king.
 
   A chill crept down her spine; she couldn't bring herself to think about the implications of that as she mentally took stock of the damage to her body. She was sore, tired and weak, but she was alive and whole. For now at least.
 
   Slowly, past the terror of her current situation and her pain, she began to realize something else. She would now know what Braith would do, how he would react without her there, if he would keep control of himself, if he would put the greater good ahead of her, or if he would allow the bloodthirsty, vicious, and malevolent side of himself take control again. He would come for her, she knew that, but would it be the vampire that came for her, or the monster that vampire could become.
 
   Another chill slid down her spine but this one had nothing to do with fear for herself, and everything to do with the fact that holy hell may have just been unleashed upon her family, her friends, and her woods. And that hell may very well be Braith.
 
   THE END
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SALVATION
 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   Braith's shoulders were heaving, his chest was tense, and his arms sore from the amount of damage he'd just rendered. His vision was blurred by a hazy cloud of red that coated his eyes and made it nearly impossible to see. He'd never experienced anything like it. When he'd lost his vision, the world around him had consisted entirely of blackness. Then Aria had come into his life and brought the illumination back, brought color back and given him the gift of vision again.
 
   Now the blackness had become the deep hue of blood. Instead of being completely blind this time though, shadows still moved across his field of vision and he could make out the blur of other obstacles in the clearing.
 
   He couldn't see them clearly but he knew that Gideon and Ashby had retreated far from him; David, Daniel, and William were standing by something solid, perhaps a rock, maybe a tree, only Jack was brave enough to remain anywhere nearby. He didn't know what had caused this shadowed haze, he'd never been able to keep his vision this far from her, but it had been steadily improving when he was away from her. He thought it was due to the increasing amount of her blood within him.
 
   She had strengthened him, and he'd let her down. He'd lost her.
 
   He never should have agreed to her going into that town, never should have let her go. However, there was no letting Aria do anything. One way or another she was going to go, and he'd vowed to let her have the freedom to spread her wings. He'd been trying so hard not to squash her wild and beautiful spirit with his heavy handed, overbearing manner.
 
   He'd been concerned about her safety, but he hadn't actually thought that it would be overly risky for her in the town. The weather had driven most people inside, the dark servant's cloak would cover her, and though she'd been his blood slave few people within that town had ever seen her, and even fewer would remember her. Or so he'd thought.
 
   He'd been an idiot.
 
   His entire body shuddered as he grasped hold of a small tree. His muscles rippled as he ripped it from the ground and hurled it through the air. Gideon and Ashby scrambled to get out of the way as it bounced in their direction. Braith stood, shaking as he tried to gather some semblance of control, but he was quickly spiraling toward something dark and dangerous.
 
   This dark spiral was worse than when he'd fed from his own kind, worse than when Aria had first left him in the palace. The only thing allowing him to hang on was the fact that he knew she was still alive, and that he could find her. Soon. Now. He spun on his heel as he stormed across the clearing toward the town.
 
   Jack moved to intercept him. "Braith you have to calm down, think about this rationally. We don't know where she is…"
 
   "I can find her," he grated.
 
   "Yes, yes you can, but if you go charging after her you'll ruin every aspect of surprise we have. Until we know who has her, and where they have taken her, you have to stay in control, you're our leader…"
 
   Jack broke off mid-sentence as Braith began to move toward him. Apparently Jack's survival instinct was firmly intact as he held up his hands and took a couple of steps back. A muffled sound in the woods whipped Braith's head around. He strained to make out the figure emerging from the forest, but it was nothing more than a dark shadow amidst the red. Even his heightened sense of smell seemed to be failing him, or it was buried beneath the crushing wrath and worry consuming him.
 
   "Max," Gideon murmured.
 
   "Max," Braith snarled. The boy had been lost in the confusion and hadn't returned with William and Daniel.
 
   Max's blurry figure staggered, he fell to his knees and attempted to get back up, but fell back again. David, William and Daniel fled the safety of whatever they had been hiding behind to reach Max's side. They helped Max back to his feet and hoisted him between them. The cloying scent of Max's blood hung heavily in the air, but Braith couldn't see the extent of the damage that had been done to him.
 
   "How bad is he injured?" he demanded.
 
   "He'll survive," Jack assured him.
 
   An extreme thirst for blood was beginning to ravage his veins as he stalked toward Max. "Where have you been?"
 
   "I followed them," Max croaked out. "I had to make sure I knew where they were taking her. I broke away when they entered the gates of the palace walls."
 
   Braith's hands fisted as he fought the urge to rip everything around him to shreds in order to assuage the volatile monster looking to burst free of him. The palace, his father, it was the worst imaginable fate for her, but if he got to her soon…
 
   He would get there soon, now. He would tear that palace apart with his bare hands if it became necessary.
 
   "The soldiers will take her straight to father," Jack muttered.
 
   "Not soldiers," Max inserted. "It wasn't soldiers that had her."
 
   There was something in the boy's voice, a tremor that briefly pierced through Braith's cloudy haze. He nudged Jack out of the way as he struggled to focus on Max. "Who? Who has her?" he barked.
 
   "It was your brother."
 
   Braith felt as if he'd been kicked in the gut, Jack let out a low curse. "Caleb?" Braith managed to choke out.
 
   "Yes."
 
   This time it wasn't rage that overtook Braith, but a fear so intense that it left him momentarily immobile. Caleb would destroy her; Caleb would break the spirit that Braith had been trying to keep free. In that moment he didn't know who he hated more, himself or his brother. Red suffused his vision once more as a bellow of anguish ripped from him.
 
   Broken. He felt broken, but nowhere near as broken as Aria would be when Caleb was done with her. Even if he could reach her right now, it may already be too late for her.
 
   ***
 
   Daniel spread the papers out before him; his nimble fingers ran over the lines of the street and homes that he'd hastily sketched into the plans. Jack kept one eye on the drawings and the other warily focused on Braith. His brother was wound to the point of breaking, his arms folded firmly over his chest, and his jaw locked as he kept his head bowed. This silent, seething Braith was even more frightening than the one that had ripped trees from the ground and snapped them in half with a flick of his wrist. This Braith was a ticking time bomb just waiting to explode.
 
   If they didn't get into that palace soon, Jack was worried that Braith would turn on them in order to get to her. He prayed that Braith's reason, and ability to lead, would win out over his determination to get to Aria, and the unraveling Jack could sense slithering beneath his brother's still exterior. He'd been hoping and planning that Braith would be able to keep it together without Aria, but he sure hadn't expected this to happen.
 
   The worst thing he ever could have imagined happening to Aria was Caleb getting his hands on her. It made him sick to think of what his father and brother would do to her, made him feel like heedlessly rushing into the palace to get her back. She didn't deserve such a hideous fate.
 
   "We can split up through the streets," Daniel stated. The drawing wasn't Daniel's best, but then he hadn't exactly had the time to put the detail into it that he normally would have. The other group they had planned to send into the town to survey it, had become more of a rescue team when they stumbled across Daniel and William trying to escape the king's soldiers.
 
   Daniel's fingers trembled as he pointed to the two main roads that split through the town. His left eye was nearly swollen shut, and his cheek bore a nasty bruise that Jack suspected shaded a broken or at least a fractured, bone. William was pale beside him, his face nearly as bruised. His lip had been split open, and dark stitches had been required to repair it. Max had fared slightly better than the brothers, but his focus had been on staying with Aria, instead of trying to fight through the soldiers that had been with Caleb. If it hadn't been for Daniel's sensibility, Jack was certain that William wouldn't have returned at all.
 
   "The town won't divide us as much as we had thought. The roads are big enough for us to move through in large groups that won't be easily taken down by the people, and whatever vampires remain there. Though, I suspect that after today the king will increase his forces within the town."
 
   "Or he'll pull them all behind the palace walls and into the palace town in order to strengthen his forces there," David murmured. "We know he cares little for human life, it is the palace he'll look to protect the most."
 
   "David's right." Braith's voice was strained but he didn't lift his head to look at them as he remained focused on the ground. "The king may even send some troops into the woods to search for me, but from here on out the full force of his might will be concentrated within the walls surrounding the palace."
 
   "How will he know you're here?" David inquired. "Just because Aria was discovered it doesn't mean he knows that you're here, that any of us are here."
 
   Braith's jaw grated back and forth, his hands clenched on his biceps. "He may suspect that there is a militia within these woods, but he will know that I am here because he will smell my blood in her."
 
   Jack was motionless as he awaited David's reaction to Braith's blunt statement. David blinked once, twice, and then his mouth parted. "I see."
 
   Daniel's fingers tapped on the drawing as his focus turned to Braith. "I also believe the town should be razed as we move through it."
 
   Jack did a double take at Daniel's words. Braith's head slowly turned toward him; even behind the thick glasses Jack could see the burning ruby coals of his eyes. A chill crept down his back, he wasn't entirely certain it was even Braith standing over there anymore, or if it was something far more hazardous and feral.
 
   "There are humans in that town," Braith reminded him.
 
   Or perhaps Jack was wrong; his interest was piqued as he studied his brother. He was showing signs of concern and reasoning beyond Aria again. Was it possible that Braith was actually going to keep it together? Was it possible that Aria and Braith could be separated? He felt no hope at the realization. If Aria survived this, the worst thing Jack would ever do in his lengthy life was take her away from Braith again. They had all done things they didn't want to do though, and they would all do far more before this war was over.
 
   Daniel was paler than normal, but his eyes were unwavering. "That town is a death trap. If the king doesn't pull all of his soldiers from the town, and they somehow get the chance to come up behind us, there will be nowhere for us to retreat to if it becomes necessary. There are far too many homes and places for them to hide and wait for us. It should be burned as we move through so they can't be given the chance to set a trap for us."
 
   Jack was taken aback by the ferocity behind Daniel's words. Gideon quirked an eyebrow as he nodded approvingly. Xavier's head cocked a little, a small smile played across his lips as he studied Daniel, William, and David with that same strange look he'd been studying Aria with ever since he'd met her. Jack found it bizarre, even for Xavier.
 
   Daniel's gaze darted to his father. David was just as pale as his son, his lips were pressed firmly together as he stared at the hastily scrawled plans. "There are innocent casualties in every war and it needs to be done," David confirmed.
 
   "They aren't that innocent," William growled. He tugged at his hair as he strolled around the table and continued on toward the edge of the woods. "Burn it then. Burn it all, and I'll make sure we burn that bitch with it."
 
   "William," David's tone of voice was low and warning. "This is not for revenge, no matter how badly we want it to be, that is not what we are about. We will limit the amount of innocent blood that is shed."
 
   William shot him a dark look; his busted lip curled in a sneer, but for once he held his tongue. David stared at Braith for some sort of confirmation, but when none was forthcoming, Jack responded. "We will."
 
   David didn't look overly relieved but he didn't press the issue. Jack anxiously watched Braith as he approached the table and plans. The other aristocrats stood behind him as they awaited his decision. Jack knew they sensed something off in Braith, but for now they seemed to be willing to trust his judgment. Jack didn't know what would happen if Braith refused to see reason and put them all in peril, didn't know what would happen if Braith turned on them to vent his wrath.
 
   "If we set the town on fire it will also provide an effective distraction for you to slip into the tunnel you spoke of," Daniel continued.
 
   "We'll take what weapons we can from the town, and level it as we go," Braith declared as he settled his glowing eyes on William. "I will have the girl that recognized Aria though, she is mine."
 
   William's jaw clenched and unclenched, a muscle jumped furiously in his cheek. Please stay quiet, Jack pleaded silently. It wasn't William that spoke though. "If you mean the girl that grabbed Aria, she's not in the town anymore," Max informed him.
 
   Braith's nostrils flared. "She grabbed Arianna?"
 
   Jack swallowed heavily, he stepped forward, but he had no idea what he was going to do if Braith lost control again. He didn't even know who Braith would go after first if he did go berserk. He certainly couldn't stop him, and he would likely be killed in the process if he tried. Max nodded. "Yes, she seemed to know Aria from the palace. I don't know how…"
 
   Max broke off as Braith rested his hands on the table and leaned forward. The muscles in his forearms and biceps rippled beneath the simple, short brown tunic of the rebel people that he had taken to wearing in the woods. "Was she a blond?" he growled.
 
   Max glanced anxiously at Jack, he nodded in response to Max's unspoken question. Unfortunately, lying to Braith wasn't going to help in this situation. "Yes."
 
   Jack felt a crack, a sizzle of power that shot through the air like a lightning bolt. He'd never experienced anything like it, not even when his father was at his deadliest had he radiated a destructive force as strong as the one that radiated from within Braith. Even the aristocrats took a step back as the hair on Jack's arms stood on end. He'd known that Braith could destroy their father if it became necessary, but he realized now that he wasn't entirely certain Braith would survive it. Jack wasn't sure if Braith would be able to return from the depths he would delve into if he completely lost it and allowed the monster within him to rule.
 
   Jack was completely immobile as Braith became as still as stone. He could feel the impending unraveling in the air but Braith somehow managed to keep himself restrained. Though, Jack suspected that a few more trees would be destroyed when this meeting was over.
 
   "Lauren." Jack had no idea who that was, but the name appeared to leave a bad taste in Braith's mouth. "Where is she?"
 
   "She went to the palace with your brother."
 
   The strange stiffness overtook Braith once more. "We'll move on the palace tonight."
 
   "Not tonight," Jack inserted quickly, half frightened he was going to have his head ripped off. "We require more time to plan, more time to maneuver Braith. Not all of the humans have weapons yet, we're still working on carving the stones for arrowheads, and we have to gather supplies in order to be better prepared, and trained. Not all of the vampires we recruited from the outer villages have arrived. If we go in before we're fully prepared we'll lose."
 
   Jack was trying to ignore the crimson eyes glaring at him from behind those lenses. It was a disconcerting, awful spectacle that left him a little rattled. For the first time he truly realized the cruelty Braith was willing to unleash and inflict for her. Braith was holding onto control because he knew where she was, knew that she was still alive. Although they all suspected what might be happening to her, it wasn't confirmed, and Braith was certain that he would get her back. If something were to happen to her before then…
 
   There would be no control, and there would be many deaths before Braith was stopped.
 
   Jack realized that he'd been completely wrong; his plan with Aria and Gideon never would have worked. Braith would hunt her to the ends of the earth and back, they never would have been able to get far enough away from the rampage Braith would go on. And when he found her, Jack shuddered at the thought. It wasn't a side of Braith he ever wanted to encounter. Braith hadn't killed him when he'd taken Aria before; he wasn't fool enough to believe he would be so lucky a second time.
 
   That was a problem for another time though. For now they had to keep Braith calm enough to see reason, to wait and organize, and to get them successfully into the palace. To get Aria back from Caleb.
 
   "She's my daughter." Though David spoke, Braith's gaze lingered on Jack before he turned away. To David's credit he didn't flinch when those glowing red orbs turned on him, but his eyes did widen slightly. "I want her back as much as you do. I can't bear to think about what she's going through, I've already imagined every horror known to man when she was in that palace before, and she was lucky that time. From the way you talk about this Caleb…"
 
   He broke off as his voice hitched, his throat worked furiously as he fought back his tears. "She is my daughter, I created her, the circumstances of her life and her family have formed her, and one thing she understands and accepts is sacrifice. She knows that we won't be coming for her, at least not right away, and she will forgive us for that. She won't forgive us if we fail because of her."
 
   "You don't know Caleb," Braith grated.
 
   "I don't, but I know my daughter and she will put the greater good above herself." Jack glanced at Gideon as he shifted nervously and lowered his head. "She would never forgive us if we rushed in and ruined everything. I want her back as badly as you do, but we will fail if we aren't prepared. If we lose because we're careless, what will they do to her after…?" It took a moment for him to regain his composure again. "I know you understand her; it's why you let her go into that town in the first place. She won't be caged, and she can't be broken, no matter what they do to her. We must be organized, and fully equipped, if we're going to have any hope of getting her back alive."
 
   Braith remained still for a moment, then faster than the human eye could see he picked up the table and heaved it. The heavy slab of oak flew through the air before shattering against a tree across the clearing. Daniel and William jumped back as papers and debris scattered about their feet. David closed his eyes as his head bowed. He had stated his opinion, but he'd still hoped that Braith might choose the course of action they all knew to be wrong.
 
   "Get the supplies and make sure those vampires are here soon!" Braith snarled before he disappeared into the woods.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   Jack nervously glanced at the aristocrats gathered near the woods with Frank to the side of them. Their eyebrows were raised questioningly as they watched Braith fade into the woods with Xavier trailing behind. Jack didn't know what the strange vamp expected to learn or see with Braith right now, but he thought Xavier may be the bravest of them all. He wasn't going anywhere near his brother again for a while.
 
   Gideon opened his mouth to spin some tale but closed it and threw his hands in the air. "Oh, what does it matter anymore?" He turned away from them and walked over to join Jack. "Cat's pretty much out of the bag anyway."
 
   "The cat shredded that bag," Jack muttered in return.
 
   "He cares for the girl more than you let on." Jack met Calista's dark eyes but didn't speak. As the oldest amongst the group of aristocrats surrounding her, she would speak for them. "How deep is their bond?"
 
   "They are close," Jack hedged.
 
   Calista lifted a sleek eyebrow, her hands folded before her. In the dim glow of the moon her dark skin gleamed. "There are many that will not accept her, not as a human."
 
   "Braith is aware of that fact, as is the girl." Jack ignored the startled looks from her father and Max. Daniel and William remained unspoken and expressionless.
 
   "This information would have been useful before we agreed to join in this endeavor; before we threw our support behind a leader who is volatile, and attached to a human."
 
   Apprehension trickled through Jack, they couldn't back out now. "The girl has agreed to leave when this is over," Gideon inserted forcefully.
 
   The aristocrats pondered this revelation as David and Max absorbed it. "Go where?" David demanded as he broke the heavy hush.
 
   "She realizes that as a human, she will not be accepted as our queen, and she is also aware that most humans do not survive the change," Gideon continued as if David hadn't spoke.
 
   "It doesn't seem as if Braith would agree to let her go," Calista said.
 
   "As he has just proven, Braith will put the greater good, and our needs above his own. He may not like it, but he has agreed that it's what must be done. He has chosen to lead us over his desire to rescue the girl, and the girl has also chosen the greater good over him."
 
   Jack winced at Gideon's blunt words; he sometimes forgot what a cold bastard Gideon could be. The aristocrats turned to each other and began to talk in hushed whispers as Frank edged closer to Daniel and William. Jack's hands twitched, it took all he had not to look at Gideon, not to reveal that what Gideon had just said was a blatant lie. He had a feeling Gideon knew that too, he had to after everything that had just happened.
 
   "You knew about this?" David hissed at his sons.
 
   "Yes." William didn't back down from the glare his father shot him. "I planned to go with her."
 
   "And when were you going to let me know about it?"
 
   "We haven't exactly had much of a chance to talk in private."
 
   The aristocrats split apart, their gazes focused on Gideon as they studied him keenly. "We have made it this far, we will see this through. But only if we have your word that the girl will leave after this is over," Calista stated. "Or your word that she will not remain human if she chooses to stay and become queen."
 
   Jack didn't look at the humans; he was terrified of what their reactions would be to this statement. Stay quiet, he pleaded, knowing that Max or William would be the first to erupt. "I agree to those terms," Gideon murmured.
 
   "It is not your agreement we care about," Barnaby inserted. "It's Braith's. These terms will be met Gideon, one way or another."
 
   "They will be met," Gideon assured them.
 
   "How can you be so certain?" Calista demanded.
 
   "I've spoken privately with the girl and we've arrived at a mutual agreement. She has agreed to forfeit her life, if it becomes necessary to separate them."
 
   Somehow Jack managed to keep his face impassive after Gideon's revelation. David wasn't so quick as his mouth dropped, but it was the stunning lack of surprise surrounding William and Daniel that rattled Jack the most. Jack seized hold of Max's arm and squeezed forcefully as Max stepped forward. He would shatter the boys arm if it would silence whatever words Max was about to spew. Max's mouth pursed but he wisely kept quiet.
 
   The aristocrats exchanged another look before nodding. "Make sure this happens as you say Gideon, or we will hold you accountable," Calista vowed, her eyes momentarily deepening to blood red in color.
 
   Gideon's face was serene as he nodded his agreement. "That is acceptable."
 
   "No child of theirs will be acknowledged as an heir if it is born while she is still human."
 
   "There will not be a child, I can guarantee that much. At least it will not be Braith's child."
 
   Jack almost swung his fist into Gideon's exposed face. It was only the fact that he had to snag William back and throw him at Daniel that stopped him from doing so. His stomach twisted as the implications behind Gideon's words sank in. It would not be Braith's child, but that didn't mean it wouldn't belong to another member of his family. Jack shuddered; he had to forcefully loosen his grip on Max's arm before he accidentally shattered it.
 
   The proud thrust of Calista's shoulders highlighted the length of her slender neck and elegant features as she leveled Gideon with an unwavering stare. "You sound awfully certain of that."
 
   "I am completely certain that it will not be Braith's child."
 
   "This will only matter if Caleb doesn't destroy her first," Barnaby reminded them.
 
   "Very true," Saul agreed as he folded his hands into the sleeves of his robe.
 
   "Would be a pity, I rather liked the girl." Calista shrugged as she rolled her shoulders and stretched her back. "I am hungry now though." The others nodded their heads in agreement. "Will the three of you be joining us?"
 
   Jack shook his head not at all surprised by their abrupt change in discussion. "Not right now."
 
   "Suit yourselves." Calista nodded to the others and they fell into step behind her.
 
   Jack waited till they were out of earshot before he turned on Gideon. "What was that nonsense about an agreement between you and Aria?"
 
   Gideon's gaze didn't waver; there wasn't even a flicker of remorse in his hazel eyes. "Aria came to speak with me; she agreed that their bond was not to develop further. She was also aware of the fact that if we are unable to separate them, it may mean her death."
 
   Jack was staggered; Max took a threatening step forward but Jack jerked him back as Gideon's eyes focused harshly on him. "I never agreed to that. I would never allow such a thing!" Jack shouted.
 
   "She knew that, it's why she came to me."
 
   Jack felt as if he'd been punched in the stomach. A low curse escaped him as he released Max's arm. "My daughter will not be sacrificed in this!" David snapped.
 
   "Your daughter has already been sacrificed for the greater good. You have already agreed that she wouldn't want us doing anything reckless, that winning this war is far more important than any one life."
 
   "She has not been sacrificed!"
 
   "Caleb has her in his possession. She may be alive, but you must face the fact that she will not come out of there the same. Caleb is not Braith; he will not be kind, especially if he has any idea how much Braith may care for her."
 
   "Jesus Gideon," Jack muttered. He wished the vampire had one ounce of tact and decorum in him. Gideon didn't understand the close bonds between these people, much as Jack hadn't when he'd arrived to spy on them. However Gideon had to understand that though Braith and David had backed off, for now, they wouldn't stay that way if they were pushed.
 
   David was as white as a ghost, William and Daniel remained quiet, but their faces had become nearly as pale as their father's. "Your daughter was strong enough to realize that her life isn't worth the lives of so many others, including yours. You should be strong enough also. If Braith ever found out about our agreement, my life would be forfeit too. I was willing to accept that, and I still am if it becomes necessary."
 
   Jack groaned; he was tempted to rip Gideon's tongue from his relentless mouth. For a moment Jack thought David was going to fall over, and then he rounded on his sons. "You knew what she intended!" he exploded.
 
   "Not this much of it," William admitted as he glared at Gideon. "But we knew she proposed to leave after the war. I was going to go with her."
 
   "And you? Were you going to leave also?" David demanded of his eldest.
 
   Daniel shook his head. "No, I intended to stay."
 
   "This was the only option dad," William said softly.
 
   "Letting her die is an option?"
 
   "We didn't know about that part." William's gaze flickered resentfully to Gideon again. "But I suspected Aria might do something this drastic if it became necessary to sever her bond with Braith."
 
   "The needs of many outweigh the needs of one, or two."
 
   "For God's sake Gideon, shut up!" Jack yelled at him when all of the humans turned to glower at Gideon.
 
   "And Braith, what of him?" Max inquired.
 
   "He can't know about this, any of this." Ashby moved from the shadows. He face was hollow, and ashen, but his shoulders were set in determination. "I know better than any of you what the two of them are going through, but Braith cannot know about this plan. He'll destroy us all, he'll storm that palace with little thought to anyone else, and he'll get them both killed in the process."
 
   "You know that I disapprove of this whole situation more than anyone, but what do you think is going to happen to him when this is over? What will happen to him if Aria dies? In case you haven't noticed he's a little unstable right now, and she's still alive," Max retorted.
 
   "And in case you didn't notice he still chose the right path. Braith has been raised since birth to be a leader, he'll be unsteady in the beginning, but reason and centuries of preparation will eventually win out." Max's lips compressed, his gaze turned to the woods as Gideon continued to speak. "Especially if there's no way for him to get her back."
 
   "I'm not going to let you kill my daughter!" David exploded.
 
   "Are you telling me your daughter is a stronger person than you are?"
 
   David's hands fisted as he began to shake. "Gideon stop talking!" Jack snapped. He stepped forward to block David if he flew off the handle and attempted to attack Gideon. "I am not going to let that happen, David." He shot a pointed look at Gideon. "I never agreed to Aria dying. I will take her; I will keep her safe…"
 
   "I thought he could track her anywhere if his blood was inside her," Max interrupted.
 
   "We're hoping that diluting his blood with that of another vampire, probably the three of us in order to confuse Braith further, will help with that."
 
   "And if it doesn't?"
 
   "Don't!" Jack thrust a finger at Gideon when he opened his mouth to speak again. Gideon glowered at him but remained silent. "We will cross that bridge when we come to it."
 
   "You're not promising to keep her alive."
 
   "I will keep her safe," Jack vowed. "I swear it. She's important to me as well."
 
   David was shaking his head, "So her life is sacrificed no matter what."
 
   "None of us like it," Ashby agreed. "At all. This was not an easy decision and it was not made carelessly."
 
   Max stared blankly at him for a moment before turning to Gideon. "I don't trust you."
 
   Gideon lifted an eyebrow as he quirked his head in a small nod. "Fair enough, I'm not exactly certain about you either, but you must realize that we're not doing this to be cruel. You heard what Calista said, they will not accept her as a human. They admire her, hell, even I admire the girl, but admiration does not make her a vampire."
 
   David turned away; he walked to the edge of the clearing where he leaned tiredly against a tree. "She's my daughter, she deserves happiness. I want happiness for her, more than anything."
 
   "We all do dad but they're right, Aria's right, there are some times when our wants no longer matter," Daniel said softly.
 
   David wouldn't look at them; Jack could smell the scent of tears in the air as his head bowed and his shoulders shook slightly. "If she is to leave after so be it, but we have to get her soon. She can't be kept in there…"
 
   "We'll get to her soon," Jack promised.
 
   Max shook his head ardently. "No, now. You didn't see what Caleb was doing to her; I don't think he'll keep her alive…"
 
   "He'll keep her alive," Jack asserted.
 
   "He was draining her!"
 
   David finally turned away from the tree, tears didn't streak his face but his eyes were watery. "He'll keep her alive," Jack insisted.
 
   "How can you be so certain?" Max demanded impatiently.
 
   "Because he'll smell Braith on her, in her. He won't kill her."
 
   "So he'll just torture her?" Max accused. Jack's eyes flitted nervously to David as he stepped away from the tree. William and Daniel were beginning to shake as their jaws clenched and a muscle jumped in William's cheek. "Abuse her? I know that you're one of them Jack, but you have no idea what goes on in there from our viewpoint. Aria was lucky last time, but by all accounts Caleb is a sadistic son of a bitch."
 
   "We will get her back," Jack assured him.
 
   "Braith has to know what Caleb is doing to her. He has to be aware of everything before he makes the decision to wait," Max insisted.
 
   "I'll break your neck before I allow you to tell him that," Gideon vowed.
 
   "Jesus Gideon shut the fuck up!" Jack barked in frustration. "Max, we can all guess at what might be happening, but you can't just go and shove it in his face. He may think he knows, may think he realizes it, but if you confirm it, there will be no stopping him. If there is to be any chance of getting her back alive we have to do this right." Max looked away from Jack. "You can't tell him what you know; we'll lose them both if you do."
 
   "I don't like this."
 
   "None of us do but I need your word that you won't do anything reckless, yours too William." He added with a pointed look in William's direction.
 
   "I won't," Max muttered resentfully.
 
   William shifted uncomfortably, his jaw locked and unlocked before he bowed his head and reluctantly voiced his agreement. "I'll do what Aria would have wanted me to do. I won't ruin our chances of succeeding."
 
   Relief flowed through Jack and his shoulders slumped slightly. He studied Gideon as he contemplated whether or not he should tell the vampire that he didn't believe any of their plans would work, or that the only reason Braith was even remotely sane right now was because she was still alive. He decided to remain quiet though, he didn't trust how Gideon might react if he realized that there would be no separating them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   There was a sensation in her fingers that she often associated with warming up too fast after being out in the cold for too long. A sharp tingling that woke her from the darkness that had claimed her for an unknown amount of time. Her heart seemed sluggish; it ached as it worked to pump blood through her body.
 
   She was dying, she was certain of it.
 
   She didn't want to die. She'd told Gideon she would, but now she was terrified by the possibility. She'd meant the words when she'd said them to Gideon, but that was when her death would have been quick. That was when it would have been for others, for her family. There was no reason for her to die now. For the first time in years she felt like a child, she felt every bit of her seventeen years, and she longed for more of them.
 
   Mostly she wished she could have said goodbye to Braith and her family.
 
   Her tears were cool against her already icy flesh as they slid down her cheeks. "She's awake."
 
   She hadn't realized that there were others in the room. She was ashamed of herself for crying but she couldn't lift her hand to wipe them away. Aria didn't have it in her to face Caleb right now. Even under Braith's protection she'd been fearful of Caleb, terrified of the cruelty the middle brother radiated, and now she was his to do with as he pleased. "Give it to her."
 
   The other voice was unfamiliar to her, but she didn't have time to ponder it as hands seized her hair. A small cry escaped her, but she was able to hold most of it back as she was hauled up from the floor. She didn't have time to take in her surroundings as something metal was thrust between her lips and her head was tilted harshly back. The vile taste hit her, causing an explosive reaction to erupt from her. She struck out at the hands holding her as the thick liquid was forced down her throat. She gurgled, choked, but her head was kept tilted back. The liquid pooled against the back of her throat till she was finally forced to swallow.
 
   Bile surged up her throat, tears unwillingly burst free of her eyes as more was forced down her throat. Once, when she was a child, she'd eaten a handful of berries that she'd mistakenly thought were blueberries. They'd been bitter, foul; the taste alone had made her vomit. But this, this was worse. She'd gladly eat those revolting berries again before swallowing one more drop of the viscous liquid spilling down her throat.
 
   She was abruptly released. Her head was thrust forward; she staggered but was unable to keep her balance. Falling back to the floor, her shoulders heaved as she panted, choked, and dry heaved. Her stomach twisted into knots, tears blurred her vision. She felt as if she were dying even as heat began to spread through her numb limbs, even as strength gradually returned to her weakened extremities. Sobs stuck in her chest, a new anguish twisted through her body as she realized what it was they had given her.
 
   Blood. Caleb's blood.
 
   It had tasted nothing like Braith's. Braith's was sweet and soothing when it filled and strengthened her, it was right in so many ways. Though Caleb's blood had renewed some of her strength, it felt hideously wrong in her body, it didn't belong there and although her body was absorbing its healing properties, it was also revolting against the influx. A scream built inside of her, she had the unreasonable urge to rip her own skin off in order to release the blood that didn't belong there.
 
   She was shaking. Her hands wouldn't sit still on the hard floor as they jumped and danced over the marble beneath her. She tried to steady herself, but it felt as if she were no longer in her own body, but in someone else's entirely.
 
   This was only the beginning of the suffering to come. Caleb could do this to her over and over again, and he would, because her reaction had just revealed how appalling his blood was to her, how miserable it made her feel.
 
   "Apparently someone only likes big brother's blood."
 
   Aria's eyes flew open. For the first time fury and indignation tore through her. Her eyes narrowed as they focused upon Caleb, her jumping fingers curled into her palms. He appeared unreasonably dignified in his refined clothes as he smirked at her. He was somewhat shorter than Braith, but broader through the chest and shoulders. His dark hair tumbled in waves around his face; his green eyes would have been pretty if they weren't so icy. Caleb's nose was a little larger than Braith's, his lips thinner, but there was no mistaking that they were related.
 
   Caleb knelt before her and seized hold of her chin. He turned her head first one way and then the other. Aria's jaw clenched but she didn't give him the satisfaction of trying to pull away. He squeezed her chin until she finally flinched and he threw her face away in disgust. Her lip curled as she slowly turned back to him, she itched for her bow.
 
   "Enough. Bring her here."
 
   Aria was so busy glaring at Caleb as he hauled her to her feet that she didn't immediately notice who he was dragging her toward, and then her gaze traveled to the dais. Foreboding slammed into her when she saw the man casually sitting in the large throne, a throne meant for a king.
 
   The King.
 
   For a moment Aria's legs almost gave out on her. It was sheer will that kept her on her feet as Caleb pulled her forward. She'd never seen him before, but she knew him instantly, simply for the fact that he looked so heartbreakingly like Braith. His hair was that same black shade but his features were different in subtle ways. His nose was sharper, and his mouth crueler as it curved in a sneer. Though she knew just how merciless Braith could be when he was pushed to his limits, there was a depravity about this man that Braith could never possess.
 
   She shuddered at the thought of what Braith was like now, without her.
 
   The king rose to tower over her. This close to him she was able to pick out the other differences between this man and his son. There was no sparkle within this man's callous green eyes, the king's forehead was higher and his cheeks broader, but she was still unnerved by the similarities.
 
   His leisurely gaze raked her from head to toe and back up again. She felt exposed, judged, and found lacking. "I smell my son on you, in you." Aria remained still, uncertain what it was that he expected of her. If they planned on killing her, she felt she would already be dead.
 
   The king rested two fingers against her cheek. Pride kept her face impassive as he turned her head first one way, and then the other. "He has also fed from you, recently, and on what appears to be a fairly regular basis."
 
   She continued to remain immobile as his fingers slid briefly over her neck and then her collarbone. Bile rose up her throat, goose bumps broke out on her chilled flesh as his fingers brushed against her breast and a leering grin crossed his full mouth. Caleb was the threat she'd known upon coming in here, but the other one was now standing in front of her, touching her far too much for her liking. The king was the one with all the power, the one that would now control her fate.
 
   "You willingly allow this?" He required an answer; she just wasn't sure what she was going to say to him. Her heart hammered, stammered, and then leapt into full blown panic mode as his fingers wrapped around her throat and he leaned closer to her. "You allow this?"
 
   He wouldn't tolerate her disobedience; he wouldn't tolerate her willfulness. She was alive for some reason that she didn't understand, but she knew he would kill her without hesitation if she didn't at least pretend to play along with him. "I do." Her voice was as strong as she could make it considering the hold he had upon her.
 
   He smiled but it didn't reach his eyes. "Delightful." She was ashamed of the tremors that shook her as his fingers trailed over the bare flesh of her arms. She would have preferred death to having this man continue to touch her in such a way. "Simply delightful. Will my son come for you?"
 
   The lump in her throat had become uncomfortable. "I…" she swallowed heavily. "No, he will not."
 
   She wasn't sure if it was a lie. She knew Braith would be furious, devastated, he would blame himself, but she had to trust in the fact that he would do what was right. It was what she had hoped for, what she had plotted with Jack and Gideon for after all. No matter how badly she longed for Braith to storm in here and take her away from the foul creature across from her, she knew he couldn't be careless. Braith had to think this through; he had to realize that he couldn't throw everything they had worked for away. He had to accept the fact that she was most likely a lost cause.
 
   And so did she.
 
   The king's face was suddenly in hers. "You really don't think so?" There was a quirk in his eyebrow, a shifting in his eyes that caused alarm bells to start ringing in her head. Not only was he powerful and sadistic, but she was beginning to realize that there may also be a little insanity lurking within his twisted mind. His fingers encircled her wrist, for a moment she thought he was going to break it in order to punish her for some offense he thought she'd made.
 
   "No," she said forcefully. "I don't believe he will come for me."
 
   "If that is true than you are of no use to us, maybe you should change your answer."
 
   Her teeth clenched as she grated the single word. "No."
 
   He pulled her a step closer to him, their noses were almost touching. "I think you should. There is a reason my son left here, a reason he gave up everything he knows. What are you to him, and what do you know?"
 
   "I'm nothing but an ex-blood slave and a rebel teenage girl. What could I possibly know?"
 
   "Your pulse is racing."
 
   "I'm frightened," she admitted.
 
   "Like any normal teenage girl would be I assume."
 
   "Yes," she confirmed.
 
   "Why is my son with you?"
 
   "I… I don't know."
 
   His hand clenched on her wrist, pain lanced up her arm as he twisted it back and grasped hold of her middle finger. Her eyes widened as she gazed at the massive hand wrapped around her finger. She was unable to stop herself from flinching as he pressed his nose to hers. "You're lying."
 
   A startled cry of pain escaped her as he snapped the finger back. He grinned maliciously at her as the distinct crack of bone reverberated through the massive hall. Sweat beaded her brow; her breath came in rapid pants as nausea swelled up her throat and tears burned her eyes. He squeezed remorselessly as he pulled her downward. Aria strained to stay upright, but he was far stronger than she was and her broken finger was throbbing relentlessly. The king loomed over her as he drove her to her knees.
 
   She should be afraid, and she was, but there was also a righteous fury building within her chest, a self-respect that refused to allow her to cower before him. He had managed to force her to her knees, he had maimed her, and she was certain he would do far worse to her before he was finished, but she managed to tilt her chin up and glare defiantly back at him.
 
   "You're far more than what you let on and there is something between you and my son. Perhaps even both of my sons; it was Jericho that led you from here the first time." Sickened by him, she leaned away as he bent close to her neck and sniffed her like a dog. "But it is only Braith I smell in you, and myself, of course." Aria started in surprise; she turned to meet his shrewd green eyes. It wasn't Caleb's blood that had been forced into her, but his. "Do you know what that means?"
 
   She knew exactly what that meant, but she couldn't put the appalling realization into words. It didn't matter, he continued on without her reply anyway. "It means that I can find you anywhere. It means that what once belonged to my son now belongs to me. If you somehow manage to escape these walls again, I will hunt you down and destroy anyone with you. I will shred everyone in your life and then I will shred you."
 
   His fingers lingered over her cheek; she couldn't stop herself from turning away from him. "There are things I will do to you that not even an animal should have done to them, but I'd prefer to do them in front of my son. I will save up every little torment, every little pleasure I have planned for you, until that moment. I know that you are lying to me my dear, he will come for you."
 
   She couldn't tear her gaze away from his. She was mesmerized by the cruelty she saw in his eyes, trapped by the horror of his promises, and the glimmer of his insanity. His hand wrapped around her brutalized finger again and he began to bend it back bit by bit. "Oh and what superb torture it will be." His other hand brushed against the tears that were wrenched from her eyes as he bent the broken appendage farther than it was meant to go. "Is he out there now, near the town? I imagine he probably wasn't far from you, but Caleb says there were only three other humans with you."
 
   "No," she breathed. "No he wasn't with us. I haven't seen him in awhile."
 
   A snarl curved his mouth, his fingers pressed on the marks on her neck. "These are from Caleb." A small cry escaped her as his fingers dug into Caleb's bites before drifting over to Braith's marks. "Who left these upon you then?"
 
   "I don't know where he is!"
 
   "Oh maybe not right now, but you did, and he was close to you. What were you doing in the town?"
 
   "Looking for food."
 
   "What exactly are you to my son?"
 
   For the first time his casual, sadistic demeanor slipped. In its place was true wrath as his eyes briefly shimmered red. "Nothing," she managed to stammer out.
 
   Faster than a striking snake, he sank his teeth into her inner wrist. A startled yelp escaped her, she tried to jerk her wrist back but he clung to her as he bit deeper. Much like the blood Caleb had forced into her, her body seemed determined to reject this invasion, this intrusion from someone that wasn't Braith. Flames and heat licked through her veins from where his teeth were embedded within her arm. This was even worse than when Caleb had bit her, her head bowed, she was being crushed beneath the torment engulfing her.
 
   Just when she thought she couldn't take anymore, just when she thought her entire being was going to splinter apart, and she was going to die, he pulled away. He rose over her, his eyes even with hers as he leisurely and deliberately wiped away the blood that stained his mouth. "Delicious," he murmured as he licked his lips.
 
   He snatched hold of a goblet; before she could react he was shoving it into her mouth and pouring it down her throat again. He jerked her back when she tried to scramble away, and grabbed hold of her hair when she shook her head to keep from consuming the blood. Seizing hold of her hands, he clenched her wrists together as he held her head steady. Nausea burst through her as he forced the blood into her mouth and wouldn't release her until she swallowed it.
 
   Though tears were rolling down her cheeks, though she was struggling not to start sobbing in devastation, she still managed to thrust her shoulders back and at least try to appear defiant. He was watching her with a maliciousness that caused chills to run up and down her back.
 
   "I'll enjoy every minute of what I'm going to do to you. I'm going to break you, and my pathetic excuse of a son."
 
   He pulled her roughly up and spun her around. For the first time Aria was able to take in the massive hall they were in, was it the dining hall? But that made no sense, what were all those…
 
   "Oh," she breathed as realization and abhorrence suffused her. The tears that streamed down her face were not for herself anymore but for the people in this hall. Only they weren't people, not anymore. They had once been alive and breathing, perhaps at one time they had even been happy and loved before they entered this nightmare.
 
   Aria's head spun, she couldn't take everything in at once. It took her a moment to comprehend that they weren't all humans, that there were also desiccated remains of vampires pinned to the walls, hanging from the ceiling, the rafters, and sitting at the massive table. The vampire's faces had been pulled into macabre grins that revealed their pointed fangs while the human's faces were warped into different expressions of torment and woe. A scream rose up into her chest and lodged itself there. She tried to keep it suppressed while her mind seemed to undergo a fracturing that left her barely hanging onto consciousness, barely able to function as her legs trembled.
 
   How they had gotten like this, she didn't know. She assumed it had something to do with blood or lack thereof. Is this what happened when a vampire was completely drained? Did they become shriveled, somewhat preserved raisins? But why wasn't their flesh rotting away? She realized she didn't want to know the answer to that question, she suspected it was just as awful as the sight before her.
 
   The ones at the table seemed fresher. There appeared to be more fluid still left in their flesh. Their skin, though graying and wrinkling inward, still had some color to it. Then the eyes of the desiccated vampires moved as one toward her. Despite her every intention to appear as stoic as possible, to hold onto some semblance of dignity when it was being rapidly stripped away from her, Aria let out a startled shriek as she jumped back.
 
   The king released a low chuckle. "I see you like my handiwork; I have a prime spot at the table picked out for you."
 
   Cold sweat trickled down her neck and slid down her back. She was starting to realize she was only at the tip of the iceberg when it came to this man's evil, when it came to the things he was capable of. All pretenses of dignity and stoicism vanished.
 
   She dashed to the side. The king hadn't been expecting the movement, nor had he expected her to be as quick as she was. She sprinted forward, determined to at least attempt an escape as she dodged two guards. She was briefly reminded of the time she tried to allude Braith and Jack, she'd stayed free from them for longer than she'd expected, but she was drained now, weaker than she'd been then.
 
   She felt something rushing at her, a dark presence. She tried to switch direction, tried to get her body to move as fluidly as it usually did, but her legs wouldn't cooperate. Caleb hit her with the force of a sledgehammer. The breath was knocked from her as she tumbled head over heels across the marble floor before colliding with a chair, and one of the things in the chair. Dry bits of flaky skin broke off beneath her hand. Its eyes followed her as she scrambled backwards. If its gurgling, twitching movements were any indication, this thing was starving.
 
   "It seems that Merle is thirsty."
 
   Strange noises filled the air; it took Aria a minute to realize they were coming from her. Merle's jaundiced blue eyes rolled in his head as Aria was hauled back to her feet. She didn't even care who held her, didn't even care what they did to her, she simply yearned to be out of here. One way or another, dead or alive, she wanted free of this nightmare she had become entrenched in. She was losing it, she knew, but she wasn't entirely certain how to keep it together anymore. Not in here, not with these monsters.
 
   Aria fought wildly against the king as he wrapped his arm around her waist and carried her back to the abomination named Merle. He seized hold of her still bleeding wrist, and held it above the thing as it issued eager, enthusiastic sounds. A single drop of blood fell, not on Merle's mouth but on the center of his forehead, where it quivered and shook. It was one of the cruelest things she'd ever witnessed as Merle's eyes continued to roll crazily with hunger and he twitched violently in the chair.
 
   The king lifted her wrist and gently licked the blood that beaded there. "And all Merle did was vote against me when I decided to start the war. That was over a hundred years ago dear. Imagine what I will do to my son, my heir that betrayed me. I cannot wait for him to come play with us, oh the things I will do."
 
   Revulsion twisted through her as he pressed a kiss against her cheek, and briefly nuzzled her before he dropped her unceremoniously back to the ground. She almost fell but managed to catch herself in time. She was just righting herself when the large doors across the hall were thrust open and a tall, beautiful blond strode inside. She never even looked at the bodies surrounding her, but bee-lined straight toward the king and Caleb. Her eyes, however, did scathingly rake over Aria. Thrusting her shoulders back, Aria defiantly met the woman's hostile glare. She'd only encountered Braith's sister Natasha once before, when she'd first been brought into the palace as Braith's blood slave.
 
   "It's true then," she said flatly. "She has been recaptured."
 
   "Obviously," Caleb retorted dryly.
 
   Natasha chose to ignore Caleb. "And Braith?"
 
   Aria's gaze darted toward the doors as another tall, willowy blond walked through them. She didn't stride forward with the same purpose as Natasha, but rather slipped through the shadows as she moved to stand behind her older sister. For a moment Aria's heart leapt at the appearance of Melinda, Ashby's bloodlink, Braith's youngest sibling, and Aria's only ally within this place. As swiftly as her hope rose though, it fell. There was nothing Melinda could do to help her, not now anyway, not without being caught. She was on her own for now. Aria kept her face impassive as Melinda's dove gray eyes met hers briefly before they promptly slid away.
 
   "I have dispatched guards to search the woods. I am sure he is close," the king responded.
 
   Dread pulsed through Aria; it took everything she had to remain outwardly calm. Of course they would search the woods, and the town. She hoped the others had retreated back into the caves, but even then there was a chance they would be found. A small tremor worked its way through her body.
 
   Caleb's eyes gleamed as he perused her. "He'll come for her."
 
   A cruel smile twisted Natasha's mouth. Apparently Natasha was just as twisted and sick as her father and brother were. "Wonderful." It took everything Aria had not to look to Melinda in order to see her reaction. She remained immobile though, unwilling to draw any more attention to herself. "And Jericho?"
 
   "I'm sure he's also somewhere nearby, they'll both be punished accordingly," the king informed her.
 
   Aria was reminded of a praying mantis inspecting its prey as Natasha rubbed her hands eagerly together. "I can't wait."
 
   "Make sure she is returned to the dungeon Caleb, and don't take too much of her blood. I have more questions for her, questions she will eventually answer. You may have your fun, but she is not to be broken, not yet anyway. I want her to be alert and screaming when Braith arrives, and she is not to be raped." Aria started in surprise as her eyes swung to the king. "Oh it will happen my dear, but it will not be Caleb," he replied with a smirk. "I suspect that it will kill my son to watch me take you, and I intend for him to be here to watch our first time together. You may even enjoy it."
 
   She somehow managed to swallow back the bile that such a thought caused to burn up her throat. She was rapidly beginning to change her mind about the idea of dying. She would gladly welcome death over having this man invade her body in such a way. Over having Braith be forced to watch.
 
   There was a sadistic gleam in Caleb's eyes that frightened her as he came forward to claim her. Aria lifted her chin, appearing far more dignified than she felt as he practically dragged her from the hideous room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Xavier was merely a dark shadow against the bark of the tree, a shadow that Braith could barely differentiate from the woods. He'd spent a hundred years in the dark, had thrived in it when others would have failed, but the near darkness now was a stark reminder that he'd lost the only thing that mattered to him. And he'd lost her because he was an idiot, a fool. He'd lost her because of some bitch that he'd tossed from the palace for abusing Aria in the first place. He should have killed Lauren instead of allowing her to live.
 
   In truth, he was the one that had caused this awful mess. He knew that, he despised himself for it, but he couldn't change it now no matter how much he would like to.
 
   He swore that if he ever got her back he would spend the rest of their lives trying to alleviate the impact of his sins. He would make this up to her, if he could, if she could ever forgive him, and if they didn't destroy her first. The red haze of his vision darkened as he fisted his hands in frustration.
 
   Stay in control, he reminded himself. Stay in control, it's the only way you'll get her back alive. Stay calm. They had to be prepared, if there was any chance of getting her back, of winning this war they had to be prepared, or they would fail.
 
   It was nearly impossible to remain composed though. His skin was crawling, there was a fire boiling in his belly. He knew that he was on the verge of completely unraveling and letting the monster within take over. His fangs tingled with the urge to drive them into the necks of his father, his brother, and every other person that ever touched her. He craved their deaths with a ferociousness that he had never experienced before. He wanted their bodies littering the ground at his feet, and he wanted it now.
 
   If he wasn't certain he would be killed before he could get to her, he'd have gone after her without the rest of them. If he thought they would set her free in exchange for him, he would gladly walk up to the palace gates and hand himself over. He would gladly die for her, but his death would do nothing to save her from this, and she would never forgive him for ruining everything they had worked so hard for. Truth be told, he'd never forgive himself either. There were too many lives at stake, too much was at risk. There were people that he cared about…
 
   That was the worst part of it all. He had come to care for them. Ashby pissed him off, but Melinda loved the idiot and he wasn't entirely obnoxious. Jack infuriated him to no end, but he was still his brother and Braith had always been fond of him. He'd even come to like and admire Aria's family. He couldn't let them all down. He couldn't bring himself to destroy the only chance at happiness and peace that they'd ever hoped to attain, that Aria had ever hoped to attain. She would forgive him for not coming for her immediately, he knew that, but she would never forgive him if he ruined everything.
 
   Aria was alive; he could feel it in his bones. By now his father had realized that she was important to him, he'd probably detected his blood inside of her, seen the marks Braith had left upon her skin. He would use her against Braith; he would torture her until she was broken beyond repair, but Braith knew his father would hold out on the worst of that torture until Braith was present. He would intend to make sure that Braith witnessed the worst of what was done to her. At least that was the hope that Braith clung to, otherwise he knew he would leave these woods and go to the palace now. Otherwise, he would ruin everything and Aria would be lost.
 
   He wouldn't allow that to happen to Aria, even if it meant giving himself over to the darkness that lurked within him, and was so close to consuming him now. He just had to keep it at bay until they were ready to move. He could give into the darkness when he found his father and brother; he could let it rule him in order to destroy them. Maybe, if he and Aria both survived, he would be able to salvage whatever was left of himself after.
 
   He felt no compunction about killing his father and brother. They wouldn't feel any about torturing him, killing him, and making the only thing he cared about suffer. The only difference was he would make their deaths quick, they wouldn't return the favor with him.
 
   "What do you know?" Braith demanded.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Don't play stupid with me Xavier. You know more of our history, and of the human's history than any of us. I see the way you watch Aria, the way you study her. If I thought it was because you had any interest in her as a woman I would have put a stop to it long ago, but we both know women are not what you desire. I know you're not watching her because it's me you're interested in."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "Xavier," Braith's patience was reaching its end. Whatever crush Xavier may have had on him had vanished years ago when Xavier had accepted the fact that Braith wasn't interested in men.
 
   There was a minor rise in his shoulder that Braith took as a shrug. "You are a good looking man…"
 
   Braith leaned into him, causing Xavier to take an abrupt step back into the tree behind him. "Do not play with me Xavier. There is no one, and nothing, I will not go through to get her back. I am in no mood for your devious games or your manipulations." Xavier didn't cower before him but Braith sensed the vampire's trepidation. "What do you know?"
 
   "I don't know anything."
 
   Braith's hand slammed into the tree. Xavier's followers would be irate if he killed him, they may leave, they may even turn on him, but he was getting to the point where he would willingly take that in order to assuage some of his fury. He didn't think he could survive much longer like this. He was going to snap; like a bow string wound to tight he was going to break. He just didn't know what was going to happen when he did, or how many he would take with him.
 
   "There are some things I suspect though," Xavier continued calmly.
 
   "Xavier, not now."
 
   It took all of his patience to deal with Xavier's roundabout way of explaining things. Xavier seemed to sense this as he grasped hold of his arm. "You have to keep it together Braith, there are far more lives at stake here than hers."
 
   "Why do you think I'm still here? Why do you think I haven't gone after her, yet? But you have to tell me what you suspect."
 
   Xavier bowed his head. "Keep in mind that I truly know nothing for sure. I would like to speak with her father."
 
   "Fine, but what is it…"
 
   Braith broke off as something else caught his attention. He released the tree he'd been so desperately grasping as he moved toward the edge of the hill. Below him the forest spread out in a blur of dark shapes and mounds. Amongst the solid objects, shadows moved and coalesced as they glided through the trees. He heard the approach of the others, but he didn't have to turn to know that Gideon was in the lead. His step was somewhat louder than Ashby's slighter frame and Jack's more experienced movements. William, Daniel, and David barely made any noise as they approached; it was their scents he picked up instead of their sounds.
 
   "They're coming," Gideon stated flatly.
 
   "They are," Braith agreed.
 
   "We should retreat to the caves until they move past." Braith folded his arms over his chest as he leaned back. The shadows moved through his blood red haze, he could barely see them slinking through the trees as they climbed steadily up the hill. Jack stood behind him, while Gideon moved to the front. "There are at least fifty of them," Gideon remarked.
 
   "We're here to start a war," Braith reminded him. "Do you propose we retreat every time there is a threat?"
 
   "We do not want to confirm our presence in these woods."
 
   "He knows that we're here anyway, why else do you think there are fifty some-odd soldiers creeping through the woods right now?"
 
   "I don't understand why there are so many," William muttered. "They only saw four of us in the town."
 
   Gideon folded his arms over his chest as he pondered the hill before him. "Perhaps Aria told him there were more here."
 
   "She'd never do that!" William retorted.
 
   "You don't know what goes on in that palace, what the king is capable of."
 
   "No!" Max stormed forward. He thrust his finger into Gideon's chest, startling the older vampire into taking a step back. "You don't know what goes on in there, and you don't know Aria. She wouldn't tell them anything, she'd die before she ever put any of us in jeopardy!"
 
   Gideon grasped hold of Max's finger and thrust it away. "Don't touch me!"
 
   "Enough," Braith barked as he stepped between them. "It's my blood that has drawn them out, that has alerted the king to my presence within these woods. He suspects that we are here for a reason, but he has no way of knowing how many are with us. Send most of the humans to the caves; they can decide who amongst them remains outside. I want most of our troops to remain hidden. If any of the king's men survive I do not want them to be able to report the extent of our force back to the king."
 
   "And if we lose some of our own?" Gideon wasn't as much of a shadow as the soldiers creeping through the forest, but Braith couldn't clearly make out his features.
 
   "It's a war Gideon, we will lose some of our own," he snarled. "Get the humans into the caves. You can come back," he added before William could protest.
 
   William nodded and rushed into the woods. "What about you Braith?"
 
   "What about me?" he demanded of Ashby.
 
   "Your vision…"
 
   "Is fine."
 
   "Your vision?" Xavier shouldered his way through Jack and Ashby. "What about your vision?"
 
   "Its fine," Braith insisted.
 
   Xavier seized hold of Braith's arm when he went to turn away. "Is it tied to her?" Xavier demanded. Braith ripped his arm free of Xavier's grasp. "I had assumed your eyes had finally healed over the years, but was it her blood that brought your vision back?"
 
   "Xavier…"
 
   "Answer me Braith!" Xavier's voice was high; there was a tone to it that bordered not on consternation, but rather disbelief, maybe even enthusiasm.
 
   "No, it wasn't her blood."
 
   "Oh."
 
   Xavier seemed to deflate before him but there was something about the vampire's reaction that piqued Braith's curiosity. Something that made him decide to reveal more, and what difference did it honestly make anymore? Most everyone standing here already knew his vision was linked to Aria, the ones that perhaps didn't were her family.
 
   "It was because of her though."
 
   There was a shifting amongst the bodies and judging by the smell, it was Max that stepped forward. "What do you mean?" Xavier demanded.
 
   "Her presence, just being there, was what brought it back. She was dirty and disheveled, but she was the most beautiful thing I'd seen in a hundred years as she stood there waiting to be auctioned off."
 
   David inhaled sharply, Xavier muttered something that sounded like a prayer, and Max took a step closer to him. "When Jack took her from the palace, I lost my vision again."
 
   "But you can still see now?" Xavier pressed. "As well as when she is around?"
 
   Braith's jaw clenched and unclenched. "No, I cannot. I only see shadows and blurs. It's more than I could see before I encountered her, but far less than when she is with me."
 
   Xavier grasped hold of his arm, his fingers dug into Braith's flesh. He could sense Xavier's intense scrutiny as he tried to search past the glasses. He felt Xavier's hand grab the frames but Braith jerked his arm free and knocked Xavier's arm aside when he tried to tug the glasses off his face. Xavier was thrown slightly off balance but he caught himself and straightened to look at Braith again. "Don't," Braith growled.
 
   "Both of you don't," Jack inserted. "In case you've forgotten we have company."
 
   Though Braith knew he should be concerned about the men in the woods, his attention remained focused on Xavier as he strained to bring the vampire into view. It was extremely frustrating not to be able to read the subtle nuances of Xavier's face, not to be able to guess at what Xavier was getting at. He desperately needed to know what it was that Xavier suspected.
 
   But Jack was right, they did have company and Braith was itching for a fight. He was itching for blood. He wanted to take his fury and frustration out on someone, and the king's soldiers were a good start. He slipped soundlessly through the trees with the others, keeping an eye on the shifting shadows as he honed in on his prey. He thought he should be apprehensive about the thrill, the excitement and bloodlust that coursed through him, but he wasn't. He'd do whatever it took, become whatever was necessary, to get her back. He didn't care who he had to destroy in order to do it.
 
   Crouching behind a tree, he closed his eyes against the distracting shadows. Drawing upon the senses he'd honed during his hundred years of blindness, he was able to get a clearer picture of what was going on around him than if he had been using his broken eyes. His ears alerted him to the approach of the men, his nose picked up their scent long before they reached the crest of the hill. He was as still as stone as he listened and waited for the soldiers to move closer.
 
   Then, as the men rounded the top of the hill, and all he knew was the darkness that the world had become, he slipped from behind the tree and descended upon the men like an avenging demon. Something he feared he might actually become. He felt dark enough to be one, felt hollow and hate filled enough to have come straight from the depths of hell. Even before he grabbed hold of the first soldier, he knew there would be no survivors.
 
   As he drove the first soldier into the ground, he realized that he hadn't slipped into the darkness that a demon would possess. He'd slipped into the darkness that the king possessed. What was inside of him now was what he'd often seen reflected in the eyes of his father. The worst part, he realized as he destroyed first one vampire, and then another, was that he didn't care. He welcomed it, embraced it, and relished in the death around him as it briefly calmed his tormented spirit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   "Aria?"
 
   Aria roused herself from the dirt floor. It was filthy in here, dirty in ways that even the caves weren't dirty. Her nose wrinkled, she tried to block out the scents around her, but it was impossible. She had lived in some pretty hideous places, been cramped and filthy and foul more times than she could count, but the smells here were some of the worst she'd ever encountered. The air was ripe with mildew, the copper tang of blood, body odor, human excrement, and fear.
 
   It was the smell of fear that hung the heaviest in the cramped dungeons beneath the palace. She shoved herself into a sitting position as she strained to see the source of the voice through the darkness. "Aria?"
 
   Aria's legs shook as she climbed to her feet; her muscles were cramped from blood loss and being curled in on herself. Her hands were raised cautiously before her as she moved toward the bars trapping her within the small four by four prison. "Who's there?" she asked softly.
 
   There was a small exhalation, almost of relief. "It is you."
 
   Yes, it was her, or what was left of her anyway. She could feel blood trickling from Caleb's vicious bite marks, but she didn't even attempt to wipe the blood from her body. What had been such an intimate and bonding experience with Braith, had been twisted into something repugnant and cruel, something dirty and wrong and she couldn't bring herself to touch the reminders of that. The taste of the king's foul blood seemed to have been burned into her throat and seared onto her tongue. She believed Braith would come for her; she just wasn't sure what he would find when he arrived. They were just getting started, she was certain of it.
 
   She grasped hold of the bars as she fought against the overwhelming urge to simply curl into a ball and let it all go. Her middle finger protested the movement, but the king's blood was already having a healing effect upon it.
 
   "It's Mary," the voice responded.
 
   Aria's mind spun as she tried to place the woman, and then she recalled her. "Mary," she breathed. She was amazed the woman was still alive as they'd been captured together; it was Mary's son that Aria had allowed herself to be captured in place of.
 
   "Yes. Yes, it's me," Mary said eagerly. Through the darkness she heard others moving about. She'd had only a brief glimpse of the other cells when she'd been pulled down here. She had no idea how many people were trapped with her, or who they were. "What are you doing here? The prince…"
 
   Her voice trailed off; there was a small muttering amongst the darkness. Whispers floated over her. "We assumed he'd killed you."
 
   "No Caleb will wait…"
 
   "Not that prince, the other one, the one that bought you."
 
   She was astounded by the insinuation. "Braith? Braith would never hurt me."
 
   "He hurt the others," someone else whispered.
 
   Aria shuddered as she rested her head against the bars. These people had seen Braith at his worst. They had witnessed his plunge into depravity and violence. She rubbed her chest over the place where her heart throbbed. What was he like now?
 
   "Was it true then Aria, did you escape?"
 
   "Yes," she breathed.
 
   There was a collective inhalation. "How?" A man asked hopefully.
 
   "It's a long story."
 
   "We have nothing but time in here."
 
   Aria released a humorless laugh. It was true, there was nowhere for any of them to go right now. She told them that Jack was the king's son, and that he had chosen the rebel cause over the king. She told them how Jack had taken her from here the first time, but she didn't reveal to them that it was her absence that had been the catalyst that sent Braith spiraling out of control.
 
   "Will Jack come for you again?" Mary inquired hopefully.
 
   Aria hesitated for a moment. "Braith will." There was a collective inhalation as she continued to speak. "He's not a monster."
 
   "Maybe he's not as bad as his brother, but he is a monster."
 
   "He's not a monster," Aria insisted. "I know what he has done in the past, but…"
 
   "You don't know what he's done," Mary interrupted abruptly. "You weren't here."
 
   "He told me what he did, and he is a good man."
 
   "He's not a man Aria."
 
   No, he isn't a man, she thought to herself. He's a vampire and he's wild, powerful, lethal, and he would come for her. She just wasn't sure how much destruction he would wreak in the process. "He's good Mary."
 
   "He sure didn't act like it when he was pulling women from here."
 
   She didn't like to think about what her absence had driven him to, but she had to acknowledge it. She'd had good reason to leave him. Her life had been in jeopardy, and he'd never told her about his fiancé, but she hadn't spoken to him about leaving before actually making the decision to leave. It was her sudden disappearance that had driven him to do things he'd never done before.
 
   "Many didn't return," Mary pressed.
 
   Aria wanted to tell her to shut up; she didn't want to hear anymore. She wasn't a coward though, she'd never backed down from anything before, and she wasn't about to start now. Braith had told her these things already, he'd tried to make her understand what he was capable of, but though she had acknowledged it she'd never truly realized what it entailed until now. He couldn't go there again.
 
   Dread trickled through her, she fought the urge to kick and scream and beg to be let out; she needed to get back to him before something terrible happened. She remained immobile though, her hands clenching around the bars as sweat trickled down her back. Humiliating herself down here wouldn't do her any good. She'd plotted with Jack and Gideon to leave him, to move on when the war was over in the hopes that he would be able to keep control, but what if he didn't?
 
   She thought he might let her go if she asked him to, he would do anything he could to make her happy, but if she just up and left again with his brother, or if she died, he would lose it completely. His father had just forced his foul tasting blood into her, and yet she still felt the soul deep bond she had with Braith. He was inside of her, intrinsically engrained into each of her cells, and the very fabric of her being. The king's blood, though inside her, was not a part of her, she could feel her body rejecting it, feel her cells struggling against the aberration in her system.
 
   Braith was a part of her, he always would be. She was a fool and an idiot. Even if she left him, even if he succeeded in controlling himself, and ruling as he should, she would never be able to sever the bond between them no matter whose blood was forced into her system.
 
   It took everything she had to keep breathing.
 
   He was in her heart, in her soul, and there was no way she was going to just abandon him again. She didn't know how Gideon and Jack would react to her new decision, and she honestly didn't care. They would have to find another way. Braith would have to agree to try and change her, or perhaps she could simply live out her life with him, but not be accepted or acknowledged as his queen. It wasn't a pleasant notion, and she didn't even think she would be able to accept such a life, but she wasn't going to be able to carry out the life that she'd plotted with Gideon and Jack.
 
   "We've all made mistakes Mary. Braith will lead us to a better life though."
 
   "My mistakes didn't involve me murdering someone," another man sternly interjected.
 
   Aria fought the urge to shy away from their resentment and condemnation, but if she survived any of this, then she was going to have to get used to antipathy from those around her. She gathered her strength as she pressed her forehead to the cool metal bars. She braced herself for their disapproval.
 
   "His mistakes have made Braith who he is. They have made him a leader and they have made him strong. He will come here, and if he is successful, he will free us all."
 
   "And do what with us?" another woman asked. "Drain us dry like he did the others?"
 
   "No he will give us freedom, real freedom. You can return home, or you can stay within the town, but no matter what you decide, it will be your choice to make." There was a protracted moment of silence, of breaths held in hope and disbelief. Most everyone here had been a part of the rebellion. This was what they had been fighting and hoping for their entire lives. "He'll do good, real good in this world," she insisted. "My father believes in him."
 
   There was a shifting and then suddenly a hand seized hold of hers. Aria jumped and bit back a cry as the large hand wrapped around hers. It was a man's hand, calloused and roughened from dirt and labor. "David trusts this creature?"
 
   The creature comment irked her but she didn't pursue it. There were some battles that weren't worth fighting. "He does," she confirmed as the man's hand tightened around hers. "And so do I."
 
   "He bought you," Mary whispered.
 
   "He saved me," Aria corrected.
 
   "He didn't save the others."
 
   "But he will save the ones that he can, now. I wouldn't lie to you about this, I wouldn't steer you down the wrong path, he is our future, our hope; you must trust me on this. How many are down here?"
 
   "There were fifty-two of us, but Walt hasn't returned since they pulled him up yesterday. There will soon be another auction; they usually run at least once a month, sometimes more depending on the number of raids. There will probably be around another fifty people in here with us after that." Aria's skin crawled, it was awful enough down here now, never mind cramming another fifty people in. "Have you seen my son Aria? Have you seen John?"
 
   It was the hope in Mary's voice that pierced Aria's morose thoughts. She would like to give Mary the answer she sought, but she couldn't. "I'm sorry Mary, I haven't."
 
   Aria's hand was still wrapped within the man's as she listened to Mary's faint sobs. "I'll find him," Mary whispered. "If I somehow get out of this, I'll find him."
 
   Aria tried to free her hand from the man next to her but he held on. "What of you Aria?" he inquired.
 
   "What of me?" She was growing annoyed by the fact that he wouldn't give her hand back to her.
 
   "You really trust this creature?"
 
   Aria frowned, his voice was familiar and for a moment she couldn't place where she'd heard it before. Then she recalled her capture, her time within the holding pen before she'd been brought on stage to be auctioned off. There had been a man that had told her to be strong, and though she hadn't seen him or known who he was, she recognized the voice now and knew it was the same man. "Completely."
 
   "It can't be any worse than it is now," the man murmured as he squeezed her hand again and released her.
 
   Aria didn't respond. She absently rubbed her wounded finger as she strained to see. She wished that she could part the shadows, rid the world of the darkness enshrouding it, but that was impossible. The darkness was absolute, complete, there was no parting it. There was no escaping it.
 
   ***
 
   Braith moved through the trees with ease. He knelt at the edge of the tree line, his eyes closed as he opened his ears to listen to the sounds of the day. David and Daniel knelt beside him, Daniel unraveled the designs that he had illustrated and laid them out. Though he didn't open his eyes to see the dark shadows of the drawings, he knew the boy was talented, he'd seen some of his other work. Daniel outlined the attack plan for the town with the ease and knowledge of someone far older than his twenty-one years.
 
   "This area here is large enough for us to move everyone into the town without becoming hindered by the forest." Braith kept his eyes closed as he felt the open space around him that Daniel described. The wind moved freely through the area as it was less crowded with trees and obstacles. "Setting fire as we go will confuse them and drive them from any hiding spots they may have. They won't know what to expect from us."
 
   "So this is where we will split off from?" Xavier inquired.
 
   "Yes, from what Braith has described the entrance to the tunnel is in this area of the woods." Daniel's fingers skimmed over the drawings causing them to rustle slightly. "If you split off from here you'll be hidden within the forest until you reach the mountainside."
 
   "Are you sure the king doesn't know about this tunnel?" Ashby inquired.
 
   "I created it as an escape route from that man in case it became necessary. No one knows about that tunnel, except for me," Braith told him.
 
   "Must have taken awhile," William muttered.
 
   Braith shrugged, his fingers and muscles clenched at the mere thought of the king. "You do what is necessary, no matter what the cost," he added bitterly. "I'll take twenty in with me when we first enter."
 
   "You can't go into that palace so unprotected," Gideon protested.
 
   "If I take more than that it will be impossible to move them through undetected."
 
   "The tunnel is our best advantage to get more men inside without being seen," Gideon insisted.
 
   "If they know we are inside they will make sure that they have Aria with them," Braith growled.
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "No!" he barked. "No more arguments Gideon. This right here, this, is not a democracy! Not when it comes to her. I will go in there with only twenty. We will have one hour before others may follow, but I will have that hour to try and locate her first. When the others enter they can make their way to the main gate, but I will remain inside until I find her."
 
   "Can we take all of the troops through the tunnel?" Frank inquired.
 
   "No, there's not enough room to maneuver that many men through undetected. They would discover us and we would be trapped, pinned down by the king's men if we try to move everyone inside the palace that way. It will be hard enough for the three hundred that enter behind us, but it will be doable."
 
   They uneasily shuffled around him. "It's a solid plan," Ashby finally agreed.
 
   Braith listened as Daniel rolled the designs back up and tucked them into his shirt. "Of course it is."
 
   Braith normally would have felt some amusement over Daniel's self assured response, but he was incapable of feeling such a thing right now. He rose to his feet and rolled his aching shoulders as he tried to ease some of the tension within them. "When will we be ready?"
 
   "Tomorrow, two days at the most. If we wait until nightfall there will be even less resistance," Daniel answered hesitatingly.
 
   Braith's teeth clenched, his jaw throbbed from the pressure on it. Two days, it was far more time than he had expected. Two more days of Aria trapped in that palace, at the mercy of his father and brother. Taking down his father's soldiers had assuaged some of his bloodlust and his craving for death, but it was coming back tenfold right now. It thrummed in his temples and pulsed through his body with every second that passed. "Two days it is," he grated.
 
   There was a collective exhalation of relief. He turned away from them and moved deeper into the woods. He had to get away from them. Rage was burning up his chest, surging up his throat, strangling him with its intensity. He moved through the trees that Aria loved so much, taking refuge in the forest that she cherished as he climbed the hill. He could almost feel her here, amongst them, laughing as she jumped from tree to tree and limb to limb.
 
   He was thankful that most of their troops were still in the caves, he couldn't deal with anyone else right now. Arriving at the top of the hill, he turned back toward the town and the palace. The shadows shifted and blurred before him but he could make out the silhouette of the king's home. It wasn't anger that tore through him now but a sense of loss so profound that it nearly drove him to his knees. He couldn't think about what was being done to her, what she was going through because of him.
 
   It had just been a simple mission, and he'd lost her. He'd let her down. He'd vowed to keep her safe and he'd failed miserably. Even if he did get her back, he didn't know if he would ever be able to make up for the torture he was certain she was enduring. He shuddered as his hands fisted. "Focus," he told himself firmly.
 
   The only problem was that there was little to focus on besides her. It was why he'd come here. He couldn't see the boards scattered about him, but he knew they were there. William, Daniel, David, Max and Jack had helped him to carry the wood here. Even Ashby, Gideon and Xavier had wandered to the clearing to see what it was that Braith had in mind for all the lumber.
 
   "You can have mine," Ashby had offered when Braith stated he planned to build a tree house.
 
   Braith didn't want the memories that came with Ashby's though. He wanted something untainted by his father, something that was entirely for Aria, and he was going to build it for her. It was the only thing he could think of to do, the only thing that even remotely helped to ease some of the pent-up rage burning inside of him, besides killing. It would be hers alone when he finally had her back.
 
   He felt another presence before he heard or smelled anything. His head dropped, he searched the shadows the best that he could. Then something stepped out from behind the tree and he caught the scent of it.
 
   "Keegan," he murmured. He couldn't clearly see the wolf, but he heard the faint padding of his paws as he made his way toward Braith. Braith had assumed the wolf had found his own pack within the woods, and that he'd never see him again. He dropped to his knees, finding some solace as his fingers slid into Keegan's thick coat. Pulling Keegan close, he buried his face in Keegan's fur and embraced his lost friend. Keegan's tongue was rough as it lapped at Braith's face. From behind the tree another wolf appeared, followed by four small blurs that rolled over top of one another.
 
   "Seems you've been busy also."
 
   Braith turned at the breaking of a stick; Keegan lowered himself as a low growl rose in his throat. Xavier emerged from the shadows, his dark head bent as he moved closer. Braith recognized David's scent and nimble gate as he picked his way around the boards behind Xavier. "We must speak," Xavier murmured.
 
   Braith had been waiting to speak to Xavier, but he wasn't certain he could take much more right now. If he didn't like what Xavier had to say, he was fearful he would lose it. "Aria?" He was barely able to get her name out.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "What about her?"
 
   Xavier's hands fell to his sides, he moved closer to Braith, almost touching him as he lowered his voice. "I believe she is not what she appears to be. There is more going on here than what you, or I, know." He turned toward David. "Her father has some interesting information that perhaps you knew, but I did not. If I had known, all of this would have made a lot more sense to me awhile ago, and perhaps it would have made things easier."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   She felt drained, literally, drained of energy, of blood, of life. She could barely move, it was almost impossible to pry herself up from the swirling gray marble floor. The king stood over her with her blood still staining his mouth. "Delicious," he muttered as he absently wiped it away. He made a small slit in his wrist. Fresh energy flooded her as she saw the blood quivering on the edge of his arm. She tried to shove herself up, tried to push herself away from him, tried to find the strength to escape his intentions, but he grabbed hold of her hair and yanked her back as he shoved his wrist into her mouth.
 
   Much to her utter disgrace, and shame, tears slid free of her eyes and began to roll steadily down her cheeks. She hated herself for the show of weakness, hated him even more for pushing her to such a level. She simply couldn't take it anymore, simply couldn't stand the taste of his blood in her mouth; couldn't take the volatile response her body had to it.
 
   She gagged, choked, sputtered and finally retched but nothing came up as he released her. She managed to restrain her tears, though they still burned her eyes as she wiped at her mouth. The king bent before her, his eyes level with hers as he studied her fixedly. "I see now what it was my son saw in you, you are a delicious little treat." His gaze raked disdainfully over her from head to toe. "I never thought it was because he desired your body, a fact we both know to be true, right my scrumptious?"
 
   Aria couldn't bring herself to think about the time she'd spent with Braith, the times he'd held her, kissed her, loved her, and fed from her. She couldn't think about the bond that his father was maliciously trying to soil. Her blood wasn't the reason, she told herself. That is not why Braith kept her around, and it was not why he would come for her. No matter what this man said, her blood wasn't the only reason Braith loved her.
 
   Her entire body throbbed as blood seeped over her arms and legs. Though he had concentrated on mainly biting her in the areas that Braith had, he'd left far more marks on her than Braith ever had. At one time he'd even struck up and down her arm much like someone eating an ear of corn. Always, just when she was about to pass out from loss of blood and torture, he forced more of his blood into her to revive her, heal her, and bring her back for more. She didn't know if she could take much more of this, her skin felt as if someone had taken sandpaper and rubbed it over every inch of her. The mere thought of being touched was enough to make her want to scream. No matter what he did to her though, she would never tell him the answers that he sought.
 
   His finger slid beneath her chin and he turned her head toward him. She itched to smack the smile off his face as he peered intently at her. Aria recoiled in revulsion as his hand enclosed her breast and squeezed. He laughed cruelly when a small gasp of pain escaped her. "What fun we'll have together when he gets here."
 
   She almost yelled at him not to touch her, but she knew what he truly craved was a reaction from her, and she refused to give him that satisfaction. She would like to believe she would never give him the satisfaction, but this was merely the beginning of what he planned on doing to her, and Braith.
 
   She thought she could handle almost all of what he would do to her, but could she handle what he would do to Braith if he was caught? Could she handle watching Braith turn into a dried up husk of a vampire like the ones that crowded the appalling room? And that might very well be the kindest thing his father did to him. What would she do if Braith was caught and forced to watch as this man and his revolting son violated her over and over again? It would destroy them both, far more than being bled dry and used as ornaments would.
 
   Biting on her bottom lip Aria was able to suppress a small moan of torment as he lifted her hand and turned her wrist over. Raw, she was so raw, everywhere. His fingers ran up and down the tender marks he had left on the inside of her arm. He stopped and wiggled his fingers over the mark on the inside of her elbow. His eyes gleamed with amusement as he pressed down on the bite, causing her to wince as he continued to torture her.
 
   He chuckled as he began to press repeatedly up and down her arm. She wasn't certain how but she managed to keep her face impassive. The less reaction she had though, the crueler he became until he was pinching at her skin. Bruises began to appear almost instantly as he spitefully twisted the skin around each of the bite marks he'd placed upon her. She was unable to suppress a low whimper as he poked and prodded with ruthless glee. His merriment faded at her cry and he thrust her arm away in disgust.
 
   "Take her back to the dungeons."
 
   "Wait father," Caleb protested as two of the king's men came forward. They clasped hold of her arms and lifted her roughly to her feet.
 
   "You can play with her later Caleb. There are things we must discuss now."
 
   She found no relief at this short reprieve; in fact she found she'd prefer to just get it over with rather than having it go on endlessly. The guards hauled her from the room and down a set of steep, winding steps. She struggled to keep up with them but her feet wouldn't cooperate with her mind. She tripped, fell, and was dragged briefly before she was able to gain her feet once more. It did little good as she was unable to stay on her feet by the time they arrived at the stairs to the dungeon.
 
   Her toes agonizingly bounced off of the steps and her teeth clattered as she was propelled downward. They arrived at the bottom and were pulling her forward when something caught her attention. Fresh life streamed into her; a strangled cry escaped as she found the strength to jerk back from the guards. One guard's hold momentarily slipped from her as she lunged forward and seized hold of the bars of a cell.
 
   "You bitch!" she spat. Lauren cowered further into the back of the cell as she watched Aria like a mouse watched a cat. "Was it worth it!?" Aria demanded. "Was it!?" The guards were grabbing at her, but she clung to the bars. "You better hope I get a chance to kill you before Braith does!"
 
   The guards finally succeeded in prying her free, one of them chuckled as he hauled her past the rest of the cells. "Those are some pretty idle threats little girl, considering you're in here too."
 
   "Maybe we can set up a fight between them," the other one pondered.
 
   Their eyes lit with the possibility. "I think Caleb would be tempted by the notion."
 
   Aria jerked her arm free when they walked her into her cell. She glared at them as they slammed the door into place. "My money's on that one, she seems a little feral."
 
   "Aren't they all feral in the woods?"
 
   "Go to hell!" Aria snapped at them.
 
   "Blondie wouldn't have a shot."
 
   They were both laughing as they made their way back out of the dungeon, taking the only source of illumination with them as they went. Aria turned before the light was completely gone, and using her blood, marked the wall. She'd been here for three days now, or at least as far as she knew it had only been three days. She may have lost a day somewhere between the pain and blood loss, but she knew for certain that she'd been conscious for at least three days in this cell.
 
   Darkness descended over the dungeon. She rested her hands against the back wall and inhaled small, shuddery breaths. Now that the astonishment over seeing Lauren here was starting to wear off, the weakness and fright was creeping back in. She couldn't let herself think about being trapped within this tiny cell. She was afraid she would lose her mind if she did, afraid she would become the shriveling, begging mess that the king was trying to turn her into if she focused on the walls surrounding her.
 
   She had survived three days already; she'd be able to survive for as long as it took Braith to come for her. He would come; she knew it, just as she knew that he wouldn't be the same as he was when she saw him last.
 
   The Braith that was out there now was not the Braith that she'd left in this palace months ago. He was more in control, more aware, just as she'd hoped he would be without her. Even though he hadn't come charging in here like a crazed demon, she didn't doubt his love for a moment. Being in here, tortured, and tormented wasn't going to change her belief in him. She knew that he was going crazy without her, that he was beating himself up over what had happened, and was probably impossible to be around, but he'd finally accepted the fact that she couldn't always be first to him.
 
   He would lead after the war, he wouldn't turn away from it anymore; she knew that now. She may still have to leave him, but she wouldn't do it behind his back, not again.
 
   She wished that there was a way for her to escape, to get free of here before she became a liability. She paced restlessly around the cell, she'd spent three days here, she knew every square inch of it, but still she searched for something she might have missed.
 
   After an hour of searching through the darkness she came up with nothing, like she always did. Frustration filled her as her hands fisted. When they removed her from here, two guards would take her to be scrubbed clean before taking her to the king. Though the guards didn't watch as she was cleaned, there were two vampire women that stayed with her while the servants cleaned her. From the washroom, she was taken straight to the king.
 
   It wasn't a lot to work with, there weren't many opportunities to escape, but if she bided her time, played meek, maybe they would present an opportunity for her to break free. The meek and helpless act hadn't worked on Braith, but she had a feeling his father thought a lot less of her than Braith did, and that would be the king's downfall.
 
   Braith would come for her, but she'd give him a hand in helping to free her, she was certain of that. First chance she had, she was going to fight for her freedom.
 
   Her forehead fell against the cool wall. For a moment, when she closed her eyes, she could almost feel the outside, almost smell the woods, and almost taste fresh air within her lungs. She could almost feel him. The gentle caress of his fingers against her face, the strength of his body when it enveloped her, the sweet taste of his blood when it filled her were all right there, almost within her grasp. She trembled with the need for him that enveloped her.
 
   She just hoped she'd get the chance to see him again, to feel and kiss him again. That they both weren't killed before it happened.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Braith held the torch that Jack handed him as he waited for his brother to ignite it. They were gathered on the hill, thousands of men and women, vampire and human, working together for the same cause. He'd never thought that he'd see the day, let alone that he would be the one leading the charge to defeat the king, but life was never what he expected it to be and all the surprises were what made the pain all the better. As long as he got Aria back.
 
   "Will Melinda know we're coming?" he asked Ashby.
 
   "I'm sure the flames will tip her off," Ashby muttered.
 
   "Let's hope so."
 
   The heat from the torch licked against his skin and warmed the side of his face. With a flick of his wrist he tossed it into the stack of wood they had gathered at the top of the hill. They were nearly to the edge of town when the scent of smoke began to fill the air and the first shout went up. His vision improved a little the closer they moved toward the palace. He lit another torch and tossed it into a stack of crates next to the bar, the only building that still showed signs of life at this late hour. Jack and Gideon lit two more torches and tossed them into the hay piled near a store. Fire licked up the buildings, sparks shot high into the sky as more screams and shouts of warning filled the air.
 
   People blinked against the sleep clinging to them as they emerged from their houses. The glow of the fire lit their glossy eyed and slack jawed features as they gazed around them. Others scurried frantically around the street as they tried to get their bearings in the pandemonium. He saw some of his father's soldiers amongst the growing fire, but they were too flustered by the flames and trying to put them out, to worry about what or who had started them. Braith turned away from the town and slid back into the cool serenity of the woods.
 
   He rejoined David, Frank and the remaining humans. Saul, Calista, and Barnaby were already leading the first wave of humans and vampires to the main gate. David, Frank, Jack, and Ashby would lead the second group to the palace gates shortly. It would take a lot of force to get the gates open, but Braith was hoping they could take them down swiftly from within, once he found Aria. If they could get to the king quickly many lives would be saved. The king's soldiers would fall apart if their leader was brought down. Their numbers weren't as strong as his father's but they had the element of surprise and determination on their side.
 
   He clasped hands with Jack and patted him briefly on the back as he wished him luck. David embraced his sons; the three of them huddled together, talking in subdued tones as they hugged each other again. David had wanted to go inside after Aria, be he had agreed it was best for him to lead the rebel humans that were still a little uncertain about the truce with the vampires. Though all he wanted was to be inside that palace, Braith waited while they said their goodbyes. Aria would kill him if she knew he had rushed this moment when it could be their last together.
 
   When they were ready, Daniel and William followed him as they split off from the others, and headed into the lower lying woodland with the soldiers in tow. He'd chosen vampires from the outer towns for this mission; they knew the woods better, and were far more adept at moving through them quietly, than the occupants of The Barrens. Keegan plodded soundlessly at his side, he'd tried to get the wolf to stay in the woods, with his newfound life, but his old companion stuck to him like a tenacious burr.
 
   William and Daniel stayed at his side, as silent and fleet as their sister as they moved through the woods. But then, if Xavier's suspicions were right, they would be. They had also all been raised in the woods, Braith reminded himself as he slid down the side of a small hill. They were at home in the forest, comfortable and assured in their environment; at one with it. He'd yet to see either of them exhibit quite the same abilities as their sister, but then again not many people wanted to run and jump through trees like Aria did. He also hadn't spent anywhere near the same amount of time with her brothers as he had with her.
 
   The closer they got to the palace, the more acute his vision became. His skin tingled with excitement, with need; they were getting closer to her. Though he could see better, it still wasn't his strongest sense. Closing his eyes, he tuned his other senses into the world around him. All the smells and scents that drifted over him were familiar. He sensed nothing around him other than the normal creatures that stirred in the night.
 
   He heard the river moments before the fresh scent of water washed over him. The muted croak of frogs filled the air, a small splash alerted him to the fact that the fish were jumping after the bugs. He slid down another hill, but this one was the river embankment. Holding up a hand, he waited as the soldiers gathered around him. He listened to the sounds of the night before continuing onward.
 
   The frogs continued to croak, but a few jumped into the water as he waded into the shallows of the river. Keeping his feet planted firmly on the river bottom, he moved unerringly through the cool water as it reached his waist. The men followed behind him, what little sounds they made Braith was certain could be passed off as fish and frogs.
 
   There was a dip in the river that most wouldn't have noticed but Braith took it as a sign to climb back out. He didn't require his eyes to know they had reached the mountain the palace had been carved into a hundred years before the war even started. Though it had been risky to undertake such a huge project, his father had refused to be swayed from his decision to create a home fit for a king, even if he hadn't been one at the time. Braith realized belatedly that his father had built it in order to have more security for the war.
 
   He climbed over three rocks before arriving at a large boulder set against the side of the mountain. Grasping hold of the side of the boulder, his shoulders bunched and heaved as he started to lift the ten foot tall and six foot wide rock out of the way. It creaked and groaned as it slid to the side, revealing the small tunnel he had carved into the mountainside. He hadn't created the tunnel because he'd thought that he would one day be attempting to take down the king, but because he'd expected the king to try and kill him after he had been blinded. Just to be on the safe side, Braith had spent almost two months carving this tunnel from his apartment to the river that flowed from the palace's interior. He was certain the other tunnels within the palace would be guarded or blocked now, but he didn't think this one would have been detected.
 
   He wiped the sweat from his brow as he set the boulder back down and took a step back. William let out a low whistle. "Remind me not to piss you off."
 
   "You already have a time or two."
 
   William quirked an eyebrow as he chuckled. "Runs in the family I'm told."
 
   "That it does," Braith agreed.
 
   His eyes began to pick up details of the tunnel from the little bit of light that filtered in behind him as the soldiers followed him into the dark and dank cavern. He turned sideways through the twists and turns created within the areas that had been easier for him to carve through. At seventy two paces he knew it was time to start crawling. He pulled his glasses off and tossed them aside, they would only get in his way from here on out. Keegan went in front of him as he eased onto his knees and worked his way into the confining tunnel.
 
   Using his fingers and toes, he pulled himself up through the rock tunnel as he pushed Keegan before him. The faint drip of water reached him; the cool walls dampened his thin clothing and caused it to cling to his skin. The passageway became more difficult to navigate as it became steadily steeper in its upward slope. Stones that were knocked lose clattered against the tunnel sides as they fell away. The men behind him were not as quiet as they had been in the river, but he hadn't expected them to be, not in here. Thankfully though, their grunts and scrapes were muffled by the rock of the mountain.
 
   At the count of three hundred and two, he knew that the tunnel was going to give way. He placed his hands on each side of the opening and pulled himself into the wider space. The air flow was better here, and a slight breeze cooled his sweat slicked body. His body began to pulse with the anticipation of seeing her as he moved quickly down the passageway.
 
   After another sixty seven steps he arrived at the wall. Taking a moment to steady himself, he gathered full control of his senses as he tried to rein in the excitement tearing through him. He placed his hands against the wall and pressed an ear to it. Most of the other tunnels had small eyeholes to look out of, but there had been no reason to create one here.
 
   He strained to hear, strained to sense if there was anything out there. His body stilled, for a moment there was nothing around him as he opened himself to the world beyond and tried to absorb the details of it. There was no way to know for sure, but he didn't pick up the presence of anything other than the bodies surrounding him.
 
   Stepping back, he pulled down the lever he had created. The back of the bookcase gave way with a small groan that set his teeth on edge. He was prepared for a fight as he stepped into the ruined library that used to be his. His vision flooded back to him, nearly as acute as if she were beside him again.
 
   ***
 
   "How far can you shoot that thing?" Jack inquired.
 
   David's smile was grim but his green eyes sparkled. "How far do you need me to shoot it?"
 
   "Over the top of that wall." Jack lit the rag tied around the tip of the arrow and took a step back.
 
   "I didn't know you planned to burn the palace down."
 
   "I don't, but I do intend for them to open those gates and smoking them out seems like a good way to start that process. Fire when ready."
 
   David leaned back on his heel, raised the bow and fired the arrow. It soared high into the air and hovered for a moment before falling into the abyss beyond. "Another!" Jack called loudly as exhilaration filled him. More cloth was brought forth to wrap the tips of the arrows in. Jack eagerly lit them as David and five of his followers began to fire them rapidly over the wall.
 
   The flames spit and sparked as the arrows became a dazzling source of illumination against the dark night sky. For a disconcerting moment the sparks reminded him of the flickering glow of fireflies on a hot summer day. The association seemed completely out of place amidst the death and mayhem surrounding them, but he couldn't shake the hope it brought with it.
 
   Shouts rang out from inside the palace walls; more soldiers disappeared from the walls to handle the spreading fires that now leapt up the other side of the wall. Ten vampires ran past him, the trunk of one of the large trees they had chopped down was hefted between them. They were at full speed when they smashed into the solid gates of the palace with the tree.
 
   They fell back beneath the force of the blow and another group raced past to batter the entrance with another massive tree. More yells rang out from within the fortress and the mass outside was forced to fall back from the onslaught of deadly arrows that rained down from the sky. They'd tried to gather as much armor as they could before attacking, but metal was scarce, most vampires were bare and the humans weren't in much better shape. Cries erupted from the group as humans and vampires were brought down by the projectiles. The copper tang of blood mixed heavily with the smoke and ash swirling about them.
 
   Behind him the flames of the town caused sweat to bead along his neck and wet his shirt. People raced about, screaming and shouting as they tried to make sense of the chaos engulfing their town. The soldiers that had been guarding the town were beginning to regroup as they prepared to launch an attack from the back, but the fire had cut off any chance the soldiers would have of escaping or trying to lay a trap for them if they were forced to retreat.
 
   He'd always suspected Daniel was a genius, now he was certain of it as the flames continued to spread and cause chaos.
 
   "Ashby, we need men behind us!" he called.
 
   Ashby glanced at him from around a wave of arrows raised to fire another round. Ashby took a step back from setting them on fire to peer down at the town below. He nodded briskly before gesturing toward Calista and Barnaby. They took some of the militia with them as they pushed toward the back of the group, preparing to take on the soldiers that were still gathered at the bottom of the hill.
 
   Jack didn't like the fact their attention was now divided, but they'd known that the guards in the town wouldn't be distracted by the fires forever. He could only hope they'd bought Braith enough time to have entered the palace already, and that the other soldiers would soon be making their way inside after him. Jack was distracted by an echoing shout, and a loud bang as another tree rammed into the gates.
 
   "Fire!" Jack shouted.
 
   Another wave of arrows rained down from above as answering flames soared into the air. Jack jumped to the side in time to barely avoid being taken out by one. David grunted beside him and fell back as an arrow pierced through his shoulder. Jack grabbed for him but his hand was knocked aside as an arrow shot through the center of it. A hiss escaped him; his teeth clenched together as he snatched hold of the shaft and ripped it from his hand in one sharp, jerking motion.
 
   He had no time to coddle the injury though, no time to staunch the blood flowing from it as he grabbed hold of David and pushed him back from the onslaught of fresh arrows. David's face twisted as his lip curled, but he managed to reach up and break the tail end of the arrow off. "I'm fine!" he yelled at Jack over the rising noise of the battle. "It's just bone."
 
   Jack nodded but took the bow from him. Even if it wasn't a mortal wound, there was no way David was going to be able to fire anything over top of the wall. Jack took up the stance that David had taught him and placed an arrow against the bow. With a trembling hand David was able to ignite the cloth for him.
 
   Raising it up, he aimed the arrow over the wall but failed miserably as it bounced off the top of the battlements and spiraled back to the ground. He cursed angrily as David shook his head and lit another arrow for him. "Put some of that vamp strength behind this one Wimpy."
 
   Jack scowled at him but he leaned back and fired the arrow with a lot more force. This time it cleared the high walls and sailed into the courtyard of the palace. "Back away!" someone shouted as a sudden influx of soldiers lined the walls.
 
   The troops outside the gates fell back as a fresh wave of arrows cascaded down upon them. A ferocious shout rose up from the back. Jack had to strain to see over the sea of heads surrounding him as he turned to look behind him. More soldiers had filtered out from the alleys and homes that weren't yet on fire within the town. Jack suspected that much like the tunnel that only Braith knew about, there were also a few that only the king did, and he had used one of them to establish more of his troops secretly within the town.
 
   From the back, his father's soldiers released a loud battle cry as they charged up the hill. With a sinking feeling in his stomach, Jack realized they were pinned in between the soldiers behind, and the soldiers above as more arrows were released upon them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   Muffled shouts echoed from above as the sound of running feet pounded over the stone ceiling above her. Aria's head followed the sounds; her heart did an odd little skip in her chest, as her throat went dry. Moving to the front of the cell, her hands curled around the bars as she strained to hear what was going on. She'd never hated the bars more, she wished she could rip them from the wall or bend them out of her way so she could crawl free of this awful place. She had to fight the urge to stomp her feet and scream like a two year old.
 
   "What's going on?" the disembodied voice floated through the darkness from the cell to her right.
 
   "It's Braith," she whispered.
 
   Saying the words aloud made them true. Saying the words aloud confirmed the bubble of hope that had been building inside of her, at the same time that apprehension swelled within her. He was here, he was in danger, and she was trapped, unable to break free, and of no use to him. If she was there, if she was with him she could help, she knew she could.
 
   "I'm sure you want that to be so child…"
 
   "I'm not a child!" she snapped. "I know it's so. He's come, he's here."
 
   "Do you really think so Aria?" Mary whispered.
 
   "Yes."
 
   There was a collective inhalation of breaths and then Lauren began to sob. Aria thought she should feel some pity; instead all she felt was the hard rock of resentment that festered inside her every time she thought of the girl and the torment she had caused.
 
   Aria moved away from the bars, she peered up at the dark roof as she followed the running as far as she could. She felt like a caged animal as she paced within the small confines of the cell. If he was in the palace already, he would find her here soon. Though they had hoped that the influx of another vampire's blood in her system would dilute Braith's ability to track her, she knew they'd been wrong. His blood was alive and well within her, it pulsed and surged with every beat of her heart. Even if the king could track her now too, the king's blood had not diluted Braith's blood, no one's could.
 
   Aria flew back to the bars as the door at the top of the stairs creaked open. Anticipation hammered through her, she longed for it to be Braith. She ached to touch him, to feel him, to have him erase the hideous taste of the king and ease the awfulness of these past days. She needed him nearly as badly as she needed air at the moment. She clung to the bars and tried to peer up the stairs as a torch was brought forth.
 
   Slowly her hope began to dissipate. This vampire was all wrong. She knew it before the glow of the torch hit the bottom of the well tailored pants, knew it before the firelight played off of his chest and face. It wasn't Braith that had come for her first.
 
   Caleb lifted the torch higher as Aria fought the urge to slink into the shadows and hide in the back of her cell. She had nowhere to hide, and her self-respect refused to let her cower from him. He'd never brought her down here, had never pulled her from the filthy depths, he didn't know what cell she was in, but it wasn't going to be difficult to find her. She didn't shrink away from the bars, but she also wasn't going to call out, 'Right here, here I am!'
 
   Caleb moved amongst the cells, thrusting the flame forward as he peered into each of them. He paused outside of Lauren's cell, his mouth twisted into a callous grin. "How do you like being back in the palace dear?"
 
   Bitterness erupted through Aria, she didn't like Lauren, not even a little, but she despised Caleb's cruelty even more. He didn't wait for an answer as he continued onward before stopping in front of her. The fire played over the planes of his face as he studied her with a malicious gleam in his eyes. She tilted her chin up and glared at him as his smile widened. His eyes roved leisurely over her body as he licked his lips. "Hello kitten," he purred. "It seems as if big brother has arrived, and our time together is going to become truly pleasurable. I'm sure Braith is going to love watching."
 
   There was a loud inhalation from the cell beside her as the man's hands appeared on the bars again. Keys jingled as Caleb pulled them from his pocket. Aria gulped heavily. They had already enjoyed tormenting her, but now was when they would truly begin to torture her in order to punish Braith.
 
   Though she tried to fight it, a small tremor crept through her body. Her gaze darted frantically over the cell once more. Even with the illumination, she was well aware of the fact that there was still nothing of any use to her in here. Nothing she could use as a weapon, outside of herself.
 
   Caleb pulled the door open. "I'm going to enjoy this. Big brother won't, but I am going to enjoy every second of what I do to you." Aria had no doubt about it. "Don't make me come in there after you."
 
   "I wasn't going to."
 
   Drudging up every bit of courage she had, Aria stepped from the cell. Caleb put the torch into a sconce and extended his fisted hands toward her. Her eyebrows knitted in confusion as he continued to grin at her. "Pick one."
 
   She'd played this game as a child, with her father and brothers, but she most certainly didn't want to play it with Caleb. "Pick one!" he commanded when she didn't immediately move.
 
   "What happened to you?" The words just popped out of her mouth. She hadn't meant to ask it, didn't even think there was an answer for someone like him, but the question hung heavily in the air between them. She felt his rising impatience as he took a step closer, forcing her back as one of his fists pushed into her ribcage.
 
   "Pick a hand or I'll break both of yours," he snarled. She felt like disobeying him just to show him that she wasn't intimidated by him, but if she was to have any chance of defending herself against him she required her hands. Plus, she was intimidated by him, it was impossible not to be, the guy was nuttier than an oak tree. Swallowing heavily, she hit his right hand as swiftly and as scarcely as she could. He laughed as he shook his head and opened his empty right hand. "Wrong guess kitten. Try again."
 
   Aria somehow managed to keep her chin raised defiantly. The thought of touching him again caused her stomach to somersault, but concern for her life outweighed her revulsion as she brushed his other fist. His hand unfurled.
 
   Aria was too aghast to move, too horrified to even breathe. In Caleb's hand, glimmering and bright, was a simple golden chain. The kind of chain that blood slaves were forced to wear when they went into public, a chain that Braith had even put on her a couple of times. At least then she'd known that Braith would take it off of her. There was no guarantee that Caleb would do the same.
 
   He was watching her with a calculated malice that made her realize he had no intention of ever removing the chain from her. His father's blood was inside of her, but Braith's blood would always be stronger within her, and if the king died she would be free again. She didn't know if the chain came free if the owner was killed, or if it remained there permanently, but she wasn't going to take the chance that she would have to wear it for the rest of her life. She'd rather die than have that constant reminder of Caleb.
 
   There would be no waiting for the opportune time; there would be no trying to get her hands on a weapon. It had become apparent that now was the only time she would have to try and escape.
 
   He dangled it before her, moving it back and forth like someone teasing a cat with string, and she suddenly understood his newfound, irritating, kitten reference. Caleb's eyes gleamed; the torchlight caught his teeth, highlighting the canines that had extended into fangs already. No, Aria thought savagely. There was absolutely no way she was going to let this sadistic son of a bitch think he had broken her already, think he could make her cower, or allow him to put that thing on her.
 
   Aria dropped her head in an attempt to hide the rage sizzling through her. "Give me your hand."
 
   Aria stuck out her right arm, trying to appear limp and weak as she kept her shoulders hunched and her knees loose. He was reaching for her, the golden chain dangling by his feet when she seized hold of his arm. He hadn't expected the movement, nor had he expected her to roughly jerk him forward. While off balance, Aria lifted her knee and drove it into his groin with as much force as she could muster. She was glad her brothers had taught her how to fight dirty as Caleb released a low grunt of pain, instinctively grabbed himself and hunched forward. Before he could recover she fisted her hands and slammed them into his back. A hollow echo resounded through the dungeon room as he fell to his knees.
 
   She wasn't going to give him even a moment to recover as she leaned back and delivered a solid roundhouse kick to the side of his face. His head snapped to the side with a loud crack. Aria didn't hesitate as she turned and fled down the aisle of the filthy dungeon.
 
   "Run Aria!" Mary screamed, the hysteria in her voice alerting her to the fact that Caleb was already starting to recover.
 
   Aria hit the stairs, taking them two at a time as she ascended rapidly. She was dismayed to realize she was already breathing heavily and her heart was lumbering from the effort. The loss of blood, lack of food, and brutality she had endured had taken far more of a toll on her than she'd thought. A toll she was going to have to do her best to ignore if she were to have any chance of surviving this.
 
   If Caleb got his hands on her now…
 
   She shuddered at the thought and broke it off. Reaching the top of the stairs, she grabbed hold of the knob on the heavy metal door at the top and swung it shut. Even though Caleb had the keys, and for all she knew he could get through the door without the key, she was still reassured by the loud click of the lock as she slid it into place and spun away from the door.
 
   "Bitch!"
 
   A small gasp escaped her as a hand snagged in her hair. She hadn't realized there was a hole at the top of the door. Caleb's hand cruelly fisted in her hair, she clawed at it and jerked roughly to the side as she tried to force him to release her by pinning his arm awkwardly against the door.
 
   Frustration filled her, her eyes burned as he pulled her head back, bending her neck at an unnatural angle. He may not mean to do it, it would ruin all of his plans, but she was becoming increasingly fearful that he was going to accidentally break her neck. A strangled cry escaped her as she threw herself forward. Stars burst before her eyes; she could feel the hair ripping from her scalp as she kept her weight shifted forward. Losing her hair was far preferable to losing her life.
 
   A clump of her hair gave way with a wrenching tear that caused her eyes to burn. She fell forward, her knees and palms stung as they slapped on the floor. Scrambling to her feet, she didn't look back as she bolted down a lengthy corridor. She was completely unaware of where she was going as she fled into the bowels of the palace.
 
   ***
 
   His rooms were much as he'd left them. Trashed. He clearly recalled the last conversation he'd had with Caleb in these rooms; he'd been getting fitted for his wedding when Caleb had come to him. The tailor had been terrified of him, everyone had been terrified of him, even Caleb, and rightly so as he'd been an out of control, bloodthirsty monster after Aria had left him.
 
   But it was that conversation with Caleb that had pushed him over the edge. Aria had been spotted, in a cave, with another man. He now knew that other man was William, but at the time Caleb's revelation had sent him into another frenzy. He'd already destroyed his apartment once after discovering her gone, but this time he'd ripped it to shreds, leveling it. He'd known the damage he'd done, he'd been there for it, but this was the first time he was actually witnessing it.
 
   He'd gone to the dungeons after with the goal of sating the beast within him, but he'd never made it there. Instead, he'd finally given up on his pride and vowed to hunt her down, vowed to make her pay for turning him into this insatiable monster. Instead, she'd quenched the savagery within him.
 
   Now he was standing here, back in the rooms where it had all started, and he could feel the rising bloodlust as it pulsed through him. This time though, it would only be death that satisfied him.
 
   William let out a low whistle as he stepped over some broken furniture. "Your father has a temper," he muttered.
 
   "I did this."
 
   William's mouth dropped. "Why would you… Aria."
 
   "Yes."
 
   Braith nodded to the soldiers and began to pick his way carefully through the debris that littered the floor. He could see, but he still relied on his other senses the most right now. He would hear and smell the enemy before he saw them. The sitting room was in much the same condition as the living room, and he knew without having to see it, that the room Aria had spent the majority of her time in was the most devastated. He'd tried to destroy anything that held her exquisite scent on it, anything she may have touched, but he hadn't been able to bring himself to ruin it all.
 
   "Wow," Max breathed.
 
   He didn't look back at them. He was not proud of what he'd been then; he had despised the lack of control that had consumed him, the death and misery he had rained down upon the innocent. He couldn't take it back though, and right now he welcomed the thrumming power that came with the knowledge that Aria was being threatened, that came with letting the darkness creep in to take control again.
 
   He stepped into the room that had been Aria's upon first arriving, not at all surprised to find the tunnel near the bed barricaded. He suspected that at least part of the tunnel had also been demolished. He refused to look at the nightgown spread out on the bed as he turned on his heel and left the room. Keegan remained at his side as he made his way into the main living area.
 
   At the door of the suite, he pressed his hands to the wood, and his eye to the peephole. He saw nothing out there, and sensed no one as his hand rested on the knob. He turned it bit by bit and stepped into the hallway. There was no one about, but he could hear running footsteps in the massive foyer below and shouts echoed off of the cavernous walls.
 
   There were some walls breaking the openness of the hallway before him, but for the most part it was an open balcony to the main entryway below. They would be far too visible to the soldiers and people beneath them. Unfortunately, it was also the fastest way to the dungeons.
 
   He turned and went the other way, disappearing deeper into the palace as he moved toward the servant's corridor. It would take longer, but this part of the hall was hidden in shadow, and sheltered from view by massive walls. He had to turn sideways to make it down the stairs at the far back of the hall.
 
   It didn't become any more comfortable as he finally stepped out of the stairwell and into the hallway the servants used to transport supplies, and had their rooms in. A man, stepping from his room, spotted them. His mouth dropped as recognition lit his eyes. "Intru…"
 
   Braith snagged hold of him and snapped his neck before the man could finish the shout that had started to erupt from his throat. Daniel let out a low curse as William made a strangled sound. He turned back toward them, Max had his bow raised, but to Braith's surprise the arrow wasn't aimed at his heart, but at the human he had just destroyed. They stared at each other for a prolonged moment before Max grinned at him and lowered the bow. He didn't know when it had occurred but Max seemed to have started to put some faith in him, some trust. Or if not trust, Max had at least decided that Braith would be the one to get Aria back.
 
   Braith stepped negligently over the servant's body as he continued down the hall. The further they moved down the hall the more candles started to cast shadows across the dark rock wall. Though the palace had electricity, his father had never installed it in these lower areas as a way to exert his control, and torment the servants forced to reside in the dark.
 
   The hallway opened up as they stepped into a room filled with tables and a large stone fire pit at the end. Burnt logs were still in the pit, fresh heat radiated from it but there were no servants lingering around it. Everything seemed to be going to plan but there was a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach that he couldn't shake.
 
   He just had to find Aria, he'd be able to think better and be less on edge if he could just see and hold her right now.
 
   He was moving faster as they accessed another small hallway and the staircase that led to the lowest bowels of the palace, the dungeons. Even as he took the stairs he knew that something was wrong. He knew, before he even saw the ruined door that Aria wasn't within the dark cells below. A low growl escaped him; his hands trembled as he pulled the heavy metal gate away from where it had fallen across the bottom of the doorway.
 
   A snarl curved his upper lip as he bypassed the steps and leapt into the depths of the dungeons below. The smell hit him first, he had been here before, he had drawn people from here before, but he'd never truly noticed the smell until now. He hadn't even noticed it on his victims; he'd been too lost in the madness consuming him at the time. It engulfed him now, suffused him with its desolation and dread. Even though he was struck by the harsh scent, beneath it all he could smell Aria's potent, more delicious scent. She had been here, trapped within this place, ensconced in this awful gloom. This place was everything that her woods weren't, everything that she wasn't. The clamoring madness inside him was briefly pushed aside as a lump formed in his throat.
 
   Sharp gasps accompanied his sudden arrival. People scurried like cockroaches from the light to the backs of their cells. He deserved their terror, there may even be some women still within that he had fed from, but he didn't have time for it.
 
   He stopped before an open cell door, his hand twisted around the metal frame. For a moment he couldn't move as her scent overwhelmed him. He'd known what they would do to her, the abuse that she would endure, but the strong scent of her blood slapped him in the face with the harsh reality of it. He ripped the door from the wall with a violent wrench that did little to soothe him. He managed to restrain himself from heaving it at the back wall as it fell with a clattering ring at his feet.
 
   He stepped away from the dingy, filthy cell, and turned to the man that stood in the middle of the one next to Aria's. "What happened here?" he demanded. The man simply stared at him with a gaping mouth and bug eyes. "Where is she!?"
 
   Determined to get answers from the man Braith seized hold of the cell door. He was about to yank it free when a faint whisper pierced the air. "Max?" Braith's head shot around at the name. "William? Daniel?"
 
   The three of them had crept to the bottom of the stairs; the radiance of a single torch flickered over their horrified expressions as they took in the dungeon. Braith stormed down the hall toward them, and the voice that had come from their right. Snatching the torch from them he thrust it forward, causing the woman within the cell to shrink back. He didn't know if she was one of the women he'd fed from, he hadn't been able to see them, and they'd been a blur of blood that hadn't been nearly good enough. The woman watched him with a wary expression that made him think she might have been one of his victims though.
 
   "Mary." Max was staring at the woman in disbelief as he stepped closer to the bars. "I didn't think you would still be alive."
 
   Her gaze darted to Braith and her lower lip began to tremble. He might have felt bad, he was certain he would feel bad once his panic and wrath abated, but right now all he felt was irritated and incensed. "Neither did I," she whispered.
 
   "What happened here?" Braith grated.
 
   The woman just stared at him with large, frightened eyes. Braith took a step toward the bars, causing the woman to shrink back even further. Max shot him a look as he elbowed Braith out of the way. Braith's jaw clenched, his hand tightened around the torch, he thought he might have preferred it when Max hated him and went out of his way to avoid him. This side of Max was a little to brazen for his liking right now.
 
   "Mary, was Aria here?" Max asked.
 
   "I know she was here," Braith retorted.
 
   William and Daniel shook their heads as they stepped forward. Mary continued to study Braith like he was a hairy spider. "You really trust him?" she inquired doubtfully.
 
   "Yes. Please Mary was Aria here?" Max pressed.
 
   "She was here," she answered after a moment of hesitation.
 
   "What happened?" Braith thrust the torch at one of the soldiers as he grabbed hold of the bars of the cell. "Who took her from here?"
 
   "No one took her." The voice came from the man that had been in the cell next to Aria's empty one. "Your brother," the word was spat at him. "Came for her."
 
   "Caleb came into the dungeons?" Braith asked in disbelief.
 
   "He did." Mary moved hesitatingly toward the bars. "He attempted to put the chain on her." A cold chill flitted down the back of Braith's neck as beads of sweat began to coat him. Knowing his brother, Caleb may very well keep it on her until the day she died.
 
   "She got away though." There was amusement in the man's voice and a few chuckles emerged from the cells surrounding them. "Kicked his ass actually."
 
   Braith didn't know if he was more proud or terrified by that revelation. He did know that he couldn't let Caleb get his hands on her again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   "Concentrate on the ones behind us, we can take them!" Jack yelled above the twang of arrows and the growing shout of voices erupting from the crowd. He pushed his way through the horde, heading toward the group that had turned to focus on the enemy approaching from the back. He grabbed hold of Ashby and pointed to the top of the battlements. "We need to get some men up there."
 
   Ashby stared at him as if he'd just sprouted a horn from the middle of his forehead. "Jack…"
 
   "Just do it Ashby!" he barked. "We have to keep them occupied if Braith is going to have any chance of slipping in from behind."
 
   Ashby was unmoving for a moment before he visibly paled and rushed into the crowd of bodies. Jack could hear him calling for vampires and humans to follow him as he ran toward the wall. David appeared at his side and reclaimed his bow and arrow. He turned and slipped away toward the soldiers encroaching on their backside.
 
   A loud shout rose up from both armies as they collided with a loud crash of bodies and metal. Jack grabbed hold of one of his father's soldiers and flipped him over his back. Slamming his foot down on the man's throat, he drove his wooden spear through the man's ribcage and into his heart. The man thrashed for a few moments before going still.
 
   Jack ripped the spear free and turned in time to face the next threat barreling down on him. He spotted Calista within the throng; blood already coated her dark skin and faded clothing. She was grinning savagely, thoroughly enjoying the mayhem as she stepped back and heaved her spear at a soldier that had made the mistake of thinking she was more vulnerable because she was a woman.
 
   Two of their own vampires fell around him, but the tide was turning in their favor as the militia battled through the soldiers with ferocious glee. They wanted this more than his father's men did, Jack didn't think that alone was enough for them to win, but it was enough for them to fight harder. Assured that Calista and the others had this under control, Jack broke into a run as he hurried toward the pack still concentrating on the wall. He snagged a bow and arrows from a fallen human and took up a stance beside the scattered line of archers.
 
   Ashby, and the men he had gathered, had managed to distract the attention of the guards on the wall. He hadn't expected Ashby to go up there himself, but he was climbing with a swift and deadly purpose. Someone shouted as one of their men fell from the wall, an arrow was embedded at a downward angle through his shoulder. Even before he hit the ground Jack knew the man was dead. Another fell seconds later, and then others began to topple off as the king's soldiers turned their attention to the new threat scaling the wall toward them. They weren't going to be overpowered from behind, but unless Braith managed to get his group inside, Jack knew they weren't going to make it into the palace either.
 
   Jack leaned back on his heel, but this time he didn't aim for over the palace walls, but at the soldiers gathered on top. He focused on one about to fire at Ashby and released the arrow. The guard's arrow went astray as Jack caught him in the shoulder.
 
   Hurry, he thought frantically as more of their men fell from the wall and the growing heat of the flames from the town pressed against his back.
 
   ***
 
   Unlike Braith and the king, Caleb couldn't track her through her blood, but with as loud as her heart was beating and as noisy as she was breathing, it wouldn't be difficult for him to find her. She longed to pause to catch her breath, and calm her pulse, but she didn't dare stop for even a moment. She had a head start on Caleb, but not much of one, and he was much faster than she was.
 
   His freakish humming filled the air as he strolled through the dark halls, relentlessly and unerringly pursuing her. She fell against the wall, wheezing as her legs trembled and shook from exhaustion. She knew she was being louder than normal but she didn't understand how he managed to stay on her trail so easily.
 
   Lifting her arm to wipe the sweat from her forehead, she froze as a small groan escaped her. His blood may not be inside her, but her own blood was still seeping from the multiple bites that had been inflicted upon her. Though most of them had stopped bleeding, there were a few of them still open and raw enough to leave a blood trail behind her. She was ringing the dinner bell and Caleb was answering it.
 
   He was taking his sweet time because he knew no matter what she did she wouldn't be able to escape him. Tears burned her eyes, a knot lodged in her throat as she shoved away from the wall. Her teeth grated as she forced her legs to move. She would not go down this way, she would not.
 
   "Here kitty kitty kitty." Caleb's taunting voice drifted down the hall.
 
   Aria had never wanted to punch someone more than she wanted to punch him at that moment. Rushing down the hall, determined to escape, she wasn't prepared for when the walls suddenly gave out and she staggered into some sort of sitting room. She stopped, momentarily confused by the sudden appearance of the room within the dark and twisted passages.
 
   "I'm just going to catch you."
 
   She glanced over her shoulder, she could tell by the clarity of his voice that Caleb was gaining on her but she still couldn't see him. Aria bolted across the room, looking for something, anything she could use to defend herself with but there were only three couches and a small table in the center of the room. She wanted to linger longer in the hope that she would find something, but there was no time to waste.
 
   Aria hurried past the room, and plunged back into another hallway. She was unable to see her hand before her but she rushed onward. She didn't know where she was going, where any of these hallways led, and at the moment she didn't care. She just had to stay free of Caleb long enough to find a weapon of some sort, or Braith. There was a sizzling energy in her veins that made her think that he was also close.
 
   She was deep into the new passageway when she began to hear voices. She froze as shouts began to echo through the narrow halls. She strained to pinpoint the location of the noise, but it was impossible as the shouting vibrated the walls around her.
 
   She took a step forward and the hand she had braced against the wall fell into nothing. It took her a moment to realize she had come to a crossroads. She was motionless as she tried to decipher which way to go. Grimacing, she clamped her teeth together as she dug her fingers into the tender bite marks on her inner wrist. Fresh blood welled up and trickled down her wrist to her hand. She moved into the hallway on the right and wiped her wrist along the stones for the first five feet. She stuck her wrist into her mouth, sucking on it to staunch the flow as she hurried back to the hallway that branched to the left. She didn't know if she was making the right choice, but she felt a stronger instinctual pull to the left tunnel and she couldn't just stand there until Caleb found her.
 
   She hoped the fresh blood would draw Caleb away from her, but she didn't count on him being fooled for long. Eventually he would realize that her scent didn't go all the way down the hall. She just hoped she'd bought herself enough time to make some sort of stand against the monster hunting her.
 
   ***
 
   "Gideon, collect all the soldiers that have emerged from the tunnel by now and take them to the palace gates."
 
   Gideon did a double take at Braith's command. "Braith we should stay with the plan."
 
   "I am staying with the plan. The snake needs to be destroyed and Caleb is the tail."
 
   "But…"
 
   "I am not leaving this palace without her Gideon, I made that clear before we stepped foot in here. Retrieve the soldiers from my apartment and lead them to the main gate. We must get the outside forces in here, and you will need the group waiting within the tunnel to do so. I will have an easier time surprising my father if I go in with a smaller force. If something happens to me, you should still be able to reach the main gate with the larger force."
 
   Gideon started to protest but light blazed at the top of the stairs seconds before Melinda plunged into the depths of the dungeons. The torch she held highlighted the planes of her face and her ashen complexion. Her tempestuous eyes fell on Braith and for a moment color returned to her skin as her shoulders slumped. "You made it," she whispered.
 
   "What are you doing here Melinda?"
 
   "I came." Her gaze flitted over the cells before landing upon the broken door behind him. "I thought I would try to get to Aria while they were distracted."
 
   "She's gone."
 
   "Ashby." She took a step toward him, the yearning on her face nearly palpable. "Where is he?"
 
   "Outside the gates."
 
   Her face paled, her hand trembled on the torch as her lips compressed. "They're flanked out there Braith, father had troops moved into the town. They're trapped."
 
   He was still as his mind churned rapidly. He wouldn't be able to take any of the troops with him to find Aria. Every man and vampire would be needed if they were to succeed in getting those gates open and saving his brother and Aria's father. It would weaken his chances of getting them both out of here alive, but if they were going to win it was what had to be done. It was not the choice he wanted to make, it was not the choice he would have made a week ago, but it was the choice he knew he had to make now.
 
   "You will take all of the men and go to the gates Gideon, it's the only element of surprise we have and the only chance we have of succeeding." Braith had expected an argument, but Gideon simply bowed his head in acquiescence. "Melinda, go with them, Xavier…"
 
   "I am staying with you," Xavier stated flatly. "I assume the humans will also insist upon going with you, and you ought to have another vampire at your back." The three humans glared at Xavier but nodded their agreement. "Getting those gates open is important, but trying to keep you alive is also a necessity. Besides, even if we don't survive this, I would like a chance to see the girl and her brothers in action."
 
   "What does that mean?" William demanded fiercely.
 
   Xavier chose to ignore him, as did Braith. "Fine," he relented. "We have to go."
 
   "Braith you… ah you need to be prepared," Melinda's hesitant words froze his approach toward the stairs.
 
   "Prepared for what?" His voice was a low rumble that caused Melinda to take a small step back.
 
   She swallowed nervously as she glanced at Gideon and Xavier, but they remained mute. "I don't know everything that has been done to her." William stepped closer to Braith; his eyes narrowed, his hands fisted as he studied Melinda. "But she has suffered abuse, and it's very apparent."
 
   He was afraid to move for fear he would rip the entire place down as Melinda's words echoed in his head. He could barely get words out of his constricted throat. "I have to get to her."
 
   "What about us?" the man demanded from the shadows when Braith spun on his heel.
 
   "We'll come back for you," Braith responded impatiently.
 
   "Wait, you can't leave us here!"
 
   He was already moving down the aisle when Max grabbed hold of his arm. Braith almost ripped Max's arm off in his rush to get to Aria. "Braith, if we lose they'll be trapped here. We have to let them out now. This may be the only chance they have."
 
   "We can help you fight them," Mary said eagerly.
 
   "We can't leave them here like this," Max pushed.
 
   He pulled his arm free of Max's grasp and seized hold of the bars of the woman's cell. With a brutal jerk he snapped the lock on it and pulled the cell open. The woman stood for a moment, her mouth parted as she waited hesitatingly in the shadows. "Free the others," he commanded gruffly.
 
   He was almost to the steps when he froze, his nostrils flared, and his head turned slowly as he caught a familiar scent. Lauren was cowering in the back of the cell, pressed flat against the wall as she stared at him. A small whimper escaped her as he took a step toward her.
 
   "Please don't hurt me," she pleaded.
 
   Braith's gaze traveled up and down her filthy, trembling body. "Except her, this bitch stays here," he snarled. William and Daniel glared furiously at the girl, while Max didn't bother to look at her as he led the freed prisoners up the stairs.
 
   "Wait! Please don't leave me here!" Braith turned away as she took a hesitant step toward the door. "I just wanted back in! Please don't leave me here!"
 
   William moved closer to the bars. "If he doesn't come back for you, I will," he assured her.
 
   "I'll be coming back for her," Braith promised.
 
   William flashed a feral, fleeting smile that reminded him of the fact that her brothers were a lot more ruthless than Aria was. Braith climbed the steps to the servant's hall and paused as he opened himself up to the flow of his blood within Aria's veins. Though it wasn't as strong as it had been, he could feel it calling to him, feel the rhythm of it within her as it pulsed through her veins.
 
   He turned back the way they had come from. "The scent of her blood goes the other way," Xavier pointed out.
 
   "I can get to her quicker this way."
 
   He maneuvered through the hallways, steadily climbing as rising horror began to pulse through him. Aria didn't know where she was heading, but he did. He was running, not paying any attention to the people he sensed still following him as he burst out of the servants quarters. The kitchens stood before him, startled servants took a step back from the group they'd been huddled in.
 
   "Your Highness," a woman blurted as she stumbled into one of the counters. "But… Oh."
 
   There had been no avoiding this; the kitchens were the fastest way to get to their destination. He couldn't kill all the servants within the massive room, and truth be told he didn't want to. It was too late anyway. Aria was on a one way path straight into the lion's den, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He could only hope to get there first. One of the women fell to her knees, bowing her head as she went. Another man knelt, but the rest seemed too astonished by his sudden appearance to do anything other than stand and stare in amazement.
 
   "Do we kill them too to silence them?" Max inquired flatly.
 
   One of the servants let out a startled cry as they stumbled into a workstation loaded with more pots and pans. "It's too late for that," Braith informed him.
 
   "What does that mean?" William demanded. "Does the king already know we're here?"
 
   "No, but we can't remain hidden for much longer."
 
   "Why is that?"
 
   "Because Aria is heading straight for the king's throne room."
 
   William tripped and nearly fell as he gaped at Braith. "And that's where we're going?"
 
   "It is."
 
   He strode out of the kitchen, breaking into a brisk jog as his body thrummed with anticipation and bloodlust. She was so close; he could feel her there, just beyond his grasp. Fire licked over his skin with his driving urge to see and touch her once more. He needed it more than he needed blood to survive. He burst into the palace foyer, startling the ten guards stationed outside the throne room.
 
   The guards leapt into action as they jumped forward to try and block him from the room. Braith grabbed hold of one, shoving him back against the door as he drove a fist into the side of another guard's cheek. The man grunted as he fell back beneath the blow. Another guard began to shout loudly as he called for more of his brethren. Braith seized hold of his neck and ruthlessly tore the guard's throat out before he could raise too much of an alarm. An arrow whistled over his shoulder and pierced another guard in the forehead.
 
   Xavier was suddenly beside him as a soldier grabbed hold of Braith's shoulder and tried to pull him back. Braith drove his elbow harshly into the man's chin and snapped his head back. The dull thud of arrows hitting their targets filled the hall, and the shouts died away as Braith took down the last standing guard.
 
   Rising to his feet, he wiped the blood from his face with the back of his arm. He doubted he got it all, but he didn't want to be completely drenched in blood when he saw her again. Braith grabbed the handles and flung the massive wooden doors open on the hideous room that his father cherished.
 
   The king was at the end of the vast room, lounging in his throne, seemingly unaffected by the fact that Braith was here to kill him. He didn't appear at all concerned about the fact that his soldiers had just been dispatched of with relative ease as he grinned at Braith and gave a small wave of his fingers. Braith's jaw clenched as he nodded a brief greeting in return.
 
   Even with the light from the massive chandelier, his father had always insisted upon having torches lit across the walls in order to highlight every gruesome, emaciated, and unwilling occupant of his trophy room. William inhaled sharply, Max's step faltered while Daniel studied the room with obvious revulsion. Keegan growled as he crouched at Braith's side.
 
   "Awful," William breathed.
 
   Braith hadn't seen the room with his own eyes in over a century, but it was just as hideous as he remembered. In fact, it was worse. There were even more vampire and human remains preserved within the room now. He also saw the reason for his father's nonchalant demeanor as guards slipped from the alcoves within the room. They moved noiselessly forward to protect the man they served.
 
   "I was wondering when you'd join us," his father called to him. "Come closer son, I think our girl will be joining us soon. I sent Caleb to retrieve her for us."
 
   Braith's gaze moved over the guards gathered within the room. There were at least thirty of them, and he wouldn't be surprised to learn that even more were hidden throughout the room. He felt no concern over the fact that they were outnumbered, he had no fear anymore; he only had the burning urge to have Aria back and the vampire before him dead. He'd kill all of these men if that was what it took.
 
   "Is that Xavier with you?" The king leisurely rose to his feet and straightened the rich, voluminous maroon robe he wore. He scanned Xavier from head to toe as his eyebrow quirked and a smile flitted across his mouth. "You've sunk even lower than I thought Braith if this is the pitiful company you've started to keep. You thought you could beat me with this pathetic excuse for a vampire."
 
   Braith refused to rise to his father's baiting. Xavier stepped forward, his hands were enfolded within the sleeves of his robe and his shoulders were thrust back as he stared wordlessly at the king. Max and William were beside him, but Daniel had moved a little bit away, he seemed oddly fascinated by the withered vampires. Braith had to restrain himself from grabbing hold of the kid and forcing him to stay near them.
 
   "What exactly was your plan here Braith?" Aria was close; he could feel it, she was almost within his grasp. He just wasn't certain which passageway door she would be coming through as there were at least three that he knew of within the throne room. "Did you honestly believe that you could come in here and what, overthrow me? Kill me? With this sad assortment? They're not even vampires, what were you planning on doing with these humans, distracting me with them as a snack?"
 
   He didn't know what the plan was; he simply knew that he had to get her out of here, alive, if at all possible. "They're still alive," Daniel muttered as he hastily stepped away from one of the desiccated remains.
 
   "The vampires are," Xavier confirmed. "The king has always liked his trophies."
 
   Daniel's eyes were huge as his hand twitched on his bow. Braith moved somewhat to the side, stepping partially in front of Daniel. Daniel was usually stable, analytical, and rational to the bone, but this room seemed to have rattled his restraint completely. Braith was fearful Daniel would do something irrational before they had a chance to get Aria back.
 
   "Where is your poor excuse for a brother?"
 
   "Caleb is chasing down the human that escaped him at the moment," Braith answered, knowing full well that was not the brother the king had meant.
 
   A small flicker of a muscle in his cheek was the only reaction the king had to this revelation. "Ah the human," the king purred as he licked his lips. "She is quite the tasty little treat Braith. I'm actually amazed by your astoundingly good taste, or should I say her taste and your restraint with her. I was unable to be so restrained with such a morsel."
 
   "Easy Braith," Xavier urged as Max stepped in front him.
 
   It took all he had not to launch across the hundred feet separating them and pound that smile from the man's hideous face. His vision clouded with red again, his hands fisted. Father, or not, he was going to enjoy destroying this vampire, enjoy ripping his heart out and stomping on it.
 
   "Yes Braith, easy. We don't need you getting all worked up before our girl is here to enjoy it. Oh the fun we three will have." He paused for a lengthy moment, rocking on his heels as he smirked at them and rubbed his fingers together before him. "I assume that since he isn't here, Jericho is amongst the group being decimated outside the palace walls right now."
 
   Daniel and William exchanged an uneasy look. "I have no idea where Jericho is, and he goes by Jack now," Braith managed to grate out.
 
   Braith strained to hear something, anything, outside of this room. Then he heard it, a muted scraping of feet, a muffled heartbeat coming from within the walls. Unfortunately, she was closer to the king than him.
 
   But even worse was the fact that behind the soft sounds of Aria, he heard the relentless pursuit of someone else.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Jack took a step toward the gate as Ashby breached the top of the wall. Ashby, loveable, affable, carefree Ashby grabbed hold of one of the soldiers and ripped him over the edge without one moment of hesitation. Apparently, there was a darker side to Ashby than Jack had ever suspected as he remorselessly tossed aside more soldiers.
 
   David suddenly appeared beside him again. The blood from his seeping puncture was vibrant as it spread across his torn shirt, but it didn't appear to be slowing him down yet. Another group of vampires ran past and slammed another giant tree into the massive gates. Though they were solid metal, and at least a foot thick, there was a wrenching that alerted Jack to the fact that the doors were starting to give way beneath the repeated force of the blows. For the first time hope flowed through him, they were going to get inside; they were going to do this.
 
   Ashby ran across the top of the battlement, moving swiftly through the soldiers that tried to stop him. Ever whistling Ashby continued to toss them aside like discarded peanut shells. Realization settled over him as Jack finally understood what it was that had caused Ashby to become so ruthless. Melinda. She must be somewhere near, perhaps even in peril, and Ashby was going to do anything and everything he could to get to her. With the way Ashby was moving, Jack thought they should have just used an army of vampires that had found their bloodlinks and thrown them into the fray. He suspected they might have won already if that was the case.
 
   Ashby disappeared from view as he leapt from the top of the wall. The guards stationed upon the battlements turned, their attention was divided as they sought to face the new threat from within the palace. Braith had arrived, Jack was certain of it. They'd made it into the palace and had succeeded in reaching the front gates.
 
   A hush descended over the battlefield as for a poignant moment they waited to see what would happen. A loud shout erupted from within, a few of the guards on the walls broke ranks and ran away; others renewed the fight with fresh vigor as arrows began to fire speedily down on both sides of the walls.
 
   David took a step toward the gates, the look of longing on his face tugged at Jack's heart. Another loud shout echoed from within, flames and sparks leapt higher as something far larger caught fire. A few more guards slipped away from the wall and vanished over the side as a loud groan filled the air.
 
   Jack became completely still as the groaning became louder. He had no idea what to expect, he was half certain that a mass of soldiers would burst forth to overpower them. The gates, bent and battered from the repeated blows they had sustained, moved agonizingly slow as they were pushed open.
 
   Ashby was grinning from ear to ear as he stepped forward. His arm was wrapped possessively around Melinda who was tucked against his side. Ashby's gaze skipped over the group before settling upon Jack. "Well come on you lazy bastard, there's still more of them in here to play with!" he announced jovially.
 
   Jack grasped hold of his sister and kissed her forcefully on the cheek. "Good to see you sis."
 
   "You too." Though she was smiling sadness resonated within her eyes.
 
   "Where's Braith?"
 
   Gideon's face was drawn and tired as he stepped forward. He was coated in blood but didn't seem to be relishing in the battle, instead he seemed far more reserved than Jack had expected. "He took a few soldiers with him and went after your father, and Aria."
 
   Jack swallowed the hard lump that formed in his throat as he turned to inspect the group surrounding him. He was acutely aware of the few people that were missing from it and so was David as he inhaled sharply. They were all damaged and tired, but there was still far more that they had to accomplish. "We need to get to them," David said forcefully.
 
   "Yes," Gideon agreed. "Before they're all killed."
 
   Gideon didn't sound anymore convinced that it was possible than Jack felt.
 
   ***
 
   Aria had no idea where she was within the convoluted mess of passageways that made up the inner workings of the vast palace. Her shoulders and legs brushed against the walls as she hesitatingly felt her way forward. She longed to move faster but she was worried about running face first into an unseen wall.
 
   Her fingers brushed over the solid walls surrounding her as she fumbled to find an escape. Caleb must have originally tracked her into the other tunnel before realizing that she'd fooled him as she didn't hear his cheery humming anymore, and he didn't taunt her with calls of 'here kitty.' She could sense he was behind her again though, back on the right trail, and like a dog on the scent he was honing in on her.
 
   She stopped as her fingers suddenly brushed over a wall in front of her. She was unable to understand why it was there; unable to grasp that she was now trapped between a wall and Caleb. "I smell fear on the kitty," Caleb ridiculed.
 
   She really just wanted to punch that guy. Taking a deep breath Aria forced herself to calm down; if she didn't stay calm she would never get out of here. There had to be a way out, she was sure of it. She recalled Jack finding the secret lever that had revealed the hidden passage in the room she'd slept in as a blood slave, and she knew well the intricate traps and hidden releases that Daniel designed in the caves. Just as there was always a way out of those places, there was a way out of here; she just had to find it.
 
   She had to bite back a scream of frustration as her fingers frantically skimmed over the smooth walls surrounding her as she searched for a lever or switch. It wouldn't be so hidden that the servants couldn't find it, so why couldn't she find the damn thing?
 
   Then her fingers caught on the small lever set at chest height; she pulled down on it and took a step back as the door swung inward. Light descended upon her, for a moment she couldn't see again, but her eyes were quicker at adjusting to this sudden influx of light than they had been after being in the dungeon for so long. She was about to step forward when she saw what the open door had revealed.
 
   Her mouth was suddenly as dry as The Barrens had been; her heart lumbered as she stared at the atrocious throne room the king cherished so much. With sinking dismay she realized she'd leapt out of the frying pan and right into the fire. "Boo."
 
   A cry escaped her as she jumped. She'd been too startled by the realization of where she was to hear Caleb's approach. His word, whispered near her ear, sent a fresh flood of adrenaline crashing through her and with her hands fisted, she spun to face him. He was better prepared for her this time, but even so she was able to get in a glancing blow to his chin. He danced back for a moment before coming at her again.
 
   With an infuriated cry, she kicked him in the knee with enough force to knock his leg back and pushed herself off of him as hard as she could. She was fast, she knew it, but she wasn't faster than a vampire. She was just hoping to give herself a little bit of a head start as she turned and bolted out of the passageway. The king had to be somewhere nearby; she had a feeling that he spent most of his time in this throne/trophy/monstrosity room he had created for himself.
 
   She bolted into the room, nearly tripping over her own feet as the king's soldiers spun toward her. She froze, her eyes widened, her mouth dropped as the king turned to look at her. There was a malicious smile on his face as he leered at her with far too much amusement for her liking. Then over the sea of heads, across the massive hall, she saw him.
 
   Her heart leapt into her throat, tears burned her eyes as her gaze clashed with Braith's. The soldiers lifted their spears and moved to block him as he took a step toward her. Braith's vivid gray eyes became the color of glistening rubies as his long fangs extended past his lower lip. Though there were far more soldiers than him, judging by the look on his face he might actually be able to plow his way through them to get to her.
 
   Arms wrapped around her waist and lifted her up before flinging her to the floor. A strangled cry escaped as her body bounced off the marble and her teeth clamped down on the inside of her bottom lip. She had completely forgotten about Caleb in her astonishment and delight over seeing Braith, but he hadn't forgotten about her.
 
   She scrambled back, trying to regain her feet as Caleb came at her. Braith's ferocious bellow ripped across the room as Caleb seized hold of her arms and yanked her to her feet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Jack led the way through the streets, fighting off the soldiers that came at them while trying to avoid the unsuspecting souls that scrambled to get out of the way. The only ones he truly cared about not killing were the children. Though some of the king's noblemen resided within the palace itself, most had residences within the large town and bailey outside of it. It was those residences that Jack targeted now. He was sure most of the nobles had fled toward the palace when the attack started, but some would have stubbornly remained in their homes.
 
   Wood cracked and popped as flames licked at the stores and homes. The stage where the slaves were auctioned was already fully engulfed. Screams echoed over the cobblestone and down the roads of the town as vampires and humans attempted to flee the devastation. He wanted to be repulsed by the death, but a part of him was thrilled by the brutality of it. He was surprised that most of their vampires were doing so well, especially the starving masses from the outlying towns. There were few here that wanted to win more than the broken masses the king had created though.
 
   Drops of David's blood dripped onto the streets as he fought close at Jack's side. Though Jack had his baser instincts under control, the past few days had been a trying time and David's blood seemed more distinct than the humans around him. Jack realized he'd never smelled it before, in all of their adventures and trials together David's blood had never been spilled before tonight. The man was too quick for that most of the time.
 
   David lifted his bow and fired at a soldier that emerged from the smoke and fire. The arrow pierced deep into the soldier's heart and knocked him back as he kicked and groaned in the final moments of his life. Though David's jaw was locked, and determination radiated from his eyes, his arm trembled as he dropped it slowly back to his side.
 
   "It is essential you take care of that wound," Jack informed him.
 
   "I'm fine."
 
   "You're not fine." David shot him a look as he lifted his bow and fired another arrow into a cluster of soldiers. Jack ignored the furious look his friend gave him as he seized the bow from David. "Do something about it before you bleed to death," he commanded gruffly. "Your children will kick my ass if something happens to you."
 
   David glowered at Jack as he reached out and grabbed Jack's shirt. Jack wasn't expecting it when David brandished a knife and cut a large piece of cloth from the last shirt Jack had that was still in one piece. Clothing was hard to come by in the woods, and over the years Jack had become accustomed to the lightweight tunics and baggy pants that were woven out of flax for the summer, and the heavy woolen articles that were created for the winter.
 
   David's eyes sparkled as he deftly tied the shirt around his injury and used his teeth to pull the knot tight. "I liked this shirt," Jack grumbled as he handed the bow back.
 
   "It was nice," David agreed.
 
   Jack's attention was diverted from the blood soaking through his friends bandage as a shout of victory rang throughout the street. He turned to discover that Victor, one of his father's right hand men, and one of the cruelest vampires Jack had ever had the displeasure of meeting, had been taken prisoner. The man was beaten and bloody as he was pulled down the street by a group of soldiers that were led by Saul and Barnaby. Saul stepped back and pointed toward one of the growing fires and the soldiers pushed Victor into the inferno. Jack didn't feel an ounce of remorse as Victor's agonized shrieks pierced the night.
 
   Rounding a bend in the road, the palace came fully into view. It loomed over them, ominous and imposing as it stretched high into the night sky. Illumination from the leaping flames of the town shimmered off of the pale palace walls as they approached.
 
   Almost there, they were almost there. He could only hope that his brother hadn't managed to get himself killed as the massive gold doors of the palace swung open and a new horde of the king's soldiers spilled out to challenge them.
 
   ***
 
   Braith could barely believe what he was seeing as Aria burst free of the servant's tunnel. Seeming to sense his presence, she turned toward him. Hope and terror radiated from her brilliant blue eyes as she gazed at him. Even filthy, with her hair tangled around her dirt streaked, porcelain skin, she was still the most exquisitely beautiful thing he'd ever seen.
 
   Beneath the dirt he saw the bites, bruises and blood that ran up and down her arms and across the column of her throat toward her neck. He couldn't bring himself to think about where else she might have bite marks, where else they might have touched her, and what else they might have done to her. All he longed for was to get his hands on her again, and to get her out of here alive.
 
   If at all possible.
 
   She took a step toward him as Caleb emerged from the servant's quarters right behind her. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he lifted her up and threw her to the floor. Braith's vision became a shade of crimson as a bellow tore from him. He lunged forward, shoving through the guards closest to him as he felt the beast within take over and all his control slip away.
 
   He was consumed with bloodlust as he jerked a man forward and seized the spear from him. Turning it in his grasp, he twisted it under his arm and plunged it into the vampire's chest. Tearing it free, he drove it into the hearts of two more soldiers closing in on him.
 
   Aria's frightened cry drove him heedlessly onward. All he cared about was getting to her, and destroying anyone that had dared to touch her. He didn't feel the spear that pierced his back and tore through his shoulder. He didn't even know he'd been stabbed until the pointed tip shot out the other end.
 
   He tore the spear free from himself as he spun on the two guards staring at him with huge, frightened eyes. He was about to cross that line again, about to completely relinquish himself to the darkness, and he didn't care as he seized hold of them both. He killed the one quickly, almost mercifully, as he grabbed hold of him, slammed his fist through his ribcage and tore his heart out. The other was not so lucky as Braith spun him around and used him to deflect the four soldiers rushing at him. The man screamed and howled as he was pierced with multiple spears and arrows. He squirmed within Braith's grasp but Braith felt no compunction over continuing to use the man as a shield as he battered his way through the crowd.
 
   He lost sight of her as he was engulfed by soldiers. Something else pierced through his calf, driving him briefly to his left knee. Pain lanced through him, but he forced himself back to his feet as the guard he held heaved one final groan and went still in his grasp. Braith used his body to beat back two more soldiers as they lurched at him. He threw the flaccid body of the dead guard at three more of the king's men and knocked them over.
 
   The soldiers fell back; the crowd parted giving him a brief glimpse of Aria as she tussled against his brother's hold. He grunted as another arrow tore through flesh and bone, ripped through sinew, and clipped part of his heart. Driven to his knees, Braith felt the rush of blood from the damaged organ as it seeped into his chest. It wasn't a fatal blow, not at his age, not if he could feed soon, but it would weaken and slow him. The guards approached with far more confidence than they had before, and on top of his other wounds…
 
   "No!" Aria's scream was frenzied and raw with terror. "Don't! Stop it, you're killing him!"
 
   Caleb was trying to grab her again when she savagely spun on him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   Panic tore through Aria as she watched Braith go down on the marble floor. A scream of anguish ripped from her, she'd never seen so much blood. They were killing him, and he kept trying to get up and reach her. It was becoming devastatingly obvious that there were too many of them, he was simply outnumbered by the soldiers swarming him.
 
   Caleb was grinning maliciously as he grabbed hold of her. Reacting on instinct and rushing adrenaline, she tried to drive her knee into his tender groin region again but he was better prepared this time. He slapped her fist away from its trajectory toward his face as she tried to change tactics. She lunged at him, throwing him a little off balance as she shoved her weight against him.
 
   Every dirty trick her brothers had taught her sprang to mind as she sought to free herself from him. Caleb was expecting her to go for his groin again, and she made a feigning attempt at it. His hands dropped, leaving his face, and her intended area of attack, exposed. Feeling like a crazed woman, she hooked her fingers and went straight for his eyes.
 
   Caleb howled as she drove her fingers into his eye sockets. She tried not to think about what she felt beneath her fingers, she simply clawed as ferociously as she could until he threw his arms up and knocked her away from him. The jarring impact caused her arms to go numb as she stumbled backward. His hands flew to his face, she had not blinded him, but she'd injured him enough that blood pooled from his battered right eye. Aria was not fooled into thinking it would distract him for long.
 
   She clasped both hands into a fist, and with the full force of her weight she twisted as she swung them upward. She caught him beneath his chin, and knocked his head back with a loud crack that gave her a spurt of satisfaction. Blood exploded from his mouth as he staggered back. It may ruin all of his plans, but he was going to kill her, she was certain of it now. Before this, he would have played with her and tormented her, but now if he got his hands on her again he was going to kill her in the vilest way possible.
 
   She would just have to make sure that he didn't catch her again.
 
   Aria turned and darted away from him. Her heart hammered as she spotted Braith somehow finding the power to rise to his feet once more and take down two more guards. Pulling one of them forward, he yanked the vampires head back and sank his teeth deep into its neck. No, Aria moaned silently. No, no, no.
 
   She may already be too late, she realized. She may have already lost him to the monster he could become.
 
   She threw herself forward, rolling across the ground as she avoided the searching grasp of one of the guards. Grasping hold of a spear she staggered back to her feet as she ran for Braith; adrenaline and terror gave her a speed and strength she didn't know she'd possessed until this moment. She didn't know if it was the king's blood, or her driving need to reach Braith, but all of her other injuries and her exhaustion was forgotten as a strength she never knew she could possess surged through her.
 
   Toward the back of the room she spotted her brothers, Max, and Xavier. They had already been taken down; bloodied and beaten they were on their knees, surrounded by guards, close to the elongated tableful of the king's horrible "guests." Her chest constricted as she realized she was about to lose almost everyone she loved today.
 
   Keegan raced around Braith, biting and snarling as he forced some of the guards back while dodging the weapons thrust at him. Braith tossed aside the guard as he rose to his feet and lurched toward her. A soldier, that had the misfortune of getting in his way, was easily disposed of as Braith broke his neck and tore out his heart. Aria heaved the spear at another guard, driving it deep into his chest. The man's eyes bulged as he clutched at the wooden pole protruding from him.
 
   She ripped the spear free as Braith went down again, an arrow protruding from his torso. She was dimly aware of the fact that the soldiers must have orders to take them alive; otherwise they would all be dead by now. Braith was powerful, the floor was littered with the soldiers he'd destroyed, but ultimately he was outnumbered. She was quick, she had caught Caleb off guard, but she was still human.
 
   But then none of it mattered as she was almost there. She could almost feel him again. She barely spotted the guard that stepped in front of her, barely realized he was there even as she heaved the spear at him. It was off the mark as it pierced his throat, but it still knocked him away as he fell back against two of his cohorts.
 
   She fell to her knees; tears burned her throat as she flung herself into Braith's open arms. A sob tore from her, she'd never felt anything as magnificent as his body molded perfectly against hers. Her fingers clutched at his back as she was immediately enveloped by his love. He bent over her, clasping her tightly as he cradled the base of her head against his chest and buried his face in her hair. She couldn't get enough of him, simply couldn't touch him or feel him enough.
 
   "Arianna," he groaned his lips warm against her ear.
 
   The ragged relief and pleasure in his voice almost completely undid her as her hands rapidly fluttered over him. They were going to die, but at least they would have this moment, this one last time, and she so desperately needed it as she clung to him. She wished she'd never listened to Jack, Ashby, and Gideon. That she had never tried to distance herself from him. She'd been foolish to think she ever could have let him go, or that he would be able to do the same.
 
   Touching him and holding him now was the best thing she'd ever felt. She'd never thought to experience love in the first place, never mind this kind of love, with him, a vampire who had taught her there was far more to life, and the world, than she'd ever imagined. She was in love with this beautiful creature who had taught her that not everything was black and white, good and evil. There were shades of gray, there were in-betweens, and there were colors she'd never dreamed of. Colors that he'd shown her in the garden, worlds and experiences he'd opened to her when he'd taught her to read, love he'd given to her freely over and over again with his understanding, patience, and countless sacrifices he'd made for her.
 
   Now they were here, back where it had all started, and where it would finally end one way or another.
 
   "You shouldn't have come." She buried her face in his neck; she couldn't get close enough to him.
 
   "I will always come for you."
 
   Yes, he would. No matter what Gideon and the others had thought, he always would have come for her, and she would always welcome him. She would have pretended that she didn't want him to find her; she would have stayed strong because she'd thought that she was doing the right thing. However, she continuously would have hoped that he would find her, and she would have been waiting for him.
 
   "You shouldn't have brought them."
 
   "I could no more have stopped them than I could have stopped you if the roles were reversed." A harsh laugh escaped her at the truth of his words.
 
   "My father is ok?" she asked worriedly, though she knew he would have had to lead the humans into battle.
 
   "He was fine the last time I saw him."
 
   From the corner of her eye she saw the soldiers narrowing in, their weapons raised with deadly intent. Her fingers were trembling, she should pull away, she should release him, but she couldn't bring herself to let him go. Not yet, she wasn't ready to say goodbye.
 
   "Hold." She was dimly aware that it was the king that had spoken the word, but she didn't care about the reason why he had chosen to give them this reprieve. She was certain he had some ulterior motive, but the king didn't matter, the men surrounding them didn't matter, not anymore.
 
   A warm wetness pressed against her skin. She didn't have to pull back to know that his blood was soaking through his clothes and into hers. Another small sob escaped her, she clutched more frantically at him. "Don't leave me," she whispered.
 
   "Never," he groaned against her ear. "No matter what happens I will always be with you Arianna. Always."
 
   His shirt collar was growing wet with her tears. "Always," she breathed.
 
   His lips pressed against her ear, her cheek, and then his mouth was upon hers. It was meant to only be a chaste, loving kiss, one of goodbye, but the minute his lips touched hers, her body reacted as if it had been struck by lightning. She flattened against him as waves of passion and love cascaded through her, leaving her boneless and limp. She clutched at him, torn between wanting to scream from the injustice of it all and wanting to rip this room apart with her bare hands.
 
   Unfair, it was all unfair. But life was unfair, she'd always known that, but she'd hoped that just this once it would work in their favor.
 
   No matter what happened after, she would always have the memory of this kiss and the taste of him. She would always have these few short moments and their love to help get her through it. She'd be strong no matter what they did to her. The king and Caleb would never break her; never beat her into the weak little human they thought her to be.
 
   Braith broke away; he was shaking as his hands cradled her face. She lifted her eyes to his, relieved to see the beautiful gray and blue color she cherished so much. He pressed another tender kiss briefly against her quivering lips. "I love you," he whispered.
 
   More tears spilled free as she pressed her cheek against his, delighting in the feel of his stubble roughened cheek against hers. The sweet scent of his blood swirled up to fill her nostrils. Horror filled her as she looked down. He was dying, she was certain of it as the stain of his blood spread across his solid chest and torso. Her large, powerful, magnificent vampire was gradually dying before her eyes. A strangled cry escaped her, he seized hold of her hands as she fumbled to try and staunch the flow of blood.
 
   "I'll be ok love, don't worry about me."
 
   "No," she whimpered, knowing that he lied. "There's so much."
 
   "The guard's blood helped some."
 
   Her hands shook in his; she couldn't unclench her fingers from his to hug him once more. His gaze scanned over her face, neck and arms as his eyes faded back to a ruby shade. When he let himself go he was more destructive, more powerful, he could feed from his own kind and be a monster like his father. If he gave himself over to the darkness within he may even be able to get them all out of here, but at what cost? Would she ever get him back? She'd rather die than lose him to such a fate, to see him become as twisted and broken as his father and brother.
 
   "Stay with me," she whispered. "Don't go there Braith, don't let me lose you that way."
 
   His eyes came back to hers. They shifted from that awful ruby color to a shade that was partially red and partially blue. It was disconcerting, that beautiful blue band around his iris surrounded by a murderous scarlet, but she could at least see him beneath it now.
 
   She leaned toward him, and pressed her lips to his as she slid her hands free of his grasp. She moved her lips unhurriedly over his as she realized what she had to do. She recalled Ashby's words from the tree house, when he'd spoken of his bond with Melinda; we are stronger because we drink from each other. She traced the solid, much loved planes of his magnificent face. "Love me Braith, stay with me."
 
   "Always," he vowed again.
 
   Gently pressing her lips to his one more time, she turned her head to the side and guided his head to her neck. "I can make you stronger."
 
   He hesitated; she felt his desire to recoil as clearly as she felt his hunger for her blood. He didn't hesitate because he was repulsed by the marks upon her, or the flow of the king's blood within her veins that she knew he could sense, but because he was frightened that she couldn't handle anymore blood loss. He could become a monster in order to try and get them out of here, or he could accept the gift of life that she was offering to him as freely as she offered him her love.
 
   "It's ok, I can handle this. I know I can, you know I can."
 
   His hand cradled the back of her head as the other flattened against her back. Aria held her breath as she awaited his decision. His mouth pressed against her skin, a soft breath escaped her as his lips pulled back and she felt the hard press of his fangs.
 
   Her raw skin caused her to wince as he bit deep, but the pain was fleeting and the pleasure of finally joining with him again swirled up inside of her. She fell into him as she was lost to this exquisite moment, perhaps their last. Heat flooded her extremities; it pooled through her body, and moved out from her heart as she was consumed by his love for her. The intensity of the emotion left her trembling, and shaken, but also stronger.
 
   Awareness began to grow in her. Ashby had said that he didn't know why the bloodlink between vampires made them stronger, but Aria understood it now. It wasn't only the sharing of blood between such powerful beings, though she knew the strength of their blood was part of it, but it was also the love and trust so freely given amongst creatures that seldom allowed themselves to be vulnerable to someone else. She wasn't even a vampire, but she made Braith more powerful simply by loving him, by accepting his love in return, and by nourishing him with the blood he craved most.
 
   She also understood something else, she wouldn't lose Braith. He wouldn't be overcome by the darkness and anger rolling through him. An anger that he'd always harbored toward his cruel and heartless bastard of a father; a darkness that broke free of him every time he felt her life was in jeopardy. He could easily lose himself, but he wouldn't, not with her here to help pull him back. Even now, in the middle of this whole mess, there was still hope, and a growing understanding of who she was, of who he was, and what they were together.
 
   She knew, because she knew him, that whatever happened from this point on he wouldn't be driven by fury and hatred, but by love. And love was by far the stronger motivator. It was something that his father would never understand, and it was their most powerful asset.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   Braith embraced her as her blood flowed freely into his mouth. She smelled of the dungeon, but beneath the stench of that hideous place he could smell her natural, sweet essence as it flooded his senses and invaded his body. He could taste his father within her blood, and though he knew he should be infuriated by it, all he could find was relief, pleasure, and an all encompassing love that left him shaken.
 
   He'd thought he'd lost her, and yet she was here, in his arms, holding him as she offered herself with the ease that only she could. He heard the strong thump of her heart, felt the tears that wet his neck as she pressed her face against him, and tasted the power of her blood as it infused him. The knick in his heart sluggishly began to repair as her blood worked to heal him.
 
   He unhurriedly pulled away from her, nuzzling her neck briefly before leaning back from her. Her tears had left streaks through the dirt that marred her delicate cheeks. Her eyes fluttered open; their crystalline sapphire depths shimmered with unshed tears. It was the love in her gaze that humbled him and made him stronger; it radiated like a brilliant ray of sunlight. For her, he could do anything; even retain control when he was so close to losing it. If this was to be their last moment together, he would make sure that she never saw the monster inside of him again.
 
   "Impressive son."
 
   He grasped her cheeks when she moved to face the king. He didn't want her to see that bastard again, not right now. "Look at me. Focus on me Aria."
 
   "I won't let them take me alive," she whispered.
 
   "They won't take either of us alive."
 
   She swallowed heavily and closed her eyes as she nodded briefly. He savored in the sight of her before turning toward the king, the man that had fathered him but had failed to turn him into the son that he'd wanted him to be. "Very impressive. I am actually proud of you for the first time."
 
   The king spread his hands out to indicate the bodies littering the floor around Braith. He had managed to take down a good fifteen soldiers before Aria had reached him. Caleb stood before the dais and his father, his forehead furrowed as he stared at them with glowing red eyes. Blood still stained his cheek, but the gouges Aria inflicted had already healed. No, there was no way he would allow Caleb to get his hands on her again.
 
   "I never knew you had it in you. It is her, isn't it? She is what makes you stronger?" Braith held Aria's head still as she tried to look at his father again. "Her blood is what makes you like this. I'm thinking there's a link." The word hissed out of the king as he stepped forward. "After what I've just witnessed, I think I'll keep you both alive and use her to keep you under my thumb. You would be my greatest weapon to control and use as I saw fit, even against the forces trying to take me down now."
 
   So that was why the king had told his troops to hold, to stay away from them, Braith realized. He'd wanted to know the lengths that Braith would go to for her. He had needed to see how much he could control Braith by controlling her, and Braith had played right into his hands. He'd shown his father exactly what he'd been looking for and had hoped to know, probably since the moment Braith had left here.
 
   "I bet you'd even kill Jericho if it meant keeping her alive." Aria inhaled sharply, her tears wet his fingers as he held her still. "I'll make her watch as you destroy everyone and everything she loves, for her."
 
   Braith would destroy himself first. "That will never happen."
 
   The king grinned at him as he gave a brief nod of his head. "I want them alive."
 
   The soldiers started moving in to shatter their moment of solitude and peace in this brutal place. He turned his attention back to her, taking just one more moment to feel her against him. "Stay behind me."
 
   She shot him a wild grin that made him realize she would do no such thing, not his Aria. He grabbed hold of her, wrapping her in his embrace as he launched to his feet. Her blood had renewed his strength, and revitalized him in ways that the guards blood never could have. He hadn't taken enough to impair her, but even so, he bit into his wrist and offered it to her as he spun her away from the onrushing guards. She seized hold of it, pressing it firmly to her mouth with an enthusiasm that surprised even him.
 
   She swallowed swiftly and eagerly before she released him. He reluctantly let her go to face the soldiers rushing at him. From the corner of his eye he saw Aria leaping forward with the grace of a deer as she dashed to a spear discarded on the ground. Snagging hold of it, she spun with an eerie elegance toward the soldier charging at her. Her throw would have been lethal if the guard hadn't sidestepped the weapon at the last second.
 
   Braith grabbed hold of the two closing in on him. He snapped the neck of one with a brutal jerk before ripping the spear from his twitching hands. The man wasn't dead, but Braith didn't have time to finish the job as he drove the spear deep into the other guard's heart and pulled it free. Aria ducked beneath the grasping hands of the guard. She moved so quickly that even Braith didn't notice the broken end of the spear she'd managed to plunge into the man's chest until the guard fell back.
 
   She ran toward her brothers and Max. Braith kept an eye on the guards encircling them as he deliberately moved back with her. Three more guards launched themselves at him; he fended them off as he fell back, determined to keep his body between her and the king. It would be Aria his father went for first, Braith was certain of it. Keegan leapt before him, growling and snapping as he forced one of the guards away.
 
   Max, William, and Daniel launched forward suddenly. They shoved their shoulders into two of the guards that were watching over them as Xavier leapt to his feet. A guard grabbed William by the neck of his shirt and plunged a spear through his right leg. William wailed loudly before his scream broke off and he grasped hold of his thigh. Sweat beaded his forehead and upper lip, his face went deathly pale as he tried to rip the spear free.
 
   Fury darkened Aria's features. She switched directions as she raced toward the man that had just maimed her brother. "Aria!" The shout came from Max as he managed to grab hold of a bow and a quiver of arrows. He tossed them toward her before being knocked back by a blow that echoed throughout the room and probably knocked more than a few teeth loose.
 
   Aria slid across the floor on her knees; she snagged hold of the bow and arrow before leaping back to her feet. Braith had no idea where she was going, or what she had in mind until she leapt onto the lap of one of his father's trophies, jumped onto the table, and launched herself at the massive, dark wood beams that ran across the rounded cathedral ceiling of the room. She hung for a moment before swinging her legs up and catching hold of the beam. Pulling herself up, she sat briefly on top of the beam before leaping to her feet.
 
   She was back in her trees, Braith realized as she dashed across the wood.
 
   Braith wasn't surprised that some of the soldiers had stopped to stare at her as she leapt from beam to beam toward her brother, Max, and Xavier. Even the king was watching her with assessing, shrewd eyes. Braith met Xavier's gaze over the crowd of soldiers, Xavier's dark eyes closed as he bowed his head to Braith and gave a brief nod. Braith didn't know if it was relief or anguish that filled him at Xavier's confirmation of what he suspected about Aria.
 
   But he did know that they had to survive this before anything could be discussed or decided.
 
   Braith shoved another guard out of his way as he struggled to get to the others. Aria leapt to another beam, leaned back on her heel and fired two arrows at the guard that had stabbed her brother. He fell back as another guard snagged hold of Daniel and hauled him to his feet.
 
   Xavier was a man of books and histories, but even so, as the guard jerked Daniel up, Xavier grabbed hold of him and slit his throat with deadly ruthlessness. Xavier pulled Daniel free and finished the guard with a killing blow to his chest. Pushing Daniel behind him, Xavier grabbed hold of Max as the three of them were forced back beneath the crushing wave of the king's men.
 
   Daniel tried to grab hold of William, but the spear through his leg made it nearly impossible for him to move. Aria covered her twin by firing at any guard that dared approach him.
 
   Braith leapt over the bodies of two fallen guards. Grabbing hold of William, he tried to lift him from the ground but part of the spearhead was embedded into the marble. William released another shout that was eerily echoed by Aria, as Braith ripped him free with a merciless yank that tore muscle and bone.
 
   William's fingers dug into his arm, his lip bled from biting into it, but he didn't offer a complaint as Braith shoved him at Max and Daniel. Something pointed and rigid pierced his shoulder; a ferocious growl escaped him as he spun back on the guard that had just shot him with an arrow. He leapt forward, looking to bring the man down, but an arrow pierced the man's chest before Braith could get to him.
 
   Aria nodded as she smiled fleetingly at him. Turning to face the new wave of guards coming at him, he braced himself for their impending attack. An arrow whistled past his ear, Daniel and Max leapt into the fray beside him as they attacked the soldiers with spears and arrows. Xavier hung back, protecting William as others poured forth to try and get at the injured human. Keegan raced around the guards, barking and snarling as he forced them back from Xavier and William. A shrill yelp escaped the wolf as a guard managed to deliver a solid kick to his ribs that knocked him back a good five feet. The guard went after Keegan but William had managed to retrieve a bow and fired an arrow through the guard's heart.
 
   They were putting up a good fight, but Braith knew they would eventually be beaten down by the multitude swarming around them. Using his shoulder, Braith rammed back three more guards and dodged three arrows aimed at him. One clipped across his bicep but it was only a flesh wound that would heal quickly. He managed to rip a spear and some arrows free from one of the men and threw the extra arrows up to Aria. She knelt down and snagged them out of the air.
 
   Braith speared three more guards, and released a series of punches on one of them that left his face battered beyond recognition. He ripped the spear free, falling back as more guards pressed against the five of them. Aria suddenly leapt to her feet, her eyes were riveted upon the front of the room as she turned to face the throne. Braith continued to fend off the guards, as he fell back toward the table in order to try and see what held her so enraptured, and what had caused her to look like she'd seen a ghost.
 
   Her eyes clashed with his as she gestured toward the front of the room. Braith leapt onto the top of the table in a solid bound. Staring over the raucous filled room, he watched in disbelief as Caleb, using the distraction of the battle had circled behind the king and was now closing in on him. Braith took a step toward the dais as his brother sprang forward and shoved a spear through the king's back and straight into his heart. Blood pooled at the corners of the king's parted mouth as his eyes widened. His hands clawed at the spear, a strange guttural sound escaped him as his knees began to buckle. Caleb grinned at their father as he turned slowly toward the son that had just committed patricide, with seemingly no remorse.
 
   'It may be harder to take Caleb down now that he realizes he is the heir apparent.' The words, spoken so long ago by Melinda, hauntingly floated back across his mind.
 
   As Braith watched his father fall he realized that even in his death, his father was actually proudest of the offspring that had just destroyed him than any of the other children he'd created.
 
   Caleb ripped the spear from his father's chest and stepped forward to take his place before the throne he had just claimed as his own. He bent and pulled the royal ring from his father's lifeless hand and unhurriedly slid it onto his index finger. His eyes gleamed with pride; a malicious smile curved his mouth as he held his hand out before him and wiggled his fingers admiringly. Braith had no love for his father, would have taken him down himself if it meant protecting Aria, but even so loathing and vengeance flashed hotly through his belly. He would have slain his father, but he would have taken the man head on, he wouldn't have been as cowardly as Caleb had just been.
 
   Caleb continued to bask in his moment as he lifted his head to survey the room that was now his. He smoothed the front of his black shirt and idly surveyed the motionless crowd. "Kill them." The command, almost nonchalant and flippant didn't immediately get the stunned soldiers moving again. Their king had just fallen, and a new king, one even more ruthless and sadistic, had just stepped forward to take his place. Even if they had been trained their entire lives to one day follow Braith, Caleb's slaughter of their ruler had just earned him the throne. "Except the girl, keep her alive if you can." Caleb lifted his head to survey Aria. "I have some truly magnificent plans for her."
 
   A chill crept down Braith's spine as he met Aria's gaze. Her face was pale, her eyes shadowed and haunted as she stared back at him. He knew that she would never allow herself to be taken alive again. No matter what it took, he had to keep them all alive until Jack could get here, if Jack could get here, with the reinforcements.
 
   The room erupted into violence again as the soldiers lurched forward to obey their new king's command.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   Aria forced herself to remain calm, to take a deep breath and steady her shaking hands as she pulled an arrow from the quiver. He'd just murdered his own father, Caleb had just killed the man that had helped to create him, that had raised him, and that had molded him in his image. She shouldn't be surprised, she'd spent a fair amount of time in their company these past few days, she knew there wasn't anything they weren't capable of, but she couldn't shake the revulsion and horror that ensnared her.
 
   The worst part was now that hideous spawn of the devil was the new king.
 
   Struggling to keep her composure, her wounded middle finger gave a twinge that she ignored as she placed the arrow against her bow and fired at a soldier narrowing in on William. She didn't think about William's suffering, she couldn't right now. Not when their death order had just been handed down. The arrow pierced through the vampire's back, driving straight through his heart as the man fell forward.
 
   Max charged forward with a loud bellow and threw his shoulder into one of the soldiers closing in on William. Xavier grabbed hold of the spear that was knocked free and used it to batter back three guards trying to get at Daniel as he hurriedly tended to William's wound. Keegan, seeming to sense William's extra need for protection, stayed close to William's side.
 
   Aria rapidly released a flurry of arrows on the soldiers focused on her brothers. She wished she could offer cover for Braith too, but he seemed to be handling the soldiers trying to get at him fairly well from his elevated position on the table. Her brothers were unprotected, vulnerable, even with Max and Xavier trying to battle back the men bent on destroying them. Aria fired two more arrows, there were only five left in the quiver Braith had tossed her.
 
   Her gaze ran rapidly over the hall, she had to find something else to use. A loud shout jerked her attention back to the battle below. Blood seeped from a deep cut on Max's cheek; his shirt had been torn open to reveal his firm chest and the blood that welled from his flesh. Aria clenched her jaw and fired an arrow at the vamp closing in on him. The guard jerked forward before keeling over from the fatal blow.
 
   Max nodded a brief thanks to her before turning his attention back to helping Xavier. Braith was surrounded by five soldiers, she managed to take one of them out but he was quickly replaced by another one. Terror tore through her, there were too many of them, it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed.
 
   Caleb stepped casually over the body of his father as he climbed down the steps of the dais. Taking a steadying breath, the world around her went strangely silent as she focused her entire being on Caleb and fired an arrow straight at his already cold and deadened heart. At the last second one of the guards dove forward and threw themselves in between Caleb and the arrow.
 
   Caleb's head tilted back, a wicked grin curved his mouth as his lips pulled back to reveal his elongated fangs. Aria met his gaze, refusing to back down, refusing to cower from the twisted perversion within his eyes. Then, ever so deliberately, he tilted his head and nodded toward where she had last seen Braith.
 
   Braith was being pushed back by the wave of soldiers pressing against him. She fired three more arrows in rapid succession, killing two guards and knocking another one away from Braith. There were only two arrows left; she'd have to make them count.
 
   Adrenaline pounded through her as Braith was maneuvered toward where Max and Xavier stood before Daniel and William. They were going to die. She was about to watch the people she loved most be slaughtered right in front of her. Caleb passed beneath her beam as a grunt of pain escaped from Braith. Heart hammering, panic drove her as she scurried across the beams toward a flag hanging above the king's throne.
 
   She knelt on the beam and stretched out as her fingers fumbled to catch the tip of the flagpole. She nearly tumbled from the beam as she lurched forward, but managed to catch herself by locking her ankles around the solid wood at the last second. Her hand snagged hold of the pole and she jerked it free of the wall. She barely glimpsed the king's coat of arms, with a red dragon on it, as she fell forward, spinning around the beam to dangle by her ankles for a heart stopping moment.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she used the pole to help shimmy herself back around. The wooden flag handle was solid and reassuring in her grasp. She longed to sit for a moment in order to steady the shaking in her muscles, but there was no time for that. Her legs trembled as she pushed herself back to her feet and began to hop her way back toward the fray that had gathered around Braith and the others.
 
   Soldiers parted from around Caleb, stepping back to allow him access to the people they had herded into the back corner of the room.
 
   They were going to die; Caleb was going to kill them all. Desperation drove her as she lifted the pole up and smashed it as forcefully as she could against the massive beam. The force jolted her arms and hands but the pole splintered within her grasp. It wasn't much, but it was far better than nothing. She placed it onto the beam, and drawing out her last two arrows, she fired them with deadly accuracy into the soldier closest to Daniel, and the one nearest Xavier, as they were the two being most threatened right now.
 
   She tossed the useless bow aside as Braith seized hold of one of the guards by the throat. He drew him abruptly in and for horrifying moment Aria thought he was going to lose himself to the darkness again, but he lifted the guard instead and threw him into the soldiers encircling them. Xavier lurched forward, stabbing the spear deep into another soldier and forcefully thrusting him back. Daniel managed to get William onto his feet and had him propped against the wall behind Daniel and Max's back.
 
   Their shoulders heaved, all of their faces were bruised and battered, their blood and the blood of others coated them, but they still looked prepared to continue the fight as they raised their meager weapons. Aria hefted the broken spear; she rotated it in her hands as she moved to the place where she had climbed onto the beam. Bending low, she was about to leap onto the table when the doors on the other side of the room burst open.
 
   Aria gawked as Natasha burst through the doors with Jack, Aria's father, and the others hot on her heels. The aching tension in her muscles eased as she rose back up to take in the new melee that had erupted in the room. King's soldiers and militia converged with a loud clash of metal and shouts of wrath and pain. Aria recoiled from the violence that reverberated through the room, the blood that was so ruthlessly and methodically shed, but she welcomed the hope the new arrival brought with them.
 
   The attention of Caleb's men was diverted as they were torn between pursuing Braith, and trying to fend off the new threat that had poured into the room. Calista surged to the forefront as Natasha tried to flee the invading army. Calista grabbed hold of the vampire woman and brought her down beneath her. Aria had never liked Natasha but that didn't mean she wanted to witness her death either.
 
   Aria turned away before Calista delivered the final blow. Daniel, Max, and Xavier leapt forward as the guards encircling them were distracted by the troops flooding the room. She was bracing herself for the leap down when Braith appeared beneath her. His face was bloody, his plain forest clothes were torn and ragged, there was still a hole in his chest and stomach but he appeared to be healing rapidly. Though she sensed violence in his set shoulders, and locked jaw, his eyes were not red as they met hers.
 
   "Stay up there!" he barked.
 
   Aria bristled over his command. He didn't give her time to protest though as he began to push and fight his way toward Caleb. She was about to ignore him, about to jump down anyway when she froze. If her capture had taught her anything it was that she had to think before acting, and she sensed that this was one of those times when it was best for her to stay out of the way and not plunge into the fray. She would only be a distraction to her family and friends, and especially to Braith. Her rebellious nature struggled against her decision, but she managed to restrain herself.
 
   Through the mob, Aria spotted her father by the doors of the massive throne room. There was a bloody bandage wrapped around his shoulder, but he appeared unhindered by the wound as he fired an arrow and killed a guard that leapt at him. Relief filled her; tears burned her throat as he lifted his head and spotted her across the crowd. They exchanged a brief smile and wave before he was once again swallowed by the crush of people.
 
   Her attention was brought back to Caleb as he attempted to lose himself in the press of bodies while the two sides hacked and stabbed at each other with ruthless intent. Aria wasn't about to let him get away that easy though. She followed him across the beams as Braith tracked him on the ground. The tide of the fight seemed to be turning in their direction, but it was still far from over as Caleb barked orders while retreating toward the table, and then onto it. Aria realized only too late what he was doing, what he intended. He'd never been retreating, but heading towards something.
 
   "Braith watch out!" she screamed above the incessant din of the room as Caleb seized hold of a bow and arrow and took aim at Braith.
 
   Braith twisted to the side, barely dodging the arrow Caleb shot at him. A loud roar escaped him as he finally broke free of the crush and bolted toward his brother in a blur of motion. Caleb fired another arrow that Braith snatched out of the air and tossed aside. Caleb threw the bow uselessly at Braith and braced himself for the impact.
 
   Aria winced as they collided with a thunderous shout and the loud crack of at least one broken bone, though she didn't know who had suffered it. She didn't want to look, but she couldn't take her eyes away as they fell on top of the table, pummeling and tearing at each other with a ferociousness that rivaled two alpha wolves fighting for dominance.
 
   All of their hatred toward each other erupted in a violent battle that shattered the plates, crushed and bent the golden goblets, knocked the candle holders over, and toppled a few of the poor souls trapped within the chairs. They rolled across the table as they punched and kicked and scrambled to stay on top, to remain in control, to destroy the other. The guttural, animalistic noises that came from them were unlike anything she'd ever heard and she hoped to never hear again.
 
   Braith was healing fast but he was still impaired, and Caleb had been feeding better than he had. But even so, it appeared that Braith was winning as he leveled Caleb with a brutal blow that caved his cheekbone in. Caleb howled as he clawed at Braith's face, trying to tear at his eyes as he fought to escape Braith's devastating punches.
 
   Nausea twisted in Aria's stomach. This is war and it's brutal, she reminded herself. She'd done her fair share of killing today, but what was between them was something more than the war surrounding them. This was a vehemence that had been building for centuries, and was finally being released in a torrent of blood and loathing.
 
   Caleb somehow managed to twist in Braith's grasp and dodge the next punch. Braith's fist slammed into the heavy wood table, the harsh sound of cracking bone was distinct even over the raucous of the room.
 
   Braith cursed loudly, he jerked his broken hand back as Caleb thrust his fingers into Braith's Adam's apple. Braith was thrown off enough by the switch in attack methods that Caleb was able to get his legs in between them and push Braith off. Braith fell back on the table as Caleb scrambled out from under him. Caleb staggered to his feet, nearly fell over, but somehow managed to keep his balance as he grabbed hold of one of the torches in the sconces above him.
 
   A cry of horror escaped her as Caleb thrust at Braith with the flame. Braith jerked back as the flames caught at the tail end of his shirt. He slapped at the flames, beating them out as Caleb launched at him again. Knocking the torch aside, Braith seized hold of Caleb's arm and jerked him forward. Caleb managed to dodge Braith's punch, he slammed his shoulder into the lower part of Braith's chest and propelled them both across the table.
 
   They tumbled over, bouncing across the hard surface before spilling onto the floor beneath her feet. Braith seized hold of Caleb's shirt, lifted him up and smashed him into the floor. Caleb was stunned for a moment, but then he rapidly kicked out at Braith as he was lifted high again. Aria had been so focused on the fight between them that she didn't notice the soldier that had come up behind Braith until he smashed a club off of Braith's back.
 
   A cry of distress tore from her as Braith pitched forward beneath the force of the blow. Braith spun as the guard went back at him with the club raised high and a malicious gleam in his eyes. Grabbing hold of the club, he ripped it from the man's hands and swung it across his face. While he was distracted Caleb threw himself at Braith's back. The knife he brandished gleamed in the light of the room. Braith knocked his hand aside, blocking Caleb from slitting his throat completely, but Caleb was still able to cut him. Blood spilled forth as Braith's sliced skin began to bleed profusely, and more guards encircled him.
 
   She had relented and stayed aloft, but there was no way she could stand idly by and watch Braith be murdered in cold blood. Her gaze fell to the piece of broken flag pole she had left behind and she scurried back to it. The ominous feeling that she may already be too late gave her a burst of tremendous speed as she propelled herself back toward Braith.
 
   Braith was struggling against two guards when Aria launched herself off the beam at Caleb. There was a moment when it almost felt as if she were flying, almost felt as if Braith would die while she was suspended like a feather in the air. And then, finally, she was falling.
 
   Caleb staggered beneath her as she crashed onto his back and nearly drove him to his knees. He somehow managed to catch his balance as she wrapped her legs around his waist and clenched her thighs against his sides. With a ferocious cry, she lifted the makeshift stake above her head and plunged it down. Caleb's skin and bone gave way with a loud crunch beneath the fractured wood as she drove it through with a strength born of terror and love. His legs gave out as the pole broke through his ribcage and pierced the other side. Even before she saw the angle of the pole she knew it hadn't been a direct blow to his heart.
 
   A howl escaped him as he jerked back and tried to throw her off, but Aria adhered to him like a burdock to cloth. She bit back a cry of agony and frustration as he clawed at her over his back, tearing her arms open but not slicing as deep as the creatures from The Barrens had. Caleb beat at her, catching the corner of her eye and splitting her lip as she tried to keep her face shielded from him.
 
   Suddenly Braith was before them. She'd never seen him look like this before, feral and lethal but with an air of control he'd never possessed when her life was threatened before. His eyes, as they met hers, were not rubies. Instead they were a piercing gray that touched the very core of her soul with their beauty. She knew, without words, without a gesture or move, what he wanted her to do.
 
   A final burst of energy poured through her as she leapt off of Caleb's back. Braith lunged forward and grabbed her around her waist. Pulling her protectively against him, he slammed his right hand into Caleb's chest. An inhuman wail escaped Caleb; he reared back beneath Braith's assault as Braith yanked back with a mighty heave. Aria turned away, and buried her face in Braith's neck as Caleb's wail increased in frequency before silencing completely.
 
   She shook against him, clinging to his solid frame as he held her flush against his side with her feet dangling in the air. His hand trembled as he brushed the sweat dampened strands of hair back from her face. She didn't even care he was touching her with the hand that had just destroyed his brother as she lifted her gaze to meet his frantic eyes. She simply stared at him for a moment, basking in the feel of him.
 
   A small breath escaped her, he was the only thing she could see, the only thing she could feel as he kissed her firmly, bit into his wrist and offered his blood to her. She stared at it for a moment before snagging hold of it and pressing it to her mouth. She eagerly swallowed, pulling his blood into her body as she tried to rid herself of the awful taste of the king's blood that stained her tongue and throat. The sweetness of his blood, the pureness of it flowed into her, healing her at the same time it helped to purge her system.
 
   He kissed her forehead as he stepped back from the table and turned her into the shadows of an alcove. Aria gradually became aware of the hush that had descended around them and she released Braith's arm. Her hand pressed into the hollow of his back as she leaned around him to survey the room. The few soldiers that continued to fight were swiftly being taken down. It seemed that when Caleb had been destroyed, most of the king's remaining soldiers had given up the fight. There were pushed against the opposite wall, their weapons on the ground at their feet and their arms raised in surrender.
 
   There was a new King now.
 
   "Are we safe?" she whispered.
 
   Braith's lips were warm against her ear as he bent his head to hers. "Yes. You are safe now Arianna."
 
   Aria's heart hammered, her hand clenched upon his back, she didn't want to let him go, but she had to.
 
   Her grip on him eased as he slid her to her feet. Bodies littered the ground; blood splattered the floor, walls, and fighters that remained. She somehow managed to keep from vomiting as she surveyed the carnage. Jack momentarily came to the forefront, he gestured frantically for Braith to join him. Foreboding filled her as she took a step toward the large group. Braith seized hold of her face, turning her away from the casualties strewn about the room and spilling into the hall beyond the massive doors.
 
   "I have to help them." She managed a small nod as his eyes raked her face. "I need you to stay here Aria. Please, do as I ask until everything is secure."
 
   She should help, but the idea of plunging into that pile of dead bodies was more than she could tolerate right now. The thought of finding one of her loved ones amongst the dead caused her stomach to twist into knots. It may be cowardice, but she couldn't face that possibility right now, she simply couldn't. They were alright, they had to be; she just couldn't see them right now through the crush of humans and vampires filling the room. "I will."
 
   His eyes closed for a brief moment as his shoulders sagged. He kissed her for a lingering moment before reluctantly releasing her; he grabbed a bow, and a mostly empty quiver of arrows from the body of a dead guard. Aria accepted the blood splattered weapons. She took a step back as she watched Braith disappear into the swell of bodies. Though she didn't relish the thought of killing anyone else, she pulled an arrow from the quiver and rested it against the bow as she searched the crowd.
 
   She finally spotted William leaning against the far wall with his own bow and arrows. Aria tossed the bow over her shoulder, grabbed the quiver and bolted onto the top of the table. Some of her dread and queasiness eased as she moved further away from Caleb's body.
 
   William glanced briefly at her before focusing on the group of soldiers being restrained by Braith and the others. Landing beside him, she took reassurance in his solid presence as her fingers entwined with his and he pulled her close for a hug. Aria fought back tears as she embraced him. "It's good to see you," he told her.
 
   "You too."
 
   He released her and fell back against the wall to turn a watchful eye back on the crowd. "Don't do that again."
 
   "I'll try my hardest not to."
 
   He smiled at her as he lifted an eyebrow. "You do have a habit of being vampire chow."
 
   "Ha ha," she muttered. Her free hand fell to Keegan's head as she wordlessly thanked the wolf for watching over her brother. "Are you ok?" She warily eyed the bloodstained bandage that Daniel had hastily wrapped around his thigh.
 
   "I'll survive."
 
   "That's reassuring," she told him.
 
   "Are you ok?"
 
   "Yes." His eyes ran over her as he tried to judge the truth behind her answer. It seemed as if he was trying to see into her soul, trying to see what had been done to her, who she was now, and if she would ever be the same. Nothing would ever be the same, but there were some things that would never change. "I'm ok." His gaze raked over Caleb's ragged claw marks, and the raw bites covering her arms, collarbone and neck. "Really."
 
   His eyes, so similar to hers, met and held her own. "He deserved what he got Aria."
 
   He knew her so well, so unbelievably well. Caleb had deserved what he'd gotten, he would have done far worse things to her and Braith, but she couldn't rid herself of the feel of his body lurching beneath hers. Aria braced herself as she turned to survey the survivors. It was nearly over; she should feel more excited, she simply felt sick and desperate to see her family.
 
   "Where are Daniel, Max, and Xavier?" she asked.
 
   "They went to help in the fight."
 
   "Have you…" She had to swallow before she could continue. "Have you seen them? Dad?"
 
   His eyes closed as he gave a small shake of his head. She was finding it difficult to breathe as she blinked back the tears burning her eyes and focused on the group before her. Jack and Ashby had joined Braith in front of the remaining king's guard. Most of the king's men had dropped to their knees at Braith's approach but a few remained standing out of sheer defiance. For the first time she noticed Melinda pressed against Ashby's side, she looked almost as shell shocked as Aria felt as she leaned against him.
 
   Over the sea of heads she spotted more fighters on the other side of the massive doors that opened into the hallway. Aria held her breath as she took a step forward. That was where they had to be, her dad had been near the doors, and the others must have fought their way out the doors, and were now helping to oversee things in the hall.
 
   Calista and Gideon appeared from the hall and encircled Braith and Jack. Calista gestured toward the doors as Gideon solemnly bowed his head. A frown creased her forehead as Jack turned and bolted toward the doors. Seizing hold of her arm, William halted her as she took another step forward. Dread curled through her stomach as Jack began frantically tossing aside fallen bodies. Braith was at his side in an instant; they shouted something to each other that Aria couldn't discern above the roar of blood pulsing through her ears.
 
   Aria's gaze flew over the crowd; she spotted Saul and Frank, but where were her father and Daniel? Where were Max and Xavier?
 
   Her heart was hammering as her throat went dry. There was something clawing at her insides, something hideous and frightening; something that made it difficult to breathe as Jack tossed aside another crumpled body. Jack froze; his hand stilled in midair as a look of despair crossed his and Braith's faces. Aria shook off William's weak grasp as she took another small step forward. She couldn't see what they were looking at, there were still too many people moving in and out of her line of sight.
 
   Aria's hand moved slowly to her mouth, she couldn't breathe as the room lurched sickeningly. William leaned heavily on a spear for support as he stepped beside her. Daniel burst free of the crowd in the hall, Max and Xavier were close on his heels as he shoved past some of the restrained guards. A scream lodged in Aria's throat; her paralysis broke as she bolted forward. William lurched awkwardly after her, trying and failing to grasp hold of her as she sprinted toward Braith and Jack.
 
   Braith's head shot up as she heedlessly charged through the crowd. Braith jumped over the bodies scattered around him, rushing to meet her as she raced at them. His arms encircled her waist and he lifted her high. The cry that she had been unable to release before finally ripped from her throat.
 
   "Daddy!" she screamed as her heart shattered and tears of anguish burst free.
 
   Her arms stretched out as she reached for the body Daniel had fallen beside. Braith's hand wrapped around her head, he pushed her face into the hollow of his neck as he clutched her. He refused to let her look again as she sobbed against him. It was too late, he was trying to protect her, but she'd already seen enough to know that her father was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   Braith had originally taken Aria to Melinda's apartments to get her away from the turmoil and her father's body. However, after the first day of mute silence scattered with intermittent weeping, she made her way out of the palace while he was preoccupied with trying to sort things out. He found her in the stables with Max, tending to the wounded animals with stalwart care. The two of them seemed content away from the confusion of people and vampires, and he didn't have the heart to protest.
 
   He simply couldn't dislike Max, not anymore, and had actually come to respect him. The boy had gone through things Braith would never understand, he'd been damaged and tormented by them, but somewhere along the way he'd stopped being a boy and grown into a man. A man that had protected his back, and unflinchingly followed him into the palace while knowing that he would never have the one person he coveted most.
 
   Max noticed him first in the doorway of the stable and nudged Aria to get her attention. "I know," she murmured as she snipped off the thread she'd used on a wounded lamb. "I'm not going back in there Braith, you can't make me."
 
   He couldn't help but smile as she glanced at him over her shoulder. Dark circles shadowed her haunted, reddened eyes. He was well aware of the fact that she hadn't slept last night, and that she probably wouldn't sleep tonight, but her chin jutted in determination and her gaze was defiant as it met his. She was damaged, she was partially broken, but that radiant spirit still flickered beneath the sorrow.
 
   "Have I ever been able to make you do anything?"
 
   Max chuckled as he lifted the lamb, nodded to Braith, and wandered down the aisle of the only stable that had survived the fires. It had taken most of the day to finally extinguish the fires within the palace walls, and there were still a few houses burning in the outer town. There was a crew working on putting them out with water from the river, but hopefully they would have them out by nightfall.
 
   Aria wiped the blood from her hands with a dirty rag. "I suppose not," she admitted with a tremulous smile.
 
   "How long have you been out here?"
 
   "A couple hours."
 
   "You should have told me," he admonished.
 
   "You were busy."
 
   "I'm never too busy to make sure you're safe. There are still some out there who were loyal to my father, we haven't caught them all yet, and it's no secret what you mean to me anymore."
 
   Her eyes flickered, for a moment tears sprang forth but she rapidly blinked them back. "Max has been with me, and I have my bow."
 
   The slender curve of her neck drew his eyes as she glanced toward the barn doors. He winced at the myriad of bite marks and bruises from his brother and father, stark reminders of the brutality she'd endured and had yet to talk about. There was an air of desolation around her that he didn't know how to ease.
 
   "At least have a vampire with you; I can't lose you again Aria." He knew her freedom was essential but she had to stay alive. Something flickered in her eyes as she turned back to him, she looked about to say something more but simply nodded. "Xavier has stepped aside as leader of his people."
 
   Her eyebrows drew together over her nose. "Why would he do that?"
 
   "Xavier has always preferred his books and histories more so than his role as an aristocrat. He was never afforded the opportunity to step aside before, but now he has a chance to set his own destiny. He has chosen to stay on as an advisor, and to sit in on important issues that involve the people he represented when it's necessary, but he doesn't want to be involved in the daily running of the government, not anymore. We have all agreed to accept his decision. He said he would stay with you if that's ok?"
 
   "Why would he want to stay with me when he has just gained the freedom he desired?"
 
   Now was not the time to give her the real answer to that question, but he couldn't bring himself to lie to her either. "He's curious about how the rebellion worked. He won't push you, won't ask you anything, but if you're willing to talk with him, he is more than willing to listen."
 
   "I see," she murmured. "That's fine."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   She held up a hand to forestall his words. "I don't mind if Xavier stays, really. I would just like to be out here, away from…" Her words trailed off, her gaze darted toward the palace. Her father was one of the few that hadn't been buried yet. He'd been placed in the second hall on the main floor so that each of his followers would have a chance to say goodbye. Barnaby, whose body had also been recovered, was lying in the room beside David's. His father, Caleb, and Natasha hadn't been awarded the same luxury and had already been buried in unmarked graves away from the palace. "I just have to be outside for a bit."
 
   "I understand."
 
   Her attention was diverted as Max returned with a small piglet that was squealing in his arms and bleeding from a gash in his leg. "I have to get back to the animals."
 
   He thought she was simply going to turn away from him, that she was going to shut him out. After a moment's hesitation though she hurried over, wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. He felt the wetness of her tears, but when she pulled away she had already stopped shedding them. He brushed the hair back from her face as he kissed her softly and released her into the care of Xavier and Max.
 
   Braith hated that he couldn't be with her when she retreated to the stables for the following two days, but there was so much to repair, and order to be re-established. Barnaby's followers were confused and scrambling. Calista and Gideon had taken over trying to organize them while Adam, Barnaby's second, was slowly trying to assume command.
 
   Xavier reported back to him every night, but it wasn't the same. He longed to be with her during the day, but he knew now that he couldn't always have everything he wanted. Not anymore. He refused to leave her at night though, no matter what necessity might arise to draw his attention from her, he wouldn't leave her side. He'd placed Jack and Gideon in charge of any crisis that arose at night.
 
   For two nights he held her as she lay awake. She remained mute as she stared unseeingly into the darkness, sometimes shedding noiseless tears that broke his heart. In all his years he'd never felt more helpless, not even when Caleb had taken her from him. At least then there had been a plan, there had been a mission, there had been someone to destroy. There was nothing now; there was no one he could protect her from, no way for him to ease her deep heartache.
 
   He didn't know how to handle grief, he couldn't beat it, he couldn't break it, and he certainly couldn't kill it. All he could do was lay helplessly beside her and hold her as she suffered through the nights. It didn't help that she wouldn't talk about it, the mere mention of her father made her flinch; her face would become stony and impassive every time his father or Caleb was brought up.
 
   Finally, last night, something had changed. Long after every one had retreated to sleep, she'd risen from his bed, grabbed a robe and noiselessly padded away. His own exhaustion clung to him as he followed behind her, uncertain of where she was going until she arrived on the first floor. He'd held back, hovering in the doorway as she'd wandered to her father's side. She stood beside the casket that hid the injury he'd sustained to his shoulder, and the spear hole through the heart that had ultimately been his downfall. Braith was infinitely glad the wounds were hidden as she sat on the stool next to her father, placed her head upon his chest and began to weep more openly than she had for the past three days.
 
   Though he'd yearned to go to her, to hold her, to pull her away, he'd remained unmoving. He sensed instinctively that she was simply seeking a way to heal, a way to say goodbye on her own, and that he didn't belong here. He'd retreated from the doorway, leaving her within as he settled onto the cold marble floor outside the room and waited for her to come back to him. She didn't reemerge until the first rays of daylight broke over the horizon.
 
   He'd carried her back to bed, where she'd fallen into a fitful sleep for a few hours; it was far more than the mere minutes at a time that had been claiming her for the past three nights.
 
   Now, on the fourth day, they were burying David. A man, that even he mourned the death of, and not just because of Aria. David been a good man, he'd created an amazing woman; he'd loved his children, and had accomplished so much in his short, mortal lifetime. They'd butted heads over Aria, but it had been because of their mutual love for her, and in the end David had revealed everything he knew. Though none of what David had told them offered any certainty to the questions that Xavier had presented.
 
   Braith kept his arm around her waist, he wasn't holding her up but he felt it was only a matter of time before he might actually have to. Her brothers stood beside her, as stalwart as she'd been over the past few days. They'd gone almost woodenly about their days as they helped to oversee the repairs to the worst of the destruction that had been wrought, and the reformation of the new government.
 
   Aria's skin was unnaturally pale against the black enshrouding her. He kept the umbrella over her head, sheltering her from the steady rain as she pressed closer to his side. Her hair fell forward to shelter her delicate features as she kept her head bowed. Depression had already taken its toll on her. Her collarbone, the bones in her chest, and the back of her hands stood out more. She hadn't eaten much over the past few days, but Xavier and Max made sure that she was given breakfast and lunch, and he made sure that she at least put some food in her stomach at dinner time. He was concerned about her, but beneath the choking sorrow he knew that she was there, still strong vibrant and very much determined to live.
 
   At least he hoped she was.
 
   The funeral was not like the other human funerals he'd witnessed over the years, or even like the more elaborate vampire funerals he'd attended. There was no preacher; instead the people that felt like speaking each took a turn. He'd lost count of the humans that had stepped forward to speak of David, then Jack, and finally Daniel had assumed the spot at the head of the gravesite. Though they wouldn't actually be buried next to one another, Aria had asked for her mother's name to be added to the tombstone, and Braith had been more than willing to comply.
 
   Though there were a few times that Daniel's voice broke, he didn't cry, and he appeared every bit as strong as the leader he'd just become as he spoke of his father. Beside Aria, William's fingers twitched, the two of them briefly clasped hands before breaking contact. A single tear slid down her face as Daniel said a final goodbye and stepped away.
 
   Aria's delicate fingers twirled around the single red rose she held. She stepped forward, momentarily exposed to the rain as she tossed the flower onto the coffin. She was shaking as she stepped back beside him. He ached for her, so much so that he felt her suffering almost as acutely as if it were his own.
 
   He turned her away and walked with her amongst the crush of humans and vampires as they moved away from the woods and back toward the palace. He'd offered to bury their father in the royal cemetery but they'd refused, stating that he would be happier in the woods, and Braith knew they were right.
 
   Once inside the palace he led her toward the stairs. Gideon's brown hair was still damp from the rain as hurried to catch up with them. "Later Gideon," Braith informed him briskly.
 
   Gideon looked as if he was going to argue, but he closed his mouth as he met Aria's haunted gaze. "As soon as you are able it is essential we speak."
 
   "I'll be down again in a few hours."
 
   Gideon nodded and bowed his head as he stepped away. Braith felt the eyes on his back as he led her up the stairs and to the new rooms that he'd claimed for them until his old suite could be restored. He didn't even know yet if Aria would be willing to stay in the palace, but he wasn't going to push her on the subject of their future now. They'd speak of it when she was ready.
 
   Once inside the room, he slipped the damp black cloak from her shoulders and tossed it aside. Her arms were chilled and the small blue veins that ran through her pale skin were clearly visible. The marks that his brother and father had inflicted upon her were dark and vivid. His jaw clenched, he wished those marks would fade far quicker than they were. She stood, unmoving before him as his hands briefly traced over her bare shoulders.
 
   "You have to start eating more Aria."
 
   Her eyes were dark and remote as she studied him. "I will," she promised flatly.
 
   He knew that though she said the words she would do no more than pick at the food he'd ordered brought up for her. "A bath will help you warm up."
 
   "Yes."
 
   She stiffly moved with him to the bathroom. He unzipped the back of her simple black dress and slid it away from her as warm water filled the tub. Though she was bared to him, he felt nothing sexual as he helped to ease her into the water. All he aspired to do was comfort her, to protect her, to ease this for her somehow, and he still didn't know the extent of the torture his father and brother had exerted over her. Her body was still covered with faded bruises and bite marks that marred her fair skin.
 
   He unhurriedly dipped a cloth into the water and ran it over her shoulders and down her back. She didn't shy away from his touch, she wasn't embarrassed by it like she had been when she'd first come to the palace. She drew her knees up against her chest, not to hide her nudity, but in a gesture of comfort as she wrapped her arms around her legs. She rested her cheek on her knee as she watched him. Unshed tears shimmered in her eyes as he rubbed the cloth over her lower back in small, soothing circles.
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "It's ok, I'll be ok. I just hurt."
 
   "I know you do."
 
   "Please don't worry about me. I'll get through this. I just need time. But time seems so long now, so… empty? Maybe not empty, but wrong somehow, and I don't know how to explain it. There's this hole inside me and all I want is for it to be filled again, but that's impossible, and I have to learn to live with it because there are no other options. I have to figure out a way to patch the hole enough so that I can breathe again, without feeling as if the air is suffocating me."
 
   His hand stilled on her back, it was the most she'd said to him in the past four days. "Tell me what to do to make it better."
 
   She frowned, her hand slipped from her legs to entwine with his. "There is nothing you can do other than being here," she murmured. "Time will help I suppose. I've heard it heals all wounds, but I don't think this one will ever completely heal. How could it?" Tears slipped down her face, he wiped them away with the pad of his thumb. "You being here makes it better, you being with me makes it better. Together. We won Braith and that is more than I'd dared to let myself hope for."
 
   "We did." And she'd been so immersed in her melancholy that she didn't know she'd become a hero of sorts. Daniel had stepped forward to claim his father's place, and William and Max had become his seconds in command, but Aria was the one everyone talked about, the one they whispered about in awe. The human that had helped take down the king, the ex-blood slave that the new king cherished. Even the vampires admired her, even more so than they had before.
 
   Her eyes closed as he washed her back, kneading her skin as he sought to ease the knots in her muscles. "I knew there was a good chance we would lose someone, I prepared myself for it. I know that we're lucky even more weren't lost, and lucky to be alive and free."
 
   "But you still miss him."
 
   "Yes." Her misery was palpable in that one word. "I never got to say goodbye." More tears slid down her cheeks, he didn't brush these ones away; they were hers to shed. "I never had the chance to tell him I loved him again."
 
   "He knew."
 
   Her eyes appeared even brighter with the tears shimmering in them and the shadows outlining them. "I know that, but before we separated in the past we always said our goodbyes and exchanged our love. Caleb robbed me of that."
 
   His hand stilled on her back, every muscle in his body froze. If his brother hadn't already been dead, in that moment he gladly would have killed him a thousand times over. He waited, unable to tear his eyes from hers as she finally spoke of his family. "I'm mad at myself for going into that town, but I'd do it again. That's the person my father raised, it's who I am."
 
   "It is," he agreed, still unable to bring himself to ask the questions lodged in his throat. He was desperate to know but terrified of the answers she would give him.
 
   "I'm sorry for your losses also," she whispered.
 
   "I suffered no losses."
 
   "I know you weren't close with your father and brother, or Natasha, but they were still your family."
 
   "You are my family. Jack and Melinda are my family, even Ashby has started to grow on me again, and somehow I've come to terms with the fact that I've begun to like your brothers." A small smile flickered across her lips, her eyes lit with amusement as she actually chuckled. The sound of that small laugh warmed him and eased some of his fears.
 
   "That surprises me, with William especially."
 
   "He is the more annoying of the two," Braith agreed.
 
   Her smile widened as her fingers danced over his. "My father always said one of us would have been bad enough, but two of us were a sign that he was being punished for something in an ancestor's past."
 
   Now would be the time to tell her, but he found he couldn't. Not when she was smiling again, not when there was actually happiness shimmering in her eyes instead of despair. Later, there would be time later; they finally had time for each other, with each other.
 
   "I'll take the punishment," he assured her.
 
   "I hope so."
 
   "Hell, I'll even take Max."
 
   "I've noticed the two of you have been getting along better. I'm glad," she murmured.
 
   "I'm glad you're glad."
 
   A sigh escaped her and the smile slipped away. "Would you tell me if you were bothered by the loss of your family?"
 
   "They were my blood, but I'm not sorry they're dead. They were brutal creatures that never would have changed. If Caleb hadn't taken my father down when he did, things may have been far different Aria. We may very well be dead. He was a powerful man, and would have been far fiercer competition than Caleb. Thousands upon thousands of lives will be better because of their deaths. Including ours."
 
   He lifted her arm gently, hoping to distract her from her thoughts as he rubbed the cloth over her ribcage. He didn't want her feeling any guilt over their deaths when he felt none. He was surprised to find her contemplating him when he placed the arm back down and took hold of her other one. "You must be hungry."
 
   He shook his head. There was enough for her to deal with right now without having to worry about his needs too. "Gideon brought me some blood yesterday, I'm fine."
 
   "It's not as good."
 
   He smiled wryly at her. "Nothing is as good as you." He pressed a chaste kiss to the inside of her wrist, the one that was not as bruised and raw looking. He froze, his muscles bunched as he spotted her black-and-blue middle finger. Though the bone was healed, he knew exactly what had been done to it. It took everything he had not to bellow in rage, but that was the last thing she needed right now. "But it's enough," he managed to choke out.
 
   Her fingers stroked over his cheek before slipping under his chin to lift his head slightly. "I miss the bond it establishes between us."
 
   "As do I, but not until you're better Aria."
 
   She turned her hand over in his and clasped his fingers. "What they did to me Braith, you can see it all."
 
   His hand clenched around the cloth, his shoulders stiffened as he froze. He'd tried not to think about the fact that they may have taken more than just her blood from her, tried not to think about the degradation she would have experienced. It made him wish they were both alive so he could draw out their deaths in ways that even his father hadn't imagined possible. He'd love her no matter what; take her anyway that he could get her. No matter how much time it took he'd be there to help her heal.
 
   He swallowed as he leaned closer to her, almost afraid to hope. "What are you saying Aria?"
 
   She pressed her palm to his cheek. "They didn't rape me Braith; they were waiting for you for that." She tilted her head as her thumb brushed briefly across his bottom lip. "I wouldn't have hated you if they had."
 
   "I didn't come for you. The other things they did to you." His gaze focused on her finger and the lingering bites.
 
   "You did, when you could, and you came straight for me. Getting yourself, and everyone else killed for me, would have been foolish Braith. I'm glad you waited."
 
   "I know you have nightmares." She recoiled slightly, but he pressed her hand to his cheek before she could pull away completely. "I see the way you are now in the dark."
 
   Her haunted eyes flitted away from him. "I didn't like being in the caves, and the dungeons…" she shuddered as she bit her lip. "They were awful. I'd like to say that I'll get over it one day, but I don't know if I'll ever be able to be in enclosed spaces like that again. Maybe one day we can turn the bathroom light off though." She managed a tremulous smile as she dropped her cheek to her knee.
 
   "The worst thing they did…" Her nose scrunched up, disgust filtered over her features as her mouth pursed. "The king forced his blood into me, to keep me alive. To punish me and try to break me, but he didn't. There may be lingering nightmares but I'm sure I'll eventually stop having them. I'll learn to deal with my fear of entrapment and the dark, and time will eventually erase the taste."
 
   He fought to keep his face impassive even as something malicious coiled through his gut. The dark, he hadn't realized that it bothered her until now. She had insisted that he leave the bathroom light on at night, but he'd just assumed that was because she no longer slept. The dungeons had left a lingering impression on her; one he suspected was even more profound than his father or Caleb.
 
   She closed her eyes and for a moment she looked so young, so vulnerable that it took everything he had not to snatch her up and firmly declare that she was never going to leave his arms again. It was a foolish thought though, impossible, and one she would only resent.
 
   "His blood was so different than yours. It was awful; I'd never tasted anything so vile." Then she was looking at him again, her eyes clear and questioning. "Why was it so different?"
 
   "Because you belong with me." It was the most simple, basic, and truthful answer that he could come up with.
 
   "I do don't I?"
 
   "Yes." He hadn't meant it to but the word came out as a low growl.
 
   She smiled at him as her fingers flitted over his arm. "I could feel my body rebelling against his blood, fighting against its intrusion into my body. It's intrusion into you. Even my body knew that only you belonged there."
 
   She'd rendered him speechless. Emotion entwined so firmly in his chest that he thought he might actually cry. He didn't think he'd ever done that in his life. It was rage that drove him, an ardent drive to keep her safe, and an overwhelming urge to possess her in every way. This though, this was different. He loved her, he'd die for her, but he realized now that their relationship had been mostly driven by fear. Fear of her blood slave status, the fear that came of losing her, fear of failing in this war, fear of Caleb and his father.
 
   However, at the heart of it, at the very center of everything they had accomplished was the two of them, and this simple miraculous gift they'd been given, his love for her, and hers for him. It had driven them both to do things they'd never imagined they could do, and in the end they'd won. He didn't know what their future held, but he knew that no matter what, this gift had been worth every nightmare it had brought to them, and every nightmare it may continue to bring.
 
   He was astounded by the love that flared through him and pushed aside his enduring hatred toward his father and brother. They were his past, and sitting before him was a future more promising and beautiful than any he'd ever dared to hope for.
 
   "Even if they had done more to me, I would still be glad that you hadn't come. You did the right thing Braith. It may have taken me time to heal, but they wouldn't have broken me. I'm not breakable, I may be shaken right now, but I'm not broken."
 
   She was right, she was grieving, she was trying to come to terms with the abuse she had suffered and the loss of her father, but she wasn't broken. "You'll make a remarkable queen Arianna."
 
   She became rigid, her dusky eyes widened as she stared at him. "Braith, I'm aware of the fact that they won't accept me as a human." He pushed the long strands of her dark auburn hair behind her ear. He relished in the silken feel of her skin beneath the palm of his hand as he lingered on her cheek. "And I know you don't want to change me."
 
   "It's not that I don't want to change you Aria, I would love nothing more than to spend eternity with you."
 
   "But you're frightened I won't survive the change."
 
   "There are some things we must discuss, when you're feeling better."
 
   Her forehead furrowed. "What things?"
 
   "Later Aria, for now take some time to heal. We have time now, enjoy it."
 
   "We do, don't we?" she replied with a small smile. "I miss him."
 
   "I know."
 
   "I wish he had survived to see us succeed."
 
   "He knew."
 
   Her eyes drifted closed as she rested her cheek on her knees again. He continued to hold her until the water turned cold, and he helped her out. She stood, shivering slightly as he dried her off with a towel and helped her into a robe. As they entered the sitting room Aria took a sudden step back at the sight of Jack on the couch with his legs leisurely crossed at the ankles. Braith wasn't the least bit surprised to see his brother though.
 
   "I brought the food."
 
   Aria eyed Jack warily as she circled around him to the tray of food he'd placed near the window. Keegan lifted his head to watch her for a moment before yawning and dropping his head back to his paws. "Thank you," she muttered.
 
   Braith was reminded of the fact that he'd suspected something off between them before she'd been abducted. He hadn't had time to think of it after, but the tension between them was obvious as they stared at each other. His brother wasn't so foolish as to think he could take her from this palace again without Braith destroying him, or was he?
 
   "Why are you here Jack?" Braith inquired brusquely.
 
   "They would like to have a meeting tonight to decide what will be done with the remaining soldiers."
 
   Aria placed the piece of bread she had been picking at down. "What do you mean what is to be done with them?" she inquired.
 
   "They worked for the king Aria," Braith reminded her.
 
   She shook her head as she glanced between the two of them. "I know that, but are you going to kill them because of that?"
 
   "That is not my decision to make."
 
   "I know you expect to establish this democracy type of government, but to start with this type of slaughter is to create a government founded in blood. I know that it started with a war, but what happens from here on out will shape the future."
 
   "There are times when blood is necessary," Jack said.
 
   There was a fire in her gaze that hadn't been there for the past few days as she glared at his brother. "Death is not the answer here."
 
   "Then what would you suggest?" Jack demanded. "We turn them loose to gather a rebellion against us? There are men loyal to my father who could easily instigate another war. Is that what you would like, even more death?"
 
   The color drained from Aria's face, her hands fell limply into her lap. Braith took a step toward his brother as Jack threw up his hands and leapt to his feet. He cautiously edged away from Braith and toward the door. "I didn't… I wasn't thinking; I'm sorry Aria. You know how much your father meant to me too."
 
   "Get out Jack," Braith grated.
 
   Jack was just as pale as Aria as he managed a quick nod. "Wait." Aria pushed aside the tray as she rose to her feet. "I know you didn't mean anything Jack, and more death is the last thing I want, but there must be another option. The soldiers were just following orders; some of them must be worth saving."
 
   "I'm sure some of them are," Jack agreed as his gaze shot warily to Braith. "But there are others that must be destroyed, you have to understand that Aria."
 
   "Does my opinion even matter?"
 
   "Your opinion has always mattered to me and there are many who admire and respect it also," Braith informed her. Her brow furrowed as she stared at him. "You helped to take down not only an aged, powerful vampire, but also a king."
 
   Her jaw clenched as she glanced away. "I don't like to be admired for death, no matter how awful Caleb was."
 
   "I know that Aria, but you're also admired for your bravery."
 
   Her face colored, she looked uncomfortable with the notion as she shifted uneasily. "I understand that the men and women most loyal to your father have to be put down. I know the way of the world, and the repercussions of war, but some of those guards had no other choice. Some of them were simply doing their jobs in order to take care of their families, in order to survive. We've all done things we didn't want to do in order to stay alive; you can't punish them for doing the same."
 
   "Would you like to come to the meeting to state your opinion?" Braith inquired.
 
   "I would."
 
   Jack's eyes darted worriedly toward him. "There is something else you must know first." She quirked an eyebrow as she studied him. Braith didn't really want to tell her this, but he couldn't hide it from her and he wasn't about to lie to her. "Gwendolyn is one of the prisoners."
 
   For a moment confusion marred her features and then her eyes widened as her mouth dropped. "Your fiancée?" she blurted.
 
   "Ex," he growled.
 
   She blinked as she shook her head. "Yes, ex, whatever. What is she doing there? Here?"
 
   "She was an aristocrat Aria; she resided within the town and was amongst those captured. Lauren will be there also." Her nose wrinkled as her lip curled. Keegan rose and pressed against her legs as he sought to offer her comfort. "I would still like for you to attend."
 
   Aria was quiet for a moment. Braith thought she might refuse, that she might retreat back into the world of despair that had clamped its teeth into her. Instead, she turned toward him and nodded firmly. "So would I."
 
   He couldn't help but smile at her as relief filled him, his Aria had never retreated from anything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   On the way down Aria had been terrified that the meeting would be held in the throne room. It was the king's room after all and the largest room in the palace. Braith's room now, she reminded herself, still marveling over the fact that they had won, and that the man walking so proudly at her side now presided over them. He was the man that would lead them into a new time, a new rule, a new form of government, and if anyone could make it work it would be Braith, she was certain of that.
 
   She was relieved when Braith guided her in the opposite direction of the throne room though, and into a private solar off the main hall. Thankfully not the one her father had been kept in either. It was nowhere near as big, or as elaborate as the throne room, but it was more than enough for what they required, and didn't house anything threatening or cruel. It fit Braith far better than his father's monstrosity of a throne room would have.
 
   Everyone had already gathered in the room, they rose as Braith entered, but she was well aware of the fact that their eyes tracked her as she moved through the room. Daniel stood at the side of the table with William and Max behind him. They all smiled at her, but she sensed their surprise over her presence. William was still on crutches, his impaired leg propped out before him as he gave her a thumbs up.
 
   The massive chair at the head of the table was obviously Braith's, but as he strode toward it he snagged another chair with one hand. He shoved the larger chair to the side and placed the smaller one next to it. He held it out for her, a look of defiance on his face as he raked the table with his steely gaze.
 
   It was only then that she realized he hadn't worn his glasses in awhile. She studied his magnificent profile, and the short black hair that fell about his forehead in waves. Holding his gaze, she had to fight back the tears of love and pride that filled her eyes. He'd been born for this, he excelled at it, and he desired for her to be at his side.
 
   Even if she couldn't be.
 
   Swallowing heavily Aria slid into the chair. She'd expected some condemnation, some irritation, or some form of protest against her sitting beside Braith, but she saw only curiosity and some sadness as she looked around the table at "The Council" as they had dubbed themselves. They'd officially relinquished the aristocratic titles they'd held in the past in favor of starting fresh and new.
 
   "We are sorry about your father, he was a good fighter."
 
   This statement from Calista caused another kind of lump to form in her throat. For a moment she struggled against the tears that burned her eyes at the reminder of her father. She was taken aback by the kind words from a woman who had seemed nothing but distant before, and who had ruthlessly slaughtered Braith's sister. "Thank you," Aria managed to respond.
 
   She started in surprise when Braith seized hold of her hand. For a moment she tried to tug it free but he held on, his jaw locked as he gazed at her. She knew there was no denying their relationship now, but she was still apprehensive to be so blatant about it. Then, she realized, that she didn't care. There was no hiding this anymore and she didn't want to.
 
   Aria watched as ten men and two women were led into the room, they were dirty and disheveled but they didn't appear overly mistreated. They certainly weren't as mistreated as she had been. Resentment filled her as she recognized one of the women as the vampire that had owned Max. Which meant the other one, the beautiful doll like brunette staring hatefully back at her, was probably Gwendolyn. Though she knew Braith had never cared for the woman, she couldn't help the bolt of jealousy that shot through her. Braith held her hand steady as he stared at her, and she realized that jealousy had no place here.
 
   Besides, there was someone in this room reliving far worse memories than her. Max's chin was raised, his gaze unwavering as he met the other vampire woman's hostile stare. Aria had to fight the urge to jump up and throttle the hideous woman for everything she had done to Max. She remained unmoving though as everyone around her decided what would become of the women and their cohorts.
 
   A lump formed in her throat as Max's eyes met hers. She had a better idea now of what had been done to him, for what he had endured while in captivity, but she would never be able to understand the full depth of brutality that woman had put him through.
 
   Aria listened as their fates were discussed by those at the table. These vampires had been the most treacherous and cruel of their kind. They had been the king's body, had helped him to keep power, and had relished in the decisions the king had made and the sadistic world he'd created. Aria hoped every one of them fried, but it wasn't her decision to make. Braith also remained silent as he listened to them debate for a few moments before coming to a unanimous decision that they were all to be executed.
 
   "It's agreed then?" questioned Braith.
 
   "Yes," Gideon stated.
 
   "Wait! You can't do this Braith! We were to be married!" Braith's hand tightened around hers as Gwendolyn's pleas fell on deaf ears and she was forcefully removed from the room.
 
   Aria's heart ached at the reminder, but she managed to keep her face impassive as Daniel's and William's heads shot toward her. "Bring the soldiers in," Braith commanded.
 
   Aria braced herself, this was why she'd come. She understood that the aristocrats had to be eliminated, but this was an entirely different matter. All the wind went out of her argument as Jack led Lauren into the room last.
 
   Her mouth dropped open, the breath rushed out of her as she glanced at Braith. He'd told her that she would be here, but Aria hadn't expected her to be grouped in with the soldiers. His eyes were unrelenting, his jaw locked as he stared back at her. She grasped hold of his thigh and held tight to it as he soothingly massaged the back of her hand with his thumb.
 
   She barely heard the talk going around the table but this discussion was a lot more heated than the last one. Daniel and Ashby were for leniency, Calista, Frank, and Saul were completely against it; Adam, Gideon and Xavier remained mute as they listened to the arguments of the others.
 
   Aria realized she had to speak up when it seemed like Ashby was starting to sway toward Calista, Frank, and Saul. "Can I say something?"
 
   They all turned toward her, their faces twisted in various expressions of displeasure. Though she sensed their annoyance was due more to the fact that they couldn't arrive at an agreement, than with her interruption. "Please do," Saul remarked dryly.
 
   Aria felt somewhat uncomfortable as they all focused on her. She glanced briefly at Daniel before taking a deep breath and plunging onward. "I understand the other deaths are necessary, if given a chance they would start a rebellion, and the pattern would never end. However, these men were simply doing what they were ordered to do. For years, death, torture and intimidation ruled here, don't start this new government out the same way. If you slaughter them all, it will only show the people that nothing has changed, and that mercy is impossible. If these vampires before you swear fealty to you, and perhaps are even monitored for awhile, I don't think they should be executed."
 
   She couldn't believe those words had actually left her mouth. Just a few months ago she would have said kill them all simply because they were vampires. She would have said to kill Braith, and Ashby, Jack, and Melinda too for that matter, but she would have been wrong. They weren't all monsters, they were simply different, and had different needs, but for the most part they were good and kind, protective and loving. She knew now there were bad apples among both human and vampire alike.
 
   There was a moment of silence and then they burst into conversation again. Xavier entered the debate for the first time on the side of Daniel, while Gideon and Adam continued to watch and listen. Braith finally ended the argument by calling for a vote. Aria was unmoving as she waited breathlessly to see what they would decide. They had established a more civilized and kinder rule in The Barrens, and she hoped that would prevail here.
 
   "I think we agree that if the soldiers are willing to swear fealty to us, and consent to be monitored for whatever period of time we see fit, they may be allowed to live. If not, their lives are forfeit," Calista declared. Saul and Frank didn't look overly pleased with this decision, but they didn't protest it either.
 
   The shoulders of most of the soldiers slumped, some nodded enthusiastically, but there were a few that didn't look at all pleased. Aria wondered if they would choose death over their new regime. If so, that was their choice to make, and she wouldn't interfere with it.
 
   "And the girl?" Aria turned at Ashby's question.
 
   "I think that should be Arianna's decision." She sensed some kind of test behind Gideon's words as she met his gaze. "It is you that has been harmed by her the most."
 
   Aria focused on Lauren, but the girl wouldn't meet her gaze as she stared at the wall behind Braith's head. Braith's thumb stroked over the back of her hand. Whatever she decided he would abide by it, they all would. Resentment twisted through her, she would like for Lauren to just look at her, to give her some sign that she regretted even a little of what she'd done. There was nothing.
 
   "Let her go." As much as she wanted to she couldn't exact revenge upon Lauren. Though there had been a time after her first capture that her father had wrongfully wanted revenge for her, for the most part he hadn't believed in it and had insisted that everything they did was not for revenge, but to try and create a better world. She couldn't throw that aside now, she couldn't let her father down because of her desire to punish Lauren. A small smile tugged at Gideon's mouth as he gave a brief bow of his head and sat back. She realized that he'd been trying to discern if she would ask for leniency for others, but punish those that had wronged her. "She isn't a threat to us."
 
   Aria hadn't expected to see relief nor had she expected to see gratitude, so she wasn't surprised by the hatred that continued to blaze from Lauren's eyes. Braith's jaw clenched, Aria was certain he would have preferred Lauren dead, and he would have been the one to do it. "You may leave, but you're not to stay within these palace walls, the bailey, or the town beyond. I don't care where you go, but if I see you again I can promise that you will not be spared next time. If I were you I would get as far from here as you possibly can, as fast as you can," he grated and for the first time fright trickled over Lauren's features. "Max, would you please escort her to the palace gates."
 
   "With pleasure," Max responded with a tight smile as he strode toward the doors and pulled one open. He made a sweeping bow to Lauren who remained pale and slack mouthed as she stared at him.
 
   "That isn't the choice I would have made," Braith said so quietly that only Aria could hear him.
 
   "I know."
 
   "If I see her again, I will kill her, and I will enjoy it."
 
   She turned toward him, not at all intimidated by the darkness simmering beneath his smooth exterior. "I know. She won't come back again Braith, but if she does I won't interfere."
 
   He shook his head as he leaned closer to her. Stubble shadowed his square jaw; he hadn't had time to shave in the past few days between the new demands placed upon him, and staying by her side every free moment he had. Love swelled within her heart, there was such darkness inside of him, and yet such good and understanding. He released her hand, his arm wrapped around her waist as he pulled her closer to his side.
 
   "Sometimes you are too forgiving," he whispered against her ear.
 
   "And sometimes you're that same stubborn prince I first met; only now you're a king."
 
   Something flickered in his gaze as sadness filtered across his features. He didn't have to tell her, she already knew that he would stay king. It wasn't what he would have chosen, he'd done nothing but fight against it, but he'd finally come to realize that this was where he was supposed to be. The only problem was, she didn't know what would become of her, and neither did he.
 
   "I'm tired, if you don't mind I'd like to return to the room."
 
   His fingers gently stroked over her cheek. "I'll take you."
 
   "Stay. I know my way back."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Yes." Though she still felt strange being so open about their relationship, she leaned forward and pressed a feathery kiss upon his hard mouth. She had meant for it to be quick, but she lost herself to the pleasure and taste of his lips. For a brief moment there was no despair, there was no war or uncertainty. There was only the two of them as the warmth of his lips heated her all the way to the tips of her toes.
 
   She forced herself to pull away and smiled as she met his dazed gaze. "Get going," he said gruffly.
 
   She pecked his cheek before rising to her feet. "Excuse me everyone." She gave a brief bow of her head before she hurried from the room.
 
   Stepping into the hall she was relieved to find it deserted. She hurried toward the stairs, but before she began her ascent she found her gaze inescapably drawn to the closed doors of the throne room. She stood, her hand resting on the newel post as she studied the doors with a mixture of dread and morbid curiosity.
 
   Moving away from the staircase she slowly approached the room. Her hand shook as she turned the handle and pushed one of the doors open. She braced herself, steeling her courage for what she knew lay within. She peered inside as the door swung open but she hadn't been expecting what was inside. Everything was spotless and bare, the massive table, chairs, and throne were gone. Even the hideous trophies of people and vampires the king had so proudly displayed had been removed. The blood had been scrubbed clean and the gray marble floors gleamed in the light filtering through the upper windows.
 
   Her gaze ran over the beautiful fixtures that graced the room as she stepped in further. The room was stunning but it would never be anything but cold and hideous to her. Her eyes lingered on the beam she had been perched upon and finally the spot where her father's body had laid. There was nothing to mark the place, but she knew exactly where it was.
 
   Tears burned her eyes; she hastily wiped them away as she felt the presence of someone else in the room. She knew it wasn't Braith even before Jack stepped beside her. "I wish I could have done more to save him."
 
   "I know." She was unable to stop the tear that slid down her face. "But there was nothing more you could have done Jack. We all entered this battle knowing there would be losses." The words were true, but they didn't give her any comfort. She rubbed her chest but it did nothing to ease the knot in her heart.
 
   He rested his hand on her shoulder. "It doesn't make it better."
 
   "No, it doesn't. I'm not going to leave him Jack." The words were blunter than she'd intended, but they had to have it out. There couldn't be any more subterfuge and plans between them.
 
   "I know."
 
   "I can't. I mean I could, if I actually thought it would do any good, but…"
 
   "It won't," he finished for her when her voice trailed off. "I know that now, so does Gideon. You're the ying to his yang."
 
   "The what to his what?" she asked in confusion not sure if she should be insulted by the strange words.
 
   Jack smiled, but it did little to ease the sad resolve in his eyes. "It's an old saying; you're the light to his darkness, the good to his bad. You temper each other, and though I believe you can be separated, it won't make either of you stronger to do so. After what happened they may very well decide to accept you as a human. It will be your choice if you stay or not, even Braith knows that now. This isn't exactly the life you've prepared for Aria, or even one that you ever wanted. For all of its opulence, in some ways it's more arduous than the one you will be leaving behind if you choose to stay."
 
   That was for sure. "What will become of us?" she pondered.
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "I'm going to tell him you know; what I was going to do."
 
   Jack glanced at her sideways from under lowered lashes. His resemblance to Braith was more subtle than the king's had been, but far more appealing. There was a carefree air to Jack that seldom showed in Braith, but on those infrequent occasions when Braith let his guard down, he resembled Jack the most.
 
   "If you feel you must."
 
   "I don't know what will become of us, but no matter what, it has to be a fresh, open start. There can't be any secrets between us."
 
   "I understand. You may be better off downplaying the part where you and Gideon had a secret agreement about your possible death."
 
   Aria winced at the harsh tone of Jack's voice. "He told you?"
 
   "Yes. He also told your brothers, Max, and your father."
 
   She couldn't stop the small tremors that raced through her. "My father, he didn't think I wanted to die did he?" she managed to croak.
 
   "He understood Aria, believe me, he understood."
 
   She couldn't stop the flood of tears that poured from her eyes. "I hope so."
 
   Jack wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to his side. "I know so. He was unbelievably proud of you and your brothers. He didn't like the course you had chosen but he understood it, just as you must understand that his death wasn't in vain. He also knew that I wasn't going to let what you and Gideon agreed to do, happen. I would have taken you away in order to separate the two of you, but there is no way I would have agreed to your death."
 
   "That's why I went to Gideon."
 
   Exasperation flashed over his features, his steel gray eyes narrowed; that was a very Braith look. "It wouldn't have happened Arianna, it was foolish of you to think it would. It was foolish of Gideon. It was bad enough that I was going to take you away from him again, but ending your life never would have happened."
 
   She bowed her head and pressed her face to Jack's chest as she strived to regain some control of her tears. After awhile she was finally able to take a steadying breath and pull away from him. "The trophies," she choked on the word. "Where are they?"
 
   His eyes hardened. "There are times when death is more merciful." She blinked in surprise. "There is no saving some souls no matter how much we would like to. They would have been strong allies, it was why they were tormented so, but they were too far gone. These poor souls had been trapped and starved for far more years than those creatures you encountered in The Barrens. Even a vampire cannot recover from that."
 
   "Oh," she breathed. Her thoughts turned to the pitiful creature the king had tormented with her blood. "How awful, what he did to them…" She shuddered as she broke off. "Why wasn't Ashby kept here?"
 
   Jack gestured around the room. "It's beautiful in here, its rich and fancy and elegant in a way that Ashby appreciates and craves. Ashby was kept in a separate, stronger dungeon for vampires for a few months after the war, but the king thought it was a far worse fate to place him somewhere away from all of the things he loved so much, and Melinda encouraged it. He could have left Ashby in the dungeons, but that wasn't as much fun for my father."
 
   She was grateful for that. "Lucky for Ashby. Did Braith send you after me?"
 
   "He's worried about you."
 
   "I know, but I'm good."
 
   Jack smiled wanly. "You always are kid."
 
   She rolled her eyes. "Ugh."
 
   He grinned at her as he turned her away from the empty trophy room and led her toward the doors. They slipped back into the hall as Max reappeared. "I personally think we should have taken her into The Barrens and left her there." Max candidly informed her as he stopped before them.
 
   "That would have been fitting," Jack agreed.
 
   "This might not be any better," she told them.
 
   "It is for her," Max muttered. "Are you going back to your rooms?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I'll take you."
 
   Jack hesitated for a moment, but released her shoulders when she gave him a subtle pinch in the back. Max held his arm out to her, a gallant smile on his face as for the first time she saw actual joy in his eyes again. Aria slipped her arm through his and smiled back at him. These past few days she'd welcomed his presence in the stable with her, and the fact that he knew when she felt like talking, and when she didn't. She enjoyed the friendship that had become easy between them again.
 
   She hesitated outside the rooms she had once shared with Braith. Max tried to hold her back but she pushed the door open. She gasped as she took in the destruction of the room. Releasing Max's arm, she stepped carefully over broken bits of furniture, paintings, books, and clothing as she made her way to the room that had once been hers.
 
   "The king must have been in a foul mood after Braith left," Max said from the doorway.
 
   "That's not necessary Max; I know it was Braith that did this."
 
   The room was a mess but there, in the center of the bed, was a nightgown she had worn. It was laid neatly out, set upon the mattress, untouched by the violence that surrounded it. Tears burned her eyes, her throat hurt; she ached over the suffering she sensed here, the anguish he'd felt from her loss. She turned back to Max, needing to escape, needing to flee from the reminder of the things that had transpired here, the events that had led Braith to a breaking point that terrified her. Leaving him again, without telling him, would have been the biggest mistake she ever could have made.
 
   Max held his arm out to her again; she gratefully slid hers through, grasping hold of the lean, corded muscles that stood out against the fabric of his shirt. "Do you feel better now that she is going to die?" Aria inquired.
 
   He didn't pretend not to know who the she was. "I'd thought I would, but I don't. I feel better now that this is over, that we are safe Aria, that we now live in a world that none of us ever dreamed possible. I thought revenge was the answer to it all, and I know she has to die, but no, it doesn't make me feel better. Her death is just a necessary means to the end of a brutal regime that nearly destroyed us all.
 
   "It's going to be better now Aria, for all of us."
 
   She smiled at him as she leaned against his side. "It is," she agreed. And it would be good for all of them. She found that for now that idea was more than enough. Her future had always been uncertain; she supposed it didn't make a difference that it still was.
 
   "I'm sorry Aria."
 
   "There's nothing to be sorry for Max."
 
   "There is. I didn't believe you, I didn't believe in him, and it nearly cost me everything. I was angry, I was foolish, and I was stubbornly holding onto boyish dreams." She stared at him in surprise as color heated her cheeks. "I should have known to trust your instincts. You were right."
 
   "I always am," she teased.
 
   "Yeah well, I wouldn't go that far."
 
   Aria laughed as she bumped his hip playfully. "You went through a lot more than I did Max; you had every right to be angry and disbelieving. I probably would have been too if I'd been treated as poorly as you. I didn't experience what you did, either time," she assured him.
 
   "Are you still having nightmares?"
 
   Aria couldn't meet his gaze as she focused on the rug beneath her. She hated the images that plagued her at night, hated the lingering fear of the dark that enshrouded her, but she couldn't shake them. She supposed it would get better with time, but she was still ashamed of the enduring impact she'd allowed the king and Caleb to have on her.
 
   "Yes." She didn't like to admit her weakness, but she wasn't going to lie to Max about it. Out of everyone, he was the person that understood the most.
 
   "It will get better."
 
   She nodded as she squeezed his arm and stopped before the apartment that Braith had claimed for them. "I know it will."
 
   His gaze focused on the door behind her as he released her arm. "Braith is a good man Aria, a better man than I thought he was, but even good men can be driven to do horrific things when they are pushed to it. I know you're aware of this, but please don't forget it."
 
   She hesitated, her hand on the door handle as she turned toward him. "I don't plan to leave anymore Max."
 
   "Good. You deserve a happy ending too."
 
   "There are times when a happy ending just isn't possible."
 
   "Be optimistic Aria; look at everything else that has happened."
 
   He squeezed her arm briefly before she turned and slipped into the rooms. The tray of food was still there, heaped with fruits and breads. She wasn't sure how safe the cheese and meats were anymore, but as her stomach rumbled she was surprised to realize that her appetite had returned a little.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   Over the next three weeks, mourning weighed her down like a wet blanket that threatened to suffocate her within its cloying folds. She spent most of her time within the stables. All of the animals that could have been saved had already been tended to, but she still sought out the simple comfort that the building and animals had to offer her.
 
   Some moments were tougher than others. At times she could barely breathe through the sorrow that would constrict her chest and drive her to her knees. In those moments it took all she had to gather the strength to stand again, to breathe again, and to not lose herself to the tears and the misery. Gradually, over the days, though the grief didn't lessen, she became more accustomed to it. She was better able to deal with it as she began to accept the fact that she would never see her father again. Never hear his laugh, or bask in his smile, or receive his crushing hugs that always made her feel like the cherished child that she was to him.
 
   Slowly she began to accept the fact that her life would have a constant hole in it, but it was a hole that one day wouldn't cripple her as it did in those first couple of weeks.
 
   In the stables she found peace and solace with the animals and her friends. She fed the horses, cleaned them, and sat with them. Xavier remained her constant shadow, but she was surprised to realize that she didn't mind. In fact, she actually grew to enjoy his company. For the first few days they didn't speak at all, and then Max grew tired of the quiet and began to strike up conversations with him.
 
   There was so much that Xavier knew, so much history that he was eager to share with them. In those moments, when he was regaling them with stories of pyramids, vast seas, boats, sweeping buildings, flying airplanes and distant green lands filled with people, she found an escape from her sadness.
 
   Aria found herself enraptured by his stories, and the stunning tribal tattoos that marked his dark skin. Sometimes she and Max would sit in the middle of the aisle as Xavier told them everything he knew. It all sounded so fantastic, a little frightening and overwhelming, but amazing. She was glad Braith had chosen Xavier to be her guard, and she suspected that a big part of that reason was because of Xavier's tales.
 
   "What was it like here before the war?" Max didn't look up from the saddle he was polishing but Aria paused in the middle of brushing a large bay stud. They'd never asked what it had been like around here. She hadn't wanted to know, and she'd assumed the same of Max, but apparently she'd been wrong.
 
   Xavier was thoughtful as his hands folded into the sleeves of his robe. "Peaceful. Braith's father had chosen this area because it was serene and secluded. He was able to build the palace away from the prying eyes of the higher populated human areas, and the location offered us great security. There were some outlying vampire establishments throughout the world, but some of them came here when it became clear that there would be a war, and the ones that didn't…"
 
   "Were destroyed," Aria whispered.
 
   Xavier nodded. "It was a relatively good life here once."
 
   "It will be again." Max lifted the saddle and tossed it onto a sawhorse. "Where is here? You've told us all these stories of far off lands and countries, of kings and wars and mythologies, but you've never really told us about this land. This place. What was it called?"
 
   "Pennsylvania. It was once called Pennsylvania, and it was at one time a part of the United States."
 
   "Pennsylvania," Aria found she liked the strange word as she sounded it out. She'd read about the United States in a couple of books, but she'd never heard of Pennsylvania. "Tell us about it," she encouraged. "All of it."
 
   Xavier smiled at her as he settled onto a bale of hay and started to regale them. Aria put the brush down as she found herself drawn forward. She settled onto the bale beside him as Max pulled down another saddle and began to polish it. It never failed to amaze her how Xavier remembered all of the things he did, and how astute he was at pointing out details she never would have noticed otherwise. She became so engrossed in his words that she didn't even notice the sun was setting until Max pointed it out.
 
   "We should head back, I'm starving."
 
   Aria rose from the bale and wiped the hay from her pants. She followed them out of the stable, pleased by the amount of changes that had already been rendered. Most of the smoke and fire damaged buildings had been torn down and removed, there were already new homes and structures going up. There were smiles and friendly waves from the people and vampires surrounding them, and though complete trust and amicability still hadn't been solidified, they were already making a good start on a world that Aria had never dreamed of living in.
 
   The massive palace gates that had been battered beyond repair had been taken down. Though they would be replaced, they would also be left open as an invitation for everyone to move freely in and out of the palace town. Most of the blood draining facilities had been destroyed during the battle. The one that remained had been emptied of all devices used to bleed and torture humans and had been reopened as a donation center that seemed to be doing well. Or at least she hadn't heard of any problems with it, and there were a few people standing outside waiting to go in as they passed by it.
 
   She stayed close to Xavier as they traversed the streets toward the looming palace. The sight of it still caused an uneasy pit to form in her stomach but she was becoming better accustomed to the building. She was gradually finding her place within it, something she never would have thought possible even a week ago.
 
   Tomorrow she'd stop hiding in the stables, she decided. Tomorrow she'd face what she'd been trying to hide from, a world without her father in it. She had to figure out a way to live again in this world without him. She had to figure out her place here, figure out where she fit in; she simply couldn't avoid it anymore. She could be helpful, she would be helpful. It was what her father would expect of her and she wasn't going to let him down.
 
   Xavier and Max followed her up to her rooms. They usually ate dinner with her before retreating to their own rooms or going about whatever it was they did at night. William was already waiting for them with a large tray of food when they arrived. It was one of the few times during the day she had a chance to see her brother. He had taken to burying himself in rebuilding homes, even though he was still on crutches. She understood his desperate need not to think, she had the same feeling after all, but she missed him.
 
   She hugged him before grabbing a plate and heaping it with food. She plopped onto the couch and began to eat with a gusto she hadn't experienced in awhile. It felt good, for once she felt almost alive again, and she welcomed the sensation. "Did you know that this was once Pennsylvania?" Max asked.
 
   "What is a Pennsylvania?" William demanded.
 
   Xavier was more than happy to fill him in as Aria went back for seconds. She wondered if Braith would return to eat with them; most nights he and Daniel were here for dinner but sometimes they didn't make it in time.
 
   After dinner she retreated to the bedroom with the newest book she'd been reading. She was used to Braith being curled around her before she fell asleep, holding her as she cried, comforting her through her sorrow. After she'd stuffed herself to near bursting though, sleep had dragged her into its deep depths. Now, as the blankets were pulled back and the bedsprings creaked, she was awakened by the pressure of his weight on the mattress.
 
   "Braith," she whispered.
 
   "Go back to sleep love."
 
   His arms wrapped around her. She nestled closer to him, pressing her back against his solid chest as her hand stroked over the hair on the corded muscles of his arms. She loved those arms, so different from hers, so protective and strong. Her heart began to hammer, her mouth was dry as a new type of hunger began to stir and awaken within her. She'd shut herself down to him before the war, denied them both because she'd thought she would be leaving, but after her time in the dungeon she knew that she'd been wrong. She didn't know what would happen in the future, and in that moment she didn't care, it didn't matter. All that mattered, all they were guaranteed was the present, and she was going to start living in it.
 
   She could barely catch her breath as something coiled within her belly and spread leisurely through her limbs. She rolled over, turning to face him. The light coming from the slightly open door of the bathroom was dim, but even so she could see the brightness of his gray eyes, the firm planes of his magnificent face and square jaw.
 
   She was unmoving as his fingers traced over her cheeks, pressed briefly against her lips before slipping back to brush her hair aside. "You ate again."
 
   Her appetite hadn't fully returned over the three weeks since she'd lost her father, but she'd started to put weight back on. Even the bite marks had faded to dark smudges upon her skin thanks to a daily dose of Braith's blood. Though he still stubbornly, and annoyingly, refused to feed from her. "I did."
 
   She smiled as she rested her hand on his chest, pressing it flat against the solid wall of him. His flesh was warm and smooth beneath her palm as she slid it slowly down the length of him. His body stiffened, his muscles shifted and flexed subtly beneath her touch.
 
   Her fingers slid unhurriedly back up his chest as she explored him. It fascinated her how different his body was than hers. From the wiry hair that brushed against her fingers, to the unyielding hardness of his body in areas that on her were supple and giving. He fascinated her in every imaginable way and she couldn't get enough of him as her fingers slid lower. "Aria…"
 
   She moved closer to him, pressing her breasts against his chest. Her skin prickled; even through her nightgown she could feel the warmth of his skin. She felt a strange urge to cry but she fought it back. If she started to cry now he wouldn't allow this to continue. He would think it was out of grief that she was seeking him out, and perhaps a part of it was grief, but mostly it was because she loved him, she wanted to have this experience with him, and for once she craved something for them. Not for anyone else, but simply just for them.
 
   "I love you Braith."
 
   "I love you too."
 
   Her lips were trembling as she pressed them briefly against his mouth. His hand enfolded hers. He pressed it flat to his chest, over the place where his heart would have beat, but even though it remained still she knew that his heart belonged to her. Then, he released her hand, slid his hand into her hair and kissed her with a tenderness that left her limp and desperate for so much more. His tongue slid into her mouth, the faint hint of spices assailed her as it brushed over the roof her mouth, and tasted her in long leisurely strokes that left her breathless. There were so many things out there that she was scared and uncertain of, but here and now, she had no uncertainty, no fear as he held and kissed her with a reverence that awed her.
 
   His mouth was heated against her skin, his hands tender as he slid the nightgown from her. Goose bumps covered her body; electricity seemed to pulse through her as her nerve endings screamed for more. She could scarcely think; her mind was spinning as her entire being became solely focused on him and the pleasure he elicited with each stroke and passionate kiss. She wanted more, craved more, but she didn't know what it was that she was craving. She only knew that she couldn't seem to get close enough to him as her fingers curled into the carved muscles of his back.
 
   Everything else fell away, she forgot about all the horrible events of the past month as every cell in her body became centered upon him. His hands slid over her skin in caressing strokes that left her trembling and weak. She tasted the salt of his sweat as she kissed his neck and jaw and savored in the press of his body against hers. His hungry gaze slid over her, but unlike before, when she would have felt insecure about her body, knowing that she was too thin, that she wasn't experienced enough, she felt only love as fire lit his gaze and his mouth came back to hers.
 
   "Are you sure?" His voice was hoarse, strained as his hand stilled upon her thigh.
 
   Though she sensed the tension in him, and his passion for her, she knew that he would stop if she asked him to. She knew that he would pull away, that he would accept her decision, and continue to wait patiently for her. It only made her want him more. "I've never been more certain of anything in my life."
 
   A low groan escaped him before he reclaimed her mouth and gently pressed her into the mattress. She was trembling and aching, lost in sensation as his hands awakened her to pleasures she'd never known could exist until he touched her.
 
   When she was certain she couldn't take anymore, certain that she would scream from the unfamiliar tension curling through her body, he moved over top of her. There was pain, but he eased it with soft kisses, and whispered words of love, as he waited for her to adjust to the new sensation of joining with him. He held her and stroked her with a reverence that made the pain ease and steadily rekindled her desire for him.
 
   She could almost feel the bond encircling them, tightening around them and linking them together irrevocably. But it was more than the strange bloodlink that vampire's experienced, it was deeper and stronger, it was a love so pure and right and true that she came to believe it could conquer anything. Even death.
 
   Her body fractured, splintering apart as pleasure swamped her and she was taken into a realm of bliss she'd never known possible. His body trembled as he rolled to the side, pulling her against him as he encircled her within the steel band of his arms. This was it; this was where she had always belonged. There was no past anymore, not for him and not for her. There was only the present, only the here and now and she cherished every moment of it.
 
   "I love you," he whispered against her ear. She heard the vulnerability in his voice, the awe that more than matched her own.
 
   "And I you." His hands clasped her face and he kissed her trembling lips lightly.
 
   The look on his face tore at her soul as he pressed his fingers against her lips. "I will love you until the end of days Aria; never doubt that for a moment."
 
   "I couldn't possibly." She traced the contours of his face before wrapping her hand around the back of his head and guiding it toward the hollow of her neck. "Please."
 
   He hesitated for a moment before biting down, she sighed with pleasure as they were once again joined together.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 18 -
 
   Braith found her with her brother; their heads were bent close together, their shoulders touching as they sat on the bench before the fountain in the garden. Their hair, identical in color, was a shimmering deep auburn in the radiance of the sun. Their words were hushed, their arms in front of them as they seemed to be pulling and pushing at each other. It wasn't until he was closer that he realized they were holding hands, and attempting to pin each other's thumbs down as they tugged at each other. Though they were playing a game, they were also talking about their father, reminiscing in a way that made them both laugh. Heartache had weighed heavily on them and they wore it similarly in their thinner frames, and halfhearted smiles.
 
   William pinned her thumb down and grinned at her. "You're slipping sis."
 
   "You cheated," she accused laughingly as she pulled her thumb free and they began to battle again.
 
   He was captivated by her, entranced by the laughter that finally radiated from her again. How had he ever thought that she wasn't beautiful? She may not be perfection in the classical sense, but her spirit was glorious and it shone from her like the sun. He'd sensed her spirit even before he could actually see it.
 
   And he had no idea what was to become of her, of him, of them.
 
   He took a step back, intending to return to the palace. She had so few moments of peace and tranquility, he wasn't about to intrude upon this time with her brother. She turned suddenly, her head tilting to the side as she spotted him. Her smile grew as her cheeks colored beautifully. William frowned at her for a moment before turning toward him. Their hands remained joined, but the game was forgotten as they stared at him questioningly.
 
   Even from here he could hear the increased beat of her heart, feel the joy that suffused her, along with the shy hesitance that she'd experienced briefly this morning when they'd awoken. He'd hoped it would be gone by now, but he had a feeling it had more to do with her brother, than being around him as she glanced nervously at William. Her brother looked between them; heat rose in his face as he released her and rose to his feet.
 
   "You don't have to go," Braith informed him, hating to break them up, especially for the reasons that he had come for.
 
   "Yes." William glanced back at Aria who offered him a small smile and nodded briefly. Braith sensed there was more behind their look, but William was already turning back to him. "I do."
 
   William squeezed Aria's shoulder briefly before moving around the bench and leaving the gardens. Braith walked around the bench and sat beside her. "Do you remember the first time you brought me here?" she inquired.
 
   He stared at the fountain, clearly recalling that day. He hadn't known what to make of her then, hadn't known what to make of anything that was happening to him. She'd thrown him off balance, rattled him; confused him in a way that he'd never been confused before. She still did. He didn't think he would ever get used to her, the way she made him feel; the way she could melt him, infuriate him, and drive him nearly to his knees all in the same moment.
 
   "I do."
 
   "I was so uncertain of you before then."
 
   "You sure didn't act like it," he muttered.
 
   She released a velvety laugh as she leaned against his side. He loved the way she looked at him like that, from under lowered lashes, playful and joyful. It almost made him believe that she wasn't still aching inside, but even through the smile he saw the persistent torment in her eyes. It would be there for a long time to come. He took hold of her hand, pressing it gently between his as he placed it in his lap. "Well I couldn't let you know I was a little scared of you, you'd take advantage of me then."
 
   He couldn't stop the snort of laughter that escaped him. "Oh, I'm sure, as you're just so easy to take advantage of," he retorted dryly.
 
   "Only with you." Her cheeks colored even more, and he couldn't help the increase of his laughter. It was so rare and fleeting to see her embarrassed or shy about anything.
 
   "Even then you're like a thorn."
 
   A burst of astonished laughter escaped her; she leaned over to press a brief kiss to his lips. He knew she'd only meant it to be chaste, a small show of affection, but the minute her lips touched his heat flashed through his body. He grabbed hold of her shoulders, holding her in place as memories of the night and morning burst hotly through him. He was shaken, for a brief moment he was unable to control the powerful wave of desire that swamped him. He'd most certainly never loved another woman before, but he'd also never been this enthralled or rattled by one either. He'd thought that possessing her would ease the need somewhat, he'd been wrong. It had only increased.
 
   She was breathing rapidly, her face flushed with a different kind of heat when he regained enough control of himself to finally separate from her. Her eyes were wide with awe, her lips parted and swollen from the force of his kiss. He craved nothing more than to take her back upstairs and forget about everything as he lost himself to her, but there were things that had to be done. Things they had to settle between them. There was only so long they could push reality away, and though he would have liked a few more days, he knew it would only make things more difficult in the end.
 
   "There is something I have to tell you Aria."
 
   Reality crashed over her as she straightened her shoulders and thrust her chin out. "There is something I have to tell you too."
 
   "Does it have to do with what has been between you and Jack recently?"
 
   She paled visibly as she leaned away from him. "You knew?"
 
   "I suspected something, I'm not a fool. You haven't been the same since The Swamplands. I'm aware you were trying to put some distance between us; I suspected it was because you were nervous that one of us wouldn't survive, but I've come to believe it was more than that, wasn't it?"
 
   "You're going to be mad."
 
   He shifted uneasily, but he'd known that he would be. "I don't doubt it for a minute."
 
   "Just please try and control your temper."
 
   His jaw clenched. "I'd never harm you."
 
   "I know that!" she cried. "But I do enjoy this garden, and that fountain, and I'd like to keep it all in one piece."
 
   He quirked an eyebrow at her. "It's that bad?"
 
   She shrugged, but there was no casualness to the gesture. "Depends on your point of view."
 
   "From my point of view?"
 
   "You're probably going to feel like breaking something, but for me, please don't."
 
   He didn't like the sound of that. "For you Aria, I can do just about anything." He wasn't going to promise her though, not when he didn't know exactly what it was that she was going to tell him. He didn't believe for even a moment that anything romantic had passed between her and his brother, but there were other things that might set his temper off.
 
   She took a deep breath and blurted her words so fast that in the beginning he had a tough time trying to follow what she was saying. The faster she spoke though, and the more she spoke, the more anger and dread began to curl within his belly, through his chest, and into his outer extremities. He was struggling not to shake, trying hard not to clench down on the hand he held.
 
   He'd suspected they were plotting something, he'd even suspected that it might have been something like this, but it did nothing to ease the acid he felt churning through his stomach. Nothing to ease the sense of betrayal he felt building through him. "I never meant to upset you Braith."
 
   "And leaving me again wouldn't upset me?" he grated through clenched teeth.
 
   She looked as if he'd slapped her as she recoiled from him. "It's not what I wanted to do," she whispered.
 
   He released her hand and rose abruptly. His muscles trembled as he struggled against the urge to lift the bench on the other side and smash it into the ground. He fought for control, grappled to keep himself together in order to keep his half promise to her. "Jesus Aria."
 
   "I'm sorry, I truly am. But no matter how much I love you, and believe me I do love you more than I ever thought possible, my happiness, our happiness is not as important as the thousands upon thousands of lives that depend on you. Because of that I was willing to forfeit my happiness, my life…" She broke off abruptly, wincing as she seemed to realize she'd said too much.
 
   "Your what!?" he barked. "Jack was going to… No, not Jack. Jack wouldn't have the heart and neither would Ashby. Gideon," he stated with dawning realization.
 
   She wouldn't look at him; her gaze was focused on something else within the garden. "They didn't know. Jack and Ashby didn't know, and Gideon, well I went to Gideon, he didn't come to me."
 
   He wanted to scream at her, to shout and bellow and tear the garden apart. He had the urge to shake her until he rattled some sense into that thick skull of hers, but even as all of those urges slammed through him, he also felt a deflating of his spirit. He'd driven her to this; he'd driven them all to this. He'd been so determined to believe that he could walk away, that he wouldn't be necessary here, and that he could bend the world and everyone in it to his will. He hadn't stopped to think of anyone other than himself, and her. He'd only aspired to keep her safe and protected, he'd been insistent that he would leave with her as soon as the war was over, but by doing so he'd pushed her and the others into trying to find a way to make him stay.
 
   He didn't doubt for a minute that she would have sacrificed herself in order to make him lead. He ran his hands through his hair as he dropped onto the bench beside her.
 
   "You're angry with me," she whispered.
 
   "I am. I'm also angry with myself."
 
   "Just know that it was never what I wanted. I always wanted you. My heart." She pressed a hand to her chest. "Would always have been yours, no matter how far I went, or how long we were apart."
 
   His head bowed, he folded his hands before him as he listened to the reassuring beat of her heart. "My blood is inside you Aria, Jack knows that means I can track you anywhere."
 
   "We were hoping that if it was diluted, if someone else's blood…" He was unable to stop the low groan of anguish that escaped him at that thought. It was a stab to his heart that his father had done such a thing to her. He could no longer taste his father's blood in her, but if he'd still been alive he would have been able to find her anywhere she went. "Perhaps it would lessen your ability to track me."
 
   "And if not, Gideon was the backup plan," he growled.
 
   She managed a small nod as her lower lip began to quiver. "Yes."
 
   "Aria," he moaned as regret filled him. Pulling her against him he pressed a firm kiss against her forehead. "I would have found you, you know, diluted blood or not I would have found you. I'll always find you."
 
   "I know." Her fingers curled into his shirt as she pressed her face against his neck. "I think I always knew."
 
   "Gideon became your entire plan at one point."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "You should have come to me," he broke off as he shook his head. "You couldn't, I wouldn't listen. Why did you change your mind? Why have you decided to tell me this?"
 
   She pulled slightly away. "Because I couldn't be that person anymore. I simply couldn't leave you like that for a second time. I was trying to do what I felt was right by leaving now, but it was never going to be right, not in the end. It would have destroyed us; even if you found me things never would have been the same. No matter what, you would have brought me back here, and you would have resented me for the rest of my life for betraying you, even if you could have forgiven me. You've also come to realize we're not the most important thing, not anymore. While I was in that dungeon I knew that you'd become the king."
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "The stubborn, determined, unwilling to bend Braith I knew would have stormed through those gates with no thought to reason and logic…"
 
   "I came as soon as I could."
 
   She smiled as she rested her forehead against his; her fingers were as delicate as a butterfly's wing against his face. "I know you did. But you restrained yourself, and you put the greater good ahead of me, and you."
 
   "I would give my life for yours Aria, never doubt that."
 
   She tilted her head to study him. "I know that, but you're a king Braith, so many depend upon you, and I'm…"
 
   "A queen if you agree to be."
 
   She closed her eyes, her hands stilled on his face. "I know they won't accept me as a human."
 
   "They have agreed to." Her eyes flew open as she leaned back. "They will accept you as a leader, as a human, and as a queen. They will recognize you."
 
   "Because of Caleb."
 
   "You may not want it for that reason, but you gained their respect for it, their admiration. I think they would have eventually agreed even if you hadn't helped to take down Caleb. They are beginning to realize that if things are to be equal this is one of the things that will have to change. They accepted and respected human leaders in The Barrens, they'll accept them here as well. You make me stronger Aria, and it will help gain the support of the humans if you are by my side. They will recognize you as my queen."
 
   "You had a meeting about this?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And if we have children?"
 
   His hand fell instinctively to her belly. "I will love our children no matter what, human or vampire. I never thought I'd say those words, never even thought I'd care for any progeny I had, but I will love our children as much as I love you."
 
   Tears shimmered in her eyes. "I know that Braith, but they will not be accepted if I stay human, will they?"
 
   He swallowed heavily as he shook his head. "They have agreed that our oldest child will have a seat on the council, but if the child is human, he or she will not be accepted as my heir. It will have to be a vampire child of ours, and even if it doesn't sound like it, that is a huge concession for them. Though, I don't plan on stepping down for a very long time."
 
   "Would others accept them?"
 
   He hesitated. "It's going to be very difficult for awhile Aria. It's going to be a long time before our society operates the way we want it to."
 
   "Probably not in my lifetime though," she muttered. "The life they will face…" Her voice trailed off as she turned toward the fountain. "We fought to make a better world, but our children will still know hardship and hostility…"
 
   "No." He grasped her chin easily as he turned her head toward him. "No. Our children will know no such thing." But even as he said the words he knew that he was trying to force things again, trying to make things bend to his will. "Ok, yes, they may face some obstacles but all children do, and things will be different for them. There will be prejudices, distrust, and hatred for a long time to come, but one day all of this will be just a memory and the hatred will fade."
 
   "Just as the memories of the world that used to exist have faded, I don't have that many years though Braith."
 
   "I know." This was it; the time had finally come to tell her. He was fairly certain of the choice she would make, he just wasn't sure he was ready for it. "Aria, there is something you must know."
 
   She frowned at him. "What is it?"
 
   He braced himself before continuing on. "Xavier knows many things; more than both of us could ever learn, or figure out, or understand over hundreds of years."
 
   "I know, he's fascinating."
 
   "That's one way to describe him I suppose, most go with peculiar but I guess fascinating works." The furrow in her brow deepened as she stared at him. "He also sees deeper into people than anyone I've ever known, and he understands more about the way they work. He sees things in this world that no one else would, or even could. Before you were captured I noticed that he had taken a particular interest in you."
 
   "What kind of an interest?"
 
   "That's what I was curious to know, and I confronted him on it."
 
   "What did he say?" she prompted when he didn't speak for an extended moment.
 
   He didn't want to say the words, as badly as he wanted to blurt them. "He believes that you have vampire blood in your heritage."
 
   She became as still as stone, even her heart seemed to freeze for an instant before giving a forceful kick against the inside of her ribs. "That's not possible."
 
   "I think it is."
 
   "No." She shook her head so vehemently that her hair flittered around her face. "No, Braith. I'm human."
 
   "Yes, you most certainly are human. However I believe that somewhere, over the years, one of your ancestors was the child of a vampire. Listen to me Aria, it makes sense," he said when she continued to shake her head. "You're so fast, faster than most humans, and only Daniel and William move with the same sort of soundless grace that you do." He didn't add her father in; this was difficult enough without that reminder.
 
   "Max is quick and capable in the woods, but nowhere near as quick or as silent as the three of you. You're strong; you yourself were amazed when you destroyed that vampire in The Barrens. The first time I ever saw you maneuver through the trees, even I thought the speed and grace with which you moved was extraordinary. I'd never seen anything like it. If I'd been thinking clearly at the time, maybe I would have picked up on it, but I don't think I've thought clearly since I met you."
 
   "Same here," she muttered as she stopped shaking her head and frowned at the fountain.
 
   "There's also the bloodlink."
 
   "It's never been with a human before, Ashby and Melinda were so baffled by us."
 
   "As was Xavier and Gideon. No vampire has found their bloodlink in a human, Xavier is certain of it."
 
   "That might explain why I unreasonably felt like I could trust you from the beginning, and why I was strangely unafraid of you when I first met you. I was always so reckless and driven to find a piece of me I didn't know was missing, until you kissed me and I found it. Maybe there is a little bit of vampire DNA in me that recognized something in you."
 
   He quirked an eyebrow as she frowned at him. "You weren't fearful of me? I'm terrifying."
 
   "Nowhere near as afraid of you as I was of that other vamp that tried to claim me." He would have protested if she wasn't smiling at him so endearingly. "But what does that mean Braith? What difference does it make if somewhere along the way there was a vampire in my family?"
 
   "It didn't have to be a vampire; it could have been a human-vampire child banished from the palace, one that fled in order to avoid the abuse they received."
 
   Dawning realization settled over her features. "My great grandfather left the palace when he was a child. He later started the rebellion."
 
   "I know, you told me that in The Barrens, but I didn't think anything of it at the time. When I spoke to your father…"
 
   "My father knew of this? What did he say?" The yearning in her voice tore at his heart.
 
   "He told us what you just did. His grandfather left the palace at thirteen; he struggled to survive on the streets of the town before retreating into the woods. Once in the woods, he gathered a loyal following that over time became the rebellion. Your father didn't know much about his time in the palace, only that his grandfather had left after his mother died, and that he had a deep hatred of vampires. David assumed it was because of the abuse he'd sustained while in the palace. He admitted it could have been possible that it was more than just that. He said there were strange rumors about the man when David was a child, but they faded after his death, and were chalked up to having been created to add an aura of mystery and power to the rebel leader."
 
   "What kind of rumors?" Aria inquired.
 
   "That he was faster than a human, stronger, could see better and hear better than a hawk. Your father never really thought anything of it, and your great grandfather was killed when your father was only ten. He'd never spoken about it with his father as there had been no reason to question any of it, until Xavier."
 
   "And did my father believe that his grandfather could have been the child of a human and a vampire?"
 
   The world became oddly still, the blue of her eyes became clearer as every sense he had focused upon her. He didn't miss the fact that her hand was against her belly as she watched him. He rested his hand upon hers, leaning closer as he pressed a kiss on her temple. "He did believe that it was a strong possibility once he thought over everything."
 
   "I see," she murmured. "But what difference would it make if he was, if I do have some vampire in me?"
 
   "Xavier believes it will make a difference on your chances for survival."
 
   Her nostrils flared as she inhaled quickly. "Of the change?"
 
   He didn't want to desire this, he truly didn't, but deep inside he did. He had to release her to grasp hold of the bench with both hands. His arms locked; the stone of the bench bit into his palms as he tried to steady his emotions. He didn't know if he hoped for her to say yes or no, more. "Yes."
 
   There was a moment of stunned silence before she started to laugh and flung herself at him. He barely felt the force of her slender weight as she wrapped her arms around him and settled in his lap. Anguish and ecstasy swamped him as he hugged her back. "There's still a chance you won't survive. Xavier says the only survivors he knows of had vampire heritage of some sort, but we're still not entirely certain that you do."
 
   "I'll survive."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "I'll survive Braith; I'm stronger than all of them and I'd say all the evidence points toward a 'yes' about my heritage. I'd never thought I'd be happy to hear that, to know that, but I am. I feel it's right somehow."
 
   He almost couldn't look at her. If she didn't survive, he would be the one that killed her. He shuddered at the thought, his hands clenched upon her. But if she survived…
 
   An eternity of promise unfurled before him; the hope was almost too much for him to bear. "I don't want to be the one that kills you."
 
   "You won't be."
 
   "Either way, I will Aria. You can stay human; you can stay with me as a human." He had to make sure she thought over all her options.
 
   "I will still die. I would love to have those years with you Braith, truly I would, but I'd love to have many many more with you."
 
   "Perhaps if we wait a few years…"
 
   "We could do all of those things. I could grow old with you and you could watch me die that way. We can live together now for a few years, and then we will come to this same crossroads and it will be even more difficult to make the decision. Especially if there are children involved, I could never take the chance of leaving them. I'm not vain, but I don't want to push this off year after year until I'm dying from old age and there are no other options."
 
   "You'd still be beautiful."
 
   "To you, of course, but it would be weird and you wouldn't desire me."
 
   "It would be a little weird, but believe me there have been times when you've been the most unkempt and smelly thing I've ever come across, and I still desired you. I'd take you anyway I could get you."
 
   Her eyebrows lifted haughtily, her eyes sparkled with laughter. "You're depraved."
 
   "I am what you made me."
 
   She grinned at him as she wiggled in his lap. He clenched his teeth as he tried to remain focused on the discussion at hand. "The last thing I want to do is die, and we've been waiting so long to start our lives together. I'd like to do so with the promise of eternity. I understand if you decide against doing this, I don't know how I'd handle this if the roles were reversed. I'd be terrified."
 
   He rested his face in the hollow of her neck. He inhaled her sweet scent, savoring in it as he allowed it to soothe some of the tension in him. He could smell his blood within her, but if he did this, if this was the step they took, his blood would fill her even more. Their blood would be forever mingled.
 
   "I'll agree with whatever you decide Aria, this is your life we're talking about here."
 
   "I know. I was never even sure I would live to this age to begin with." A distant look settled over her face. He could almost see the reality settling over her, the knowledge that she would die from this, and possibly never reawaken. "I wouldn't mind a few more years with each other, perhaps we could wait. Though there is only one way to guarantee we don't have children."
 
   He quirked an eyebrow at her, she smiled playfully in return and shifted mischievously in his lap again. "You're hilarious."
 
   "I am." The smile slid away, her expression became grave once more. "I think I'll survive Braith but if I don't what will become of you? What will happen to you?"
 
   "That's not something you should be concerned about."
 
   "It is though. I saw your old rooms. I was in that dungeon with the survivors, I know what you are capable of when you lose control, and Ashby said that bloodlinks cannot survive without each other."
 
   "Ashby's an idiot."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I'll survive Aria." His hands splayed across her back. "I promise you that I will survive. I'll hate myself, and I'll hate this world if it doesn't have you in it, but I'll keep it together, and I'll go on because of you. It's the only thing I'll have left of you, to do what you would expect of me, to do what would make you proud. I won't destroy any humans; there won't be any other blood slaves. This is not the same as last time Aria, I felt betrayed then, as did you," he added quickly when her eyes darkened. "I was out of control, lost, and furious because I didn't know what was going on with me, with you, or why you had left me so abruptly after claiming to love me. This will not be the same."
 
   "Our bond is stronger after last night."
 
   "Our bond was stronger before we slept together." The words were hard, far harder than he had intended, but he'd seen the look of guilt that had flickered through her eyes. He wasn't going to let her have any regret over what had happened between them. "Sex was not going to solidify it even more, no matter what Ashby, Gideon or any of those idiots believed. This." He seized hold of her hand and pressed it over his still heart. "There are times I can almost feel this actually beating for you. You have owned it since the moment I saw you. It may have taken me awhile to come to that realization, but it's true, and there is nothing, nothing that is going to change that. Not blood and not sex. You were made for me Aria; you're my bloodlink, my soul mate.
 
   "The bond between us has been stronger for awhile now. When Jack helped you escape from the palace, I lost my vision completely. When you were taken this time, I never lost my vision at all. It wasn't the best vision, but I could still see, and that was long before last night, understand?"
 
   She closed her eyes as a single tear slid free. "Yes." He brushed the tear away, his fingers slid over his fresh bite marks again as he ignored the rest of the fading marks on her body. "So your eyes are healing?"
 
   He shrugged. "I think your blood has helped them to heal, you've made me stronger than I ever knew I could be."
 
   "And if I'm gone?"
 
   "I don't know, it may stay the way it was this time or I may become blind again. I will get through whatever happens though. Don't concern yourself with that Aria, that isn't one of the things I want you to worry about."
 
   "I'd like for you to move on, to find someone else…"
 
   "No," he interrupted as his fingers stilled. His entire being recoiled at the thought, revulsion twisted like a poisonous snake through his belly. "No."
 
   "You will require an heir."
 
   "There is Jack for that, or Ashby and Melinda."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "No Aria, no. I can promise you that I'll keep on living and that I will stay in control of myself and lead justly. Those are promises I know I can keep, but I will not make that one. I will not be able to uphold it and I won't lie to you."
 
   "Maybe not now, but you have years ahead of you. You will need love, companionship."
 
   "No!" he said forcefully. "No. There is no one after you. Five hundred years, another thousand years, hell forever is not going to change that. Don't push this Aria; the answer will not change no matter how you try to spin it."
 
   For a moment he thought she was going to argue again but she finally relented. "Ok." She kissed his nose tenderly, her fingers traced over the faded scars around his eyes. "I'm afraid Braith. I never thought I'd live long, I never thought I'd have this kind of life, and I'm afraid to lose it. I wasn't afraid to die to be away from you, and I shouldn't be afraid to die to be with you…"
 
   "Great way to put it," he muttered sardonically.
 
   "But I am," she continued. "I'm afraid to lose the years we could have if something goes wrong, and though I know I'll survive, or at least I'm fairly certain I will…"
 
   "I know Aria; you don't have to explain it to me. I understand."
 
   He closed his eyes, his fingers slid through her hair before stroking over her shoulders. It was easy enough to jump all over this, to say yes to the promise of eternity, but to be faced with the certainty of death was frightening, and the last thing he wanted was for her to be frightened. He wanted eternity, but he wanted her happiness more.
 
   "It doesn't have to be now Aria, you don't have to decide right now. We can wait and discuss it further once you've had time to think it over."
 
   She nodded; her eyes became distant and thoughtful. "Yes, I think that would be for the best." He was relieved that she was actually going to think this through. Even so he felt the sharp knife of disappointment in his gut. "I'm not ready for children Braith. No matter what happens, if I change soon or if we wait a few years, I'm not ready for children."
 
   His arms clenched around her waist as he pulled her against his chest. "I want them with you!" she gushed out. "But not right now. We just discovered this world of relative peace and we're finally able to be together without having to hide our feelings. I'd like the time to enjoy it, and you. Human or vampire, children are a lot of work."
 
   "That they are," he murmured.
 
   She peered up at him from under lowered lashes. "I'd like a brood one day though."
 
   "A brood?"
 
   "Well at least three."
 
   He laughed as he rested his chin on her head and nestled her closer against him. "I can handle three, but there's only one way to guarantee we don't have children right now," he reminded her.
 
   She shot him a disgruntled look. "Well that's just not going to happen."
 
   He laughed as he rocked her a little. "Minx."
 
   "My birthday's next week."
 
   "I didn't know that."
 
   She smiled as she shrugged. "William and I don't really celebrate it; it's just another day in the woods, and this year… Well this year, with dad being gone, it seems like even less of a reason to celebrate. I never thought I'd make it to eighteen, especially after I was captured."
 
   "I think we should celebrate it this year."
 
   "Maybe it would be nice," she murmured though she didn't look convinced.
 
   "Are you sure you can live with this life?" She frowned at him as she leaned back. He rose and placed her down as he gestured around the garden. "This isn't your world Aria; I know that, you know that. I remember how unhappy you were in the palace, how much you missed your woods, your freedom. There will be many demands placed on us, lots of pressure, and even less freedom. Even if you choose to stay human this is not the life you expected."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   "I mean to make sure you understand that Aria. I won't force you to stay. If you choose to leave because you won't be happy here, I won't make you stay. I'll abide by your wishes, but I can't, I simply can't go right now, maybe not ever." He choked on the words; it took all he had to get them out. "Sometimes love…"
 
   "Isn't always enough," she whispered.
 
   "It's always enough, but sometimes it's learning to put someone else's happiness ahead of your own. It's learning to let go Aria, if it's necessary, and I will let you go if you ask me to. I'll set you free if that is what you require. It will destroy me to lose you, but I will not harm anyone, and I will let you live the rest of your life in peace. I will not take your freedom from you."
 
   "I know." She rose to her feet and walked over to him. Her arms encircled his waist, her head tilted back to study him as tears slid down her cheeks. "I know you would let me go but I don't want you to."
 
   "You can't rush into this decision."
 
   "I'm not rushing into this," she whispered. "And I can go into the woods once in awhile, can't I?"
 
   "As often as I can I will take you into the woods," he vowed.
 
   "Good. I think I can keep my sanity then," she grinned up at him as she nudged his hip.
 
   Braith groaned as he pulled her tight against him and stared at the sculpted figure of the couple in the fountain. The couple that was forever fated to look but never touch. He never wanted to let go of her, and yet he may be the very one that destroyed her if she decided to choose eternity.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 19 -
 
   The celebration was far larger than she'd expected. Before this day she and William had celebrated their birthdays by receiving larger slices of meat, usually a new bow and arrows, and being serenaded with a silly song they hated. Now they had more food than she'd ever seen in her life, a small band playing instruments, and a massive cake that she couldn't tear her eyes away from. Her mouth watered every time she looked at the elaborately decorated thing, and all she craved was a giant piece of it.
 
   "I think I'm jealous of the cake."
 
   "Huh?" Aria muttered as she tore her gaze away from the massive creation of sugary goodness in the middle of the table.
 
   Braith laughed as he slid his arm around her waist. "I'm jealous of the cake; you can't take your eyes off it."
 
   "I've never seen anything like it," she marveled. "It's amazing."
 
   "Even more so than me?"
 
   She waved her hand dismissively at him. "Of course not, but wow."
 
   "Would you like a piece?"
 
   "Aren't we supposed to eat first or sing or something?"
 
   "It's your birthday; you can do whatever you like."
 
   William shouldered in between them. He placed his crutch in front of her, blocking her path. He was perfectly willing to trip her if she even attempted to get a piece before him. "It's my birthday too, and as the older, wiser sibling I should get the first piece."
 
   "I'll give you older, but you are most certainly not wiser," she retorted. "And as the younger, female sibling, I should get the first piece."
 
   "As the still crippled and hobbling sibling, I beg to differ."
 
   Aria snorted. "I could just kick the crutch out from under you."
 
   "You wouldn't dare."
 
   "Try me."
 
   "Why don't you just each get a piece at the same time," Braith inserted reasonably.
 
   Aria shot him a look. "Reason doesn't apply to the twins, brother. They won't shut up till their stuffing their faces," Jack informed him as he sauntered toward them.
 
   William shrugged casually but nodded enthusiastically in agreement. "The man has a valid point."
 
   Braith looked confused but shook his head and headed to the table. She watched Braith's deft hands as he slid the knife through the bottom of the cake, cutting off one pink rose and one red one. She became more fascinated with those hands than she had been with the cake. Strong and brutal when they had to be, and yet so achingly tender and loving when they slid over her. Aria mentally shook herself from her thoughts before they wandered to things that were far from appropriate here.
 
   He started back with two large pieces. "Can I mess with him some more?" William asked.
 
   "Sure," she replied laughingly.
 
   Braith handed her a slice of cake before giving William his. "Hers is bigger."
 
   "Excuse me?" Braith inquired in surprise.
 
   "You gave her the bigger piece."
 
   Jack burst into loud laughter as Braith stared incredulously at William. Aria bit her upper lip as she tried not to laugh. "You two are just freaking hilarious," Braith muttered.
 
   Aria couldn't stifle her laughter anymore but her attention was quickly diverted by the giant slice of cake in front of her as William eagerly dove into his piece. "Delicious."
 
   Aria eyed her brother with envy as she grabbed her fork. She still found utensils to be annoying but at least she was getting better at using them. "Amazing," she agreed.
 
   Braith was watching her with a raised eyebrow and a small smile on his face. "Hopefully you'll like our wedding cake as much."
 
   She choked on her cake; William froze with his bite halfway to his mouth. "Excuse me?" she managed to get out around Daniel's solid thumps on her back.
 
   Braith just grinned back at her, in the same annoying way that William had been smiling at him. "You heard me."
 
   She glanced at her brothers not sure she was actually understanding him right. Marriage wasn't something she'd ever really thought about before, but then how else did someone become a queen? She realized she'd never put a whole lot of thought into it, but it would be marriage that solidified her position. When he'd told her that he wanted her as his queen, and they would accept her, he'd also been saying that he planned to marry her. She felt like an idiot.
 
   She couldn't think of anything better than being his wife for the rest of her life. A flood of childhood dreams came rushing back. There had been a time when she'd dreamed of a husband and children, and a marriage ceremony underneath the banquet tree. With her family surrounding her…
 
   A hot rush of tears filled her eyes. She'd been doing well today, trying to stay upbeat; enjoying her time with her brothers and Braith, trying not to think about the fact that their father wasn't here to celebrate it with them. The smile slipped from Braith's face as he watched her.
 
   "I'll give you away Aria," Daniel offered.
 
   "We both will," William interjected forcefully.
 
   "Easy there hop along. She's not used to dresses and between the two of you one of you would end up falling over." Jack smiled at them as he tried to ease the mood again.
 
   "Especially if she's wearing heels," Braith added with a small wink. Aria forced herself to shake off her melancholy. It was so rare Braith was lighthearted, and he was trying to be so now, she had to try also.
 
   "Oh that must be like a fish out of water!" Max declared with a loud laugh. "I actually wouldn't mind seeing it!"
 
   "I would kind of like to see that too," William said.
 
   "It's not pretty," Aria admitted and her smile didn't feel as forced.
 
   William and Max laughed as they poked at each other and then snickered at her. She rolled her eyes at them as she fought the urge to kick William's crutch out from under him. Braith took the empty plate from her hand and slid his arm around her waist. She was a little confused as she stared up at him. Had she just been proposed to, or was he only teasing her as she and William had been teasing him? She didn't have time to ponder it as he swept her off her feet and actually twirled her out to the dance floor.
 
   Aria was laughing as he eased her back down. "I don't know how to dance."
 
   "I'll teach you."
 
   She glanced around the room; though the party was elaborate there were few people in the room she didn't know. A fact she was relieved about. They weren't staring at her and whispering behind their hands as some of the others in the palace did. Though most of the attention she received seemed more curious than malicious, she was still a little troubled by it, and happy she didn't have to deal with it today. Today was a celebration, and that was what she aimed to do. There would be no more sadness, she decided firmly. Not today.
 
   He pulled her close against him, wrapping one arm around her waist as he took hold of her hand and pressed it to his chest. "Isn't there supposed to be some room between us?"
 
   "That's what they say but I don't agree," he told her.
 
   "That's good." She rested her head against his chest, closing her eyes she savored in the delicious scent of him and the sense of security that enveloped her. "The people within the palace, and the vampires that fought with us, are curious about me."
 
   "They are."
 
   "They don't understand us."
 
   "They don't," he confirmed. "But it doesn't matter. We do, and eventually they will too. I have a surprise for you later."
 
   She lifted her head to look up at him. "What is it?" she asked eagerly.
 
   "It's not a surprise if I tell you."
 
   "I'm not very good at waiting."
 
   "I won't make you wait long, I promise."
 
   She was going to hold him to that promise. "A bigger surprise than talk of wedding cakes?"
 
   He lifted her up and spun her around. A small gasp escaped her as for a moment she felt like she was flying. "I meant it too," he informed her as he stopped spinning her but didn't place her back on the ground. "I am going to marry you."
 
   "Aren't you supposed to ask me first?" she inquired.
 
   "I thought that would be redundant."
 
   "So you just assumed I would say yes."
 
   "Of course."
 
   Well how the hell was she supposed to argue with that, especially with him grinning down at her like that, and a happy sparkle in his vivid eyes? "You're arrogant."
 
   "Hmm." He shrugged as his hands stroked over her back. "And you love it."
 
   She shook her head as she rested her hand on his chest again. "When I was little, before I gave up thoughts of marriage, I always pictured being married under the banquet tree."
 
   "The banquet tree?"
 
   "It's a giant apple tree that William and I discovered. We were the only two that ever knew its location."
 
   "Then you'll have it, just tell me where to be," he murmured against her mouth.
 
   She shivered as thrills of pleasure swept up and down her spine. Her fingers curled around his solid biceps as he continued to dance with her feet off the ground. Closing her eyes, she let the melodious music drift over her as she lost herself to the feel of him against her. They danced through three more songs before returning to where William stood propped on his crutch between Max and Daniel.
 
   "I'll be right back." Braith kissed the top of her head and left the room.
 
   She watched him go before leaning against the table. "Where did everyone go?" she inquired as she realized that Ashby, Jack, Xavier and Gideon were no longer present. A cold chill crept down her spine; she stepped away from the table. He'd handled her revelation well, but she knew Braith had been furious when she'd told him about their plan. "I'll be right back."
 
   Daniel stepped in front of her. "We were told to keep you here, something about a surprise."
 
   Was it really a surprise or was he going to confront them? She glanced nervously from Daniel to the door Braith had disappeared through. "Daniel…"
 
   "It's fine Aria, really."
 
   "I hope so," she muttered.
 
   "It's been over a week since you told him," William reminded her as he leaned forward on his crutches. "Don't you think he would have done something by now?"
 
   "Or he's just let the anger fester."
 
   "Nice Max," Daniel said brusquely.
 
   Max shrugged as he picked at some cheese and crackers. Aria twisted her hands before her as she shifted from foot to foot and watched the door. "Getting married soon?" William tapped her calf with his crutch to get her attention.
 
   "I think so," she muttered.
 
   "Becoming a vamp soon?"
 
   The three of them became quiet as they exchanged a look. She had a difficult time meeting William's gaze. It would kill him if she decided to try and make the change and didn't survive. The thought of it caused a hard lump to form in her throat. "I don't know," she admitted. "I was going to wait till after our birthday before deciding anything."
 
   William nodded, his gaze traveled to the cake. "Who knew we'd be hoping that we actually did have vampire blood in us."
 
   Aria chuckled softly. "Not me. Do you still have Daniel's drawing?"
 
   He shook his head; sadness crept over his features as he hesitatingly met her gaze. "No, dad saw it one day, he asked me for it. He, uh, he really liked it."
 
   "Oh." The sudden pressure in her chest made it difficult to speak.
 
   William squeezed her arm. "I'll give you away you know, I've been trying to do it for eighteen years now."
 
   She managed a small laugh as she clasped hold of his hand.
 
   ***
 
   Braith ran the key Ashby handed him over his fingers. "It's all set up like you asked for it to be."
 
   "Good."
 
   "Are you going there to change her?" Jack inquired.
 
   "I'm not sure about anything when it comes to that," he admitted.
 
   "She is stronger and more impressive than any other human I've ever met," Gideon said.
 
   Braith glared ferociously at Gideon. "We believe there is a reason for that. Xavier, if you would please tell them."
 
   Xavier's dark eyes were reproachful as they scanned over Ashby, Jack, and Gideon. In his firm, even tones, he told them exactly what he had told Braith, and what Braith had in turn related to Aria. Gideon and Ashby's mouths dropped, Jack seemed to have an, ah-ha moment as he placed his hands over his face and began to nod.
 
   "It makes so much more sense now," Jack muttered. "There were so many things…" Jack broke off as his hands fell away. "I should have suspected something like this. The four of them were always so talented with weapons, so fast. We've all seen the way Aria moves through the trees and she helped to bring Caleb down. You've never seen Daniel or David on a horse though, they're amazing, and William may very well be the fastest human I've ever seen when he runs."
 
   "That completely explains the bloodlink," Ashby breathed in awe. "And your eyesight. You were able to link because she has vampire blood in her, and I am certain of that, even if you're not. Your eyesight came back when she appeared, because something inside of you recognized her as your link, and you had to be able to see her in order to claim her as your soul mate and link.
 
   "The minute I saw Melinda, I knew my life would never be the same. Because you were blind you weren't able to find her immediately, so something inside of you made it possible for you to do so. It makes sense you would have such a reaction to it considering she isn't a vampire, but does contain some of the genetics. The sharing of your blood, and the increasing intensity of your bond, has improved your vision, and for all we know may one day cure it completely. Your bloodline is the most powerful and the purest; your father was the oldest vampire ever. We'll never know what he may have been capable of, and we may never know what you are fully capable of, especially when it comes to her."
 
   "How did we miss this?" Jack demanded.
 
   "You were too busy plotting how to take her away," Braith snarled. He had promised Aria he wouldn't break anything, had promised her he wouldn't lose complete control, and he meant to keep that promise, but he hadn't promised he would simply let it go. His gaze fixed pointedly on Gideon. "Or even killing her."
 
   Ashby took an instinctive step back as Braith pressed closer to them. Braith's hand shot out, he seized Gideon by the throat and shoved him into the wall. Gideon remained immobile as he stared unblinkingly at him. "Braith be reasonable," Jack urged.
 
   "I am being reasonable Jack, he's still alive." Gideon's hazel eyes narrowed. "For once I am not simply just reacting, right Gideon?"
 
   "You have to admit Braith you backed us all into a corner," Gideon grated.
 
   "I admit it, and because of that, I'm not going to kill you. I swear on her life that if you ever go behind my back again, if you ever think of hurting one hair on her head, I will do things to you that even my father would have been jealous of. Do you understand me Gideon?"
 
   Gideon's eyes were hooded as he stared at Braith. "I understand. It's not like I actually wanted to kill the girl, and she came to me."
 
   Braith jerked his hand away before he accidentally snapped Gideon's neck. "I know she did."
 
   "If any of you had come to me, this never even would have been an issue," Xavier admonished. Ashby had the grace to appear chastised, Jack and Gideon wouldn't meet Xavier's gaze.
 
   Braith's hands fisted, he stared down the hall as his stomach twisted. "There will be no more plotting, not amongst us, and not if we are to have any chance of making it a better world than my father did."
 
   "Agreed," Gideon murmured.
 
   "If she does agree to the change what are you going to do if she dies Braith?" Ashby inquired.
 
   "Survive," he muttered.
 
   "Braith," Ashby's eyes flickered briefly over the others. "I don't know if that's possible."
 
   "It has to be possible. I promised her I would, and I will keep that promise no matter what happens."
 
   "I don't envy your position," Jack said.
 
   "No one would."
 
   "Perhaps someone else could do it if she decides to try," Ashby suggested. "Jack even, he's your brother."
 
   Jack's mouth dropped as he shook his head forcefully. "No," Braith said firmly.
 
   "For you to be the one that causes her death is a different kind of monster," Ashby persisted.
 
   Braith turned as Aria stepped into the hall; he should have known her brothers wouldn't be able to keep her away for long. Apprehension etched her features, she stared at him for a moment before her gaze flickered over the others and her delicate eyebrow shot up questioningly. "It will be me," he informed them, unable to take his eyes from her. "No one else will touch her in such a way again."
 
   They exchanged a disconcerted look before Jack turned to him. "I'll be by tomorrow."
 
   "Don't destroy the kingdom while I'm gone Gideon," Braith told him.
 
   Gideon laughed as he rubbed his reddened throat. "Don't destroy our future queen, Braith."
 
   "You're an asshole," Braith hissed as he shoved past him.
 
   "So I've been told."
 
   Braith didn't look back as he hurried down the hall toward her. "Is everything ok?" she demanded.
 
   "Fine. Are you ready for your surprise?"
 
   She glanced at the men behind him and nodded. He smiled reassuringly as he held his arm out to her and waited for her to take it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 20 -
 
   "Where are we going?" she demanded laughingly.
 
   "I told you, it's a surprise. Keep your eyes closed."
 
   It was impossible to see anything anyway. Braith didn't seem to trust her not to peek as he'd placed his hands over her eyes to ensure her blindness. They were in the woods, and though she couldn't see the leaves, she knew they were beginning to turn as the smell of them hung heavily in the crisp air. Keegan pressed close to her side for a moment, she felt the goodbye in the gesture before he slipped away. She knew they would see the wolf again, but for now he was returning home to his family.
 
   Braith adjusted his hands to slip one away from her eyes as he pushed back a limb. He stopped suddenly, pulling her back against his chest as he held her. The hum of anticipation raced through her as she practically bounced on her toes. "Are you ready?"
 
   His lips brushed against her ear as he bent close to her. Her heart pulsed with excitement but she wasn't sure if it was for the surprise, or for him. "Yes."
 
   He slipped his hands away from her eyes. For a moment she stared around the darkening forest in confusion as she saw only the flickering fireflies and a fox hiding amongst the trees. Braith reached around her, his chest pressed against her back, and his cheek briefly brushed against hers as he pointed upward. Aria's head tilted back, her mouth dropped as shock and incredulity swamped her.
 
   There, nestled in the trees, was a home that had been spread throughout five large maples and oaks. The light wood of the building gleamed in the moonlight that reflected in the two front windows. A winding walkway started from the far edge of the woods and curled up toward the large porch. Her hand fluttered to her heart, she couldn't breathe through the love that engulfed her. It was far smaller than Ashby's rambling creation had been, but it was stunning.
 
   "I know you're not at home in the palace. I know that this is where you're happiest, that this is who you are. I told you I'd bring you to the woods as often as I could, but you'll require a place to stay when you come here, somewhere safe, a home."
 
   "Home," she breathed. Tears shimmered in her eyes as she turned slowly toward him. "How? When?"
 
   His fingers caressed her cheek. "I started it after Caleb took you in the hopes that it would help to keep me somewhat calmer. It didn't work very well but it kept me a little preoccupied and from going insane. Jack, Ashby and Daniel have been working on it lately, and I'm told that William hobbled around giving orders."
 
   Aria laughed as she shook her head. She turned back to the tree house; she could barely breathe as she tried to take it all in. She was loved, so unbelievably loved. That love was in every nail, in every piece of wood, in every drop of sweat that it had taken to put it all together. It was amazing, she loved it, but she knew one thing above all else…
 
   "Wherever you are will always be my home."
 
   His arms wrapped around her and turned her within them. He kissed her briefly before lowering himself to one knee and holding out a small black box to her. She could only gape in astonishment as he opened the box to reveal a small emerald ring inside. "Will you marry me Arianna?"
 
   For a moment she couldn't find her voice, she could only open and close her mouth like a fish as her heart raced and tears of joy burned her eyes. "I thought you didn't have to ask."
 
   Oh how she loved that grin, loved to see it on such a regular basis now, loved how it lit his eyes, and revealed that dimple in his cheek. "Is that a yes?"
 
   She nodded eagerly and burst into joyous laughter as he leapt to his feet and wrapped her in a massive hug and kissed her soundly. She wiggled her fingers as he slid the ring on, it was a little big but she didn't care. "I thought an emerald suited you better than a diamond."
 
   "I love it."
 
   He cradled her face as he kissed her again. She melted against him as his tongue swept in to take possession of her mouth. Her legs encircled his waist as he lifted her up and held her against him. She barely felt him moving as he carried her up the walkway and into their home.
 
   ***
 
   Aria hadn't taken the time to explore the night before, or at least Braith hadn't given her the time to do anything but explore him, but now she relished in every square inch of the rooms. There was far more detail than she would have thought to put into a home in the trees. Daniel must have helped with the details as some of the intricate carvings in the doorframes and cabinets were a work of art.
 
   She smiled as she ran her fingers over the cabinets within the kitchen. She closed the door on some bread and as her stomach rumbled at the sight of it, she wondered how much longer she would feel hunger for something other than blood. She wasn't certain if she would be leaving here a human, wasn't certain if she would even be leaving here at all. It seemed like a perfect time to make the change, to throw caution to the wind and have eternity, but she was terrified of losing this bit of bliss they had just discovered together.
 
   Her whole life had been nothing but arduous and now that it was going so well, she was contemplating her own death, and no matter how she looked at it Braith was right about one thing, she was going to die.
 
   The delicate carvings in the cabinets were ivy leaves she realized as her fingers lingered on them. That had to have been William's suggestion; he knew how much she loved the way the ivy grew through the trees in some areas of the forest. Thoughts of Max and her brothers saddened her. They had already lost her father, she didn't know how they would survive her loss too, especially William, if she decided to do this and didn't survive.
 
   Aria sighed as her fingers slipped from the cabinet. She had no idea what to do. It was one thing to die for a cause; it was another thing to risk her life when it wasn't entirely necessary. At least not yet.
 
   She could wait a few years; maybe even wait till she was twenty five. It was an age she'd never thought she'd hit anyway, it would be nice to see it.
 
   However, if she waited a few years she wasn't sure she'd have the courage to do it, and what if she accidentally became pregnant? She'd never take the risk of leaving her child behind by doing something that may very well end her life.
 
   She'd thought this decision would be easier, but now she was completely torn. Why did she have to become reasonable and concerned about consequences now? She wished her father were here so she could talk to him and seek his guidance in making this decision.
 
   I have vampire blood inside of me; she clung firmly to that thought. I'm stronger than most, more stubborn. I will survive, I will.
 
   She traced over the swirls within the soft green countertops as she studied the open, airy kitchen. They hadn't run electricity from the palace and Aria was glad of that, she much preferred the flicker of the lanterns hanging above her. It was warmer, cozier with the mellow radiance that lit the picturesque home.
 
   She felt Braith's eyes on her before she spotted him leaning against the doorframe. Her toes curled as her mouth went dry. His eyes were still hooded with sleep and his dark hair was tussled across his forehead. He had taken the time to throw on a pair of pants that hung low on his hips, revealing the hair that ran from the waistband and up to his belly button before flaring out slightly at his chest. The hard ridges of his abdomen flexed as he crossed his legs and scanned her with the same hunger she was certain had just been in her gaze.
 
   He was far more delicious looking than cake, she decided firmly. And he was hers. The thought caused her hands to clench as possession shot through her. He would always be hers, no matter what she decided.
 
   "Do you like it?"
 
   "It's incredible." There was a sly gleam in his eyes as her gaze raked him from head to toe. His full mouth curved in a predatory smile. "Everything is perfect."
 
   "I'm glad. You must be hungry."
 
   Her stomach rumbled eagerly at his words. "Guess I am," she told him laughingly as she placed a hand against her belly.
 
   "I'll make you something."
 
   She nodded as he moved away from the door with the ease of someone that was intrinsically aware of every muscle and cell within their body. He opened and closed cabinets as he retrieved supplies and she settled at the table. "Braith?"
 
   "Hmm," he murmured as he used the knife to slice bread with startling speed.
 
   "Will I, uh, be able to eat human food again if I become a vampire?"
 
   He stopped slicing and stared at the cabinets for a moment before glancing at her over his shoulder. His eyes flickered; something feral, dark, and hungry crossed his face before he shook it away. "You can, it's not the same, but I've eaten it before. I don't find it appealing but it might be different for you, you have a taste for it; I never did."
 
   "Oh." Her eyebrows drew together as he continued to watch her. "The blood, I'm not so sure about that. I don't know if I can do that to someone. I know you've been drinking the blood that humans willingly provide, but…" She shuddered as she really thought about the one aspect of this whole thing she had been trying not to think about.
 
   Braith turned away, she watched as the muscles in his back and shoulders rippled with the deft slices of the knife. He finished cutting the loaf and carried a plate of bread and fruit over to her. Sitting before her, he leaned forward, his hands clasped as his eyes blazed into hers.
 
   "You have consumed my blood."
 
   She fiddled with a piece of bread. "That's because it's you. But another's blood, a stranger's blood, is an entirely different matter." Her nose wrinkled at the thought, revulsion twisted within her. "And after your father's blood." He stiffened at the reminder as a slight snarl curved his lip. "It was awful Braith; I could never describe just how awful it was."
 
   "I know."
 
   She leaned closer to him, enjoying the smell of spices and earth that radiated from his body. "Is it that awful for you now, with others? Is that why you don't like drinking other people's blood anymore?"
 
   "I don't think it's quite as revolting to me. The blood isn't forced upon me as my father's was forced upon you, and its blood, it's always been my staple. I don't enjoy another's blood the way that I enjoy yours. It doesn't fill me in the same way, it's not as empowering, and it's nowhere near as pleasant tasting, not anymore." He shook his head as he leaned back. He was trying to appear casual but the tension in his shoulders and chest didn't ease. "I don't like touching them either. It's not their fault, but the idea of it has become offensive to me. Ashby doesn't enjoy it either, though he seems more willing than I am when it's necessary."
 
   "What will happen if I'm gone?"
 
   "Don't say that," he growled.
 
   She opened her mouth to argue, to push it further. She hoped he would move on if she was gone, that he would find someone else even though the idea of it made her want to vomit, but she bit back her words. Rehashing these worries and concerns wasn't going to achieve anything except upsetting them both. She forced herself to eat a slice of bread. He wasn't looking at her anymore; his gaze was focused on the windows behind her. "You don't have to drink anyone else's blood afterward though, I can provide for you."
 
   She froze with a piece of bread halfway to her mouth. Her brow furrowed as she stared at him in confusion. "What?"
 
   His gaze came back to her. "I can provide for you. My blood will be more than enough to sustain you. I will have to consume more, but it won't be necessary for you to go to another."
 
   Relief flowed through her. "That's possible?"
 
   "It is." His hands seized hold of hers.
 
   "But what about you? Won't it be draining on you?"
 
   "Not if I stay well supplied."
 
   "You just said that you dislike the other blood Braith. I know that you're not feeding as well as you should, you can't hide it from me. If you lose my blood on top of that…"
 
   "But I won't be losing your blood." He brushed the hair back from her neck, his eyes latched onto his fresh marks upon her skin. "I will still have yours, though it won't be enough to completely sate me, I won't lose it."
 
   She swallowed heavily and took a large gulp of juice in order to wet her suddenly parched throat. A few months ago such a proposition would have been revolting. For a reasonable, sane human being it still would be, but he'd helped to make her anything but reasonable and sane. She couldn't take her gaze from his neck, the muscles that corded it, the tautness of his smooth skin.
 
   "Will you…" she had to take a breath before she asked the question. "Will you feed from other women?"
 
   She couldn't look at him; she couldn't breathe as she awaited his answer. She knew it was necessary for him to survive, and possibly her too, but damn if the thought didn't almost break her. He grasped hold of her cheeks as he turned her face to him, forcing her to look at him as he tilted his head to peer up at her.
 
   "No. I would never turn to a real person again unless it becomes absolutely necessary in order to survive, and even then I would hate it. I don't mind the other blood as much as long as I don't have to touch the person. I will use the donor program, and you can feed solely from me if you decide to do this."
 
   "Yes," she breathed, relieved and strangely titillated by the thought of such a proposition. "Would I be normal after?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "What will I be like after? Will I still be me or will I be a little wild? Will I lose control and try and kill someone, or start trying to feed off of everyone?"
 
   He tilted his chair on its front legs towards her. "You think you'll be a monster."
 
   "Yes," she croaked out, horrified by the possibility.
 
   "No. You will be you Aria. I'm sure it will take some time to get used to certain things, but you will be able to control the hunger, and you will not become a bloodthirsty lunatic."
 
   She couldn't help but chuckle as she shook her head. "I didn't think I'd be a lunatic but how can you be so sure?"
 
   The chair clicked against the floor as he leaned back again. "Because we can all control what we do, and because Xavier has assured me that the others he knows of, did not lose their minds. They did not go off their rockers, and were in fact as normal as any other vampire born of a human."
 
   "What if he's wrong?"
 
   "There are many things about Xavier that I don't understand and will never know but I do know that, annoyingly enough, he's never wrong about the histories that he speaks of."
 
   "I see," she muttered slightly more at ease.
 
   He leaned forward, she thought he was going to kiss her, but instead he picked up a piece of apple and handed it to her. "Eat up; you're going to need your strength. We have a whole week out here together and I have it in mind to tire you out."
 
   She glared at him, not at all pleased when he chuckled, kissed her forehead and rose to his feet. She bit into the apple though as he grinned at her. "I have to return to the palace for a bit. There are some things I must take care of."
 
   "Ok."
 
   "I won't be gone long, and Jack is here in case you get bored or want to go for a walk."
 
   "I'll be fine," she assured him. He squeezed her hand and turned to walk away. "Braith, I know you never wanted to change me before, but do you want to now that there is a better chance I will survive?"
 
   He froze in the doorway, his hands grasped hold of the frame as he shuddered but didn't look back at her. "I want to do whatever makes you happy, but yes Aria I want to change you."
 
   She opened her mouth to tell him that doing this would make her happy but the words froze in her throat. She couldn't shake the niggling fear that she wouldn't survive, and though she craved nothing more than an eternity with him, she was terrified of losing the years of happiness they could have if she simply remained human.
 
   He waited for a minute more before his shoulders slumped and he slipped away from the door. Her heart ached for the torment she felt within him. No matter what he'd said in the past, no matter what he said now, she knew that what he wanted most was to make her immortal.
 
   She should eat but she couldn't bring herself to put one more bite of food in her mouth. The front door opened and closed as he left. She'd never felt more alone in her life. She sat for awhile, idly twirling a piece of bread as she tried to sort out the jumbled mess of her emotions.
 
   Shoving away from the table she rose to her feet. Grabbing the black cloak by the door, she swung it around her shoulders and opened the door. The crisp air hit her, winter would be arriving soon and for the first time in her life she didn't have to worry about freezing to death.
 
   Jack was already on his way up when she stepped onto the porch. He stopped when he saw her, his head tilted to the side. "I'd like to go for a walk," she declared.
 
   His eyebrows shot into his hairline, his mouth quirked in a small smile. "Already ordering people around your highness?"
 
   She scowled at him. "You don't have to come with me."
 
   "Well thank you for the permission to stay behind."
 
   She clasped the cloak more firmly around her neck as it dragged across the ground behind her. "I'm sorry." She was being a jerk, she knew it, but she felt like a tightly coiled spring about ready to explode. "I just need to get out for a bit."
 
   "I can help with that." Though he was smiling, it didn't reach his eyes; eyes that came alive when he was truly happy. She slipped her arm into the one he offered her and walked with him down the ramp.
 
   "The house is beautiful Jack, I love it. Thank you."
 
   He pat her hand mildly, uncomfortable with her gratitude. "Yeah, well I was bored. After all the excitement of the past couple months, I had to have something to keep me occupied."
 
   "I'm happy you did."
 
   They slipped into the woods, moving in companionable silence as they traveled through the trees and deeper into the forest. It wasn't until they were almost there that she realized where she had been unconsciously leading them the whole time.
 
   "The banquet tree." She tilted her head back to look into its massive leafy bowers.
 
   There were no apples now and the leaves had already started to turn subtle hues of gold and orange that shimmered in the sunlight. She released Jack's arm, grabbed hold of the lower limb and lifted herself easily into the branches. She didn't scurry up the tree as she had as a child, didn't rush from limb to limb bouncing and hopping amongst the branches. Instead, she took her time, savoring in the feel of the bark and the scent of the tree as it wrapped her in the security of childhood memories. She could almost hear William's laughter floating to her from below as he ran about trying to catch the apples she plucked and tossed down to him.
 
   It wasn't until she was near the top that she saw something shining in the tree. She moved faster, climbing rapidly and with purpose now. There was only one other person that would have climbed up there, that would have risked the thinness of the upper branches. She burst upward, desperately seizing hold of the object entwined in the tree. A sob burned her throat, tears streamed down her cheeks as she opened her hand to reveal the delicate, silver horse head brooch that had been her mother's. It was the same brooch her father had given to Jack upon his return to the palace in search of her, the one that had let her know she could trust him.
 
   Near the brooch, tied around a branch, was what appeared to be some sort of oilskin cloth. She tugged the strings free from the tree and pulled the skin off. She nearly fell over, nearly slipped from the tree in surprise, but managed to catch herself and keep her hold on the thin limbs. It was the drawing that Daniel had made for her; the one of her sitting in Braith's lap as he read to her by the lake. Daniel had managed to capture every ounce of the love they shared for each other in the fine lines and details.
 
   She opened her hand to study the brooch and the drawing. Her father had known there was a chance he might not survive to speak with her, to guide her, and this had been his way of doing so. She and William had thought they'd kept the location of the tree secret, but of course their father would follow them, of course he would know where they were going. He was their father, their protector, and he'd loved them.
 
   She was unable to stifle the sob that escaped her. He'd known that eventually she would come here, and if he didn't survive she would find these things and she would know that though he was afraid for her, he supported her, and he trusted Braith.
 
   This was his way of letting her go.
 
   She lifted her head to stare over the treetops at the glittering palace in the distance. She'd looked at it often as a child, and questioned what had driven the humans to such depths as to betray their own kind in favor of a race that had enslaved them. She'd also speculated about that race, and what had driven them to be so cruel and heartless, so brutal and hideous, and she'd hated them with every ounce of her being.
 
   Now, she was going to become one of them.
 
   Rolling the parchment back up, she tucked it into the waistband of her pants and started down. She knew Braith was there before she spotted him below with Jack. His head was tilted back as he watched her descend. She dropped soundlessly from the tree. He looked as if he was going to grab for her, but his hands remained at his sides as his fingers twitched.
 
   She opened her hand to reveal the brooch. Jack's startled gaze darted back to the top of the tree before returning to her hand. She pulled Daniel's drawing out and handed it to Braith. His eyes stayed on her as he unrolled it, he finally glanced at the drawing, back at her, and then his eyes shot back to the parchment in his hand. Jack peered over his shoulder at it.
 
   "It's from the lake."
 
   "I remember," Braith murmured his brow furrowed as he studied it.
 
   "Daniel stumbled upon us by accident. He said that was the day he realized what was between us was real, and that it was more than just love. I gave it to William to keep it safe; my father discovered it and kept it. He put it there with the brooch so that I would have it again, so that I would know that he accepted this, accepted me and you. That he supported whatever choice I made." She tilted her head back to look into the tree again. "You can see the palace from up there; I used to watch it when I was a child, and wonder. I don't wonder anymore."
 
   Braith and Jack were both staring at her now. Braith's hands shook slightly as he held the drawing. She opened the brooch and pinned it at her neck to hold the cloak together. "No more doubts, no more waiting. I'm ready. Today."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 21 -
 
   She was ready for the pain, braced for it. Braith had told her over and over again that it would hurt, that it may even last for days. She'd experienced pain before though, she could handle it.
 
   She wasn't ready for the bliss that came before the pain. The floating, drifting sensation that came from holding him, sustaining him, giving him what he coveted, and had so often denied himself. He'd never have to deny himself again when she wasn't human any longer. She'd be able to give him as much as he needed whenever he needed it. It may not fill him in the same way as human blood would, but hers would always be the only blood he craved. Her heart hammered with the realization, excitement tingled through her as he drank from her not in greedy gulps, but in gentle pulls that shook her to her very core.
 
   Her fingers curled through his hair even as she felt a weakening in her body that signaled her life was draining away. She hadn't experienced this, not even the first time, when he'd been so eager to have her that he'd lost control and nearly killed her. He would kill her now. The thought didn't terrify her, she thought she was a little insane for that, but she couldn't find fear in his arms.
 
   She felt the weakening pulse of her heart as he pulled away from her. His fingers were tender on her face as they stroked over her. She tried to open her eyes to look at him, but she was tired and her lids were unbelievably heavy. She felt the press of his wrist against her lips and she opened them to receive him.
 
   "I love you." The words were whispered against her ear, she yearned to return them but his blood was flowing into her. "Don't leave me, please don't leave me."
 
   They echoed what he'd said to her that first time when she'd mistakenly thought she'd been dreaming the words. She couldn't find the words to tell him that she would never leave him and that this was far easier than he'd said it would be. His fangs sank into her once more as he continued to let his blood flow into her.
 
   Her body stiffened as her heart skipped a beat, that hadn't happened the first time. She tried to remain relaxed, tried to keep her body as still as possible so that he wouldn't feel the anxiety that shot through her. She knew that he already had though as his hand constricted in her hair and he hesitated for a moment. She worried that he would retreat, that he would change his mind and wouldn't continue.
 
   Then, with a low growl, he bit down harder and she realized that there wouldn't have been any stopping him, not at this point.
 
   Aria inhaled sharply, her body became completely rigid; her eyes flew open involuntarily as her fingers constricted on his head. She was acutely aware of the fact that her heart had stopped beating, and there was no air within her lungs. A scream stuck in her chest, she didn't have the breath to release it. She hadn't expected this nothingness, this waiting, this feeling of being trapped within her own body, unable to move, but still fully aware of her surroundings, and thoughts.
 
   He was above her, his eyes searching and petrified. She was looking back at him, she was seeing him, but her eyes were as frozen as the rest of her. They were locked upon him, still as stone, as immobile as if she were actually dead.
 
   It hit her like a ton of bricks, she was dead, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.
 
   She took it back, this wasn't easy. She would have far preferred agony over this frozen uncertainty. He'd said there would be rigor mortis, but was this it? So soon? It took hours after a person died for rigor mortis to sink in; she knew that, she'd seen it. Although, this wasn't a normal death. She wasn't dead, not completely. She was confined to a husk that no longer moved and no longer offered her the life support she had once required. She could feel his fingers on her cheeks; even feel the drop of a tear as it landed upon her skin. It left a cool trail on her cheek as it slid toward her neck. Braith was crying. For her, and there was nothing she could do to ease his worry.
 
   She didn't know how long she was trapped in a world where all she had were her thoughts, none of which were entirely pleasant at the moment. She wanted to cry, wanted to do anything other than just lie here like this. Braith sat with her, his arms around her, his hands on her face, and in her hair. The look on his face, the fright in his eyes was almost as awful as this endless uncertainty.
 
   Then a warming sensation started in the tips of her toes, and gradually began to spread upward. At first it wasn't unpleasant, and she welcomed anything over the nothingness that had encompassed her. The tingling reminded her of holding her frozen hands over a fire and heating them too quickly as it began to prick at her skin. It quickly became unpleasant, but if she could grit her teeth she could get through it. Unfortunately her mouth wasn't unfrozen yet.
 
   The tingling worked its way through her arms, up to her shoulders, across her neck, and into her chest. She tried to fist her hands against the pain, they wouldn't move. Frustration filled her, she tried to scream, she tried to cry; she tried to do anything other than lay here like a useless lump.
 
   A plea began inside of her; the only problem was she didn't know what she was pleading for at the moment… a true death to free her from this relentless pain, or eternal life.
 
   The heat pierced her heart; her non-beating heart. She'd never experienced anything like this, never expected to hear the silence of the vital organ that had once pulsated so fluidly within her. She hadn't realized how much of a constant part of her it had been until she was blanketed by the heavy cloak of silence that followed its cessation.
 
   Tendrils of heat brushed against the organ as gentle and quiet as a butterfly's wings. The heat retreated for a moment before surging into it once more. It slipped inside and began to sluggishly spread throughout. She didn't know what the heat was, but she pictured Braith's blood flowing in to fill the spaces that her blood had left behind. Pictured it filling her cells, rehydrating them with his power; his life. She tried to keep that image in her mind; it was far more pleasant than the uncertainty threatening to consume her.
 
   The heat filled her deadened heart again; her fingers flickered as she felt a heaving inside her chest before it seeped out again. Hope swelled within her. She had moved, she'd moved! It was only a small bit of progress but at least it was something different, it was something more than this hideous nothing.
 
   The heat began to increase; her body was on fire as it prickled through her extremities. She lurched, her body jerked as warmth slammed into her heart once more, but it didn't beat again and she knew that it would remain still forever. The tingling, prickling sensation in her fingers and toes started to worsen as it spread into her torso. A scream welled inside of her, but her mouth wouldn't open to release the agony that was consuming her from the inside out.
 
   Braith's fingers brushed her face as he leaned over her. Her skin felt as if it had been scrubbed away to expose her nerve endings. His silky touch was more than she could stand. She couldn't cringe away from the contact though, couldn't pull away, as her body still wasn't hers. It was this fleshy shell that had become her coffin.
 
   "Aria?"
 
   Just when she thought she couldn't take anymore, her body broke free of its paralysis. Braith leaned over her as she opened her mouth and the scream she had been unable to release for so long, ripped free of her in an unending echo that left her throat ravaged and her body drained as she fell lifelessly back to the bed.
 
   Braith reached for her but she moved away from him, unable to bear his touch on her brutalized skin. She curled into the fetal position, but even that was almost too much to bear. Her body shook and shivered, she was hot, she was cold, she was dying, she was living, and she was doing it all too fast. Braith's hand fell back to his side; hopelessness filled his gaze as her teeth began to chatter.
 
   She yearned to tell him that she would be alright, but she wasn't going to lie, she wasn't alright, and the mere idea of moving was more than she could handle right now. Every muscle in her body screamed, her bones felt as if they were being shattered into a million little pieces. Everything inside of her felt as if it were changing, and somehow rearranging.
 
   What had she done?
 
   The thought was fleeting. It didn't matter, it was done. There was no turning back, and no matter how badly this hurt, she wouldn't have changed it. She forced herself to open her hand toward him. Seeming to sense that she couldn't stand much of his touch, he simply placed two of his fingers lightly into her palm. The small connection helped to ease her slightly. She kept her eyes focused on him as she struggled to simply survive her own death.
 
   ***
 
   "You look like shit."
 
   Braith could barely lift his head to look at Jack. He felt beaten and drained in ways he hadn't thought possible. He hated himself, he hated this whole awful mess, and he wished he'd never agreed to this. She'd told him it was his decision to make, and though he'd been terrified she would die, petrified of losing her, there had been another part so entirely enthralled with the prospect of having her by his side forever that he'd talked himself into believing that this would be ok, that they could get through this.
 
   Now, he knew that he'd been completely wrong. He'd do anything to take this from her, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn't even touch her without causing her to moan or scream. He'd seen a lot of wretchedness and death in his extensive life, but he'd never experienced anything like this. Even the one attempt at the change he'd witnessed was nothing compared to this, but then that person hadn't been Aria, and he hadn't cared about what they'd endured, or whether they would survive.
 
   Aria was the strongest person he knew, and she was falling apart before him, swamped within the nightmare he'd created for her. He'd never hated himself more, he didn't have a clue how to make it better, and at the moment he would have willingly offered up his own life to go back in time and decide against doing this. What had he been thinking?
 
   He hadn't, and now she was the one paying for his lack of good judgment. Ashby had once said that eventually he would end up changing her no matter what, that he wouldn't be able to resist. He didn't believe that was true, he believed he could have refrained from doing so. However, he couldn't deny the fact that when she'd agreed to this, a part of him, the darkest and most primeval part had thrilled at the prospect and wouldn't have been stopped by anything, or anyone.
 
   It was a piece of himself he didn't like, but over the past few months he'd come to accept that there was no denying it, or the fact that the person that brought it out, and kept it under control the most, was Aria.
 
   "How bad is it Braith?"
 
   He tiredly ran a hand through his sweaty, tangled hair. His muscles were twisted from being tensed at her side all night, he was exhausted from lack of sleep, and yet it should be worse, he should be even more miserable. It was nothing compared to what she was going through. He was barely able to hold Jack's gaze for more than a moment. "Bad, real bad."
 
   Xavier stood behind Jack, his head bowed and his hands enfolded in his voluminous cloak. Jack placed a jug of blood on the kitchen table. "Did you get any sleep?"
 
   Braith shook his head. "No."
 
   "Did she?"
 
   "She's sleeping now, but not well."
 
   "You should take a break. Why don't you let us watch over her while you take a shower, maybe a nap?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Braith…"
 
   He shook his head as he glanced over his shoulder at the shadowed bedroom. He tried to pick up on some clue that she had awakened and needed him. He wasn't doing her any good, but he was going to do everything he could for her, especially since any second might be her last. His teeth clenched, his hands tensed around the doorframe, he had to fight the urge to rip something to shreds; he wanted to rip himself to shreds.
 
   "If she dies…" he broke off as he strained to get the words out. "I would have been the one to kill her."
 
   Jack and Xavier exchanged a glance. "You said you could handle this Braith," Jack said worriedly.
 
   He shook his head, fighting the urge to start screaming, to destroy everything around him. He'd lost it when she'd left him, but she'd still been alive then. Now he was certain she was dying, that she wouldn't survive whatever was happening to her body. She was strong, his blood was powerful, but so few made it through and now she was barely clinging to what little fight she had left in her.
 
   How had he ever believed that he could endure the consequences of this?
 
   Because he had to, he reminded himself. He simply had to. There were so many lives hanging in the balance now. So much that still needed to be done, so much that he meant to accomplish, and he had promised her that he would survive. So he would somehow, but he would never be the same if she died, never be whole again. She'd entered his life and turned it upside down. He'd had everything he'd ever required since birth, and he had been completely empty until he'd seen her standing on that stage, proud and defiant, even while facing her death. He'd had it all, but he'd had nothing until that moment.
 
   He would survive without her, but he would never live again. Ashby had been right after all, he realized dully, bloodlinks couldn't live without each other. They simply existed.
 
   "I can handle this," Braith told him.
 
   Jack folded his arms over his chest and leaned back. "You must feed."
 
   "I've fed more than well enough," he muttered.
 
   He'd more than sated himself on her, and for the first time in months he didn't feel the clawing thirst for blood in his chest and gut. He'd rather be starving. "You have to keep up your strength."
 
   His gaze slid back to his brother. Jack's eyes were shadowed and dark, his hair tussled and disordered. "Believe me Jack, I've had plenty, and I've never felt stronger."
 
   It was true, she was at her weakest, shattered and tormented, and he was suffused with the power of her blood.
 
   There was a moment when Jack didn't seem to comprehend what he was saying, and then his eyes closed and his shoulders slumped. "Yeah, I suppose so. I'll leave this here for you anyway."
 
   A whimper, so soft that he knew Jack and Xavier wouldn't pick up on it, caught his attention. Braith turned, he was immobile as he waited to see if anything more would follow, but she became quiet once more. "How are things at the palace?" he inquired.
 
   Jack pulled out a chair and dropped into it. "There are still quarrels but that's to be expected for awhile."
 
   "Yes," Braith agreed but he was barely paying attention.
 
   This time the whimper had been louder. He left his brother and Xavier as he made his way to the bedroom. Even though she was incoherent, he'd left the bathroom lantern lit and the door cracked just in case she did wake up. He went to her, knowing better than to touch her as he moved around the bed and knelt before her. She was curled into a ball, her eyes closed and her lips compressed into a thin line. Her hair was lank and damp with sweat as it fell around her unnaturally pale face. He brushed back a piece of her hair and tucked it behind her ear.
 
   Her eyes flew open, for a moment he was frozen as he gazed at her. His body no longer felt like his own as her normally bright blue eyes shone a vibrant shade of red. "Aria," he breathed.
 
   She gazed unseeingly up at him, he had a feeling that she didn't even know he was there. She turned her face into his wrist, her mouth pressed against it. She moved with startling speed as she opened her mouth and bit down. Braith jerked in surprise as her fangs sank into his vein. He almost instinctively pulled back, but then her deep pulls on his blood sparked something primal and possessive inside of him. This had never happened to him before, he had shared his blood with her, but he'd never actually had another vampire feeding from him, inside of him, draining him. His heart swelled, pleasure and love swamped him, but they were swiftly doused.
 
   Her torment engulfed him as her mind flowed forward to blend with his. She was new, she had no idea what she was doing to him, but he was ensnared within the agony consuming her, and he allowed himself to be drawn into it. He couldn't stand the thought of her facing this alone, bearing it all herself.
 
   He pushed her hair back and nuzzled her temple as tears burned his eyes. "Aria," he breathed in her ear.
 
   Movement caught his attention. Jack hovered in the doorway, his eyes troubled and apprehensive. A surge of protection washed over Braith, a low growl escaped him as he waved Jack back. This was their moment alone, and for all he knew it may very well be one of his last with her. He wasn't going to share it with anyone, especially not his brother. Jack slipped into the shadows, disappearing from view as Aria abruptly released her hold on him.
 
   A violent scream erupted from her as she fell upon the bed. Braith lurched upward; he lunged for her shoulders but pulled himself back. He ached to touch her, but he didn't dare when he knew it would only hurt her more.
 
   Jack reappeared in the doorway, his mouth ajar and his eyes wide. Xavier nervously hovered behind him. "Get out!" Braith roared at them.
 
   Jack took a step forward before taking a small one back. "It is almost done, one way or another, it will be done shortly," Xavier assured him as he pulled Jack away.
 
   Braith stalked over and slammed the door shut; it did nothing to ease the knot of tension and terror that constricted his chest. He was shaking as Aria began to moan and tears spilled down her face. He curled onto the bed beside her, his two fingers rested lightly on the palm of her extended hand. Her eyes, now their beautiful sparkling blue again, met his for a brief moment. Love shimmered in them before death rose up to drag her back into its overwhelming depths once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 22 -
 
   Aria woke sluggishly, her eyes barely drifted open before slipping shut again. She ached everywhere; muscles she didn't even know she had were cramping. Knots twisted through her body as she lay completely still, fearful of moving. Even her eyelashes hurt and felt far too heavy, but it wasn't the same as the pain she'd been going through for the past few days, weeks, hours…? She didn't know anymore, she'd lost all track of time.
 
   "Aria." The word, breathed so hopefully, held so much love in it that her deadened heart broke. It was different now, completely still, but it was his and always would be. "Aria."
 
   "I'm alive," she whispered.
 
   His two fingers on her palm twitched a little. Her eyelids fluttered open again to find him lying across from her. He was magnificent, beautiful, and heartbreakingly lost as his gaze searched her face. The world was brighter, he was brighter. The scars around his eyes were more clearly visible; everything was more clearly visible. For the first time she noticed that the beautiful blue band encircling his irises was actually filled with flecks of sapphire and azure that fascinated her.
 
   "Aria?"
 
   Those two fingers were featherlike against her cheek, just barely there, a whisper caress that made her crave more. He was hesitant to touch her though, and she didn't blame him after the events that had just unfolded. The faintest touch had been too much. It had grated on her nerve endings to the point that it felt like hot coals were continuously being pressed against her skin. She'd been wearing a nightgown but at one point she knew she had ripped it off of herself, unable to take the thin material against her skin anymore. She still felt raw, but it wasn't anywhere near as bad as it had been.
 
   "I think I'm ok, I think I made it."
 
   He reverently searched her face, he seemed almost afraid to believe that what she was saying was true. He looked nearly as broken and beaten as she felt. Lines that she'd never noticed before were etched into his face, there were dark shadows under his eyes, and his hair was matted to his forehead. They both smelled, she realized dimly, and she almost laughed out loud at the realization. She'd been hideously smelly when he'd first claimed her as his blood slave, and she was just as bad now that he'd claimed her again. This time, forever.
 
   "How do you feel?" he inquired.
 
   "Like I died," she answered honestly.
 
   His fingers skimmed over her cheeks as he traced a line to her lips. Shock flickered through her as she felt a tingling, prickling sensation in response to his tender prodding at her canines. Amazement filled her when they lengthened and sharpened against his finger. Her gaze flickered to his wrist and the two red marks marring the inside of it.
 
   She traced the bite mark as she frowned. "Did I do this?"
 
   "You did."
 
   She didn't know what to make of that, part of her wanted to cry and the other part was strangely titillated. She didn't recall doing it, but she had a dim memory of something sweet and delicious filling her. She vaguely recalled something that had managed to break through the anguish for just a brief moment, and now she understood why. "Did I hurt you?"
 
   "Nowhere near as much as I hurt you."
 
   "You didn't do anything I didn't ask for. We both wanted this." She managed a wan smile. "And it worked."
 
   He still looked as if he wasn't completely convinced. "It appears to have." She seized hold of his hand, wincing as the motion made her abused muscles throb. "You're still in pain," he accused.
 
   "I'm sore," she admitted. "But it's much better than it was."
 
   His hand spread out across her face as he cradled it. "Perhaps a bath…"
 
   "Sounds incredible," she agreed eagerly.
 
   He moved gingerly from the bed, careful not to disturb her as he left the room. She listened as he moved around the attached bathroom, surprised by the intensity of the sounds, the acuteness with which she heard them. She'd been so determined to get it over with, to do it, that she hadn't thought about what it would be like after. What the world would become to her newly deadened but yet enhanced body. It was as frightening as it was astonishing.
 
   Water was turned on; she could almost feel the heat of it already blessedly encompassing her tender body. He was back beside her, his eyes troubled as he knelt at her side. "Can I?" he asked as he held his arms out to her.
 
   Aria remained unmoving as she warily stared at his arms. She desperately longed to be in them, but the memory of the pain was still fresh in her mind. She gathered her courage as she managed a small nod. She braced herself as his arms gingerly slid underneath her. It was a little uncomfortable, but that was swiftly buried beneath the rush of pleasure that flooded her sensitized skin. Her toes curled as she pressed closer to him, mesmerized by the thrill that shot through her at the feel of his bare skin against hers. Skin, she was beginning to realize, that might always feel this electrified by his touch.
 
   "It's different," she breathed. "It's all so much more… intense."
 
   His brow furrowed, he stopped walking to study her. "Is it unpleasant?"
 
   "No, just somewhat overwhelming. The world is clearer, it's louder; my skin feels as if lightning bolts are zapping through it. It's an amazing feeling but it's, ah it's…"
 
   "It's inhuman," he supplied.
 
   "Yes," she whispered. "Is this what you feel like all the time?"
 
   "I was born this way Aria, I've never known anything different. I'll help you through it though; we will get you through this."
 
   "I've no doubt," she replied with a small smile as she wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned her head into the warm hollow of his throat.
 
   "Can you stand?"
 
   The question, asked days ago, would have offended her. Now she had to think about it. "I'm not sure," she hated to admit.
 
   He sat her on the edge of the tub. Steam rose up around her, warming her as it floated in the air. He knelt before her and reached around to test the heat of the water. His hands rested on her knees as he leaned closer to her. The feel of him enveloped her; it warmed her more than the heat of the bath on her back. He pushed the hair over her shoulders, his fingers lingered upon his marks on her skin. The bites left by his father and brother had faded rapidly during her transition, and were barely visible anymore. She didn't think she'd even be able to see them anymore if she was still human.
 
   His hands were gentle as he helped ease her into the tub. A moan of pleasure escaped as she was engulfed in the blessed heat of the water. "We stink," she mumbled.
 
   "We do," he agreed as he grabbed a bar of soap and shampoo from the sink. "It's been an endless three days."
 
   "Is that how long it was?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "It seemed like forever." She swallowed heavily as he came back to her. She watched as he placed the shampoo and soap down and quickly shed his pants. Her mouth went dry as she took in his magnificent, powerful body. He slid into the large tub behind her and his legs clasped hold of her sides. Pulling her into his lap, he rested her back against his chest as he leisurely began to rub and massage her aching muscles. She leaned into him, savoring in the tender way he touched her, and the exciting new way he felt against her skin. He worked steadily over her body, rubbing and kneading her with a tenderness no one else had ever seen from him, or ever would.
 
   "You stayed with me," he whispered as his fingers worked over her arms.
 
   "I told you I would."
 
   His hands stopped moving over her as they enfolded her against him. "I was still worried."
 
   "I know; so was I," she admitted.
 
   He turned her head toward him and nibbled on her lower lip as he kissed her. Heat sizzled through her as a rocking sensation unlike anything she'd ever experienced shot through her. His kisses had always melted her, but this was different, it felt as if she were actually dissolving against him. She needed to feel the reality of the press of his lips against hers, of the warmth of his tongue caressing her mouth. She'd been so frightened she would never feel anything like this again.
 
   He pulled slowly away, his eyes intense and fiery as they bored into hers. The dark shadow lining his jaw made him appear harder and more dangerous as her fingers trailed over the bristly hairs. He was glorious though, and he was hers, forever.
 
   Everything she had just endured had been completely worth it.
 
   His fingers started to work over her muscles again; he washed her hair for her and cleaned the shampoo from it before washing his own, and helping her from the tub. Her legs were shaky, she felt like a newborn colt, and she supposed in some ways she was. She was able to stay on her feet as he towel dried her, wrapped a robe around her, and loosely knotted the belt. "Do you want me to brush your hair for you?"
 
   Though it sounded appealing, she didn't like feeling this helpless and needy. "No, I think I can handle it."
 
   He nodded, but he stayed within the room, leaning against the counter as he watched her. She felt slightly uncomfortable with his scrutiny. "I'm not going anywhere," she assured him.
 
   "I don't know that yet Aria, not for sure."
 
   "I'm sorry for what you went through."
 
   He frowned at her as he folded his arms firmly over his chest. "What I went through was nothing compared to what you went through. I would do everything in my power to take away what you just experienced."
 
   "It was worth it." He remained doubtful looking as his eyes scanned over her. "I would do it again for this result Braith. Don't ever doubt that. The memories of the pain will fade, the millions of memories we'll make together will last forever. Life is so fragile and delicate all the time, we have to seize every moment we have together, have to cherish every gift that has been given to us, and this is one such gift Braith. We can be together, forever."
 
   She didn't realize she was crying until he leaned across the counter and wiped the tears away with the pads of his thumbs. "I do cherish it," he whispered against her lips as he rested his forehead against her. "And you. I look forward to every one of those memories."
 
   "Good. Now, can you stop watching me as if you're afraid I'm going to go toe up again at any moment?"
 
   He laughed quietly as he kissed her. "Ok."
 
   She reluctantly pulled away from him and wiped the steam from the mirror. She stared at her reflection, surprised by the sight of the woman staring back at her. It was her still. She was tired, drained, and beaten looking, but it was still her. Relief filled her. Despite what Braith had said about her being the same, she'd still been terrified she'd be confronted by a half crazed monster with red eyes and fangs, or a shadow of the person she'd once been. Instead, it was simply a girl with dark auburn hair made darker by the water, brilliant blue eyes, and a face that had thinned out from grief, staring back at her.
 
   Braith rested his hands on her shoulders. "Are you ok?"
 
   "It's still me," she breathed.
 
   "It is." Her fingers slid over the mirror as she traced her features. "Let me." She didn't argue when he took the brush from her hand and began to work it through her hair. "Were you expecting someone else?"
 
   "I didn't know what to expect," she admitted. "I half feared I'd be a monster."
 
   He met her gaze in the mirror, holding it for a poignant moment. "You could never be a monster Arianna."
 
   She smiled shakily at him, acutely aware of the fact that when it came to him she very well could be a monster in order to ensure he survived. She closed her eyes and relished in the comforting feel of him pulling the brush through her hair. She was also becoming aware of a new scent and a new discomfort growing within her belly. She didn't understand what it was though, and as she hesitatingly scented the air she couldn't place the delicious aroma.
 
   Braith placed the brush down and led her into the bedroom. She slumped onto the bed, tired and still a little sore. That growing twinge in her stomach was starting to spread outward. It was actually becoming uncomfortable as she shifted on the bed in an attempt to ease some of the discomfort growing within her.
 
   Braith's eyes narrowed. "What's wrong?"
 
   "I don't know," she admitted. Her hand fluttered up to her chest, she swallowed heavily as a rush of saliva filled her mouth. "But I don't feel right. There's something, it's here, it's aching." She pressed her hands to her stomach and her chest. She couldn't find the words to describe the growing distress of her body.
 
   "Ah," he said with dawning realization. "You're hungry."
 
   She frowned fiercely at him as she shook her head. "No, I'm surprisingly not hungry."
 
   His smile was sad and understanding. "Yes Aria, you're just not hungry for mortal food, not anymore."
 
   She felt like an idiot as her mouth parted. "Oh," she breathed as understanding filled her. "I see." Her gaze strayed to his neck, the solid muscles that corded it, and the vein she saw running just beneath the surface. She tore her gaze away from his dampened skin as the discomfort bloomed into a scorching fire. "Is this what you experience all the time?"
 
   "Not all the time."
 
   "Since you met me?"
 
   He brushed the hair back from her face. "Not all the time."
 
   She shuddered, she ached for the torment he had gone through, the torment she hadn't been able to understand until now. "It's an awful feeling, how did you deal with it?"
 
   "Years of experience, and you. Just being with you made it all worth it." Her discomfort was forgotten as love streamed through her. She kept thinking it wasn't possible to love him more, but he always managed to prove her wrong. "I'll teach you how to control it but if you feed well, and often, it will be easy to control. You won't have to feel this way again Aria, I'll make sure of that."
 
   Her gaze drifted back to his vein. She shuddered as desire tore through her and left her shaken. It was not his body she hungered for right now though, but something more and it frightened her. She'd fed from him once, but she didn't recall it and didn't know how she'd done it, or if she'd even done it right. "Braith," she gasped.
 
   "It's ok." His hands were on her waist; he lifted her and eased her into his lap. "It's ok Aria."
 
   His hand wrapped around the back of her head. She remained unyielding in his grasp as uncertainty, dread, and a coil of disgust warred incessantly within her. "What if I hurt you?"
 
   "You won't." She licked her lips, starting in surprise as she felt the harsh prick of her teeth. A whimper involuntarily escaped her. He turned his wrist over, revealing the marks to her. "This didn't hurt."
 
   "I was completely out of it; I didn't know what I was doing."
 
   "You knew what you were doing then, and you'll know what you're doing now. Just let your instincts take over; they'll guide you through this."
 
   He guided her head to the hollow of his neck and rested it there. She could smell the sweet scent of his blood as it wafted out of him. It was delicious, enticing as it ensnared her within its scent of spices and earth, and her. She pressed her lips against his warm skin; he tasted of soap and something more, something masculine and dark and powerful. Something that she craved with a driving frenzy that frightened her, but that wouldn't be denied.
 
   How had he ever been able to control this kind of consuming thirst around her?
 
   She tried not to think, tried to shut her brain down as she let the instincts he spoke of take over. Her lips pulled back, her teeth, no they weren't just teeth anymore, they were razor sharp fangs, and right now they were aching to be buried in his tender skin. A small shudder of anticipation rocked him as she pressed her fangs against his skin. She hesitated, kissing him for a long moment before she bit down. His hands clenched upon her back, a low groan escaped him as she pulled his blood from him. Pleasure swamped her; she pressed closer as the sweet flow of his blood filled her mouth. She didn't feel repulsed; she wasn't sickened by the flavor and heat of it within her mouth. It was the most delicious thing she'd ever tasted as she felt their minds surging forth to mingle together.
 
   Her fingers dug into his back as his joy mixed with hers. She'd experienced it as a human, but now, as a vampire, it was even deeper and more open. There weren't any barriers between them. He was completely bared to her; she felt the ebb and flow of the darkness within him. Felt the lengths and depths of brutality he would go to for her, and the others he sought to protect. He revealed to her the true depth of his fear for her, the extent of his instability within The Barrens, and when she had been taken by Caleb.
 
   It shook her, humbled her and brought her to tears. She'd always known he was powerful, always known that it had been stressful for him when it came to her, but he hadn't revealed the true depth of that strain until now. He hadn't revealed the true depths of his dislike, and lack of pleasure and satisfaction he experienced with anyone else's blood.
 
   Aria pressed closer, unable to get enough of this glimpse into him, of this complete baring of the soul of the man she loved so desperately. She simply couldn't get close enough as she exposed everything she had to him, and revealed all of her love and concerns to him as he did to her.
 
   She was enmeshed in his pleasure, caught up in his love as she nestled closer. The soreness in her body eased, her muscles loosened further the more that she consumed. She bit deeper into his neck, relishing in the blood and energy that infused her.
 
   A low groan escaped him; the headboard crashed off the wall as he slammed his hand against it in an attempt to curve the burgeoning desire she felt swirling up through his body and into hers. She whimpered as he released the headboard and buried his hand within her hair. His mouth pressed hotly against her shoulder, his fangs nipped at her skin before biting. If she'd had any doubt that he wouldn't find her blood as appealing, it was quickly squashed by his intense delight as it engulfed her.
 
   She wrapped her legs around his waist as he shifted her in his lap. Aria was consumed with love as she lost herself to the touch and feel of him. The pleasure he took from her engulfed her, she couldn't separate her own ecstasy from his as she was consumed by his infinite wonder and fulfillment.
 
   The rest of the world faded away as for the first time she gave herself to him with no fear of what the future held. For the first time she knew complete safety and security. She knew there was nothing that could ever tear them apart again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 23 -
 
   Aria fiddled anxiously with the sleeves of her shirt. Braith quirked an eyebrow as he grabbed hold of her hands and held them within his own. "It will be fine."
 
   She gulped and managed a small nod as Braith opened the door to his newly fixed and refurnished apartment. The furniture was a deep forest green now and the carpet had been replaced with a gleaming wood floor. The apartment had been beautiful before, but more masculine. It was more feminine now and she suspected that Melinda had had a big hand in picking out the furniture and the colors.
 
   "I thought you would like to pick out the paintings," Braith told her.
 
   She nodded as she glanced around the bare walls. She hadn't put much thought into what the apartment would look like, or how it should be decorated. She'd been too consumed by her grief and uncertainty. As she glanced at the walls now though she itched to cover them with some of the beautiful paintings and artwork that Daniel had created since moving into the palace.
 
   Braith pulled the drawing of the two of them free of his coat. Tears burned her eyes but she kept them suppressed as she took it from him. It would be the first thing she put on the wall. A subtle knock on the door reminded her of what she'd been so nervous about just moments ago. She rolled the drawing back up and placed it on the desk.
 
   Braith opened the door to William, Daniel, and Max. If she still had a heartbeat she knew it would be thumping riotously in her chest. The stillness was a little unnerving, but nowhere near as unnerving as facing the three of them. Braith grabbed her hand as she started to fiddle again.
 
   She was concerned they'd be mad at her, not because she was a vampire now, but because she hadn't told them she was going to do it. She worried that Max would resent her. He'd been doing so much better, but she still didn't know how he was going to react to this news.
 
   William, finally free of his crutches, grinned at her as he swooped into the room, lifted her into the air and gave her a crushing hug. He dropped her down and seized hold of her hand, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she wasn't human anymore. "Nice ring."
 
   "I'm glad you approve," Braith commented dryly.
 
   Aria smiled shyly at William as he grinned at Braith and twisted her hand within his. Max and Daniel came forward to hug her and offer their congratulations. She went to fiddle with her hands again but thought better of it as Braith shot her a look. She didn't know how to tell them, did she just blurt out, 'oh by the way I died?' Or perhaps the, 'I'm not a human anymore' approach would work better.
 
   "I uh…I'm…" the words died in her throat, she couldn't stop her gaze from going to Max.
 
   His forehead furrowed as he stared at her questioningly. Then his forehead cleared as realization dawned in his eyes. "A vampire."
 
   William and Daniel's heads snapped toward her, their eyes perused her. Braith took hold of her hand and enfolded it within both of his. "You did it?" William asked.
 
   Aria winced at the upset in his voice. "I didn't know I was going to," she told him. "And then I found the drawing that dad left behind for me."
 
   "What do you mean?" Daniel's blue eyes narrowed on her.
 
   She filled him in on what she'd discovered in the banquet tree. "I really didn't go out there with the intention of this happening," she told him.
 
   She shifted uneasily beneath their intense scrutiny. "You're ok though?" William worried.
 
   It was a little disconcerting but she heard the difference in William's heartbeat as he circled around her. His pulse sped up; there was a faint knock in it as adrenaline spurted through him. It didn't entice her, but she was unsettled by the fact that she could even hear it to begin with. It was going to take her awhile to get used to all the new sights, sounds, and sensations her new status offered her.
 
   Braith slid his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side as he seemed to sense her discomfort. "I'm ok," she assured William.
 
   "So I guess this means we do have some vampire DNA in us."
 
   "I would assume so," Braith confirmed.
 
   "Max?" Aria inquired nervously.
 
   His gaze focused on the window behind her. Her fingers clenched on Braith's back as tears burned her eyes. Please, she pleaded silently. Please don't hate me again. He finally looked at her, and though it was sad, he offered her a small smile. "I'm glad you survived. I'm happy for you," he assured her.
 
   A low sob escaped her as she released Braith and stepped forward to hug Max and her brothers again. Another knock on the door drew her apart from them. Melinda poked her head in; she scented the air before she broke into a brilliant grin. She flung the door open and bounded across the floor to them. Free of the cloak of her father's oppression, and her separation from Ashby, Melinda had turned into a lively, exuberant woman.
 
   William shot her a disgruntled look as Melinda elbowed him out of the way, seized hold of Aria's hand and jerked it toward her. Aria's eyes widened as Melinda released a joyous squeal. Ashby had entered behind her and now stood beside Braith, grinning in amusement as Melinda began to prattle on. "We have so many plans to make! So much to do! It's going to be amazing!"
 
   "I'd actually like a small ceremony," Aria told her.
 
   "A queen's wedding can never be small!" Melinda retorted.
 
   Aria cast Braith a pleading look as his sister began to propel her toward the sofa. He jumped forward, smiling pleasantly at Melinda as he extricated Aria's arm from Melinda's death grip. "We can do both," Braith placated.
 
   She knew that arguing would be pointless, Melinda was right, and if she still got to have the ceremony she wanted she didn't see what difference it made as long as she got to marry Braith.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 24 -
 
   Over the next few days Melinda kept her occupied with endless details, most of which she never would have thought of. It was overwhelming on top of trying to adjust to her new vampire abilities. She'd accidentally ripped the handle off the door in the library, and broken a saddle when she'd forgotten that she was stronger now. She kept trying to breathe, missed the beat of her heart, and was still trying to adjust to the unfamiliar sensations of her over sensitized skin.
 
   Even though she felt overwhelmed, she'd also never felt this secure and happy. She fell asleep in Braith's arms every night and woke to find him beside her every morning. When Melinda wasn't demanding her time, she would go out with Max, Xavier, Jack and William to help in rebuilding the town. Daniel and Braith were still entrenched in the intricacies of establishing the new government, and dealing with the problems that arose from the people and vampires that were still struggling to assimilate to the changes.
 
   Melinda had told her that the building wasn't something a future queen should be doing, but Aria didn't care. She didn't want to be involved in the running of the household, and planning a wedding was beyond tedious. Besides, with her newfound strength she was far better at building, and faster at it than she ever would have been in the past.
 
   Maybe it wasn't what the other queens had done, but it was what she was going to do, and there was nothing that was going to change that. She was willing not to be in the woods every day, to wear the silly undergarments and dresses when they were required. She would tend to the things that she had to once she was queen, but she was not going to be trapped within that palace, and she was not going to be relegated to running the household. Melinda enjoyed doing it and Aria preferred to be with all the people and vampires in the town.
 
   She listened to the problems they were having, what they needed, and she did her best to resolve the issues that arose either herself, or by bringing it to Braith and The Council's attention. She enjoyed working side by side with them toward a common goal as they all tried to assimilate to their new lives. It also helped to ease the grief, helped take her mind off of the empty hole in her life. She knew her father would have been thrilled to see all the changes that were taking place, and his children helping to make those changes.
 
   Aria stepped back as she handed the last of the boards up to William and studied him with a heavy heart. He'd told her this morning that he planned to go with Jack, when the rebuilding was done here, to help build up the towns in the outlying areas. They planned to expand the territory, search for water, and create a burgeoning world of prosperity and hope where now there was none.
 
   She'd assumed William would stay with Daniel and learn more about the way things were going to be run, but he'd been showing less interest in it every day, and had asked Max to step in to take over for him completely yesterday. She knew it was because of their father's death, but she also knew that he wouldn't talk about it. Maybe when he came back from his journey, but not now. She understood his urge to run away, but it was still tearing her up inside and she prayed that he found whatever it was he was looking for and came back to her soon.
 
   It had taken everything she had not to cry when he'd told her, and she could feel tears burning her eyes again. She longed to tell him to stay, that she needed him, but he'd never confined her or disapproved of her decisions. This was something he had to do and she wasn't going to try and dissuade him no matter how much she wanted to.
 
   "You're the one that likes heights, shouldn't you be up here?" he protested from the roof of one of the new homes being erected in the bailey.
 
   Aria grinned at him as she wiped her hands on her dirty pants. "I have a wedding to help plan," she reminded him. "Unless you want Melinda to come out here to retrieve me again?"
 
   He made a face as he shook his head briskly. The last time Melinda had come out here to retrieve Aria, she'd forced William and Max into the palace in order to be fitted for tuxes. They'd both gone out of their way to avoid her since. "Go! Go!" he urged with a quick wave of his hand before hastily retreating from sight. His hand reappeared to wave her briskly away once more but he didn't look over at her again.
 
   She laughed as she turned away from the house and made her way to the stables with her constant companion at her side. There was a colicky horse she wanted to check on before retreating to the palace. "Are you ready for more wedding planning?"
 
   Xavier crooked an eyebrow at her as he shook his head. "I never knew there were so many different flowers before."
 
   "Neither did I."
 
   Xavier followed her into the stable and waited as she entered the mare's stall. She was relieved to find the mare more relaxed and some fresh manure in the corner. Patting the mare's back and neck, she moved slowly around her as she spoke softly with her for a few moments.
 
   "Xavier can you bring me some hay? I think she might be ready to eat now." Aria rested her hand on the horse's neck as she waited for an answer, or for her guardian to appear. She heard nothing though, and the stable remained oddly hushed. "Xavier?"
 
   The dim light danced and swayed as shadows flitted around the dusky interior of the barn. A chill slid down Aria's spine, her hand fell from the mare's neck as a rustle of movement drifted to her. "Xavier?" she called, trying to keep the nervousness from her voice.
 
   Silence continued to greet her. The scent of hay, straw and horse seemed even more acute as she remained immobile. Her body became still in ways it never could have been if she was human. For the first time she didn't miss the beat of her heart as her ears picked up sounds that the beat would have muted. Calmness settled over, her heightened senses opened as she searched the surroundings outside of the stall.
 
   A smell that she'd never experienced before reached her. It was body odor, decay and rot all rolled into one disgusting blend. It was old and decrepit but also strangely powerful. The image of a walking corpse filtered through her mind as a soft rustle reached her. She opened her mouth to call out to Xavier again but thought better of it. Whatever was out there, it wasn't Xavier.
 
   A shadow fell across the stall door seconds before feet shuffled into view. If she'd still had a heartbeat it would be on the verge of exploding. She couldn't tear her gaze away from those filthy feet with their overgrown toenails and ragged cuts. The bottom of the pants were tattered and so incredibly soiled that she couldn't even discern the color of them anymore. A lump formed in her throat, tears burned her eyes as she arrived at the disgusting shirt that was in much the same condition, but the hole and bloodstain on it were still clearly discernible.
 
   It took every ounce of courage she had to force her eyes to continue upward. The haggard features, obscured by dirt and decay, were almost indiscernible. The grayish skin sagged, the outline of the skull was clearly visible as cheekbones stood out severely and the eyes had sunken in. A piece of the bottom lip, right ear, and half the left side of the nose were gone. Nausea twisted through her as she realized they'd probably been eaten off while he was buried. Perhaps even more had been missing, but even as she watched the lesions on his face and arms seemed to be knitting together and repairing themselves.
 
   Her nose wrinkled, she recoiled from the smell radiating from this thing standing across from her with blazing ruby eyes. The mare snorted, she shifted nervously in the stall as a low whinny escaped her and she spun suddenly. Aria just managed to avoid being knocked over as the mare shoved her toward the hideous creature at the front of the stall.
 
   A scream surged up her throat; she drew on her recently acquired vampire strength to lunge back. She wasn't quick enough though, even partly decayed and slightly rotten the king was still faster than her. He seized hold of her throat, propelling her backward as he slammed her into the wall with enough force to shake it. Pain lanced through her back, the mare squealed and bolted from the stall.
 
   Aria envied the horse greatly as the monstrosity holding her lowered his face to hers. His lips skimmed back to reveal his pointed teeth and black, black, gums. A shudder of revulsion rippled through her, she tried to twist her head away but he seized hold of her cheeks and squeezed. The reek of putrefaction entrenched her; she wished she was still human so it wouldn't be so potent. A small whimper escaped her as she finally managed to get her hands in between them.
 
   Beneath the shirt, she could feel the pliancy of his skin, and for a moment she thought her fingers were going to sink right into it. She gagged involuntarily, even if she couldn't breathe, she felt herself spiraling toward a panic attack.
 
   This couldn't be possible! She'd seen Caleb kill him! She'd been there for it! Yet as his fingers dug into her cheeks to force her lips out, and his black tongue slithered out to brush against her mouth, she couldn't deny the reality, no matter how badly she wanted to. She nearly vomited on him as he pushed against her.
 
   "Someone's no longer human," he murmured against her ear as he sniffed along her neck. A shudder rippled through her, bile surged up her throat. "My son thinks he can keep you, but he's wrong. I'll be keeping you."
 
   "How?" she croaked as he forced her head to the side.
 
   "You think a simple stake is going to kill me? I'm almost fifteen hundred years old, there's plenty you don't know about me, bitch. I know plenty about you though, especially where you are, always." His fingers flitted up and down her neck before resting on the marks that Braith had left on her last night. "I'm going to make you pay, and I'm going to make my son pay. No one can defeat me."
 
   Pain, unlike any she'd ever known, exploded through her as his teeth sank into her neck and he began to replenish his depleted strength with hers.
 
   ***
 
   Gideon handed Braith the truce agreement that had been written with the border towns. He knew most of the concessions and promises that had been made within the agreement, but even so he read it carefully to make sure everything met his approval. The border towns would be sending an elected representative to join The Council next week. In exchange, they would consent to representatives from the palace moving into the towns for an unspecified amount of time to ensure that all slavery was ended.
 
   Braith nodded as he grabbed the pen and hastily added his signature to the document. His hand was cramped from the endless signatures, but they were finally reaching an end, finally forming a solid union with everyone that had been involved in the war. He flexed his fingers as he sat back in his chair and surveyed the room.
 
   Things weren't perfect, far from, but they were better than he'd thought they'd be at this stage. They'd formed alliances, they were rebuilding, the donation center wasn't thriving, but more people were coming around to the prospect of giving their blood. There were still fights, and there would be continuing violence for awhile, but even that had started to slow as stability was beginning to return in the form of homes, businesses, and a solid government.
 
   He also had Aria. It was more than he ever could have hoped for, more than he ever had hoped for. He was going to have an eternity to enjoy their marriage, an eternity to enjoy her. The thought caused a small smile to tug at his lips. He knew she would be coming in soon to meet with Melinda, he thought he might be able to slip away for a few minutes in order to intercept her. Unknowingly, he began to tap the pen harder as he planned out his brief escape.
 
   The pen tapped harder on the table, he didn't realize his foot had dropped to the floor as an uneasy feeling began to twine through his stomach. "Easy there fidgets," Daniel said as he signed the document and passed it on.
 
   The pen cracked in his hand, ink ran out to coat his fingers as he stood slowly. A sense of doom slithered like a serpent through him as he searched the room for whatever danger he felt licking across his skin. Even as he searched though, he began to realize that whatever was wrong wasn't coming from in here, but from somewhere else.
 
   It was Aria, something was wrong with Aria. He didn't know how he knew, didn't know why he was so certain of it, but he knew that something wasn't right with her.
 
   "Braith?"
 
   An involuntary snarl ripped from him as Gideon rose from his chair. Gideon took a startled step back. "Aria."
 
   He didn't look back as he moved from the room faster than he'd ever moved in his life.
 
   ***
 
   After the initial burst of agony that nearly drowned her within its dark depths, Aria managed to regain enough control of herself to begin to put up a fight. Her hands fisted as they were ineffectively pinned against his mushy chest. She squirmed against him as she tried to bring her legs up between them in order to get some leverage against his savage attack. Using the palm of his hand, he pressed it flat against her face as he pushed it hard against the wood of the stall.
 
   She kicked at him, but with his body flat against hers she was unable to get in a good shot at him. She finally managed to break one of her pinned hands free, he blocked her from punching him, but her fingers hooked into claws that she was able to rake down the side of his face. A choked scream escaped her at the feel of the bugs beneath the squishy skin she'd managed to tear free. His skin broke away with a vile odor that nearly overwhelmed her.
 
   Her struggles increased but it was like pitting a lion against a lamb as he growled low and bit down harder. Even half dead, he was ten times stronger than she was, and his strength was increasing as hers weakened. She put every ounce of power she had into her legs and arms as she gave one final attempt to shove him off of her.
 
   A startled cry escaped, she dropped onto her butt as the king abruptly released her. She looked up in time to see Braith heaving him one handed across the stall by his shoulder. The wooden wall gave way, collapsing beneath the impact of the king's body as it shattered around him. She stared in disbelief at the wreckage as ruined wood continued to topple down on the king.
 
   Aria's hand fumbled at the trail his teeth had raked across her throat as she tried to staunch the flow of blood. Braith was suddenly before her, his hands on her cheeks as he turned her head toward him. "Are you ok?" he demanded.
 
   "I'm fine," she assured him. "I'm fine."
 
   "Who did this?" His upper lip curled as his eyes shimmered red.
 
   "You didn't see?" she gasped. He shook his head as he pulled her hand away to examine her neck. "Braith it's your…"
 
   She broke off as the broken fragments of wood exploded outward. Braith enveloped her with his body as splinters, boards and beams rained down around them. He grunted beneath the impact of the debris as he protected her from the dangerous wood crashing against him.
 
   Silence filled the broken stall as the last board clattered to the ground. Braith's face was warm against hers, the stubble rough on her cheek as he waited to see if there was anything more coming at them. "Hold onto me."
 
   Her hands encircled his biceps; his muscles flexed beneath her grasp as he lifted her against him and surged back to his feet. Releasing her, he planted both hands on either side of her head and pressed closer as he turned his head to face the new threat.
 
   The muscles in his arms vibrated beside her head as his fangs extended over his bottom lip. He actually did a double take as his father stepped from the wreckage with far more aplomb than Aria had expected from a man wearing rags and still missing part of his nose. The king appeared refreshed and better than he had before, thanks to her blood. He wiped the blood from where she had gouged his face but the marks were already gone. Straightening the remains of his shirt, he eyed them both with amusement.
 
   "Father," Braith finished for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 25 -
 
   Braith couldn't keep his astonishment hidden as his father took another step away from the ruined wall. It was a sight he'd never even imagined he would ever see, never mind actually experience. There was a part of him that felt like a child again, cowering beneath his father's heavy hand, unable to defend himself from the repeated blows, unable to escape the abuse that his father so jovially inflicted upon him.
 
   Another part of him, the adult one, the king one, the one shielding Aria, wanted to rip the entire barn down and shred the man looking at him with such delight. Red shadowed his vision as the scent of Aria's blood drifted up to him and a snarl curved his lip. He'd dared to touch her again and Braith was going to make him pay for that. After everything this man had done to Aria, to him, and countless other innocents, Braith knew that he could not let him survive this. There was no way he would allow this man to touch her again, to be in charge again; no way he would allow him to unravel all of the good they had already created here.
 
   Braith just wasn't sure there was any way to stop him. His father had taken a stake to the heart, and with no sustenance to sustain and revitalize him, the wound had still somehow managed to heal itself. It was obvious his father hadn't had much nourishment before returning to the palace, but Braith suspected he'd looked far worse than this when he'd first crawled from his grave. Braith didn't know how long he'd been wandering around, but the fact that he'd returned here meant he thought he was strong enough to be a threat to Braith, and anyone else he came across.
 
   He looked like a decomposing corpse, but beneath the rotten exterior, Braith felt the vibrant pulse of power that he still possessed. His body was rapidly healing itself, his shoulders were straightening as he thrust them back and quirked an eyebrow in amusement. His upper lip curled to reveal long fangs that glistened in the murky light of the stable. Even though her chin was raised and her eyes narrowed, a small shiver ran through Aria and into him as his father leveled her with his gaze and licked his lips.
 
   A low growl rose up Braith's throat as he pushed Aria back a little. The tension in his body notched higher, bloodlust began to curl through him as he shielded her. He had far more control over his more primitive instincts now, but even so he would slaughter the creature across from him before he ever allowed his father to touch a hair on her head again.
 
   "Xavier!" His father's head tilted to the side as Gideon's startled cry echoed through the stable. Braith had seen Xavier's prone figure in the shedrow, but he hadn't taken the time to learn if the vampire was alive or not. Judging by the marks on Xavier's neck, and his father's rapid healing, Braith suspected that Xavier was gone. Aria's blood alone couldn't have caused the changes that were rapidly transforming his father.
 
   "He was delicious," his father murmured.
 
   Aria shuddered; a small sound of distress escaped her. "Xavier," she breathed.
 
   "Almost as good as your whore here," his father purred.
 
   Aria's hands tightened on his arms, he refused to rise to his father's baiting as he pulled her closer to him. Pressing her flat against his body, his hands splayed across the hollow of her lower back. He stood for a moment, savoring in the feel of her while he still could.
 
   Aria's gaze darted behind him at the sound of feet skidding to a halt outside the stall door. "Holy shit!" William blurted.
 
   "Atticus?" His father's head swiveled to the side, a smile twisted his lips at Calista's disbelieving question.
 
   "You look just as beautiful as I remember Calista, perhaps when this is over we can reunite," he said suggestively.
 
   Braith's grip on Aria eased slightly. If there was one thing he knew for certain, no vampire came back from having their head ripped off. Her eyes were wild as they came back to his, her fingers clenched around his arms before her grip reluctantly loosened. He stared at her for a long moment before she gave a subtle dip of her head and her fingers stroked briefly over his biceps.
 
   She let go of him as he sprang into motion. His father turned toward him, bracing for the impact as Braith lowered his shoulder and collided with him. His father's hands came down on his shoulders, his fingers dug into his skin as Braith propelled them both backward. They crashed through the already ruined stall divider and into another wall.
 
   He was disgusting, everything about the hideous creature that had once been a king, was repulsive. Yet the strength in his hands was even more than Braith had been prepared for, even with knowing that his father was stronger than he appeared. The walls gave out and he lost his balance as they tumbled into the shedrow. They rolled over top of each other as they each sought to gain the top.
 
   Braith managed to get a few blows into his father's lower ribcage but it felt just as spongy as the rest of him. He'd actually been decaying when his body came back to life, Braith realized. He hadn't just become starved and emaciated like his pitiful trophies, his body had actually started to breakdown before coming back to life.
 
   Braith's nose wrinkled, his lip curved in a sneer as he lifted his father with his feet and flipped him over his head. He jumped back to his feet, but even in his state, his father was faster and back on him in an instant. They had been about the same size once he'd hit maturity, but he had a good thirty pounds on his father now, even still he was knocked backwards by the force of his weight and momentum.
 
   They slammed into the back wall with enough force to crack the wood. Dust rained down as bits of the beams fell over top of them. A loud grunt escaped Braith as his father dug his fingers into his stomach and tore through his flesh. He struggled to unhinge his father's hold upon him, but he continued to tear and dig until fire erupted within Braith's gut and rapidly spread through his limbs.
 
   A bellow of fury erupted from him. He drove his elbow into his father's nose hard enough to knock him slightly loose. He seized hold of the hand working its way steadily into him and yanked it harshly back. His father screamed in his ear, his fetid aroma washed over Braith as bone and skin cracked within his grasp. Braith took advantage of his father's slackened hold to get his legs in between them and thrust him off.
 
   He crashed into the wall, but Braith didn't take time to recuperate as he charged at him, grabbed hold of his throat, and propelled him into the wall again. It gave way with a loud crash as they plunged out of the barn, bounced across the ground and bounded back to their feet.
 
   He was dimly aware of screams and shouts as humans and vampires scrambled to get out of their way as they ran full speed at each other. Braith felt as if he'd run into a brick wall as his shoulder dislocated with the reverberating crack of a bat hitting a ball. His teeth clenched as a low hiss escaped him.
 
   Braith tried to seize hold of his father's throat but his father grabbed his hand. Before Braith knew what he intended, he sank his fangs deep into the meaty part of his palm. Braith grunted at the unwelcome invasion, and reacting on instinct he delivered a crushing blow that caused his father's eye socket to collapse. It only made him bite down harder.
 
   Infuriated, Braith released a rapid series of punches on him, but he clung like a dog on a bone as he gained strength from Braith's blood. Gritting his teeth, Braith ripped his hand back. Skin and sinew tore but he was finally able to extricate himself from his father. Lowering his head, he charged at the man, wrapped his arms around his waist and propelled him back a good fifty feet before they hit a house.
 
   It shuddered from the impact but held firm as his father somehow managed to get him turned around, and underneath him. Braith didn't see the piece of wood in his father's hands until he was plunging it downward. He managed to get his arm up to deflect the blow somewhat, but his father's weight continued its downward trajectory. It slammed into his upper chest and dislocated shoulder, and tore through flesh and bone as it burst out the other side.
 
   A grunt of pain escaped him, his legs reflexively kicked up as his body instinctively tried to curl inward to protect itself. Red filled his vision as he swung his arm up and caught his father harshly under his jaw. Knocking his father aside, Braith managed to push himself up with his good arm. Reaching up, he snapped the end of the board off and tossed it aside. He rose into a crouch as his father launched at him again. Braith's hands grasped hold of his back as they fell into one of the newly constructed houses.
 
   ***
 
   "Let go of me!" Aria shouted as she tried to rip her arm free of Gideon's hold.
 
   She didn't know what possessed her, or perhaps she did, but she'd never experienced it before as a ferocious snarl ripped from her and her teeth elongated instantaneously. A strange shimmering rattled through her as the line between light and dark seemed to spread out before her. A line that made her realize what it was that Braith had been so fiercely struggling with all this time. She could take one step over that line and let it all go, she could embrace the power lurking just beneath the surface and let the darkness take over. Destroy, as she so badly wanted to destroy the man that had hurt Braith.
 
   How had Braith controlled this so well? She felt like she was going to fall apart, as if she wasn't herself anymore. Her skin was crawling with the energy that sizzled up and down her body. She wanted to rip it from her body and she knew the only thing that would make it better was death.
 
   "Easy Aria," Gideon urged. He released her and held his hands up as he backed away. "Easy."
 
   She spun away from him and took a step forward before she stopped abruptly. Braith and his father had disappeared into the house; the walls were shaking from the force of their fight. She started to run forward, but faster than she could blink, Jack appeared in front of her. She didn't know where he'd come from, he hadn't been in the stable with the others, but he was here now and he wasn't letting her go as he grasped hold of her arms.
 
   "Let go of me Jack!"
 
   Jack bent so that he was eye level with her. "You are of no use here Aria. Stay out of the way, you're only a distraction." He pushed her gently back as he released her arms. Hands seized hold of her and it took everything she had not to kick Ashby in the shin as he gripped her. Jack turned and ran toward the house. Aria fought against Ashby, but the harder she fought the tighter he held her.
 
   "Aria please, stop," he pleaded against her ear as he pulled her down to the ground and enfolded himself over her.
 
   A scream swelled up her throat, tears burned her eyes as she continued to struggle against him but it was useless. Gideon and Calista ran past her, followed by Daniel, Max, and William. A low moan of anguish escaped her; she rocked forward as Ashby kept her on the ground.
 
   A loud crash echoed from within the house. It sagged precariously for a minute before collapsing completely.
 
   ***
 
   The boards caught him hard in the back and drove him to his knees. Braith threw his good arm up as he tried to protect his head from the roof crashing upon him. He was buried beneath the weight, pushed down under the force battering his already bruised and broken body. It took him a moment to recuperate as the last of the beams fell with a dull clatter upon the heap. Gathering his strength, he pushed back some of the boards as he drew upon his determination to end this once and for all.
 
   He crawled out from under the boards, shoving them off as he surveyed the ruins of the house. The front of the building was still standing, but a stiff wind would knock it over with ease.
 
   In all of the confusion he'd managed to lose his father. Pulling himself free of the jumbled mess surrounding him, Braith spotted him. He'd already extricated himself from the rubble and was trying to make an escape when Braith launched to his feet and raced after him. If his father was able to get free now, he would bide his time, and grow stronger as he tried to recruit an army. Braith suspected that he'd come here with the intention of claiming Aria, and trying to control Braith.
 
   It didn't matter what he'd expected, all Braith knew was that he wasn't going to leave here alive. He was never going to have the chance to touch Aria again. Drudging up some of the last remnants of his strength, he surged forward, grabbed hold of his father's shirt and yanked him back. Braith didn't realize his father was holding a board until it smashed against the side of his face. Stars burst before his eyes as his cheekbone cracked and his jaw broke. Blinking away his blurry vision, Braith wrenched the board from his father's hands, spun it around and swung it against his father's side. He staggered sideways from the force of the blow; his hand flew to his collapsed ribs.
 
   Jack appeared on the other side, encircling their father as a cruel smile curved his lips. Braith had never seen that look on Jack's face before, never seen that vindictive gleam in his eyes. "Father," Jack greeted, moving to intercept him as he tried to go in another direction.
 
   Gideon was grinning as he stepped forward, blocking another pathway as Calista moved to block another. Max, William, and Daniel blocked the other side. His father's eyes spun crazily before focusing on something in the distance. Braith followed his gaze to Aria as she slowly approached the circle. Ashby was hot on her heels, looking chagrined as he rubbed at his reddened jaw. Braith had never seen it before, but Aria's eyes were glistening rubies as they met his, and then his father's. He sensed the unraveling beneath her outwardly calm exterior and moved to intercept her as she reached the circle.
 
   "I'm fine." Her crimson eyes focused on the board still protruding from his shoulder. His fingers brushed briefly over hers as he looked to soothe her. "Really Aria."
 
   William and Max flanked her. They wouldn't be able to hold her back, not anymore, but their presence seemed to have a further calming effect upon her as her fingers wrapped briefly around his hand.
 
   "What was your plan here Atticus?" Gideon inquired with a tilt of his head and a quirked eyebrow.
 
   "He planned to recapture her or kill her," Braith answered flatly.
 
   "I plan to do many many things to her son. All of which I will truly enjoy." A gleam on the other side of the circle caught Braith's attention. Jack had managed to retrieve a honed ax from one of the building sites. He twisted it in his grasp as he met Braith's gaze over top of their father's head. "You can't kill me!" Their father began to laugh hysterically as he flung his arms wide and spun in a circle. "Look at me! I'm invincible! You can't stop me!"
 
   His father was still laughing as Braith lurched forward. His father wasn't fooled though, instead of meeting Braith head on, he spun to confront Jack. Jack's fangs flashed as he threw the ax to Braith and dove at their father with unrestrained glee. Braith had expected the action as he leapt into the air and seized hold of the handle with his good hand. Jack rammed his shoulder into their father and shoved him back. On his descent, Braith swung the ax downward with the full force of his might.
 
   Atticus turned toward him as the ax whistled through the air. Braith had to grab hold of it with both hands as his arm was jarred by the impact of metal against flesh and bone. Atticus's mouth parted in an O, his crimson eyes widened as the ax cleaved his neck. Braith took a step back as the head bounced across the ground and the body collapsed. There was no satisfaction in the deed, but rather a strange sense of completion and relief as the ax slipped from his fingers. Disgust coiled through him as he wiped the splatters of his father's blood from his face.
 
   "Not that fucking invincible," Jack spat as he nudged the head away with his foot.
 
   Braith's shoulders sagged; now that his adrenaline wasn't pounding, and the threat had been removed, it took everything he had to stay on his feet as blood loss started to take its toll. Aria was beside him in an instant, her arm wrapped around his waist as she pressed against his side. He grabbed hold of her hand as she reached for the broken piece of board jutting from his shoulder. He couldn't be weak, not here, not in front of so many.
 
   He pressed her hand flat against his chest. His broken bones and wounds were throbbing and he desperately needed some blood, but there was something he had to do first. "Caleb," he grated. "We have to make sure Caleb and Natasha are still in their graves."
 
   "Braith, you need blood," she whispered.
 
   He glanced down at her, relieved to find her eyes back to their crystalline sapphire color. "We can't take the chance that Caleb may be out there right now."
 
   "I'm coming with you."
 
   He started to protest but decided against it. He'd feel better having her with him just in case his siblings were out there. His hand tightened on her arm as Saul emerged from the barn with Xavier's arm draped around his shoulder. Xavier was pale beneath his dark complexion as he held a hand to the still bleeding wound on his neck.
 
   "He's ok." Tears shimmered in Aria's eyes as she watched Xavier. Braith had to admit he was relieved to see him still alive, Xavier still managed to irritate him once in awhile, but he was an asset and had become Aria's friend.
 
   Melinda rushed up, pushing past the crowd as she arrived at the edge of the circle. Her mouth dropped, her eyes flew wildly around before landing on Ashby. A small cry escaped her as she raced across the circle and threw herself into his arms.
 
   Aria went to take a step toward Xavier but stopped as she glanced nervously at Braith and wrapped her other arm around his waist. "Saul, gather the remains and place them in the stable. We'll burn them later." Saul nodded agreement to Braith's command. "The rest of you grab shovels, something to light a fire with, and come with me."
 
   Aria's fingers dug deeper into his skin as the crowd that had gathered during the fight parted to let them pass. "I think there is no longer any doubt that you deserve to be king."
 
   He glanced down at Aria's murmured words as the crowd bowed their heads and began to kneel around them. At least something good had come from this awful mess, he realized as he pulled her closer against his side. Though he couldn't understand how it had happened to begin with. "It appears so."
 
   Aria eased against him as they moved past the gates and into the town beyond. When they entered the woods she released him and turned to face him. "Let me look," she commanded.
 
   "We have to check on Caleb and Natasha."
 
   "They're either still dead or they're already roaming the earth again. A few minutes isn't going to change that outcome either way. Now, let me see." He could behead his father and take on twenty men at once, but he still found it difficult to say no to her. He forced himself not to wince as her fingers gently prodded at the wood embedded in his shoulder. "We need to get that out."
 
   "Later."
 
   Her eyebrows drew together as she frowned at him. "If Caleb did crawl out of his grave you'll be in better shape to face him if you're already healing."
 
   "Fine," he relented, knowing that she was right. "Jack."
 
   He released her as he grabbed hold of the trunk of a tree. With clenched teeth, he braced himself as Jack stepped beside him. Jack placed a hand briefly against his back before seizing hold of the board and pulling it free in one hard yank. A low groan of pain reverberated off Braith's teeth as he stood with his head bowed and his shoulders heaving. His fingers dug into the bark of the tree as he fought against the bellow that wanted to erupt from him.
 
   Aria rested her hand on his arm, but it was a few moments before he could open his eyes to look at her. Ducking under his arm she stepped in between him and the tree. With nimble fingers she pulled back the tears in his shirt to examine the jagged wound. Blood still seeped from the hole, but with the beam removed he could already feel his body working to heal itself. The jagged tear in his stomach was already almost completely closed.
 
   "You need blood," she murmured.
 
   "It can wait."
 
   Aria pressed her back against the tree as she unwaveringly met his gaze and pulled the collar of her shirt down. His gaze latched onto the marks his father had left, an involuntary snarl escaped as he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. Using his body to shield her from the others, he bent his head to the side of her neck that wasn't wounded. "It's ok, I'm fine," she told him when he hesitated.
 
   He briefly nuzzled her before sinking his fangs into her. Her hands curled around his arms as she melded against him. He took just enough to regain some of his strength before pulling away and offering his wrist to her. She took it eagerly, her eyes closed in pleasure as she bit into him. Releasing him, she lifted her eyes to his. "How was that even possible?" she asked quietly.
 
   Braith shook his head as he released the tree and stepped away from her. Though he would still require human blood, he could already feel the strength of her blood healing his broken bones and other injuries. "I don't know."
 
   "He told me he was almost fifteen hundred years old and that a stake wasn't enough to stop him." Braith's jaw clenched, his hands fisted at the reminder his father had even had a chance to tell her such a thing. "Has anything like this ever happened before?"
 
   "I have never heard of such a thing." Xavier was starting to regain some of his color and the bites on his neck had almost completely healed as he stepped closer to them. "But Atticus was the oldest of our species, ever, and his line is the purest. He must have been far more powerful than any of us realized. I never heard him coming, I didn't even know he was there until he was on top of me and by then it was too late."
 
   "He tracked me," Aria murmured.
 
   Braith wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side. "He'll never be able to do that again."
 
   She nodded as she tilted her head back to study him. "You might also be able to survive such a thing?"
 
   "It is a possibility," Xavier said.
 
   "I'm not willing to find out," Braith told them.
 
   "Neither am I." Aria shuddered against his side.
 
   "We will probably never know what you're capable of, or Jack and Melinda." Xavier's gaze landed on Aria as they made their way steadily up the hill to where Caleb had been unceremoniously buried. "Though it's obvious that it's more than the rest of us."
 
   At the top of the hill, Braith led the way toward an area of the woods that was barren and dark. Nothing grew beneath the high bows of the pines shadowing the forest floor. The inhospitable environment had seemed like the perfect spot to place his father and siblings. Dirt had been heaved up around the hole that his father had pulled himself from but the other two graves appeared to be undisturbed.
 
   Calista smiled as she handed the shovels to a scowling Gideon and Ashby. "Dig away boys."
 
   They didn't protest as they broke ground and began to uncover a creature that Braith had never thought he'd see again. Caleb's hands appeared first, and then his chest and face. His face was sunken in, his skin grayish and missing in chunks. Aria's hand tightened around his, she shuddered and turned away as they began to uncover Natasha.
 
   "Burn them," Braith ordered gruffly, unwilling to take the chance that a month or two from now they may just reemerge also.
 
   Calista and Gideon lit the torches and tossed them into the graves. Braith didn't care to see the end result; he didn't want Aria there for any longer than necessary. "If they're still in their graves does that mean that you wouldn't survive a stake?" she quietly asked as he led her through the woods.
 
   "I don't know. It may have been my father's age that allowed such a thing to happen, it may have taken more time for them to rejuvenate, or it may have simply just been my father's bloodline." Aria nodded as she leaned against his side. "Are you sure you're ok?"
 
   Her hand absently fluttered to her neck, her eyes darkened as she nodded briefly. "I'll be fine. The darkness Braith, I don't know how you handled it."
 
   He kissed her temple briefly, inhaling her sweet scent beneath the hay, blood and sweat. "Because of you."
 
   "Yes, because of you," she murmured.
 
   "I understand the darkness Aria. It will never rule you though; you don't have to fear that."
 
   She glanced at him from under lowered lashes as he squeezed her shoulder. "Unless something happened to you."
 
   "That's not going to happen," he assured her. "Apparently there's a chance I might be even harder to kill than any of us thought."
 
   A small laugh escaped her. "Apparently."
 
   He fought against the waves of anger that suffused him as he brushed the blood from her neck. "This will never happen again."
 
   "I hope not. If he comes back from a beheading I think we can just give him his crown, throw him a party, and admit defeat."
 
   "Thankfully that's not a possibility."
 
   "Good, there are only so many shocks my heart can take, beating or not." He chuckled as he kissed the top of her head and they reentered the town.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 26 -
 
   Throughout the repairs, and rebuilding, the golden chains were salvaged from the wreckage of the town and placed where the stage had once stood. That night, after taking some time to recuperate and consume some blood from the donation center, Braith gathered all occupants of the palace, towns, and forest together to burn the chains with the remains of his father. The sun was beginning to set as he lit a torch and handed it to her. "I thought you would like the honors."
 
   The flames heated her cheeks as she twisted it within her hands. She smiled at him before stepping forward and tossing it onto the pile of kindling. She'd never seen anything as satisfying as watching all of those chains, and the king's remains, spark and catch fire. Braith reached into his pocket and pulled something out. She leaned over him as he opened his hand to reveal the signet ring that symbolized the House of Valdhai he'd worn when she'd first met him.
 
   "Braith?"
 
   "It's a new beginning all the way around Aria." He stepped forward and tossed the ring into the flames. Sliding her arms around his waist, she rested her head on his chest and savored in the moment. The fire spread throughout the vast amount of wood and rose higher. Sparks shot and leapt into the air as smoke curled high into the darkening night. It had been an awful day, but this moment made it all worthwhile.
 
   A large cheer erupted from the crowd as the last symbols of oppression from the old regime turned to ashes. Food and alcohol were brought forth, music began to hauntingly twirl through the air as the crowd of vampires and humans laughed and danced in celebration.
 
   There was still a lot of work to be done, still a long way to go before trust was fully established, but as the heat of the flames beat against her skin, and Braith twirled her into the merriment, she knew they could do it. That together they could conquer anything, that they could make a world that neither of them had envisioned, but that both of them were willing to sacrifice anything for.
 
   She thought of the darkness that had threatened to drag her under earlier, but instead of being afraid of it, she found strength in the power she knew coursed within her now. A strength that would help her get through the days and years ahead. Days and years she couldn't wait to experience with him.
 
   ***
 
   The next day, Aria agreed to give Melinda her undivided attention until the wedding and coronation ceremony was over. Melinda bombarded her with endless details, and Aria was reaching her breaking point when Maggie strolled into the apartment with an armload of dresses. "I asked her to come," Melinda whispered in Aria's ear.
 
   It took Aria a moment to get over her surprise at seeing Maggie again. "You don't have to wait on me."
 
   Maggie grinned at her as she placed the dresses on the arm of the sofa. "I'm not here as a servant. I came willingly."
 
   "Every queen requires a lady in waiting," Melinda said flippantly. Aria was even more uncomfortable with that prospect. Melinda started pawing through the dresses that Aria now realized were actually wedding dresses. "I've ordered the tailor to come up also."
 
   Aria winced at the prospect. She knew she had to start adjusting to these things if she was going to spend an eternity within these walls, but even so, she couldn't help but dream about escaping with Braith to their tree house again soon. Maggie watched in amusement as Melinda held dresses up to Aria, shook her head and tossed them aside with rapid precision.
 
   They were almost to the end of the pile when Melinda seized hold of one that caused Aria to lurch forward. She pulled it closer to her as she gazed at the beautiful dress in awe. "This one. This is the one."
 
   Melinda's gray eyes twinkled as she grinned at her. "I knew you'd like it. Didn't I tell you this would be the one she chose?" she demanded of Maggie.
 
   "You did," Maggie agreed.
 
   "Let's get it on you before my brother decides to snoop."
 
   Aria helped them to maneuver her into the striking dress. Standing before the mirror, she was unable to believe it was actually her as she gazed at herself in amazement. It was the only dress she'd actually loved, and not only could she not wait to wear it, but she didn't want to take it off.
 
   Melinda fluffed out the bottom of it and took a step back to examine it carefully. A radiant smile lit her beautiful face as she nodded approvingly. "You're not the most conventional queen, but you can pull off a dress when it's necessary."
 
   Aria laughed as she twirled in front of the large mirror. Feeding on Braith had added curves to her that hadn't been there since her first captivity within the palace. His blood had given her a glow of health that brought a rosy blush to her skin. She was amazed by the drastic change her life had taken. As a motherless, wild child, she never would have dreamed that she would one day be standing here, a fatherless vampire, surrounded by more loved ones than she had ever dreamed of having, and marrying a king.
 
   Though it took all her self control, she managed to stay still, and not fidget, as the tailor made a few adjustments before nodding his approval.
 
   Melinda clapped her hands enthusiastically together as she eyed Aria with approval.
 
   "Are you ready to get married?"
 
   "More than ready."
 
   "Good. The wedding is tomorrow." Aria gaped at her as Melinda smiled mischievously and shared a pointed look with Maggie. "I've told Braith to stay away for the night, as we have a lot of plans to make, and also because I just like to torment him."
 
   "It's too soon for such a big wedding," Aria protested.
 
   "Not the big one Aria, tomorrow will be your wedding. The one that you dreamed of. That other one can wait till the end of the month."
 
   Tears burned her throat and eyes as she threw her arms around Melinda. Her future sister was nearly her exact opposite, but in that moment Aria couldn't have asked for a better friend. She hugged Maggie afterward; grateful to see the young girl that had been the closest thing to a friend she'd had while a blood slave. She'd never been so nervous and excited in her life but she couldn't wait to be a queen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - EPILOGUE -
 
   William grinned at her as he grasped hold of her hands and held her arms out before her. "Might not be wearing heels, but the dress alone is worth it."
 
   Aria rolled her eyes as she slid her arm through his and smiled. "Don't get used to it."
 
   "I don't plan on it," he assured her. "You look beautiful by the way."
 
   "Did you just offer me a compliment?"
 
   His eyes sparkled as he squeezed her hand. "Don't get used to it."
 
   "I don't plan on it," she told him laughingly.
 
   "Are you ready for this?"
 
   "I'm pretty sure this is the smallest step I've taken recently."
 
   "Yeah but you'll be a queen after this one, that seems a little more intimidating than dying."
 
   Aria burst into laughter as she leaned against his side. "I think you might actually be right about that."
 
   His expression became sober as he studied her. "You'll be good at it though."
 
   "I hope so. You'll do well also, with Jack."
 
   He shrugged as he anxiously pulled at the edges of the light green tunic he wore. Though it was of finer quality than the clothes they'd worn in the forest, it was the same style. "I'm looking forward to it."
 
   "I'm going to miss you," she could barely get the words out through the sudden constriction in her throat.
 
   "I'm not so sure your future husband will."
 
   Aria laughed again as she shook her head. "He'll miss you too; I'll annoy him enough for the both of us though."
 
   "Of that I have no doubt."
 
   She leaned forward as she tried to peer out to where Braith waited with the others by the banquet tree. She was nervous about the larger ceremony at the end of the month but pure excitement filled her over this one.
 
   Today was just for them.
 
   William pulled her back and shook his head reprovingly. "No peeking."
 
   Aria frowned impatiently but resigned herself to waiting a little longer. Though most of the leaves were still in the trees, they had started to flutter down. The clearing was alive with the swirling oranges, yellows, and reds that floated lazily toward the ground. The air was crisper, but she didn't feel the cold as acutely as she had when she was human.
 
   She shifted the simple bouquet of pale yellow roses and orange baby's breath in her grasp. Max approached from where the others waited for her, he was smiling and handsome in the same shirt that William wore. Amusement gleamed in his eyes as his gaze ran over her and he nodded approvingly.
 
   She'd been blessed with eternity, but it had come at a price. She was reminded of this fact as she looked between Max and her brother. One day, she would lose them, but for now she was going to savor in the small moment of perfection she'd found in a life she'd never expected to be blessed with.
 
   "They're ready if you are," Max informed her.
 
   She grinned at him as she nodded enthusiastically. She'd never been more ready for anything in her life. "Completely," she replied as she happily slipped her arms into Max's and William's.
 
   Someone, she suspected Melinda, had instructed that the colorful leaves be gathered and spread out to serve as the aisle she would walk down. There were no decorations except for the splendid color of the fall day surrounding them as she stepped onto the makeshift aisle. Gideon, Xavier, Saul, Calista, Adam, Frank, Ashby, Melinda, and Maggie were adorned in simple garb as they stood beside the makeshift aisle, but her eyes were immediately drawn to Braith with Jack at his side.
 
   Pride bloomed in her chest; love swirled and built within her as tears burned her eyes. He was magnificent with his dark hair brushed neatly back and his hard jaw shaved clean. The dark green tunic he wore fit perfectly over his large frame. She had to admit that she enjoyed him in such simple clothing; he appeared more at ease in the attire of the forest people. And that smile, well she'd never get tired of that smile as it lit his face and sparkled in his eyes.
 
   Max and William stepped aside when they arrived at the end of the aisle with her. Braith couldn't stop himself from smiling as he held his hand out and took hold of hers. She was beautiful, with a glow of happiness and love that radiated from her as she stared up at him with tears of joy shimmering in her eyes.
 
   She hated dresses, he knew that, but the simple gown she'd chosen was ideal for her. The cream color was flattering against her sun kissed skin. Woven across her stomach, through the dress, were subtle strands of gold and orange that accented her slender waist. More strands of color ran throughout the form fitting bodice, and the off the shoulder sleeves. Her hair fell about her shoulders in deep red ringlets that had been interwoven with tiny yellow and gold flowers.
 
   She was a vision of fall and earth, and she was his.
 
   Daniel cleared his throat to draw their attention to him. Her other hand enfolded his as Daniel began to recite the vows that he'd written. Though they weren't traditional, Braith recognized them as belonging to the people of the woods, as belonging to Aria and her loved ones. Daniel spoke of the trees and the seasons, of growth and loss, of the changes that they all had to endure. Braith found himself enraptured by Daniel's speech, the emotion that swirled within the words, and the fervor that radiated from his gaze.
 
   "Though you may weather tough times may your love be as durable as the swaying oak, as steadfast as the rising sun, and as evolving as the changing moon." Daniel stared expectantly at them before clearing his throat and blushing slightly. "You can kiss her now," he said as he realized he'd forgotten this part.
 
   Dim laughter accompanied his statement, but Braith heard none of it as he pulled her against him and kissed her. Her mouth was pliant against his as her arms wrapped around his neck and she melded against him. Loud cheers and applause resounded around them as he broke the kiss, before he couldn't.
 
   She grinned up at him, her eyes sparkling and mischievous and her mouth slightly swollen from his kiss. He wasn't entirely certain if forever would be enough for him. He knew that no matter what, this woman, once his blood slave, then his greatest downfall, and finally his salvation would never fail to amaze him, never fail to bring joy and love to his life, and would hold him captive for eternity.
 
   THE END
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REDEMPTION
 
   - PROLOGUE -
 
   Smoke drifted through the tavern as Jericho took a step inside and looked around. He didn't know the man he was looking for but even so he glanced at every table within the cluttered room. There was no one sitting amongst the tables or tucked into the shady recesses of the establishment that immediately grabbed his attention. He thought that perhaps he would somehow just know the leader of the rebels by some aura of power surrounding the man, but they all appeared to be ordinary humans.
 
   But then, all humans were ordinary and rather boring to him.
 
   He snaked his way through the crowd of unshaven, unwashed and drunken men to an empty table near the back. His nose wrinkled, he'd smelled better things in the dungeons of his father's palace. These men didn't seem to care though, and neither did the women that were throwing themselves at them with the hope of a little extra coin or food. He'd lived amongst the humans for two years now and though he survived on their blood, and took pleasure in what their bodies had to offer, he felt no sympathy for the plight they faced.
 
   Grabbing hold of one of the rickety chairs, he pulled it out from a table. Years of too many beer mugs sat down with a heavy hand, and too many fights, had left the table surface covered with nicks and gouges. He sat down carefully, worried that the wobbly chair might not support his weight. Leaning back, he forced himself not to sneer as he surveyed the scene with his arms folded over his chest. He was supposed to be on the human's side in their battle against the evil vampires; he couldn't show his open disdain of them right now.
 
   He almost chuckled aloud, but managed to keep it suppressed, as a buxom brunette shimmied up to him and asked for his order with a saucy grin. Though he wasn't overly fond of human food, he found he had a taste for the darker ale that the taverns served, so he ordered a mug. The woman's eyes practically stripped the clothes off of his body as she leisurely took him in. She sauntered away with a swish of her hips that would have been far more tempting if she'd possessed all of her teeth. He enjoyed women, and the pickings had been slim lately, but no matter how slim they were he still had his standards. They weren't as high as they had been when he lived in the palace, but a full set of teeth were still mandatory.
 
   "I think Kelly likes you."
 
   Jericho had been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn't realized the young blond man at the table next to him had tilted back in his chair to speak to him. He was so close that Jack could smell the spearmint leaf he was chewing on. Though the man was smiling at him, and seemed friendly enough, his youthful appearance was out of place in this world of prematurely aged men and women.
 
   "She doesn't bite I assure you," the stranger continued.
 
   "I imagine she would have trouble doing so," Jericho replied with a chuckle.
 
   The young man laughed as the legs of his chair plopped back down. "That she would."
 
   "You know Kelly well?" Jericho inquired.
 
   "Not that well," he assured him quickly. "But I've heard the tales."
 
   "You seem a little young for such tales."
 
   The stranger's bright blue eyes twinkled with amusement as he leaned further away. "Not everything is as it seems."
 
   "So I've been told." So he knew for a fact.
 
   "I haven't seen you around here before."
 
   Jericho shrugged and tossed a coin to Kelly after she returned with his ale. Money was scarce in these areas but he'd come into a windfall yesterday when he'd killed and robbed some of his father's own men in order to continue with his subterfuge. It had been the final test that he'd had to take in order to prove his loyalty to the rebellion enough to be led to this place, and the people he was supposed to meet. If they ever showed up.
 
   It was easier than he'd anticipated, killing and taking money from vampires while pretending to be a mere human. However, he was beginning to realize that what the humans lacked in strength and speed, they made up for by being creative. They were devious little critters and he now knew why his father was having such a difficult time squashing their rebellion.
 
   He'd never seen such intricate traps designed and carried out, and though he'd had to dispatch of the two surviving troops, the other six guards had been slaughtered when hundreds of wooden stakes had exploded from the spring lever traps hidden within the trees. The two wounded men had been impaired enough that it had been easy for him to take them out, even while having to pretend to be a mere "human."
 
   "I'm new to the area," Jericho informed him as he took a sip of ale; it warmed him from his throat all the way to his belly.
 
   A strand of blond hair fell into the young man's eye as he tilted his head to the side. "We don't get many new people around here."
 
   Jericho shrugged and wiped the foam from his upper lip. "I needed to get away from the confinement of the palace walls and the vampires there. I've been doing some traveling, meeting different people, trying new things."
 
   "I see." The young man turned away and waved to Kelly, she came back with a tankard of the amber colored ale and set it before him. "You've had problems with the vampires at the palace?"
 
   "Haven't we all?"
 
   The man raised his mug to Jericho. "That we have stranger, that we have. What brought you to this town?"
 
   Jericho sensed something more behind the young man's twinkling eyes as he studied him attentively. As the man leaned closer to him, Jericho sensed an acuity that went far beyond this human's youthful years. He was struck with the realization that he'd just waded into treacherous waters and he would have to tread carefully. It had taken him years to get to this point, he couldn't ruin it now. He didn't know who this man across from him was, but the playfulness that he'd first exhibited was now gone.
 
   "A man they call Neil told me to stop by here," Jericho answered.
 
   The blond took a sip of his ale. He was smiling again, but Jericho wasn't fooled by the carefree demeanor anymore. "I've heard of Neil, but then I've heard of a few men called Neil over the years."
 
   "As we all have." Jericho looked around as he realized things had begun to change in the tavern. Though conversation, drinking, and the clatter of dice and dominoes continued from the tables surrounding them, there had been a shifting amongst the crowd. Most of the attention was now focused upon them, upon him. He wasn't afraid of anyone in this room and though it would blow his cover, if it came down to it, he could destroy each and every one of them. "Neil told me his cousin would be here."
 
   The young man's eyebrows furrowed as he studied the room. "Timber over there has a cousin named Neil."
 
   Jericho didn't have to ask who Timber was, or why they called him that; the sheer size of the man was enough to rival the sequoias that he'd once seen in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Ok, so maybe he'd have a tough time taking down that guy, Jericho thought as he turned away from the giant who was currently grinning at the woman seated in his lap. Jericho had a suspicious feeling that Timber was more aware of him, and the man he was talking to, than the woman though.
 
   "I don't think that's the guy I'm looking for," Jericho told him.
 
   "What makes you say that?"
 
   "I only received a vague description of the man, but I imagine part of that description would have included the fact that he could rip my head off with his bare hands."
 
   The blond chuckled and real amusement filtered back into his eyes. "Do you know the name of the man you're looking for?"
 
   "David."
 
   The young man nodded and gulped down his tankard of ale. "I know many a David too." He lifted his hand in the air and gestured to Kelly with a subtle flicker of his long fingers. The tips of his fingers were streaked with black. Jericho frowned as he tried to figure out what the blackness was. It didn't appear to be dirt but he didn't know what would have stained the boy's fingers like that.
 
   Jericho watched as Kelly reappeared with another tankard for the boy and one more for him. The sound of a chair scraping out form the table drew his attention from the boy and Kelly. He turned as a man settled with ease into the chair across from him. The man's arms folded over his chest; his face was expressionless as he studied Jericho with shrewd green eyes. His reddish brown hair was tussled but clean for someone that lived amongst this area of the woods.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Jericho saw that the young blond was holding the newly delivered tankard in his hand. From his vantage point, he spotted the gleam of something tucked into the boy's sleeve. Kelly may have been eyeing him like a fresh piece of meat she wanted to devour, but she had still surreptitiously slipped the blond a knife with her last drink delivery. There was no amusement in the blond's eyes anymore as they met and held his gaze.
 
   Rebel, the thought blazed across his mind.
 
   The wisdom and horror of the rebel's everyday life was now on full display in the subtle lines on the younger man's face. The rebels wore the knowledge of those that had lost too much on their faces and in their eyes. The sand slipping rapidly through the hourglass of their lives was something that they endured every day they awoke. He'd only met a handful of the true rebels over the past couple of years, but he realized now he was nestled amongst them.
 
   He was a snake within a den of rats.
 
   "I've also known a David or two in my lifetime," the older man across from him stated.
 
   He was younger than Jericho had anticipated, but he knew without having to be told that this was the man he had been searching for, the man he'd been sent to help destroy. He fought the urge to shift in his chair as his fangs pricked with anticipation. He could kill this man right now and put a nail in the coffin of the entire rebellion. He'd been sent to infiltrate the rebel group though, to learn as much as he could about the rebellion before reporting back to his father, the vampire king.
 
   He steadied his impulse to leap across the table and break the man's neck by taking a small sip of ale. Finally he would have a chance to prove himself to his father, a chance to show that he wasn't simply the unnecessary, easily kicked around youngest prince. He would have a chance to prove that he was just as ruthless as his middle brother Caleb. That he could be just as determined and relentless as his oldest brother Braith.
 
   He took another sip and placed the mug down on the table. He was so close, he couldn't ruin his chances now, but he wasn't entirely sure how to proceed. "I see," Jericho murmured.
 
   The man smiled at Kelly as she placed a bowl of steaming soup and a mug before him. "Thank you Kelly." She flashed a smile that showcased her remaining teeth and strode away with an even more inviting sway of her hips. The man shook his head, lifted his spoon, and blew on the soup. "So a man named Neil sent you here?"
 
   "Yes," Jericho answered.
 
   "What did he tell you about this David?"
 
   Jericho was growing tired of the subterfuge and games. He'd had enough of that with his father; he wasn't going to play those same games with this man. "He told me that you were the leader of the rebellion."
 
   The man paused with his spoon halfway to his mouth, for a minute he remained unmoving and then a smile slipped over his face. "I see. What's your interest in the rebellion?"
 
   "I would like to join. I'm strong, fast. I'm a good hunter and an even better fighter. I'll be a valuable asset."
 
   "I'll be the judge of that." The man dropped the spoon and leaned back in his chair to survey Jericho with eyes that though they weren't as callous as his own father's, they were every bit as astute. Jericho bristled at the thought of being judged by this human; he'd been judged and found lacking by his father his entire life. He wasn't about to be sized up by a man he could kill in the blink of an eye if he so chose.
 
   The tingling in his fangs increased as he met David's persistent stare. It would piss his father off, and ruin everything he'd worked for over the past couple of years, but he was extremely tempted to give into the urge to rip this man's throat out.
 
   Then the man leaned forward and thrust out his hand. "I'm David and this is my son, Daniel."
 
   Jericho glanced at the blond beside him who flashed him another arrogant grin. Jericho's fingers tingled as he resisted the rising desire to take down father and son, which would rather effectively cripple the rebellion. But that would be like cutting off the head of the hydra wouldn't it? He would take two down only to have more grow back.
 
   "And you are?" David prompted as Jericho leaned forward and took hold of the hand extended toward him. As he returned the firm handshake, he could feel the large calluses on the man's palm and the numerous cuts that marred his skin.
 
   "Jack," he answered without thought. He didn't know where the name had originally come from, but it had slipped easily from his tongue the first time he'd encountered a rebel two years ago. He didn't think the rebels had much knowledge of the royal family, and even if they did, he wasn't the only man in the world named Jericho, but it wasn't a name he wanted to use. Not here, not amongst these people.
 
   David smiled at him and brusquely shook his hand. "Well then Jack, are you ready for your life to change?"
 
   He'd been ready for over nine hundred years for his life to change, but he never could have expected the amount of change that David and his family would bring to his life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   The chair he had been leaning against the wall in crashed down with a loud thud that jarred the teeth in his head. Jack had to grab hold of the table to keep from toppling out of it. "What the…"
 
   Torn from the memory of that distant time and place, he was briefly confused as he looked around the barroom he was sitting in now. William shot him a sly grin as he placed a tankard of dark ale before him, plopped into the chair on the other side of the table, and leaned forward so he could rest his arms on the table top. Jack blinked as he strained to clear his mind of the haunting past and focus on the man now sitting across from him.
 
   "What were you thinking about?" William inquired. "You looked like you were in a completely different world."
 
   "Nothing," he muttered as he drew his mug closer.
 
   It had been almost a year since the war that had cost David his life and ended the brutality of his father's vampire domain. David was still a touchy subject with William, one that he didn't like to discuss as he still grappled to come to terms with his grief over losing his father. Truth be told, Jack didn't like to discuss it either.
 
   Neither William nor Jack really had any interest in returning to the palace anytime soon. William's twin sister Aria lived within the palace with her husband Braith, who was now the new king. Jack's younger sister Melinda and her husband Ashby also resided within the palace. Though he knew that things were far different under Braith and Aria's regime than they had been under his father's, he was still in no rush to return to the place that held so many bad memories for him.
 
   There had been a time, before the war when he'd returned to the palace in search of Aria, when he'd told his father he'd first met David in the woods. The lie had been uttered with an ease that his father actually would have been proud of if it had benefited him. Instead, Jack had told the lie because he hadn't wanted his father to know that the rebels actually moved in and out of some of the border towns with ease.
 
   Jack glanced around the smoky tavern, so similar to the one he'd been in when he'd met David five years ago. It was easy to see how he had been drawn into the memories of that long ago day, and the man that had changed his life for the better. In David, Jack had discovered a man that though he was mortal, was far stronger than the powerful vampire king who had created him.
 
   David was gone though, and now he was traveling with David's youngest son. The two of them had left the palace with the objective of bringing the outer villages into the fold, of bringing peace to the lawless lands that had tried to skirt around his father's rule for nearly a century, and so far, they had succeeded in many ways.
 
   The outer lands they'd encountered had all given up the practice of blood slaves and were trying the donation centers, but there were more problems than just blood slaves amongst them. There were far more vampires and humans out here that preferred to fly under the radar and mainly live by their own rules. Jack found that he could lose himself amongst these towns, no one cared that he was the youngest prince, and no one cared that William was a son of the fallen rebel leader.
 
   Though they both worked diligently with the leaders of the outer towns to establish a friendlier environment for humans and vampires to co-exist, for the most part they had engrossed themselves in the society of these distant lands. William often sent word back to the palace with a passing traveler, or one of Braith's soldiers, but he never gave a time when they might return and often avoided the topic if Jack brought it up.
 
   William tilted back in his chair to survey the room. They'd entered this calm town in the lower part of what used to be Maine just last week. Tomorrow they would be moving farther north in search of other areas where they might be needed more. Outside the sliding doors at the end of the building, the ocean ceaselessly rolled in and out in a soothing rhythm that helped lull the lingering ache his memories had created. During the years he'd spent away from the sea, hiding out in the forest and caves, he'd forgotten what a calming effect the waves could have on his spirit.
 
   "I like this place," William commented as his gaze moved over the hazy tavern.
 
   "It's like any of the other countless taverns we've been in over the years."
 
   William shrugged and took another sip of his ale. "I'm nowhere near as old as you my friend, or anywhere near as cynical."
 
   Jack scowled at him as William smirked and lifted his pint in a salute. There had been a time in his life when he hadn't been cynical, when even the routine beatings from his father hadn't been enough to break him, but lately…
 
   Lately he found little pleasure in anything outside of these taverns, some of their dealings with the people amongst these outer towns, and women. Those moments of pleasure were becoming fewer and farther between though.
 
   Jack grabbed his tankard and downed the contents in one long swallow. He signaled to the waitress for another. Her portly figure reminded him of Kelly and had probably helped to trigger that distant memory of the first time he'd ever encountered David and Daniel. The woman grinned enough to reveal a mouth full of teeth as she placed a fresh drink in front of him. He returned her smile and admired her swaying hips as she walked to another table.
 
   Though she was pretty enough and inviting enough, he wasn't as tempted by her as he would have been last year or even six months ago. Leaning back in his chair, he listened to the ocean as he sipped at his ale again. There would be plenty of other women in the next town, at the next tavern. For now he simply wanted to be left alone with his drink and his friend.
 
   ***
 
   The commotion outside brought Hannah's head up as someone shouted again. She dropped a full mug of beer in front of old man Turner as she hurried toward the door. Her skin crawled as the distinct ringing of bells drifted through the air. Even though she wanted nothing to do with those bells, she opened the front door and stuck her head outside. The torches that had been lit to light the night flickered over the man riding down the street. Calvin sat straight and tall on the back of his horse, the bells attached to the saddle jingled as the bay horse trotted down the street.
 
   Hannah's hand clenched on the door as she spotted the rope twisted around Calvin's hand. The rope dragged behind the horse and was tied around the hands of a boy about the age of ten. She didn't recognize the boy that stumbled and ran to keep up with the horse. Hannah took a step forward but stopped when someone grabbed hold of her hand.
 
   "Hannah don't," Uncle Abe warned in a low voice.
 
   She stared at her uncle's weathered face; his brown eyes were troubled as they took in the scene outside. His salt and pepper hair had been recently cut short, but it still curled around his ears. Her gaze drifted back to the young boy as Calvin arrived at the stage where the stocks were set up.
 
   "He's just a boy Uncle Abe," she whispered.
 
   "You're already on Calvin's radar Hannah; don't put yourself into the bulls-eye."
 
   She knew that he was right but she couldn't stand the thought of the young boy being beaten and locked into those stocks for hours, if not days. Calvin may have been in charge here for the past four hundred years, his brutality may have even changed after the war last year, but she couldn't stand by and watch this happen. Even if it meant that she had to speak with him, even if it meant that he started to pay more attention to her.
 
   She shuddered at the thought. The young boy released a frightened cry; he tripped over the step and fell to the ground as he was pulled up the steps of the stage. Even beneath the layer of dirt coating him, she could count every one of his ribs as they stood out beneath his skin. She couldn't simply stand here and watch the boy get beaten, nor could she close the door and pretend that nothing was wrong with this picture. She'd forced herself to turn a blind eye to this sort of thing when it involved adult men and women, but she couldn't do that to a child.
 
   "It will be ok Uncle Abe; I'm just going to talk to him."
 
   "Hannah…"
 
   She squeezed the soft, wrinkled hand on her shoulder before stepping out the door. A small crowd had already gathered, but most of them were Calvin's men, eager for blood and despair. The disapproving mutters of a few of the people drifted over her but she knew they were all too terrified of incurring Calvin's wrath to say anything. Though she was apprehensive of drawing more of Calvin's attention to her, it wasn't his wrath she was worried about. He'd begun to make his romantic intentions toward her abundantly clear when she'd reached maturity last year at the age of twenty-two.
 
   From the wooden stores and houses lining the road, she saw curtains parting as vampires and humans peered out. Hannah could feel her courage waning as she moved through the mass of Calvin's men gathered around the stocks. What am I doing? She pondered as she anxiously twisted her hands within the skirt of her faded blue dress. She was about to turn around and retreat to the relatively peaceful world of her family's tavern when the boy began to cry.
 
   She'd never considered herself overly brave, she'd never been one for confrontation or one who tried to get noticed, but she'd never been a coward either. No matter how badly she would like to slink back into her world of relative obscurity, she knew she simply couldn't leave that child behind. Straightening her shoulders, she stopped at the edge of the stage.
 
   She had no idea how Calvin was going to react to what she was about to say or do. He might just kill the boy. It may be an illegal action now, but aside from a few of the king's soldiers that had passed through town over the past year, there was no one to really enforce the new laws. She didn't know why Calvin had chosen to obey the new king's laws after the war, but she suspected it was because he feared he might be turned in if he continued his old ways. Hannah had witnessed far too many men and women put to death over the years for crimes that hadn't warranted such an action. Calvin wouldn't have been able to keep up that kind of punishment without the risk of someone finally taking a stand against him now that they had a fairer king ruling the land.
 
   "Calvin." She was ashamed her voice barely carried past the men pressing against her.
 
   Kane, Calvin's second in command, turned to scowl down at her. His nose was twisted to the side from breaks so numerous that even though he was a vampire, his nose had started to heal crooked. A jagged scar ran from his close cropped brown hairline, down to his right ear before reaching his chin and curling toward his thin lips.
 
   He turned away from her to speak to his boss. "Calvin, there's a lady here that would like to speak with you!"
 
   Hannah forced herself not to jump at Kane's bellow but she did move aside when he stepped closer to her. She had to fight the urge to rub at the place on her arm that Kane had brushed against. Calvin glowered at his friend over being interrupted; then his eyes slid to her and his handsome face split into a large grin that made her feel like turning around and running as fast as she could in the other direction.
 
   Calvin's boots resounded on the wooden stage as he strode toward her. His hand was still wrapped in the collar of the boy's shirt as he hauled the child across the stage with him. The boy's rolling blue eyes met hers as his nostrils flared and tears streamed down his face. His straggly hair appeared to be brown but she suspected that a good bath would reveal it to be blonder. She'd suspected the boy was human before she'd reached the stage, but the scent of the blood coming from a cut on his forehead confirmed her suspicions. She may be dead center on Calvin's radar now but looking at the terrified boy she knew that she'd made the right choice.
 
   "Hannah, what are you doing here?" Calvin asked jovially as he knelt before her.
 
   She had to force her gaze away from the boy to meet Calvin's strange golden eyes. "I uh…" she had to ponder her words for a minute before continuing. "I came to talk to you about the child."
 
   "This?" Calvin said and thrust the boy toward her.
 
   This let out a muffled cry as his shirt cut into his throat and his eyes bulged from his head. "You're hurting him!" Hannah cried before she could stop herself. She reached toward the child but Calvin was already jerking him away again.
 
   "You have such a tender heart Hannah, that's one of the things I like best about you."
 
   She would have thought it was what he disliked most about her. The fact that he'd said those words made her as distrustful as a mouse standing before a snake. It took all she had not to take a step away from him but the last thing she wanted was for him to know that she was scared of him. "He's just a child Calvin."
 
   "He was caught stealing bread from the bakery."
 
   Looking at him Hannah could understand why as the child pleadingly stared at her with eyes made larger by his thin face. "He's starving; he just needs a good meal."
 
   "And you'd be willing to give him one?"
 
   "Of course I would."
 
   "And what of me Hannah?" he said in a tone of voice that made her realize the snake had just cornered the mouse. "If I was to say…" he thoughtfully tapped his finger against his chin but she suspected he already knew what he was going to say. "Lower his sentence to only a night in the stocks, instead of two, would you be willing to spend some time with me?"
 
   She'd rather run naked through the center of town but she wasn't about to voice that little detail. "Yes," she managed to choke out though her body and mind protested the simple word.
 
   "Tomorrow night?"
 
   "I have to work," she blurted before she could think.
 
   "I know you're a hard worker but if I were to stop by I'm sure you could find some time to spend with me."
 
   The boy's fingers grabbed at the collar of his shirt as he dangled within Calvin's grasp. "I'm sure I could too." She felt as if she was sliding down the snake's throat but it was too late to stop it.
 
   "It's a date then." His smile revealed perfect white teeth and extended fangs that seemed to be a permanent fixture on him, though most other vampires kept them retracted until they had to be used. "You should say thank you boy. This beautiful lady just spared you some discomfort."
 
   He thrust the boy toward her again. His tears had left clean tracks through the dirt covering his face but he managed a smile that revealed a missing side baby tooth. He'd been through a lot in his young life and she felt tears burning in her eyes as she met his frightened blue ones again.
 
   "Thank you miss," he choked out.
 
   "You're very welcome," she told him honestly. "Can I bring him some food?" she asked Calvin.
 
   He pulled the boy away as a sly smile spread across Calvin's face. "That might require more than a date." A chill spread into her belly but she kept hold of his gaze as he leaned forward and tapped his boney finger against his cheek. It took all she had not to sneer in disgust. She was fairly certain he would kill the boy and throw her in the stocks if she did allow her revulsion to show though. "That would actually require a kiss."
 
   Her gaze slid to the boy, whose eyes had filled with joy at the mere mention of food. She could do this, she knew she could. Steeling herself, she leaned forward to press a kiss on Calvin's cheek. It was cool beneath her lips; the stubble lining it was rough, it should have felt like any other cheek she'd kissed but she felt like she was kissing a cockroach. She quickly pulled away from him and just barely stopped herself from wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   "That wasn't so bad, was it?" Calvin asked in a taunting voice.
 
   "No," she whispered.
 
   His hawk-like eyes studied her, he leaned so close that his lips brushed against hers when he spoke. A clammy feeling came over her skin; her stomach did a strange flip flop the likes of which she'd never experienced before. She was half afraid she was going to vomit. "Maybe tomorrow I'll be able to get a real kiss out of you."
 
   There is no coming back from this, she realized. There was no returning to obscurity, no more hiding within the shadows whenever he entered the tavern. She'd just launched herself straight into the line of fire. "Go on now Hannah, get this poor boy some food."
 
   She glanced at the boy before turning and hurrying into the crowd. Instead of having to shove her way through it, they all stepped aside to let her pass now. She was acutely aware of their stares following her to the tavern. Uncle Abe was waiting for her by the door as she practically tripped up the steps in her rush to get out of sight, if only for a minute.
 
   The familiar scents of wood burning in the fireplace, pipe smoke, ale, and meat cooking in the kitchen washed over her. Some may have found the mix of these scents unpleasant, but to her they were the comforting scents of home. "What happened?" Uncle Abe demanded.
 
   Hannah shook her head; she could barely meet his soulful brown eyes as she hurried through the tavern. She spotted her friend Ellen on the stage in the corner, Ellen's flute was in hand but her attention was riveted upon Hannah. Her cousin Lucas was in the kitchen serving up bowls of stew when Hannah entered. His hand dropped as he turned his russet brown eyes on her. Luckily he hadn't inherited Uncle Abe's aging defect and had stopped aging when he'd attained maturity three years ago. Uncle Abe had been sixty-two before he had finally stopped aging, her father hadn't stopped until he was fifty-five. At twenty-five Lucas still looked as if he was twenty-two, but though he had been spared his father's defect he was still as defective as she was.
 
   "What did you do Hannah?" he demanded.
 
   She shook her head at him. They'd been inseparable since children, but right now she couldn't bring herself to meet his gaze. It wasn't only her that Calvin might come after in order to get his way. "I did what I had to do Lucas."
 
   She grabbed one of the bowls of stew and a loaf of bread. Steam drifted up from the bowl, but she was used to carrying them, and barely felt the heat of it against her hand. Lucas seized hold of her arm before she could turn away. A strand of brown hair fell into one of his eyes as he leaned toward her. The bridge of his nose was thin and well defined; his full lips were compressed into a thin line. Though his broad shoulders blocked out the rest of the kitchen, he was slender due to the fact that he never stood still. Even now, one of his feet was tapping against the wooden floor. The only time he ever stopped moving was when he was sleeping and she suspected that even then he never stayed still for more than a minute at a time.
 
   There were few times in her life that she could recall him actually looking displeased with her. This was one of those times as he glared at her. "Calvin is not someone to mess with Hannah. You can't handle a man like him. He's not one of us, what he can do to us…"
 
   "I know what he can do to us Lucas. I also know that boy probably wouldn't have survived two nights in the stocks."
 
   He shook his head as he released her arm. "Maybe not, but you're not prepared for what Calvin is looking for from you either, and there's nowhere for us to run, not us."
 
   She was struggling to find words as he handed her a spoon. "I know that."
 
   The annoyance faded from his face as he leaned away from her. "If Calvin becomes too overbearing with you we'll figure something out."
 
   "I don't want you to get involved Lucas."
 
   He glanced at her as he stirred the massive pot of stew before him and tapped his fingers on the counter. "I didn't want you getting involved either, but it's too late for that now." He placed his hand on her back and nudged her toward the door. "Take that boy some stew."
 
   Hannah nodded numbly; she left the tavern again and returned to the stage. Most of the crowd had dispersed but Calvin was still holding the boy by the back of his neck as he spoke with Kane. Calvin's eyes followed her as she stepped onto the stage and walked over to them. "Don't touch her," he ordered the boy gruffly.
 
   Hannah glanced at Calvin as she handed the bowl and bread to the child. He showed no concern for the roof of his mouth, or his tongue, as he dropped the spoon and drank the stew directly from the bowl.
 
   "Easy, you'll make yourself sick." He glanced at her over the top of the bowl and reluctantly pulled it away from his mouth. "What's your name?"
 
   "Heath," he answered around a mouthful of bread.
 
   "Did you see where I just came from Heath?" He nodded as he crammed another bite of bread into his mouth. "Tomorrow, when you get out of the stocks, go to that building. If you're willing to work we'll give you some food and a place to stay."
 
   "Oh yes ma'am, I'll work very hard for you ma'am," he said eagerly.
 
   Hannah smiled at him and squeezed his upper arm. Sadness crept through her as her hand completely enveloped his bicep. She'd seen stray dogs with more meat on their bones than this boy. The boy stopped chewing, his mouth parted on a breath as his gaze fell to her hand. She quickly removed her hand when Calvin approached them.
 
   "Tomorrow then," she said.
 
   "Time is up." Calvin jerked the boy back by his shirt. Hannah snagged the bowl out of the air as Heath's startled fingers released it. "You're lucky that didn't break," Calvin barked at the boy before focusing on her. A smug smile spread over his face. "I look forward to tomorrow Hannah."
 
   She dreaded it more than she would dread going without blood for a week, but she still forced a smile to her face that felt false even to her. "Tomorrow," she said and retreated to the safety of the tavern.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   Jack stomped his feet on the wooden porch before opening the screen door and then the heavy wooden door. He was really hoping this tavern had rooms for the night, his ass was sore from being in the saddle for hours on end and he could use a good night of sleep. They'd traveled longer than he had planned today, but the few towns in between this mountain area, and the coast they had left, had already had his brother's men in them and were well under control.
 
   They'd come across the last occupied town a little before noon today. He hadn't expected it to take hours before they would find another town, but the farther they had gone the more mountainous and less populated the rocky terrain had become. The sun had set over an hour ago, he'd been about to call an end to their ride and camp outside for the night, when they'd finally come across this remote town. They'd dropped the horses off at a stable down the road and walked to the tavern. He could hear William's stomach rumbling, and all he really craved were a few drinks and a chance to relax for awhile before retreating to a bed.
 
   Servers rushed about the room, patrons were engrossed in their drinks and games of chance. The comforting sounds of laughter, teasing and groans washed over him, along with the pulse of blood through human veins, and the familiar hushed stillness that accompanied those he recognized as vampire. At least this town is mingling well together, he thought as he searched for somewhere to sit. He spotted a couple of chairs at a table near the back of the large, open room. He began to weave his way through the crowd toward them with William on his heels.
 
   From somewhere near the wooden stairs that led to the second story, an enticing song being played on a flute began to drift through the smoky room. He shrugged out of the bow and quiver on his back and placed them on the floor before settling on the empty seat. Jack cocked his head to the side as he closed his eyes and savored in the enchanting melody filling the room. It had been almost a year since he'd heard the haunting notes of a flute; he hadn't realized how much he'd missed it. William's dark auburn hair gleamed in the flickering candlelight as his sky colored eyes searched for the source of the sound. Jack picked up on the subtle slowing of heartbeats as the song calmed those gathered around him.
 
   The sweet music drifted away, the spell it had woven over the crowd broke as everyone seemed to shake themselves before returning to their activities. A pretty blond woman came by to take their order. Jack leaned back in his chair; he stretched his long legs before him. He rubbed at his thighs as he tried to loosen up his muscles. It felt good to be out of the saddle and even if things did appear relatively calm in this town, he thought they might spend a few days here just to take a break.
 
   He nodded a thank you to the woman when she returned with their drinks. A loud shout from his right drew his attention to the large fireplace with a fire smoldering low in the hearth. Six men had been playing a game of cards; there was a fair sized pot gathered within the center of the table. One of the men slammed his hand onto the table and rose up out of his chair. Spittle flew from his mouth as his face turned beet red.
 
   A smile slid across Jack's lips; maybe he wasn't as tired as he'd thought. He pushed his drink away and cracked his knuckles. This was another one of the things he loved about these outer lands, the common brawls that allowed him to get out some of the pent up frustration and anger that had been festering within him ever since the war had ended. William broke into a big grin; he leapt to his feet as the fight broke out.
 
   ***
 
   Hannah lifted her head as the first shout resonated through the tavern. Her hand clenched around the knife she held as she fought the urge to stab someone with it. Couldn't they go just one damn night without a fight, especially tonight when Calvin was supposed to be arriving?
 
   She forced herself to drop the knife as she wiped her hands on her apron and walked to the doorway of the kitchen. Heath was already standing there; even he seemed to have forgotten what tonight was as he threw first a right hook at an imaginary fiend and then a left. It was about as close as the spindly looking boy was going to get to an actual fight for awhile.
 
   Resting her hand on his shoulder, she gently pulled him back a step to look out the doorway. She rolled her eyes as she spotted the group of men rolling around on the floor. Chairs and tables skittered across the floor as they were kicked out of the way, legs and arms flailed about in the tangled mess. She spotted Lucas amongst the chaos, kicking and punching with the same ruthless intensity as everyone else.
 
   They all knew the rules, fighting wasn't to be tolerated anywhere. They also knew it was a law Calvin strictly enforced. They may not all know what was happening tonight, but Lucas certainly did. Her acute anxiety over her "date night" began to turn toward rage when the crack of a breaking chair pierced the air. She was going to strangle her cousin when she got her hands on him.
 
   "Just one night, is that so much to ask?" she muttered as she left the kitchen behind.
 
   "Careful Hannah!" Ellen called to her from the stairs where she stood trying to stay out of the way.
 
   "Those men are going to have to be the ones that are careful by the time she gets done with them!" Uncle Abe retorted from beside Ellen.
 
   Hannah agreed wholeheartedly with her uncle as she honed in on the rotating pile of vampire and human testosterone. She planted her hands on her hips as she stared down at the rolling ball. She spotted a human with auburn hair happily swinging away at another blond human.
 
   "Lucas!" she shouted but her cousin ignored her as he swung at a vampire that she knew wasn't from their town. Even better, there were outsiders involved in the fray, she thought angrily. Hannah's hands clenched on her hips as she stared at Lucas, she'd already put them in danger, and now he was adding to her mistake by taking the risk of being caught fighting. "Lucas!"
 
   He continued to ignore her though as he punched at Marvin, a local vampire with sandy brown hair that was standing straight up on his head. A trickle of blood was trailing down from the corner of one of Marvin's hazel eyes. She was almost tempted to jump in and pull Lucas out of there, but she had enough problems without having her fangs knocked out too.
 
   A table crashed against the wall as a chair toppled over. She was already adding up the cost of the losses as another table hit the back wall and bits of wood exploded across the room. She didn't have time to move out of the way before a flying splinter of wood hit her in the cheek. That was it, she'd had enough.
 
   She pushed past a grinning Heath and grabbed a pot filled with water from the unlit iron stove. The fighters were still scrambling over top of each other when she arrived back at the pile and threw the water over them. Some of them came up sputtering, but three others were so determined to kill each other that they didn't even notice.
 
   Lucas finally separated himself from the chaos. Pushing back strands of wet hair, he rose to his feet. Hannah shoved the pot into his hands and glowered at him. He at least had the decency to look ashamed as he clutched the pot against his chest. "What were you thinking?" she demanded.
 
   He shrugged as his gaze slid back to the group of men. "Just blowing off some steam."
 
   "Break this up," she told him.
 
   "I will."
 
   She was turning away from him when the familiar sound of bells approaching drifted through the building. The hair on her arms stood on end as she exchanged a look with Lucas. "Calvin!" she hissed. "Calvin is coming!"
 
   Where the pot of water had failed to completely end the brawl, those four words succeeded. She grabbed hold of a table and quickly settled it back into place. Humans and vampires alike scrambled around her to right the broken furniture the best that they could. She didn't look back as she fled toward Heath and shoved him into the kitchen. Though Calvin most likely knew Heath was here, she didn't want him to see the boy right now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   Jack wasn't entirely sure what had happened. One minute he was cheerfully beating a smaller vamp and the next minute the guy had launched to his feet and was trying to repair all the damage that had been done. He gazed around in astonishment as tables and chairs were righted, the ruined furniture was hastily thrown behind the swinging kitchen door, and people that had just been pummeling each other were now scrambling to find seats at the same table like some sort of demented game of musical chairs.
 
   He spotted a man with wavy brown hair and brown eyes rapidly throwing debris into an empty pot before dashing toward the kitchen area. William straightened his shirt and ran his fingers through his disordered hair. A purple bruise was beginning to form on his cheek but he appeared otherwise unharmed from the melee.
 
   "What's going on?" William muttered.
 
   "I don't know," Jack answered.
 
   "Sit stranger, if you know what's best for you, you'll sit," a man with a blossoming black eye said out of the corner of his mouth. The man kept his head bowed but Jack knew his attention wasn't on the cards he clenched in his hands.
 
   Jack exchanged a look with William. Jack had faced his father down, a man that had managed to survive a stake through the heart, he wasn't about to sit because of this Calvin guy that had caused everyone to scatter. "Stranger, you don't know what you're asking for," the man continued.
 
   Jack folded his arms over his chest. No, he didn't know what he was asking for and it was rare that the prince within him reared to life, but nearly a millennium of breeding and pride surged to the forefront to keep him standing. He didn't fear anyone, well maybe Braith when Aria was threatened, but certainly not anyone else.
 
   "Sit," he said to William.
 
   William snorted and shook his head. "That's not going to happen."
 
   Jack stepped a little closer to his friend as the front door opened. He detected the distant sound of a lake lapping against the shore as a vampire stepped through the doorway. The vampire's shoulders took up almost the entire doorframe as eyes the color of gold surveyed the room with open disdain. His hair, the same color as his eyes, was brushed back from the well-defined planes of his angular face as it fell to his shoulders.
 
   Jack knew power; he was a member of the most powerful vampire line in existence, he'd been around it his entire life, and this man oozed it in waves. This was one well fed, extremely old vampire standing across from him. If he hadn't known better, he would have assumed the man was a member of the aristocratic vampire line, but he knew all the members that were left of the ruling families and this man wasn't one of them. Jack had never seen the man across from him around the palace, not even before, during, or after either of the last two major wars.
 
   Calvin remained unmoving as he raked Jack from head to toe with a look that would have intimidated all humans, and probably most vampires, but Jack only smiled in return. Calvin was built more like Braith than Jack's own leaner form, with broad shoulders and a thicker chest. He was a good two inches taller than Jack and at least twenty pounds heavier.
 
   Calvin pulled his gloves off as he entered the building and dropped them on a table that was, due to its missing leg, now being propped up by the knees of the men sitting around it. The men at the table winced as Calvin's shrewd eyes narrowed upon them. One of them stuck his hand beneath the table to keep it from shaking.
 
   Jack moved William back a step with his shoulder as Calvin began to walk through the room. William didn't push against him but he kept his feet planted as he resisted Jack's attempt to move him. Jack kept his body firmly in front of him though. William may be one of the toughest humans Jack knew, but he was no match for this vampire, and Aria would kick his ass if something were to happen to William.
 
   "Was there a fight in here?" Calvin inquired as he stopped next to a chair that had a fissure running down the back of it. The man sitting in the chair lifted his head to look at him but didn't respond.
 
   The occupants within the room remained mute; most kept their gazes focused on the scarred table tops. Jack held Calvin's gaze as he turned back to him and tilted his head to the side. A strand of golden hair fell past the corner of his right eye and down to his chin. "Stranger, was there a fight here?"
 
   "Of course there wasn't a fight, Calvin."
 
   Jack turned as a woman emerged from the kitchen. He'd spotted her amongst the melee and was fairly certain she was the one who had dumped the pot of water on them all. He'd only caught sight of her briefly before, but now he found his eyes riveted to her as she stood in the doorway of the kitchen with her shoulders thrust back, and her round chin jutting out. Her hands were folded before her, but though she was trying to appear demure, there was fire in her jade green eyes.
 
   "Ah Hannah," Calvin purred as he hurried toward her.
 
   Jack bristled as something flickered across her face; he sensed her intense dislike of the man approaching her. He was astounded to find his upper lip curling into a snarl as Calvin grasped hold of her hands. The woman's round face remained impassive but her full lips compressed into a flat line. The man lifted her hand and pressed a kiss against the back of it. The action caused unexpected anger to slither hotly through Jack's gut.
 
   She remained unmoving as Calvin lowered her hand. "You must let me know if these ruffians are causing you any trouble, I will take care of it at once."
 
   "Thank you Calvin, but there hasn't been any trouble that we couldn't handle." It was the subtle tic in her cheek that alerted Jack to the fact that she was trying to pull her hand free. She finally succeeded in freeing herself and shoved both hands into the pockets of her apron as she briefly met Jack's gaze. There was a hint of surprise in her eyes as they flickered swiftly over him before turning back to Calvin. "Uncle Abe and Lucas…"
 
   "Abe is too feeble to be of any help and Lucas… Well we both know your cousin is vulnerable too."
 
   She blinked as a muscle in her jaw jumped. "So am I Calvin."
 
   "Now now, I meant nothing by it Hannah," Calvin said as he pat her hand. "So many are unique here." William shot him a questioning look but Jack had no idea what that statement had meant either. He had a feeling he would find out before their time in this town was over. "Come, let us sit and enjoy ourselves for a bit. It is our night together after all."
 
   Jack watched as Hannah's gaze darted over the tables, most of which were probably broken by now. She looked like she was going to bolt but she remained unmoving before Calvin. Jack was tempted to intervene but he was uncertain as to what was going on. She looked uncomfortable in her own skin and yet Calvin was talking as if it was their date night. The door opened again and three more vamps slid inside. Judging by the cloaks they wore, in the matching royal blue color of the one Calvin was wearing, they were Calvin's men, or at least they were his associates. Most of the other men in the tavern hunched further forward at the introduction of these new vampires.
 
   Calvin slid his arm through Hannah's and moved her toward one of the tables. She walked beside him awkwardly but didn't try to extricate herself from his grasp as he pulled a chair out for her. Those jade green eyes met and held Jack's as she sat stiffly in the chair. Her chocolate colored hair tumbled to the middle of her back in subtle waves that accentuated her understated beauty and emphasized the startling color of her eye and the fairness of her skin.
 
   Another vampire woman made her way over to them. Her wheat blond hair hung in a braid to her waist; her brown eyes were troubled as she twisted a flute within her fingers. Hannah finally broke eye contact with him to speak with the woman. "Why don't you play some more Ellen, I'm sure everyone would like to hear another song," Hannah suggested.
 
   Ellen nervously glanced around the tavern before nodding briskly and heading over to the small stage set up on the other side of the room by the stairs. An elderly, frail looking man hovered in the doorway of the kitchen before he turned and retreated into the kitchen. The young man that had been fighting with them earlier also disappeared into the kitchen right behind him.
 
   Jack nodded to William to sit before grabbing the chair he had vacated and sliding into it. His bow and quiver had been shoved under the table with William's, but they appeared otherwise untouched. He found his gaze drawn back to Hannah as Calvin took hold of her hand again and leaned toward her. Her spine was as straight as an arrow, her shoulders remained rigid. She had to keep tugging the collar up of the lightweight, faded green dress that was baggy on her slender frame.
 
   "What is going on here?" William hissed in his ear.
 
   Jack shook his head as he glanced around the tavern again. He'd been in hundreds of these kinds of establishments over the years, but he'd never been in one that remained as hushed as this one. He could hear the clatter of pots and dishes in the back, and if it hadn't been for the flute, the only other sound from the patrons would have been the occasional shifting of someone in one of the wobbly chairs. Though Jack got the distinct impression that most of the occupants were fighting the impulse to flee, they all remained seated. His gaze was drawn back to Hannah and Calvin seated just three tables away and talking discreetly amongst themselves.
 
   An hour slipped by but the easy camaraderie that had filled the tavern, even during the fight, never returned. No one else even entered the building. Only Calvin seemed pleased as he chatted happily and with florid hand gestures that Jack thought were far more exaggerated than they had to be.
 
   After a few more minutes, Hannah said something and rose to her feet. Calvin stood beside her, took hold of her hand and bent over to place a kiss on the back of it again. She stared at him before nodding and hurrying away to the kitchen. Calvin retrieved his gloves and gestured for his men to follow him out of the building.
 
   After a few more tense minutes an oppressive weight seemed to lift as shoulders relaxed, cards were dealt and laughter filled the barroom once more. Jack found his eyes repeatedly drawn back to the kitchen area but Hannah didn't reappear as the night wore on. Rubbing at his neck, Jack pushed away his empty tankard and rose to his feet. William had started a game of dice with some of the men within the room but he stopped in mid roll when Jack stood.
 
   "I'm going to see if I can find us some rooms," Jack informed him.
 
   "There's some rooms above that Abe will rent to you for the night," one of the men at the table informed him.
 
   Jack nodded as he made his way through the room toward where he'd seen Hannah disappear earlier. He'd only meant to stay in this town for a few days, but he was beginning to suspect it may end up being even longer. His curiosity had been pricked by the strange effect Calvin had over the men and women gathered within this building. The practice of keeping blood slaves had ended, there was supposed to be equal rights for everyone. He was certain that Calvin had more power here than he was supposed to though, and that he wielded it in ways that Braith, the Council, and the rebels had all fought to end. Many people and vampires had died to make sure vampires like Calvin didn't run things anymore. He wasn't going anywhere until he knew exactly what was going on in this strange little town.
 
   The frail looking man Jack had seen earlier appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. He took a step back when he spotted Jack right outside the door. "You have rooms for rent?" Jack inquired.
 
   The bowlegged man nodded enthusiastically. Jack could tell by the lack of a heartbeat that the man wasn't human but his hunched shoulders and graying hair made him appear to be in his sixties. Jack wondered if perhaps he'd managed to survive the change or if he had some defect in his DNA, like Saul, and hadn't stopped aging in his twenties like most vampires did. He thought the defect in the DNA was much more likely than him having survived the change.
 
   "We do," the man confirmed.
 
   "I'd like two."
 
   "I'll get the keys." The man was far quicker on his skinny legs than Jack would have expected from him as he disappeared and reappeared in less than thirty seconds. "Two coppers."
 
   Jack adjusted the bow on his back as he dug into his pocket and pulled out the money bag he'd shoved in there. There wasn't much he missed about the days before his father's war, when the humans had ruled the world. He hadn't been much of a fan of cell phones, computers had irritated him, and unlike Braith he'd always preferred a fast horse to a car. There was something much more freeing about being on the back of a horse. He did, however, miss paper money and debit cards. He missed a thin wallet with all of his stuff neatly organized within, but after the war most technology hadn't survived and no one had tried to maintain what little remained or tried to bring it back. Paper money had fallen apart over time and most vampires had always felt more comfortable in dealing with the metal currency anyway. Unfortunately it was cumbersome and awkward to carry around all the time.
 
   Digging through the bag he pulled out two copper pieces and handed it to the man. "Rooms are right up those stairs."
 
   The man pointed to the set of stairs on the other side of the room. Jack nodded but found himself hesitating outside the doorway. It wasn't until the older looking vamp frowned at him that he realized he was loitering in the hopes of getting another glimpse of Hannah. He mentally shook himself and turned away from the man.
 
   William had walked over to join him and held out his hand for his room key. "These guys are easy pickings; I'm going to stay up for a bit."
 
   "Don't get yourself knifed."
 
   William flashed a smile and rubbed at the trimmed auburn beard that he'd grown over the past few months. "Me? Never." William pitched his voice low before continuing on. "I'm going to see what I can find out about this Calvin, and what's going on in this town."
 
   "Just be careful."
 
   "Always." William strode back through the smoky haze to the table he'd just vacated. Jack glanced at the night beyond the windows before pulling himself away from the kitchen door. His eyelids were drooping as he plodded up the steps that creaked and groaned beneath him. He glanced back at the room as he went, but though Ellen was still playing the flute, Hannah hadn't reemerged.
 
   A wall quickly replaced his view of the main room as he made it to the second floor. There were gaps between the boards that revealed glimpses of the light filtering up from below and did little to block the music and laughter. He stopped outside room three and slid the key in.
 
   He'd spent a lot of time in some not so great places over the past seven years, but as he located and turned on the lantern within the room, he was pleased to realize that this room wasn't among the worst of them. He wasn't so sure the chair in the corner would hold him, but the bed seemed solid and the mattress didn't sag down when he sat on it. He didn't see any cobwebs in the rafters which was more than he could say for most of the places he'd slept in over the past year.
 
   Kicking his boots off, he fell back against the bed and folded his hands behind his head as he stared into the shadowed rafters. Hunger twisted through his belly but though he knew he could probably find someone willing to share their vein, or a donation center, he didn't have the energy to climb back off the bed. He could sate his appetite in the morning.
 
   His hand felt heavy as he lifted it to rub at the bridge of his nose. A headache had been nagging at him ever since that memory of David had resurfaced yesterday. There was a throbbing in his chest, one that he recognized as grief, but he'd gotten better at dealing with the emotion over the past year. Well, that was if he could call what he and William were doing as dealing with it.
 
   His own father had been killed during the war, brought down by his brother Caleb at first, but Braith had been the one to remove the head from his body. There were many things Jack didn't know about his vampire line, or the power that drove it, but his bastard of a father had somehow managed to survive a stake through the heart. It was possible that Braith, or even he, could survive a stake to the heart as well, but it wasn't a theory he was going to try and prove anytime soon.
 
   Jack would have killed his father himself without feeling an iota of remorse. No, it wasn't his father he grieved for, or his brother Caleb. He grieved for the man who had taken him in and treated him with far more respect than his own father ever had. He'd found a family and friends amongst David and his children. He knew he still had William and his siblings, but he missed the man that had shown him patience, kindness, and a whole new appreciation for the human race that went far beyond the fact that they were a food supply.
 
   Reaching over, he turned the lantern down. Laughter drifted up from below but it did little to ease the melancholy settling into his bones. It's only because the one year anniversary of David's death is a week away, he told himself. That was why the memories and sorrow were haunting him like a poltergeist today, but even as he thought it he knew he was lying to himself. He and William had been running from the memories ever since they'd left the palace behind.
 
   They'd return soon, he told himself, but he knew he was just lying to himself about that too.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Hannah watched as Heath and Ellen walked down the street toward Uncle Abe's small blue house down the road. Ellen led Heath up the stairs to Uncle Abe's porch and opened the door for him. She said something to the boy before closing the door. Ellen walked two houses up and dashed up the steps of her own small faded yellow home. Hannah's hand remained on the shutter as she watched her friend disappear into the home she'd recently built for herself.
 
   Ellen may be older than her at thirty-two, but she was the closest girlfriend that Hannah had. She would have preferred that Ellen stay with Uncle Abe or at the tavern with her and Lucas. It seemed like such a lonely existence in that small home all by herself, but then if it hadn't been for Hannah's and Lucas's respective parents taking her in, Ellen would have been all alone in the world. Ellen's mother had abandoned her here when she was seven. The only knowledge she had of her father was that her mother had told her he was of the house of Hendry. Ellen knew the name was a way for her to locate her father's family, but she had no intention of doing so.
 
   Hannah's family had given her work at the tavern and a place to stay. They'd raised Ellen as one of their own, and they had kept her safe. Until their original home had been hit by lightning when Hannah was sixteen, they'd all still lived together. The fire had not only destroyed their home but it had taken both of her parents, and Lucas's mother, from them.
 
   After the fire they had all lived in the rooms above the tavern for a few years before Ellen had decided it was time for a place of her own, and Uncle Abe had wanted another house. Hannah had contemplated moving in with one of them, but after the death of her parents she had thrown herself into trying to fill their roles at the tavern and spent most of her time here. It had simply been easier for her to remain here; Lucas had decided to stay in the tavern because he enjoyed the freedom that came from being out on his own.
 
   Hannah pulled the shutter closed on the window and slid the lock into place as the last star blinked out of the sky. She looked around at the damage that had been caused during the brawl. They'd have to bring up some of the stored furniture in the basement, and try to piece together what was left up here until they could have some new furniture made, but they should be able to get through the next few days with what they had left.
 
   The dull thud of Lucas's boots sounded against the planks as he pulled out a chair and plopped into it. Hannah winced and ducked away as the chair gave out with a loud snap. With a small thud, Lucas sprawled inelegantly upon the floor in a heap of debris.
 
   "Son of a bitch!" He slapped his hands on the ground before tossing a chair leg off of his lap.
 
   Hannah shook her head and planted her hands on her hips. "It was probably broken during the fight."
 
   He glanced at her from under a lock of wayward brown hair that was five shades lighter than hers. His nose scrunched up as his russet eyes met hers. "Maybe it was just old."
 
   "It was perfectly fine last night," she retorted.
 
   "Yeah, yeah, yeah," he grumbled as he shoved another broken leg off of him and rose to his feet. "I'll fix it."
 
   "I don't think anyone is going to be able to fix it," the stranger sitting at another table said.
 
   Hannah glanced at the auburn haired human she had spotted amongst the fray earlier. Shadows marred the soft skin beneath his bloodshot eyes but he was still holding a deck of cards in his hand as he gave her a grin that had probably made more than a few women fall in love with him. Though it made Hannah smile in return, she had no romantic interest in the human. She'd been bitten in the ass by strangers before and had vowed years ago not to get involved with them again.
 
   Old man Turner was the only one still sitting at the table with the newcomer. Judging by the size of the pile in front of Turner compared to the one in front of the stranger, Turner was going to get an earful when he finally dragged his butt home to his wife, which was something that Turner would be doing soon if she had anything to say about it.
 
   "He's going to give it a try though," Hannah told the stranger.
 
   The stranger's eyes twinkled with amusement as his gaze drifted back to Turner. Though it wasn't an everyday occurrence, more and more out-of-towners had begun to drift through their town since the end of the war. There had been some travelers in the town during the years before the war, but far less than there were now, and vampires from this town had never traveled beyond its boundaries. This town was the one place that they didn't have to worry about the fear and distrust they often encountered in other towns. This town was their home and none of them were willing to leave the security it had to offer them.
 
   No, strangers weren't a rare occurrence anymore, but the vampire this man was traveling with had caught her attention. He was the first vampire she'd ever seen not back down from Calvin. She'd been terrified Calvin was going to kill him for his insolence, but she couldn't shake the feeling that the stranger might actually be a threat to Calvin. She didn't see how that was possible though, Calvin was the most powerful vampire within a couple of hundred miles as far as she knew. He never let anyone forget it either as he ruled this town and all its inhabitants with an iron fist.
 
   She was trying to convince herself that her interest in him was because he hadn't backed down from Calvin, but she knew that it was more than that. Though there were a fair amount of handsome men in town, including Calvin, none of them had affected her in quite the same way that this new vampire had. His unrelenting steel gray eyes had been seared into her memory when they had met and held hers. The planes of his high cheekbones and the curve of his square jaw haunted her thoughts. His tussled hair would have been completely black if it hadn't been for the streaks of brown and gold that ran through it. The tanned hue of his skin, and those fairer strands of hair, lent an air to him that screamed of the outdoors, of being able to run wild and a freedom that she would never know.
 
   Uncle Abe had informed her that the vampire had taken two rooms upstairs but she didn't know how long they would be staying in town for. Maybe she would get a chance to talk with him…
 
   She shut that thought down instantly. It was a dangerous thought to have, Calvin would make sure the enigmatic vampire was chased off or killed if she even remotely showed one iota of interest in him.
 
   Hannah folded her hands into the skirts of her dress. Sometimes she wished that she could leave here, but there was nowhere for her to go. Her life was here, her family was here, and she would be vulnerable out in the world, exposed for everyone to see. This was where she belonged, where she would always belong, but she was terrified that she would be forced into a relationship with Calvin that she didn't want. She would be helpless to stop it though if she was going to keep her loved ones safe.
 
   "Turner, don't you think you should be getting home?" she suggested as Lucas inspected the broken pieces of the chair with a curled upper lip. The older human was staring at his cards with a look on his face that made her realize they might have another person sleeping in the rooms above today.
 
   "I'm not sure I'm going to be welcome there," Turner muttered around the toothpick dangling from his lips.
 
   "I'm not sure you will be either," Hannah agreed. "But you better find out before we go to sleep because we won't be opening the door for you in another hour."
 
   Turner pulled the toothpick from his mouth and tossed it onto the table as the newcomer smiled and added the pot in the middle of the table to his large pile of money. Lucas opened the door for Turner and gave a sweeping gesture of his arm before closing and locking it behind him. The human stood up and shoved all of his winnings into a pouch before pulling the string closed.
 
   "It's a nice town you have here, good people," the stranger commented.
 
   "That you like fleecing of their money?" Lucas asked as he dropped the seat from the chair on the pile of wood by his feet.
 
   The redhead chuckled as he slipped the pouch into a pocket inside his coat. "That's always a bonus," he admitted. "My name is William."
 
   "Lucas," her cousin introduced himself as he shook the man's tanned hand.
 
   "Hannah," she greeted as she took hold of the calloused hand and gave it a brief shake.
 
   "Pleasure to meet you both," William said and released her hand.
 
   A loud pounding on the door brought her head around before she could respond to him. "Lola kicked Turner out faster than I'd expected," Lucas said with a small laugh.
 
   "Well he has been sitting here since six o'clock last night," Hannah said as she strode toward the door. She had just thrown the lock on the door when it was forcefully shoved open. A small cry escaped her as she was knocked back a good three feet by the force of the door.
 
   "Hannah!" Lucas shouted as he lurched forward to try and grab her.
 
   He wasn't quick enough though as she tumbled to the floor in an awkward heap that made her teeth clamp together uncomfortably. Lucas released a low hiss and pulled her away from the door as men filtered through the doorway. Kane was in front but Calvin strode confidently through the doorway with the collar of Turner's shirt twisted in his hand. The hapless human's toes scraped across the wood as he was led forward. Turner's eyes had been bloodshot and swollen from lack of sleep when he'd left, but now they were mere slits behind the bulging and already bruised lids that framed them. A nasty black and blue bump was starting to form on Turner's wrinkled forehead.
 
   Hannah had to force her gaze away from poor Turner's swollen face and up to Calvin's smirking one. Resentment boiled hotly through her but she managed to suppress it as Calvin's hooded, predator-like eyes met hers. Ruthless, that's what he was, completely ruthless. A bad feeling about what was about to unfold settled in her stomach. She grabbed Lucas's hand as he helped her back to her feet.
 
   "I'm sorry Hannah I didn't realize you were so close to the door. Are you ok?" Calvin asked with false sweetness.
 
   There was no remorse in the hawk like eyes that studied her. Apprehension trickled down her spine when his gaze drifted past her to Lucas. His smile widened as he dropped Turner before him. Turner didn't even have time to get his hands underneath him before he face planted on the floor. Blood trickled out of his brutalized nose, he managed to push himself onto his back but he didn't move again. Hannah fought the urge to help the poor old man but Calvin would only be uglier to Turner if he realized he could manipulate her by hurting him.
 
   "What is the meaning of this Calvin?" she asked quietly. "You cannot just barge in here whenever you feel like it, there are rules…"
 
   "Rules that I established," he interrupted brusquely. He moved in on her, coming so close that she had to take a step back as he pressed against her. She'd been forced to touch him far too much over the past couple of days for her liking, she wasn't going to do it anymore than she had to if she could avoid it. "Rules that Turner has informed me have been broken. He has confirmed that there was indeed a fight here last night."
 
   Had he been waiting outside for everyone to leave? She wondered frantically as her gaze shot back to Calvin's men crowded within the door of the tavern. She quickly realized that was exactly what he had been doing. Her heel hit the wall as she backed up against it.
 
   Turner released a low moan. "I'm sorry Hannah," he said in a voice choked by the blood that trickled out of the corners of his mouth.
 
   "It's ok Turner," she assured him as a round of coughing shook Turner's slender frame. William moved to help the older man but Lucas grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him away with a shake of his head. Knowing that there had been a fight, Calvin now had all the info he needed to imprison the young human.
 
   "There was no need to hurt him," she said to Calvin.
 
   "You lied to me when I was here last night," Calvin chided with a wave of his finger.
 
   "Nothing happened that we couldn't take care of." She was impressed she was able to keep the irritation and anxiety from her voice. "No one was injured and everything is fine."
 
   "This may be your family's place Hannah, but it is still subject to the laws and when those laws are broken I am to be told."
 
   Her teeth ground together as she strained to maintain her composure. A part of her wanted to scream at him while the rest of her wanted to grab the others and bolt out of this room as quickly as possible. She couldn't lose her cousin and she couldn't stand the thought of the human being tortured when he'd had no way of knowing what he'd be walking into when he'd entered this town.
 
   "There were no laws broken; it was simply a small scuffle that was immediately handled," she said in a choked voice.
 
   Calvin's gaze drifted from her to Lucas. Hannah froze as she got the distinct feeling that Calvin was a wolf circling his prey. Look away, don't hold his gaze, she pleaded silently, but her cousin wasn't one to back down, not even from Calvin. Not even if it meant imprisonment or death.
 
   "I was informed you were part of the scuffle," Calvin stated.
 
   "I was involved, yes," Lucas confirmed.
 
   Her non-beating heart sank into her toes as a cold sweat broke out on her skin. "You'll be coming with us, as will the human," Calvin commanded.
 
   "Wait!" Hannah cried as she instinctively stepped between Lucas and the vampire grabbing for him.
 
   Calvin's guard stared at her as if she had just started blubbering gibberish when she smacked his hand away. "Hannah!" Lucas grated as he grabbed for her arm. "Hannah get out of the way."
 
   She shook Lucas off though and pushed the guard's hand away when he made a grab for Lucas again. William was standing in front of Kane with his bow on his back and a stake in his hand. He had a look on his face that clearly dared Kane to even try and touch him. She didn't know where the stake had come from, but she wasn't overly thrilled that the human was so well armed against her kind.
 
   Her shoulders began to ache from holding Lucas back. Her head spun as the situation began to spiral out of control. If the gleam in Calvin's eyes was any indication, this was exactly what he had been aiming for, and they were all going to find themselves in the stocks, jail, or dead before the day was over.
 
   "What is going on here!?" her Uncle Abe demanded as he emerged from the kitchen.
 
   "Stay back Dad!" Lucas warned.
 
   "No!" Hannah gasped when Calvin's hand encircled almost all of her forearm and he pulled her against his chest. It felt as if a thousand bugs were crawling over her as her flesh revolted from the touch of him. "Let go of me!"
 
   She jerked on her arm but his grip became bruising upon her as he refused to relinquish her. "Easy Hannah, I simply would like to speak with Lucas, this human, and the other vampire that was with him last night," Calvin said. "No one has to get hurt."
 
   It was a lie, she knew that, but there was little she could do to stop him right now. "Stop this!" Uncle Abe shouted.
 
   "You better put that away boy," Kane growled at William.
 
   To her utter astonishment a smile merely curved William's mouth as he twirled the stake in his hand. Jesus, he was insane, she realized.
 
   "I've taken down bigger than you," William returned.
 
   Kane lunged toward William; somehow he managed to duck Kane as he spun away. Hannah jerked on her arm and bit back a cry of pain as Calvin's grip began to squeeze her bone. She was tempted to lash out at him but it would only send him over the edge and sign Lucas's death certificate if she did. If she played her cards right she might be able to get Calvin to spare him. If she didn't, he would destroy Lucas right here and now. She kept her body in between Calvin and her cousin, but that wasn't going to be enough to stop Calvin from taking Lucas if that's what he decided to do.
 
   A table scraped on the floor as William managed to get it in between him and Kane. Kane released a disgruntled sound and flipped the table into the air. Wood splintered as the table crashed against the dark wooden beams that framed the building. Throwing her hand up, Hannah ducked as splinters of wood rained down on all of them.
 
   "Enough!" A booming voice reverberated through the room with enough force and authority to freeze everyone in place, including Calvin. Hannah glanced around rapidly as she sought the source of the voice, but it wasn't until she spotted movement at the top of the stairs that her gaze was drawn to the man striding down the steps. Despite the awfulness of this whole situation, she couldn't stop her mouth from dropping as the vampire William had been with last night stepped off the last step and purposefully strode toward them.
 
   There had been an aura of power about him last night, but now it seemed to radiate from him like moonbeams on a cloudless night. Even shirtless and barefoot she suspected that he could take down almost every vampire in this room. The rays of the sun spilling through the door played over his hard chest and sculpted abs, his steel gray eyes pinned Calvin to the spot. Even though he stepped out of the light and into the shadows as he closed in on Calvin, she was able to see the flecks of blue speckled throughout his gray eyes.
 
   His hair, still tussled from sleep, stood out in spikes about his face. It was a look that may have made other men appear boyish, but the expression on his face was anything but boyish as his gaze fell on Calvin's bruising grip upon her arm. His upper lip curled into a sneer as a ring of fire encircled his eyes.
 
   It was the red gleam in his eyes that finally forced her mouth closed as a dull heat suffused her face. It was silly of her, especially right now, but she couldn't shake the pleased feeling that trickled through her at the realization that he didn't like Calvin touching her. Her gaze darted away from his bare chest, but despite her best attempts not to look, her eyes were inexorably drawn back to him.
 
   She'd grown up in this tavern, she was used to how wild and riotous men could be. She wasn't used to seeing such well-built ones, half naked, with their loose fitting pants hanging low on their slender waists, but then she'd been entirely captivated by him even when he'd been fully clothed.
 
   "What is going on here?" His authoritative voice whipped out of him as he folded his arms over his chest and unrelentingly met Calvin's gaze.
 
   "Were you involved in the fight here last night?" Calvin demanded instead.
 
   "Is that what this is about?"
 
   "Fighting is illegal in these parts and can be punishable by death!" Calvin lashed out as his composure momentarily slipped.
 
   "Says who?"
 
   "I say, I am in charge of this town."
 
   A smile quirked the stranger's full mouth as his head tilted to the side. Then his gaze settled on Calvin's hand wrapped around her arm. Any pretense of amusement faded as his upper lip curled to reveal his elongated canines. A sound that was a cross between a snarl and a roar, and was entirely inhuman escaped him as he took a step closer to Calvin.
 
   "Release her!" he commanded harshly.
 
   He was defending her, but even she took a step back from him as he approached. Over her shoulder she saw Lucas step closer while William edged to the side in an attempt to circle behind Calvin.
 
   Calvin flung her arm away from him and took a step closer to the new vampire. They stood toe to toe, neither backing down as they glared at each other. Violence seemed to pulse within the room and she wouldn't have been the least bit surprised to see the windows shaking from the growing tension.
 
   "What's your name?" Calvin demanded.
 
   "What does that matter to you?"
 
   "I like to know the name of every human and vampire I have executed."
 
   Both of these strangers were insane, she decided when the new vamp released a snort of laughter. "My given name is Jericho."
 
   Hannah had forgotten her uncle was in the room until a small sound escaped him and he almost fell over. He somehow managed to get onto one knee and bow his head. Hannah exchanged a confused look with Lucas as his father took hold of his hand. "Down son," Uncle Abe murmured to him.
 
   Lucas tugged at his hand, but though he looked like a good wind would blow him over, Uncle Abe was stronger than he appeared as he continued to hold onto Lucas. Hannah was beginning to believe everyone was losing their minds as she gawked at her uncle. "My friends call me Jack." Her attention was drawn back to Jack as he continued to speak. "I don't think we're going to be friends though."
 
   Calvin stared at Jack like he was trying to figure him out but Hannah didn't think that was going to be at all possible to do. "I see," Calvin finally said with a glance toward where her uncle remained kneeling and then he looked over at William.
 
   "I think you just might." Jack said with a small nod. "The king's laws don't allow for death, or even imprisonment for fighting unless someone is injured or killed. Since no one was either of those things last night, and since I know you're not the king, you have no say here." Hannah remained unmoving as Jack's unflinching eyes settled upon her. "Or unless the owner of this establishment intends to press charges for property damage, do they?"
 
   It took her a few seconds but she finally found her voice. "We are the owners," she said with a glance at Lucas and her uncle.
 
   "Do you plan to press charges?" he asked in a clipped tone.
 
   "Like the laws would apply to you," Calvin grated through clenched teeth.
 
   Hannah took another step away from Calvin. A muscle in Jack's forehead jumped as he focused on Calvin again. "The king's laws apply to everyone, including the king. Do you plan to press charges?"
 
   Hannah shook her head as she edged further away from the two men she was certain were about to go at each other like rabid dogs. She kept waiting for Calvin to strike out, to attempt to destroy him like he would have any other man, or vampire, that had dared to stand up to him. He remained unmoving though as his right eyelid twitched. She was terrified of incurring Calvin's wrath by going against him, but she was going to do whatever it took to keep her cousin free of Calvin's hands.
 
   "No," she whispered.
 
   Jack gave a brisk nod as his arms fell away from his chest and he took a step back. "Then the matter is settled."
 
   She'd never heard anyone dismiss Calvin before but if the frustrated look on Calvin's face was any indication, he wasn't going to do anything about it. "Let's go," he commanded his men as he nodded his head to the side. "Kane!" he barked when the stocky vamp continued to eye William like he was something he was tempted to stomp. Kane bowed his head before following Calvin out the door.
 
   Hannah wouldn't have been more shocked to see elves break through the windows and start singing Ave Maria as she was to see Calvin walking out the door. Her gaze slid back to Jack as he stalked across the room and slammed the door closed behind him. Thoughts tumbled through her mind so fast that she couldn't grasp hold of just one as he slid the bolt into place. She may have just signed all of their death certificates and yet she couldn't tear her gaze away from the smooth skin playing over his well-muscled back. Her fingers twitched as she was gripped with the overwhelming urge to run them over that skin, she had to know what it would feel like as it flexed and flowed beneath her hands.
 
   Thankfully Lucas was faster to recover and nowhere near as idiotic as she was. "What the hell just happened?" he demanded.
 
   Hannah couldn't tear her eyes away from Jack as he turned away from the door. His gaze fell briefly on her before sliding to her uncle. His brow furrowed as he frowned disapprovingly. "Get up," he ordered briskly. Hannah couldn't quite figure out what her uncle was doing as he remained where he was. Jack stepped away from the door and hurried toward him. Taking hold of his arm, he helped Uncle Abe rise to his feet when he seemed unable to do so on his own. "I'm not worth this."
 
   Hannah exchanged another look with Lucas but her cousin appeared just as mystified as she felt. "But you are," Uncle Abe insisted.
 
   Jack didn't look at all pleased with Uncle Abe's answer as he released his arm and quickly stepped away. His face was inscrutable as he turned and walked toward her. Her head tilted back, her mouth parted when he stopped before her and took hold of her arm. Tingles slid up and down her skin, heat pooled all the way to the tips of her toes as his fingers prodded at her tender flesh. She couldn't stop her fingers from clenching as she stared up at his striking face.
 
   "Are you ok?" he demanded.
 
   "I'm fine," she managed to get out.
 
   She started and almost let out a small squeak as his fingers slid down the bare skin of her arm before he released her. Her hand fluttered up to rub over the area that he had just touched. There had been a lot of men in and out of here over the years but none of them had affected her in this strange, bats flying around in her belly, kind of way.
 
   "Who are you?" Lucas asked as Jack grabbed a toppled chair and set it right.
 
   "Lucas!" Uncle Abe hissed.
 
   Jack didn't even bother to look at her cousin as he turned to William. "It looks like we'll be staying here for more time than we had planned."
 
   William nodded as he pulled out a chair and plopped onto it. Turner's low moan drew her attention back to the man. "Turner!" she blurted, ashamed to realize she'd forgotten about him. She hurried over and knelt at his side to examine him.
 
   His battered eyes blinked opened and focused on her. "Don't tell Lola about this."
 
   "I don't think you're going to be able to hide this one old man," Lucas said. "Come on, we'll get you into a room upstairs and get you cleaned up. My dad can let Lola know where you are and that you'll be home later."
 
   Turner groaned even louder. "Just kill me before she does."
 
   Hannah stifled a laugh as Lucas carefully lifted Turner onto his feet. "I'm going to take him up but I'd like to know exactly what just happened here when I come back down," Lucas said.
 
   Hannah was curious about the exact same thing, but she wrapped Turner's other arm around her shoulders and helped Lucas carry him upstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   Jack leaned back in his chair to watch Hannah as she left the room. Even though it was too large on her, he admired the way the material of the dress moved around her lithe figure. There was something about her, something he couldn't quite pinpoint. It was there, right in the back of his mind…
 
   "I think you pissed that guy off," William interrupted his thoughts.
 
   "Hmm," Jack reluctantly tore his attention away from Hannah.
 
   William glanced toward where Hannah had disappeared. "But it seems you may have found someone else to focus on."
 
   "I'm going to be pissing him off again before we leave here." Jack's fingers tapped on the water stained tabletop as he completely avoided William's comment.
 
   "You're just so good at it."
 
   Jack scowled at him. "That's the pot calling the kettle black."
 
   William shrugged nonchalantly as he stretched his legs before him. "I never said I wasn't good at it either."
 
   "Can I get you anything Your Highness?"
 
   Jack glanced up at the frail vampire hovering at his side. A knot formed in his chest as he shook his head. "Don't call me that and please don't bow to me again."
 
   Abe rang his hands together nervously as he continued to linger at his side. "You are the Prince Jericho though, right?"
 
   He didn't know how to answer that question. Being a prince was something he had been born into, but it was a role that had never suited him. He'd also been the last son born, the most useless son, and it was something his father had never let him forget as his fists and feet had repeatedly rained down upon him as a child. There had been too many beatings to remember, hatred and cruelty had continuously festered within the walls of the multiple places his father had called home over the years. He was nine hundred and thirty two years old but the memories of his childhood were still something he preferred not to recall.
 
   "The king is my brother," he confirmed.
 
   He hadn't realized that Hannah and Lucas had come back downstairs until he heard the squeak of their feet coming to an abrupt halt at the bottom of the staircase. Hannah's rosebud mouth parted as her hand flew to her lips. He was unfamiliar with the feeling that twisted through his gut at the look she gave him. People always reacted differently to him when they realized who he was; he didn't want her to though. He wanted her to see him as the simple man he was, and not the prince. He didn't want her to think twice before throwing a pot of water on him again.
 
   Her hand fell back to her side as she and her cousin attempted to kneel. "Don't!" Jack's voice was far more thunderous than he'd intended as he rose out of his chair, but the thought of her kneeling before him made him feel like a volcano about ready to erupt. They froze in mid-kneel, Lucas tilted awkwardly but Hannah managed to snag hold of his wrist before he could face plant onto the floor. "Don't kneel for me."
 
   The cousins exchanged a look before straightening back up. Hannah straightened the front of her dress and stared at Jack as if she were afraid he might leap on her and sink his fangs into her slender throat. It was a notion that he didn't find all that unappealing, even if exchanging blood was something that vampires rarely did with each other.
 
   Sitting back in the chair, he stretched his arms up and folded his hands behind his head. Though she seemed to relax a little, she didn't come any closer. "What brought you here?" she asked in a bare whisper.
 
   Jack shrugged as he tried to appear casual, but his muscles remained tensed. "New laws have been established in the land. We've been traveling around making sure those laws are being obeyed in the outer towns."
 
   "There are no blood slaves here," Lucas told him. "There were few vampires in this town that used the practice to begin with."
 
   "Calvin seems to have his own set of rules though," William pointed out.
 
   Abe nodded his agreement. "Calvin has always had his own set of rules. I've known him for four hundred years now. The minute he stepped into this town he began to take charge of it. I suppose it was easier for him to do so here."
 
   Jack frowned as the strange words completely pulled his attention away from Hannah. He dropped his arms down and flattened his hands on the table before him. "Why would it be easier for him to do so here?"
 
   "This has always been an extremely remote community, hidden within the mountains and in a location that wasn't even appealing to the most diehard outdoor enthusiasts. I was seven when my family moved here six hundred years ago. Other than the people and vampires that were born here, there hasn't been a new outside addition since Ellen arrived twenty five years ago. We've had out-of-towners pass through, but most move on within a week and few have stayed for over a month. There is a boarding house at the end of the road, that's where most of the travelers that plan on being here for any length of time stay, but Tilly doesn't do much business."
 
   Jack pondered Abe's words. The fact that they didn't get many travelers wasn't a revelation to him; vampires weren't exactly known to embrace new things, including new towns and new people, especially the older vampires who were far more settled in their ways.
 
   "And Calvin decided to claim this town as his when he first arrived?" Jack asked.
 
   "No one else would have." This comment, from Lucas, caused Hannah to elbow him sharply in the ribs. He frowned at her as he rubbed the offended area. "It's true, no one would claim this town," he protested.
 
   "My brother does," Jack told him. "Braith is working to unite all of the towns and communities."
 
   They stared at him before glancing at each other again. "To be united with other towns would certainly be strange for us," Abe said after an extended silence.
 
   "We'll be staying here to work on it," Jack assured him.
 
   Hannah shifted her weight from foot to foot as Lucas began to tap his fingers against his leg. "Perhaps you would be more comfortable at the boarding house then," Hannah suggested. "Tilly is better suited to accommodate long term guests."
 
   "Hannah," Lucas said under his breath.
 
   "What?" she whispered back to him. "It's true."
 
   "He has coin."
 
   Hannah held her hand over her mouth but Jack was still able to hear her words. "He's a prince."
 
   Lucas glanced at him before shrugging his shoulders. "Yeah, ok," he muttered.
 
   Annoyance filtered through him, but he managed to keep his tone neutral when he spoke again. "The rooms here are fine."
 
   She blinked at him and then opened her mouth to protest, but Abe cut her off. "And we will be happy to have you here. I think it's time we get some rest now. It will be time to open again before we know it."
 
   Though she still didn't look pleased, Hannah didn't argue with her uncle's decision. "Is there anything we can get you first?" she asked him.
 
   He found he couldn't tear his gaze away from hers as her full mouth compressed. "We'll be fine," he assured her.
 
   "I need some sleep myself," William announced as he bounced to his feet. "It's been a tiring night."
 
   Jack had to force himself to focus on his friend. "I'd like to take a look around town later today."
 
   "Wake me when you're ready."
 
   William turned and walked up the stairs with more energy than most humans would have after a night of no sleep, but lack of sleep was something William tolerated with far more ease than the average human. They had learned last year that William most likely had vampire DNA in him when Aria had survived the change from human to vampire.
 
   Hannah released a soft noise when Jack rose from the table. Her eyes flitted away when he turned toward her. He hadn't thought it was possible but the color that crept into her cheeks made her even more appealing. There were few times in his life that he'd been enchanted by something, but he was beginning to feel a little bewitched by this woman before him.
 
   "Just ring the bell if you need something," she blurted.
 
   As she hurried up the stairs Jack couldn't help but wonder if something would include herself.
 
   ***
 
   "This is one strange little town," William muttered as he looked around at the people and vampires staring at them with open curiosity.
 
   "Word has probably spread as to who we are."
 
   "As to who you are my friend," William retorted.
 
   "Your sister is the queen," Jack reminded him.
 
   William scowled at him as he ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. Over the last year his shoulders had become broader; he'd put more muscle and bulk onto what had once been a frame kept slender by lack of food. Starvation wasn't a concern for him anymore though and his body had developed into the physique it was meant to have. William was still about an inch shorter than him, at about six foot two, but Jack was beginning to think that William would become broader than him soon.
 
   "I always knew Aria would drag me down with her," William said.
 
   Jack released a bark of laughter as they stepped off the wooden sidewalk and made their way across the street to the other sidewalk. Dust kicked up around their feet from their passing over the cobblestone street, the particles of it drifted through the crisp mountain air. They walked past an assortment of stores and homes, some of which had their shutters closed over the windows and others that held welcoming signs. He spotted people and vampires moving around within some of the stores and sitting at tables within the small diner.
 
   On the surface it appeared to be like so many of the other towns he had passed through over the years but he couldn't shake the feeling that there was something different about this one. Most of the occupants openly watched them but none of them spoke to either he or William. He got the distinct impression that they wanted to though, some of them took a few steps closer as if to start a conversation. A young vampire child stopped to watch them but his mother grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him in the other direction.
 
   "Do we stink?" William asked and surreptitiously sniffed at his armpit.
 
   "Something around here does," Jack said as a human couple stopped to watch them before retreating into a thrift store.
 
   At the end of the road an old Victorian with two turrets jutting out the top of it, rose into the sky. It loomed over top of the other buildings like some ominous gargoyle marking its territory. Nearing the massive gray and black home, Jack knew who it belonged to even before he saw the wrought iron gate with two foot spikes jutting out the top of it, surrounding the property. Two dogs, each about the size of a pony, patrolled behind the gates in a pattern that had worn the grass down to dirt around the perimeter. The fading rays of the sun glinted on the windows as the sun slipped over the horizon.
 
   William let out a low whistle. "I guess we know who owns that house."
 
   "Hmm." Jack rubbed at his chin as he studied the formidable structure that sported fresher paint, newer roof and windows, and almost ten times the space as most of the buildings and homes surrounding it.
 
   "Are you going to go in there and act all princely with him again?"
 
   It had been amusing when William had turned that cocky smirk on Braith, he didn't find it amusing now. "I'd like to learn a little more about this place, and him, first."
 
   Turning around, their boots clunked on the wooden walk as they strode back toward the tavern. It grated on his nerves that humans and vampires continued to step aside to let them pass by. He grew so tired of it that he threw the door open on the next business they came across. Shadows hugged the two dozen or so racks of clothing set up within the small store. A young woman, with hair the color of the sun, lifted her head from where she had been resting it on her arms. William perked up like a happy puppy being offered a bone as he sent Jack a questioning look.
 
   "Human," Jack confirmed as he caught the faint beat of her heart.
 
   William was smiling confidently as he strode toward the young woman. Jack shook his head and began to weave through the racks of clothes to the back of the store. His fingers trailed over the wool clothing that wasn't as fine as the wool and sometimes even silk cloth in the towns closest to the palace, but it was a far sturdier quality than the flaxen materials he'd worn while he'd been with the rebels in the woods. His fingers idly rubbed at the material as his mind drifted away to another time and place…
 
   "Here you go."
 
   Jack stared at the young girl that thrust the clothes into his hands and gave him a lopsided smile. Her auburn hair gleamed in the sun's rays, dirt streaked her freckled face but her teeth were good and she appeared healthy even though the edge of her collarbone stuck out from beneath her shirt. She didn't look any older than thirteen or fourteen but there was an air surrounding her that made her seem twenty years older.
 
   In fact, there was something about all the humans gathered within the woods that made them seem at least twenty years older. He glanced at the faces surrounding him. Though he saw pride and determination in their set chins and steadfast gazes, he also saw an air of acceptance that their lives would never be any better than this, that most of them wouldn't live past fifty, and that if they were caught they faced a fate worse than death.
 
   "They might not be the right size but given time, and proper measurements, someone should be able to make you something that fits you better. I don't sew but there are some other women in the camp that can help you with it when the need arises," the girl continued. She thrust out a slender hand that was marred with scratches and cuts. Her palm was rough against his when he took hold of it and shook it. "Aria."
 
   "Jack."
 
   She nodded as she released his hand and hefted a bow onto her back. "Welcome to the forest, Jack."
 
   "I've been in the woods for a couple of years now."
 
   The smirk she shot him made him realize that though she looked innocent, there was a mischievousness within her that made him want to hide his meager belongings. "But you haven't been here before, and this is where all the fun is," she told him.
 
   "Aria, be good." David stepped forward and rested his hand on her bony shoulder. "You don't want to scare him off before he gets to know everyone else."
 
   She shrugged but love radiated in her gaze as she tilted her head to look up at David. "William is the one that scares everyone off."
 
   "Sure he is. Go on now, William is looking for you. He's going on a hunting trip with Max."
 
   "Ok dad." She squeezed David's hand before darting away with the grace of a cat. Jack frowned as David watched her go with a look of adoration that he'd never seen on his father's face, and never would. David turned back to him. "The twins are a handful but they mean well."
 
   Jack nodded and adjusted his grip on the new clothes in his arms. He hadn't been living in the lap of luxury these past two years, but he'd at least had a roof over his head and a cot to lie on. Looking through the trees he spotted scattered beds made out of leaves, worn blankets, and rolled up clothes being used for pillows. He caught a glimpse of Aria making her way through the woods with a redhead that he assumed was her brother William, and a slender blond boy that must be Max.
 
   "I'm sure they do," Jack assured him.
 
   "Maybe one day, if we're successful, I'll be able to give my children a better life. The life that they deserve." Jack didn't know how to respond to that so he remained silent. "We have even less here than what you're used to, but there are nearby caves that we also use for shelter. In the spring and fall we tend to spend more time outside, but a lot of our supplies are stashed within the caves. I'll show them to you at some point. Daniel has a talent for designing traps and latches that is ingenious, and keeps our supplies protected."
 
   Jack's ears pricked at the mention of the caves and supplies stashed within them, but even as he thought of those supplies his gaze landed upon the people gathered by a small river trickling through the encampment. They had so little and yet they were laughing as they washed their clothes and hung them from the tree branches.
 
   "There are no fires above ground; we can't attract the attention of the troops that patrol the woods. All the cooking is done within the caves too," David continued.
 
   Daniel was waiting for them by a cluster of trees. He spoke as he turned to walk through the woods. "There's an area back here that's not as crowded, but if you would prefer something else I'm sure we could find it for you."
 
   Daniel pointed to a pile that had been created out of leaves and blankets. Jack stared at it as he finally realized that this was where he was supposed to sleep from now on. There was no privacy, no roof. There was nothing but the trees above for protection from the elements.
 
   What have I gotten myself into? He thought.
 
   But even as the thought crossed his mind, he felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. There was nothing here, there were no expectations, there was no one to hate him and try to destroy him mentally now that he was too old for fists. There was no Caleb or Braith to live in the shadow of. There was simply him and he could be anything he aspired to be here. He could almost even be one of these rebels, for now. He'd have to return to the palace one day, but it would be his choice when he went back and as he stood there he realized it wasn't going to be anytime soon.
 
   There was still much to learn about the rebel forces after all, or at least that was what he told himself, and what he would tell his father when he returned.
 
   "This will be fine," he assured Daniel.
 
   "Unless you become known with the king's soldiers you can still move in and out with the outer rebel units, you can also return to the homes whenever you would like," David told him. "If you're ever spotted or recognized though, you can't return to the outer units. We have a few people here that are unable to move back and forth because they'll be recognized. If you're careful it shouldn't be a problem. Even I am still able to move through the outer towns and I've been doing this my entire life."
 
   "I understand," Jack assured him.
 
   "We'll let you get settled and take a look around the camp."
 
   Jack nodded and watched the father and son walk away with their heads bent close together before turning his attention to his new surroundings. He could see his fingers through the flimsy brown material as he ran them under the inside of the cloth. He'd never owned clothes so thin and so poorly constructed before, but he had earned these clothes. They were the first things in his life that he'd ever truly merited and he was strangely proud of that fact as he placed them on his crudely constructed bed. For the first time in years, he was actually happy as he looked around the woods.
 
   The material slipped from Jack's hand as the sound of a bell ringing pulled him from the memory. He blinked at the shadowy interior of the store, briefly disoriented by his surroundings. Recognition and clarity filled him when the smell of apple blossoms penetrated through the scents of cloth, molasses, oat, and the coppery tang of human blood to catch his attention. Stepping away from the rack of clothes, he found her instantly within the dark store. She was an enticing beacon of light that drew him as surely as the apple blossom scent that she emitted.
 
   There were those that had seen ghosts that didn't look as startled as she did to see him. The small gasp that escaped her drew his attention to her full mouth. An entirely kissable mouth, he decided as a possessive urge he'd never felt before swelled like the rising tide within him. His fangs pricked as her aroma became even more heightened in the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   Hannah knew how a lamb felt when confronted with a mountain lion. Though she tried, she couldn't force her gaze away from his as he observed her from the shadows. There seemed to be some sort of inner glow within the pewter colored eyes focused upon her. For the first time in her life she found herself thinking that she should have worn a better dress or done something with her hair other than brushing it. She fought against the urge to play with the high collar of the plain blue dress. She was uncomfortably aware of the fact that a few areas on the lower part of her skirt had become nearly see through over the years.
 
   The store around her seemed to fade away as every molecule within her became focused on him. In that instant she craved nothing more than to be the shadows sliding over his body as he rested his arm on the rack and leisurely leaned against it. Her fingers curled into her skirt as the longing to touch him began to take her over.
 
   She didn't understand why he was staring at her like that though. He was a prince; she was a simple vampire, and a flawed one at that. Hannah wasn't oblivious to the fact that others thought she was beautiful; Calvin had started making that excessively clear when she'd reached maturity. She was certain this man had seen many beautiful women over the years though, and they probably hadn't worked in a tavern, in a town that most didn't even know existed.
 
   "Hannah! It's so good to see you." She reluctantly tore her attention away from Jack as Kara stepped out from behind the front counter. Hannah had become so focused on Jack when she'd entered that she hadn't even noticed William leaning against the counter by Kara. "I have those shoes for you," Kara continued.
 
   Hannah managed a smile as she forced herself not to look at the predator to the left of her again. She knew that's exactly what he was too, a predator, and for some reason he was hunting her. The distant tick of the clock from the back of the store sounded as loud as hoof beats in her ears as Kara went to retrieve the shoes Hannah had brought in for repair last week.
 
   Unable to resist anymore, her eyes slid toward Jack as he stepped away from the rack. It didn't make her feel any better that she gulped while a smile tugged at the corners of his thick upper lip. Heat crept through her body everywhere that his eyes touched upon. She'd never thought it was possible to feel this excited and uncertain of someone as his gaze came back to hers.
 
   "Here you go." She almost jumped out of her skin when Kara thrust her shoes at her. She'd been so focused on him that she hadn't realized Kara had returned.
 
   Her fingers were stiff as she took hold of the shoes. "Thank you. How much do I owe you?"
 
   "I'll take a dinner tonight for me and mom."
 
   Hannah smiled and nodded. "That can certainly be done."
 
   She rigidly turned away from Jack and hurried toward the front door. She was eager to escape the suddenly cramped store. The crisp air was refreshing against her overheated skin as she stepped onto the sidewalk and hurried away. Things were going to start picking up at the tavern soon and she would be needed to help, but she still had one more stop to make before she returned.
 
   A jolt, like the one she got from rubbing her feet on a carpet and then touching something metal, went through her as a warm hand slid around her elbow. She didn't have to see him to know who was touching her. Her body instinctively reacted to his and though she'd had no thoughts of doing so she found herself swaying toward him.
 
   He gave her a crooked grin that revealed an endearing dimple in his right cheek as she tilted her head back to look at him. "I thought I'd walk back with you."
 
   The words were spoken in a gravelly tone of voice that made her belly feel as if it had a dozen hummingbirds flitting around in it. What was wrong with her? She'd been around plenty of men in her life; she'd grown up in a tavern for crying out loud. She'd even seen men as good looking as he was, or almost as good looking anyway. Calvin was exceptionally handsome too in a prettier kind of way, but none of them had ever had this kind of an effect on her.
 
   "I'm not going back right now," she informed him.
 
   "I'll keep you company then, if you don't mind."
 
   How could anyone mind when he had his head cocked in that playful way? "No, not at all. Thank you for your help this morning."
 
   "I'm in town to make sure things are being run the way they should be now that Braith is in charge," he replied as if it was completely normal to drop the king's given name like that, but she supposed to him it was.
 
   He didn't release her elbow as he stepped off the sidewalk with her. In fact, his fingers slid over her flesh and caressed her in a way that made the cool air suddenly feel as if it was fire against her skin. Out of the corner of her eye, she glanced at him to see if he felt anywhere near as unsettled by her as she felt by him. He remained focused on the large brick building with the dome top that she was heading for. She'd been told that at one time the dome had been the color of gold, and gleamed even at night, but age and the weather had turned it a dingy color that was somewhere between brown and a mossy green.
 
   Ever since she was a little girl, she'd had the urge to climb up there and clean the dome to reveal what was underneath, but she'd grown to realize that just like with other things in life, sometimes what was underneath wasn't worth revealing. She wondered if that was true about him as she watched the prince at her side. His outside was flawless but what was inside? Had power twisted and corrupted him in the same way that it had twisted and corrupted Calvin? Or had Calvin always been twisted on the inside?
 
   She was embarrassed to be caught staring when he glanced at her but she didn't look away. She searched his gaze but she didn't see anything malicious or suspicious there, not like what she saw within Calvin's eyes when he looked at her or at anyone. No, looking into Jack's eyes she saw only warmth and compassion and a place where she could get lost for hours.
 
   "Careful."
 
   She didn't know what he was talking about until her foot hit something; he grabbed hold of her and stopped her from face planting onto the steps. Heat spread up her cheeks as she straightened her dress and focused on the brick building they had always used for humans and vampires to meet and feed. Though donation centers were now established throughout the land, thanks to the reign of the new king, the town of Chippman had always had something similar to them. The vampires here knew what it was like to be shunned and abused so most of them had never owned a blood slave. Some though, like Calvin, had enjoyed participating in the now abolished practice.
 
   "Thank you," she murmured as she climbed the rest of the steps with him.
 
   There was no line outside the door, the one good thing about coming at night to visit the blood bank. The corded muscles in Jack's forearm bunched beneath her hand as he stepped onto the landing with her. "How do you like having the donation center?" he asked.
 
   "We've always had the blood bank," she told him. "The humans in this town were never as oppressed as they were in other towns."
 
   "Why is that?"
 
   "Because when you know what it feels like to be hunted and persecuted you don't often like to return the favor on other living creatures."
 
   He frowned at her as he stopped before the large wooden door of the bank. His hand rested on the brass handle, keeping it closed on her. "And you know what it feels like to be persecuted?"
 
   "No, not me. I'm too young for that and I was born here."
 
   "And just how old are you?" he asked.
 
   "Twenty three." He quirked an eyebrow at her answer. "You?"
 
   "Much older," he confirmed.
 
   "How much older?"
 
   "Nine hundred and nine years older than you to be exact."
 
   She couldn't stop her mouth from dropping as he continued to give her that roguish grin that she was certain had melted a lot of hearts over nine hundred and thirty two years of living. He chuckled as he placed his finger under her chin and nudged her mouth closed. "You haven't heard a lot about my family?" he asked.
 
   "I've heard some. I know that you are of the most ancient line and it's rumored the new king married a human."
 
   "He did, but she's not human anymore."
 
   "She survived the transformation?" Hannah blurted.
 
   His finger stroked her chin before he dropped it away. She missed the contact with him immediately. "She did."
 
   "Amazing."
 
   She'd never witnessed a transformation herself but she'd heard they were vicious and that most humans didn't survive it. "It's believed that Aria and her brothers have vampire DNA within them. I know the three of them were always a little faster, more attuned to their surroundings, and more graceful than most humans. William might be the fastest human I've ever seen when he's running."
 
   He just kept the bombshells rolling. "William is the queen's brother?"
 
   "Twin actually."
 
   She shook her head. "I really wish I'd known you guys were going to be staying at our place," she muttered. They'd always kept a clean establishment but it could use a fresh coat of paint.
 
   He let out a low laugh. "Your tavern is very pleasant and the bed was comfy. Believe me we've stayed in far worse before."
 
   It wasn't overly comforting but it was something. "Do you plan on returning to the palace soon?"
 
   The smile slid from his face. "Maybe one day, but not anytime soon."
 
   He didn't belong here, she was certain of that much, but there was something that completely fascinated her about him. "Do you plan to stay here for awhile?"
 
   He shrugged. "For as long as I think we're needed." It wasn't the response she'd been hoping to hear, but then she didn't know what response she'd been expecting from him. "So why were the older vampires here persecuted?" he inquired.
 
   Her hand fluttered to her forehead as she realized that he didn't know the history behind this town. For a minute she contemplated not telling him about the residents of Chippman. She wanted so badly to continue to seem normal to him, if only for another night. Lying about it would accomplish nothing though, it would only make him distrust her when he found out the truth, and it was only a matter of time before he did.
 
   "Most vampires here are Undesirables," she informed him.
 
   His forehead furrowed over the bridge of his nose as he stared at her. "Undesirables?"
 
   "They have flawed DNA. There's something wrong with almost every vampire here."
 
   "Like Saul," he muttered. "But Saul was never persecuted."
 
   "I don't know who Saul is but if he managed to escape being persecuted then he's a lucky man."
 
   Jack's fingers briefly stroked her arm. She didn't think he even realized that he was doing it as he looked around the town. "Saul was an aristocrat before they all relinquished their titles and became The Council. He didn't stop aging until he was in his fifties. I didn't realize that there were so many vampires with the same DNA fault."
 
   "Not everyone here has the same fault as this Saul or my Uncle Abe; there are other changes that have occurred within the vampires here. Normal vampires didn't like the oddities amongst them and made this point known. My father and Uncle Abe were siblings. Their parents, who were also Undesirables, had heard about a town established as a safe haven for vampires like them and came here. My mother and Lucas's mother were also siblings and were both born here. Saul was apparently lucky enough to have a powerful family to protect him."
 
   His gaze sharpened on her, her stomach began to twist as she braced herself for what she knew was the inevitable next question. Thankfully Ellen came strolling down the sidewalk and bounded up the steps. "You're still here!" Ellen said eagerly. "I thought I was going to miss you."
 
   Ellen's deep brown eyes flitted between the two of them before focusing on his hand lying on Hannah's arm. She shot Hannah a look that clearly asked 'what the…?' Hannah didn't have an answer for her though. "Are you going in?" Ellen inquired.
 
   "Of course," Hannah gushed out, unbelievably grateful for the distraction that Ellen's appearance had offered from Jack's line of questioning.
 
   Jack pulled open the door and stepped into the candlelit main foyer of the blood bank. The lanterns hanging within the dome illuminated the mural of mountains and rivers painted within the curved top. A forty foot long red carpet stretched across the gleaming hardwood floor toward the massive reception desk. The desk was set in between two halls that stretched into the shadows beyond, one hall led to the rooms full of humans that were offering their blood. She'd heard rumors about what went on in those rooms but she'd never been in one and she never would go in them. The other hall led to a large room that had been set up with bags of blood.
 
   The woman sitting behind the desk looked up at them and waved in greeting. She was starting to look down again when her eyes shot up and focused on Jack. Hannah could smell the lust that rolled off the woman as she broke into an inviting smile that set Hannah's teeth on edge. Something menacing slithered through her and it took her a moment to realize that the green eyed monster was rearing its ugly head. It was a feeling she'd never experienced before.
 
   The woman rose from her seat as they approached. "Hannah, Ellen," she greeted but she never once looked at them.
 
   "Louise," she grated out. She'd never disliked the woman before, in fact they'd always been friendly, but there was nothing she would like more than to drive her fist into Louise's pretty face right now.
 
   Ellen's head bobbed between Hannah, Louise, and finally Jack. "Who's your friend?" Louise inquired.
 
   Hannah was pretty sure that Jack wasn't wearing any clothes in Louise's mind as she settled herself onto the corner of the desk. "Louise, this is Jack," she forced out from between her clenched teeth.
 
   "Hello Jack." There were cats that didn't purr as loudly as Louise just did.
 
   "Louise," he greeted with a small bow of his head.
 
   Louise's crossed top leg began to sway back and forth as she leaned closer to Jack and pushed her cleavage forward. There was plenty of cleavage to emphasize too as she pursed her lips and batted her lashes. Ellen rolled her eyes. "Oh puh lease," she muttered as she shook her head. "I'll be in the back room Hannah."
 
   "I'm coming with you," she told her as she dropped the shoes she'd just picked up from the repair shop onto the desk. "I just need to leave these here for a bit."
 
   "Of course," Louise said but she still wasn't looking at her.
 
   "Down that hall are where the willing humans are located if you'd prefer that." The annoying knot of jealousy in Hannah's chest made her words terse as she thrust her finger towards the other hall for Jack.
 
   Hannah kept her chin high as she strode down the hall with Ellen at her side. "What is going on?" Ellen hissed.
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Well nothing is following us down the hall right now."
 
   Despite her every intention not to, she chanced a glance back at him. His hands had been shoved into his pockets; his shoulders were thrust back as he examined the hall. Watching him walk was like watching liquid in motion as he appeared to almost flow forward. No man should be that attractive and sure of himself, it should be against the law, she decided.
 
   She had been so focused on him that she hadn't realized they'd made it into the main room. Hannah opened one of the coolers set up on a bench and pulled out a bag of blood for her and Ellen. Jack's chest brushed against her arm as he stretched around her and pulled out another bag.
 
   "You wouldn't prefer a more alive sample?" she hated the fact that her voice was still so clipped but she couldn't get it to go back to normal.
 
   His eyes twinkled when they came up to hers, but instead of finding it charming, she was irritated by the fact he found her entertaining. "I spent years feeding off of animals instead of humans; I much prefer a blood bag to a human."
 
   She was taken aback by his statement but before she could question him on it, he wrapped his hand around her elbow and led her forward. There were alcoves set into the side of the main room, she could smell at least two other vampires in here but they had retreated to the curtained privacy of the alcoves in order to feed. Ellen disappeared into a different one and Hannah stopped at an empty alcove fifteen feet away from Ellen's.
 
   She could feel his eyes boring into her back as she pulled the curtain aside. "I'm sure the next one is free."
 
   "No need," he assured her.
 
   She watched as he gripped the top of the bag with his teeth and ripped it open. She'd never seen anyone else feed before, it had always been a private matter but she was fascinated by him as he tipped the bag back and began to down it. His tanned skin gleamed in the candlelight flickering around them; he had to have spent a lot of time beneath the sun's rays in order to achieve that golden hue.
 
   His lips were tinted red when he brought his head back down. She should be feeding; instead she was mesmerized by the eyes that latched onto hers. His body seemed to vibrate with barely leashed power as he took a step closer to her. Hannah tried to move away but her feet were planted to the ground as he pressed against her. She was in over her head here, she knew that, but she found she didn't care as his hand braced against the wall beside her head.
 
   Her body was completely rigid as he leaned closer to her. His mouth was only inches away from hers, she was certain that he was going to kiss her, and just as uncertain as to how she was going to react if he did. She was tempted to push him away, to prove to him that she wasn't like Louise and probably most of the other females he'd encountered, but she had never craved anything more. She was certain she might just shatter and fall apart if that mouth touched upon hers.
 
   Instead, he reached around with his other hand and pulled the curtain of the alcove back for her. He bent lower over her as he took the bag from her hand and tore the top off for her. "You're hungry, drink."
 
   It wasn't what she really wanted, but he was right, she was hungry. She tried to get her feet to take a step into the alcove but she found herself unable to move. "Aren't you going to get inside?"
 
   She bristled at the challenge she heard beneath the gravelly tone of his voice. She'd never backed down from a challenge before but there was something extremely personal about consuming the bag of blood in front of him. Her fingers trembled as she was torn between her habit ever since she was a little girl, and her pride.
 
   It was the driving need in his gaze that finally made her bring the bag to her lips and tip it back. His eyes never left hers as the blood slid down her throat. That strange inner radiance seemed to emanate from his eyes again as the heady aroma of his scent increased.
 
   His fingers brushed against hers as he pulled the bag from her suddenly limp fingers and tossed it into the receptacle beside the alcove. Her body felt like a plucked harp string as his fingers trailed up her arm and slid across her cheek. A thousand thoughts crashed through her mind, but all of them were about him and what he was going to do.
 
   Then he was bending toward her and all doubts about his purpose vanished as his mouth grazed against hers. The non-beating heart in her chest seemed to give a mighty thrust as his heated lips took possession of hers. She'd been kissed before, at least a dozen times by overeager patrons, and a few times by different crushes she'd had over the years. The patrons had meant nothing, her crushes had all moved on, but even still she had enjoyed their kisses.
 
   But this… well this made all those other kisses fade into oblivion as his fingers cradled the back of her head and he drew her a step closer to him. A gasp escaped her as his muscular arm swept around her waist and he brought her body flush against his. His tongue flickered against her lips, teasing her until she relented to his gentle prodding.
 
   She'd thought that she'd been on fire before, but now she was consumed by it as her fingers curled into his back. The only thing she could comprehend right now was him and the incredible way he made her feel as if she were the only woman on the planet, the only woman for him.
 
   For the first time in her life she didn't feel exactly like what she was, Undesirable.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   A startled sound punctured the bubble of peace and solitude she had managed to find in his arms. "I'm so sorry!" Ellen gushed.
 
   Hannah heard Ellen's shoes squeak as she turned on her heel and hurried away. The blaze he had created within her seemed to be concentrated solely on her face now. It took every ounce of courage she had to lift her eyelashes and look up at him. His gaze was focused upon her, his eyebrows drawn together. She understood the question in his eyes as she'd already pondered exactly what a prince was doing with a simple tavern girl too. But then, he had probably known his fair share of tavern girls over the years.
 
   That thought finally doused the flames as indignation at herself, and him, flooded her. She was being an idiot, a fool. He was simply looking for a way to pass the time while he was here doing his brother's work, but he had a palace to return to, and she had a bar to run. A part of her, the part that had practically thrown herself into his arms, wouldn't mind helping him pass the time at all. The other part, the one that still had some pride, was determined not to be one of what she was certain were many forgotten women.
 
   Besides, he would never want her if he knew the truth. She'd heard enough stories over the years, and even experienced rejection once, to know that the truth only resulted in loathing and panic from outsiders. There had been a vampire that had come to town a couple of years ago, Bruce, that she had really liked. It had been the first time she'd been attracted to a man and she had enjoyed spending time with him. His kisses hadn't been as awkward as some of the others she'd experienced; his groping hadn't been as repulsive. After a couple of weeks, she'd actually been starting to care for him, and then she'd told him about her. She could still picture the revulsion on his face when she'd told him, still hear his scathing words. The way he had sneered 'Undesirable' at her had made her stomach twist and her young heart break. She'd never been ashamed of herself before that day, she wasn't abnormal in this town, but she'd known shame then and she'd never forgotten just how small he'd made her feel.
 
   "Let me go," she muttered as she began to squirm in his hold. He hesitated, his arms briefly tightened around her before he reluctantly released her. "Please don't do that again," she told him as she straightened her dress. She took the time to gather her control by smoothing imaginary wrinkles from the skirt.
 
   "Hannah…"
 
   "We should go, I have to get back. I've already spent too much time away."
 
   She turned on her heel and hurried away. Ellen was already gone as Hannah made her way down the hall and tried not to remember the way she had just behaved. It wasn't that bad, she told herself. She was a grown woman, she was allowed to have desires; she was supposed to have them for crying out loud, but every time she recalled drinking that blood in front of him and that kiss, she wanted to melt into the ground. She'd never experienced anything as intimate as what had just happened. Even if he walked out of this town tomorrow, and she married someone else, she knew she would forever remember what had just occurred.
 
   Without meaning to, she pressed trembling fingers against lips that were still swollen from the force of his kiss. A shiver slid down her spine as heat coursed through her once more. Ugh, there was no way she was going to be able to be alone with him again. Just thinking about that kiss was almost enough to coax her into turning around and going right back to him again. But he didn't know the truth about her yet and she'd be damned if someone ever looked down on her and made her feel as worthless as Bruce had again.
 
   She was so focused on getting back to the tavern, and away from him, that she didn't catch the telltale whiff of Calvin's spiced cologne until she was halfway across the massive room. A sinking sensation seeped through her entire body and turned her feet into concrete blocks. Ellen had been waiting by the front door, but even before Ellen's eyes shot toward the other hallway, Hannah knew that Calvin was there.
 
   "Hannah!" his overly jovial tone caused her hands to fist as she fought the urge to just storm out of the building. For once in her life she would like to do what she wanted to do and to hell with the consequences. If she did that though, he would make life at the tavern even more difficult than he already did. "What a lovely surprise."
 
   Her teeth grated together as she took some time to tether her temper. Forcing a smile to her face, she turned to meet Calvin as he strolled away from the hall of willing humans. The potent scent of his cologne wasn't enough to cover the other scents of blood and woman wafting from him. She couldn't stop her nose from wrinkling as he approached her. The smell of sex on him was the first real proof she'd ever truly had as to what went on in those other rooms.
 
   She wasn't a prude, her entire life had been spent running through the legs of patrons and listening to the sounds that came from the rooms above at night. Even still, she didn't like him touching her at any time; she wanted it even less right now.
 
   "Ah Hannah." Panic flitted through her as he held his arms open and continued to smile at her with that sickeningly sweet smile. "It's so good to see you."
 
   She was bracing herself to endure the inevitable fact that he was going to hug her when Jack stepped in between them. The smile on his face was anything but sweet as he held Calvin's gaze. Calvin didn't appear to know what to do with himself as he stopped walking but his arms remained open. Slowly, his mouth closed and his arms fell back to his sides.
 
   Hannah glanced between them apprehensively. She took a step forward to try and intervene in some way. It had been the wrong move to make as Calvin's eyes shot toward her and honed in on her still swollen lips. The only thing that shocked her more than the flash of red that shot through Calvin's eyes was the low growl coming from Jack.
 
   Hannah felt as if she were trapped between two tigers as she looked toward Ellen. Her friend looked just as stunned as Hannah felt as she remained unmoving by the door. Hannah caught the mineral scent of the heightened testosterone levels pulsating within the building. Stepping forward she nudged Jack a little out of the way. Jack shot her a disgruntled look she chose to ignore as she forced a smile to her face.
 
   "It's good to see you too Calvin," she lied smoothly.
 
   She hadn't been expecting it but he snatched hold of her hands and pulled her toward him. The sound that escaped Jack was something that was part wolf protecting its mate and part something so primal that she'd never heard the likes of it before. Her hands were rigid within Calvin's grasp as his eyes became two crimson orbs. Jack's eyes glistened like rubies in the candlelight as he ruthlessly met Calvin's gaze.
 
   "Release her," Jack said in a tone of voice that brokered no argument.
 
   A muscle twitched in Calvin's cheek but his hands slid away from hers as he took a step back. "There is something that I must discuss with Hannah, it will only take a minute but it's an extremely important matter."
 
   She had no idea what it was he wanted to discuss with her, but she wasn't willing to upset him for a second time today. She could always claim that she had chosen the prince's side earlier because he was a prince and she couldn't go against him and his friend, there was no such option now. Jack and William would leave, but Calvin would still be here, and she wasn't going to do anything that might jeopardize her family or Heath.
 
   "It's ok Jack," she managed to force out. "Calvin is an old friend."
 
   It was a blatant lie. Even when she'd been a little girl and he'd had no interest in her, she still hadn't liked the man. He'd always made her skin crawl. The thought of having him touch her was enough to make her want to walk into the day and keep going until she couldn't walk anymore.
 
   "Is he?" Jack's eyes were still red as they flickered toward her.
 
   She kept the phony smile on her face as she released a tiny laugh that sounded like nails on a chalkboard even to her. "Of course."
 
   Jack's hand twitched toward her but fell back to his side as she rested her hand on Calvin's arm. She silently pleaded with him to remain quiet as Calvin wrapped a hand around hers triumphantly. She suppressed a shudder, and struggled against the urge to rip her hand away from his grasp. Her stomach threatened to spill its recently consumed contents onto the ground. Calvin's touch had always repulsed her but now her body seemed to be rejecting it on a whole new level, and as her gaze lingered on Jack she realized it was because of him.
 
   Oh crap. She was in over her head already and she didn't understand how it had happened at all. One crisis at a time, she told herself. She had to deal with the most important predicament right now as she turned her smile up even more for Calvin.
 
   "That we are dear," he replied with a smug look at Jack that caused Jack's upper lip to curl.
 
   "I see, well it seems as if you are in good hands then. If you'll excuse me, I must be getting back." He didn't wait for a response before turning on his heel and striding purposefully toward the doors. Hannah bit her tongue before she called out for him to come back, to not leave her with Calvin, as Ellen opened the door for him and then stepped back inside.
 
   "It appears the young prince isn't used to having someone chosen over him, my dear." Hannah swallowed as she forced her attention back to Calvin. The hand he wasn't holding curled into a fist but she was able to keep her temper. "Some people are far more spoiled than what you are used to." Like you, she thought. "And far ruder. I will make sure you get back to the tavern safely."
 
   "Thank you Calvin, but Ellen is still here and I'm sure we'll be fine."
 
   "Nonsense you never know who might be wandering the streets at night."
 
   She forced a laugh as she pat his hand. "We know everyone in town Calvin."
 
   "And lately riffraff have been entering it too."
 
   There wasn't even forced laughter left within her as his eyes latched onto her mouth and his hand clenched around hers. Fear of him slithered through her as his smiled faded away. She'd always been careful not to rock the boat around him, but she felt like she'd just flipped the canoe and plunged herself straight into frigid water.
 
   "I think it's best if you stay away from such unsavory and spoiled people from now on." His grip had started to grind the bones in her hand together but she forced herself not to react, not to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry out. "If you know what is good for you, and others," he added with a pointed glance at Ellen. "Don't you think?"
 
   Unable to take the pressure on her bones anymore she attempted to tug her hand free. "Let go," she hissed when he refused to release her.
 
   "I said, don't you think?" he asked again instead. Everything in her screamed against capitulating to his request but her hand was being crushed and his gaze remained locked upon Ellen as he smiled sweetly and waved his fingers at her. "Such a pretty girl, it would be a shame if something were to happen to her. She's not as able to defend herself as some of the rest of us."
 
   "Yes!" Hannah blurted as her knees threatened to give out and a bone in her hand cracked.
 
   "Yes what?" he inquired as his attention finally came back to her.
 
   "Yes, it's best to stay away from such people."
 
   The pressure on her hand blessedly eased as he pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. Hannah recoiled from him, but there was nowhere for her to go as he still held her hand. She didn't know if she was more tempted to scream or cry as frustration and fury crashed through her in equal waves. It was taking everything she had not to launch at him and claw his eyes out but it would only get her thrown into jail or even worse, forced into wedlock with this bastard. She'd take a jail cell any day over letting this creature touch her, but she knew she wouldn't be alone in that jail. Her loved ones would be with her, possibly even just their bodies.
 
   "Now, let's get you back where you belong and to the people you belong with." Before she could protest he took hold of her brutalized hand again and tucked her arm into his. "I think I might even enjoy some of your fine ale tonight."
 
   "Why?" she asked before she could stop herself.
 
   "Why, what my dear?"
 
   "Why, me? There are other single women in town."
 
   Hannah was unable to stop herself from flinching as his index knuckle stroked over her cheek. "There are, but few are as lovely as you." That was the whole reason that he was so determined to have her with him. She forced herself not to look at Ellen, who she knew was just as beautiful if not more so than she was. "And none of them are as strong as you."
 
   "I am defective as well," she reminded him.
 
   That smug smile made her feel like kicking him. "You are, but you're not growing older, you can move faster than a human, you have fangs, you are able to heal yourself, and you have strength. I could live with your defect being passed on to one of our children." A dull ringing began in her ears at the mention of children with him. It wasn't Jack she was in over her head with, she realized. "But only one."
 
   She couldn't bring herself to ask what would happen if it was passed onto more than one, she was afraid she already knew the answer. She didn't know what to say or do, but she wasn't given a chance to find her voice as he turned her toward Ellen and led her outside with Ellen close at her side. Though he continued his idle chitchat on the way back to the tavern, it was Ellen that responded to him as Hannah walked like some kind of demented wooden puppet beside him.
 
   Illumination from the lanterns and candles within the tavern windows danced across the sidewalk, the laughter drifting from inside was a stark contrast to the depression she felt weighing on her soul. Calvin pushed the door open and bowed with a sweeping gesture for her and Ellen to go ahead of him. Hannah made it five steps through the door before she froze. The throbbing in her hand was nothing compared to the stake that seemed to slam through her heart.
 
   Jack's eyes lifted to her arm entwined with Calvin's, he didn't smile, didn't even acknowledge her before his head bent back to the cards in his hand. It was what was sitting in his lap that made her feel as if the top of her head was going to blow off. Millie, the waitress, giggled and pointed at his cards as she turned to flash her thousand watt smile at him. Jack smiled back at her when she pressed a kiss against his cheek.
 
   "It seems as if you've been replaced already my dear."
 
   Though Calvin whispered the words near her ear she found it wasn't him she was thinking about kicking in the balls. It took all she had to turn toward him and speak in a normal tone. "There was nothing to replace. Now if you'll excuse me, I'd like to change before the night gets into full swing."
 
   Calvin surveyed her and when his eyes came back to hers she saw the satisfaction in his gaze. Apparently she was keeping her cool even better than she thought as he gave her his first real smile of the evening and nodded. "Of course, hurry back."
 
   "I will." Hannah spun on her heel. She kept her shoulders thrust back, her chin held high as she glided across the room toward the stairs. She greeted the patrons as she went and kept her damaged hand in the folds of her skirt as some of them insisted upon shaking her hand or grabbing hold of her arm.
 
   It wasn't until she was safely out of view of the saloon below that she burst into motion and fled with inhuman speed to her room. She crashed through the door and spun to slam it shut as she battled against the hot wash of tears that filled her eyes. Trapped, she'd never felt more trapped, humiliated and infuriated in her entire life.
 
   All she could do was stand in the middle of the room with her good hand fisted as her body trembled. There was no way she was going to be maneuvered into marriage with Calvin, and there was absolutely no way she was going to let that other baboon downstairs touch her again. She didn't care what she had to do, but whatever it was she was going to find a way to get them both out of her life. Even if she had to drive a stake through their hearts herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   Jack didn't look up again but he felt it when Hannah strode past the table and across the room. He heard the patrons calling out greetings to her but she disappeared upstairs a few minutes after her arrival. He could feel William's gaze boring into him from across the table as he tapped Millie on the butt and urged her off of his lap. He'd succeeded in trying to appear as uncaring as possible but now he just wanted to get Millie away from him.
 
   "Thanks for being my good luck charm." He flashed a grin that he knew would disarm any exasperation from the woman and it didn't fail to do so now.
 
   "Anytime handsome," she said as she blew him a kiss.
 
   Jack watched her walk away but his thoughts were no longer on her. Anger still festered in his chest as he finally met William's gaze across the table. He hadn't told his friend anything about what had occurred at the donation center but William had been staring questioningly at him ever since he'd returned.
 
   It wasn't often he was in a bad mood but he'd still been seeing red when he'd stormed back into the tavern. Millie's attention had helped to salvage some of his pride, but it hadn't cooled his ire anywhere near as much as he'd thought it would. Instead his foot was beginning to tap, and despite his every intention not to let it happen, he felt his gaze slide toward the stairs.
 
   "Jack." He reluctantly turned back to William. A hundred questions seemed to be reflected in his friend's eyes but he didn't ask any of them. "It's your turn."
 
   He glanced at the full house in his hand and tossed it on the pile of coins in the middle. "I fold."
 
   A muscle twitched in William's cheek but he didn't say anything more as he turned to the other two humans playing with them. It had become quieter inside the bar when Calvin had entered, and like last night the noise didn't return to its higher levels. Ellen retreated to the stage in the corner and lifted the flute to her mouth, but even the mellow music that flowed forth didn't relieve the tension in the room.
 
   It certainly didn't ease his. He knew that Hannah didn't want to be with Calvin, that much was obvious, but he didn't know what had happened to him earlier. The mere thought of the man touching her had been enough to make his blood boil. His normally jovial attitude had vanished in an instant and something almost primal had surged forth to take its place. He'd had to fight the urge to tear Calvin's throat out. That pleasant thought caused his fangs to prick and lengthen even now.
 
   Shit, he thought. What is wrong with me?
 
   He needed a few minutes to gather his thoughts and regain control of himself. His gaze slid back to the stairway but she had yet to reemerge and he didn't think she was going to help calm him down anyway. In fact, he was certain that she was the one thing that might completely unravel him.
 
   Pushing away from the table, he rose to his feet. "I'm going for a walk."
 
   "Want me to join you?" William asked as he pulled his winnings toward him.
 
   "No."
 
   Jack gave Calvin a brief wave before walking out the door.
 
   ***
 
   He'd spent more than a few hours swimming in the soothing, cool water before pulling himself onto the sandy shore. Lying by the lake, with his hands behind his head, he studied the stars and moon as they shifted across the sky. The water drying on his skin and the wind tickling over him helped to relax him further. He hadn't lain down and simply studied the night sky since his time in the woods.
 
   The moon drifted further across the sky and though he knew he should get back to see what was going on, to see her, he remained where he was upon the spongy ground. He was reluctant to leave the lake that reminded him of the peace he'd found amongst the rebels in his first years as part of their movement. The chirrup of the crickets and the mellow lapping of the water against the shore lulled him into a fitful sleep.
 
   On his two year anniversary with the rebels in the woods he was given a new quiver of arrows, a flask of whiskey, and a slap on the shoulder. Aria reluctantly handed him the quiver, but her hand remained on the strap as she eyed the newly made arrows with longing.
 
   With a sigh, she released the strap. "If you would prefer for the arrows to go to someone that can put them to good use, I'll be happy to take them off your hands," she said with a teasing gleam in her eyes.
 
   He took a threatening step toward her but she just laughed. "You're as frightening as a teddy bear Jack," she told him as she danced away, somehow managing to snag one of the arrows from his quiver.
 
   He'd never thought he'd see the day that someone compared him to a teddy bear but he found that he liked it. The twins seemed to have decided that he was their favorite person to torment, a fact that David, Daniel, and Max found endlessly amusing. It made him feel as if he really was at home here, as if he actually had a family amongst the rebels. He knew that they thought of him as family, but he was merely the wolf in a herd of sheep. He shook his head and tossed the quiver onto his shoulder before she could somehow manage to pilfer anymore of the finely crafted arrows.
 
   "I'd like to go into town," David told him. "Neil says he's found another candidate for the rebellion, a young man about your age."
 
   "I'll go with you," Jack volunteered immediately. He'd taken to making all of the trips into town with David. He worried his father might decide he was dead, or had failed, and try to send another vampire to infiltrate the rebellion. He didn't know what he would do if such a thing happened, but he did know that he wasn't about to let another vamp into this encampment.
 
   "I thought you would. Max and Daniel will be joining us as well."
 
   Jack glanced over at the two blond men that were looking over their supplies. He'd grown fond of the two of them over the past couple of years. Daniel was a likeable, easy going fellow whose fingers were almost always stained black with the coal that he used for his drawings. Max was one of the most charming people he'd ever encountered, with a smile that melted all of the young girl's hearts. The girls were always fluttering around him as he regaled them with his stories and teased them by tugging on their hair. Jack hadn't missed the fact that Aria had begun to hang on Max's words too, though he doubted anything would come of it. He didn't think Max would risk ruining his friendship with Daniel by messing around with his little sister.
 
   Jack fell into step beside David as they made their way toward the small town closest to their newest encampment in the woods. There wasn't much left for him to discover about the rebels but he was reluctant to leave the people he had met here. He was even more reluctant to hand them over to his father. He kept telling himself he'd go back next week, but next week had stretched into all of this year.
 
   The rebels moved about constantly but he knew of at least ten major cave systems that they used on a regular basis, and stayed close to, in case there was ever a raid on their encampment. He'd thought that all the moving around would ruin the family unit, but it didn't. Even though they spent a lot of time apart due to hunting or recruiting, David and his children were exceptionally close. The core group of rebels was an extended family unit that looked to David for leadership but Jack suspected they all stayed because of the close knit bonds they had formed with each other.
 
   "Will you go in with Daniel again this time?" David inquired.
 
   Jack nodded as he kept his gaze on the forest, his senses were on high alert as he searched for any hint of danger amongst the woods. He'd grown closer to David over the past couple of years, or at least as close as he could to a man he was going to betray. Jack shied away from the thought; it wasn't something he liked to linger on.
 
   More and more he was beginning to realize that he was the failure his father had always believed him to be. He just wasn't sure that was the bad thing he'd always thought it was. "I'll go in without Daniel if you'd prefer."
 
   David shook his head. "No one goes in alone, ever."
 
   It was David's number one rule, Jack knew that, but he'd prefer to keep them protected if he could. There was no reason for them to put themselves in jeopardy if they didn't have too, but of course he couldn't tell them that. It was Daniel's preference to be the first one to meet a new recruit. Perhaps it was inane curiosity that drove him, but Jack thought it was his way of proving to his father, and the others, that he would be capable of leading the rebellion one day.
 
   They were almost to the town, and the hotel where they would be meeting the newest recruit, when he caught a whiff of something else in the air. In the blink of an eye he had the bow off his back and an arrow nocked into it just as the first of his father's men burst from the woods. The guard never stood a chance as the arrow whistled through the air and struck its target. Daniel and Max just barely managed to dive out of the way of the next charging guard. David pulled his arm back and threw his knife forward with a deftness brought about by years of honing his hunting and survival skills.
 
   The knife hit its target but the metal wasn't enough to take the charging vampire down. Jack released another arrow but the man managed to evade it with a swift dodge to the side. The guard leapt forward and wrapped his arms around David's waist. They bounced as they crashed onto the forest floor. Daniel and Max were already back on their feet and running toward them as the guard snapped at David's throat. David managed to avoid the vampire's fangs by jerking his head to the side but the vampire's weight and strength were beginning to overwhelm him as he was pushed deeper into the leaves.
 
   Jack could let it end this way, he knew that. He'd taken down one guard; he'd been thrown off balance by the second, it wouldn't seem odd if he wasn't able to intervene in time. Daniel would try and assume the leadership role, and he would one day be a good leader, but he wasn't ready yet. The rebellion might just fall apart if David wasn't there to keep it going.
 
   That thought should have made his reaction time slower, it was what he'd come here to accomplish after all, instead it spurred him on. Yanking the stake at his side free of its holster, he launched himself onto the guard's back and drove the stake through sinew and bone to the deadened organ within the man's chest. The guard reared back, knocking him off as he clawed at the weapon protruding from his body. Jack pulled his foot back and slammed it into the stake, driving it the rest of the way through the guard's body.
 
   The vampire's eyes were open as he fell upon the ground. Jack stretched his hand out to help David up. David was breathing heavily, he stared at Jack for a long while before clasping hold of his hand. "Thank you," he said though his gaze was a bit more inquisitive and pointed as it met Jack's.
 
   Jack had to remind himself to pretend to take a deep breath as he wiped the sweat from his brow. He sometimes forgot to breathe around them, it was rare, and something that he didn't think they would notice, until now. David had seen something, or perhaps it was just the attack that had rattled him, but his eyes remained focused upon Jack as he took a step back.
 
   "Anytime," he assured him a bit too loudly and with a slap on the back. "That was a close one."
 
   "It was," David confirmed as he finally turned his attention to Max and Daniel. "Are you both ok?"
 
   "Yes," Daniel answered.
 
   "Are you ok?" David asked him.
 
   Jack nodded. "Yes."
 
   "That was awesome!" Max declared as he slapped Jack on his shoulder. "Fine shooting!"
 
   "Yes, very fine shooting." Jack turned to find David staring at him again. Jack couldn't shake the feeling that he'd let something slip, but then David clasped hold of his forearm and squeezed it. "Let's go get this over with."
 
   Jack released a fake breath of relief as he fell into step beside David again. He'd just saved the life of the one man he'd been sent to destroy, and he didn't regret it at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   The sun was just peeking over the horizon when Jack's eyes cracked open. The rays glinted off of the lake and forced his unadjusted eyes closed again. The dream lingered like a bad hangover as he rubbed at his eyes. He hadn't known it at the time but that day had been a turning point, the end of his staying hidden amongst the rebels. The funny thing was that even after he was discovered, even after David knew what he was, David had still never allowed him to walk into an establishment on his own, until Aria had been taken.
 
   Even then it had taken a lot of persuasion to keep David from coming into the palace with him. In the end it had been simple logic that had won out. Jack would be able to move through the palace much easier on his own than with a human in tow, even if he pretended that human was his blood slave. Not to mention how Aria or Max would react if they were to see David, or one of the other rebels with him. David had reluctantly agreed to let him go in alone to get David's daughter back, but Jack had walked in there feeling as if the man was right by his side.
 
   Jack shoved himself into a seated position and draped his arm over his knee as he studied the lake. He'd lived an extensive life but those early days amongst the rebels were the only days he would choose to relive, if he could. Pushing himself up from the bank, he wiped the dirt from his ass before grabbing his quiver and bow and slinging them over his shoulder.
 
   The town was still sleeping as he made his way around to the front of the tavern, climbed the steps, and opened the door. Hannah lifted her head from the table she'd been wiping down with a rag. His eyes locked with hers for a poignant second before she dropped her head and went back to cleaning. From the kitchen the clinking and scraping of pots and pans being washed could be heard. Ellen was singing about a war that had been fought three hundred years ago as she helped Lucas stack the chairs on one of the tables. The enchanting sound of her voice made him briefly forget Hannah as he was ensnared by the words.
 
   William had his elbows propped on a table, his hands were fisted, his chin rested upon them as he watched Ellen flit between the tables. His foot tapped along with the relaxed melody of the song. Jack shook his head to clear it of the song as he dropped into the seat across from William.
 
   William blinked at him and frowned as he sat back in his chair. "Where have you been?"
 
   Jack glanced at Hannah but though she was still focused upon the table he knew that she was listening. "Around," he replied evasively.
 
   William looked between them before shaking his head. The ringing of bells outside drew all of their attention to the door. Even the pans in the back stopped rattling as the sound of the bells drew closer. William rose from his chair. "What are you doing?" Jack inquired.
 
   William shook back his auburn hair and walked over to the door. He opened it a crack and peered out. The ringing bells faded into the distance as they moved past the building. The others went back to work when William closed the door. He threw the locks before walking over to one of the closed shutters.
 
   "Wait, no!" Ellen cried as William threw the shutter open.
 
   The sun's rays fell over Hannah's back, tables, and chairs as they spilled through the window. Hannah released a shrill scream, her hands clenched on the cloth she'd been using as she arched forward. William looked around in confusion as Jack leapt to his feet. He searched frantically, ready to kill whatever it was that had harmed her but he saw nothing beyond the window.
 
   "Close the shutter! Close the shutter!" Lucas shouted as he bounced around just beyond the range of the sun's rays.
 
   Jack leapt forward and wrapped his arms around Hannah as she slumped onto the table. Blisters instantly broke out on the palms of his hands and forearms from the heat coming from her body. Though he could feel his skin burning, he refused to release her as he tore her away from the light filtering into the building. A small sound of relief escaped her when he pulled her into the shadows and William closed the shutter again.
 
   "Hannah! Hannah, look at me!" Jack laid her on her side and rested her head in his lap. He anxiously brushed the strands of coffee colored hair away from her face. Her skin was paler than normal, her jade green eyes exceedingly vivid as they briefly met his before they rolled back into her head and she passed out.
 
   "Is she ok?" Lucas demanded as he rushed forward.
 
   "What just happened?" William inquired dully.
 
   Jack had no idea what had just happened as he pulled his hands away from her to examine them. The blisters were already beginning to fade from his palms and forearms but they were still red and swollen. His attention shifted to her back. Fury and confusion rolled through him at the sight of her scorched and raw alabaster skin. Parts of her dress were stuck to her flesh and to his utter disbelief there was actually black singe marks on her skin.
 
   "Is she ok?" Lucas demanded again as he knelt before Jack.
 
   "What the hell just happened?" William asked again in a more assertive tone of voice.
 
   Jack glanced from her, to the window, and back again. "A legend is born," he muttered as realization hit him.
 
   "What?" William inquired.
 
   Jack shook his head and slid his arms carefully underneath her. A small moan escaped her, her head fell against his chest, but she didn't stir when he lifted her from the ground. She felt exceptionally delicate and fragile within his arms, like a wispy flower that could be plucked from the earth too easily.
 
   "Get me some blood," Jack commanded Lucas in a clipped tone.
 
   Lucas glanced at the door and shook his head. "I can't."
 
   "I'll go," Ellen volunteered and ran for the door.
 
   Jack took a step away from the light that filtered in from the open door before she dashed outside. "Where's her room?" he demanded. Lucas pointed toward the stairs and then dashed up them. "Get me some towels and a bucket of cold water."
 
   William was still the color of snow but he managed a brief nod at Jack's order. "Is she going to be ok?"
 
   "She'll be fine," Abe said from the doorway of the kitchen though he was wringing his hands as he looked on with troubled eyes. "Come help me with the bucket."
 
   Jack rapidly carried her upstairs and down to the last room on the right. Lucas swung the door open and took a quick step back to let him pass. Jack strode into the room and almost came to an abrupt halt as he took in the stark surroundings. Like his room, the walls were wood, but there were no paintings or pictures hanging on them. A simple bureau was pushed against the wall next to the full size bed but there was only a hairbrush and comb sitting on top of it. For a second he doubted that anyone slept in this seemingly cold space, but the closet door was cracked open far enough to reveal her clothes hanging inside.
 
   Shifting his hold on her, he reached down and pulled back the plain white comforter on the bed. The scent of apple blossoms drifted up from the sheets to assail him and though he'd had no thought of it happening, his fangs sprang free as the urge to taste her rocked him. He came to an abrupt halt as he savored in the scent of her fragile body and bent closer to her limp form.
 
   His hands clenched on her as a step sounded from behind him and he caught Lucas's scent. Throwing his shoulders back, Jack forced himself not to turn and yell at her cousin. He carefully placed Hannah face down on the bed and sat beside her to pull back the frayed remains of her dress. Bits of material stuck to her flesh as he tried to ease it away from her blistered and bubbled skin.
 
   "Awful," he whispered as he finally succeeded in pulling most of the cloth away.
 
   "I don't understand what just happened." He looked up at William as his friend set the bucket of water down beside him and placed some towels on the nightstand.
 
   Jack turned and looked over his shoulder at Abe and Lucas hovering in the doorway. "What was it she said that had settled in this town? Unwanted vampires?"
 
   "Undesirables," Abe answered. "The Undesirables settled this town."
 
   "And all of you have something wrong with you?"
 
   "Almost all of us."
 
   Jack's hand rested in the unmarred hollow of her back as his gaze returned to her. "And with her it's the fact that the sun burns her."
 
   "For the both of us," Lucas said. "Neither of us can tolerate the direct rays of the sun. We inherited it from our mother's."
 
   Jack grabbed hold of a towel and dipped it into the icy bucket of water. He rang the water from it and ever so carefully dabbed at the charred skin on her back. The water helped to loosen some of the pieces of material from her skin and he pulled it away from her more easily. A small moan escaped her; she flinched away from him but didn't awaken as he continued to minister to her. He resisted the urge to stroke her cheek in order to soothe the lines furrowing her brow.
 
   "I didn't know," William muttered.
 
   Unreasonable resentment swelled within him. William hadn't meant for her to be burned, there was no way he could have known what would happen, Jack himself had never seen anything like it, but even with all that reason Jack's hand fisted as he studied his friend. On purpose or not, William had caused it.
 
   William's eyes widened, he took an abrupt step back from Jack and began to edge his way toward the door. Jack shook his head and turned his attention back to Hannah as another small moan escaped her. "Is she going to be ok?" he grated through his clenched teeth.
 
   "When we do get burned we usually heal quickly enough. I'm sure she'll be fine," Lucas murmured.
 
   Jack nodded as he dipped the towel into the water and dabbed at her back again. A small mewl escaped her, her left hand fluttered on the pillow while her right hand was beneath her stomach. Ellen burst into the room, an armload of blood clutched against her chest as she rushed toward them. Jack leapt up and grabbed the blood from her before she could get too close to Hannah. He was aware that his posture was defensive but he did nothing to change it as he remained standing in front of Hannah.
 
   Ellen frowned at him as she tried to step around him to get at her friend. "I can help…"
 
   "I'll do it," he grated. Her forehead furrowed but she retreated back to stand beside her friends. Jack studied them for a minute but Hannah's soft whimper brought his attention back to her. Placing the bags on the table beside the bed, he sat beside her again and picked up the towel. The sight of her beautiful skin so badly brutalized made his mouth curve into a snarl even as he dipped the towel back into the water and tenderly dabbed at the burns again.
 
   When he had succeeded in removing the last bits of the dress from her flesh, he wet the clean towels and gently placed two of them over her wounded body. He glanced over his shoulder at the others but they had already left the room. The door was still open but when he focused his senses upon the hall, he didn't hear them out there standing nearby.
 
   Grabbing hold of a bag of blood, he tore a chunk off the corner with his teeth and placed it against her lips. It was awkward trying to get her to drink in her position but he managed to have her swallow some of it. Placing the bag on the table he turned back to her and brushed the silken hair back from her face. She was even paler than normal, something he hadn't thought possible before she'd been burned, but he understood the pallor of her skin a lot better now.
 
   He traced her lips with his finger before jerking his hand back. What was wrong with him? Shaking his head he forced himself off of the bed. He grabbed hold of the wooden rocking chair in the corner and placed it beside the bed. Settling into it, he folded his arms over his chest. As long as she was defenseless, and in need of his help, he wasn't going anywhere.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Hannah's eyelids felt extremely heavy as she tried to lift them. Her back felt like someone had taken a torch to it and she dimly recalled the heat of the sun burning through her clothes and blazing over her back. Memory finally assailed her as she remembered the shutter being thrown open and she'd once again known the misery the sun could inflict upon her.
 
   A small moan escaped her; she winced as she moved an inch. Cool hands pressed against her cheek and then something was lifted from her back. She heard water sloshing around before the delicious feeling of something icy being placed on her back caused a groan of pleasure to escape her. She finally managed to open her eyes and blinked in surprise at the pair of pewter eyes staring back at her. Black stubble shadowed Jack's square jaw as he leaned closer to her. His scent of earth and man engulfed her and she was assailed by a feeling of security even though she was lying on her stomach and almost incapable of movement.
 
   The moment of security faded away with the realization of everything he'd just witnessed and everything he now knew about her. Shame threatened to swamp her but she tilted her chin up as she met his gaze. She'd be damned if she let another man make her feel ashamed again. She refused to be beaten or broken by the rejection she knew was coming.
 
   "So now you know," she murmured.
 
   His gaze had been focused on the towel he was laying across her skin but he slowly turned his head to look her in the eyes. "If you had told me about this it never would have happened."
 
   "It's not exactly something that I tell every stranger I meet."
 
   "No, I suppose not, but there was no reason for you to be maimed."
 
   "I didn't expect for that to happen," she mumbled defensively.
 
   Her eyes flew back to his when his fingers touched upon her cheek. "It won't happen again," he promised.
 
   Her lips parted, despite the pain in her body, excitement fluttered through her as she recalled the kiss they had shared last night. His fingers slid off of her cheek and he turned to pull the towels away again before draping fresh cold ones across her damaged skin. It was a little bit of heaven against her burnt skin.
 
   "I have more blood here for you," he offered.
 
   The scent of it in the air caused her eyelids to flutter back open and her mouth to water as he held the bag toward her. She tried to move her arm forward but the motion only tugged on her healing skin. Her eyes flew to his as his large, strong hand enfolded hers and he placed it back beside her. A ripple of electricity seemed to flow from him and into her as he bent to press a kiss against her fingers. She became aware of the fact that she was lying on top of the hand Calvin had brutalized. It felt healed as she tugged it free and rested it on the mattress.
 
   Goosebumps broke out on her skin as Jack's eyes pinned her to the spot. He brought the bag of blood forward and pressed it against her lips. It had been strange enough feeding in front of him last night but this was something entirely different. She wasn't used to such kindness from strangers and she had never expected to experience such a thing in her lifetime.
 
   He knew about her though and he wasn't shunning her, he wasn't looking at her as if she were something the cat had coughed up. In fact, he was looking at her with an expression that she couldn't quite place. It was tender and compassionate, but there was a desire in his eyes that made her feel like she was more appealing to him than any amount of blood could ever be.
 
   He pulled the empty bag away from her lips and grabbed hold of her hand when she went to wipe away the trickle at the corner of her mouth. Hannah had no idea what he planned to do until he bent down. He was only a mere centimeter away from her, so close that she could see every individual blue speck in his eyes. She became as still as stone as his mouth pressed against hers and his tongue licked the blood away from her lips.
 
   Hannah couldn't even blink as he leaned away from her. A sexy smile curved his mouth as he tossed the bag aside and replaced the cool towels again. She was fascinated by his every move as she waited for some sign that he was repulsed by her. Some sign that this prince understood exactly what he was dealing with here, what he was touching; what he had just kissed again.
 
   "Why are you being so kind to me?"
 
   A frown marred his forehead as he studied her. "Why wouldn't I be?"
 
   "You understand what I am, don't you? Understand what you are touching?"
 
   Her voice broke on the word touching and she found herself staring at the wall as she was unable to look at him anymore. His hand splayed against her shoulder blade, nearly taking up her whole upper back. "I'm touching you."
 
   She hated the tears that burned her eyes, hated the fact that she felt so off balance. She didn't understand why he couldn't comprehend what she was, why he couldn't understand what he was doing to her. "That's not what I meant."
 
   "It's not contagious is it, your innate hypersensitivity to the sunlight?"
 
   "Of course not," she snorted.
 
   "Then I don't see any reason not to touch you." He bent so low that his lips were nearly pressed against her ear when he spoke again. "I'd still enjoy touching you even if it was."
 
   Her gaze flew to his. He was going to be the death of her, she was certain of it as his eyes twinkled with merriment and he sat back in his seat. There had to be some way to make him understand what he was and what she was, some way to drive him away, because that was what was going to happen one day anyway. He didn't belong here, amongst her kind.
 
   "You're a prince!" she blurted.
 
   The teasing glint left his eyes as a wall seemed to shudder over his face. She'd never seen anyone become so remote and emotionless so fast. "I am many things Hannah, it would be better for you if you learned and accepted that." His words rocked her; she remained motionless as he pulled the towels from her back and replaced them with cooler ones. "It's starting to look a lot better."
 
   "It will be fine," she said absently. "What other things are you?"
 
   "Well that's for me to know and you to find out." The wall seemed to come back down a little as a playful glimmer returned to his eyes.
 
   Her body warmed at his joking tone but she still sought answers. She grabbed hold of his hand when he reached for another bag of blood. "I'm fine, right now. What other things are you, Jack? You know… you know about me now so it's only fair."
 
   He was silent as his hand turned over within hers. For a split second she thought she actually felt her heartbeat against her ribs as his skin slid over hers, but the deadened organ remained un-beating in her chest. "What would you like to know Hannah?"
 
   "Everything," she said honestly.
 
   That smile could melt ice, she decided as his head tilted to the side. "You don't want to know everything. I've been alive for over nine hundred years, there were a couple hundred boring ones in there, believe me."
 
   "Then tell me the important stuff, the interesting stuff, the stuff that makes you, you."
 
   The muscles in his arms bulged as he sat back in the chair and folded them over his chest. It took everything she had to keep her face impassive as she surveyed him with a growing hunger that had nothing to do with the blood bags still sitting at his side. His beige shirt was loose fitting and he had rolled the sleeves up to his elbow to reveal his tanned skin. The brown pants he wore looked like they had been painted on as they clung to his well-muscled thighs.
 
   "I'm sure you've heard the stories of my father." Thankfully, his words tore her attention away from his body before she started to drool.
 
   "Some," she admitted.
 
   He gave a brisk nod as his jaw clenched and his eyes drifted past her. "They're probably all true and they probably don't even scratch the surface of the truth."
 
   She swallowed heavily and instinctively stretched out to rest her left hand upon his knee. Though his fingers slid into hers, she didn't think he was aware of the fact that he had taken hold of her hand. "Braith was originally the favorite target for my father's abuse. By the time I was born though, Braith was old enough that our father had stopped focusing on him, and I became the center of his attention."
 
   Hannah felt tears brim in her eyes again but she didn't shed them as his thumb traced over the back of her hand. She couldn't picture anyone being so deliberately cruel to him and didn't understand why they would. Especially since Jack had been born a perfectly healthy vampire and not something that was to be shunned and despised.
 
   "Thankfully once I reached maturity the beatings stopped and I faded into the obscurity that being the third born son allowed me to enjoy. Then the war broke out over a hundred years ago and everything changed." Judging by the lines on his face and the muscle that ticked in his cheek, what had happened back then bothered him more than his casual tone was letting on. "My father had secretly killed my mother and blamed it on the humans in order to start that war."
 
   Hannah gasped as shock coursed through her, but his eyes remained unwavering as they held hers. "I'm so sorry," she whispered.
 
   "It wasn't the worst thing that man ever did, believe me." Hannah believed him but there was nothing she could say to make what he had just revealed any better. "With most of the aristocrats scattered after the war, and most of his opposition dead, my father was free to let his cruelty reign. He instated the blood slave rule, kept the human and vampire races beneath his thumb, and allowed death and suffering to reign supreme."
 
   "It sounds awful," she said when he stopped speaking.
 
   He gave a shrug that she didn't believe for a second was anywhere near as casual as he tried to make it appear. "At least I wasn't a human."
 
   No, he was most certainly not human. Even knowing that, she had the sudden urge to drive her fangs into his neck, to taste him as she had never tasted a human or vampire before. Her tongue prodded at the edges of her fangs as they tingled with their craving to consume his blood. She mentally shook her head to clear it of the compulsion, but she couldn't quite make her fangs retract as her gaze slid to his throat.
 
   She wondered what he would taste like, but even as she thought it she knew he would be delicious. That he would be the best thing she had ever tasted or ever would taste. His head tilted to the side, his nostrils flared as a circle of red flashed around his irises before disappearing. Hannah was aware that her natural aroma had become enhanced by her yearning for him, but there was nothing that she could do about it as he bent closer to her.
 
   A knock on the door caused her to jerk. A low moan escaped as her skin pulled and she could feel some of the scabs breaking open again. "Easy," he said as he placed a soothing hand on her shoulders. "It's only William."
 
   Hannah frowned as she strained to hear or smell something that would confirm what he said, but his presence drowned out anyone else's. "How do you know that?"
 
   "I've lived with the guy for five years, I know his approach."
 
   "Really?" she asked.
 
   "Really." His fingers slid over her back before he placed fresh towels over her burns. "Come in."
 
   Hannah couldn't see the door but she heard it opening. Then she saw the worn boots, attached to a pair of legs clad in clothing similar to Jack's, before her gaze slid to William's torso and finally his face as he moved closer. He was paler than normal, his eyes shadowed as he studied her still form. "Are you ok?" he asked anxiously.
 
   "I'm fine," she assured him.
 
   "I'm sorry, I didn't know; if I had…"
 
   "I know you didn't do it on purpose," she cut in. "Really, I'll be on my feet again in no time."
 
   William remained hesitant and doubtful as he folded his arms behind his back. She frowned as she glanced between Jack and William. They were such a strange pairing. Most humans had always moved freely about their town and she'd always been friendly with them, but she'd never had a close bond with a human before. The friendship these two shared was baffling to her, but then she already found Jack to be a complex enigma that she was actually beginning to enjoy trying to solve.
 
   Jack removed his hand from hers and rose. William continued to study her nervously but he relented to Jack's hand on his shoulder as Jack pulled him away. She couldn't hear the words they exchanged but William nodded. "I really am sorry," he said to her before leaving the room again.
 
   She liked William, but she was glad to be left alone with Jack again. He closed the door before returning to the chair. "He's a good person," Jack said.
 
   "I can tell."
 
   Jack folded his arms across his chest as he sat back. "Lucas is like you, it's obvious that your uncle is the same as Saul, but what about Ellen?" Hannah had never revealed anyone's defects to an outsider before. Everyone in town knew what was wrong with everyone else, but when outsiders arrived they tried to keep their weaknesses hidden if it was possible. "If you would like to know more about me, then you'll have to reveal more about you," he told her.
 
   "That's not about me though," she pointed out.
 
   He quirked an eyebrow but gave a brief nod. "Ok, fair enough, but she is your friend and I would like to know more about you and your friends. I won't hurt her."
 
   "It's not that, it's just that we've always been private about our defects!" she blurted.
 
   "It's not a defect," he told her.
 
   "It's not normal."
 
   He frowned at her as his arms dropped down to his sides. "What is normal supposed to be?" he demanded. "I'm most certainly not normal and who would want to be anyway?"
 
   "My whole life all I dreamed of being was normal," she told him. "To know what it was like to walk in the sun, to feel the heat from it on my skin without being harmed by it. I've always hated the weakness that my reaction to the sun created within me. Always resented that I had to hide from it. I've always dreamed about traveling and seeing the land, to stand in the ocean, and take in the glimmering palace that everyone whispers about. I would love to not be scared that my children will inherit this defect. I worry that every normal human or vampire will reject me. It's happened before, a vampire named Bruce, when he discovered what I was…"
 
   She broke off as his hands fisted and his jaw clenched. "He what?" Jack grated.
 
   The lethal look in his eyes made her hesitant to continue, but she had to give him more about herself if she was going to get more from him. "The things he said to me were awful. It's what I'd always been told would happen but I still hadn't been prepared for it. I want to be normal but I know that's something I will never be. Over the years I've come to accept that."
 
   "I can understand that." Hannah's fingers curled into her pillow as she continued to watch him. "But I don't find it to be a defect Hannah, it is simply who you are and that makes you normal, for you."
 
   She didn't know what to say to that. She'd never expected such open acceptance of her abnormality from someone outside of this town. "Ellen has no vampire strength or speed. Other than drinking human blood, her superior eyesight, and hearing, she is more human than many of the rest of us."
 
   "I see," he said thoughtfully. "I can't believe I'd never heard of this town before."
 
   "We tried to keep it a secret from the outside world. You have no idea what it's like to not fit in anywhere but here."
 
   "Oh, I have a pretty good idea of what that is like."
 
   "You didn't feel like you belonged in the palace?" she inquired.
 
   "I didn't belong in the palace then, I'm not sure I do now either."
 
   "Do you not get along with your brother, the king?"
 
   "Braith and I get along just fine," he assured her. "He's an upstanding man and he'll continue to do noble things as the king, but that's his place. I have yet to find mine in this world."
 
   "You will."
 
   She didn't know how she knew it, but she was certain that one day he would find his place and though he may not be a king, he would do great things in this world. She thought he would pursue her line of conversation but she should have known better.
 
   "What became of your parents, Hannah?"
 
   That memory was worse than the burn on her back and though she tried to shy away from it, it was impossible to avoid once the scab was picked. "They died in a fire, when I was sixteen, Lucas's mother was in the house with them," she told him in a choked voice. "Lucas and I were here when it happened."
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   "It was years ago."
 
   "But it still hurts."
 
   "Yeah," she admitted. "It does."
 
   "What caused it?"
 
   "A lightning strike. It happened so fast that they weren't able to escape in time."
 
   "I see."
 
   "So?" she asked as he changed the towels on her back again. "How did you and William meet?"
 
   "Well that my dear is quite a long, interesting story."
 
   "I'm not going anywhere for awhile."
 
   He released a small chuckle. "No, I suppose you're not."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Jack continued to change the towels on her back as he told her about how he had come to live with the rebels in the forest. Astonishment filtered over her features, he was relieved to see her finally start to look at him like what he truly was, a man. A flawed man, but a man all the same, and not just a prince. She began to look at him not as someone who had been spoiled and coddled, but the vampire that he actually was.
 
   "It all sounds so strange, so different," she whispered.
 
   "It was."
 
   "You enjoyed it though?"
 
   "More than anything," he told her honestly. "I found a family amongst the rebels, and acceptance."
 
   "Did you go to join them because of what had happened to your mother?" she inquired.
 
   He shook his head. "No, no matter what a monster my father was, no matter how much I hated him, I left the palace because I still had this sick need to try and prove myself to him. I was determined to show him that I wasn't weak and useless by infiltrating the rebellion. Once I was outside of the palace though, and away from him, things began to change."
 
   "The rebels knew what you were?"
 
   "Not in the beginning."
 
   "How did they discover you?"
 
   Jack almost shied away from that memory, it wasn't one he was proud of, but neither was it an entirely bad one. His mind drifted back to the day David had found him and confronted him about his secret. Jack had feared that the little bit of solitude and make-believe he'd found in the woods would vanish like smoke in the wind when the man he'd come to admire and consider his friend stepped around that tree…
 
   The crack of a twig made his head shoot up, his fingers curled into the velvety neck of the doe before him. The deer's struggles had ceased but he could still hear the steady beat of the animal's heart. His gaze searched the trees but though he couldn't see anyone yet, he knew someone was there. He could hear the muted beat of a human heart and even before David appeared from behind the tree, Jack had known that it was going to be him. He was the only man that could have gotten this close to Jack without him knowing it.
 
   David stepped out from behind a large pine, his bow was clutched in his right hand but he didn't have an arrow in it yet and he made no move to lift the weapon. Jack wasn't fooled into thinking the man couldn't get the bow loaded in the blink of an eye though. In the past three years he'd come to learn that David's family was most at home amongst the forest and could move as fleetly as faeries through the trees. They were also lethal with a bow and arrow, especially David and Aria.
 
   Jack slowly released the doe but he didn't rise to his full height as he studied the man across from him. He saw the revulsion and anger he'd expected to see amongst the rebel leader's eyes but there was also something more, something he'd never seen in anyone's eyes before. It was a sense of betrayal so intense that Jack felt as if someone had staked him through his non-beating heart.
 
   He couldn't stomach that look on the face of a man he had come to respect and admire. He'd uncovered plenty of betrayal in his lifetime. Other than his younger sister, Melinda, he was the only one that knew his father had killed their mother and attempted to kill Melinda in order to start the war that had left the human and vampire population decimated. The aristocratic vampires that had attempted to stand up against the king had fled to lands that no one ventured into, and were still hunted by the king's men. His own brother-in-law, Ashby had been banished to a tree house prison after blinding and nearly killing Braith with a bomb.
 
   But none of those revelations or betrayals had rendered quite the same look on anyone's face as the one on David's. Now that Jack thought on it though, he hadn't been overly floored by the discoveries he had uncovered about his family. His father was a sadistic bastard, everyone who had ever met the man, and even those that never had, knew that. There was nothing the man wasn't capable of, nothing he wouldn't do to seize power and twist the world into the perverted version of what he meant for it to be.
 
   Now though, Jack was staring into the full face of disappointment and he found he didn't like it at all. Just when he thought he couldn't take any more of the protracted silence, David finally spoke. "So this is your secret."
 
   Jack didn't know how to respond to that, it hadn't been a question but he felt as if he had to say something. "You suspected I had a secret?"
 
   "I knew you had a secret. It's few that come through here that aren't hiding something, or running from something. Not everyone chooses this life, some are forced into it. Though I'd have to say that this is the first time we've harbored a vampire, Jack."
 
   "Jericho. My name is Jericho."
 
   Something flashed within David's eyes as his mouth parted on a breath of recognition. Most of the rebels knew little of the royal family, but David wasn't most of the rebels. He may not be out in public often, but he knew more about what went on outside of the rebel camps than most of the people that were still able to move between the camps and the people that lived on the fringe of society.
 
   "Your father sent you?"
 
   Jack thought about denying it, but he couldn't. The illusion of his new life here had already been shattered. He'd never known sorrow or grief before, not like this. "He did."
 
   "Then what are you still doing here?"
 
   Jack was taken aback by the question. He'd expected condemnation, hatred. He'd expected to have an arrow fired at him at any second and instead David was still speaking with him. "I don't understand."
 
   "Don't you?" David continued to clutch his bow but he took a step closer to him.
 
   Jack knew the man was fast with his weapons but he had no real concern that David would actually be able to hit him with an arrow he fired at him. He just wasn't sure what he would do when David fired that arrow. He should kill him, it was what he was supposed to do, it was what his nature and breeding expected of him, but for the life of him he couldn't bring himself to even consider killing the man standing before him. He'd been accepted here, he'd been welcomed and he'd found his home amongst these people. He'd made friends and he felt closer to some of them than he did his own family. In fact, they were his family now.
 
   "You know all of our secrets; you know who I am, who my children are, the location of our camps and caves. So what are you still doing here, Jack?"
 
   He didn't have an answer for that question. In fact, he couldn't find any words at all.
 
   "You could have gone back three years ago and told them who I was and where we were."
 
   "I'm sure I haven't learned everything about the rebel cause yet."
 
   "We all must have our secrets," David replied with a smile. "But you and I both know that you learned enough years ago to go back to your father and to decimate us. So I will ask you again, why are you still here?"
 
   Jack didn't have an answer for him; all of the things that he knew were expected of him faded into the background as he focused upon the one man that had ever given him a chance to explain himself, and who was still willing to listen to him in the face of Jack's betrayal.
 
   "I don't know," he admitted as he rose to his feet and held his hands out before him. "When I first arrived here I had no plans to stay. I was going to return almost immediately to my father and reveal all that I had learned, but then…"
 
   "Then?" David prompted when words seemed to fail him.
 
   Then what? He pondered. What had happened? What had made everything different? And then he realized that the man standing across from him was what had happened. He'd watched this man with his children, had seen him with his people, and he'd found himself impressed by him. This was what a leader was supposed to be, strong, decisive, remorseless when he had to be, and yet he listened to his people and showed them compassion. And he was standing across from him asking him questions instead of trying to kill him as Jack had thought he would if he ever discovered the truth.
 
   He'd known that it was inevitable that he would have to leave, he could only hide the non-aging aspect of his life for so long, but he'd hoped to just slip off into the woods on his own one day, and not to have the man he'd come to see as a mentor learn that he was a traitor. He didn't know what he'd do when he slipped away into the woods, but he did know that he wouldn't be returning to the palace, and he wouldn't have turned against this person. He didn't like to think about the fact that his time here would come to an end, but he now realized that he'd stopped having any intentions of returning to his home and family months ago.
 
   "You," Jack said flatly. David didn't show any flicker of surprise at this statement as his eyes continued to relentlessly burrow into him. "Your family, the people here, the cause you are fighting for, and what has already been accomplished by the rebels."
 
   "You're old enough to remember what it was like before the war."
 
   "I'm old enough to remember what it was like before a hundred wars," he responded. "But the war that my father waged was an atrocity on humans and vampires alike."
 
   "You didn't approve?"
 
   "There is little my father has done that I approve of, but he can say the same of me."
 
   "I see." David slid the bow onto his back. He folded his arms over his chest and leaned against a tree. Jack didn't know what to make of the gesture. "So what are we to do?"
 
   Jack glanced at the woods behind David but he sensed no one else amongst the trees and the only scent that filled the air was David's aroma of pine and dirt. Even with no help around him, the man's heart continued a steady beat in his chest. "You're not going to try and kill me?"
 
   "I consider vampires that persecute and abuse us to be our enemy. You have done neither of those things. In fact, you have had every opportunity to kill me, to kill my children, to decimate our supplies and essentially destroy this rebellion. Instead you have saved my life; you've protected my children and made friends with the people here. If you were my enemy we would not be having this conversation." Jack's mouth opened but no words came out, he closed it again. "Your father would kill you if he knew that you already had this info and haven't returned to him."
 
   "He would," Jack confirmed but again David had not been asking a question.
 
   "So Jack, I'm going to ask you once more, what are we to do? What is it that you want?"
 
   No one had ever asked him that in his life. No one had ever given him the opportunity to even consider the notion before. "I would like to stay; I would like to help you."
 
   "You would continue to stay with us and fight against your own family?"
 
   The only people he could even remotely stand in his family were Braith and Melinda. Melinda harbored her own hatred toward their father and Braith had also never been given a choice in his life. If his father ever died Braith would assume the throne, he would do more good with it than his father had, but Jack doubted their father would ever die. No, the only way to even make an attempt to dethrone his father was here, in these woods, amongst these people.
 
   Being part of the rebellion was also the only way that he wouldn't fade away and turn into something he despised. Without some sense of purpose he feared he might eventually become as evil as his father or worse yet, his brother Caleb.
 
   "Yes," he answered.
 
   David pondered this for a few minutes before stepping away from the tree. "You've been through hell haven't you son?"
 
   Son, no one had ever called him that before. "Haven't we all?"
 
   "Perhaps, but even most of us here still have someone to love them or at the very least a purpose to drive them."
 
   "I've found a purpose here," he said.
 
   "You've also found people that care for you. You are Aria and William's new favorite person to annoy, a fact that Daniel thanks you for, a lot. You've proven yourself here time and again but if you attempt to injure my children, or any of the rebels, I will kill you. I don't care how powerful you are, I will find a way to destroy you."
 
   "I will defend their lives with my own," Jack vowed.
 
   "I believe you."
 
   "What will we do when they begin to question why I'm not aging?"
 
   David clasped hold of his shoulder. "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it."
 
   Jack nodded in agreement. "Why did you follow me here today?"
 
   David broke into a big grin. "I've had my suspicions about you since the day you saved my life. Today was the first time I decided to see where those suspicions would lead by following you. I didn't know what I would find but I knew that something about you was not quite right. You were so fast, so strong." David shrugged as Jack continued to gawk at him, he was completely unable to process this man beside him. "But I thought I'd give you the rope to hang yourself with."
 
   David's hand tightened reassuringly on his shoulder as he led him back through the forest. "I'm glad you've found your home here," he said after awhile.
 
   "So am I," Jack admitted. "So am I."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   "Your home," Hannah murmured, pulling him from his memories and back to the beautiful woman lying before him.
 
   "I considered it such," he told her.
 
   "He was like a father to you."
 
   Jack released a small huff. "He was almost nine hundred years younger than me."
 
   "Still, he meant a lot to you and was better to you than your own father."
 
   "He was," Jack agreed. "But more than that he was my friend, the first real friend I'd ever had."
 
   Melancholy crept over her features as she nodded. "Friends are always a wonderful thing to have. It sounds like it was a lovely place to live, when they weren't hiding from your father's men or fighting for their lives."
 
   "It was," he agreed. "Some of the time it was the most peaceful place in the world. Maybe I'll take you there one day."
 
   Her smile was wistful as she shook her head and waved at the towels. "As you can imagine, I'm not much of a traveler, at least not during the day."
 
   Sadness filtered through him, he felt he should comfort her somehow but she hadn't said it in a self-pitying way. He pulled the towel away from her back. The blisters had nearly vanished and her skin was pinker in hue than the mottled shade of red it had been. He had to fight the temptation to lean forward and press a kiss against the enticing hollow of the back of her neck but that wasn't what she needed right now.
 
   "It's looking a lot better," he told her.
 
   "It feels better."
 
   "Good. Now Hannah, tell me about Calvin."
 
   Her recoil was minute and instinctive, but he still saw it before she was able to cover it up. "There's not much to tell," she mumbled.
 
   "It seems like there's plenty to tell. He's clearly interested in you."
 
   He had to stop his hands from clenching into fists at the thought of someone else wanting her. The idea of anyone looking at her in such a way made his fangs extend. His almost total loss of restraint unnerved him as he forced himself to control his frustration. This kind of unreasonable anger was a first for him.
 
   "He's been showing an interest in me since I reached maturity last year," she murmured.
 
   Her words made him focus on something other than the urge to destroy something. He was glad she didn't deny it, but even still it wasn't something that he liked to hear. "I see," he grated through his clenched teeth. "And how do you feel about him?"
 
   Delicate lines marred her brow as her eyes searched his. "Calvin runs this town, he makes the rules, and if I'm going to keep my family and friends safe then I have to play along and be nice."
 
   "I think he wants a lot more from you than you just playing nice."
 
   "I know what he wants from me, Jack," her voice was tinged with annoyance as her eyes held his.
 
   She wasn't the only one feeling irritated though. He rose from the chair and paced over to the door as he ran a hand through his hair. "And you accept this?" he demanded.
 
   "What choice do I have? I can't leave here and even if I could, Uncle Abe can't. Our home is here, our friends are here, this tavern is our livelihood; it's all we've ever known."
 
   "He'll only hurt you." Her eyes darted away but not before he saw a flash of red in them that stopped him midstride. The fact that she wouldn't hold his gaze made a warning bell sound in his head. "Has he hurt you already?"
 
   Jack strode over to her side but her eyes were focused on the wall. "Hannah…"
 
   "Things are different here," was all that she would say.
 
   He remained unmoving at her side as he battled between shaking some sense into her and ripping this room apart with his bare hands. No, he felt like ripping Calvin apart with his bare hands. His gaze ran over her as he searched for any other injury beside the burns on her back. On the back of her hand he thought he saw a faint purplish hue against her alabaster skin but he couldn't be certain.
 
   "What has he done to you?"
 
   "Things are different here," she murmured again.
 
   His patience snapped like a line pulled taut. Grabbing hold of the chair, he jerked it out of the way with enough force that he nearly smashed it into the wall. Her head finally turned toward him. If it hadn't been for the flash of fear he saw in her gaze he may have smashed the chair to pieces in an attempt to ease some of his frustration with the infuriating woman lying on the bed before him.
 
   It took all he had to draw his temper in again. "I'm not going to hurt you," he told her.
 
   Defiance radiated from her as her jaw clenched and her jade green eyes sparkled. "I'm not afraid of you," she retorted.
 
   "But you're afraid of Calvin?"
 
   A ring of red encircled her eyes as her chin tilted. "You will leave, Calvin will still be here."
 
   "So eager to get rid of me?"
 
   "It is simply what will happen. You will move on, as you have done so many times over the last year, and continue to make sure that the practice of using blood slaves has in fact been eradicated from the outer colonies."
 
   It sounded like a worthy cause, but he knew that it wasn't what he or William had been doing. In fact, they had yet to encounter a town where blood slaves were still being used. Coexistence between the species hadn't been easy, there was still a lot of fighting and resentment amongst the humans and vampires, but Braith had a lot of troops moving throughout the settlements who were working hard to keep the peace. He was hiding amongst these outer towns; he knew it, just as he knew William was also well aware of the fact that he was doing the same.
 
   She was right, when he was done here, he would move on. He would continue to do so until there was nowhere left for him to go, or until either he or William decided it was time to return home.
 
   "You're right, I will move on." Her nose crinkled slightly at his words, her gaze focused on the wall behind him. "But I can guarantee that Calvin will continue to leave you alone when I'm gone."
 
   "I'm sure you believe so."
 
   "I know so." With his temper under check again, he grabbed hold of the chair and pulled it next to her bed. "He won't ever force you into something that you didn't willingly choose Hannah, I can promise you that."
 
   She looked as if he had just handed her the most precious jewel in the world as her mouth parted and hope filled her eyes. "Why would you do that?"
 
   He wasn't entirely sure how to answer that question or even what the answer to it was. "Because no one should be forced to do something they don't want to do."
 
   "Thank you," she whispered.
 
   "What is Calvin's weakness?" he inquired.
 
   "He doesn't have one," she said as she stifled a yawn.
 
   "I thought everyone in this town had something wrong with their DNA."
 
   "That's true, everyone, except for Calvin and Kane. From what I've been told they showed up here four hundred years ago and never left."
 
   Like a thermometer in the sun, Jack felt his temper rising again. "So he established himself as the leader in this town because he believed everyone to be weaker than him."
 
   "We are weaker than him, they're not Undesirables."
 
   "Neither are you."
 
   A sleepy smile curved her mouth as her eyes fluttered closed. "I'm glad you think so."
 
   He sensed it when she fell asleep again and bent down to press a kiss against her temple.
 
   ***
 
   Lucas shifted nervously and tapped his fingers against his leg as Jack pulled the rope on the bell hanging beside the gate. "Those are not friendly puppies," William muttered as he eyed the dogs growling at them from the other side of the gate. "Seriously those things could rip my arm off and they'd probably even be able to nibble off one of your vampire fingers."
 
   Jack shot him a look as he pulled at the bell again. Calvin knew they were there, he was certain of it, but he was enjoying making them wait. He briefly contemplated just killing the man and ending all of their problems right now, but even Braith couldn't save him if he was arrested and tried for murder. From what he'd seen, Calvin had done nothing overtly wrong. He couldn't kill the man simply because he didn't want him going anywhere near Hannah again.
 
   "Maybe we should throw them some steak or something," William said.
 
   "I won't let them eat you," Jack retorted impatiently.
 
   "You didn't promise that I could keep my extremities."
 
   "I may just shove your foot in your mouth if you keep talking."
 
   "Somebody's cranky," William said with a roll of his eyes at Lucas.
 
   Lucas wisely chose to remain mute as Jack glowered at William. They were more than friends, he'd come to consider William a brother. However, like any sibling there were times when he wanted nothing more than to throttle him, especially right now. He'd appreciate the silence strangling William would bring, but he would also miss him.
 
   "Ripper, Vicious, sit."
 
   "How fitting," William muttered as the dogs retreated a few feet and sat down at Calvin's command.
 
   The large blond vampire smiled as he approached the gate. "They're really much friendlier than they seem," he said as he opened the gate. "Please come in."
 
   He made a grand gesture with his arm as he stepped aside to let them pass. William's eyes remained riveted upon the panting dogs but for once he kept his mouth shut as Calvin closed the gate behind them. "If I had known that you were coming to visit, I would have had them put inside so they didn't bother you."
 
   "They're not a bother," Jack said as William finally turned away from the animals.
 
   "Well come in then. I was hoping we would get a chance to talk some more," Calvin invited.
 
   Jack seriously doubted that but he didn't argue against the bullshit Calvin was trying to shovel on them as he followed him up the stairs to the double front doors. One door was already open and the ugly vampire Kane he remembered with Calvin in the tavern was standing just inside of them.
 
   "It's unusual to see you out of the tavern, Lucas," Calvin said as he led them down a lengthy hallway.
 
   "I get out once in awhile," Lucas replied tersely.
 
   Most humans would have had a difficult time seeing in the gloomy home but Jack's eyes picked up all the details of it. Spears, knives, swords, katanas, and an assortment of crossbows and long bows lined the walls beside him. Jack imagined the assortment of weapons, and the implication that Calvin knew how to use them all, had been meant to intimidate the vampires that had entered here before him. He didn't feel intimidated though, instead he eyed a finely crafted crossbow at the end of the hall that he would like to get his hands on.
 
   "I suppose Hannah is capable of taking care of things," Calvin said.
 
   Jack didn't miss Calvin's glance at him but he refused to rise to the vampire's baiting. The hallway opened into a massive sitting room with two sofas set against the wall across from them and the wall on his right. Instead of weapons lining these walls, there were suits of armor taking up almost every inch of available floor space.
 
   The only source of light within the room was the six sconces lining the walls. The flickering candles in them cast dancing shadows over the blood colored rug and dark brown wooden walls. Calvin walked around the glass coffee table in the middle of the room and settled himself onto the red sofa across from where they stood. He leaned back and folded his hands behind his head to study them.
 
   "Please sit. Would you care for a drink?" Calvin inquired.
 
   "No," Jack said in a clipped tone.
 
   Calvin waved his hand and a woman scurried from the shadows of the room beyond this one. The beat of her heart would have given her away as human even before he spotted the bite marks and bruises marring her wrists and neck. She wore a floor length dress but it did little to cover the ample cleavage exposed by her low cut top. Jack took a step forward as she poured a glass of what smelled like whiskey for Calvin.
 
   "Pour one for Kane too Portia," Calvin said as the bull like man standing within the shadows strode forward.
 
   Though Kane was shorter than everyone in this room, at about five ten, he was one of the stockiest people Jack had ever seen, and one of the ugliest. Unflinching hazel eyes, that reminded him of a lizard's, focused on him as Kane lifted the glass and swallowed the contents in one gulp.
 
   A small clatter brought his attention back to Portia and Calvin as the young woman's hand trembled enough to bump the decanter against the crystal glass. "I know what you're thinking but Portia is here willingly, aren't you Portia?"
 
   The young woman's sable eyes were shadowed as she glanced around at them. "Of course," she murmured.
 
   "Some women just like a little extra danger in their men, right Portia?"
 
   "Yes." She was saying it, but Jack wasn't buying it as her haunted eyes briefly met his before skittering away. He knew there were humans willing to fill the role that Calvin was describing, but none of the ones he'd encountered had appeared this unhappy and worn out.
 
   Calvin slapped her butt before gesturing toward the alcove she had been standing in before. "Go on now Portia, let us have some privacy."
 
   Like a mouse she scurried into the shadows. Irritation spurted through him, but he forced it back as he remained standing, his gaze unwavering upon Calvin's. "I'm sure you're aware of the laws Braith has instated and changed."
 
   "You'll find no blood slaves here," Calvin replied casually.
 
   "There were more than just blood slave laws that were changed. There is to be equality throughout the land for vampires and humans alike."
 
   "You will find that here," Calvin smiled at him over top of his glass as he took a sip of his drink.
 
   "I haven't so far."
 
   Calvin's gaze slid to Lucas, but to his credit, the young vampire remained where he was with his shoulders thrust back. "I don't know what Lucas has been telling you…"
 
   "Lucas has told me nothing. I have eyes; I see the way the people in this town react to you. You lead here by intimidation and that is going to end," Jack told him.
 
   For the first time he saw a crack in the man's flawless demeanor. The smile slipped from his face as he leaned forward on the sofa and placed his drink on the table next to him. "I have been in charge of this town…"
 
   "For too long." A dim part of him was aware of the fact that the authoritative tone of his voice sounded like his father, but for once he didn't shy away from the association. If it got Calvin to stay away from Hannah, and to stop tormenting the people within this town, he would do what he had to in order to get his way.
 
   "You have no right," Calvin said in a low voice.
 
   "My brother gave me every right to take charge and make changes as I saw fit. You saw these vampires as weaker and you took advantage of that. There will be equality here."
 
   "Is this about Hannah?" Calvin inquired as he rose from the sofa.
 
   William shot Jack a questioning look; Lucas took a step closer at the mention of his cousin. Jack didn't miss the subtle movement of William's hand to the small crossbow tethered to his belt, hanging down against his thigh. "This has nothing to do with her," Jack told him though a trickle of aggravation filtered through him.
 
   "We all know how women can exaggerate things."
 
   Jack's mind flashed back to their conversation in her room. It was Lucas that stepped forward to speak though. "What are you talking about?"
 
   Calvin gave a casual shrug. "We simply had a pleasant conversation, but as you know women can be stubborn and they don't always know what is best for them."
 
   "What are you talking about?" Lucas demanded again.
 
   "Sometimes women must be persuaded," Calvin replied.
 
   Jack recalled the shadows on her hand and suddenly he understood. What he didn't understand was the haze of red that descended over his eyes or the fact that he was moving without even realizing he was doing so. In less time than it took to blink, he was leaping over the table in the center of the room and seizing hold of Calvin's throat. He lifted the man and propelled him back three feet before slamming him against the wall. Calvin's body crashed into the wood with enough force to knock one of the suits of armor over. The clatter of the metal resonated within the large room.
 
   Calvin's feet kicked against the wall, his hands clawed at Jack's but Jack only squeezed harder. Though Calvin didn't require air, his face became florid as his eyes bulged. "Don't even think about it," William grated out.
 
   Jack glanced back to where he'd left his friend. He'd pulled the crossbow at his side free and had it leveled upon Kane. The vampire's lip curled into a sneer. "You think you can take me, human?"
 
   William just smirked in return. "I wouldn't push your luck, vampire."
 
   Convinced that William could handle Kane, he turned his attention back to Calvin. The man had gone still within his grasp; his ruby colored eyes were riveted on Jack, his hands were wrapped around Jack's wrist. It took everything Jack had not to smash his head against the wall or tear his heart out.
 
   "You're not stronger than me," Jack growled as his fangs lengthened and he leaned closer to the man. "You may be stronger than the residents of this town, but you're not stronger than me."
 
   The red of Calvin's eyes grew even more vivid but he remained unmoving within Jack's grasp as his eyes slid past him. A small gasp brought Jack's head back to the hallway. Just barely visible amongst the shadows, her hand pressed against her mouth, Hannah stood within the doorway. William kept the crossbow trained upon Kane as another one of Calvin's men slipped out from behind Hannah and started walking toward Kane.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   Ellen had been sitting by Hannah's side when she'd woken again. Her friend was hesitant in the beginning but Hannah had finally managed to pry from her where Jack had gone. Though her back wasn't completely healed, the dress she wore was loose fitting enough that it didn't press against her sore flesh. She didn't know what he had been thinking, or what he proposed to do, but she was going to make sure her cousin stayed safe and that Jack didn't do anything too reckless.
 
   Both dogs were still patrolling when she'd arrived at Calvin's home but Lionel had been standing by the gate and let her in. The short vampire, with no hair on his body at all, and nearly white eyes had always been friendly to her, but she didn't trust anyone that worked with Calvin. Lionel had kept up a string of idle chitchat as they'd walked into the house, but her anxiety had only grown at the knowledge that Lucas and Jack were deep within the lion's den.
 
   Stepping into the massive sitting room all rational thought had fled her brain at the spectacle before her. They were all as good as dead; the realization was like a cement block around her neck. She was unable to move a foot further into the room as she glanced between Calvin, Kane, and Lionel. These were only two of his men, there were at least a few dozen others somewhere around here and there were rumored to be even more in nearby towns. Jack was holding his own against Calvin right now, but he'd never be able to fend off a small militia of vampires.
 
   She couldn't tear her gaze away from Jack. She didn't know if she was more infuriated with him for doing this or if he'd just stolen her heart for the rest of her life. She wanted to kill him but she wanted to kiss him in equal waves that were beginning to make her feel as if she were completely and absolutely nuts. She'd never been one to be so uncertain and confused in her emotions before but since Jack had walked into her life she felt like a discombobulated mess. That fact only made her want to kick him.
 
   Then his eyes met hers and she felt a newfound strength surging through her extremities that cracked the concrete encasing her. It would be ok, as long as he was here, it would be ok. He'd keep her safe; he'd keep them all safe. She didn't know how or why, but she trusted he would be able to make Calvin back down.
 
   He slowly turned away from her and focused on Calvin once more. "If you even dare to touch her again, I will kill you. If you mistreat anyone within this town again you will be locked away. You are not in charge here anymore."
 
   With those final words, he lowered the larger vampire to the ground and stepped away from him. Calvin tried to retain some of his dignity and confidence as he straightened his coat and tugged at the collar of his shirt. "You have no idea who you're messing with," he said to Jack as he made his way toward William.
 
   "I have every idea of who I am messing with and believe me when I say that I am not impressed," Jack responded without looking back. "Let's go," he said with a nod to William and Lucas.
 
   Her head tilted back as he stopped before her. "What have you done?" she whispered.
 
   "He's not going to bully and frighten anyone in this town anymore." With tender care he took hold of her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm. "And he's definitely not going to harm you again."
 
   Her eyes flew back to his as his thumb stroked over the flesh of her now healed hand. She knew, without having to hear him confirm it, that he was aware of at least a little bit of what had transpired between her and Calvin yesterday. "I'm fine," she told him. "No one is going to be hurt because of me."
 
   "This is because of him Hannah, he's made the wrong choices; he's the one that has abused his power."
 
   Hannah kept expecting someone to attack them, she repeatedly glanced behind them. She realized that Jack might be even crazier than she'd originally thought as he kept his gaze focused straight ahead. He'd lost his place in this world when the war had ended and he'd returned to the palace. Lost his place when David had been killed and she wondered now if it had made him a little reckless. He didn't seem reckless now though, in fact he seemed unbelievably self-assured as he made his way casually through the house.
 
   "Have you lost your mind?" William demanded when they stepped outside. "You could have given me some warning on that. You said you only intended to talk to the guy."
 
   "We did talk." She felt the tension in Jack's large frame as they moved swiftly down the stairs, but he kept his step effortless. "I just didn't like what he had to say."
 
   "Jack, we're outnumbered in this town. I assume he has more men than just those two."
 
   "He does," Hannah confirmed.
 
   "He won't come after us, not yet anyway," Jack said with confidence. She didn't know where the dogs had gone but nothing attempted to stop them as they walked to the front gates. Jack pulled one of the gates open. He pressed his hand into the small of her back as he ushered her through quickly. "From what I could tell there were only four men in that house, where are the others?"
 
   "Other than Kane they're all like us and live within the town," she told him. "There are rumors that there are more in surrounding towns."
 
   "It will take him some time to gather them if there are," Jack said.
 
   "Not much," she gushed out.
 
   Jack's hand pressed more firmly against her back as he looked down at her. "He won't come after us right away; he'll come up with a better plan than simply attacking us. We may be outnumbered by him but he knows that William and I cannot simply disappear without bringing Braith's attention to this town. He'll try and find something on us, something that will give him a reason to execute us first."
 
   "And if he doesn't?" Hannah prompted.
 
   "He'll come for us," Jack said it as casually as if he'd just stated the sky was blue. Inside, her stomach felt like a seething mass of worms squirming around her belly. The thought of anything bad happening to him made her skin crawl and her hand tightened around his. "Are there any vampires in this town that would be more on your side and able to travel with William?"
 
   "I'm not going anywhere," William proclaimed instantly.
 
   "You know the last time, and in what town, we ran into some of Braith's troops. I need you to locate them and bring some of them here."
 
   "We can send someone else…"
 
   "They're not going to listen to a stranger; they'll listen to you though."
 
   William's jaw clenched as he glowered at Jack. "Ass," he muttered.
 
   Hannah glanced between the two of them, she knew they were friends but it was still shocking to hear someone call a prince an ass, and a human no less. Jack only grinned at him as he clasped hold of his shoulder. "So I've been told." William still didn't look at all happy but he didn't protest any further. "So do you know of anyone?" he asked again.
 
   "Marvin, he doesn't have fangs but he's strong and fast and he hates Calvin," Lucas finally answered. "I'm sure I could get him to go."
 
   "You can take the horses to find the troops," Jack said.
 
   Hannah chanced a glance up at the man at her side. Her brow furrowed as she tried to figure him out. Why was he trying to help them? Why was he putting his own life at risk when he didn't even know them? She'd never met anyone like him and as he stopped to speak with Lucas and William she found herself entranced and baffled by him in equal measure.
 
   "Go and see if this Marvin can go tonight," he said to Lucas.
 
   "You expect us to leave tonight?" William demanded.
 
   "The sooner the better."
 
   William folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. "Leaving you here alone is not a good idea."
 
   "If you get moving tonight you could be back by tomorrow night or the next day. Go Lucas."
 
   Lucas nodded and scurried into the night. "Why are you doing this?" Hannah couldn't stop herself from asking. "You don't know any of us, there's no reason why you should be putting both of your lives at risk like this."
 
   There was something wild and dangerous about this man, she realized as he looked at her again and a flash of red ran around the outer edges of his eyes. "My father and brother Caleb were like Calvin, no one deserves to live under men like that."
 
   A shiver ran through her at the same time her heart went out to him. He'd spoken briefly about what he had gone through with his father, but she was beginning to realize that what he'd shared had only been the tip of the iceberg. She couldn't imagine all that he had gone through, whatever it was had been bad enough to drive him away from a life of opulence and luxury and into a life in a forest, and finally here.
 
   Without thinking, she rested her other hand on his arm. It had been such a natural, instinctive reaction that felt incredibly right as her fingers closed around his flesh. He stared at her for a minute before wrapping his hand over hers and interlocking their fingers. "Besides, no one likes a bully."
 
   She released a small laugh, but she was mostly focused upon the warmth blazing up her arm and creeping through her body from the feel of him rather than paying much attention to his words. He was so much tanner than she was, golden and powerful. His fingers were marked with scars acquired from his time spent fighting but most of them would eventually disappear.
 
   She loved his hands. Ugh, she did a mental groan at that thought and shook her head. A broken heart was the last thing she needed right now and acting like a besotted teen was going to get her exactly that when it came to him. Coming back to her senses, she squeezed his hand and gently pulled hers away.
 
   "I'm sure I'm needed inside," she said crisply. "Plus, I should let Uncle Abe and Ellen know about what just happened."
 
   Jack nodded and followed her up the stairs with William close on his heels. Hannah opened the door and stepped into the crowded tavern. Laughter and the clink of glasses settling on the table greeted her but she didn't think the laughter would continue for much longer. Jack didn't believe Calvin would come after them tonight, but she wasn't so certain.
 
   "Well I'll be," Jack said and nodded toward a table in the far back. The largest man Hannah had ever seen was at a table drinking a beer as he watched Ellen play her flute. "Look who's here William."
 
   William smirked as he caught sight of who Jack had spotted. "That's a face I never thought I'd see again."
 
   "Who is that?" Hannah asked, not at all certain the man would be able to stand up straight inside the tavern when he was on his feet.
 
   "Timber, he's an old friend of ours. We haven't seen him in a few years though," Jack answered.
 
   "He likes to wander," William responded with a shrug.
 
   "Well it seems his wandering has finally brought him across our path again." Jack broke away from her and weaved his way through the crowd with William close behind him.
 
   The giant must have sensed their approach as he turned to look at them. A smile split his broad face and he rose to his feet. His head just barely missed hitting the beams running across the ceiling. Jack was stretching his hand out to greet him when Timber, a name she found incredibly fitting, pulled his arm back and drove his fist straight into Jack's face.
 
   It took everything she had not to fly across the room and attack the monster of a man as rage burst to blazing life within her. The tavern went deathly still as they waited to see what would happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   "That's for lying to me, vamp," Timber said with a grin.
 
   Jack wasn't nearly as amused as he rubbed at his offended jaw and tried not to reveal how much the human's punch had actually stung. William began to chuckle as he stepped forward and thrust his hand out to Timber. "Nice one," he congratulated as his hand was swallowed within Timber's.
 
   Timber turned to Jack and thrust out his hand. "No hard feelings."
 
   Jack gave his jaw one last rub, his pride felt almost as bruised as his chin but he supposed he'd deserved it. He had lied to the man after all. Jack took hold of Timber's extended hand and shook it. The occupants of the tavern, realizing that there wasn't going to be another brawl, went back to what they had been doing. "No hard feelings."
 
   "Good, let me buy you a drink while we catch up."
 
   There wasn't much time to catch up but it would be good to have Timber on their side if he chose to stick around this town. Jack turned to find Hannah standing a few feet behind him glowering at Timber. He had to bite back a smile at her fierce expression as her eyes slid to him. "Are you ok?" she demanded.
 
   "Perfectly fine," he assured her. She didn't seem at all appeased though as she continued to stare at Timber like he was something she was contemplating eating. "Would you care to join us for a drink?"
 
   "Are you kidding me?" she retorted.
 
   He couldn't help but grin at her. "No."
 
   She rolled her eyes and shook her head. "I will never understand men."
 
   "Believe me miss, we don't get you womenfolk either," Timber informed her as he rubbed at the scruffy beard covering his jaw. His nose had been broken again since Jack had last seen him and the bridge of it had a bump in it. His brown hair was longer as it tumbled around his broad shoulders, but he looked much like Jack remembered from a few years ago. Timber had vanished a year before the war had started, having moved onto some new town and some new adventure. He'd always gone out and disappeared for a few months at a time, but he'd turn back up again eventually. When he hadn't popped up again Jack had assumed the man was dead.
 
   "Are you going to join us?" Jack asked her again.
 
   "No, I'm going to help in the kitchen," she answered.
 
   Before he could say any more, she hurried past him and into the kitchen. Jack pulled out a chair and slid into it, he had to fight the urge to rub his still throbbing jaw as Timber grinned at him in a highly annoying way. "Where have you been?" William asked as he dropped into the chair beside Jack and gestured for the young waitress.
 
   "Around," Timber replied. "I had planned on returning to you guys after a few months but unfortunately some of my not so legal activities landed me in a cell in a town about a hundred miles from where I last saw you. The only reason I was set free was because of the war and the overturn of the vampires that had been holding me. Imagine my disbelief when I reemerged to a whole new world, and was informed about a certain vampire prince that I'd once shared many drinks with."
 
   Jack was well aware of Timber's deft stealing abilities. For a man his size, he had amazingly fast fingers and a love of picking pockets and purses. He also had a love of fighting. Either one of those loves would have landed him in someone's dungeon.
 
   "You weren't the only one that was surprised," William assured him as he took a sip of his drink.
 
   "I'm sorry about your father by the way. He was a good man," Timber said to William.
 
   Some of the color faded from William's face but he lifted his glass and tapped it against Timber's. Jack was reminded of the fact that the one year anniversary of David's death was tomorrow, something neither he nor William had acknowledged yet. "He was," William agreed.
 
   "Good job by the way," Timber said to Jack. "Glad that old prick was finally taken care of, even if he was your father."
 
   Jack pushed the glass in front of him aside. "I was glad too. We may actually need your help here, if you'd be willing to give us a hand."
 
   "Do I get to fight?"
 
   "More than likely," Jack assured him.
 
   Timber released a hearty laugh as he cracked his knuckles. "Then count me in."
 
   ***
 
   Jack closed the door as William, Timber, and Marvin disappeared into the woods behind the tavern. They had decided it would be best to leave town as undetected as possible. Jack didn't know what Calvin might do if he thought they were plotting against him. He threw the lock on the kitchen door and stood there for a minute with his hand resting on the doorknob.
 
   William would be ok, Marvin seemed like a decent vampire and Hannah and Lucas both vouched for him. Even still, he didn't like the idea of him out there without him. No one goes in alone, he thought. But William wasn't alone, not with Timber to watch his back, and once he made it to the town he would have Braith's men also.
 
   "He'll be ok."
 
   He'd been so focused on the door that he hadn't realized Hannah had come up behind him in the kitchen. Leaning against the door, he turned to study her as he folded his arms over his chest. "I'm sure he will be," he agreed. She glanced behind him and slid her hands into the folds of her dress. "How is your back feeling?'
 
   "Oh, it's fine," she replied nonchalantly.
 
   "Let me take a look."
 
   The alarm that flickered through her eyes confused him. She looked like a rabbit preparing to bolt from a dog as she glanced frantically around the kitchen. Then, she focused on him again and her shoulders straightened as she walked over to him and turned around. "I'm not going to bite you," he told her with a laugh.
 
   She shot him a look over her shoulder that probably would have made many a man cringe but it only made him smile sweetly at her. Tugging on the zipper of her dress, he pulled it down to the middle of her back. He peeled it open far enough to reveal the tender pink skin of her back. The sight of her bared flesh caused his chest to constrict as his fingers slid over the creamy skin of her shoulders.
 
   "Does it still hurt?" he asked.
 
   "Not too bad."
 
   Though it looked better, he didn't dare touch it as he carefully pulled the zipper back up. She jumped a little when he rested his hand on her shoulder. "Would you like some more blood?" he inquired.
 
   "No." She didn't meet his gaze as she turned toward him. "The sun will be up soon."
 
   "You can sleep, I'll keep watch."
 
   "If Calvin comes during the day…" her voice trailed off, her eyes remained locked on the window to the left of him.
 
   "He won't come today. Was this your worst experience with the sun?"
 
   "No, once when I was a child I decided that I was tired of being locked indoors and I was going to play with the other children. I was outside for two minutes before my father brought me back in. I was blistered from head to toe and my parents were terrified that I was going to die. I was pink for months afterward but I never tried to go into the sun again."
 
   He couldn't resist taking a strand of her silken, chocolate colored hair between his thumb and forefinger and rubbing it. Her mouth parted as he slid his fingers from her hair to her cheek. He couldn't bring himself to stop touching her as his fingers twined back through her hair and he clasped the nape of her neck.
 
   His eyes searched hers; he waited for her to tell him no as he bent closer to her. He shouldn't be getting mixed up with her, he knew that. He would be moving on when this mess was taken care of and she was young, but even still he couldn't stop himself from pressing his lips to her luscious, rosebud mouth.
 
   He'd met and known many women over the years but none of them had affected him the way that she did. The instant that his lips touched hers, he felt an immediate connection to her the likes of which he'd never experienced before. He couldn't get enough of touching her, tasting her. There was no grief when he was with her, there was no past. There was only the here and now and the pleasure she gave so freely to him.
 
   She leaned closer to him; her hands fell to his waist as her chest brushed against his. Ever so tenderly, he teased at her lips with his tongue until her mouth parted. The taste and smell of her engulfed him as she pressed closer. He savored her in deep pulling waves that left him shaking and lost to her. His arm snaked around her waist as her legs gave out. No, there had never been another woman that had affected him in this way he realized as he lifted her up.
 
   A gasp escaped her as her hands grasped hold of his shoulders. He tried to remember the burns on her back, but he was drowning in her, lost in the sensation that only she had been able to arouse in him. He was spiraling out of control and he welcomed it completely as his lips moved from her mouth to her cheek and finally to the delicate hollow of her throat.
 
   The low moan she released only drove his frenzy higher as her head tipped back. Bloodlust slammed into him and before he knew what was happening his fangs had elongated. The driving urge to taste her, to have her fill him consumed him. He'd never tasted another vampire before, never even been tempted to, but now…
 
   Now it was the only thing he wanted to do as his fangs pressed against her tender flesh. Her delicious scent caused his mouth to water. Right there, her vein was right there. He could take her blood before she even knew what it was that he intended to do. Red filled his vision as his hands clenched on her and she pressed even closer to him.
 
   She didn't know what he was thinking; if she did she would run screaming from here and never look back. Vampires didn't share their blood with each other, not unless they were linked like Braith and Aria, or Ashby and Melinda, and they were most certainly not linked. That was the last thing he needed in his messed up life. He wouldn't be staying in this town, she wouldn't be able to leave and he would only hurt her in the end. Women weren't something that he got attached to and he had no place in his life for one right now.
 
   Before he did something that he couldn't take back, before he took from her something that she wasn't willing to give, he released her and took an abrupt step back. Her eyes were wide as she gazed up at him, her lips still wet. Her hand trembled as it fluttered to her mouth. "I'm sorry," he said briskly.
 
   She gulped as she shook her head. "There's nothing to be sorry for."
 
   "It won't happen again."
 
   He didn't miss the disbelief and loss that flitted over her features before she thrust her shoulders back and rose to her full nearly five foot eight height. "Make sure it doesn't," she replied crisply before gliding past him and out of the kitchen.
 
   He hated the disappointment and regret that filled him, but it was for the best. She was young and inexperienced and she deserved better than him. No matter how badly he desired her, he simply couldn't do that to her. He wasn't the sticking around type, he never had been and he'd never planned to change that. The click of the lock settling into place on the shutters sounded as the sun began to rise over the horizon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   Hannah was still seething and more than a little confused when William returned with Timber, Marvin, and a dozen large men and women she'd never seen before. They were all clothed in matching brown pants and forest green shirts with the emblem of a wolf on the sleeve. She had expected more fanfare, something to mark them as the king's soldiers, but there was nothing other than the patch, their sober expressions, and reserved demeanors.
 
   They had brought coins with them though and they were looking to spend them, something she was eager to help them do as she served them drink after drink. She didn't know how they could consume so much alcohol and still stand and talk normally but apparently it was something that they were used to as they remained seemingly unaffected by the booze.
 
   She didn't know what the king would think about them drinking so much, but Jack didn't seem to have a problem with it as they all drank and exchanged cheers with an enthusiasm that made it seem as if brewing beer was going to come to an end.
 
   It took all she had not to accidentally spill one of the drinks in Jack's lap like she yearned to do. She was trying to ignore him but she was annoyingly mindful of the fact that he was there at all times. She was entirely aware of his smile and his laugh and her fingers twitched as they fought the urge to knock that smile off his face. She'd never had a temper, now she could feel it simmering beneath the surface like a teapot ready to boil over.
 
   All she wanted was for him to get out of her town so things could go back to normal, so she could go back to normal, but the thought of him leaving made something inside of her shrivel and become as hard as a dry old prune.
 
   A loud cheer went through the crowd, glasses clanged loudly. She paused as the name David was mentioned multiple times. A frown marred her brow as she glanced around the room and then at the wooden calendar on the wall. She hadn't even realized what date it was but as she listened to them all celebrate she began to understand why they were so rambunctious tonight.
 
   It had been one year since the old king had fallen, the new regime had taken over, and David had been killed. She was trying not to feel any sympathy or understanding for Jack, but even still her heart went out to him as he slapped William on the shoulder. The human grinned at him, but though he was smiling she sensed a heavier weight upon his slouched shoulders tonight.
 
   They were strangers, she didn't know them; she shouldn't care if they were grieving and trying to drown their sorrow. Even as she thought this, she knew she was wrong. She'd come to care for Jack and William more than she was willing to admit. Her hand shook as she grabbed a pint glass off the table and placed it on her tray.
 
   "Thank you sugar."
 
   One of the king's soldiers went to slap her on the ass but faster than a lightning strike, Jack grasped his hand and slammed it on the table. "Don't touch her," he said in a tone of voice that made even the hair on the nape of her neck stand up.
 
   The man's eyebrows shot up but he sat back in his seat and gave a brief nod. Though she could still hear the hustle and bustle surrounding her, Hannah glanced around to see if anyone else had noticed the exchange. Ellen was playing her flute, she hadn't missed a note, but her eyes were riveted upon Hannah's. Jack released the man's hand, lifted his glass and saluted her with it. She didn't know exactly how to take that but it definitely set her teeth on edge.
 
   Without looking back, she left the room and hurried into the kitchen. She appreciated what he was trying to do, and the fact that Calvin had been scarce since yesterday, but she was beginning to hate this strange effect he had over her. She was beginning to hate the way that he could make her feel so alive and so lost all at the same time. She wished he'd never come to this town, but even as she thought it she knew it was a lie.
 
   "Are you ok?"
 
   She didn't look up at Ellen as she placed the glasses down to be washed. "I'm fine."
 
   "Hannah, what is going on?"
 
   She was tempted to pretend she didn't know what Ellen was talking about, but truth be told she was tired of playing games, she was tired of being confused, and it would be good to have someone she could talk to. "The prince is a jerk; that is what is going on."
 
   Ellen chuckled as she shook back her waist length white blond hair. "Well he seems perfectly nice to me."
 
   "He's not," Hannah informed her briskly. "He's an arrogant oaf who is far too sure of himself."
 
   "He is handsome though," Ellen said with a knowing gleam in her eyes.
 
   Hannah stared at her before bowing her head. "He is," she reluctantly admitted.
 
   "When did you start noticing men?" Ellen asked teasingly.
 
   "When Calvin started thinking he had a right to chase me and push me around, when that jackass walked into this town and upset everything."
 
   Ellen grabbed hold of her arm, forcing Hannah to look at her instead of glowering at the closed kitchen door. "He's trying to make things better for all of us Hannah, when this is over you may never have to worry about Calvin again."
 
   "That would be wonderful," she admitted.
 
   "But?"
 
   "But he's still a jackass."
 
   The smile that lit Ellen's pretty face only caused Hannah's temper to rise. "You like him."
 
   "Hardly," Hannah huffed as she folded her arms over her chest.
 
   Ellen laughed and dropped her glasses into the sink. "Who are you trying to kid? I've never seen you look at a guy the way that you look at him."
 
   Hannah hated the heat she felt creeping into her cheeks. "I don't know what I feel for him but he's a prince and I'm an Undesirable, there is no future for us."
 
   Ellen shrugged. "You never know, his brother married a human."
 
   "She's a vampire now, a perfectly normal one, she's not like us."
 
   Ellen's blond brows furrowed over the bridge of her nose as she leaned against the counter. "True, but weirder things have happened Hannah."
 
   "Let's not pretend we live in a fairytale Ellen, it will only lead to disappointment."
 
   Though Ellen's face scrunched like she was going to argue with her, in the end practicality won out. "You're right, but I can dream for you, can't I?"
 
   Hannah smiled at her. "If you would like."
 
   "I would," she said with a brisk nod. A loud, garbled shout turned both of their heads toward the tavern room. "They're going to be at it all night."
 
   "I told Tilly that most of them would probably be staying at the boarding house but they're going to be sleeping on the floor out there if this keeps up."
 
   "That's pretty much a guarantee."
 
   Hannah braced herself before returning to the tavern room, but her constantly turbulent emotions were really starting to wear on her.
 
   ***
 
   There was only an hour to go before sunrise when she was finally able to slip out of the tavern for a few minutes of peace and tranquility. Her head was pounding and as much as she was aware of the coming dawn, she was even more aware of the fact that she needed a dip in the lake in order to cool off. She pulled at the collar of her dress as she tried to free it from the sweat causing the thin material to stick to her skin. She'd been correct in her estimate that they would have a fair amount of the king's men sleeping on the floor, but the prince wasn't amongst them and she didn't know when he had decided to retreat to his room.
 
   The cool air felt good against her skin, but not nearly as good as the water was going to feel. She ran through the trees as the smell of the fresh water hit her. Topping the hill, she was almost to the edge of the lake before she noticed the dark head breaking through the surface. Water slid through his hair, down the planes of his high cheekbones, and across his lips.
 
   Her feet stopped as suddenly as if she'd hit a brick wall. Despite her every intention to turn and run back to the tavern, she remained rooted to the spot as he rose further from the water. There were Gods that hadn't been as perfectly built as this man, she was certain of that much as his chest appeared, then his sculpted abs, his slender waist…
 
   A startled cry escaped her, her eyes finally darted away as she realized that he wasn't wearing anything. Fire crept through her face as she took a couple of steps back and almost fell on her butt when she tripped over a tree root. Thankfully she caught herself in time, but she'd also revealed her presence amongst the trees.
 
   His low chuckle did nothing to ease her discomfort over being caught in this position. "You can look, it's safe now."
 
   She didn't want to give him the satisfaction of looking but she couldn't seem to stop her eyes from drifting back to him. He may have been wearing pants now but it was nowhere near safe enough for her to look at him as his chest was still bare and glistening with water, his hair was tussled temptingly and the thin pants he wore were molded to his heavily muscled thighs. She didn't know if he was aware of what his disheveled state was doing to her but she would love it if he put a shirt on. On second thought, she might actually prefer it if he never wore one again.
 
   His eyes gleamed in the fading moonlight as he tilted his head to study her. "Were you planning to go for a swim?"
 
   "No!" she blurted and then mentally kicked herself in the ass. What else would she be doing here if she hadn't been planning to jump in the lake? One glimpse of a naked man and she had turned into a blubbering, rambling mess. But to be fair she thought he could turn any woman into a rambling mess. "I mean yes."
 
   She fought the urge to flee as he took a step toward her. He was so large, so powerful, just so much. She didn't know how to handle him, didn't know how to react to the aura of power and sensuality he exuded. She felt like a complete, inexperienced idiot and she didn't like it one bit.
 
   "The water's refreshing."
 
   She silently thanked him for not commenting on her obvious discomfort, or trying to tease her, both of which she knew he could do. "It was a long night," she muttered.
 
   "It was," he agreed as he bent to pick his shirt up from the ground.
 
   "Your friends are all sleeping on the floor."
 
   "Not all of them," he assured her. "There are more of my brother's men in the woods at the edge of town." Hannah couldn't keep the surprise from her face, a fact he picked up on as he grinned at her. "You never reveal your hand before your ready Hannah. Even though it was the anniversary of our victory, tonight was a show. Calvin needs to think the soldiers are a non-issue, that their time away from the palace, and away from my brother's leadership, has made them incompetent. They're not though, and there are a couple dozen more than what he realizes. It is a show that will get back to Calvin."
 
   Hannah couldn't stop her mouth from dropping open further and further with each new revelation. He was lethal, she knew that. She'd seen what he'd done to Calvin in his house, but now she realized just how calculating and unfeeling he could be too. She couldn't decide if she was more impressed or terrified by the man standing across from her.
 
   "I see," she whispered.
 
   His smile only grew as he came at her like a hawk diving toward a mouse. Unlike the mouse, she thrilled at the prospect of him catching her as he stopped before her. "Did you really think my brother's troops would be so undisciplined?"
 
   "I uh… I didn't know what to think," she admitted.
 
   He brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. Despite her determination to fight her attraction to him, her traitorous body instinctively reacted to his and she swayed closer. The pupils of his eyes dilated, his index and middle finger pressed against her skin and slid down her cheek.
 
   There was something so irresistible about this man but if she was going to keep her sanity and her heart intact, than she had to resist. She didn't know where she found the strength to do it, but she took a step back from him. "It won't happen again," she echoed his words from a couple of days ago.
 
   Irritation flickered through his eyes as they deepened to an almost charcoal color. His hand fell away and he began to button his shirt. Disappointment and relief crashed through her but she realized that clothing didn't help to ease his appeal as he slid the last button into place.
 
   "I know you won't like me saying this, but you probably shouldn't be out here alone," he said.
 
   "I've been coming to this lake since I could walk," she told him defensively.
 
   "That was also before you pissed off the vampire that used to rule this town."
 
   "Yeah well, you helped with that."
 
   "So I did," he replied with a strained smile. "And I'd like to make sure you stay safe."
 
   She wanted to argue with him, simply because she wanted him to go away, but she was tired of fighting with him.
 
   She glanced longingly at the peaceful water before turning to the sky. The sun wasn't brightening the horizon just yet but she'd had enough experience with this time of day over the years to know that it would be soon. "I should go back, there's not much time before the sun rises anyway."
 
   His fingers were so subtle against her flesh that she barely even felt them wrapping around her wrist in order to halt her. "What I said before Hannah, about it not happening again, I didn't mean it to hurt you."
 
   "You didn't hurt me!" she retorted as indignation shot through her.
 
   She was really beginning to dislike the way he seemed to see inside of her with those unrelenting steel eyes. "Then why have you been going out of your way to avoid me?"
 
   "There are things that I've had to take care of." It wasn't entirely a lie so she didn't feel even a little bad for uttering it. "Besides you're right, it shouldn't happen again. I have too much to deal with in my life without added complications and I know you wouldn't want anything to do with me in a romantic way."
 
   He tugged her an inch closer. Her nostrils flared as they were filled with the alluring scent of him mixed with the fresh water from the lake on his skin and hair. Her fingers itched to touch that shirt, to slip the buttons free and feel the damp skin just beneath. She imagined that his skin would be supple to the touch but hard and unyielding when pressed upon, like him.
 
   "Why is that?" he asked as he moved even closer to her.
 
   He was too close and too much to take. She took an instinctive step back, and then another, from his relentless pursuit. "Because…" she managed to get out from her clogged throat. "Because of my status as an Undesirable!"
 
   The sexy way he lifted his eyebrow was almost her undoing as she searched for some way to get some distance between her and this obstinate man. "Hannah, you might be the most desirable woman I've ever encountered."
 
   Those words took the wind right out of her protests at the same time that the tree in her back ended her retreat. No one had ever said anything like that to her, and if the hungry gleam in his eyes was any indication, he had completely meant it. A small gasp escaped her; she couldn't help but bite on her bottom lip as he rested his hand on the tree beside her head. His eyes latched onto her bottom lip as he leaned closer to her.
 
   The smell of him overwhelmed her as she realized that it was the lust emanating from him that had caused his aroma to increase to such a degree. Her knees began to tremble as she fought against the impulse to throw herself into his arms. She was in over her head with him, she had been all along, but as she met his gaze she found she didn't care. In that moment she would give him anything he asked of her, and she would do it with glee. It would most likely result in a broken heart, but maybe it was better to at least experience a broken heart, instead of continuing to experience nothing at all. She had never expected any real thrill or adventure in her life, but with him everything was thrilling. No matter how short their time was together it would be an adventure.
 
   "I think." He gently pulled her bottom lip free of her teeth and began to trace it with the tip of his finger. "That you have been locked away here for too many years. The world is not what it was when the vampires like you retreated here. My brother's regime, and The Council that helps him rule, are far more tolerant of others. Saul is amongst them, Aria was a human, Xavier relinquished his title, Ashby is the reason Braith was blinded, Daniel and Frank are human, and Gideon's just an ass. They are a group that understands persecution and is far more accepting of others."
 
   She was so fixated upon the feel of his finger against her lip, and the water glistening upon his skin that she could barely focus on the words he was saying to her. Her hands fumbled behind her and clutched at the tree. The bark broke away in her fingers but it also helped to ground her a little bit.
 
   "I… I didn't know," she stammered as his finger dipped down to skim the edge of her collarbone.
 
   He could heat her body more than the sun when it burst over her skin. She found herself clutching the tree as she leaned closer to him. He was ensnaring her within a web with his touch and the desire he awakened in her. Electricity shot through her, she jumped a little and bit back a small moan as his hand slid over her ribcage, around her waist and settled in the hollow of her back as he stepped even closer.
 
   "You're so undesirable," he murmured against her lips. "That I can't keep my hands off of you even though I know I should."
 
   She didn't care why he should, all she cared about was the fact that every cell in her body was screaming for him to put her out of her misery and kiss her. Then, finally, he did.
 
   The only reason she didn't throw herself into his arms was because she had to keep hold of the tree in order to stay on her feet. It didn't matter though as he pressed against her, pushing her more forcefully into the tree and helping to keep her on her feet. She released the tree and grabbed hold of his well-muscled biceps as she sought the extra connection with him.
 
   He stepped closer to her, his chest pressed against hers as his hands clasped hold of her face with a tenderness that stunned her given the growing demand of his kiss. She opened her mouth to his invasion, welcomed him within her as she eagerly met each of his hungry thrusts. The entire world faded away, all she could think about, all she could feel was him as he fit her snuggly against him.
 
   She hadn't known that anything could feel like this. Her body was spinning out of control as she clutched at him. There was simply no way she could ever get close enough. A sense of urgency and frustration filled her, she craved more; she needed more as her fingers dug into the solid muscles of his back. She realized that she was acting like a frenzied animal but he made her feel things that she had never dreamed possible.
 
   She felt the press of his fangs against her mouth before one of them pricked her bottom lip. The fleeting pain was quickly buried beneath the passion that surged forth in him as his tongue swirled through her blood. Not right, this wasn't right. Vampires didn't exchange blood. She tried to recall why but there was no way she could hold onto a coherent thought when he was kissing her into oblivion.
 
   His mouth was hot and heady as it moved away from hers, traveled over her chin and down to the column of her throat. The sensation of his fangs scraping over her skin caused her to cry out as her fingers curled into his hair and she drew him closer to the hollow of her throat. The action should have gone against everything she'd known, everything instinctual within her; instead it seemed so unbelievably right that she found herself pulling him closer as her body pressed seamlessly against his.
 
   A low growl escaped him as he struck with the lethal speed of a meteorite crashing to earth and drove his fangs into her neck. She was crashing too. She was plummeting, falling, and breaking apart as she felt her blood filling him. She had expected discomfort, but other than the initial break of her skin, she felt none. Instead, a feeling unlike anything she'd ever experienced before filled her. Warmth seeped through her, consuming her from the inside out as she cradled his head against her neck.
 
   Closer, they were finally at least a little closer, she thought with delight as her cheek fell against his. The greedy pulls of her blood eased as he bent over her. The heat of him, the feel of his stubble against her neck was unfamiliar and yet strangely right as her heart soared.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open as the first rays of the sun spread over the horizon. The fright and dismay she should have felt over his biting her rushed to the forefront as her hands clenched upon his shoulders.
 
   "Jack, the sun, Jack!" she cried as she shook him.
 
   Her words didn't seem to penetrate at first, or perhaps the meaning behind them didn't as he continued to feed from her. Then, he became completely rigid against her. He released his hold upon her and whipped his head toward where the dawning rays of the morning were spreading in an array of gold, pink, and red across the sky.
 
   She expected him to release her; instead he swept her into his arms and began to move across the ground so fast that the woods around her became a blur and the wind whipped her hair back from her face. She was fast, but she'd never experienced this kind of speed before, she'd never seen anyone exhibit this kind of speed before. Fear caused her to grasp his arms tighter as the beams of sun spreading across the ground chased after them.
 
   Turning sideways, he threw his shoulder into the kitchen door and shoved it open. He slammed the door closed on the sun as the first beam hit it. Relief caused her to slump in his arms, she curled closer against his chest. "Are you ok?" he demanded as he nuzzled her hair.
 
   "Fine."
 
   "I'm sorry, that shouldn't have happened."
 
   A burst of rage caused her spine to stiffen as her eyes narrowed upon his. "Again!?"
 
   He blinked at her in confusion and then gave her a lazy smile that caused her irritation to fade. "I meant the sun, tiger. I shouldn't have kept you out there so long; you never should have been at risk."
 
   She didn't completely buy his words though as she continued to glower at him with her arms folded over her chest. Then, much to her utter amazement, he bent down and rubbed the tip of his nose against hers. She couldn't help but giggle as she wiped at her tickled nose and returned his dazzling smile.
 
   "Much better," he told her as he kissed her nose and leaned away from her.
 
   She didn't know what to say or do after what they had just shared. She'd never given so much of herself to someone before, had never thought that she would. Even if she had been forced into a marriage with Calvin, she never would have allowed him to drink her blood, and he wouldn't have expected her to. Her parents had been friendly enough with each other, but she knew that they had never exchanged blood with each other and that one day they would most likely move on from each other when they became bored.
 
   He could find her now. Anywhere she went, anywhere that he went, and no matter how much time passed, he would always be able to find her. The thought should terrify her, it would have if it had been anyone else, but she found it oddly comforting to know that he could always return to her if he chose to once he left.
 
   She shied away from the thought of him leaving. There was still a little bit of peace within her right now, she wasn't going to ruin it by dwelling on depressing thoughts.
 
   His fingers brushed the hair back from her neck; she didn't flinch away as he pressed lightly against the bite marks there. She waited for him to apologize or say something else that would officially ruin the moment. Instead, his eyes drifted back to hers and she saw the same confusion radiating out of him that was twisting through her insides.
 
   Though she tried to stifle it, she couldn't entirely suppress a yawn. His fingers slid away from her neck and he began to stride across the room to the door. She'd forgotten about the vampires passed out on her floor, but she was quickly reminded of this fact as Jack had to weave through them to get to the stairs. She twisted in his arms to look at them, but Jack didn't glance back as he took the steps three at a time to the top.
 
   His arms briefly squeezed around her as he stopped at her door. Reluctantly, he lowered her to the ground. Hannah felt as if she were losing a piece of herself as she forced her hand to wrap around the knob and push the door open.
 
   "Hannah." She looked over her shoulder at him. His hair was a tussled mess, his lips were redder from her blood and though she was aware of just how powerful he was, there was an air of vulnerability around him that tugged at her heart. His eyes drifted to her neck. "What just happened…"
 
   "It's ok, I wanted it too."
 
   She disappeared into the room before he could say anything more, or before she begged him to stay with her. Tears welled in her eyes as she leaned against the door. Enough had happened today without her giving herself over him to completely now. There were some things she had to keep from him, he already had her blood and she realized now that he was also taking her heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   "What has you so on edge?" William demanded as Jack stood to the side of his brother's men. They weren't overly pleased about being kept in the woods, but then most of them were used to it after the time they had spent in the forest and caves in preparation of the war last year.
 
   "Just waiting for Calvin to make a move," he muttered.
 
   William glanced at him questioningly. "We'll be prepared. Do you think Calvin's men are better trained than Braith's?"
 
   "Of course not," Jack retorted.
 
   William had a persistent, and completely unnerving, way of seeming to stare into a person or vampire, and he could feel that stare focused upon him now. Jack didn't know what to say to him though, didn't know how to explain the hunger twisting through his body. It wasn't an appetite for random blood though, but for more of hers.
 
   He'd never known anything could taste as delicious or be as fulfilling as she was. He actually felt physically stronger from the influx of her blood within him. He didn't know if her blood was more potent and satisfying because she was a vampire or if it was simply because it was her blood. He could still taste her, still feel her, and drinking from her vein was all he yearned to do again. The last thing he wanted was to be standing amongst a group of his brother's soldiers training.
 
   The sound of staffs clashing against each other drew him from his thoughts, but not before his fangs had sprung free again. He poked at them with the tip of his tongue and shook his head. He didn't have a freaking clue what was wrong with him, but he knew he had to get it together soon before he ended up accidentally killing someone. Shedding his shirt, he grabbed hold of a staff and jumped into the fray. He relished in the loud click of the wood as he bounced it off of the other staffs. The strain that radiated through his forearms and biceps was a welcome relief to the tension coiled within his chest. Sweat poured down his face, he took more than a few glancing blows off his knuckles, arms, chest, and head. He was bruised, bleeding, and aching, but he pushed himself onward until it was only him and one other vampire left fighting.
 
   The staff vibrated in his hand as it crashed and banged against the staff of the larger vampire across from him. Larger, but not older, and the vampire most certainly didn't have Hannah's blood coursing through him. Leaning back, Jack dodged the violent downward slash of the staff and drove his own upward into the vampire's ribs. The staff clattered from his opponent's hands as a loud grunt escaped him.
 
   Jack's shoulders heaved as the staff dropped down by his side. The blood trickling from his knuckles and temple began to dry as the wounds started to knit themselves closed. It had felt good to get some of his frustration out but as he looked around for another victim, he realized that he was going to have to find another way to release some of his tension as the others all took a step back from him. Jack nodded to the man and tossed the staff to a woman standing nearby. There was an interested gleam in her eyes as she studied him, and though she was attractive enough, he was dismayed to realize that she did nothing for him.
 
   There had to be some way to get Hannah off his mind, but beating the hell out of someone as well as himself hadn't worked out. He knew another woman would be useless, and he had glutted himself on blood at the blood bank before coming here. There was only one other thing he could think of to do, and though he knew it would be a bad decision he wanted nothing more than to get drunk.
 
   He was seriously contemplating that idea when Timber emerged from the forest. The giant of a man was larger than some of the saplings surrounding him. His weathered face was drawn, his brown eyes troubled. "Your boy is on the move," he told Jack.
 
   Jack had asked Timber and Marvin to keep a watch over Calvin's house while he was out here with Braith's soldiers. Calvin must have had his own men watching the tavern to let him know when no one was about. Panic filled him; he didn't take the time to speak with the others before he was moving swiftly out of the woods and through the backyards of houses and buildings toward the tavern. Maybe it wasn't alcohol that would make him feel better, but destroying Calvin just might do the trick. His fangs pricked at the thought and his body thrummed with the anticipation of another fight, but this one would help to ease something inside of him, he was certain of that.
 
   He arrived at the tavern in record time and slid through the side yard dividing it from the blacksmith shop beside it. The smell of heated iron drifted to him seconds before he heard the hammer striking against the anvil with a clang. He searched the street for Calvin, but didn't see him anywhere. If Calvin had been heading for the tavern, then he was already inside.
 
   Retreating to the back of the building, Jack headed for the kitchen door and opened it carefully. He stepped into the cool interior but though the sun was setting there was no one about. The driving sense that something was wrong, that Calvin would harm Hannah, drove him forward.
 
   He moved rapidly toward the kitchen door and pushed it open. The front door was wide open, what remained of the sun's rays were spilling midway across the floor of the building. Hannah was sitting at one of the tables with Calvin across from her. A table that was a little too close to the window for Jack's liking, an open window that Calvin was sitting next to. Ellen and Lucas were sitting at another table, surrounded by four men. He was acutely aware of the fact that Lucas had been placed in a seat that would expose him to the sun's rays within the next five minutes.
 
   "Jack!" Hannah blurted and jumped to her feet. "What happened to you!?"
 
   He didn't answer as he strode across the room toward her. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he lifted her up and swung her away from the window. A small cry escaped her, her hands curled into his shoulders as he placed himself in between her and Calvin. He released her and took a step toward Calvin as bloodlust pulsed through him. Yes, destroying this man was exactly what it would take to ease some of the pent up frustration festering like a bad sore inside of him.
 
   Calvin tugged at the lapels of his deep blue jacket and rose to his feet. "We were in the middle of something," he said far too calmly for someone who was about to be destroyed.
 
   "And now you're at the end of it."
 
   That arrogant smirk was nearly Calvin's undoing, and his, until Hannah rested her hand upon his arm. The gesture had a surprisingly calming effect on him. The red began to filter out of his vision and he was able to regain enough control of himself that he didn't launch forward and do something that may very well cost him his life. Something he was beginning to realize Calvin was trying to bait him into doing.
 
   "Jack," Hannah said serenely. "It's ok."
 
   He looked over at Lucas and nodded his head sharply to the side. "Get away from the door," he commanded. "You too, Ellen." Kane made a move to stop Ellen, but his hand fell back to his side as footsteps sounded on the front porch. Four of Braith's men came through the door and from behind him Jack caught William's scent as he entered through the kitchen with Timber. "I thought I'd made it clear that you weren't going to bother anyone in this town again."
 
   "I simply came here to speak with her about a personal matter," Calvin responded.
 
   "And what would that matter be?"
 
   "As I said it was personal."
 
   "Hannah?" Jack inquired.
 
   "Calvin was just getting ready to leave," she said instead of answering him.
 
   He glanced at her over his shoulder; her chin was jutting out as her eyes met his. "Lucas?" he inquired as he kept hold of her gaze.
 
   Her eyes flickered as her mouth pursed. "Calvin has proposed marriage," Lucas answered.
 
   All of the calm he'd felt fled out of him as wrath swelled forth. Hannah's hand squeezed his arm as his fangs lengthened instantly. "Jack," she breathed as she took a step closer to him.
 
   His hand took hold of hers, he'd meant to pull it away but instead he found himself clinging to it. "That will never happen," he said as he turned back to Calvin.
 
   Calvin's golden eyes were fixated upon them, his shoulders thrust back as he vibrated with barely suppressed anger. He wasn't used to being told no. "I think that is up to Hannah. As I have explained to her, this tavern requires someone to protect it."
 
   "Who does it need to be protected from?" Jack demanded.
 
   "It has been relatively peaceful since you arrived. However, we do get strangers that come through here once in awhile. In the past they have taken advantage of the occupants of the town that aren't as able to defend themselves."
 
   "My brother's troops and I are here to make sure they stay safe now," Jack informed him.
 
   "When you leave, the weak will need someone powerful to protect them."
 
   Before Jack could respond Hannah took a step forward. "We are not weak!" she declared.
 
   Pride filled him as did concern for her safety when Calvin focused upon her. Then, his eyes slid to her neck, a direction that Jack's eyes followed. To the human eye the marks would have been invisible, even most vampires would have had a difficult time finding them, but he knew that Calvin had seen the barely there marks as his eyes briefly flashed red and a muscle in his jaw jumped.
 
   Jack pulled Hannah behind him as he eagerly awaited Calvin's attack, but though his jaw was clenched and his eyes continued to shimmer from gold to red and back again, Calvin remained where he was standing. "It does not matter anyway," he said as he flicked an imaginary piece of lint from his jacket. "I rescind my offer. Let's go."
 
   Jack remained unmoving as Calvin turned on his heel and glided with ease toward the door. The rest of his men filed out behind him. Jack watched them retreat down the stairs and toward Calvin's house before closing the door. "What just happened?" William asked.
 
   "Nothing good," Jack said. "Nothing good at all."
 
   Hannah was paler than normal as he turned toward her. "He'll be back," she whispered.
 
   "He will," Jack agreed. "But we'll be prepared for him."
 
   Though he knew he should stay away, he couldn't stand the frightened look on her face. He walked over to her and enveloped her in a hug. "I will keep you safe," he vowed.
 
   "Ellen, Lucas, Uncle Abe, the other residents of this town," she whispered.
 
   "All of you, I will make sure you all stay safe."
 
   William's eyes were troubled as he met his friend's gaze over Hannah's shoulder.
 
   ***
 
   "What are you doing Jack?"
 
   Though he'd known William was going to confront him eventually, he'd really hoped to have some time to figure it all out for himself before having to discuss it with him. He rose from the edge of the lake and turned to face William. He'd hated leaving Hannah behind in the tavern, but there were others there to protect her, and he was a mess from his earlier battle with the soldiers. He hadn't felt like taking the time to have a bath brought up to his room in order to clean up.
 
   "Washing up," he answered.
 
   "That's not what I meant and you know it. What are you doing with Hannah?"
 
   "I'm keeping her safe."
 
   "You're putting her in danger. I'm not entirely sure what happened today but it raised the tension to a whole new level. That much is clear."
 
   "Nothing is going to happen to her," Jack grated through clenched teeth.
 
   William folded his arms over his chest and gave him a disapproving look. "She's a good girl Jack and she doesn't deserve to be hurt. You have no intention of staying in this town, you have no intention of staying anywhere for more than a couple of weeks at a time."
 
   "Neither do you."
 
   "I'm not the one rocking the boat. No, screw that, you've flipped this boat right over."
 
   "If we hadn't come here she would have been forced into a life that would have destroyed her. I didn't flip the boat William."
 
   "You're going to hurt her." Jack found himself unable to meet William's gaze again. "She deserves better than Calvin, but she also deserves better than being left behind once all of this is settled. So what are you doing Jack?"
 
   As William asked the question again, a memory tickled at the edges of his mind. He'd once asked Braith that same exact question, when he'd discovered Braith with Aria in their mother's cabin. At the time he'd mistakenly thought their relationship had been over and done with. When he'd asked his brother that question, Braith hadn't been able to tell him why he couldn't stay away from Aria. Couldn't tell him why he'd been driven nearly mad after Jack had gone into the palace and taken Aria from him, but they'd all gotten their answer later on from Ashby and Melinda.
 
   A cold chill slid down Jack's spine, he abruptly sat down on the ground as his mind spun with the implications of the realization creeping over him. He'd drank her blood, not because he was hungry but because something inside him had driven him to taste her, to mark her as his, to always know where she was and to always be able to find her whenever he chose too.
 
   A low curse escaped him, his head bowed as he tried to deny the knowledge taking him over, but he was failing miserably. There were few people and vampires he'd ever cared about and he'd never expected to enlarge that circle. He liked his life, he enjoyed being free and he didn't want to be tied down but if the trepidation, and feeling of rightness, that accompanied his realization was any indication, he wasn't going to have a choice.
 
   He lifted his head and stared out at the serene lake as William sat beside him. "I don't know what I'm doing," he admitted.
 
   "That makes two of us," William said. "Is this like Braith and Aria?"
 
   "I don't know, I think it could be."
 
   William sighed and shook his head. "Great so you're going to turn into a giant mush on me too."
 
   "I'm sure Braith would just love to hear you calling him a giant mush."
 
   "I was talking about Aria."
 
   The feeling of release that the burst of laughter gave him felt good. "I definitely wouldn't tell her that."
 
   "Hell no," William retorted. "I'm in no mood to have my nuts kicked into my throat."
 
   Jack almost choked on his laughter. "No man is."
 
   William's laughter trailed off, his face became serious once more. "Just don't break Hannah's heart Jack."
 
   Jack nodded as his thoughts turned back to Hannah. "If I have anything to say or do about it, she won't be hurt."
 
   "Good." William turned his attention to the lake. "Do you ever think about going back?"
 
   Jack pulled at the grass beneath him as he pondered the question. "Not often, but I know we'll return eventually."
 
   "I suppose," William muttered.
 
   "You don't think so?"
 
   William shrugged and wiped his hands on his knees. "No, I know we'll go back. I think Aria would hunt us down if we didn't, but will it be to stay?"
 
   "I don't know," Jack admitted. The sun was dipping below the horizon when he rose to his feet. "We should head back."
 
   William nodded and stood beside him. Jack grabbed his shirt from the ground and walked back to the tavern with William at his side.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   Over the next week Jack spent his time alternating between watching Calvin's home and the tavern. He hadn't gotten this little amount of sleep since they'd been preparing to go to war against his father. He tugged at his disordered hair as he slipped from the woods and approached the back of the tavern.
 
   It was early enough that he felt comfortable taking a short nap before setting up within the tavern and somehow dragging himself through another night. It didn't sound at all appealing but at least he'd get to see Hannah. She'd been rather scarce over the past week, only appearing at night and often retreating to her room before the sun rose. He didn't know if she was avoiding him on purpose, but it sure felt like it. He forced one foot in front of the other up the steps as he tiredly rubbed at the back of his neck.
 
   Reaching the second floor landing, he stepped off the steps and made his way to his room. He was almost there when the door at the end of the hall opened. He froze as Hannah stepped into the hall and closed the door on her bedroom. She turned and froze, her eyes widened, her hand instinctively went back to the knob of her door.
 
   Jack forgot all about how tired he was. She was avoiding him. He didn't know what to make of that realization but he wasn't going to let it continue. There had been an uncomfortable itch in his skin over the past few days, an itch he was certain that only she could scratch. Before she could get the door open again he was standing beside her. A small squeak escaped her; she took a startled step back as his hand curled around hers on the knob and he maneuvered her so that they were both inside the sparsely decorated room.
 
   "Jack, I have to get downstairs!" she protested as she tried to jerk her hand away from his.
 
   "Then why were you trying to escape back into your room?"
 
   Her shoulders squared as she scowled at him. "I forgot something."
 
   "What?"
 
   "What does that matter to you?"
 
   He couldn't help but smile as he leaned closer to her. "Because you're avoiding me."
 
   "I am not," she told him as she folded her arms over her chest.
 
   He pressed closer but she didn't retreat as his chest brushed up against her arms. Even this casual of a touch between them was enough to make his skin stop crawling and the pressure in his chest ease. "You are."
 
   He might have been angrier about this fact if he hadn't felt the tension ease from her as well. She leaned toward him and her jaw unclenched. She smelled of soap with a faint hint of apple blossoms that reminded him of spring in the forest. Her face turned into him as he ran his knuckle over her pale cheek toward the hollow of her throat.
 
   Brushing back the hair falling over her neck, he was disappointed to see that his marks had faded, but then they would have by now. A small sound escaped her as he pressed his fingers over the place where he had taken her blood from her. The green of her eyes darkened as they focused upon him, her lips parted.
 
   Wrapping his hand around the nape of her neck, he drew her closer to him but instead of kissing her like he longed to do; he rested his cheek against hers. A small tremor worked its way through her, her hands curled into his shirt as she pulled him closer. Jack ran his hands over her shoulders and down her back, the movement caused her lips to brush over his neck.
 
   His hands tensed upon her, he pulled her a step closer as excitement hammered through him. He felt the press of her fangs against his skin; a low moan escaped her as her fingers curled into his back. The muscles in her body shook as she resisted the urge to sink her fangs into him. He'd never wanted anything more in his lengthy life, but even still he clasped hold of her face and gently pulled her away from him.
 
   He knew what they would be getting into if she drank from him, she didn't. Her reddened eyes met his; she'd bitten into her own lip hard enough to cause a trickle of blood to flow down her chin. It was the most tempting thing he'd ever seen as the scent of it entangled itself around him and tried to lure him closer.
 
   "I don't understand this," she whispered forlornly.
 
   He wiped the blood from her chin and rubbed it on his pants before he lost the fight with himself and tasted her again. "You will, we have to talk." Her eyes flashed between green and red as they met his. "It's ok Hannah; just take some time to regain control of yourself."
 
   She closed her eyes as another shudder made its way through her willowy frame. It took all he had not to pull her close again, but that wouldn't be good for either one of them. When she opened her eyes they were haunted and troubled but they remained a pure green. Taking her hand within both of his, he led her over to the bed.
 
   Her head bowed as she sat on the bed and folded her hands before her. The chair was still beside the bed but he thought it was better if he stayed as far from her as possible right now. Though the innate pull he felt toward her was as persistent as the flow of the tide, he wasn't about to create and seal the bloodlink between them without her knowing about it first. If a bloodlink was indeed what this connection between them was.
 
   She finally lifted her head and met his gaze. "I'm sorry; I don't know what came over me."
 
   He rested his arm on the bureau as he focused on her. "I think I do."
 
   "You do?"
 
   He couldn't help but smile at the skeptical tone of her voice. "Have you ever heard of something called a bloodlink?" He wasn't surprised when she shook her head no, not many vampires did know about the mystical bond that sometimes ensnared two of them. "It's something that rarely happens between two vampires and even more rarely between a vampire and a human, like it did with Braith and Aria."
 
   "Ok," she said slowly.
 
   "It's an extremely intense bond, one that nearly drove my brother mad when he was separated from Aria. When I separated him from Aria."
 
   "Why would you do that?"
 
   Jack tugged at his hair as he shook his head. "I had to get her out of that palace. No matter how much Braith loved her, no matter how powerful he was, my father and Caleb would have eventually seen to it that she was killed. They would have killed Braith too as he never would have allowed such a thing to happen to her. When I took her from there I didn't realize how intense their bond was or I would have done things differently, but I couldn't stand to see her lost. She's been like a little sister to me for seven years; I protected her and I love her."
 
   Hannah frowned as she studied him. "I'm not in love with her, I never have been," he told her as he sensed the direction of her thoughts. "It was never like that between us. I didn't want to lose her, but even more than that I couldn't let her family lose her. They may have thought they could handle that loss but I knew they couldn't. David would have unraveled and the rebellion would have suffered greatly as a result. I couldn't allow that to happen. It was selfish, I know it, but I wasn't willing to lose David as a friend, I wasn't willing to lose my home, and I was determined to make sure the fight against my father continued. I said some horrible things to Aria when I discovered her with Braith again months later, but again I didn't understand what was between them or how much they loved each other. I thought Braith was only going to end up hurting her. I didn't think there was any way that they could be together. Thankfully, I was wrong."
 
   "They must have hated you," she said softly.
 
   "They weren't pleased with me, and Braith was probably tempted to beat me into a bloody pulp more times than not, but no, they never hated me."
 
   Her fingers fiddled with the edges of her sleeves as she glanced at the door. "That's good."
 
   He waited for her to say more but she seemed lost in her own thoughts as she tugged her hands inside her sleeves. The curve of her delicate neck drew his attention but he didn't feel the burning hunger take hold of him again as his eyes locked onto hers. She was so different than anyone he'd ever known before, she was delicate and yet a well of strength flowed through her.
 
   There were things in her life that he wished he could take from her, sadness that he was determined to ease. Something strange was in his chest, a feeling he didn't recognize as her head tilted to the side and she watched him with an air of someone that was waiting for a bomb to go off. Was this what love was? Was it more than just the link drawing him to her, was this feeling in his chest, this desperate need to keep her safe and happy actually love?
 
   He found the thought wasn't anywhere near as dumbfounding or unpleasant as he'd thought it would be. It was the last thing he'd ever expected, and the first thing he'd thought he'd run from, but with her, all he desired was to get closer. There were so many disappointments in her life, he was determined not to be one of them.
 
   "I've had a difficult time staying away from you Hannah, I've tried and I've told myself it would be better for you, for me, but I can't." She finally looked at him again; he hated the haunted look in her eyes, the confusion and distress that emanated from her in waves. "I don't want to."
 
   "Jack, you're a prin…"
 
   "Don't!" he interrupted harshly as his hand slammed down on the bureau. "That has nothing to do with this. Nothing. Don't even bring it up again. That is not my life, it certainly has nothing to do with anything between us, and neither does what you consider to be your defect. It's not a defect, it's a part of you but it is not what defines you, just as my title does not define me."
 
   "It may not define you but one day you will return home, you'll have to. I can't go with you, it's impossible."
 
   "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it."
 
   Her frown deepened as she shook her head. "What are you saying? That you plan to stay here? That you think that we're connected in some way by this bloodlink thing?"
 
   "I think we may be."
 
   ***
 
   Hannah wouldn't have been more flabbergasted by something he did or said if he'd taken her and heaved her out the door into the sunshine. She tried to rise but her legs refused to cooperate with her. Thoughts flipped through her mind so quickly that for a minute she felt dizzy. She grabbed hold of the mattress in order to regain control of herself.
 
   "I've never drank blood from another vampire before Hannah, I've never even been remotely tempted to do such a thing. With you it's all I can do to stay away."
 
   Something inside of her rejoiced at his words, but she had no idea where all of this was going. "Is that what this bloodlink does, it makes you covet my blood?"
 
   "It's more than that. It's a primal connection between two vampires that binds them throughout their lives. It is said that one cannot live without the other."
 
   She sat back as the words sank in. To be tied to someone for the rest of her existence was something that she couldn't even begin to comprehend. Even if she had been forced to marry Calvin she'd go into it assuming that one day it would end and she would be set free when he found someone else. She had no doubt she would be forced to stay until he tired of her, and that they would be wretched years, but there would be freedom at the end. If he just didn't find some reason to kill her instead. Vampires weren't exactly known for staying with each other for extended periods of time, never mind an eternity. The prospect of such a thing was completely daunting but at the same time the prospect of such a thing with him was actually pleasant.
 
   "I see," she said thoughtfully. "And when you drank my blood you created this bond?"
 
   "No, it has always been between us, but when I drank from you I expedited the bond, my reaction to it, and the necessity to seal it."
 
   "How is it sealed?"
 
   "Through an exchange of blood on both of our parts and through sex."
 
   It wasn't the prospect of sex that caused her eyebrows to nearly leap into her hair as he revealed this last tidbit, but the fact that he would be willing to allow her to drink from him. She almost would have thought this was some kind of scheme to get her into bed, but not if he was suggesting that she drink his blood also, and truth be told he didn't really have to have a scheme for that. To exchange blood though, was a bond that was irreversible, not only would he be able to find her through her blood, but she would always be able to find him. Granted she was pretty much confined to this town, but she thought that even if she could move freely he would still be saying these things.
 
   "Is that what you would want?" she asked in a choked voice.
 
   "I think it is inevitable and may even become necessary. Denying the bond will only make things more difficult and it will make me more volatile. I can already feel the strain festering within me; you're difficult to resist Hannah. The exchange of blood will also make us both stronger, I can still feel the potent effect yours has had on me. I'm more powerful, faster, and my senses are more attuned."
 
   Though a part of her was thrilled by those words, there was a heaviness growing inside of her. He spoke of this bond, of his willingness to create it with her, and he seemed to accept the fact that he would be stuck with her for the rest of their existence, but he didn't speak of love. It was silly, she knew that. He was saying that he would spend eternity with her, was telling her they couldn't be separated, but she wanted more from him. He already owned her heart and even though he spoke of this link between the two of them as being irreversible, she was still terrified that he would eventually break it.
 
   He could leave for months at a time and she would be here, waiting and wondering just exactly who it was that he was with and what he was doing. She had to wipe her sweaty palms on her dress as she fought against the constriction in her throat and the tears burning her eyes. She didn't want to see anyone get injured and she certainly didn't want him to have any more pressure on him, but she wasn't ready to seal this bond with him and lose herself to him completely in the process.
 
   "I need some time," she said abruptly. She was pleased her legs held her weight as she rose to her feet. "This is just all too much right now."
 
   He stiffly moved away from the bureau as he eyed her. "I understand you probably have some concerns…"
 
   "I have many concerns." She was staggered by the sorrow that flickered through his eyes. It threatened to melt her resolve but she managed to keep herself together. "I just need some time."
 
   His eyes were steely as they met hers, his jaw locked. "Take all the time you need Hannah."
 
   She didn't have a chance to respond to him before he was out the door. The speed with which he had moved left her stunned motionless in the middle of the room. Her door began to swing closed but she did nothing to stop it. She was scared she'd just made a gigantic mistake but she couldn't bring her feet to move in order to stop him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 18 -
 
   Jack lifted his chair and moved it to the side to keep an eye on the six men that had just entered the tavern. He didn't like having his back to the door, but William was positioned so that he could see anyone that entered the building. William tossed a couple of cards onto the table and waited for Timber to deal him new ones. Jack studied the six men attentively; he watched their movements as they rolled the dice and talked amongst themselves. There was nothing unusual about them but he'd seen the blond on the right with Calvin before.
 
   He was actually hoping they would try and start something; he was spoiling for a fight after what had transpired between him and Hannah two nights ago. He was trying to give her the time she had requested but the fact was that it was taking all he had not to drag her upstairs and ease the growing discomfort in his veins and body.
 
   He'd fed yesterday and today, a lot, but he still couldn't seem to quench his thirst and he knew that the only vein that would ease it was hers. If something didn't change soon they were going to need a lot more blood at the donation center, or he was going to kill someone. He was actually beginning to prefer the latter as he continued to study Calvin's men. Yes, it would definitely feel good to pummel one or all of them into the ground.
 
   Is this what Braith had felt like? He wondered as he tugged at the edge of his loose fitting collar and tried not to fidget in his chair. It was awful, this feeling that he didn't even belong in his own skin anymore. How had Braith not killed him after he'd taken Aria from him, how had he not lost his mind? It was something Jack felt like he was going to do as he scratched absently at his forearm and his fangs tingled.
 
   His hand curled around the cards he was holding as the bloodlust he'd failed to quench earlier thrummed more forcefully through him. "Hey, we need those," Timber said and made a move to take the crumpled cards from his hand. A snarl escaped him before he could stop it. Timber held his hands up as he sat back in his chair. "Ok whatever, they're yours man."
 
   Jack shook his head as he threw the crumpled cards onto the table. "Sorry," he muttered as his foot tapped against the ground.
 
   "It's nothing personal Timber, someone is having some woman issues." William tried to sound carefree but Jack picked up on the tension in his voice.
 
   "I see," Timber said. He rubbed at the scruff lining his jaw as he continued to eye Jack like he was afraid Jack was going to eat him. "Sucks to be him then."
 
   "That's nothing new," William said as he slapped Timber on the shoulder. "Not with that ugly mug of his."
 
   Jack turned his glare on William but his exceptionally brave friend only smiled pleasantly in return. Jack's attention was diverted from him when Hannah slipped from the kitchen with two plates of food in her hands. She placed them in front of two women just outside the kitchen door. He recognized one of the women from the store down the road but his attention remained riveted on Hannah.
 
   The smile that spread over her mouth was warm as it lit her beautiful features and caused her green eyes to sparkle as brightly as a piece of jade held up to the sun. Her eyes slid to him, her smile slipped away as she ducked her head. She turned her attention back to the humans.
 
   "I think he's got his prey in sight," Timber said.
 
   Jack waited for William's wise ass retort but for once he seemed to have no words. That was something Jack hadn't even thought was possible. He forced his attention away from Hannah and back to his friends. William's hands were now the ones clenched around his cards, his mouth hung ajar. All the color had drained from his face to expose the faint freckles that he had mainly outgrown over the years, and were usually unnoticeable beneath his tan.
 
   The look on his face caused Jack to brace himself for the stake he was certain was about to be plunged into his heart. He'd been so focused on Hannah that he'd dropped his guard, and he was certain he was now going to pay for that with his life.
 
   Then, he heard the voice behind him and he thought he almost would have preferred to be staked. "So this is what you would rather do than spend your upcoming birthday with your siblings?"
 
   William remained tongue-tied and unmoving but Jack finally forced himself to turn and face his extremely disapproving looking sister-in-law. The bloodlust and discomfort he had just been feeling was doused by the shock and joy that filled him at the sight of her. He hadn't realized just how much he'd missed the family he'd left behind until that instant.
 
   Aria folded her arms over her chest; her crystalline blue eyes were narrowed upon her brother. She was wearing a pair of lightweight, beige pants and a thin green shirt like the kind he'd often seen her sporting in the woods. Her dark auburn hair hung in a braid over her shoulder to the middle of her chest. The bow that had been her constant companion in the woods was slung over her back. She may be a queen now but she would never shake her forest heritage and hoydenish ways.
 
   "Aria?" Jack asked in disbelief.
 
   Her eyes slid to his as she glowered at him. "Well it's certainly not my ghost."
 
   He'd walked right into that one, he realized with an inward groan. His gaze slid past her as he searched for his brother, but he didn't see Braith amongst the patrons in the establishment. He had to be around somewhere, Aria was more than capable of taking care of herself but Braith would never allowed her to travel this far on her own.
 
   Then, the door opened and Braith stepped through it with Daniel on his heels. Braith's eyes searched quickly over the occupants of the tavern before settling upon his wife. The scowl that spread over his face wasn't quite as fierce as the one Aria was still bestowing on them.
 
   Daniel followed behind him as Braith turned his large frame sideways to maneuver through the tables and chairs. The clothing he wore wouldn't have distinguished him as the king as they were also the same loose fitting garb that the rebels had worn, and that he and William still sported. Jack still found it odd to see his brother without the black glasses that had shadowed his gray eyes for a hundred years before he'd met Aria. As Braith got closer, Jack saw that the faint scars encircling his eyes had faded even more since Jack had last seen him.
 
   "I told you to stay close," Braith growled at Aria when he stepped up to the table.
 
   "I'm perfectly fine." She waved her hand absently at him before her attention shifted back to her twin. "Are you going to hug me or not?" she demanded.
 
   The color was finally returning to William's face as he focused on the bow and arrows on her back. "Are you going to shoot me?"
 
   "It's a possibility," she confirmed.
 
   "It's a definite possibility," Braith assured him. "Jack," he greeted with a smile and extended his hand.
 
   Jack eyed Aria, half afraid she might shoot him too, as he rose to his feet and took hold of his brother's hand. "Braith, it's good to see you," he said honestly. "How are you?"
 
   "I was better when I was spending the night in my own bed, instead of traipsing across the countryside looking for the two of you."
 
   For the first time in a couple of days he didn't feel like killing something or someone as he released a small laugh. He owed his brother an apology for what he had put him and Aria through, and he had a feeling Braith would get a good laugh over what Hannah was doing to him now. "I bet you were."
 
   William finally rose to his feet. He continued to eye Aria as if she might make him start singing soprano at any minute but he made his way around the table toward her. Aria finally dropped the scowl and broke into a wide smile as she threw her arms around her brother. William lifted her off the ground as he hugged her tightly and dropped her back to the floor.
 
   "Our birthday's not for a couple of weeks, what are you doing here?" William asked her.
 
   "Daniel and I missed you," she told him.
 
   "A lot," Braith muttered but though he was trying to look displeased with William, Jack saw the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he watched his wife.
 
   "We wanted to see you," Aria continued.
 
   "She was determined to see you," Daniel said as he stepped forward and embraced his brother. "So was I."
 
   William hugged them both again. "I'm glad you were."
 
   "What's with the beard?" Aria inquired as she tugged at the hair along his chin.
 
   He grinned as he rubbed at the trimmed beard. "Just trying something new."
 
   She frowned at him before giving a brief nod. "I like it."
 
   She extricated herself from her siblings and held her arms out as she turned to Jack. "Don't shoot me either," he told her.
 
   She laughed as she hugged him. "Never. It's good to see you Jack, thank you for keeping him alive."
 
   "I'd be terrified not too," he replied honestly as he released her. "How did you manage to get away?" Jack asked Braith.
 
   Braith rolled his broad shoulders back as he shrugged. "Ashby, Max, and Gideon can handle things for a little while."
 
   The door opened again and much to Jack's astonishment, Xavier stepped inside. The dark skinned, stocky vampire's black eyes landed upon them immediately. The tribal tattoos and flames licking against his chin and neck made more than a few heads turn in his direction as he walked across the room. "Xavier volunteered to travel through the woods with you?" Jack asked in disbelief.
 
   "He still watches over Aria, even though she doesn't need it as much," Braith answered.
 
   "She always needs it," William retorted.
 
   Aria returned to glaring at him as she folded her arms over her chest. "And just what have you been up to?" she demanded.
 
   "Well that's a long story, sit down and I'll tell you some of it," William offered.
 
   "I still can't believe you were able to get away," Jack said to Braith.
 
   "Like he had a choice once Aria decided that this was what she was going to do," William said.
 
   He was going to sit down when Braith yanked the chair out from under him. William landed on the floor with an inelegant hmmph. The patrons closest to them turned to look, a few of them snickered, and a few others looked like they were ready to jump into what they were certain was about to become a brawl. Jack's attention was brought back to Hannah as she took a step toward them. Jack gave her a reassuring wave though. Her forehead furrowed as she studied the new arrivals and then turned toward William.
 
   "I didn't miss you," Braith told him as he turned the chair around and held it out for Aria to sit down.
 
   "Be nice," she said as she slid onto the seat.
 
   "I am being nice," Braith replied as he eased her chair into the table.
 
   "Just as testy as ever," William muttered. He grabbed hold of the table and pulled himself to his feet. "I only meant that she would have come on her own if you didn't agree to go with her."
 
   Braith continued to shoot daggers at him with his eyes for a minute before turning away. Jack sat in his seat again while Xavier, Daniel, Braith, and William hunted down more chairs and pulled them up to the table. "Timber," Aria greeted. "Long time no see."
 
   "Aria," he said with a tilt of his mug to her. "Glad to see that becoming an undead queen didn't change you much."
 
   She flashed a smile as she pulled the bow and arrows from her back and rested them against the table next to Jack's. Hannah's eyes were questioning as she walked toward the table. Jack held her gaze, uncertain of how she would react to the newest patrons in her bar. She was touchy enough about his royalty status, never mind Braith and Aria's.
 
   "Can I get you something?" she inquired as she stepped next to Braith's side.
 
   Braith shook his head but Daniel ordered some food and Xavier ordered a drink. Jack watched as she glanced back at them before disappearing into the kitchen. "How did you find us?" William asked.
 
   "Asked around and followed your trail through the towns," Aria replied.
 
   "The last town informed us that you had pulled some of the guards that had been stationed there," Braith said.
 
   "What's going on?" Aria demanded.
 
   Jack glanced around the crowded bar and at the group of Calvin's men still sitting at the table nearby. "We can discuss that later. For now, let's just catch up."
 
   Braith's eyes were astute as they met his but he seemed willing to let it go as he settled in his chair and folded his arms over his chest.
 
   ***
 
   The sun was beginning to rise as Hannah closed the last shutter over the window and took a step back. She glanced at the large group still gathered around one of the tables. There had been a lot of laughter and cheers from the group over the last few hours, but now the talk had become subdued as night gave way to day. The redheaded woman had curled up within the large man's lap, her hand rested against his chest as her eyelids drooped.
 
   Jack had tried to speak with her a couple of times over the night but the tavern had been busier than usual and she hadn't been able to get away. Plus, she was a little uncertain about the newest arrivals and she was especially uncertain as to where she and Jack stood after the other night. Maybe he had decided that he was wrong about the whole bloodlink thing after all.
 
   Her attention was brought back to the table as William began to tap the handle of his knife on the wooden surface. The new group seemed to know Jack and William extremely well, and if the hair color was any indication she would assume that William and the woman were related. It couldn't be his sister though, it simply couldn't, there was no way the queen would be wearing that outfit and sitting here in her tavern.
 
   Jack glanced up at her and rose. Hannah hesitated as he waved his hand for her to join them. She was hesitant to join the group and even less unsure if she should join him. There was something about them that was a little disconcerting. Straightening her shoulders, she wiped her hands on her apron before walking over to them.
 
   "Hannah," Jack said as she stepped in between him and the handsome blond haired man that had arrived with the group. "I'd like for you to meet my brother Braith, his wife Aria, Aria and William's older brother Daniel, and our friend Xavier."
 
   Hannah hadn't heard much of the introductions as a strange ringing had begun in her ears after he had announced that the large man with black hair, holding the woman in his lap, was the king. He was an exceptionally handsome man and as she looked between him and Jack, she could see the resemblance, but she didn't find him as handsome as Jack. Her mouth was unreasonably dry as Aria, the queen, lifted her head and nodded toward her in greeting. Somehow she managed to remember her manners enough to finally find her voice again.
 
   "Your Majesties," she greeted and attempted to curtsey.
 
   "There's no need for that," Aria stated as she sat up in her husband's lap and swung her legs down. "Especially if you're Jack's friend."
 
   She wasn't sure what she was to Jack, but she supposed she could almost be considered a friend. She didn't know how to respond to Aria either; thankfully Jack saved her from having to do so by grabbing a chair from the table next to them and placing it beside his. "I was just telling them a little about this town," he said as he waited for her to sit. Hannah's temper prickled as she glanced up at him. Just how much had he told them about this town, and her? "And how Calvin had been running it until quite recently."
 
   She couldn't stop herself from continuing to stare at him as he settled into the chair next to her. "What about it?" her voice was far tenser than she had expected but she couldn't shake the sense of betrayal that was growing within her.
 
   "I was simply telling Braith that there had been issues with Calvin but none that were punishable, at least none that I've seen since arriving here."
 
   "Is that all?" she asked pointedly.
 
   His forehead furrowed and then cleared. "Yes, that is all," he assured her as he took hold of her hand. The gesture startled her so much that she almost jerked her hand back, but the connection that came with his touch helped to ease the tension within her. "Have there been things that could be used against him?"
 
   "There have been numerous things," Uncle Abe chimed in as he entered the room from the kitchen. "But they were all under your father's rule, when such things were still allowed. He rules by fear and intimidation now, his laws are strict, but Calvin has been careful not to do anything outright illegal since the laws were changed." Heath peeked out from behind uncle Abe's back but the young boy didn't come any closer. Lucas remained leaning against the doorway of the kitchen, his foot tapping against the ground as he watched them. "That vampire is a psychopath, but he's an extremely intelligent psychopath."
 
   "If there is one thing I've learned it's that someone like that is incapable of completely changing," Braith said as he rested his hand on the table with the palm flat against it.
 
   "You think he's still doing something he shouldn't?" Jack inquired.
 
   "I'd stake my life on it."
 
   "Let's not do that," Aria said as she rested her hand over Braith's.
 
   Hannah found herself fascinated by them. It was more than just a bloodlink between them, she saw; there was a genuine love that shone from both of their eyes. For the first time in her life she realized that it was something she wanted as she became even more aware of Jack's hand around hers. His thumb sliding over her skin sent delicious shivers down her spine. They'd been staying away from each other for too many days and for the life of her she couldn't remember why right now.
 
   "But since I'm not my father, and this man has rights, we can't just go barging into his home," Braith continued. "Does he go anywhere else that you know of? Somewhere that he may be doing something illegal?"
 
   "Just the blood bank as far as I know," Hannah answered honestly.
 
   "We'll just have to figure something else out then," Jack assured her.
 
   "I wouldn't mind getting some sleep first though," Braith said. "Is there somewhere we can stay here?"
 
   "There are only two rooms left above," Ellen answered from where she had been standing on the stage.
 
   "Daniel can bunk with me," William offered.
 
   "That will do then," Braith said. He kept hold of Aria, lifting her with him as he rose. A small bubble of laughter escaped her as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
   "I'll show you to the rooms," Lucas volunteered as Xavier rose to his feet.
 
   Hannah watched most of the group disappear upstairs but though she was exhausted she found herself unwilling to move as Jack's hand remained wrapped around hers. She wasn't ready to let him go yet. "We'll see you tonight Hannah," Uncle Abe said from the doorway.
 
   She waved to him as he slipped out the door with Ellen and Heath. Hannah was uncertain what to say or do as she turned back to Jack. "Your brother and the others seem very nice," she said.
 
   "They are."
 
   "Did you know they were coming?"
 
   "No, I would have given you notice if I had," he assured her.
 
   She smiled as she finally met his gaze again. "I'm not entirely sure there is enough notice for that."
 
   "I didn't tell them anything about you, but Braith isn't stupid, he'll realize that most of the vampires in this town are not normal soon enough. He won't judge any of you because you're different."
 
   Her gaze drifted to the stairs. "I just never know how someone is going to react to us."
 
   He gently grasped hold of her chin, drawing her eyes back to him. She couldn't tear her gaze away from his as she found herself entranced by the blue flecks that danced within the gray depths of his eyes. "I understand." His thumb caressed over her chin briefly before slipping away. "I'm going to keep you safe Hannah, no matter what it takes."
 
   Searching his gaze, she was amazed to realize that she believed him. She didn't know when it had happened but somehow he had managed to break down the walls erected around her heart after years of distrusting strangers. He had wiggled his way into her life and won her trust.
 
   "You must be tired," he said.
 
   "Exhausted," she admitted.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he helped her to her feet and pushed the chair in. If she hadn't known better she would have thought she'd been holding his hand her entire life as it felt so right within hers. She knew, without a doubt, that she could continue to hold his hand for the eternity that was spread out before her.
 
   She didn't even notice she was walking until they were standing outside her bedroom door. Reality returned as she looked up and down the hall, they'd never had all seven rooms filled up before she realized. She also knew that she was just trying to distract herself from the man standing at her side by focusing on that fact.
 
   "I would like to thank you, for helping us. You didn't have to," she finally managed to say.
 
   "I didn't have a choice really."
 
   She was forced to look up at him when he placed his hand against the wall beside her head and leaned closer to her. He was by far the most overwhelming, enticing man she'd ever met. Before she knew what she was doing, her fingers were resting against his chest. Though they were slightly cooler than humans, she could feel the heat of his body through the thin fabric of his shirt.
 
   There was absolutely no saliva left in her mouth as his fingers played with a strand of her hair and his gaze continued to hold hers. "No, I'm pretty sure I didn't."
 
   The bloodlink again, she thought as she tilted her head back. If he'd expected a response, he wasn't going to get one as she was pretty certain her brain had just completely stopped working. The only thing that still had any function left was her body as it was pulled irresistibly toward his.
 
   He released her hair and pressed closer to her. "Tell me to go away Hannah."
 
   She felt like she was trying to tread water that was way over her head as the husky tone of his voice washed over her. He'd leave if she told him to, she knew that. She was also well aware of what he wanted from her, but the last thing in the world she could do was tell him to go away. This was her choice to make, but as she studied him, she realized that much like him, she didn't think she really had a choice anymore. Not when it came to him.
 
   "No," she whispered.
 
   Hunger flared so hotly in his eyes that for a few seconds they turned red before he was wrapping his arm around her waist and lifting her effortlessly off of the ground. Hannah didn't have time to contemplate the consequences of her actions before his mouth was taking hold of hers. His mouth was hot and heavy as his lips slanted possessively over hers. His tongue touched against her lips and she eagerly opened to his heady invasion. All logical thought and reasoning fled from her as passion became a blistering inferno that threatened to consume her.
 
   Her hands entangled in his hair as his hand found the knob behind her and he pushed the door open. Excitement thundered through her with the force of a thousand horses as he maneuvered her into the room and kicked the door closed with the back of his heel. Shivers of delight raced up and down her spine as she pressed closer to him. No matter how close she was though, it wasn't enough; it simply could never be enough. She didn't realize he'd managed to slide the buttons of her dress free until his hand pressed against the bare flesh of her back. Currents of electricity sizzled over her skin and she almost reached up to make sure that her hair wasn't standing on end.
 
   She'd given up on treading water and was now drowning within its tumultuous depths. She welcomed the feeling that came with it as his hands slid over her skin. A part of her didn't recognize the out of control woman she was becoming; the other part had always known that this was what he could do to her. She tugged impatiently at the buttons of his shirt, desperate to feel the tantalizing skin the material covered.
 
   The last button gave way with a pop and though she felt animalistic in her need to get closer, she calmed as soon as her hands pressed against the flesh of his ridged abdomen. A sound of relief escaped her, something within her eased as she pushed the shirt back from him. The intensity of his kiss eased, his mouth slid away from hers as he clasped hold of her face and tilted it toward him.
 
   "Are you sure about this?" he inquired.
 
   She'd never been more certain of anything in her life. Even if he broke her heart, she would forever look back on this day and know that it had been one of the best of her entire existence. "I'm sure."
 
   "There's no going back after this Hannah, it's irrevocable."
 
   That thought had frightened her the other day, now it was the only thing she wanted. Staying away from him was impossible and it was too difficult to try and do so. "I don't want to go back."
 
   His hands slid over her shoulders as he pushed the dress down her arms. Goosebumps broke out on her flesh but she wasn't sure if that was because of the chilly air, or the anticipation of what was to come as she stood before him in her simple slip. Self-consciousness began to creep in as his eyes perused her with a hunger that made her realize just how much he would like to devour her, and just how willing she was to be devoured.
 
   "I've never done this before," she told him.
 
   There was no surprise in his eyes as they met hers. "I know."
 
   When he came back to her, his mouth was far less demanding as he lifted her and carried her to the bed. The muted daylight filtering around the shutters illuminated the muscles in his arms and stomach as he placed her on the bed and shrugged out of his shirt. She craved him with every fiber of her being but trepidation filtered through her as he lay down beside her.
 
   Then, all her apprehension vanished as his hands returned to her body and his mouth took hold of hers again. The rest of the world seemed to vanish and time stood still as everything within her became focused on him and the pleasure he aroused in her. She'd never been so completely lost in someone before. She hoped never to be found again, even when the pain of their joining lanced through her.
 
   Her fingers dug into his back as she clung to him. "I'm sorry," he whispered in her ear.
 
   Tears burned her eyes but she refused to shed them as she bit on her lip and managed a brief nod. She continued to cling to him as his mouth slid from her ear to her neck and down to the hollow of her collarbone. The discomfort began to fade as pleasure slowly stoked within her again. She buried her face in the hollow of his neck as his muscles flexed and bunched beneath her hands.
 
   The delicious scent of his blood slammed into her. A startled mewl escaped as her fangs sprang free and the urge to taste him drowned out all other sensation. She'd never been so consumed by her thirst before, her nails scratched at his back as she fought against the compulsive urge to taste him. She tried to turn her head away but the scent of his blood was a magnetic pull she couldn't break free from. His hand entwined in her hair, he held her head against his neck.
 
   "It's ok Hannah, do it," he grated in a tone of voice that set her nerve endings on fire. "Do it."
 
   A guttural cry escaped her as she gave into the urges consuming her and drove her fangs into the hollow of his throat. Blood, sweeter than honey, burst into her mouth as she drank voraciously. She'd never tasted anything like his blood, it was delicious and filling and more addicting than alcohol. It coursed down her throat and filled areas of her that she hadn't even known were empty until she'd met him.
 
   Another cry escaped her, she clutched more desperately at his back as he sank his fangs into her shoulder. She was unable to stop the tears rolling down her cheeks as a feeling of completeness stole through her. She had known that she would never forget this day, but she'd never expected to find her home in his arms. He was where she belonged, where she would always belong.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 19 -
 
   Jack was uncertain what time it was when he woke later, but he knew immediately that Hannah wasn't beside him and that night had fallen. He dressed quickly and headed down the stairs, but before he even made it to the first floor he realized he wouldn't find her there either. The only person he recognized within the tavern was Timber, and he was too busy flirting with one of the waitresses to notice him as he slipped out the door. He followed the pull of Hannah's blood coursing through him to the mercantile down the road.
 
   It was a strange sensation, tracking her through the town, but one he was extremely grateful for as his frustration and irritation grew with every step he took. She knew she was in jeopardy, knew that Calvin was a threat to her and yet she was wandering around as if it were completely safe to do so. He was struggling to control his temper as he hit the wooden walkway and arrived at the store.
 
   He almost ripped the door off its hinges when he jerked it open. The effect her blood had over him was even more powerful than he'd realized. His gaze drifted down to his white knuckled hand wrapped around the handle as he took some time to steady himself. He was infuriated with her right now, but scaring her wasn't going to do either of them any good.
 
   Finally regaining control of his anger, he stepped into the dimly lit store. His eyes found her immediately as she stood by the back wall with Kara at her side. Ellen appeared from amongst the racks with a blue dress held before her as she inspected it. "What do you think of this one?" she inquired.
 
   Hannah looked toward her, but whatever words she'd been about to utter died on her lips as she kept turning until she spotted him in the doorway. The mere sight of her had helped to ease some of the growing tension within him, but the beautiful smile that lit her face made the frustration almost disappear.
 
   Ellen and Kara glanced at her before turning toward him. Kara's gaze slid over him before turning back to Hannah. "I have to check the back for some supplies, could you help me Ellen?"
 
   "Of course," Ellen rushed out.
 
   She gave Jack a quick smile before following Kara out of the room. Jack's attention returned to Hannah as she began to ring her hands before her. He'd never seen her look so nervous before. The last of his annoyance melted away, he walked over to her and grabbed hold of her hands before she could twist the skin off of them.
 
   "What are you doing here?" he asked quietly.
 
   Her brow furrowed as she looked up at him from under eyelashes that brushed against her cheek. "We needed some things for the tavern."
 
   "Why didn't you wake me first?"
 
   "I thought you might like some sleep, you've been getting so little of it lately."
 
   "That doesn't matter, you shouldn't be out alone."
 
   Her gaze drifted past him to focus on the door. "I'll be fine; I know this town and the people in it like the back of my hand."
 
   "And if Calvin comes after you?"
 
   "He wouldn't…"
 
   "He would," Jack interrupted. "Until he has been taken care of you can't be roaming around this town without me."
 
   Her eyes flew to his face, her mouth pursed as her arms folded over her chest. "I did survive just fine all these years without you," she retorted. "And I don't need a babysitter."
 
   Jack stepped closer to her as he bent to meet her fiery green eyes. "As long as there is any threat to your life or wellbeing I will be with you in order to make sure you survive just fine for many more years to come."
 
   Her jaw remained stubbornly set. "What happened between us gives you no right to boss me around. You don't own me Jack and if this is the way you're going to act then I can assure you that what happened between us today will not happen again."
 
   He slammed his hand against the wall as she moved to get away from him. She jumped a little but when her eyes came back to his they were the color of a roaring fire. "I don't own you but there is a connection between us Hannah and you know it as well as I do. You will do what it takes to keep yourself safe, even if that means taking me with you wherever you go. I warned you Hannah, this is irrevocable."
 
   Some of the wind seemed to go out of her sails as her shoulders slumped and her eyes returned to their vibrant jade color. "You can't order me around Jack. I understand you believe us linked…"
 
   "We are linked. You know that as well as I; don't try to deny it."
 
   Her gaze darted away from him, she shook her head and looked at him again. "I can't."
 
   Relief filled him as she finally admitted it. He couldn't stop himself from touching her porcelain cheek. Her eyes drifted closed as she turned into his hand. There had been many women over the years but right now, he couldn't remember a single one. Her skin was like satin beneath his fingers as he slid them over her cheek and into her hair. Her lips parted, the last of her ire faded as he pulled her a step closer. He relished in the fact that he affected her as much as she affected him but that realization fled his mind as he was drawn to her like a bee to a flower.
 
   Her fingers curled around his arms as his mouth claimed hers. His body became more rigid as he caught the lingering taste of his blood within her mouth. He could smell it within her veins, drifting through her system, marking her as his. The last thing he had expected, or wanted upon walking into this town, was to be irrevocably bound to someone for an eternity, but as he touched the warm recesses of her mouth, he knew he never would have changed a thing.
 
   The distant ring of a bell going off grudgingly pulled him away from her. His gaze drifted to the backroom Ellen and Kara had disappeared into as the bell began to ring again. "Must be some new instrument," Hannah murmured. "Ellen is always playing with them."
 
   "She is talented," he remarked. "Are you ready to head back to the tavern now?"
 
   She gave a brief nod. "Just let me get Ellen."
 
   He took a reluctant step back to allow her to pass by him. He walked to the front door and peered out at the shadows that had settled over the town. Candles and lanterns flickered in the windows of the homes and businesses lining the street. All of the buildings were lit, except for one.
 
   An uneasy feeling settled in his stomach, he grabbed hold of the knob and pulled the door open. The cool air brushed over his skin and worked its way through his clothing when he stepped onto the walkway. His gaze remained focused on Calvin's somber house as humans and vampires brushed by him. He didn't pay them any attention though as he took a step closer to the house at the end of the road. There was absolutely no movement over there, not even the dogs were patrolling the gates.
 
   He stretched his hand back for Hannah's as the door opened behind him. He didn't have to look to know that she was the first one to emerge. "What's wrong?" she asked as her hand slid into his.
 
   "There's no movement at Calvin's house."
 
   Her gaze drifted down the street to the eerily tranquil house. "That's strange," she murmured. "I'm sure he's just out around town somewhere."
 
   "I'm not so sure," he said. "Come on, let's get you back."
 
   He kept hold of her hand as he stepped onto the road with her. The tambourine in Ellen's hand jingled as she walked beside Hannah. Ellen tapped out a melodious beat against her thigh as she moved. She was seemingly unaware of the song she wove through the night but men and women stopped to listen as she walked past them. Though there were many people on the street tonight, he didn't see Calvin or any of his cronies amongst them.
 
   He held the door to the tavern open for Hannah and Ellen as he stepped back to let them enter. He spotted Braith and the others amongst the crowd of the tavern. Braith's head tilted toward him as he approached, Aria stopped in the middle of dealing the cards in her hand. A dark eyebrow rose questioningly as her gaze drifted to his hand, wrapped within Hannah's.
 
   "What's going on?" Braith demanded.
 
   "There are no lights on at Calvin's house, I've got a feeling that something's not right," Jack told him bluntly.
 
   Braith dropped his cards on the table and rose. William and Daniel stood beside him. Timber and Xavier looked up from the table where they had been rolling dice. Aria grabbed her bow and arrows and hopped to her feet as she slung them over her back. "I'd prefer if you stayed here," Braith told her.
 
   Aria's braid fell over her shoulder as she shook her head. "Not going to happen."
 
   A muscle in Braith's cheek twitched but he didn't protest any further. Jack used to find his brother's irritation amusing, now he found himself sympathizing. As Hannah's eyes met his he realized there wasn't anything he wouldn't do to keep her safe. "I'd like to come too," she told him.
 
   Jack's jaw clenched but he gave her a brief nod. Truth be told, he'd prefer to have her near him anyway. "We should check the donation center first," Jack told them. "I know he spends a fair amount of time there."
 
   "Fine, let's go," Braith said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 20 -
 
   Hannah remained outside of the donation center with Aria and Xavier. The handsome vampire blended in with the shadows, his chocolate eyes scanned the gloom surrounding them. Though they didn't speak, she picked up on an unspoken understanding between Xavier and the queen as Xavier paced back and forth on the sidewalk before the stairs.
 
   "Jack is a good man," Aria said from her position to the right of the front door.
 
   "He is," she agreed as she forced herself to meet Aria's straightforward gaze.
 
   A small smile curved Aria's mouth as her head tilted to the side. "I think he's been a little lost this past year, as has my brother, but it seems like Jack is beginning to find his way. Sometimes all that is needed is a helping hand to assist someone through their most dismal times."
 
   Hannah was having difficulty finding her voice. "Do you mean me?" she managed to get out.
 
   "I hope so."
 
   Unexpected tears burned her eyes and she found herself unable to meet Aria's gaze anymore. "It's all so strange, he's a prince and I'm an Undesirable…"
 
   "A what?" Aria interrupted as Xavier stopped in the middle of his patrol.
 
   She'd forgotten that they didn't know, that Jack hadn't told them. Apprehension filled her, Jack had said they wouldn't reject her but he had no experience with the way others reacted to what she was. She did. However, Aria was a part of Jack's life and she hadn't grown up amongst the vampires that had rejected Hannah, her family, and friends. She couldn't think of any reason other than plain old fear not to share what she was, and she was tired of being afraid of rejection. Jack hadn't scorned her and that was all that mattered.
 
   "Most of the vampires in this town have some defect or another. I'm unable to go out into the sun's rays without burning badly," she admitted.
 
   Aria's eyes widened as Xavier said, "Interesting. That makes some sense when you study the legends of vampires and all of their supposed quirks. Anyone allergic to garlic?"
 
   "No," Hannah assured him with a small chuckle.
 
   "So most of the vampires here are like Council member Saul, but why do you consider yourself a… uh…"
 
   "Undesirable," Hannah supplied when Aria forgot the word. "It's what we've always called ourselves as far as I know. The first Undesirables settled into this town centuries ago and created a place where they weren't persecuted by humans and other vampires alike. It's our home."
 
   "I see," Aria said.
 
   "I didn't realize there were so many like Saul. Though, if you were persecuted I can understand why you hid yourselves away. When was this town first established?" Xavier asked.
 
   "Before the first human settlers came over. The original founders of the town passed away from one cause or another, but it is said that the first vampire settlers here fed on wildlife and established a home secure from the vampires that remained in Europe."
 
   Xavier's eyes gleamed as he rubbed at his chin. "Fascinating, simply fascinating."
 
   "He loves to hear about how other vampires and people have lived," Aria told her. "I've run out of forest stories so just be prepared for him to start bombarding you with questions as soon as he gets a chance. He has some good tales of his own though," Aria said with a wink at the man that was shaking his head at her.
 
   Hannah's head bounced back and forth between them as she watched them in amazement. It seemed like such an odd pairing and yet she could sense the deep friendship between them. "I have amazing tales," he said to Aria before focusing on Hannah again. "There is no reason for the vampires within this town to remain hidden anymore."
 
   Hannah shrugged. "Maybe not, but this is our home."
 
   "Well I'm sure Jack wasn't bothered by the fact that you have to avoid the sun," Aria said happily.
 
   "He isn't."
 
   "I didn't think so." Aria walked over and stopped before her. The queen was smaller than she was by a good two or three inches, and though her appearance was youthful there was wisdom in her sapphire eyes that seemed far older than her years. "And I'm sure no one else would be, not anymore."
 
   After all the years spent trying to keep what she was secret from the outside world, it was strange to be so open about it and to have others actually accept her, instead of shunning her.
 
   She didn't know how to react to this open tolerance of what she was, but fortunately she was spared from having to respond by the front doors opening and the others reemerging. Relief filled her as Jack's eyes found her instantly.
 
   "They haven't seen him since early yesterday morning," Braith said.
 
   A chill ran down Hannah's spine, her gaze drifted down the road to Calvin's unlit house. Unlike Jack, she hadn't found it odd that his home was dark, it wasn't a normal occurrence but it had happened before. The fact that he hadn't been to the blood bank in over a day was unusual though. Calvin was one of the rare vampires that visited two sometimes three times a day.
 
   "So what does that mean?" asked Aria.
 
   "It means that we go check out his house now," Jack said.
 
   Hannah couldn't tear her eyes away from the foreboding house as they made their way down the street. The hair on the nape of her neck stood on end as the crisp fall breeze drifted over her. She couldn't think of where Calvin might have gone, or why, but she didn't think he was in this town anymore. Braith stopped outside of the gate, Hannah started to warn him about the dogs but quickly realized that they were no longer behind the partially open gate.
 
   "That doesn't bode well," William muttered.
 
   "We can't just walk in there, can we?" Timber inquired.
 
   "Normally I would say no," Braith said. "But the gate is open, Calvin is nowhere to be seen, and from what the others have told us there is at least enough of a reason for me to speak with him."
 
   The gate creaked as Braith pushed it the rest of the way open and stepped into the courtyard. The other day was the first time Hannah had ever been inside this house and she had never expected to return. Jack used his arm to push her behind him as they climbed the stairs. Aria had been forced in between Braith and Xavier, a position she didn't look at all pleased to be in, but she didn't complain.
 
   Jack exchanged a look with Braith who nodded for him to go ahead. "Stay here," Jack said to her before stepping forward to grab hold of the door handle. William's broad shoulders filled her vision as he stepped in front of her. She found it a little strange to have a human trying to protect her, but then again he was the one holding the mean looking crossbow in his hand and he had another long bow on his back.
 
   Jack shoved the door open to reveal the darkened hallway. "Calvin!" he called into the massive structure. "Calvin, we're coming in!"
 
   Panic filled her as Jack stepped through the doorway and disappeared. She almost shoved William out of her way, but he was already stepping aside to let her by. Jack was waiting for her, his arm out to keep her behind him. Someone large stepped in behind her and she turned her head to find that the king was the one pressing against her back.
 
   The house appeared empty as they all moved into the shadowed foyer. The distant tick of a clock sounded like the tolling of their deaths in the abnormally quiet house, even their footsteps were muffled on the thick carpet. Though nothing in the house seemed overly foreboding, she couldn't shake the feeling that there was something sinister going on within these walls. That they held secrets she didn't want to know.
 
   Hannah's gaze skimmed over the walls as they stepped into the room where Calvin kept all of his mail clad statues. She eyed the unmoving soldiers warily, half expecting them to come to life and attack them with their assorted weapons of spears, lances, and swords. All the soldiers wore helmets, but even still she couldn't shake the feeling that there were eyes behind the helmets that followed them across the room.
 
   "It doesn't seem like anyone is here," Timber said.
 
   "We're still going to search the whole place. I have a feeling there's more going on here than what meets the eye," Braith replied. "Xavier, William, Daniel and Timber go upstairs. We'll continue to search down here."
 
   Hannah watched the others split off toward the set of stairs that branched from the main foyer to the second floor. Aria pulled the bow from her back and removed an arrow from her quiver. The click of the arrow against the wooden bow was the only sound other than the ticking clock inside the house. Braith and Jack led the way out of the room with all of the soldiers and into another narrow hall.
 
   Hannah's eyes were picking up more detail than she was used to, and it took her a moment to realize that it was due to Jack's blood flowing through her veins. Distinct particles of dust danced through the air even though little illumination infiltrated this windowless area of the home. Tapestries lined the hall and judging by the smell of dust and mildew wafting off of them, they were far older than their colorful and intact thread would indicate. It took all she had not to run her fingers over the beautiful cloths, but she was terrified that she would ruin one of them if she did.
 
   The hall ended in a set of massive metal doors that were barred with a piece of wood that could have doubled as a small oak tree. Hannah didn't understand why anyone would need such thick doors in their house and though she sniffed at the seams and cracks, she couldn't detect any strange scents coming from the other side. Braith and Jack each grabbed an end of the heavy wooden crossbar and heaved it off as if it weighed no more than a twig. Hannah wished for a weapon as Aria lifted her bow and aimed it at the door. But then, there had never been a reason for her to learn how to use a weapon and she definitely wouldn't have liked to use one that could kill her.
 
   Braith grabbed hold of Aria's shoulder and nudged her toward the door. "You and Hannah are going to open it," he told her.
 
   Though disappointment filtered over her features, Aria didn't argue as she threw her bow over her shoulder and grabbed hold of one of the handles. Hannah stepped to the other side. Her gaze found Jack's as he gave her a brief nod. The door was heavier than she had expected it to be, but even still she was able to pull it open with more ease than she would have exhibited yesterday.
 
   Although she had fully been expecting something monstrous to burst out of the room beyond, nothing stirred within. She poked her head around the door. Though some light filtered into the room, she wasn't entirely sure what she was looking at. With the doors open, a strange odor emanated from within that caused her nose to wrinkle and her eyes to water.
 
   "That can't be good," Jack said as he stepped forward.
 
   Hannah almost grabbed hold of his arm to stop him from entering the room. Even though nothing had immediately happened when they opened the doors, she knew that death lay within as she finally placed the scent that was wafting out. She'd only been around one decomposing body in her life, a woman that had passed away in her sleep. The woman hadn't been found for a couple of days. Hannah had been in the street with Lucas when they had taken the woman's body by.
 
   The last thing she wanted to do was locate the source of that smell but still she stepped into the enormous room behind Jack. She had been expecting to find bodies sprawled throughout, but the blood colored marble floor was pristine and empty. Stained-glass windows lined three of the four walls. Unlike many of the beautiful stained-glass windows she had seen before, these windows didn't depict wild animals, soaring doves or an image of Christ. These were pictures of bloody massacres with people being drawn and quartered, beheaded, hung, and many other horrific depictions of torture. Despite the chill in the room her skin was coated with a thin layer of sweat that was making her dress stick to her.
 
   Aria had stopped looking at the windows, her head had tilted back and the color had vanished from her face. Hannah knew she shouldn't look up but she felt compelled to as she turned to the rafters overhead. Hooks, carved and lethal, dangled from the ceiling. At first she thought it was the light coming through the mostly red stained glass windows that caused the hooks to look a rusted red in color, but it finally sank in that it wasn't light at all, it was in fact blood.
 
   Nausea swelled through her stomach, she took a step back as horror shot through her. Jack grabbed hold of her shoulder and pulled her against his side as he attempted to steady her. "I think we're about to find the proof we've been looking for," Braith said. "We have to locate the source of that smell, but first let's find the others."
 
   "Wait," Jack said as they turned to leave the room. Hannah was brought up short against his chest as he focused on something on the floor. "Stay here," he told her before giving her a brief kiss on the head and walking away.
 
   Braith fell into step beside him as they took a few steps into the middle of the room. They stopped before some sort of indentation in the floorboards; Jack knelt down and began to prod around the edges of it, his hands went about four feet in each direction. He pushed down on something that Hannah couldn't see, even with her enhanced vision. A piece of the floor began to rise upward. Hannah took a curious step forward before the smell of what was under the floor hit her.
 
   Her hand flew to her nose as a stench the likes of which she'd never encountered assaulted her senses. Aria made a strangled sound; her eyes were red as she strode forward with her shoulders squared and her jaw clenched. Hannah was still trying to assimilate the smell with every scent she had ever known but the correlation eluded her as she walked toward where the others now stood. There was death down there, she was certain of that much, but there was more than that emanating from the room below.
 
   "What's down there?" she asked as she kept her hand over her nose in an effort to block the scent.
 
   "A dungeon," Jack answered in a constricted voice.
 
   That was the rest of what she smelled, she realized. Human body odor and waste mingled with the overwhelming scent of fear. It clogged her nostrils with its potent scent and even though she tried to block it with her hand, it still permeated through to her.
 
   Braith's gaze was focused on Aria as she stared into the gloomy hole beneath the ground. She took hold of his hand when he reached for her. "Perhaps you should stay up here," he suggested.
 
   Aria shook her head. "No, I can do this."
 
   Hannah continued to stare into the fetid smelling room beneath the floor. The square floorboard that had been covering the hole crashed against the floor behind them when Jack tossed it back. His steely eyes met hers as he focused upon her. "You should probably stay here."
 
   He was probably right, she was almost completely positive she did not want to see what was down there, but she didn't want him down there on his own either. She feared going below, but she feared even more that something would happen to him and she wouldn't be there to possibly stop it. Aria and Braith would be with him but that didn't matter, not to her.
 
   "I'll be fine," she told him.
 
   His nostrils flared as his attention turned back to the bleak recesses below them. Before she could even blink, he leapt into the pit. "Jack," she breathed as she lurched forward.
 
   Braith held her back. "He's fine."
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he pointed to the steps Jack had bypassed. He held onto her hand as he helped her onto the steps. The stench of the dungeon only grew stronger as she descended deeper into its shadowy depths. She was halfway down when Jack grabbed hold of the railings of the stairs on either side of her. She froze as his chest brushed against her back; his mouth was against her ear when he spoke. "Hannah go back, you shouldn't see this."
 
   "Jack…"
 
   "There are some things that can never be unseen, never be forgotten. There are things men can do…"
 
   His words were broken off as Braith dropped into the darkness behind him. Hannah turned in his arms before he could force her to return up the stairs. She wished immediately that she had listened to him as she was confronted with the atrocity that lay within the room before her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 21 -
 
   Hannah grabbed hold of Jack's shoulders as Aria landed soundlessly behind Braith. Braith pulled Aria against his side as they moved further into the room. "Jack," Hannah whispered. "Why?"
 
   "There is no answer for the evil that resides within some of us. Go back up," he commanded gruffly.
 
   "It's too late for that, I've already seen."
 
   "That doesn't mean you have to be exposed to it any further."
 
   She wasn't entirely certain her legs would support her all the way up the ladder if she did decide to go back up the stairs. Illumination burst over them from above, she glanced up to find William, Daniel, and Timber peering down at them. Xavier appeared beside them, he shook his head before taking the torch from William. "You should probably stay here," he told them before dropping into the space behind Jack.
 
   The torch only revealed more of the madness and though she yearned to turn away, it was too late and she refused to hide from what lay within this room. She may be the only one that knew who any of these people and vampires were, or had been.
 
   "I have to go with you, Jack. There may be families and friends out there looking for their loved ones. I have to see."
 
   Her voice sounded like she'd just swallowed a red hot poker, but she somehow found the strength to move forward. He relented and took a small step away from her. The stairs squeaked behind her as William began his descent into what she was beginning to consider the bowels of Hell. It seemed as if Calvin had taken all of those pictures of torture depicted in the windows up above and decided to act out each one of them down here.
 
   And he had reveled in it, she realized as she forced herself forward on legs that wobbled. She didn't want to humiliate herself in front of the others but her stomach felt like a hive of hornets was bouncing around just looking for an escape. She pressed her hand against her mouth as she stepped around a decomposing torso and pushed deeper into the room that was easily the size of the master torture chamber above.
 
   "This guy's almost as sadistic as your father was," William muttered behind them.
 
   Jack and Braith's faces were both strained as they glanced back at him but neither said a word. Hannah's hand pressed against her trembling lips, his father had been worse than this? She didn't see how that could be possible when Jack was such a decent man. How did someone even survive growing up around a monster like that? Jack had spoken about his bad relationship with his father, she'd known that it had been awful for him, but to have his father associated with something this bad, or worse, was something she couldn't imagine.
 
   Jack kept his hand on her elbow, his chest pressed against her arm, but even the feel of him couldn't soften the horror of everything she was seeing. She forced herself to look at the faces and opaque eyes of the dead surrounding her as she searched for someone she might be able to return to their loved ones.
 
   "How many are here?" she managed to choke out.
 
   "There's too many assorted body parts to get a good grasp on exactly how many there might be," Braith said. "We'll have to remove the bodies and parts to get a better idea."
 
   Hannah shuddered at the thought but before she could become swamped in the horrific image removing all these bodies conjured up, her eyes fell upon a pair of faces she recognized instantly. Tears burned her eyes; she took an involuntary step toward the body of old man Turner and his wife, Lola. She almost fell as she took another stumbling step toward them but Jack grabbed hold of her before she face planted. She hadn't seen Turner in a few days, he'd been scarce around the tavern since his confrontation with Calvin, but he'd been fine the last time she'd seen him.
 
   She should have heard that he and Lola were missing but as she continued to stare at their mangled bodies a new realization began to form. Their bodies were nowhere near as badly decomposed as the ones surrounding them. In fact, the blood from the bites on their necks appeared no more than a day or two old.
 
   "He did that to them because of me," she whispered in dawning horror. "He knew we would find this place."
 
   "Hannah…" Jack started.
 
   "He did this to punish me."
 
   His hands clasped her face as he tilted her head up to look into her eyes. "This is not your fault."
 
   She wanted to believe him but tears continued to form in her eyes. She tried to look back at the bodies of her friends, but he kept hold of her face. "Don't look again Hannah."
 
   "I could have ended up married to him."
 
   His eyes became a volatile shade of red. "That was never going to happen," he snarled. "You'll never have to see or deal with that man again."
 
   "They deserve better than this."
 
   "They'll get it," he promised her. "We will make him pay for this."
 
   "You can bet on that," Braith promised. "We're going in search of him as soon as we're ready. Calvin has just become the most wanted vampire in this country. For now, I think we've seen more than we needed to. We will identify each body and notify their loved ones when the bodies have been removed."
 
   Aria was pale when Braith turned her around, she didn't fight him when he propelled her toward the stairs. Hannah thought Jack was going to lift her up and throw her up the stairs before they could even reach them. Instead, he picked her up with his right arm and hugged her against his side as he rapidly ascended the steps.
 
   ***
 
   "What is that smell?" Lucas demanded as soon as they stepped into the kitchen area of the tavern. His hand flew to his nose as he took a step away from them. They'd chosen to enter through the kitchen for this very reason. If they'd gone through the front door the odor clinging to their bodies would have chased most of the patrons out, and none of them were in the mood to be seen right now.
 
   All Jack really wanted was a bath or a dip in the lake to rid himself of the stench clinging to him but he knew that wasn't to be. "Nothing good," he told Lucas.
 
   "Calvin has a good day head start on us," Braith said as he rubbed at his chin. "I need to know how many men he had and if any of them are still in this town."
 
   "I asked around to see if anyone had seen Calvin, or any of his men, and it seems that they have all disappeared as well," Lucas answered. "His men may have mostly been Undesirables but they were all able to travel. He must have heard that you had arrived in town."
 
   "How many men does he have?" Braith inquired.
 
   "At least thirty," Hannah answered. "But it's rumored he has more men in other towns too."
 
   "We need to stop him before he can get to those men."
 
   "We can catch up to him," Jack's gaze slid to William and though he knew his next words weren't going to be well received, he spoke them anyway. "If we travel without humans."
 
   William's jaw clenched as he folded his arms firmly over his chest. Timber's knuckles cracked as his gorilla sized hands folded into fists and Daniel took a swift step forward. "I think we've proven many times that we are useful in battle," Daniel stated.
 
   "That you have," Braith agreed. "But we need to move fast, and even on horseback you won't be able to keep up."
 
   William had been about to protest more but his mouth closed at those words and he exchanged a look with his brother and Timber. "We have to go tonight," Jack said.
 
   "Wait!" Aria interrupted sharply. "We can't just leave my brothers here unprotected."
 
   "Speak for yourself!" William retorted.
 
   Aria shot him a fulminating look but her fury turned on Braith as he spoke his next words, "You're not going either."
 
   "We're not going to argue about this right now Braith," she said.
 
   "No, we're not," he agreed. "You are staying here with Xavier and the soldiers; you will not be running through the woods chasing this monster. I almost lost you once because I didn't refuse you and I won't take that chance again." Though some of the anger eased from her features, the stubborn set of her jaw remained. "You're staying here to help protect your brothers."
 
   "Dead or not, I can still kick her ass," William asserted.
 
   "I'd like to see you try," Aria said before turning to Braith again. "I'll stay, but I don't like it."
 
   "I don't like it either," Braith told her as he wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her forward to press a kiss against her forehead.
 
   Hannah turned away from the tender scene as Jack placed his hand on her elbow. He pulled her into the small pantry beside the kitchen and closed the door. His fingers slid over her cheek before he bent and pressed a tender kiss to her lips. She wanted to protest his leaving but she remained silent. She knew that he had to go and there was no way she could travel with him, though she doubted he would have agreed to let her go even if she could.
 
   "I'll be back as soon as we find him," Jack vowed.
 
   Hannah swallowed as she fought back her tears. Her hands encircled his forearms as she clung to him. She'd just found him and he was leaving already. He'd come back, she reminded herself. He hadn't said he loved her, but they were linked and they had created a bond between them that was irrevocable.
 
   "Jack," she croaked out as a tear slid down her cheek.
 
   "Don't cry Hannah," he whispered as his thumb brushed the tear away. "I promise I'll be back for you as soon as I'm able to return."
 
   He tilted her chin up and kissed her so tenderly that she forgot all about her trepidation over his leaving. A flood of emotions burst open within her like a morning glory opening to the rising sun. Her lips were trembling when he pulled away from her.
 
   "I'll always come back for you. I love you Hannah."
 
   Her eyes flew up to his, joy suffused her as she swayed instinctively closer to his large frame. She hadn't realized how badly she had longed to hear those words, or how much they would mean to her, until he said them. "I love you too Jack," she breathed.
 
   She had only a second to bask in the warmth of his smile before he was kissing her again with far more intensity than he'd exhibited before. Her tongue had just touched upon his when he pulled back abruptly.
 
   "I could get lost in you for hours, days even, and when I get back that's exactly what I mean to do," he promised her.
 
   Despite the ghastly events of the night, the tone of his husky voice, and the promise behind his words, caused her to tremble. "I'm going to hold you to that," she whispered.
 
   He kissed her nose tenderly before stepping away and pulling her from the room. Lucas must have summoned Marvin to the tavern as the fangless vampire was standing with Braith by the back door. "Is this everyone you're taking with you?" Hannah demanded.
 
   "I have more troops in the surrounding towns. We will gather some of them to join us as we move; I prefer to leave the men already in this town here with you and we will be sending more back," Braith answered with a look at Aria.
 
   "I see," Hannah muttered.
 
   Jack smiled down at her and squeezed her hand before kissing her briefly one more time and stepping out the door with his brother. Hannah stood with Aria, watching as the group disappeared in a rapid blur into the forest behind the tavern. Though she knew Jack would do everything he could to come back to her, she couldn't stop the misgivings that were already twisting her belly into knots.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 22 -
 
   The rays of the sun bursting over the horizon didn't ease the tension Jack felt growing in his belly. He rubbed absently at his chest as they rounded the top of a mountain and paused to take in the peaks and valleys that spread out before them. The sun shone over the tops of the trees and glimmered off of a distant lake as streaks of pink, orange, and purple lit the sky. It was beautiful, but he barely paid it any attention. His thoughts remained on Hannah, and the growing feeling of being bitten by fire ants that being separated from her was causing his body.
 
   "It will get easier to deal with," Braith said from beside him.
 
   "What will?" he asked absently.
 
   Braith turned his attention back to the valley below them. "The discomfort that comes from being separated from her, it never truly eases but you become better able to deal with it."
 
   "Sounds almost like grief in that way."
 
   Braith tilted his head to study him. "I suppose it does, but that's not something I have to tell you about though."
 
   Jack held Braith's unrelenting gaze for a minute. "No you don't. How did you know about Hannah?"
 
   Braith's eyebrows shot into his hairline as he released a harsh bark of laughter. "You think I would miss the signs. You're irritable, overbearing, protective, and though it's mostly faded I can see the bite mark on your neck."
 
   Jack's hand flew to his neck as he scowled at his older brother. "I could say the same to you!"
 
   Braith shrugged. "You could, except I no longer feel the vulnerability that comes from others knowing what Aria and I share. It will take some time but you adjust to it. You've had over nine hundred years to live one way and now some woman has walked in and turned your entire life upside down in the space of a second."
 
   "But it was a good second."
 
   Braith released a low chuckle as he nodded. "That it was."
 
   "I'm sorry I took Aria from you. I wouldn't have done anything differently, I couldn't have, but I am sorry for what I put the two of you through. I've never told you that before. I understand what you had to endure now, why you became so volatile and did what you did after she was gone. I wish I'd never driven you to such extreme measures."
 
   He'd almost forgotten how piercing Braith's gaze could be. "You saved Aria's life, that's all that matters. Plus, you're getting a little bit of payback now."
 
   "I suppose I am. Hannah is going to drive me crazy."
 
   "Yes, she will," Braith confirmed with a chuckle. "But it will be worth it."
 
   "It already is." Jack turned his attention back to the mountains. "Do you think we're gaining on them?"
 
   Braith closed his eyes as he knelt and rested his fingers on the ground. A hundred years of being blind had honed Braith's other senses far more than Jack's, and the senses of the other vampires that they had gathered around them. Jack waited impatiently for Braith's response as his brother rose to his full height and opened his eyes.
 
   "This way," he directed and nodded to the left.
 
   Although they had moved through the night at a ruthless pace that had put them over two hundred miles away from the tavern, no one protested as Braith led them into the woods again. "How is your vision?" Jack asked as he leapt over a boulder and landed noiselessly upon the forest floor.
 
   He dodged a tree and ducked beneath a massive limb as he continued to race through the forest. It had been months since he'd spent hours running through the woods; he'd forgotten how exhilarating it could be, especially with the prospect of what they would find at the end of this run. He couldn't wait to locate Calvin, couldn't wait to rip the man's heart out with his bare hands because that was exactly what he intended to do when he got hold of him again.
 
   Bursting free of the forest, he leapt onto a ten foot high boulder. He ran across it, leapt off the other side and back into the wooded area of the mountainside. The others, unable to keep up with their faster pace fell back, but Jack could hear their footfalls in the distance. "It's fine," Braith answered as they were drawn together again.
 
   "As good as it was when we left the tavern?"
 
   "No, but nowhere near as bad as it would have been a year ago."
 
   "So it has gotten better with the more blood you've exchanged with Aria."
 
   "Yes."
 
   Jack leapt over a fallen log before sprinting into a small creek. His feet slapped through the water as it burst up around him to wet the bottom of his pants. Mud and water skidded up around Braith as he stopped abruptly. "Wait!" Braith commanded.
 
   The water was up to Jack's knees as he slid to a halt beside his brother. "What is it?" he demanded.
 
   Braith turned to look one way down the river and then the other. He took a step forward as his nostrils flared. A cold chill slid down Jack's back as Braith's jaw clenched. "This way," Braith grated out.
 
   Braith leapt out of the river and turned to the left. They followed the winding course of flowing water through the trees. Jack's uneasiness grew as the others fell further behind them but Braith didn't ease in his relentless pursuit. It was a good three miles before Braith pulled up again. He stepped into the river and waded back across it. Kneeling at the river's edge, his fingers slipped into the dirt as his eyes closed again. In the distance, Jack could hear the footsteps of the soldiers as they finally began to catch up.
 
   "What is it?" he asked again. There was a feeling growing inside of him, one in which he felt as if he could rip the trees around him down, tear a man limb from limb and destroy everything around him. If something had been unfortunate enough to come close to him now, he was certain that he would have destroyed it without even a second's hesitation. Something was wrong, he was certain of it. "Braith?" he snarled.
 
   Braith's eyes were red when he finally turned toward Jack. Something inside of Jack ripped free and took hold as rage tore through him with the intensity of lightning tearing through a tree. Even before Braith spoke, he knew what his brother was going to say. "They doubled back."
 
   ***
 
   Ellen grabbed Hannah's hand as it flitted back to her hair. "Stop," Ellen commanded. "He'll be fine."
 
   Hannah could barely meet Ellen's doe brown eyes as she looked nervously toward the window at the back of the building. She could hear the dull thud of the arrows hitting the target that Aria, William, and Daniel had set up behind the building. They'd been out there for hours, she wondered if what they were doing was helping to ease their tension at all. She itched to be able to do something that could ease some of her frustration but the tavern was calm and the sun was still shining. Normally the shutter would be closed over the window, but she couldn't stand the thought of not being able to see out at all, not today.
 
   She'd grown accustomed to having to stay inside over the years and she had gotten over her bitterness at having to be trapped inside when she was a teenager. Today though, she could taste the foul tang of resentment in the back of her throat and no matter what she did she couldn't shake it. It felt as if her flesh had been peeled back to expose the raw nerve endings beneath as she absently scratched at her skin.
 
   "I hope so," she whispered.
 
   She didn't know what she would do if he didn't come back to her. She'd only known him for a few short weeks but he'd brought her to life in ways that she'd never thought possible, and the idea of something happening to him caused something to wither and die within her. She knew they were still alive and ok though, as at least a dozen more of Braith's troops had arrived in town an hour ago.
 
   The dull thud of footsteps on the back porch caused her to retreat a few steps before the door opened. William stepped aside to allow Aria and Daniel to enter first. In the distance, she could see the sun dipping closer to the horizon. In a few more hours she could escape the confines of the tavern, but she wasn't sure she wouldn't tear her hair out by then as Ellen smacked her hand back down again. The lack of sleep wasn't helping either, but the idea of lying down alone in that bed after everything that had transpired between them yesterday made her feel like crying.
 
   Aria stomped her shoes before swinging her bow off her shoulder and dropping it on the floor. "These two insisted upon eating," she said with a backward nod at her brothers.
 
   "Not all of us are able to be sustained by blood," Daniel retorted.
 
   "Only Braith's blood though," she said.
 
   "Really?" Hannah blurted before she could stop herself.
 
   Aria shrugged as she dropped into a chair. "I was human before. Braith's blood is the only blood I've ever known."
 
   Hannah could almost forget that Aria had once been human, until she said something like that. She hadn't thought about only being sustained by Jack's blood, but with the way it made her feel she knew that it would be enough to keep her alive and that she would be satisfied by it. Though she would be happy to have him supply most of her blood for her, she didn't like the idea of not having other options available to her and knew he wouldn't be her only source. But then, she'd grown up on all different types of blood.
 
   Aria dropped her chin in her hand and began to tap her fingers on the table. "Stop it," William said and slapped at her hand. "We'll go back out as soon as we get something to eat."
 
   "I can fix you something," Hannah eagerly volunteered. She'd already chopped enough vegetables for the rest of the week, prepped all of the meat for the dinner rush and started the stew. "There is some steak or stew."
 
   "Stew is fine," Daniel said as he pulled out the chair next to Aria. "For both of us."
 
   Steam drifted up from the pot of stew as Hannah stirred it slowly. Though it did nothing to awaken her appetite, the aroma coming from it was pleasant enough. She pulled the ladle from the pot and poured it into two bowls that she placed before William and Daniel.
 
   "What smells so good?" Timber inquired as he pushed through the kitchen door from the tavern. She poured two more ladles into a bowl before handing it over to him. "Thank you."
 
   Hannah winced as he plopped into one of the chairs. She counted the seconds as she waited for it to fall apart, but it miraculously remained intact beneath his massive frame. Aria bounced to her feet and paced over to the backdoor. Hannah watched as she peeled back the curtain to peer outside.
 
   "They won't be back already," William said as he blew on his stew.
 
   "I'll know when he's coming back," Aria whispered, but even still her hand remained pressed against the glass.
 
   Hannah turned away as the door to the kitchen swung open again and Lucas poked his head inside. "Smells like you did all my work for me," he said.
 
   "Most of it," Hannah admitted.
 
   He leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms over his chest. "Thanks. You ok?"
 
   She managed to give him a small smile but the clawing sensation in her chest wasn't easing any and she couldn't get herself to stay still for more than ten seconds at a time. Unable to remain in the kitchen, she brushed past Lucas and into the main restaurant. Some patrons were beginning to fill the chairs, the clatter of dice rattled across the scarred table surfaces, but it was still too quiet for her liking.
 
   Uncle Abe entered through the front door and gave her a brief nod as he shrugged out of his cloak and hung it on the coat rack. Heath was right behind him and tossed his own cloak onto the rack too. The young boy smiled and waved to her before scurrying toward the kitchen. She gave him a smile in return as she turned to watch him go.
 
   "How are you doing Hannah?" Uncle Abe inquired. His wrinkled face broke into a broad grin as he squeezed her hands.
 
   "I'm ok Uncle Abe," she assured him. "How is Heath doing at the house?"
 
   "Really good, he seems to have settled in well."
 
   "Has he told you anything about his parents?"
 
   "He never knew his father, his mother died last year."
 
   "That's awful," she muttered as he turned her around and began to walk with her toward the kitchen door.
 
   "He'll be fine, he's happy here. It's a shame about Turner."
 
   Word had spread fast through the small town already. "It is." She squeezed his hands as he pushed the kitchen door open for her. The others glanced up at them but quickly returned to eating their stew. The distant sound of Ellen's new tambourine began to drift from the front room. Despite her lingering tension, Hannah found some of her apprehension fading away as a small sense of normalcy returned to her day.
 
   "Would anyone like something to drink?" she inquired.
 
   William and Daniel were too busy chewing to speak but they both raised their hands. "I'd love a drink," Timber said.
 
   Hannah grabbed three mugs and began to fill them from the beer tap as she listened to Ellen's tambourine. "I'll take those for you." Hannah turned as Ellen appeared at her side and reached out for Timber's mug. Hannah froze, her hand clenched on the mug so violently that it shattered within her grasp. Ellen released a startled cry and jumped back as beer exploded all over her. "Hannah!"
 
   "Bells," Hannah whispered.
 
   Ellen frowned as her gaze drifted up to her face. "I don't hear anything…"
 
   Her hearing was better, Jack had said it would be. "I hear them," Aria said. "But what do bells have to do with anything?"
 
   Hannah turned away from Ellen and raced into the front room, she froze a few feet away from the door. No matter how badly she wanted to go out there, she couldn't. "Stay here," William said as he brushed by her. Though she hadn't seen him before this moment, Xavier materialized from the shadows and followed William out the door.
 
   "What do bells mean?" Aria demanded as she appeared beside Hannah.
 
   "Calvin's horse always has bells on it," Hannah answered.
 
   "He would have left his horse behind when he ran though," Ellen said.
 
   Hannah had to force herself to swallow as her throat felt like it had become the size of a pinhole. "Calvin has always liked to make an entrance," she managed to get out. "If he's come back, he would do so on a horse."
 
   Aria shot her a look before becoming nearly a blur as she raced out the door. Hannah took an instinctive step back as sun flooded through the doorway. The handful of patrons within the tavern rose to their feet, some approached the door while others moved further away. William reappeared in the door followed by Aria and Xavier.
 
   William charged across the room and grasped hold of her elbow. "We have to get you out of here."
 
   "I can't," she whispered as her gaze drifted toward the doorway. "I can't."
 
   William looked about to argue with her, but his eyes widened and his mouth dropped as realization set in. "Shit!" he hissed and spun toward the door.
 
   "I'll get your bow William!" Aria shouted as she raced past them to the kitchen. "Daniel go out the backdoor and find the soldiers, Timber and Abe go with him and take the boy."
 
   William thrust something into Hannah's hand. Instinct almost caused her to drop the stake but she curled her hand around it before that could happen. "How many of them are there?" she asked nervously.
 
   "Thirty to forty, it was difficult to get a good look though. Timber, Daniel, have some of the soldiers go across the street. I have a feeling Calvin's central focus is going to be on this building. If we can surround his men we'll have a better chance," William ordered.
 
   Timber nodded and turned quickly to leave with Daniel leading the way. They passed Aria as she reemerged from the kitchen with her and William's weapons. A growing sense of dread filled Hannah as more of the patrons moved away from the entry. Xavier stepped inside the building and closed the door. Xavier's eyes landed upon Hannah and the stake clutched awkwardly in her hand before moving on to Lucas and Ellen beside her. Though she knew that she and Lucas were inadequately prepared for what was about to come through that door, Ellen's lack of strength and speed made her far more vulnerable.
 
   "You should go," Hannah said as she turned toward her friend. "You can slip out the back Ellen; you don't have to be here for this."
 
   Ellen frowned fiercely at her as she shook her head. "I'm not leaving you guys here."
 
   "Ellen…"
 
   "I'm staying Hannah and that is final."
 
   That wasn't what she had hoped to hear but there was little time to argue with her friend as the ringing of the bells came to a stop. Hannah listened to the footsteps that sounded over the porch. Adrenaline coursed through her body as she braced herself for men to come rushing in at them, but no one appeared in the doorway. Aria and William raised their bows as the footsteps moved past the door again.
 
   "After what we saw in that dungeon you can shoot first and ask questions later," Aria grated from between her clenched teeth.
 
   "I have no problem with that," William replied with a wild grin that Aria returned.
 
   They were all crazy, Hannah decided.
 
   The boots stopped outside the front door again, Hannah's fingers curled more firmly around the stake as she became certain that Calvin was about to enter the building. She was so focused on the front door that when three of the shutters burst inward simultaneously and a loud bang sounded from the kitchen, she released a startled cry. She was still trying to process what was going on when something was tossed through the windows.
 
   Smoke was just beginning to stream in from the kitchen when the horrifying realization of what was going on dawned on her. Calvin wouldn't be coming inside; he would be forcing them to go outside. Even though she didn't require air, she could already feel the acrid smoke burning her throat and eyes as two of the three torches thrown through the broken windows had set fire to the scarred wood floor.
 
   Most of the patrons fled out the front door. Daniel leapt forward and stomped on the third torch before its flames could cause any more damage. Hannah ripped her apron off and wrapped it around her hand; she began to beat at the flames licking up the walls. The heat of the flames blistered her skin and burnt her face but she refused to back away from the growing inferno. The fire roared around her, she could barely hear anything over the crackle of the spreading flames. It singed her hair but she was determined to save her home.
 
   "It's useless!" Lucas shouted over the fire surrounding them. He grabbed hold of her shoulder and tried to pull her from the crumbling wall but she jerked away from him.
 
   "We can save it!" she yelled at him.
 
   "Hannah we have to get out of here!"
 
   The charred remains of her apron slipped from her lose fingers. "It's no safer for us out there!" the words sounded like a frog's croak as they issued from her scorched throat.
 
   "There's no other choice Hannah, not anymore. Staying here is certain death; we may have a chance if we can stay in the shadows but there is no escaping this fire."
 
   She nodded but even as she was turning away from him, William was seizing hold of her arm. "Second floor!" he shouted as he pointed above them.
 
   Hannah caught a brief glimpse of the fully engulfed kitchen as she ran past the burning door. Aria was already waiting for them on the stairway with Xavier and Ellen. Xavier was trying to pull Aria onward but she remained unmoving on the stairs. "Hurry!" she called over the growing chaos raging around them.
 
   Hannah could feel her eyelashes singing as her hair curled around her face. Sparks and flames shot into the air around them. A beam above them released a loud groaning noise seconds before it crashed onto the floor with enough force to shake the entire building. She had to grab hold of the stair rail in order to keep her balance as another beam swung down and crashed against the side of the stairs with a resounding bang that made her ears ring.
 
   Hannah began to tremble as she was seized with the certainty that she was going to be devoured by flames like her parents had been. An ember landed on her cheek, she slapped it away as it seared her skin. She placed her hand in Ellen's back as she pushed her friend faster up the stairs. Even with Ellen right in front of her, she could barely make out her friend through the thick smoke choking the building.
 
   "Hurry!" Lucas croaked from somewhere behind her.
 
   Coughs sounded continuously around her as William choked and gagged, she didn't know how much longer any of them would be able to hold up if they didn't get to some fresh air soon. She stretched her hand back and took hold of William's arm as he had a harsh coughing fit that she worried might break one of his ribs. He stumbled behind her but she was able to keep him upright as she dragged him into the upper hallway.
 
   Hannah stumbled into the room that Jack had originally been given. She stood to the side of the window to peer down on the street below. A massive group of men and women were fighting below, shouts of pain and enthusiasm echoed through the alleys of the buildings surrounding them. Their weapons clashed with the loud clacking of wooden stakes and the soft whistle of flying arrows. She spotted Timber, Uncle Abe, and Daniel amongst the crush of people, along with men and women that she'd come to know as Braith's soldiers. Dirt and sweat coated them, she'd never seen so much blood as bodies crumpled and fell to the ground. There were far more of Calvin's men amongst the fray than she had expected to see.
 
   "There's so many of them," she whispered in dismay.
 
   "Close the door!" William slammed the door closed at Xavier's barked command seconds before the vampire threw the window open.
 
   Rage tore through her as Calvin appeared amongst the battle. She didn't care if she knew how to use a weapon; she was going to do whatever she could to destroy that man. Lucas thrust a dark gray blanket into her arms. She stared down at it, uncertain of how well the thin material would work to keep them safe from the sun as Lucas began to wrap another blanket around himself. Hannah draped it over her head before wrapping it around her shoulders. She kept her hands within the blanket but it was difficult to cover all of her face.
 
   The exposure to the sun was going to hurt like hell, but it was better than burning alive she decided as the building gave a heaving shudder. She took a staggering step back as the floor beneath them began to sag in the middle. Smoke billowed heavily through the cracks in the floor as the snapping flames of the fire below ate hungrily at the wood.
 
   "Go!" Xavier commanded Aria.
 
   "The others…"
 
   He lifted Aria up and dropped her on the other side of the window. "Go!" he bellowed at her before turning to Hannah. "Now you," She also tried to protest but the vampire was hearing none of it as he lifted her into his arms and placed her on the porch roof.
 
   The cool air rushed in around the blanket and calmed some of the burns she'd sustained. She kept her face bowed away from the sun as the others scrambled onto the roof behind her and Aria. With her feet braced against the roof, she was able to keep her balance as they made their way to the back of the building.
 
   A loud crash behind her brought her head around as part of the tavern roof started to collapse. "We have to get off of this roof," William croaked.
 
   "We're going to have to jump," Hannah said. "There's no way to climb down from here."
 
   "Jumping it is then," Xavier said.
 
   Hannah crept forward and crouched at the edge of the roof. They were almost completely at the back of the building; from here she could smell the lake hidden within the trees. She would have given anything to be able to plunge into its cool depths and ease some of the heat licking at her skin. She didn't know if it was the lingering effects of the fire, or the rays of the sun beating against the blanket but her skin felt as if it had been rubbed with sandpaper. Grasping hold of the edge of the roof, she jumped off the side of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 23 -
 
   "This way," William said as he grabbed hold of her arm. "Stay by my side." He hurried her toward the back of the crumpling building but they hadn't made it more than ten feet before men began to spill from the woods toward them.
 
   "Fall back!" Xavier bellowed in a voice made thick with ash.
 
   Hannah's hand squeezed around the stake William had given her as she tugged it out of her waistband. William released her arm as he stepped beside his sister and pulled the bow from his back. Aria and William opened fire on the vampires charging at them, but they were steadily pushed back toward the front of the building by the onslaught. Hannah searched for something to help fight with as the tavern started to crumble beside them. Her ears were ringing from the screams erupting around her as vampires and humans alike fell to the ground.
 
   It was only a matter of time before they were overrun. The twins didn't have enough arrows to deter the mass closing in on them. William was tough but he was still human and not as fast as Aria at releasing the arrows. Aria snagged more arrows from William's quiver when hers completely emptied out. Panic began to fill Hannah as she glanced around helplessly at the crush of bodies pressing against them. There had to be something she could do to help.
 
   A smoldering board fell at Hannah's feet as more of the tavern collapsed. Grabbing hold of the board, she rose to her full height as someone snatched hold of her arm. There was only one man that could make her skin crawl like hers now did with the connection of flesh on flesh. A vicious snarl escaped her as she swung violently upward and smashed the board across Calvin's perfect, golden boy face. The force of the blow knocked his head to the side and caused blood to explode from his mouth. A solid two by four soot stain marred his cheek as his ruby colored eyes came back to hers.
 
   She'd only succeeded in pissing him off, but she found she didn't care as her hands clenched around the stake and she leapt at him with the determination of a lion leaping on a gazelle. Fury drove her as she swung the stake in a downward arc at his putrid heart. He fell back from her unexpected attack, because of this she was almost able to drive the stake in. Instinct caused him to rebound faster than she had expected though as he swung his arm up and knocked her hand aside.
 
   She barely had time to react before his other hand came up and he backhanded her across the cheek with enough force to make her stagger sideways. Stars exploded in front of her eyes, pain exploded through her jaw and for a moment she feared it had been broken. A startled cry escaped her; her hand flew to her mouth as blood from her split inner cheek pooled into her mouth. His fingers clutched in her hair, he ripped her head back at the same time that he reached forward with his other hand and tore the blanket from her. Hannah threw her arms up as she instinctively recoiled from the rays of the sun that washed over her body.
 
   It took her a few seconds to realize that her skin wasn't blistering, she wasn't burning, and agony wasn't exploding throughout her body. The sun was shining down on her, she could feel it on her skin, but there was no smoke coming from her exposed arms or face.
 
   She met Calvin's gaze again and a new kind of horror and dread began to take hold of her as his reddened, hate filled eyes latched onto hers. Whatever he had been planning to do to her beforehand was nothing compared to what he was going to do to her now. She could see that fact clearly in the cruel smile that twisted his mouth and the malicious gleam that filled his eyes.
 
   ***
 
   William pulled another arrow from his quiver and fired it at the group trying to overrun them. There were too many of them though as they were relentlessly pushed toward the main road and the battle being waged there. Xavier was fighting off two vampires with a staff, he was bleeding from a gash in his head but that didn't slow him down as he twisted the staff and drove it through the chest of one of the vampires.
 
   Lucas tried to beat back the vampires coming at him but he was having a difficult time defending himself while keeping the blanket around him. Ellen was pressed against his back; he tried to keep her behind him as he moved her further into the shadows. He spotted Hannah out of the corner of his eyes as she stopped to grab a board that had fallen from the tavern.
 
   Aria cursed and grabbed an arrow from the quiver on his back. "We're running out!"
 
   He shrugged out of the quiver, pulled three arrows from it and shoved the rest at Aria. She had better accuracy and was faster than he was with a bow anyway. Shoving the arrows into his waistband, he grabbed a staff from a body lying on the ground. He spun it in his hands and slashed it across the face of an approaching vampire. He lifted the crossbow tied to his waist up and fired the bolt locked into it. The arrow slammed into the man's chest, pierced him through the heart and knocked him onto his ass.
 
   Tucking the staff under his arm, he deftly locked another arrow into the crossbow. He spotted Timber and Daniel amongst the fray with Abe at their side. The frail looking vampire was surprisingly agile as he zipped in and out to avoid the vampire pursuing him. Abe kept the small human boy behind him as he maneuvered him toward the safety of a nearby house.
 
   William turned and pulled Ellen back as one of Calvin's men grabbed for her. He was just getting her out of the way when Calvin emerged from the chaos and smoke. "Watch out!" he shouted as he lurched toward Hannah.
 
   He was knocked back as a vampire launched at him. Wrapping his arms around William's waist the vampire pulled William down beneath him. The air rushed out of his lungs as he was thrust forcefully onto the unforgiving ground. William's heart leapt into his throat, he didn't have time to get his breath back as he pulled his stake free and twisted to the side.
 
   "William!" Aria cried.
 
   The vampire's teeth snapped at his throat but William managed to keep his forearm planted firmly in his chest to hold the heavy creature off of him. He could smell the fetid blood on the man's breath as he managed to drive the stake into him. The only problem was he was nowhere near the heart as it pierced into the vampire's stomach. The man's face twisted in agony but the wound didn't slow him as he lurched at William's neck again.
 
   Gathering his strength, William managed to curl his feet up under the heavy vamp and thrust him upward as Aria lifted her bow. Knowing what his twin intended, William shoved the vamp straight into the path of the arrow she fired. The arrow pierced through the vamp's heart and exploded out the other side of his chest. William heaved the writhing body of the dying vampire the rest of the way off of him. Rolling to the side, he placed his hands underneath him and shoved himself to his feet.
 
   He looked toward where he had last seen Hannah but she had disappeared with Calvin amongst the fray. Terror hit him as he reclaimed his lost staff and frantically searched the crowd. Nothing could happen to her, if anything did it would destroy Jack. He'd already lost his father, there was no way he was going to lose his best friend too. He couldn't leave his sister and friend's either though.
 
   "Aria!" he shouted.
 
   "Go William. If something happens to her Jack won't survive it. Go!" she yelled to him.
 
   William shoved through the crowd of people and vampires trying to escape the battle as he ran down the street in pursuit of Hannah and Calvin.
 
   ***
 
   "What is this?" Calvin inquired in a low purr that caused the hair on the back of her neck to stand on end.
 
   Hannah spotted Lucas rushing at them from the corner of the building but before he could reach them Calvin ripped her up by her hair and lifted her off the ground. Pain exploded through her skull, she was certain he'd torn out half her hair as he spun her around and pressed her against his chest. Hannah clawed at his hands in a desperate attempt to free herself, but no matter how much skin she tore from the backs of his hands, he refused to relinquish his hold upon her.
 
   "How is this possible?" he hissed in her ear as he pulled her further away from the others. She was finding words difficult as her feet kicked uselessly in an attempt to connect with some body part of his. "How is it possible for you to be in the sun?" he demanded with a rough shake of her head.
 
   Hannah clamped her mouth shut and refused to respond, but when his hand tightened in her hair and he twisted her neck in an unnatural angle, she finally bit out words. "I don't know."
 
   "Don't lie to me!" he spat.
 
   "I'm not lying!" she snapped back. "I don't know."
 
   She didn't know, she suspected it had something to do with Jack's blood, but she wasn't about to tell Calvin that. Jack had said that the vampires who shared a bloodlink were stronger when they exchanged blood, was it possible that his blood had made it so that she could walk in the sunlight for the first time in her life? What should have been an amazing concept was buried beneath the apprehension that was growing within her. None of it would make any difference if she couldn't get free of Calvin.
 
   His lips skimmed back to reveal his lethal looking fangs. "You may not know but I'm sure we'll enjoy trying to figure it out. Did you miss me Hannah?" She tried to twist her face away from his as he placed a sickening kiss against her mouth. Her lips cracked and bled beneath the brutality of his fangs digging into her lips. She cried out as she pushed uselessly against his chest in an attempt to dislodge him. "I missed you," he told her as he pulled away. "I'm going to enjoy showing you just how much I missed you. Then, well then I'm going to make you pay for every one of your betrayals, and I'm going to enjoy that even more."
 
   He brushed her hair back and pressed his fingers against the fading marks Jack had left on her. "Especially this betrayal. Have you seen your good friend Turner lately?"
 
   Fury and frustration tore through her at his taunting words. "You're nothing!" she shouted at him. "There's nothing you can do to break me, nothing that will ever make you anything other than the coward you truly are!"
 
   He laughed as he pressed his face closer to hers. "By the time I am done with you I will be your everything Hannah. I will be the only thing in your world for the years that I choose to keep you alive. You'll pay for turning to him, you'll pay for costing me everything I earned here, and I will make you suffer for your indiscretions for many, many years of your life."
 
   She had seen that torture room, if he got away with her now, she knew that she would most likely be praying for death by the time he was done with her. Desperation drove her, she couldn't lose everything she loved so much; she couldn't lose Jack. She swung back with her arms and finally managed to drive an elbow into his ribs. He released a loud grunt as his grip briefly loosened on her.
 
   Turning within his grasp, she was able to break free of one of his hands and twist to the right. Through the curling smoke still filling the air, and the bodies pressing around them, William emerged from the conflict. His sapphire eyes were intense as he lifted the crossbow he kept at his side and fired at Calvin.
 
   The bolt created a small breeze in the air as it rushed past her. She felt the brush of the feathers against her ear before it slammed into Calvin's shoulder and knocked her free of his tenuous hold. "Hurry!" William shouted as he held his hand out to her.
 
   She raced forward and was nearly to him when Kane rose up from the smoke behind William, seized hold of his shoulder, and drove his sword through William's back. The tip of the blade ripped through the flesh of his stomach and burst out the other side. Shock and pain caused his eyes to enlarge as his gaze fell to the offending instrument tearing through his muscle and bone. His hands instinctively curled around it, but there was nothing that he could do to stop the weapon destroying his body.
 
   A loud scream escaped her as she rushed to get to him, but she knew that even if she'd already been by his side, there was nothing she could have done to save him. Kane kept hold of his shoulder as he ripped the sword free of William's hands and body. The scrape of metal against bone was a sickening sound that made her wince as she poured on the speed to get to him. Blood spilled from the corners of William's mouth as he took a staggering step forward. Hannah leapt forward in an attempt to catch him before he hit the ground, but arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her away before she could get to him.
 
   Her fingers stretched toward William but came up with nothing as she was swung away from his crumbling body. "No," she moaned as Calvin's hand snaked back into her hair.
 
   "Don't mourn for him dear, he got the better deal out of the two of you," Calvin whispered in her ear.
 
   She knew that this was true but even still her heart was breaking as she looked back at the young man lying face down in the street. He had deserved so much better than this. Tears streaked down her face, a sob wracked her body as she realized how truly devastated Jack was going to be. Her heart broke as she fought to get free, to get to William, to do something to try and help. She'd only known him for a short amount of time, but in that time he had become an important part of her life.
 
   Calvin kept her restrained as he pushed through the crowd. There was a growing puddle of blood spreading around William as he remained motionless upon the ground. She tried to detect a heartbeat from the human but if there was one she couldn't sense it amongst the crowd gathered around her. She ineffectually beat and clawed at Calvin's back as he ruthlessly shoved people and vampires out of his way.
 
   Aria's heart wrenching cry pierced through the commotion surrounding them as Calvin grabbed the horse's reins. "William!''
 
   ***
 
   Jack had spotted the smoke miles before they rounded over the last mountain. "Hannah," he whispered as he moved with renewed speed toward the town nestled in the valley below.
 
   The sounds of battle drifted through the air as steadily as the smoke still wafting from the ruined remains of what he now could tell had been the tavern. Braith was a little ahead of him as fear drove them faster than he'd thought possible toward the town they'd mistakenly left behind.
 
   As they moved closer to the town they passed many humans and vampires running toward them to escape the chaos. Jack didn't stop to talk with them, didn't stop to ask them what was going on. There was no time for that, and no matter what was going on, he wasn't going to stop until he had Hannah in his arms again. They were just arriving at the outskirts of town when Aria's broken hearted scream pierced the air.
 
   Something within him curled up and shriveled as within that scream he heard all the sorrow and anguish he knew only one of the twins could exhibit if the other had died. A roar erupted from Jack at the realization that his friend had fallen; his fangs sprang forth as he followed Braith's relentless pursuit of Aria.
 
   ***
 
   "William." He felt hands pressing against him as Aria rolled him onto his back. He blinked against the influx of light on his eyes and it took him a moment to get her blurred face to come into focus. Tears were streaming down her face as she dropped at his side. "Hold on William."
 
   Her hands were frantic as they pressed against his stomach in a useless attempt to staunch the flow of blood oozing from him. It was too late though and even if she was too stubborn to admit it yet, he was well aware of the fact that his life was coming to an end. There was no stopping the blood escaping his body right now, no stopping the weakening he felt in his extremities.
 
   "Aria," he croaked. His throat was still sore from inhaling so much smoke and with his wounds he'd lost the strength to speak strongly. It felt as if his hands had been split in half by the sword but he couldn't feel his arms enough to lift them.
 
   "Don't you dare leave me!" she yelled at him. "You just hold on. I'll get you out of here."
 
   She grabbed hold of his arm and draped it around her shoulder. "Aria don't."
 
   "I can lift you up!" she cried.
 
   A groan escaped him, his hand clenched on her shoulder. It felt as if a hundred swords were piercing his gut as she began to lift him to his feet. "I know you can," he whispered. "But please don't."
 
   She lowered him carefully back to the ground. The sound that escaped her broke his heart more than the realization of his imminent death did. She had Braith now, a life that was so different than any they had ever dreamed of, but he knew that his death would destroy her more than their father's had. Just as her death would have done the same to him. They were a part of each other, together since conception, and even when they were apart he always felt her with him. If she had died, a piece of him would have died with her.
 
   Their father, he wondered if he'd see him again now. Wondered if there truly was something after this life or if he was going to fade away into nothing. He hoped there was something after death, hoped he'd once again see the man that had meant so much to him. It was the only bright thing he could find in the growing darkness surrounding the end of his too short life.
 
   It suddenly didn't feel as if he had enough air in his lungs, he tried to inhale but there was a crushing pressure growing in his chest that made it almost impossible to breathe. Unconcerned about his blood, Aria pressed his hand to her face as she leaned over him. Tears dripped onto his cheeks as her fingers curled into his.
 
   "I can get you help," she choked between the sobs shaking her.
 
   "It won't do…" a racking wave of coughing broke his words off as more blood burst from his mouth and trickled down his chin. She leaned forward and wiped it quickly away. "Any good," he finished when the coughing thankfully eased.
 
   "I can fix this," she insisted.
 
   He would have laughed but he couldn't find any humor right now. "Always so stubborn, you can't fix death."
 
   The ring of red that flickered through her eyes momentarily startled him. He knew what she was now, but she'd remained so similar after her death that there were times when he forgot she had become what he'd once considered his greatest enemy. "I can," she grated and he finally understood what she was proposing.
 
   Dread trickled through him. He'd hated vampires his entire life and though one of his best friends was one, his twin now was, and his brother-in-law was the king of them all, he'd never once considered becoming one himself. It wasn't something he'd ever wanted, but then neither was death, not this way and not this soon. He'd been running away from his grief for over a year, hiding in a way that wouldn't have made his father proud, but he'd always known that one day he would come to terms with everything that had happened. That one day he would return to the home he had fled, and he would find his purpose there. He'd planned to do so much more with his life eventually, not to have it end before his nineteenth birthday.
 
   "There's no guarantee you'll survive," Aria gushed out. "But if you'll let me, I can give you a chance. There…" her voice broke and she pressed his hand more firmly against her cheek. "There isn't one now."
 
   He hated the tears that continued to spill from her eyes as she pleaded with him to let her do this. She was offering him a chance, but was it a chance he was willing to take?
 
   His eyes rolled to the side as Daniel burst free of the smoke and chaos surrounding them. Daniel skidded to a halt behind Aria, his mouth dropped open, his eyes brimmed with tears as he met William's gaze. "No," he groaned as he fell to his knees beside Aria and resumed the useless attempt to staunch the blood flow.
 
   He was losing sensation in his arms and legs, there wasn't much time left now. His gaze went to the sky, but he couldn't see the blue through all the black smoke filling the air around them. He could feel the sluggish pulse of his blood as it oozed from him; feel the stuttering beat of his heart as it struggled to pump what little remained of his blood through his extremities. He was dying and he couldn't even get a glimpse of the sky he had spent most of his life sleeping beneath.
 
   His fingers twitched at the thought. He wasn't ready to die, not yet, and though the alternative was almost as unappealing as death, it was one that he could actually live with. Or at least he would be a different kind of alive after. "Do it."
 
   His voice was so weak that even he barely heard it but Aria bit deeply into her wrist and tilted his head back to press it against his mouth. His body recoiled from the coppery tang of her blood, but as it flowed into the back of his throat, he found himself instinctively swallowing it.
 
   Aria bent close to his ear as his heart slowed to an alarming rate. "Try proving that you are just as strong as me for a change and make it through this," she whispered.
 
   He didn't have it in him to get angry, not as his heart gave its last lumbering beats, but if he made it through this he was going to throttle her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 24 -
 
   Jack skidded to a halt behind Aria as she sat back from her brother. William's blood stained her clothes; it was streaked across her face and matted in her hair. The blood continued to seep from his mutilated body, it had discolored the ground beneath him a rust color but Jack was acutely aware of the lack of William's heartbeat. A sharp pang stabbed through his heart, he took a step closer to the still body of his friend as sorrow built within his chest, but he didn't have the time to mourn him right now. There would be plenty of time to mourn after he found Hannah.
 
   "Aria…" Braith started as he knelt and rested his hand on her shoulder.
 
   "I gave him my blood," she murmured miserably. Jack felt as if he'd been punched in the gut. Braith recoiled, his lips pulled back in a snarl to reveal the fangs that instinctively sprang forth at the knowledge that his bloodlink had shared her blood with another. "Braith…"
 
   Braith's eyes faded back to their natural gray blue color as he regained control of himself. "We have to get him out of here."
 
   He nudged her gently out of the way and slid his arms under William. William's head fell back; his eyes were still open as he stared unseeingly at the sky. "He can hear you," Aria said.
 
   Braith glanced at her as she hovered nervously at her brother's side with Daniel. "He'll get through this," Jack assured her. "I know he will. I have to find Hannah."
 
   "Calvin has her," Aria whispered and pointed through the crowd. Jack's hands clenched as a ferocious growl tore from him. Braith nudged her back with his shoulder as he eyed Jack. He regained enough control of himself to take a step away from Aria before Braith went after him. The last thing he needed was to start fighting with his brother when there was someone else he was much more eager to destroy. "He took her that way."
 
   Jack focused on Hannah's blood, allowing it to lead him to her as he pushed his way through the battle waging around him. He dodged an arrow as he mercilessly shoved a vampire out of his way. She was close, he could feel it, his body thrummed with the need to see her, to feel her. He was going to rip Calvin limb from limb when he got his hands on him and he was never going to let Hannah go again.
 
   Grabbing hold of one of Calvin's men, he jerked the vampire toward him and ripped the stake from his hand before driving it into the man's heart. Bloodlust ripped through him; he could feel the press of his fangs against the inside of his mouth as he tossed aside the dead body. Daniel appeared at his side, blood and soot stained his strained face as he lifted a spear and drove it into another vampire's chest. He'd never seen the calm, artistic boy look so enraged as his blue eyes shone with wrath.
 
   Daniel shoved a human out of his way before stepping alongside Jack. "Where are they?" he demanded in a hoarse voice.
 
   Jack jerked his head to the side. He seized hold of another vampire's neck as the man ran at him. Without any hesitation, he ripped forcefully back and tore the vampire's throat out. Through the fighting, he spotted Calvin's large frame ahead of him as he tried to force Hannah onto a horse. Amazement and wariness flickered through him at the sunlight filtering over her exposed skin. She wasn't burning though, and she wasn't crying out in distress as she fought against the hold Calvin had on her. Aria had given Braith his vision back and his blood seemed to have given Hannah the ability to move about in the sunlight without it singing and scorching her body. If he had anything to say about it, he was going to make sure she got many more hours and days within its warm rays.
 
   Like a raging bull, he lowered his shoulder and plunged through the mob gathered around him with a loud roar. He shoved the last of the stragglers out of his way and raced across the ground toward them. Calvin must have heard him coming as he released the horse and spun to face him. Though fury drove him, Jack was still coherent enough to realize that he couldn't launch himself at them and destroy the bastard when he saw what Calvin was holding in his hand.
 
   He slid to a stop as Calvin pressed the stake even more firmly into Hannah's chest. A small gasp escaped her, she tried to wiggle away from the stake but Calvin held her firmly against him as he kept his hand entangled in her hair. "Don't!" Jack spat as Calvin pressed the stake forcefully enough against her flesh to draw blood.
 
   "Don't what? Do this?" Calvin taunted as he turned her head toward him. Hannah's struggles only pressed the stake deeper into her flesh as Calvin forced his mouth against hers. Red exploded across Jack's vision, the sound that ripped from him was one that would have made even the largest lion cower. A strangled cry escaped her, the scent of her blood caused Jack to lurch two more steps forward as Calvin bit into her bottom lip. He jerked to a halt as Calvin pressed the stake in hard enough to draw more blood from her.
 
   "Stop!" Jack shouted as terror clawed at his chest.
 
   Calvin smiled at him as he moved his mouth away from hers. Calvin was still too close to her; he would destroy her before Jack could make it to them. Pain twisted Hannah's features, she tried to fight against Calvin but her exertion only succeeded in drawing more blood from where the stake pressed against her chest. Her eyes shimmered like rubies as her fingers tore into Calvin's hand. Calvin didn't seem to notice it though, he was grinning as he pulled her back a few more feet. Jack stalked them but he didn't dare get too close as Calvin angled her toward the massive black stallion that had danced a few feet away from them.
 
   "I can catch a horse," he said in a quiet, lethal tone.
 
   Calvin's fingers rubbed against the underneath of her chin as he tilted her head further up. "Not if you want her to stay alive. You don't wish to catch a corpse, do you?"
 
   The smirk that curved Calvin's lips caused Jack's hands to fist as he tried to calculate some way to get a hold of Calvin before he could drive that stake through her heart and effectively end both of their lives. He'd vowed he was never going to let anything bad happen to her and though he'd been too late to keep her completely protected, he was going to make sure she walked away from this if it was the last thing he did.
 
   Calvin dragged her with him as he retreated a few more steps. Panic drove Jack forward another step, but when Calvin pressed the stake more firmly against her, he froze again. "I'd stay back lover boy, if you intend for her to live anyway," Calvin said with a cruel sneer.
 
   Jack's eyes raced over the town surrounding them, but though smoke still filtered through the air it wasn't thick enough this far away from the tavern to cover any of his movements. Exasperation filled him as Calvin pulled her even further away. Jack spotted Daniel and Braith on the right side of Calvin seconds before Daniel fired an arrow. Jack lunged forward as Calvin turned toward the whistling arrow; it pierced through his shoulder and knocked his hand back from Hannah. The stake clattered to the ground as it fell from his limp hand.
 
   Hannah spun and drove her fist into his face. Blood spattered from Calvin's battered nose, he staggered back a step but quickly recovered. He was already grabbing for her arms as she stumbled to the side in an attempt to avoid his frantic grasping. Calvin's left hand had caught in the sleeve of her dress when Braith grasped hold of her and ripped her away. A triumphant cry escaped Jack as he leapt over his brother and grabbed Calvin by the throat.
 
   Dust kicked up around them as they tumbled onto the ground together. Something volatile and ferocious tore from him, something he'd never even known could reside inside of himself, but he knew that the driving urge to see this man dead was intricately interwoven with Hannah's safety. That if she was ever threatened this thing inside of him would destroy anyone that ever dared to touch her. Calvin tried to deflect Jack's hand as he repeatedly drove his fist into Calvin's face, but he couldn't hold him back.
 
   A bone broke beneath Jack's hand, Calvin's right cheek caved in as his lower jaw cracked. Red continued to fill Jack's vision but he wasn't sure if it was because of his frenzy or from the blood that was spraying off of Calvin's face. Calvin managed to get his hands up, Jack felt his fingers digging into his face, tearing back the skin from his cheekbone, but he didn't stop pummeling the man.
 
   A blow to the side of his head almost knocked him completely off of the man. Calvin managed to get his legs in between them and lever Jack the rest of the way off. "Jack!" Hannah screamed. Jack spotted her as he fell back to the ground. She strained to get free of Braith's hold but his brother kept her pressed against his chest as he moved her rapidly out of the way.
 
   Blood trickled from Jack's temple and into his left eye as he rolled to the side. Calvin was still clenching the board he'd used to hit him with as he scrambled back and rose to his feet. Jack wiped the blood out of his eye to focus on the man across from him again. The right side of Calvin's face looked more like mush than anything truly resembling a vampire. His nose had been flattened, both cheekbones were broken, and his bloody and broken lips pulled back to reveal his lethal fangs.
 
   Pushing himself up, Jack remained half bent over as he lunged forward. Calvin danced to the side but Jack still managed to snake his hand into the collar of his shirt. Calvin turned and swung the board up again but Jack grabbed hold of it before Calvin could hit him with it. Wrenching the board from Calvin's hands, he spun the burnt piece around in his hand and drove it forcefully upward.
 
   It caught Calvin under the chin, lifted him up, and flung him ten feet back in the air. Jack twisted the board in his hands as he stalked toward Calvin. The larger vampire was attempting to get back to his feet when Jack placed his booted foot against Calvin's chest and shoved him back to the ground.
 
   A twisted smile curved his lips as he leaned closer to him. "I told you not to touch her again."
 
   Jack lifted the board over his head and drove downward with the full force of his weight. A low howl escaped Calvin, his hands curled around the board as it pierced through his chest. Jack turned the board in his hand, twisting it until it burst out of Calvin's back.
 
   Though he doubted it was possible Calvin could return like his father had, he still held his hand out to Daniel as he approached. "Knife." Daniel didn't question the action, he simply tugged the foot long knife free from the holder on his side and tossed it to him. "Don't let her see this," he said to Braith.
 
   "Stop!" Hannah cried. Jack forced down his unreasonable anger at his brother's hold on Hannah as Braith turned her away from what he was about to do.
 
   The dying vampire watched him from terrified eyes as he squirmed to get away. Jack placed his hand against Calvin's forehead and pulled his head back. Calvin made a sick gurgling sound, even though he knew he was dying, he still tried to squirm away as Jack placed the blade against his throat and drove it deep. He hated Calvin, he'd kill him a thousand times over if he could, but he took no pleasure in severing his head from his body.
 
   He dropped the knife at his side as it cut through the last of the sinew keeping it connected to Calvin's neck. He rose slowly, wary and beaten, and worried about what Hannah would think of what he'd done. Bracing himself, he turned to search the crowd for her. Braith still had a hold of her but he released her as Jack took a step toward them. He expected to see revulsion and condemnation in her eyes when she turned toward him, instead she let out a relieved cry as she raced across the ground and flung herself into his arms.
 
   "Are you ok?" she demanded as her hands ran over his face and she wiped the blood from his eye and the scratches that marred his cheeks. He could already feel the wounds on his cheeks slowly closing back together. "Jack?"
 
   "I'm fine. It's nothing, really," he assured her as he tried to hold her back in order to get a good look at her. The wound on her chest was already beginning to heal, the ends of her hair were singed and her face was still pink from the fire but he didn't see any burns on her. Even so, fresh anger spurted through him as he pulled her against his chest. "Are you ok?"
 
   "I'm fine," she whispered in his ear. "Why did you cut off his head?"
 
   Jack shuddered as he pressed her closer against him and turned her away from Calvin's remains. "My father survived a stake to the heart." He felt the shock that coursed through her body and caused her hands to tighten on his shoulders. "And though I doubt Calvin could do the same, I wasn't taking any chances with him."
 
   She nodded as she pressed her face into her neck; he felt the hot wave of her tears against his skin. "Oh Jack, William…"
 
   He held her closer as she released a moan. His eyes drifted to Braith as his brother pushed into the crowd. People and vampires scrambled to get out of the way as Calvin's remaining fighters attempted to flee the town. Braith's soldiers regrouped around him as Braith pointed in different directions and issued commands to them.
 
   Jack reluctantly released Hannah as Braith snatched one of Calvin's vampires by the back of his neck and lifted him off the ground. He kept Hannah behind him as he hurried to help Braith. "The survivors are to be hunted down and locked up," Braith said sharply as he thrust the smaller vampire at one of his soldier's. "I'll be in the house at the end of the road. Find me when you've located them all."
 
   "Yes Your Majesty," the man said and carried the kicking and swinging vampire away.
 
   "William…" Daniel started.
 
   "Aria's with him," Braith interrupted briskly.
 
   "He's alive?" Hannah breathed.
 
   "No," Braith told her. "He is most certainly not alive."
 
   ***
 
   Hannah stepped into the shadowed foyer of Uncle Abe's house. The house was as silent as a tomb and was enshrouded in the same air of melancholy as a cemetery. Uncle Abe was sitting on the couch with his hands folded between his legs as he leaned forward. Heath hovered nervously by his side. Lucas and Ellen were sitting beside him; tears streamed down Ellen's cheeks as she shook her head at Hannah's questioning look.
 
   "They're in the back bedroom," Uncle Abe told her softly.
 
   Hannah led the way through the narrow halls to the room at the back. Though it was a large room, it seemed much smaller with Xavier and Timber standing guard. It became even smaller when Braith and Jack filtered in to stand on either side of the full size bed.
 
   Aria's eyes were a fiery red color as she rose from the chair that had been set up by William's bedside. "Calvin?" she demanded.
 
   "Dead," Braith told her. Aria nodded before turning her attention back to her brother. "Any change?"
 
   "No, there won't be for a little while now. He can still hear us though." She brushed the hair back from William's forehead as she slid into the seat again. Daniel walked to the other side of the bed and pulled another chair forward. "It's going to be grueling but he'll get through it, otherwise he'll just prove I am the stronger twin."
 
   Braith ran his hand over her hair as he knelt at her side and pressed a kiss against her temple. "You're right, he will get through it."
 
   Hannah kept hold of Jack's hand as he moved to stand beside his brother. Though blood still marred Jack's cheeks, the scratches on his face had already healed. She couldn't tear her gaze away from him, she'd almost lost him and she couldn't get enough of looking at him. She shuddered as she recalled what she'd just seen him do. Braith had tried to hide most of it from her, but even still she'd witnessed just how deep Jack's brutality and desire to protect her was. She thought she should be repulsed by the ruthlessness she'd just witnessed, instead she found herself loving him even more for it.
 
   "Was Calvin the one that did this to him?" Aria demanded.
 
   "No, it was Kane," Hannah answered. "I didn't see him out there with the others, but I didn't see everyone that has been killed or captured. He may be among them."
 
   Aria nodded as she took hold of her brother's hand. It remained stiff and unmoving within her grasp, but she held it firmly. "If he's not out there, we'll find him," Jack promised her. Hannah wrapped her hand around Jack's arm as a shudder racked through him. "William will be ok."
 
   "He will," Hannah said.
 
   Aria's red eyes were forceful as she lifted her head. "I survived, we came from the same womb; he'll survive too."
 
   "I'll get some chairs," Hannah volunteered.
 
   She was reluctant to release Jack but she had a feeling no one was going to be leaving this room for awhile. She glanced out the window as Lucas helped her to gather some chairs. Tubs of water were being rushed up from the lake by vampires in order to put what remained of the fire out. The water would be enough to save the blacksmith shop but the tavern was a crumbled heap of burnt cinders.
 
   Though tears burned her eyes, she knew it could have been much worse. They were all still alive, or at least she was hoping that they would all still be alive when this was over. Turning away from the window, Lucas helped her carry the chairs into the bedroom. Jack gestured his chair away with a flick of his wrist as he remained standing by the foot of the bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 25 -
 
   The next few days passed by in a blur as William's body continued to be battered by the changes it was going through. Hannah had never seen anything like it as the rigor mortis stage slipped away leading him into one of extreme agony. Though she hated to just wait around while William suffered so greatly, she found herself unable to leave Jack's side as he and Aria unfailingly stayed beside William. Xavier remained ever present in the shadows behind Aria, but Braith and Daniel were pulled away numerous times to deal with the aftermath of Calvin's raid on the town. They returned as soon as they were able to and resumed their positions around William's body. Timber checked in often but he came and went as he helped to hunt down Calvin's remaining vampires.
 
   There were many times when she was convinced that William would never survive the changes his body was going through. She hadn't thought the human body could handle what William's body seemed to steadily endure as he writhed and moaned upon the bed. She thought she heard a bone break but she couldn't be sure as his body was wracked with a spasm that caused his back to arch three feet off the bed. Hannah took a small step away but Aria knocked Jack's hand away when he made an attempt to push William back down on the bed.
 
   "Don't touch him!" Aria snarled through clenched teeth.
 
   Jack looked torn but he held his hands up in surrender as he took a step away from William. He flopped back onto the bed, a strangled cry escaped him before he became still again. Aria waved them back as she sat beside him on the bed and rested her fingers in the center of his outstretched hand. The thin shirt he'd worn had been torn from his body yesterday and the blankets had been stripped from the bed. The only thing he could tolerate against his skin was the thin shorts he wore and Aria's subtle touch.
 
   Hannah watched the two of them with a lump in her throat. Jack would be heartbroken if William didn't survive this, but Aria would be devastated. Braith's face was strained, his hair disheveled as he helplessly watched his wife. Taking a step forward, he rested his hands on Aria's shoulders and began to rub them. William had to survive this, he simply had too.
 
   The following day Aria requested buckets of water to be brought forth. Lucas and Ellen hauled buckets of cool water up from the lake and huddled nervously in the doorway as they watched. Aria and Jack took turns sponging William's face with the cool liquid as he moaned and thrashed upon the bed. Even the slightest touch made him recoil like she used to from the rays of the sun. She knew exactly what he was going through, what it felt like to have your skin feel like it was on fire and even the smallest breeze rubbed the flesh raw.
 
   "It's nearing the end," Aria whispered from where she knelt at William's side. Aria wiped back the strand of hair that stuck to her sweat streaked face as she turned her head to survey the room. "He'll need blood."
 
   Jack's bowed head tiredly came up as his bloodshot eyes focused on Aria. His broad shoulders were hunched forward; his hair was disheveled from running his fingers through it. Hannah could feel the tightness of his muscles as she rested her hand on his back. "I'll get it," she offered.
 
   She knew neither one of them was willing to leave and Braith and Daniel had been called away again an hour ago. "Not by yourself," Jack said as he rubbed at the thick black stubble shadowing his jaw.
 
   "Jack…"
 
   "Not by yourself," he interrupted brusquely. "Calvin may be dead but some of his men are still running free out there."
 
   "I'll go with her," Xavier volunteered.
 
   Hannah nodded and turned back to Jack. His bloodshot eyes were focused upon her as he studied her intently. He glanced at William before rising to his feet. "That's ok Xavier, I'll go with her."
 
   "Stay with your friend Jack," she assured him.
 
   He shook his head as he came toward her. "We'll only be gone for a little bit."
 
   Fighting him on it wasn't going to get her anywhere, she knew that. Her skin came alive as his hand wrapped around her elbow and he walked with her out of the room. She moved closer to him as they made their way through the hushed house.
 
   The sun was low in the sky when he opened the door for her and stepped aside to let her exit. Hannah's gaze instantly went to the skeleton of the new tavern rising into the air. The burnt out lumber had been removed from the site of the fire and a frame had already been erected. She spotted Uncle Abe and Lucas with the crew working to nail the beams of the roof into place.
 
   Tears of gratitude burned her eyes as she watched the townspeople hauling lumber to the new building site in order to help them rebuild. They'd lost twenty two residents to Calvin and his men and thirty had been injured, but the town was coming together to help rebuild the tavern and bury the bodies. The bodies of Calvin and his fallen men had been burned yesterday, and his men that had been captured had been put to death.
 
   Most of what was left of the town's inhabitants were now gathered round to help with the tavern. It was something that never would have happened when Calvin was in charge as Calvin had banned gatherings this big centuries ago.
 
   Some of the other occupants of the town were trying to identify the remains still being pulled from Calvin's torture room. Most of the bodies that were in good enough condition to be identified were people and vampires that no one seemed to know. It seemed that Turner and Lola were the only two victims that had been residents of the town. Some of the bodies that had been identified were those of passing out-of-towners thought to have moved on, but they hadn't gotten far.
 
   Sunlight poured onto her as she stepped onto the first step of the porch but instead of exhibiting the ability to move around in it like she had over the past few days, the warmth of it caused her skin to blister almost instantly. A startled cry escaped her but before she had a chance to retreat into the shadows, Jack wrapped his arms around her and propelled her into the house.
 
   His hands were in her hair as he brushed it frantically back from her face. "Are you ok?"
 
   She wasn't entirely sure what she was right now, confused and stunned definitely, but she hadn't been exposed long enough to do any lasting damage. "What happened?" Xavier demanded from the doorway of the bedroom.
 
   "The sun," Hannah whispered.
 
   Aria gave her a sympathetic look. "It will be ok," she said before retreating back to her brother's side.
 
   "I don't understand," Hannah said as she twisted her blistered hands before her. "What happened?"
 
   "We haven't exchanged blood in a few days." Jack's fingers were tender on her cheeks as he caressed her skin.
 
   He stopped talking as Xavier appeared in the doorway. "I'll go," he offered as he brushed past them.
 
   Jack took hold of her elbow again and led her onto the small back deck that overlooked a valley. Out here, the sun was blocked by the front of the house as it sank over the horizon. Jack's hands slid over her arms as he pulled her closer to him. Tingles erupted over her flesh as the anxiety she'd been experiencing over the past four days began to ease. The warmth of his lips against her ear caused her to go limp as he spoke to her.
 
   "Take what you need, Hannah."
 
   Her fingers curled into his arms and though she hadn't been hungry before now, she found the desire to feed burning hotly through her as the scent of his blood washed over her. Standing on her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body flush against his. He released a small sound of pleasure as her lips skimmed back and her canines elongated into razor sharp fangs. His fingers dug into her back as she drove her fangs deep into the vein in his neck.
 
   A sound that she didn't quite recognize escaped her as her fingers curled into his hair and she strained to get even closer to him. He spun so quickly that she barely registered the movement until he was pressing her flat against the wall. She was spiraling out of control, falling as surely as the leaves dropping from the trees in the fall. She stifled a small cry as she felt the prick of his fangs against her shoulder seconds before he began to feed from her as well. The stubble lining his jaw rubbed against her skin but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling and in fact she found she actually enjoyed it.
 
   Jack pulled away from her as the front door opened and closed but he cradled her head to keep her feeding from him. Hannah, unable to stand anymore, collapsed into his arms as she reluctantly pulled away. She met his fiery gaze as she tilted her head back to look at his beloved face. His finger traced over her bottom lip, pulling it out as he bent to kiss her again.
 
   "When this is all over we are going to find some time to be alone together," he promised in a harsh voice that caused her body to quiver.
 
   "I look forward to it," she whispered.
 
   The rakish grin he shot her caused her heart to melt. "I know you do."
 
   He took hold of her hands, turning them before him as he inspected her previous injuries. "Amazing," Hannah whispered when she saw that the blisters had already disappeared.
 
   "As long as you continue to feed from me regularly you'll be able to go out in the sun. Maybe one day you won't even need me. Braith said his vision continues to improve."
 
   Unexpected tears burned her eyes at the prospect of being able to return to the warmth of the sun that had been denied to her throughout her entire life. She'd never known what she'd been missing then, but to experience the freedom the sun brought to her now was a gift she'd never imagined to have been given.
 
   Jack had come into her world when she hadn't been expecting it, and certainly hadn't been looking for it and now she was never going to let him go. He'd completely disrupted her practical existence and he'd given her more than she'd ever dreamed of from life. Because of him she could walk in the sun, because of him she was free of Calvin, and she knew what it was like to be loved and accepted no matter what, and how to give that love and acceptance in return.
 
   "I'll always need you," she whispered. "Aria said she only feeds from Braith."
 
   His fingers froze on her face. "That is true."
 
   It wasn't something she had wanted before, but now the idea of feeding from anything or anyone else seemed repulsive to her. "I would like to do the same with you, if you wouldn't mind. I mean, if it was an emergency I would use a blood bag, but…"
 
   His finger over her lips silenced her rushed words as he leaned closer to her. "I would like nothing more, Hannah."
 
   Joy suffused her as she smiled against his finger. "I love you Jack."
 
   He pressed his lips briefly against her nose. "I love you too, Hannah."
 
   Pure delight engulfed her as she threw her arms around him. She hadn't known it was possible to feel this connected to someone else, to feel this safe and secure, but she was protected and she was cherished. He wiped away the tears from her cheeks as he pulled her a step closer and kissed her again.
 
   "Jack."
 
   Braith's voice from the front of the house pulled them apart. Jack stepped to the side to look down the hall. "Yeah?"
 
   "William is awake, and coherent."
 
   Jack took hold of her hand and pulled her into the shadowy hall. Braith was waiting at the end of it, his hands folded behind his back as he watched them approach. "How is he?" Jack inquired.
 
   "Hungry, but that will pass. He seems to be doing as well as Aria afterward."
 
   Jack's shoulders slumped as he closed his eyes. "Thank God," he muttered.
 
   Relief filled Hannah as she wrapped her hand around Jack's arm and stepped closer to him. "He's one of us now?" she inquired.
 
   "He is," Braith confirmed.
 
   He turned and led the way into the backroom. Aria was still hovering by William's side, a bag of blood in her hand as he tossed aside an empty one and took the full one from her. He was paler than he'd been before, his face was thinner and his beard thicker, but otherwise he appeared the same.
 
   "This is gross and delicious all at once," William muttered as he ripped off the top of the bag with his newfound fangs.
 
   "You get used to it," Aria assured him as Xavier handed her another bag.
 
   Daniel took the empty bag from him and dropped it into a trashcan next to the bed. "I'm not so sure about that," William told her as he tossed aside another empty bag and grabbed the next one from Aria. "I need a bath."
 
   "You do stink," Aria confirmed. "But then I've had better smelling days myself."
 
   "That you have," William agreed.
 
   Aria shot him a dirty look that quickly turned into a loving smile as she handed him another bag. "Lucky you brother, you get to deal with the twins for an eternity," Jack said as he grasped hold of Braith's shoulder.
 
   Braith groaned but his eyes were loving as he turned to Aria. "I'm ok with that."
 
   Aria grinned back at him before turning her attention to Jack. "So do you."
 
   "So do I," he agreed with a laugh as he approached William. "How are you feeling?"
 
   "I've been better, but then I did die so I guess I'm supposed to feel a little crappy," William told him.
 
   "I would have to agree with that," Aria said as she handed him another bag.
 
   Hannah had never seen anyone consume so much blood, but then she'd never seen a human survive the change either. Aria was the only survivor she'd ever met before and may have been the only one in the world, until now. William tossed the bag aside, wiped his mouth and shook his head at Aria when she offered him another one. "I think I'm good."
 
   Aria sat on the side of the bed next to him. "It's going to be difficult for the next couple of weeks to restrain your hunger. It will probably take you a couple of months to get full control, but you'll get through it."
 
   "I'll be fine," he assured her as he pat her hand. "Did you catch the asshole that did this to me?"
 
   "No," Braith answered as he moved to stand beside his wife. "Kane has disappeared with at least a dozen of Calvin's men."
 
   Aria's hand tightened on William's as both of them focused on Braith. "What's with the tone?" she inquired.
 
   Braith rested his hand on her shoulder. "It's taking more time than I had anticipated to hunt them down, they've gone into the mountains, but we'll find them soon enough."
 
   "Maybe you should come back with us," Aria said hesitantly to William. "At least for a little while. I can help you get through what remains of the transition while we prepare a larger search party for Kane and the rest of Calvin's followers."
 
   "Aria…"
 
   "I know why you couldn't stay at the palace before William, but it's been a year. You can't run forever."
 
   It was almost entertaining to watch the twins face off as they glared at each other with nearly identical obstinate thrusts of their jaws. Hannah wasn't certain which one of them would capitulate first. "I'm not running," William grated from between clenched teeth.
 
   "You've always been a bad liar; don't try to start now."
 
   "Aria," Braith said quietly.
 
   She closed her eyes as her head bowed. "You'll do whatever you want, but I am the only one who knows what you're going through. The only one that can help make sure you don't injure someone else. Braith and I can't stay here for much longer, we have to… we have to go back William."
 
   "I know," William assured her as he squeezed her hand. He glanced over at Jack before focusing on his sister again. "But this town has been devastated Aria and those men are still out there. We can't leave these people and vampires undefended. If anyone can find those men within the woods and forests, it's me."
 
   "William," she whispered in a forlorn tone but she glanced at Braith before focusing on her brother again. "I can't bring you back from this death. Please be careful."
 
   His eyes crinkled at the edges as he smiled at her. "Always, that bastard got me once, it won't happen again."
 
   "I'll be leaving plenty of soldiers here," Braith assured Aria.
 
   "That man killed me." William's eyes flashed with red as that realization seemed to sink in. He shook his head as his fingers went to his mouth and he poked at the fangs that had quickly extended. "Huh, that's going to take some getting used to."
 
   "Yep, you are dead," Aria agreed as she handed him another bag. "The trickiest part is remembering that you no longer have to breathe and not breaking things. I still destroy door handles, curtains, and dishes sometimes."
 
   "She does," Braith confirmed.
 
   "We'll stay for as long as we can," she glanced at Braith who nodded his consent. "I'll help you as much as I can before then. When you're done here though, will you come home?"
 
   "I will come home when it's done," he vowed.
 
   Aria threw her arms around his shoulders and clung to him as she hugged him. "Thank you."
 
   William rubbed her back before releasing her. "As soon as I am able to, I am going to go after Kane and the rest of Calvin's followers."
 
   "I know," Aria told him.
 
   "I think, when it's time, we should all return home for a bit." Jack turned toward Hannah. "If you'll come with me?"
 
   Hannah started to protest but then she remembered that she could travel now, that she could see the things she'd always dreamed of seeing. That she could experience the world that had been denied to her since birth. "My family…?"
 
   "Your family will be welcomed at the palace," Braith assured her.
 
   "Uncle Abe may go if we travel slowly but Lucas can't travel," she said softly.
 
   "We won't leave here until the safety of this town has been completely established and we can come back whenever you wish," Jack promised her.
 
   Excitement fluttered through her chest as she took hold of his hand. "I'd love to see where you came from."
 
   He kissed her forehead and nuzzled her hair before pulling away from her. "I can't wait to show it to you."
 
   "Ugh can someone please kill me again," William muttered as he shook his head at the two of them. "If you guys don't mind, I'd really like to take a bath and I'd much prefer not to have to listen to this. Daniel can you give me a hand?"
 
   Daniel was grinning as he stepped forward to take hold of William's arm. Daniel helped him turn to place his bare feet on the floor. "Anyone that feels like kissing someone else in this room has to go," William said.
 
   "William…" Aria started.
 
   "Go on, we've got him," Xavier assured her as Braith pulled her to her feet and away from the bed.
 
   Aria's eyes narrowed, her shoulder straightened, but Braith bent and whispered something in her ear. She glanced up at him and nodded before allowing him to lead her from the room. "We'll be back," Jack said to William.
 
   "Take your time," William told him as he stood on wobbling legs.
 
   Braith and Aria were heading toward one of the houses that had been left empty after the battle when she and Jack emerged on the porch. "How about a dip in the lake?" Jack suggested.
 
   She honestly couldn't think of anything better to ease the ache in her muscles and to rid her body of the dirt and odor clinging to her. "That sounds amazing."
 
   She dropped her head to his chest as he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. "I've never left this town. It's my home."
 
   "Do you not want to go? It still won't be for awhile, there is no way William will leave here until he finds Kane."
 
   "I know," she told him. "And I do want to go. I can't wait to meet the rest of your family; I would like to know everything I can about you and I can't wait to experience it all. After the tavern is rebuilt, and I know that Lucas and Uncle Abe will be safe, I want to see the world that I've missed all these years."
 
   "They're safe now Hannah, you're safe now. Calvin's men won't return to this town. They're still out there but this town is safe now and so are you. Calvin is gone and you're stuck with me, for eternity."
 
   "Sounds like a little bit of heaven," she admitted as his lips pressed against the top of her head before traveling lower to caress her cheek.
 
   Her fingers curled into his back as his lips brushed against hers. He pushed the hair back from her face as he cupped her cheeks and tilted her head to him. Her toes curled as his gray eyes filled her vision and she was swamped with his heat and power. "Will you marry me Hannah?"
 
   Her mouth dropped, before she had a chance to respond he was releasing her cheeks and extending a small diamond ring toward her. The beautiful jewel sparkled in the beams of the moon falling all around them. He was the strongest, most confident man she'd ever met and yet he looked achingly vulnerable as his eyes held hers.
 
   Her response lodged in her throat as tears slid down her cheeks. She finally managed to gather her wits enough to force a response. "My defect Jack. You may have made me strong enough to walk in the sun, I know that we are linked, but you have to understand that there is still a chance my defect will pass on to our children."
 
   "It's not a defect Hannah, it's a part of you and I love everything about you. I know neither of us wants our children to have to go through what you did, but we will both love them equally and they will never know the cruelty that you have known. The world is a different place now, they will not be shunned. I know what it's like to be the unwanted child, none of our children will ever experience that no matter who or what they are."
 
   Tears spilled down her cheeks as she threw her arms around him and hugged him. "I'd love nothing more than to marry you," she finally managed to choke out against his neck.
 
   He released a low shout as he wrapped his arms around her, lifted her up and spun her around. She laughed as she clung to his shoulders and he continued to rapidly spin her around. It took her a second to get her bearings when he finally deposited her on her feet again. She held her hand out to him so that he could slide the delicate diamond ring onto her finger.
 
   "I'll get you a bigger diamond when we return to the palace."
 
   She wiggled her fingers as she held the ring before her and smiled at the sparkly gem that she recognized from the display case at the mercantile. "Don't even think about, it's perfect."
 
   His hands slid over her neck as he kissed her tenderly. He lifted her off the ground and carried her toward the lake in rapid strides that swiftly ate up the ground. She rested her head on his shoulder and savored in his strength as a cocoon of peace enveloped her. Arriving at the lake, he placed her on the ground and tugged his shirt off. Warmth pooled through her body; there was absolutely no saliva left in her mouth as her fingers trailed over his unyielding flesh and followed the small trail of hair that ran from his naval to the waistband of his pants.
 
   His fingers slid the buttons of her dress free as his hands traveled down her back. Cold air hit her flesh but it did nothing to cool the hunger blazing through her as desire curled within her belly. The dress slid around her feet in a rustle of fabric that only heightened her yearning for him. He unbuttoned his pants and pushed them over his hips before taking her back into his arms and carrying her into the lake.
 
   His mouth brushed teasingly over hers, but he didn't claim hold of hers as he dipped lower into the water. She remained nestled within his arms as the water swelled up around them and his tongue teased over her lips. Hannah squirmed in his embrace, pressing closer against him as she begged for him to ease the torment growing within her.
 
   Finally, he eased her misery as his mouth settled hotly over hers. A feeling of rightness stole through her as she was once again reminded of the fact that she was home, that she had found where she belonged with him. Before he had wandered into her tavern her future had been bleak. She never would have been able to leave this town, and it would have only been a matter of time before Calvin forced her into marriage. She wasn't the only one that had been saved though, as the inhabitants of this town now knew a freedom and sanctuary that many of them had never experienced over their long lives.
 
   Now, her future was an open road of joy and happiness, an open road of dreams already fulfilled and thousands still to be fulfilled with him. They would rebuild the tavern, they would travel and they would get married and have children, lots of children. It was all so much more than she ever could have hoped for in her life, and she was unbelievably blessed to have not only discovered the love of this man, but also the freedom that such a love had given to her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - EPILOGUE -
 
   Jack slammed the last of his nails into the final piece of the roof he was working on and pulled the gloves from his hands. Wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm, he sat back on the board beneath him. The tavern was almost complete, just a few more days and they would have everything back together inside, and the furniture ready.
 
   He was eager to get it over with. He'd thrown himself into the rebuilding yesterday after Hannah had informed him that she would like to be married by the lake, but the reception had to be held in the place she had always loved so much. Though he knew that she was his, that it was a fact apparent to everyone within this town, he wanted it to be official and he intended for Aria, Braith, and Daniel to be here for the wedding ceremony. They'd said they could stay for at least a couple more weeks but he knew that Braith had to return to the palace soon.
 
   For the first time in over a year, Jack was actually looking forward to returning to the palace he had come to despise over the years. It was time to put the past behind him, to let go of his hatred of his father and Caleb, to confront the loss of David and the grief that had caused him to retreat from the world. Now, he planned to embrace the world, to face it head on and show Hannah all of the astonishing things it had to offer.
 
   The sound of a board breaking drew his attention and William released a muttered curse. Jack tried not to laugh as he glanced over his shoulder at his friend. William picked up the broken pieces of ruined board and heaved them over the side of the building. "Easy," Jack told him.
 
   William's eyes turned the color of a ruby as he glared back at Jack. His eyes gradually turned back to their normal blue color as he shook his head. "Sorry."
 
   "It's going to take awhile, but you'll get it."
 
   "I think I'm going to destroy a few more boards before that happens."
 
   "At least it's getting some of your excess energy out."
 
   William grunted in response and pulled another board toward him. Jack watched as he tapped the nail carefully in with his hammer before grabbing hold of another nail. His attention was drawn back to the town as Hannah, Aria, and Ellen stepped out of Abe's house. He couldn't tear his eyes away from Hannah as she moved with a lithe grace he found mesmerizing. Her skin, once so pale it was nearly translucent, now had a sun kissed hue to it that was radiant. The tinkling sound of her laughter drifted up to him, she held her loose hair back from her face as the wind blew around her. It was an amazing thing to hear her laugh, it had happened so rarely before but it had become a more common occurrence over the past week. Her laugh never failed to make him smile.
 
   He'd never dreamed he'd find someone like her, and he'd never thought that he would be good enough to earn her love. He'd always been the least wanted son, then he'd become the rebel, and finally he'd become the man that had run from everything he'd ever known in an attempt to ignore his grief. He'd been completely wrong to do so though and she had proven that to him with her unwavering love. She had been his saving grace, his savior and redemption when he'd been adrift in the world and content to stay that way.
 
   "I'll be back," he said to William as his friend released another volatile curse.
 
   Jack didn't look back as William heaved another board off the side of the roof. Jack ran across the peak of the roof and dropped off the front of the two story building. Ellen took a startled step back, Aria shook her head at him but she was smiling as she brushed past him. Hannah gave him a teasing smile as she turned and ran back down the road.
 
   Her laughter trailed behind her as she darted up the steps of the abandoned home they'd started sleeping in yesterday. He caught hold of her waist before she made it through the front door. A squeal escaped her as he lifted her within his arms and spun her around. Her eyes sparkled with love in the light of the sun as he carried her inside and kicked the door shut.
 
   THE END
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Cover Photo
 
   The flower on the cover is Belladonna AKA Deadly Nightshade. I chose this flower because though it is beautiful and its berries are pretty, it is highly poisonous. This flower shows that sometimes what is on the outside is only a cover for what lurks beneath the surface.
 
   


  
 

BROKEN
 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   June 1, 1050
 
   I had the strangest encounter today. Camille and I were in the woods when we ran across them. At first I was frightened that humans, or even perhaps Marie had stumbled upon us, but they were only two male vampires. Neither of us had ever met them before but that's not difficult to believe as judging by their fine mounts and the quality of their clothing, they were aristocrats.
 
   They were both exceedingly handsome but there was something about the one…
 
   I'm going to sound like a silly girl when I write this, but the minute I saw him I felt this strange pull to get closer to him. That's not something that could ever happen, he is an aristocrat and my life is far too messy.
 
   He had the most beautiful green eyes I'd ever seen. They were the color of clover on a warm spring day, and he had a heartwarming smile. Camille thought I was rude to them, but then I had expected cruelty or even derisiveness from them, I hadn't been expecting kindness. I don't know him and yet when he smiled at me I could almost forget about every horrible thing in my life. When he smiled at me, there was no sadness or anger and hurt. There was no Marie and this hideous place.
 
   There was simply just him.
 
   Ugh, I guess I am just a silly, silly girl. I know better but for the first time in my twenty-two years of life I find myself eager to see a man again, and it's because of him, it's because of Atticus.
 
   ***
 
   "I'm already tired of England," Merle muttered as he swung his six-foot-two frame onto the back of his white stallion. He groaned as he took up the reins and tugged at his brown tunic to settle it into place.
 
   Atticus laughed as he grabbed the reins of his bay stallion, Drago and settled more comfortably in the saddle. Even though he was larger than Merle, he sat easier in the saddle than his cousin did. Merle had always been more at home on the sea than he had been on land. Two years ago, they had each spent three months living amongst the vampire Norsemen in order to learn more of their superior ships and sailing ways. Atticus enjoyed being at sea and was an excellent sailor, but Merle loved the sea and thrived while he was on it.
 
   "Tired of the rain, my friend?" he inquired.
 
   "Tired of the rain, the boredom, the small minded and judgmental people and vampires alike. Ugh the people," Merle said with a roll of his eyes.
 
   "And where would you prefer to be?"
 
   "You know where."
 
   Yes, Atticus knew Merle would prefer to be sitting on the beach of the Mediterranean and lavishing in the wine and women. Unfortunately, their fathers had other plans for them, and so did the rest of the aristocrats, as more infighting amongst them had resulted in the murder of the newly appointed king. King Harry hadn't even lasted three months on the throne, a new record according to Atticus's father, before he had been slaughtered by four of his own attendants while he slept. The vampire aristocrats believed the attendants had been paid to commit the murder. However, the vampire that had paid for the murder remained a mystery as the attendants had all conveniently disappeared afterward.
 
   The attendants were being hunted by every vampire from here to India and China, but Atticus had a feeling they were all already dead and that their bodies would never be found. Just as he suspected that the payees had been the aristocrats themselves. Harry hadn't been overly popular and he'd been looking to make changes to a system that few wanted changed. Harry should have known that he was aggravating the noblemen, but he'd been ambitious. His last suggestion of raising taxes and promoting more vampires to a position of nobility seemed to have been the straw that broke the old aristocrat's backs.
 
   To him, all of the political intrigue and inner fighting of the aristocrats was about as interesting as dirt. Like Merle, he would have much preferred to be in Italy than the rainy shores of England. Unfortunately, now that he and Merle were both twenty-five their fathers had decided it was time they became involved with the royal vampire court. He would have preferred to be kicked in the head by a horse than listen to the old vampires prattle on about policy, but he had no say in it, not anymore. As the oldest and only child of his father, he had known that this day would come, but he'd been hoping for a few more years of relative obscurity before being tossed into the wolves' den.
 
   It wasn't to be, but at least the two of them were able to get away for these couple of hours to do some hunting now that the rain had finally eased. Gray skies and heavy clouds hung over them as they made their way into the woods at a brisk trot. Merle sat straight in the saddle before him, the misty air had caused his sandy blond hair to curl at the edge of his wool tunic. Atticus was five months older than Merle and at six-foot-four, he had a good two inches and at least twenty pounds on his cousin. They were still well matched when they wrestled or battled with their staffs, but it was only a matter of time before his strength surpassed Merle's completely.
 
   It was more than just his height and weight he had as an advantage over Merle, but also his pure bloodline that would eventually make him superior in strength and speed. A bloodline of which he was the last of since his mother, Sabine, had been killed twenty years ago. A jealous lover had staked her through the heart when she'd been dressing to return to her husband and child. She'd been buried in the family plot in Transylvania, but Atticus had never been to her grave and he doubted he ever would.
 
   Her death hadn't been overly upsetting at the time; he'd rarely seen her as a child, but his father had taken his revenge upon her lover. Atticus wasn't foolish enough to believe that his father had done it because he loved his mother, but rather he'd done it to salvage his pride, which had been wounded by the fact that the man had killed his wife.
 
   The whole mess of his parent's world was enough to make his head pound and now he and Merle were going to have to wade through it. They would be good allies to each other over the coming years, they had been together since they were babies, and trusted each other with their lives. Both of them were also content to let their fathers battle through the swampland of the aristocratic world while they remained on the sidelines.
 
   The leaves of the trees, still wet from the raindrops sitting upon them, brushed against his forearms and dampened the deep green tunic he wore. His hand drifted down to his bow, excitement pulsed through him at the prospect of the coming hunt. He was hoping for some boar today, some good competition to liven up the boredom that had fallen over him since they'd arrived on English soil once again two weeks ago.
 
   The woods gave way to reveal a small clearing and a stream that he'd been able to hear the water trickling through for almost a mile now. Merle's horse splashed through the stream and Atticus would have followed if he hadn't caught the faint hint of mint on the breeze and pulled his mount up.
 
   His head turned, he sniffed at the air again as his eyes focused on a splash of purple color amongst the dense underbrush of the woods. Atticus leaned forward to peer into the trees. The scent of rose oil drifted through the air and filled his nostrils. Shifting movement revealed the flash of a woman's mantle amongst the leaves and brambles.
 
   "What are you doing?" Merle demanded as he stopped his horse in the middle of the stream.
 
   Atticus gestured toward where the woman remained hidden. Amongst the thick alders, elms, and oak trees she would have been nearly invisible to anyone but him. "Show yourself!" he called at the shadows.
 
   There was a slight shuffling of feet before a head popped out from around the trunk of a thick elm. The woman lifted a haughty black eyebrow as her raven colored eyes ran over him from head to toe and back again before she thrust her shoulders back. Her pointed chin jutted out as she defiantly met his gaze once more.
 
   She wasn't human; he could tell that much by the lack of a beating heart. The tunic she wore was a deep purple color but the dye had faded, the hem was worn, and he could see the different places where it had been patched. A gold cloth belt was cinched at her waist, emphasizing her slender midsection and rounded hips. She wasn't human but she was no noblewoman either, not in those clothes and not out here in the middle of the day. Most noblewomen were napping now in preparation of the night of drinking and socializing to come.
 
   He frowned as he took in her high cheekbones, thin-bridged nose with a pert slope at the bottom of it and her full red mouth. Her lips were pressed together and unsmiling right now but she didn't look disapproving or apprehensive, she appeared more watchful as her head tilted to the side. Her hair, the same raven color as her eyes, hung over her shoulder in a plait that dangled against her waist. Judging by the amount of power he sensed in her, she was younger than he was.
 
   She was such a mixture of light and dark with her fair skin and black hair that he was oddly enchanted by her. She was beautiful without even trying and yet it was such a subtle beauty that he doubted any others would even notice her in a room full of women. Or perhaps he was the only one who noticed her. Merle was looking entirely bored as he stifled a yawn and remained seated on his horse.
 
   Atticus kicked his foot free of the stirrup and dismounted from the horse in one easy bound. Merle cursed and turned his horse around to make his way back toward them. "Who is with you?" Atticus inquired as he approached her. He knew there was another woman present as the one before him wasn't the one wearing the rose oil. No, she smelled of the mint she was chewing and emitted the faint aroma of asters that brought to mind the herb garden that grew outside of his home in Italy.
 
   The woman's mouth pursed and for the first time she looked unhappy as she folded her hands before her. "We mean no harm," Atticus told her. "You are clearly not human."
 
   "Clearly," the woman replied in the lilting accent of someone that had been born and raised on this island.
 
   He had spent so much time moving between England, Italy, Germany, France, and other areas of the continent while following the newest king and his whims, that his own accent was a mix of all the countries. Now that he was back in England it had taken on a more English inflection again, but he could easily adapt to every dialect when it became necessary for them to move on.
 
   "Who else is with you?" Atticus inquired again in a much more mellow tone of voice.
 
   "How do you know there is someone else?" she replied.
 
   Atticus simply smiled at her as he folded his arms across his chest and rocked back on his heels. "I can smell her."
 
   A muscle twitched in her cheek but she turned toward the woods. "Come out Camille." She faced him again as a small hand parted the foliage and another woman stepped forward. "This is my sister."
 
   Her sister was enough to wake Merle up as he kicked free of his stirrup and dropped on the ground behind Atticus. Camille was shorter than her sister with an enticingly round figure that was emphasized by the clothes she wore. The plait of wheat colored hair that fell over her shoulder dangled to just beneath her full breasts. Her cheekbones were high and carved; her nose slender and aquiline. Eyes that reminded him of the Mediterranean Sea darted nervously over them before Camille took a small step behind her sister. Camille was even younger than her sister and still not fully matured.
 
   Camille was the kind of beautiful that was noticed immediately with her refined features and more rounded figure. She could never blend into a room, and normally he would have found himself as focused on her as Merle was. Instead, he found his eyes drawn back to the darker of the two. If she hadn't introduced Camille as her sister, he never would have guessed it. Their features, coloring, and postures were so different. The one standing across from him kept hold of his gaze, refusing to back down; while the other took another step away at Merle's approach.
 
   "And who are you?" Atticus inquired of the dark haired girl as he held up a hand to halt Merle. His cousin stopped just behind him, he was so close that Atticus could feel the heat of his body against his shoulder.
 
   "Who are you?" the woman retorted.
 
   "Genny," Camille hissed disapprovingly.
 
   Genny shot her sister a displeased look before focusing on him again. "I am Atticus," he said with a small bow and a wave of his arm. Camille giggled but Genny remained stoic and immobile, even when he flashed her a grin that had caused many women to trip over themselves to get at him. She was a tough shell to crack, but he found himself fascinated enough by her to try and crack it. Maybe England wasn't going to be so boring this time around after all. "This is my cousin Merle, and I take it you are Genny."
 
   "Genevieve," she murmured but her face remained impassive as her eyes flickered between him and Merle.
 
   "It's a pleasure to meet you Genevieve."
 
   She didn't look like it was at all a pleasure to meet him as she watched him as carefully as she would watch a bear. "We truly mean you no harm."
 
   "That's yet to be seen."
 
   "Do you often find trouble in these woods?" he asked in a teasing tone of voice.
 
   She didn't melt to him at all as her forehead furrowed. "No, but that's why we come here."
 
   He couldn't help but chuckle at her retort as her black eyes continued to burn into his. "You come here often then?" he asked with a smile.
 
   "When we can," Camille answered when Genevieve remained mute.
 
   "We should probably be going," Genevieve said. "It's getting late." She pushed her sister back a step and gave them a small curtsy. "It was a pleasure to meet you both."
 
   Atticus made a move to stop her but his hand fell back to his side when she stepped away from him. Genevieve glanced back at him before disappearing into the woods. Merle slapped him on his shoulder. "I didn't think I'd ever see the day, but that woman wanted nothing to do with you cousin."
 
   "Hmm," Atticus murmured while he stared at the place where she had been standing. "We'll see."
 
   Merle laughed as he turned away and mounted his horse again. "It seems you may have found something else to hunt in the coming weeks."
 
   "It seems I may have," he replied and swung easily into his saddle. "Or perhaps a distraction."
 
   "I'd take one of those in this land; perhaps I'll hunt the pretty one." Atticus didn't think he and Merle had the same idea about who the pretty one was. "Though I think she may be a little too young for my liking."
 
   "I think so too," Atticus said as they rode deeper into the forest. His enthusiasm for hunting animals was all but gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   "You were a little rude," Camille scolded as they made their way back through the woods towards town.
 
   "You were a little too friendly," Genny retorted.
 
   Camille shook her head and pulled her braid over her shoulder to fiddle with the loose ends of it. "He seemed interested in you."
 
   "That's exactly what I need," Genny grumbled aloud but secretly she was thrilled at her sister's words.
 
   His eyes haunted every step that she took further away from the two men. She could close her eyes and recall them clearly for they were not the kind of eyes easily forgotten, nor was the face of the man in which those eyes were set.
 
   "The other one was exceptionally handsome too," Camille murmured thoughtfully.
 
   "He was a little too old for you."
 
   "Perhaps but he was still attractive and wealthy too."
 
   "You sound like Marie."
 
   Camille's mouth dropped, she sputtered in indignation at the comparison to their mother. "Take that back!" She stomped her foot and tossed her braid aside.
 
   "I'm sorry," Genny apologized. "I just don't want you to get hurt. They were aristocrats Camille."
 
   "That's better than Marie has ever done."
 
   Genny shook her head. "Well you're prettier than Marie ever was."
 
   "You really think so?" Camille asked eagerly.
 
   "Vanity is a sin," Genny reminded her.
 
   "You just sounded like one of those pious humans," Camille retorted with an inelegant snort before bumping Genny's hip playfully. "Besides I know you're right, I'm just teasing. Men aren't in the plans, especially not noble ones; they're as trustworthy as a snake. But even you can't deny that they were both exceedingly handsome."
 
   Genny laughed as she placed her hands on a downed log currently blocking their path. Climbing over the toppled tree, she wiped her hands clean of the bark that clung to her palms before continuing toward the vampire village with her sister. She glanced toward the darkening sky and picked up her pace as dusk began to descend. "We have to hurry," she urged Camille.
 
   "I know," her sister said and scrambled to catch up with her.
 
   Though she was only four years younger, at eighteen Camille was still too young to have fully matured. Genny believed it was coming soon though. She herself had stopped aging earlier than most, at nineteen, and Camille had always been mature for her age, but then they'd had no choice but to grow up fast. Genny didn't know who her father was, but she could vaguely recall a vampire with auburn colored hair whom she thought might be Camille's father. There had been so many different men in Marie's life over the years, but when Camille asked about her father, Genny liked to tell her about the nicest one she could remember, who would have been around at about the same time Camille was conceived.
 
   Genny lifted her skirts and leapt over a puddle before scrambling up the embankment to the dirt road beyond. She turned back to help Camille up the last few feet and onto the road. "Go on without me," Camille insisted as she straightened her skirt.
 
   Genny shook her head and wrapped her arm through Camille's as she pulled her down the street. Her ankle boots slipped in the mud but she hurried on, passing by a group of chickens that were pecking at the worms rising from the earth. The King's Watchmen bowed their heads as they passed by a couple of them guarding the club where vampires sometimes went to feed. Though the humans inside the club had volunteered to be there, they weren't allowed to wander freely around.
 
   More of the Watchmen, which belonged to the aristocrats now that King Harry was dead, were scattered throughout the vampire village to keep watch and to protect the village in case there was an uprising amongst the humans. Uprisings were rare, as most people didn't believe in vampires or know where to find them, but there had been one in Germany recently that had caused the now dead king to order all vampires out of that country for the next fifty years.
 
   Camille strained to keep up but Genny wasn't about to leave her sister behind as she tugged more firmly on her arm. Genny waved to the vampires she knew along the way but for the most part she paid them little attention as she honed in on the hut sitting away from the others at the end of the road. The thatched roof glistened with rain but it wasn't the weight of the water that was causing it to sag, it was the neglect it had experienced over the years since it had been built.
 
   Genny's belly already turned in disgust and apprehension before she'd even arrived at the open, sagging wood door. "Go straight to our room," she said to Camille before stepping through the door.
 
   "You're late!" The words were barked at her from the direction of the fireplace and caused her lip to curl into a sneer. Her nose wrinkled at the stench of stale ale and body odor that permeated the small house. Marie's newest find, and her worst by far, was the cause of most of the stench as he sat in the corner in the only rickety chair left in the house. Furniture never lasted more than a couple of weeks in this hovel.
 
   "Good to see you too, Felix," she muttered and pushed Camille toward their room in the back.
 
   Camille gave her a sympathetic look and tried to linger but Genny continued to usher her forward. Camille had just closed the door to their room when a large hand wrapped around her neck and jerked her backward. A startled cry almost escaped her but she kept it suppressed by biting on her bottom lip. If she cried out now Camille would come out of their room to try and help her and she couldn't allow that to happen. She was stronger than Camille was; she could withstand this better than her sister ever could.
 
   "Where's my money?" Felix growled at her.
 
   Genny fumbled to free the purse she had tucked inside of her tunic. He snatched it from her hands but she knew it wouldn't be enough to stop what was coming; it never was when he was in this kind of a state. Genny bit her tongue and closed her eyes as the first of his many blows rained down upon her.
 
   ***
 
   The sun had faded from the sky when Camille opened the door to their bedroom and poked her head out. Genny didn't bother to lift her head to look at her, she could barely move it as it was. "Is he gone?" Camille asked in a squeaky voice.
 
   "He is," Genny confirmed.
 
   "Did he hurt you badly?"
 
   "Nothing I can't handle," Genny told her and tried to force a smile but her split lip wouldn't allow it to happen.
 
   "You should have let me stay, I could have helped…"
 
   "He would have hurt you more than me. I can handle it," Genny assured her.
 
   Though the main reason she tried to keep her sister from Felix was because she hated the way that he watched Camille. Genny recognized the lustful look in his eyes from the way that men had looked at Marie over the years. She could withstand a beating, but what Felix wanted to do to Camille was something that her sister would never recover from.
 
   "Where is Marie?" Camille asked nervously.
 
   "Who knows and who cares," Genny muttered as she rose to her feet. She winced as one of her cracked ribs grated against her flesh and her bruised legs protested the effort to hold her upright. She would feel better once she'd fed and by tomorrow most of the bruises would be gone and her ribs would be healed.
 
   "I don't understand why he does this," Camille muttered.
 
   "Because he can!" she spat. "Because Marie allows it so that she doesn't have to deal with it."
 
   "I know we can't count on her but maybe Marie will find a good man again before we're ready to leave for France. Maybe we'll be able to escape this place," Camille said hopefully.
 
   Genny grit her teeth and fisted her hands at her sister's words. "All she has to rely on is men, and in case you haven't realized it yet, all men leave."
 
   She forced the image of green eyes out of her mind as her own eyes burned with unreasonable tears. She hadn't cried from the beating Felix had laid upon her. She'd grown so accustomed to his assaults over the past six months, that she handled it with far more ease than the first time he'd come at her. In the beginning, it was their mother who had been the focus of his attacks. Once Marie had realized that there was no rhyme or reason to when the beatings would occur, she'd stopped showing up before the middle of the night. Marie would creep in late tonight and crawl into bed beside the man who had turned to using his fists on her daughter in her absence.
 
   Genny had decided to attempt coming home late with Camille one night too, in order to try and avoid a possible rampage. Felix had been passed out in a drunken stupor when they'd snuck in and crawled onto their small straw pallet. It had been the last time she'd ever tried to avoid him as she'd been ripped out of bed the next morning by her hair and beaten to within an inch of her life while Marie looked on impassively. After that day Genny had always come back before Felix became too drunk, she had no other choice. There was nowhere else for her to go, not while Camille was still so young and vulnerable.
 
   Her sister's beauty was considered by many to be a blessing; Genny sometimes considered it a curse. If she hadn't been so beautiful, Genny would have taken Camille and left this place after the first beating. But there was no way she would be able to get Camille out of here, and keep her safe, while Camille was still so young and her abilities were still so underdeveloped. Even after Camille stopped aging they would still be vulnerable when they left this place, but nowhere near as much as they would be if they left now.
 
   The day that Camille stopped aging would be the last day they ever saw this hut, the hideous man that lived here, or their pathetic excuse of a mother.
 
   Genny continued to move sluggishly around the house as she attempted to work out the knots in her muscles. Her body was already beginning to repair itself but she had to feed. "Camille…"
 
   "I'll get you something," her sister offered as she bounced to her feet. She tugged on her cloak, pulled the hood up and tucked her hair underneath it.
 
   "Stay close," Genny told her but the door was already closing behind her.
 
   Genny limped toward the door and pulled it open. Camille had already disappeared into the encroaching shadows of the night. A few fires burned in the night, the huts closest to them were dark, but then they usually were as their neighbors often went to the club at night. She savored in the fresh air as the breeze caressed her bruised and swollen face.
 
   Turning away, she left the door open to let some of the stale ale scent out of the hut. She hobbled over to the small room she shared with Camille. It was barely big enough to hold the two of them lying down together on their straw pallet, and their two trunks, but at least they had a room separate from Felix and Marie.
 
   Opening her small trunk that was shoved against the wall, she carefully pulled out the clothing tucked neatly inside. Over the years Marie had taken many lovers, some of them had been better off than others. From time to time those men had bought her and her sister some finer pieces of clothing. Most of those clothes were years old now, but Genny took good care of them in order to ensure they would last as long as possible. There was no extra money to spend on clothes.
 
   At the bottom of the trunk was a fake bottom she had created years ago. She removed the bottom and set it aside before taking out the parchment she kept hidden beneath. Then she gathered her quill and a small bottle of ink also hidden beneath the secret bottom. The parchment was the one thing she allowed herself the extravagance of purchasing, but writing was the only escape she'd ever had from the world. The ink she made on her own by collecting and crushing the berries from the woods.
 
   With a moan she rose to her feet, closed the lid on the chest and settled herself in front of it. The only other vampire that knew about what she kept in the trunk was Camille, and her sister would take the secret to the grave with her.
 
   Her mother had gone through more men then Genny had gone through blood over the years, but when she was twelve there had been one that had taken a special interest in her. He'd been a scribe for an aristocrat in China before traveling to England with the nobleman and encountering her mother. Genny would watch in astonishment while he spent hours bent over his desk going about his duties.
 
   She'd never known what it was that he'd seen in her to make him decide to take her under his wing. Maybe it was her silent presence in the room, or maybe he had simply felt sorry for her, but no matter what his motivation he'd decided to teach her how to read and write. She'd spent hours with him going over the documents and putting the quill to paper. In those numerous hours she'd come to understand what had driven him to become a scribe. There was magic within the words that could unfold on a page, and in those words she knew she had found something all her own, something that made her special.
 
   With meticulous care, she placed the fake bottom on her knees to use as her writing table. She placed the parchment on top of it, dipped her quill into the ink and began to write. Writing about her days was the only thing that made them any better and it helped to keep her sane. There was so much uncertainty in her life that the outlet she found in writing was the only constant she had. Her words were the only things that were solely hers.
 
   Though she started out to write about the events of this day, after placing the date in the top corner, she found herself only writing about the events that had taken place within the forest. Sitting back, she stared down at the parchment for a minute. She felt there was something more that she should say, but she didn't know what that could possibly be. She waved her hand over the drying ink before lifting the lid of her trunk. She hid the inkwell and quill back inside before rising to her feet.
 
   She didn't hide the parchment away yet, she had to let it dry first, and the only one that would be returning before midnight was Camille. The minute she thought of her sister, she appeared in the open doorway and stepped into the main room with a fox in her hand. "I brought you something," she whispered.
 
   "Thank you," Genny said and took hold of the small creature.
 
   She would have much preferred a human but it had been months since she'd fed from a human. When Camille finally became an adult vampire their plan was to travel to the continent. Years ago, before either of them were even born, Marie had fled France when she'd been discovered stealing from a man she'd been sleeping with at the time. Marie had barely escaped with her life and had refused to return to the continent since then.
 
   Genny and Camille had agreed that the best place for them to escape Marie was France. There were vampire villages there, and they could integrate into one of them, but it would be safer for the both of them if they were able to sustain themselves on animal blood. Until they were safe somewhere she wasn't going to take any chance of being uncovered by humans. Marie would never follow them to France, or at least Genny didn't think she would, but she wasn't willing to take the chance that she might if she needed someone to take care of her. No matter what it took, Genny was going to do everything in her power to keep herself and Camille away from her mother's poisonous clutches.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   Atticus slung the heavy wool cloak around his shoulders and pulled the hood over his head as he stepped out of the manor and into the rain. The sound of the rainfall echoed in his ears as the mud from the dirt lane splashed up to stain the bottom of his boots. He didn't hate the English weather as much as Merle but even he was getting tired of this incessant rain and the mud that accompanied it.
 
   He made his way toward the stable and threw back the hood of his cloak to shake the rain from it. The stable was nearly empty except for the young vampire boy feeding the horses. "I'd like to have my horse saddled."
 
   The boy's eyes shot past him to the driving rain beyond the stable doors. "Yes milord."
 
   Atticus turned to watch the rain as it beat against the ground and splashed water out of the puddles forming. It was crazy of him to go out in this weather but he couldn't bring himself to stay inside the manor for one more minute. Mainly because he was tired of listening to his father and his noble cohorts fight over who would rule next. What was making it exceedingly difficult to decide was that none of them seemed to covet the position of king, not anymore.
 
   Merle had slipped away an hour ago with a serving girl and as soon as Atticus had found his chance, he'd also disappeared from the main hall. The stable boy led his horse over to him and handed him the reins. "Your horse milord."
 
   Atticus took the reins from him, placed his foot into the stirrup and swung himself into the saddle. He pulled the hood back over his head and nudged Drago into the rain. Lost in his thoughts, he didn't feel the cold drops of water against his skin as he led the animal down the road and into the woods. He had no idea where he was going, only that he had to get as far from his father and his politics as he could. His head had begun to pound as he'd listened to all of those men talk about who was the strongest, how much power they each had, and squabble about the possibility that they might have even a smidgen of that power taken away.
 
   They're determination not to be the next king only increased his certainty that at least some, if not all of them, had gotten together to kill the last king. He wasn't entirely sure what the point of that would have been if none of them were vying for the throne now, but he had a feeling he'd find out over the next couple of weeks, hopefully not months. By then he'd be a prune if this rain continued and Merle might actually attempt to swim back to Italy if he was forced to keep his ship moored at the dock.
 
   Merle already spent most of his nights on his ship, preferring to sleep on the vessel than at his father's manor. All he would need was the word to go and Merle would be throwing the lines off and sailing from here as quickly as possible. Atticus knew exactly how he felt, but he wasn't given the choice on where he could sleep. As his father liked to constantly remind him, even when there was a king on the throne, because of his pure bloodline Atticus was considered a prince amongst their kind, and princes didn't sleep on ships when they had newly built manors to reside in.
 
   There were times he thoroughly enjoyed what his position in life offered him. He had plenty of money, lots of power and a bevy of women at his service. There were other times, like when his life choices were taken away from him, that he despised his social status and cursed his position. Being forced back to England and into the manor was one of those times.
 
   He'd been so focused on his thoughts that he hadn't realized where he was until he entered the clearing where just yesterday he had met Genevieve and her sister. Pulling the hood back from his head, he wiped away the rain that had beaded across his brow and looked around the clearing. The trees glistened with water, the air held a misty quality to it as fog crept through the underbrush and stole across the ground like spirits drifting through a graveyard.
 
   With the fog came the scent of mint and aster on the air. This wasn't where he had intended to come when he'd left the manor but something had drawn him here, or rather someone. He kicked his foot free of the stirrup and dismounted Drago as she stepped around the same large elm as yesterday. The hood of the deep red cloak she wore was pulled over her head but he could still make out her pale skin and the black hair that framed her face.
 
   "Are you lost?" she inquired.
 
   "Sometimes I think I am." Those weren't the words he'd meant to say, in fact he'd meant to laugh off her question, but now that the words were out of his mouth he realized just how true they actually were.
 
   Her raven eyes flickered over his clothes as her forehead furrowed. He didn't know what he was expecting as a response, something terse and indifferent, maybe even no response at all, but when she spoke she didn't respond in either of those ways. "Sometimes we are all lost, at one point in time or another in our lives."
 
   He found himself entranced by her peculiar insight. "I suppose we are. What happens if we are never found though?"
 
   "Well." She stepped away from the tree and climbed gracefully down a couple of rocks so that she was level with him. "I like to believe that there's always something, or someone, that will help us find our way."
 
   "And what happens if we don't recognize the help when we find that something or someone?"
 
   "Then fate hits us over the head until it wakes us up."
 
   He chuckled at her answer but he had to force himself to keep his hands down by his side as the urge to push the hood back from her face took hold of him. "And what happens if we find it but then lose it again?"
 
   Her smile slid away as she frowned thoughtfully. "Well I suppose that would be a sad life then wouldn't it? To be forever lost."
 
   "I suppose it would," he agreed, but lately he felt like he would be lost forever.
 
   He didn't belong amongst the vampires, or at least not where his father thought he belonged. The idea of sitting in a room and arguing with a bunch of powerful, greedy old vampires made him consider running as far as he could, but he knew that would never be possible. If something were to happen to his father, he would have to step forward to take his place. Immortals weren't immortal, not when they were climbing over top of one another, killing kings, and stabbing each other in the back in order to gain more power.
 
   As much as he didn't want to take his father's place, it was a fact that he had resigned himself to years ago. Rogue vampires were hunted as it was, if he were to ever try and shirk his duties by disappearing, he would be pursued relentlessly.
 
   There were far more pleasant things to think about now though, he realized as she shifted before him. His gaze flickered past her but he didn't detect the aroma of roses amongst the trees. "Where is your sister?" he inquired.
 
   Her shoulders went back, her jaw clenched as her hands folded before her. "She is not with me today, milord."
 
   The use of the word milord and the terse tone of her voice surprised him. He didn't know what he had done to provoke her. He would have thought that perhaps she was jealous of her sister and his question had pricked that jealousy. That wasn't the impression he got from her though as she shifted her stance to a position that was more protective and her hands unfolded to fall before her.
 
   "Where is she?" It probably would have been better to change the topic but he liked the fire in her eyes as she stood before him. Most were so afraid of him and his heritage that they didn't dare defy him or glare at him as if they were about to slap him, she was doing exactly that and he found her amusing.
 
   "In the village. I'll give her your regards."
 
   She went to step away from him but his hand shot out before he could stop it. His fingers touched together as they encircled her bicep. Through the thick material of the clothing she wore, he could feel the tightening of muscle beneath his touch. Her mouth parted, her eyes reminded him of those of a cornered deer when they flew up to his. She remained rigid in his grasp but she didn't try to pull away from him. Her gaze fell briefly to his lips before flying back up to meet his.
 
   Her eyes on his mouth had caused his hand to clench involuntarily around her arm. He almost pulled her a step closer but he was concerned that she would bolt if he did. The aroma of asters became stronger as her gaze fell to his mouth again. He inhaled her sweet scent and instinctively leaned closer to her. Never in his life had he craved the feel of a woman's skin as badly as he craved hers right now, but still he kept a safe distance so he didn't frighten her with his intensity.
 
   "What are you doing out here?" he inquired.
 
   Her hand fluttered up to brush back her dampened hair. "I like to walk in the woods."
 
   "I'll walk with you."
 
   ***
 
   Genny didn't know how to respond to that. The idea of walking with him was entirely exciting and intriguing but she knew it could also be risky. It had been awhile since she'd had anything to do with the aristocratic vampires; Marie had once dated a servant employed by a nobleman and they'd stayed in the manor for a month before the relationship had fallen apart. She had barely interacted with the lord and lady of the manor but what she remembered of them was that they were condescending, egotistical, and sometimes cruel. She'd encountered a few nobles that had seemed decent but they'd been few and far between.
 
   She wanted to believe that he was kind; especially when he was staring at her with those beautiful eyes that were so piercing she found she couldn't look away from them. His shoulder length black hair hung in damp tendrils around his broad cheekbones. He was exceedingly handsome with his stubble-roughened square jaw, thin-bridged nose, full mouth, and carved cheekbones.
 
   But handsome didn't equal kind, that was a lesson she'd learned often over the years. Marie had been one of the most beautiful women Genny had ever seen, but there was no soul beneath her mother's faultless exterior. She supposed, to many, Marie would still be considered beautiful but Genny now found her to be the ugliest woman she'd ever encountered.
 
   Genny's gaze darted around the woods as she realized that she was alone with him. Seeming to sense her thoughts he released her arm and took a small step back. "I mean you no harm; I would simply like to walk with you."
 
   His strange accent caused a little thrill to go through her. From what she could tell it was a mixture of Italian, English, Spanish, French and some others that she couldn't recognize. She thought it would have been an odd combination to have, but she found his voice as exotic and enthralling as he was.
 
   "Why?" she managed to ask when she found her voice.
 
   It was a smile that would disarm almost anyone she was sure, but she wasn't so easily fooled. He seemed to realize this as he took another step away from her and held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. "I'll leave if you would like me to."
 
   She thought over those words as the first bird began to sing again. The water dripping off of the leaves and landing on the mossy rocks around them sounded exceedingly loud as he awaited her decision. She pondered what he would do if she did ask him to leave but those were not the words forming on the tip of her tongue.
 
   They weren't human, they didn't abide by the silly human rules that a woman alone with a man was considered ruined or that she was a prostitute. Sexuality amongst vampires was often used to climb the social ladder. Marie had used it to the fullest of her ability over the years and continued to do so now, although with much less success these days. Genny knew she wouldn't be ruined by taking a walk with him but he was stronger than her, she could sense that in the aura of power that seemed to radiate from him, an aura that even a human would be able to detect. He also wasn't used to hearing the word no, no aristocrat was.
 
   She should keep her distance from him, given his status in their world. But what harm could a simple walk in the woods do? If he'd wanted to hurt her, he would have done so already.
 
   "Genevieve," he said in a low voice. "I truly just mean to walk with you. I'm in no rush to return to my manor."
 
   "Why?"
 
   He shrugged as he took another step away from her and pushed back the straggling strands of his wet hair. "The intricacies of politics makes my head pound."
 
   A small laugh escaped her; she took a step closer to him as she put her foot on a rock that had no moss on top of it, one that she had used as her steppingstone often since coming to live with Felix. Not only did she and Camille use these woods to hunt for animals, but they were also a shortcut to the human village two miles away.
 
   "I can understand that. Have they elected a new king?" she inquired.
 
   "Not yet."
 
   "I don't know why anyone would take that position," she muttered as she lifted her tunic.
 
   The wet bottom of it made the material even heavier and more cumbersome than normal. She despised the silly human custom of covering themselves from head to toe like some kind of sacred relic that no one should ever lay eyes on. However, if she was going to continue to blend in amongst the humans, then she had to wear the clothes. Often, when it was just her in these woods, she would strip down to her thin chemise in order to experience the cool air caressing her skin.
 
   "Neither do I," he said.
 
   Genny tilted her head back to look up at him. "You're not in the running?"
 
   "My father is still alive."
 
   "Would you be in the running if he wasn't?"
 
   "I would probably be in the lead." He didn't say it with bravado; in fact his upper lip curled in displeasure.
 
   "Do you mind if I ask why you would be in the lead?"
 
   The horse he had ridden into the clearing lifted its head to watch them before returning to munch on the grass beneath its hooves. Atticus fell into step beside her as she lowered her skirts and began to walk through the woods. He'd just been asking if it was ok for him to join her and yet as they walked side by side it seemed like the most natural thing in the world.
 
   His head turned and tilted to the side as he studied her. "Are you unaware of the order of the aristocrats then?"
 
   Genny laughed and went to push back a low hanging branch but his hand shot out before her and he shoved it out of the way before she could. The speed with which he had moved startled her and she took an odd little half step back that almost caused her to trip over her hem. His hand wrapped around her elbow to steady her. Even through the layers of cloth covering her, she could feel the heat of his palm as if it were actually his skin against hers.
 
   "I know that the aristocrats are the oldest and purest bloodlines amongst us but I've never really paid attention to the lines," she said in a tone that was far more breathy than it had been moments before.
 
   This man did the strangest things to her. She'd spent her entire life dealing with the fallout from one of Marie's disastrous relationships after another and taking care of Camille. She'd never had the time, or the inclination to notice men, and they'd barely stayed in one place long enough for her to get to know anyone. The few men she'd had the chance to speak with on more than one occasion had never shown much interest in her. She was the sister of Camille and they rarely looked at her twice, but she had to admit that she hadn't looked at many of them more than once either. She couldn't take her eyes away from him though.
 
   "I can understand that." He continued to hold the branch aside for her as she stepped down a small incline. "I think I know far too much about them."
 
   She stopped walking and turned to look at him. "Are the lines as old as some say?"
 
   The branch slid back into place as he released it and moved to join her. She was tall for a female, at least a head taller than most, including Camille, but he made her feel small as he still had a good six or seven inches on her. Though he didn't seem to be aware of it, his hand rested upon her elbow again and he kept hold of it as they continued through the forest.
 
   "I suppose some are even older than what you've heard."
 
   "Truly?" She was unable to keep the awe from her voice. It must be an amazing thing to know how far ones line went, how old and pure their blood was. She had no idea of her history on her father's side. Marie was seventy-two, her grandmother was one hundred and fifty if she was still alive, and Marie's father would be one hundred, or so she had said once. Genny had never met either of her grandparents and Marie hadn't seen them since she was twenty years old. According to Marie, neither of them had known much about their own heritage as the vampires with lesser bloodlines rarely kept track of them. There really wasn't much of a reason to, and even if there had been a reason, many didn't know at least one of their parents, sometimes even both of them.
 
   He smiled at her as he held back another branch aside for her. "Many of them go back thousands of years."
 
   "Amazing," she murmured. "May I ask how far yours goes back?"
 
   "To the beginning." Again his voice and tone didn't sound as if he was bragging, in fact he looked as if he had tasted something sour as he spoke the words.
 
   Genny stopped walking as his words sank in. "To our beginning?"
 
   He straightened his blue tunic and nodded briskly. "Yes. On my mother's side I am able to track my lineage back to the first vampire."
 
   Genny didn't know much about the lines but she knew enough to understand what that meant. "You're of the last pure vampire line. The last of Lucifer's line?"
 
   "If you believe that Lucifer is the one to have created us then yes, I am the last of the pure vampire line. At least until I have offspring."
 
   She forced her mouth closed. "You don't believe it was Lucifer that created us?"
 
   "I do actually. The legend of my mother's line is that after Lucifer created the first vampire, he created a woman vampire to keep him company and inflict more punishment upon the human race. My line is said to originate from that couple."
 
   "And the aristocratic line originates from where?" she inquired.
 
   "The aristocrats can trace their lines back to the first few humans that survived the change. Those turned humans then mated with each other, creating another pure vampire but one not as powerful as the original line."
 
   "And us village vampires are from the lowly mating of a human and a vampire that produced a vampire offspring." This part was at least something she knew well.
 
   He took hold of her arm and resumed their steady pace through the woods. "Of course it could all just be rumors started by my mother's line so that they could become a form of royalty amongst our kind. However, there is a reason why the vampires of my line are the most powerful amongst us and this legend would explain it."
 
   Genny grappled to try and process everything he'd just told her as he stepped onto a boulder and helped her climb it. "So are they looking to you to be the next king?"
 
   "I'm only just now being brought in on the meetings held amongst the nobles. They may consider me the prince of the bloodlines but I'm not ready to be a king. They all know it. I suppose one day they will look to me to fill the space."
 
   "Most would sound more enthusiastic about that," she said as she lifted the heavy cloth of her tunic again to climb onto another boulder.
 
   "I'm not most."
 
   She lifted her head to find those clover eyes fixed on her. Something within his gaze seemed to be urging her to understand but she wasn't sure what it was that she was supposed to understand. That he was different from anyone she had ever known before was obvious, that he was different from the rest of their kind was something that she was just beginning to understand, but still she sensed it was more than that.
 
   "You don't want it," she whispered with dawning comprehension.
 
   "I don't want it," he confirmed.
 
   "What are you going to do then?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   He shook his head and went to turn away but he changed his mind and spun back to her. Genny froze when he took hold of the edges of her hood. He searched her face as he waited for her to tell him to stop, but she remained unmoving while he slid the hood away from her face. Mist still hung heavily in the air but the heaviest of the rain had stopped. She bit into her bottom lip as his fingers brushed over her cheeks and toward her hair.
 
   Tugging her braid forward, he draped it over her shoulder. She was fascinated by his movements, entranced by the almost captivated look upon his face. No one had ever looked at her like all they wanted in the world was to kiss her, but that appeared to be exactly what he wanted to do as his eyes focused on her mouth. She was in over her head with him but she was going to have to become a stronger swimmer as she found herself lost to him. His fingers caused a shiver to go through her when they brushed over her lips and his eyes came back to hers.
 
   As before, he seemed to be asking her permission but she wasn't sure it was even hers to give anymore. Her body seemed completely out of her control right now. It was the strangest sensation but not at all unpleasant. His eyes filled her vision as he bent over her and his lips pressed against hers. The earth dropped out from under her, she was tempted to grab him and pull him closer but just as tempted to push him away as confusion and need warred within her.
 
   The kiss only lasted seconds but when he pulled his lips away from hers she could still feel the warmth of him against her, still feel the strange sensations he aroused within her. His eyes were latched onto hers as his mouth hovered just inches away from hers. She had to put some distance between them if she was going to have any chance of gathering her scattered thoughts. Taking a step away, she recalled too late that they were standing on a boulder.
 
   Her foot slipped away into nothingness, her arms whirled in an attempt to keep her balance. Atticus leapt forward, grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her forward. She'd just been trying to get some distance from him but now she found herself brought up firmly against him. She couldn't help but marvel at how broad and solid his chest was as her forearms were pinned against it.
 
   His hands slid briefly down her arms and over the wool of her mantle before slipping away. "Careful Genevieve, don't want you to get injured."
 
   "Genny," she whispered when all other words failed her. "Please call me Genny."
 
   A sexy smile curved his full lips. A twinkle in his eyes called for her to kiss him all over again, but that could prove even more treacherous than falling off this boulder. He was a nobleman, but even more than that, he was the nobleman. Even if he wasn't related to the last king, he was the prince amongst their people. Becoming entangled with him would only get her tossed aside one day; much like Marie had repeatedly been over the years. And the one thing she had always vowed to never do, was become was anything like Marie.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Atticus kept hold of her hand as she stepped off of the rock. She lifted the mud-coated hem of her mantle, holding it above the ground as they walked through a muddier patch of the forest. Her scent had been quite alluring but it was nowhere near as enticing as the feel of her skin against his. Without meaning to, he slid his thumb over the back of her supple hand. He realized he could become lost to her as his gaze moved to her full mouth.
 
   She glanced at him from the corner of her eye; a smile curved her mouth before she looked away again. He forced his attention away from her before he walked into a tree. "How old are you Genny?"
 
   "I am twenty-two, what of you?"
 
   "I just turned twenty-five. Is your family from France?" he inquired.
 
   "My mother is; why do you ask?"
 
   "Genevieve and Camille are French names."
 
   She laughed as she dropped her skirts back down. "I never really thought about it, but I suppose they are. My mother came here before I was born, her name is Marie."
 
   "And your father?"
 
   "I never met my father."
 
   "I see." He knew it wasn't unusual for vampires outside of the aristocracy not to know their entire family. Even inside the aristocracy it wasn't unusual for siblings to have different mothers or fathers. Most couples were originally joined for breeding purposes only, once they had accomplished their goal they often went their separate ways after. "Did she meet your father in England?"
 
   "She did. From what she tells me he was a wealthy vampire that she only knew for about a month. She didn't know she was pregnant until after they had separated. Camille's father was also from England, or at least I'm pretty sure he was. There were so many men back then it was hard to keep them straight…" Her voice trailed off as she shook her head.
 
   "And now?" he asked.
 
   "Now she has been with Felix for the past six months."
 
   "And Felix is?"
 
   He didn't miss the flicker of scorn in her eyes before she covered it up. "Felix is the newest man to support her."
 
   "And what of you and your sister?"
 
   "We're almost to the town," she said abruptly.
 
   He'd been so focused on her that he hadn't realized where they were heading until she spoke. The potent scent of livestock and manure filled his nostrils, in the distance he detected the jingling of a cowbell and the loud pitch of voices. Beneath it all though he could smell the enticing scent of blood and hear the sound of numerous heartbeats.
 
   "A human village," he murmured.
 
   "It is."
 
   "Do you have to feed?"
 
   She shook her head and held her fingers up before him; she wiggled them as she smiled at him. "I support my sister and I."
 
   He glanced between her hand and the village just beyond the trees. "Do you come here to steal often?"
 
   "As often as I can. If you don't want to come…"
 
   "No, I'm coming." He kept hold of her hand as he pushed back another branch and held it aside for her to pass. They stepped onto the muddy dirt road about a half a mile away from the town. If anything, he could use some blood right now, being around her was arousing his hunger even more than what he was used to, but as he passed their first human he realized it wasn't their blood that he craved but hers.
 
   It was an unsettling realization, one that he'd never experienced before, but as he looked at the blue vein running just under the pale skin on the side of her neck, his fangs pricked and saliva filled his mouth. As a vampire this wasn't something he was supposed to experience, but in that moment he would have chosen her vein over any humans. Vampires didn't share blood with each other. He most certainly had never done it, but he still would have given anything for just a taste of her.
 
   Unable to resist, he moved closer to her. She glanced questioningly up at him as his fingers slid over her cheek to wrap around her neck. With a gentle tug, he pulled her toward him and kissed her again. A small sound escaped her but she didn't fight against him. Her palm flattened against the place where his heart would have beat if he were human. He'd never once thought about the lack of a heartbeat within his chest but the instant his lips touched hers again, he had the sensation of his heart doing a brief kick against his ribs. He'd kissed many women over the course of his life but never once had he come close to experiencing the feeling of coming alive like he did when his mouth connected with hers.
 
   Needing more of her, he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her flush against his body. Grasping hold of her chin with his thumb and forefinger, he nudged it open so that he could taste her. Her fingers jerked on his chest as his tongue slid past her teeth and into her mouth. She tasted sweeter than the blueberries he'd once picked and eaten out of curiosity as a child. His tongue stroked leisurely over hers as he relished in the delicious sensations that she aroused in him.
 
   He'd never get enough of her. The thought hit him from out of nowhere but once it took hold he couldn't shake it free. It became as forceful as a tiger gripping hold of its prey. A low growl escaped him. He pressed her even closer and his fingers slid up to bury themselves in the hair at the base of her skull. Her fingers curled into his shirt, her tongue slid out to brush hesitatingly over his. His heart seemed to give that same strange beat again as electricity sizzled over his skin and the hair on his arms stood on end.
 
   An outraged gasp sounded from nearby. It barely pierced his passion-induced haze as Genny opened her mouth even further to his invasion, allowing him to take further possession. Another gasp, followed by a shooing sound broke through to Genny though and she reluctantly pulled away from him. She tilted her head back to look up at him, her swollen lips curled into a smile.
 
   She turned away from him and he followed her gaze to a group of human women standing nearby. The look on the women's faces clearly stated that they thought he and Genny were the lowest form of life. Atticus's hand tightened in Genny's hair as he instinctively took a step closer to her. No one was ever going to look at her in such a way if he had anything to say about it.
 
   The women's eyes widened, they all took a step back before turning and hurrying away from them. Genny's bent head rested briefly against his chest before she looked up at him again. "The human race is amusing but they are extremely prudish about such silly things," she said.
 
   "Hmm," he muttered but he was still fighting the urge to rip out the throat of every one of those judgmental women for looking at her like that.
 
   "Come on," she said and stepped away from him.
 
   She ignored the offended and gaping looks from everyone they passed for the next hundred feet but he glowered at all of them. Genny chuckled when the humans turned away from him hastily. The roads became increasingly cluttered as they drew closer to the crowded market area of the town. Chickens, dogs and sheep moved as freely through the throng as the people did. Men and women loudly shouted to the passersby as they hawked whatever wares they were selling. The rancid and feral smell of body odor and animals was overwhelming. The disheveled humans, who had dirt and manure streaking their skin and clothes, made his skin crawl as they jostled against him. Standing here now, he was acutely reminded of the reasons why he stayed away from the human villages, as the smells and sounds assaulted his acute senses.
 
   The narrow street finally gave way to reveal a large clearing. More wooden carts were set up within the clearing but they were set up in a much more accessible circle. People moved more freely through here, the sounds were a little dimmer and he was able to walk without being forced against the unwashed masses. He could only imagine what diseases they might be spreading throughout these confined areas and he was extremely glad that he wasn't able to catch them.
 
   The clanging of swords rang in his ears. His attention was drawn toward where two men were sparring in an arena set up at the edge of the clearing. Shouts of encouragement and groans of disappointment filled the air as the men battled in the increasing heat of the day. The clouds had parted; the sun now beat down upon them and dried the mud caking the roads. Being so close to humans and all the overwhelming scents was making him increasingly edgy. He jerked his arm back from a man that brushed against him and smiled to reveal a mouth that was missing most of its teeth. If humans weren't necessary for their survival, he never would have come into contact with them. As it was, he preferred his food clean, pretty, and willing in more ways than one. None of these people fit that description, the only one that did wasn't human.
 
   His gaze drifted down to Genny as she continued to stroll through the crowd with relative ease. She was used to being here, this was how she survived in her world; this was who she was. The class distinctions between them were exceptionally broad but he found he didn't care about any of that as he watched her move. She deserved better than this.
 
   "Genevieve…"
 
   "Genny."
 
   "What?" he asked as he took an abrupt sidestep in order to avoid a steaming pile of manure.
 
   Her eyes were sparkling when she tilted her head to look up at him. "I told you before call me Genny, I much prefer it."
 
   Looking into her eyes, he realized he didn't care how many piles of manure he stepped in if she continued to smile at him like that. "Genny then."
 
   He grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her toward him when a large man came barreling through the crowd and nearly collided with her. A rumble of warning made its way up his chest but the man didn't pay them any attention as he pushed people out of his way. "Humans," Atticus snickered as the man stopped before the bread cart and demanded two loaves.
 
   "They are amusing to watch," she murmured and began to make her way through the crowd again. "They are very set in their ways and have such strange customs."
 
   He laughed and went to take hold of her arm when another man brushed past her but faster than a human could blink, so fast that even he almost missed it, she slipped the money purse from the belt at the man's waist and slid it into the pocket of her mantle. She smiled at him and waved her fingers when she caught his incredulous look.
 
   "They are also easy to take money from," she whispered.
 
   Atticus stared at her as he tried to understand who and what she was. He couldn't imagine having to steal for money, wealth and privilege had always been a part of his life, but then that wealth had been pillaged from others centuries before he'd ever been born. Watching her now, he realized just how much of the world he'd never paid any attention to, never even thought about before.
 
   "Do you do this often?"
 
   "Whenever it's necessary," she said as she folded her hands into the sleeves of her mantle.
 
   "Does no one take care of you?"
 
   Her head shot up, her eyes narrowed upon him and she thrust her chin definitely out. There was fire in her raven eyes as she glared at him. "I don't need anyone to take care of me."
 
   He took hold of her arm and stopped walking. "How long have you been doing this for?"
 
   "Since I was old enough to have to."
 
   He brushed back a strand of her black hair as it blew across her face and tucked it behind her ear. "Your mother…"
 
   "Don't," she whispered. "I've had it better than a lot of our kind living in the villages. My mother's not loving, she's not caring, but then most of us aren't, are we?"
 
   "No, most of us aren't," he agreed as he trailed a finger down her velvety cheek. Most vampires were not caring creatures but as his fingers brushed over her bottom lip he realized that this was the most tender he'd ever been with someone else.
 
   "But we have the capacity to be, if we so choose." Her lip began to tremble beneath his finger as her eyes searched his gaze.
 
   "Do we?" he couldn't help but ask. He pulled his hand away and took hold of hers.
 
   "I care for and love my sister." A wistful smile played across her lips before she took a step away from him.
 
   "True," he agreed.
 
   "Come." She tugged on his hand, pulling him further into the center of the circle of stalls. He followed her through the crowd toward a stall with bolts of cloth set out on top of it.
 
   "Genny," the dowdy looking woman with gray hair standing behind the cart greeted. "So good to see you."
 
   "You also Matilda," she replied as she pulled out one of the purses she had just stolen from inside her pocket and placed it on top of the cart. Matilda's chubby fingers were surprisingly nimble as she grabbed the purse and slipped it into her pocket. She glanced at Atticus questioningly before turning her attention back to Genny. "I will see you soon."
 
   "Thank you," Matilda said. "Tell Camille I said hello and I hope to see her soon also."
 
   "I will, maybe she'll come with me next time."
 
   "That would be lovely," Matilda said and turned her attention to another woman that had approached the cart and was admiring the colorful array of cloth.
 
   Genny turned away from Matilda and began to make her way through the crowd again. "What was that about?" he inquired.
 
   "When I was eight, and in the Easton village, I used to go to the nearby human town to find money. Matilda caught me stealing from there." He dimly recalled that the Easton village had been a vampire village about forty miles from here. Vampires often rotated out of the villages scattered throughout the country, or even into other countries after five to eight years in order to avoid drawing unwelcome human attention to themselves. "I was much younger and slower then. Instead of turning me in, Matilda taught me how to be speedier and more subtle about it before I lost a hand for my crimes. How embarrassing would that have been?" She gave a little laugh. "It was humiliating enough that Matilda, a human, had caught me to begin with."
 
   The fact that she had been eight and forced to do such a thing was something that he didn't know how to comprehend. Even if she'd lost her hand because she'd been caught by the humans, she would have healed with remarkable quickness. She most likely would have been put down by the vampire race afterward for putting their way of life at risk by possibly exposing them.
 
   "That wouldn't have been good," he agreed.
 
   "She often watched Camille for me too, while I was working the crowd, so to speak," she said with a mischievous smile. "We left the Easton village before I turned nine. I ran across Matilda again when we relocated to this area six months ago. She had moved here five years ago to sell her cloth and I think she may have also encountered some trouble with the law."
 
   "Why are you giving her money now?"
 
   "She may be a human but she's a good woman; she helped to keep Camille and I alive back then. She's getting older now and I like to give her whatever help I can."
 
   He stopped walking and tugged on her hand when she took a few steps forward without realizing that he wasn't beside her anymore. Her eyebrows raised questioningly as he stood and stared at her. He knew men that had enough money to buy a palace or even a small country and never would they have willingly given that money away in order to help someone that wasn't their family. Most of them wouldn't even help their own family.
 
   "What is wrong?" she inquired.
 
   He shook his head but he couldn't tear his gaze away from her. "Nothing is wrong."
 
   "Why are you looking at me like that then?"
 
   "What am I looking at you like?"
 
   "Like you have no idea who I am," she smiled at him but he sensed the uncertainty behind it.
 
   "I don't have any idea who you are; I've never met anyone like you." Her head tilted to the side as she stared at him. "I think I might scandalize the humans again."
 
   She laughed but it faded away when he pulled her closer, clasped hold of the back of her head and kissed her like she was the last woman on earth. When he'd kissed her before it was because he'd been curious to know what she would feel like, but now he kissed her because he could not stop himself. He kissed her now because he had to taste her, to touch her, and feel her against him. He kissed her because he needed this woman in a way that he had never needed anyone else before.
 
   Offended gasps sounded around them, but he completely ignored them as he tilted her head further to the side and kissed her until her knees buckled and his arm around her waist was the only thing holding her up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   Atticus shrugged out of his heavy, wet cloak and handed it to a passing servant. The man bowed his head before hurrying away. An unsettling feeling rattled in the pit of his stomach as he looked around the massive entranceway of the manor. Sunlight filtered in through the holes cut into the walls up above, revealing the rushes covering the floor and the golden chair set up on the dais across the way. A large table with twenty chairs surrounding it was set up in the middle of the room. Perhaps, if this had been a human home, the table would have been used often; this one was rarely sat at though and was mostly for show. It wasn't something he'd ever thought about before but this empty table seemed like such a waste to him after having just left Genny behind.
 
   His family's coat of arms, a dragon encircling a golden cross with a wolf at the bottom of the cross hung on the wall above his father's chair on the dais. The house of Valdhai, the house of vampires that he belonged to, was written in red across the bottom of the shield. For the first time he realized the amount of money that was in this one room alone, and this manor was the smallest of his father's numerous properties.
 
   He strode across the room and up the set of stairs on the right hand side of the building. He was almost to the top when his father's voice halted him. "Where have you been?"
 
   Stopping in the middle of the stairs, he looked up to where the formidable man stood in the hall above him. They got along well enough, but then they mostly just avoided each other until it became necessary that they did speak. He glanced down at his muddied boots and gestured at his wet clothing.
 
   "Riding."
 
   "We must talk."
 
   "Can't it wait?" he inquired.
 
   "No."
 
   Atticus reluctantly finished climbing the stairs to join his father. He'd been an inch taller than the man since he was in his teens, but recently he'd also become broader and more developed through the shoulders and chest. Though he was taller and larger, his father's age meant that he was still more powerful than he was. Over time even that would change as the power of the pure vampire blood flowing through his veins developed further.
 
   His father turned away when he stepped off the last stair and led the way down the hall. Atticus studied the back of his father's head as he followed him. His light brown hair curled at the edge of his shoulders and was longer than he normally wore it. A servant standing beside his father's private solar opened the door for him and then stepped aside. Atticus nodded to the man before entering the room and the servant closed the door behind him.
 
   He wasn't surprised to see his Uncle Nyles and Merle already in the room. Merle's expression was one of boredom, he had his arm draped over the back of the chair and his legs sprawled out before him. Atticus tried to cling to the pleasant memory of the day he'd spent with Genny but he had a feeling not even the memory of that last kiss would get him through whatever it was that his father and uncle planned to discuss.
 
   He slid into the chair next to the ornately carved one at the head of the table. His father was not a king but his marriage to Atticus's mother and the recent king's death, had made him one of the most powerful vampires in the world. His father's family was third in the bloodline, but at four hundred and ten he was now one of the oldest in existence. He liked to remind others of this fact by creating throne inspired chairs that were only slightly smaller than the king's actual throne would have been.
 
   Atticus folded his hands on the table and leaned forward while his father settled into his chair. His sable brown eyes were intent as he focused briefly on Atticus before turning his attention to a serving woman in the corner. He waved her forward. She brought forth four goblets and a tankard of wine that she placed in front of his father. Atticus barely glanced at the bite marks on her wrist and neck while she poured the wine.
 
   The marks in her flesh pricked his appetite but they also caused a strange sensation of aversion to twist through his stomach as the potent scents of sex and blood drifted off the woman's skin. Her scent was far different, and far less appealing, than the clean aroma of asters and rain still clinging to his skin from his time with Genny. He adjusted his position so that he was further away from her as she placed his wine before him.
 
   The serving women that stayed with them, and supplied them with blood in exchange for a place to live and high wages, had never bothered him before. They were born into this role; their families had been attending vampires longer than any of the human servants had been alive. They were bred to keep their secrets and see to a vampire's needs, no matter what those needs might be.
 
   All he wanted was to get even further away from her though as she leaned over him. Her ample cleavage was almost on full display in her low cut dress. The smile that had been on her face fell away when his upper lip curled into a sneer. Merle chuckled as she recoiled and hurried away to place Merle's glass before him.
 
   "I don't think he likes you dear," he said and patted her on the rear.
 
   She smiled at him but her gaze fell nervously back on Atticus. "Leave us," his father commanded crisply.
 
   The woman scurried out the door like a kicked dog. "There has been a decision made about the king," his father said.
 
   "Oh and who is the newest sacrificial lamb?" Atticus inquired sardonically and took a sip of the sweet, red wine.
 
   His father's eyes focused on him and for a split second Atticus had the unsettling notion that it was going to be him. He was too young, even with his bloodline there was no way that all of the aristocrats would have agreed to appoint him to such a position, not yet anyway. His father's eyes narrowed over the bridge of his hawk-like nose. His was the face of an aristocrat with its sharp angles and high cheekbones. Atticus saw very little of himself in his father's face; he had taken after his mother with his hair coloring and eyes, even his facial structure had been more similar to his mother's softer bone structure than his father's.
 
   Across the way, his uncle shifted in his seat, drawing Atticus's eyes to him. Even though five years separated them, his uncle and father looked enough alike that they could be mistaken for twins. His uncle's mouth was fuller than his father's, his eyes were hazel instead of brown, but there was no mistaking the family resemblance between them. Merle's coloring was more like his mother's with his blond hair and dark blue eyes, but his features were very much his father's.
 
   "There will no longer be a king."
 
   Atticus almost choked on his wine at his father's words. Merle's feet dropped onto the ground, his pretense at indifference vanished as he sat straight up in his chair. His eyes were questioning as they shot to Atticus but he didn't speak. "Who will lead us then?" Atticus inquired.
 
   "We will be forming a council. The Council will govern over the vampires, laydown the laws, and make sure that they are carried out."
 
   "Who will be on The Council?" Merle asked.
 
   "The eldest of each of the noble bloodlines will make up the sitting Council." He knew it wouldn't matter if the eldest were male or female. Women had more restrictions placed on them than the men in their world, but nowhere near as many as the human women had placed on them. Vampire women were required to be faithful in a marriage until an heir was produced, but other than that they were considered equals and allowed the same freedoms. Sex didn't matter to vampires; the thing that mattered most amongst them was age. With age came power and that power would be key to any member of The Council. "It is time to put an end to the fighting before we all destroy each other. No one is willing to be king at this time," his father continued.
 
   Atticus didn't blame any of the aristocrats for being unwilling to step up as he took another sip of his wine; he sure wouldn't want the position. The king had to look over his shoulder at all times, had to worry that everyone was out to get him. And if history was any indication, everyone was out to get them. That was no way to live.
 
   "How many members will that be in total then?" Merle inquired.
 
   "Fifty."
 
   "And everyone on The Council will get an equal say?" Atticus inquired.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "That should solve everyone's problems then," he murmured.
 
   "The Council meetings will take place four times a year. The first one will take place in London." That unsettling feeling was starting to fill the pit of his stomach again. "We leave tomorrow at daybreak."
 
   There it was, what he'd been dreading all along. "Well I hope you have a good trip." He knew full well that it wouldn't be that easy, but he was hoping that somehow he would be able to avoid this trip. Even Merle gave him a look that clearly stated, good try but that is never going to happen, as a snort of laughter escaped him.
 
   "You will be coming with us," his father stated flatly, not at all amused by his attempt to avoid going. "You're no longer going to be allowed to shirk your responsibilities. I've allowed you too much freedom these past few years but it's time to step up now and take responsibility."
 
   His jaw clenched as resentment slid sinuously through him. Thoughts of Genny flooded his mind; his hands fisted, he had to fight the urge to smash them onto the table and refuse to go. There was no choice in this matter though, there never had been, not for him. He'd been born into this life and though he'd had the luxury of wealth and privilege, he'd never had any freedom to make his own choices.
 
   "How long?" he grated through clenched teeth.
 
   "A week, two at most," his father replied casually.
 
   Atticus almost jumped up from his chair; his hands remained clenched in his lap as he forced himself to remain calm. He was supposed to accept this. If it had been just days ago he still wouldn't have liked the idea of going, but he also wouldn't have felt like bashing the table to pieces with his bare hands. As he forced his hands to unclench all he could think about, all he could remember was the smell of asters clinging to Genny's skin.
 
   What was wrong with him? He'd known the woman for two days but he couldn't shake her from his system. Maybe the best thing that could happen was to get away from her for a couple of weeks, get his head together. Even as he thought it, he had to fight the urge to go back into the woods to find her. To tell her he was leaving but he would be coming back. But she wouldn't be in the woods right now and to hunt her down at her house could only frighten her away. He wasn't sure he would blame her if it did. Besides he wasn't about to start chasing after a woman he barely knew; he would see her when he returned.
 
   He forced himself to his feet. "I must go pack then."
 
   Turning on his heel, he left the room before his father could say anything more.
 
   ***
 
   The servant dropped his trunk into the corner of the room before hurrying out. Atticus walked over to the window slit to stare at the meadow of grass blowing in the wind. They were at his Uncle Thaddeus's manor on the outskirts of London but his mind was still on his father's home to the south.
 
   "I think we should take this as our chance to escape." He glanced over his shoulder at Merle before looking back out the window again. At any other time he would have taken the first chance he got to get away from his father and uncle. Now all he wanted was to escape his own skin, it felt as if it wasn't even his anymore. He had no idea what was wrong with him but it had to stop before he tore the flesh from his body.
 
   "Atticus?"
 
   "Yes, let's," he murmured. Maybe getting out into the world that he knew so well, and had always belonged in, would help him to shake the strange sensations growing within him.
 
   He turned away from the window, grabbed his cloak from where he had tossed it on the bed and followed Merle from the room. They retrieved their horses from the stable and rode the three miles into the crowded London thoroughfares. They kept to the side streets, avoiding the main roads in favor of the seedier areas of town that vampires often frequented.
 
   Merle stopped outside of a gaming hall they'd both been to multiple times a couple of years ago. He handed his reins over to the vampire stable boy that had been lurking in the shadows and followed Merle down a set of stairs to the door tucked below. If a human had passed by the hall they never would have noticed it there, and if they did notice it they would never make it inside. If they somehow did manage to get in, they wouldn't survive to tell the tale. It was easy for people to go missing in this area of the city and never have their whereabouts questioned.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, Merle knocked three times before pausing and knocking twice more on the door. A small window at the top pulled back, a pair of beady brown eyes peered out at them before the window slammed shut. Metal screeched against metal as the bolts in the door were slid open and a dwarf vampire opened the door to give them entrance. The beady black-eyed guard that had opened the window stood behind the dwarf. His face had been twisted into a permanent scowl by a vicious looking scar that ran from the center of his forehead, down the bridge of his nose, lips and chin. Whatever had happened to the man had been bad enough that the scar still hadn't faded away.
 
   "Welcome milords," the vampire dwarf greeted and bowed to them as beady eyes closed and locked the door again. "It's our pleasure to have you here tonight. I'm sure you will be able to find anything you require within, but if there is anything special," he said the word in a tone that made Atticus curious about what more could be offered that wasn't already here. He didn't want to find out as he knew there were things within these walls that he'd never tried before, and had no intention of trying. "You need only let me know and I will procure it for you."
 
   "Thank you," he said and turned away from the small man. "I'm sure we will be fine."
 
   The dim candlelight inside flickered over the blood red cloth that covered the walls. It cast a reddish haze throughout that did little to illuminate the shadowed corners. He suspected the color and sparse lighting were supposed to help set the mood for the vampires and humans gathered within to exchange blood and sex, for a price. It was an unnecessary visual reminder as the scent alone was enough to reinforce the club's purpose. The room reeked of the mineral scent of testosterone, the sweeter aroma of human blood and the musky scent of arousal just like every other club he'd been in over the years. Every club had their differences of course but no matter what country it was in, or what language was spoken within them, they were all basically the same.
 
   The thirty or so vampire men gathered within this building were amongst the wealthiest and most powerful in the land. There might be some members of The Council within, but for the most part the men in this room were their offspring, nephews, cousins, and so on. Most were men that got to experience the life of money and luxury without the responsibilities that came with it. He envied their ability to do as they pleased, he would never know what that was like.
 
   There were probably one or two others within that were as trapped as he and Merle were. His uncle Nyles was on The Council, not because of the line he shared with Atticus's father, but because he was a stand-in for Merle's mother's side of the family. She had been lost in a fire fifteen years ago and Merle had been too young to take her place. As the only living member of his mother's line, one day Merle would rise to take his father's place, but he wasn't in any rush to do so and his uncle Nyles wasn't in any hurry to step aside.
 
   When he'd entered this building the last time, excitement and lust had burst through him at the promise of what was within. Now his stomach churned with disgust and it took all he had not to walk out, but there were appearances to be kept and reputations to uphold amongst his kind.
 
   Grinding his teeth together, he brushed off the grasping hand of a human. When she grabbed for him again, his lip curled in a snarl that sent her reeling backward a few feet. The nearly transparent, sheer red skirt she wore hung enticingly low on her hips and almost tripped her up. His gaze raked over her half-naked body but instead of finding her exposed breasts appealing, he felt as cold as an English lake in January. The brown eyes of the woman across from him became a pair of raven colored eyes, her pale blond hair blurred into a shimmering black that reflected the glow of the sun.
 
   He shook his head in an attempt to clear it of the disconcerting mirage and turned away from the woman. "If I didn't know you so well, I'd think perhaps you had decided that it was no longer women that appealed to you with the way you've been behaving," Merle said with a nudge of his elbow. "If that's the case though, there are plenty of men in here to keep you entertained."
 
   It was a comment he would have laughed off before, now he had to bite back a sharp retort as he fought the urge to drive his fist into his cousin's grinning face. He turned away from Merle and made his way over to a dim corner of the room. Leaning against the wall, he folded his arms over his chest and stared around the crowded room. Though most of the vampires waited for their turn to go into the back rooms with the human men and women, there was a few that weren't so discreet in the recessed alcoves of the room. He could hear their panting and moans, but what had once been something that wouldn't have bothered him, now made his skin feel as if centipedes were crawling over it.
 
   The men and women who worked in here had been brought up with the sole purpose of knowing how to please the men that entered these clubs. The aristocratic and noblewomen that weren't married, or had been set free from their marriages, had their own clubs to go to, but he imagined they were much the same as the men's clubs. Maybe even worse from what he knew of women.
 
   The experienced professionals in here weren't what he desired right now though. In fact, his thirst for anything within this building was about as much as it would have been for the gutter rats running through the shipyards. Unfortunately, his hunger could not be denied.
 
   Another blond approached him but he shook his head at her and pointed to a brunette across the room. "Send her over," he commanded gruffly.
 
   The woman nodded and hurried away from him. He spotted Merle in a chair with two half-naked women sitting in his lap. He took hold of the wrist of another standing behind him and drew it forward to rest it on his chest. The women giggled and laughed as they fawned over his good looks and known prowess. There was nothing his cousin enjoyed more than a beautiful woman; it would probably be his downfall one day as there was no one he refused to bed, not even the married ones. To be fair though, just weeks ago Atticus had been much the same way and would have had a couple of women sitting in his lap too by now.
 
   The brunette that approached him had dark brown hair, deep brown eyes and an enticing figure. She wasn't even close to the woman he really wanted but she would do for now. Taking hold of her wrist, he tugged the woman into the back hall and past the closed doors to one of the open ones near the end. In every club there were always a few more elaborately adorned and larger rooms set aside for the nobility. He entered one of those rooms now but he barely noticed the massive bed, or the silk hangings lining the walls.
 
   She smiled seductively at him when he closed the door but he grabbed hold of her hands before she could touch him. "I'm only here for your blood," he growled at her.
 
   Disappointment filled her face as she took a step away and ran her gaze over him. "Oh."
 
   Even though she was being denied what she wanted, she brushed the hair back from her neck to expose the vein that pulsed just below the surface of her skin. His eyes latched onto it but when he caught her vanilla scent, he realized that he couldn't stand to move any closer to her. Lifting her wrist, he sank his fangs into the inviting blue vein. She winced but didn't try to jerk away from him. Unable to look at her anymore, he closed his eyes and drank deeply.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   June 15, 1050
 
   It's been almost two weeks since I last saw Atticus. I don't know what I expected. I had said I was being a silly girl and yet despite all of my reservations, I still got my hopes up. I'm a fool, I know it, but I still couldn't help myself. Life is full of disappointments and now it is time to move on. The only problem is that I find myself struggling to do so. For someone I'd known for only two short days, he managed to dig his way beneath my skin and he's still festering there like a bad splinter.
 
   The other night Felix's beating was exceptionally brutal, I'd brought him more money than I usually do, but it still wasn't enough to ward him off. He broke my forearm this time. It's healing well enough now but I couldn't move it yesterday and there are still faint purple and yellow marks upon it. The beating was so bad this time that I wasn't able to go to town for two days. I was able to return there yesterday though and I took three good-sized purses. I buried two of the purses out in the woods with some of the stash for Camille and I. The minute Camille stops aging we'll have enough money to get us far from here, and established somewhere else. I'm counting down the days until then but it cannot come fast enough.
 
   I think Felix's temper was even fouler than normal because Marie hadn't been home for two days. She returned last night though, with a pouch full of money for him in order to smooth things over. I didn't ask where she got the money from, and Felix didn't seem to care either. The money, and her return to this hovel, was too late to keep him from coming so violently after me though, but that's not something that she has ever cared about.
 
   Camille has gone off to watch the orphaned vampire children again. She doesn't bring in much money by doing so but we'll take anything at this point. I must go into the woods today to find something to feed on. I never got the chance yesterday, as I had to spend most of my time stealing for Felix. Feeding today should speed up the recovery process with my arm, but I know the real reason I want to return to spend some time in the woods is that maybe he will return today.
 
   I really am just a silly, fool.
 
   ***
 
   Genny pushed back the branch on a tree and climbed down the embankment to the clearing. Moving aside a rock that weighed about fifty pounds, and was settled at the base of an elm, she checked to make sure that the money hidden beneath it hadn't been touched. There were ten separate spots throughout the forest where she hid the money she stole. Just in case someone stumbled upon one of her stashes, they wouldn't be able to take all of the money if she had it safely spread out.
 
   She put the rock back into place and rose to her feet. Striding across the clearing in the woods, she slipped into the trees that had offered her so much comfort and solace over these past months living with Felix. She slid down a hill to the edge of the riverbank where she discovered a deer drinking from the stream. Striking faster than a snake, she took the animal down before it even knew that she was there. She took her fill of the doe before releasing it to the woods.
 
   Her head tilted back, her shoulders relaxed as she absorbed the sun filtering through the leaves above. She lifted her broken arm and turned it over; flexing her hand she was relieved that the motion no longer caused her any discomfort. Turning her attention away from her arm, she reached down to undo her belt so that she could pull off her tunic. She placed the belt over a tree branch, pulled her heavy tunic off and draped it over the end of a log that had fallen across the river. Bending down, she undid the laces of her boots before pulling them off and dropping them on the bank.
 
   She relished in the air moving through the much thinner linen material of her chemise as it slid over her heated flesh. When she was in the forest, she didn't have to be concerned about money or Felix's next beating. When she was here she could just be alone, she could relish in the beauty of nature that surrounded her and the peace that it gave to her.
 
   Placing her hands on top of the moss covered tree she lifted herself onto it and walked out to the middle of the log. She settled herself onto the log and dipped her toes into the cool water running beneath her. Slowly kicking her feet back and forth, she smiled as droplets of water flew from her toes to the stream beyond. The drops caused little circles to break across the surface of the river. It was all normally calm and relaxing, but she couldn't shake the discomforting feeling that had settled in the pit of her stomach since the last time she'd seen Atticus.
 
   She was angry at herself for thinking that he would come back, for thinking that their time together had even meant anything to him, she should have known better. There was no reason for him to come back and see her. She was a common vampire, a villager who made her living by stealing it. Why would he come back? They had shared a few kisses but that meant nothing, at least not to him anyway. He'd probably kissed dozens of girls, probably done far more than that with them; she was just another one of the many.
 
   That was fine by her, she was glad he was gone so that her life could get back to normal. She told herself that over and over again yet she couldn't shake the ache in her chest and she couldn't deny the fact that she still yearned for him to return. No matter how much she said she didn't care if he came back or not, she did.
 
   Her feet stopped swinging as her head bowed down and she stared into the clear water beneath her. Brown trout darted in and out, swimming with the flow of the river as they headed to some destination that only they understood. They were beautiful and something that she normally found joy in watching, but just now she only felt sadness.
 
   "You would really scandalize the humans if they came across you like this."
 
   Genny was so startled by the sudden intrusion that she almost toppled off the log when she jumped a little. She managed to catch herself before she fell into the water below and turned her head toward where the voice had come from. Atticus stared back at her with an amused smile curving his full mouth. His hand rested against the trunk of an oak tree; his long legs were stretched out to the side as he leaned against the oak. The sun filtering through the leaves lit his eyes and made them appear almost incandescent.
 
   Pushing himself away from the tree, he climbed down the small embankment and stopped at the end of the log to shed his boots and hose. She was still trying to accept the fact that he was truly there when he began to unknot his belt before pulling off his outer tunic. "What are you doing?" she managed to squeak out as he placed his bare foot on the log.
 
   "You shouldn't be the only half-naked one here," he informed her.
 
   The log shook beneath his weight as he rapidly made his way toward her. Genny's head tipped back to look at him. He obscured the sunlight as he stood over top of her, grinning like a child who had just been handed a sweet. She couldn't stop staring at him, couldn't bring herself to believe that he was actually there even as he settled onto the log beside her. She'd missed him so much over the past twelve days that she almost believed he was a mirage, something she had conjured in her mind.
 
   His finger touched against hers, the contact sent a thrill of pleasure throughout her body that caused her to start. Her eyes flew to his hand as his index finger slid over the back of her hand again. The uncomfortable feeling she'd been experiencing ever since she'd parted from him last time vanished at the contact. Tears of relief filled her eyes but she hastily blinked them back, she refused to give into the childish urge to cry as her fingers sought out his.
 
   Awe filled her; she lifted her head to meet his eyes again. The air between them crackled and pulsed with something almost palpable. He held her gaze for seconds that slid into minutes as his hand continued to hold hers. The smile had vanished from his face, his eyes appeared almost troubled but before she could ask what was wrong his head was bowing to hers and he was kissing her. She'd thought that the feel of his hand had eased her tension, but the sensation of his lips moving over hers was like being transported to an entirely different world.
 
   Where she'd failed to find any solace by being in her beloved woods today, the taste of him brought her a comfort she'd never thought to experience. His hand pressed against her cheek and slid back to grasp her head as his tongue slipped in to take possession of her mouth. In this world, the one where only he existed, there was only happiness and a feeling of belonging. She never wanted the feelings he could arouse in her to end and she eagerly met his thrusting movements as his kiss became even more demanding.
 
   His hand slid around her waist and he pulled her closer against him. The feel of his chest pressing against hers through the thin layer of her chemise was the most intimate thing she'd ever experienced. Unable to escape the rising tide of passion he aroused in her, she gladly gave herself over to his demanding kiss. She rested her hands upon his solid chest. Her fingers curled into the linen of his tunic, she pulled him nearer in order to feel more of him as his hands ran over her shoulders. He pulled one of her sleeves down, allowing spring air to rush tantalizingly over her exposed skin.
 
   "Wait," she whispered as his hand burned into the flesh of her bared shoulder and caused her stomach to flutter. She pulled away a little to meet his eyes. Her hands pressed flat against his chest as she tried to gather her scrambled thoughts. "Wait."
 
   "What's wrong?" He tenderly brushed back a stray wisp of her hair.
 
   "It's just…" her voice trailed off as she continued to search his face. She didn't know what it was. She'd been hoping for his return, to feel his lips against hers, to have him hold her once again but this was all moving too fast. This man made her feel as if she was the only woman on earth, he made her wretched existence immeasurably more tolerable, but she didn't know him. She'd been sad and lost these past twelve days without him but if she continued to allow this to happen between them, he would leave again, probably often, and one day for good. She'd be even more lost when that day came. "I'm not the kind of girl that you can just show up and kiss whenever you feel like it."
 
   It was a lie, she'd yet to turn away one of his kisses. He appeared to know it was too as amusement lit his eyes and his head tilted. "And what kind of girl are you, Genny?" he asked in his seductive voice. His time on English soil had caused his English accent to become more pronounced.
 
   Her chin jutted out. "Not that kind," she replied haughtily as she jerked the sleeve of her chemise up.
 
   The amusement faded from his features. He rested his hand on her cheek and rubbed his thumb across her skin. "I didn't think you were." Despite her plan to place some distance between them, and not just physically, she found herself believing his words as his eyes searched hers. "That's not what this is about."
 
   "What is it about then?" she inquired.
 
   He leaned so close that she could see the flecks of brown in his eyes. He was mesmerizing to her as she caught the minty scent of his breath. "I'm not sure but I enjoy being with you. Do you not feel the same way?"
 
   "I do," she finally admitted. "But you turn my life upside down."
 
   There was that smile again, so cocky and beautiful that she didn't know if it irritated her or melted her heart. This man was used to getting what he wanted but she never gave anything that she wasn't willing to give. That's what she told herself anyway, but all she could focus on were those lips just inches away from her, and all she could recall was just how exciting and addicting his kisses were.
 
   "I'm going to take that as a compliment."
 
   She couldn't help but laugh over that statement. "Where have you been?"
 
   His forehead briefly rested against hers. "I had to go to London for the first Council meeting."
 
   Genny's hands slid away from his chest as she sat back from him. "What is a Council?"
 
   He released the back of her head but took hold of her hand again. "The aristocrats have decided there will no longer be a king."
 
   Genny couldn't stop her mouth from dropping open. "But what will we do without a king?"
 
   "The aristocrats will be ruling and making the decisions together."
 
   "Will they be capable of working together in order to do that?" she inquired.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Atticus's gaze drifted to the water as he mulled over her question. The Council had gotten along with each other far better than they ever had when the next target was on the throne. There had been some argument over where the next meeting would take place and what would happen to the palace that had always gone to each new king upon his rise to power, but that had eventually been smoothed over too.
 
   They had unanimously voted that all future meetings would be held at the King's palace in the mountains of Transylvania and it would now become a community property. There was enough room for all of The Council to stay there for the meetings. Some of the aristocracy still lived in what many considered the homeland of the vampires, but others were far more content in the lands they had spread into and now called home. He was one of the vampires that far preferred the outer lands, but then he'd never spent much time in Transylvania.
 
   "I think they might be," he admitted.
 
   "It would be good to put an end to the fighting," she murmured as she turned back to the stream. "What made them decide to create this Council?"
 
   "None of them wanted to step forward to become king."
 
   She released a small snort of laughter and idly kicked her feet at the water again. "I don't blame them."
 
   "Neither do I. Things will be fairer this way, there won't be just one voice representing us all, but many of them."
 
   "None of it really affects the village vampires," she replied.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   She gestured at the woods around them. "Ours is a different world than yours Atticus. We obey the laws because the retaliation for disobeying them is swift and brutal. We pay the taxes for the same reasons, but otherwise your world doesn't coexist with ours. They don't know; you don't know that the taxes are breaking most of us and that sometimes the laws must be broken in order for us to survive. We're all extremely careful about keeping our race a secret because that keeps us all alive, but sometimes mistakes happen.
 
   "Many of us are excellent thieves, as you've witnessed, because that is how we are able to survive." She gave him a smile as she waved her delicate fingers before him, but her eyes were troubled as they met his. "Sometimes we slip up though, as you know I once did. If it hadn't been for Matilda, I may well be dead now. It is allowed for us to steal from humans. However, if a vampire is caught stealing by the humans they will be put to death by the vampire community. Any mature vampire that actually gets caught stealing from a human is no thief in my book though. They shouldn't be stealing if they can't escape detection from a human," she murmured. "Humans also don't have the money that our kind does and I know that some vampires have been driven to stealing from other vampires in order to pay their debts. That is a crime that is also punishable by death, but that is a death no one wants."
 
   She shuddered and began to wring her hands before her. "No matter how much I may need money one day, I would never stoop to stealing from our own kind."
 
   He understood her reasons why. A vampire caught stealing from another was placed on the rack for a week, before having to endure living and sleeping in a room where the floor was lined with broken glass for another week. During this time they were denied any blood but their starvation didn't matter as the final steps of their punishment was disembowelment before finally being drawn and quartered by horses. His hand clenched around hers, he would never allow such a hideous death to happen to her.
 
   "There are others of us who aren't as strong, children who are punished when they shouldn't be. It's unfair to lock them up, but it's better than when they are slaughtered outright for losing control and having their fangs extend in public or in front of one of the King's Watchmen," she continued.
 
   Atticus couldn't tear his gaze away from her as he absorbed all of her words. He'd never really thought about what her world was like; he'd never stopped to consider how the village vampires lived before meeting her. Of course, he knew they existed but he'd never spent time in the villages before.
 
   "I've seen the Watchmen kill a child before," she whispered. Her eyes were haunted when they came back to his. "The child didn't even change into his vampire form first; the man was just being cruel. The death and brutality rate amongst the villagers is extremely high; they're constantly fighting with each other and some of the Watchmen enjoy abusing the villagers."
 
   The idea of her growing up and living in such conditions was intolerable to him. "Why do you stay?" he inquired.
 
   "Where am I to go? There are other villages but I've moved through most of them in this country and they are all much the same. Camille isn't fully grown yet and I couldn't travel to the continent without her, ever."
 
   "You've thought about leaving then?"
 
   "Often."
 
   The idea of her leaving was even more unpleasant than the thought of her residing within the villages, but then he most likely wouldn't be staying in England either. His father hadn't said what he intended to do next, or where he planned to go, but though he and Nyles had been born in this country, they also preferred Italy to England. His father wouldn't want to stay here, and normally Atticus would be eager to leave too, but he found he wanted to spend time with her.
 
   While he'd been gone his desire to see her again hadn't lessened in even the smallest measure, it had only intensified. It had been a miserable twelve days of separation from her, and when he'd found her here, half dressed in her white chemise and sitting on a log, he'd briefly thought that perhaps he'd stumbled across his own angel.
 
   Or perhaps she was the devil; no one else had ever made him feel this tormented before. All he wanted was to touch her, all he craved was to feel her skin, and yet sitting beside her on this log and holding her hand was just as magnificent as kissing her again had been.
 
   "Where would you go?" he asked.
 
   She frowned as she seemed to debate what she would tell him. "France," she finally said.
 
   "And what is in France?"
 
   "Not my mother," she said with a wan smile. "And she'll never return to it."
 
   "I see." A fish jumped from the water, drawing his attention back to the stream. "And what will you do there?"
 
   "I don't know but I suppose that's the point of starting over, isn't it?"
 
   He got the feeling there was more to it than that but she wouldn't meet his gaze anymore as her eyes had become focused on her feet. But then, what did he know, he'd never had the chance to start over nor had he ever thought about doing so. "I suppose it is," he agreed.
 
   She looked up at him from under her inky black lashes and gave him a half smile. "Don't worry I'll make sure that The Council knows we've moved."
 
   He knew that the village vampires were allowed to move about freely but they had to report their destination before they left, and they had to check into their new location as soon as they arrived so that the King, and now The Council, could keep track of them in order to collect taxes and enforce the laws. There were always some vampires that tried to slip through the cracks and went missing every year, but if a vampire turned up where there weren't supposed to be, or was unregistered in their area, they were put to death with no questions asked.
 
   Their world was governed with an iron fist; it had to be in order to keep chaos from ruling. If they slipped, even a little, their existence could be revealed to the human masses. Humans were already far too superstitious, the last thing the vampire community needed was for them to realize they weren't at the top of the food chain. Panic would descend upon the world if that ever happened; there was no telling how many deaths would result, human and vampire alike. They may be vastly superior in strength and speed than a human but they were also outnumbered by them by at least ten to one.
 
   "That's good to know." His fingers slid from her hand and over the sleeves of her chemise. He froze when he spotted the faded bruise marring the skin at her wrist; he pushed the sleeve further up to reveal the purplish mark that spread all the way to her elbow. She grabbed hold of the sleeve and pulled it down before he could go any higher. "What happened?" he demanded.
 
   "Just clumsy," she told him as she held the sleeve in place against her wrist.
 
   His eyes narrowed as he searched her face. "I've never found you so."
 
   "I almost fell off a boulder in front of you," she replied flippantly.
 
   "I thought that was because of my overwhelming presence."
 
   She laughed but it sounded strained to him or perhaps he was reading too much into it. "My fingers may be fast but my feet sometimes don't know where to go." She gestured to the log beneath them. "This isn't the only log in the forest and I'm not always so agile."
 
   Atticus glanced down at the log and then back at her. He wasn't entirely sure he bought that explanation but he didn't know why she would lie about it either. "Will you have to leave again soon?" she inquired.
 
   "The Council will be meeting once every three months to discuss the state of things."
 
   "Will the King's Watchmen still be present in the villages?"
 
   "Yes, as far as I know. They just won't be known as the King's Watchmen anymore."
 
   She leaned against his side. "No, I suppose they won't. Will they be The Council's Watchmen?"
 
   "They will just be The Watchmen now." Her subtle scent filled his nostrils; he rested his lips against her bent head. The end of her braid dangled between them, he picked it up and began to play with her hair as it tickled against his arm. "Do you mind if I take this out?" he asked as he tugged lightly on the faded blue ribbon tied at the end of it.
 
   She sat back to look at him. "No," she whispered.
 
   The ribbon gave way beneath his fingers; he placed it on the log before beginning to undo the braid. The last of the braid fell away to reveal the glorious hair that was always so neatly tucked away. The thick waves of it spread over her shoulders and fell across the log. The rays of sun spilling through the trees caused it to shine like onyx in the light.
 
   "Beautiful." He was surprised to realize that he'd never said that to a woman before. Not even to the women he'd known who were more beautiful than she was, who wore finer clothes, and didn't stare at him as if they were half convinced he was going to eat them. The idea of tasting her was extremely tantalizing as he brushed the hair back from her neck to expose the vein running through there.
 
   The memories of feeding from human women faded away as he became focused on her. None of those women had ever aroused this deep need in him like she did. His gaze slid back to her but she had stopped watching him, her head was lowered and she was staring down at the water.
 
   Why did this woman affect him so? He wondered as he ran his fingers over her neck. Needing some distance from her he withdrew his hand from her neck, grabbed hold of the log and hopped into the stream. The water swelled up to his thighs, the sandy bottom slid between his toes as he turned to look up at her.
 
   "What are you doing?" she laughed.
 
   "Cooling off." She shook her head at him and leaned further back on the log when he held his hands out to her. "Are you afraid?"
 
   Her lips pursed with displeasure at his taunting. "I'm not afraid of anything."
 
   "Prove it," he dared her.
 
   She glanced down at her white chemise before looking at him again. He could see the doubt and hesitation on her face, but he silently willed her to take the plunge. He'd jumped into the water to get away from her for a bit; but he found the water did nothing to cool his fervor and he would much prefer to be touching her again. He took a step toward her; her knees were almost touching his shoulders as he rested a hand on each side of her legs.
 
   "I promise not to get you wet above your knees." What amazed him most was that he meant it. Every part of him hungered for her in a way that he had never hungered for a woman before and yet he was more concerned about easing her worry than easing his own needs. "I'll hold you out of the water if you like."
 
   Her mouth parted at his words. In the air, the scent of asters grew stronger with her rising passion as she nodded her agreement. She was lighter than he had expected when he plucked her off of the log and slid her down his body. A smile curved his mouth as he stared up into the dazed black eyes that were locked upon his.
 
   "You don't have to hold me," she whispered. Her fingers playing with the hair at the nape of his neck caused his blood to quicken. Her simple touch aroused him more than any of those half-naked women in the club had.
 
   "Do you really want me to let you go?" His right hand slid up her back to rest against her shoulder blades while he kept his left arm locked around her waist. Right then he felt as if he could hold her forever. What had she done to him? "Because I think you like it."
 
   Uneasiness flickered through her eyes as her brow furrowed. "Atticus… I'm not… I'm really not like the women you know."
 
   "I know that Genny."
 
   "I don't know how to do this. I don't even know what this is."
 
   "Neither do I."
 
   Her hands curled on his shoulders. "I missed you while you were gone," she said so quietly that he barely heard her and with an honesty that he wasn't used to in his world. There had never been a shortage of women in his life but none of them had ever missed him when he was away. Or perhaps they had, but only because they wanted something from him, not because they had simply just missed him.
 
   "I missed you too," he admitted though he'd never admitted such a weakness before.
 
   When he was with her, he felt as if he could do anything in the world. When he was apart from her, he found himself feeling unsettled and more than a little unstable. While she made him feel stronger, he realized she could also become his greatest weakness. He disliked the feeling enough that when he'd been away he'd considered the idea of never seeing her again. Yet upon returning today, he'd been irresistibly drawn here with the hopes of finding her. Maybe it would be best for him to stay away from her but the idea of never seeing her again made his skin crawl and his fangs tingle with the urge to tear into something.
 
   Her head tilted back so that she could look at the sky. "I should go. It's getting late and Camille will be done with the children soon."
 
   "What children?" he inquired.
 
   "She watches the orphaned vampire children in the village during the day."
 
   "I'm sure she'll be fine for a little bit longer."
 
   She shook her head vehemently and pressed her hands against his shoulders. "I really have to go Atticus." He'd just gotten her back into his arms again, he was reluctant to let her go but he couldn't take the distraught look on her face as she glanced anxiously at the sun again. "Please."
 
   He couldn't deny her anything when she said please in that beseeching tone. The water sloshed about his thighs and splashed up against his waist as he carried her from the river and reluctantly set her on the shore. She took a step away from him when he released her and hurried to gather her tunic. The bottom of her white chemise was almost see through from the water but she hastily pulled the tunic over her head and belted it. She glanced at the sky again before scurrying over the log to retrieve the ribbon he had taken out of her hair.
 
   She didn't appear at all ungraceful now as she flitted from one place to another with the ease of a butterfly. Uneasiness filled him as he watched her. "Is there a problem Genny?"
 
   "No, no problem," she muttered as she leapt off the log and retrieved her boots. "I just have to get home to Camille."
 
   He grabbed hold of her arm after she had tugged on her boots and climbed back to her feet. "I'll see you tomorrow."
 
   A hopeless expression flickered over her face as her shoulders sagged. "If you are here…"
 
   "I'll be here," he promised.
 
   "You cannot know that, if your father decides that you must go somewhere again then you must go."
 
   He wrapped his hands loosely around her neck and rested his thumbs against the base of her skull. "I will come to tell you I'm leaving if that happens. I will not leave again without letting you know about it first, I promise you that."
 
   Her eyes searched his face before she rose onto her toes and quickly pressed her lips against his. "I will see you tomorrow then," she whispered against his mouth.
 
   She ducked beneath his arms when he went to catch her against him. Casting a playful smile over her shoulder, she gave a brief wave before disappearing with the grace of a deer into the forest. He stared at the leaves that still rustled in the breeze her passing had created but there was no other sign that she had even been there. Turning away, he began to gather his own clothing from the bank of the river. The scent of her lingered upon him, she had only just left and yet he felt lonely without her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   June 29th, 1050
 
   I've been meeting Atticus every day for the past two weeks. I know that nothing can ever come of our relationship, we're from two different worlds, but every time I'm with him I feel more alive than I've ever felt before. This can never end well, but when it does end at least I'll have had the chance to spend this time with him. These days will be fond memories I'll get to relive when I'm older.
 
   If I make it till I'm older.
 
   Felix's moods are swinging faster than a pendulum lately. I think it's because Marie has become absent for longer periods of time recently. Before she would always take us with her when she was ready to move on but I think she may be planning to leave us behind this time. I definitely won't be surprised if she does.
 
   There may be no choice but for us to leave before Camille is ready. I'm hoping to be able to hold out for another month or two. Not because of Atticus, though I will miss him more than I would miss my own arms and legs, but because we need more money and I would prefer Camille to be stronger. If things continue the way they are though, I'm not sure if either of those factors will matter. I'm no match for Felix.
 
   I don't know what I'll tell Atticus before we leave; I can't just disappear. I won't do that to him, and it would be impossible as I must inform The Council's Watchmen of our intentions, but I'm not sure I'll actually be able to get out a goodbye to him. I'm trying not to think about it too much right now. The time for that will come, but until it does I'm not going to let it intrude upon the happiness that I've found with him.
 
   Sometimes I contemplate telling him about Felix, but I know there's nothing that he can do. Even more than that, to reveal this hideous secret would be an intrusion of reality into a world that right now is more of a dream to me. I'm not ready to let that go, not yet. I also don't want him to know about this. I don't care what other details of my life he knows but this one isn't something I'm willing to share.
 
   If I were honest with myself, I would acknowledge the fact that I'm ashamed about what Felix does to me, ashamed of my inability to fend him off. Atticus can't know about that weakness, he can't know about the horror that goes on in this hovel. It's my shame to bear, and I couldn't stand it if he looked at me with pity, or worse yet, with revulsion for being so weak.
 
   Camille will be going into the woods with me today, she's been asking to see Matilda again and I can't keep putting her off. I've told her that Atticus and I have run into each other again but not much more than that. It's the first time I've ever kept something from her but I'm not ready to share him yet.
 
   I think she suspects something though as she keeps watching me oddly. I hope that they get along well together. They're the two most important vampires in the world to me, they're the only two I've ever cared about. They have to like each other.
 
   ***
 
   Genny knew he was there even before she turned to find him leaning against a tree with his arms folded over his chest, smiling at her. His twinkling eyes were the same color as the leaves hanging down around him. He dropped his arms down to his side and rapidly moved down the small embankment toward her.
 
   "Genny, come on, I'd like to get there before Matilda leaves," Camille urged impatiently from the other side of the log.
 
   Atticus's head turned toward Camille, he looked questioningly at her sister but he continued walking until he was standing before her. He smiled as he lifted her hand to drop a kiss on the back of it. "You look lovely today," he told her.
 
   She shook her head at him but she couldn't help but smile. "You're a flatterer."
 
   A mischievous gleam lit his eyes. He pulled her closer and kissed her forehead. "Not when it comes to you."
 
   A thrill slid down her spine, her toes curled in her boots. His thumb caressed the back of her hand before he stepped away from her. He had a way of making her feel as if she were the most beautiful woman in the world, even though she knew she wasn't. When they were together, they were the only two creatures in the world.
 
   He kept hold of her hand while they walked across the log to join Camille on the other side. Camille's striking blue eyes were troubled as she glanced between the two of them. Atticus smiled as he stopped before her and took hold of Camille's hand. Though he bent over her, his lips didn't touch her skin before he released her hand and took a step away.
 
   Even though she knew there was a strange connection between them, one that neither of them could explain, his lack of a reaction to Camille surprised her. Most men could barely take their eyes away from her sister, yet he immediately put distance between them. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. Camille didn't seem to know what to make of this as her eyes continued to dart back and forth between them.
 
   "How are you Camille?" he inquired.
 
   "Good… I am good milord," she stammered out.
 
   "Call me Atticus."
 
   "Yes milord… uh ah Atticus."
 
   He smiled at her but Camille bowed her head and folded her hands into the sleeves of her tunic. Genny had never seen her sister look so uncomfortable before, or so distant. "We were going into town. Camille would like to visit with Matilda," she said to Atticus in an attempt to try and ease Camille's nervousness.
 
   "I'll join you," he said.
 
   Genny relaxed as she leaned against his side but Camille kept her head down while they walked through the forest. Genny tried to draw Camille into the conversation but her normally talkative sister remained stilted and reserved as she gave only one-syllable answers in response. By the time they stepped onto the road, she'd barely said more than ten words and Genny's nerves were beginning to fray. She didn't understand what was wrong with her sister or why she kept looking suspiciously at Atticus.
 
   "Do you ride?" Atticus asked her.
 
   Genny gave up on drawing Camille into a conversation and turned toward him. "I've only done so a few times."
 
   "Would you like to go for a ride with me tomorrow?"
 
   "I don't have a horse and if I did I'd probably fall off," she said with a laugh.
 
   "We only need one," he replied with a teasing gleam in his eyes. "And I'll make sure you stay seated."
 
   Genny thought she felt an odd little thump in the area where her deadened heart resided in her chest. If she had required breath, she knew she wouldn't be able to breathe right now as everything within her seemed frozen. Without thinking, she rested her hand against his smoothly shaven cheek and leaned up to kiss him. Though they'd been spending everyday together, they hadn't exchanged any more kisses. She was well aware of the fact that they both yearned to do a lot more than just kiss. She was coming to care for him more and more with every passing day but she wasn't ready to give her body over to him. It would only result in her heart being broken. Though, she suspected it was already too late for her to come away from this with her heart still intact.
 
   "I think that sounds amazing," she murmured against his lips.
 
   "So do I," he replied and kissed her again. Now that she'd broken the seal, the dam seemed about to burst as his tongue slid enticingly over her lips before withdrawing. His heated mouth moved over her cheek before his lips rested against her ear in a gesture so intimate that her body instinctively pressed closer to his. Desire curled within her belly, she inhaled the enticing scents of leather, horse, mint and something intrinsically male that drifted from him. "I think you just like to scandalize the humans."
 
   She'd gotten so used to touching him with ease that she'd forgotten it wasn't acceptable in the place they were, or that Camille wasn't used to it, until she heard a startled gasp and outraged murmurs. "Damn humans," Atticus muttered and took a step away from her.
 
   But it was the look on Camille's face that kept Genny riveted. Her sister was staring at them as if they had just stripped naked and run through the streets of town. "Camille…"
 
   "I'm going to see Matilda now," she blurted.
 
   "I have no money for her yet," Genny reminded her.
 
   "She'll understand. I'll be with her until you're ready to leave."
 
   "Camille…" She took a step toward her but Camille turned away and hurried into the crowd.
 
   "Let her go," Atticus said quietly.
 
   "I don't understand what's wrong," she murmured.
 
   Atticus turned to watch Camille. "Let me talk to her."
 
   "That may not be a good idea."
 
   "Let me try." He squeezed her hand reassuringly and stepped away from her.
 
   Genny anxiously watched him follow Camille.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus leaned against the wall of a hut and studied Genny's younger sister speaking with the older woman he'd met before. She smiled and laughed with Matilda but he could sense the tension in Camille as her shoulders never completely relaxed, and she kept glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. He looked back to where he'd left Genny to find her standing on the side of the road with her hands folded before her and a troubled look on her face. Realizing she'd been caught staring, she quickly busied herself by admiring a colorful array of ribbons hanging from one of the carts.
 
   He didn't much care what Camille thought about him but Genny's love for her sister was clear and he knew it was important to her that they liked each other. Resigning himself to having to play nice with the girl, he moved away from the building and approached the cart. He pulled free a small money purse, placed it on top of the cart and pushed it toward Matilda.
 
   "From Genny," he said. Matilda's eyes widened, she glanced at the purse and then at Camille. She slid the purse into her pocket as he turned toward Camille. "May I speak with you?"
 
   Camille stared at Matilda before bowing her head. "Yes milord. I'll see you again soon Matilda."
 
   "I hope so," Matilda replied.
 
   Atticus's teeth had ground together when she'd called him milord again but he stepped away from the cart with her. His eyes went back to where Genny was waiting for them at the end of the road. She'd moved on from the ribbons and was now speaking with an older man trying to sell her some bread.
 
   "May I ask why it is that you don't like me?" he inquired as he walked with deliberate slowness toward Genny.
 
   Camille glanced at him from under her thick black lashes; her blue eyes were vivid in the sunlight filtering over her. She was a stunningly beautiful woman but even as that thought registered, his gaze was drifting back toward Genny. He felt his eyebrows shoot into his hairline when Genny smiled and took the bread from the man. A rumble of laughter bubbled up in his chest, she'd never eat the bread but the man's wrinkled face and words had convinced her to purchase the food.
 
   "I like you just fine milord," Camille replied dismissively.
 
   He stopped walking and touched her arm to get her to stop. The minute his skin came into contact with her, a crawling sensation slid over his skin and he quickly dropped his hand back to his side. He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face as he glanced back at Genny. If he hadn't known she was a vampire he would have thought her a witch with the spell she seemed to have cast on him in the weeks since their first meeting.
 
   When they were apart, he couldn't get her out of his mind. Even feeding had become more difficult, he despised the touch of anyone else and the smell of others, specifically women, was repulsive to him. If it hadn't been necessary for his sanity and survival, he would have forgone the act of feeding altogether. As it was, he wasn't feeding as often as he should. He also hadn't lain with a woman since the day he'd met her. Feeding from them was bad enough but at least he didn't have to touch them much, the thought of feeling their flesh against his made his stomach turn.
 
   There was too much going on between him and Genny for her sister to drive a wedge between them. Camille didn't have to like him, but they were going to come to some kind of acceptance between them. "You're lying," he said bluntly.
 
   "Milord…"
 
   "My name is Atticus." Her jaw clenched, her eyes returned to her sister. "If you continue to insist upon calling me milord then I will treat you as one lesser than I. I don't want to have to do that."
 
   A muscle began to twitch in her cheek as she glared at him. "Permission to speak freely then Atticus?" she hissed from between clenched teeth.
 
   "Of course." He folded his arms over his chest and stared relentlessly at the young woman.
 
   "I don't understand what you are doing with my sister, what is it that you are trying to prove?"
 
   "I'm not trying to prove anything," he told her.
 
   "I don't believe you, is this some kind of twisted game that you aristocrats play with us village girls? Make them care for you and then leave them behind so that you can laugh at them afterward? I love Genny, she's everything to me, she's all I have in this world and I'd like for you to leave her alone." Camille's hands fisted as she took a step closer to him. "Even with everything we've been through, she's still trusting of others and I won't let you hurt her any more than she already has been. She deserves better and if you have any heart you'll walk away and leave her be before whatever this is goes any further and you destroy her. Genny's a lot kinder than I am, and if I were mature, things would be different, but I'm not yet. If getting you to go away is the one way that I can help protect her then I am going to do just that."
 
   Atticus's arms fell down to his sides as red flickered hotly in her eyes for a second. Her words had been the absolute last ones he'd expected to hear from her. He'd anticipated some childish response from her. Maybe a fit because Genny was getting more attention than she was today, something he was certain didn't happen very often. Instead, he found himself staring at a young woman that was willing to do anything to protect her older sister. Even stand up to an aristocrat that under normal circumstances could have ordered her death or imprisonment for such insolence.
 
   "You said I could speak freely milord," she reminded him as she seemed to realize that same exact thing and she stepped away from him again.
 
   "Atticus." Her mouth pursed at his word but she showed no other reaction. "I told you to call me Atticus and I meant it." She continued to stare at him but her shoulders relaxed a little. "I can assure you that what is between your sister and I is not part of some aristocratic game that we play with village women. It is not a rite of passage; it is not something we laugh about with each other."
 
   "Then why…"
 
   "For every reason you just said," he interrupted briskly. "Because she gives money to Matilda, because she just bought a loaf of bread that she will never eat. For reasons I can't even begin to explain to you because I don't understand them myself. I don't know what this is between Genny and I but I've never met anyone like your sister and I will not hurt her."
 
   "Even if I did believe you, no matter what happens, no matter how all this goes, you will end up hurting her. You're an aristocrat, this thing between you, it can't go anywhere."
 
   Atticus glanced back at where Genny still stood by one of the stalls. She was pretending to look at the ribbons again but he saw her glancing at them out of the corner of her eye. "I know what I am; I'm reminded of it every day. Even with that, I am going to promise you that I will do everything in my power to ensure that your sister is taken care of to the best of my ability."
 
   She stared at him uncertainly as she folded her arms over her chest. "How can you possibly do that?"
 
   "I don't know but I'll figure it out, somehow."
 
   A snort of laughter escaped her. "I hope you understand if I'm still distrustful of you."
 
   "I do, but can we agree to be personable with each other? Genny loves you, and us being at odds with each other is upsetting her."
 
   She pursed her lips. "I know I can't do much, but if you break her heart I will do everything in my power to make sure that you pay for it."
 
   Her statement should have been laughable to him, instead he found himself admiring her. "I expect nothing less."
 
   The fire was back in her eyes when she stepped closer to him. "She's been through a lot, more than I have, more than you have, but she's not like us, she still finds joy in the simplest things in this world. Don't ruin that for her."
 
   "For that reason too," he murmured as he recalled Genny sitting upon the log in her chemise two weeks ago, smiling as she watched the fish in the water. He started to ask Camille what Genny had been through, she was still rather private about the details of her life, but he knew that Camille wouldn't give him any answers either. "I won't."
 
   Camille turned away from him. He looked toward where he had last seen Genny but she was gone. He instantly forgot about his confrontation with Camille as he searched the crowd for her. "Where is she?" he demanded. He made his way hastily through the people gathered around the stalls and carts full of merchandise.
 
   "She was right there," Camille said from behind him.
 
   Atticus stopped in front of the ribbon cart; he turned his head back and forth as he scented the air. Picking up on her scent, he made a sharp right and moved rapidly past the sellers lining the road. A large crowd of people had gathered in a circle around something that he couldn't see. He pushed through the group, ignoring their muffled protests as he followed her scent to the front of the crowd.
 
   Metal blades gleamed in the sunlight from the knives rapidly flipping through the air. The crowd released an awed, "Ah," when more knives were added to the mix. He found Genny at the front of the crowd, a smile on her face and her hands clasped before her as she watched the juggler dressed in vibrant blues, reds, and greens with an expression of delight. The bell on the juggler's hat jingled with his movements. A bony, enraptured boy with dirt-streaked cheeks stood at her side, munching on a loaf of bread that looked suspiciously like the one Genny had purchased.
 
   Her smile grew when she turned and spotted him. "Have you ever seen anything as amazing as this?" she gushed.
 
   He'd seen acts like this before, but it had always been in an aristocrat's home, and they hadn't involved knives. "No," he told her, but he couldn't tear his eyes away from her radiant face and it wasn't the juggler he was talking about. She blinked at him in surprise and then, for the first time since he'd met her, she actually seemed shy as she ducked her head away. "I haven't."
 
   "Where's Camille?" she inquired and glanced around.
 
   The question had just left her mouth when her sister arrived at her side. "Oh," Camille said and took a step back when she spotted the man at the center of the circle spinning ten knives through the air at once. "Impressive."
 
   The knives stopped spinning through the air when the man began to catch each of them. The crowd erupted into applause and cheers as the juggler caught the last one between his teeth and made a sweeping bow. Genny's skin practically glowed as she turned away from the sight and slid her hand into his. The boy clutched the bread against his chest when he spotted Atticus. Not willing to take the chance of losing his prize, the boy scurried away and disappeared amongst the masses.
 
   "They know that it could kill them and that they will one day die but some humans do such ridiculously dangerous things," Genny said. "They amaze me with their dogged determination and ingenuity."
 
   That was more than they ever did for him but he kept that thought to himself as they walked toward the main thoroughfare again. "Even as a vampire I wouldn't catch a knife between my teeth," Camille said with a shudder.
 
   "Neither would I," Genny agreed.
 
   "What of you, Atticus?" Camille asked.
 
   Relief filled him as he smiled at the young woman and she returned it. He had no doubt that she had meant what she'd said but for now she seemed willing to call a truce. "I wouldn't choose to do that either," he told her. Genny's hand tightened in his, her gaze shot back and forth between them before she smiled at him.
 
   Atticus kissed her forehead and pulled her to a stop beside the ribbon cart. She frowned at him when he ordered the blue ribbon that she'd been admiring while she thought he wasn't paying attention. He gave the woman behind the cart the money before turning to Genny. "Turn around," he told her.
 
   She shook her head and held up her hands. "Atticus, I can't accept that," she whispered.
 
   "You can."
 
   "No, I'm not… No."
 
   Her lips pressed firmly together as she met his gaze. "I expect nothing in return for it; it's only a simple ribbon that I would like to give to you."
 
   Her raven colored eyes darted around the crowd, he didn't know what she was looking for or hoping to find amongst the people, but she didn't look at him for a long while. "Genny, it's only a small gift," Camille said quietly from beside her.
 
   Genny bit on her bottom lip and finally focused on him again. The look in her eyes made him wish he'd never offered it to her. He'd only meant to give her something pretty to replace the faded ribbon in her hair, but her reaction to it made him think he'd made her feel dirty or wrong in some way. She gave a brief bow of her head in acquiescence though and turned around.
 
   He slid the faded ribbon from the end of her hair and tied the colorful new one into place. The deep blue color of the ribbon stood out vividly against her black hair. She smiled at him over her shoulder and gave him a kiss but he still sensed a small hint of reticence in her. Camille had a sad look on her face when they turned away from the town and slipped into the woods. While they walked, Atticus vowed that one day he would get her something far nicer than the ribbon, and she wouldn't feel any hesitation about taking it from him because she would know that she deserved it.
 
   Without thinking, he slid her old ribbon into his pocket.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   "Genny." She looked up as Camille stepped through the doorway of their small room.
 
   She slid the hidden bottom into place inside the chest and neatly returned her clothes on top of it. Sitting back on her heels, she looked up at her sister again and tiredly rose to her feet. Though the bruises and bloody nose she'd received from the beating she'd taken last night had faded, her muscles were still cramped and sore. With the journey into town, and the fact that Camille and Atticus had seemed to call a truce, she'd lost track of time and they'd been late to return. She'd been made to pay for their tardiness.
 
   "Why don't you tell him?" Camille asked.
 
   Genny lifted her cloak from where she'd placed it on the floor. "Tell who?"
 
   "Atticus. Tell him what is going on here, what Felix is doing to you."
 
   "No."
 
   "Genny…"
 
   "You didn't even like him yesterday afternoon and now you're asking me to tell him about this. No."
 
   Camille held her hands before her in an effort to placate Genny as she stared up at her pleadingly. It was normally a look that Genny capitulated to every time Camille gave it to her, this time it only made her more determined to refuse her sister. "I didn't dislike him, I just didn't trust him."
 
   "You talked to him for five minutes and now you trust him?"
 
   "No. I mean yes!" she blurted. Her arms folded over her chest, her foot tapped on the ground as she took a minute to gather her thoughts. "I'm not sure what this is between you, or where it will go and I'm frightened that it will all end badly, but I think he cares for you. There is no faking the way he looks at you; you're the only one he sees no matter who else is around. If you tell him about Felix, he'll help you, I know he will."
 
   "I said no, Camille."
 
   "Please Genny…"
 
   "No on this matter I will not budge. I don't need someone else to help me. I will take care of this. I will take care of myself…"
 
   "Marie is the one who was supposed to take care of us!" Camille interrupted hotly. "But she has failed us miserably our entire lives. Now there is someone who would help to take care of you, who has the ability to do so, and you're being a stubborn fool. One of these nights Felix could kill you Genny. Maybe you don't care about yourself but think about what will happen to me if you are dead?"
 
   Genny shot her a fierce look as her teeth clenched together. "That's not fair Camille. Don't use that against me, not in this. Besides Felix won't kill me, he needs me for the money."
 
   Camille seemed to realize she'd crossed a line; she closed her eyes and folded her hands before her. "I worry about you."
 
   "I know you do." Genny's hands trembled as she clasped the brooch and cloak together at her throat. "Atticus is not to know though. When I'm with him I can forget all about this place, that hideous man, and everything else that has happened because of Marie. I'm not willing to ruin that by having him feel sorry for me. I won't let that happen and I won't tell him."
 
   "He won't feel sorry for you."
 
   "Of course he will," Genny said. "You do."
 
   Camille's mouth dropped, for the first time since Genny could remember her sister was actually speechless as her mouth opened then closed. "That's not true," she finally managed to croak out.
 
   Genny rested her hand on Camille's shoulder and squeezed it. "Yes it is, but that's ok. I can take the pity from you but not from him, not with the way I feel about him. I couldn't tolerate that." Camille bowed her head and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. "And don't you tell him either." There was a hopeless expression on Camille's face when she lifted her head again. "I mean it Camille. You may think that you're helping me by telling him but I'll never forgive you if you do."
 
   "Genny…"
 
   "I've never asked you for anything, I'm asking you for this. Please."
 
   "I won't tell him," she promised.
 
   "Thank you." She dropped a kiss on the top of her sister's head. "Come on."
 
   Genny pulled the hood of her cloak up against the rain, Camille followed her outside and down the road of the small village. There were a few vampires about right now, but most were still sleeping after a night spent feeding and carousing amongst the humans. Though the king, and now what would be The Council, had established clubs where vampires could go to feed upon willing humans, some vampires still preferred the thrill of the hunt. It was understood that those that hunted were doing so at their own peril. If they were caught hunting outside of the approved clubs and killing humans, their death would make those of the caught thieves look like a blessing.
 
   That didn't mean it didn't happen. In fact, she thought that unapproved hunting happened even more than most of them realized. It was extremely easy for a human to go missing and never be heard from again. She knew that within the village most tried to play by the rules, but every once in awhile they would stray. It was the ones that stopped registering and completely disobeyed the laws that were ruthlessly hunted and put to an excruciatingly painful death.
 
   She'd heard it cost a lot of money to be able to kill a human within the clubs, but that some of the wealthier men and women paid to be allowed to do it. She understood the need for blood, the thrill that came with hunting something but as much as she didn't understand the human race, she also didn't understand the appeal of harming them.
 
   To her, taking a human down was the same as taking down a deer, or even a bear. In fact, it would be easier to hunt a human as they weren't as fast and had less defenses than a bear. To each their own though, she supposed. She wondered if Atticus had ever paid to kill someone and then immediately shook off the thought. It wasn't something she could picture him doing, but his world was completely different from hers and she didn't know what kind of expectations he had placed on him.
 
   Even with the precautions against killing the humans, whispers and rumors still ran through the humans about monsters that hunted them at night, witches and warlocks that cast spells, and demons that crawled into their beds while they slept. In her life, there had been a village in Germany that had been destroyed by a human mob after a vampire lost himself to the bloodlust and went on a killing spree of human babies.
 
   When he'd been caught, the vampire had professed that the children's blood was the most magnificent and strengthening thing he'd ever tasted. The king had already put the vampire down by the time the humans had banded together and attacked the village that the vampire had resided in. Twenty more vampires had been killed by the mob and the fire that had spread through the town. After that the king had ordered all vampires out of Germany for the next fifty years. It would still be another forty years before any vampire could establish residency there again.
 
   There were even vampires like her that preferred to feed from animals. It may not taste as good but to her it was far easier than going to the clubs she found so repulsive, or hunting and killing an innocent human in order to cover her tracks.
 
   Camille stopped in front of the door to a larger hut that housed the orphaned children. Each town had one such hut and the King, Council she reminded herself with a shake of her head, paid vampires within the village to watch over the children and provide animals for them to feed from. There was nothing more perilous than a starving vampire child that couldn't control itself.
 
   The giggling laughter of the children drifted from inside, Genny couldn't help but smile at the joyful sound. "Be careful," Camille said to her.
 
   "I'll be back before sunset," Genny promised her.
 
   Camille hurried to the door; Genny watched her slip inside before disappearing into the forest.
 
   ***
 
   "Where are you off to?"
 
   Atticus turned at the sound of Merle's voice behind him; his cousin strode across the ground toward him. Beside him, Drago snorted and dropped his head in an attempt to get at the grass beneath his hooves. "For a ride."
 
   Merle lifted his head to the mellow rain falling around them. "You've been going for a lot of rides lately."
 
   "It's better than being trapped within that manor. You can at least retreat to your ship where you can escape the ever cheerful brothers within," Atticus replied sarcastically. "I am not so fortunate."
 
   Merle snickered as he folded his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. "Why don't you come to the club with me? It's been awhile since we went together."
 
   Atticus almost sneered at the suggestion but he forced his face to remain impassive. "Not today."
 
   "I've never heard you turn down the club even once before we returned to England, this is the third time now." Merle's eyes were shrewd as he assessed him from head to toe. "What are you keeping from me cousin?"
 
   Atticus forced a smile; he shifted his hold on Drago's reins when the horse attempted to grab at the grass again. Drago snorted his displeasure into Atticus's shoulder and stomped at the ground. "I'm just enjoying nature."
 
   "Since when?"
 
   Since Genny appeared in it, but he didn't say that out loud. "Since it gets me out of that manor," he replied with a laugh.
 
   Merle smirked as he folded his arms over his chest. "You've met a woman or you've found a woman. Tell me, who is she?"
 
   Atticus shook his head. "Merle…"
 
   "It's the girl from that day, the blond," he announced with a laugh. "I thought you felt she was a little too young but it all makes sense now! All your trips into the woods, the secretiveness, the fact that you've been turning the serving women away, it's all crystal clear! If I had someone that beautiful in my bed, I'd be doing the same. But then I'd never leave my bed!"
 
   "It's not the blond," Atticus told him.
 
   "Then who and where did you meet her?"
 
   Atticus looked at Drago but even the horse was staring at him as if he was waiting for an answer too. If Genny had been any other woman he would have told Merle about her long ago, but she wasn't any other woman. Relationships between villagers and the aristocrats weren't unheard of but they were never anything serious, nor could they ever be. Any children born of such unions weren't acknowledged, the aristocrats married amongst each other and the villagers remained with other villagers. It wasn't that fact that kept him from saying anything to Merle though, Merle would never tell anyone else about her. It was because she was special and he wasn't ready to share that yet.
 
   The smile faded from Merle's face. "Atticus what is going on?"
 
   "Nothing I'd like to talk about right now."
 
   "Wait!" Merle grabbed hold of his arm when he went to turn away. "Atticus this is me you're talking to. We've always told each other everything. You saved my life when we got drunk and I fell off of my horse and onto my sword."
 
   Atticus laughed as he recalled that particular incident. Now, it wouldn't have been a mortal wound to Merle. At the time though he'd only been fourteen and he hadn't been able to heal himself as fast as he was bleeding out. Atticus had staunched the wound to the best of his ability with dirt and leaves before leaving to hunt down a human for his cousin to feed on. The woman hadn't survived as Merle had been beyond control and needed more blood than he normally required. Afterward, Atticus had been the one to dispose of the body in a nearby lake. No one else knew about the accident, and though Atticus regretted the loss of the woman's life, he would do it again if it meant saving Merle.
 
   The most time they'd spent apart was the first month of his life, before Merle had been born. Both of them had been handed over to the care of their nursemaids and placed in a nursery the moment they'd been born. At four they'd been moved from the nursery and into a large room that they had shared because they refused to be separated.
 
   When they turned ten, they were moved from their room and into the training compound with the rest of the aristocrat's children. There they had been taught how to fence, wield a sword, joust, the art of archery, the brutality of the staff, and hand-to-hand combat. Unlike humans, these skills would not be used in war. Though some vampires did go to war to partake in the spoils of blood and riches that war could sometimes offer them, the aristocratic children learned these skills to protect themselves against their own kind and to keep control of what was theirs.
 
   There had been twelve children in the compound at the time, and as the youngest of the twelve, the two of them had taken repeated beatings over the first four years. Then, at fourteen, Atticus began to surpass the others in strength and endurance. The other boys had stopped picking on him and Merle when the tables had been turned on them. It was Atticus they were frightened of, but they all knew they would earn his wrath if they went after Merle.
 
   "Are you in some sort of trouble?" Merle pressed.
 
   Atticus released a snort of laughter. He didn't know how to answer that question. His life wasn't in jeopardy, he wasn't into any kind of gambling debt that his father might have to get him out of, but he was definitely in over his head.
 
   "I'm not sure what I'm into," he admitted.
 
   "Are we talking about new experiences with women here?" Merle asked with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows. "And if so, please do share."
 
   "No, it's not like that."
 
   Merle's kidding demeanor vanished as he threw back his shoulders and set his jaw. "Are we to fight then?"
 
   Atticus snorted and shook his head. "No."
 
   Now Merle looked as confused as he had the day they'd discovered their old nursemaid and Atticus's father rolling around in the hay. They'd only been seven at the time but neither of them had walked out of that barn the same. "I'll do whatever I can to help you out."
 
   "I know, and I thank you, but you can't help me out of this Merle. That's not going to be possible and I don't want out of it."
 
   His cousin's blue eyes studied him closely. "What have you gotten yourself into?"
 
   Atticus leaned against Drago's side and crossed his legs. "I have been meeting with one of the women we met in the woods that day, but not the blond."
 
   "The black haired girl?"
 
   "Genny," he confirmed.
 
   "But… she's not your type." Merle's tone was full of disbelief as he tried to assimilate this information.
 
   "True," Atticus admitted. He had always preferred a blond with a rounder figure, but then none of them had possessed Genny's smile, her laugh, or had made him feel the way that she did. They'd all been after his money, his bed, his power or all of the above. Genny asked him for nothing, she demanded nothing of him, she simply enjoyed being in his presence. He'd never encountered that from anyone before.
 
   "Is this serious Atticus?"
 
   He thought over that question for a minute. Over these past couple of weeks he'd gotten to know her better, he hated to be away from her, but he'd never stopped to think about what it was between them exactly. They hadn't even lain together yet, he didn't even know if they would, but he knew he didn't want this to end. "Yes."
 
   Merle looked as if he'd just been stabbed in the stomach with a sword again as his mouth dropped open. "You mean to keep her as a mistress then?"
 
   "I could never ask that of her, and I don't think she would agree to it."
 
   "You can't marry her Atticus."
 
   He bristled over the words. He didn't like being told what he could and could not do under normal circumstances; he despised his cousin telling him there was something that he couldn't do with Genny. "You're getting ahead of me on that Merle," he grated out from between his clenched teeth.
 
   "Maybe I am, and I'm not looking to upset you, but your father will not approve of this."
 
   "None of the aristocrats will approve of this."
 
   "True."
 
   "And I've never truly cared what any of them approved of before."
 
   Some of the tension eased from Merle as he grinned at him. "Even more true. Well your secret is safe with me cousin."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   Grabbing hold of the saddle, he boosted himself onto Drago's back. Merle stepped forward and rested his hand on the horse's shoulder. "You may want to try and act at least a little normal again though; I'm not the only one that has noticed a change in you. The servants are talking and it's only a matter of time before that talk gets back to your father."
 
   Atticus's jaw clenched, his gaze drifted to the manor half hidden in the fog creeping forth from the woods. He didn't know what his father would do if he were to learn about Genny and he wasn't willing to find out either. "I'll do what I can," he muttered. "I have to go now."
 
   Merle nodded and stepped away. Atticus could feel his eyes following him as he galloped across the land toward the woods.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   Genny watched from the shadows as Atticus rode his horse into the clearing. She couldn't tear her gaze away from his magnificent form as he sat tall in the saddle with his shoulders thrust back proudly. He may never become king, but he most certainly looked like one and he would become the strongest of their kind one day. Even at his young age power radiated from him in a vibrant ray that lit him from the inside out.
 
   His head turned in her direction; she felt it when his eyes latched upon her. The way his stare burned into her caused her toes to curl and for a second she had that same strange sensation of her heart beating in her chest. She couldn't move as he slipped from the saddle and landed upon the ground without a sound.
 
   Genny slid away from the tree she had been standing by and walked toward him. Her body hummed with excitement as she stopped before him and tilted her head back to look into his striking eyes. She barely felt the brush of his fingers against her face before he wrapped his hand around the back of her head and bent to kiss her. Relief swept through her when his lips touched against hers. Everything that was wrong in her life faded away as every part of her became centered upon him.
 
   He pulled her another step closer, her mouth opened to his when his tongue brushed over her lips. The corded muscles in his arms bunched when her hands curled into his forearms. She needed something to try and keep her grounded as his touch caused everything within her to soar higher than the treetops. With him, she had discovered a happiness she'd never thought she'd find in this often harsh and brutal world. His tongue stroked the excitement within her to higher levels, his arm around her waist pressed her more firmly against him.
 
   It felt like a piece of her was taken away when he pulled away from her and rested his forehead against hers. His eyes, darkened by desire, were a deep forest green as they searched her face with reverence. They'd only been apart for ten hours but it had seemed like days and it was only getting harder and harder to be away from him. Closing her eyes, she leaned into his touch as his thumb rubbed her cheek.
 
   "Come," he said.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he led her over to his horse. He rested his hands on her hips, lifted her up and placed her on the back of the horse so that she was sitting sideways in the saddle. He gave her a mischievous grin as he pulled her bunched tunic down toward her ankles. His hand sliding over her exposed skin made her body quake when he briefly caressed her leg before covering her up. He placed his foot into the stirrup and swung into the saddle behind her.
 
   She hadn't been on a horse often but when he pulled her into his arms and settled her in his lap, she decided it was something she would like to do a lot more often. Curling against him, her head rested on his chest as he gathered the reins and nudged the horse forward. The sun flickering through the leaves warmed her, or perhaps it was him that caused her body to heat so much that her clothes felt increasingly confining as they made their way through the forest. The sound of the birds chirruping amongst the trees caused a feeling of peace to steal through her.
 
   It was so strangely tranquil, something that her life never was. Even if it couldn't last, for now she could pretend that it was only the two of them in the world and that nothing else would ever intrude upon them. It was an amazing fantasy, one that she decided to indulge in as they moved further into areas of the forest that she'd never explored before.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus rested his chin on top of her head when she curled trustingly within his arms. Her sweeping lashes fell down to brush against her cheek as she rested her head on his chest. He couldn't help but smile when he spotted the ribbon he'd bought her tied in her hair. He forgot about his conversation with Merle and lost himself to the feel of her lithe body pressed against his. It didn't matter what his cousin and the others thought, all that mattered was her.
 
   "It's beautiful out here," she murmured.
 
   "It is," he agreed as he led Drago across the stream and through the thickening trees.
 
   "Sometimes I think it would be great to go into the woods and get lost amongst the trees forever."
 
   "Why would you think that?"
 
   She shrugged but the rigidity of her body belied the dismissive gesture. "I don't know, I love nature and think it would be an adventure."
 
   He stared down at her but she didn't lift her eyes to look at him. There was something so sad about her suddenly that he couldn't stop himself from reaching out and caressing her cheek in an attempt to soothe her. "Genny is there something the matter?"
 
   She glanced up at him and gave him a tremulous smile. "No."
 
   He stared at her but her gaze was already focused on something else. "Tell me something about yourself that I would never be able to guess," he said in an attempt to bring the happiness back to her eyes.
 
   "You already know so much."
 
   "Tell me something I don't know."
 
   Her mouth twisted thoughtfully as she pondered his question. "I can read and write," she finally said. "My mother had a lover years ago who was a scribe. He took a liking to me, and I think he was looking for a way to keep me entertained, so he taught me."
 
   This revelation astounded him; there were aristocrats that didn't have the skill required to do either. "There's not many who know how," he murmured.
 
   "I enjoy it," she whispered. "I write every day."
 
   "And what do you write about?"
 
   She finally looked at him again. "I simply write about my day."
 
   "Am I in these writings?" he teased.
 
   She smiled at him as she rose up and pressed her lips briefly against his. "Maybe," she replied with a sassy smile.
 
   "Maybe? Maybe?" Unable to resist her playful demeanor he tickled her just beneath her ribcage. She let out a little squeal and squirmed in his arms in an attempt to avoid his persistent fingers. He'd never tickled anyone before in his life, but he would tickle her every day for the rest of hers if it made her laugh with such joy. He couldn't help but smile as her tinkling laughter rang through the forest and she pleaded with him to stop.
 
   She grabbed hold of his hands and flattened them against her ribs so that he couldn't make a move against her again. It would be so easy to free himself from her grasp but he remained still against her. Her laughter drifted away and her head tilted back to look at him. Her hair had loosened from her movements; straggling strands of it now fell free to frame her angular face. All merriment faded as desire lanced through him so swiftly that for a second it took everything he had not to pull her from the saddle and lay her down on the forest floor right here and now.
 
   He knew she sensed his mood, he could see it in the smoky haze of passion clouding her eyes. "I think I'll have to read it to see what you've said about me," he said in a hoarse voice.
 
   Another burst of laughter escaped her as she shook her head. "I don't think so. Tell me something about you now."
 
   "What would you like to know?"
 
   She impishly tapped her chin but a serious look came over her face when she met his eyes again. "Have you ever killed a human before?"
 
   Her words were spoken in a conspiring tone even though they were alone in the woods. "Not in this lifetime," he told her with a wink. "Though I had a hand in a human life being lost in order to save Merle from death. I did not enjoy that incident though and never want to experience it again."
 
   She rested her hand tenderly against his cheek. "I'm sorry that happened but it sounds like you did what had to be done."
 
   He turned his lips into her palm and kissed her. "I did. And what of you Genny, have you ever killed a human?"
 
   "No! Of course not!" she blurted.
 
   He kissed the tip of her nose and focused on the woods ahead of them in order to try and distract himself from the temptation nestled within his arms. The faith she had in him rattled him even more than his growing feelings for her did. Her floral scent filled his nostrils; he savored in it as his eyes fell on the blue vein running through her slender neck. Without warning, his mouth filled with saliva and his fangs lengthened. He hadn't been rocked with the craving for blood so forcefully, and with such a loss of control, since he was a child. The overwhelming urge to taste her, to have her blood fill his mouth, to have it fill him hit him hard.
 
   He shifted his hold on her as he tried to shake his sudden thirst. It was an insane notion, no vampire ever wanted something like that to occur. Drawn closer by her enticing scent, he bowed his head further down. The out of control feeling consuming him was something that he'd thought he would hate, yet he relished in it as his hand stroked her waist.
 
   "Genny," he whispered.
 
   There was a dreamy expression on her face when she tilted her head back to look up at him. Her eyes widened, he didn't know what she saw when she looked at him but if he looked as out of control as he felt, then his hunger was evident in his fangs and reddened eyes. She came out of his arms and sat up straighter in the saddle.
 
   "Atticus, what's wrong?"
 
   He pulled the reins up, halting Drago so that he could attempt to regain control of himself. He wasn't sure that was going to be possible though as his aching fangs pressed against the inside of his mouth. His muscles began to shake; he'd never experienced anything like the sensations tearing through him right now. He didn't know what was going on but he had to get away from her before he did something that she might end up hating him for.
 
   The thought of her turning against him made his stomach turn. Adjusting his hold on her, he moved her out of his lap and made sure she was securely settled before swinging out of the saddle. "Atticus?"
 
   "I need a minute," he told her. He walked over to the closest tree and rested his forearm against it. His head bowed; the bark bit into his skin as he fought to get his fangs to retract. He'd never had so much trouble getting his body to obey his commands before. Her approach caused a twig to crack but though all he wanted was to turn around and take hold of her, he couldn't bring himself to move.
 
   "What is wrong?"
 
   He almost knocked away the hand she rested on his arm. All it did was arouse his appetite even further, but though he grabbed hold of her hand with the intention of removing it from him, he found his fingers wrapping around hers. Something primitive inside of him was completely unraveling; she was going to be his downfall and yet as he felt her skin against his, he realized she was also his savior.
 
   "You affect me so strangely," he murmured.
 
   Her night colored eyes were troubled as her head tilted to the side. "Is it in a bad way?"
 
   He didn't know how to answer that question. This lack of control couldn't be good for anyone around him and yet she made him feel a thousand times more powerful than what he was. When he was with her, he felt like he could do anything. "No," he whispered. "I don't think it could ever be in a bad way Genny."
 
   She appeared doubtful as her eyes were still questioning upon his. Her body appeared to brace for the final blow as her shoulders thrust back, her face became distant, and her lips pressed together. She was rigid in his grasp when he tugged her closer to him.
 
   "Never in a bad way," he whispered.
 
   "Atticus…" her voice trailed off when he placed his hand against her neck.
 
   He pressed his lips to her forehead. "I could hold you forever," he murmured against her ear.
 
   His lips moved over the thin column of her throat. He tasted the sweetness of her skin as he kissed her from her ear to her collarbone. A small moan escaped her lips, her hands dug into his flesh where they rested against his hips. She turned her head to allow him better access to her neck. She wouldn't have made the gesture if she'd had any idea what she did to him, what he wanted from her. His lips paused over her vein; he fought the urge to sink his fangs into her vulnerable flesh. Though her heart didn't pump blood through her body like a human's did, there was still blood within her, blood that was driving him crazier than any human's could.
 
   "And I'm dying to know what your blood tastes like," he told her.
 
   A jolt went through her body as she pulled back to stare up at him. Her eyes searched his face and her mouth parted in surprise. He could well imagine she was horrified and unsettled by what he'd just said, he would have been. If anyone had said it to him, he would have walked out, or killed them if they tried to do it. He'd had to tell her though; it would be impossible to keep it hidden from her. Even now, his fangs were extended and throbbing. He'd fed last night but hunger burned through his veins as relentlessly as lava streaming downhill from an erupting volcano.
 
   His fingers slid over the silken flesh of her throat. "I've never…" she shook her head; her eyes darted briefly away before coming back to him.
 
   "It's not what we do, I know," he assured her. "But I want it so badly from you that I'm having a difficult time controlling it." Her vein kept him mesmerized as his fingers rested against it. "It's all I want."
 
   He'd expected fear in her eyes when he met them again but there was no fear; there was only curiosity, and a hunger that more than matched his own. "Then do it."
 
   "You don't know what you're asking for."
 
   "I don't," she agreed. "But I know it's something that I can give to you that will bring you pleasure, and that's all I need to know."
 
   His fingers slid away from her throat, his eyes remained locked on hers. The excitement thrumming through him caused the hair on his arms to stand up. Not even when he'd been about to lay with his first woman had he been this aroused by the prospect of what was to come, and there was nothing sexual about this.
 
   She'd given him permission, yet he hesitated. He sensed there was something more to this, something completely irrevocable. Even with the weight of that realization pressing upon him, his fangs ached to slip into her skin and he could feel his self-control wavering. It didn't matter if there was no going back after this. It was Genny that he would be experiencing this with, and he found himself already bound to her in some intrinsic way.
 
   Her hands moved away from his hips, they caressed up and down his sides before slipping around to his back. The heat of her gaze continued to hold his as her fingers curled into his clothing and skin. Unable to resist, he smoothed her hair back from her face and kissed her tenderly. It took everything he had to go slow but his body screamed for her blood. Her natural scent became stronger with her need as she pressed her body flush against his.
 
   This isn't what vampires do, he thought again. She'd be able to find him anywhere afterward, be able to track him through her blood inside of him, but even as he thought it he realized that he didn't care. Her lips were warm against his skin, her mouth hot as she placed a kiss to his shoulder. The pressure of her fangs against his flesh caused a jolt to go through him. They scraped against him but didn't break his skin. His fingers curled into her thick hair as he realized she was fighting with the same urges driving him.
 
   What he would have killed another for trying to take from him, he found himself saying instead to her, "Do it."
 
   There was a second of hesitation and then her fangs pierced his skin. His body reacted as if it had been hit by a bolt of lightning. He jerked against her, his grip on her intensified. The flow of his blood entering her system was more erotic and profound than any sexual act he'd ever had with a woman. Nothing had ever given him as much satisfaction as the sensation of her feeding from him and gaining nourishment did. He could feel the pleasure she took from him as she bit deeper and a small mewl escaped her.
 
   He bowed his head, his lips pulled back as his mouth rested against her throat. There was no hesitation, not anymore, as he sank his fangs into her enticing flesh. In that moment there was nothing in the world except for the two of them, nothing except for her and the joy of her blood filling him. It strengthened him in ways he'd never dreamed possible, in ways that no human's ever had. He could feel the power of it seeping through his body and pulsing through his veins.
 
   With her was where he belonged, where he would always belong. She was his now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Half-asleep in his arms, Genny curled against his chest as they rode back toward the clearing where they'd originally met. His arms tightened around her when she nestled closer to his chest. His lips pressed against the top of her head as he bowed his head to hers. A smile curved her mouth, her hand wrapped around his powerful bicep and she inhaled the enticing scent of man, horse and leather that adhered to his smooth skin. She could also detect the scent of her blood within him now, flowing through his system. It was a link that no vampire sought to share with another, and yet it made her feel so incredibly whole and secure that all she wanted was to taste him again.
 
   "Genny?"
 
   "Hmm?" she murmured.
 
   "What just happened…" She stiffened against him when his voice trailed off and braced herself for him to say that it couldn't happen again, that he regretted it, or that it had been a mistake. She didn't think she could take that kind of a blow; it would devastate her more than Felix's fists ever could. "I love you Genny."
 
   Her head shot up, unexpected tears burned her eyes as she met his shadowed gaze. His jaw clenched; he looked as fragile as an icicle as he braced himself for her response. She rested her palm against his cheek, the stubble already beginning to form there prickled against her palm. "I love you too," she whispered.
 
   The distant look faded from his eyes, his tempting mouth curled into a smile that warmed her all the way to her toes. He pulled the horse up before bending his head to taste her lips. Pleasure swirled through her; she fisted her hands into his shirt and held him against her.
 
   There was no thought of Felix when she was in Atticus's arms, Marie ceased to exist, and even Camille became a distant presence. He pulled his head back from hers; let go of the hold he had on her hair and repositioned her in his lap. Yes, in his arms was where she was supposed to be; she knew that as surely as she knew that the birds would sing come morning. He rested his palms against her cheeks and kissed away her tears. He had the most radiant smile, she decided, as she grasped his hands within hers and held them against her cheeks.
 
   A rustling of leaves caused his head to shoot up. He moved so fast that she barely even realized she was moving before he had her swung around and planted firmly behind him on the horse. Genny struggled to grasp hold of his waist as she found herself staring at his rigid back. Though it was his cousin that emerged from the woods Atticus didn't relax. He stared relentlessly at the man riding his horse into the center of the clearing.
 
   Merle's eyes briefly settled on her before focusing upon Atticus. "I've been sent to find you."
 
   Atticus's brow furrowed as he frowned at him. "For what?"
 
   "I'm not entirely sure, but we've both been summoned."
 
   Atticus's jaw clenched, his hands tightened on the reins as a shudder went through his body. She was curious to know what was wrong but she knew it wasn't her place to ask. She would never question what went on in their world, it was a piece of his life that she could never be a part of, but she'd never seen that look on his face before. It radiated defiance, anger, and yet a strange resignation that she'd never thought she'd see from him.
 
   She was the one that was resigned to the plight of her life, but he shouldn't be. He had money, power, security and influence over their world. She didn't have any of those things but she was beginning to realize he might have even less freedom than she did.
 
   Atticus bowed his head in acquiescence. "I'll be there shortly." Merle hesitated; he glanced at her again as his horse backed up a step. "What is it?" Atticus demanded.
 
   "I was told not to return without you."
 
   She could actually hear Atticus's teeth grinding together as his nostrils flared. "I see."
 
   He glanced back at her, squeezed her hands at his waist and gently pulled them free. He slid from the saddle and turned to her. Grasping hold of her waist, he plucked her from the saddle. The sensation of her body sliding down his as he leisurely lowered her to the ground caused a shiver of delight to run through her. The icy look left his eyes, the left side of his mouth quirked into a cocky half smile that told her he knew exactly what he was doing to her.
 
   She had expected him to release her immediately now that they were in front of his cousin, instead he held her against him and kissed her sweetly. She stared up at him dazedly when he pulled away and rested his forehead against hers. "I'll see you tomorrow," he vowed.
 
   She glanced at Merle who looked hastily away. He became extremely intrigued by the treetops over his head. Genny would have laughed at the innocent expression he plastered to his face if it wasn't for the fact that she was troubled about why he had been sent here to begin with. "Are you sure you'll be able to get away?" she whispered.
 
   "No matter what it takes, I will be here tomorrow Genny."
 
   She squeezed his forearms before she took a reluctant step away from him. His eyes searched hers, he hesitated for a minute before turning away. He grabbed his reins and swung into the saddle without the aide of the stirrup. Genny took another step away; he stared lingeringly at her before spurring his horse forward. Merle finally looked toward her again. She'd expected him to spurn her; instead he bowed his head to her, lifted his fingers to his forehead and gave her a small wave. Genny tremulously smiled back at him, unreasonable tears burned her throat as she watched them disappear into the woods.
 
   Exasperation filled her at the tears and the weakness she felt creeping through her system, but she couldn't shake the strange gulf growing within her. The sense of loss filling her was even more intense than it had been any other time that they had separated. What had their exchange of blood created between them?
 
   She stood with her shoulders hunched up as she tried to regain control of herself. Her fingernails dug into her palms until blood trickled down her fingers. She had to pull herself together if she was going to make it through this night. Bending down, she wiped her hands on some leaves and rose again. Thrusting her shoulders back, she forced herself to put one foot in front of the other in the opposite direction from where Merle and Atticus had disappeared.
 
   It felt as if she were walking through a fog as she pulled a small purse of money from one of her hiding places. She may not have made it into town today but Felix would still have to be paid. Jogging through the woods, she made it back to the main road that led through the vampire village.
 
   Her thoughts turned to Atticus's reaction to Merle's words. She wondered what he had been recalled to do and if he would, in fact, return tomorrow. The thought made her already constricted chest tighten even more. It took all she had not to turn and run back into the woods after him but there was no way she could bring him back or find out what was going on. If he didn't return tomorrow, he would return as soon as he could, of that much she was certain.
 
   "Genny! Genny!" She didn't know how long Camille had been calling for her but her sister gave her a disgruntled look when she arrived at her side. "What is wrong with you?"
 
   Genny blinked, shook her head, and forced a smile. "Nothing is wrong."
 
   "I've been calling you for the past fifty feet and you just kept walking."
 
   "Sorry," she apologized as Camille looped her arm through hers. "I guess I was daydreaming."
 
   "About him," Camille teased.
 
   Genny forced a laugh but it was difficult to get the sound out when her chest felt like it was being crushed. "Maybe a little."
 
   "Did you enjoy your ride?" Camille inquired as she leaned against her side.
 
   "It was a wonderful time," she admitted.
 
   Camille glanced up at her from under the thick fringe of her lashes. A wistful smile played across her mouth before her head dropped down to Genny's shoulder again. "I'm glad. You deserve some happiness."
 
   Genny kissed the top of her sister's head, she was tempted to tell her about what had happened between the two of them today, but it was still so new to her and she wasn't sure her sister would understand. "I am happy," she said instead.
 
   Camille squeezed her arm as they continued down the street. They passed a few of the Watchmen but by now most of them had retreated to the club in the center of the village for the night to stand guard. They passed by the large stable that served as cover for the club that had been built beneath it. Genny had never been inside this club but just passing by it she could smell the aromas of blood and sex that wafted out from within. No human would ever know it was there, but any passing vampire would be able to find it immediately. Unlike the more luxurious clubs the aristocrats attended, both male and female vampires gathered within the small club that every village had.
 
   The closer they got to Felix's small hut, the more the gulf inside of her became a block that seemed to be tied around her neck. She hoped that he would decide to take tonight's earnings and go to the club but just being inside that hut made her feel imprisoned. The light flickering from the candles inside the other huts they passed looked almost inviting, but the light coming from Felix's seemed more like a bad omen.
 
   Even before they arrived at the rickety shelter, she heard Marie's voice drifting out from within. She exchanged a questioning look with Camille as Marie's high, flirtatious laughter filled the air. "Sounds like she's been drinking," Camille muttered.
 
   Genny nodded her agreement, she forgot all about her concern over why Merle had been ordered to retrieve Atticus when she rested her hand on the knob. Thrusting back her shoulders and lifting her chin, she braced herself before opening the door and stepping into the hovel. "There they are! My girls!"
 
   The scent of cheap wine filled Genny's nostrils seconds before her mother's palms squeezed her cheeks and then she kissed her puckered lips. Genny recoiled from the wretched scent of stale wine wafting from her and the cool feel of Marie's lips as if she'd been slapped. Marie must have consumed enough wine for ten men if she was willing to touch her again, let alone kiss her. She couldn't remember the last time either of those things had happened.
 
   "Oh Genevieve, always so reserved, sometimes I wonder if you are my child," Marie said in a falsely bright tone.
 
   "So do I," Genny muttered.
 
   Marie laughed as she danced over toward Camille who took an abrupt step behind Genny in order to try and avoid her. The fact that her youngest child wanted even less to do with her than Genny had was no deterrent. She grabbed Camille's arm and tugged her forward. "So beautiful, my Camille. You look so much like me!"
 
   So much like you used to look, Genny thought as she took in Marie's haggard appearance. Vampires usually stopped aging in their early twenties but nearly seventy-five years of hard living had taken their toll on Marie. Her hair was the same wheat blonde color as Camille's but it hung lankly around her face and was currently darker in hue due to the fact that it had a thick layer of grease built up on it. Her skin didn't have Camille's healthy peaches and cream glow but was a sickly pale color that reminded Genny of a human on their deathbed. Even her once red lips were faded to an unhealthy bluish white. Her high cheekbones stood out sharply, and her clothes hung limply on her frail frame. It had been only a few days since she'd last seen Marie, but she appeared to have lost five pounds in that time.
 
   Genny didn't care what it was Marie had been involved with while she'd been away or what she was up to now, just as she was sure Marie cared little about what she had been doing. There was a reason she was here tonight, a reason she was being so overtly loving toward them and Genny knew she would reveal her reasons soon.
 
   Camille's lips skimmed back in revulsion and she finally succeeded in tugging her hands free of Marie's grip. Marie laughed as she twirled away toward where Felix sat in his chair in the corner. There were a couple flagons of wine on the floor at his feet; his brown eyes were bloodshot as they went from Genny to Camille and back again. His brown hair had been slicked back with grease from his narrow face, rat-like nose and stubble lined jaw.
 
   "Money," he barked and held out his hand.
 
   So that's it, Genny thought as she reached into her cloak and pulled out her small money purse. Marie must have run out of her own funds and had now returned to whisper in Felix's ear. Marie slid onto Felix's lap and turned sideways so that her legs draped over his arm, then glanced up at Genny with malice in her eyes. Genny refused to break eye contact with Marie as she moved closer to Felix. The cracks of the open palm she dropped the money into were filled with dirt; his fingernails were ragged and brown. She had no idea how Marie allowed this man to touch her, but then she supposed that they were both perfect for each other.
 
   "Is that all you have?" Marie purred as she batted her lashes at her.
 
   Fury slid though Genny, her teeth clenched. She glared at the woman that had given birth to her. "Yes," Genny replied crisply.
 
   "You've been spending so much time amongst the humans lately that I would have expected more."
 
   A trickle of apprehension slid through Genny as she continued to hold Marie's surprisingly observant, sea colored gaze. Did she know about Atticus, is that what she was getting at? Or did she suspect they had a stash hidden away somewhere? No matter what Marie was getting at, one thing was clear, she was nowhere near as drunk as she pretended to be.
 
   "Are you holding out on me girl?" Felix grumbled.
 
   Genny looked away from her mother's soulless eyes to Felix's sadistic ones. "They're humans, they don't have much money," Genny told him.
 
   "Of course they do," Marie replied flippantly. She began to kick her feet like a gleeful child. "You're just not trying hard enough."
 
   The realization hit Genny harder than Felix ever had before, Marie actually liked how Felix treated her. There could be no other explanation for her mother's efforts to incite his temper.
 
   "I expect more from you tomorrow," Felix growled.
 
   "I'll see what I can do," Genny murmured.
 
   Marie let out a small cry when Felix shoved her inelegantly off of his lap and rose from his chair. Genny would have laughed out loud at the spectacle of Marie sprawled on the floor with her skirts all tangled around her, but Felix had already moved forward to loom over her like a hideous gargoyle. She forced herself not to flinch away from his fisted hands and clenched jaw. A vein stood out on his forehead, his face flushed a vivid shade of red.
 
   Genny braced herself as he placed his index finger in her shoulder and shoved her back a step. "You'll do better than 'seeing what you can do'." She had to force herself not to wipe away the spittle he sprayed in her face with each word. "You will bring more home tomorrow or you will regret it."
 
   Before she could respond he backhanded her across the face. The inside of her cheek split open, blood pooled inside her mouth. Her hand flew to her stinging cheek but instead of cowering away from him, her head snapped back around and she glowered at him. She was tired of being pushed around, beaten senseless when the mood struck him, and treated as if she were less than a rat. Tired of her pathetic mother, her drunken lover, and being frightened.
 
   Without thinking, her hand flew up and she slapped Felix with enough force to knock him back a step. Maybe it was Atticus's pure blood in her veins, maybe it was because she was so infuriated, or maybe it had always been in her, but strength surged through her veins as his head came back toward her. Behind her Camille gasped and her hand flew to her mouth, Marie stopped trying to fix her cumbersome clothing and simply gawked at them.
 
   Felix's eyes were a fiery red color when they focused on her. Those eyes made her realize he was going to kill her but even as panic slid down her back, so did pride. He'd try to kill her, but for once she was going to stand up for herself against him and Marie. She may not be a manipulative wreck like Marie was but up until now she'd been acting like a spineless coward when it came to this man.
 
   He grabbed hold of her tunic and yanked her forward so forcefully that her head snapped back on her neck. Genny's hands wrapped around his as he lifted her up and held her off of the ground. She stared defiantly back at him, refusing to show him any fear as she grit her teeth together and thrust out her jaw. He pulled her so close to him that their noses nearly touched and his rancid, wine soaked breath washed over her.
 
   "You'll pay for that," he snarled before throwing her across the room as if she weighed no more than a ragdoll.
 
   Genny hit the wall with enough force that the whole hut shook. A small cry escaped her as the distinct crack of one of her ribs echoed in the air before she crumpled to the ground. The grinding of her ribs caused her to wince but she put her hands on the floor and pushed herself up as he came at her again.
 
   "No!" Camille cried and ran toward her.
 
   Camille grabbed hold of her arms but Genny shook her off. Her sister came stubbornly back at her though. Genny thrust out her arm and pinned Camille against the wall as Felix knelt before her. She should be scared but instead she found herself strangely focused on the bloodshot veins running through his eyes.
 
   "You'll bring me more money tomorrow or it will be her." He thrust a finger at Camille. "That will be paying me back." For the first time Genny felt true terror course through her, he must have seen it on her face as a sadistic smile twisted his mouth and he leaned closer. "Oh yes my dear, and believe me I have no desire to bruise her flesh. At least not in anger anyway."
 
   Bile rose up her throat at the implications of his words. Camille shuddered and shrank away from him. "No," Genny whispered.
 
   His hands rested on either side of her legs as he leaned even closer. "Bring. Me. More. Money," he enunciated clearly.
 
   All the fight went out of her; she swallowed heavily. "I will."
 
   He stood up and walked away. Camille leaned closer to her but Genny couldn't bring herself to look at her sister. Her mother smiled coquettishly up at Felix and took hold of the hand he extended toward her. Hatred for her mother blazed through Genny. Marie's false laughter trailed behind her as they disappeared into the small room they shared.
 
   "Are you hurt?" Camille asked anxiously.
 
   "I'll be fine."
 
   "What were you thinking Genny?" she whispered.
 
   Genny turned her head to look at Camille. Her eyes were filled with worry and there were fine lines around her pinched mouth as she stared anxiously back at her. "That I want to be free," she breathed. "That I've had enough of being scared of him. But it seems I've only made things worse."
 
   Camille shook her head and curled up against her side. Genny draped her arm around her sister. A small cry escaped her as the movement jarred her broken ribs but she pulled Camille closer. "They can't get any worse," Camille said.
 
   Genny thought over Felix's parting words and knew that things could definitely get worse; they could get much worse. Her fingers involuntarily drifted to the healing marks on her neck that were hidden beneath her tunic.
 
   Maybe I should tell Atticus, she thought. It would be embarrassing and awful, but she was willing to endure that humiliation if it meant Camille would be safe from Felix.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   "Why were you sent for me?" Atticus asked as he and Merle made their way through the woods.
 
   Merle shook his head. "I wasn't lying, I don't know, but I don't think it was for anything good."
 
   Atticus frowned over Merle's words. "What makes you think that?"
 
   "A caravan arrived today, while both of us were out."
 
   "A caravan?"
 
   Merle's shoulders slumped as he turned to face him. "From what I gathered from the servants, there were a couple of women with the nobleman that arrived, but they weren't his wife. I can only think of one reason why whoever it is would bring women with them."
 
   A feeling of dread slid up his spine. "Our fathers wouldn't ambush us like that and we're too young for talk of marriage."
 
   Merle's eyes were haunted when they met his. "There's a reason why we're still in this dreary country. Our fathers may have been born here but they are not a fan of this land either."
 
   Atticus's hands squeezed his reins. The scent of asters still clinging to his clothes and the persistent taste of Genny's blood would keep him calm for only so long before he lost his patience entirely. He was fighting against turning Drago around and disappearing into the woods but there was no way he could do that now. Even though he felt like he might be walking into face his own death, there was no running from whatever waited for him at home.
 
   It had started to rain again by the time they returned to the manor; the gray skies fit his mood perfectly as he handed Drago's reins over to the stable boy. Stepping outside of the stable, he spotted the four large carriages parked beside the building. The emblem of a serpent twining around a sword on the sides of the carriages caused his uneasiness to grow.
 
   "Silas," he muttered. His presence here could not mean good things.
 
   His gaze drifted to the manor. Candlelight flickered in the windows but the warmth of the flames did nothing to make the austere building appear more inviting. He'd rather stand here in the rain all night than walk in there.
 
   Merle remained unmoving by his side, just as hesitant as he was to enter that building. "The House of Salaze," Merle murmured when he spotted the serpent emblem.
 
   The House of Salaze was the aristocratic bloodline only a step below Atticus's own, and Silas was the head of it. The sick feeling in his stomach got even worse as he looked back at the carriage, he could almost feel the noose tightening around his neck. "We'd better get it over with."
 
   "It's the end of our lives," Merle muttered.
 
   In other circumstances Atticus would have told him not to be so dramatic but unfortunately in this case, he agreed with him. He took strength in Genny's lingering scent as he walked with Merle toward the manor. A male servant met them in the entranceway and stripped them of their damp cloaks.
 
   "Your father would like to see you both in his solar, milord," the servant murmured.
 
   "I'm sure he does," Atticus muttered as he stared at the empty great hall.
 
   Merle's upper lip curled in disgust, for a minute Atticus thought he was going to walk out, but he threw his shoulders back as he turned toward Atticus. "I think I'd rather face a guillotine."
 
   Atticus knew that he would rather face a guillotine, but he still walked into the great hall and toward the stairs beyond with Merle at his side. Their boots clicked on the stairs as they made their way to the closed door of his father's solar. Bracing himself, he raised his hand and tapped out three loud raps on the wooden door.
 
   "Come in!" his father's strident voice called out.
 
   Even before he stepped into the room, he knew his days of freedom were coming to an end. The sight of Silas sitting in the chair across from his Uncle Nyles still caused unexpected resentment to surge brutally through his chest. Silas's steel colored eyes focused upon him, the candlelight light flickering off of his golden hair made it appear almost reddish in hue. Atticus stared relentlessly back at the man, refusing to be cowered by his impressive size, intimidating gaze or the fact that there were few vampires more powerful than Silas.
 
   "There is much power within him Thaddeus," Silas said approvingly to his father. They'd seen each other at The Council meeting but they hadn't spoken with each other and Silas had barely given him a second glance. Apparently there had been more going on behind the scenes of that meeting than he had realized though.
 
   Atticus didn't respond to Silas's assessment but Silas didn't seem to require a response as he turned toward Merle. His eyes were just as assessing as they traveled over Merle. "Merle," he greeted.
 
   "Silas."
 
   Silas gave a brisk nod and turned his attention back to his father and uncle. "I think they will make fine matches."
 
   Atticus's hands fisted, despite his every intention to remain calm, he felt his fangs lengthen at the words. He'd always known this day would come. He hadn't known who it would be, and he'd expected it wouldn't be for at least another hundred years, but it had always been understood that he would one day marry into the aristocratic line. That his wife would be chosen for him and Silas's daughter would make an excellent match. This match would bring a powerful alliance and eventually produce a strong heir. He hadn't seen Silas's daughters since they were children but even without knowing what his future bride looked like, he would have agreed to wed her in order to have this match right up until the moment he laid eyes on Genny.
 
   Since he'd met and fallen in love with Genny the idea of being with someone else, of even touching someone else, made his skin crawl and his temper rise. How could he possibly convince his father that this wasn't to be? There was no way that he could get out of this wedding without creating a feud amongst their families, a feud that could decimate both of their lines.
 
   "Tell the servants to bring my daughters in," Silas gruffly commanded Atticus and Merle.
 
   Merle glanced at him out of the corner of his eye as his jaw clenched. Atticus didn't obey anyone's orders though, even if they were older and more powerful than he was, for now. Merle reluctantly relented and turned to open the door. He beckoned a young serving girl forward, gave her some instructions and closed the door again. Atticus kept his gaze focused on the back wall as his mind spun and he tried to think of a way to escape the fate he'd been handed at birth.
 
   Atticus's father poured himself a goblet of blood and passed it on to Nyles. "Son?" his uncle inquired of Merle as he held out the goblet of blood in his direction.
 
   "Yes," Merle agreed and stepped forward to claim the blood from his father.
 
   Merle gave Atticus a questioning look; he gave a brisk nod in response. Merle handed him the goblet before claiming another one for himself. The blood was thick as it slid down his throat but he barely tasted it. He dropped it on the table as the door opened again and two women were ushered in. Atticus caught a glimpse of hair the color of gold beneath the hoods of the cloaks they wore but their heads remained bowed. From what he could recall the oldest daughter was only a year younger than him and the youngest was two years younger.
 
   "My youngest daughter, Jane," Silas introduced. One of the women lifted her head and pulled the hood away from her face. Atticus's gaze ran over her striking features before he turned to pour himself a fresh goblet of blood. "I think she'll make a suitable match for you Merle."
 
   Atticus glanced at his cousin, he knew the last thing Merle wanted was to get married but his gaze was fixated on the woman's face. Atticus focused more attentively on the woman who had her hands folded before her. Her golden hair tumbled around her shoulders and fell nearly to the floor. Her eyes were a dove gray color; they were a softer color than her father's gray eyes though and more appealing.
 
   Merle smiled back at her. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Jane."
 
   Her smile grew; she blushed prettily as she lowered her lashes to cover her eyes. "And this is my eldest daughter, Anna," Silas continued.
 
   Atticus braced himself as Anna's fine boned hands reached up to the edges of her hood and she pulled it back. She continued to stare at the floor for a minute before finally lifting her eyes to his. He'd seen many women around the world but he'd never seen one as beautiful as she was. She was very similar in looks to her sister with her golden hair flowing to her waist, high cheekbones, aquiline nose, and full, rosebud mouth. Whereas Jane was cuter with her round cheeks and sweet smile, this woman exuded an aura of sexuality with her enticing smile.
 
   Though her face was captivating, her eyes were by far the most intriguing thing about her. Like her father and sister, they were gray in color but a band of brilliant blue encircled the pupil and stood out like blood against snow. Long black lashes curled against her porcelain cheek as she briefly lowered her gaze before looking at him again.
 
   Even as he was staring into those stunning eyes all he could picture were raven colored eyes that sparkled when the sun hit them. Even as he was drinking in the sight of the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, all he could picture was Genny curled up within his arms. All he could taste was her tempting blood sliding down his throat.
 
   If this had been last year he would have been thrilled with this match, but he couldn't stop his skin from crawling at the thought of touching this beautiful woman standing before him now.
 
   Color crept into her cheeks as he continued to stare at her with little emotion. Shaking himself off and drawing on the years of proper etiquette that had been instilled into him, he gave her a quick bow. "It's a pleasure to meet you milady."
 
   Her smile widened, her eyes sparkled in the flickering candlelight. "You also milord."
 
   "I think this will make for a fine match for all of us," his father announced. "Two powerful families will finally be united."
 
   The hair on his nape stood up. He felt as if the cold hand of death was brushing against him and he supposed, in some ways, it was.
 
   ***
 
   The marriage contracts were still in the process of being drawn up when Atticus was finally able to take his leave of the others. He made his way down the stairs and into the great hall. His gaze slid over the empty table and chairs before he made his way to the front door and opened it on the clear night.
 
   He wanted to go to Genny, to find her and hold her again. To drown out the events of this night with her. He didn't know how he was going to get out of this mess let alone explain it all to her. It was all happening too fast; his life had been taken from his hands and thrust into another's. He was supposed to become the most powerful vampire in the world one day yet he had no control over anything happening to him.
 
   His jaw clenched as he leaned against the doorframe and studied the stars appearing in the sky. He at least understood now why his father was still in England, why they hadn't left as soon as The Council meeting had ended. There had been a marriage pact to try and arrange, and Silas was an Englishman that had always preferred to stay on his native soil.
 
   "It's finally stopped raining."
 
   He'd heard her approaching but he'd hoped she would go her own way and leave him be. "For tonight."
 
   He caught the subtle scent of lilacs when she stepped closer to him. Her hands were folded before her as she tilted her head back to look at the stars. He gazed at her striking profile before turning to look at the night again. "Is this marriage something that you want?" he inquired.
 
   "It will be a fine match," she murmured. It was the response she was supposed to give, the response she had been bred to give and the one that he should have expected. Instead, he found that it irritated the hell out of him.
 
   "But is it what you want?"
 
   Her delicate forehead furrowed as she looked at him. "Milord?"
 
   "Will this make you happy?"
 
   "Of course milord."
 
   His hands fisted, it took all he had not to demand for her to answer his question honestly. There was no other answer for her though. All he was asking for was the truth but throughout her entire life it had been pounded into her that one day she would wed the vampire she was told to wed; she would fulfill her duties and produce an heir.
 
   "Are you not pleased with the match?" she inquired nervously.
 
   He turned away from her to stare at the stars again. A part of him was tempted to tell her, no this wasn't what he wanted at all, but like her, his upbringing reared its head. "It's a fine match."
 
   Her smile grew as she tilted her head to the side to study him. "We will produce a strong son."
 
   It took all he had not to shudder at the words. "We will," he said instead.
 
   The breeze picked up, a deer crept to the edge of the wood line a few hundred feet away. Sensing their presence it lifted its head and sniffed at the air before bolting into the woods. The wind blew the hair back from her face. He turned away from the sight of the vein running through her neck.
 
   His skin prickled with revulsion when she rested her hand upon his arm. "Would you like to go for a walk milord?"
 
   He shook his head and shifted so that her hand fell away from his arm. Confusion marred her face as she tilted her head to study him. "Are you not pleased with me?"
 
   He felt like a hideous ass. This wasn't her fault, she had as much say over her life as he had over his and he was treating her like she was a pariah. If he wasn't careful his treatment of her could also end up in a battle. She may be a pawn in her father's quest for power but Silas wouldn't stand idly by and watch her be mistreated.
 
   "You're an exceptionally beautiful woman Anna," he answered honestly.
 
   Her smile revealed her perfectly white teeth as color crept into her cheeks once more. "Thank you milord."
 
   "Please, call me Atticus."
 
   She rested her hand on his arm again and flirtatiously batted her lashes at him. Maybe they could conceive an heir within the first month and then go their separate ways. It was about as appealing a prospect to him as not being able to consume blood for a year, maybe even less so. He thought that consummating their marriage was something he might be able to get through if he knew there was freedom from this union on the other side. It was the amount of time it might take to produce an heir that worried him. A girl would be able to take his place on The Council if something were to happen to him, but it would be expected of him to produce a son in order to carry on his family name before he could separate from her.
 
   He pulled away from her when she began to run her fingers up and down his arm. He couldn't even stand her touch, how was he supposed to create a child with her? He'd always known that this would one day come but that was before Genny became a part of his life. This life, which had never really been his own to begin with, was now completely consumed by a woman he couldn't have.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   Genny said goodbye to Camille outside of the orphanage and made her way into the woods. After the events of yesterday she had prepared herself for the fact that Atticus had probably been called away somewhere and wouldn't be in the woods today. What had happened last night with Felix and Marie had been a stark reminder of the fact that there was rarely anything good in her life.
 
   She winced as she slipped on the hill, her broken rib had healed during the night but it was still a little tender. Resting her hand on a tree, she paused to steady herself before continuing down the hill toward the clearing. She knew even before she arrived at the clearing that he wasn't there. That wasn't overly unusual though, sometimes he didn't join her until later in the afternoon.
 
   She couldn't wait here for him, not today, she had to go to the human village in order to steal some money for Felix and even more for herself and Camille. Trying not to let her disappointment get the best of her, she hurried through the woods to the human settlement. She moved rapidly amongst the crowd, deftly plucking the purses of three men before stopping by Matilda's stand.
 
   The older woman smiled at her as Genny slipped a small purse into her hand. "How are things Genny?" she inquired.
 
   "They're very well, Matilda," she lied with ease. "I'll see you again soon."
 
   She moved away from Matilda's stand and slid her hand into the cloak of a man passing by. Plucking his purse from where it was tied inside of his cloak, she surreptitiously slipped it into her pocket and continued down the crowded thoroughfare. Her heart felt exceptionally heavy today and it had nothing to do with the lingering effects of Felix's attack. She couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right as she disappeared into the woods again.
 
   She slid soundlessly through the trees and over the moss covered rocks back toward the clearing. The knowledge that he was there filled her when she was still a few hundred feet away. He turned toward her as she climbed to the top of a boulder and looked down at him. Even if she hadn't been feeling as if her soul had been sucked from her body all day, the look on his face was enough to confirm that something wasn't right. Then he broke into a smile and true joy lit his eyes as his gaze ran over her. Her heart soared at the sight of that smile, it took everything she had not to leap off the boulder and fling herself into his arms despite the resigned set of his shoulders and seemingly sad demeanor.
 
   She could have chalked up her dreary mood to the fact that she was going to tell him about Felix but she knew there was more to it as his smile slipped away and his mouth compressed. Genny resigned herself to the fact that whatever had transpired last night wasn't something that she was going to like.
 
   "What is it?" she inquired. He shook his head as he strode purposely toward her. "Atticus…"
 
   Before she could question him further he grabbed hold of her arms and pulled her against him. "Genny." He breathed her name with such reverence that her heart melted as his mouth descended upon hers. There was a wildness to him that she'd never encountered before, a desperation that touched something in her soul, something that told her that only she could ease what was wrong with him.
 
   His hand encircled the back of her head, his fingers slid through her hair. The brush of his tongue over her lips caused energy to sizzle through her body as everything in her reacted to him. The hair on her arms stood on end, her toes curled and her mouth willingly parted to the questing exploration of his tongue. Her fingers curled into his back, his desperation became hers as she pulled at him, trying to get even closer.
 
   The cumbersome layers of clothes that she'd always resented felt as trapping now as being buried alive. All she craved was to feel his skin. Instinctively she knew that she could calm this savagery within him if they could just be skin-to-skin, body to body. She hadn't even realized they were moving until she felt a tree pressing against her back and he braced his knee between her thighs.
 
   Bark pressed into her back but she barely felt it as one of his hands bunched in the skirt of her tunic. Genny's mind spun from the overwhelming sensations crashing through her. They were entering waters she'd never even waded into before but she welcomed the sensation of drowning in this man.
 
   Over the years she, Marie and Camille had moved too often for her to have developed more than a passing crush on a few boys, but Atticus was most certainly no boy, and he was far more than just a crush. No, he was an extremely powerful vampire that wanted her, that needed her, and she would do anything to ease that need.
 
   He broke away from her. His body shuddered, his forehead fell to hers and his hand slowly untangled from her skirts. Her mind spun from the abrupt end of the kiss, her lips were still wet and tingling from the sensation of him. His hands clasped her face and his fingers stroked over her cheeks.
 
   "I can't," he groaned against her mouth. "We can't. There's something I must tell you Genny."
 
   "Atticus, what is wrong?"
 
   "There is nothing in this world I want more than you," he murmured. "Nothing."
 
   Her desire fizzled as rapidly as a fire doused in water. There was a reason he was so desperate today, a reason he seemed so unrestrained when he was always in control of himself. Her hands encircled his forearms; dread crept through her as she clung to him. "What happened last night?" she whispered.
 
   His fingers slid over her cheeks again, he cradled her face as he kissed her tenderly. "I would do anything not to hurt you. It's the last thing in the world I want."
 
   "Atticus, you're frightening me. Please tell me what is going on."
 
   He took hold of her hand, stepped back from her and walked with her over to a rock. Stepping away, he waited for her to get settled on the rock before sitting beside her. His fingers slid comfortingly over the back of her hand as he enfolded it within both of his. She was convinced he was going to tell her that he would have to leave for another couple of weeks, maybe even months. It would break her heart but she would get through it, she'd gotten through worse things in her life.
 
   "I'm to be married," he said flatly.
 
   A non-existent hand shoved its way into her chest and ripped out her non-beating heart. Everything within her seemed to deflate; she would rather have endured a hundred of Felix's beatings than to ever hear those words come out of his mouth.
 
   She didn't know what to say or do as she tried to process what he had just told her. All of the happiness she'd been experiencing over the past month faded as swiftly as a spirit disappearing into the night. She mentally reminded herself that there had never been any promises made between them. Never once had she pretended that she could become a part of his world, or he a part of hers. She'd just hoped for more time, more something…
 
   For once in her life she'd allowed herself to be a foolish girl by letting herself forget that they were from two very different worlds and she was paying for her mistake now. Unable to look at him anymore, she focused on the tree line across from her as tears began to burn her eyes. She wouldn't cry in front of him.
 
   "I see," she whispered.
 
   "I didn't know this was coming…" he broke off and shook his head. "No. I knew it was coming, one day, but I'd hoped for more time. I didn't expect it to be so soon. We usually don't marry until we're at least a hundred and even that is considered young, but with The Council being newly created vampires are scrambling to try and secure more powerful alliances. My father and uncle are amongst those making their moves. Merle and I are being used as pawns to create a powerful alliance with the House of Salaze."
 
   "I understand," she murmured.
 
   "Look at me." She couldn't turn her head to look at him though; it was as frozen as her heart. Her jaw clenched when his fingers grasped hold of her chin, she thought about fighting against his urging fingertips but it was such a childish thing to do. Reluctantly she allowed him to turn her head. She realized immediately why she couldn't bear to look at him when her eyes latched onto his clover colored ones. Her deadened heart seemed to swell as love and sadness filled her. The tears she had been fighting against flooded her eyes but she rapidly blinked them away. "Don't cry. Please don't cry Genny."
 
   "I can't… please let me go," she stammered out. Though anguish flickered across his handsome features, he released her chin instantly. She tugged gently on her hand until he freed it.
 
   "I have no choice," he said flatly. "It would cause a huge rift between our families if I were to refuse this marriage. It could start a feud that could escalate toward war. There's actually relative peace amongst the nobles now, more lives could be lost if I refuse this match."
 
   "I don't want that, at all," she said as she forced herself to meet his gaze again. She'd dealt with a lot of other awful things in her life; she was strong enough to deal with this. She'd never had her heart broken before but as an immortal it had only been a matter of time before it would have happened. There was no choice here; she had to let him go to be the powerful man that he was destined to become. "I've had a wonderful time with you. I've loved you in a way that I've never loved anyone before, but we both knew this would have to end eventually."
 
   She was incredibly proud that her voice didn't waver and her tears didn't spill as she said the words. In fact, she'd sounded far more adult than she felt right now. It was all for the best anyway, her heart would only get broken even worse if they continued down this path. It would be easier to say goodbye on their own terms rather than in a month or two when it became absolutely necessary. She and Camille were still going to leave; he was still going to have to marry into the aristocracy. That had always been the plan and the plan had never changed.
 
   "I only have to produce an heir, Genny."
 
   She involuntarily winced at his words and recoiled when he went to touch her cheek. "Atticus…"
 
   "It's not fair, I know, and I want better for you, so much better. I would like to give you everything you deserve Genny, a better home, security, protection. I want you to be with me. You can be with me. I would do anything to be able to offer you more right now but when this is done, when I've done my duty for my family, you can be my wife."
 
   "Don't," she whispered. It all sounded so tempting. She could be with him; they could be together, but even as her heart soared at the prospect she knew it could never be. She'd sworn years ago that she would never be like Marie; that she would never be the other woman. The thought of him crawling from her bed and into another woman's made her queasy and tore at her heart. No matter how much she cared for him she could never endure that kind of life. "I love you more than I ever thought possible but I would only grow to hate myself if I was the other woman. I won't be my mother."
 
   His mouth compressed into a fine line; his eyes longingly searched her face. He appeared torn but there was nothing she could do to ease his distress. It had been an amazing couple of months, she wouldn't trade them for the world, but this was where their path together ended. "If I produce an heir the relationship will be over."
 
   "And that can sometimes take years to accomplish. Or what if she becomes pregnant right away but you have five girls? You could be married for the next hundred years before producing an heir."
 
   His upper lip curled, his eyes turned red at the thought. "I don't want this!"
 
   She felt no fear of him even though she sensed that what was happening was causing him to unravel. "I know," she assured him.
 
   She didn't move her hand away when he took hold of it again, she wouldn't deny him the comfort he sought. His eyes turned back to their normal hue the minute their skin came in contact. A tear finally slid free and rolled down her cheek, a feeling of returning home stole through her as his hand wrapped around hers.
 
   "I can't even stand to touch her," he admitted in a hoarse voice.
 
   Her eyes closed, she bit into her bottom lip to suppress a moan as an invisible sword pierced through her heart. "You've touched her already?"
 
   She hated herself for asking the question. The woman was his fiancé, he had every right to do what he wished with her, but the thought of it made her want to curl into a ball at the same time that she was hit with the compulsion to rip down every tree around her. The conflicting emotions tearing through her were unlike anything she'd ever experienced before.
 
   His forehead rested against hers, his fingers slid over her cheeks again. The strands of his hair tickled against her face and smelled of the rain from this morning. "Only briefly," he murmured against her ear. A shiver ran down her spine as her body swayed involuntarily closer to his. She could almost pretend this conversation had never started, that they were back in the bubble they had created for themselves in these woods so many weeks ago. "She touched my arm but all I could think of was you."
 
   He pressed her hand against his chest and flattened it there as he spoke. "The smell of you, the feel of you, the taste of you. It's everything I never knew I wanted in my life but now can't imagine living without."
 
   Sorrow twisted in her belly, she was unable to stop herself from turning her head into the warmth of his lips. They brushed over hers before she pulled away from him. "I understand how you feel, I truly do, but we must stop."
 
   He closed his eyes and leaned away from her before bowing his head. "What will become of you Genny?"
 
   That was a question she had no answer for. She was petrified of what Felix might do to Camille but she couldn't unburden herself to him now. "Don't be concerned about me; I've always taken care of myself and Camille. We will get by."
 
   He brushed back a strand of her hair; his fingers remained on her cheek as he leaned closer to her. "I can bring you money so you don't have to steal anymore, so that you will be safer."
 
   "I think it would be best if we didn't see each other again after today. It will be easier on us that way." She didn't believe anything would make this easier but she knew that seeing him again would only further shred her already shattered heart.
 
   His eyes turned red again, she saw the flash of his fangs briefly behind his lips before he regained control of himself. He closed his eyes and when he reopened them they had returned to their normal color. "You're right."
 
   "I should go." His hand squeezed hers; a shudder ran through his body before he released her. It took every ounce of willpower she had to rise to her feet. She suddenly felt like a human of a hundred and ten as she put one foot in front of the other in order to get some distance between them.
 
   "Genevieve." She stopped and turned back to him as he rose from the rock. "What if I can produce an heir soon? What if I can be free, for you?"
 
   The idea of him being with another woman made bile rise up her throat. Her hand involuntarily went to her mouth as she felt the press of her fangs against the inside of her mouth. The hopeful look on his face almost drove her back to him but she kept her feet firmly planted in place. She wanted to have enough pride to tell him that she wouldn't wait for him and that she would have moved on from him by then, but she doubted that either of those things would happen and she couldn't bring herself to hurt him with a lie.
 
   "You will be able to find me if such a thing happens," she whispered and briefly touched the place on her neck as a reminder of where he'd fed from her. The tormented look on his face told her more than words could ever say, that he would never forget it either.
 
   Tears spilled down her cheeks. She turned and fled into the woods.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   For the next couple of weeks it took everything he had not to rip the head off of anyone that crossed his path. He was extremely grateful that Anna had returned to her house near London with her father. He didn't think he could handle the daily reminder of what was in his near future. The wedding was set to take place in six months; he didn't know what he was going to do with himself until then, or how he was going to deal with the ever-present anger and tension that had taken over his body.
 
   He'd tried to feed in order to appease the unruly beast within, but all blood now tasted bitter to him since he'd parted from Genny. He forced down what he could of it in order to survive but he retreated quickly from the willing women that fed him. He was trapped in his own world, in his miserable life, and in this horrible country that he'd been ordered to stay in until after the wedding. He had a feeling that he wouldn't be escaping here even after the wedding though. His father would be returning to Italy when the wedding was over but he'd require a representative here to watch over his holdings and this was Anna's homeland. As a wedding present, her father was already building them a manor closer to London where Anna was a large part of the social scene.
 
   Truth be told though he'd never leave this country while Genny was still here, he may not be able to see her anymore but he wasn't willing to be so far away from her either, not yet anyway. He was sure he could work her out of his system after more time passed, or at least regain some semblance of the normal life he'd led before meeting her. For now, if she ever needed him again he planned to be there for her.
 
   Rising to his feet, he paced the confines of his father's solar with his goblet of wine in hand. Being drunk helped a little but he was beginning to think there wasn't enough wine in the world. Every day he had to fight the urge to go and see her, every day was a struggle to keep himself moving forward. His entire body hurt, even his fingernails. He settled back into the chair and downed the contents of his goblet as he stared at the wall across the way from him. The door creaked open and Merle poked his head inside.
 
   "There you are." His cousin said cheerfully before closing the door behind him and approaching.
 
   "Here I am," he muttered and poured himself another goblet of wine.
 
   Merle stared questioningly at him before sliding into the chair opposite from where he sat. "Would you like to go to the club tonight?"
 
   "No."
 
   Merle folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair to study him. "Why don't you just go see the girl?"
 
   His heart twisted in his chest. He shook his head and pushed a goblet of wine toward Merle. "No."
 
   "Atticus…"
 
   "I am getting married, Merle. Genny deserves better than that in her life."
 
   "She could be your mistress."
 
   "No."
 
   "It would be a step up for her Atticus; she would have a better life than the one she has now."
 
   "She doesn't want that," he said.
 
   "Then let her go."
 
   Wine swished over the top of the rim when Atticus slammed his goblet down on the table. "What do you think I am trying to do?" he snarled.
 
   Merle leaned forward in his chair. "I'm not sure what it is that you're trying to do but it's not moving on. Wallowing maybe. I've never seen you like this. I've never seen anyone like this before." Atticus took a gulp of the bitter tasting wine and poured himself another. "If your father were to find out about her…"
 
   "There's nothing to find out about. She was a fling and it's over." The lie of the words was even more unpleasant on his tongue than the wine had been.
 
   "If you say so."
 
   "I know so," he growled. "My father will never find out about her."
 
   "Not from me, he won't," Merle vowed. "I'm concerned about you."
 
   "Don't be." Atticus looked to change the subject when Merle's mouth pinched into a fine line. "I've yet to ask how you feel about your bride."
 
   "She's a beautiful woman and will make a fine match," Merle replied.
 
   Atticus snorted as he drank some more of the hideous wine. Normally the wine was of fine quality but perhaps his taste for wine had become the same as his taste for blood, it was all vile to him now. "I feel like a schoolboy taught to say his lines every time someone asks me the same question," he muttered.
 
   Merle chuckled. "I suppose we are but at least they are both striking women, we could have been stuck with horse faced ones."
 
   "That we could have," Atticus agreed. "Does this wine taste off to you?"
 
   Merle sipped at it and shook his head. "Taste is fine to me."
 
   Atticus stared into his goblet as he stirred the red liquid inside. Tasting the ambrosia of Genny's blood seemed to have ruined him for anything else. He thought he should feel sad, regretful, or maybe even irritated over that thought, but all he felt was the same hollowness he'd felt since they'd parted ways.
 
   "I think what you need is to get back on the horse, or the woman at least." Merle slapped his hand on the table and laughed.
 
   Atticus shuddered at the thought, his gaze slid past Merle's head as he thought over his cousin's words. Maybe that was exactly what he did need. Genny had been consuming his thoughts for weeks now, maybe if he could just find another…
 
   He didn't think it was very likely but at this point he was willing to give anything a chance. He set his goblet down and rose to his feet. "Let's go to the club."
 
   Merle grinned at him as he stood up. "Finally!"
 
   ***
 
   Immediately, upon entering the club, Atticus felt like turning on his heel and walking out but he forced himself to put one foot in front of the other. Merle stayed close by his side as they wound their way through the crowd toward the gaming tables. Half-naked women brushed against his arm, their touch was as repulsive to him as the idea of human food, but he forced himself not to recoil. Merle may be willing to keep his secrets but there were nobles and aristocracy in this room that never would.
 
   He would become the most powerful one of them all. If they even remotely suspected the turmoil twisting within him, they would put him down before he could become a threat to them. He suspected that a good number would like to see him put down anyway. None of them liked the idea of someone with more power existing amongst them, but there was a hierarchy in their world and if they began to pick vampires off simply because one was more powerful than another, it would spell doom for them all. If he gave them a reason to put him down though, they would do so with glee and without concern of the repercussions.
 
   And with the way he'd been feeling as of late, they may be right to consider him a threat.
 
   No, he'd gotten very good at keeping the turmoil inside of him hidden from the outside world; they would never know the strain that he was under. Never know his newfound aversion to women and blood. The only one that knew something wasn't right was Merle, and he suspected that Merle only knew a fraction of it. He was going to have to get even better at hiding what was inside of him if he was going to get through this marriage and conceive a child with his bride. Trying to achieve that may take more wine than he'd consumed in the past couple of weeks, but he would get it done.
 
   He settled into a seat at a dice table and immediately began to drink the wine placed before him. Laughter and the moans of sex filled the club, along with the rattling of dice on the tables. The human women and men that were offering themselves to the patrons moved with ease through the crowd. They flirtatiously showed off their assets to each vampire that they passed by. Knowing that he had to keep up appearances, Atticus nodded toward one of the women. The blond draped her arms around his neck as she settled into his lap and pressed her bare flesh against him. He almost pushed her away but he could feel Merle's eyes watching him closely.
 
   Outwardly he kept his face impassive while inwardly he cringed away from her. The pulse of her blood increased, the heightened scent of her lust filled his nose. He didn't think he was going to be able to get back on the proverbial horse, not with this woman at least. The clattering of dice surrounded him but he didn't toss any coin onto the table to join the game.
 
   It felt as if his skin crawled with worms as he rested his palm on her bare thigh. It took all he had not to jerk it away but he forced himself to keep it there. Keep up appearances, he reminded himself sternly.
 
   He grabbed hold of the woman's hand when she went to brush back his hair. His eyes latched onto the bite marks on her inner wrist, disgust and hunger warred to life as he stared at her pulsing blue vein. They were such pathetic creatures, these humans, selling themselves for money and a more secure place in their already insecure world. Death hung over their heads every day and yet they mingled freely amongst those that could end their lives before they could even inhale the next breath they so desperately required. They could never become a vampire, few humans ever survived the change, and yet they still risked their lives to feed those who thought so little of them.
 
   He lifted his eyes to the woman's smoky blue ones. An image of her broken body flooded his mind and for the first time he felt some relief from his ever present torment. Was killing someone what it would take to find some ease from the constant distress of his body? Atticus almost shoved her off of his lap, instead his hand entwined in her hair and he jerked her toward him. Used to such abuse from her patrons, she didn't protest the action but her fingers did curl into his shirt as even in pain she still lusted for him.
 
   He was about to strike, about to drain her dry even if she did taste like sand to him, when images of Genny smiling at him flooded his mind. His body felt like it was being torn in two as the warring desires within him crashed together. He could almost picture his bones fracturing as he was split apart. His vision blurred, even his eyes began to throb and his nose felt as if someone had just punched him in it.
 
   A scream built within him, his fingers tightened on her as more images of Genny poured forth. He could clearly recall the feel of Genny against him and the memories helped to comfort him. His suffering gradually began to subside; he opened his eyes again to find that his vision had returned. He'd thought that everyone would be staring at him, that what had just transpired had lasted hours. Instead it appeared that only seconds had passed as Merle was gathering the dice he had just rolled.
 
   The heartbeat of the woman in his lap drew his eyes back to her vein. To push her away now would only attract attention. Appearances, he reminded himself and sank his teeth into her neck. Sand would have tasted better he thought as he drew her blood into his mouth before releasing her and nudging her away.
 
   Merle gave him a brief nod of approval and then focused on the dice game again.
 
   Atticus was glad that appearances were making his cousin happy, he however felt as if his body had been pummeled by a lion. One side of him was the calm one, the one that had to be with Genny, and the other side was the one that could destroy everyone and everything around him. He was in control for now but he was becoming increasingly uncertain about which side of him was going to win in the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   July 29th, 1050
 
   I'm sorry it has been so much time since I've written but I simply couldn't bring myself to do it. I can barely bring myself to do anything more than what is required of me in order to keep on surviving.
 
   It's been three weeks since I last saw Atticus. I wish I could say that even if it hasn't been a great three weeks at least something good had come of them. I can't say that though. I miss him every day. I miss him more than I'd ever thought was possible. I'd be destroyed if something were to ever happen to Camille but I feel destroyed now. There's this lump inside of my chest, no not a lump, there's this emptiness that I can't shake. This hole that I've now become convinced will never again be filled.
 
   I can't let it drag me down though. I have Camille to think about. We should have enough money to be able to leave soon. It would be better if we could wait until she was mature but I'm concerned that something is going to happen to her before then if we stay here for much longer. The way Felix watches her makes my skin crawl. I thought about killing him the other night in his sleep but if something were to go wrong, he would kill me. I know he would, and then Camille would be completely on her own and vulnerable to him. Marie and Felix would destroy her if something were to ever happen to me.
 
   My dreams of being free of them both are so close to coming true and yet I feel no happiness. No matter how unhappy I am though, no matter the things I've endured, I will make sure that things are different for Camille. I'll give her the life that she deserves and I'll keep her safe no matter what it takes. I've lost Atticus but I have to think of her now and maybe one day Atticus and I will meet again. I refuse to get my hopes up for that, as there are too many things that can happen to alter the course of one's life over time, but I cannot completely let him go either. I'm not sure I could get out of bed every morning if I did.
 
   I think Camille and I should be able to leave by the end of September. It will still be a good time to travel to France and there should be enough in savings to get us a place and to tide us over for at least a couple of months. I'll probably end up having to steal there too but maybe, just maybe, I will be able to find an honest way to make a living there.
 
   I'm really just hoping that maybe some distance from here will help to heal the brokenness inside me that so far time has only made worse, instead of better. I don't think that will work either but at least Camille will be away from the monster in the next room.
 
   ***
 
   "Are you ready to go Genny?"
 
   She returned the fake bottom to the chest and carefully placed her clothes on top of it. "I am." She forced a smile as she rose to her feet, smoothed the wrinkles from her tunic, and turned toward her sister. Camille looked as lovely as always with her braid falling over her shoulder and the deep blue of her mantle bringing out the vivid color of her eyes.
 
   Camille studied her before shaking her head. "You're fooling no one with that smile."
 
   "Well at least I'm trying to pretend."
 
   "You should stop pretending with me."
 
   "And then what?" she inquired. "Cry, carry on, curse fate and the heavens? That doesn't get anyone anywhere and I refuse to be like Marie or Felix and blame the rest of the world for my problems."
 
   "Just be honest, you're sad."
 
   "I am," she confirmed. "And you're late, so let's get you to those children."
 
   She slid her arm through her sister's and turned for the door. Camille rested her head against her shoulder as they left the hut and stepped into the misty day. "All I want is for you to be happy. You've always been so concerned about me that you never thought of yourself before you met him. You should do so again."
 
   "You are my biggest concern. I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure you get the life that you deserve."
 
   Camille stopped walking and turned to face her. "Don't you understand that that is all I want for you too? I won't have you sacrificing yourself for me Genny."
 
   "I'm not sacrificing myself for you Camille, don't ever think that. You're the only one I've ever loved until he entered my life. When he was here, you were still my number one concern. He is the one that is sacrificing himself by marrying someone else, because he must."
 
   Camille's lips puckered, her delicate eyebrows drew together. "He loves you Genny."
 
   "Unfortunately, that's not enough in this world. Now come on. I have to get to town before the men start spending all their money on their daily supplies."
 
   Camille fell into step beside her again. "You know what Marie is, what she does, that's not what he's asking for from you. He wants more from you then any of those men ever wanted from Marie. You could have a better life than anything you've ever dared to dream of with him. He would take care of you, I know he would."
 
   "I can't be like her."
 
   "You're nothing like that woman. Stop thinking that, it's only holding you back."
 
   Genny stopped walking and turned to face her sister. "Holding me back from what Camille? Being someone's mistress? No one has ever taken care of me before, I won't allow someone to do so now."
 
   "You'll give up someone you love so you can keep your pride?"
 
   "It's not that simple," she whispered as tears filled her eyes. "He would also be with someone else…" Just the thought of that made it impossible for her to continue speaking.
 
   Camille rested her hand on Genny's arm. "And he'll be free of her as soon as they have a son. He wants you forever; he has to be with her until his duties have been fulfilled. I know you're a proud woman Genny. I know how strong and independent you are but for once allow yourself to be happy."
 
   Genny wiped at her eyes and turned away. "There's also you, we have to get you away from Felix."
 
   "You're the one he pummels on a regular basis."
 
   "And you're the one that he watches too closely."
 
   Camille shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. "I can't stand him," she murmured.
 
   "I know," Genny whispered and brushed back a lose strand of Camille's hair. She was too beautiful for her own good but if they could get away from Felix, Genny knew she would be able to keep her safe.
 
   "Maybe Atticus would allow me to come and live with you both."
 
   "He wouldn't have a choice," Genny retorted.
 
   Camille laughed as she squeezed her arm. "You're right, he wouldn't."
 
   She turned to say goodbye to her sister when they arrived at the small building where the children resided. "I'll be back later," Genny promised. She kissed Camille on the forehead and slipped into the woods.
 
   Her mind churned with Camille's words as she moved through the forest in search of a meal. She'd barely fed since she'd last seen Atticus, the idea of it made her stomach turn, but she had to feed in order to keep up her strength. She caught hold of a fox on the other side of the river and holding him carefully within her arms, she forced herself to sink her fangs into its neck.
 
   The feral scent of the animal filled her nostrils as its blood spilled into her mouth. Her stomach twisted, the blood tasted almost rotten to her and it took everything she had to suppress her gag reflex in order to swallow it down. Frustration and heartache filled her; she released the fox before she accidentally snapped its neck as her mind and soul seemed to sink further into a deep depression.
 
   Leaning forward, she rested her arms and forehead on the forest floor and released the scream that had been trapped within her chest these past weeks. The tangy scent of the earth filled her nostrils, her lashes fluttered against the leaves and pine needles beneath her as she blinked against the tears pooling in her eyes. She sat there for a few minutes, trying to regain control of herself.
 
   Placing her hands on the ground, she shoved herself to her feet, wiped at her eyes and turned away. It would get better, it had to, but falling apart and screaming at the ground weren't going to do anything to make it that way. She forced herself to put one foot in front of the other as she hurried toward the human town.
 
   ***
 
   "You're not supposed to be here," she said.
 
   Atticus remained where he was, staring at her back as she sat with her shoulders hunched forward on the log. The sunlight filtering through the trees in golden rays illuminated her black braid. She was in her chemise again and yet that simple article of clothing was more enticing than any half-naked woman he'd ever seen before.
 
   "I know," he replied.
 
   The light reflected in her raven eyes, seeming to make them glow as she turned her head to look at him. His fingers twitched with the impulse to run them over the creamy complexion of her skin. Yes, she was by far the most enticing woman he'd ever seen in his life and though he knew he wasn't supposed to be here, knew he should leave, he found his feet drawn irresistibly forward.
 
   Her eyes followed him as he walked to the end of the log. "You'll only make this harder, for us both," she whispered.
 
   "It can't be any harder," he said honestly.
 
   She turned away to stare out at the river. "Yes it could."
 
   "How? How could it possibly be any harder?" he demanded as he stepped onto the log.
 
   Her jaw clenched, her gaze remained focused on the water as he walked across the log toward her. "Don't," she murmured as he knelt beside her.
 
   His deadened heart lurched in his chest then seemed to shrivel. This, this was how it could get harder, to be spurned by her again. "I'll go."
 
   Her head turned toward him, her eyes reluctantly found his. "Don't," she whispered again.
 
   "Genny," he breathed.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he helped her to rise and pulled her closer to him. Her mouth parted, her body was rigid, but thankfully that awful, don't, word didn't escape her again. He moved cautiously, afraid that she would tell him to leave again. He didn't think he could handle it if she did. Her eyes rapidly searched his as he slid his fingers over her cheeks and around the back of her head. Touching her again finally eased all of the stress that had been building within him these past few weeks. He finally felt whole once more as the mint and aster scent that was undeniably her, drifted into his nose.
 
   Her hands rested upon his chest, but instead of pushing him away, her fingers curled into his tunic and pulled him closer. The passion that the women in the club had failed to ignite in him blazed to life instantly. All of the unhappiness of the past weeks vanished as he eagerly took possession of her mouth.
 
   The unending bitter dryness and lack of taste he'd been experiencing lately vanished when his tongue swept inside to taste the sweet recesses of her mouth. The past three weeks faded away as he was once more enveloped in her feel and taste. He tugged at the hem of her chemise and in turn she rewarded him with a low moan of pleasure.
 
   He growled low as the cumbersome material still covering her tangled around them. He considered tearing it from her body but there was a good chance he would frighten her away if he did. She had to know though; she had to understand that he wasn't going to be content with just kissing her, not when he'd been denied her touch these past weeks. "Genny, I need more, I need you," he whispered against her mouth.
 
   He tasted the saltiness of the tears sliding down her cheeks as he kissed her face. She pulled back to look up at him, her fingers slid over his face and rested against his lips. Her eyes were filled with awe as they ran over him. "I've missed you so much. Take from me what you need, I won't refuse you again."
 
   There was nothing in the world that he wanted more than to hear those words or to be with this woman. "I'll always be here for you."
 
   She smiled beautifully as her fingers traced his mouth. "I know."
 
   He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her with the feverish longing that had been building within him since they'd parted. He tasted her in deep, penetrating thrusts of his tongue that only left him aching for more. Her body pressed flush against his as he broke the kiss and lifted her above his head. Laughter trailed from her. He savored in the sight of her and the halo the sunlight created around her. He was going to enjoy looking at her every day of the eternity they were going to share together.
 
   She was still laughing when he placed her back on the log. She gave him a mischievous smile and before he knew what she intended, she jerked him backward. A shout of surprise and laughter escaped him as they tumbled backwards off of the log together. Cool water swelled over his head and ripped her hand away from his.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus woke with a start. Genny's laughter continued to echo in his head and the scent of asters filled his nostrils. For a minute he remained suffused by the happiness and sense of completion that he'd experienced in the dream. The dream had seemed so much more real to him than any of the other dreams he'd continuously had about her since they'd last been together.
 
   Take from me what you need; I won't refuse you again. They weren't her words though, they never had been. His mind, in its desperate attempt to try and soothe his constant misery, had dreamed the words up as surely as it had dreamed her up.
 
   Anger grew within his chest, his fingers curled into the bedding beneath him. His teeth clenched together as beads of sweat broke out across his forehead. Unable to suppress it any more a bellow of fury tore from him. He forced himself to release the bedding before he shredded it completely and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Dropping his head into his hands, he tried to suppress the pressure growing within him but he felt like a pot about ready to boil over.
 
   Shadows enshrouded the room as he grabbed her faded ribbon from the stand beside his bed. Holding the ribbon, he ran his fingers over it as he began to pace the confines of his room. The ribbon was the only thing he had left of her and it was never far from his reach, but it was a poor substitute for the woman he craved so relentlessly.
 
   ***
 
   Having been jolted from the dream, Genny remained motionless as she stared at the ceiling above her head. She was afraid she would break apart if she moved. She could still feel the warmth of the sun upon her skin, feel his lips upon hers and hear the desperation in his voice. I'll always be here for you.
 
   But he wasn't here for her; she was alone again, or at least as alone as she could be with Camille's knees pressing against her back. In the dream he'd asked how this could possibly get any harder and she now had the answer to that question. She'd dreamed of him often over the past few weeks but nothing like this. Nothing that had left her just as hollow and shaken as the day they had parted.
 
   Curling into a ball, she shoved her fist into her mouth in an attempt to suppress her tears. It was impossible to do so. The tears she hadn't shed since leaving him fell freely to the straw pallet beneath her as her heart shattered all over again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   The empty feeling that had accompanied her dream, and plagued her throughout her sleepless night, continued to haunt her while she dressed the next morning. Camille went to touch her but then seemed to think better of it as her hands limply fell to her sides. Genny understood Camille's hesitance, if she looked anywhere near as bad as she felt then there was a good possibility she might crumple into a pile of ash if anyone touched her.
 
   Camille went with her to the human town but whereas she had been pick pocketing an average of five purses a day, she only grabbed three today. One for Felix, one for Matilda, and another for her and Camille. Camille happily chatted with Matilda while Genny stared at the ribbons fluttering in the mild breeze. Her fingers instinctively went to the blue one tied at the bottom of her hair; it was all she had left of him, besides his blood still flowing through her system.
 
   Ugh, she was beginning to get on her own nerves with her morose thoughts. Forcing herself to let go of her hair, she turned away from the stand and plastered a smile on her face as they made their way back through the woods. "I haven't hidden anything under the rock in a week," Genny told Camille as they picked their way around a fallen tree.
 
   Camille followed Genny to a large rock near the lake. Genny moved the fifty-pound rock out of the way with ease and put one of the purses beneath with the rest of their stash. Returning the rock to its place, she wiped her hands on her tunic and rose to her feet. Her gaze drifted to the pinks and oranges spreading across the sky from the sunset as they walked.
 
   Sweat beaded across her brow and upper lip as they climbed the embankment back to the main road. The gray hue of dusk had descended but it had been a muggy day and the heat didn't break with the coming night. It would be difficult sleeping tonight even without the persistent memory of the dream to keep her awake. Camille called out greetings to the few vampires they passed, Genny gave them a brief wave but she barely paid anyone any attention. The huts they walked by as they neared Felix's were all dark, their closest neighbors were a good twenty-five yards away but most of their neighbors had already gone out for the night.
 
   The first star was already out in the sky; candlelight flickered in the open windows when they finally arrived at the hut. Apprehension curled through her belly as she stared at the knob, they were later than normal and that was something that Felix never tolerated well. Felix had mostly left her alone since she'd hit him back that day but she knew what he was capable of doing to her if he decided to come at her again. He was a coward but he was far stronger than she was and he was most definitely stronger than Camille.
 
   "He's going to be angry," Camille whispered.
 
   "Just go to the room and let me deal with him if he is," Genny said forcefully.
 
   "Genny…"
 
   "I mean it Camille; you stay in there until I tell you otherwise."
 
   Genny thrust her shoulders back, grabbed hold of the knob and pushed the door open. At first she didn't even see Felix as her eyes were drawn to the cluster of money purses piled in the center of the room. Her eyebrows drew together, confusion rolled through her.
 
   Where had he gotten all of those purses? She thought.
 
   Realization came as swiftly as a brutal slap in the face. Her mind screamed a protest even as she began to recognize some of the purses piled on the floor. "Did you think I didn't know?" the words were snarled at her from the shadows to her right.
 
   Dread chilled the blood in her body and caused the hair on her nape to stand on end. She whirled around, placed her hands into Camille's back and shoved her out the door before her sister could react. "Run!" she hissed at her.
 
   Genny had only taken one step out the door after her when Felix's hand seized her neck. He jerked her back into the hut with enough force that her feet left the ground. A startled scream escaped her but his other hand wrapped around her larynx and pressed down before she could make any other noise. Her fingers clawed at the edges of the doorway. She grabbed hold of the frame and struggled to pull herself away from his grasp. A fingernail was torn free of her finger, blood spilled down her hand and dripped onto the floor as her grasp was wrenched free.
 
   Camille's face drained of all color; she started to run back at them. "Genny!"
 
   There was no escape for her though, not anymore. She kicked wildly out and caught the door with her foot; it banged closed with enough force to shake the walls. "Genny!" Camille screamed as she began to beat frantically on the door. "Genny!"
 
   She had no words for her though as Felix, still holding her by her throat, lifted her up and smashed her face first into the door. Blood spilled free of her crushed nose, she fought against the blackness trying to take her over. Genny's fingers scrabbled over the door, not for the knob, but for the bolt as Felix's other hand twisted cruelly into her hair. Camille continued to scream from the other side. Her sister beat and kicked at the door, but Genny knew no one would come to help them. No one interfered in another vampire's business, no one intruded upon their homes, no matter what happened, or what they heard, everyone kept to their own.
 
   Felix pressed her face against the door so hard that grains of wood bit into her flesh. "Did you think I wouldn't realize you were playing me for the fool?" he spat in her ear. "That you were laughing at me behind my back? I can assure you that I'll be the one doing the laughing now. That bitch mother of yours was right about one thing, you are a sneaky girl, and sneaky girls get punished."
 
   The realization that Marie had been the one to turn him on to their possible stash in the woods should have been heartbreaking. Instead, she found herself strangely accepting of the fact that her mother would most likely be the cause of her death. It somehow seemed oddly fitting after all of these years.
 
   Her fingers finally succeeded in finding the metal bolt and sliding it into place. Satisfaction slid through her, she may not be making it out of here, but Camille wouldn't be able to get back in either. "Run Camille!" she shouted as he pulled her head away from the door by her hair.
 
   She flung her arm back in an attempt to knock him away but she only succeeded in connecting with air. He grabbed hold of the arm trying to hit him and wrenched it behind her back. The loud pop of her shoulder being pulled out of its socket echoed through the room before he drove her face into the door again with enough force to fracture her cheekbone.
 
   "You think I won't find her?" he barked. "She's going to be my replacement for your whore of a mother once I'm done with you."
 
   White stars burst in front of her eyes. She dimly realized that Camille had stopped pounding against the door when Felix lifted her up and flung her across the room. Bouncing off of the back wall, she sprawled in a heap upon the floor. Her head pounded, the floor lurched beneath her but she knew she couldn't stay down.
 
   She staggered awkwardly to her feet; her hand fell against the chair as she tried to steady herself. Wrapping her hand around the arm of the chair, she lifted it up and held it before her. This was going to be a fight to the death and she planned on fighting with every ounce of strength she had left.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus rose from his chair and walked over to the open door. The onset of night hadn't brought forth a cool breeze to break the oppressive heat like he'd hoped. "I think we should go to the club again," Merle said from behind him. "It's probably unbearably hot in there but at least there is blood and women."
 
   "You can find that from the servants here," Atticus muttered.
 
   He studied the horizon as the first star pierced the black sky. The dream from last night continued to haunt him. The only thing he wanted less than to go back to sleep was to be in that club again with the constant reminder that nothing satisfied him, that he was as empty as the vast sky above him. He drank down the rest of the wine in his goblet and thrust it at a passing servant. He shook off a refill though; there was no need anymore. Alcohol only dulled what was inside of him and no matter how much he consumed he remained oddly sober.
 
   "I've grown tired of the servants here," Merle replied dismissively.
 
   "Hmm," Atticus said in way of a response.
 
   "You fed?"
 
   "I did," Atticus replied absently as he uncrossed and then re-crossed his legs. His arms were folded over his chest, his fingers clenched on his arms. He searched for something out there that he couldn't see; some threat he could feel rolling toward him but couldn't quite pinpoint.
 
   "That's progress. I say we make some more for you tonight."
 
   Atticus stopped listening to his cousin, his ears turned toward the night, his nostrils flared as he scented for something he couldn't quite define. Merle was still talking when Atticus stepped out of the doorway and strode purposely across the open field toward the woods. He was certain there was something menacing out there but he felt oddly compelled to seek out whatever it might be.
 
   "Atticus?"
 
   Merle's voice drifted to him from the manor but he kept going. Halfway across the field he broke into a loping run toward the forest. He had no idea where he was going, only that he had to be there, only that the danger had to be located and eradicated. The driving urge pushed him into the tree line and rapidly over the ground.
 
   He was a mile into the woods when he spotted Camille running toward him amongst the trees. She moved far faster than he would have thought possible for someone so young. She flung herself at him when they met; her hands encircled his forearms in an iron tight grasp. Her pupils were dilated to nearly the size of her irises with panic.
 
   Her legs buckled beneath her, she fell to the forest floor as her words tumbled out in a rush. "You have to help her!" Tears poured down her cheeks. He didn't have to ask who her was, he knew exactly who it was that was being threatened. Who it was that had been drawing him irresistibly forward. "There's no one else, please. He's going to kill her! Please help her."
 
   Terror slithered down his spine. Jerking his arms from her, he didn't look back as he fled through the woods as fast as he could go. Searching within himself, he followed the irresistible pull of his blood within Genny. He leapt over rocks and downed trees with easy grace before dashing up the embankment that led to the road of the vampire village in one bound. His body thrummed with the urge to kill. He was about to find a release for all of the pent up frustration that had been building within him for weeks, of that much he was certain.
 
   The thought that he would be too late to save Genny drove him forward at a more rapid pace.
 
   ***
 
   Genny thrust the chair at Felix, trying to hold him back as she clutched it before her with her one good arm. Her other hand was wrapped around the base of the chair but she could barely feel the wood beneath her fingers and she was certain that one strong swipe from him would be enough to knock her nearly numb hand off of the leg.
 
   A sadistic smile curved Felix's mouth. He approached her at a leisurely pace that frightened her far more than if he had just rushed at her. He was enjoying this little game of cat and mouse, savoring in the fact that he was going to kill her. "Stay back!" she yelled and thrust the chair at him again.
 
   "Or you'll what? Poke me with the chair?" he taunted.
 
   Beneath the fright clamoring through her body and the lasting astonishment over the events of this night, rage began to boil forth. She was tired of being stuck with him, tired of everything that was her life. There was so much that she had been denied and would forever be denied because of this man. The unfairness of it all infuriated her. She'd been dejected these past three weeks but she was far from ready to die.
 
   Screaming with fury, she swung the chair back and slashed it at him with as much force as she could muster. Felix flung up his arm to block the blow. The chair splintered apart, pieces of wood scattered through the air. She was rewarded with the satisfying crack of bone as an astonished look descended over his face. Then, his upper lip curled into a sneer that revealed his fully elongated fangs before he lowered his shoulder and charged at her.
 
   What remained of the chair had been jarred from her bad hand but she'd managed to keep hold of a piece of the back of it with her good hand. Her own fangs extended, a hiss escaped her and she braced her feet apart in preparation of his attack. There was no chance for her to get out of the way as he came at her with the speed and strength of a runaway horse. Lifting what remained of the chair above her head, she smashed it down on his back when his arms wrapped around her waist and he propelled her three feet back into the wall.
 
   Her ribs gave way with a loud crack that wrenched a cry of agony from her. She could feel one of the jagged pieces of her rib bone digging into her flesh. Until she smelled her own blood upon the air, she didn't even realize that it was trickling out of her mouth and down her chin. There wasn't much strength left within her as she lifted what remained of the broken chair in her grasp and swung it at him.
 
   Felix drew back and thrust her hand aside. His hand squeezed around her wrist crushing the fine bones within and forcing her to release her makeshift weapon. A rasping gurgle escaped her lips; she could now taste the blood in her throat as whatever internal damage had been done drove the blood up through her sternum.
 
   Her one good hand clawed at his larger one wrapped around her throat. Her feet kicked in the air as he lifted her and threw her to the side as if she were nothing more than a piece of garbage. Genny winced as her brutalized ribs were jarred from the impact with the ground. She tried to get her hand underneath her but her strength was rapidly draining away and her wounded wrist wouldn't support her. Her arm shook briefly before giving out completely.
 
   Felix bent and grabbed a rail of the broken chair from the ground; he began to hum a little tune as he flipped it casually within his hand and steadily approached her. Renewed strength flowed through her when she realized that this was the end. Rolling over, she fumbled to try and grab another piece of the chair but it was just beyond her grasp.
 
   Frustration filled her; she lurched forward and wrapped her fingers around a piece of wood. She pressed her palm into the floor and forced herself over as Felix loomed above her. Driven by survival instinct alone, she somehow found the strength to sit up. Pain exploded through her body, dizziness swept through her but she swung out and drove the wood into Felix's thigh with enough force that she felt it scrape against the bone. Her jaw clenched, satisfaction filled her as she viciously twisted the wood deeper into his flesh.
 
   He bellowed as he swung back with his hand. Throwing herself to the side, she managed to avoid the blow that would have shattered her jaw. She strained to scramble backwards but her ribs and beaten body protested the movement. Felix's eyes burned like the sun as he lifted his gaze from his leg to focus on her. She'd never seen anyone so incensed in her life; a ferocious snarl escaped him. Even with the piece of wood sticking out of his leg he came at her with far more speed than she had expected.
 
   The wooden front door exploded into the room, the splintering crash reverberated through the hut as Felix lunged at her. Felix's blood red eyes and gleaming canines filled her vision before he was abruptly lifted away from her. She realized she'd been wrong, she'd never seen anyone look as enraged as Atticus did right now. He heaved Felix over his shoulder and across the room with enough force to rock the hut. Atticus took up a defensive position in front of her with his hands fisted, and his lips pulled back to reveal his lethal canines. His eyes blazed the color of glittering rubies as he focused on Felix.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus felt the blood boiling within him as the vampire he'd tossed across the room hit the wall with a thud. Before the man could even begin to scramble back to his feet Atticus sped across the room, wrapped his hand around his throat and lifted him off of his feet. The man's fingers tore at the back of Atticus's hand but he barely paid him any attention as he squeezed down more forcefully. Blood spilled out between Atticus's fingers and slid down his arm when his fingers pierced through the man's flesh.
 
   He was standing on the edge of a treacherous precipice; he knew that. He'd never killed anyone before but his mind was filled with the image of Genny lying on the floor with blood running down her cheek, bruises marring the left side of her face and her left arm twisted at an awkward angle. There were rules to follow amongst their kind but he didn't care, this man had laid his hands on her, this man had been going to kill her.
 
   A bellow tore from him as his fingers dug into the man's throat before he wrenched his hand backward. The man's mouth dropped, hideous noises escaped him as he clawed at the place where his throat and windpipe had been. With ruthless intent, Atticus bent down and tore the piece of wood from the man's thigh. The man wobbled and would have fallen if Atticus hadn't thrust his elbow into his chest to keep him pinned against the wall. He remorselessly held the man's gaze; a smile curved his lips as he drove the wood through the man's heart.
 
   Atticus released him abruptly and turned away even as the man's feet continued to kick against the floor. Genny's glazed eyes landed on him. Where alcohol, blood, and even murder had failed to ease any of the coiling pressure within him, the sight of her did it immediately. Even bruised and battered she was the most amazing thing he'd ever seen.
 
   He rushed to her side and dropped onto his knees beside her. The scent of her blood on the air drove him. He bit into his wrist before pressing it against her mouth. Her mouth opened to the flow of his blood, he cradled her in his lap as he felt his blood seep in to strengthen her.
 
   When his bite marks healed, he pulled his arm away to bite into his wrist again. "I've had enough," she whispered.
 
   "Are you sure?" he asked and brushed the hair back from her swollen face.
 
   She smiled up at him. "I dreamed of you," she muttered before passing out.
 
   He pulled her closer against him, making sure to be careful with her badly damaged arm and battered body when he adjusted his hold on her. Merle and Camille appeared in the doorway when he was rising to his feet with her clasped tenderly against his chest. Merle's eyes widened in disbelief as he stared around the decimated room. Atticus barely paid any attention to the blood splattered room, the destroyed furniture, or the body lying by the door.
 
   "Where can I put her?" he demanded of Camille.
 
   She didn't seem to process his question immediately as she stood gaping at him. Finally she broke out of her shock and scurried over the debris. She thrust open a door to reveal the small room beyond. Though little illumination pierced the room, he could clearly see the straw pallet and two small trunks that took up all the space within. Something inside of his chest withered as he realized just what kind of conditions Genny had been living in. What kind of vampire she had been living with and yet she had still chosen to live here rather than wait in the shadows while he fulfilled his duties.
 
   His gaze drifted down to her as she lay against his chest. She would have better from now on, he vowed. No matter what he had to do to make sure that happened.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   "Please tell me she'll pull through this." Camille shifted nervously from foot to foot before him as her gaze darted to the open door of the room where Genny lay.
 
   Atticus glanced back at Genny's still form. He hated leaving her alone in there, but he had to help take care of this mess before he could be with her. He'd know the minute she awoke though and he had no intention of stepping foot outside of this hovel again without her. Merle had managed to prop what was left of the door over the open frame, and was staring at the body on the floor.
 
   "Who is this?" Merle inquired and nudged the limp leg with the toe of his boot.
 
   Atticus focused on Camille; she bit into her bottom lip as her gaze drifted to the unmoving man on the floor. "Marie's lover, Felix"
 
   "And Marie is?"
 
   "Our mother."
 
   Merle rose and wiped his palms on his tunic. "And where is your mother?"
 
   Camille shrugged and glanced at Atticus. "I don't know."
 
   "What caused him to attack her?" Merle demanded.
 
   Camille's eyes narrowed, fire flashed through them as she fixed Merle with an unyielding stare. "He's a monster, that's the only reason he ever attacked her," she replied. "Or he was."
 
   Atticus rested his hand on her arm, drawing her attention to him. "This wasn't the first time he's done this?" he inquired sharply.
 
   Camille opened her mouth before closing it and shaking her head. She frowned at him before speaking again. "You should talk with Genny."
 
   A sick feeling twisted in his stomach, his gaze drifted to the man he had just murdered. Talking with Genny would only confirm that tonight hadn't been an isolated incident, he was certain of that fact. He found himself wishing the man were still alive, he would have made his death a lot slower and more painful, he would have savored in watching the life leave Felix's eyes.
 
   "When is your mother coming back?" he asked.
 
   "We never know when Marie is coming back," Camille answered.
 
   Atticus's teeth ground together, it would be a disaster if that woman returned now, but if he had anything to say about it, he was going to meet her. "We have to take care of the body, Merle."
 
   He was an aristocrat, this man no more than a commoner but there were still laws that had to be obeyed, even for him. He had just broken into another man's home and murdered him. That wasn't something that would be approved of anywhere. It didn't matter that Felix had been abusing Genny, for many vampires that was an acceptable practice, especially if she was living under his roof. They might not kill him for what had just occurred, but they would lock him away for years. Worse yet, they may kill Genny if they thought her death would punish him even more. That would be a sentence far worse than death to him.
 
   "I'll dispose of his body; make sure that no one finds him but what will you tell people who know you live with him?" Merle inquired of Camille.
 
   "Felix left here tonight in a foul mood and never returned," Camille replied. "He's not well liked in the community. I doubt many will miss him or question his whereabouts for long, if at all. What will we do if his body is found?"
 
   "It won't be found," Merle vowed.
 
   "Even if it is, no one will believe you or Genny had anything to do with his death," Atticus assured her. "That either of you would be able to kill him. I would guess that he was at least a hundred years old."
 
   "One hundred and ten," Camille confirmed. "What if someone saw you come in here?"
 
   "No one saw me," Atticus said forcefully.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "I'm sure."
 
   "How will you explain the ruined furniture to your mother?" Merle pressed.
 
   Camille guiltily looked toward where her sister was sleeping before staring at the far wall. "If we clean up Felix's blood and body she won't question the missing furniture."
 
   Atticus's hands fisted, he was unable to stop the rumble of displeasure that rolled through his chest. Oh yes, he definitely wished that the man was still alive so that he could kill him all over again. Merle leaned away from him and Camille took a hasty step back.
 
   "That's what we will do then," Merle murmured. His eyes fell on the coin scattered around the room. "Why is all of this money on the floor?"
 
   A distressed look crossed Camille's face, she glanced at Genny again and then at him with pleading eyes. "Please, can't some of this wait until Genny can speak with you?"
 
   Atticus squeezed her arm reassuringly. "Yes. We'll need your help with this."
 
   "Gladly. What do you need me to do?"
 
   "I'll take care of the body," Merle said. "If you can clean up the blood."
 
   "I can do that," Camille promised.
 
   Atticus walked over to help Merle with the body but his cousin waved him away. "I have it." Merle glanced over at Camille before lowering his voice. "Can we trust her to keep this secret?"
 
   "Yes. She won't do anything that might endanger her sister. She also came to get me; she's an accomplice in all of this."
 
   "You better make sure she knows that. There are many that would do anything for money or to elevate their own position in this world." He gestured around the small hut. "Who would do anything to get out of a place like this."
 
   "They will not be here for much longer," Atticus vowed.
 
   Merle's eyebrows lifted but he kept his mouth closed as he turned away and grabbed hold of Felix's arms. "It could only raise more questions if you relocate the woman that lived with the man that recently disappeared."
 
   "They will whisper rumors no matter what, but if there is no proof that I killed him, or of his death, they will remain only whispers and no one will accuse a noble without proof."
 
   "True," Merle agreed. He knelt down and easily tossed Felix's body over his shoulder. "I'll be back as soon as possible."
 
   Atticus nodded to him and moved the ruined door out of the way so that his cousin could exit. He watched Merle swiftly disappear into the woods with the body. He didn't know what he would have done without his cousin here to help him tonight, but then Merle had always been the one he could count on. He glanced at the huts closest to them but they remained dark and quiet. They were far enough away that even if someone had been home, they probably wouldn't have heard much of what had occurred anyway.
 
   He placed the door back the best that he could. Bending down he began to pick up the ruined pieces of the chair as Camille brought out a couple of tattered blankets that were full of moth holes. She began to sop at the puddle of blood that was already soaking into the hard packed dirt.
 
   "Your mother will smell the blood," he commented.
 
   Camille's eyes were remorseless when she lifted her head to meet his. "Marie is a selfish woman, if she smells the blood she won't go out of her way to do anything about it. What could she possibly do anyway? You're right; no one will believe Genny was capable of killing Felix, or even that the two of us together were. Marie will move onto her next lover without a second's hesitation. No matter what your friend may think, I will never reveal what happened here tonight. Genny is all I have; she's all I've ever had. I'll never do anything to hurt her, anyone she cares about, or anyone that has helped to keep her in my life. He was going to kill her, have no doubt about that. This secret will die with me."
 
   A shudder ran through him at the certainty of her words. If he'd been even a minute later Genny wouldn't be alive in the other room right now. His gaze settled on Camille again. They'd formed a truce that day in the market but he realized now they also had a common bond, and a common love. "I trust you and Merle is my cousin."
 
   She smiled at him before focusing on her task again. Atticus gathered the rest of the ruined furniture and dumped it into a pile by the door. "There's a barrel outside the door," Camille told him.
 
   Moving the ruined door aside again, he stepped outside and grabbed hold of the rickety barrel sitting there. With one hand he lifted it from the ground and brought it inside. He dumped the debris into it and then Camille gathered the blankets and dropped them on top of the furniture. He would have Merle take it into the woods and dispose of it when he returned.
 
   "I'll gather some water from the river to wash away the rest," Camille said.
 
   "Wait until Merle returns and send him to get it. Have him take the barrel too."
 
   She laughed and shook her head. "Genny and I have been on our own most of our lives, I can take care of myself."
 
   She was much more like her sister than he had originally thought, stubborn and defiant with a streak that leaned toward rebellion. Neither of them seemed to have any inclination to acknowledge his rank either. "Just do as I say, especially tonight. If your mother were to come back and find only me here…"
 
   She held up a hand to forestall his next words. "I understand, I will stay but please stop calling her my mother. Her name is Marie and you'd do better to remember that around Genny also."
 
   "Thank you for the advice."
 
   "Hopefully you won't need it and she'll stop being so stubborn after tonight," Camille muttered.
 
   He glanced at Camille questioningly but he suspected she would again tell him to speak with Genny first anyway. Without another word, he slipped back into the room with Genny, closed the door, and settled onto the uncomfortable pallet beside her. He stopped feeling the hard ground beneath him or the straw poking into his hips as he focused on her again. Mindful of her injuries, he gathered her in his arms and held her against him. For the first time in weeks, solace crept through him as her warm body pressed against his.
 
   ***
 
   Genny stared at the far wall as she tried to assimilate everything that had happened yesterday with the arms that were wrapped securely around her. Arms that she knew were his even if she couldn't see him. The corded muscle of his biceps and forearms rippled against her as he held her against his broad chest. She wanted to meld against him and never face the world again but that was never going to happen.
 
   She didn't know how to feel about what had transpired yesterday. She was so unbelievably relieved to be touching him again, to be back in his arms, but he had seen. Shame slid through her, she turned her face into the pallet as heat burned her cheeks. Though she felt consumed by shame, she was also filled with a sense of profound relief. It was over, Felix was dead and she was still alive. She hadn't thought that was going to be the case last night, she'd been certain she would never see the light of day again.
 
   Atticus had killed a man, for her. "Will you be punished?" she inquired.
 
   He brushed the hair tenderly back from her face. "Merle and Camille helped to take care of everything. No one will be able to prove he's dead."
 
   "Is Camille safe?"
 
   "She is," he assured her as his lips pressed briefly against her temple. "Why didn't you tell me what was going on here?"
 
   "It's not something that was easy to share," she managed to get out around the lump in her throat. "I was ashamed of what was happening."
 
   "You had nothing to be ashamed of. Those bruises I saw on you in the forest were from him."
 
   It wasn't a question but she answered him anyway, "Yes."
 
   A low hiss escaped him but his touch was still gentle upon her. "You should have told me Genny."
 
   "I was going to," she whispered. "That last day, but…"
 
   Her voice trailed off, she closed her eyes against the upsetting reminder of the last time she had seen him. "I told you about Anna."
 
   So that was the name of the woman that would have his children and share his life, for some reason hearing her name made it all the more real and caused sorrow to lance through her heart. "Yes," she confirmed.
 
   His hand stilled on her cheek, his body stiffened against hers. "I would have helped you."
 
   "I know you would have but you had your own problems to deal with. It would have been unfair of me to put even more on you when it was better that we part."
 
   He rested his hand on her arm and carefully rolled her over. The sight of those clover eyes above her caused tears to bloom as love swelled within her chest. She had missed him so much. She rested her hand on his cheek and felt the roughness of the bristles lining his face but she still couldn't believe he was actually real.
 
   "You're here," she breathed.
 
   A smile spread across his full lips, his eyes sparkled as he took hold of her hand and kissed her palm. "I'm here and I intend to stay here, if you'll let me."
 
   "Atticus…"
 
   "I understand why you had to leave before but I am going to keep you safe and I can give you a better life than this."
 
   "I've always taken care of myself and Camille."
 
   "But you don't have to do that anymore. It might be difficult but we will find a way to make this work. I'll talk to my father; tell him that I can't marry Anna. We can figure this out but I can't go on without you in my life. These last few weeks…" His voice trailed off as he shook his head and kissed her hand again. "I love you Genny."
 
   The burning intensity of his words and the hopeful look in his eyes was nearly her undoing as her fingers ran over his lips. "That will cause problems for you with your family."
 
   "I don't care; you're the only one I want to be with."
 
   "Atticus…"
 
   Before she could say anything, he bent his head and kissed her tenderly. Her mouth parted to his as peace and comfort slid through her and warmed her body. These last few weeks had nearly destroyed her but lying here now, with him, the memory of her misery faded away. Her fingers slid through his thick hair, she tugged at it as she tried to pull him closer but no matter how close he was, she was beginning to feel as if they could never be close enough.
 
   His hands slid over her face, his tongue stroked in and out of her mouth in powerful thrusts that left her a quivering mass of raw and aching nerve endings. Excitement built in her as the enticing weight of his powerful body pressed her gently into the pallet and his thigh slid between her legs. Her body reacted of its own accord, instinctively seeking out the heat, comfort, and desire he stoked within her.
 
   He pulled away abruptly and dropped his forehead to hers. Disappointment crashed through her as her hands curled into his back and a small mewl of protest escaped her. "We have to stop before I won't," he whispered against her lips. "You're injured."
 
   There were so many reasons they should stop but her bruised body wasn't one of them. Right now she couldn't quite recall the other reasons either, not when she finally had him back in her arms. "I feel better; your blood helped me to heal faster."
 
   "I'm sure it did." He pulled away from her and sat up on the pallet. "But I'm still not going to take the chance of causing you more discomfort."
 
   His eyes slid over her body and as she followed his gaze, she realized she was only wearing a simple, flimsy chemise. He'd seen her in such before but somehow it seemed far more intimate when he was sitting in her room with her. A room that felt far smaller now that his large frame was within it. His mouth quirked in amusement as a blush began to burn her face.
 
   "I didn't think it was possible to see you blush," he murmured.
 
   Her lashes lowered as she shook her head. "I've never had a man in my room before."
 
   His hands slid over her waist as he lifted her up and maneuvered her so that she was sitting in his lap. Though she tried not to, she couldn't help but wince as the movement jarred her still healing ribs. "See you are still wounded."
 
   "Maybe a little," she reluctantly admitted.
 
   The calloused palms of his hands began to work over her as he massaged her flesh. "You are healing well though, should be completely fine by tomorrow."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   He kissed her cheek and embraced her against his chest. "Why was there so much coin strewn around the room?" he inquired.
 
   She ran her fingers over the bristly hairs on his arms and rested her cheek against his. The feel of his stubble against her skin was actually pleasant as it reminded her that he was really here. "Felix uncovered one of the stashes I had hidden in the woods."
 
   "One of?"
 
   She nodded as her fingers began to slide over the linen material covering his broad chest. "There were ten separate places."
 
   "What were you saving all of that money for?"
 
   "So that when Camille reached maturity we could get away," she whispered. "So that we could escape this place and never look back."
 
   His lips rested against the top of her head as he rocked her against him. "You're free now."
 
   She swallowed heavily and closed her eyes. "Yes, I suppose I am."
 
   He adjusted his hold on her, took hold of her chin and tilted her face up to his. "I've asked Merle to look into finding a house for you and Camille to stay in."
 
   Longing burst through her as brightly as the sun rising over the horizon but as badly as she wanted it, she knew this couldn't happen. "Marie has spent her entire life living off of men and dragging us along with her. I swore I would never be like her."
 
   His gaze burned into hers. She was certain it was a look that had caused many to capitulate to his wishes, but she wouldn't be one of them. In society's eyes she wasn't anywhere close to being on equal footing with him, but she knew that in his eyes, she was. There were few that would turn him away or tell him no, but she was one of the few that could and would.
 
   "You're not living off of me Genny. After I talk with my father and get everything straightened out, you will be my wife and I am going to make sure that you are protected and taken care of."
 
   "Your father will be infuriated."
 
   "And he will get over it. I'm not willing to lose you from my life again."
 
   She lifted her head to look up at him. His jaw clenched as he stared down at her, silently pleading with her not to rebuke him again, but she couldn't do that. "If you're unable to get out of this betrothal…"
 
   "I will get out of it Genny."
 
   She rested her fingers against his cheek and kissed him tenderly. "You really don't have to find us a house. Camille and I are safe here, especially now that Felix is dead."
 
   "I'd prefer it if you weren't in this house or this area of town on your own. Besides it won't be for long, only until things are straightened out. Even if my father disowns me, I'll still own my mother's properties and retain the money that was left to me from her. We'll go to stay at my villa in Italy once everything is settled."
 
   "He can't disown you," she whispered. "I won't be the cause of a rift in your family or do anything that could place you in jeopardy."
 
   His fingers slid over her face, his thumb traced her bottom lip. "You won't be; he will be the one to make the decision in the end." She opened her mouth to argue with him further but he placed his finger over her mouth and shook his head. "I've made my choice Genny and I choose you. I won't lie, it will be a difficult undertaking but you are the one that I want. There won't be any danger; he can't harm me because I refuse to marry someone. There are far too many in my world that would prefer if my marriage to Anna didn't take place. They will side with me on the decision, more so than they will side with my father due to my pure bloodline."
 
   "They won't accept me though; I'm just a village girl."
 
   "They'll accept what they must. It's my bloodline that matters, not that of my mate and if I am disowned by my father I will still take a seat on The Council under my mother's line. Arguing with me about this isn't going to change my mind on the matter so just let me hold you. I've finally got you back and I intend to enjoy it."
 
   How could she argue with that when all she wanted was the same thing? She curled closer against him, rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes as she savored in his heat and strength. "I really did dream about you," she murmured as she stifled a yawn. "Every night. I had a dream the other night though that was so real it was as if you were there, as if I was actually touching you and speaking with you."
 
   His lips pressed against her hair. "At the river, on the log."
 
   Her body went completely still, her hands flattened against his chest. "I pulled us off the log and into the water."
 
   A minute of silence passed by before his lips rested against her ear and he spoke. "You said to me, 'take from me what you need; I won't refuse you again.'"
 
   "And you said to me, 'I'll always be here for you.'"
 
   "And I will be."
 
   "But what does it mean? How could we have had the same dream?"
 
   His hand wrapped around her head as he held it more firmly against his chest and rested his chin on top of it. "It means that you belong with me and I'm never going to let you go again. No matter what it takes."
 
   She knew that he was right, that she would have to put her pride aside because she could not turn him away again. They belonged together. It was going to be the most difficult journey of their lives but there was no doubt in her mind that if it meant being with him, it would be worth it.
 
   "I'm never going to let you go again either," she vowed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 18 -
 
   Atticus placed her trunk down near the small window and turned to face Genny. She stood in the doorway of the room. Her eyes were filled with admiration as they swept around the room before settling on the large bed. She walked across the floor, placed her hands on the mattress, and pushed down. "It's so soft," she marveled.
 
   He glanced down at the beaten trunk, the only possession she'd brought with her, the only possession she'd even had aside from the clothes it held. He was going to make sure that changed very soon. He couldn't help but smile as she continued to stare around the room with a wondrous look on her face. If she found this amazing, she would love Italy and every other place he planned to take her over the many years they would share together. He was going to thoroughly enjoy spoiling her for the rest of her life.
 
   "This is a beautiful home," she whispered.
 
   "I'll pass on your praise to the owners."
 
   She smiled at him as she sat on the bed and folded her hands in her lap. "Who are the owners?"
 
   "They are cousins of Merle's. They're in Spain right now."
 
   Camille suddenly appeared in the doorway, her eyes were aglow with pleasure, her face flushed with excitement as she bounced on her toes. "This place is amazing!" she gushed before turning away and disappearing down the hall.
 
   Genny laughed and shook her head before focusing on him again. "I think she's happy."
 
   "And you?" he inquired.
 
   "I'm extremely happy," she smiled at him as she glanced down at her hands.
 
   "Your sister is an endless ball of energy," Merle grumbled as he walked past the door with Camille's trunk in hand.
 
   "That she is," Genny agreed but Merle was already gone.
 
   Atticus walked around the bed and sat next to her on it. Taking hold of her hands, he folded them in his lap. "I plan to stay here tonight."
 
   "Don't you have to return home?" she asked anxiously.
 
   He hadn't been home in the three days since Felix's death, but that wasn't overly unusual. He'd often spent a week or more away on hunting trips or simply losing himself with the women and blood that the clubs had to offer. "I'll return home tomorrow to speak with my father; I'm going to make sure you're settled in here first though."
 
   Genny's eyes slid over the room. "Thank you for this."
 
   "Don't thank me, you deserve this and better." He leaned over and kissed her cheek before rising. "There are some things that I have to take care of though, like feeding." He'd been supplying her with his blood since she'd been wounded, but he hadn't had the time to feed himself or the willingness to leave her alone for as long it would take him to feed. He'd reached the point where he had to feed or he would become a threat. "I won't be gone for long."
 
   She squeezed his hands. "I'll be here."
 
   Leaning over he inhaled her fragrant scent as he clasped hold of her chin and kissed her tenderly. He hated to leave her here but he couldn't bring a woman into the club. "Soon," he whispered and reluctantly released her.
 
   Merle was waiting in the front room of the small manor house when he walked down the stairs. Arturo, the vampire he'd appointed to stand guard over Genny and Camille while he was away, stood by the front door. Arturo had known him since he was a baby and though Atticus wouldn't consider the man a friend, he took his position as a guard in Atticus's employ seriously. Protecting the aristocrats was what his family line, The House of Champon, had been born, raised, and trained to do. Failing to do so was considered a great shame to their family members, and themselves. Their lives were considered forfeit if they failed.
 
   The Champon's loyalties were bound to the one they were contracted to. There was nothing that could tear them away from their contract, not even if more coin was offered to them by another. Their loyalty remained with their original agreement and their secrets were always kept, even if they were dismissed from the service of the one they were guarding.
 
   This was understood and appreciated by every aristocrat so much that The House of Champon were never allowed to be called to testify for, or against someone, even if they knew something of great importance. All the nobles knew that it was best to have their secrets kept by those that protected their lives.
 
   "Make sure she stays safe," he commanded Arturo briskly.
 
   Arturo bowed his head in acquiescence and opened the door for him. Merle hurried down the stairs at his side and to the small stable in back where their horses were already saddled and waiting for them. They rode through the small vampire town together, past the tiny hut that had been Camille and Genny's home until today. He'd left another member of Champon at the hut to alert him when Marie returned. He planned to speak with the woman and make sure she stayed out of her daughter's lives from now on. He had a feeling that once she heard that her daughter's had been moved into a much finer home, by a nobleman, Marie would not stop until she found them.
 
   They rode out of the town and toward the club designated for nobles a few miles down the road. "Do you really think your father will allow you to get out of this engagement?" Merle inquired.
 
   "No," Atticus responded without any hesitation. "But it doesn't matter because I will not be marrying Anna."
 
   "That could get ugly Atticus."
 
   He turned to look at Merle. "It will get ugly but I have the inheritance I received after my mother's death and her properties. He won't be able to keep me under his control."
 
   "And what of Anna's family? This will be an insult to them, especially since Genny isn't even an aristocrat."
 
   Atticus pondered his cousin's words. "Genny won't agree to be my mistress."
 
   He wasn't about to tell his cousin that the mere thought of having to sleep with Anna was enough to make his skin crawl. Merle was standing by him through this, but even he wouldn't be able to understand what he was going through. No vampire, man or woman ever remained faithful, but Genny was the only woman he ever wanted to be with again.
 
   "If you talk with her, I'm sure she'll understand that we have no say over these decisions."
 
   "She understands that but I'm not going to ask her to be my mistress. She deserves better and I plan to make sure she has it."
 
   "I hope you know what you're doing."
 
   "I don't," he admitted.
 
   Merle turned in his saddle to face him. "I know my mother's bloodline isn't as strong as yours but our fathers' are from a powerful line too. If it will make things easier, and if they will accept it, I will agree to marry Anna. It would be beneficial to me and she is a fine woman, as the youngest daughter I'm sure Jane would also appreciate the reprieve."
 
   Atticus reined his horse in; he sat and stared at his cousin as Merle turned his horse to face him. His mind spun at this bit of information and the possibility of freedom that Merle was offering to him. "I don't know if they would agree to that," he murmured.
 
   "I'm sure they'll be resentful of the change, reluctant to it, but perhaps you can sweeten the pot somehow. Maybe even offer up your first born son for marriage to Jane or even to Anna if they refuse her to me. They will have to wait years for the alliance that they're seeking with your line, but they would eventually have the link they are looking for to you."
 
   Atticus rubbed at his jawline as he thought over Merle's words. Genny's breeding would be a hindrance, one that they might be firmly set against, but if Silas was determined to tie his line to Atticus's he might be willing to overlook it. "That could work."
 
   "It could and it won't hurt to try."
 
   "No it won't." He nudged his horse forward and caught up to his cousin as they continued to the club. "Thank you for offering this."
 
   "It's not a sacrifice on my part I assure you. Not with that woman. I've never been much for the intrigue of politics but we both know I've never turned down a pretty face."
 
   "No you haven't," Atticus replied with a chuckle. "You have been keeping your distance from Camille though."
 
   "Even I am not that much of a cad," Merle replied with a hearty laugh. "I see nothing good coming from me getting entangled with the sister of the girl you've become determined to marry."
 
   "Neither do I," Atticus agreed.
 
   "Plus she is too young for me. I'll stay away from her," Merle vowed.
 
   "Thank you," Atticus said as they pulled up outside of the club. "I only plan to feed while we are here and then go back."
 
   "I plan to be much longer than that." Merle smirked at him before leaping off his horse in a graceful bound. A young vampire boy dashed out to take the reins from the both of them as Atticus dismounted beside his cousin. He walked with Merle to the door of the club but he could already feel the enticing draw of Genny pulling him back to the house.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus leaned in the doorway and stared admiringly at Genny sitting in the window seat. Her knees were pulled up and a tablet rested on them as she wrote something on a piece of parchment. She'd taken her braid out, her raven hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back in thick waves to her waist. Love swelled in his chest as he watched her, to him she was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen and he couldn't get enough of simply looking at her.
 
   Finally sensing his presence, she lifted her head and blinked at him through the candlelight. A smile spread across her mouth and lit her eyes. "You're back."
 
   "I'm back," he said as he straightened away from the doorframe and entered the room. He closed the door before walking across the room to where she sat. "You were too busy to notice though."
 
   She put aside the tablet and lay her quill down carefully. "Never."
 
   "What were you writing?"
 
   "About my day."
 
   "Am I in there?"
 
   She smiled mischievously up at him. "Maybe."
 
   "Do I get to read what you've written?"
 
   "Never," she said with a laugh and took hold of his hands when he held them out to her.
 
   Her nose wrinkled as she caught his scent. It had been an involuntary reaction from her but it still caused a pang in his chest. "I only touched her in order to feed from her."
 
   An alluring smile curled her mouth. She slid her arms around his neck and rose onto her toes. "I have no doubt," she murmured as her lips brushed against his.
 
   Heat sizzled over him; he was instinctively drawn closer to her as his body sought out the connection with hers. His hands were in her hair before he even knew he was moving. The silken strands of it slid through his fingers and clung to his forearms. He pulled her closer as the clamoring need for her rose to epic levels.
 
   "Genny," he breathed against her mouth.
 
   Her hands clasped hold of his as she tilted her head back to meet his desperate kiss. Her taste was the balm he needed to rid his mouth of the blood he'd consumed tonight. He'd been relieved to discover blood once again had the pleasant, although coppery taste of wine and cinnamon. Though he'd enjoyed feeding again, it still wasn't the blood he craved most. That was inside of this woman, the only woman he'd ever loved and would ever love.
 
   He gathered her within his arms, lifted her off the ground and held her against him. The feel of her body held snugly against his sent his passion spiraling toward levels he'd never experienced with another woman. He could barely think straight, he clung to her as if his life depended on it.
 
   Gathering the last of his self-control, he forced himself to break off the kiss before he couldn't. "Atticus…"
 
   "We have to stop before this goes too far," he whispered in a ragged voice and he placed her on the ground again.
 
   Her lashes lifted, her black eyes gleamed as she looked up at him. "Don't stop."
 
   Though his heart didn't beat it felt as if it were racing in his chest when he looked down at her. "Genny what I want…"
 
   "I know what you want Atticus, I want it too." She pressed his hand against her chest. "You own my heart."
 
   His free hand fisted in her chemise at her thighs, he stared at her as he waited for her to change her mind. Waited for her to see the ragged need in him and realize that there would be no turning back if this continued. With frustrating slowness, he began to slide the chemise up her body. Instead of telling him to stop, she raised her arms for him to pull the thin material over her head. The candle flames flickered over her alabaster skin, causing it to dance with reds and oranges as he stepped back to drink in the sight of her.
 
   "Beautiful." It was the only coherent thought he could form right now.
 
   He couldn't stand the suddenly abrasive feel of his clothes against his skin as he lifted her up and carried her to the bed. He had to feel her flesh against his; it was the only thing that would ease the pressure building within him. He placed her tenderly on the bed. Stepping back, he hastily shed his own clothes before climbing onto the bed with her. The smile on her face would have tempted the angels from heaven, he thought as she opened her arms to him.
 
   The sensation of her flesh against his eased some of the clamoring desire within him as he kissed her and touched her and lost himself to the feel of her slender body. A small cry escaped her, her fingers dug into his back when their bodies finally joined. Being back in her presence these past few days had helped to ease the madness that had been festering within him, but finally being physically united with her made him feel utterly complete. In those moments it felt as though an inexplicable, yet completely unbreakable, bond wrapped around them both, tying one to the other. It was such an intense feeling that he was certain he could see a steel link wrapping around them.
 
   The pressure of her fangs against his shoulder caused his to lengthen in eager response. As her teeth pierced his flesh his own sank into her neck. In that instant he understood what it was to become one with someone, to share an eternal bond. This experience with her was something he'd never known could exist but it was by far the greatest experience of his life.
 
   His heart swelled with love as he lost himself to her. There wasn't anything he wouldn't do for her, nothing he wouldn't give up. She belonged to him and she would know only love and happiness from now on.
 
   He pulled her into his arms, cradling her against his chest as he fell back on the bed and tried to process the emotions still flowing through him. Her fingers curled into his chest, she snuggled against him. "Did I hurt you badly?" he asked in a ragged voice.
 
   "Never," she whispered. "Is it supposed to be like that? It almost felt like this link connected me and you, like it joined us somehow. Is that normal?"
 
   "No." He kissed her forehead and brushed the hair back from her face. "I felt the same thing and I have never experienced anything like it before. I can't ever let you go, Genny."
 
   She rested her chin on his chest and smiled at him. "I don't ever want you to and I will never let you go. You're my heart, Atticus."
 
   He pulled her down for another kiss. "You're my soul," he told her as he nibbled on her bottom lip.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 19 -
 
   Atticus strode into his father's manor the next day and glanced around the massive front room. "Where is my father?" he demanded of one of the passing servants.
 
   "I think he is in his private solar milord," the man gushed out before scurrying away.
 
   Atticus hurried across the rush covered floor to the stairs. He climbed them swiftly and briskly walked down the hall of the second floor. Raising his hand, he knocked on the door to his father's solar and entered when he heard the gruff, 'come in,' issued from the other side. Opening the door, he stepped into the dim candlelit room. His father sat at the head of the table with a golden goblet beside him and some parchments spread on the table before him. Atticus glanced around the room for some of his father's servants, or his uncle, but they were alone.
 
   "New details of the truce and The Council," his father said and gestured absently toward the parchments. "I see you've finally decided to return."
 
   Atticus ignored his father's disapproving tone. "There is something we must discuss."
 
   His father lifted his goblet and took a sip of it. The potent scent of blood drifted up from it as he studied Atticus over the rim. "Such as?"
 
   From years of experience he knew it was best not to hedge at things around his father. There had never been a time he'd openly disobeyed his father before. However, there was far more on the line here than what country they would be in or what his schooling and training would be. There would be no falling in line this time, not when it had to do with Genny.
 
   "I'd like to discuss my betrothal to Anna."
 
   "What of it?" his father inquired.
 
   "It is to be called off."
 
   His father quirked an eyebrow as he leaned forward and poured himself some more blood from the tankard at his elbow. "I see that the woman you've decided to play house with is far more skilled at the art of seduction than I had given her credit for."
 
   Atticus's hands fisted at his sides. "Don't talk about her like that," he grated from between clenched teeth.
 
   His father snorted with laughter. He took another drink and leaned back in his chair to survey Atticus with a twist of his upper lip. "One would think she was your first with the way that you're acting, but we both know that's far from true."
 
   "How do you even know about her?"
 
   "I'm not a fool nor am I blind. With the way you've been behaving these past few weeks I knew something was amiss. I have my ways of finding things out."
 
   Arturo or Merle wouldn't have told his father anything, of that much he was certain. That left only one way for his father to know about Genny, he was spying on him. Atticus placed his hands on the table and leaned toward his father. "You tell your men to stay away from me and especially her."
 
   His father dropped his goblet on the table. "You will not speak to me like that again. You may have your mother's blood in your veins but I am stronger than you, boy. I own you, and I will do as I please with you and my men. You are not free in this world."
 
   Frustration swelled through Atticus as he glared at the man across from him. His father was stronger than he was, he would not be able to overtake him, not now while he was still so young. "I am not marrying Anna," he said bluntly. "Merle has offered to marry her in my place…"
 
   "Of course he has. It will give him an advantage over you that he's never had before." His father believed those words but Atticus didn't. "Especially if you're insane enough to think that you will marry that village girl. It seems your cousin has more common sense and drive when it comes to the intrigues of politics than I'd given him credit for. My son, however, appears to be an imbecile."
 
   He fought the urge to drive his fist into his father's face but he refused to rise to his father's baiting. "You can arrange it so that Jane or another of Silas's relatives, whichever he chooses, will have the opportunity to marry my firstborn son," Atticus continued as if his father hadn't spoken.
 
   A cruel smile twisted his father's mouth. He poured himself another goblet of the viscous blood. "You think they aspire to be linked to the child of a prince and a gutter rat?" he scoffed.
 
   His teeth ground loudly together. "You and I both know that you have your ways and that you could work something out with them if you tried."
 
   "Yet again you're speaking to me as if you have a choice in this matter. Let us get this straight right now, you have no choice here. This marriage will benefit us all; do you think this truce amongst the nobles will last long? We must have the House of Salaze on our side when the truce collapses, that won't happen if you try to get out of this marriage. We will not be making an enemy out of them because you're caught up on some village whore."
 
   The blood rushed to his face; before he could stop himself he banged his hands on the table. "I told you not to talk about her like that!"
 
   His father slammed his goblet down, blood sloshed out the sides of it and onto the table. Before he could even blink, his father was upon him. Atticus's fingers flew up to claw at the hand squeezing down on his windpipe as his father thrust his face into Atticus's.
 
   "And I told you not to speak to me like that again!" he spat. "You're not strong enough yet, boy."
 
   Drawing on Genny's blood and the connection they shared, power swelled up to surge through his veins. His upper lip curled into a sneer as he lifted his forearm and smashed it against his father's hand with enough force to knock his father's hold free. Surprise flickered briefly over his father's features but he suppressed it quickly and stepped back to straighten his tunic.
 
   Atticus hadn't been expecting to break free of his father's hold. Even with his breeding, it never should have been possible. His father had almost four hundred years on him but he wasn't about to be pushed around, and he most certainly wasn't going to make Genny unhappy by being forced into a marriage that he didn't want. His father could probably still take him in a fight to the death but neither of them were willing to let this escalate to that point. They would both be losers then.
 
   "Merle will marry the girl," he said as he straightened his own tunic and stepped away from the wall.
 
   His father released a harsh bark of laughter. "Merle can only marry the younger daughter. Silas will not accept a substitute that has a lower pedigree than his own daughter. You will marry Anna. You need only bed her often enough to get her pregnant with a son then you can go about your life with this village woman as you see fit."
 
   "There are others amongst us that would prefer not to see this marriage happen. I'm sure if I bring this new arrangement up to The Council they will be more than happy to see Merle replace me. If it comes to that we will lose an alliance with Silas."
 
   His father's mouth pursed, the flicker of red in his eyes shocked Atticus more than his sudden attack had. His father was never ruffled, never showed any signs of losing his composure, but that flash of red revealed just how agitated he was right now. "If you continue to refuse to marry Anna, I'll have the village woman killed."
 
   Red suffused Atticus's vision at his father's blunt threat against Genny's life. Before he could stop himself he took four steps toward the man. He came back to his senses before he launched himself at his father and started the fight to the death that he hoped to avoid. If he lost the fight, Genny would be left alone and defenseless in a world that was becoming increasingly hostile for her.
 
   "Don't threaten her," Atticus growled.
 
   "You will do as you're told and I don't care what I have to do in order to ensure that. You will marry Anna or I will have the girl killed. I don't care if it takes me years, I will find an opportunity to destroy her if you refuse this contract or if you bring any other option up to The Council."
 
   Atticus's hands fisted, his nails dug so deeply into his palms that blood spilled free. He didn't know what to say or do, with that one threat to have Genny killed, his father had taken all options away from him. "Stay away from her."
 
   "The wedding will be moved up to the end of next month. I'd suggest finding a more suitable place for your mistress so that your bride doesn't become aware of her existence." Atticus took another step toward his father. His father lowered his goblet to the table and turned to face him. "You're valuable to me but don't think I won't beat you into submission and lock you away until the marriage can take place. If you force my hand, I will hide the girl from you and you'll never know where she is until you've produced an heir."
 
   "Stay away from her," he enunciated each word vehemently.
 
   "I'll stay away from her if you remain the dutiful groom."
 
   His teeth ground together so tightly that he thought he might shatter a few of them. "So be it."
 
   "Is that a yes?"
 
   "Yes." It was a lie, he knew it was a lie, but he forced himself to hold his father's gaze as he uttered the words, "I will marry Anna."
 
   "Good," his father said in a cheerful tone that made Atticus's eye twitch. "Now get out."
 
   Atticus waited for a minute before spinning on his heel and storming out of the room. He wanted nothing more than to escape this manor. He had to put some distance between himself and his father, but there was something that he had to retrieve before he could escape here.
 
   He hurried to his room, gathered what he needed and left the manor. It was just beginning to rain again when he stepped outside. Merle was waiting for him where he'd left him by the stable. "Went that well did it?" his cousin inquired as he handed Atticus the reins to Drago.
 
   "He threatened to have Genny killed."
 
   Merle looked at him as if he'd just told him that it never rained in England. "Atticus…"
 
   "I'll find a way to destroy him if he ever lays a hand on her," he vowed as he swung onto his saddle.
 
   Merle's mouth pursed, his eyebrows drew thoughtfully together before he turned to look at Atticus. "I know you don't want to hear this but maybe you should marry Anna. It doesn't have to be for a long time."
 
   "I told him I would marry her but that is not going to happen. I have to get Genny out of this country and somewhere safe." The only problem was he didn't know how he was ever going to be able to do that, or where they could possibly go that his father and the other aristocrats wouldn't eventually find them. "Somehow."
 
   Merle turned toward him as they entered the woods and rode through the rain toward the vampire village. "I may know of a way," he said. "And a place that will be safe."
 
   ***
 
   "There is a woman at the door for you, milady."
 
   Genny looked up from the game of dice she'd been playing with Camille and frowned at the guard Atticus had left behind. Arturo was standing in the doorway with his shoulders thrown back and a blank expression on his face. She'd asked him numerous times to stop calling her milady but he insisted upon it.
 
   "Who is it?" she inquired.
 
   "She claims to be your mother." The man's face remained expressionless as he spoke but she heard the tension in his voice.
 
   A shiver ran up Genny's spine, the hair on her neck stood on end. She could tell Arturo to send her away and he would, but Marie would only continue to come back until she was finally seen. Camille stared at her with troubled eyes, the dice clattered on the table when Camille placed them down with a trembling hand. It was the palest Genny had ever seen her sister.
 
   "Why don't you go upstairs," Genny suggested gently.
 
   "You're going to see her?"
 
   "She'll only return and I think it's best to get this over with."
 
   Camille glanced apprehensively at the doorway before shaking her head. "I'll stay with you."
 
   "You don't have to."
 
   "I want to."
 
   Genny nodded her agreement and turned back to the guard. "Send her in."
 
   "Are you sure milady?" he inquired.
 
   "Yes." Genny rose from her chair as Arturo turned away and left the doorway. She had to fight with herself not to twist her hands before her. There was no way she was going to reveal to Marie just how much she dreaded what was about to unfold. Marie wouldn't be here if she didn't want something, or if she didn't suspect something about Felix.
 
   The front door opened with a small squeak and closed again with a click. Genny thrust her shoulders back as Marie appeared in the doorway and entered the room with her usual grace. Arturo stood behind her, his distrust evident in the watchful eye he kept on Marie as she moved forward. Genny bowed her head to his unspoken question when he looked toward her. He glanced at her mother again before turning away from the doorway. She wasn't fooled into thinking he went far.
 
   "I was so worried about the both of you," Marie said in a sickly sweet voice that made Genny's stomach roll. "I didn't know where you'd gone when I came home to find the both of you and Felix no longer there. Are you alright my darlings?"
 
   A low snort of disdain escaped Camille as she shifted beside Genny. "We're fine Marie," Genny answered.
 
   Marie glanced around the manor before focusing on the two of them again. "What is all of this? I could scarcely believe it when some of the villagers told me that you had moved in here. Where is Felix, is he here?"
 
   "Is he not at home?" Genny inquired innocently.
 
   "No, he hasn't been seen in a few days. I know he wouldn't leave me," she moaned.
 
   "Why not? Everyone else has," Camille muttered.
 
   Genny elbowed her and shook her head disapprovingly. Camille was right of course, but Genny didn't like the idea of her sister stooping to Marie's malicious taunts. Marie's eyes narrowed on Camille but she didn't respond with some scathing retort like she normally would have. Genny didn't understand why she held her tongue; she never had before.
 
   "Felix was different though," she said and folded her hands before her demurely. "He cared for all of us so much."
 
   The sad thing was Marie actually did believe the man had cared for her. "Now that you've seen we're fine I think it's time for you to leave," Genny said quietly.
 
   Marie barely glanced at her though before focusing on Camille. "Whose home is this?" she inquired.
 
   "That's none of your business," Genny told her.
 
   "Is the man of the house here?" Marie pressed her voice taking on a desperate edge. "I would so like to meet him."
 
   Genny's jaw locked as she realized Marie's purpose here. Marie thought that perhaps there was a chance she could get to Atticus and that he would take an interest in her if they were to meet. Marie had a way with men but Genny knew there was nothing she would be able to say or do that would entice Atticus, but the thought of Marie trying to sink her claws into him made her hands fist.
 
   "He's not here," Genny replied briskly.
 
   Her mother gave her a scathing look before focusing on Camille and smiling radiantly at her. Confusion rolled through Genny, she didn't understand what was going on and Camille appeared just as baffled as she shot Genny a puzzled look. "My beautiful daughter!" Marie declared loudly as she approached them once more.
 
   Marie went to take hold of Camille's hands but she took an abrupt step away and shot a flustered look at Genny. "Leave her be," Genny ordered.
 
   "This conversation has no place for you in it, Genevieve," Marie replied dismissively. Camille took another step away but this time Marie was able to seize her hands. "My beautiful girl, you remind me so much of me when I was young. You most certainly inherited my beauty."
 
   "Let go of me!" Camille spat and jerked her hands free of Marie's grasp.
 
   Marie grabbed at her again but Camille retreated hastily. "I have no one to take care of me now, and I gave up everything for you," Marie whined as she took another step toward Camille.
 
   Genny stepped in between them and thrust her shoulders proudly back. "Leave her be," she commanded briskly.
 
   "I am not speaking with you Genny." Tears actually swam in her sky blue eyes when Marie focused on Camille again. "Please baby, I've done so much for you over the years. Please find it in your heart to give me a room here. I'm sure if you ask your lover…"
 
   Marie's words were drowned out by Camille's harsh bark of laughter. "You stupid, stupid woman," Camille choked out between her loud guffaws.
 
   "Camille don't," Genny warned.
 
   Marie's eyes were filled with confusion; she glanced between the two of them before focusing on Camille again. "I promise you won't even know I'm here. Just please have it in your heart to take care of me as I have taken care of you."
 
   "I'm not the one Marie," Camille managed to interrupt though she was still giggling behind her hand. "You've latched onto the wrong daughter today. It seems you really don't know men as well as you think you do."
 
   Marie's gaze slid toward her, Genny braced herself while Marie's eyes ran scathingly over her body before settling on her face. They were full of disbelief as she stared at her. "That's not possible," she murmured.
 
   Genny thrust her chin out. She was used to Marie's dismissive and callous demeanor toward her but she couldn't deny the stab of hurt that the words caused her. No matter how much she wished it didn't, it bothered her that her mother so openly disapproved of her.
 
   "It's time for you to leave," Genny told her in a surprisingly stable voice.
 
   Marie's disbelieving demeanor vanished; she batted her eyelashes as she rapidly switched tactics. "But Genevieve, I have nowhere to go. You cannot expect me to live on the street."
 
   "Perhaps Felix will come home; you can stay there until he does." Genny felt no compunction about lying to Marie. The woman would have lied to her with far more ease and would have no problem with seeing her living on the street. She'd treated her no better than a piece of meat when she'd tossed her over to the wolf that had been Felix.
 
   "You have so much here," Marie moaned.
 
   "It's not mine," she replied crisply. "And even if it were, I do not want you here."
 
   Marie's eyes flared red as she took a threatening step toward Genny. Refusing to back down, Genny held her ground and stared down at the woman that had given birth to her but would just as easily allow her life to be snuffed out. "Everything you have is because of me!" Marie hissed through her teeth. "I'm the one that taught you how to get your way with a man! I'm the one who has made you what you are! You wouldn't have any of this if it wasn't for me."
 
   "I'm nothing like you Marie," she replied. "I don't use men; I don't manipulate them. I'm here because of a good man that I love and who loves me. That is something that you could never understand. You are not welcome here; do not come back."
 
   "You ungrateful little bitch!" Marie spat.
 
   Marie's hand shot up so fast that Genny barely saw it moving until it was slicing through the air toward her. She recoiled, instinctively expecting the sting that accompanied such an action but Marie's hand never fell. Genny's eyes flew open, her mouth dropped when she spotted Atticus standing behind Marie with his large hand encircling her thin wrist. She had no idea where he'd come from, he'd been nowhere in sight just seconds ago, but he was there now and he looked livid enough to kill. His eyes were the color of fire as he stared at Marie. Marie's mouth hung open; her eyes bulged from her head as she gawked up at him.
 
   "That would be the worst mistake you ever made," Atticus growled at her.
 
   Marie tugged at her hand, a small mewl escaped her, but he didn't let her go as he continued to glower down at her. Genny stepped forward and rested her hand on his arm in an attempt to calm him. The fire faded from his eyes, his shoulders relaxed as he looked to her. He flung Marie's arm away with the same care he would have given to a dead rat.
 
   His hand slid into hers, he pulled her closer and held her against him. He fixed Marie with a look of loathing. "Your daughter is nothing like you. Now get out of this house. If you come back here I'll kill you myself," he vowed.
 
   Genny's fingers curled into the material of his tunic as Marie's gaze darted back and forth between them. She took a few stumbling steps back before regaining her composure and turning on her heel. Watching her walk away, Genny began to realize that she no longer hated the woman. She pitied her, yes, but she found it impossible to hate Marie when she had so much happiness in her life now.
 
   Though she never wanted to see her again, something drove Genny to speak to her once more. "Marie." She waited until the woman turned to look at her. "I forgive you, for everything."
 
   Atticus's hand squeezed her waist. Marie stared at her hatefully before turning and storming out of the house. "You're better than me," Camille said. "She doesn't deserve any forgiveness."
 
   "Forgiving her will bother her more than our hatred of her ever could. We have a new life ahead of us and we'll never have to see her again," Genny murmured.
 
   "No, you won't," Atticus promised and kissed the top of her head. "Did she hurt you before I arrived?"
 
   "No," Genny assured him.
 
   He kissed her again and rested his chin on her head. Camille slipped from the room as Genny closed her eyes and leaned into his reassuring embrace.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 20 -
 
   Genny giggled when he tickled her belly and pulled her closer against his bare chest. The sound of her laughter was the most beautiful noise he'd ever heard. It helped to ease the lingering bad memory of his visit with his father.
 
   He stretched his bare legs out on either side of her on the bed. His fingers ran over her arms as he inhaled her alluring scent. The aroma of his blood drifted from her veins and he could feel the power of hers pulsing through him. He was loath to intrude upon this moment of peace and love but he had to talk to her about what had occurred with his father. The compulsion to hold her had been too overwhelming once he'd seen her again, and he'd lost himself to her for the past few hours, but she had to know what was coming next for them and what he planned.
 
   He nuzzled her temple and kissed her tenderly. He'd recently fed from her but the need to taste her again came back with a fierceness that caused his fangs to lengthen against her silky skin. She turned her head to the side to give him better access to her vein but he had to refuse it if they were going to get any talking done. He gave her another kiss before leaning against the headboard and wrapping his arms around her.
 
   "We have to talk," he said.
 
   She twisted her head to meet his gaze, her laughter faded away as apprehension flickered across her features. "Things didn't go well with your father, did they?"
 
   He brushed the hair back from her forehead. "No, they didn't."
 
   Her mouth pursed and her chin jutted out as if she were bracing for a blow. "What happened?"
 
   He intended to tell her what his father had said but the anxious look on her face caused him to skip that part of the conversation and go straight to his plans. He had to reassure her that he still did not intend to be without her. "Have you heard of the other land? The one that the Vikings have discovered?"
 
   "Well yes, I've heard the whispers and rumors about it."
 
   "They're not rumors Genny."
 
   "What does that land have to do with anything?"
 
   He pressed a kiss to her forehead, hoping to ease the lines of distress etched into it. "My father has refused the idea of Merle marrying Anna." Her fingers curled into his, he felt the tremor that slid through her before she suppressed it. "And he has decided that my wedding to Anna will be moved up to the end of next month."
 
   Her lashes fell over her eyes as she bowed her head to stare at the bed. "I see."
 
   "I'm not marrying that woman Genny."
 
   "If he says you must Atticus, then there is nothing else that you can do." Her fingers dug into his but she wouldn't look at him again.
 
   "No," he said forcefully. He placed his fingers under her chin and lifted it so that she had to look at him. "No. He believes I can marry her and keep you as my mistress."
 
   That shudder ran through her again, and though she couldn't keep her eyes from turning as red as rubies, she was able to maintain an impassive expression on her face. "I know how things work; I know that you have to obey him. If you must…" her voice broke off, tears filled her eyes but she rapidly blinked them back.
 
   "And you would allow this?"
 
   Her face twisted in sorrow, she tried to break free of his grasp but he refused to release her. "Please let me go."
 
   "Tell me Genny, how would you feel about me lying with another woman and having her bear my children?"
 
   "It would break my heart. I don't think I could stand it," she whispered as tears slid down her face. "I can't be your mistress but losing you will kill me."
 
   He tilted her head and kissed her trembling lips tenderly. "It would break my heart too," he whispered when he reluctantly pulled away from her. "I could never hurt you in such a way, never. I wouldn't even be able to lay with her, not with the knowledge of what it will do to you. Not when the idea of even touching another woman is completely repulsive to me. This wedding won't happen simply because it can't."
 
   "Then what do we do?"
 
   "We leave."
 
   "Your father won't allow you to leave. I'm not a part of the aristocracy but even I know that such disobedience would never be tolerated. They would hunt you down."
 
   "They would," he agreed.
 
   "They'd kill you," she whispered.
 
   His hands clenched on her, he didn't care about himself, it was her safety that was of far more importance to him. He debated keeping the threat his father had made from her, but she had to know everything before she made any decisions. She may just choose to walk out of his life in order to keep herself safe, and he wouldn't blame her if she did. It would break his heart, he didn't know how he would react to it, but he would allow her to go if it kept her alive.
 
   "It's you my father would kill." Her head shot around, her eyes fixed on his. "He knows about you Genny, and he's made it clear that if I don't marry Anna he will find a way to end your life."
 
   Her eyes searched his face as she studied him. "And what would become of you? What would he do to you?"
 
   "I'm not concerned about me."
 
   "I am."
 
   His fingers slid over her hair. He pulled her closer and kissed her tenderly as the love he had for her swelled even higher. "Taking you from me would be the worst thing he could ever do. If you decide to leave me Genny…"
 
   "No!" she cried. Her hands clasped his wrists. "I never want to be apart from you!"
 
   The relief that filled him with those words was short lived, her life was still in peril and his father would do what he could to make sure that Atticus obeyed him. "It would keep you safe if you did," he whispered.
 
   "Do you think I should leave?"
 
   "I think we should both leave, together. We could hide in the new land. They would never expect us to go there, especially not me. It will be difficult, it will take a lot of getting used to on both our parts, but we would be safe there. We could build a life together without constantly having to worry that they'll find us. There are indigenous people there and plenty of wildlife we could feed from. We'd be free."
 
   She tilted her head to look up at him; her nose almost touched his. "What about everything that you would be giving up?" she inquired. "The money, your home, your family."
 
   "Money will mean nothing over there, I will gladly call wherever you are my home, and we will build our own family." He smiled at her as he stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. "We'll have many children that we'll love and cherish, children that will run free in the new land."
 
   "And they'll never know unhappiness?"
 
   "How could they possibly with you as their mother?"
 
   She laughed as she squeezed his wrists more firmly. "That sounds better than a dream. Camille will have to come with us."
 
   "Of course," he said.
 
   "And will Merle go?" she asked.
 
   "It was Merle's idea and he has offered to take us on his ship."
 
   "He'd be willing to give everything up too?"
 
   "It's not giving everything up; he would be gaining a freedom that he would never have here. Neither of us are particularly fond of the political intrigue of the nobles and though Merle is resigned to marrying Jane, he's always enjoyed his freedom. I think, to him, this is a big adventure and he's more than willing to sign on for it."
 
   "Are you sure you want to do this?"
 
   "This is the surest I've ever been about anything in my life. It will be us from now on." He leaned over and grabbed hold of the tunic he had draped over the wooden chair beside the bed earlier. He searched through the inside pockets before closing his hand around what he sought and pulling them free. He brought his hand before her and opened it to reveal the simple gold bands he'd taken from his room.
 
   "These rings have been handed down through my mother's family since they first walked upon this earth," he told her. "When my mother died they came to me. They haven't been exchanged in a wedding ceremony since my great great-great grandparents were first wed. These were the first wedding rings ever exchanged between vampires and I want them to be ours."
 
   She gawked at the rings in his hand before she turned toward him. "Atticus, they're… are we even supposed to?"
 
   "We are supposed to do whatever we choose to do from now on," he said with a smile. "Just like these rings were a beginning back then, they're a beginning for us now." He took hold of her hand and held her fingers out. "I want you to be my wife Genny and to wear this ring as a symbol of the fact that you are my wife, if you'll have me."
 
   Lit by her vibrant smile, her face radiated love as she nodded enthusiastically. "Of course I will."
 
   He slid the ring onto her finger and settled it snuggly into place. He handed her the other ring and held his hand out for her to place the ring onto it. "I probably won't be able to make the ceremony happen while we're still in England, not with my father watching. As soon as I can I'll find someone to marry us, but this is permanent for me Genny," he vowed.
 
   She threw her arms around him. "It doesn't matter. I don't need a ceremony; this is permanent for me also. I've never been so happy before!"
 
   "Neither have I, wife," he whispered as he nuzzled her ear.
 
   She giggled and pressed closer to him. "My husband," she whispered. "You are my heart."
 
   His arms constricted around her as love swelled within him. "You are my soul."
 
   ***
 
   Camille glanced up when Genny approached where she sat alone at the large table. There was a needle and thread in Camille's delicate hand, she'd been trying to learn how to sew and Atticus had brought in a woman that was helping to teach her. Genny stopped to admire the colorful blues, purples and yellows weaved throughout the beautiful tapestry her sister was creating.
 
   "You want to learn now, don't you?" Camille inquired with a teasing smile.
 
   At first the idea of it hadn't been overly appealing to her, but seeing what Camille was creating and knowing what she knew now, it would probably be best if she did know how to sew, at least to make clothes. "I do."
 
   Camille released a small laugh. "I never thought I'd hear you say that, but I'll teach you if you would like."
 
   "I would." Genny pulled out the chair next to her. "But we have to talk first."
 
   Camille lifted an eyebrow and placed down her needle and thread. "Is there something wrong?"
 
   "No, well yes, sort of." Genny leaned toward her as she explained everything that Atticus had told her last night. "We can start over there."
 
   "Or we could be killed," she whispered when Genny was done speaking. "We have no idea what awaits us over there."
 
   Genny rested her hand on top of Camille's and squeezed it. "I won't go without you, but if we go somewhere else they will hunt us down. I can't lose him Camille; I can't lose either one of you."
 
   Camille's eyes fell to the gold ring on her index finger and widened considerably. "Genny…"
 
   "It may not have been the traditional ceremony but he's my husband now."
 
   Camille's eyes came back to hers; tears bloomed in their vivid blue depths. She threw her arms around Genny and laughed as she hugged her close. "I'm so happy for you."
 
   Relief filled Genny as she hugged her back. She hadn't been sure how Camille would take the news. "Thank you."
 
   Camille reluctantly released her and sat back. "We have no idea what may await us over there."
 
   "We've never had an idea of what awaited us," Genny said. "Our lives have always been a never ending game of not knowing where we were going to sleep, where Marie was going to leave us, what Felix was going to do next. It will be uncertain in the new land too but at least we can start over. We can make it a home and hopefully we can stop living in fear."
 
   Camille wiped at her eyes before smiling at her. "You're right," she agreed. "This will be a new beginning."
 
   "It will," Genny promised and squeezed her sister's hands.
 
   "Are you sure you would like me to teach you how to do this?" Camille asked as she turned back to her tapestry.
 
   "It would probably be best if I knew how to sew if we're going to stay clothed."
 
   "I don't know, I think Atticus prefers you naked," Camille teased.
 
   Genny laughed and shook her head at her sister. "Well he doesn't always get what he wants."
 
   Camille pulled out another needle and some more thread and set Genny up to start a new project. In less than thirty seconds she managed to stab herself with the needle but they were both laughing as Camille patiently taught her what to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 21 -
 
   Over the next couple of weeks, Atticus worked to get ready to leave England as secretly as possible. In order to not alert his father to his plans, he had decided to harvest solely the blood of animals for the journey. Normally a number of humans would make a sea voyage with them but he wasn't willing to take the chance of any word getting out that he was acquiring humans. Knowing that he was being monitored, he had taken to draining some blood from the horses in the stable on a daily basis.
 
   Merle took the bottled blood to his ship in saddlebags and hidden under his tunic at night and stashed it in the cargo hold. Merle had two humans already living on board his ship, but that wouldn't be enough to supply four vampires for a possible month or more without risking the lives of the humans. That was if the journey only took a month, none of them were familiar with this trip and they wouldn't be traveling with the normal amount of crew that such a journey required. It would only be him and Merle navigating the unfamiliar waters. That was why he planned to stash at least enough blood to get them through two months at sea.
 
   Genny also gathered blood from the animals that she and Camille hunted in the woods. This wasn't a deviation from her normal routine, and neither was bringing the animals home so he doubted anyone would question it, especially when the animals were released out the door again for everyone to see, just as they always had been. The only deviation was that he or Arturo was always by Genny's side when she entered the woods, he didn't dare leave her alone after his father's threat.
 
   When it was finally time to leave, there would only be two trunks of clothing going with them onto the ship. Everything else would be left behind and he was perfectly content with that.
 
   Atticus climbed the stairs to the second floor of the manor and followed the call of his blood within Genny's veins down the hall. He found her kneeling before her trunk with her clothing scattered around her as she rearranged the things within it. He smiled when he spotted the parchment rolled up within. "Will you ever let me read what you have written?"
 
   She smiled up at him and replaced the false bottom. "You never know, it's going to be a long journey," she replied teasingly.
 
   "I have something else planned for that time," he told her with a wink.
 
   She laughed as she rose to her feet and wiped her hands on her tunic. She stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. "You're incorrigible."
 
   "Especially when it comes to you." He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her a step closer. "We'll be ready to leave tomorrow night."
 
   Her hands rested on his chest. "How will we get to the ship?"
 
   "Merle and I have identified all of the men watching over me and he's discovered a few following him too, which is no surprise. When the sun sets tomorrow, we'll take down the ones standing guard and we'll move as rapidly as possible to the ship. Merle already has everything ready to go for when we arrive there."
 
   "Will your father be able to follow us once he realizes we've left on Merle's ship?"
 
   "He won't know we're gone until the following morning or hopefully even the afternoon, and by then there will be no way for him to follow us. He'll never expect us to go anywhere outside of the continent, or perhaps Asia."
 
   She nervously bit into her bottom lip. He wiggled her hips back and forth playfully in an attempt to ease the worry lines from her face. He finally succeeded in bringing a smile to her lips and then a laugh as her eyes began to twinkle.
 
   "Much better." He kissed her and took a step away before he could be swept up in the passion she so easily ignited within him. "My father has sent for me again."
 
   Alarm flickered over her features but she quickly covered it up. His father had sent for him a handful of times over the past few weeks and he'd always played the role of dutiful son and gone. He resented every minute he was away from her but he would play the game for as long as it was required of him. It wouldn't be much more time until he was able to get Genny safely away from here and he'd never have to be apart from her again.
 
   "I'll be back soon," he promised.
 
   "Please be careful."
 
   "Nothing will get to me," he told her with a cocky grin. "It would be best if you stayed in the house though."
 
   "I'll just go to retrieve Camille, and then I'll come right back," she promised.
 
   "Take Arturo with you."
 
   "I will." She rose on her toes to kiss him again. "You're my heart."
 
   He smiled down at her as she spoke the words they always exchanged when they parted now. He pressed her hand against his chest and held it there. "You're my soul."
 
   ***
 
   "Going out milady?" Arturo asked as she approached the front door.
 
   Genny stifled a groan, she had given up on trying to get him to stop calling her milady, but she still disliked it. "I am Arturo; my sister will be done watching the children soon."
 
   "I'll come with you," he offered though Atticus had probably already told him that he had to join her.
 
   She suspected that he felt it was better to offer to walk with her than to tell her that he was going to walk with her. Arturo knew how to handle women better than his squat exterior, beady brown eyes and powerful body would have let on. It amused her to see such a suave man emerge from one that looked far more capable of ripping someone's head off than romancing them.
 
   "I'd like that," she told him, following the roles they had each established since he'd started standing guard over her.
 
   He held the door open for her as she stepped outside. Walking side by side, they descended the steps to the dirt road. They could always take the horses into town but she found she preferred walking. She'd been spending a lot more time inside since they'd moved to the house and she missed being out in the fresh air. She had hoped to get back over to the human town to say goodbye to Matilda before leaving but she didn't think that was going to happen. Maybe tomorrow, she thought as she lifted her tunic to avoid some horse dung in the road.
 
   "How long have you known Atticus?" she inquired.
 
   "Since he was born. I was in his mother's employ before then, but I was assigned to Lord Atticus upon his birth."
 
   Genny turned toward him. "His mother must have had great faith in you to let you watch over her child."
 
   "She did milady."
 
   Genny grew quiet as they approached the village. She could already see Camille down by the house with a group of children playing outside. A smile broke over her face when Camille looked up and waved enthusiastically. Camille had been nervous and uncertain about their course of action for the first week, but the more they prepared for it, the more relaxed about the plan she'd become. She'd even managed to make three blankets since then. Genny had succeeded in finishing her first blanket last night and though it was a little lopsided, she was extremely proud of it.
 
   Camille said something to one of the women that Genny recognized as another worker at the orphanage. Turning away, Camille took three steps away from the woman when a distant twain reverberated through the air. Confusion filled Genny as she tried to place what had caused the noise and the strange whistling sound that accompanied it. Her head tipped back, her eyes latched onto a wave of arrows rising high into the air. The fading sunset glinted on the metal heads and turned the feathers the color of a peach as the arrows began their downward descent.
 
   The woman that had just spoken with Camille staggered backward, her hands clawed at her chest and the arrow protruding from there. Shouts reverberated through the village, Genny's mind spun as it tried to take everything in.
 
   The whistle of more arrows soaring into the air was nearly drowned out by the growing screams of the villagers. A glow began to light the darkening sky as the first flames shot into the air from the direction of where Felix's hut stood. The scent of smoke drifted to her, she spotted the first curling tendrils of it rising into the air. She had no idea what was going on, but she did know that they had to get out of here, now.
 
   She lunged toward Camille but Arturo grabbed hold of her arm and yanked her back. "My sister!" she screamed. She clawed at his restraining hand as at least a hundred more arrows descended from the sky again.
 
   "You are my concern," Arturo replied stonily. He wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her off the ground.
 
   Genny screamed in fury, she kicked savagely at him but even as he was spinning her around, more flames were erupting from the direction they had walked here from. They were pinned in between the flames and the arrows. Arturo dropped her on the ground, and pulling her beneath him, he bent over her while arrows rained down upon them. Screams of suffering and confusion tore through the dwindling day, she watched the feet of the vampires racing around them from under Arturo's arm. Bile surged up her throat when a child fell beside her, his eyes were open wide, his hands twitched on the ground as the life faded from his gaze.
 
   Arturo rose over her and pulled her back to her feet. Her attention was torn away from the child by the arrows protruding from Arturo's shoulder and back, arrows that would have hit her if it hadn't been for him. She lurched forward to try and help him but he shoved her hands aside and attempted to grab hold of her again. Though she was concerned about him, her primary concern was for her sister and if he caught her again he would try to keep her away from Camille.
 
   Spinning away from him, she shoved past the crowd of vampires trying to flee in the other direction. Bodies bounced and shoved against her as she fought her way through the crowd. The Watchmen began to bellow orders to the panicking vampires but no one seemed to be paying them any attention as they fled heedlessly away from the fires. Through the chaos of retreating vampires, the growing plumes of smoke, and the encroaching flames shooting into the air, she spotted Camille with one of the children.
 
   "Camille!" she screamed as she heedlessly shoved another vampire out of her way.
 
   Camille's frightened gaze met hers as the first figures began to emerge from amongst the huts and smoke that obscured the view of the forest. Bows were in most of their hands but a few were holding torches that they tossed onto the roofs of the huts as they moved. Her confusion continued to mount when she recognized some of the faces amongst the trees.
 
   Humans, she realized, from the nearby village. But why were they here, why were they doing this?
 
   She didn't have time to ponder that question though. She was almost to Camille's side when the sound of more arrows being released filled the air.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus barely heard a word his father was saying as he prattled on about details of a wedding that was never going to take place. It took everything he had not to tap his fingers on the table but he was doing his best to play the role of compliant son. Appearing impatient or uncaring right now would not fit that role.
 
   "Silas says the manor that he is giving to you for a wedding gift is nearly completed," his father said.
 
   "That's good," he muttered as he stared at the slit of a window in the wall.
 
   "It will be a fine manor."
 
   "I'm sure it will." Though he didn't plan to ever see it. A smile tugged at his lips as his thoughts drifted to a life with Genny free of the rules and restrictions that they both lived under in this world, a life where they would be free to raise a family together.
 
   "There is also the matter of the next Council meeting." An uneasy feeling began to coil through Atticus's belly. "It will be right after your wedding." He pressed his palms flat against the table and though he knew that his father continued to speak he barely heard a word the man said. "I think it would be best if you brought your new bride with you." Atticus rose from his chair and approached the window. "It would be good to allow The Council to see that you are a united front. To show them all that the two most powerful vampire families have joined and that we are not to be messed with."
 
   His gaze searched the horizon but he saw nothing unusual amongst the surrounding landscape. Even still a growing sense of impending doom built within him. "I have to go," he said abruptly and turned away from his father.
 
   "I am not done speaking!" his father barked. His father moved swiftly away from the table to try and intercept him but Atticus was already at the door. He threw it open and ran down the hall. "Atticus! You are not to leave here until I am through speaking with you!"
 
   There was something about the tone of his father's booming voice that caused him to turn while in the middle of descending the stairs. His father's eyes were almost frantic as he leaned over the upper railing to look down at him. Full-blown panic hit him as realization slid through him; he hadn't been called here today because of the wedding.
 
   Genny. He knew instantly that he had to get to her, now.
 
   Turning away from his father, his feet never touched the last twelve steps as he leapt off the stairs and hit the ground running. The power of Genny's blood, and his mother's strong bloodline, pulsed through his veins. He became as fleeting as a shadow as he raced across the manor grounds.
 
   The faint scent of smoke drifted to him when he reached the wood line.
 
   ***
 
   The screams increased in intensity around her, the smoke caused her eyes to water but she finally made it to Camille's side. A driving urgency propelled her as she grabbed hold of Camille's arms. She tugged her sister to her feet and away from the motionless boy that lay at her side. Camille staggered over top of the dead boy and into her arms. Wrapping her arm around her sister's shoulders, she turned her away as even more humans approached from the woods.
 
   Terror pulsed in her veins, pain and distress resonated through the vampires trying to escape the village. These vampires weren't fighters; these were women and children who had never experienced anything like this before. The Watchmen had jumped into the fray, but they were outnumbered at least five to one by the humans. She watched as two of them were struck down by a wave of arrows. Some village vampires tried to go at the humans but they were also struck down. Even though a few humans fell, it wasn't enough to put a dent in the growing number still pouring out of the woods.
 
   The smoke billowing from the fires had caused the last of the day to turn to night, even with her enhanced vision she was having a difficult time seeing through the thick substance. She frantically looked around for a way to escape but there were humans closing in from behind them and from both sides of the road. Genny started to pull Camille forward in the hopes that the humans hadn't already closed off all of their chances at escape.
 
   Sweat from the increasing heat of the fires and the horror tearing through her system caused her tunic to stick to her. It hindered her movements as she struggled to get over the bodies littering the ground. Arrows continued to fall around them. They hit the hard ground with a thud and the much softer bodies with a sickening squishy and bone crunching sound that she knew would haunt her forever.
 
   Arturo emerged from the smoke like a sinister avenger; the scowl on his face would have been frightening if she hadn't already hit her limit for terror. "This way!" he commanded and wrapped his hand around her elbow. He ruthlessly shoved scrambling vampires out of the way as he charged through the crowd. Genny kept her arm protectively around Camille to shelter her from the encroaching flames and the whistling arrows flying past them.
 
   A startled cry escaped Genny; her hand flew to her cheek when an arrowhead sliced across her face. Blood spilled down her cheek but the thing that caused her to choke back a scream was the arrow embedding itself into the back of the vampire before them. Camille let out a frightened cry as the vampire fell at their feet. Genny wrapped her hand around Camille's head and clasped it against her breast to block her sister from the senseless slaughter.
 
   A loud shout erupted from the humans, before Genny had any idea of what was going on, Arturo was shoving her before him. She spun in time to see dozens of arrows whizzing toward them. Arturo stood before her with his arms thrown out to the side. Genny held Arturo's dismayed gaze as the impact of the arrows hitting his body caused him to do an odd little lurching dance that reminded her of a marionette. Genny grabbed for Arturo to try and help him but he slapped her hands away from him. He pushed her forward a couple of steps before blood exploded from his mouth and sprayed over her face.
 
   A scream caught in her throat. She hastily wiped away the warm blood caught in her lashes and on her lips. "Run," Arturo gurgled at her.
 
   Camille screamed as Arturo fell to the ground. He lay unmoving on the ground before them with half a dozen arrows protruding from his back. The weight of Camille's body almost dragged her down when her sister's knees gave out on her, but Genny managed to keep her upright. She spun away from the humans now rushing forward with far more courage. It took everything she had not to scream and give into the panic threatening to consume her, but she couldn't afford to lose control now. They would never survive if she did.
 
   Genny strained to see through the smoke as she tried to ascertain where they were in the village. She wanted to take a minute to get their bearings in the thick smoke but to stop now was certain death. The power of Atticus's blood gave her a strength she hadn't known she possessed as she rushed forward with her sister cradled against her chest.
 
   A vampire crashed into them as they neared an area of the woods that Genny rarely traversed. The trees were thick and there wasn't any civilization for miles. This area of the woods had always intrigued her but with having to steal for Felix she'd only been able to explore it half a dozen times. It would be the perfect place to escape to now, if they could just make it there alive.
 
   Another vampire crashed into her and knocked her back but she managed to keep herself from falling over by planting her feet. She took a few more steps toward the woods before a piercing pain lanced through her calf. Glancing down, she spotted the head of the arrow that had sliced through the back of her calf and now protruded out the front of her shin.
 
   "Genny!" Camille cried.
 
   "Keep going!" she hissed from between her teeth.
 
   She refused to give into the pain threatening to cripple her as she rushed forward with a limp. It should have hindered her progress but she was fueled by her adrenaline and Atticus's powerful blood in her veins. Only a few more feet and they would be deep within the shadows of the massive trees. Hope filled her when she spotted other vampires fleeing into the safety of the woods.
 
   The whistle of more arrows being released reached her seconds before she grabbed hold of Camille and thrust her sister in front of her. The excruciating agony of two more arrows hitting her caused a grunt to escape her but the scream that she had been about to emit became trapped in her throat. One arrow had slammed into her shoulder. The force of it shoved her forward but she managed to keep herself from falling on top of Camille and pinning her sister beneath her weight.
 
   Her hands tightened on Camille's shoulders so that she could keep her balance. "You tell Atticus he's my heart," she whispered gruffly in Camille's ear. "You make sure you tell him that for me Camille."
 
   Camille turned toward her, her mouth dropped. A gargled scream escaped her sister, tears bloomed in her eyes and she lurched for her. Genny fought off her frantic hands as Camille tried to grab at the arrow that had pierced through her back and now protruded through the front of her chest. It was a mortal wound; even now she could feel the weakness stealing through her body, robbing her of the extra strength that Atticus's blood had granted her. Blood that was enough to allow her to stay upright and say goodbye to her sister but it would never be enough to heal the hole that had been torn through her heart.
 
   She couldn't go down now though, not while Camille was watching. She would never allow her sister to see that and she had to make sure Camille escaped.
 
   "Genny!" Camille screamed in a raw voice so full of anguish that it caused the first tears to fill Genny's eyes.
 
   "Go Camille," she urged as she pushed at her sister again. "You must go."
 
   "Not without you," she vowed as tears slid down her face, leaving clean streaks through the soot, dirt, and blood that covered her beautiful face.
 
   Genny grabbed hold of her cheeks. "I'd willingly give my life for you again if I could, but please don't let my sacrifice be for nothing. Leave me here and run."
 
   "No," Camille whimpered. "Come with me Genny, please."
 
   "I can't. There's no hope for me anymore." Words were becoming increasingly difficult to form as blood swelled up her throat. "I…" Her words cut off as she coughed up some of the blood that was choking her. "Love you… Tell him, Camille… pro… mise me."
 
   "I'll tell him," Camille whimpered. "I love you too."
 
   Genny pulled her sister close and kissed her forehead before shoving her backward with enough force to push her down the embankment toward the woods. She caught a glimpse of Camille staggering awkwardly to her feet and turning to look at her. Camille took a few steps back toward her but Genny waved her away.
 
   Please don't watch this, Genny silently pleaded as Camille remained frozen in the woods before her.
 
   Sobbing, Camille spun on her heel and fled into the shadows. Relief filled Genny as Camille disappeared amongst the trees; she tried to take another step forward before realizing that she couldn't. She didn't remember falling, didn't know when it had happened but she realized now she was already lying on her stomach on the ground.
 
   The scent of dirt and smoke clogged her nose. She watched the feet of the vampires running back and forth as they tried to escape the chaos and the humans that stalked them. Blood oozed from her wounds and seeped into the earth. Her fingers curled into the dirt beneath her as tears of sorrow streaked down her cheeks.
 
   Atticus, she thought longingly. This would devastate him and no matter how badly she wanted to stay, how much she fought to try and hold onto the life she felt slipping away, there was nothing she could do to remain with him. The life they'd dreamed of was as broken now as her body was.
 
   The thick smoke parted, the death and misery of the village surrounding her gave way to reveal Atticus standing in a field of tall, flowing green grass. He laughed as he held his arms out to a young girl who ran eagerly into them. Behind the girl, a smaller boy tottered along, trying to keep up with his older sister. Atticus bent to scoop the boy up with his sister and held them against his chest. He turned toward her; a radiant smile lit his stunning face and his striking eyes danced with merriment as he called for her to join them.
 
   Genny laughed as she was drawn toward the family that was hers and the future that was everything they'd dreamed of together. Atticus's warm arms enfolded her, love engulfed her as she gazed at the little boy with eyes and hair as dark as hers, and the girl with eyes the color of her father's.
 
   "My heart," she whispered and leaned forward to kiss him.
 
   "My soul," he breathed against her lips as he kissed her back.
 
   The nightmare before her was forgotten as she walked with them across the field and into a warm glow that engulfed her until she saw no more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 22 -
 
   Twelve hundred pounds of horse kicked him in the chest, or at least that was the way it felt as only a quarter mile from the town something smashed into his heart with enough force to knock him back. He staggered a few steps forward again before falling and landing upon his knees. A roar tore from his throat leaving it ragged and raw. It felt as if his soul had been ripped from his chest and battered upon the rocks as forcefully as a ship caught within a storm. Just like that ship he felt himself sinking beneath the deep waves of fury and despair that pounded over and through him.
 
   In that second he knew that Genny was gone.
 
   Another bellow tore from him, something within him shattered and fractured apart. He could feel the pieces of himself scattering around him, pieces he would never be able to put back together. Agony swept over him, forcing his head down as he was bent double by the weight of the emotions tearing through him.
 
   His knuckles rested on the ground, he didn't require air to breathe but his shoulders were still heaving as the muscles in his forearms bulged. His teeth ground together, his fangs burst free of his mouth as uncontrollable rage consumed him. Launching himself off the ground he poured on the speed toward the town.
 
   Screams resonated through the air as he leapt up the embankment in one easy bound and landed upon the smoke enshrouded street. The potent scent of blood mixed with the odors of sweat and panic. The woodsy and acrid aroma of the smoke filled the air to create something that would haunt his dreams for the rest of his life. He didn't care about any of it though; all he craved was death.
 
   Arrows flew through the air but he didn't pay them any attention as he grabbed hold of two humans. He tore the throat out of one and snapped the neck of the other before carelessly dropping their bodies to the ground. The murderous frenzy churning within him made him feel like a demon, rising up from Hell to scrub the earth clean of all the human vermin that resided upon it. For the first time he felt the power of his ancestors throbbing and growing within him. Felt the connection to the original vampire that had walked this earth and he knew it was Lucifer's blood that filled his veins.
 
   He easily slaughtered another four humans before he stopped to feed on the fifth. He tossed away the empty shell that remained. It was the first human he'd ever killed, something he'd sworn he'd never do, and yet he felt nothing for the pathetic creature as he stepped over it. They were like rats though. Everywhere he looked more of them seemed to emerge but he was driven by revenge, consumed with the emptiness inside of him, and fueled by the blood pulsing within his veins.
 
   Moving faster after each kill, he glided seamlessly through the chaos. Rising up like a demon behind the humans he hunted, he pulled them down with him into the smoke. He brought to them, in the last seconds of their lives, the desolation that now encompassed him, before tearing them apart and tossing them aside. The screams of the ones he murdered resonated in his ears. The horror on their faces barely registered as he slaughtered one after another until the thirty or so humans that had survived the original attack on the village were nothing but piles of waste littering the ground.
 
   Standing in the center of the road, he surveyed the carnage. Blood had seeped through his clothes to adhere the linen to his skin. The sticky liquid dripped from the soaked strands of his hair, ran down his chest in rivulets and fell upon the reddened dirt road. Carcasses of vampires and humans littered the ground around him. The flames of the spreading fire crackled and popped, waves of heat licked against his flesh as the blaze consumed the surrounding woods and huts.
 
   The whole town was going to burn and he didn't care. He stepped over a couple of headless humans as he searched the bodies scattered across the ground. Whatever vampires had managed to survive had fled the scene; he doubted any of them would be returning.
 
   None of them mattered though; there was only one that did. His blood in her veins had ceased calling to him, but he caught the scent of sweet asters even over the massacre surrounding him. Pulled irresistibly toward her, he felt nothing as he stepped over Arturo's motionless body and purposely continued forward.
 
   His stride slowed when he spotted her blue tunic in the shadows of a nearby hut. Her left hand was stretched toward the embankment that was only feet away from her. She appeared to be reaching to something far beyond this world and him. The anger and revenge that had fueled him started to dissipate as he approached her. Grief swelled within him, tears burned his eyes as he knelt beside her. Her face was turned toward him; her eyes were open and unseeing. Though there was no life left within her there was a look of peace on her face that rocked him to the very center of his being.
 
   "Genny," he breathed as he pressed tremulous fingers against her porcelain cheek.
 
   Her flesh was already cooling beneath his hand; her beautiful black eyes were becoming opaque and showed no flicker of a reaction to his touch. The times her face had lit up and radiated her love for him flooded his mind as his fingers slid back to touch upon her silken hair. A choked cry escaped him, his shoulders hunched forward and he moved closer to her. His life crumpled around his feet as surely as the huts toppling beneath the fire eating at them. Everything he'd ever dreamed of, or hoped for, was as dead as she was. The temptation to curl up beside her, gather her into his arms and let it all go built within him.
 
   Even as the urge hit him, his gaze landed on the arrows protruding from her body.
 
   The fear and pain she must have experienced in her last minutes resonated within him. Fear and pain he had promised to keep her safe from. Self-hatred swamped him; his entire body began to shake from the waves of emotion crashing against him. He had failed her, he had promised to keep her safe, she had been his wife and he had failed her. He wouldn't do so again, everyone and everything that had been even partially responsible for her death was going to pay and he knew exactly who to start with.
 
   Unable to take the sight of them, he broke the shafts off the arrows and gently rolled her over to pull them out of her beautiful body. He wasn't aware that he was crying until he closed her eyes and his tears fell down to wet her soot and dirt streaked skin. Lifting her within his arms, he clasped her against his chest and bent to press a kiss against her cheek. Her head lolled lifelessly against his chest as he walked across the road to the woods.
 
   He carefully placed her in a secluded place within the forest before returning to the town. There was nothing that he cared about anymore, but if he was going to get his full revenge he couldn't leave things like this. Moving with rapid speed throughout the town, he gathered the remains of the dead and tossed them onto the spreading flames. There could be no proof that a vampire had been the one to kill all the humans. The humans would still be suspicious of what had caused the deaths here, but burned remains offered no evidence and there were no vampires left in this village for the people to come after anymore.
 
   The vampire bodies had to be destroyed too as there were more than a dozen vampires with their fangs extended while in death. There were only ten bodies left when he uncovered Marie amongst the deceased. He barely gave her a second thought before tossing her body onto the growing pyre.
 
   Gathering pieces of flaming wood, he spread the fires even more to encompass the blood soaked ground and woods. Tossing the last piece of wood aside, he returned to Genny and lifted her within his arms again. He didn't look back as he disappeared into the forest with her.
 
   ***
 
   Reaching the edge of the cleared property surrounding the manor, he placed Genny's body in the shadows of the trees. His hands lingered upon her but he forced himself to tear them away. Stepping out of the shadows of the trees, he walked briskly across the clearing and around to the back. He didn't hesitate before flinging the back door of the manor open.
 
   "Milord!" A human servant blurted when he entered. The color drained from the man's face as his gaze ran over Atticus's blood soaked form. Every inch of him was covered with blood but instead of being repulsed by it, he found himself relishing in the death that covered him. The madness growing within him hungered for more and more blood; it would never be satisfied. He was well aware that his eyes were burning red also, something that these servants had never seen before, at least not from him. "Mi… milord are you injured?" the man inquired tremulously.
 
   The servant took a step away from him but before he could flee, Atticus grabbed hold of him and twisted his head so hard that his head nearly came off his shoulders. He dropped the man on the floor and turned toward the servant's corridor of the manor. What was going to happen between him and his father was something he intended to be between them only. There was no way he was ever going to allow anyone to interfere in what he planned.
 
   He dispatched of the ten human servants before finding two of his father's Champon guards within the main hall. Neither of them even saw him coming before he ripped the heart out of one and drove his fangs into the neck of the other. He barely tasted the vampire's blood but he felt the strength of it infusing him with the power of the guard's lineage. Releasing the man, he dropped him unceremoniously to the floor and stepped over his unmoving figure.
 
   At the top of the stairs, he encountered another of his father's guardsmen. This one gave him one look and decided he wanted nothing to do with him as he took a couple of steps back and attempted to flee. Atticus caught him before he had made it three steps down the hall and slammed his fist through the man's back. The man thrashed in his grasp; gurgling sounds escaped him as Atticus wrapped his hand around the man's heart and tore it out. He crushed it within his hand before dropping it on the floor.
 
   A small moment of clarity returned to him when he turned his hand over before him. The blood dripped from it and onto the ground with a soft plop. It was almost impossible to believe that the hand was his but as he fisted it before him and lifted his head to focus on the door of his father's solar, he knew that it was his and it had more to do. Walking down the hall, he grabbed hold of the handle and flung the door open.
 
   His father spun from where he stood by the window. "Who dares to enter without…" his voice trailed off, he took an abrupt step back when Atticus stepped into the room. His father gawked at him as his gaze raked over him. "Atticus, what happened to you? What have you done?"
 
   "What have I done?" he grated from between his teeth. "What did you do?"
 
   His father took another step back as Atticus stepped further into the room. "I did what had to be done," he replied.
 
   Atticus hadn't expected him to deny it, but red filled his vision and bloodlust burst hotly through him when his father admitted his role in Genny's death with such a nonchalant tone. Genny was dead because of this man, he might as well be dead too, and his father was staring at him as if it was all perfectly acceptable. The man was so dense, so sure of his power and ability that he had no idea what was standing across from him right now.
 
   But he was about to.
 
   Grabbing hold of one of the chairs, Atticus lifted it above his head and heaved it at the wall when his father made a move to get back toward the table. A cruel smile twisted his lips when his father jumped and took a step away from the debris that shattered outward. Atticus enjoyed the apprehension radiating from him, enjoyed playing with him, and making him squirm. He was going to enjoy it even more when he ripped the man's throat out though.
 
   "Who do you think you are?" his father demanded.
 
   "I'm the one that's going to kill you," Atticus replied flatly.
 
   His father laughed and wiped the bits of debris away from his tunic. "I've more fear of a grasshopper."
 
   His father went to move again but Atticus rested his hands on the sides of the table and shoved forward with all of his might. The three hundred pound wood table slid effortlessly across the room and pinned his father against the wall. "Bloody hell!" his father blurted.
 
   Red eyes met Atticus's but when his father went to push the table away Atticus leapt forward and smashed his hands against the sides to keep it pinned against him. "I don't think a grasshopper can do that," he growled.
 
   His father's nostrils flared, he rested both hands against the table and tried to shove it away. The muscles in Atticus's forearms and biceps bulged against the pressure being placed on them. His teeth clenched together but drawing on the wrath that filled him, the mass quantities of blood he'd consumed tonight, the extra power that Genny's blood had given to him, and his powerful lineage, he was able to keep the table pinned against his father.
 
   "Why?" Atticus demanded. "Why did you do it?"
 
   "Do you honestly think I was going to allow some village whore…" Atticus slid the table back a few inches but before his father could break free, he remorselessly pushed it into his father again. Grim satisfaction filled him as the resounding crack of his father's hip filled the room. His father was able to suppress a cry but he couldn't stop himself from slumping onto the table.
 
   Atticus smiled cruelly at him as he shook his straggling, blood-drenched hair away from his eyes. "I told you before, don't ever talk about her like that!"
 
   "Let me out of here, now."
 
   Atticus released a harsh bark of laughter before leaning over the table toward his father. "It's amusing how you still seem to think you have some control over this situation, over me. Don't you understand yet? I'm not your son. Your son died the second that she did." For the first time apprehension flickered over his father's features. His eyes rapidly ran over him before settling on his left hand. Atticus had taken the ring off and placed it in his pocket when he'd met with his father earlier, but he'd slipped it on before coming back here. "The second that my wife died. You have no say over me, no control. You are not in charge here. Now tell me why? I had agreed to marry Anna…"
 
   "You think Silas was going to allow you to marry his daughter when he found out you were keeping a mistress? No. There was no way I was going to allow this marriage to fall through because of some village…" his words trailed off when Atticus's upper lip curled back and a snarl escaped him. "Some woman."
 
   "How did you do it?"
 
   "Atticus…"
 
   "Tell me!" he roared and placed more pressure against his father's hip.
 
   His father winced, his hand clenched on the table as he strained to stay upright. "I had some of my men go into the human village and rile up the humans. They planted seeds of mistrust about what resided next door."
 
   "And you told them what time to attack?" he demanded.
 
   "I did," his father admitted. "She went to that school almost every day."
 
   "Pathetic." Atticus raked his father with a scathing glance. "You threw away your life to ensure a marriage that you'll never live to see."
 
   His father's eyebrows shot up as he realized that this wasn't merely just an argument or a simple physical altercation. This was a fight to the death and he was already on the losing end of it. His gaze darted frantically toward the doorway. Atticus had never seen his father even a little ruffled; it entertained him to see him so terrified now.
 
   "Guards!" his father shouted.
 
   Atticus laughed at him. "Shout it again," he taunted.
 
   "Guards!" He yelled again, except this time Atticus yelled it loudly and laughingly with him.
 
   "Oh guards!" Atticus called once more in a mocking tone of voice and pushed the table in a little more. His father's face twisted in agony, his hand fell onto the table as his body was forced over it. "I don't think they're coming. As a matter of fact, I know they're not coming. Do you know how I know?" he leaned toward his father and smiled to reveal his fangs. "Because I already killed them all. Just like I'm going to kill you."
 
   Grabbing hold of the end of the table, Atticus flung it smoothly up as if it weighed no more than a log. It flipped end over end before smashing against the far wall. Freed, his father lurched to the side but he didn't come at Atticus like he had before. Instead, he seized upon this opportunity as a pitiful chance at escape. He hobbled toward the open door with his left foot dragging on the ground behind him. Atticus followed behind him, grim satisfaction filling him as he watched the man limp awkwardly down the hallway toward the stairs. His father paused only briefly to gawk at the crushed heart lying beside the guard at the top of the stairs.
 
   "Aren't you stronger than me?" Atticus mocked as his father made it to the stairs. He paused in his pursuit of his father to pick up the body of the guard. He swung it easily over his shoulders as he strolled leisurely down the stairs behind his father. "Isn't that what you always remind me of? I'm not strong enough to take you yet."
 
   His father glanced back at him before continuing in his awkward movements down the stairs. "Why are you running then father?" he inquired. "Why not face me and teach me a lesson?"
 
   His father was only three feet away from the bottom of the steps when Atticus raced past him to the bottom of the stairs. He dropped the body of the guard carelessly onto the other two and leaned his elbow on the rail of the stairs. Folding his fingers before him, he smiled up at the horrified face of his father. "I think I may be old enough to take you now. What do you think father?"
 
   Before his father could even blink he was on top of him, bringing him down beneath him. Perverse glee suffused Atticus as he wrenched his father's neck to the side and sank his fangs into his throat.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus stepped back to survey the bodies he'd gathered around the massive table in the main hall. Most of the bodies were now as useless as the table always had been. He didn't know what had possessed him, but he'd felt the inescapable urge to place what remained of the servants and guards there. To make his father see what it was that he had pushed his own son to become before Atticus finished him off. He dropped the body of his father's favorite guard into the chair at the end of the table, across from where his father sat. He pushed the chair in before walking down to where his father sat at the head of the table.
 
   He grabbed one of the candles from the table and lit it off of a torch hanging in the sconces lining the walls. Walking back, he placed the flame before his father and slid into the empty chair to the left of his father. His father's eyes slid to him but Atticus had taken too much of his blood for him to be able to move, rather he'd left just enough so that his father was well aware of his surroundings.
 
   Leaning forward Atticus folded his hands before him as he stared into his father's rolling brown eyes. "If you're thinking I've changed my mind and decided you can live, I'm going to assure you that you're wrong." A muffled sound escaped his father but there wasn't even enough blood left in him for his lips to move. "I simply wanted you to see." Atticus waved a hand around the table as he sat back again. "What it is that I am capable of now, because of you."
 
   His father's eyes flew around the room before focusing on him again. "Atticus." The word was barely discernible.
 
   "I suppose you're going to say it was for my best, that you only did what had to be done and that you were only thinking of me."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "But as you can see now, it wasn't for the greater good, especially not yours. When you set those humans upon that village, you took all of the good that was inside of me and destroyed it. You see father." He leaned so close to him that their noses were nearly touching as he smiled at him again. "When she died she took my soul with her. Now there's nothing left but a hole that will never be filled again. All that's left now is a monster that is going to make everyone pay. I will make humans suffer in ways they never imagined possible, I will make them live like the insects that they are, and I will destroy any vampire that stands in the way of my goal. I will do whatever it takes; squash whoever I must in order to make sure that this world feels my wrath."
 
   His hand fell on top of his father's; he patted it as he gave a little laugh. "And you dear father are the first one that I am going to crush. The ironic thing is that by having the humans riot, you gave me the perfect way to cover up your death. I will be the dutiful grieving son after you are gone, but one day father, I will wrench power away from The Council and unleash hell on them all."
 
   He rose from the table and calmly pushed in his chair before walking behind his father and resting his hands on his shoulders. Bending down, his lips were only inches away from his father's ear when he spoke again. "You were trying to create a man that would snivel at your feet. A man that would be like your guards and obey your every whim, you believed me only a boy that was weaker than you, but I am no boy."
 
   He slapped his hands on his father's shoulders before rising to his full height. He strolled across the room and grabbed one of the torches before walking over to stand by the table again. "I bet you never thought that when you set forth an event meant to punish and dominate me, all you would create was the monster that would destroy you. You see father, her blood in my veins made me stronger." His father's eyes widened at the revelation of an exchange that was completely unheard of in their world. "But when you ripped her away from me, you unleashed something primitive and volatile. My bloodlines are far more superior than you ever knew."
 
   He bent before his father one final time. "I hope you rot in Hell."
 
   "Don't… don't do this," he managed to get out.
 
   "Oh don't beg father, it's so unbecoming. I bet Genny didn't beg for her life." He walked to the door and turned back to survey the table and the bodies posed around it. There was something as sick and twisted about this exhibit as what was inside of him now and he took pleasure in seeing everyone gathered there.
 
   Next time, he vowed. I'll draw it out. Next time they'll all know the despair of being alive but not being able to live. They'll know the torment of being mostly dead while forced to continue on. They'll know what it's like to be me.
 
   He wished he could extend the punishment of his father out for years, but that wasn't going to be possible. With regret, he tossed the torch onto the rushes lining the floor. His father made some kind of panicked noise, his fingers tapped on the table but it was the only movement he could make in his state.
 
   The heat of the flames licked at Atticus, blew the hair back from his face and dried the blood clinging to him as the rushes caught and the fire rapidly began to spread. With the fire came the knowledge that he could simply walk forward, step into the flames now climbing up the walls and leaping toward the table. He could let it all go and be with Genny again. It didn't matter if there was something beyond this life, or not, he would be with her again at least in some way, and death seemed like a much more pleasurable option than this bleak existence without her. He could walk away from the rage and grief consuming him simply by allowing the crackling flames to devour him.
 
   The prospect was so entirely promising that he closed his eyes, held his palms out beside him and tilted his head back as the fire licked up the walls and his father's muffled sounds became more distressed.
 
   If he gave in now though, Genny's death would go unavenged and there were so many more out there that had to pay. Opening his eyes, he resigned himself to the fact that now was not the time for him. He could not be rewarded with death until he completed his mission.
 
   He watched the fire consume his father's body before turning around and walking away. The heat of the blaze beat against his back and blew his hair forward as he emerged from the manor. Without looking back, he walked toward where he had left Genny's body.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 23 -
 
   He spotted the shadow amongst the trees before he was halfway across the clearing. The bitter scent of fear and the salty tang of tears drifted forth in potent waves along with the acrid aroma of smoke and roses. "Camille," he greeted coldly.
 
   Tears streaked her dirt and soot stained cheeks but her eyes were red as she rose from her position beside Genny's body. Her gazed drifted past him to the fire he could still feel the heat of against his back. "Your father caused this," she stated flatly.
 
   Something in his mind whispered at him to kill her, to put her down. She was a witness to what he had just done; the only one that could reveal that it hadn't been a raid by the humans that had killed his father. The bloodlust rose within him, shimmered through his twisted mind, and urged him to sink his fangs into her neck but what little remained of his compassion reared to life.
 
   Genny could forgive him for anything, he knew that, but she would never forgive him if he harmed her sister. He would rather be caught and sentenced to death than do the one thing that would have made Genny despise him. There was only a sliver of kindness left within him and Camille was the last remaining vampire in existence that could bring it out of him.
 
   "He did," Atticus confirmed.
 
   "He's dead."
 
   "He is."
 
   Her chin jutted out and she nodded briskly. "Good." Her gaze drifted down to Genny, more tears spilled from her eyes. "It should have been me."
 
   "She saved you." It wasn't a question, upon seeing where the arrows had been located on Genny's body, and not seeing Camille's body nearby, he'd suspected that Genny had been trying to block the arrows from hitting her sister.
 
   "She did but she shouldn't have, she…" Camille broke off as she choked on a sob. "You both had a life planned. She'd finally found happiness, she was finally safe. It should have been me."
 
   He'd thought his temper would fray at the confirmation of what Genny had done; instead all he felt was acceptance. It had been Genny's last act to ensure her sister's life, and he would make sure to keep Camille alive. Camille lifted her head to examine him; her gaze slid over his body but instead of looking repulsed and horrified more tears rapidly slid down her cheeks. He remained immobile before her, his face expressionless.
 
   "It wasn't just Genny that was lost tonight, was it?" Camille asked tremulously.
 
   Atticus knew that she wasn't talking about the other vampires and humans that had been killed tonight as her gaze remained riveted upon him. "No."
 
   Her head bowed before she knelt at her sister's side again. "Now what?"
 
   "Now we bury her."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "I know where. I have to get a shovel."
 
   He turned away from her and walked to the barn to retrieve a shovel from within. The manor was beginning to crumble in on itself when he reemerged. He stopped to watch as the last bit of proof of what had occurred within burned away. Turning away from the building he hurried to rejoin Camille.
 
   He handed her the shovel before bending to carefully lift Genny's body from where she lay. He repressed the overwhelming urge to cry as he cradled her against his chest and kissed her forehead.
 
   Camille stayed close by his side; her steps were silent as she followed him to the log that crossed the river. Staring at the log, he was struck by the memory of Genny sitting upon it in her chemise. Drops of water fell into the water from her toes skimming across the surface of the river. The sun shone down upon her and highlighted her raven hair and pale complexion. The memory was so vivid that he could almost touch her as she turned to him with that playful smile upon her face and a twinkle in her glimmering black eyes. She was there before him, her love shining from her like a beacon that would forever call to his soul.
 
   Heartbreak twisted his chest. The grief almost drove him to his knees but he somehow managed to keep standing as the image of her faded away and he was left with nothing but the empty shadows of the forest, and the hum of the insects surrounding them. Now she would always be nothing more than a passing dream, a persistent memory, and a promise of hopes never to be fulfilled and a life forever denied to them both.
 
   He tore himself away from the log before he became lost to his memories. Placing Genny's body tenderly upon the ground near the river, he scooped up handfuls of water and slowly began to wash the soot, blood and dirt from her face. He couldn't explain it, and certainly didn't understand it, but he couldn't bring himself to place her into the earth without washing away some of the damage from this night.
 
   When he'd finished cleansing her cream skin he rose to his feet, took the shovel from a silently weeping Camille and rapidly began to dig Genny's grave. When he was done, he tossed the shovel aside and pulled himself from the deep hole. He could barely bring himself to look at her body as he walked by her and into the water. Just as he couldn't bring himself to put her into the earth while dirty, he also couldn't bring himself to touch her again with the blood of so many others on him. As he scrubbed at his skin, the water turned red from the blood of all those he'd slaughtered this night in retribution for Genny's death. He watched the blood flowing swiftly downstream until the water finally ran clear again.
 
   Striding from the river, water dripped off of him as he knelt at her side. His hand shook as he pulled the blue ribbon he'd bought for her free of her hair and carefully undid the long braid. Her silken hair slid through his fingers and fell around her in a beautiful black cloud. Bending low, he placed a kiss against her forehead before tenderly kissing her lips.
 
   "Forever my soul," he whispered against her mouth before slipping the ribbon into his pocket. He went to pick her up but Camille stopped him.
 
   "Wait." She knelt beside Genny and kissed her forehead. "I love you."
 
   She sat back and folded Genny's hands demurely upon her belly. A flash of the moonlight against the gold band encircling Genny's finger drew his attention to the symbol of promises unfulfilled and his failure. His thumb brushed against the matching ring on his finger. He'd do everything he could to make sure that he, and countless others, were made to pay for that failure.
 
   Camille stepped away and Atticus lifted Genny once more. Carrying her to the hole, he jumped inside and settled her body carefully into the grave. It took everything he had to release her and climb out of the grave again. Sweat beaded across his brow, the muscles in his arms shook but he finally forced himself to lift the shovel and throw the first scoop of dirt onto her still form. Tears and fury burned his throat as Genny disappeared beneath the dirt. When the last shovelful fell on top of her, he tapped it down with the broad side of the shovel then snapped the tool in half and heaved the pieces into the river.
 
   The choking sorrow left him as he stood staring down at the freshly turned earth. Madness whispered through his mind, beckoning to him to murder, to kill, to destroy everyone and everything he came across. As much as it called to him he knew he couldn't give into it, not yet. There was a long road to absolution ahead of him. In order to travel it he was going to have to tread carefully, to appear as sane as possible if he was ever going to succeed in making them all suffer.
 
   He'd been infuriated enough and stuffed enough on blood and death to take down all those humans and his father tonight, but that wouldn't be enough to carry him through the rest of the humans on this planet and the aristocrats. No, he would have to bide his time, make allies, and gain strength. With age and friendships would come more power than any vampire had ever dreamed of possessing.
 
   There were going to be countless, heinous things that he wasn't going to want to do over the coming years but he would do them. He would do everything he could to destroy the world that had taken Genny from him.
 
   "She told me to tell you something," Camille whispered. Atticus threw back his shoulders and turned toward her. Her blond hair appeared silver in the moonlight; the tears on her face had a star-like glow to them. She was so unlike her sister yet she was the only connection he had left to Genny. "She said, 'you tell Atticus he's my heart.' Those were her exact words for you."
 
   Words failed him as he stared at her for a long moment. Not knowing what to say to her, he slipped Genny's ribbon from his pocket. His gaze was riveted to it as he ran it over his fingers.
 
   "Now what?" she asked tremulously.
 
   "Follow me." He turned away from her and walked back through the woods. They walked parallel to the snapping flames consuming the village. It would take some time but the fire would eventually burn itself out.
 
   ***
 
   Camille slumped into a chair at the table. Her hand went to the lopsided blanket folded on top of it, the one that Genny had recently finished. Atticus refused to allow himself to give into the sadness that the memory of Genny working diligently on that blanket provoked. He remained standing in the doorway, away from Camille and the blanket.
 
   "No one can ever know what I did tonight," he said bluntly.
 
   Camille's head turned toward him. "They never will."
 
   "I mean it Camille."
 
   Her hand slid away from the blanket as she turned toward him. "They killed my sister, Atticus. Genny loved me, she loved you, and she cared for others but she was the only one that I loved and they took her from me," she said vehemently. "No one will ever know what I saw tonight."
 
   Atticus stared at her before walking into the room and settling into the chair across from her. "I understand."
 
   Her sky blue eyes pinned his. "Yes, you do. So what do you plan to do now?"
 
   "I plan to make them all pay, every single last one of them. Humans have kept us hidden in the shadows for too long. Vampires have created this world of constant infighting and seclusion that has put us at the mercy of a species that is far inferior to us. I don't care how many years it takes, or what I have to do, but the human species will learn their inferior place in this world and I will destroy any vampire that gets in my way of making that happen. They'll pay for what was done here tonight, they'll all pay."
 
   "Good."
 
   He lifted his eyes to meet her steely gaze. "I'd expected a, 'that isn't what Genny would want', from you."
 
   "I think we both know that revenge isn't what Genny would want, but she's not here anymore and that's what I want," Camille said fervently. "It's their fault and they deserve to pay. I'm not my sister, I'm not forgiving."
 
   "No," he said. "You're not."
 
   She was nonplussed by his words. "I'll do whatever I can to help you, just let me know where to start."
 
   "You'll start by leaving, for good."
 
   "What?" she blurted. "But I can help you!"
 
   "The best way for you to help me is for you to leave. After the events tonight, The Council is going to make all vampires leave England for at least fifty years so we will all be leaving anyway. But I can't have you around me."
 
   "Why? I can be useful…"
 
   "No, you can't," he interrupted brusquely. "You're the only weakness I still have."
 
   "What of Merle?" she demanded.
 
   His teeth ground together as he thought of his cousin. Merle was his best friend, his confidante, the one who had always stood by his side, but… "I would walk over his body to burn the world," he told her honestly. "You however, Genny died to save you and I won't let her sacrifice be in vain. If you are near me, I'll worry about you and you'll be a distraction to me. There are things I am going to have to do that neither of us want to see."
 
   Her eyes searched his; her shoulders slumped as she leaned forward and took hold of his hands. Revulsion slid through him, he stiffened instantly at the feel of her skin against his. Her eyes widened upon his and she abruptly released his hands.
 
   "That night with Felix, when I came to get you, you already knew she was in trouble," she said.
 
   It hadn't been a question but Atticus answered her anyway, "Yes."
 
   "What was between you, it was something deeper, something most of us don't feel, wasn't it?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   More tears filled her eyes. "I never thought of it until tonight but you were already halfway through the woods when I came across you. Tonight you were already on your way again, weren't you?"
 
   "I was too late."
 
   "This wasn't your fault."
 
   He wanted to believe that but he knew the truth. "In many ways it was."
 
   Camille shook her head. "You gave her more happiness than she had ever hoped to have, even on your darkest days you must remember that." He remained silent, uncertain of how to respond to her. "You're going to marry that woman aren't you?"
 
   He was relieved when the conversation drifted back to easier waters to navigate. "Yes. Allies are what I will need to accomplish what must be done. That is another reason why I cannot have you around. Your presence will only bring questions that I won't be able to answer."
 
   "I understand." Her lower lip trembled; she began to cry again as her eyes drifted to the blanket. She gently laid her hand upon it. "Genny would want you to be happy."
 
   "There will be no happiness for me Camille, ever again. There can be for you though, and I will make sure that happens."
 
   "Can there?" she asked tremulously.
 
   "One day, yes. For you."
 
   "You're not completely dead inside yet Atticus, you wouldn't be talking to me now if you were."
 
   "And that is why you must be as far from me as possible. I'll make sure that you're taken care of and that you stay safe, but I never want to see you again."
 
   She closed her eyes and bowed her head. "I understand. But how do you plan to marry the woman when you can't even stand to be touched by another anymore?"
 
   Atticus shuddered at the thought of having to lie with Anna, his stomach turned over but then his fingers slid over the gold band on his finger and he spoke the simple truth. "I can do anything for her."
 
   Camille's gaze was unwavering upon him. "Yes, you can."
 
   The front door burst open with a loud bang that drove them both to their feet. "Atticus!" Merle bellowed.
 
   "Not a word," he whispered to Camille.
 
   Camille nodded as Merle appeared in the doorway. Merle's eyes were frantic as they flew back and forth between the two of them. "You're here and you're uninjured!" he blurted and his shoulders slumped. "There was a raid on the village." He was speaking as he walked toward them but he stopped when he spotted Atticus's wet and ruined clothing and Camille's tear streaked face and soot covered clothes. His mouth opened and closed, his eyes shot around the room as a strange look flickered over his face. "Where's Genny?"
 
   Atticus's fingers played over the ribbon in his pocket while he stared at his cousin. He realized he hadn't been wrong; he would step over Merle's body to get what he hungered for. The friendship and love he had felt for him just hours ago seemed to have turned to ash as effectively as his father's manor had.
 
   "Dead," he replied flatly.
 
   Merle's eyes shot to him, he took an abrupt step forward and then another. "Atticus," he breathed. "What happened?"
 
   "The humans raided the village, we were caught in the crossfire," Camille answered when he kept his mouth firmly closed. He couldn't begin to explain what had happened today.
 
   Merle's hand clasped hold of his arm, there were actually tears in his eyes. Atticus forced himself to meet and hold his gaze and to keep the disgust slithering through him from Merle's touch hidden. To keep the hatred and madness securely locked away. "I'm so sorry, I know how much you loved her; what can I do? What do you need me to do?" he inquired fervently.
 
   Atticus squeezed his wrist and stepped away from him. Relief filled him when Merle's touch finally fell away. "There is much that we must do," he answered. "Number one is getting out of England as soon as we can."
 
   "My ship is ready to go. We'll get your father and mine and leave shortly."
 
   "Yes," Atticus agreed, unwilling to reveal that his father was already dead. They would all discover it soon enough. He turned toward Camille. "I'll have my ship readied to take you wherever you wish to go."
 
   Camille nodded and hugged Genny's blanket to her chest before slumping into the chair again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 24 -
 
   "I'd like to keep those."
 
   Camille looked up from where she sat amongst the parchments of Genny's writing to focus on him. "I can't even read them," she said with an abashed smile. "Genny offered to teach me but it seemed so useless to me. I wish I hadn't been so stubborn now. I just wanted to touch them now, to see if I could feel her presence here, amongst her writings."
 
   Atticus stared at all of the parchments surrounding her; all he wanted was to touch them too. There was still a piece of Genny there, in those words, he was certain of it. Camille gathered everything carefully and placed them back into the false bottom of the trunk.
 
   "Have you packed?" he inquired.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Do you know where you would like to go?"
 
   She shook her head as she carefully returned the dresses to the trunk and closed the lid. "Perhaps Greece. Genny always spoke of France because Marie would never go there, but I'd prefer not to be there right now."
 
   "You will enjoy Greece."
 
   "And you, where will you go?"
 
   "I will be returning to Italy with Merle and my Uncle Nyles. That is where The Council has decided to call an emergency meeting. All vampires are to be out of England by the end of the month."
 
   "I see." She rose and settled herself on the lid of the trunk. "Will they not question you sending me away on your ship?"
 
   "Only Merle knows what Genny looked like. My uncle will assume I am only securing safe passage for my mistress or ex-mistress so that she may start her new life. It is not so uncommon, especially with my upcoming wedding looming, that we would go our separate ways right about now." Camille folded her hands before her and bowed her head. "Are you not taking any of her clothes with you?"
 
   "If I may?"
 
   "Take whatever you want," he said as he ran his fingers over the ribbons in his pocket. He'd never thrown away her old ribbon and had retrieved it from the manor before burning it down. "We leave for the docks in an hour."
 
   ***
 
   Atticus placed the trunk down in the room that was normally his, but would be Camille's for her journey. Unlike most other ships, his and Merle's had rooms for them to sleep in. After their time spent amongst the Viking vampires, Merle had set about to design his own ship and had come up with a design that no one was using yet. Not only did the ships have sleeping quarters but they were also fast and wind powered.
 
   Atticus turned to face Camille. She'd been so stoic, so driven by anger throughout the past week that he'd forgotten how young she was. He was reminded now as she stood in the doorway, pale and immobile, and looking immeasurably frightened by the looming unknown of her future. She hugged Genny's blanket to her chest as she gazed around the sparse room.
 
   "I've never been alone before," she whispered and looked toward him.
 
   "You'll be fine; you're stronger than you think."
 
   "Do you really believe that?"
 
   "I do. Plus I've hired trustworthy men and women to watch out for you. They'll make sure you get to where you're going safely and they'll keep you protected once you get there. I've placed money and jewels in your trunk. There should be more than enough to get you established somewhere and keep you comfortable for a few hundred years. You'll never have to live like Marie did."
 
   "You didn't have to… I'll never be able to repay you."
 
   "I'll never ask you to," he assured her. "If something should happen, and you ever require my help, please contact me. Do not come to see me."
 
   "I won't," she promised though her lower lip began to tremble.
 
   For a second there was a crack in him, for a second he felt the tears well up within him again as compassion reared to life. "I'm sorry it has to be this way."
 
   She lifted her eyes to his and smiled at him. "I know you are. I know that both of us would have traded our lives for hers, but she never would have given either of us that choice."
 
   "No, she wouldn't have." Closing his eyes, he forced himself to mend the crack in his wall and stay strong.
 
   "No matter what happens from here on out, no matter what you have to do, just know that she loved you so much. She was never happier than these past few months with you. Genny never knew love from anyone other than me and she never knew security in her life. You gave her both of those things, you gave her dreams she'd never imagined to have and the promise of a life that she wanted so badly. Always remember that she died having known love and peace and the reason for that is you."
 
   He opened his eyes to stare at her as she hovered in the doorway. Without thinking he strode forward and wrapped his arms around her. Though the feel of her against him sickened him, he pulled her firmly against his chest and pressed a kiss to her head. "I will," he vowed. She had just slid her arms around his waist when he abruptly released her. "As long as you remember how much she loved you too."
 
   "I could never forget," she promised. "Her love is the only reason I'm still standing here. You don't have to do this; you can still change your mind."
 
   "I thought you wanted revenge too."
 
   A single tear slid down her face. "I want my sister back but that can never be. Some of my rage has faded a little and I realize now that with time, the hatred will fade too. When that day comes I don't want you to look back and wish things had been different."
 
   "I won't," he vowed.
 
   "Atticus…"
 
   "I have chosen my path Camille; I will never look back with regret. You will be able to move on with time but for me it is too late. The only thing for me to move on to is death and I will gladly accept that death once Genny has been avenged."
 
   A sob escaped her; she grabbed hold of his hand and squeezed it before releasing it just as quickly. She was the only one that had realized just how much he despised being touched now. "You will always be my brother."
 
   "You are the only sister I've ever had, or ever will, no matter what else you hear," he told her honestly. "Stay safe Camille."
 
   "You also Atticus."
 
   Unwilling to touch her again, he slid past her and out the doorway. He hurried down the narrow hallway, up the stairs, and across the deck. Exiting the ship, his boots rang across the wooden dock as he walked to Merle's waiting ship. When Camille arrived at her destination, his ship would return to him in Italy, but until then it was hers to use as she saw fit.
 
   Striding across the plank, he stepped off of it and onto the deck of Merle's ship. He finally turned to watch his ship pull away from the dock. The wind ruffled his hair, the seagulls screamed above him as he stood and watched the last little piece of his humanity sail away. The emptiness within him felt all-consuming when he turned away from watching the ship sail into the horizon.
 
   His uncle Nyles stepped off of the plank and onto the deck of Merle's ship. Fine lines of anger were still etched around his pinched mouth and furrowed brows. He'd been in a frenzy when it was discovered that his brother had also been killed in the raid by the humans.
 
   Atticus smiled inwardly as he recalled the look in his father's eyes before he had tossed the torch onto the rushes. Outwardly, he continued to display the appropriate amount of rage and grief that would have been expected of him over his father's murder. He simply had to think of Genny in order to do so.
 
   "Driven from our homes by humans," his uncle muttered and straightened his tunic.
 
   "It seems to be the way of things," Atticus murmured. "They have a fair amount of control over us."
 
   "Too much," his uncle's eyes glimmered as they met Atticus's gaze. "Far too much."
 
   Atticus debated pushing it further but he bit his tongue, sowing the seeds of discontent would take time. To push it now, and too forcefully, could alienate those he needed on his side and cause suspicion to fall on his ultimate agenda.
 
   "We should do something about that," his uncle continued as the ropes mooring the ship to the dock were tossed onto the deck.
 
   Atticus fought back a smile. He turned away and strode down the steps to the hall below. Merle was heading for the stairs just as he descended. "I disposed of all the blood we had stored onboard," Merle said in a low voice when he reached him. "I didn't want to take the chance that my father would find it. There's no reason for him to know what we had planned."
 
   Atticus's teeth clenched at the reminder of the completely different journey this was supposed to have been. "You're right."
 
   He could feel Merle's eyes burning into his back as he walked down the hall to the small room he'd been assigned while on board. Closing the door, he threw the locks into place and leaned against it. His gaze fell on the small wooden trunk in the corner; he took a few minutes to steady himself before walking over and pulling it away from the wall. He hadn't dared open it until now.
 
   Though he tried to control them, his hands were trembling as he lifted the lid. The scent of Genny assailed him immediately. He almost slammed the lid closed again but the scent of asters and the memories contained within this box ensnared him. That's all they were though, memories, and it's all it was, a box.
 
   He gently pulled out the clothing still tucked within, Camille had taken some things but she'd left a few behind for him. With extreme care, he removed the thick bundle of parchment tucked within the bottom of the trunk. Leaning his back against the wall, he drew his legs up and propped the documents on his knees. His fingers traced over the small, neat handwriting so lovingly inscribed upon the pages before him. The date on the first one was from ten years ago, she would have been only twelve years old.
 
   He immersed himself in her words, smiling sometimes, becoming angry at others, as he experienced the ups, downs, and plans of her life. She'd written nearly every day for the past ten years, sometimes just a sentence or two and sometimes detailed paragraphs of what she'd experienced.
 
   Then she had discovered him and though there was still some unhappiness within those pages, there was so much love and laughter that for the first time since the night he'd found her lifeless body, he felt tears streaking down his face again. This was her last gift to him, one that he could revisit often. One that would serve as a reminder of the woman he'd loved and lost, and would allow him to experience the love she'd had for him over and over again through her eyes.
 
   When he was done reading, he wanted to hug the parchments against his chest but it was far too precious to him to risk harming it in some way. Placing them carefully back in the chest, he removed the blank parchment, ink, and quill tucked inside before settling the bottom back into place and returning the clothing. Slipping her ribbons from his pocket, he ran his fingers over them one more time and inhaled her sweet scent before placing them on top of the tunics. If he continued to keep them with him, they would only get ruined and that was something he refused to have happen.
 
   Now that he was alone, he slipped the gold band from the pocket inside his tunic and slid it onto his finger where it belonged. His uncle could never know about it though, or anyone else outside of himself, Merle, and Camille, but he would keep the ring with him whenever he could. Rising to his feet, he walked over to the small table in the corner and placed the writing materials on top of it. Settling into the chair, he stared at the blank parchment before him for a few minutes before leaning forward and beginning to write…
 
    
 
   September 1, 1050
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   I said goodbye to Camille today. I suspect you would have preferred for us to stay together, to heal together, but there is no healing for me and it would be best for her if she wasn't around me. You see, I'm not me anymore…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 25 -
 
   "Atticus." He didn't turn to look at Merle. He'd known his cousin was there before he had spoken, he'd just been hoping that he would go away. They'd been back in Italy for nearly a week now, the meetings with The Council were well underway. It had been an endless day of pretending to be sane, pretending to be something that he wasn't and he was exhausted.
 
   "What is it?" he inquired without turning away from the night.
 
   He could hear the ocean crashing against the rocks of the cliff just below his villa but he didn't bother to look down at the water. The night appeared as bleak as he felt as he lifted the goblet to his mouth. He didn't bother with wine anymore, the alcohol may have helped to ease him the last time that he'd been separated from Genny, but she'd still been alive then. Now he needed a clear head. Though he had tried to lose himself to the alcohol while onboard the ship one night, he'd discovered that no matter how much of it he consumed, the wine did nothing for him anymore and he was unable to taste it.
 
   Now the viscous liquid that pooled down his throat was blood from the human servant he had bled for it earlier. A part of him knew that Genny wouldn't approve of what he was becoming even if he had managed to refrain from killing the woman, but he had no control over the part of himself that needed the blood anymore.
 
   Time was supposed to heal, he found himself being sucked deeper into the dreary abyss of nothing that had become his soul. The gaping hole within him was growing; the madness ate at his mind as relentlessly as the waves battered the rocks on shore. Blood was the only thing that helped to ease it even a little; vengeance was the only thing that he craved.
 
   "Silas has sent a messenger," Merle replied.
 
   He lifted the goblet and took another long swallow. Blood was the only thing he could taste anymore and though it wasn't sweet or even spicy like he remembered it tasting before, the acrid taste of it was at least something. Just being able to taste anything made him feel a little more like the man he'd once been.
 
   "What does he say?" Atticus inquired.
 
   "He'd like to know if you wish to postpone the wedding, given the death of your father."
 
   "No."
 
   He listened as Merle stepped into the room and closed the door. "This may be your chance to get out of this marriage now."
 
   "Why would I want to do that?"
 
   Before Merle could approach his chair, Atticus finally turned to look at him. His cousin's blue eyes were filled with concern as he held his hands helplessly before him. "It's clear to me that you're still grieving Genny. I know this marriage was never what you wanted."
 
   "It is now," Atticus said flatly.
 
   Merle frowned in confusion. "Why?"
 
   "It is a good match."
 
   His cousin stared at him before shaking his head. He dropped it down to run his hand through his disheveled hair. "Are you sure about this?"
 
   "The alliance is a strong one." And one he would need in the future. "I'd be a fool to turn it down."
 
   Merle hesitated before shaking his head. "Put it off Atticus; give yourself time to move on…"
 
   "I will never move on, Merle." It was the first time he'd admitted that to his cousin, and he immediately regretted the words but annoyance festered inside of him at Merle's insistent words. "I will fulfill my duties and be done with it." It was a lie but that was best kept to himself.
 
   He turned in the chair and drank down the rest of the blood within the goblet. Merle stood behind him for a minute more before finally leaving the room again. By not postponing the wedding, he would be wed again at the end of next week. Only, to him, this one wouldn't count.
 
   ***
 
   October 1, 1050
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Yesterday I married a woman that I want nothing to do with, but I forced myself through the ceremony. I didn't cringe or walk away when I kissed her and though my stomach turned when I inhaled her lilac scent, I kept my hand on her arm when we turned to face the small crowd. She's nothing like you Genny, that is a good thing though. If she reminded me of you in any way I'm not sure I could do what must be done.
 
    
 
   Atticus put the quill down and stared around the room he had shared with Anna last night. She was still in the bed, buried beneath the mound of blankets. The most beautiful woman in the world was lying in his bed and yet it did nothing to arouse him. He simply sat and stared at her, wishing that she was someone else entirely, and that he had rethought his decision to walk out of the fire that had killed his father.
 
   His thoughts drifted back to last night, when they had finally retreated from the celebration to this room. Anna's apprehension and shyness had been evident and though she was only a stepping-stone in his plans, he wasn't about to force himself on her, mainly because the idea of having sex with her was entirely repulsive to him. There had been no other women since Genny and if he'd been able to, he would have preferred to keep it that way for the rest of his life. That wasn't going to be possible though, not if he was going to have children, not if he was going to rise in power.
 
   Anna stared at him last night as if he were about to launch himself at her, but he didn't even bother to touch her as she stood ringing her hands and trembling by the bed. Her dread was the exact opposite of Genny's fervor for him; he had to fight the urge to sneer at her as she watched him pour himself some blood. He kept that disgusted part of himself suppressed though, he was growing increasingly capable of wearing a mask that the rest of the world thought was his true face.
 
   "I've never done this…" she began to stammer.
 
   "I understand," he interrupted briskly and downed the blood. He truly wished that alcohol still did something for him, he would be nearly passed out by now if it did. The last thing he wanted to be was completely sober when he touched her, but he no longer had that choice.
 
   Placing the goblet down, he turned back to her. She'd taken her hair down so that the golden tresses curled around her sensuous face. The candlelight caused the chemise she wore to be see through in some areas but his gaze didn't stay on her.
 
   He focused on the wall behind her head. "This doesn't have to happen tonight."
 
   "It doesn't?" she squeaked eagerly.
 
   Even the sound of her voice grated on his nerves but he managed to smile at her. The smile felt forced to him but he'd worn it often lately and they all seemed to fall for it as they always smiled back at him. "No. We can get to know each other better first."
 
   Her shoulders slumped; relief filled her features as for the first time she smiled at him. "I would like that very much."
 
   He wondered if it was because he was handsome that he was able to put her at ease so quickly. His pretty face hid the worms of insanity within his mind; she would have run screaming from him if she knew his inner workings. Instead, she only smiled brighter as she sat on the bed.
 
   "I didn't know what to expect from tonight," she admitted. "Jane told me that it would hurt but that it would be over quickly."
 
   Was she really trying to talk to him? He wondered as he poured himself some more blood. He thought he might prefer to fornicate with her rather than listen to her. There was something about her voice…
 
   It wasn't Genny's and that was all there was to say about it, he admitted to himself. He would have felt sorry for the girl, she was merely a pawn, but there was no sympathy left within him. Not even for the innocent bystander sitting on his bed.
 
   "I suppose you could look at it that way," he finally responded.
 
   "I was sorry to hear about your father."
 
   His hand tightened around the goblet, a shudder ran through him. His fangs lengthened, bloodlust stabbed through him at the reminder of his father. She couldn't know that she was poking the savage beast within, but if she continued to do so he didn't know if he could keep himself under control.
 
   "Thank you," he managed to get out in a somewhat normal tone.
 
   "Are we going to be staying in Italy for awhile? I've never been here before and it's beautiful."
 
   "I think we will," he confirmed. He finished the blood and shrugged off his outer tunic. He dropped it over the back of the chair and blew out the candle on the desk before walking over to the bed. "I'd like to get some sleep; it's been a long day."
 
   "Yes of course," she murmured.
 
   He laid down on the bed and waited for her to settle in beside him. The scent of lilacs caused his nose to wrinkle but he kept his face impassive when she laid down beside him. She tentatively rested her hand upon his chest. Revulsion slid over his skin but he didn't shove her away like he wanted to, instead a small part of him died even more as he wrapped his hand around hers.
 
   It's only for tonight, he reminded himself. Tomorrow she would return to the bedroom that adjoined his, and he would never have to share his bed with her again.
 
   ***
 
   Over the next few months, he continued to play nice with his bride. He bought her presents and sat with her every night. He pretended to be interested in her conversation topics even though most of her talk of fashion and gossip amongst their peers bored him to death. It was all she knew though, this world of aristocrats, backstabbing, whispers and wealth that allowed her to lounge about during the day and dance and laugh away the night. She had no knowledge of anything outside of their world and wasn't overly concerned about anyone or anything outside of the aristocratic class.
 
   It didn't make her a bad woman, it did make her about as interesting as a toad though.
 
   At night, they continued to keep their distance. It was an arrangement he was more than content with and that she seemed exceptionally happy with also.
 
   Merle married Jane a month after he married Anna. They had been sent to live in Spain by The Council to keep an eye over the vampire village there. Due to the fact that Germany and now England were off limits to vampires, the villages in the other countries had increased in size. Which also increased the vampires' risks of being discovered. The Council had ordered a higher number of nobles to keep watch and enforce the rules in these areas. They were there to make sure that another raid didn't occur, especially since no one could figure out what had triggered the humans in England.
 
   It was the first time, since Merle had been born, that they'd been separated for more than a week. At one point he would have dreaded it, now it was a relief. He hated the way Merle watched him now, hated the sympathy and understanding he saw in his cousin's gaze. He was glad Merle was gone; it was much easier to get through the day without the constant presence of someone that had known how happy he'd been with Genny. Though his cousin thought him merely a heartbroken fool, if anyone could figure out the truth it would be Merle. If that happened, terror would replace the pity in his cousin's gaze.
 
   Atticus took off his mantle and dropped it over the chair beside his desk table. His gaze drifted to the quill and parchment sitting there, waiting for him. This was the only time of the day when he actually felt any kind of excitement, the only time he looked forward to. When he sat down to write it was almost as if he were talking to Genny again. Almost as if she was standing behind him, with her hands on his shoulders and laughing as he kept his words hidden from her, just as she had done to him.
 
   Before he wrote though, he read over her words again. Not all of them at once, like he had on the ship. Now he liked to savor them, to read over her life one week at a time, especially the laughter and happiness at the end of her life. His hand fell to the pocket he'd had sewn inside all of his inner tunics. He pressed the ring against his chest, where his heart would have beat if he'd been human. The press of the cool metal gave him a brief moment of relief from the suffering and turmoil that he lived with every day.
 
   The scent of lilacs assailed him; annoyance shimmered through him as his head turned toward where Anna stood in the doorway. This was his time with Genny and she was intruding upon it. His teeth ground together so fiercely that he thought they might shatter. It took everything he had not to storm over to her, shove her out of the room and slam the door in her face.
 
   Instead, he forced a smile to his face, one that seemed grim to him but she returned it. "I want to thank you… for these months," she elaborated when he remained immobile before her.
 
   "You're welcome."
 
   "I've enjoyed getting to know you better." He didn't know where this was going but a queasy feeling began to churn in his stomach. "And I think… I think I am ready now."
 
   Fire burned in her cheeks before she ducked her head away. Atticus became as still as stone while he stared at her. She was even more beautiful when she was blushing, any man in the world would have been falling all over themselves to get at her. Instead of being turned on, he was as repulsed as he would have been if a thousand maggots were crawling over his flesh.
 
   "I'd like you to come to my bed," she continued when he didn't speak.
 
   That sensation of bugs sliding over his skin increased. "Are you sure?" he managed to get out.
 
   Her blush intensified, it slid down her neck and burned over her arms. "I am."
 
   Every nerve ending was screaming no at him but he found himself saying, "I'll be there in a minute."
 
   He waited until the door between their rooms closed before he turned away and downed the goblet of blood on his desk. His hand wrapped around the ring in his shirt as he strived to gain control of his riotous emotions. He'd known that one day he would have to face this but he still had no idea how he was physically going to get through it. He couldn't picture Genny while he was with Anna; that would be like desecrating her memory and everything they had shared together. But when he thought of anyone else, everything within him seemed to shrivel up like a worm left out to bake in the sun.
 
   There was no way he could put it off though; no way he could deny her. As of now, she thought he stayed away because of her feelings, if she realized it was because he didn't want to be with her, the gossip would start. It would be one thing if he favored men, everyone would already know that. He'd still be expected to produce an heir, but they would understand she wasn't his preference.
 
   They all knew he liked women though. He'd never had a problem being with any of the women within the clubs, the serving women, or the noble women that had come to his bed. If he didn't do this, they would think him less of a man, unable to lead, weak. The alliances he was building, the power he had gained by marrying Anna in the first place would all be for naught.
 
   He had to get through this, somehow. Reaching into his pocket, he removed the ring from his possession for the first time since he'd exchanged it with Genny. He could not bear to have it in the same room with him and Anna if they were to become intimate. His fingers lingered on the band as he placed it on the desk and turned toward the door. He felt like he was facing his execution but he walked into her bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus snatched the ring off the desk and slid it on before bolting across the room and leaping off of the balcony that overlooked the rocks and ocean below. He half hoped he'd end up smashed against those rocks but he knew fate would never be so kind to him. The air rushed up around him, it whipped at his hair and tore at the clothes he had tugged back on when he'd finished with Anna. He welcomed the pain as it stung his skin but it wasn't enough, it wasn't nearly enough to drown out the anguish inside of him.
 
   His arms were down at his sides when his feet plunged into the water below. The briny ocean rushed into his mouth and up his nose. It plummeted over his head and beat against his body. He allowed himself to be caught up in the waves, allowed them to pound and ruthlessly batter against him.
 
   Keeping his eyes open, he watched as the murky waves rolled over top of him, spinning him around as they pushed and pulled him about. He didn't fight against them, didn't try to get back to the surface of the water. The sea would decide where he would end up, he didn't have to breathe, and right now all he wanted was to be beaten and pummeled by the ocean.
 
   He was spun around so that he caught a brief glimpse of the blurry moon shining in the sky through the water above his head. His feet caught on something, his bare toes curled into the sand as he realized that the waves had carried him to shore. His head popped out of the salty water; he stared up at a sky that was clear without the tumultuous ocean to obscure the view.
 
   Pulling himself upright, he rose to his feet and pushed the straggling strands of wet hair back from his face. The tug and pull of the waves caused his body to sway as they washed in and out of the shore. His fingers curled into a claw-like gesture, he fought the urge to tear his skin from his body, but he lost. Shedding his clothes, he tossed them onto the sandy beach. The water was cool against his bare skin but he found nothing refreshing about it. His hands began to rub vigorously up and down his arms before spreading to his torso and finally his legs in an attempt to scrub the feel of Anna's body from his. Lunacy swirled through his mind as a knot of disgust lodged in his throat.
 
   He continued to scrub and tear at himself but no matter how much he tried, he couldn't rid himself of the feel of her. Nor could he deny that the only way he had been able to touch her was by doing the one thing he'd sworn he wouldn't. He had pictured Genny while he was with her. He'd done everything he could to keep her from entering his mind, but his revulsion of Anna had only grown to the point where he'd almost retreated from the room. The only way he'd felt any kind of arousal was when he brought Genny to the forefront of his mind.
 
   A betrayal, that's what it had been, but he couldn't deny that during that brief time he'd been able to pretend that it really was her. That life was the way that it should have been instead of so hideously wrong. Now it was over and with reality once again upon him, Genny was still gone, and he'd just sullied her memory in order to consummate his hideous sham of a marriage. Self-hatred swamped him; the water running down his skin had become red. He'd scoured himself raw and torn the flesh from his body in some areas but he still felt dirty.
 
   Glancing around the beach, he realized he didn't recognize where he was. There were some villas in the distance, with candles flickering in the windows. The water and blood dripped from his body as he emerged from the sea and gathered his clothes. He dressed again before making his way down the beach. He didn't know if he was heading in the right direction and he didn't care. He didn't even care about the irritating grains of sand that rubbed against his healing skin and stuck annoyingly to his flesh.
 
   He'd gone about a mile down the beach before coming across two human peasant girls. Their clothing was dirty and disheveled, their hair was pinned on top of their heads but strands of it had straggled down to frame their faces. They appeared to have just gotten off of work.
 
   "Excuse me sir, is all alright?" the small blond asked him.
 
   Atticus stood and stared at them as he tried to sort through the chaotic thoughts swirling through his brain. The insanity that had been whispering at the edges of his mind over the past few months called even louder to him now. He'd been keeping it under control but he could feel the unraveling within him even more strongly tonight.
 
   "Sir?" the small brunette squeaked. "Do you need assistance sir?"
 
   His hands fisted as he glanced back and forth between them. "Can we help you sir?" the other one asked.
 
   The last little bit of his sanity unraveled as his finger touched upon the gold band on his finger. "Oh yes, you can help me," he said in a low voice.
 
   Again he questioned if it was his pretty face that kept them standing there, looking uncertain and yet unafraid until he was upon them. The brunette was never able to make a sound before he grabbed her by the throat and lifted her off the ground. The blond released a small squeak as he dragged her forward, but it was the only sound she got out before he buried his fangs into the vulnerable flesh of her neck.
 
   Her hands beat ineffectually against him, the brunette's feet kicked uselessly in the air as he drained every ounce of blood from her friend's body. Power seeped into him as her life force rolled down his throat and the madness in his mind was appeased by the blood filling him. To keep the monster at bay, he must do more than feed he realized as the pulse of her heart slowed and finally stopped.
 
   His head fell back as he pulled away from her and let her body drop to the ground. He hadn't killed since that night with Genny, and then he'd been too lost to the rage to feel any kind of release. He felt it now though. Not only did death keep the monster at bay but it also gave him power, power he would need in order to accomplish his goal. The events of tonight had caused him to waver in his ultimate purpose but he would never let that happen again.
 
   The brunette tried to scream, she thrashed in his grasp as he turned his attention to her. Her eyes bulged and her kicking became more frantic. Her fingers tore at his hands enough to cause him to bleed when he smiled to reveal his lengthy canines. "Hideous rodents, all of you," he whispered before pulling her close and sinking his fangs into her throat.
 
   Relief filled him as he drained the blood from her body. Death, it was what he required in order to thrive.
 
   ***
 
   December 13th, 1050
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   The only time I find any sense of peace now is in the few minutes I can lose myself to the blood I spill and the death I create. It's not something I'm proud of but I'm also not ashamed anymore. I simply just am. I guess that's the only way to describe what I have become. Just here.
 
   I get up, I do what I must, and I go to sleep. I think of you, constantly.
 
   I have no concerns about being caught in my new, nightly excursions. It is easy enough to make a body disappear or to make a murder look like it was done by a human. It is the vampires that completely lose themselves to the blood, and become careless, that get caught. I will never allow myself to become like that, I would fail in my mission if I did so. And all that matters anymore is the mission. I don't hunt near my home and even if someone sees me going out, I am allowed to do as I please. I don't pay to kill in the clubs; no one can know that there's even a little bit of a murderer living inside of me. We all know who the killers are amongst us; it is not a secret that is well kept amongst the club patrons.
 
   I've tried to stop killing, but this beast inside of me won't allow me to do so. I can keep it in check but it feels as if I'm swallowing glass if I only try to drink blood from a goblet and do not allow the monster to have its nightly soul. I start to spiral toward what I was the night when you died and that's something that cannot happen again, not with so many around me now. They would know that I AM a monster now and they would put me down.
 
   My ship returned to me today. I didn't ask where Camille finally decided to stay and they didn't tell me. They assured me that she is safe though, that she is well guarded and that she has settled into a home quite nicely. I hope she finds happiness, I know how much you wanted it for her and no matter how lost I am now, it's also what I still want for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 26 -
 
   November 5, 1096,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   I've volunteered with The Council to join in the wars waging throughout the Holy land. With the amount of humans and death there, the Crusades being waged have attracted a large number of vampires to them. The Council is concerned that such easy feeding grounds will attract vampires who will stop caring about the risk of exposure. They are also concerned that some of The Council properties may be put at risk by the human's ridiculous religious wars. How the human race has managed to live as long as they have is something I will never understand. Foolish, stupid things, all of them.
 
   The idea of going to that baking land is not overly appealing but the idea of losing myself amongst it is. At least I'll not have to see Anna again for a while. It's been nearly fifty years since that first night with her but the revulsion I feel from touching her hasn't eased. I don't think it ever will. I must have time away from this place.
 
   She had another miscarriage yesterday; that is the fourth. I'm beginning to wonder if she is even worth it. I would request an annulment, she doesn't seem to be able to carry to term, but it is still early in the marriage and I'm not willing to alienate her family. Not yet anyway, I will need a son soon though.
 
   By going to aide in watching over the other vampires and protecting our lands, I'll also be able to feed more.
 
   It saddens me to think that you wouldn't recognize me anymore but it's for you that I do this. For you I try to gain this strength and power. My entire existence became about you before your death and it's even more so now.
 
   ***
 
   The waves of heat rising from the sand caused the makeshift camp before him to appear blurry. Sweat beaded on his forehead and neck, it stuck the clothes to his skin as it slid down his back. He'd thought he would despise it here but as he stared across the baking desert, excitement began to grow in him. Within the endless sand and sun beating down upon him, he felt a freedom he hadn't felt in years. This place was as empty and barren as he was inside, he could be at home here.
 
   The best attraction about coming to this wasteland had been leaving Anna behind, but he realized there was far more for him here than that. A cruel smile twisted his mouth as he studied the human soldiers gathered beneath the sun and the women that moved amongst them, offering their service. Easy prey, there was so much easy prey here.
 
   Oh yes, he could lose himself in this wasteland of death and blood, he could thrive here.
 
   ***
 
   July 27, 1223,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Anna gave birth to our son today. He's a healthy baby, fat and happy. I almost turned away when they offered him to me, but appearances must be kept after all. When they handed me that baby and I looked down at his chubby face, and black hair, for some strange reason all I could picture was a baby girl with my green eyes, and you. It was the closest I've come to crying since the first time I read your words that day on the ship.
 
   The image of you and our daughter was so vivid that I felt I could almost touch you once more. A beautiful smile lit your face as you gazed down at our child with love radiating from your eyes, just as it did every time you looked upon me. Sometimes I think if you saw me now that you wouldn't have that look, not with the thousands I've slaughtered since your demise while in war, and simply for my pleasure. But then I feel you with me and I know there would always be love and forgiveness in your heart for me.
 
   Our baby girl would have been as beautiful as you were. I would have loved her unconditionally and I would have protected her with my life.
 
   I felt nothing for my son, but that was not his fault, I don't feel anything other than pleasure from blood and a never-ending thirst for vengeance. This child will help in that quest for vengeance. He has my blood in his veins after all, he will grow to be powerful, and he will be a strong fighter and ally. I will make sure of it.
 
   She named him Braith, she asked for my opinion on the name, but I didn't have one to give. I don't know where the name came from, nor do I particularly care. I could set her free now, she has finally produced an heir for me, but truth be told I like the cover she gives me. I go to fight and come home to my wife. If I were to set her free I would have to find a mistress or do something to keep up appearances as a man, and I have no desire to do so.
 
   I can force myself to be with her if I must, but I will not set up another woman in my life that I will have to speak with and lay with, without being able to kill her. That is the problem now, for me sex has become entwined with death. My body needs the release but that horrid feeling of betraying you takes me over every time. The only ones lucky enough to walk away from me have been Anna and the women that others know I am with; it is war after all and there is little privacy. I do not discriminate, both human and vampire women fall equally. The killing of the human soldiers is easier when I am engaged in battle and many have fallen beneath my sword and fangs.
 
   I refuse to have to go through another relationship with another woman though or worse yet listen to what she has to say. It is bad enough with Anna, whom I rarely see, but at least when I do see her I know what inane gossip, fashion, and travel conversation I will have to suffer through. Therefore, I will keep up this sham of a happy marriage for as long as it takes for my plan to come to completion.
 
   Until then, I will continue to pretend. I am the master of it after all.
 
   I'll be returning to the Crusades within the month, it's where I can be free. For now though I suppose I will play the role of father.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus stared down at the squirming bundle within his arms. The boy, Braith, he reminded himself, had his black hair and his mother's oddly colored, yet striking eyes. Eyes that were focused raptly on him as he walked from one side of the room to the other with the baby. He was surprised to realize that he'd actually believed he might grow to feel something for the child, his child. Even if it was part hers there was a piece of him within this baby. Shouldn't he be reacting to that, shouldn't he care in some small way?
 
   Instead, the emptiness within him grew with every step and just like the night he had first lain with Anna, he felt a growing madness escalating within him. It seemed that each event in his life that moved him further away from Genny, the more the insanity took hold of his mind. Knowing that he required this child for his future plans, he turned and thrust the baby into the nurse's arms before he did something to the boy that would destroy everything he had been working for.
 
   The woman, startled by the abrupt gesture, fumbled to keep hold of the child. Atticus spun away and left the room before he destroyed everyone within it. He had to get back to the desert and the freedom it gave to him. Striding down the hall, he thrust open the door to his rooms. He'd been planning to escape the villa, but it seemed fate had other plans for him when he spotted Merle alone in his private solar, standing by the balcony overlooking the beach. His cousin turned toward him and smiled invitingly as he opened his arms to him.
 
   "My but you're a sight for sore eyes!" Merle greeted cheerfully. Atticus gave him a brisk hug before stepping away. "I hear congratulations are finally in order! And a boy!"
 
   "A boy," Atticus confirmed. He moved further away from his cousin to pour himself a goblet of blood.
 
   "And his name is?"
 
   "Braith."
 
   "Interesting."
 
   "She chose it," he said before downing the contents of the goblet.
 
   The smile slid from Merle's face. It had been nearly fifty years since he'd seen his cousin; their lives had taken them on completely different paths. Merle lived the easy life in Spain with his wife while he enjoyed the massacre of the sand.
 
   "I thought this would make you happy," Merle said quietly.
 
   Atticus's eyes slid sideways toward him, his hand clenched upon the gold goblet, causing it to bend within his grasp. "Happy!" he barked as his façade cracked. "It had to be done! That does not mean I am happy about it."
 
   Merle's eyes widened, he stood for a moment before walking over to pull out a chair. He dropped the blade at his waist onto the table and slumped onto the chair. "I'd hoped you had found some happiness in your life since we last saw one another."
 
   Atticus tossed aside the ruined goblet and brought another one forth. He cursed himself for having let so much of himself show, he'd worked relentlessly to keep up the charade that was his life. The birth of his son and seeing Merle again had rattled him in perilous ways. He couldn't allow it to all fall apart now. Regaining control of himself, he poured himself another goblet of blood.
 
   "Would you like some?" he inquired not bothering to respond to Merle's statement. Merle waved his hand dismissively and shook his head. Atticus walked over and sat across from him. "How have things been with you?"
 
   "Fine enough," Merle responded though his eyes remained troubled as he watched Atticus. "Jane miscarried again three months ago. I think she's had enough of trying and so have I. That was the sixteenth child we've lost, a boy this time. I don't think it was meant for us to have offspring."
 
   "Do you plan to end it with her and marry another?" Atticus inquired.
 
   Merle shrugged. "Things are convenient for us now but I suppose I'll eventually have to take another if she can't produce an heir."
 
   "Do you have any bastards?"
 
   "I'd lay wager that there are a few of them running around out there, none that I'm aware of or have acknowledged though." Atticus nodded and sipped at his blood. "How is it in the land of the sun?"
 
   "I am kept busy," he murmured as his gaze drifted toward the darkening sky outside the balcony doors.
 
   "Do you plan to return to the war now that you have a son here?"
 
   "I'll return to the desert within the month. What brings you here?"
 
   "The Council meeting is next week. I thought I would take a detour on my way to Transylvania to see how you have been and to congratulate you." Merle had been granted his own place on The Council when a young noble from the House of Herstin died unexpectedly in a fire. The noble had been the last of his line and they'd needed someone to step forward to take his place.
 
   "I'd forgotten," Atticus admitted.
 
   It had been years since he'd attended one of The Council meetings. It wasn't required of him while he was battling to keep their lands safe and the vampires within the desert under control. The population of vampires amongst the Crusades was swelling but most behaved themselves, far better than he did. In the beginning he'd come back for every Council meeting, but he'd soon realized that being the war hero, and the only one amongst them with actual battle experience, had elevated him in The Council's eyes far more than his attending every meeting ever would. He was battle hardened, he protected their wealth, and he carried out their laws without hesitation. Messengers carried back his feats to The Council and relayed Council details to him. That was good enough for him. He came back here twice a year, for two weeks to visit with his wife, but that was the only time he spent outside of the desert.
 
   Merle shifted in his seat and began to fiddle with his knife. It seemed as if something was on his mind but he appeared reluctant to reveal what it was. Finally he lifted his head to meet Atticus's eyes. "I ran into Camille."
 
   Atticus's head shot up, for the first time in years a true smile lit his face. "How is she?"
 
   Relief filled Merle's face, he relaxed and smiled jovially back at him. "She's doing well, looked as beautiful as ever."
 
   "What is she doing now? Is she married?"
 
   "She is designing women's clothing in Paris and is highly sought after. That's how I ran across her; Jane insisted we go to see her while we were in France. Though I didn't know who it was we were going to see at the time, and of course Jane has no idea who she is. She has chosen not to marry, though I'm sure if she met the right man she would settle down. She says she enjoys having control over her life, being free, and taking care of herself. She seemed happy enough but she told me she misses Genny every day and that she actually hides a little G in every piece of clothing she creates."
 
   Atticus turned away as tears burned his eyes. He tried not to think about the wonderful life he would have had with Genny if she hadn't been killed, but between this news and the baby, he was flooded with images of her in ways he hadn't been in years. Her raven eyes swam before his face, his nose was filled with the scent of asters as her laughter rang in his ears. His head bowed beneath the piercing blade of sorrow that pierced his heart. A blade that hadn't dulled over the years but only sharpened with every day he spent without her.
 
   "She told me to tell you that she says hello and that she misses you also," Merle continued.
 
   "She wouldn't miss me if she knew me," he murmured unable to keep up appearances with the barrage his senses were taking. "I should have died that day."
 
   Merle leaned over the table toward him. "Didn't a piece of you though?"
 
   Atticus shuddered, his nostrils flared as those words caused knowledge to spark within him. "Yes," he confirmed and lifted his head to meet Merle's gaze. Though it was far more than just a piece of him that had ceased to exist but he would never reveal that. "Yes, a part of me died that day."
 
   It seemed strange to confirm it aloud but once the words were out, he couldn't take them back. Merle sat back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. He didn't speak again as they sat together well into the night. It was the closest he'd come to making a connection with anyone in years and though he knew it wasn't much of one, he didn't want Merle to leave. The silent presence of another within the room actually made him feel almost alive again, but he knew it was a feeling that wouldn't last.
 
   "She smelled of asters," he murmured.
 
   "I remember," Merle said.
 
   Maybe that was why he felt almost alive again, because he had someone else to remember her with him if only for a little while.
 
   ***
 
   December 15, 1225
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Word arrived today that my second son was born on October 21. I knew she was to have the baby around then but I didn't return for the birth this time. Why would I? I was there for the birth of my first son; I found no reason to be there for the second. It's reported that he is healthy and that she has chosen the name Caleb for him. It's not a name I would have chosen, but who am I to judge? The children are simply a means to an end after all.
 
   It's strange, people die so quickly within this desert that even though I've been here for some time, I haven't had to move about much in order to avoid detection. It would be a dream if the rest of the world could be more like this place.
 
   ***
 
   May 30, 1227,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   The Council has called me back. I've just received word that my Uncle Nyles met his demise in a hunting accident and that they believe it is time for me to assume my place amongst them now that they are down a noble. I don't know how I'm going to handle going back to civilization. I don't know if I can go back to the charade that I've been avoiding for almost a hundred and fifty years.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus sat and watched as his sons moved around the field. Even at their young ages he could see the differences in the two of them. The oldest had a kindness in him that Atticus was determined to rid him of. It was a horrible thing for Braith to possess, one that would only destroy him in the end. It was a weakness that Atticus could not tolerate. Not in the son that he planned to have become one of his strongest soldiers in the war that he would one day wage across this land. Even as he watched though, the eldest knelt to call forth a kitten that had been hiding in the woods. The kitten crept out cautiously but continued forward at Braith's urging. There was delight all over his child's face as the kitten finally came to him.
 
   Atticus contemplated putting the child out of his misery before life destroyed him also, but he was aware of the fact that the staff of the villa didn't like the younger child. Some even feared him. Caleb was known to laugh as he bit, pulled the hair, or kicked and beat at those hired to take care of him. Atticus found this amusing; in fact it was something he took pride in. Whereas the oldest was every bit the clueless, hapless bastard he had once been, this younger specimen was every bit the heartless, savage monster he had become.
 
   However, Atticus was old enough to hide the insanity and ruthlessness within him, Caleb was not. The youngest may be the merciless son he would need to one day crush the human race beneath his heel, but the vampires would not follow him. They were more likely to turn against him and put him down as a child when it would be easier to kill him, if they thought there was any chance he would rise to power.
 
   The oldest though, humans and vampires alike loved the oldest; he had a magnetism about him that few could resist. Perhaps it was his pretty face, Atticus thought sardonically as he was already shaping up to be a handsome, strong boy. Even more so than the younger child. At six, Braith was already twice the size of the other vampire children he was being raised with and the star of all his training courses. He may not have the savagery within him that Atticus required in the boy, but he had the power and the ability to lead that Caleb did not possess.
 
   There was always the chance that he could rid the eldest of the weakness of compassion that would one day drag him down, and that was exactly what he intended to do. Braith grinned as he caught the kitten in his hands and held it before him. Walking across the field toward him, Atticus saw much of his old self within Braith and he hated him for it.
 
   "Kill it," he commanded brusquely.
 
   The smile slid from Braith's face as his head tilted back to look up at him. "Excuse me papa?"
 
   "I said kill the kitten."
 
   Behind him the younger one began to giggle. "But I don't want to," the older protested.
 
   "It doesn't matter what you want. In this life you won't get what you want, learn that now child. Crush it."
 
   The boy stared at him from uncertain eyes that were the same shade of gray with that strange blue band around them as his mother's. He despised those eyes. His gaze fell to the orange and black tabby cat squirming within Braith's grasp. Atticus watched as Braith's hand moved to grab hold of the kitten's head but at the last second, instead of killing it as he'd been told, the boy tossed it toward the tree line it had emerged from. The kitten's legs were braced apart, its hair stood on end when it landed in the woods. A small hiss escaped it before it turned and fled into the forest.
 
   The younger one began to laugh louder as Atticus snatched Braith up by the back of his tunic and lifted him before him. The color faded from Braith's face, his eyes bulged from his head. Atticus gave him a sharp shake back and forth. "You are never to disobey me again!" he snarled.
 
   Dropping his arm down, he dragged the child behind him on the ground as he stormed back to the villa. The child was brave and obstinate, he'd give him credit for that, but he would learn his place. He would learn that this world was only a place for cruelty and he was going to be the one to teach it to him. The sound of the boy's cries fell on deaf ears as he dragged him back to the boy's room and locked the door behind them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 27 -
 
   April 9, 1235
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   My daughter was born today. She's nothing like the little girl I'd envisioned with you when I first held Braith. She looks like her mother with her blond hair and delicate features. The sight of her made me cringe. Anna named her Natasha. Again, it wouldn't have been my choice but again I offered no opinion on the matter.
 
   I often ponder what our daughter's name would have been but I can never think of anything that would have been beautiful enough for her. Though sometimes I think I would have called her Aster as she would have been our shining star.
 
   I hate this world I live in and these vampires and humans that surround me. I want my desert back but that's not to be. I must say though that The Council is almost as ruthless as me; they just use their laws to cover up their ruthlessness. The methods of torture they come up with are ingenious. Though we are not allowed to actually carry them out (they do not like to get their hands dirty and expect that we all feel that way, even though I don't) as an appointed enforcer of the laws, I do get to watch.
 
   ***
 
   Atticus smiled grimly as the vampire trapped within the cage before him screamed on endlessly. His body thrummed with excitement as the man's face became florid and the muscles in his neck stood out. Beside him, Braith took a step back and turned away. Horror was written all over his son's features as the man's face twisted in agony.
 
   As a vampire this was only the beginning of the man's suffering, there was much more torture still to come. A vampire's body did not simply give out on them. Oh no, he had learned over the years, and even more so now that he was working closer with The Council, that there were many things the vampire body could withstand. They could lose almost all of their blood and continue to function as a mere husk of their former selves. Their tolerance for pain before finally passing out was ten times the threshold of a human's, and they were far more fun to play with than any human was.
 
   Every new form of torture he discovered he filed away for future use. Until the day he could use what he had learned, he enjoyed making sure the punishments that The Council handed down to vampires that broke the Vampiric Law were carried out.
 
   Atticus wrapped his hand around the back of Braith's neck and pulled him forward as the rats continue to eat their way through the vampire's belly and chest. "Look," he hissed at his son.
 
   In the glow of the fire behind the man, Braith's eyes were wild and filled with dread. His muscles strained against Atticus's hold upon him but he didn't try to break free of his grasp. He was strong and broad, especially for a twelve year old, but he was of no competition for his father and they both knew it. Sweat began to break out on Braith's face but he remained immobile within his grasp as the vampire released one more howl before succumbing to unconsciousness.
 
   "Ach," Caleb said disappointedly from beside him and gulped down the rest of the blood in his goblet.
 
   "It is over now," Braith murmured. He turned sideways to twist out of Atticus's grasp and he let him go. Braith's eyes were filled with disgust as they lingered on Caleb. He turned on his heel and walked away. His footsteps echoed on the stone floor of the catacombs beneath the building that The Council had established as their center for law enforcement in Italy.
 
   Atticus watched him go; it seemed that no matter what he did, he couldn't break the boy's compassionate streak. Braith was still young though; there was plenty of time to make him see. He'd learned that forcing him to stay to watch only turned into a battle and right now he was enjoying this newest torture far too much to fight with his son.
 
   He turned back to Caleb. "Would you like to wake him?"
 
   "Oh yes, very much so," Caleb said eagerly. Caleb's green eyes, so much like his own, gleamed with pleasure in the light of the fire.
 
   The tiny piece of him that still had a little sanity left was even a little unnerved by Caleb and his thirst for brutality. It was an extremely small piece though and one that was easily ignored as he grabbed a poker from the fire and handed it over to his son. A twisted smile curved Caleb's lips; he placed the burning tip of the poker against the man's cheek. A howl escaped the man as he came back to life.
 
   ***
 
   February 17th, 1243,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Anna has given me another son today. He's much like the other boys with his dark coloring and his eyes are gray like his mother's. I wonder if that means he'll be as soft as his eldest brother is. Braith is growing larger everyday though and the vampire people, as well as humans, really do respond to him. He has some kind of hold over them, or not a hold, but a charisma that attracts them.
 
   When he smiles they smile back at him, when he speaks, they listen. He will be a great captain for the army I will one day raise, a great champion for my cause. I may not have succeeded yet in showing him that there is nothing in this world but cruelty and death, but he's proven himself to be exceptionally strong, fast, and a powerful warrior.
 
   Caleb can be the one that does the dirty work, but it will be Braith that leads the armies. The girl, Natasha, is much like Caleb. I see it in her. They both take the same twisted pleasure in death and torture that I do. They are not as good at concealing it though, but they are children, they will learn to keep it better hidden as they grow.
 
   She named this boy Jericho, I had no input in this name either but it is not overly bad. I wonder what he will be like. Will he be the oblivious fool his older brother is, that I once was, or will he be as twisted as his siblings are, and as I have become.
 
   It will be interesting to see.
 
   ***
 
   August 4th, 1373
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   The years are going by so fast now. Sometimes I think that maybe one of these days I will wake up and you will not be the first thing on my mind. That day has not come yet. I sat last night with your words again, like I have every day, but for the first time in years I opened the trunk too. I was always afraid to open it, afraid your scent would escape and I would lose yet another piece of you. It has dulled over the years but your aroma is still there, and still potent enough to drive a knife through my heart. Though I don't need your smell to do that, just the memory of you can still bring me to my knees.
 
   ***
 
   March 11th, 1450,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Merle came to see me today. It has been almost twenty-five years since I last saw him, he is little changed but he did come with the strangest bit of news…
 
    
 
   Atticus looked up from where he sat at his desk, keeping a detailed account of the vampires that had been put down this month and the offenses they had committed in order to deserve the punishment from The Council. He grabbed his goblet full of blood as a knock sounded on the door of the library he'd had built in his newest villa.
 
   "Who is it?"
 
   "Your best looking family member," Merle called cheerfully from the other side.
 
   Atticus couldn't help but chuckle as he rose to his feet and went to open the door. Merle was leaning in the doorway, his sandy blond hair was longer than the last time Atticus had seen him, his skin tanner, and a vibrant smile was on his face. "Cousin," Merle greeted as he straightened away from the door and grasped hold of Atticus's hand.
 
   He'd become infallible at keeping his revulsion hidden from everyone but even still, he slipped his hand away from Merle's as soon as he could. "You're looking well," Atticus said and stepped aside to let him enter.
 
   "As are you," Merle said. He dropped his hat on the table in the center of the room and settled into a chair. "How have you been?"
 
   "I'm fine and you?"
 
   "Jane and I have officially decided to call it quits. She was a good woman but it's time to get serious about having an heir. We won't live forever you know," he quipped and winked as he propped his feet up on the table.
 
   "Does Anna know about this?" Atticus asked. He walked over to reclaim his goblet before settling in across from Merle.
 
   "I'm not sure if Jane has told her or not. She plans to return to Italy to stay in the family home that had belonged to her mother so that she can be closer to Anna and her father."
 
   "Do you have another woman in mind already?"
 
   "I don't but now that I'm free of a wife, I'm also free to start looking. There are some tempting bits out there you know."
 
   "I do," Atticus said with a laugh that he didn't feel. He was still so good at playing along. The only bits he found attractive now were the ones he could kill afterward. There were times when he thought he should be mad about the fact that his normal yearnings had died with Genny, but in the end, it was the smallest part of himself that he'd lost when he'd lost her.
 
   The smile slid from Merle's face, he folded his hands on top of his stomach. "I've heard that Anna's had more than her fair share of miscarriages again since your last son."
 
   "She has," Atticus confirmed.
 
   "Have you thought of finding another wife?"
 
   Atticus released a harsh bark of laughter as he drank his blood. "No. I'm quite content with Anna and the children she has managed to produce."
 
   "Has it changed then?" Merle inquired with a strange gleam in his eyes.
 
   "Has what changed?" Atticus inquired.
 
   "Your feelings for Genny, have they finally gone, have you moved on then?"
 
   The sound of her name caused him to recoil as if he'd been slapped. It had been years since anyone had said her name out loud. His upper lip curled into an involuntary sneer at the insinuation of Merle's words. "Have they gone!" he spat. He stood abruptly and ran a hand through his hair as he paced away from the table. "Get out!"
 
   "Wait Atticus, I meant no harm from it. I know what she meant to you…"
 
   He moved so fast that he didn't even comprehend what he was doing. His hand wrapped around Merle's throat and he smashed him into the wall. "What she means!" He bit out as he shoved his face into Merle's. "What she will always mean!"
 
   Merle's eyes were frantic as he searched his face. "I understand," he assured him.
 
   Disgusted and surprised with himself for having lost control, he lowered Merle and straightened his doublet. Self-disgust filled him but his cousin was the only one that could rattle him into losing his composure. He would have to take more care from now on, to be more prepared for Merle's presence and the memories it brought back so vividly. They were much better off apart, or at least he was better off when they were.
 
   "I don't know what came over me," he murmured by way of an apology as he walked away from his cousin.
 
   Merle's hand went to his throat as he stepped away from the wall. "I think I do."
 
   Atticus turned toward him so fast that blood sloshed over the sides of the goblet he had just lifted. "What do you mean you think you do?" he demanded.
 
   Merle settled himself into his seat again and rested his hands on the table before him. "Have you ever heard of something called a bloodlink?"
 
   Atticus frowned as he shook his head. "No, what is that?"
 
   "I think it is what Genny was to you, what she will always be."
 
   Atticus approached the table as cautiously as a man approaching a pride of lions. Merle might actually have an answer for what was wrong with him, an answer for what he had become. It was almost too much to hope for but he found himself riveted upon Merle's words. "Go on," he encouraged.
 
   "I was talking with Khalfan the other day." It took Atticus a minute to recall who Khalfan was, and then his memory kicked in. He was the oldest known vampire in existence, and one of a handful of vampires known as the history keepers that was still alive. Atticus had met him a few times over the years, but the darkly colored man with piercing black eyes, and tribal tattoos covering his arms and the right side of his face had made him feel uneasy and exposed. The man never said anything to him, but Atticus had a feeling that Khalfan saw the madness lurking within him and he stayed away from Khalfan because of it.
 
   "And what did Khalfan have to say?" Atticus inquired casually though he felt like a bundle of raw nerves inside. Merle knew he wasn't the same, that he never would be, but Atticus was certain he didn't realize the depth of his lunacy or his ultimate goal. Had Khalfan told Merle just how malevolent he really was now? He didn't want to have to kill his cousin, not unless Merle got in his way, but he wouldn't hesitate to put Merle down if he could expose him in some way.
 
   "He told me about something called a bloodlink, a bond that exists solely between vampires. He said it's an extremely rare connection. That most vampires believe it to be nothing more than a myth created by vampire poets dreaming of love or vampires hoping to one day discover more power. He told me that he actually saw it once though, years ago between two vampires. He said the bond was so intense between them that they both became more powerful because of it. When one died the other promptly followed, by their own hand. He said it's rumored that if one dies, and the other is left behind, they go mad from the separation."
 
   Everything within his body went completely still at what Merle had just revealed. The power that Genny's blood had given to him, the bond that he'd felt connecting them. It was still there, he could feel it even now encircling his deadened heart. The whisper of her touch, not felt in three hundred years, was still as strong as if he had felt it only yesterday. Her laughter, forever silenced, still rang as clearly in his ears as the church bells that had sounded this morning.
 
   That connection, how he missed it. He'd never found anything that had come anywhere close to bringing him the happiness, love, or sense of fulfillment that just one minute with her had given to him. Mad wasn't near good enough a word to describe what he'd become.
 
   "I see," his gaze drifted to the balcony and the night beyond. "And it is only between vampires?"
 
   "Yes, the bond is sealed with sex and an exchange of blood between the vampires. It is a soul deep connection that allows them to know where the other is at all times. It would be impossible for a vampire to have that with a human." Atticus could feel Merle's gaze burning into him. He turned his eyes away from the balcony and back to his cousin. "It was the exchange of blood between vampires and the bond he spoke of that made me begin to believe that it was true. It reminded me of you, and… Genny." He hesitated before saying her name this time, as if he feared that Atticus would come at him again.
 
   He flinched inwardly, but he managed to keep his exterior completely impassive while inside he was a seething mass of turmoil and heartache. "I considered it, you know," Atticus told him. "I considered following her that night. Considered walking into the fires spreading through the village, but then I discovered Camille and I knew I had to get her to safety." He'd become so adept at lying that it rolled easily off of his tongue now.
 
   "And you did get her to safety."
 
   "So I did and as you can see, I'm still alive and I'm not crazy. Perhaps this bloodlink does exist but it seems it has been exaggerated, as have most things throughout the years. Or maybe it is not what Genny and I shared." More lies woven over top of lies but as Merle continued to stare at him Atticus willed him to buy this lie. Merle finally dropped his gaze to the table.
 
   "It's an interesting concept though," Merle murmured. "One that I think has effected you."
 
   "Perhaps it has, but who is to know for certain." He almost reiterated that he was sane but he bit his tongue, there was such a thing as protesting too much. It would be safer to steer this conversation to a different topic. "How long will you be staying?"
 
   Merle leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. "I don't think being so close to the woman that I am separating from is a good idea right now, even if it is under amicable terms," he said with a laugh.
 
   "No I suppose not," Atticus agreed. "Where will you go now?"
 
   "I think I shall return to Spain for a bit. I enjoy the weather there."
 
   "Not England?" he inquired in a teasing tone that he didn't feel.
 
   Merle snorted and finished off his wine. "Never again if I can help it."
 
   "I must agree," Atticus said and clinked his goblet against Merle's.
 
   Though I played it off Genny, I do believe that what he spoke of is true. That this mystical bloodlink is in fact what bonded the two of us together. We should have left for the new world sooner. If I had only known what was unfolding between us, if I'd only done more. We'd have been so happy together, our lives so different, our children so loved. Instead, you are gone and I have become a monstrosity.
 
   ***
 
   January 31st, 1550
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Anna suffered another miscarriage today. I've grown tired of the charade. There is no reason for me to continue to touch the woman when it has become apparent that she is just as unable to provide children as her sister is. I've lost count of the children we've lost over the past years, perhaps she knows.
 
   Unfortunately, though I would give anything to stop crawling into her bed, the pretense must be kept up. I need her family for my future plans. I need her for my future plans and there is no way to break free of her. Not now anyway, one day though, one day it will all be over.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 28 -
 
   May, 1st, 1727,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Yet again instead of standing up for ourselves, The Council has decided that the best course of action is for us to flee the continent during this time of bitter turmoil. Stray vampires, who have since been caught and punished for their perfidy, started a panic that has spread beyond the normal borders of the town, or even the country, where the main problem originated.
 
   It started in seventeen twenty-one in East Prussia and though we thought that problem had been stamped out these foolish and pathetic humans worked themselves into a frenzy. Rumors spread like wild fire, villages have been burned, and most of them were not even vampire villages. Though they did succeed in taking three of our locations out.
 
   What we thought was contained has now spread to the Habsburg Monarchy and invaded the land there. This time they succeeded in killing off at least fifty vampires and sending The Council and vampires throughout the continent into a tumult the likes of which I've never seen before. This is almost my opportunity. There are enough vampires that are incensed by the way we have been treated that they might make an attempt at a stand, but though I'm chomping at the bit to crush the throat of mankind, even I must admit that the time is still not right.
 
   We are too scattered right now. Vampires are fleeing from all across the continent and the English Isles. They are running from Asia, India, Africa and Australia even though the human panic has not spread as far as those distant lands. They are not willing to take the chance that the panic won't spread through there and are abandoning their homes.
 
   Thousands of vampires are boarding ships and heading to the new world, a place that will hopefully offer us some protection from the complete idiocy of the human race.
 
   My ship leaves tomorrow; we will set sail in the morning. I'm curious to see what this new world will bring to our kind.
 
   To see what it would have offered to us.
 
   ***
 
   August, 30th, 1727,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   We arrived in a place called Boston today. Though we were not the first vampires to step forth on the land, we are amongst the first settlers of our kind. This land reminds me of many other places I've been, mostly in England, but they say the land beyond is still unsettled and savage. We will be pushing inward to discover these wild lands tomorrow.
 
   ***
 
   November 15th, 1727,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   This is a land we could have settled in, lost ourselves within, and built a magnificent life here. It would have been challenging, it is already far colder in these mountains than anything I am used to, but we have established a settlement that should see us through the winter. You would have loved it amongst these mountains. You could have run around barely dressed wherever you chose with no one to stumble across you.
 
   The indigenous people in this land welcomed us on the first day but we've seen little of them since. I don't know how but I think they understood what the other humans don't; we are not to be trifled with. The people that were here before us are strange humans with darker skin, but not quite as dark as Khalfan's. They move amongst the wilderness with a grace and ease that almost reminds me of a vampire. They were born to this savage land and they thrive amongst it, as will we.
 
   They're also a good food supply. No matter how well adept they are at using their bows, arrows, and spears I am still able to hunt them. There are also plenty of wild animals here, more than I ever could have imagined. Yes we would have made a fine home and fresh start here, no one ever would have found us amongst the trees and mountains of this foreign land.
 
   It is also a much better place to make a stand against the humans than Europe would have been. This is where it was all supposed to have started for us, and it will be where it will all end for them.
 
   ***
 
   December 15th, 1787,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   It appears that the humans have decided to name this land where we have settled Pennsylvania. I was informed of this today by a young man named Gideon. Though I suppose by humans standards he is no longer young. He has become friendly with Braith and I see them together often talking over wine and sneaking off to be with women. I do not trust Gideon, there is something about him I don't like, but then I don't like anyone anymore.
 
   No matter what I have done, or continue to do to show them the truth, I still see this belief that the world is good and full of promise in both Braith and Jericho. Most fear Caleb and Natasha, I watch them with an air of amusement as the servants scurry out of their way and even vampires step hurriedly aside when they walk by. I watch the way they torment others and see the twisted version of me within them when I stare into their eyes. It's as if the worst parts of me somehow passed into those two. I am well aware of the fact that Caleb has tortured and slaughtered more than a few of the indigenous inhabitants of this land, but he is careful about disposal and who am I to take the pleasure from him? I find my own release that way too.
 
   Sometimes I think that the good in Braith and Jericho came from their mother. She may be as boring as dirt with the personality of a board, but she is a kind woman and people and vampires respond well to her. I try to tell myself that their good is from her but I know the truth. I see the me that I used to be, all those hundreds of years ago in them, especially in Jericho.
 
   He has that carefree air I'd once possessed. That easy grin and who gives a care attitude that drove me to the clubs and to party all those nights away with Merle. It's funny how clearly I can remember those long ago days with Merle, and you. Yet the many that have passed since then are nothing but a blur. I wouldn't be able to differentiate one day from another if it wasn't for these daily writings to you.
 
   Yes, Jericho was the me I was as a youth, teen, and man. I've tried to change it in him, but I see the way that grin makes the girls smile, and his complete indifference towards anything political. Braith is different, he is kind, I see it in the way he treats people. The women also like him but where Jericho makes them laugh and melts them with his whispered words, Braith has only to sit there and they go to him. I am no fool, the power radiates from him. Caleb is the one that will help me destroy the world, but Braith is the one that inherited the full power of my bloodline.
 
   Braith is caring but he carries the weight of the world on his shoulders, and as he has gotten older, he has become more distant and less carefree. Perhaps, it is the weight of my world he carries upon his shoulders that has made him more reserved over the years. I am the one trying to make him the leader that he has to become one day. Though sometimes I feel like I am failing.
 
   I've looked for Camille since arriving in this land but I've yet to see her. I don't know what I would do if I did stumble upon her one day. I don't think I could handle it. I can only hope she escaped the persecution of the continent but I feel as if I will never know the answer to that. I chose to believe she is as alive and happy as Merle claimed her to be when he last saw her.
 
   Merle left again yesterday. The Council has sent him out to explore this vast land and see what it has to offer; though I think most vampires are content to stay in this area. It is safe amongst these mountains; there is enough food for us all, but not enough humans that they are a threat to us. There are other vampire colonies throughout this vast land, but I do believe this is where The Council will keep its base of power.
 
   ***
 
   July 12, 1861
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   With the way these humans carry on they won't have to worry about us hiding amongst them, living off of them, and destroying them. They've started a war amongst themselves and seem hell bent on destroying each other. I cannot understand how they believe that the color of a man's skin somehow makes them inferior, but that is what they are fighting over now. One day they will learn that they are all inferior. That there is a master race out there that doesn't care about color or sexual preference, all we care about is what runs through their veins.
 
   Though I must admit that the idea of keeping them in chains is enticing, and something to be considered for the future.
 
   The best thing about the war is that Anna's father was killed when a stray bullet took his horse out from underneath him. He was pinned beneath the horse for three days before anyone discovered him; both his legs and neck had been snapped during the accident. If it had only been one leg and his neck, he may have been able to survive it, or if he had been found sooner maybe he could have been saved. I wouldn't have gone out of my way to do it though. As it was, he bled out from the bones piercing his skin, before his body could heal the multiple injuries he had sustained.
 
   ***
 
   April 3rd, 1974,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   I've started building a palace fit for a king, the time for war is nearing and a strong base of power will be needed when the war begins. It will be a center of control and it will be a place not easily conquered. The weapons these humans have invented over these recent years have made it so it will be possible to take them down. They once feared us enough to burn innocent people and yet they have built bombs strong enough to wipe out entire cities in one fell swoop. It only confirms my conviction that they must be destroyed before they take all of us out with their insane ways.
 
   Merle has also returned for good now, or so The Council has decided. With all of the changes that have been rendered over the world in the last fifty years, they have decided it is better for the vampires to be banded closer together. You wouldn't recognize this world anymore Genny, there have been more changes in these past fifty years than there were for hundreds of years at a time. I think you would have enjoyed many of the new discoveries and inventions that have come out.
 
   I just have to find the right time, the right moment to set off the spark of war, but I feel it is coming soon. I finally feel as though everything I've been plotting is going to reach its cataclysm and I must be prepared. The palace will be hidden within these mountains with enough security around it to prevent any humans from discovering it, and if they do, they won't be walking away.
 
   There will be a garden in the palace and a fountain. I never thought that I would have cared about decorating and for the most part, I don't. Anna will be deciding what to do with the rest of the place, but the garden is mine, or more yours. I've had a fountain made especially in memory of you though no one will know that but me. The fountain will be for us, and what never was, but should have been. Those gardens will be as beautiful as you were to me. The fountain will be a constant reminder of what I can never have again and of what I must do.
 
   The palace will be my main residence. Some of the aristocracy will reside in the homes being built within the solid outer walls. It is my money that is going into building the palace, but if they want the security of the massive walls they will pay a price for it, their loyalty being number one and their coin being number two.
 
   Though The Council still rules, things are beginning to shift. Khalfan was killed yesterday when his car crashed over the side of a cliff and burst into flames. The fire could be seen from miles away, there was nothing left to his body but bones when he was pulled from the wreckage. It is assumed that his brakes failed. I know that is what occurred but I'm also aware it was no accident. Sacrifices must be made for the greater good.
 
   With his death, I am now the oldest living vampire. They all look to me now. Yes Genny, the power is definitely shifting.
 
   His son, Xavier, has stepped up to take his father's place as a history keeper. There is something about the way Xavier looks at me that is even more unnerving than his father's steadfast gaze had been. He's far more reserved than his father too and much more of a watcher than his father was. Sometimes I think he sees the real me. Sometimes I even think that I might actually like to be seen for once. I'd like to have someone acknowledge the vast pit of nothing within me, to have someone else see my misery.
 
   ***
 
   January 12th, 2061,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Anna came to me today to inform me she is pregnant again. I wonder if this one will be viable, and if it is, I wonder if she thinks that I am a fool. I laid with her once in the timespan that would have created the child but it's been years since I spilled my seed in the woman. No matter how I much I pictured you, and the fact that I stopped allowing her to even touch me years ago, I still couldn't bring myself to the point of completion with her.
 
   I'll admit this only to you, but I think my inability to finish with her is because I knew I could not kill her after. That is the real joy in the act to me now, the death that accompanies it, and not the actual act itself.
 
   It will be interesting to see if she will finally be able to carry this one to term. Perhaps it is my poisonous seed that her body has been rejecting these many years. I certainly wouldn't blame her body if it was.
 
   ***
 
   August 5th, 2061,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   It's a girl. She was born this morning; I didn't bother to hold her and didn't care about the name though I'm told it is Melinda. I've yet to reveal that I know the child isn't mine. That is my secret to have and when the time is right, I will use it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 29 -
 
   May 23rd, 2064,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   It has taken over a thousand years but Anna has been removed from my life, hopefully forever…
 
    
 
   Anna looked up at him as he closed the door between their rooms and leaned against it. She straightened away from the crib where Melinda lay, curled up on her side with her thumb in her mouth. She was a beautiful child with her mother's golden hair and dove gray eyes. Atticus barely glanced at her though as he focused on Anna.
 
   He'd seen the troubled look in her eyes often since he'd begun to exert his presence over those within the palace more forcefully. He still progressed cautiously with his plans but with his age, and the fortress he had created, he'd risen further into the role of the leader. He'd been nominated the head of The Council just last month. There were still more steps to take but the biggest one stood across the way from him now.
 
   She was well loved by everyone; her death would be a blow to them all, when it came, but for her death to occur she couldn't be within these palace walls. It had to be the humans or at least it had to appear to be the humans that ended her life.
 
   The apprehension in her eyes grew as she folded her hands before her and continued to stare at him. He imagined that part of her unease around him was because he hadn't touched her since she'd revealed her pregnancy to him. They'd kept up their pretenses in public but in private there was nothing between them anymore, finally.
 
   "Milord?" she asked hesitatingly.
 
   "It's time for you to leave the palace." The color drained from her face so rapidly that even her lips paled. It felt freeing to be able to talk to her so bluntly. She wasn't his wife and she never had been. His fingers brushed over the ring tucked into the pocket of his shirt, when Anna was gone he'd be free to wear the ring of his true wife.
 
   "Milord," she squeaked. "I don't understand."
 
   "Oh but I think you do. You are going to leave here, you are going to take that child with you, and you are going to do so without protest."
 
   She looked as if he'd slapped her but fire began to burn in her eyes as she glanced at the toddler staring at them from her crib. A mother bear protecting her young. "I will do no such thing. You have no reason to cast me aside in such a way. The people will turn on you, they'll see you for the monster you are!"
 
   Atticus released a harsh bark of laughter. "They haven't seen for over a thousand years and neither have you. The people love you, I'll admit it, but they won't be able to blame me when they learn of your infidelity."
 
   Her eyes flickered with fear but her jaw remained thrust forward. "Such a baseless accusation will not stand."
 
   He advanced on her so quickly that she never saw him coming until he was pushing her against the wall and pinning her there. "I cannot abide a liar Anna." Those words seemed so strange coming from him, the biggest liar of them all, but there had always been a reason for all of his lies. "So why don't you just drop this charade of yours. That child is not mine."
 
   "That's not…"
 
   Atticus slammed his hands against the wall beside her head, causing her to jump in response. "Do not lie!" he bellowed.
 
   Tears formed in her eyes as she shrank away from him and the child began to cry. "I'm sorry! It was only one time!" she gushed out. "Please, you must forgive me milord!"
 
   She grabbed hold of his arms. A ripple slid over his skin, his stomach turned as bile surged up his throat. He threw her hands away from him. "Don't ever touch me again!" he snarled at her.
 
   Her eyes widened, her lower lip began to tremble. She grabbed for him again but seemed to change her mind as her hands fell limply back to her sides. "Atticus please forgive me, I was just so lonely. All of our children were grown, we barely speak anymore, my father is dead, my sister is dead. I had no one else!"
 
   Jane had been killed in a plane crash five years ago while going back to visit Italy. He'd expressed his condolences to Anna but he hadn't spoken to her about it since then.
 
   "I don't care," he said flatly and straightened the edges of his jacket. "If you take that child and leave without complaint I won't reveal that she isn't mine. I'll allow her to come back one day to take her place amongst the court. She will have a life, but you will not continue to have one amongst these walls. If you put up a fight or deny the truth, I will kill the child." Anna's hand flew to her mouth; she shook her head in denial. "Do not doubt it for a second."
 
   It was a lie. If his plans went right neither of them would live long enough for the girl to be able to come back to the palace, but he wasn't going to reveal that to her. "Atticus…"
 
   "Pack your things; you are to be out of here before nightfall."
 
   He turned on his heel and walked toward the door separating their rooms. "Where will we go?" she whispered.
 
   "I've had a home set up for you in the woods, far from here. You will be taken care of and you will have servants, but you will not be welcome amongst your peers again."
 
   "Like you haven't lain with countless others over the years!" Her voice, shrill with terror, caused him to wince.
 
   A cruel smile curved his mouth when he looked back at her. "I can assure you that every woman I've lain with over the years has always been the same one in my mind, and it wasn't you. Nor are there any women walking around with my bastards."
 
   There was still no color in her face but she thrust her shoulders back and lifted her chin defiantly. "You're a heartless prick to throw us out like this."
 
   He released a chortle of laughter and turned to walk back to her. She stepped protectively in front of the crying child. Atticus grasped hold of the crib rail on either side of her and leaned closer. His nostrils flared as he savored in the distress wafting off of her in acrid waves of sweat.
 
   "I'm a soulless prick dear, get it right," he informed her before turning and walking back to the dividing door.
 
   "Aren't you even going to ask who the father is?" she blurted as he opened the door.
 
   "I already know and if you tell him that I know, I can assure you they will be the last words you ever utter." He closed the door between them and threw the lock into place.
 
   It was three hours later when he escorted her down the stairs and into the grand entranceway. Anna kept the child pressed against her chest and her head held high as she was paraded past everyone. Gideon stepped forward first; his hazel eyes narrowed as he looked from Atticus to Anna.
 
   "Do you not want a trial?" he inquired. Anna shook her head and glanced down at Melinda. "Are you not going to deny these accusations?"
 
   "No," Anna said quietly. "I'm not."
 
   Gideon's jaw clenched, his eyes flickered between him and Anna, but though he looked like he wanted to protest further, he shook his head and stepped away. They continued down the main entranceway past Braith, Caleb, Natasha, and Jericho but no one else offered a protest. The vampires within may not like the way she was being treated but infidelity wasn't to be tolerated from a still married woman that had no open understanding with her husband. He handed Anna over to the waiting contingent of guards that were to take her out of the palace. The crowd that had gathered began to disperse, he heard the whispers growing amongst them, the disbelief, but Anna had offered no protest against his accusations.
 
   Could it be true? They all speculated and not so secretly.
 
   Atticus refrained from smiling, though inwardly he was alive with pleasure as he turned and walked back to the stairwell. He could already feel the interested gazes of the women following him but he'd just gotten rid of one woman he'd never wanted in his life, he wasn't about to pick up another one.
 
   ***
 
   March 20th, 2075,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   It is done; Anna is dead and the child is presumed so. I feel no compunction about having had Anna or the child slaughtered. There are always sacrifices to be made and it is such a relief to have her out of my life forever.
 
   The time for war has come. There were some on The Council that voted down the idea. They'll pay for that when the war is over, but the rest have decided that they've had enough of being held down in this world, enough of being slaughtered due to the human's ignorance and stupidity. They've also agreed that for the war there should only be one leader. Due to my age, lineage, and the stronghold of this palace they have agreed that I should be king for the time being.
 
   I will not be giving that position up.
 
   I've made many strategic moves over the years to acquire an armory that could shatter this world. I have established a number of humans amongst positions of power over the past fifteen years throughout the world. I financed their campaigns, made them what they are, and even placed one in the White House. It's amazing how quickly they were willing to sell out their beliefs and principles for a chance at more wealth and power. They didn't know they were making a deal with the devil, that they still are, but they will push the right buttons and make the right moves when they are told to do so.
 
   Though some of them know what I am, they are still willing to help me in this war in exchange for a position of even more power and money after it is over. I will fulfill my promises to them; they will after all be needed as food when all is said and done. As much as I'd like all humans dead, even I am not insane enough to think that could be possible, we would all starve.
 
   My goal is so close at hand that I can taste it, I'll finally have my revenge. It will finally be over. The first of the massive bombs will go off today; there will be nothing left except for what I have chosen there to be, which are certain colonies within this nation. I sent men to look for Camille last year, I haven't heard back from them as I told them not to return. They were to stay with her if she was located and take her to a safe location. I hope they found her but even if they didn't, I must move forward.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 30 -
 
   December 29th, 2082,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   It's finally over. The blitz attack we leveled upon the humans didn't give them much of a chance but for a weak and spineless race, they lasted longer than I had expected and there are still some stragglers living like the vermin they are, in and amongst the surrounding forests. We had many casualties too. Some lines were completely eradicated, including the Champon line. It was a big loss but we will recover.
 
   Other humans have become our servants and slaves, and some have positions of power within the town. They are foolish enough to think they are important but if they are willing to help keep the other humans in line then let them act how they will. I'm sure they know their necks could be snapped on a whim.
 
   Due to the technological leaps and bounds the humans had made over the years, I was able to have a series of chains made that will keep the humans enslaved to us for as long as we have a use for them. Which won't be long. I have also established places where the rebellious ones that are not claimed as slaves will be taken to be drained immediately of their blood. There is no reason to keep them alive if no one wants them, but it would be foolish to waste their blood by just killing them outright.
 
   I thought I would feel better after this war ended. I thought somehow winning this war would help to appease this monster inside of me now that you have finally been avenged. I think I feel even more hollow inside now than I ever did before. There is nothing left for me to fight for; I have no reason to continue. Everything, every horrific, unforgiveable thing I have ever done has brought me to this moment of absolute nothingness. What do I do now?
 
   I feel like such a fool. I thought I'd feel you around me more when I finally succeeded, I thought somehow…
 
   I don't know what I thought but I am consumed by the nothingness even more now than when I was working toward avenging your death. I'm unraveling unbelievably fast. I think they can all see the insanity in me now but then I am barely trying to hide it anymore. What is the point? I am the king, my laws will be obeyed, and those that have stood against me will pay.
 
   It's all I have left to live for, there is nothing more. I am no coward though; I will not end my own pathetic existence. I will continue on until everyone that has ever wronged you or I have been punished.
 
   ***
 
   "Merle," Atticus greeted.
 
   His cousin looked up at him as Atticus stepped into the room with him. At the far end of the hall sat a massive gold throne he'd had created and positioned on the dais. Merle stood by the table that took up nearly the entire length of a room that was easily half the size of a football field. He had big plans for that table and this sparkling, pristine room.
 
   "Your majesty," Merle greeted with a brief bow of his head.
 
   Atticus closed the doors behind him before moving leisurely into the room. He didn't smile at his cousin; there was no reason for pretenses anymore. "You didn't think I should have my position though, did you?"
 
   Merle's jaw clenched. "I saw no reason for the war and the slaughter just because of a woman. You did not even care for Anna."
 
   "It was the principle of it. Humans have driven us from every land; they've hunted and persecuted us at every turn. They've taken more from us than I am willing to give anymore. They took the only woman I ever did care about from me."
 
   Merle's jaw clenched, his nostrils flared as his gaze ran over him. "Has this always been about Genny then?"
 
   Before the war he would have denied it, he didn't bother to do so now as he walked to the end of the table closest to the throne. He turned back to Merle when he reached the end. "Of course it has. Every move, every action, every thought has been about her. Just as it will be for the rest of my existence."
 
   "You have gone insane over the years," Merle breathed in realization.
 
   Atticus laughed and rested his right hand on the table. "I've been that way since the day she died, cousin. I've just been extremely good at hiding it. Actually, I never bothered to hide it from any of the countless humans and vampires I've slaughtered over the centuries. Those years in the desert, oh those years," he said in a savoring tone of voice as he tilted his head back to stare at the thick wood beams above him. "Some of the best years of my life, after Genny of course. The things I've done, the things I've seen. They'd make even the most hardened of vampires cringe."
 
   "You're admitting to crimes that are punishable by death."
 
   "Not according to my rules," Atticus said with a laugh. "Anna is dead because of me; that was another part of my plan."
 
   This part of the confession rattled Merle enough that he took a cautious step back. "You're heartless."
 
   "Me?" Atticus said with a snort of laughter. His fingers trailed across the smooth surface of the table as he began to approach his cousin. "You allowed Anna to walk out of here with your child and you didn't even offer a word of protest. You sat and voted not to go to war even though you thought it was the humans who attacked your only heir and her mother."
 
   Merle took another step away, he glanced toward the closed doors but they both knew he would never get to them in time. "And let's not pretend you didn't know Melinda was yours," Atticus continued. "Blood knows blood; it's how I knew she was yours. She couldn't possibly have been mine but I sensed a piece of my own blood within her. It didn't take me long to realize that the difference in her blood was a piece of my cousin. My own children wouldn't recognize the difference in her blood unless they were looking for it and they would have no reason to. Not when she has her mother's blood in her too and they share blood with you too, not when I didn't disavow the child like I could have. You allowed your lover's death to go unavenged, and have done nothing to find out if your daughter is still alive. Who is more heartless now?"
 
   Merle stopped retreating when Atticus stopped five feet away from him. "If I had come forward and claimed the child as mine you would have had us all killed."
 
   "So you just let them walk away to save your own hide?"
 
   "To save them," Merle shot back.
 
   Atticus released a harsh bark of laughter. "Are you going to pretend you cared for them?"
 
   Merle's eyes flashed red; Atticus could hear his teeth grinding together. "It was one night Atticus, it was a mistake."
 
   "Those were Anna's words too."
 
   "Because they are true!" Merle cried in frustration. "We both regretted it after, but she was lonely and you know my weakness for beautiful women."
 
   "I do," he agreed.
 
   "We are not as close as we once were but you are still my family. You are still the one that saved my life all those years ago; you are still the one that was more like a brother than a cousin to me when we were younger. I know that somewhere inside there is still a piece of you that remembers all of that. A part of you that wasn't destroyed when Genny was. I regretted what occurred with Anna as soon as it was over and so did she."
 
   Atticus studied him before nodding. "You're wrong you know; there is nothing of me that exists from that time when I was with Genny. It was all destroyed the day she died." Merle bristled; his shoulders went back as he widened his stance defensively. "But I actually believe you when you talk about Anna. For all of her faults she wasn't a loose woman and you never could turn down a beautiful face."
 
   Merle laughed and visibly relaxed as he ran a hand through his hair. "No, I couldn't."
 
   "That's why I am going to make something extremely clear here. I don't care that you slept with my wife. Let's face facts, I care more for the dogs in the alleys than I ever did for that woman and the two of us aren't close anymore. I once told Camille that I would walk over your body to burn the world, and how many years ago was that?" Atticus could feel the fire growing in his eyes, the power throbbing through his veins as excitement for what was about to happen thrummed through him. "No, I hope you enjoyed Anna, I certainly never did. What is about to occur is because of the fact that you voted against me for this war."
 
   The color drained from Merle's face. "Atticus…"
 
   "I can take many things, but family doesn't go against family. My father learned that the hard way when I killed him." A strangled sound escaped Merle's throat as he took another step away. "He had Genny killed you know. He was the reason the humans razed that village. He set her up to die and I made him pay for it."
 
   Atticus tapped a finger against his chin as he stared at his cousin's horrified face. "I guess I learned my scheming, undermining ways from him but I'm much better at it than he was. He ended up being my dinner the night that I killed him and now, you will be too."
 
   With those words, Merle turned and spun on his heel. Atticus laughed as he watched his cousin bolt across the swirling gray marble floor toward the double wooden doors. Even if Merle managed to get to those doors and unlock them, Atticus knew he would never escape him. Merle had to know the same thing but he was still determined to try.
 
   Atticus ran ten steps forward before leaping into the air and lunging himself across the rest of the room as Merle made it to the doors. Merle had just flung the first lock free when Atticus landed on his back and brought him down beneath him. The force of his body crashing onto the solid floor caused Merle to grunt loudly. Blood exploded from his nose, but he managed to get his hands underneath him as he attempted to try and dislodge Atticus.
 
   A bubble of laughter swirled within Atticus's chest at his cousin's useless attempts. He wrapped his arm around Merle's neck and squeezed with the force of a steel vice. Merle clawed at his hands as he bucked and kicked beneath him but Atticus kept him pressed against the floor with his weight and superior strength.
 
   He was still laughing when he sank his fangs into Merle's neck. A howl of pain escaped Merle, his hands slapped backwards behind his head as he desperately fought for his life. Merle didn't have the bloodline that he did, but he was still old and powerful and putting up a fight. One that Atticus relished in. It was so rare that he found any competition with his prey anymore, so rare when he found any joy in anything, but he relished in Merle's potent blood and the life force filling him. Relished in finally ending the last man who had known him with Genny, who had known the man he had been and should have always been if life hadn't been so cruel. Who knew what a disappointment and twisted freak he'd become. He relished in severing his last bond to his shattered life and broken dreams.
 
   Shoving upward with his hands, Merle managed to flip him and Atticus over. Atticus's arms wrapped around his chest keeping Merle pinned against him while Merle kicked and squirmed across the floor. Merle's fingers tore at his skin, spilling his blood, but Atticus continued to laugh as he drained his cousin's blood in greedy, gulping pulls that filled him with even more power. So much power and it was his.
 
   Merle's movements became sluggish but he continued to try and beat at Atticus's arms. The flow of blood filling his mouth began to ease, Merle's arms fell at his sides as his struggles finally ceased. Atticus continued to drain him until he was near death. There wasn't enough strength within Merle to put up a fight anymore but he wouldn't die, not as long as he was occasionally given at least a little bit of blood. That was something Atticus fully intended to do, his father had gone too fast, but the vampires and humans that would one day fill this room wouldn't know such a merciful death.
 
   Releasing Merle, he shoved his cousin off of him and rose to his feet. He straightened his rumpled shirt and pants before bending to grab Merle beneath his armpits. With the ease it would have taken for one to pick up a plate, he lifted Merle from the ground and propped him up in a chair. Gleeful laughter escaped him when Merle's blue eyes rolled toward him but he remained too weak to move in the chair. Merle's cheekbones stood out sharply against his sagging skin. His flesh had taken on a sickly yellowish hue from the lack of blood in his system.
 
   Atticus rested his hands on the arms of the chair as he bent down to peer into his cousin's eyes. "This is the way my father was before I lit his manor on fire. Unfortunately, I had to cover up the evidence of what I had done to him too soon, but you will be here for centuries to come. Remember though, that what I am doing to you is still kinder than the hell that I live in every day."
 
   Releasing the arms of the chair, Atticus turned away from him. His shoes clicked on the marble floor as he walked to the throne at the end of the room. He settled himself onto the chair, lifted his goblet of blood and took a sip. Grim satisfaction filled him as he raised a toast to his first trophy.
 
   The war and vengeance he had finally succeeded in accomplishing hadn't succeeded in easing the monster inside of him. Death and blood still did though and there was plenty of that to be found in this world. It was all he had left anymore.
 
   ***
 
   February 11th, 2083,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   Natasha was wed to Ashby today. It is a good match; his family is strong, but even more than that I sense that his family doesn't trust me. They don't like what has been going on and they are not as good at hiding it as they think they are. By binding Ashby to my family, his family will be forced to accept the situation whether they like it or not. Ashby seems like a fun loving sort but Natasha will beat that out of him soon enough. It will actually be amusing to watch.
 
   It's time to start thinking of a match for Braith. I have my eye on a few women for him but I will have to wait and see which one will be the most beneficial to me.
 
   ***
 
   July 20th, 2091,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   The child, Melinda, was brought back to the palace today by Jericho. He uncovered her in a raid of one of the suspected traitorous villages. She's as beautiful as her mother was and her presence here is only a harsh reminder of the years I was forced to spend with that woman. It threw me into a fit of rage, and though they had told me that they hadn't seen the child when they went after Anna, the guards that killed Anna made a fine addition to my growing trophy room. They should have found and put the girl down too. They won't be able to make such a mistake again but I will get to look at them every day.
 
   ***
 
   October 5th, 2091,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   I'm sorry I haven't been able to write but some of the aristocrats decided to try and stage an uprising. Though there were heavy losses on both sides, it was rapidly squashed by my men. The aristocrats did not know that I still had weaponry stashed away from the war. All that weaponry has now been destroyed but it served its purpose. The rebellion lasted only a month, Braith was nearly killed, the rebellious nobles that weren't killed have scattered, but my power has been solidified even further.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 31 -
 
   August 29th, 2175,
 
   My dearest Genny,
 
   The girl that Braith left the palace over has been captured and brought to me. She's a skinny little thing, a human no less, and yet there is a fire in her eyes. There is pride and a defiant air about her that I've never seen before in a human. I want to destroy her but in some ways, she reminds me of you.
 
   If she wasn't human, I might even think that perhaps she is to Braith what you were to me, but after Merle told me about the bloodlink, I spoke with Khalfan and he confirmed Merle's information. It is a bond that is shared only between two vampires and this girl is most certainly human.
 
   Braith cares for her though, that much is obvious by the fact that he turned his back on his family and ran into the woods after her. Obvious by the fact that even now there are men approaching the gates, looking for a rebellion.
 
   I'm hoping he cares for her enough that when I destroy her, it will make him realize that the world is cold and cruel. That all good things will come to an end, that nothing lasts forever, and sometimes death is the far better option. It would have been for me.
 
   I know not what I have become, maybe this monster of a man is always what I was meant to be, but a small fraction of me doesn't believe that. No matter what I've done, what I've accomplished by freeing the vampire race, I know this isn't who I was meant to be. It never was.
 
   I'm hoping that even if this girl isn't his bloodlink that her death will allow Braith to do what I was capable of doing upon your death.
 
   I'm praying it will give him the strength and determination to kill his father.
 
   I've had enough my dear sweet Genny; I should have gone into that fire years ago to be with you. All of it would have been so much better. We could have been together in the afterlife if one exists. I wonder if we will be reunited now. After everything I've done I doubt I would be allowed to be anywhere near such a beautiful soul as you, but I hold out hope that we will miraculously be granted the eternity we were denied.
 
   Today I thought of that conversation we had, all those many years ago, on the second time that we met in the woods. I've relived those days so often that I can still recall every vivid detail of them. When I look back at it now, I realize just how wise you were…
 
   "Are you lost?" you had asked me.
 
   "Sometimes I think I am."
 
   "Sometimes we are all lost, at one point in time or another in our lives."
 
   I was so entranced by you and your strange insight into who I was. "I suppose we are. What happens if we are never found though?"
 
   "Well I like to believe that there's always something, or someone, that will help us find our way."
 
   I did find my way, in you. I realized how much you meant to me, and yet I still lost you to greed and a world that I hate even more now that it has been shaped into what I made it. I remember asking you, "And what happens if we don't recognize the help when we find that something or someone?"
 
   "Then fate hits us over the head until it wakes us up."
 
   "And what happens if we find it but then lose it again?"
 
   Your smile had slid away you watched me. "Well I suppose that would be a sad life then wouldn't it? To be forever lost."
 
   It's been the saddest life of all Genny. I have felt so lost since the day you died, but today I will find out if my son will be capable of the violence and cold-bloodedness that I've tried for so many years to cultivate within him. I don't know what I'll do if he fails. Death is all I crave now but I do not deserve to be able to make the choice of ending my own life.
 
   For the first time in years I will be taking your ring off of my body, I don't want it to be thrown away if I am to perish today. I need it to be with what I have left of you. If we cannot be together in the afterlife, at least a small piece of us can still be together here.
 
   I've missed you every day of this desolate life Genny. I've never stopped loving you.
 
   You were my soul.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - EPILOGUE -
 
   Though tears streaked her cheeks as she read those last words, it wasn't her tears that had caused the tearstains on the bottom of the page in the journal she held. Aria wiped her tears away and glanced around the small room she sat in. It seemed like a lifetime ago since she'd discovered it but it had only been just this morning. It had been on a whim that she'd decided to explore some of the areas in the palace that she hadn't been to yet.
 
   Curiosity had driven her into the old king's rooms. She'd never entered his rooms in the nine months since the last war had ended and the king, Atticus, had been killed nor had she ever intended to enter. For some reason something had pulled her here today though, and she realized now she was holding that reason in her hands.
 
   She didn't think anyone had come in here since his death if the amount of dust on the things in his main rooms was any indication. Though she doubted anyone other than a few servants and the king had ever entered his rooms anyway.
 
   She knew no one other than the king had ever entered this room. It had been hidden behind one of his bookcases. She never would have discovered it if it wasn't for her love of reading. A book titled Wuthering Heights had caught her attention. When she'd pulled it down the book had remained on the shelf but a door had swung open with a loud creak to reveal a faded and sagging trunk in the middle of the room. Wary of what the old king may have hidden inside, she'd approached the trunk with caution but upon closer inspection she'd realized that it wasn't some sort of trap meant to explode in her face.
 
   The scent of must and something sweeter and more floral in hue had drifted up to her upon first opening the trunk. Her attention was quickly diverted from the smell though by the gleaming glass box, lined with gold on the outside. It was placed on top of the clothing tucked neatly inside the trunk. Inside the box had been a blue ribbon that was almost completely white now and only showed its original blue hue in small patches. Another darker blue ribbon was also tucked securely inside the box along with a man's simple gold wedding band. There was also an assortment of parchments and numerous journals tucked into the bottom of the box.
 
   Concerned the papers would fall apart in her grasp, she'd handled them with care when she removed them all from the airtight glass box and placed them to the side. Her confusion about what she'd discovered continued to mount as she sorted through the old-fashioned women's clothes in the trunk. The original color of the clothes had faded to the point it was nearly indiscernible. They had holes and patches in them and were of a style she'd only seen in history books. The dresses had to be at least a thousand years old but they were in relatively good condition given their age. In fact, everything in the trunk appeared to have been taken care of exceptionally well, and with love.
 
   This trunk, and its contents, was so out of place with the monster she'd known, that she began to wonder if the king had even known these things were in here. She didn't see how he couldn't know about the room though, he'd built this place after all.
 
   Then she had turned to the pile of parchment and journals. Going by the dates on the top, she began to read through the parchments that started in the year one thousand and forty. Within the pages, she'd discovered the story of a young woman who had lived a difficult life. No matter how much Genny struggled, she went at her life with optimism and a determination to make it better for her and the sister she cherished.
 
   Within the pages, she uncovered the life of a young woman who had fallen in love with a man that Aria had only known as a vicious monster that had beaten the humans down. A man who had tortured her and relished in every second of making her life a living hell. A man she had always known only hatred for and whom she had assumed had been born a heartless bastard. Through Genny's words and life though, Aria began to realize that he'd once been a man and he had loved Genny deeply.
 
   When Genny's life was abruptly cut short after finally finding happiness and some security, Aria had found herself openly weeping for the unfairness of it all. Finally regaining control of her emotions, she'd turned to the parchments that were written in the far more rigid hand of the wounded man that had been left behind. In those parchments, and later in the numerous journals Atticus had kept, she uncovered his steady descent into madness. She read about the unraveling of a man who had been good and caring before he'd been broken by his father's cruel betrayal. A man who hadn't known how to go on with a life as only a shell of the vampire he'd once been.
 
   Never once had she felt even an ounce of pity for the former king, now she found herself weeping openly as she read the last words he'd ever written. For the first time she truly realized that Atticus had once been a man with compassion, and someone who had loved those around him. Atticus had done such awful things in his lengthy life but he hadn't started out as a mad man. He'd been denied a life of happiness that should have been his, by his father. A man that though he hadn't been close to, he had trusted.
 
   Her heart ached even more as she recalled the time she'd been forced to spend with Atticus in his throne room. The image of all those people and vampires gathered as trophies within it still haunted her, but none more so than Merle when Atticus had held her bleeding wrist over his malnourished form. It made the moment all the more painful now that she knew who Merle had been to the king.
 
   Life was so horribly sad sometimes. One tragic turn of events had started another that had turned Atticus from a loving friend, husband, and cousin to the raging monster he'd been at his death.
 
   Wiping away her tears, she carefully gathered the documents spread about her, placed them back into the glass box and lifted it. She closed the room off again before hurrying down the hall. She'd spent so many hours within Atticus's room that she hadn't realized night had descended until now.
 
   Stepping into the rooms she shared with Braith, she wasn't surprised to find him sitting at his desk. The candlelight played off of the black hair of his bent head. She stopped in her tracks, more tears filled her eyes as she stood and studied his chiseled face and broad shoulders. The thought of losing him was enough to make something inside of her shrivel up. To actually lose him was something she couldn't imagine having to endure. Oh yes, she completely understood what had destroyed Atticus as her gaze remained riveted upon her husband.
 
   Braith smiled when he lifted his head to look at her. The smile instantly vanished from his face, he stood so abruptly that the chair fell over and she barely processed his movement. "What is wrong?" he demanded as he came toward her.
 
   "I discovered something today," she whispered.
 
   "What is it? Are you ok?"
 
   "I'm fine." She hastily assured him when his eyes began to turn a reddish hue and his gaze went beyond her to the door. "I grew curious about your father's rooms."
 
   His face instantly became shuddered, his eyes distant and cold as he stopped walking. Talk of his father was the one thing that could still make him look as severe and unyielding as the first day they'd met. "You shouldn't have gone in there; there is nothing good in there."
 
   "But there was." His eyes swirled with confusion when she held the box out toward him. "You have to read what is in here."
 
   His upper lip curled into a sneer as he shook his head. "I don't want to read anything he wrote."
 
   "Yes Braith, you do." He went to turn away from her but she grabbed hold of his arm, halting him in place. "I'm asking you to read these. There are answers in here that you have to know. Answers you never even knew there were questions to." She didn't mention Melinda's parentage, he would uncover that secret soon enough.
 
   His gaze fell to the glass box, an eyebrow arched up as he studied it. "What is in there?"
 
   "They start as the written accounts of a woman named Genny and they end with your father's own words over the centuries."
 
   Braith still appeared confused but at least he wasn't looking at the box like it was a handful of poison she was trying to feed him anymore. "Who is Genny?"
 
   Tears brimmed in Aria's eyes again and she couldn't stop the one that slid free for the young woman that had lived such a short, brutal life. A woman who had been in love with one man, had sacrificed herself to save her sister, and been the cause of a war she never could have imagined would unfold.
 
   "She's the key to it all," Aria whispered. "Please Braith. I wouldn't ask this of you if I didn't think it was important and I think it will help you to understand him better."
 
   "Nothing could help me understand that man," he muttered as he reluctantly took the box from her hands.
 
   She didn't tell him that she'd felt the same way upon waking this morning but no longer did after reading over Genny and Atticus's words. Braith would learn it on his own, and soon. He sat at his desk again and began to carefully remove the documents from the box.
 
   "Start at the beginning," she told him and kissed the top of his head. Walking away from him, she settled onto the window seat that overlooked the stunning gardens below. Though it was night out, with her enhanced vision she could still see the fountain in the center of the garden from where she sat. She'd always loved that fountain but she understood it even better now.
 
   Braith didn't speak but after an hour, he rose from his chair and moved to the sofa. His brow furrowed, his lips pursed as he sat on the edge of the piece of furniture. His shoulders were taut with tension; his hair had become disheveled from running his hand through it while he read. Aria dropped her head against the glass when he rose and began to pace sometime later.
 
   The night wore on and he began to move through the documents at a much more rapid pace. She didn't speak as he read through first one journal of his father's and then another. There had been so many entries over the years that most of them were a blur to her, but many still stood out sharply in her mind, many she knew she would never forget.
 
   Though she'd meant to stay awake, she drifted off as the night progressed toward morning. Large arms wrapping securely around her caused her to stir again. She sensed Braith's desperation as he crushed her against his broad chest. His mouth brushed heatedly over her forehead and cheeks before finally claiming her mouth. She clung to him as he kissed her with a feral urgency that she responded to instantly. His hands slid into her hair and turned her head so that he had better access to her mouth.
 
   Grasping his shoulders, she held onto him as he walked with her into the bedroom. He placed her tenderly upon the bed and came down on top of her swiftly. Aria tried to ease the fervent need in him as she held him close to her and gave herself over to him. The press of his fangs scraping against her flesh caused her body to thrum with excitement seconds before they pierced her skin. A gasp of pleasure escaped her; she cradled his head against her neck while he fed from her. Her own fangs sank into his shoulder; the heated flow of his blood filled her mouth. A feeling of belonging stole through her as they were linked together.
 
   He was calmer when he rolled away from her but she sensed something savage inside of him when he wrapped his large body around hers. Cradling her back to his chest, he brushed the hair away from her face and kissed her cheek. "It could have been me," he whispered in her ear.
 
   "No Braith, it could never have been you. Your father didn't understand what was happening to him. He didn't even know what it was between them until centuries later. By the time he knew, it was too late for him. You're not your father."
 
   "No, I'm not," he agreed. "But you are my greatest love, my only love."
 
   She smiled as she rolled over to look at him. "And you are mine. I keep recalling that look on your father's face, when he died. I never quite knew what to make of it, but now I think it was actually relief."
 
   Braith's striking gray and blue eyes focused on the wall on the other side of the room. He seemed to be looking back to that long ago, horrid day as he spoke. "So do I."
 
   "But he seemed so happy when he came back again."
 
   "I think he had finally snapped," Braith murmured. "I think whatever sanity he still possessed completely came undone when he realized that he wasn't dead. That he may be forced to forever walk this earth with no end to his misery."
 
   "That would be enough to drive me mad," she whispered.
 
   "Me also."
 
   "Even if he doubted it was possible, I think he and Genny are together now. At least I hope they are. He did awful things throughout the years, but I want to believe that whatever there is after this life, would allow him to find the peace in death that was denied to him so cruelly in life."
 
   Braith kissed her again as he cradled her against him. "I hope you're right."
 
   Aria held his hand firmly against her chest, over the place of the heart that he owned. She drifted to sleep wrapped in the cocoon of the love he had for her.
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Author's Note
 
   This is not the type of story I like to write. I may not write fairy tales but I love a happy ending. I enjoy a love conquers all novel best but when I started this novel I knew there was no possibility of that ever happening. There never could have been a happy ending for Atticus. Though I can say that while writing this story, I very much wished I could change the rest of The Captive Series in order to give Atticus the love I think he deserves.
 
   So why did I write this story even though it ripped out my heart, and more times than not I wanted to get up, walk away, and never look at it again? Because once it got inside my head, it wouldn't let me go.
 
   I can remember exactly where I was when the idea for this story hit me. I was driving to my dad's in New York and had just gotten off the Mass Pike. I was heading toward I-84 through Connecticut. Anyone who has ever driven this road knows how long this stretch of highway can be, not to mention just how awful and miserable traffic can be between these two highways.
 
   I was in the middle of this stretch of in-between when it hit me what had made Atticus the way he was. What had made him so twisted and broken. This story was so vivid in my mind that I immediately knew Genny's name, something that a lot of times I will batter back and forth with for a few chapters and sometimes even a whole book. She was so vivid in my mind that she wrote herself. By the time I drove the next two and a half hours, I had the whole story plotted out in my head.
 
   When I started this book, I knew how it was going to end, what would happen between them, and I told myself not to get too attached. That wasn't to be though; I don't think I could ever not get attached. I fell in love with Genny. I've never cried as hard for a character as I did when she died. I even grew to love Atticus, a character I'd never had an ounce of sympathy for before. I put this story aside multiple times because of how hard it was for me to write it but Atticus wouldn't let go.
 
   This isn't the kind of story I enjoy telling but as hard as it was on me, I am so glad that I did tell it. Atticus needed and deserved his turn. That doesn't mean I ever want to write another book like this, but who knows one day another doomed character might grab hold of me and not let go too. That's the best part about writing, the not knowing, and the strange characters who demand to be heard.
 
   Even though this book could never have been a happy one, I hope you enjoyed it and came to love or at least understand Atticus more. In my mind, he and Genny have been reunited and they have found the happiness they deserve.
 
   Also, it will be revealed what became of Camille in future books.
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VENGEANCE
 
   - PROLOGUE -
 
   The wind and snow whipped around him, beating against the exposed skin of his cheeks and nose. He never should have left the cave in this storm, but he’d been cooped up for the past two days and needed to escape the gray stone walls, if only for a little bit. He should have at least left his horse behind, but Achilles had been getting restless too and needed to move around just as much as he did.
 
   Now Achilles had his head bent against the storm, and William could feel the snow building up on his shoulders as they rode forward through drifts that came to Achilles’ knees. After this little trip through the snow, he would not make the mistake of taking the horse out again until the storm finally blew over.
 
   They were almost to the cave when he saw someone trudging through the blowing wind and whipping snow. His eyes honed in on the lone figure struggling through the blizzard. He almost put his head down and continued on. What did he care about someone else in the storm? He wasn’t here to make friends; he had one clear mission, and someone walking through a blizzard, in the middle of nowhere, was not a part of his plan.
 
   As he watched, the person stumbled and fell into the snow. He continued onward at a near diagonal angle from the figure. He turned away when the figure stumbled back to their feet. When they collapsed again, a ragged sigh escaped him. Not part of the mission, he told himself fiercely.
 
   He nudged Achilles onward, forcing himself to keep his eyes focused straight ahead. The lone figure was none of his concern.
 
   He kept telling himself this, but he found his head turning and looking back at the figure still sitting in a heap in the snow. With a disgruntled sound, he turned Achilles and headed toward the figure. When he was fifty feet away from the snow-covered being, the distinct lack of a heartbeat told him he approached a vampire.
 
   The figure’s head remained bowed against the storm, beaten and battered down by the wind. He had no idea where they had come from; it was open, rocky plains from here until the mountains at least fifty miles away. In the distance, the craggy peaks of the mountains rising high into the air were obscured by the storm.
 
   Pulling his horse up before the figure, he stared down at it as the vampire’s eyes rose to look at Achilles's muzzle. Slowly the head tipped back to look at him. He got only a glimpse of silvery blonde hair, and doe brown eyes within a face nearly as pale as the snow falling around them, before she collapsed into the snow.
 
   He should keep going, instead he found himself dismounting and lifting the figure from the snow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 1 -
 
   William lifted his bow to take aim at the deer moving through the trees. He waited, every muscle in his body tense and unmoving as the stag took another step forward, completely unaware he was being hunted. With a release of his fingers, he let the arrow go. It whistled through the air before striking its target dead center in the heart. The animal’s legs kicked out before it crashed to the ground.
 
   “Nice shot.” Aria threw her bow over her shoulder as she emerged from the trees to his left.
 
   She had so effectively blended in with the woods around her that he never would have noticed her there if he’d still been human. However, with his senses enhanced and sharper since his recent change into a vampire he had caught her scent as she moved through the brush. He’d also caught a flash of her deep auburn hair amongst the cropping of spruces and pines surrounding them. Aria had always been at home in the woods, but since becoming a vampire, she’d become even more attuned and able to blend in amongst the trees.
 
   He had to admit, now that he was getting used to his newfound abilities, he was learning to feel more comfortable with his surroundings and his stealthy movement through the trees and foliage. The woods around him were alive; he could see a mouse sitting on top of the log a hundred feet away warily looking back at him. The rustling sound of a fox in its den drifted to him from under the snow to his right.
 
   All of the newfound sensations were amazing, and had been difficult to control in the beginning. Hence, why he was hunting deer in order to help him regain some of his control. A bow and arrow used to be at home in his hands. Now he sometimes still sent arrows flying miles through open air if there was nothing around to stop them. He’d lost count of how many bows he’d broken in half, and how many strings he’d snapped over the last five months.
 
   It had taken far more time and patience than he’d expected to understand what he was now capable of and how to control it, but he’d started to get a much better grip on it over the past month. He didn’t like to admit part of it was due to Aria, who suddenly had more patience than he’d ever believed she could possess. Moreover, as the only other human he knew who had survived the change into a vampire, she was the only one who understood exactly what he was going through.
 
   After a month of her asking him to return to the palace, he’d finally relented and agreed to join her and Braith there. He’d spent the following four months with his sister, trying to accept this suddenly more colorful and louder world. Everything about it was different to him; the woods had always been his home, but now the smell of the trees, earth, and musky aroma of animals was more potent when it filled his nostrils.
 
   The color of the leaves, when they’d still been on the trees, was brighter than he’d ever seen before his vision became enhanced by Aria’s vampire blood. He didn’t know how to describe it, didn’t even know what color to call some of the newer shades he’d discovered in the world. It all would have been so much more amazing and breathtaking if he wasn’t in a constant state of pissed off that he’d been murdered by that bastard, Kane.
 
   The woods and caves outside of the palace, that had always been his home, were different now. They were familiar and foreign all at the same time. Places he’d always known and spent so much time in, were far more elaborate than he’d ever realized. He’d become more accustomed to it, but it felt weird trying to adjust to a world that had always been one way, but wasn’t anymore.
 
   It had been worse in the palace; a place he wasn’t familiar with at all. He felt like a fish out of water when inside it. He didn’t know how Aria handled all the people and the walls; the confinement had been the worst part of it all. There was no way to escape when they were constantly pressing against him and keeping him penned in. After a month inside of the palace, he’d moved back to the woods, unable to take the feeling of imprisonment anymore.
 
   He knew it wasn’t the palace, or the walls he couldn’t take, it was the resentment festering within him he couldn’t escape. His newly acquired vampire strength hadn’t been the only reason he’d been destroying bows, boards, and pretty much anything he could get his hands on for the first three months. It was the rage he felt inside that caused him to destroy things around him whenever he recalled his last moments on earth as a human.
 
   His fangs pricked and slid free at the memory of being stabbed through the back. He poked at the edges of them with his tongue, took a deep breath he didn’t need anymore, but sometimes he still fell back into the habit. He forced himself to rein his pointed canines back in.
 
   Aria grabbed hold of her hood and pulled it over her head. The cool air brushed over his face and hands, but he didn’t feel it as acutely as he had when he’d been human. His fingers didn’t tingle; he could still feel his nose, and though his toes were cold, they didn’t hurt when he curled them within his boots.
 
   Walking toward the deer, he pressed his foot against its chest and pulled the arrow free. Daniel and Max emerged from the trees. Years of living and hiding from vampires within the forest had made them exceptionally silent and agile for humans. He barely heard their footfalls on the snow as they walked toward where William stood. Amongst the trees, he spotted Xavier, Aria’s bodyguard and friend, keeping watch.
 
   “Good-sized deer,” Daniel commented.
 
   “Hannah will be happy with it,” Max said.
 
   “She will,” William agreed.
 
   He bent down, lifted the stag, and easily slung it around his shoulders. They’d all recently returned to Chippman to join Jack and Hannah for their upcoming marriage. Everyone else had come for the wedding; he’d come with the purpose of starting his search for Kane.
 
   He’d waited enough time to begin his hunt for Kane, and he’d gotten good enough with a bow and arrow again, better than he’d ever been as a human and certainly faster. As an older vampire, Kane was stronger than he was, but he’d spent the past five months preparing to take on the man who had killed him.
 
   He ran every day, had learned more hand-to-hand combat moves and practiced with his bow and arrows three hours a day. He’d also improved his knife and stake throwing skills considerably. After Aria had been locked within the dungeon of the palace, he’d begun to teach himself how to pick locks. It was something he’d practiced far more often over these past months. He refused not to be prepared for every instance that could come up while on his hunt.
 
   The crossbow he always wore tied to his waist bounced reassuringly against his thigh, as he walked back through the woods with the others. The bolts were strapped to his waist opposite the crossbow. He may not be able to breathe fresh air anymore, but the woods were where he belonged, and he relished the clean air brushing over his face. The snow crunched beneath his feet and slid midway up his fur-lined boots. The subtle breeze carried with it the scent of the nearby lake, ice, and burning wood from the chimneys within the town.
 
   “How do you stand spending so much time inside of that palace?” he asked Aria.
 
   She glanced at him, her dark eyebrows arching up. “Because I have to.” He stared at her, waiting for her to elaborate as they continued through the snow-covered forest. “I can do good there, I am doing good there, and Braith gets me out often enough that I don’t go insane.” The smile at the mention of her husband made William roll his eyes. “We’re not people who do well inside.”
 
   He shifted his hold on the stag. “We’re uncivilized.”
 
   Aria laughed and Daniel snorted. “Speak for yourself,” his older brother said as he ran a hand through his wheat blond hair. His blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight filtering through the trees. “I actually like it in the palace.”
 
   “You like the artwork,” Max replied.
 
   “I do,” Daniel confirmed. “There’s so much of it, who wouldn’t love it all?”
 
   “Me,” William murmured.
 
   Aria pushed against his arm. “You’re such a cranky vampire.” William shot her a disgruntled look. “You don’t have to live there, but you better visit us, often.”
 
   She tried to hide it, but he heard the uneasiness in her voice. Grabbing the deer’s legs, he balanced it on his shoulders as he squeezed her arm. “All the time.”
 
   She gave him a half-hearted smile but her crystalline blue eyes remained troubled. He released her arm and let his own fall back to his side. The small town of Chippman came into view as they emerged from the woods. His eyes went to the freshly rebuilt tavern Hannah owned with her family. They’d finished the construction on the tavern and reopened it before he’d decided to return to the palace.
 
   Hannah and Jack had originally planned to marry as soon as the tavern was rebuilt, but Braith had been called back to the palace before the build was complete and the ceremony could take place. When Hannah decided she didn’t want to have the wedding without Jack’s brother and sister present, William had made the decision to take some advice and training from Aria; no matter how much he hated to admit, he needed it.
 
   Unexpectedly, even given the fact that Aria had no one to help her with her own transition, his twin had been a far better teacher than he’d believed she could be. He hated to have to rely on anyone, but he didn’t know how he would have made it through all of the changes without her. He took hold of her hand and gave it a squeeze. She infuriated him, annoyed him, and terrified him with her ability to be as reckless as he was, but she’d always stood by his side no matter what.
 
   He’d been murdered. He had become one of the creatures he’d spent most of his life hating, and he’d been taking his frustration out on everyone around him. Especially his sister because he knew she would take it and love him anyway.
 
   It would take him a while to fully adjust to his new life, but he often questioned if he would ever completely go back to the man he’d been before. He’d always been ruthless and determined, but the continued anger within him was something new. He welcomed it to help drive him through what had to be done with Kane, but he also didn’t know how to deal with it.
 
   He kept telling himself it would get better; he would laugh and smile again with ease when he finally got his revenge and put Kane in the ground. Just the idea of it caused a smile to curve his mouth. He was going to thoroughly enjoy destroying the man, as soon as he found him. He refused to think there might be a chance he wouldn’t find Kane; he would find him if it was the last thing he ever did.
 
   Max opened the backdoor of the tavern and stepped into the kitchen warmed by the wood burning stove and the fire burning beneath a pot of venison stew. The heat of the kitchen slid over him, warming his chilled skin. He clapped his hands together and blew on them as he stomped his feet on the mat. Ellen looked up from the pot of stew she stirred; her brown eyes widened on the deer wrapped around his shoulders. Her pale blonde hair dangled in a braid over her shoulder.
 
   “Brought dinner,” William said and plopped the deer on the counter.
 
   “So you did,” she replied as she wiped her hands on a dishtowel.
 
   Lucas strolled in through the door leading out to the main part of the tavern; he froze when his russet colored eyes landed on the deer. His light brown hair had grown over the last few months; it hung down around his ears to the collar of his faded green shirt. “It’s usually easier if they’re gutted outside,” Lucas told him.
 
   “I was never one for easy,” William replied.
 
   “That’s not what I heard,” Max retorted.
 
   “Ugh,” Aria groaned, she rolled her eyes before kicking him in the shin.
 
   “Ow!” Max yelped. He hopped up and down as he grabbed hold of his shin. His sandy blond hair flopped around his face with his movements. The laughter around him drowned out his cries of pain. Max’s blue eyes narrowed on Aria. “You used vamp strength on me!”
 
   “You deserved it,” Aria replied and threw back her hood. “And I kept myself restrained.”
 
   Max glowered at her when he stopped hopping around the room. “No one should turn a redhead into a vampire,” he muttered. “Temperamental woman.”
 
   Aria smiled sweetly at him in return, William shook his head as he ran a hand through his own dark auburn hair. “I’ll take it outside,” he offered.
 
   He lifted the deer up again and turned toward the door. Large snowflakes had begun to lazily spiral down from the sky when he reemerged into the early February day. The flakes stuck to his lashes as he glanced up at the slate gray sky. It felt like little beads of ice falling against his hypersensitive skin, but it didn’t cause him to shiver. As a human he would have been covered in furs, now he only wore his flaxen shirt and pants beneath his thick wool coat. The fur-lined hood of the coat bounced against his back as he worked to hang the deer from the hooks in the shed outside.
 
   The smell of its blood pricked his hunger, causing his fangs to lengthen. He’d gotten more adept at controlling his cravings, but he’d have to make a trip to the blood bank later. The blood drinking was still his least favorite part about being a vampire; he couldn’t quite get used to the cloying way it felt sliding down his throat. He disliked that he enjoyed the taste of it so much, that he craved the warmth of it, and now had to have it to survive.
 
   He hadn’t become a monster; he now knew all vampires weren’t monsters. However, he couldn’t help but feel like one when he consumed blood, even if it wasn’t from a person, and he hadn’t harmed anyone in order to get it. It didn’t matter he’d never fed from a person before, and most likely never would, he couldn’t shake the feeling it was wrong to use a human in such a way.
 
   Stomping the snow from his boots, he stepped back into the kitchen. Ellen glanced up and smiled at him. He nodded to her before making his way into the main room. Their friend Timber, whose massive frame dwarfed the chair he sat in, had joined Max, Daniel, Xavier and Aria at a table.
 
   To this day, Timber was still the largest man he’d ever seen. His head nearly hit the ceiling when he stood in the tavern; his thighs were the size of most men’s chests. His brown hair fell past his shoulders and his brown eyes shone in the glow of the lanterns filling the room. His nose had been broken so many times over the years it had a perpetual turn to it and a bump in the middle.
 
   William shrugged off his coat as he made his way over to them. He was almost to the table when the front door swung open. A swirl of cold air and snowflakes swept through the room, blowing out some of the candles on the tables closest to the door. Braith and Jack wiped their feet on the mat before they stepped inside. Aria’s face lit up; she rose to her feet when Braith started walking toward her.
 
   Turning away, William slid into his chair and tipped it back to lean against the wall. He stretched his legs out before him and ordered an ale from Millie when she arrived at his side. Jack settled into the chair across from him. His black, brown and gold hair was damp from the snow and curled about his face. The candlelight lit his gray eyes and caused orange flames to flicker within them.
 
   “Wedding plans all done?” William inquired of him as Millie placed his tankard of ale down.
 
   “I think so,” Jack mumbled. “But every time I think they are, something new arises.”
 
   “It could be worse,” Aria said. Braith sat in the chair beside Jack; he pulled Aria into his lap and held her against his chest. “You could be getting married in the palace, with everyone watching you.”
 
   “You’re right, that would be much worse,” Jack agreed. He ran a hand through his hair and took hold of the mug placed beside him.
 
   The weather had kept many of the regular patrons at home; few felt up to braving the elements to come into the tavern for a warm meal. William barely heard what the others said as they talked until the moon was high in the sky. Long after the tavern had closed for the night, and everyone else had gone to bed, William remained sitting at the table in the quiet dining room.
 
   The alcohol seeping into his system did little to ease the fury festering inside him ever since Kane had ended his natural life. He could still feel the warmth of his own blood pooling around him and seeping into the ground. He could vividly recall the feeling of helplessness that filled him as he lay dying.
 
   His hand wrapped around the wooden tankard of ale while he watched the dying flames within the fireplace. As soon as this wedding was over, he’d set out to find Kane. The first place he planned to look for him was the mountains.
 
   Somewhere out there was the vampire who had killed him, and he was going to do everything he could to find him and destroy him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 2 -
 
   The shouts resounding down the street pierced the night and pulled her from her sleep. Blinking in confusion, Tempest stared at the wall across from her as she tried to figure out what was going on. More shouts filled the street outside of her window. The last remnants of sleep slid away from her, leaving her troubled as she stared at the shadows the candle cast on the wall.
 
   She’d lived in the town of Badwin her entire life, never once had she been roused from sleep in the middle of the night by yelling. Not even when the new king’s war had been going on had there been such commotion on the road.
 
   Light, from what she assumed were torches, bounced across the wall, drowning out the candle’s flame and chasing away some of the shadows. Rolling over, she tossed aside her blankets and rose to her feet. The worn floor rug muffled her steps, her nightgown brushed against her ankles as she walked.
 
   She didn’t bother to grab the half-burned candle on her nightstand; she didn’t want anyone to know she approached the window. Chilly air had found its way through the multiple cracks around the window; it flowed over her skin as she cautiously approached the old, warped frame. Goosebumps broke out on her flesh, but she ignored them as she peered out.
 
   Beneath her, on the snow-covered street a dozen horses and men had gathered. All of them wore white cloaks and had their hoods pulled up against the wintry air. The animals pranced back and forth restlessly. The breath pluming from their nostrils coiled in thick waves toward the sky. Their hooves kicked up snow around them as the group of riders tried to keep the animals steady.
 
   She frowned at them before glancing around her sleepy town. She hadn’t been the only one awakened by the commotion; candles and lanterns flickered to life in the houses lining the roads. One of the horses spun around completely to face the road leading into town, drawing her attention back to the group gathered in the road.
 
   She watched as a woman rode a horse down the road toward the group. The woman sat in the saddle with more men closely flanking her on both sides. She couldn’t make out any details about the woman; the hood pulled over her head obscured her face and hair. The only reason she knew it was a woman was because of the indigo dress she wore and the sidesaddle she used.
 
   The new arrivals rode beneath her window and continued toward the hotel at the end. They dismounted, then tied their lines to the hitching post outside the building. Before they could enter the hotel, another group of riders, nearly double the original number, pounded down the street toward them.
 
   “What is going on, Tempest?”
 
   “Shh,” she whispered still facing the window with her back to Abbott.
 
   The sound made by the soft pad of his feet walking toward her preceded his arrival at her side. At fifteen, he was already taller than her five-foot-eight frame. He had started to broaden out this year, his shoulders far larger and wider than her slender frame. In the glass of the window, his green eyes sparkled in the light. His black hair tumbled around his face as he rubbed at his sleep filled eyes. His coloring was a stark contrast to her silvery blonde hair and brown eyes.
 
   His shoulder brushed against hers as more horses emerged from the snowy night to race down the street. “Who are they?” Abbott whispered.
 
   “I don’t know,” she murmured.
 
   The number of riders swelled to well over two hundred in a matter of minutes. Her attention turned in the other direction as more riders materialized at the other end of the road. She couldn’t be certain, but it looked like they were trying to block the road off. An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach when she saw more figures emerging through the night. Not all of them rode horses; some of them were on foot. Tempest looked at the hotel again. The building was one of the biggest in town, but it would never be able to hold the numbers of white cloaked figures arriving in their town.
 
   Then the vampires standing directly before the hotel began to fan out, moving down the road toward the houses lining the street. She watched as the men and women moving down the road began to knock on the doors of the homes. Few doors opened immediately, some of them tried to close again, but they were shoved back open.
 
   Her hands began to tremble while she watched the vampires barge their way into the homes. The chill from the drafty window was nothing compared to the chill running down her spine.
 
   “Get the children into the attic,” she hissed to Abbott before spinning away from the window. “I’ll try and stall them when they get here.”
 
   She grabbed hold of her wool pants laying on the trunk where she’d left them and tugged them on as Abbott rushed from the room. Flinging the trunk open, she dug out a sweater and pulled it on over her nightgown as a loud knock echoed through the hall below. Grabbing a ribbon, she hastily tied her hair into a loose ponytail that fell to beneath her shoulders.
 
   Her head lifted, she went completely still as she listened to the protests of the children being roused from their beds. It was a good thing they didn’t have any babies in the orphanage right now, there would be no keeping them quiet. Another loud knock rattled the door in its frame as she snatched up her candlestick. The children were all in the hall when she stepped out of her room. The flickering candlelight illuminated their pale faces and shadowed eyes.
 
   At only three, Agnes began to cry in Abbott’s arms. “Shh,” Abbott coaxed. “You must be quiet.”
 
   “Get them upstairs,” Tempest urged.
 
   Abbott nodded and with the help of eleven-year-old Nora, they hurried the children down the hall to the attic door. Tempest waited until the door closed behind them before rushing down the stairs to the front hall. Through the window in the middle of the door, she could see a lantern flame leaping and dancing outside. The tall head of a man on the other side moved before the window, but that was all she could see of whoever was out there.
 
   “Open up!” the man shouted. His fist landing heavily upon the door again, shaking it in its frame.
 
   “I’m coming!” she called back.
 
   She placed the candle on the table beside the door. Taking a moment, she wiped her sweat-dampened hands on her pants and tried to steady the tremor in them before grasping the knob. She opened the door to gaze out at the three men gathered on her stoop. They turned toward her, their faces red from the wind as their eyes ran over her from head to toe. Somehow, she managed to keep her knees from knocking together when their eyes came back to hers.
 
   What is going on? She wondered frantically. Behind the men, white cloaked figures filled the street. Shouts and cries echoed through the air as more homes were invaded. The black sky and twinkling stars were in stark contrast to the numerous torches filling the street with light.
 
   “Do you own this house?” one of them demanded.
 
   “No,” she replied honestly, proud that her voice didn’t waver.
 
   The man standing in the front raked her body with his gaze a second time. The look made her wish she had ten more layers of clothes on. She managed to fight the urge to cover her breasts with her arms, but she did take a step away from him. “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   She glanced at the sign hanging over his head, the one clearly reading Orphanage on it. “I grew up here,” she replied. “I’m watching over the place while Laverne, the woman who runs the home, is away visiting family.”
 
   Tempest had already moved out of the orphanage, but she still helped to care for the remaining children. The couple who had lived here, and run the orphanage before Laverne had taken over, had rarely been here.
 
   After the war, the couple had fled before the new king’s troops could arrive in town to establish order. Tempest and her friend, Pallas, had stepped in to take care of the children after they’d been abandoned. Laverne had come to town as one of the king’s peacekeepers. She’d volunteered to run the orphanage with Tempest to help introduce her to the children, and work with her after she settled in. Tempest would have taken the job on alone, but at the time, she hadn’t stopped aging and was considered too young to take on the position full-time without help.
 
   “We’re coming in,” the man told her.
 
   “I can’t allow that.” She’d barely gotten the words out before his hand smashed against the door and he shoved it open. The force with which he hit the door knocked Tempest off balance. She stumbled back into the hall table and almost toppled the candle over but managed to steady it in time. “Wait, you can’t…”
 
   “We can,” the next man through the door told her. “We’ll be staying in this town for some time. All residents will have to make room for us.”
 
   “What?” she blurted. “Is this for the king?”
 
   He released a disgusted snort and moved aside to let the last man in. Tempest managed to keep her mouth from dropping open when her eyes latched onto the ugly vampire who stepped through the door. A jagged scar started at the edge of his close-cropped hairline; it curved to his right ear before going to his chin and winding back up toward his thin lips. His beady hazel eyes surveyed her with cool disdain. He was only a couple of inches taller than she was, but his stocky frame took up almost the entire doorway. His nose had to have been broken numerous times over the years as it now sat in a permanently crooked position.
 
   “This is for the queen,” he told her brusquely.
 
   Tempest glanced out the window as she recalled the woman on the horse, but what would the queen be doing here without the king? From the stories she’d heard from the local vampires and humans, they were inseparable.
 
   “Will the king be joining her?” she inquired.
 
   The man turned away and slammed the door shut with an air of finality. Tempest couldn’t stop herself from jumping as the rattling crash echoed through the house. Shouts and cries from the street still floated through the air, but the closing door made it feel as if the world outside had ceased to exist. All she wanted was to run as far from here as possible, but she could never leave the children alone with these men. She would never forgive herself if the kids were injured in any way.
 
   “No,” the ugly man answered. “Show us to our rooms.”
 
   “We have no available rooms, the children…”
 
   “Make room!” he snapped. “Or I’ll throw you into the street, along with the children.”
 
   Tempest’s blood ran cold; her gaze darted toward the stairwell. Screams echoed from somewhere down the street; the cries of agony made her hands shake. Without thinking, she stepped to the window and looked out to see a man and woman being dragged down the street toward the stocks outside of the prison. She’d assumed they were about to be locked into the stocks, but they were pulled past the jail and toward the blood bank. Confusion filled her when the couple was led up the stairs and taken inside the building.
 
   They were humans, she knew them as they’d all grown more accustomed to living together after the last war. There had been some distrust on both sides of the species, and there still was a little, but the new laws the king imposed had established clear boundaries and a safer world for both races. Over the year and a half following the fall of the old king, their world had become less turbulent. They’d all learned how to work together and now socialized with each other on many occasions. They’d finally known peace…
 
   Until now.
 
   The ugly vampire grabbed hold of her arm, jerking her back and drawing her attention to him. “Find us rooms,” he commanded.
 
   Her teeth clenched; it took all she had not to tell him to get out, but she had no idea what they would do to her, and more importantly the children, if she did. She didn’t see what other choice she had; there were only about five hundred residents in Badwin. She had a feeling they were about to be outnumbered.
 
   The man gave her arm a brusque shake, “Now.” Snatching the candle up from the table, he tossed her arm away from him. Everything in her screamed to run, adrenaline coursed through her body, but somehow she managed to walk calmly up the stairs. “One room for each of us,” he called up to her. “And no children in them.”
 
   She hesitated with her foot in the air, before continuing onward. Turning the corner, she glanced back to make sure she was out of view before rushing down the hall to the attic door. She gave it three quick raps and stepped back to wait for Abbott to open it up.
 
   “What’s happening?” he whispered.
 
   “Nothing good. Get the children.”
 
   He disappeared back up the stairs. Tempest hurried into the room at the end of the hall. Gathering as much clothing as she could, she shoved it into the small hamper in the closet. The children had gathered in the doorway when she emerged from the closet, all five sets of eyes were on her.
 
   “We must get as many of your things out of these three rooms as we can.” She pointed to the two bedrooms next to the one she stood in. “We’ll have to double up the best we can.”
 
   None of them argued with her, she hadn’t expected them to. Before things had changed following the war, the children had little of anything and were used to going without. They spent the next ten minutes reorganizing people and rooms before everyone settled into their new places.
 
   “All of you are to stay in your rooms,” she told them as she held the flickering candle up to reveal their wide-eyes and quivering lower lips.
 
   “I’m coming with you,” Abbott said.
 
   She glanced toward the stairs when she caught the sound of voices from below. Outside, the screams and shouts had quieted a little, but wails of suffering continued to pierce the night. Flickering light from the torches spilled into the windows of the orphanage. She didn’t want to look back outside again, and she definitely didn’t want the children to.
 
   “No, stay here with the children,” she whispered before returning downstairs.
 
   The men remained waiting for her by the door. When they lifted their heads to look at her, she knew with unfailing certainty her life had just been completely turned upside down. Things in their tranquil town would never be the same again, and not in a good way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 3 -
 
   William stood with his hands folded before him as he watched Hannah walk down the vibrant red petals scattered through the snow. Ellen and Aria had thrown the petals down to create a makeshift aisle for the bride. Braith stood beside him; the white flakes falling around him covered his black hair and the black coat he wore. Standing beside Braith, Jack grinned from ear to ear like a child who’d been told they could have a puppy. Across the aisle from them stood Ellen, Aria, and Jack and Braith’s younger sister, Melinda.
 
   Hannah’s chocolate hair fell down her back, the train of her white dress trailed behind her as she walked. Interwoven into the train of the dress were golden strands that glistened in the light of the fading winter sun. In her hands, she clasped a blood red bouquet of roses. Her Uncle Abe walked by her side, his arm hooked through hers and a bright smile on his lined face. Lucas walked on the other side of her, his arm also wrapped through hers.
 
   Glancing behind him, William watched as the sun dipped beyond the horizon, making it possible for Lucas to be outside right now. The red, orange and yellow colors spreading across the sky reflected in the surface of the serene lake. He turned back as Hannah arrived at the altar they had built at the edge of the lake. Somehow he’d managed to help build the altar without breaking a single board, one more sign he was bringing his abilities under better control. Abe and Lucas released Hannah’s arms. She gave each of them a kiss on the cheek before climbing the steps to join Jack.
 
   William folded his hands before him as they recited the vows given to them by the male officiant at the front of the altar. The officiant turned toward Braith, who handed him two silver wedding bands. The man took the rings and handed one of them to Jack, who slid it onto Hannah’s finger.
 
   “With this ring, we are one,” he murmured.
 
   The man turned to Hannah and handed her the ring. She slid the ring onto his finger. “With this ring, we are one,” she recited.
 
   The small audience burst into loud applause. They rose to their feet when Jack wrapped his arm around Hannah’s waist and dragged her against his chest. Hannah’s laughter trilled through the air when he lifted her up and kissed her. William smiled and clapped with the others, but a part of him felt completely detached.
 
   He didn’t know what was wrong with him. Jack was his best friend; this was probably the happiest day of his life, and all he could think about was slipping away from here. He kept blaming his lack of caring and emotion on his desire to get to Kane and take out the revenge he so desperately sought, but what if it was something more? What if he’d come back wrong? What if the change had altered him forever, and from here on out all he would be capable of feeling was anger and apathy?
 
   It would be a miserable, lonely life, but that was only if he survived the battle with Kane. He glanced back at the now shadowed lake and the mountains beyond. If he still felt this way after Kane was dead, he would deal with it then. For now, he only had one goal in mind, getting out of this town without his family or friends knowing.
 
   Daniel rested his hand on his arm, drawing his attention away from the happy couple walking down the aisle. “Now it’s time for some celebrating!” Max declared.
 
   Lucas stepped forward to offer Ellen his arm, Braith took hold of Aria’s, and Ashby claimed Melinda, but the rest of them walked past the rows of chairs and back toward the tavern on their own. William entered the tavern behind Daniel. Candles placed into stained glass lanterns reflected the colors of pink, orange, yellow, gold and green around the light oak of the newly rebuilt, open room. The timbers running across the white ceiling were the only dark wood remaining in the tavern.
 
   Grabbing her flute, Ellen walked over to the stage and began to play a lively tune. Jack spun a laughing Hannah into the middle of the room for the first dance. The light from the lanterns played over her white dress as they twirled across the floor. The love radiating from the couple caused their skin to glow with warmth.
 
   William walked over to the nearest table and slid onto the chair. His fingers tapped on the table, but no matter how much he would like to escape this town, he had to smile as he watched his best friend dance with the love of his life. His gaze slid to his sister and Braith, sitting in the chair beside him. They both grinned as they watched Jack and Hannah.
 
   It still amazed him that his sister had settled into such a life; he’d never thought she’d be one to get married. Mainly because he’d never believed anyone would be capable of handling her unruly ways. He’d never pictured Jack settling down either, he’d always enjoyed being a bachelor, but they’d both proved him wrong.
 
   He doubted he would ever find a love like theirs and the last thing he wanted was a woman in his life, slowing it down. He had far more important matters to focus on right now.
 
   Lifting the tankard of ale Millie delivered to him, he took a sip of it as he watched the celebrants surrounding him.
 
   ***
 
   William swung his leg over the saddle and spurred his horse out of the stable. Stars still blinked in the sky, the moon hung heavily on the horizon as he led Achilles down the empty street. He’d almost made it to the edge of town when a figure slipped from the woods into his path. He knew it was Aria before she pulled back her hood to reveal her features.
 
   “You weren’t going to say goodbye?” Her voice was steady, but he heard the distress and exasperation in it.
 
   “I knew you would argue with me and try to stop me.”
 
   “You were right. You shouldn’t go alone. Kane’s stronger than you, faster…”
 
   “And I’m smarter.”
 
   Her mouth pursed; she folded her arms over her chest. “Daniel, Max and Timber would all go with you if you asked them.”
 
   “I’m not taking the chance of getting anyone hurt, and they’re human. They’ll be far more vulnerable than me.”
 
   “You were once human too.”
 
   “And I was killed. Now I’m a vampire.”
 
   A muscle jumped in her cheek; her chin jutted out. He knew when she was gearing up for an argument. Turning toward the woods, she didn’t make any motion, didn’t gesture in any way, but Xavier emerged from the shadows. His mocha skin and tribal tattoos blended into the night surrounding him. His full mouth compressed into a flat line; the displeased look on his face made William glance around.
 
   “Where’s Braith?” he demanded.
 
   “Some of the king’s men arrived with a report of the goings on at the palace. He’s meeting with them,” Aria answered.
 
   “Is everything ok?”
 
   She waved her hand dismissively through the air. “I’m sure it’s fine. Gideon likes to send updates. Xavier has agreed to go with you on your journey.”
 
   Xavier folded his heavily muscled arms over his chest and eyed William with an air of annoyance.
 
   Not willingly. “This is something I have to do on my own,” he replied.
 
   Aria’s hands fell to her sides; she took a step toward his horse. “I will come with you.”
 
   “Arianna,” Xavier said in a low, displeased tone.
 
   She didn’t even glance back at him as her sapphire eyes stayed glued to William’s. “Two sets of eyes are always better than one,” she pressed.
 
   William released his reins and leaned forward on his horse’s neck. “You’re the queen, Aria, you cannot come with me.”
 
   “I don’t care who I am; family comes first.”
 
   “Braith will hunt you down, kill me, and drag you back. Or is that what you’re hoping for?”
 
   A small smile quirked the corner of her mouth. “Maybe not the killing you part.”
 
   “That’s good to know.”
 
   Kicking his feet free of the stirrups, he swung his leg over and jumped down. Her head tilted back to look at him when he rested his hands on her shoulders. A couple of years ago they were extremely similar in build. He had always been taller than her, but he’d shot up half a foot over the last few years to stand at six-foot-two. She remained lean in stature, though she’d filled out more now that she was eating better. He had put on a good fifty pounds of muscle and had become broader through his shoulders and back, as he’d gotten older. Neither of them were rail thin rug rats running wild through the forest, evading vampires, and hunting for their food anymore.
 
   “There are some things that have to be done alone; you should be able to understand this,” he told her.
 
   “I do, but…”
 
   “No buts.” Bending, he pressed a kiss against her forehead. Tears shimmered in her eyes when he stepped away from her. “Don’t.” He wiped away the single chilly tear streaking her face. “I’ll come back, Aria, I promise.”
 
   Her hands wrapped around his forearms; he expected her to protest further, but she bowed her head and stepped away. “I can find you,” she whispered. “My blood runs through you. If you don’t send word back at least once every two weeks, I will hunt you down and stab you again.”
 
   He laughed. “I will, I promise.”
 
   He gave her a brief hug and released her. No one was going to deter him from his plans, but he couldn’t stand the sight of his twin in pain. He hated even more he was the one causing it. Turning away, he grabbed hold of his saddle and easily swung his body onto the back of his horse again. He gathered the reins and gave Achilles a nudge in the side.
 
   Riding down the street, he glanced back to discover Braith had joined her. He had her wrapped up in a hug. He could feel all of their eyes on him, but he turned away and spurred Achilles into a trot. The night enveloped him as he left the town, and all of his friends, behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 4 -
 
   Aria shivered, not from the cold but from the hollow feeling growing in the pit of her stomach. She fought the tears burning her eyes as she watched William fade into the snow-covered night. “Come on,” Braith said and gently pulled her away. Her shoulders sagged as she walked with him toward the tavern.
 
   No matter how badly she wanted to, she couldn’t chase after her brother and order him to stay. He would never forgive her if she stood in his way, but at least he would still be alive. Looking over her shoulder, she almost took a step after him. She managed to restrain herself in time. William had let her go when Braith had come for her in the cave. He’d been against it, he’d fought it, but in the end he’d let her go to figure out where she belonged in this world. No matter how much it killed her to do it, she had to return the favor and let him go to find his place now.
 
   She could only hope that one day her brother would come back to her. No matter how he tried to hide it, she was well aware of how much he had changed since he’d made the transition from human to vampire. She had made the choice to become a vampire in order to join Braith. William’s choice had been taken from him when his life had been violently ended by Kane’s blade. His death and resurrection had changed him. What had risen in his place was an often angry and distant man she sometimes didn’t recognize.
 
   “He’s going to get himself killed,” she murmured.
 
   “No, he’s not,” Braith assured her. She glanced back at Xavier, biting on her bottom lip as she met his deep brown eyes. He shook his head when he sensed the direction of her thoughts. Braith’s hand tightened on her waist. “He’ll never forgive you if you send Xavier after him.”
 
   She knew he was right, but it killed her not to be able to help in some small way. “He’ll figure it out,” Braith said.
 
   “I hope so. What did Gideon have to say?” she asked as a way to distract herself.
 
   Braith didn’t miss the hitch in her voice and hugged her closer. “Only an update, everything is fine.”
 
   Aria stepped back as Braith opened the door to the tavern for her. She’d expected everyone else to be in bed, but Ashby, Melinda, Jack, Hannah, Daniel and Max were gathered around one of the tables with drinks near them. Jack and Daniel glanced up at them and then sat up straighter in their chairs.
 
   “I thought you’d gone to sleep,” Jack said.
 
   Braith grabbed hold of a chair to move it over to the table. “Not yet.”
 
   He gestured for her to sit. She settled comfortably onto his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. She inhaled his earthy, masculine scent, savoring the aroma she knew so well. The strength and love she felt from her husband still wasn’t enough to melt the ice encasing her.
 
   A piece of her heart had left and gone out into the world. She didn’t know if that piece would ever return to her. Even if he accomplished what he’d set out to do, and came back alive, she still didn’t know if the brother she’d always known would come back to her, or if he would still be as lost as he seemed now.
 
   They sat at the table, drinking and talking until the sun came up. She didn’t tell them William had left. This was Jack and Hannah’s wedding day, or at least it had been, and she refused to put any kind of a damper on it. Braith carried her upstairs when everyone else began to retreat to bed, but there would be no sleep for her, not tonight.
 
   She lay next to him until he fell asleep before rising to her feet and pacing restlessly over to the window. The sun had come up hours ago, but the tavern below remained tranquil. She glared out at the day, her eyes focused on the distant mountains, but no matter how hard she tried, she didn’t see her brother out there.
 
   “Aria.”
 
   She turned to find Braith with his head propped up on his hand, watching her. The blankets had fallen away to reveal the sculpted muscles of his carved abs and broad chest. Despite her anxiety, her gaze raked over him hungrily. When he held the blankets open to her, she slid into bed with him again, allowing herself to be lost to only him for the next couple of hours.
 
   The scent of cooking meat and the sounds of laughter wafted up from below when she woke later. She’d somehow managed to fall asleep for what must have been a couple of hours, judging by the fading sunlight filtering through the curtains. She stretched a hand behind her for Braith; it rested against his thigh as he rolled over to envelop her in a hug.
 
   “We should show them your father’s documents tonight,” she said. They’d both decided to keep what she’d discovered in the old king’s hidden room to themselves until after the wedding.
 
   “We will,” he murmured as he nuzzled her ear.
 
   She laughed and slid from his arms before he kept her in bed for the rest of the night. She showered and dressed quickly. When she reemerged from the bathroom, he was sitting up in the bed, his black hair tussled, and his eyes focused on the wooden box sitting on his lap. She knew the story of his father’s life, and what had driven him to become a ruthless murderer, lay within that box.
 
   It had taken Braith months to accept that his father hadn’t always been the monster he’d believed him to be. Now it was time to let his siblings know too. She didn’t know how Melinda and Jack would react, or what they would think about the revelations, but it would be wrong not to show them what they’d learned.
 
   Braith lifted his head; a smile curved his mouth when he spotted her in the doorway. A sparkle lit his gray eyes and the blue band encircling his irises. The scars surrounding his eyes had faded until they were barely visible in the dim light. “It was smart of you to get dressed,”
 
   She laughed as she tossed her towel into the hamper. “That’s why I did it.”
 
   The fact she had clothes on wasn’t quite the mental deterrent she’d hoped it would be when he placed the box aside, threw back the blanket, and rose to his six-foot-five height. Aside from Timber, he was the largest man she’d ever seen, and he was hers. A thrill of possession and pleasure slid through her as he stalked toward her. When he bent and placed a kiss on her forehead, she had to fight the urge to grab hold of his arms and keep him there.
 
   The water turned on as she made her way over to the window again. The moon glimmered across the snow, causing it to sparkle as if it had thousands of crystals spread across the surface. She knew William wouldn’t have returned, he wasn’t going to anytime soon, but she kept hoping she’d see him ride up on the horizon. Her gaze lifted to the craggy peaks of the mountains in the distance. She hadn’t had to ask him; she knew that’s where he was heading.
 
   When Braith came out of the bathroom, he gathered the box from the bed and tucked it under his arm. She followed him from the room and down to the crowded tavern floor below. Melinda and Ashby were already at one of the tables, their blond heads bent close together as they talked. Melinda ran her fingers over the back of Ashby’s hand as she laughed. Beyond them, she spotted Timber, Daniel, and Max playing a game of dice. Xavier stood to the side, watching the game. Not surprisingly, Jack and Hannah were nowhere around.
 
   Ashby’s sandy blond eyebrows drew together when Braith placed the box on the table. “What do you have there?” he inquired.
 
   “Something I’d like for you to see,” Braith replied. “Somewhere else though.”
 
   The bell hanging over the front door rang, drawing her attention to it as Jack and Hannah stepped inside. “We’ll go to their home,” she said.
 
   Braith glanced over at them and gave a brisk nod. Melinda and Ashby exchanged a puzzled look before rising to their feet. Aria waved to Daniel and the others; she jerked her head toward the door and gestured for them to follow.
 
   “I’d like to use your house and for you to come with me,” Braith said to Jack when they reached the door.
 
   The smile slipped from Jack’s face. “What is it?”
 
   “There’s something you must know,” Braith replied.
 
   Jack pushed the door open for Braith. Aria pulled her hood up before stepping into the frigid winter air. She walked beside Braith to the newly built, gray-shingled house Hannah and Jack shared. Hurrying forward, Jack opened the door and turned on the lanterns as he moved through the house to the dining room at the back of it.
 
   Braith placed the box on the table then opened it. He began to carefully remove the yellowed and wrinkled documents from within. The aged aroma of the weathered documents filled the air. “What are those?” Melinda inquired.
 
   “Journals, some belonged to Atticus,” Braith replied.
 
   Melinda recoiled from the papers as if they were a rattlesnake ready to strike. Jack’s eyes took on the glint of ice when he lifted his head to look at Braith. “What are you doing with them?” he demanded.
 
   Removing the last of the documents from the box, Braith rested his hand on top of them and turned to face his brother and sister. “Aria discovered them in a secret room of father’s.”
 
   Jack folded his arms over his chest. “Father, is it?”
 
   “Read them,” Braith said.
 
   “I’d rather take a stake to the heart.”
 
   “Jack,” Hannah whispered and slid her hand into his.
 
   “There was a time I would have too.” Braith’s gaze slid to Aria before he continued speaking, “But there are details and facts in here you need to know. Answers you never even knew there were questions to.” Those words had been the ones she’d uttered to him when she’d first brought him the box of journals and letters. His gaze fixed on Melinda. “You, especially, will find something extremely interesting within these pages.”
 
   Melinda still looked like she would prefer to run barefoot over a field of glass, but she reluctantly approached the table. Her brow furrowed as she stared at the yellowed pages and faded handwriting. “Who is Genny?” she inquired.
 
   Xavier took a step forward; his curiosity piqued by the old books and Melinda’s question. “A vampire,” Braith replied.
 
   Melinda glanced at him, but she finally settled into the seat. Her fingers lingered on the first page of the journal before she finally began to flip through the pages. Ashby stood over her shoulder, reading along with her. At first, Melinda flipped speedily through the pages, but her hand slowed, and her brow cleared as her attention became riveted on the words.
 
   Jack stepped forward but Braith stopped him from grabbing a different book. “They should be read in order.”
 
   Melinda handed the first journal over to him when she finished reading through it. Jack and Hannah read it together before passing it on. Daniel, Max and Timber weren’t as good at reading as Jack, Hannah, Melinda, Ashby and Xavier, but they steadily made their way through the books.
 
   Aria stood by watching all of them for a good hour or so before roaming out of the room to stare out the front windows of the house. She paced through the confines of the home before wandering back to the room to rejoin the others. Braith remained unmoving in the corner of the room, his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes burned into hers when she walked over to stand beside him.
 
   Melinda’s face had taken on an ashen hue. Tears brimmed in her eyes when she finished with the last journal. She remained unmoving, her hands folded in her lap as she stared at the far wall.
 
   “Are you all right?” Aria asked nervously. Out of them all, Melinda would have gotten the biggest shock from the journals.
 
   Ashby rested his hands on her shoulders; he pulled her back against his chest, as she remained lost in her own thoughts for a few minutes. Finally, she relaxed beneath his touch. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just not what I expected.”
 
   “It’s not what I expected either,” Braith said. “The fact he wasn’t your father changes nothing, between us.”
 
   She hastily wiped away the tear sliding down her cheek. “Are you sure?” she whispered.
 
   “I always am,” Braith replied with a smile. He walked over to squeeze his sister’s hand reassuringly.
 
   Jack closed the last book and handed it over to Xavier; he pulled Hannah up against his chest and hugged her close. “We’re both sure,” Jack said to Melinda. “It changes nothing.”
 
   Another tear slipped free of Melinda’s gray eyes; she smiled at both of her brothers before squeezing Ashby’s hand. “Who knew we would ever have a small understanding of that man,” she murmured.
 
   “Certainly not me,” Jack said.
 
   “Amazing,” Xavier murmured. “There’s so much history within these pages I never knew of, lives I’d never heard of. I always suspected Atticus had something to do with my father’s death, but there was no way to prove it.” He didn’t sound angry over this new bit of information, only somewhat distracted and awed as he reclaimed the first book and opened the pages again. She knew well how riveted he could become in anything pertaining to history. “May I look through these again?” he inquired of Braith.
 
   “Yes,” he replied as Daniel finished with the last book and handed it to Timber.
 
   Aria stood within the doorway and waited until Max had read the last page also. Closing the book, he lifted his head and looked at her and Braith, before the others. “So that could happen to you?” he asked of Braith.
 
   “No!” Aria blurted. She stepped forward and wrapped her hand firmly around Braith’s arm. Beneath her touch, his muscles rippled, and his body remained rigid. She knew his biggest fear was becoming his father; no matter what she said, he believed it to be a possibility. “No, they are two completely different men. That could never happen to Braith.”
 
   Max’s gaze darted between the two of them. She knew he didn’t completely believe her, but he bowed his head in acceptance anyway. Stepping forward, he rested the book on the table and lifted it to look around the room again. “Where is William?” he demanded.
 
   Aria’s shoulders slumped; she’d known it would only be a matter of time before they noticed he was missing. “He’d said he was going hunting again today,” Daniel answered.
 
   Aria forced a smile when they all looked at her. “He is hunting,” she replied far more cheerfully than she believed possible. “Just not for animals.”
 
   They all stared at her for a minute before realization settled in. “He shouldn’t have gone alone,” Daniel hissed.
 
   “I know, but it was his choice to make.”
 
   “Stubborn, twin fools,” Max muttered. “Always determined to get yourselves killed.”
 
   Aria scowled at him, but this time she couldn’t argue.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 5 -
 
   Tempest stood at the window with Abbott and the children gathered by her side. Gazing out at the street, she felt as if she were looking at a completely different town. She recognized only a few of the vampires prowling up and down the road. Her mind spun as she tried to figure out why a handful of vampires had been locked into the stocks overnight, while others had been imprisoned inside the jail. She didn’t see any humans amongst the vampires on the street and suspected they’d all been rounded up and placed inside the blood bank.
 
   Confusion swirled through her, she didn’t understand why the king had been fighting to make everything so equal between humans and vampires, yet his wife, who had once been a human, was tearing it all apart. None of it made any sense. The more she tried to figure it out, the more it made her head pound, and the colder she felt.
 
   The men must have been lying to her last night. They must have been telling everyone they were here for the queen so there would be less of a fight, but then her gaze drifted to the heavily guarded hotel at the end of the street. The woman she’d seen last night had yet to reemerge from inside the building, and they were protecting her as if she were the actual queen. All of it made her want to bang her head against the window in frustration.
 
   She looked back at the five vampires locked into the stocks. Four of them were men, but one was a woman. She knew them all; she hadn’t grown up in a town this small without getting to know everyone. She may not know them well, but her heart still ached for their position and the unnecessary humiliation they were enduring. Almost two inches of snow coated their hair and clothes. The woman’s brown hair dangled into the snow building up on the ground.
 
   She glanced at the children surrounding her. Pressed close against her side, a small tremor rocked Agnes’s delicate frame. Her brown eyes were troubled as she slid her hand into Tempest’s. Nora stood with her shoulders thrown back and her blue eyes on the street. Claude, who was only eight, stood beside Nora, and nine-year-old Dane stood beside him.
 
   “What are they doing?” Abbott inquired.
 
   “I don’t know,” Tempest replied.
 
   Her gaze returned to the road as more of the vampires dressed in the white cloaks, patrolled back and forth. They all looked as if they were on a mission or in the middle of a war zone, but even before the old king was ousted from his throne their town had always been one of relative peace. The humans hadn’t been treated as well as they were now, but they hadn’t been as abused and mishandled here as they had in other areas.
 
   As an orphan she’d never had a blood slave, never could have afforded one, but she’d relied on the blood of the humans sentenced to death. It wasn’t something she was ashamed of, or proud of, it was simply a fact. She’d had to survive, all the orphans had, and they’d been lucky enough to get the scraps offered to them before the fairer laws of the new king had been set forth.
 
   Before the most recent war, it had never been one established vampire caring for them for long, but many who came and went as they pleased. None of the caretakers had given much attention to the forgotten children, and why should they? Their own parents had given them little consideration when they’d abandoned them. The caretakers back then had simply wanted their pay.
 
   When she’d gotten old enough to do so, she’d gone into the surrounding mountains to supplement the little blood they received from humans with that of animals. She’d always brought it back to share with the younger children. Before she’d been able to go into the mountains on her own, the older children of the home had done the same for her and the others who had lived here. It had always been the older children, taking care of the younger, that had made it possible for them to survive. As the older kids aged and moved on, a new set rose up to take their place.
 
   For years she’d never spared a thought for how the humans were treated in their town. She’d been too focused on her own plight to consider theirs. However, she’d gotten to know the humans of the town better over the last year and a half, and she didn’t like the idea of any of them being mistreated. Never mind being locked within the blood bank going through tortures or something else she didn’t like to imagine. The humans hadn’t been taken away because they were going to be treated well, of that much she was certain.
 
   The queen who had once been human wouldn’t lock them all away, would she?
 
   There was that urge to bang her head against the window again as she fought the tremor working its way through her body. She didn’t know who the woman she’d seen was, who these vampires were in her town, but she doubted they were what they claimed to be. She had to find a way to learn what they were doing here.
 
   Amongst the white cloaks, she spotted varied colors of clothing, plus a few familiar faces from town. The men who had stayed here last night had never said they couldn’t go outside. If she was stopped on the street, she could always claim she was going to her home to retrieve some of her things.
 
   “I’m going to go and see if I can find out what is happening.” Turning, she rested her free hand on Agnes’s shoulder before prying the three year old’s bone crushing grip from her other hand.
 
   “Wait!” Agnes cried and grabbed for her, but she kept her held back and nudged her toward Abbott.
 
   He bent and lifted Agnes into his arms. Tempest walked into the hall, grabbed her black wool cloak, and secured it around her shoulders. The men who had invaded their home last night had gone out this morning, but the ugly one with the scar had told her they would be returning tonight.
 
   She tugged the hood up over her head, opened the door, and stepped into the swirling snow. No flakes fell from the sky, but the wind whipping down from the peaks surrounding their valley caused the snow on the ground to swirl about her feet. She’d always loved the remoteness of their village, their lack of contact with the outside world, but she now feared what she’d always cherished about her town may now be its downfall.
 
   Standing in the light of day, she realized her earlier estimates about how many vampires had arrived were way off. There were at least a thousand strangers patrolling the streets. All of them were wearing white cloaks and clothes that blended in with the landscape around them. Glancing at the mountains on all sides of them, some less than a half a mile away, she could see more vampires walking amongst the trails and outside of the caves carved into the faces of the cliffs.
 
   She’d spent most of her childhood exploring these mountains; she knew how treacherous and capricious they could be. There were many hiding places within them. Places where the invading vampires could lay in wait and places where those fleeing this village may be able to hide. Trails out of the mountains that these strangers might uncover, but they would never be able to discover the exact pathways to freedom.
 
   She knew the nooks and crannies of these mountains like the back of her hand. She knew their trails and peaks and had once wandered over the side of a cliff that dropped off suddenly around the corner of a trail. She’d suffered two broken legs and numerous broken ribs from the fall, but she’d healed and returned to exploring again two weeks later.
 
   The shudder running through her had nothing to do with the chill in the air, and everything to do with the pit in her stomach as she stared at the intruders now patrolling her mountains. Few, if any, knew these mountains as well as she did. While others had casually explored them, she’d lived and breathed them. There’d also been many places to hide from the beatings that at times had been commonplace within the orphanage.
 
   Perhaps, if she’d been more daring, she would have fled into the mountains and never looked back, but she’d only seen the world outside of this valley a handful of times before. It had been far too large and imposing for her liking. Besides if she had taken off, it would have been one less vampire to help take care of the younger children.
 
   Despite the warmth of her cloak, she felt like ice as she placed one foot in front of the other. Her black cloak stood out starkly amongst the sea of white surrounding her. Some turned to look at her, most ignored her. Making her way toward the stocks, she was finally rewarded with a reaction as three of the invaders stepped in front of the vampires locked within them.
 
   “What do you want?” one of them demanded.
 
   Tempest glanced at the men and woman locked into the wooden stands. She tried, but she couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen anyone bound in these stocks. Two of the men lifted their heads to look at her; she recognized them instantly as the magistrates of the town. The positions they held were appointed by the new king when his troops had come into town after the war.
 
   Another man lifted his head. Tempest’s eyes widened when she saw the insignia of the king on his cloak. Every once in a while, a passing member of the king’s troops would travel through here to make sure the new laws were being followed. They never stayed long, but they’d always worn the wolf insignia upon their cloaks. Tempest kept her eyes on the prisoner; she didn’t look at the three men standing guard before her closely enough to see if they were also wearing the king’s wolf insignia.
 
   She already knew they weren’t. She hadn’t seen it on any of the men who had entered the orphanage; she just hadn’t realized it until now. If these men had been willing to do this to one of the king’s men, what would they do to any member of this village? And who had sent them all here if it hadn’t been the king? Had it been the queen? Had something happened between the two of them that had turned one against the other?
 
   “Get out of here,” another one of the men in white told her. “Unless you plan to join them.”
 
   Tempest took a step away as the other two heads in the stocks looked up at her. They were residents she recognized from town, she didn’t know what they’d done to deserve this, but she didn’t want to join them. She’d never been one to make waves. If she had as a child, she would have been killed, as an adult she’d retained the air of invisibility and compliance that had allowed her to survive, until now.
 
   Making her way down the street, she glanced at the gingerbread houses, chalets, and log cabins lining the snow covered roadway. Normally the homes had a quaint, warm air about them that always made her smile. Now the homes felt cold and lifeless; sadness and uncertainty enshrouded the buildings. The strangers who had inserted themselves into their world had stifled the life and laughter once filling them.
 
   Turning onto the next road, she made her way past the shops on the sides of the street. Most of them had more men and women in white standing outside of their doorways. She walked until she arrived at the small red and white gingerbread house she shared with her best friend and fellow ex-orphan, Pallas. They had both aged out of the orphanage three years ago, when they’d turned seventeen.
 
   Tempest hurried toward the door. Her hand shook when she turned the knob and cautiously poked her head inside. Shadows slid over the walls as the trees outside swayed in the howling wind. Tempest stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She pulled back the hood of her cloak as she moved further into the home.
 
   Glancing into the living room, her gaze traveled over the couch and scratched wooden table within. Pallas’s pay from working at the blood bank, and her meager wages from the orphanage didn’t allow them to be able to afford much, but they were both happy here. It was the first secure house either of them had ever known, and they’d spent a lot of time turning it into a home with their assorted snow globe collection, Pallas’s beautifully sewn baby blue curtains, and the numerous green ferns Tempest had gathered and planted in the summer.
 
   “Pallas!” she called nervously into the home.
 
   Silence greeted her. Walking further into the home, she peered into Pallas’s room before her own. Everything was as she’d left it, except her clover green comforter had been tossed back, and an indent of someone’s head was still in her pillow. They’d come here too, Tempest realized as she moved into the room to fix the comforter. Her fingers ran over the soft material as she pulled it into place. She’d throw the pillow out if she ever got a chance to return home, but she doubted that would happen.
 
   Glancing up, she caught her pale reflection in the mirror across the way. She wasn’t astonished to find shadows encircling her deep brown eyes. Turning away, she walked to her trunk and pulled a few articles of clothing free. She had a feeling they wouldn’t be allowed to roam the town for much longer and wanted to gather some more of her things while she still could. She placed the clothes into a sack and tugged the drawstring closed.
 
   She pulled the hood over her head before leaving the house and walking toward the blood bank. It was the only other place she could think of that Pallas would be. There were over a dozen men and women in white standing on the steps of the large chalet renovated into the blood bank after the war. She’d placed one foot on the first step when two men moved to intercept her.
 
   “No one will be entering today,” one of them informed her briskly.
 
   “I’m only looking for my friend,” she replied. “She works here.”
 
   “No one is entering today.”
 
   Tempest glanced at the closed front doors, but she removed her foot from the step. If Pallas wasn’t in there, then where was she? And if they weren’t allowed to enter the blood bank, and these troops had captured all of the humans, how were they going to survive?
 
   Uneasiness had been eating at her since these vampires had invaded her town, but now true terror began to slither through her stomach. Nausea twisted in her gut; she retreated further from the blood bank and toward the businesses. Her gaze slid over the men and women patrolling high up in the mountains again.
 
   They were trapped here. The solitary air she’d always loved about the town now worked completely against them. It would be almost impossible for anyone to move in and out of the valley without being spotted from above. Almost impossible, she contemplated as she continued down the street. She could find a way out of here; the only problem was she didn’t know if she was brave enough to attempt it.
 
   She passed other residents of the town as she made her way back toward the orphanage. Her step faltered when she spotted the blockade at the far end of the road. The street they had barricaded was the easiest and fastest way out of town; there were no homes beyond the barricade. There was only miles of uninhabited valley and mountains rarely traversed by the outside world.
 
   She didn’t have to look behind the hotel to know the mountain road, the only other way out of town, would also be blocked. The mountain road was far less traveled on a normal day. It was more hazardous than the main road as it wound through steep mountain passes. In the winter, rockslides often blocked the passage until spring.
 
   Staring at the line of men and women in the white cloaks, stretching from one mountain to another across the road, her hands clenched as she fought the urge to lift her fingers and start gnawing on her nails. It was a habit she’d battled for years, but she couldn’t quite shake it.
 
   She was almost back to the orphanage when the door opened and a head popped out. Tempest’s shoulders slouched; she forced herself to walk calmly when she spotted Pallas standing in the doorway. She was afraid she would be tackled into the snow by someone in white if she started running. Picking up her pace, she hurried through the snow to the open door of the orphanage.
 
   “There you are,” she breathed.
 
   She nudged Pallas back inside before embracing her friend. Pallas was five inches shorter than she was. She was also a lot more voluptuous with breasts so ample Tempest could barely get her arms around her. Pallas hugged her back before stepping away. Pallas’s thin brown hair hung in wispy strands around her pretty, oval-shaped face.
 
   “Where were you?” Pallas demanded.
 
   “Looking for you, and trying to figure out what is going on.” Tempest shrugged out of her cloak as Abbott and the other children appeared in the doorway. “Why don’t you take the younger children upstairs, Nora,” she suggested.
 
   Nora’s blue eyes darted around before she gave a brief nod and gestured for the younger boys and Agnes to go upstairs. Tempest motioned toward the living room, glancing back to make sure the children were out of earshot before following Pallas and Abbott inside. Far larger than her home, the living room of the orphanage had two couches, a love seat, and a large coffee table in the center of the room.
 
   A piano, tucked into the corner, had remained untouched since she’d been a little girl. The one child who had known how to play it had aged out and moved on from the town years ago. She had no idea who the vampires were in the portraits lining the walls; they’d been here decades before she had.
 
   To the left of the living room was the dining room with a table that could seat twenty vampires around it. She’d spent a fair number of nights sitting at the table, hoping to be fed, but going to bed hungry. More recently, she’d often sat at the table to play games and laugh with the children. Over the past year and a half, she’d started to believe these children would never have to experience hunger again, but now she suspected she’d been wrong.
 
   Closing the sliding doors separating the living room from the hall, she pressed an ear to them before being satisfied the children weren’t creeping down the stairs to listen to their conversation. She turned to Abbott and Pallas and hurried to join them near the front windows.
 
   “Do you know what is going on?” she asked Pallas.
 
   Pallas tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. “No. They knocked on our door last night and told me I had to house two of them.”
 
   Tempest glanced at the window as a half-dozen horses trotted by, heading toward the hotel at the end of the road. “We have three staying here,” she murmured, watching as the riders dismounted and hurried inside. “They said it was on the queen’s orders.”
 
   “That’s what they told me too, but it can’t be true.”
 
   Pallas’s words caught her attention. “Why not?” she inquired.
 
   Pallas stepped closer and cast her voice low. She wrung her hands nervously before her as she looked between the two of them and began to speak, “The queen was a human. I can’t see her treating humans so poorly. When I told them I worked at the blood bank, they took me there this morning to show them how things ran. All of the humans are locked within there. Some of them are hooked up to needles and containers like the ones used before the new king took power. Why would the queen bring that practice back now and turn it on the humans? She fought so relentlessly to free them from their oppression before becoming the vampire queen. She was a rebel and a blood slave herself, Tempest. None of it makes any sense to me.”
 
   Tempest felt as if the world slowed as more horses pranced down the road. She’d heard those same things about the queen, but had all the rumors been wrong? She didn’t understand how that could be possible. Some of the stories were probably wrong, yes, but she couldn’t see all of them being wrong, and with the more compassionate treatment of humans recently, she knew they couldn’t be.
 
   “Who is she then?” she pondered aloud.
 
   “I don’t know, but she has a lot of followers,” Pallas replied.
 
   Tempest studied the mountains looming over their town. “Someone has to get out of here, and get help,” she murmured.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 6 -
 
   William spent the next two weeks moving from town to town in search of the man who had ended his life. Night was descending when he rode his horse into a small town nestled into a small cropping of mountains. In the distance, a larger mountain chain stretched high into the sky; he’d look there next if he found no hint of Kane within this town.
 
   He tossed his reins to the stable boy who rushed up to greet him and gave him a small gold coin. “I’ll take real good care of him sir!” the boy gushed out.
 
   “Hold on.” William dug into his money purse and pulled out another coin. “I need someone to send word back to the town of Chippman for me.”
 
   He didn’t know if Aria and Braith were still there, but Jack would be able to get in touch with them if they weren’t. The boy’s eyes fixed on the coin. “My brother can sir.”
 
   “Bring him to me.”
 
   “I will.” The boy hurried away with Achilles. William stood in the doorway of the stable, staring out at the distant mountains. A shuffle of feet alerted him to the return of the two boys. The second one was an older vampire of maybe fourteen or fifteen. William handed the coin to the older boy. Both children stared at it with hungry eyes.
 
   “You are to go to Chippman and find Jack or Aria; tell them William is well. There will be two more gold coins there for you if you do.”
 
   The older boy nodded eagerly and slipped the coin into his pocket. The promise of two gold coins would annoy Jack, an added bonus in his mind, but it would also guarantee the boy completed his mission.
 
   “I’ll leave now, sir,” the boy said eagerly.
 
   “Good.” William stepped into the snow floating down in lazy spirals. Walking down the street, he stopped outside of the tavern before walking up the stairs and opening the door. A few heads turned in his direction, but most remained focused on their games or conversations. He took in all of the faces, but Kane’s ugly mug wasn’t amongst the sparse crowd.
 
   He barely glanced around the interior. He’d been in hundreds of taverns over the years; they had all blurred into the same picture in his mind. They all had dim lighting with candles placed around the tables. There was always a card or dice game going on amongst the patrons. Ale flowed freely, as did the women. A fire crackled in the large fireplace across from him; the heat of it warmed the small, smoke-filled building. Pulling his cloak off, he draped it over the back of a chair before sliding into it.
 
   “Can I get you something?” a pretty, petite blonde asked him when she arrived at his side.
 
   “A tankard of ale.” He threw some coins across the table toward her. “And keep them coming.”
 
   “I sure will,” she replied as she eagerly scooped up the money and slid it into her pocket.
 
   His fingers tapped the surface of the scarred table as he tried to control his impatience and annoyance. He’d set out knowing this could be a lengthy process, but secretly he’d expected to find Kane and settle this as quickly as possible. He’d never been one for waiting; he didn’t like being denied what he sought.
 
   He had to keep a hold on his patience; he would only end up getting himself killed if he didn’t. It went against his nature to be so methodical and restrained about something he truly wanted. Unable to sit still any longer, he rose to his feet and walked over to a poker game in the corner.
 
   “Can I join?” he inquired.
 
   “Do you have coin?” a human man inquired.
 
   William slapped some coins on the table. The man beside him slid over to the empty chair, making room for him at the table. He sat in the vacated chair and took hold of the cards dealt to him. The first hour passed in mundane conversation about the weather and the crops to be planted in the spring.
 
   William listened and offered his advice as the game progressed before finally asking the question he asked in every town he stopped in. “Has a man, by the name of Kane, passed through here over the past five months?”
 
   They all looked up at him before focusing on their cards again. “Never heard of him,” the human across the way told him as he tossed some more money into the growing pot in the middle of the table.
 
   “He’s about five ten, stocky build, cropped brown hair. Has a scar that starts at his hairline; it goes to his chin before twisting up to his bottom lip.”
 
   The human beside him stopped dealing the cards and turned toward William. His mouth pursed, a line creased the bridge of his nose. “I saw him once, about three months ago. Not here, but in a town about fifty miles north of here. He was with a group of other men. Ugly son of a bitch with a personality to match his face. I left that town before the winter set in.”
 
   William sat up straighter in his chair; he barely managed to keep himself from crushing the cards in his hands. It was the first lead he’d stumbled across since Kane had run him through. “What was the name of this town?”
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed as he shrewdly assessed William and the money sitting before him. “How much is it worth to you?”
 
   William’s fangs tingled with the urge to rip the man’s throat out. Steadying his anger, William pushed a few silver coins toward the man. “That’s all you’ll get from me, and if I don’t get my answer, I’ll beat you into a bloody pulp.” The man froze in the middle of grabbing his coin. “And if I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll come back here and kill you myself.”
 
   The man’s hand hesitated over the coins before he snatched them up and shoved them into his pocket. “The town is Chester. I’m not sure if he’s still there or not.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if he’s still there or not, it only matters that he was there. Are you going to stick with your story?”
 
   The man glanced nervously at his friends. His heartbeat kicked up, it beat more loudly in William’s hypersensitive ears, causing his fangs to tingle more. The foul stench of panic wafted off the human as beads of sweat broke out across his forehead. “Ye… Yes,” he stammered out.
 
   William bit into his wrist. He moved so fast from his chair the man never had a chance to react before William jerked his head back by his hair and held his wrist over the man’s mouth. Beads of blood plopped onto his lips and chin. His lips clamped together to keep from swallowing the blood.
 
   Bending low, William almost rested his chin on the man’s shoulder as he spoke, “Now, with the knowledge I can track you anywhere if I force my blood into you, are you going to stick with that story?”
 
   “Hey now…” the one vampire at the table started.
 
   “Stay out of this!” William snarled at him. The vampire’s mouth shut as he quickly settled back into the chair he’d half risen from. The eyes of the human William held slid toward him, but his head didn’t move an inch. “Are you going to stick with your story?”
 
   “Yes,” the man squeaked.
 
   “Good.” William released his hair before rising to his full height. He straightened his loose fitting, green flax shirt, before grabbing his cloak and swinging it over his shoulders. The men at the table stared at him with frightened eyes. They glanced nervously at each other, before sliding their chairs away from the table. “Have a good night.”
 
   William turned and strode away from the building. He should feel bad for what he’d done to the man, to a human. It went against everything he’d been as a human. He’d become the thing he’d once hated most, an overpowering, vicious vampire.
 
   Two years ago, he would have gladly killed himself for what he’d just done. However, two years ago he’d only cared about taking back what had been ripped away from the humans years before he was born. He’d believed all vampires were evil, they were all on the wrong side, and his side had been the only good one, the only right one.
 
   I was so naïve and stupid. He gave a disgusted shake of his head.
 
   The man he’d been two years ago never would have understood or condoned what he’d just done. The man he was now understood there was much more at work within this world; there was no clear right or wrong. There were many things he would become and do over the following years. Many lines he would cross he’d never believed he would, and he would gladly do it all if it meant accomplishing what he had to. No matter how badly he wanted vengeance though, he would never risk the peace they’d established since the war, and being arrested for what he’d just done could do that.
 
   He’d intended to spend the night in this town, but it would be best to get out of here before those men regrouped and possibly reported him to some king’s men. The brother of the queen being arrested for threatening humans would be a gigantic set back he couldn’t unleash on the newfound, tenuous truce between humans and vampires.
 
   A sliver of guilt pierced his gut, but it was drowned out by the excitement pulsating through him. This was the closest he’d come to Kane; the first real lead he’d uncovered. He couldn’t feel guilty when he was finally gaining on him.
 
   Reclaiming his barely rested horse, he paid the stable boy for enough grain to last a couple of days. He didn’t plan to go far, only to the closest cave. Achilles could rest then, but he would need more food. He climbed into the saddle and nudged the horse out of the town at a trot.
 
   ***
 
   William rode by the small white sign announcing, Chester pop. 604. He took in the serene streets as he progressed down the main street of the town. The log cabins lining the road were all quiet and dark, none of the curtains stirred. No one stepped outside to stare at or greet the new arrival.
 
   His eyebrows drew together as he surveyed the pristine, snow-covered roads. No footprints or hoofmarks marred the snow. It looked as if no one had traveled through here since the last snowfall, but that made no sense, the residents would have at least walked outside at some point.
 
   Uneasiness churned in his gut when he pulled up in front of the stable. He tied Achilles to the post outside the building when no one came out to take the animal from him. He stood and stared, uncertain of what to make of this place. Perhaps everyone in town was like Hannah and Lucas and couldn’t be out in the daytime. However, he doubted an entire town would be afflicted with such a condition, and unless there had been fresh snow this morning, there still would have been footprints somewhere.
 
   He glanced at Achilles, the horse stared back at him, seemingly asking the same questions rolling through him. Where was everyone and if they weren’t here then what had happened to them?
 
   He pulled his bow from his back and an arrow from his quiver. Nocking the arrow against the bow, he climbed the steps to the tavern and pushed the bottom of the door open an inch with the toe of his boot. He turned his head and strained his ears, but he heard no movement within. The smell of cooking human food didn’t tickle his nose; he didn’t detect the more metallic odor of blood either. He glanced back at Achilles before thrusting the door the rest of the way open.
 
   Standing in the doorway, he stared into the shadows of the empty tavern. The three overturned chairs in the middle of the room were the only sign anyone had ever been here. Cobwebs, dangling from the wooden beams above him, fluttered in the breeze flowing through the door behind him. He pushed aside a web tickling against his cheek.
 
   Stepping forward, his boots kicked up dust that swirled around him. The small particles of it danced in the light filtering through the windows. With his eyes, ears and nose, he probed the building, but he didn’t detect any heartbeats or smell anything alive within it as he continued onward.
 
   He made his way to the back of the tavern and through the empty, small kitchen before walking out to the porch. He lowered his bow as he surveyed what he could only call a ghost town. Tucked into the mountains, it was remote, but not so remote that all of the residents would have fled before the winter set in. The humans and vampires who had lived here knew how to survive the icy temperatures and snow. They would have been prepared for it, and they wouldn’t have willingly left their homes behind.
 
   Or perhaps, they were still here, somewhere.
 
   He turned and strode back through the tavern. Stepping outside the front door, he stared at the silent town. He jogged down the stairs and across the snow-covered road to the buildings on the other side of the street. He peered in the windows but didn’t bother to go inside anywhere until he came to the log cabins on the next road. The lack of signs hanging from the porches, or painted on the windows, led him to believe he’d reached the residential area of town.
 
   These may be the homes of vampires and human, but no smoke spiraled lazily into the air from the chimneys; he didn’t smell any fires in the hearths within the homes or hear the crackling of firewood. No footprints disturbed the snow on any of the roads or porches of the homes.
 
   He walked up the steps of one of the homes and opened the unlocked door. Like the tavern, everything looked normal, except for the faint scent of something rotten wafting from one of the back rooms and the complete lack of occupants.
 
   He put his bow on his back again and returned the arrow to his quiver before pulling out a stake. Entering the dining room, he discovered the remains of a family dinner. Four plates of rotting chicken and the moldy, shrunken remains of corn and potatoes sat on the table. A fork still stuck out of one baked potato.
 
   “What is going on?” he muttered.
 
   Striding into the bedroom, he opened the closet doors to reveal all of the clothes still neatly hanging within. Closing the doors, he turned his attention to the bureau next to the closet. Pulling open the drawers, he discovered socks, underwear, and undershirts. He found no empty drawers or empty spots where clothes had once been. He went through the other two rooms, where he discovered children’s clothing but nothing more.
 
   Returning to the main street, he glanced up and down it before walking to the next home and jogging up the steps of the porch. He made his way through three more homes; two of them were human homes with food rotting in the cabinets and fridges. The other was a vampire residence with no food in it at all. All of the buildings were as vacant as the tavern and first home had been.
 
   Confusion filled him, his mind spun as he tried to figure out what had gone on here, but for the life of him, he couldn’t even begin to guess at it. The vampires hadn’t killed all the humans and ditched their bodies; they would still be residing here if they had. The humans hadn’t turned on the vamps and had a bloodbath; there would be evidence of that. There would be survivors, but there was no one.
 
   He walked back to where he’d left Achilles. The horse looked up from the scoop of grain William had given him before returning to his meal. William turned as he stared up and down the street again. Around him, snow began to fall in lazy spirals. It stuck to his clothes and hair; snowflakes melted against his cheek and nose. He wanted out of this town, but if there were any answers here, he had to uncover them before moving on. His feet sank into the snow as he walked up the stairs of the prison and opened the door.
 
   The hush of the building was as complete as it had been in the other homes he’d gone through. A broken window in the back had allowed snow to enter. It formed a three-foot high drift against the back wall. The curtains billowed inward as more snow fell through the busted pane. A crow lifted its head from the top of the pile and let out a loud squawk when it spotted him. Its wings kicked up swirls of snow as it took flight. Black feathers gliding lazily to the ground were the only sign it had been there after it vanished out the window.
 
   The bird was smarter than he was, he realized as he looked around the dust-covered desks in the room. Both cells were empty, but multiple blankets lined the floors, along with makeshift pillows created from rolled up coats and other clothing. There were at least fifteen of the beds in each cell. William’s confusion continued to mount as he stared back and forth between the two cells.
 
   What had happened here that they’d been forced to house so many prisoners within the cells?
 
   For the first time he wished he hadn’t decided to strike out on his own. Something truly bizarre was happening here. Daniel or Xavier might be able to figure it out, or maybe Xavier had seen something like this before, but he had no idea what was going on. He turned on his heel and started to make his way out of the prison when he heard a muffled sound.
 
   Turning around again, he searched the empty room. He didn’t see or smell anything, but he knew he’d heard something. His brow furrowed when he heard it again. Moving back into the center of the room, he studied the walls and opened the one closed door to reveal the closet sized bathroom. He looked at the ceiling and then the floor.
 
   He didn’t hear the sound again, but just as he was getting ready to go, his eyes landed on a different pattern in the wooden floorboards. His boots were noiseless against the floor as he made his way to the desk over the top of the panel in the floor. He grabbed hold of the end of the metal desk, lifted it, and moved it aside.
 
   With the desk out of the way, he knelt to examine the panel placed discreetly into the floor. He ran his fingers over the edge, looking for some way to pull it up but finding nothing. Years of living with Daniel, and watching his ingenious traps and designs had taught him there was always more than met the eye when it came to places others wanted to keep hidden.
 
   Finding no way to pull it up, he began to press down on the flooring. When his fingers pressed on the top left hand corner, he heard a small click. It rose up a quarter of an inch. Rising, he walked over and grabbed a lantern from where it hung on the wall. He placed it on the desk and opened the drawers in search of some matches. Uncovering a matchbox, he pulled out a match and lit it before pressing the flame to the wick of the lantern.
 
   He turned the flame up before bending down to pull the panel away from the floor. Rustling sounds drifted from below when he moved the lantern to reveal the stairs leading into the basement room. A hiss that sounded like it came from a couple dozen snakes sounded from below, but nothing appeared at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   The mildew odor of the room, body odor and something much more foul and pungent filled his nostrils. He had a feeling he really wasn’t going to like what he found, but he pulled his stake from the holster at his side and began to descend the stairs.
 
   The steps creaked beneath his weight; the wood sagged in the middle. He kept his back to the stairs and his body turned to face any menace coming at him. Stepping off the last stair, he lifted the lamp to chase away the shadows filling the room the size of the building above it. His blood ran cold, his deadened heart plummeted as the lamp revealed the dozens of gleaming red eyes across from him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 7 -
 
   Tempest kept her head bowed while she walked down the street as twilight descended upon the town. Trying to stay invisible was the best way to get by since they’d been invaded. They’d all come to realize dissenters, and anyone who questioned what was going on, soon found themselves dragged to the prison or locked within the growing number of stocks being built outside the prison.
 
   She still had no idea what was going on, who this woman claiming to be the queen was, or what would become of them all, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that things weren’t going to get better anytime soon. They weren’t allowed to gather in groups of more than four. Any weapons they’d had were confiscated and burned the second day after the invaders arrived.
 
   The power of the queen was whispered about amongst those that had taken over here. They spoke of the vampires taking back power, of putting right the wrongs committed by declaring humans equals and allowing them to have equal rights. Tempest’s skin crawled every time she heard one of them say they had to take back the world and reestablish their place as the superior species. They had to put the true and proper queen back on the throne, where she belonged.
 
   She had yet to see the queen, but the way these vampires talked about her made her seem as if she were something almost mystical. Something completely unstoppable.
 
   Someone had to do something before they were all imprisoned, slaughtered, or enveloped by the group who had invaded. She’d tried to deny it in the beginning, but she could no longer ignore the fact that the invaders numbers had swelled with residents of her town. She didn’t know if the new recruits actually believed the rhetoric they were hearing, or if they were simply trying to survive whatever the invaders had planned for all of them. Either way, it made her terror grow to watch them being indoctrinated into these new beliefs without having even met their new leader.
 
   She buried herself deeper into her thick cloak as she surreptitiously searched for some weakness or break in the guards lining the streets. If she could get past the guards on the trails above, she’d easily be able to get lost amongst the mountains and slip away into the wilderness.
 
   She didn’t know how long it would take her to find another town once she was free; she’d never wandered that far before. She didn’t know if anyone would believe her, but she had to try to do something to save her loved ones.
 
   “You!” Her head shot up at the barked word.
 
   Across the way, the ugly vampire who had taken up residence in the orphanage strode toward her. Over the past two weeks, she’d learned his name was Kane, but she still considered him the ugly, malicious troll. She glanced around to see if he’d been yelling at someone else, but his beady hazel eyes were focused on her as he moved in on her.
 
   She threw back her shoulders when he stopped before her. “Where are you going?” he demanded.
 
   “I simply wanted some fresh air and a walk.”
 
   His gaze raked over her before returning to her face. Tempest had to fight the urge to pull the cloak tighter around her, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing his lecherous stare made her feel like scrubbing herself in a bath until her skin turned pink. “Go back,” he commanded.
 
   Tempest opened her mouth to protest but bit back her words. She’d never be able to slip free of here if she was thrown into prison with the others. “May I ask why?”
 
   “Go back.”
 
   I’ll take that as a no. She turned on her heel to head back toward the orphanage.
 
   Around her, she began to realize the vampires who had invaded her town were moving down the street toward the hotel. She wanted to turn and see what they were doing, but she didn’t dare let her curiosity show to them. She also wasn’t above admitting she was a little afraid of what she might see there. The only ones who weren’t on the move were those patrolling the mountains, the ones in front of the barricade, and a dozen or so others who remained in front of some of the homes and businesses.
 
   Her pace increased until she almost jogged up the steps of the orphanage. She thrust open the door and hurriedly closed it. Pallas and Abbott looked up from where they were sitting with the children in the living room. All of the children had books open in their laps.
 
   “What’s going on?” Pallas asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she murmured and hurried to the window.
 
   Pallas rose to her feet and followed behind as a growing swell of the vampires in white gathered before the hotel. She recognized some of the vampires from town, now dressed in white, amongst them. She hadn’t seen a human since the first day they’d invaded town and locked them all within the blood bank. Blood was delivered to them, not much, but enough to get them through the days. Normally she would have gone into the mountains and supplemented the meager supply with animal blood, but that had become impossible now.
 
   Her gaze ran over the mountains again. From here, she could tell there weren’t as many vampires patrolling up there as before. Even those vampires were coming in to witness whatever was about to unfold.
 
   Turning toward the children, she walked over to them. “Nora, take the children upstairs.”
 
   “Oh,” Nora moaned, but she rose to her feet with the other kids.
 
   Tempest closed the doors behind them before hurrying back to the window. “Now might be my chance to escape,” she murmured.
 
   Pallas glanced at her before focusing on the street again. “If you’re caught…”
 
   “We can’t stay here and do nothing,” she whispered. “I think they’re going to kill those of us who don’t join them no matter what. I’m more concerned about what will happen to all of you when they realize I’m gone.”
 
   “We’ll be fine,” Abbott replied. “There’s no reason to worry about us.”
 
   “They may throw you in jail because of me.”
 
   “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
   “Abbott…”
 
   “You’re right, Tempest. They’re either going to integrate us, or they’re going to kill us, and I refuse to stand here and take it. I’ll go if you don’t. We have the cloak,” he reminded her. “It will help one of us to blend in with them.”
 
   “You’re not fully matured yet,” she reminded him.
 
   Throwing back his shoulders, his green eyes burned with determination when they met hers. “I don’t care. I’m not going down without a fight, not like those other saps out there.” He waved his hand at the window and the vampires walking by. “It’s like they’re brainwashed or something. Besides that’s a big part of the point, I’m not mature yet, and neither are the other children here. I know you’ve noticed that there were no children with them when they entered this town.”
 
   She had, she’d just been hoping the children hadn’t noticed. She should have known that detail wouldn’t have slipped by them; they were far too astute not to have noticed. Whatever was going on out there, it didn’t include anyone who wasn’t strong enough to fight.
 
   She liked to believe the children in the towns the invading group had already passed through were all safe and sound, but she couldn’t bring herself to buy that lie. These vampires were ruthless. They were also trying to work under the radar and not draw attention to themselves until they were ready for their presence to be known.
 
   They wouldn’t be recruiting in her little town, in the middle of nowhere, if they were ready to reveal themselves yet. They definitely wouldn’t take the chance of leaving behind any survivors who could tell the tale of what they’d seen.
 
   “The people in town are scared,” Pallas whispered. “That’s why they’re joining them.”
 
   “They’re not even putting up a fight,” Abbott protested hotly.
 
   Tempest rested her hands on his shoulders to calm him. “No one understands what is going on. They don’t know what to do or where to turn.”
 
   “I know, but we can’t stand by and do nothing, like they are.”
 
   She focused on the few straggling vampires still moving down the road. “There may be others trying to do something. That’s most certainly the reason why some of them are in the stocks and in jail, but we can’t talk to each other about it.”
 
   Down the road, she saw the doors of the hotel open. She couldn’t see what was going on over the sea of heads, but the murmuring voices of the crowd ceased abruptly. Tempest’s hands fell from Abbott’s shoulders as they all stepped closer to the window. She fought the urge to press her nose against the glass in order to get a better look, but it wouldn’t do anything to help her view.
 
   “Hello everyone.” A man’s clear voice traveled down the street and carried with it an air of confidence and authority. She placed her hands against the window and craned her head to try and see better. “Thank you all for joining us here tonight and for your unwavering support toward our mission. For helping to fix the wrongs this new regime has placed upon vampires by forcing us to deny our true nature. When the one true queen is restored to the throne, vampires will once again know their rightful position in this world.”
 
   Abbott glanced at her, but she didn’t look at him as the mob pushed closer to the hotel. The excitement of the crowd pulsated out in waves so fierce she could feel the vibrations of it against her skin.
 
   “Good evening everyone!”
 
   A woman’s sweet and melodic voice flowed over the crowd. Even if Tempest hadn’t already heard the power and self-confidence resonating in the woman’s voice, she would have known the supposed queen was speaking when all the gathered vampires bowed as one. It was like watching a flock of birds following their leader and moving with the same rhythmic flow. The sight of it made her stomach turn. Her hands fell away from the window as the woman continued to speak.
 
   “I am so happy to see so many new faces amongst us today. So many who know our proper place is at the top, above the human vermin we’ve been forced to coincide with and treat as our equals.”
 
   The sick feeling in her stomach grew. Judging by the vast crowd out there, and their growing enthusiasm, there were many who believed this woman’s twisted words.
 
   “We will take back what is rightfully ours!” The woman’s zealous tone caused the crowd to erupt into applause.
 
   The woman waited until the cheers died down before speaking again. “We will be the top of the food chain again; vampires will no longer have to pretend to give equal rights to a species far inferior to ours!” The woman’s voice rose with her ardent words. “As you can see, our numbers are swelling to encompass more and more who realize being ruled by a king weak enough to fall in love with a human, a former blood slave, is no king at all. We are vampires who refuse to be led by a turned human, a woman weaker than us in every way. We will not be kept down. We will not be forced to accept a race who kept us locked away for thousands of years, and who would do so again if given the opportunity! We will be number one again!”
 
   Cheers erupted through the crowd. They vibrated so vigorously down the street that the glass in the window before her vibrated with the force of their shouts. Their feet stomped on the snow-covered ground, causing resounding thumps to shake the floor beneath her. Tempest rested her hand against her chest; she didn’t know what to do as acid burned its way up her throat.
 
   After five minutes, the excitement of the crowd calmed again. “Bring forth the traitors!” The queen declared.
 
   Traitors? Tempest didn’t have much time to ponder who the traitors were before the invaders began to unlock the stocks and remove the vampires from them. The crowd parted to let the invaders pass as they led the prisoners down the center of the street toward the hotel. A choked sound escaped her when the vampires within the crowd began to spit and beat at the vampires walking by them. The prisoners threw their hands up in an attempt to protect themselves, but before they were halfway through the mob, bruises and blood marred their faces and clothes.
 
   “What are they doing?” Pallas gasped.
 
   “I don’t know.” Tempest said the words, but a niggling horror was already forming in the back of her mind.
 
   The crowd continued to part in order to let them pass, but she could no longer see the prisoners within the sea of angry vampires. She stood, unable to move, as she waited to see what would happen to those poor, beaten souls.
 
   “This world will become ours again!” The woman somewhere at the front of the crowd declared in the same excited, passionate voice that roused the crowd to more cheers. “And we will do whatever is necessary to take it back!”
 
   Tempest jumped as flames burst upward from the courtyard outside of the hotel. Horror chilled her bones when agonized screams rent the air. The flames soared nearly to the tops of the houses before coming down to ten feet in height. The flames leapt and danced in the glass; the light from the fire played over the three of them.
 
   Over the top of the snapping fire and the crackling wood, the screams continued to echo through the night. The crowd shifted, moving just enough so she caught a glimpse of one of the prisoners straining against the ropes binding him to a pole seconds before the pile of wood beneath him burst into flames.
 
   Her hand flew to her mouth. More screams echoed through the night as the flames licked over his body, sizzling and blistering his skin. Tempest had never seen anything so gruesome in her life, yet the crowd had begun to stomp their feet and cheer again. Another fire erupted from somewhere to the left, more shrieks pierced the air and reverberated off the mountains.
 
   “And anyone who stands in our way will be dealt with swiftly!” The woman vowed. “I am the most powerful vampire alive and those who follow me will know superiority once more! They will follow the one true leader and be rewarded for their loyalty!”
 
   The shouts of joy and bloodlust from the crowd swelled ever higher, making it almost impossible for her to think. This was far beyond her scope of comprehension.
 
   She’d experienced cruelty at the hands of some of the vampires who had run the orphanage. One had locked her in the attic for a week when she’d been late, another had once beaten her so badly she’d been unable to walk for two days, but never had she imagined such brutality as what she witnessed now.
 
   Worse, she’d never expected for so many to take pleasure in what was being done to their fellow vampires. Either far more of them had agreed vampires should take over the top position than she’d realized, or they were being swept up by this woman’s promises and the excitement of the moment. She would like to believe they would come to their senses later, but she wasn’t so sure that would happen.
 
   More cheers erupted from the crowd as another fire surged into the air.
 
   “Tempest…” Abbott started; his skin looked oddly green in the reflection of the window.
 
   “I’m going,” she whispered. “I’ll go now.”
 
   Maybe she could have justified staying with the children instead of trying to get help before, but there was no doubt now they would either join the mass outside or die, and she certainly wanted no part of this, nor did she want to be burned alive. The children would have no choice, now more than ever she was convinced the children in the other towns had not survived.
 
   “I’ll need the cloak,” she murmured.
 
   Pallas walked over to the piano and pulled up the lid. From inside the piano, she pulled the pieced together white cloak she’d sewn from whatever white clothes, sheets or pillows she could find. Pallas had started to piece the cloak together on the second day after the invaders arrived. It was nowhere near as fine in quality as the cloaks the invaders wore, but Tempest would pass a cursory examination, and it would help her to blend into her environment.
 
   She hadn't been certain she’d ever attempt an escape. Who was she kidding, she had as much courage as a cat most of the time? She’d survived by living like a cat too, slinking through the shadows, keeping her head down, and hunting for her food. Like a cat, she’d also learned how to be sneaky, and how to survive by bringing as little attention to herself as possible.
 
   Not once had she ever stood up to any of the vampires who’d run the home and abused her. She’d never envisioned leaving the security of her village behind for the unknown, and aside from these mountains she’d never dreamed of adventure or being something more than what she was.
 
   Years ago, she’d accepted her lot in life and been content with it. She’d never dreamed she’d one day be looking to flee her village. She tried not to shake like a leaf at the realization of what she was doing, and what would happen to her if they caught her.
 
   This was about more than just her, she reminded herself as she tugged off her heavy black cloak and dropped it on the couch. She pulled on the much lighter, makeshift one Pallas handed to her and clasped it at her neck. When she was done, she shoved her heavier, wool cloak into the waistband of her pants, against her back. The thicker material of her cloak would be a lot better for her once she was free of these mountains.
 
   “Are you sure you have everything you need in the caves?” Pallas inquired.
 
   “Yes.” Turning away, she rested her hands on Abbott’s shoulders. “Take care of the children, if it becomes necessary to turn me in, do so.” He opened his mouth to protest, but she continued before he could speak. “Protect them first.”
 
   She turned to Pallas and hugged her. “The same goes for you.”
 
   Pallas hugged her forcefully. “Be careful.”
 
   “I will,” she vowed.
 
   Pulling the hood of the cloak over her head, she slipped through the dining room and into the mudroom behind the kitchen. Her gaze drifted to her snowshoes stacked neatly with the children’s, but she didn’t grab them. None of the invading vampires used them, and she would have to discard them once she reached the trails anyway.
 
   She glanced back at Pallas and Abbott to find them watching her with troubled eyes from the doorway. She gave them a wan smile before twisting the knob and stepping into the night. Goose bumps broke out on her flesh, but at least she wouldn’t die from the cold.
 
   Her gaze went to the vampires patrolling the mountains, but all she could do was hope they were too busy watching the twisted celebration to keep an eye out for a lone figure amongst the shadows.
 
   Trudging through the snow, she made her way toward the mountains. She didn’t have to glance back to see if the flames were still raging from the fires. The screams resonating through the night and the glow of the flames playing over the snow told her they were. Finally making it to the mountainside, she pressed her back to the jagged rocks. She stayed within the shadows as she moved, hoping her hastily made cloak would make them think she was one of their own if they spotted her.
 
   She was almost to the end of the street when she slipped into a crevice in the mountain. Turning sideways, her back pressed against the rock wall as she slid through the cave. Her nose almost touched the rocks across from her. The mineral scent of the rocks and the damp cave filled her nostrils; the steady trickle of water against rock sounded from somewhere within. Through her thin cloak, she could feel the coolness of the rocks surrounding her.
 
   The close confines of the walls gave way enough to let her walk straight through the cave. She took four steps forward, before kneeling and turning to her right. There, a rock rested against the wall. Fumbling with it, she pulled the rock away from the wall and grabbed the canvas bag tucked within the hole behind it.
 
   Over the years, it had become easier to store her things within the mountains instead of trying to sneak them out of the orphanage every time she escaped into the caves. The beating that had caused her not to walk for two days had been a result of being caught trying to sneak rags out for her torches.
 
   The beating hadn’t stopped her from doing it again, but she’d learned to keep a constant back up of supplies on hand afterward. It had been three years since she’d left the orphanage behind, but she’d been unable to break the habit of stashing extra provisions in some of the caves. Maybe a part of her had always known she would need these supplies in the future.
 
   Digging through the bag, she wrapped her hand around the lighter within and pulled it free. Flipping back the top, she flicked the flint and a small flame blazed to life. It barely lit the gray, jagged walls across from her. Returning to the contents of the bag, she pulled out a rag. She wrapped the rag around the end of the waist high stick she pulled from the hole and lit it on fire. As long as she stayed within this cave system, she could use the torch to light her way.
 
   She placed the torch against the wall, pulled her cloak from her back and shoved it into the bag. She pulled the string on the bag to close it again, tied it around her waist and shoved it around so it rested against the small of her back.
 
   Reclaiming the torch, she turned to study the gloomy cave stretching out before her. She knew this cave well, but she couldn’t get her feet to move forward. She turned to take in the shadows behind her. She could go back to town. Maybe someone else would succeed in escaping. Maybe someone else would be able to do something, maybe someone else had already gotten out. There was no guarantee of that though, no way to know for certain, and what if they failed to reach someone, but she could somehow make it?
 
   She continued to stare back the way she’d come, if she continued forward there was a possibility she’d never see her home, her friends, or the children again. If she didn’t go, there was a bigger possibility they would all end up strapped to a pole and set on fire.
 
   That reminder caused her to turn away from her hometown. There was no way to know what would happen when they discovered her missing, but she did know none of them would walk away from this if she stayed here and did nothing. Gathering the waning dregs of her courage and without looking back, she slipped further into the caves.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 8 -
 
   William couldn’t tear his gaze away from the shining blood colored eyes looking back at him. He’d been in The Barrens; he’d seen what happened to vampires who weren’t able to feed. Seen how ravenous, mindless and monstrous they could become. These creatures fell somewhere between the hairless, almost slug-like creatures, who’d run free in the dry and desolate Barrens, and a normal vampire.
 
   The eyes of the vampires across from him shone like rubies in the light playing over them. Their chapped and colorless lips skimmed back to reveal their fangs. They hissed excitedly when they spotted him standing on the bottom step. Pale hands wrapped around the bars of the cells holding them back; most of those hands had no nails attached to them. The nails on the ones who did still have them made him wince when they scraped against the bars.
 
   Dried blood and torn skin hung from the end of some of the ragged fingers. It took him a minute to realize some of the scraping against the bars wasn’t only from fingernails. It was also due to the bones protruding from the tips of the shredded fingers. Some of them yanked at the bars, others sniffed the air like a dog trying to catch the scent. His scent.
 
   Most of them no longer had eyebrows, and they were all in various stages of hair loss on their heads. Some still had almost all of their hair, others had bald patches showing through, and the rest had glistening, pale scalps.
 
   He’d tried not to think about those creatures in The Barrens since they’d left there, but staring at these things across from him, he now recalled how their skin had been almost strangely translucent. The lack of a blood supply seemed to have drained them of the blood that had once been in their body. He kept expecting to see inside their skulls to their brains.
 
   To the left of the two cells, he spotted another, smaller cage. The gleaming metal of the bars, and the sawdust on the floor let him know this cage had been hastily assembled after the others. He lifted the lantern higher to chase away the shadows lurking in the corners of the basement and obscuring the cage. Everything within him revolted at the sight that greeted him.
 
   A silent scream resonated in his head as he stared at the small, lifeless bodies sprawled across the bottom of the cage. Children, dozens of them.
 
   He didn’t move closer to the bodies; he had no desire to see any more of them, or to learn how they had died. It hadn’t been by natural causes if they’d been locked away in this basement. He assumed their fragile, young bodies hadn’t been able to withstand the starvation, but he had no intention of confirming it.
 
   He almost turned away and walked back upstairs, but his conscience tugged at him. These were not the vampires of The Barrens; they hadn’t been put here because they’d been sentenced for a crime. If they’d been put here as a form of punishment, he couldn’t imagine what would have warranted this type of imprisonment and abandonment. These were men, women, and children who had been locked away for reasons he couldn’t begin to fathom.
 
   He couldn’t leave them here like this to suffer and starve. With no food supply, they would become withered, dry husks like the ones the old king had kept in his twisted trophy room. He couldn’t find the keys and set them free; they would attack and drain him if he did. There was no saving them, not anymore.
 
   Walking to the first cell, he pulled the bow and arrows from his back. He set the quiver by his feet and took a steadying, unnecessary breath before tugging an arrow free. He’d felt as cold as ice these past few months, as deadened as The Barrens, but he couldn’t stop the sorrow and regret churning within his chest as he took aim at the heart of the vampire closest to him.
 
   It threw itself more vehemently against the bars as its hands swung viciously at him. The nubby bones sticking out from its fingers swung repeatedly at him, a mindless killing machine that could never again see the light of day.
 
   He released the arrow. The twang of the string resonated in the dank room beneath the prison before it hit the creature with a dull thud. The force of the arrow sent it reeling backward. Silence descended as the vampire hit the ground; its hands clawed at the arrow still protruding from his flesh. The others stared at him for a moment, and then like sharks smelling blood, they pounced upon the body of their fallen cellmate.
 
   He didn’t know why they hadn’t turned on each other to begin with. Perhaps it was some kind of agreement not to destroy their own kind, or perhaps it hadn’t occurred to them in their degenerating state. Now the scent of blood broke any kind of agreement they may have had and aroused their primitive instincts. They tore and clawed at the dead vamp like a pride of lions on a downed antelope.
 
   Sickness twisted in his stomach, but he raised the bow and fired a new arrow at another vampire and then another and another. When he started to run low on arrows, he tugged his crossbow free from his waist. He loaded in the first bolt and fired it at the one standing against the bars.
 
   There were four twisted and starving vamps still standing in the second cell and three in the first when he ran out of arrows and bolts. His arms shook when he lowered the crossbow and tied it to his waist. He didn’t look over the carnage he’d created. He knew what blood and death looked like; he’d dealt with it his entire life. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he tried to block out the slurping, wrenching sounds of the feast going on within those cells as he turned back to the stairs.
 
   With a heavy heart, he climbed the steps. Throwing his bow onto his back again, he began to search through the desks for keys. He discovered them hanging on the wall, behind a jacket draped over a coat stand. Returning to the cellar, the sounds of the feeding frenzy going on washed back over him and caused him to take a step back. The hideous crunch of cartilage and bone, as their fangs and hands tore at the bodies like they were nothing more than a piece of chicken, would haunt him for the rest of his life.
 
   Were they eating the flesh too? He tried not to look closer, but his eyes were drawn to the bone now emerging through the shrinking carcasses. He’d made the right choice in putting these vampires down, he knew, but he couldn’t shake the sickness in his belly. Pulling two stakes from the holsters strapped to his waist, he stepped up to the bars. They didn’t look up from their feast when he unlocked the door and stepped into the cell with the three vamps.
 
   Adjusting his hold on his stakes, he cautiously approached the vampires, not at all fooled into believing they weren’t aware of his presence, or their opportunity at a chance to escape. He didn’t know what had happened in this town, but he couldn’t take the chance of these things spilling into the nearby towns, if those towns still existed.
 
   He was almost to the closest one when it released a hiss and launched at him. William spun out of the way, grabbed hold of the neck of its shirt and yanked it back. The clothing ripped in his grasp, but he drove the stake into its heart. The creature squealed and stumbled toward the back wall. William spun and threw the next stake underhand, behind him at the next creature rushing him. The stake flew through the air and embedded itself in the creature’s heart.
 
   It howled as it fell over, kicking and flailing violently upon the ground. William’s fangs extended, excitement pulsed through him as the thrill of the kill slid over his body. The man inside him was repulsed; the vampire craved more. This whole situation was hideous, but he couldn’t control the baser, more volatile urges shaking him. His skin tingled, his body felt electrified. For a second it almost felt as if his heart raced in his chest again. Bending down, he jerked the stake from his first victim and spun to take on the third.
 
   This one, apparently content with having feasted on the blood of the dead, scurried toward the open door instead of coming at him. William leapt at it, bringing it down beneath the weight of his body. He drove a fist into the creature’s kidneys, causing a cry to escape from it and its feet to kick forcefully against the dirt floor. Fighting against the explosive urges coursing through him; he forced himself to stop pummeling on the creature and put it out of its misery. He drove the stake deep into its chest and twisted it.
 
   Shoulders heaving, warm blood dripping from his hands, he lifted his head to stare at the four vampires in the other cell. He shuddered at the overwhelming scent of blood filling his nostrils as he fought to keep himself restrained. He’d planned to retrieve his arrows from the dead in order to dispatch the remaining creatures, but his body sought a bigger release.
 
   There was a fine line between being a vampire and a monster; he teetered on that line right now. The fangs hanging over his bottom lip sliced his flesh, causing blood to trickle down his chin. These creatures weren’t his enemies; they were victims of whatever had happened in this town. He realized he was inhaling air he no longer required as he labored to calm the beast within him.
 
   The veins and muscles in his forearms bulged when his hands curled around the stakes in his grasp. It would be so easy to walk into the cell and take out his ire and thirst on those innocent creatures, but that would make him no better than Caleb and Atticus had been. It would make him no better than Kane.
 
   His head bent as useless breath continued to lurch in and out of him. What was he becoming? When this was over would he have to be destroyed himself? Would he become the thing he’d always hated most?
 
   At one time, he would have thought absolutely not. There was no way such a thing could happen to him, but he realized now it could. It would be so unbelievably easy for it to happen, and it may be a possibility before this was all over. He had to get himself together, but first, he had to take care of the remaining vampires in this building.
 
   Lifting his head, he met the ruby colored eyes of the remaining creatures as they ravenously watched him from the other cell. These vampires weren’t feasting; they were prepared for him and had a calculating gleam in their eyes.
 
   If he walked into that cell it would be a bloodbath, and it would mean no turning back for him. He would be one-step closer to becoming a monster. He didn’t think he would lose in a fight, yet it was a possibility, but with the way he felt right now he could take on a dozen vampires. He was walking a line, but he wasn’t ready to fall over it, not yet.
 
   Rising to his feet, he pulled the arrows and bolts from the bodies surrounding him and placed them methodically back in his quiver or returned them to his side. He didn’t realize blood dripped from his hair and beard until he stepped from the cell and a drop of it landed upon the floor at his feet. He stared at the pooling blood before lifting his hand to wipe it away from his face.
 
   He didn’t know what he would become by the time this was all over with Kane, but as of now, he was not a monster. He wouldn’t take his bloodlust out on these pitiful creatures. Lifting his bow, he quickly dispatched the last four vampires before opening the cell door and stepping inside to retrieve his arrows.
 
   He didn’t look at their faces as he pulled the weapons from their bodies but stared at the back wall. It was streaked with blood; chunks had been torn into the rocks lining the wall. It would have taken a while, but eventually these things would have gotten free. They’d shredded their fingers to the bone trying to escape, and in the end they’d been left with nothing but walls.
 
   Walls, he thought with disgust.
 
   Walking from the cell, he hurried up the stairs and outside again. All he wanted to do was get out of this town, but he couldn’t continue his hunt looking the way he did. He returned to Achilles, gathered some supplies from the saddlebag on his back and returned to the first home he’d searched.
 
   The heat of the shower felt amazing against his cramped and aching muscles. He watched the blood running from his auburn hair in pink rivulets swirl down the drain. He lingered beneath the beat of the spray far longer than he should have, but he couldn’t force himself out until the water turned cold.
 
   Toweling off, he dressed and left the house. The sun was beginning to set; it would probably be best if he stayed here for the night, but he had no intention of spending any more time in this town than he had to.
 
   He walked back to the steps of the prison, grabbed hold of the lantern still burning on its hook and lifted it to look around the building. He hated the idea of leaving this place still standing with the horror beneath it, but he didn’t know what else was out there, possibly waiting for him in the snow. He might draw it here, if he lit this place on fire.
 
   Turning away, he strode over to the stable and slid open the door. All of the stalls within were open and empty. Whatever had happened here, they’d either turned the horses loose, or someone had taken them. He stared into each of the empty stalls before arriving at the large feed bins at the back of the stable. Hanging the lantern from the hook hanging over the bin, he threw open the lid to find oats inside.
 
   Grabbing an empty sack from beside the bin, he began to fill it with scoops of oats. He had no idea what lay beyond this town, not anymore. He had to start stocking a lot more supplies and find somewhere safe to stash them. Closing the lid on the bin, he returned to Achilles and tied the sack to his saddle before climbing on. He gathered the reins in his grasp and turned the horse out of town. He had no idea where he was heading when he nudged the stallion in the side and into a brisk trot; he just knew he had to get far from here.
 
   He had no doubt Kane had been here now. What had happened in that town would have been something the twisted vampire would have enjoyed thoroughly. Moving deeper into the mountains seemed like the best idea. Whoever had been behind the destruction here would want to keep their maliciousness unknown and hidden for as long as possible. The mountains were the perfect place for that.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest weaved her way in and out of the cave. She climbed higher then lower with the flow of the rock beneath her feet as she made her way to the end. When the exit to the cave was only a hundred feet away, she extinguished the flame by rolling the torch around on the floor. Carefully, she unwrapped the rag from the end; she hissed when her fingers blistered from the lingering heat. With a shake of her wrist, she tossed it on the ground.
 
   She kept hold of the torch; she would need it again, if she wasn’t captured, dragged back, and lit on fire as soon as she exited the cave. Her steps were noiseless and carefully placed as she approached the sliver of moonlight filtering inside the constricted exit of the cave.
 
   Turning sideways, she slid cautiously between the rock walls surrounding her. She froze when there was only three feet left until the exit. Unmoving, she stood and listened for any sign of someone outside the cave. Her hands shook as she forced herself to continue to inch forward. No matter how tempting it was, she simply could not stand in this cave and wait for help to come to her.
 
   At the edge of the exit, she placed her forehead against the cool rock and took a minute to steady herself. She wrapped her hand around the rock wall and poked her head out. Her eyes searched over the pathways and rocks carved into the mountains surrounding her. She didn’t see any guards patrolling the mountainside, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there, blending in with their surroundings.
 
   Her gaze slid to the lake situated in the valley below. The sliver of the moon hanging high in the sky reflected in the lake’s clear blue surface. She could almost believe she could walk straight across the pathway the moon had lit across the shimmering water. Almost believe all was right in the world as she gazed down at the beautiful scene beneath her.
 
   Massive boulders surrounded the lake; their jagged formations had been cut from the mountains surrounding it by the water. No one had ever lived on this side of the mountain as there was no land to build on, but she’d spent a fair amount of time swimming in the lake and lying on the boulders, absorbing the sun in the summertime.
 
   Tilting her head back, she examined the sky. The stars were beginning to come to life. Now was the time for her to go.
 
   Releasing the wall, she stepped from the cave and hurried down the rocky ledge lining the mountain. The path was so narrow she could only place one foot on it at a time. One wrong step and she would end up smashed onto the rocks below. The fall most likely wouldn’t kill her, unless it somehow managed to knock her head from her body. However, she couldn’t afford to lie there, for what could be days, while she waited for her broken bones to mend.
 
   After two hundred feet, the path ended abruptly in another rock wall. Stopping at the end of the path, her gaze slid over the top of the mountains again. Everything remained calm and still. She slipped the torch into the rope wrapped around her waist before dipping her foot over the side of the path. She moved it around in search of a rock to use as leverage to climb down. She’d climbed up and down these mountains more times than she could count, but that had always been in the daytime and without the added worry of somebody shouting at her to stop.
 
   Her foot finally found a sturdy rock. She carefully lowered herself over the path and onto the mountain face. Her hands and feet found holds amongst the crevices in the mountain, rapidly allowing her to move down until she finally found the next ledge. Dropping onto it, she kept her back pressed against the wall as she slid down into a crouch.
 
   She rested for a minute before shoving herself to her feet again. This pathway was wider than the one before as it wound down toward the lake below. She broke into a jog, eager to get out of the open and into the shelter of the next cave.
 
   She was only a hundred feet from the entrance of the cave when something moved amongst the shadows surrounding her. A plume of snow kicked up around her feet when she skidded to a halt on the pathway. Her hand wrapped around the torch, tugging it free of her waistband as a figure emerged on the pathway. Her deadened heart leapt into her throat as the moon revealed the white cloak covering the figure before her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 9 -
 
   “And where do you think you’re going?” the gravelly voice rumbled at her from the shadows.
 
   Tempest glanced down at her makeshift white cloak, would it be enough to keep her identity hidden? Could she pull off trying to convince him she was one of them? She tried to steady her hands as she met the unrelenting brown eyes across from her.
 
   “Checking the perimeter,” she replied far more casually than she felt. She’d heard Kane say something about the perimeter once to the two other vampires staying in the orphanage. The word sounded strange and ridiculous coming out of her mouth, but maybe he would believe her.
 
   The man’s gaze slid over her. He’s not buying it, she realized as a smirk curved his full mouth. “Are you now?”
 
   The ice encasing her had nothing to do with the cool wind whipping down from the mountains and blowing over her skin. The lecherous glint in his eyes made her skin crawl. She realized too late there were other ways she could be made to pay for what she’d done here tonight, besides being locked in the stocks and burned alive.
 
   Her hands tightened on the torch as he started to come toward her. “I don’t recall seeing you around before.”
 
   “I’m a new recruit, from the town,” she replied. She was young, but she was fast, and she knew these mountains far better than this man did. If she could get away from him, she stood a good chance of losing him in the caves. “I haven’t met a lot of the others yet.”
 
   His gaze focused on her white cloak as he took another step closer to her. She didn’t know if he could tell it wasn’t the same quality as his or not yet, but if he got any closer he would definitely be able to. “It surprises me they would send you out here already.”
 
   He wasn’t surprised by it; he knew she was lying. Tempest kept her gaze locked on his as he came closer. There was a cave ten feet behind her she could slip into; it led higher into the mountain and came out on a ledge only a couple of inches wide. She’d never traversed the narrow ledge before and didn’t want tonight to be the first time she tried; she’d most likely fail and end up falling again. That would spell certain doom.
 
   No, there would be no turning back. She had to stay and fight; it was the only way she would survive this night.
 
   The man continued to approach her but he didn’t bother to look at her cloak again. She adjusted her hold on the torch, waiting for him to get closer to her. She’d only have one shot at this with him. His cruel smile revealed his crooked teeth. Yep, she’d like nothing more than to bash every one of those ugly teeth down his throat. She didn’t think about what he would do to her if he got his hands on her. The idea of it made her stomach turn and her hands shake. She had to keep her wits about her.
 
   “Aren’t you a pretty little thing,” he murmured. Bile surged up her throat; now that he was closer the pungent aroma of his body odor wafted over her. No way, there was no way she was going to let this man get his hands on her. “Very pretty.”
 
   The only fight she’d ever been in was with another child from the orphanage. They’d both been ten years old and gotten into a tiff over a wooden block. It had been one of their few toys. The boy had punched her in the face and given her a bloody lip; she’d broken his nose. Neither of them had really won the battle as the block they’d fought over had been taken away and thrown in the trash. She’d never fought anyone again; she hadn’t enjoyed it, and she’d learned no one really won in the end. There would be a winner here though, and she intended it to be her.
 
   He was only a foot away from her, when she lifted the torch and swung it at him with the full force of her might. An enraged shout escaped her; her arms reverberated from the blow as the thick wood smashed against his shoulder, knocking him to the side. He had to have seen the torch in her hands, but he must not have been expecting her to attack, as he was slow to react to her.
 
   His hands came up after the torch smashed off him. “Bitch!” he snarled.
 
   Tempest leapt forward. She couldn’t lay off him; she had to keep on the offensive while he was still thrown off by her attack. Lowering her shoulder, she rammed it into his ribcage, pushing him toward the side. This time the shout that escaped him was one of pure panic as he was knocked off balance by her shove. His arms pin wheeled, his eyes bugged out of his head as he scrambled to maintain his balance on the slippery pathway, but gravity hated to be denied.
 
   His hands scrambled at her arms, tearing at the cloak. She barely heard the fabric rip over the howling wind and the man’s frightened cries. Blood spilled from the scratches he tore across her flesh and spilled onto the snow beneath their feet. Sympathy and guilt battered at her as she fought, but she couldn’t back down. He’d kill her if she did.
 
   Throwing herself backward, she lifted her foot and slammed it into his stomach. The final, brutal thrust was enough to knock his grip on her arms free. His arms spun faster as he teetered precariously on the edge of the pathway. Finally, after what had seemed like an hour but was only seconds, he tumbled from view. He spiraled away like the fresh snow beginning to drift over her. The last of his screams were torn away by the whipping wind and unforgiving mountains below.
 
   Tempest stood, shaking as she tried to calm herself and ease the adrenaline kicking through her body like a runaway, bucking horse. She took a cautious step toward the edge of the ledge and peered over. Two hundred feet below her, sprawled on the rocks, lay the man she’d shoved over the side. The red of his blood was vibrant and ghastly against the pristine snow surrounding him. She didn’t know if he was still alive, he most likely was, but she wasn’t going to climb down there and find out.
 
   Stepping away from the edge, she fought against the tears burning her eyes as she hurried down the path toward the next cave. He would have done far worse to her, she reminded herself, as she slipped into the cool recesses of the dark cavern. She trembled at the notion of that man touching her or kissing her, but she still couldn’t rid herself of the inward quaking rattling her bones. It had been her second fight and she’d hurt someone far worse than she’d ever planned to do in her life.
 
   Get it together, she told herself. No, she’d never planned to injure someone as badly as she just had, but she hadn’t chosen this situation. It had been forced on her. She may have to do even worse before her journey was over. She wouldn’t like it, but she would do what had to be done in order to save the children.
 
   Fifty feet into the cave, she dug out another rag and tied it to the end of the torch. There would never be any turning back, she realized as she lit the rag and made her way through the cave.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest huddled deeper within her heavy, black wool cloak, burying herself inside the thick material the best she could as she fought against the wind trying to tear her hood off her head. Before exiting the final cave, she had slipped it on beneath the white cloak. She’d only kept the white cloak on in order to help her blend in with the world around her. The bottoms of the two cloaks beat against her shins and knees when she lifted her feet from the snow.
 
   She’d lost sensation in her nose and cheeks; she wasn’t sure if she had feet anymore as she sank to the middle of her shins in the snow. Her knee-high boots kept the snow from slipping inside them, but she couldn’t escape the cold of the snow pressing against the outside of the fur-lined boots.
 
   She’d escaped from the caves sometime yesterday, she believed, to discover the snow that had been spiraling down when she’d left the orphanage had turned into a full-fledged blizzard. If she hadn’t encountered the man on the cliff, she would have stayed within the cave and waited out the storm, but she’d been unwilling to take the chance they would find her if she did.
 
   She’d lost track of the day and time in the wind and snow relentlessly beating against her. Exhaustion had claimed all of her muscles and bones; it took all she had to keep going forward. Hunger twisted in her gut; her fangs pressed against her inner lip. She’d expected to be able to hunt animals once she was free of the caves, but they’d all been smart enough to go to ground during the storm.
 
   The world now consisted of the five feet in front of her she could see through the wall of white all around her. She’d lost track of where she was, but she never would have known anyway. Nothing outside of her own town would be familiar to her. She’d left to find help, but she was beginning to believe she would be destroyed by the winter. That she would wander out here for eternity, starving and cold, and the others would all die because of her failure.
 
   That belief kept her trudging onward, struggling against the snow sucking at her boots and weighing down her rubbery legs. She grabbed hold of her hood when the wind snatched it away from her. Pulling it down, she held it close against her face. Crystals of ice coated her lashes; she’d bet she had icicles forming on her nose and clothing.
 
   She took another step forward, stumbled and fell when her legs gave out on her. Kneeling in the snow, her numbed fingers dug into the fluffy flakes piling up around her. The idea of curling up and going to sleep, if only for a little bit, was so entirely tempting she leaned to the side to lie down.
 
   “Agnes, Nora, Abbott, Pallas, Dane, Claude,” she whispered.
 
   With a low groan, she somehow managed to push herself to her feet once more. Her knees throbbed; her legs wobbled as she forced herself onward. She didn’t know how far she went, how long she continued before her legs gave out on her again. Her body slumped to the ground; her shoulders hunched forward against the storm.
 
   Unable to rise again, she sat in the snow swirling around her. Trying to bolster her strength, she recited the names of her loved ones again, but she still couldn’t force herself to rise. Exhaustion beat against her as insistently as the wind and snow. She’d become a vampire snowman before she woke again, but perhaps a small nap would help her.
 
   The idea she’d never rise from a nap flittered across her mind. The cold wouldn’t kill her, but she couldn’t shake the thought she would awaken to find herself buried so far beneath the snow she’d never be able to escape.
 
   She tried to get back to her feet but before she was halfway up, she collapsed again. The urge to cry overtook her, but she didn’t have the energy to summon any tears. Instead, she simply stared at the white now encompassing her entire world. If she’d been home still, she would have loved this storm. She would have started a large fire, settled in with a good book and watched as their world became covered in a blanket of white.
 
   Now, she hated it. It was keeping her from what had to be done, it spelled the death of everyone she’d ever cared about. She shoved her fingers into the snow and staggered to her feet once more. She made it only three feet before her ankle twisted out from under her and she fell again.
 
   Wiping at the white coating her lashes, she blinked against the storm as a murky figure began to take shape. At first, she believed it was a hallucination, that fatigue had pushed her beyond sanity and into a world no longer existing in reality. Then the realization that the invaders had found her hit her. In her mind, she got to her feet once more, but when she blinked again, she realized she hadn’t moved at all.
 
   The warm plume of a horse’s breath blew against her face, providing a brief warmth to her icy skin. She lifted her head to take in the man sitting upon its back. He stared down at her with a furrowed brow and compressed lips. Tempest touched the horse’s nose to assure herself it was real. Her hand had just grazed its velvety muzzle when she passed out in the snow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 10 -
 
   William tossed another log onto the fire, stoking it higher when it began to die down again. His gaze fell on the woman lying across from him. She was lying with her back against the wall and her head on her hands. The dancing flames played over her refined, pale features and high, sloping cheekbones. In the firelight, her hair was the color of liquid silver as it tumbled about her shoulders. The slope at the end of her thin-bridged nose gave him the strangest urge to poke it. Her full mouth still had a bluish tint to it from the cold, but a rosy hue had begun to creep in slowly as her body warmed.
 
   Where had she come from? He wondered as he watched her. He hadn’t seen a town in three days. He sensed no indication of anything being remotely close to them, but it was impossible to tell in the tumultuous storm. Somehow, even in the maelstrom she’d been there though, in the middle of nowhere, sitting in the snow. His gaze traveled over the white, patchwork cloak she’d been wearing over her much thicker, black cloak. He focused on the rips and blood staining the sleeves of the white cloak.
 
   He’d pulled off both of her cloaks when he’d gotten her inside the cave and draped one of his drier, heavier cloaks over her. If the lightening of the gray sky was any indication, she’d been sleeping for almost ten hours, with no sign of waking. At the front of the cave, Achilles released a small snuff; his hooves clopped against the stone before he settled down again.
 
   Rising to his feet, William walked to the shadows at the back of the cave where he’d stashed the blood he’d taken from a few deer and fox he’d hunted since leaving Chester. The woman would require blood when she woke. He grabbed one of the canteens and returned to the main part of the cave.
 
   The fire cast shadows over the cave he’d discovered three days ago. He’d decided to use the cave as his base before the storm had started. It had taken time away from his hunt for Kane to gather the supplies, but after what he’d witnessed in Chester, he wasn’t going to take any chances on having nowhere to shelter. He had two maybe three days of supplies already gathered within for the two of them, depending on how hungry she was. It would have been almost a week’s worth of supplies for him.
 
   Almond-shaped doe brown eyes met his when he stopped beside the fire. His eyebrows rose as those eyes surveyed him from head to toe. The look in them suggested she would start swinging if he got any closer to her. He took a step back, hoping to put her more at ease as she placed her hands on the floor and pushed herself into a sitting position. She winced and bit on her bottom lip before collapsing against the wall.
 
   “Are you ok?” he inquired.
 
   “Yes,” she muttered, but the wary look in her eyes didn’t ease.
 
   He took another step away from her. “Where did you come from?”
 
   “Where did you come from?” she retorted.
 
   He gave a small snort of laughter and held the canteen up for her to see. “Are you hungry?” Red flashed briefly through her eyes before she glanced away from him. Her fingers dug into the cave floor; her nostrils flared, but she didn’t look at him again. Walking over to her, he held out the canteen. “It’s deer blood. It will help you.”
 
   Her eyes slid toward him. He uncapped the canteen. “Take it,” he urged, swirling the liquid inside in an attempt to lure her with the smell.
 
   The warm brown of her eyes flashed with red again; she snatched it away from him. Her eyes closed in ecstasy as she gulped down the contents. Turning away, he walked over to sit on the other side of the fire. He watched her as she tapped the bottom of the canteen to get the last drops before finally lowering it again. She wiped the blood away from her mouth with the back of her hand. The last of the blue had faded from her lips, leaving them the color of the blood she’d consumed.
 
   “Thank you,” she murmured before placing the canteen down beside her.
 
   “There’s more if you would like some?”
 
   “No,” she replied and settled against the wall with her legs drawn up to her chest.
 
   Her gaze darted over the cave again like she was trying to figure out where she was. She focused on the exit; he knew she was calculating how fast she could escape.
 
   “When was the last time you fed?” he inquired.
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   His curiosity prickled. Had she somehow escaped a town like Chester? “Is there a reason for that?” He tried to keep the gruffness out of his voice, but she glanced at him sharply.
 
   “I was lost in a blizzard,” she reminded him.
 
   “That’s the only reason?”
 
   Her shoulders thrust back, her legs stiffened. “Yes.”
 
   He couldn’t shake the feeling she was lying, but he didn’t think he’d get her to open up to him, not until she started to trust him a little more. “What’s your name?”
 
   She pulled his cloak tighter around her before edging closer to the fire. Holding her palms over the flames, she enthusiastically rubbed her fine boned hands together. The fire danced across her face and lit the pale hair tumbling over her shoulders. When he’d first brought her in here, her hair had appeared white due to the snow and ice encrusting it, but they had melted and dried on the cave floor hours ago. He’d caught a glimpse of her slender body when he’d been taking the wet cloaks from her. The loose fitting, wool shirt she wore emphasized the swell of her breasts. Her wool pants hugged her thighs and rounded hips.
 
   Her brown eyes held his across the flames. “Tempest,” she finally replied. “And you are?”
 
   “William.”
 
   Her head tilted to the side as she studied him. She pulled her hands away from the fire and looked braced to run once more as she placed her hands on the ground beside her. “What are you doing out here, William?”
 
   “Searching for someone, and you?”
 
   “They must be someone of importance if they brought you this far into the mountains.”
 
   He didn’t miss the fact she’d ignored his question in pursuit of her own. “And what has brought you this far into the mountains?”
 
   Her mouth pursed; her gaze shot to the front of the cave as she lifted her hands and moved them closer to the fire once more. “Are we safe here?” she inquired, apparently determined not to answer anything he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   For the first time since finding her, he didn’t sense her distrust; instead, he sensed her fear as her hands shook over the flames. “Are you sure?”
 
   An uneasy feeling filled him, he looked toward the front of the cave but all he could smell and hear up there was Achilles. After Chester, he knew there could be other things hunting them in the snow. Things he could have drawn here by bringing her inside.
 
   “What were you doing out there in this blizzard?” he demanded.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest watched him as he rose to his feet. The light of the fire brought out the fiery red in his deep auburn hair and beard. His broad shoulders blocked out the wall of the cave behind him; his head nearly brushed against the top of the rock ceiling. She guessed him to be six-foot-two, about six inches taller than her, but his broad chest and shoulders made him appear far larger.
 
   She couldn’t deny the handsomeness of his features with his square jaw and broad cheekbones. The striking color of his crystalline blue eyes kept her gaze riveted on him. He wore a heavy, fur-lined cloak, but the shirt beneath it hugged his firm body and emphasized his muscular frame.
 
   She didn’t know what to make of this man, or what he was doing out here, alone. If he was a part of the group that had invaded her home, wouldn’t he be with them, instead of in the middle of nowhere? The cloak he wore wasn’t white, but that was no definite indicator of where his allegiance lie.
 
   She hadn’t realized it, but the entire time she was studying him, trying to figure him out, she’d been biting her nails. Hastily she lowered her hand and wiped it on her cloak as she inwardly berated herself for slipping into old habits. Across from her, he folded his thick arms over his chest and leaned back on his heels.
 
   “You saved my life,” she murmured.
 
   “You’re a vampire; the storm wouldn’t have killed you.”
 
   She almost brought her hand back to her mouth but forced herself to leave it by her side. “You’re a vampire too,” she replied.
 
   “Hmm,” was his only response.
 
   “It may not have killed me, but I wouldn’t have found my way through it and I would have starved.”
 
   Something flickered through his eyes at her words; a muscle in his cheek began to twitch. “Where did you come from?”
 
   He wasn’t going to let that one go, and she couldn’t successfully keep dodging his question. “My town. I’m not sure how far it is from here or how to get back right now. It felt like I was walking forever,” she murmured. “And I could have been going in circles for all I know.” Her gaze slid over the cave they sat in again, but none of it looked familiar. “Where did you bring me?”
 
   “To a cave,” he replied in a tone that suggested she’d asked him if dogs barked.
 
   Grinding her teeth together in order to keep a hold on her patience, she managed to ask in a clipped tone, “Is it in the side of the large stretch of mountains?”
 
   “No, it’s a couple of miles away. It’s more of a rock cropping that has sprung up over time to form a cave.”
 
   “Good,” she replied. She’d at least succeeded in putting some distance between her and those she’d fled.
 
   “I’ve answered your questions, now it’s your turn. Why did you leave?”
 
   Her hand fluttered up to her mouth. “Damn it,” she whispered and forced her hand down again before she bit at her nails.
 
   Rising to her feet, she turned away and paced toward the entrance. A cool wind blew through the entranceway, causing her hair to flutter around her face, but the warmth of the fire enveloped the ten-foot circle of the main part of the cave they were in. It could almost be cozy if she didn’t feel so jumpy and unsettled.
 
   “I was looking for help,” she finally answered.
 
   “Help with what?” he inquired.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at him. “I only plan to talk to the king about it.”
 
   “And how did you plan to get an audience with the king?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about that yet. I was mostly concerned with trying to survive and getting out of the mountains.”
 
   “I see. Is what you planned to talk to the king about important?”
 
   Unwittingly, tears sprang to her eyes. She wiped them hurriedly away. Crying wouldn’t get her any closer to her goal. “It’s a matter of life and death.” William clasped his hands behind his back as he continued to watch her. “It may already be too late.”
 
   “Too late for what?”
 
   “To save them, but I couldn’t have brought them with me. I barely made it out myself.” Goose bumps broke out on her arms; she ran her hands over her arms at the memory of what had happened on the trail.
 
   “I think you should tell me what is going on.”
 
   “I only plan to tell that to the king.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment before slipping past her and walking toward the front of the cave. She heard some shuffling and the hard pat of a palm on horseflesh before he reemerged from the shadows of the cave. His booted feet rang against the stone as he stopped before her. He held out another brown cloak with a patch turned toward her. She stared at the familiar wolf emblem for a minute before glancing up at him.
 
   “It’s the insignia of the king’s men,” he said.
 
   “I know. You’re a king’s man?”
 
   “I’m more than that.”
 
   “What does that mean?” she demanded.
 
   “I’ll explain more when you do.”
 
   She glanced down at the golden wolf again. “How do I know you didn’t steal it from someone?”
 
   He tugged the cloak from her grasp and walked away to drape it over a rock. “I know the king personally and quite well, if I feel you need his help, I will get it for you.”
 
   “I’m sure there are plenty of men in the world who claim to know the king personally, even if it isn’t true.”
 
   His impatience radiated from him when he faced her again. “What is it you plan to talk to him about?” he asked in a clipped tone.
 
   “His wife,” she hedged. He’d saved her life and claimed to know the king, but she was unwilling to reveal too much to a man she didn’t know.
 
   She didn’t think he could have looked more astounded if she’d told him she could fly and oftentimes spit fire out of her mouth. His mouth closed; his eyes turned a vibrant shade of red. Tempest took a step back. Her hand fell to her waist but the torch no longer hung there. Glancing around the cave, she spotted the wooden stick resting against the wall by her two cloaks. He was a lot bigger than the last vampire she’d fought, but she would do whatever it took to protect herself if he came at her.
 
   “What about his wife?” he growled.
 
   She took a step to the side, hedging toward the torch. “I uh…” she had no idea what to say as his gaze continued to bore into her. “I know where she is.”
 
   His eyebrows drew together over the top of his nose. “She is with the king.”
 
   Tempest took another step toward the torch. She’d stopped believing the woman in town claiming to be the queen was telling the truth, but what did she know of the royal line? She never left the town; she’d certainly never seen the king and queen before. It was treasonous for the woman to claim to be the queen when she wasn’t, but Tempest had a feeling the woman who had invaded her town cared little about treason or the consequences of it. She certainly had no value for life.
 
   Tempest was unsure of how to continue. If this man really did know the king and queen, he would be able to tell her if the queen was the woman in her town, but she didn’t know how to proceed or how much to reveal. She took another step toward the torch. His gaze flickered toward it before returning to her.
 
   “You can pick it up if it will make you feel better,” he said.
 
   Tempest hesitated before taking a big step to the side and snatching the torch up. Holding it before her, she pressed it against her chest as she stared at him. It may be a false sense of comfort, but it was something. “When I last saw her, the king was not with her,” she told him.
 
   “Then he was nearby, it’s not often they’re apart for long.”
 
   “She was alone when she came into my town. Well, except for her numerous guards.”
 
   She’d never seen anyone look more confused in her life; his puzzled expression would have been comical if this whole situation hadn’t been so awful. “Are you from Chippman?” he demanded.
 
   Now it was her turn to be confused. “No, I’m from Badwin. It’s a small mountain town, nestled in a valley.”
 
   “The queen rarely travels with numerous guards and she does not travel without her husband.”
 
   “I’m telling you this woman is in my town, and she says she’s the queen. The king has not been with her in weeks…”
 
   “She’s not the queen,” he cut in abruptly.
 
   She almost stomped her foot in frustration over being cut off. “And how do you know that?”
 
   “Because my sister would never be without her husband for so much time, and she was standing by her husband’s side the last time I saw her.”
 
   Now it was her turn to look as if he’d just told her he could fly. She would have been less astonished if he’d actually sprouted wings and soared toward the top of the cave. The torch hit the stone with a dull thump as her arms went limp.
 
   “You’re kidding!” she snorted.
 
   “Do I look like I’m kidding?” he inquired. “The queen’s name is Arianna; though most call her Aria. We have an older brother named Daniel. Her hair is the same color as mine and she is my twin. She’s a giant pain in my ass, but I love her. She’s also one of the few humans who survived the change from human to vampire, as am I. I don’t know how much you know about my sister, but I can assure you if she was anywhere near here, it would be because she had tracked me down and was looking to kick my ass.”
 
   Tempest leaned against the wall. Her hand went to her forehead as she tried to comprehend everything he was telling her. “You were a human?”
 
   “I was. Aria changed me.”
 
   “You both willingly agreed to the change knowing most don’t survive it?”
 
   “Aria willingly accepted the change to be with Braith.” Hearing him refer to the king so casually with his given name caused her mouth to fall open again. “The choice was taken from me. I was dying when Aria offered to change me, I accepted.”
 
   “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”
 
   He stared at her for a minute before coming around the fire toward her. Tempest lifted the torch again, but he stopped a few feet away from her. He grabbed hold of the edge of his shirt and tugged it up to reveal the chiseled muscles of his abs and the scar marring him. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
 
   She lifted the torch higher against her chest. He’d never looked at her in the same way as the man she’d pushed off the ledge, or Kane, since she’d woken, but he could have been keeping his baser intentions hidden. He may be a lot better looking than the man on the ledge, and Kane, but she’d still brain him if he tried to force himself on her or did anything funny. She wished those chiseled abs didn’t cause strange flutters in her stomach, but she would ignore them if she had to bash him over the head.
 
   “This,” he said and pointed at the jagged, puckered scar slicing across his smooth flesh. It was up high, closer to his sternum and in the center of his stomach. “is where I was run through by the bastard who killed me. As you can see, it is a mortal blow for a human. I accepted my sister’s blood and died. Believe me, it wasn’t a pleasant experience. My sister, the queen, is the only reason I’m alive.”
 
   His jaw clenched; she could see the torment and wrath blazing in his reddened eyes. She’d heard rumors about how brutal the change could be on a human, most humans weren’t strong enough to endure it. Her eyes were more assessing as they ran over him again. She’d never dreamed she’d ever meet someone who’d been able to withstand the change. Somehow, in a blizzard, out in the middle of nowhere, she’d managed to stumble across someone who could help her right away. It was too good to be true; something had to go wrong. It simply couldn’t have been this easy, nothing in her life ever was.
 
   Tugging his shirt down, he walked over to stand on the opposite side of the cave again. Tempest leaned against the wall, if it hadn’t been there to hold her up, she would have collapsed on the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry for what you went through,” she murmured.
 
   He folded his arms over his chest. “Don’t be.”
 
   It was the most distant he’d been since she’d woken; yet he was her biggest hope. She didn’t care if he became an icicle, she would do everything she could to get him to help her. “You can help me,” she said. “You can help them.”
 
   His eyes faded back to their clear blue color as he looked her over again. “You have to tell me exactly what is going on first for that to happen,” he said.
 
   Tempest kept the torch pressed against her chest as she watched the fire playing across his handsome features. “A large group of vampires came into our town a couple of weeks ago. They invaded our homes and arrested anyone who had any leadership in the town or put up any kind of resistance. They took all of the humans and locked them in the blood bank. No one has seen them since.”
 
   His frown deepened; his eyes were focused on the fire. Tempest didn’t know if she was getting through the inflexible shell encasing him now, but she kept going. “The other night, the night I escaped, they took the vampires they had placed into the stocks and set them all on fire.”
 
   His head lifted, his eyes finally met hers again when she said this. “That’s when my friends and I decided it was time for me to try and leave. I knew the mountains best; I knew the way out. I don’t know what the vampires there, and that woman who is claiming to be queen, plan to do, but they’ve recruited members of our town to join them, and I don’t think they’re going to leave the rest of us alive. Especially not the children.”
 
   His mouth parted a little, he rubbed at the beard on his chin as he stared at the wall over her head. “Probably not,” he murmured.
 
   “Three of the invading vampires forced their way into the orphanage and took up residence with us. I don’t know why they didn’t throw us all into the streets. Maybe they felt that letting most of us stay in our homes would ingratiate them more with the residents, and help sway them to their side. Whatever their reasons, we were allowed to stay in our homes with them. The three staying with us were all out the night of the fires.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I can still hear the screams of the dying.”
 
   “How many vampires came into the town?”
 
   “I don’t know. At first I believed it to be a couple hundred, but the more I saw the more I realize it may have been in the thousands, and growing. They never spoke of numbers, not around us. Kane made…”
 
   “Who?” The word lashed out of him like a whip cracking air. She couldn’t stop herself from jumping. The air crackled with the tension and wrath radiating off him as his eyes turned the color of molten lava. Tempest lifted the torch again. She had no idea what had caused him to react this way, but the last thing she wanted was to be around an unstable vampire, even if he was the queen’s brother. “Who?” he barked as he stepped away from the wall.
 
   “Ka… Kane,” she stammered as she took a step away from him and closer to the exit. “He was one of the invaders of the orphanage.”
 
   He stopped a few feet away from her. His eyes burned brighter than the fires she’d fled; his hands fisted at his sides as a muscle began to jump in his cheek. “What did he look like?”
 
   Tempest swallowed heavily; she hated that she couldn’t keep her hands from shaking. “Ugly, shorter guy… ah he has a, ah… large scar on his face.”
 
   He didn’t blink as he continued to stare at her. The seconds ticked into minutes but he didn’t make any movement. Finally, just when she’d started to think he’d turned to stone, he spoke, “You’re going to take me to that town.”
 
   She did a double take before finally sputtering out a response, “We’re… ah… uh… we’ll need help before we go back. More numbers and guards.”
 
   “We’ll get help,” he assured her. “But first you will take me there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 11 -
 
   Tempest blinked at him and then looked toward the front of the cave again. Over the crackling of the firewood, she could hear the shriek of the wind whipping across the open plain. Huddling deeper into her cloak, she pulled it more firmly around her neck as the sound caused a shiver to rattle her bones.
 
   Turning away from the mouth of the cave, she focused on him again. His face was severe, his lips pinched as his eyes blazed. He looked about ready to rip someone’s head off, but he would have already torn her head from her shoulders if he’d wanted her dead, she was certain of it. She was fast and agile, older than he was in vamp years, but strength radiated from the corded muscles of his neck and forearms as he watched her. Fury radiated from every inch of him, yet none of it had been directed at her. He didn’t intend to hurt her, of that she was sure.
 
   “We can’t go now, there’s a storm going on,” she reminded him, her voice far stronger than she’d expected.
 
   “Not now. When the storm breaks.”
 
   She pursed her mouth and tilted her head to study him. “Do you know Kane?”
 
   “Yes.” Over the pop of the fire, she could hear the grinding of his teeth. Sparks flew into the air from behind him as the flames leapt higher into the air before settling down once more. If she hadn’t known better, she would have believed the fire had reacted to his seething emotions.
 
   “How?”
 
   He wouldn’t have any teeth left, she decided when his teeth grated together louder. “He’s the one who killed me.”
 
   Tempest’s mouth dropped. By the time this man was done with his revelations, her jaw was going to be dislocated, she realized. She finally gave into the urge to sit and slid down the rock wall to the cave floor where she began to rub her throbbing temples. “All I want is to find some help for the children,” she muttered.
 
   “And you have.”
 
   She lifted her head to glare across the fire at him. “No, I’ve found myself mixed up in some strange vendetta you have against one of the asses who invaded my town. The children need help, not an ego contest.”
 
   “It’s not an ego contest, and the children will be helped.”
 
   Tempest released a small snort and ran her fingers through her hair. “I may have never left my valley before, but I know how it works outside of our town. We village vampires are all expendable.”
 
   His muscles rippled as he shifted his position. “I’m a child of the forest. The leader of the human rebels was my father. We were once the lowest of the low; you are not expendable to me.”
 
   She continued to rub at her temples as she contemplated his words. “The two of us won’t be enough against all of the vampires in my town.”
 
   “I’m not sending my brother-in-law and sister into something without checking it out for myself first. They’re the king and queen, and must be protected. Aria can often make that difficult to do, and I’m not going to put her at risk. I believe what you are telling me. I will do whatever we can to save them, but if we go to Aria and Braith now, to retrieve more help, we could be sending them into a bloodbath, or your town could be gone by the time we return.”
 
   Her soul shrank away from that thought; she couldn’t have come this far only to fail. She nodded, but she didn’t know what to make of him or this situation. It was so strange to hear someone talk so openly and knowingly of the queen. It had actually caused a little smile to tug at the corners of his mouth when seconds before he’d looked like he could tear the mountains down with his bare hands in order to get at Kane. She still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced he was right about any of this, but his love for his sister was obvious.
 
   Rubbing at her arms, she crept closer to the fire in an attempt to ease some of the chill seeping through her. “I’d heard the queen was human, a rebel,” she murmured.
 
   “She was.” He moved away from the wall and walked toward the front of the cave. They were mostly sheltered from the storm in here, but a breeze ruffled his hair away from his face as he moved.
 
   “The peace after the war was nice.” His eyes had returned to their crystalline blue color when he turned to look at her. “Whatever they’re trying to do is going to threaten that, and their numbers are growing.”
 
   “Their followers won’t have much loyalty if they feel they’re being forced to join or die. Vampires and humans alike only want to be treated fairly,” he replied.
 
   “The ones who came into our house are exceptionally loyal,” she muttered. “There’s something going on there, more than what I saw. I don’t know who that woman was, but they’re listening to her, they’re following her, and they’re turning on the ones who don’t. Her speech had them all cheering even as she burned their neighbors and friends.”
 
   He rubbed at his beard as he considered this. “They left the children in the orphanage?”
 
   Something about his question struck her as odd; did he somehow know something she didn’t? “Where else would they put them?”
 
   “I have an idea, but I’d like to hear your answer first.”
 
   Tempest’s fingers dug into her now sweaty palms. “For now. I don’t know what they plan to do with them though. None of them are old enough to enter into a battle, or strong enough. I suppose they could fight, but they’d never survive it. No children arrived with them in the town. They could have been left in another orphanage or with their parents, but I don’t think they would have left survivors behind.”
 
   He reminded her of water rippling over rocks as he moved with grace and yet with single minded purpose across the cave to the other side before turning to face her again. “And what makes you think that?” he asked.
 
   “They’re trying to keep their existence a secret. At least for now.”
 
   The haunted look in his eyes caused the sweat on her palms to feel like ice. “I think I know what they’re doing with the other vampires and the children.”
 
   “What?” she forced herself to ask.
 
   “I came across the town of Chester about thirty miles back.” The chill in her bones became a bone-wracking shake as he told her about the horrors he’d discovered in that town. She couldn’t imagine anything so appalling. Those poor vampires, the children. “It’s why I found this cave and decided to stock it with some supplies in case it became necessary as an emergency base,” he finished.
 
   “Those poor children,” she murmured and tried not to shed the tears forming in her eyes as she thought about the ones she’d left behind. Maybe I should have stayed. No, she knew she’d done the right thing; they would have all died if she’d stayed. Now they still had a chance of survival, and that chance had gotten bigger when this man pulled her out of the storm. “Where did everyone else from the town go?” she croaked out past the lump in her throat.
 
   “I would say they’re now part of the troop that came into your town.”
 
   Tempest recoiled as the full enormity of what he’d revealed hit her. What happened in Chester is exactly what they planned to do to her town. She’d never been sick in her life, but now she doubled over so her forehead nearly touched the ground. Sweat beaded her brow as she strained to maintain control over herself.
 
   She forced herself up away from the rock floor. The walls of the cave blurred through the water filling her eyes. “I should have taken them with me. I have to go back.”
 
   “We will,” he assured her.
 
   She brushed aside the strands of hair that fell forward when she rose to her feet. The horse lifted its head to look at her as she paced restlessly toward the front of the cave. A wall of white continued to fall outside, making it impossible for her to see more than five feet out the entrance. She didn’t turn at the sound of his step beside her.
 
   “I never should have left them behind,” she said.
 
   “You didn’t have a choice.” His hand falling lightly on her arm caused her eyes to widen. He obviously loved his sister, but she didn’t take him to be a sympathetic or caring man. He’d been pitiless and aloof since she’d awoken; however, his hand on her arm was far from cold. Despite the ice in her bones, his touch heated her flesh far more than the cloak she wore.
 
   He gave her arm a small squeeze. “You would have been locked away somewhere and left behind to become what those vampires I found were. We will get to them.”
 
   “What can the two of us possibly do?” she whispered.
 
   “We may not be able to do anything against numerous troops, other than try to learn more, but those vampires and most likely the children will still be alive when the invaders pull out of that town. We’ll be able to get to them then.” She turned to stare out at the storm again. “You run the orphanage?”
 
   “No, I grew up there. I still work there and help with the children, but I was only filling in for Laverne, the woman who does run it, while she is out of town. It’s a much happier and better place to live since the new king took over. When I grew up there it was a miserable, unhappy place to be.”
 
   “What happened to your parents?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied while continuing to watch the snow swirling beyond the cave. The effect was almost dizzying as it whipped and danced across the sky. “I was a newborn when I was left on the doorstep of the orphanage, in the middle of a blizzard much like this one, with nothing more than a blanket. That was twenty years ago. They didn’t even bother to leave a name for me when they left me. The woman who ran the place at the time named me Tempest because of the storm that night.”
 
   “I see.” He squeezed her arm again before releasing her.
 
   She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Many times it’s the way of the vampire world, or at least the world outside of the aristocrats and royalty.”
 
   “So I’ve been told.”
 
   “And what of your parents?”
 
   “My mother was murdered by vampires when I was four. My father was killed during the battle against the old king. My older brother, Daniel, has taken what would have been my father’s place as a representative on The Council the new king has established.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He shrugged as he stared out at the swirling snow. “That’s life. People come and go from it.”
 
   “I suppose. You really must have hated vampires.”
 
   “I did and some of them I still do, especially ones like those who have invaded your town and most likely destroyed the town of Chester. Humans have a streak for cruelty within them too. I’ve seen some hideous things while living in the woods, and there were humans who turned against their own kind when King Atticus took power. Vampires have become my family, my best friends, and will one day be my nieces and nephews.”
 
   “And your children?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   Before she could question him further, he turned and walked away from her. She remained where she was, standing by the doorway and staring out at the snow. She had to return to Badwin, to the children, but there was no way they were going to be able to find their way back in this blizzard.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest sat near the fire, the flames dancing across her face as she watched William walk toward the front of the cave and back again. His pacing had intensified while the storm continued endlessly on through the night and into the next day. Against his thigh, the small crossbow he had strapped to him bounced a little with every step he took. For a vampire, he was far more comfortable around weapons that could kill him than she ever would have been.
 
   “How old are you?” she inquired.
 
   “Nineteen,” he replied. “Though most times I feel far older.”
 
   He looked older. She would have guessed at least twenty-five, maybe twenty-seven or eight. “Don’t we all,” she replied with a smile. He finally stopped pacing to look at her. “You’ve seen a lot in such a short time.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “And you survived the change despite the odds.”
 
   “It’s believed there is vampire DNA in our line.”
 
   “Really?” She was unable to keep the disbelief from her voice. “Amazing. Who would have thought the leader of the rebels would be descended from the very thing they fought so hard against.”
 
   “It was a surprise to us as well.”
 
   “What was it like, the battle that overthrew the old king?”
 
   His eyes were distant. For a minute she didn’t think he would answer, then he walked to the other side of the fire and settled onto the ground across from her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 12 -
 
   William drew up his knee and draped his arm across it. Her deep brown eyes were questioning as she watched him; the brown lashes surrounding them swept toward her dark blonde eyebrows. She was older than he was, yet she looked younger, far more innocent and unknowing of the atrocities of the world. Atrocities he’d encountered time and again in his relatively short life. How did he tell her about the endless nightmares that woke him every night and haunted him during the day?
 
   He didn’t know how and right now, he didn’t feel like talking about it.
 
   “What was it like to grow up in your village?” he inquired instead.
 
   She tilted her head to the side, pursing her mouth as she studied him. “Quiet, often lonely.” Her soft voice carried over the crackling of the fire. He may not have been able to hear her clearly as a human, but he heard her clearly now. “Most of the vampires running the home while I was growing up were far from kind. I learned early to stay out of the way.
 
   “I spent a lot of time exploring the surrounding mountains and caves. When I was growing up, we learned to fend for ourselves, and as we got older, we helped to take care of the younger children amongst us. It wasn’t often we got word of the outside world or had visitors. It was probably three months before we’d learned there had been a war, that it was over, and things were to change.”
 
   “What did you think of that?” he asked.
 
   “It was a good thing,” she said. “But it didn’t much change things for me. There were blood slaves in our town, but I was too poor to have ever owned one. As children, we learned to rely on animal blood, and the blood of those who had done something wrong and were forced to donate. I never really considered the life of the humans. I was too busy getting through my own days and trying to keep the younger ones alive.”
 
   “Understandable.”
 
   “And what was life like in the forest, amongst the rebels?”
 
   His fingers tapped against his shin while he contemplated her question. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as his thoughts turned to those days that in some ways had been far simpler and far more brutal. “A battle for survival, freeing, fun, deadly.”
 
   “What an odd combination.”
 
   He released a small snort of laughter. “So was being a rebel. Every day we worried we would be discovered, but we spent many of those days irritating vampires, setting traps, hunting for food, and just being with each other. We were a large, extended family.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “That family has grown to include people and vampires I never thought it would, and it’s growing more every day. Jack was recently married.”
 
   “Who is Jack?”
 
   “You may know him as Jericho, the youngest brother of the king.”
 
   “Oh,” her rosebud mouth parted. “It’s so weird to hear someone talk of them so freely and with so much knowledge.”
 
   “I imagine it is; I know I never thought I’d know them the way I do.”
 
   “What was the war like?”
 
   He should have known she wouldn’t so easily let her question go. Of course, she was curious about what had happened; he imagined many were. Looking away from her, his eyes focused on the shadows dancing across the wall. His hand instinctively grasped his thigh, where the scar from the spear that had punctured him during the war still marred his flesh. The screams that had echoed through the throne room resonated within his head. His own screams amongst those as the spear had pinned him like a bug and nearly crippled him.
 
   “It was war,” he murmured as he rose to his feet once more.
 
   “Was it…? It was awful.”
 
   He glanced back at her as he began to pace again. The damn walls were beginning to grate on his nerves, or maybe it wasn’t the walls but the memories encompassing him that he couldn’t tolerate right now. “All war is. All death is.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He rolled his shoulders, stretching his tense back. “Don’t be. The world is a better place because of what happened.”
 
   That knowledge didn’t assuage the screams in his head or erase the cloying scent of blood in his nostrils. So many had fallen, not only at the raid on the palace, but also in Chippman, where he had finally lost his life. His hand ran over the puckered scar on his stomach before falling to his side. So many scars, but most of them were on the inside, invisible to the naked eye.
 
   Walking to the back of the cave, he pulled out another canteen of blood, the last one. They’d gone through it faster than he’d anticipated. He returned to the main room and handed the canteen over to her. “That’s it,” he told her.
 
   She waved it away. “We should probably save it then.”
 
   “The storm will break soon.” He hoped. “Drink.”
 
   “Sometimes they can last for a week or more.”
 
   Ugh, he groaned inwardly, but he could do nothing about the weather. “Then I will go hunting for more. There’s not enough to last us another week; there’s no point in turning it down.”
 
   The pale blue veins in the back of her hand were clearly visible when she took the canteen from him and unscrewed the cap. His fangs pricked at the sight of those veins; a heavy pressure built within his canines as she tilted it back and took a swallow of blood. The muscles in her throat and neck flexed; his eyes latched onto her throat as she consumed the liquid.
 
   It had been months since he’d been with a woman, not since before he’d died. Between trying to adjust to his new life, what he’d become, and what he was now capable of, he’d had little time for women. And truth be told, he hadn’t known if he could trust himself not to hurt someone in the beginning. Didn’t know what would happen if he allowed himself to relinquish any of the unyielding restraint he’d been keeping himself under over the past five months.
 
   He’d never felt the urge to drink from another vampire before, humans yes, but not a vampire. Desire for her slithered hotly through him and was far more intense than he’d experienced with anyone else before. He knew from Aria that vampires rarely shared blood with each other, but he was new, they were trapped in a cave together, and he was hungry. This was probably one more thing he would have to come to terms with now that he wasn’t human.
 
   Her delicate features were striking, her silvery hair and doe colored eyes enticing. No wonder he was thinking about sinking his teeth and himself into her. Her alluring scent of fresh air and snow tickled his nose. “I always loved the winters, until now,” she murmured before tilting the canteen back to her mouth again.
 
   William took a step away from her to put some distance between them. His mind searched for a way to distract himself from his growing hunger for her. “When we were children Aria, Daniel, and I would often build snowmen and forts in the winter. We’d also make snow angels.”
 
   She lowered the canteen from her mouth and wiped away the blood staining her lips. She held it out to him. He took the half-filled canteen from her and took a gulp before capping it off again. Not much remained, but the last of it was for her.
 
   “We did that too, often. Snow usually remains on the ground for about six months of the year in our valley.”
 
   He laughed and placed the remaining blood on the ground beside her. “Luckily it didn’t last that long where we were,” he replied.
 
   “What else did you do for fun?”
 
   He rested his palm against the wall. “We’d go swimming, hunting, climb trees, and play jokes on each other and my father.”
 
   The mention of his father didn’t bring the acute, nearly crippling grief it used to bring to his heart, but only a sense of melancholy at what could have been if he’d survived. So many things had happened he wished to share with him, so many conversations he longed to have. His father had been the wisest man he knew; there wasn’t a day he didn’t miss him. He often longed for just one more day, but it was not to be, and he’d come to accept that more over the last year and a half, though he knew he would miss him forever.
 
   “It sounds like fun,” she said.
 
   “Some days it really was, but we always knew we’d grow up to fight against the oppression we lived under.”
 
   “You never had a choice on that?”
 
   “If we did it was a choice we were never going to take. None of us would have walked away from the fight.”
 
   Without realizing it, she lifted her fingers and began to bite at her nails as she stared across the cave. He’d come to realize she often didn’t know she was doing it. “I never considered leaving our village.” Pulling her hand away from her mouth, she scowled at her fingers before putting her hand into her lap and clasping it there. “I never really wanted to either. Many of the children in the home grew up and took off. There was nothing keeping them there, but it was the only home I’d ever known, and Pallas is the closest friend I’ve ever had.”
 
   “She didn’t want to leave either?”
 
   “No, she felt like I did, and we both doubted there was much out there for two orphans with no money and no real power to speak of.”
 
   “I can understand that.”
 
   “I’ve also never been overly adventurous.”
 
   “Until you decided to climb a mountain and walk through a blizzard.”
 
   She gave a little laugh. “Yeah, until then.”
 
   The shuffle of Achilles hooves drew his attention to the horse. He walked away from her and toward the mouth of the cave to care for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 13 -
 
   The next day, William kept the hood close against his face as he trudged through the knee-high snow. Drifts of it were everywhere on the open plain, he’d already had the misfortune of stepping into one that had caused the snow to rise to his chest. The driving flakes stung when they hit his chilled skin; the wind howled as relentlessly as wolves on the scent of prey. Beside him, Tempest walked onward without complaint, her head bowed against the storm and her hair tucked beneath her hood.
 
   Resting her hand on his arm, she drew his attention away from the snow as she pointed up a craggy hill. The pointed edges of some boulders poked out from the top of a mound of snow. He studied the set of rocks before walking with her up the hill. Behind the boulders, burrowed into the side of a rock wall they discovered a little den. The scent of fox wafted up to him before he knelt in the snow to dig through it.
 
   He dug almost four feet down before uncovering the animals, hidden within the shelter of the rocks. The first one squirmed and bit at him when he pulled it free. The idea of frightening the animal bothered him more than intimidating the human in the tavern had.
 
   As a human, he’d hunted animals in order to survive, and he did so now as a vampire. The only difference was he didn’t always have to kill them in order to feed now. He’d feel less guilty about striking down a human than an animal if they were standing in his way. He didn’t know what that said about him anymore, and he didn’t want to think about it.
 
   He handed the animal over to Tempest before reaching in and pulling the second fox free. His hands ran over the velvety fur in an attempt to soothe the animal in some small way. Sinking his fangs into the creature’s neck, he welcomed the rush of warm blood filling his mouth. He greedily drank it down, easing the hunger churning in his gut. The fox’s fur tickled the inside of his mouth, its musky scent filled his nostrils, but he ignored them both as he welcomed the potent wave of life filling his body. Across from him, Tempest’s eyes closed while she consumed the blood of the other fox.
 
   William pulled the animal away from him, gave his coat a pat and placed him back in the den. The animal’s eyes hung half closed, its heart had slowed, but it would survive the blood loss. He didn’t tell Tempest what to do, didn’t try to take the other animal from her, she would do what she had to, but she still pulled the animal away before she impaired it too much. His eyes latched onto her mouth when her tongue slid out to lick the blood from her lips before she placed the animal into the hole.
 
   William pushed the snow back into place, took hold of her hand and rose to his feet. Her hand was small within his and delicate. Her smooth flesh was so different than the callouses and scars covering his hands. He couldn’t stop his fingers from sliding over the bones in the back of her hand. Her head came up to his, her mouth pursed questioningly.
 
   He jerked his head to indicate heading back the way they’d come and forced himself to release her hand. The bow bounced against his back as he made his way down the hill. The snow kicked up around him as patches of it skidded out beneath him on the rocks underneath. They were almost to the bottom of the hill when he detected a different sound over the incessant wind.
 
   Spinning, he grabbed hold of Tempest’s arm just as something emerged from the blinding white of the day. The figure flashed in and out between the downdrafts and gusts kicking the snow up around them. William jerked the bow from his back as the snow cleared enough to reveal the pale, bald creature rushing toward them.
 
   Tempest let out a startled cry; William pushed her back as he nocked an arrow against the bow and took aim at what he barely recognized as a man anymore. Lifting the arrow, he took into account the wind, but knew there was no way to predict when a strong gust might surge across the land. He had to wait until the man got closer before he could take the chance of shooting.
 
   The man was only five feet away when William let the arrow fly. The wind drowned out the twang of the bowstring and the whistle of the arrow as it flew through the air into the creature’s chest. It squealed as it flipped backwards into the snow. Its hands clawed at the arrow protruding from its chest. Its feet kicked and beat against the snow-covered ground. Striding forward, William pulled a stake free from the loop inside his cloak before arriving at the creature’s side. It didn’t matter though; the arrow had flown straight into the vampire’s heart.
 
   He stood for a minute, watching it in its death throes before bending down and yanking the arrow free of its chest. The vibrant red of the blood seeping from the fatal wound didn’t prick his appetite; instead, it brought back memories of screams and terror, of the scent of death in battle. Shaking his head, he cleared it of the images as he wiped the arrow in the snow and slid it back into his quiver.
 
   “What is that?” Tempest inquired as she stared down at the bald, barely clad body lying on the ground. Its skin was almost as white as the snow surrounding it.
 
   “A vampire.”
 
   Her eyes flew up to his. He stared at her for a minute before focusing on the swirling white world around them. His gaze darted around in search of the others that were most likely out there, on the loose and starving.
 
   “What happened to it?” she inquired.
 
   “Starvation. This is what the ones in Chester looked like.” Her head snapped back and forth between him and the dead vampire. He wrapped his hand around her elbow, tugging her away from the body. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”
 
   He led her the rest of the way down the hill and across the open plains again. He struggled to see through the swirling snow and to sense anything of menace hiding in the storm. Her name made perfect sense if this was what the weather had been like the night she’d been left on the doorstep.
 
   He couldn’t imagine anyone abandoning her in such a way and during such a vulnerable time in her life. The orphanage may not have been the best place to grow up, but she would have died without it. He shuddered at the image of what a starving newborn or child would look like, or having to kill one. It was bad enough killing the adults.
 
   The memory of Chester and the vampires he’d slaughtered there made his stomach twist. He’d lost track of time since he’d left the town and been caught up in the storm. He may only have another week to get word back to Aria before she came after him, something he couldn’t allow to happen, not after what Tempest had revealed. If Aria was killed or captured again because of him, he’d never forgive himself.
 
   They had to get to that town and see what was going on; he had to have some information for his family, before they moved forward. He didn’t doubt what Tempest had told him; she’d have had no way to know he was out here or his relation to the queen before meeting him.
 
   If someone had somehow known he’d taken this journey on his own, and been hoping to use him as leverage over his sister, they certainly would have sent more than one slender wisp of a woman to claim him. She’d been determined to get help for her town, still was, and there was no way she could have faked the utter devastation he’d seen on her face when she’d realized the extent of the danger the children in her town faced.
 
   No, he believed everything she’d told him. Now he just had to get them out of here alive. He threw back his hood, no longer caring about the snow covering his head and sliding wetly down the back of his cloak to stick against his exposed neck. From the corner of his eye, he saw something moving amongst the blowing snow.
 
   He pulled Tempest closer against his side and pulled another arrow free of his quiver. In this weather, the arrows would do him little good at far range, but he’d be able to slow those things down before they were on top of them. “Keep a watch behind us,” he told Tempest.
 
   The wind tugged at her hood when she turned away from him, whipping it away from her face. This time, he knew they were being hunted when a brief cease of the wind allowed the snow to spiral about them in lazy flakes. He spotted three of the things on their right, following them through the snow. A gasp escaped Tempest; her hand clutched his arm.
 
   “William,” she whispered.
 
   “I see them. Stay by my side.” The warmth of her body pressed against his, a small tremor ran through her as he waited for them to creep closer. “You have to let go of my arm.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   It had been necessary for him to have his arm free to shoot, but he immediately missed the contact with her when she let him go. If he could, he would pick her up and carry her from here as fast as he could run through the snow, but he knew any movement would only drive those things into a frenzied hunting mode.
 
   His gaze constantly slid through the snow as he searched for a place to lead those things away from the cave. He planned to put them out of their misery as soon as they made a move, but if he killed them near the cave, the scent of their blood would attract more if they were in the area.
 
   The wind picked up again, blowing the snow forcefully around them once more. The icy flakes stung his face and stuck to his lashes but he didn’t attempt to pull his hood up again. He had to have a broader range of vision so he could see the creatures hunting them. Motion to the right drew his attention. He pushed Tempest behind him with a subtle shift of his shoulder and took aim at the deformed vampire leaping at them from the storm.
 
   The arrow flew through the air and embedded itself in the creature’s shoulder. William swiftly pulled another arrow free, notched it and let it fly. He’d broken many arrows and bows while trying to learn how to shoot again after his transformation, but he could release them much faster now than he’d ever been able to before. He just had to make sure he kept enough control so that he didn’t break his bow in half again.
 
   The second arrow embedded in the vampire’s heart. He didn’t waste time watching the thing’s death throes, but spun around to face the creature he could sense coming at them from behind. Tempest ducked out of the way, as he released three arrows rapidly in a row, all of them embedding themselves in the vampire. The first two missed its heart by inches but the third struck home.
 
   Another one came from the left, rushing at them out of the snow and honing in on Tempest. William threw the bow over his back and yanked a stake free as the creature’s hands seized hold of her arms. The blood filling the air had nothing to do with the bodies in the snow, and everything to do with the flesh of her forearms being torn open by the creature.
 
   Red burst before his vision, turning the world into an entirely different hue. A roar tore from him. The complete unraveling into a bloodthirsty creature he’d endured a few times after being turned, took him over. Then, he’d unraveled because he’d let his hunger and anger get out of control; Aria had been able to help calm him with blood bags and by talking calmly with him. Now, death was the only thing that would calm the beast raging within him as he sought to destroy the thing hurting her in such a way.
 
   His ears rang; saliva filled his mouth as bloodlust pulsed through him. His arm slid around Tempest’s waist, he pulled her back as the creature’s nails tore fresh gouges into her arms. Crimson blood stained the snow, but he couldn’t tell the difference between her blood and the haze coating his vision. He swung out with the hand holding the stake, slicing across the creature’s cheek as it lunged toward Tempest with its fangs fully extended.
 
   The torn cheek fell open to reveal the jawbone and teeth beneath, but it didn’t slow him as his fangs snapped at Tempest. The sliced flesh flapped in the wind, the sight of it would have been almost comical if he hadn’t been so infuriated. He pulled back on Tempest, but the creature kept hold of her in some kind of crazy tug-o-war that spilled more of her blood and caused a cry of pain to escape her.
 
   William leapt forward, swinging his elbow out and smashing it across the starving vamp’s face. It released a mewl when its sliced cheek was smashed up against its teeth and jawbone. Its hands slipped on Tempest but it still didn’t release her. Its ruby red eyes glowed, and William would bet money his eyes were the same color as the creature’s. He grabbed hold of the vamp’s head and yanked it to the side. Without thinking, he sank his fangs deep into its neck.
 
   Blood sprayed into his mouth, it tasted worse than the pinecones he’d eaten one lean winter in the forest, but he didn’t release his bite. The creature howled, its fingers tore into the flesh of his arms, but he barely felt the rending of his skin. William ripped backward, tearing out the thing’s neck. He spat the fetid flesh and blood into the snow before driving his fist into the vampire’s nose. It caved beneath the force of the blow, but the vamp continued to claw at Tempest.
 
   Letting him go, William adjusted his hold on the stake and swung it forward, driving it deep into the center of the thing’s chest. With a ferocious snarl, he gave the stake a savage twist and pushed it upward. Bone and cartilage broke as he shoved the stake through the vamp’s ribcage until it pierced its heart. The vampire finally released his hold on Tempest. It staggered backward in the snow, clawing at the stake protruding from its chest.
 
   William’s chest heaved; his fangs throbbed with the urge to destroy more as he stood over the body of his victim. A hand rested on his arm, he almost turned to snap at it or to drive his stake into whoever had touched him, but he recognized the warmth of Tempest’s touch before he could turn on her like a rabid animal.
 
   His shoulders relaxed, he inhaled a shaky breath as he labored to regain the rest of his composure. “Are you ok?” he inquired, keeping his head turned away from her so she couldn’t see the thin grasp he had over his control.
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “They’re only scratches.”
 
   He wanted to turn and make sure of that for himself, but he couldn’t let her see him like this. Warm blood ran from his mouth, down his neck, and cracked as it dried in the bristles of his beard. Bending down, he grabbed handfuls of snow and scrubbed at his face and neck to remove the evidence of his insanity. He didn’t rise until the snow he used to clean himself remained completely white.
 
   Turning toward her, he braced himself for her condemnation and revulsion before looking at her. He knew what he’d done pushed the lines of what was acceptable to vampires, but then he sometimes forgot he was a vampire. He’d reacted on instinct and an overwhelming urge to make sure she stayed alive and unharmed.
 
   Snow covered her hair, turning it nearly white. Her cheeks and nose were red from the wind and cold, her brown eyes vibrant against the snow coating her. He saw no disgust in her gaze, only concern as her eyes ran over him.
 
   “Are you ok?” she asked and reached toward him.
 
   Before she could touch his blood stained clothes, he clasped hold of her wrists. Pulling her arms forward, he held them out to inspect them. The shredded sleeves of her shirt flapped in the wind, beads of blood still formed on her flesh, but the gashes had healed to scratches now.
 
   Reassured she was fine, and he was in control again, he lifted his head to look into her eyes. They shone with concern as they met his. He didn’t deserve her concern; she didn’t deserve any of this. She’d endured difficult times, but she was practically an innocent in the brutality of the world. He’d spent his entire life learning how to become a killer, and he was good at it.
 
   She should have been able to keep her innocence, but the vampires who had invaded her town had taken that choice from her. Now all he could hope was to keep as much of the brutality from her as possible.
 
   He brushed the snow from the hood of her cloak before tugging it over her head. Turning away, he jerked the stake from the one he’d just killed before collecting the arrows from the others. He studied the swirling snow but didn’t see anything else out there, hunting them.
 
   Clasping hold of her elbow, he kept Tempest close to his side as he hurried away from the bodies.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 14 -
 
   Tempest sat on the cave floor as William knelt before her. He pulled the cloak gently from her shoulders, a gesture so out of place with the brutal man she’d witnessed in the snow. He held her arms out before him again, before turning away to grab the canteen full of melted snow from where it sat near the fire. Ever so carefully, he poured the water over her arms, wiping away the blood marring them. They’d been filling the canteens with snow and heating them over the fire to clean themselves in the back part of the cave where he’d stored the wood and their now gone supply of blood.
 
   The scratches on her flesh were barely visible now. He patted the gashes dry with a cloth before releasing her arms. He remained kneeling before her, his eyes their stunning shade of blue as he studied her. “What you saw… what I did, it’s not who I am,” he said.
 
   She folded her hands in her lap. “And who are you?”
 
   “I’m not so, violent.” He sighed as he rose to his feet and paced away from her. “I’ve always been a fighter, I’ve killed before, but I always had control over myself. Since going through the change, there have been times I’ve had a harder time keeping myself restrained.”
 
   “I thought you controlled yourself well,” she replied.
 
   He looked at her over his shoulder. “I know vampires don’t approve of using their fangs on each other, unless of course it’s with their bloodlinks.”
 
   “It’s not like you were doing it as a cannibalistic thing; you were doing it to keep us safe. When it comes to staying alive, screw what is acceptable.”
 
   He gave a harsh bark of laughter before turning away. “You would have made a good rebel.”
 
   “I’m not sure I would have had the courage to be a rebel.”
 
   “You climbed out of a mountain in the middle of a blizzard; you’re braver than you give yourself credit for.”
 
   “Maybe, but I think I have too many fangs to be a rebel.”
 
   The smile he gave her caused her heart to melt. How could he look so irresistible and carefree one minute and be ready to tear someone’s throat out in the next? The strange thing was she found both sides of him oddly fascinating and reassuring. She’d never seen anything like what he’d done out in the blizzard, but it made her feel a whole lot safer knowing he could do it. Just as the tender care he’d taken with her afterward had made her feel a lot more protected and secure.
 
   “I’m glad I didn’t frighten you.”
 
   “You didn’t,” she assured him. “But ah… what’s a bloodlink?”
 
   He glanced at her over his shoulder. “I forget it’s not common knowledge amongst vampires. You’re such an odd species.”
 
   “So are you, now,” she reminded him.
 
   “So I am,” he replied, but some of the sparkle had left his eyes. “A bloodlink is an unbreakable bond that forms between vampires. Braith discovered it with Aria when she was still human, which is another one of the reasons it’s believed we have vampire DNA somewhere in our line. Jack has also found it with Hannah.”
 
   “What does it do?”
 
   “It binds them for eternity and makes them stronger than they were on their own, but one cannot survive without the other. At least they can’t survive and remain sane.”
 
   Tempest drew her knees up against her chest; she rested her chin on top of them as she contemplated his words. “Strange,” she murmured.
 
   “That’s one way to describe it,” he said with a small laugh.
 
   “And how would you describe it?”
 
   He frowned thoughtfully before shaking his head. “I don’t know, mystical, powerful. I didn’t feel it as a human, but as a vampire, I can feel the bond joining them. It’s this almost palpable thing.”
 
   Before she could question him any further on it, he walked to the front of the cave and out of view. She sat before the fire for a few minutes, trying to give him some time to himself. Eventually, her curiosity got the best of her. Her legs and arms felt worse than when she’d trudged through the blizzard after leaving Badwin behind. The strained muscles held her, but spasms gripped her right thigh as she plodded down the cave toward the front. She briefly stopped rubbing at her thigh to pat the horse’s neck as she walked by him.
 
   “What are you doing?” she inquired when she found William near the front of the cave, gathering snow around him.
 
   He lifted up a clump of snow and smashed it onto the cave floor. “Sealing this off,” he replied. “I don’t want any of them sneaking in here on us, or picking up our scent until this storm has passed.”
 
   She stared at the oval shaped entryway; it was about three feet across and five feet high. It wouldn’t take much to block it off from the world. Kneeling beside him, she helped him to pile the snow on top of the base he’d already started. The sensation in her fingers faded away until she could no longer feel the snow she clasped within her hands, but she continued to work beside him in silence.
 
   “What if the storm doesn’t end for a few more days?” she inquired when half the doorway was blocked. “How will we feed?”
 
   “As much as I don’t like it, we’ll have to feed from Achilles.”
 
   She glanced back at the horse munching on the small handful of grain William had given to him. A lot of her blood supply had come from animals, but she didn’t like the idea of feeding from the pretty, bay horse either. The blood they’d had from the foxes would get them through a couple more days; they’d be hungry, but she preferred hunger to feeding from the horse.
 
   “What about oxygen for him?”
 
   “The fire will start to die down and alert us if the oxygen starts to get low. We’ll have to make a hole in this wall for him. This cave goes far back too, so there should be enough oxygen for him for at least a day or two.”
 
   “I hope so.” She glanced back at the animal within the shadows. She’d never spent much time around horses, but she enjoyed the velvety feel of his muzzle against her palm when she handed him the feed William had stored in the main room of the cave. “Does he have enough water?”
 
   “He should,” William replied as he filled the last hole in their makeshift doorway. At his feet, he’d mounded a couple piles of snow against their wall. “And if not, we’ll melt these piles down for him and to clean ourselves. The piles will stay intact this close to the door.”
 
   “They will.” Tempest stared at the wall of snow blocking the cave before them. The lonely call of the wind howled outside, but the wall had dulled the noise. Her numbed hands rested against the wall as she strained to hear anything beyond the wind. “How many more of them do you think are out there?”
 
   “I don’t know. There were a couple dozen in the basement of that prison. I don’t know anything about the towns in this area. I have no idea how many vampires were in them, or how many towns the troops that entered Badwin have been through. It’s been over five months since I last saw Kane; that’s plenty of time for him to do a lot of awful things, in a lot more places.” Her eyes turned back to the wall before them. “They locked those vampires up in the prison because they didn’t want them to send back a warning.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they just kill them?”
 
   She hated the haunted look in his eyes when they met hers. “The ones beneath the prison were already too far gone when I found them, but they were also working on tearing their way out of there. It was only a matter of time before they managed to free themselves. By then, the idea of telling someone would have been gone from their memory. They would seek out nothing but blood and no one would see them coming, or expect them, until it was too late.”
 
   Tempest’s hand flew to her mouth as realization dawned. “They’re the perfect weapon.”
 
   “Nothing but a killing machine,” he agreed. “They will attack anyone traveling through here and keep them from revealing what they may have discovered. I don’t know what is going on with those vampires in your town, or who that woman is claiming to be the queen, but they are relentless about achieving their goal.”
 
   Tempest rested her forehead against the snow; her fingers dug into it as her mind turned to Pallas and the children. “We have to help them,” she whispered.
 
   He rested his hand on her shoulder. “I promise, we will. Come.” He tried to turn her away from the wall but she remained where she was, staring at the white formation before her. “Tempest.”
 
   Reluctantly, she allowed him to pull her away from the wall. “What if those things are already out there, waiting for us?” she whispered.
 
   “It’s a possibility, but if they come in here, they’re going to have one hell of a fight on their hands.”
 
   “Do you have a weapon I can use?”
 
   “I have stakes, have you ever handled one?”
 
   “No and I never wanted to.”
 
   He grinned at her. His arm slid around her shoulders as he pulled her closer. The gesture threw her at first; it was so comforting and familiar she didn’t know what to make of it. They barely knew each other, but he was wrapping his arm around her shoulders as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Oddly enough, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
 
   Nestling closer against his warm body, her eyes closed as she inhaled his scent. He smelled of fresh snow and the warm fire he’d stood close to earlier. His tantalizing aroma reminded her of summer and warmth. Maybe it was because of his fiery hair color, or maybe it was because he reminded her so much of the wilderness and something uncontrollable, like fire.
 
   He released her when they returned to the main part of the cave. He went to one of his bags sitting against the wall. From within he pulled out half a dozen stakes and laid them on the ground. “Were you expecting a war?” she inquired.
 
   “Always be prepared,” he replied before scooping them up and walking over to her. “Do you mind?” he asked and waved at the cloak she wore.
 
   She glanced down the front of her. “Ah no,” she replied uncertainly.
 
   “Don’t worry, I don’t bite.”
 
   Her head flew up, her eyebrows furrowed over the bridge of her nose when he winked at her. She’d seen glimpses of the playful man beneath the steely exterior he’d been exhibiting over the past couple of days, but he’d always quickly slammed his walls back into place. Now, he remained smiling at her and more open than she’d ever seen him.
 
   “I’m going to hold you to that,” she teased back.
 
   The smile he flashed her lit his eyes and revealed all of his teeth. Grabbing hold of one side of the cloak he’d given her to wear, he pulled it open. He took one of the stakes and slid it into a pocket she never would have known was there, before sliding two more into loops sewn into the material. Letting go of that side, he grabbed hold of the other side and slid two more stakes into two pockets.
 
   He released the cloak and tugged at the neck to pull it more snuggly against her. “I never wanted a wooden stake so close to my heart,” she said.
 
   He laughed as he stepped away from her. “I doubt any vampire ever did.” He took hold of her arms again to inspect them. “The scratches are gone.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   He handed her the last stake, wrapping her fingers around it. “How does it feel?”
 
   “Strange,” she admitted.
 
   “You’ll get used to that. Does the cloak feel weighted down?”
 
   She took a few turns around the cave to test out the feel of the added weight of the cloak. The cloak swirled around her ankles and hung tighter against her neck, but it didn’t feel much different than it had before. “No.”
 
   “Can you move as freely?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, now come at me with the stake.”
 
   “What?” she demanded as she spun toward him.
 
   He grinned at her as he widened his stance and gave her a, come and get me, gesture with his hands. “Come at me. Unless you don’t want a crash course on how to stake someone.”
 
   “I don’t think crash course and stake are words that should be used together.”
 
   “Perhaps not, but you’re still going to come at me.”
 
   “I’ve only rushed at one vampire before.”
 
   “And how did that end?”
 
   The smile slid from her face. “I might have killed him,” she admitted in a low murmur. His hands fell back to his sides; he stopped smiling. “He was trying to stop me from leaving Badwin; I knocked him over the side of the cliff and onto some rocks below. He may have still been alive…”
 
   “You did what had to be done,” William interrupted sternly.
 
   The memory of the man’s broken body faded from her mind. “The way he looked at me when he first saw me terrified me,” she admitted. “What he would have done to me should never be done to any woman; I saw it in his eyes.”
 
   A muscle in his cheek jumped and a vein pulsed to life in his forehead. His playful exterior vanished once more. She missed it almost immediately and wished she’d never brought up what had happened on the mountain. That intense look never left his face as he strode toward her, but she didn’t have the impulse to flee from him. The touch of his hand on her arm belied the look of death on his face when he lifted the hand holding her stake.
 
   “You did what had to be done and don’t ever hesitate to do it again.” The playful man may be gone, but his fingers slid over hers in a gesture meant to soothe. “You must put your survival ahead of everyone else’s in a fight. If you’re not alive, then you won’t be able to help anyone. Remember that Tempest and strike first.”
 
   “I’ve never wanted to kill anyone.”
 
   “No one does, but sometimes that choice is taken from us. Now remember that and come at me.”
 
   He walked away again and stood ten feet away from her. “Won’t we make too much noise?”
 
   “Short of lighting a bomb off in here, not much is going to travel beyond the wall and wind. Come on, you’re older than me; there’s a good possibility you could take me down.”
 
   She snorted in disbelief; she may be older but she could feel the power coming off him in waves. She’d felt more of it from other vampires, but he was strong. He also had the training to move with lethal intent as she’d witnessed in the snow before.
 
   She planted her hands on her hips as she studied him. “I think you’re spoiling for a fight.”
 
   His eyebrows wiggled in a playful manner as he spoke, “Maybe I’m just trying to get my hands on you some more.”
 
   “Funny,” she retorted, but he continued to stare at her with a challenging twinkle in his eyes. He gave another, come on, gesture with his hands. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Would you prefer it if I came at you?”
 
   Her head tilted to the side as she considered that. She bit back her retort of there being many things she would prefer him to do than that. She didn’t think her playful reply would be taken as such, and she wasn’t sure it would have been entirely playful. His woodsy, fiery scent lingered from his last touch and she could still feel the pressure of his body against her skin. She longed to touch him again.
 
   “I actually would,” she finally admitted.
 
   “I can arrange that. Don’t accidentally stake me.”
 
   “I won’t.” She didn’t plan to lift the weapon against him.
 
   The position of his feet changed; the smile slid from his face as his eyes ran over her. What have I done? She may be older than him, and he may have once been human, but he moved faster than she’d ever thought possible. He hadn’t been able to pick up much speed against those creatures in the snow, but now he could.
 
   She dashed to the side, trying to avoid his grasp, but his arm wrapped around her waist and he lifted her clear off the ground. The cave spun around her in a dizzying blur before he placed her on her feet and danced away from her. She was still trying to figure out where she stood in the cave, and he was already leaning casually against the wall with an amused smile.
 
   “Keep your hands up,” he instructed her. Tempest lifted her hands before her. He shook his head before walking over to her again. He lifted her hands higher so her elbows protected her chest and her hands were almost in front of her face. “You’re keeping your two most vulnerable parts protected, your heart and your head, if you do this. Keep your arms loose and flowing. Stay on the balls of your feet so you can move easily, and get out of the way faster.”
 
   He moved her through some more paces, teaching her how to move and flow while keeping herself protected from what could be a killing blow. She tripped over her feet more times than she cared to remember. Throughout her life, as she would run and climb in the mountains, she never considered herself clumsy, but after this exercise with William, she wasn’t so sure. She heavily questioned her agility and wondered how she’d managed not to slip off the side of a cliff with her sudden inability to stay on her feet.
 
   There was something about William that divided her attention between what he was trying to teach her, and the man himself. His body was so warm when he stood beside her, his hands so powerful and strong on hers. The callouses and scars marring his hands caused her skin to tingle and reminded her he was a warrior, a man who had survived far more in his short life than she would ever experience. The smell of him kept making her head turn into him in order to inhale more of his intoxicating scent.
 
   “Keep your attention on me always,” he said as he moved around her. That will be easy to do, she thought as she turned with him. She followed him as he moved around the cave, his hands raised in the air so his palms faced her. In the flickering light, she noticed nearly identical scars running across the palms of both of his hands. They were both slices that ran the entire length of his palm and across his fingers.
 
   Before she could ask what had happened, he spoke, “Hit my hands.”
 
   “Really?” she asked as she stared at the palms facing her. “I’m not sure I can do that.”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   He stopped moving and stepped toward her. Taking hold of her hand, he folded it into a fist. Heat pooled through her; she found herself staring at his lowered black lashes with their red tips while he adjusted her thumb outside of her fingers. His arm brushed against her chest as he moved. His hand froze on hers when his eyes lifted to look at her.
 
   His mouth was only inches away from hers. She fought the impulse, but she found her eyes falling to his lips. A small thrill ran through her as she was struck with the sudden urge to kiss him. Those firm, warm lips pressed against hers was all she could think of, as he remained unmoving and so temptingly close. She swayed instinctively toward him, her body pulsed with excitement, as they became so close to each other she could see the strands of gold and brown intertwining in his beard.
 
   It would be so easy to lean forward just a little and press her lips to his. To answer the question of what he would taste like and ease the desire clamoring hotly through her veins. She’d never felt this way about someone before. She’d been kissed and groped awkwardly by a few boys in Badwin over the years, but it had never amounted to much more than satisfying some of her curiosity, and it hadn’t been overly pleasant anyway.
 
   She yearned to taste him so badly her mind spun, and her blood became electrified by the possibility of answering the call clamoring through her body. Instinctively she knew it wouldn’t be like those fumbling attempts she’d experienced before. Just touching him was making her entire body come alive in a way it never had; kissing him might kick-start her heart into beating.
 
   He moved closer to her, his lips only centimeters from hers, his body pressing against the arms curled protectively to her chest. With a sharp inhale, his eyes flew up to hers. Desire radiated in their clear blue depths, but she also saw a flicker of apprehension before he took an abrupt step back.
 
   Disappointment crashed through her. It took all she had not to step closer to him again. Her body craved his heat against hers. She’d been warm before he’d stepped away from her; now her body felt like ice encased it. Had he just rejected her? He could have kissed her; he had to have known that. Yet he took another step away, putting more distance between them, before stepping forward again.
 
   “Keep your hand fisted, and hit me lightly until you feel comfortable enough to do it with more force.” His voice came out gravelly; beads of sweat dotted his forehead. She could blame the fire for both things, but she knew it was something more. Raising his right hand to her, he gave her a brief nod. “Go ahead.”
 
   Tempest didn’t know what she wanted from him, but she would rather take hold of his hand instead of trying to hit it. The smile didn’t return to his face; his eyes were blue pools of ice as he watched her. Ever so tentatively, she hit his palm. It didn’t hurt, his hand didn’t move, but it amazed her how good the action of hitting something, especially after what had not happened between them, felt.
 
   He began to move again, turning with his hands up as she tapped tentatively at him a few more times before becoming more confident and sure of her movements. Sweat trickled down her temple, her hair stuck to her face as they moved on, dancing their way around the cave. The fire was beginning to die down when he took a step away from her and lowered his hands.
 
   “I think that’s enough for tonight,” he told her.
 
   She wanted to argue with him not to stop, not because she wasn’t ready for a break, because she was. No, she was ready to keep going all night if it meant they could keep touching each other. Her arms felt like rubber, her knuckles ached and her legs quaked so much she thought they might collapse, but she wasn’t ready to quit.
 
   She took a step away from him, unwilling to show how much she already missed his touch. She still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened earlier, but her pride couldn’t take another kick to it today. Making her way over to the cave wall, she briefly rested her forehead against the rocks in order to cool herself off a little. A bath would have felt fantastic, but she doubted she’d be getting one of those anytime soon.
 
   She’d rest for a few minutes before going into the back to give herself a sponge bath. She may not be able to soak in some water right now, but she could at least clean the sweat from her body. Turning away from the wall, she slid down the stone to sit on the ground. Across from her, William threw a single branch onto the dwindling fire.
 
   She knew there wasn’t much wood left. It might get them through two days at this rate, but she doubted it. The idea of being thrust into the dark in this cave, with the wind howling outside, and those things running free cooled the rest of her heated flesh.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 15 -
 
   The next night, William stared up at the ceiling of the cave as he listened to the distant sounds of the wind blowing against the snow wall they’d created yesterday. Not sleeping was something he’d grown accustomed to over the years. When he’d been a rebel in the forest, he’d trained himself to awaken at the slightest noise. After his life had become more secure -though he had to use that term loosely considering he’d been killed after his days as a rebel and the war were over- he’d never been able to let his guard down enough to break the habit.
 
   When he did sleep, the nightmares plagued him. Staring at the wall, he could hear the echoing shouts and clash of steal resonating throughout the king’s throne room during that last battle. He’d never seen his father fall, but in his nightmares he did, over and over again. Tonight he hadn’t dreamt of his father again, but of smoke and screams filling a street as vampires and people fled to escape the growing flames.
 
   He’d dreamt of looking down at the razor edge of a sword driven through his back and straight out his stomach. He’d barely felt the pain through the disbelief and anger. Too young, had been his first thought, too young to die. His second thought had been that he’d always known he’d die young, but he hadn’t been ready to die, and he’d been unwilling to let his death be a result of being stabbed in the back by a coward who had been too afraid to face him.
 
   It had been the main reason he’d said yes to Aria; he was going to make Kane pay for his cowardice. He wasn’t frightened of death, never had been, but he’d had so much more left to accomplish. The other reason he’d said yes had been the look in Aria’s eyes. The devastation and loss, the hope he would accept what she offered to him. He’d always had the hardest time telling her no, and she knew it.
 
   Beside him, the small fire cast shadows over the walls and barely warmed the side of his face. He’d hoped the storm would break sometime during the day, but it had continued unyieldingly on through the day and into the night.
 
   He’d done more training with Tempest earlier. They’d shared more stories about their lives in the forest and orphanage. He knew more about her than he did most others, and he’d revealed more to her about his life than he’d revealed to anyone outside of his family and friends. He found her extremely easy to talk to, and she could make him smile without even trying; something he hadn’t done much since his father’s death, and had done even less since his own.
 
   No matter how much he enjoyed being around her, he also had to keep his distance from her, and had retreated to his side of the cave a few hours ago. Being so close to her, smelling her crisp, wintry scent was a distraction he didn’t need. She was also a vampire; he’d never been involved with a vampire before, but then humans weren’t exactly for him anymore either.
 
   Since the change, he didn’t know where he fit in anymore. He was one of two living oddities amongst vampires and humans. He didn’t feel as if he belonged in either world, and maybe he didn’t. The funny thing was he and Aria had always been oddities. There had been few redheads in the woods, and they were the only set of boy/girl twins amongst the rebels. It made sense they’d still be the oddities now, but she had a crown and a palace to help run, he had…
 
   Vengeance.
 
   That was what he had; it was what kept him going, and what drove him relentlessly through his days. The idea of getting his hands on Kane made his fangs elongate to razor points that pressed against the inside of his lip. The man was so close, almost within his grasp, but he had to think about Tempest now too. She needed his help and he had to keep her safe.
 
   He also had to figure out who was threatening the peace they’d all fought to attain and keep. His father had died to help create the world they now lived in; he wasn’t going to let anyone destroy that. No matter how badly he wanted to get to Kane, he had to make sure his father’s death wasn’t in vain.
 
   Kane could wait, murdering him would have to come later, for now. First, he would make sure Tempest was safe and the kingdom secure, no matter what it took to do so. Turning his head, he looked across the fire at where Tempest lay. Her head rested on a rolled up cloak; her silvery hair spilled around her, partially obscuring her pretty features. She wasn’t beautiful, but there was something so intriguing about her that he couldn’t stop staring at her.
 
   He could still feel the warmth of her flesh against his; hear the sound of her tinkling laugh when she’d danced around him, growing more confident in the punches she threw at his palms. The woman excited and drew him to her in a way no other had. She made him feel protective and uncertain all at once.
 
   All he longed to do was kiss her, but he knew he couldn’t. With the way he was now, he could lose control and injure her. He’d believed he’d had a better grip on himself until those creatures had attacked them in the snow, and he’d smelled her blood. There had been no restraint after that. He couldn’t take the chance of losing control with her; he’d never forgive himself if he ever hurt her in any way.
 
   His fingers itched with the urge to brush her hair away so he could see more of her delicate features. Seeming to sense his thoughts, she pushed her hair aside and opened her eyes. He could clearly see the warm brown of them from across the cave. Her eyes searched his face before she rose up and propped her head onto her hand.
 
   “The only reason you were in these mountains was because you were looking for Kane, isn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “It was,” he confirmed.
 
   “You plan to kill him?”
 
   “That was the only plan, for a while.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “Now I’m going to do everything I can to make sure the peace we’ve all fought and sacrificed for is maintained. I will rip that bastard’s heart out with my bare hands as soon as I get the chance, but for now my priorities have shifted slightly.”
 
   Her eyes widened at his vehemence, but they stayed locked on his. He regretted the blunt words as soon as they came out of his mouth. Well, not the words, but the way he’d phrased them. He hated that she kept seeing the worst of him, but the mere thought of Kane caused his stomach to feel as if lava were bubbling within it. His fangs tingled with the driving urge to rip the ugly prick’s throat out. Kane may be stronger than he was, but he had fury on his side, and he could hit a fly with his arrow. He didn’t care how he had to take Kane down; he would do it.
 
   Her eyes flickered over him; William could almost feel the fire burning in his gaze. He closed his eyes and took a steadying breath. Feeling more in control of himself, he opened his eyes to look at her again.
 
   “He is a vile man,” she said. “But you’re a new vampire and he’s older, how do you plan to take him on?”
 
   “I have a bow and arrow, and I learned years ago that fighting fair isn’t always the way to win. He stabbed me through the back; I’ll feel no shame about whatever it will take for me to kill him.”
 
   “Understandable. Do you miss being human?”
 
   He pushed himself into a sitting position and leaned his back against the wall. “There are some things I miss. Steak for one, being comfortable in my own skin, being able to trust myself, not breaking things. I have gotten better with the last three, but as you saw yesterday, sometimes my control can still unravel. I tried eating steak after the change, but it’s not the same anymore.”
 
   Wrapping her arms around her legs, she hugged her knees against her chest. “What happened yesterday was necessary, and I’ve felt my own control fray when put in a tough situation” she replied. “I’ve never tried human food before, but there are times it smells tempting.”
 
   “That there are,” he agreed.
 
   “Is there anything you like about being a vampire?”
 
   He smiled as he draped his arm over his knee. “More than I like to admit,” he replied. “The speed, the heightened sense of sight and smell. The way things feel more alive and vibrant when I touch them. There is so much to this world I never realized before, and I feel as if I’m discovering something new every day.”
 
   “What about the eternal life?”
 
   “Not even vampires are guaranteed eternity. They simply won’t age; they won’t die from cancer or a disease and are more difficult to kill, but they can still die. I’m not sure about an eternity for me; it will depend on how everything goes.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like you said, Kane is older and stronger than me.”
 
   “You don’t plan on living through the battle!” she accused.
 
   “I plan to live through it,” he replied. “But I also never planned my last death. I will do whatever it takes to make sure Kane is the one who dies next time.”
 
   “Maybe someone else could kill him.”
 
   “He’s mine.” His growl caused her eyes to fly back up to his. “No one else will be the one to put him where he belongs.”
 
   Her deep brown eyes were solemn as her head tilted to the side. “I hope that’s what you truly want, and what you get, William.”
 
   The way she said his name caused pleasure to slide down his spine. He forced his gaze away from her and to the wall beyond her shoulder. Kane’s death was what he wanted, he told himself; it’s all he’d wanted for the past five months. He would make sure it happened.
 
   He just hadn’t expected to stumble across someone like her.
 
   Tempest lay down on the floor again and pulled the cloak snug under her head for a pillow. Her eyes remained on him as she tugged the cloak she wore closer around her shoulders. “Cold?” he inquired.
 
   “A little,” she admitted.
 
   He’d prefer not to have to use another piece of the dwindling wood, but he refused to let her be cold. Rising, he grabbed for another log, but her words stopped him. “No, don’t use anymore. I’ll be fine.”
 
   He stood uncertainly as he glanced between her and the fire. Her eyes closed again, but he didn’t miss the shiver running through her. Before he could think about it, he grabbed the cloak he’d been using as a pillow and closed the ten feet separating them. Her eyes fluttered open when he laid the cloak on the ground near her.
 
   “Lie on this,” he instructed. “It will help keep you warmer.”
 
   “What of you?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “No, I’m…”
 
   “I’m not taking it back Tempest, so you either lie on it or it stays there with no one using it.”
 
   She bit on her lower lip as she glanced between him and the cloak. Finally, she moved over and settled herself onto it. He went to turn away, but her hand snaked out and grabbed hold of his wrist. “You can… you ah… can lie on it too.” A crimson hue crept over her ivory skin at her offer. “It will keep us both warmer.”
 
   He almost told her no, he didn’t know if he could trust himself lying beside her, but the proposition was too tempting to refuse. He would rather cut off his hand than ever hurt a woman, especially this one, but he still wasn’t exactly sure of himself, or what he might be capable of. He reassured himself there was nothing she could do that would cause him to snap the same way he had against those creatures.
 
   He knew this, but his body was rigid as he knelt on the cloak. He lowered himself to lay beside her. His hand went out to her, but he pulled it back before he could touch her and forced himself to keep it at his side. Lying almost a foot away from her, the heat of her back warmed him far more than the fire ever had. She remained immobile before him, but he knew she was still awake.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest stood with William the next day as he showed her the most vulnerable places to attack someone, especially a man. “Kick them between the legs,” he said.
 
   “I knew that,” she replied with a laugh. “I’m not completely daft on how to hurt someone.”
 
   He grinned back at her. “Just make sure you don’t use it on me.”
 
   “I can’t promise anything.”
 
   “Give me everything you’ve got.”
 
   Tempest threw her shoulders back. In her head, she replayed all the things he’d been trying to teach her over the past two days. Eyes, throat, nose, groin, all the places to go for in order to inflict damage and throw an attacker off. The only problem was, he was smiling at her in that way with his dark hair tussled and falling over his forehead. His eyes sparkled in the glow of the fire as he watched her. She found the way he circled her mesmerizing.
 
   Stop staring at him, she scolded herself.
 
   Moving a little to the side, she kept her body loose and flowing as she followed his agile progress around the cave. Darting forward, she kicked him in the shin. He grunted before dancing back as she swung at him. He blocked her punch, knocking her hand aside and grabbing hold of her arm. A startled cry escaped her when he pulled her around and jerked her back up against his chest.
 
   His low chuckle tickled her neck before he released her again. “Better,” he told her. “My shin still stings.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   He laughed as he moved toward the fire and further away from her. “That’s not very nice,” he teased.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile at him. How could this man laughing and dancing around her be the same one who could become so cool and distant in the tick of a second? She’d witnessed his brutality, seen what he was capable of, yet she’d also felt the tenderness of his touch and the warmth of his smile.
 
   He’d been awake and taking care of Achilles when she’d awoken this morning, but she’d still been able to feel the warmth of his body near hers. The memory caused her body to tingle and brought a smile to her face.
 
   “My shin thanks you for smiling too.”
 
   She laughed; she couldn’t tell him she wasn’t smiling because she’d finally managed to kick him. “I’m sure it does.”
 
   “Come on,” he said and gestured to her again.
 
   The smile slid away from her face as she lifted her hands up like he’d taught her to do. She went at him again, but he blocked her punch before shoving the foot she kicked at him down. Frustration filled her; he blocked her next three punches before she got a glancing blow in against his ribcage.
 
   There was no amusement on his face as he watched her now, moving with her around the cave. His footsteps didn’t make a sound on the rock floor; she felt like an elephant in comparison as she bumped into things, tripped over her own feet, and threw punches at the air.
 
   He caught hold of her fist and held it within his hand. She kicked out at him, grazing the inside of his thigh when he jumped back. “And now my manhood thanks me for avoiding that one.” She laughed and tugged her hand out of his grasp. “Would you like a break?” he inquired.
 
   “Yes.” She walked over to stand against the wall.
 
   She watched him as he tossed another log onto the fire and pulled the canteen full of water off it. He gestured toward her with the bottle and she nodded, a chance to clean herself up sounded wonderful. So did a fresh set of clothes, but that would have to wait until they could finally be free of this cave.
 
   She took the warm water from him and walked down the more narrow section of the cave to a small hollow. The caves stretched on for another hundred feet before dead ending. Pulling off her clothing, she wet a rag and sponged herself off with the warm water before dressing again and returning to the main part of the cave.
 
   William glanced at her from where he sat against the wall when she handed him the canteen. “You’re getting better at protecting yourself, faster,” he said.
 
   “I’m ready to kick some ass.”
 
   “Not so sure about that, but you’ll definitely put up one hell of a fight.”
 
   “That’s something I guess.”
 
   “That’s a lot,” he said as he rose to his feet. “There’s no telling what we’ll discover in your town.”
 
   Her mouth clamped together as her thoughts turned to the children and Pallas. “I wish the storm would break,” she murmured.
 
   And at the same time she dreaded the easing of the storm. She had no idea what awaited them out there, what he would do if he saw Kane again, what would become of them both. In this cave they’d been given a reprieve from the horrors she knew waited for them out there. In here she could almost pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.
 
   He rested his hand on her arm, drawing her attention to him. His eyes were full of concern as he squeezed her arm. “The children will be fine.”
 
   She couldn’t stop her lower lip from trembling when she spoke, “I know.”
 
   He stepped closer to her, enveloping her in a hug that stole all her reason. At first, she remained rigid, uncertain what it was he wanted from her, but when he continued to hold her, rocking her a tiny bit in his grasp, she relaxed against him. Her cheek turned into his chest; a sound of content escaped her as she inhaled the scent of fire clinging to his clothes. His hands ran over her hair, smoothing it back from her face when he pulled back to look at her.
 
   I will not stare at his mouth, she told herself. “Will you be ok?” she asked. “If you see Kane?”
 
   The mere mention of his name caused the warm man to vanish instantly. His eyes hardened; his jaw clenched. He never said a word, he didn’t have to; she’d already gotten her answer from his reaction. Her hands dug into his back, trying to keep him from withdrawing, but it was already too late for that.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he replied tersely. Tempest’s hands slid down to her side; a lump wedged in her throat when he stepped away from her. “I’m going to clean up.”
 
   Her heart ached as she watched him slip away into the back of the cave. She didn’t want to care for him. She was petrified he’d get himself killed if he went after Kane, but watching his back fade away into the shadows, she knew it was too late for her; she already cared for him more than she should.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 16 -
 
   Tempest woke to the muffled sounds coming from behind her. She rolled over to face William. He was turned toward her, one hand beneath his head and the other on the ground. His foot kicked out suddenly, nearly connecting with her before it jerked back. His forehead creased, his mouth pursed. In the flickering light of the fire, she could see the glistening tip of one of his fangs over his bottom lip.
 
   “No,” he murmured. His fist lifted and hit the floor. His body jerked as if he’d been stabbed, which he had. That must have been what the nightmare was about, she realized. “Dad.”
 
   Her throat clogged with tears as his face scrunched further in anguish. Sorrow radiated from him as his foot kicked out again, and his upper lip skimmed back to reveal his fangs. She reached out with the purpose of waking him, but the second her hand fell upon his skin, the lines smoothed from his face, his hands unfurled and his mouth relaxed.
 
   Tempest stared at him in amazement, her hand running over the solid flesh beneath her. The bristly hairs lining his arms tickled her palm; she’d never experienced the sensation before and found it extremely pleasing. He looked so young and vulnerable, so unlike the man she’d come to know. He almost appeared his age in the flickering light of the fire.
 
   She brushed back a strand of his auburn hair and ran her fingers lightly over his face before resting her hand on his arm again. She lay for a long time, listening to the crackle of the fire and watching him in peaceful rest before sleep finally claimed her again.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest had fallen back asleep with more distance than she would have liked separating them, but she woke with his arms securely wrapped around her and her nose pressed into his chest. She stared at his tanned skin and the dark sprinkle of hair she could see because the top three buttons of his shirt had come undone. His cloak remained draped around him, but sometime during the night, she’d become entangled within it, or he had wrapped her in it too.
 
   After witnessing his nightmare last night, she doubted he got much sleep. It wouldn’t surprise her if he’d woken and wrapped his cloak around her. The scent of him tickled her nostrils; her fingers involuntarily curled into his shirt where they pressed against his upper abdomen. She should feel embarrassed to find herself so close to him, but she found herself pressing closer.
 
   Her eyes drifted to his full mouth, so inviting and tempting. If she lifted her head a little, she could press her mouth to his and finally ease her curiosity over what it would feel like to taste him. Excitement pulsed to life in her body.
 
   The only thing she could think about right now was kissing this enticing man only inches away from her lips. All he wanted was to kill someone, she reminded herself. Some of her desire fizzled away at the reminder, but her eyes remained latched on his mouth. What was she doing? What was she thinking? He may have been human, he may be younger than she was, but he was stronger than her, and he was determined to see Kane die.
 
   She didn’t know if his strength was because the king, the eldest and strongest of their kind, had turned his sister, then his sister had shared some of that blood with him, perhaps passing on the king’s power. It could also be because he’d done nothing but drive himself to become stronger since being turned. The fact there’d been possible vampire DNA within him before being changed had probably added to his strength.
 
   Whatever it was, he was stronger than she was. She could see it in the way he moved, in the speed and vitality he exhibited when he worked with her. She could feel it in the ripples of power running through him.
 
   He may be stronger than her, as well as many of the other vampires who resided in her town, but he wasn’t stronger than Kane. She’d met them both; she knew the power and ability each of the men possessed. Her hands tensed on his shirt. She couldn’t lose him. They hadn’t known each other for long, but she’d spent more time with him in the past few days than she had with most everyone else over the past three years.
 
   She liked him. He was severe and unrelenting sometimes, but also kind and caring. He made her laugh; she enjoyed his easygoing smile and the sound of his deep, resonating laugh. She’d only heard him laugh a couple of times, but when he did, she couldn’t help but smile in response.
 
   She didn’t have to lift her eyes to know he was awake, she’d somehow become attuned to reading the subtle differences in his body and movements. There had been a faint flex of his muscles when his eyes had fluttered open. She could feel his eyes on her; she half expected him to release her, but he didn’t move away.
 
   “Do you really have to go after him?” Her voice sounded choked as she tried to get the words out around the lump in her throat.
 
   He didn’t bother to ask who. “Yes.”
 
   She closed her eyes, but they flew open again when his fingers brushed over her cheek. He pushed aside the strands of hair that had fallen over her face during the night. She lifted her eyes to his. In the dim light of the cave, the startling sapphire of his eyes was vibrant. They robbed her of any ability to reason as she stared into their swirling blue depths.
 
   Pinned by his stare, she found she couldn’t move away from the heat enveloping her. He would protect her from anything, except from himself, she realized. He was on a one-way mission, and if she kept allowing herself to get closer to him, she would end up being the one hurt in the end.
 
   Even knowing that, she found herself unable to move away from him. Unable to resist his tender fingers on her cheek. His eyes searched her face; his lips hovered inches away from hers as if he were waiting for her to protest. She simply couldn’t tell him no, not when her body craved the taste of him more than she craved blood.
 
   Ever so slowly, he bent his head closer. A jolt went through her, her whole body jerked toward him when his lips descended upon hers in a tender graze that left her shaken and begging for more. She thought he would pull away, but the fingers resting against her cheek slid into her hair and clasped the back of her head.
 
   Pulling her head back, his mouth slanted firmly over hers, taking possession of her. His thick beard rubbed her skin, it was an unfamiliar, bristly sensation, but she found she enjoyed the feel of it. Tempest’s fingers dug more firmly into his shirt as he pulled her head back and moved so he leaned over top of her.
 
   She gasped at the tender probing of his tongue against her lips. Unable to resist, she opened her mouth to him. His tongue swept in to taste her in deep penetrating thrusts that turned her legs to mush and caused her entire body to quake. She clutched at his shirt as she hesitatingly met the demanding thrusts penetrating deep into her soul.
 
   He growled low in his throat, a sound of possession and need that only escalated her yearning for him. His hands tightened in her hair as he pushed her further back onto the thick cloak lining the floor. Her arms wrapped around his back. She clung to him as she lost herself to his touch. She’d never known anything could feel so astonishing; never known she could be so heated in the middle of a blizzard. She half-feared they’d melt the snow wall they’d created, but she didn’t care if they did. All she wanted was more.
 
   His other hand slid down to rest against her stomach. Pushing aside her cloak, he slipped free a few of the buttons on her shirt. The friction of his calloused palm against her skin when he slid it upward caused goose bumps to erupt over her skin. It was the most delicious sensation as he continued to stroke over her and his tongue brushed sensuously over hers.
 
   She moved her hands up his back and entangled them in his thick auburn hair, drawing him closer as he settled his heavy weight over top of hers. His thigh slid between her legs; his mouth slipped away from hers to brush over her throat. Her body arched into him when he moved further up to run his tongue over her ear before pressing a tender kiss against her cheek.
 
   She didn’t realize it at first, but small, excited cries escaped her. The feelings he aroused in her were almost more than she could stand; her body clamored for more and more of him. “Tempest,” he groaned against her ear.
 
   She turned her head into his powerful shoulder as his heated mouth left a trail of kisses against her flesh. She didn’t think she could ever let go of him; she might fall apart if she did. She was afraid once he left this cave, he would go after Kane. The realization she couldn’t lose him, hit her so hard it knocked away all the passion he’d stoked so undeniably within her. If this went any further, she’d be left broken-hearted and shattered, if he didn’t survive his battle with Kane.
 
   And they would battle each other. She knew that as surely as she knew the storm outside would eventually end, and they would return to Badwin. In here, they were safe and secure, she could pretend the real world didn’t exist, but it did, and she couldn’t be so childish as to deny that. The heat of his mouth pressed against her cheek; it would be so easy to turn her mouth to his, to give herself over to him and forget it all. It would be the most challenging thing she’d ever do to let him go and watch him walk away to meet what may end up being his death.
 
   “I can’t,” she whispered. “William, stop.”
 
   She didn’t know what she’d expected of him, but he pressed a tender kiss against her cheek and rolled with her to the side. He kept his arms wrapped around her as he rested her on top of his chest. “Do you mind if I hold you?” he inquired.
 
   Unexpected tears burned her eyes, she should distance herself from him, but she found herself melting in his embrace. “No,” she whispered as he settled his chin on top of her head. She could stay like this forever, she decided as the scent and warmth of him lulled her into a peaceful sleep.
 
   ***
 
   The fire had completely burned out by the time William woke again, but he found he didn’t care as he held Tempest. Her hair tickled his nostrils, but he didn’t bother to wipe it away. He found he enjoyed the sensation and relished her scent. Her fingers curled into his shirt as she slept.
 
   His hands pressed more firmly into the small of her back. What he wouldn’t give to wake her and finish what had started between them earlier, but he couldn’t do that. She was right to put a stop to it, right to keep him at a distance. He had a goal, and he knew there was a chance he wouldn’t survive it.
 
   His concern about physically harming her had abated after finally kissing her. He’d felt completely out of control around her, consumed by the lust she aroused in him, yet he’d somehow also felt completely in control. It had been the strangest, most unsettling sensation, but he’d remained restrained and he’d kept himself from taking more than she was willing to give.
 
   No, he wouldn’t hurt her physically, but he could emotionally. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he most likely would if this thing between them progressed much further. He wasn’t good, especially not for her. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been good for anyone. He’d always liked to go his own way, do his own thing. Daniel was the stable, sensible one. He and Aria had always been more temperamental and unforgiving.
 
   Women had always come and gone from his life. That was the way he liked it. He had to be free to move about with ease when he’d lived in the forest. After his rebel days, he’d spent most of his time traveling from town to town with Jack.
 
   He’d never liked a girl enough to consider trying to settle down anyway, but then Aria and Daniel had been the same way. Aria had never really shown an interest in anyone before Braith; he knew she’d had a crush on Max at one time, but it had never been more than that. He’d rarely seen Daniel with a girl as his brother had always been more content with his drawings and blue prints for the traps he designed.
 
   Now, he found himself wondering what it would be like if things could have been different for him. But then, he wouldn’t have been here if the things had been different. He never would have met her if he’d still been human, and if he had, who knew if anything would have happened between them. He couldn’t change the past; he could only accept what already was.
 
   He turned his face into her hair, relishing the silken feel of it against his cheeks. He was so absorbed in her, he didn’t realize the whipping of the wind had ceased until almost another half-an-hour passed. Another reason to keep his distance, she distracted him and made him lower his guard.
 
   She stirred and snuggled instinctively closer. He’d been planning to release her; instead, he found himself sucking in a breath and his arms clamping around her. Her head lifted, her lips brushed briefly across his Adam’s apple as her lashes fluttered against his skin. William remained motionless, unwilling to let her go.
 
   “The storm stopped,” he told her as he brushed the hair back from her face.
 
   Her mouth slid away from his flesh as she turned her head to listen better. “It did,” she murmured.
 
   They lay for a minute before he reluctantly slid his arms away from her and she sat up. William stared at the ceiling, torn between grabbing her and pulling her back down and moving on, as they should. There was more than Kane at stake now, he reminded himself. There were thousands of lives, including Tempest’s loved ones and his family.
 
   With a groan, he forced himself into a sitting position and met her eyes in the gloom. He never would have been able to see the color of them if he’d still been human, but his vampire vision picked up flecks of light he never would have seen before. Light that made the deep brown of her eyes almost luminescent.
 
   “Time to tear down the wall,” he said and shoved himself to his feet. He felt his eyes on her as he moved around the cave, adjusting his cloak and gathering his bow and quiver. He slung them over his back and bent to grab his crossbow. He secured it to his waist again before lifting the saddlebags with the extra stakes in them. “Make sure to wear your cloak with the stakes inside.”
 
   She stared at him through the darkness, her skin paling at his words. She shrugged out of the cloak she’d been sleeping under and tugged his on. With steady hands, she clasped the brooch at her neck and followed him down the cave to the wall of snow. Achilles was lying in the middle of the tunnel. He lifted his head when they approached, but dropped it back down after they’d passed.
 
   Taking out a stake, he began to chisel his way through the compacted snow that had become more like ice throughout the storm. Tempest worked beside him, diligently chipping away at the wall. Light from the sun beat against the snow, turning it the color of blue ice.
 
   After a half hour, the top of the wall broke away. Achilles decided to get up to explore when enough sunlight spilled in. Another half an hour passed before they managed to take down half the wall to reveal the world of white beyond. The sun beat down upon the snow in a blinding array. Turning away, he closed his eyes against the brilliant blanket of blinding white snow.
 
   Beside him, Tempest turned away for only a moment before looking back outside with her eyes narrowed. “You’ll adapt,” she told him. “You just have to get your snow vision back.”
 
   “Is that what it’s called?”
 
   “That’s what we call it, in the mountains anyway. It always takes a little getting used to when the first snow of the season falls, and our world becomes white for the next six months.”
 
   “That’s not bothering you?” He couldn’t look outside again as the glare caused his head to pound and his eyes to squint until they were almost closed.
 
   “It is,” she admitted. “But only because we’ve been in this cave for so long. I’ve spent the past twenty years readjusting to the first snow each year, so it’s easier for me.”
 
   “Hmm.” He kept his head down, unable to look outside again but letting the sun filter in around him. His eyes finally adapted to it enough that he could lift his head to take in the outside world for longer than seconds at a time. When the wall was knee high, and Achilles would be able to pass through, he stopped beating at it and stepped back to examine the snow. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “It always is after a snowfall,” she said as she lowered her now blunted stake. She tilted her chin up and closed her eyes. The sun lit her hair, making it glimmer and shine in its brightness. She smelled like winter, but she radiated the warmth and light of the summer sun.
 
   “Are you ready for this?” he asked.
 
   Lowering her head, she tossed aside the ruined stake. “I hope so. I’m not one hundred percent certain of the direction I took to get here, but I think I can find my way back.”
 
   Without thinking, he took hold of her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know you can.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 17 -
 
   William kept his head down as he trudged through the thigh high snow. Tempest stared at his bent head from where she sat on top of Achilles. She’d tried to persuade him to ride with her, but he’d told her he didn’t want to put added weight and strain on the horse. He’d been walking endlessly onward while she constantly searched the snow-covered landscape surrounding them for any hint of the creatures that had attacked them before.
 
   She’d seen no movement in the sea of white, but William was convinced there were more of them, and she was frightened he was right. The sun beating down on her warmed her back and brought radiance to a landscape in desperate need of it. The hood fell away from her head when she turned her face toward the sun. It felt so marvelous to feel its warmth against her skin again, but it didn’t warm her anywhere near as much as William’s body had.
 
   She turned her face away from the sun’s warmth. Her gaze fell back to William; a smile curved her mouth as she watched him striding purposefully through the snow. His step never faltered, he kept his head high and his shoulders back. He showed no sign of tiring.
 
   Forcing her attention away from him, she returned to carefully searching the landscape. It would be easy to spot movement amongst the sparse trees dotting the land. None of the trees had leaves on them, and she would guess that at least eighty percent of them were dying if their broken branches and peeling bark were any indication.
 
   Achilles tried to nip at the snow swelling up above his knees. William pulled the horse to a halt and turned toward her. “I think he could use a break. Will you be ok getting down for a bit?”
 
   She released a small snort and waved her hand dismissively. “I’ve been in snow almost to my chest before, this is nothing in comparison.”
 
   He grasped hold of her waist and plucked her easily from the saddle. Her hands rested on his broad shoulders as he lowered her to the ground. Her body slid down his, creating a friction between them that caused her stomach to plummet and her body to sway instinctively closer to his.
 
   Her mouth parted; her fingers instinctively clenched his thick cloak. His blue eyes were dazzling and bright crystalline in the sun falling over him. The red in his hair shone like fire; it took all she had to keep her fingers from sliding through the thick auburn strands and pulling him to her.
 
   She could clearly recall the heat of his mouth, the weight of his body against hers. His eyes burned into hers as he stood over her, his hands still gripping her waist. If she stood on her toes and pressed her mouth to his she’d be able to taste him again, she’d be able to ease the clamoring of her body.
 
   Instead, fear of him and all of the damage he could do to her heart if she allowed this thing between them to grow, caused her to release him and take a step away. He stared down at her for a moment more before turning away. She watched as he pulled out a small feedbag, put a couple handfuls of grain into it and strapped it to Achilles' muzzle. Her attention turned back to the horizon as he pulled out a canteen full of melted snow water and set up a small container for Achilles to drink from when he was done with the feed.
 
   A breeze flowed down from the wall of mountains in the distance; a wall surrounding her home nestled in the valley within them. Snow, caught up in the breeze, drifted up. Thousands of flakes danced through the air to swirl around them. The icy flakes fell against her cheeks and melted against her skin. They stuck to her hair, turning it white.
 
   “There may be some game nearby,” William said. “If you’re hungry.”
 
   “I am, but I’d prefer to continue on. If we don’t make it to the shelter of the mountains by nightfall, we’ll be exposed out here.”
 
   He pulled the feedbag from Achilles and gave his neck a solid pat before giving him the water. “We’ll get there.”
 
   Tempest glanced over the snowy landscape again; she saw nothing out there, but she couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. William finished with Achilles and came to stand by her side. “I want to give him a little more time to relax and regain some of his strength.”
 
   She nodded, she knew the animal needed time to rest, but she felt unbelievably exposed out here. William walked to the front of the horse and searched the horizon. Tempest folded her hands before her as she walked around behind Achilles. They spent the next half an hour circling the horse, and searching the horizon for any hint of menace.
 
   Finally, William turned back toward her. “Ready?”
 
   “Yes.” She was more than eager to get out of here. “I can walk and give Achilles more of a break. I’ve been in worse snow than this before.”
 
   He grabbed hold of her waist. “I’d prefer you not to be in the snow. Besides, you have a better view of the landscape from his back.”
 
   Before she could respond, he lifted her as if she weighed no more than Achilles’ feedbag, and placed her onto the horse’s back. She settled the cloak around her, gathered the reins, and held them within her hand. Arguing with him would be pointless. She kept her back ramrod straight as she constantly searched the horizon.
 
   The day dragged onward in an endless sea of white snow and incessant dread that something would launch itself at them in an attempt to destroy them. When she needed a break, she convinced William to let her down from the saddle, but she kept her attention riveted on the world around them. Her entire body had become as tense as a scared cat. If she so much as heard a twig crack, she was convinced she’d scream her head off.
 
   Her legs grew tired from trudging through the snow, but every muscle and bone in her body ached from sitting so rigidly in the saddle. They were still a good seven miles away from the mountains when pinks and reds began to stretch across the sky. The closer they got to the massive cliffs looming over them, the more the wind howled down around them. The snow danced with rainbow prisms of color as it spun around them.
 
   The sun had slipped beyond the horizon; both of them were covered in snow when they finally made it to the shelter of the looming cliffs. She tilted her head back to look at the mountains before them. Lowering her head, she searched the rock face but didn’t see any hint of the crevice she’d crawled out of a couple days ago.
 
   Her fingers remained curved into a claw position when she released Achilles’ reins. She stretched her knuckles out, flexing them as she tried to get feeling back into her extremities. William glanced back from where he’d been studying the rock walls with a critical eye.
 
   The light slipped further away, the cold crept in to brush over her flesh beneath the cloak when she walked forward to join him. “I’m not entirely sure where I came out,” she told him. “It all looks the same from this side, and I only came out this way a couple of times before the other day.”
 
   “Take your time,” he said.
 
   They didn’t have much time. Once the sun slipped away, they would be left out here, exposed to the elements and anything lurking out there. They walked along the cliff wall together searching for her original exit point. William found a crevice in the wall, she stuck her head in to inspect it, but the rock formations and small size let her know immediately that this wasn’t what they were looking for.
 
   The sun had completely set; stars were beginning to dot the sky when the first lonely howl echoed across the land. Tempest froze, her head turned to take in the sea of white surrounding them. “Wolf?” William inquired.
 
   “I’ve never seen a wolf up here. Bears yes, but not a wolf.” From somewhere across the vast, empty landscape another howl sounded. A rock settled in the pit of her stomach when she realized it wasn’t the cry of a wolf echoing around them, but the cry of one of those demented vampires wandering the night.
 
   William took hold of her arm; he pressed her closer against his chest and the rock wall of the mountain. He didn’t say she had to find the way soon, he didn’t have to; they both already knew it. “Keep moving,” he urged.
 
   She trudged forward through the snow. Her hands ran over the mountain, searching for the entry point she knew was there, somewhere. They could be miles away from it still; she had no idea how far she’d roamed once she had exited the cave.
 
   Helplessness began to swarm her. Stay calm, she told herself. For all she knew they were going in the complete opposite direction from where she’d originally exited.
 
   “You are going to find it,” William said from beside her. “Relax.”
 
   Throwing her shoulders back, she closed her eyes and took a minute to steady herself before continuing onward. Another lonely howl rang out, this one sounding much closer than the last two. She turned her head toward the noise, William stiffened beside her. He pulled his bow around and slipped an arrow from his quiver.
 
   “Do you seen anything?” she whispered.
 
   “No, not yet,” he murmured.
 
   That not yet spurred her into motion again. She lost track of where they were between the gloom and the endless white. The rough and jagged formations of the rock scraped against her palms, creating nicks and cuts that healed almost instantly. The cold had seeped into her bones when she discovered an entrance into the mountain.
 
   Her shoulders sagged; relief filled her. If it wasn’t the entry she sought, it would at least offer them some form of shelter for the night. Grabbing hold of William’s hand, she gave it a tug to alert him to what she’d found. “I’m going to go in and check it out.”
 
   “Let me know what you find.” A gust of wind caught hold of his words, but she’d been able to make them out.
 
   “I will,” she said before slipping inside. The moist scent of the cave filled her nostrils, but beneath that, she detected the familiar odor of her home on the other end. Fresh air flowed through here. It carried with it the smell of crisp lake water, snow, and the mountains she’d always known. It was so subtle someone who hadn’t grown up here probably wouldn’t have detected the different aromas, but she recognized them instantly.
 
   A pang stabbed her heart. She almost bolted across the cave to the other side and out onto the trail lining the mountain, but she somehow managed to keep herself restrained. Turning around, she stepped back outside and gestured for William. “This is it,” she murmured.
 
   Tugging on Achilles’s reins, he followed her into the cave.
 
   ***
 
   William surveyed the walls surrounding them before focusing on Tempest again. “Is it safe for us to stay here tonight?” he inquired.
 
   She glanced around the cave, then back toward the entrance as another echoing cry resonated across the rock walls. Turning away, she looked down the lengthy, slender cave. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t think the soldiers in town would have found this. It branches off in a bunch of different directions once you enter on the other side.” She turned back to him, her eyes a deeper color in the darkness around her. “If you don’t know what you’re looking for you could spend days exploring the different routes. I don’t know if those things out there will follow us in here.”
 
   “They might follow our scent, but it sounds as if they’re still at least a mile or so away. I’d like to try to make it to your town tonight, but I think we should get some rest.”
 
   “I’m fine to go on, if you think it best.”
 
   No, he didn’t think it best. He could see her exhaustion in the shadows circling her eyes, in the slump of her shoulders and the way she leaned against the cave wall for support. He couldn’t expect her to keep going. He knew she would if he asked her to, she trusted him. He recalled the feel of her in his arms, curled so innocently against him. He couldn’t shatter that innocence. He couldn’t let his need for revenge put her in danger.
 
   “Can we move further in, somewhere more sheltered to get out of the way of the wind and anything that might follow us in here?” he asked.
 
   “I know of a sheltered alcove,” she replied. “Achilles will be able to fit in it too, and there might be some water there.”
 
   “Perfect,” he replied.
 
   He kept hold of Achilles as he followed her further into the cave system. They walked through a series of intricate turns that would have completely lost someone else, but having grown up in caves, he was extremely adept at finding his way in and out of them. He mentally marked certain grooves in the rocks, different patterns in the floor, and odd rock formations they passed to remember in case he had to find his way out without her to guide him.
 
   Halfway through the twists and turns, and away from any light, she stopped and pulled out the torch she’d kept all this time. He handed her a rag he’d made from one of his shirts. She wrapped it around the torch before lighting it. The small fire illuminated the gloom of the cave, causing the shadows to dance away. Lifting the flame high, she turned around and once again led the way.
 
   Achilles nudged his shoulder, looking for food, but he’d have to wait until they were settled before he could have his dinner. Finally, Tempest made another turn into a large alcove that went about fifteen feet back before ending in smooth rock. The tinkling sound of water filled the alcove as it trickled down the back wall from somewhere up above. Achilles’s ears pricked forward; he practically shoved William out of his way to walk toward the back wall. The water had carved a round spot into the floor where it pooled before running downhill and vanishing from view.
 
   The horse lowered its head before William could take the bridle off and began to drink the water. “This will be a good place to keep him while we continue on,” he said as he rubbed Achilles neck.
 
   “In the dark?”
 
   “He’s not going to make it through the trails and mountains you described on the other side. I can’t leave a fire burning; it could attract some of those things to him. He can’t stay outside and he can’t go forward. There’s fresh water here; we’ll leave him with plenty of food, and we won’t be gone long.”
 
   She stared at him for a minute before rubbing Achilles’ neck. “Will he stay here?”
 
   “He’ll stay close to the water.”
 
   He didn’t like the idea of leaving Achilles here anymore than she did, but the horse couldn’t continue with them. Walking forward, he untied the saddlebags and placed them on the floor before unbuckling the girth and pulling the saddle free. Achilles released an audible sigh; he lifted his head and turned to look at him. William rubbed the white stripe on his forehead before removing the bridle and placing it on top of the saddle. He finished getting Achilles settled before turning to Tempest.
 
   She leaned against the rock wall as she watched him. Her eyelids drooped, but she forced them back open as she fought against the sleep trying to pull her under. “Would you like me to start a fire?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head and brushed back the strands of hair that fell forward with the motion. “It’s warm enough in here.”
 
   And it was. Sheltered within the middle of the mountain, out of the way of the whipping wind, it was actually almost pleasant. “We’ll move again tomorrow after the sun sets,” he said.
 
   “I hope the guards aren’t out there,” she murmured.
 
   “I’ll take care of them if they are.”
 
   “What if there are a large number of them?”
 
   “Then you will run as far and as fast as you can, and you will go straight to my sister, my brother, the king, or his brother, Jack. The best place for you to go first will be the town of Chippman. It’s closer than the palace, it’s the last place Aria and Braith were. If they’re not there, Jack will help you, and he will get men to the palace quickly.”
 
   “No one is going to allow me near any of them,” she replied.
 
   “They will if you tell them I sent you.” From the saddlebags, he tugged free his extra cloaks and spread them on the floor. He tore one of the wolf patches from it and walked over to hand it to her. “Keep this on you. If we are separated and you have to run, give this to the first vampire you see wearing one of these cloaks. Tell them William has sent you to speak with Aria, Daniel, Jack, or Braith.”
 
   Her fingers trembled when she took the patch from him. “Are you sure they’ll take me to one of them?”
 
   “Yes. Even if they don’t recognize my name right away, they’ll recognize that patch, and Aria and Braith’s names. They’ll make sure you’re taken to someone who will know me.”
 
   “And how am I supposed to convince any of them I actually know you, if I do get within a hundred feet of them?” she inquired.
 
   “None of them are like that; they don’t keep themselves away from people or vampires. You’ll get close to them.”
 
   “And will they believe me?”
 
   “Tell them I sent you and tell them I said, the banquet tree. Not many know about it, but they all do.”
 
   She folded her hands over her chest. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It’s an apple tree we used to go to as children; it would keep our bellies full for weeks. It meant a lot to us, and it has a different meaning for Braith and Aria. If you tell them that, they’ll know I sent you.”
 
   Tempest tucked the patch into the inside of her cloak. “Sounds like it was a special place for you.”
 
   “It still is.”
 
   She didn’t say anything more; he adjusted the cloaks on the ground before kneeling across from her and placing one of the saddlebags down as a pillow. He hesitated for a minute before opening his arms to her. He had to hold her again tonight, to smell her and feel her against him once more.
 
   She hesitated for long enough that he almost dropped his arms, but then she crawled forward to lay beside him. Her delicate hand rested on his chest; her head tucked neatly under his chin again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 18 -
 
   Tempest stirred but didn’t open her eyes. She already knew William wasn’t beside her; she didn’t have to know anything more than that. A strange scraping noise pierced through to her. She tried to ignore it, but then she recalled exactly where they were and those things out there. She bolted upright; her eyes shot wildly around the cave before finding William standing by the water trickling down the cave wall.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he demanded.
 
   “I heard a… ah…” her voice trailed off when she spotted his bare cheek and the lower half of his jaw. Her mouth parted, then closed again when she saw the knife in his hand. “What are you doing?”
 
   He grinned at her before dipping the knife he held into the water and lifting it to his cheek again. Across from him was a small piece of metal he was using as a mirror. While she watched, patches of hair from his beard fell away to land on the cave floor. “I’m making myself more presentable, since it’s impossible to make myself more handsome.”
 
   A small smile curved her mouth at his unabashed confidence. A teasing gleam lit his eyes when he looked at her in the surface of the metal. He shook the blade of the knife off before dipping it into the water again.
 
   “But why your beard?” She’d liked the way it tickled as it rubbed against her skin when they were kissing. You’re not supposed to kiss him anymore, an inner voice admonished her.
 
   “The last time Kane saw me, I had a full beard. He may have stabbed me in the back, but he’d still recognize a redhead with a beard.”
 
   Her smile vanished at his words; a chill slid down her spine. The calculation and intent behind the removal of his beard made her stomach turn. What would happen when they got into town? What would happen when he saw the man who ended his mortal life?
 
   “I’m hoping he won’t recognize me now.” William placed the knife on a rock outcropping and lifted a rag to his face. He wiped away the water from his cheeks before turning to her. “What do you think?”
 
   He looked about five years younger without the beard shadowing his face, maybe early twenties despite the lines crinkling around his vibrant eyes when he smiled at her. She didn’t think he looked more handsome. He’d been right, that was impossible, but he definitely looked more approachable.
 
   Something within her heart swelled; she longed to run her fingers over his freshly smooth skin. At the same time something within her withered. She couldn’t stand it if his cocky grin was stomped out, and she was extremely afraid it would be if they continued on to Badwin. He’d become kinder toward her since they’d first met each other in the snow, and even though they had some sort of relationship between them, there was still one main thing driving him forward. Revenge.
 
   “You look nice,” she murmured.
 
   “You’re not much of an ego boost.”
 
   “I don’t think you need one.”
 
   His jovial laugh resonated through the rocks surrounding them. The lively sound of it did nothing to melt the ice encasing her heart. “Maybe not,” he replied. “But it’s still bolstering to hear something better than nice. I’ve gathered some dirt for us.”
 
   “For what?” she inquired.
 
   “To darken our hair. Not much as we don’t want to look obvious, but if we get close enough to your town, we can’t be recognizable and your hair and mine tend to stand out.”
 
   “Are you going to go for Kane as soon as we get there?” she blurted before she could stop herself.
 
   He froze in the middle of bending over to grab something off the floor. Slowly, he rose back to his full height and stood before her, somehow more alluring than he’d been before. Or maybe not more alluring; maybe she simply just yearned to touch him again.
 
   “No.” His voice sounded as detached as it had the first time she’d met him. “We’ll see what is going on, and I’ll let my family know about it before I confront Kane.”
 
   She wasn’t so sure she believed him. There was no way he could hide his volatile reaction every time she mentioned Kane’s name. “I’m frightened that if you see him, nothing will stop you from going after him. I can’t be the one who leads you there only to have you end up getting hurt, or worse, killed for good this time.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that,” he said as he bent and scooped some dirt from the pile she hadn’t noticed by his feet.
 
   “And why not?” she demanded. “You may be immortal but you’re not impenetrable.”
 
   He came toward her with the dirt in his hand, a smile playing across his mouth as he stared at her. “Because I’m not leaving you unprotected.”
 
   “How do you know you won’t react when you see him? The mere mention of his name makes you angry. What is the sight of him going to do to you?”
 
   She tilted her head back to look up at him when he stopped before her. “I may have a temper, I admit it, but I can control myself. Sometimes,” he added in a teasing tone of voice as he winked at her.
 
   “William…”
 
   Before she could say anymore, he released the handfuls of dirt and seized hold of her cheeks. She didn’t have time to react before his mouth claimed hers. A startled sound escaped her; her hands instinctively curled around his thick wrists as heat sizzled like lightning through her body.
 
   All of her concerns faded away to nothing when his tongue slipped inside to take firm possession of her mouth. He pulled her closer, dragging her body up against him as he deepened the kiss. She gasped when he moved her against the wall and pinned her there. His powerful body pushed firmly against hers as his tongue continued to taste her in deep thrusts that left her limp. She found her legs wouldn’t support her. The cave around them faded away until he was her entire world.
 
   His face was smooth against hers; she missed the prickle of his beard, but loved the sensation of feeling more of his flesh. One of his arms slid around her waist; his thumb stroked her cheek before he broke the kiss. Eyes the color of a sapphire blazed down at her as his mouth hovered inches from hers.
 
   “I just can’t control myself around you,” he murmured, that teasing smile curving his mouth again. Excitement burst through her chest. She couldn’t bring herself to release him as his lips lightly grazed hers. “You can trust me around Kane, because I will make sure you stay safe. You have my word on that.”
 
   Unexpected tears burned her eyes. Did he mean it? She wondered as she searched his face. His eyes didn’t waver as they held hers; they burned with intensity, silently imploring her to believe him, to trust him. If she did, her heart could end up smashed into so many pieces she feared she’d never be able to put it back together.
 
   While he continued to stare at her, his hands tender against her face, she found her resolve to keep her distance melting away. He was a warrior, a man of his word, and he wouldn’t be saying these things to her if he didn’t mean them. He had no reason to lie to her, no reason to tell her these things. Truth be told, she’d lost all sense of restraint against this man already, and possibly her heart too.
 
   “Tempest…”
 
   “I believe you,” she murmured.
 
   His eyes closed, he took a shuddery breath, something she’d come to realize was a habit left over from his human days. His eyes sparkled when they opened again; he bent and pressed a kiss on the tip of her nose. Disappointment filled her when he stepped away from her.
 
   “We have to get going,” he said. “And as much as I don’t like it, we have to try and darken that beautiful hair of yours.”
 
   Beautiful? Her hand instinctively flew up to her hair, a flush of pleasure slid through her at his words. He thought her hair was beautiful; she felt like a silly child, but the sweet compliment delighted her more than she’d ever believed possible. Bending, he grabbed handfuls of the dirt and approached her again. Ever so tenderly, he took hold of strands of her hair and carefully ran the dirt through it.
 
   The pieces he dropped back down were dirty blonde in hue, but then her hair was actually streaked with dirt now, she thought with an inward giggle. Her hair might even pass as brown now, at least at night. He turned away from her and walked back over to the metal piece he’d propped against the rocks. She watched as he ran his hands carefully through his hair, taking away the reddish tones she liked so much.
 
   When he turned back to her, he looked like a different person with his bare face and now brown hair. Even with the completely different appearance, she realized she would know him anywhere. She’d always know the smell, feel and taste of him, but more than that, she would recognize his presence anywhere.
 
   Her admiring gaze followed his chiseled physique as he walked around the cave. Without his cloak on, she could get a good view of his powerful thighs in his loose fitting brown pants. The flaxen shirt he wore bunched over his powerful shoulders and biceps as he gathered the supplies they would need and set the feedbag up for Achilles.
 
   He gave the horse a firm pat on his neck before swinging his cloak around his shoulders and turning to her. “Ready?”
 
   “As I’ll ever be,” she said and took the saddlebag he offered her. He helped her tie it around her waist and made sure it was cinched securely against her back.
 
   Taking hold of the torch, she led the way back into the cave system and toward her home.
 
   ***
 
   William peered over the top of the mountain they had climbed to the peak of, and stared down at the small town located within the valley below. Tempest settled into the snow beside him. On her lips, he could smell the coppery scent of the fox’s blood they’d captured and fed from before climbing up here.
 
   He held his hand up, keeping her away from the edge as he crawled forward on his belly to see more of the town. She stayed a little ways behind him, but she refused to stay back completely. She crept forward to lay beside him in the snow.
 
   Fires burned in the middle of the street, and from the hiss she released, he assumed more vampires or people had helped to fan those flames. Now their burning graves continued to light up the night sky.
 
   He pressed himself deeper into the snow as he surveyed the town. Along the street, he spotted the patrolling vampire guards Tempest had told him about. The white cloaks they wore helped them blend in with their environment. The quaint homes lining the roads made it appear far more picturesque than it actually was, given the sinister presence of those vampires.
 
   He’d been hesitant to believe her in the beginning, but he realized she’d told the truth shortly after she’d started talking. He’d still been hoping she’d been off on her estimation of the soldiers, but her guess about the numbers may have actually been on the low side.
 
   Where had they all come from? Then he recalled the desolate town of Chester. There was no way to know how many towns had been traveled through and destroyed by these vampires.
 
   The vampires below were the ones he could see. There was no way to tell how many were hiding in the mountains or camped out inside the houses. He lifted his gaze to scan the mountaintops surrounding them, but he didn’t see anyone moving about from his current vantage point.
 
   He gestured for her to move back. Sliding over the peak, they settled onto a rock lip beneath it. He pressed his back against the mountain as he stared down at the lake a few thousand feet below them. The moon and stars reflected in the water; their twinkling lights looked like fireflies on its smooth surface from this far above.
 
   “I think there’s more of them than there were before,” she muttered as she tugged the cloak closer around her face. “What do we do now? Can we get to the children?”
 
   William rubbed at his chin, not at all used to feeling smooth skin beneath his touch again. It wasn’t the same without the beard, he missed it; his face missed it, as the cool air brushed against skin that had been protected from the elements for over a year now.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he admitted. She blinked away the tears that filled her eyes. “But we’ll try. I want to get closer and see if I can figure out what is going on, and who the vampire declaring herself the queen is. It will be a lot easier to get into town and try to learn something useful without Braith’s troops than it would be with them. There will also be a lot less bloodshed. Maybe there’s a way to put a stop to whatever is happening before another war starts. I’ve had enough of fighting.”
 
   He could feel her eyes burning into him, but he didn’t look at her as he stared out at the velvet black of night. The clashing ring of steel echoed in his head, the twang of bowstring and the whistle of arrows filled his ears as memories flooded his mind. The coppery stench of blood burned into his nose while screams of agony and terror filled his head. Taking a deep breath, he ran a hand through his dirt-darkened hair, tugging at the ends of it as he grappled to block out the memories washing over him.
 
   Taking a shaky breath, he lifted his head to look at her. Instinctively, he took hold of a strand of her hair. He hated he’d had to obscure the silvery strands, but the feel of it helped to calm him. The screams and blood faded away when his fingers trailed over her silken cheeks before brushing briefly across her lips. She somehow had a way of making the brutality of his existence better.
 
   Reluctantly, he pulled his hand away from her. “We’re going to need a couple of those cloaks,” he told her. “If we have any shot of blending in down there.”
 
   “Do you think it was the children?” she whispered. “Those fires?”
 
   “No,” he answered honestly. “These vampires know it will be more upsetting to those who might come to this town after they leave, if the children are left to become mad with hunger, or if they discover their dead bodies.”
 
   He knew her tremor had nothing to do with the wind blowing down from the mountain peaks. He took hold of her hand as he glanced at the lake again. “We have to move,” he told her.
 
   Keeping hold of her hand, he led her down the small trail they’d traversed to the mountaintop. His boots slid in the snow, but he managed to keep his balance by leaning against the rock wall beside him. Years of living in these mountains made Tempest far more adept at traversing the trails. Her feet were more nimble than his were as she walked with far more assurance than he did.
 
   After a few hundred feet, she tugged his hand, pulling him to a stop. He leaned against the mountain as he turned to face her. She pointed by his feet and pulling down on his hand, she knelt against the mountainside. He crouched down next to her and turned his head toward hers.
 
   “There’s a cave here,” she told him. “We’ll have to crawl into it, but it opens up once we’re inside, and it winds down into the mountain. It will save us from having to climb down the cliff for at least part of the way.”
 
   William watched as she flattened her stomach on the rocky trail. She squiggled through the snow on her stomach until her feet vanished within a hole he never would have known was there. He didn’t want to know how she’d managed to discover its existence, but getting onto his stomach, he followed behind her. Rising up on the other side, he tried to see anything before him but the blackness was so absolute even his vampire vision couldn’t detect enough light to pick out any details.
 
   “Stay close to me,” Tempest whispered from his right. “It’s only like this for half a mile or so, after that we’ll be able to see again.”
 
   “You’re going to be able to find your way out of this area?”
 
   “We may walk into a few walls in between here and there,” she said with a small chuckle. “But I’d prefer not to light another torch if we don’t have to; we need to conserve the rags.”
 
   “Walking into walls is better than climbing down the face of the mountain,” he replied.
 
   He’d spent a lot of time in caves, and trees, but he’d never done any mountain climbing. The climb up had been bad enough. His fingers still ached from gripping the rocks so tight, but at least he’d been able to see where he was putting his hands and feet; going back down would be nothing but a search mission for footholds.
 
   Her hand slid into his, taking firm possession of it. William squeezed her hand tenderly before bringing it up and pressing a kiss against her delicate flesh. She moved closer to him, her arm brushing against his as they walked deeper into the blackness. He could feel the walls closing in on them as they moved; feel the space becoming more confining. The walls didn’t brush against him, not yet, but their steps became more muffled by the encroaching rocks. He could feel the chill of them against his sides, but he didn’t touch them.
 
   William kept her close to his side as his senses strained to pick up any noise or smell out of the ordinary amongst the damp, mossy smelling rocks. He took a step to the side when the wall brushed against his right shoulder. “It doesn’t get any narrower,” Tempest said from beside him.
 
   He nodded before he realized she couldn’t see it. Before he could speak, he began to detect little pinpoints of light ahead of them. After a few more feet, light burst into his eyes, dilating his pupils as he finally took in the world surrounding them. The light came from a crevice in the wall above them; a single sliver that allowed the rays of the moon to filter in.
 
   He stopped, his eyebrows raising when he spotted the wall across from him. Unlike the other caves they’d been through, this one had paintings and drawings done in reds, browns, yellows, oranges and greens on the walls. He was able to make out bears, deer and what he assumed were horses in the faded depictions. The people in the drawings were crude but he could tell the difference between the men and the women. Mountains towered high behind the people and animals; the tips of them brushed against the clouds on the wall. He cast a questioning glance at Tempest.
 
   She smiled back at him. “They’ve been here for longer than vampires have been in this land, I think. I used to come here and wonder about the people who had painted them; what they’d been trying to say with these pictures, what their lives had been like. It was a great distraction from the orphanage.”
 
   “I bet,” he replied as his eyes continued to run over the figures who had years ago left this world.
 
   She tugged on his hand and pointed toward another tunnel. It didn’t become completely black again when he stepped into the constricted tunnel. A human probably wouldn’t be able to see, but enough light filtered in from somewhere in front of him that he could. Before they made it to the end of the cave, Tempest pulled him back, stopping him before he could exit.
 
   “This is going to come out near where I pushed that man off the cliff.” Her eyes darted away from him; a small shiver ran through her before she focused on him again. “There may be more guards out there somewhere.”
 
   William’s fangs tingled. No one would harm her. About a hundred feet ahead of them, he could see the light increasing as they neared the exit of the cave. “Stay in here,” he told her as he rested his fingers against her cheek. “I’ll check it out.”
 
   “You can’t go out there alone,” she protested.
 
   “I’m just going to look around, I’ll be fine,” he assured her.
 
   Bending, he kissed her full mouth before straightening away from her. Pulling his bow from his back, he nocked an arrow against it and carefully approached the entrance to the cave. Turning sideways, he cautiously slid in between the rocks, careful not to touch anything and accidentally alert someone to his presence.
 
   He stopped before stepping outside; he leaned his head against the wall as he strained to hear anything over the howling wind. Silently, he counted to sixty while he listened for a footstep or voices before poking his head out. He saw and heard nothing, but he wasn’t about to call Tempest out before he made sure. Glancing behind him and then ahead again, he stepped out of the cave and walked up the hill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 19 -
 
   When William disappeared from view, Tempest stepped away from the wall and followed him toward the mouth of the cave. She didn’t make a sound as she moved toward the exit. Sticking her head out, she blinked away the blowing snow sticking to her lashes.
 
   She spotted William up ahead; searching to make sure no one was around. The wind blew over her hood, causing it to flap against her ears. She pushed it back in order to hear better. Glancing down the hill, she narrowed her eyes against the snow before stepping out.
 
   William glanced back, his jaw clenched when he spotted her, but he continued onward with his bow and arrow at the ready. He took a few more steps before lowering his bow and sliding the arrow back into his quiver. He slipped the bow over his back and turned toward her again. Resting his hand against the wall, he stared down the hill at her before waving his hand in a gesture meant to tell her to get back in the cave.
 
   Tempest frowned at him before shaking her head no. She refused to return to the cave, especially when she couldn’t understand why he wanted her to. Before she knew what was happening, he took four rapid steps forward, reached into a crevice and jerked someone from inside the slot she knew only went four feet into the mountain.
 
   Tempest gawked at him as he unleashed a series of punches upon the figure in the white cloak. The crack of bone was so distinct she heard it above the wind, but she didn’t know what had broken, the vampire’s cheekbone, nose or jaw. Maybe all three crumpled beneath the forceful blows William continued to unleash with ruthless savagery.
 
   Her hand flew to her mouth; her stomach twisted as his eyes shone with red fire. Before she knew what he intended, William grabbed hold of the cloak and spun the man around. He tore the cloth from him in one violent jerk. The man teetered on the edge of the walkway, his arms spinning as he fought to maintain his balance.
 
   In a move so fast she barely registered it, William reached into his own cloak, pulled out a stake and drove it into the man’s chest. The startled cry the man released was caught up and whipped away by the wind. Lifting his leg, William leaned against the rock wall and shoved his foot into the man’s stomach. Tempest caught a glimpse of the vampire’s bulging eyes and wide-open mouth before he flipped over and tumbled out of sight.
 
   She stood, staring at the lake as the body splashed into it. So focused on the ripples flowing across the normally pristine surface, she didn’t hear William approach until he stood beside her. “Put this on,” he instructed.
 
   Tempest turned and focused on him. She blinked at the cloak he held out toward her. She was happy her hand didn’t shake when she took it from him. His hands were steady when he unclasped the brooch of her cloak. She forced herself not to grab hold of his hand to examine the blood staining the backs of his knuckles, or the bruises and cuts marring his skin. She didn’t think he’d appreciate her concern right now. He wasn’t in the mood to be babied; he was in the mood to do what had to be done.
 
   He’s a fighter, she reminded herself. A warrior who has waged many battles over the years. This was what he’d been born into and trained to do his entire life. He was lethal, she’d already known that, but the brutality of what had just occurred still had her rattled.
 
   Tugging the cloak from her shoulders, he wadded it up and threw it over the side of the mountain into the lake below. The cool breeze blowing over her slipped through her clothes and froze her already numb skin. He fitted the white cloak over her and pinned it against her throat. With a tenderness she hadn’t expected after what had just unfolded, he tugged the hood over her head and tucked her hair into it.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” she whispered.
 
   “Not mine,” he muttered before wiping the blood off in the snow at their feet.
 
   Tempest swallowed at his response, when he rose over her again his face had softened, and she saw the hesitation in his gaze. He was afraid she would reject him; instead, she took hold of his hand. She ran her hand over the back of his already healed knuckles before pressing them against her cheek.
 
   “Did you know he was there the whole time?” she asked.
 
   “Not the whole time,” he replied. “Tempest, what you saw…”
 
   “I understand,” she assured him. “It’s not something I’m used to, but I understand. Things are going to get worse, aren’t they?”
 
   “Most likely,” he replied honestly.
 
   Tempest huddled deeper into the thick white cloak. It was of far better quality than the one Pallas had pieced together. “We have to get you one.”
 
   “We will.” The gravelly, no nonsense tone of his voice made her realize she’d only seen a glimpse of what he was capable of. “Where do we go now?”
 
   Tempest pointed down the face of the mountain. “Now there’s only one way down.”
 
   He may be fearless about most things, but some of the color drained from his face when he leaned over to look down the side of the cliff. “Fun,” he murmured.
 
   “I’ll lead the way,” she said.
 
   “No, if there’s someone hiding down there, I’m not going to take the chance they could grab you.”
 
   “There’s only footholds and shelves down this way. There are no caves or places for anyone to hide. I know the way better; it will be easier for you to follow me.”
 
   He looked down the side of the mountain. “Are you sure there’s no way someone could be hiding down there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   A muscle next to his eye twitched, but he finally stepped away and gestured for her to go. Crouching down, she slid her foot over the side of the mountain until she found the first hold. She slipped over the side with William following behind her. Tempest easily found footholds and handholds amongst the rock face. William wasn’t having as easy of a time as his hands and feet searched over the rock.
 
   “It’s only another fifty feet,” she told him, keeping her voice low so it wouldn’t carry.
 
   He glanced at her before looking down. “Can they be down there?” he inquired.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Stay here.”
 
   “William…”
 
   “Stay here, Tempest. If something happens to me, get out of here and find Aria, Daniel, Braith or Jack. And actually stay here this time; I don’t want you to see it again if someone is down there, and I have to kill them.”
 
   Before he could climb away, she grabbed hold of his hand. “I don’t want to see it either, but I understand it, and I can help you. Don’t shut me out.”
 
   He rose back up so he was eye level with her. His eyes searched her face before he squeezed her hand. “I’m not shutting you out.”
 
   “You gave me training; I’ll be returning to Badwin with you. You can’t protect me from everything. It’s impossible to do so.”
 
   He continued to stare at her before finally giving a brisk nod. “When we get down there, don’t get off of this wall,” he told her. “Ok?”
 
   “Ok.” He squeezed her hand before releasing it. They climbed down until they were only seven feet away from the ledge running along the side of the mountain. He placed his hand on her back before she could let go of the mountain. ‘Stay,’ he mouthed.
 
   She bit her tongue to keep from arguing with him and kept her grip on the wall. She stayed where she was as he stepped onto the ledge. He walked underneath her, moving further down the trail before turning and heading up it. He strode beneath her again and further up the mountain before returning. Waving his hand, he gestured for her to come down.
 
   He took hold of her hand when she climbed down. “Lead the way,” he told her.
 
   ***
 
   William stood in the mouth of the cave, peering cautiously out at the town beyond. Tempest stood by his side, the cloak pulled securely over her head. He didn’t see anyone moving out there, but vampires patrolled high in the mountains across the way, keeping watch over the town. He couldn’t see the mountains above them, but he knew there would be more guards up there too.
 
   If they had another white cloak, they would be able to slip out of the cave, but he would stick out like blood on snow if he stepped out there now. He wasn’t about to take Tempest’s cloak and go out there to try and find another one; he wouldn’t take the chance of leaving her alone for any amount of time.
 
   The rattling clink of a stone hitting against the rock walls resonated through the cave system. His body stiffened as he turned in the direction the sound had come from. Taking hold of Tempest’s arm, he stepped away from the mouth of the cave. Her eyes were turbulent when she glanced up at him; her skin nearly matched the snow outside.
 
   “We have to move,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   She grabbed his hand and led him ten feet back to a small inlet carved into the cave. They slipped inside as a splash of flickering light spilled over the ground. Tempest stood before him, her back against the wall. He pressed close to her, sheltering her body with his own, as the light grew closer. He rested his hands on the wall beside her head.
 
   “So then I told her she was getting a little too attached, and I kicked her out of my bed.”
 
   This statement was followed by laughter from inside the main part of the cave. “Stupid bitch,” another man said.
 
   “Aren’t they all?” the original speaker retorted and more laughter ensued.
 
   Tempest’s nostrils flared as she turned toward the voices. A little worried she may go after the speakers, William pressed his knee against the wall beside her to keep her restrained. The glow from the men’s torches spilled the first three feet into their hiding spot as the men drew closer. Two men stepped into view, each of them carrying a torch and wearing a white cloak. His eyes latched onto those cloaks, his fingers dug into the wall beside Tempest’s head as he watched them.
 
   The space was too confining for him to be able to pull his bow free. He could use his crossbow, but the cloaks would be useless to him if they had blood on them and a hole torn through them. He could take out one with a stake, before the other one knew he was dead. Lowering his mouth, he pressed it against her ear, “I need you to stay here.” His voice was so low he wasn’t sure she heard him until her fingers curled into his cloak.
 
   Her lips pressed against his ear, “Don’t.”
 
   “We need one of those cloaks.”
 
   She held onto him for a minute more before her hands reluctantly slid away from him. He kept his mouth close to her ear, before placing a tender kiss against her temple. Stepping to the side to separate himself from her, he pulled two stakes from inside his cloak as he slid carefully in between the rock walls.
 
   He stopped at the end of the small crevice and watched the two men continue forward. One of the cloaks would have to be ruined, but he’d do everything he could to keep the other one pristine and useable. Stepping from the interior, he rushed at the back of one of the men. He didn’t like the idea of stabbing someone in the back, not after what had happened to him, but he’d meant it when he’d told Tempest he would do whatever it took to win a fight and keep her safe.
 
   The man released another cackling laugh just before William drove the stake through his back and straight into his heart. The man jerked, a startled cry escaped him as he took a couple of stumbling steps forward. The other one turned toward him, but before he knew what was going on, William drove his fist straight into his nose.
 
   Staggering backward, the man’s hand flew up to his nose to stifle the blood flowing forth. No blood on the cloak, he repeated in his head as he lunged at the man. He grabbed hold of the cloak at the man’s neck and jerked it backward. The metal of the brooch groaned as it twisted and bent before popping open. Tossing the cloak free of any bloodshed, he wrapped his hand around the man’s throat, lifted him up and propelled him backward into the rock wall.
 
   The man beat at his arms; he kicked out wildly in an attempt to dislodge William’s grasp on his neck. William twisted the stake in his hand and drove it toward the man’s chest, but the vamp dodged to the side and smashed his fist down on William’s forearm at the last second. Knocked from his grasp, the stake clattered against the rock floor as it spun away into the shadows.
 
   The man’s teeth skimmed back before he lunged at William. Spinning to the side, he barely avoided the vampire’s grasping fingers. He’d expected the vamp to come at him again, instead he changed course and ran toward the cave exit. William snarled, he raced forward and leapt onto the man’s back, bringing him down within feet of where the rocks narrowed in on each other.
 
   The vampire’s hands and feet kicked against the floor. Grabbing hold of a handful of his blond hair, William lifted his head up and smashed it into the floor with a savagery that caused bone to crack and blood to spill from the broken skin of his forehead.
 
   The man released a low wail; William stifled it by wrapping his arm around his neck and jerking it up. A gurgled choking sound escaped him. His hands flailed uselessly at William over his back. He continued to pull back until the rending of the vamp’s skull tearing from his spine echoed throughout the cave.
 
   The man’s hands fell limply to his side; he was still alive, but the snapping of his spine had left him paralyzed. He would stay that way as William wouldn’t give him a chance to heal. Climbing off him, William pulled another stake from the inside of his cloak and bent over the man who continued to make strange noises from his crushed windpipe.
 
   He didn’t look at the vampire as he drove the stake through his back and deep into his heart. The man released another strange sound before his head smashed down on the rock floor. Rising to his feet, William wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his forearm. His teeth ground together as he stared at the body.
 
   Turning away, he didn’t look at Tempest standing at the front of the small crevice where they’d hidden. He couldn’t bring himself to meet her eyes right now, not until he gained control of the bloodlust still thrumming through him. Killing had always been a necessity for his survival, but since becoming a vampire, he’d found a completely new level of pleasure in it.
 
   Since meeting her, he found himself capable of more viciousness than he’d ever dreamed possible. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for her. He didn’t feel one iota of remorse about that realization, but he didn’t want her to see the red of his eyes or the fangs still tingling with their desire to shred flesh.
 
   Pulling his cloak off, he wiped the blood from his hands on it before wiping his face. He removed the stakes from within his cloak and tugged the bag tied at his back forward. He slipped the stakes inside, readjusted the bag and grabbed the white cloak from the floor. A hasty inspection of the cloak revealed he’d managed to keep it blood free.
 
   Slipping it around his neck, he clasped his horse brooch into place before turning to find Tempest standing behind him. He’d heard her approach, but had been unwilling to face her yet. Without hesitation, she rested her hand against his cheek and rose on her toes to press a tender kiss against his lips.
 
   He hissed in a breath as a bolt of lust and something more sizzled through him. She was pulling away from him when he wrapped his arm around her waist and dragged her flush against him. Her hands flattened on his shoulders. She didn’t try to push him away as her body melded against his. Her lips parted to his gentle probing; his tongue swept inside to taste the sweet recesses of her mouth.
 
   How could she make him feel so alive, so energized and desperate, yet strangely calm all at once? Her palm pressed against his cheek, her other arm slid around his neck when he lifted her off the ground and kept her pinned to him. What he wouldn’t give to be far away from here, with only her. However, they were in a cave, and anyone could stumble across them at any second.
 
   That realization caused him to reluctantly pull away from her and lower his forehead to hers. The honeyed taste of her kiss lingered on his lips, need throbbed through his body, but they had to get out of here. He brushed back strands of her dirt-darkened hair and tucked it behind her ear.
 
   “We should go.” He couldn’t resist running his finger over her lips, still swollen from his kiss. He gave her another brief kiss before releasing her and stepping away. “I have to find somewhere to stash theses bodies.”
 
   “I know a place,” she said.
 
   He grabbed each body by the foot and dragged them into the shadowed recesses of a small side cave.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 20 -
 
   Tempest couldn’t stop her fingers from fidgeting with the sleeves of her white cloak as she stood at the mouth of the cave with William. She was better cloaked than she’d been when she’d fled here before, but she felt far more nervous now than she had then. Maybe it was because William was with her, and she had more to lose; maybe it was because they’d made it this far without being caught and a part of her believed they couldn’t stay lucky for much longer. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to take one step out of this cave.
 
   He’d been forced to take his bow and arrows off, there was no way to keep them hidden beneath his cloak, but he still had his bolts and crossbow secured discreetly to his waist. They both had stakes on them, but even knowing she was better prepared to face a threat now, she still couldn’t force herself to move.
 
   The children, she reminded herself. Her gaze slid down the backs of the buildings facing them, but the orphanage was too far away to see from here.
 
   “Stay by my side and walk as if you belong here. We’ll go to the orphanage first and see if we can get in there without being detected,” he said to her.
 
   She almost grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him back when he stepped out of the cave, but she kept her hands at her sides. Throwing her shoulders back, she stepped into the windblown snow behind him. She kept her head up as they walked toward the back of the orphanage. Her eyes picked out the vampires patrolling the area as they continued onward.
 
   There were so many of them; like ants, they seemed to be multiplying as they moved amongst the peaks and trails winding across the cliff faces. She was so focused on the mountains, she didn’t notice the white cloaked vampires approaching them until they were almost to them. Her deadened heart leapt into her throat; her flight instinct kicked into hyper-drive. She almost turned and bolted back toward the cave, but she forced herself to keep walking.
 
   They had to see the panic on her face, in her eyes, she was certain of it, but the two men and a woman only gave them a brief nod as they walked by. Her neck felt like wood as she forced her head to bow in a greeting before continuing onward. It took everything she had not to look back at them, to keep her gaze focused straight ahead. They didn’t encounter anyone else as they neared the orphanage.
 
   She stared at the building, unsure of how to approach it without drawing unwelcome attention to themselves. “That’s it,” she told him.
 
   “Keep walking,” William said.
 
   “But that’s it.”
 
   “We have to make sure Kane and his cohorts aren’t in there,” he said as they moved past the orphanage.
 
   They trudged through more of the backyards before he turned toward the right and headed for the main street. “William,” she whispered.
 
   “It will be fine, stay by me.”
 
   She went to fiddle with the cloak again, but managed to restrain herself from doing so. There were far more vampires in white cloaks here. Some of them were vampires she recognized from town. She kept her head down, her face turned away, hoping the night and the hood would keep her face mostly obscured from them.
 
   At any other time they may have assumed she’d been drawn into the ranks of the soldiers who had invaded their town, but she was certain Kane and the others had put out word to keep an eye out for her after she’d escaped. If the vampire she’d pushed over the cliff had survived, his description of her would have been circulated through the town, and everyone would have realized she was also the one who had disappeared from the orphanage.
 
   William walked close to the orphanage, his step far more casual than hers. She felt as if she had a beacon over her head screaming, imposter, but he moved as if he fit in here amongst these traitors and murderers who had turned them all into prisoners.
 
   “What is the basement like?” he inquired.
 
   “It’s mostly used for storage,” she replied. “No one goes down there often.”
 
   “Are there windows?”
 
   “One on each side of the building.”
 
   “Can we climb through them?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” He made a right between the orphanage and the house beside it. She followed behind him as they made their way down the side yard dividing the two homes. They were almost to the end of the houses when he took hold of her arm and pulled her against the wall of the orphanage.
 
   “Stay here,” he murmured to her before kneeling in the snow beside her.
 
   Sheltered in between the two buildings, little snow had fallen into this area. Her eyes darted over the street and the vampires passing by as his hands ran over the edge of the window he’d knelt before. Footprints marred the snow around them, so their footprints wouldn’t be noticed by any passersby as unusual, she hoped.
 
   Her entire body hummed with tension; she could barely stand still as a muffled pop sounded from beside her. To her it sounded as loud as cannon shot, but no one on the street glanced in their direction as they continued about their business. If she’d been human, she swore she would have had a heart attack while standing there, her knees shaking. She forced herself to remain still instead of dancing around like she itched to do.
 
   Another pop and then William vanished as swiftly as a snowflake on the tongue, into the basement beyond. She continued to stare at the street, counting the endless seconds as she waited for some sign he was safe within. A scream of frustration surged in her throat and strangled there.
 
   Please come back, she pleaded.
 
   It felt as if hours stretched by, but it was probably only a minute before he reemerged as noiselessly as a wraith beside her. “It’s safe, go on,” he told her in a low voice before stepping forward to block her from the road.
 
   She glanced at him before kneeling down and slipping through the rectangular basement window he’d opened. Her feet hit the dirt ground of the stone foundation. The scent of mildewed rocks and the musty aroma from the things stored within filled her nostrils. Old furniture and boxes had been pushed into the corners of the room; white sheets were draped over most of them. Stepping forward, she brushed aside a cobweb tickling her cheek.
 
   She moved further away from the window when William’s legs slid inside behind her. He had to squirm more than she did to get inside, but he made no sound when he dropped down beside her. He rose to his full height and turned to close and latch the window. Tempest remained unmoving as she stared into the shadowed recesses of the basement.
 
   Nothing stirred within; not even a mouse scurried across the room. Her head tilted back to look at the wooden floor above her. The pall of silence hung heavily over the home. She scented the air as she tried to detect anything past the damp, mildew scent of the room around her.
 
   Were the children and Pallas even in the home anymore?
 
   “They have to still be here,” she whispered.
 
   “They are,” he murmured.
 
   She continued to try to hear or smell anything beyond this room, but there was nothing. He’s right, she told herself. They wouldn’t have taken the children out of here, it’s late, they’re probably all asleep already.
 
   “Now what?” she whispered.
 
   “Now we wait until we’re sure Kane and the others aren’t in the house,” he replied.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, he led her deeper into the basement and toward a grouping of old couches pushed haphazardly against the back wall. She heard the first step above as he led her behind the couches. His head tilted up toward the floor. Tempest stared at him, inwardly pleading with him not to go after Kane if that’s who was above now.
 
   Beside her, a shudder ran through his body. He gestured for her to sit. Tempest perched on the edge of the sofa, prepared to launch to her feet and stop him if he tried to leave. He turned away and moved deeper into the basement. She remained rooted to her spot, but she stayed focused on his every move, watchful for any sign he would bolt out of this room.
 
   He stopped by a pile of blankets stacked on top of one of the boxes. Pulling the blankets off, he shook them out. Dust kicked out from them and swirled in the air around him. When he came back again, a streak of dust smeared his right cheek.
 
   “You have to be tired,” he said.
 
   “Exhausted,” she admitted.
 
   He gestured at the couch. “Lay down.”
 
   She glanced behind her, uncertain about having her back to the door. However, if someone came down, it would probably be best if the couch offered her some protection. She pulled her cloak off and placed it on the ground before lying on the couch. He draped the blanket over her before taking off his own cloak and setting it on the floor next to hers. She pressed her back against the couch, inching over to make enough room for him to lie down too. She had grown accustomed to having him next to her at night; she didn’t want that to change now. He settled beside her before drawing her into his arms and holding her against his chest.
 
   They were well hidden and would hear anyone opening the door, but he remained rigid against her, his gaze focused on the floor above their heads. At first, she thought he was only being vigilant, but then she realized it was because he was so close, and yet still so far, from Kane.
 
   She rested her hand on his chest, over the place where his heart had stopped beating. His wild scent filled her nose; the warmth of his body enveloped her. Sliding her leg over his, she hooked her foot around his calf. Beneath her, the thick muscle in his thigh rippled.
 
   Her fingers slid into his shirt, hoping to draw his focus to her. He gave her a wan smile and kissed her forehead before turning his attention to the floor above once more. Tempest forced herself to close her eyes, but there was no way she was going to relax when he looked about ready to run upstairs at any second.
 
   ***
 
   A yell jolted her awake in the morning. One of the children, she realized. She tried to bolt upright, but William’s hand on her back kept her down. She blinked as she stared around the dimly lit room in confusion. Memory of where they were crashed over her; her body became rigid as alarm churned within her gut. Another shout drew her eyes to the floor above them.
 
   A loud wail resonated from above. Every instinct she had screamed at her to go upstairs and see what had caused such an anguish filled cry. The stomping of boots echoed on the wood floor and caused dust to fall from the rafters above them. She tried to jerk away when a loud slap followed the thud of the boots. A startled cry from one of the young ones followed.
 
   Tears burned her eyes; she bit on her bottom lip to keep them from flowing. “Shut that brat up!” someone shouted. She recognized instantly who it was.
 
   Unfortunately, so did William.
 
   He sat up beside her on the couch. His eyes burned the color of fire, his lips skimmed back to reveal his extended fangs. Tempest leaned away as violence poured off him in waves that rattled her.
 
   He’d said he wouldn’t go after Kane, but that had been before he’d been this close to him, before he’d heard his voice. Tempest stretched her hand out and rested it against his chest. His muscles vibrated with power and with the restraint he used to keep himself sitting on the couch.
 
   “William,” she whispered.
 
   His head turned toward her. His eyes stared straight through her; she wondered if he realized she was there. Tempest remained immobile, unsure of how to act or what to do to calm him. Going on instinct alone, she grasped hold of his shirt and leaned into him. Her eyes remained open; they searched his as she pressed her lips to his.
 
   In the beginning, he remained unmoving, his eyes still blazing like the fires of Hell. Then his hand encircled her head, his fingers threaded their way through her hair, and he pulled her firmly against him. His kiss became bruising in its intensity, but she didn’t pull away from him. She’d give him whatever he needed from her.
 
   The press of his fangs against her lips caused her to jerk with excitement. His tongue swept in to taste her in deep thrusts that robbed her of all sane thought. All she could feel and taste was him. She didn’t realize she’d fallen back on the couch until he was moving over her, settling his weight on top of her.
 
   Her hands ran over his back toward his ass. She tugged the thin material of the flaxen shirt he wore up until she could settle her palms against his heated flesh. The corded muscles of his back rippled and bunched beneath her touch as he moved over her, tasting her. His muscles were chiseled perfection, but the skin beneath her fingers was supple. A low groan escaped him when he pulled her shirt up and rested his hands against the flesh of her ribcage.
 
   His palm began to move across her, circling her flesh and heating her in ways she’d never dreamed possible. Feeling more than a little out of control, she tugged incessantly at his shirt, trying to get it higher. She had to feel more of his flesh against hers, to see him and touch him everywhere. He broke the kiss as he leaned away from her and impatiently jerked his shirt over his head. When he looked at her again, his eyes were their striking blue color once more.
 
   His hands were tender when he ran his fingers over her cheek and down toward her neck. She couldn’t take her eyes away from the tanned skin of his chest; her fingers trembled when she ran them over his taut flesh. Beneath her touch, his skin rippled. He stiffened when her fingers ran over the jagged scar just below his chest.
 
   He went to grab her hand, but she shook her head no. Rising up, she pressed a kiss against the puckered flesh. This was how his humanity had ended, she realized. Her fingers dug into his back, drawing him closer as she swirled her tongue over the scar. His hand wrapped around her head, holding her closer to him as her fingers ran over his flesh.
 
   She lifted her head to look at him. He held her close to him’ his eyes searching hers before he bent and claimed her mouth once more. Angling her back down on the couch, he slid the buttons on her shirt free, his eyes taking her in hungrily as he gazed down at her bared flesh.
 
   Goose bumps broke out across her skin; she bit into her bottom lip as she watched him taking her body in. She wanted him back against her, touching her again, but she couldn’t get enough of him looking at her and caressing her with such reverence. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he lowered himself back over her.
 
   A sigh of pleasure escaped her when his bare flesh pressed against hers. His heady, smoky and outdoor aroma enveloped her as he took firm possession of her mouth once more. Her fingers raked over his back; she tried to pull him closer against her, but she didn’t think she’d ever be able to get close enough to him.
 
   The press of his fangs against her lips caused her to squirm. Before she could stop it, her own fangs extended to scrape across his full bottom lip. A rumble of pleasure escaped him, his hands slid down to the button on her pants. Her toes curled as she grabbed more fervently at his flesh. The world spun out of control at the same time it became so simple and focused.
 
   They were the only ones who existed, the only ones who mattered. It was all happening so fast, she’d been trying to keep her distance from him, but she knew now that would be impossible. Neither of them knew how much time they had left, not when their enemies stood only a floor above. Not when the peace they’d all come to know was hanging by such a thin string.
 
   No matter how much the reasonable side of her said she should stop this, that she’d only get her heart broken, the other side of her was screaming at her to take something for herself finally. To give into the desire he stoked in her with only a look. She refused to die without knowing what this man felt like. She may not be in love with him, or perhaps she was, she didn’t know, and she certainly couldn’t think straight when his hands were sliding her pants down her legs.
 
   “I’ve never,” she whispered when he tugged her pants off.
 
   The fingers running over her bare thighs froze. His gaze burned into hers before he leaned forward and clasped her cheeks within his hands. “Do you want to stop?”
 
   She bit on her bottom lip, wincing when her fangs punctured her flesh. His eyes fastened on the bead of blood forming on her lip. The hunger in his gaze caused a small mewl to escape her. The last thing she wanted was for him to stop. “No, I just… I thought you should know.”
 
   She hated the heat burning up her cheeks and face. He clasped hold of her cheeks as he bent to press a feathery kiss against her lips. She forgot all about her hesitation and apprehension as he kissed her with a tenderness that aroused her more than his demanding kisses had. Her world became focused on him again and the astonishing way he could make her feel so cherished and alive.
 
   A small gasp escaped her; she bit her lip to keep from crying out when he moved into her. Her fingers dug into his back, she pressed her chin into his shoulder. “The pain will fade,” he murmured in her ear. “Hold onto me.”
 
   He didn’t have to tell her that; she would hold onto him forever. Despite the discomfort, nothing had ever felt so right in her life as this man and this moment. Her heart swelled with love, quickly diminishing any doubts she may have had about her feelings for him. He was raw, he was ruthless, and he was holding her and touching her as if she were the most precious jewel in the world.
 
   She turned her face into his neck and kissed him as waves of love and rightness crashed over her. She’d never expected to feel anything like this in her life. Clinging to him, shaking from the emotions rattling her and the strength of the bond she felt growing between them, she realized her soreness had faded.
 
   He pressed soft kisses against her ear and neck. His hands slid over her bared flesh again, stoking her passion back to life. She lost track of time, lost track of everything except for him.
 
   When it was over, she was shaking with emotion. He held her against his chest, his large body wrapped possessively around hers. She didn’t know if she felt like crying with joy or terror over everything happening between them. Sometime over the past week she’d come to love this man far more than she’d ever dreamed possible. She couldn’t lose him, yet she was convinced she would.
 
   His heated mouth grazed her ear, her toes rubbed against the bristly hairs on his shins causing shivers to slide over her cooling skin. “Are you ok?” he whispered in her ear.
 
   “Yes,” she murmured as her fingers traced the corded muscles of his forearms. She didn’t know if that was true or not, but while she was in his arms she would choose to believe it. Her palm slid over a whiter, fainter scar on his upper thigh. Questions formed in her mind, but she decided later would be a better time for the conversation. She didn’t want to risk him withdrawing from her, not after what they’d just shared.
 
   “I took a spear through the leg during the war,” he murmured when her fingers hovered above the jagged mark.
 
   Her eyes flew to his; her heart leapt into her throat. He’d answered and he hadn’t withdrawn from her. “What about these?” she asked, taking hold of one of his hands and running her fingers over his scarred palm.
 
   He stared down at his hand like he’d never seen the scars before or had forgotten they were there. His muscles flexed beneath her as behind her back, he lifted his other hand up and opened his palm to reveal the other scar. “I grabbed hold of the sword Kane ran me through with.”
 
   Tempest became rigid as she waited for his face to become shuttered and his eyes to turn red. A line creased his forehead, but he didn’t retreat from her. “So much pain,” she said.
 
   He smiled as he brushed back a strand of her hair. “If something is worth having, then you must expect some pain and sacrifice in order to achieve it. I would have sacrificed even more to attain freedom and peace in this land.” She swallowed the lump in her throat as she ran her fingers through the dark red, bristly hairs on his chest. “I’d sacrifice everything for those I love and care for.”
 
   Her hands stilled in their exploration of his body. “Anything,” he said and brought her knuckles to his lips to kiss them. “I will keep you safe, Tempest.”
 
   Unwillingly a single tear slid free. He wiped it away before kissing her cheek. His mouth tickled her ear; she couldn’t help but smile. Gradually she became aware of the noises upstairs again, the movement of little feet on the floor, the murmurs of voices trying not to be heard.
 
   “Are Kane and his men still up there?” she inquired.
 
   His head tilted back and to the side. “I don’t know,” he said after a little bit. His eyes twinkled teasingly when he looked at her again. “Someone distracted me.”
 
   She chuckled as she turned her head to look at him. His fingers brushed over her cheeks before he grasped her chin and gave her a kiss. “We should get dressed.”
 
   Disappointment filled her, but she knew he was right. He pulled her closer against his chest in a brief hug before reluctantly releasing her. Tempest gathered her clothes and quickly slid them on as heavy steps moved across the floor. She knew immediately it wasn’t any of the children or Pallas. William froze in the middle of pulling his cloak on again, his hands stilled on the brooch when the footsteps stopped near the door to the basement.
 
   Tempest became completely still as she listened for any more noise. William glanced toward her, his eyes a shimmering red again. Before the knob on the handle began to turn, he grabbed her cloak and pulled her down to the floor. Tempest bit back a cry when he pushed her beneath him and shoved her cloak under the couch.
 
   He pulled his own cloak off and thrust it under the sofa, storing away the bright white beacons. He tugged his crossbow free and pulled her close against his chest. Giving her a nudge, he pointed toward the end of the sofa and stayed over the top of her when she crawled toward where he’d indicated.
 
   Tempest cautiously poked her head around the corner of the couch. The heavy footsteps thumped down the wooden stairs, causing them to shake beneath the weight of whoever descended. They were in the far corner of the basement, tucked away behind the couches and stacks of furniture, but she felt as exposed as she would if she were standing stark naked in the center of the room.
 
   Would they be scented? She wondered frantically as William’s arm tightened around her, and the feet stopped in the center of the stairs. The scent of mildew was stifling, but was it enough to cover the odor of what had occurred between them? A single bead of sweat trickled down her temple and onto her cheek. Frustration and apprehension made her belly twist; she gritted her teeth together as she fought the urge to scream.
 
   The feet continued onward until legs, thighs, and finally a chest emerged. She knew it was Kane before she saw the back of his nearly bald head, but then she felt she’d know who it was the second the door opened. Kane turned toward the window they’d climbed in through, walked four feet forward and grabbed a blanket from a stack of boxes in the corner. Beside her, William remained immobile, but she could feel the tension vibrating his muscles.
 
   Please stay with me, she implored, but she fully expected him to launch to his feet and bolt across the basement at Kane. Instead, he remained beside her, his eyes the color of rubies once more. He didn’t look at her when she slid her hand onto his.
 
   Kane turned away and climbed back up the stairs. Her shoulders sagged when the door crashed shut again. Beside her, William bowed his head and took a deep breath. He shuddered; his fingers unfurled from where they’d dug into the floor.
 
   He leaned against the sofa; his head fell back as he took another breath. She sat and stared at him, unsure of what to say or do. She’d given herself to this man, someone she didn’t really know, but loved and trusted. A man who was as violent and savage as he was kind and caring, whose reddened eyes turned back to blue when he took hold of her hand.
 
   She had no idea what would happen when they walked out of this room, but she believed that because he hadn’t gone after Kane now, he wouldn’t snap and do it later. That was what she told herself anyway, but she knew there was no guarantee.
 
   She couldn’t shake the hideous feeling that one, or both of them, would not be making it out of this town alive.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 21 -
 
   William kept hold of Tempest’s hand as he edged his way carefully up the stairs. The front door had opened and closed a half an hour ago; some laughter from the children had been heard since then and what sounded like a ball bounced across the floor. All things he didn’t think would be happening if Kane and his cohorts were still upstairs.
 
   Tempest stayed close against his back, the heat of her body warming him. Her wintry scent was still emblazoned on his skin and in his nostrils. Soothing him even as he longed to throw open the door, rush into the street, and beat Kane to within an inch of his life before tearing his heart out.
 
   He wasn’t entirely sure what had happened between the two of them. He’d stayed away from women since his change because he’d been uncertain if he could keep himself from harming them, but when he’d been touching her and kissing her, he’d known nothing but peace and a feeling of belonging so strong, he’d never known something like it could exist. He’d had no concern over hurting her; he’d simply known he never would have. He’d die to make sure no one ever hurt her. He would not lose her.
 
   He had to be more careful, he’d let his guard down, he’d forgotten where he was and what was going on when he’d been with her. If Kane had come down those stairs five minutes earlier, they would have both been captured and most likely killed. He could never take that chance with her again. She’d come to mean more to him than any other woman he’d ever known in the short time they’d been together, and he didn’t intend to ever let her go.
 
   Glancing back at her, he met her troubled eyes as she hovered by his shoulder. No, he definitely wouldn’t let himself be distracted in such a way again. No matter what it took, he would keep her protected and safe.
 
   Grabbing hold of the doorknob, he turned it to the side and opened it a centimeter. He kept his crossbow before him as he nudged the door open further with his toe and poked his head out. No one moved on the other side of the door, but voices drifted from down the hall. Tempest stepped out beside him; her hand clamped around his as her gaze traveled up and down the hall.
 
   She gestured toward the back of the house and turned away from the voices. Walking with her, he followed her into a dining room. They had just stepped inside the room when a boy walked in from the other side. William jerked the crossbow up and aimed it at his heart.
 
   The boy froze, his eyes widened as a startled, “Ugh,” escaped him.
 
   Tempest leapt forward and threw her arms up in front of the child. “No!” she hissed. “It’s Abbott. He’s a friend.”
 
   Tempest drew the boy’s attention from him when she spoke. A radiant smile lit his face before he threw his arms around her waist, rocking her back a step. “Tempest!”
 
   “Shh,” she whispered, enveloping him in a hug. “The children can’t know we’re here. It could put them in jeopardy, and they’re not very good at keeping secrets.”
 
   “Sorry,” he whispered back sheepishly. His gaze flew nervously to William before he focused on her again. “I’m glad you’re safe.”
 
   “You too. Are all those men out of the house?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. You have to get the children upstairs and settled, now. Is Pallas out there?” she inquired.
 
   The boy nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Tell her to stay behind with you,” Tempest instructed.
 
   The boy released her. William watched him walk out of the room before turning to Tempest. Her face had paled as she listened to the scuffling feet and protests coming from the other room. “No complaints or you won’t be able to come back down,” Abbott admonished.
 
   Tempest leaned against the wall and rubbed at her temples. Stepping closer to her, William wrapped his arm around her shoulders and held her close. He strained to listen for the front door opening and those men returning. Instead all he heard were the muted footfalls of the young boy approaching before he stepped into the doorway again.
 
   “They’re all upstairs,” Abbott said.
 
   Tempest kept hold of his hand as she led him into the front room. William squeezed her hand before releasing it. He strode over to the thick drapes on the window and pulled back the corner to peer outside into the street.
 
   “Why did you want the children upstairs, Abbott?” A young, curvaceous woman asked as she appeared in the other doorway leading toward the hall. She stopped mid-step before releasing a small cry and racing across the room to throw her arms around Tempest. Tempest happily embraced the woman he assumed was Pallas.
 
   William turned his attention back to the street and the vampires, mostly in white, walking up and down the road. Some of them stood in front of the buildings with their hands clasped before them and their shoulders thrown back. At the end of the road, he saw the large hotel Tempest had told him about.
 
   Is the fake queen in there? He pondered as he stared at the building. He kept himself positioned so he could look outside while they talked with Abbott and Pallas.
 
   “Who are you?” Abbott asked him.
 
   “A friend. He’s here to help us,” Tempest replied hastily.
 
   “Where did you meet?” Pallas inquired.
 
   William turned toward her in time to find Pallas’s gaze running over him admiringly, before lingering on his ass. He glanced at Tempest who folded her arms over her chest and glowered at her friend. Pallas’s eyebrows shot up when she turned to find Tempest glaring at her.
 
   Good, she’s just as possessive of me as I am of her; William hid a smile before focusing on the street again.
 
   “What did they do when they realized I was gone?” Tempest inquired.
 
   “They tore the house apart,” Abbott answered. “Then the town.”
 
   “Did they hurt any of you?”
 
   “No. They were enraged, and more than a little puzzled as to how you escaped without notice.”
 
   “They know you went through the mountains,” Pallas said. “And sent a lot of troops to look for you there, with no luck obviously.”
 
   “How did they know that?” William demanded.
 
   Pallas glanced at him before focusing on Tempest again. “The guy you pushed off the cliff survived.”
 
   Tempest ran a hand through her dirty hair. “I don’t know how to feel about that,” she murmured. William took hold of Tempest’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, she was tougher than she gave herself credit for, but she wasn’t a killer.
 
   “What happened with that man?” Pallas asked. “Did he hurt you?”
 
   Unable to hold it back, a growl emanated from William at the thought. Pallas glanced between the two of them before her mouth quirked in a smile. “He would have, but he didn’t get the chance,” Tempest replied.
 
   If he got the chance to find him, William would kill him too. Tempest may not have the stomach for it, but he did. “He’s probably still in this town,” William said.
 
   “Most likely,” Pallas agreed.
 
   “Have they been bringing you blood?” Tempest asked.
 
   “They brought us blood the other day, but for the most part they’ve been ignoring us,” Abbott said.
 
   “What has been going on in the town?” William asked.
 
   Abbott folded his hands before him, his fingers fidgeted nervously with each other. “The blizzard shut a lot of the activity down, but I think they’re getting ready to move on since the storm stopped.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “There’s been a lot more activity since yesterday, and they started packing their belongings in the house.”
 
   “I don’t know what they’re going to do with us,” Pallas said.
 
   He did, but he wasn’t about to tell either of them that, yet. “Have you seen this so called queen?” he inquired.
 
   “No, but are you sure she’s not the queen?” Abbott asked.
 
   “No, she is most certainly not the queen,” William grated through his teeth.
 
   Abbott and Pallas exchanged a look before focusing on Tempest. “How did you two meet?” Pallas inquired of her.
 
   “I got caught up in the storm when I left the mountains, William saved me,” Tempest replied.
 
   “And how do you know she’s not the queen?” Abbott asked.
 
   “I just know.” He was unwilling to reveal any more about himself right now, not until they were free of this town and there was no chance someone could turn him in.
 
   “We can trust him,” Tempest urged. “Believe me, we can.”
 
   They both nodded, but he could see the uncertainty in their gazes as they surveyed him from head to toe and back again. Pallas’s gaze wasn’t admiring this time, but analytical when it settled on his face. Her head tilted to the side; her nose wrinkled as she planted her hands on her hips.
 
   “If you think so,” she said to Tempest.
 
   “I know so,” Tempest replied. “Have the fires been going since I left?”
 
   “They started again last night,” Abbott said.
 
   “How long do you think the men staying here will be gone?” William asked.
 
   “At least a few hours, that’s usually how long they’re out anyway,” Pallas said.
 
   Dropping the curtain into place, he turned toward Tempest. “I’m going to go out there and see what I can learn. Is there some place you can stay hidden, besides the basement?”
 
   “I’m coming with you,” she protested.
 
   “I’d prefer it if you stay here.”
 
   Her chin jutted out and her eyes narrowed. “No.”
 
   “I can move faster by myself.”
 
   “I know this town far better than you. I can help you find what you need, and I can help you get away if it becomes necessary.”
 
   “They may recognize you; the only one who knows me is Kane.” He could practically hear her teeth grating together as she tried to come up with a new argument for him.
 
   “No one will recognize me, not in one of their cloaks and with my hair this color.”
 
   “Tempest…”
 
   “I’m not staying here, William. No matter what you say. I’ll only follow you out later if you try to leave me here”
 
   He rubbed at the stubble already starting to line his jaw. She continued to stare defiantly at him with her shoulders thrown back and her eyes unwavering from his. “I don’t want you out there, it could be dangerous.”
 
   “I could say the same to you.”
 
   He released a snort of laughter. “You and my sister will get along well,” he muttered. “We’ll have to darken your hair again; the color has worn off a lot.”
 
   She gave him a small smile. “Easy enough.”
 
   “There’s some shoe polish in the closet in the hall. I’ll get it,” Abbott offered.
 
   “Go and get the cloaks,” he said to her, unwilling to leave her here alone in case Kane or the others came back.
 
   “I will.” She hurried from the room.
 
   His attention was drawn back to the window when a line of horses rode into view. There were at least thirty vampires out there, all riding tall in the saddle. He struggled to recall the last time he’d sent word back to Aria that he was still alive. It had been before Chester, but he couldn’t remember the exact number of days. He couldn’t allow her to start searching for him, couldn’t allow her to enter into this town unprepared. He knew she would wait only so long before she hunted him down, he had no doubt about it.
 
   He believed he had at least seven days before Aria started looking for him, but time had become a blur in his mind. It would be enough time to get free of this town again. He could feel Pallas’s gaze burning curiously into his back, but he didn’t look at her again. He had no answers for any of her questions.
 
   “Here.” His attention was pulled from the window when Abbott arrived again and handed out a tin of black shoe polish.
 
   “This is going to make a mess,” he said as he took it from him. “Thank you.”
 
   Abbott stepped away from him as Tempest reappeared in the doorway with two white cloaks draped over her arm. “Can you get me a towel?” he asked Abbott.
 
   “Yeah.” Abbott walked out of the room as William unscrewed the top of the shoe polish. He dipped his fingers inside and dabbed some of the black polish on them before turning his attention to Tempest. “Put the cloaks on the couch for now.”
 
   Tempest tossed the cloaks over the back of the couch and stepped toward him. He began to rub the shoe polish onto her hair, careful not to use too much, so he didn’t get it everywhere. Her silvery hair had become a deep brown color by the time he stepped away from her. The sable color emphasized her pale complexion and made her eyes seem nearly black, but there was no concealing her subtle beauty.
 
   Sighing, he wiped his hands on the towel Abbott handed him. He gently ran it over her hair to wipe away any excess polish that would stain the hood of her cloak. The color had lightened by the time he was done, but it was still a chestnut color, and he was satisfied no more would come off her hair. Done, he handed the tin over for her to use on him.
 
   “Not too much,” he told her as she dipped her fingers in and smeared it into his hair.
 
   When she was done, she toweled his hair off and stepped away. “There’s no red left,” she sounded saddened by this as she put the top back on the polish and gave it to Abbott.
 
   “Good.”
 
   She stared at him before turning to Pallas and Abbott. “If they come back before us, open the curtains to let us know it isn’t safe to come inside,” she told them.
 
   “We will,” Abbott promised and slipped the tin into his pocket.
 
   “Is that woman still staying in the hotel?” William asked.
 
   “Yes,” Pallas replied.
 
   William lifted the cloak and draped it over his shoulders before pinning it at his throat. Tempest swung hers onto her shoulders; her fingers shook on her brooch. He took hold of her hands at her throat and slipped the pin from her shaking fingers. Her eyes searched his while he locked the pin into place.
 
   “We may not be able to make it back here tonight,” he said to Abbott and Pallas. “Don’t worry if we don’t and continue on as if nothing has changed. We’ll return here as soon as we can.”
 
   “We will,” Pallas assured him.
 
   William tugged Tempest’s hood into place, then checked to make sure none of the shoe polish rubbed off on it. “You’re to stay beside me, no matter what,” he told her.
 
   “I will,” she promised.
 
   “I mean it Tempest; if you don’t stay by my side, I’ll drag you back here.”
 
   “That attention probably wouldn’t be for the best.” Her tone was teasing, but a muscle near his eye jumped to life; his hands curled around the edge of her hood as he held her close. He’d said yes to this, but the last thing he wanted was for her to step outside and into whatever was going on out there. Her hands encircled his; she squeezed them reassuringly. “I’ll stay by your side.”
 
   He took a deep breath and forced himself to let go of her hood. Taking a step away, he fought the impulse to seize hold of her hand and drag her from this town. He never should have brought her back here, he realized. He should have taken her to Aria and Braith, and all of their troops who could have stood guard over her.
 
   He never could have taken her to them without coming here first, he realized in the next instant. He’d give up his life for her, but there were thousands upon thousands of other lives that depended on the king and queen too. Tempest was immeasurably important to him, but the peace they’d all helped to establish was immeasurably important to thousands. He couldn’t have taken her to Aria and Braith without knowing at least something of what they might be facing.
 
   He now understood how Braith and Aria had felt when they’d had to choose the greater good over each other. He didn’t like it one bit, but it had to be done.
 
   Tempest turned away from him, she embraced her friends before following him out the backdoor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 22 -
 
   William kept his head up as they made their way down the snow-covered street. Vampires moved around them, going about their business with no idea that he and Tempest lurked within their midst. These vampires were confident no one would uncover what they were up to, at least not until they were able to inflict the maximum amount of damage. They’d probably assumed Tempest had been lost in the storm or killed by the monsters they’d set loose in the mountains. They were overconfident enough to have become careless.
 
   That was one thing on their side, he decided.
 
   He kept his ears attuned to the conversations surrounding them, but most of them were rather mundane comments about the steel gray sky and the possibility of more snow. He hadn’t expected them to be openly talking about their plans, but he’d hoped for some explanation as to what was going on in this small town.
 
   “The blood bank is down the road on our left. Pallas and I shared a home on that road,” Tempest said.
 
   William continuously searched the vampires surrounding them. He didn’t plan to go after Kane, not with her at his side, but he wanted to see the piece of garbage again. “Take me past the blood bank.” She made a left and headed down a different street. “Do you see anyone you recognize?”
 
   She lifted her head and glanced over the vampires before ducking her head again. “I’ve seen a few I recognize from town, but most I don’t know.”
 
   They walked to the end of the road where she made a right and led the way down another street. The road wrapped around the back of the hotel, revealing the back of the large, red brick building. It was one of only a few buildings made from brick in the town. William’s eyes ran over the back of the building. All of the curtains were drawn over the windows, but he could see the flicker of candles through the drapes. At least a hundred cloaked vampires stood in the backyard, their shoulders thrown back, their chins raised and their right hands clasping a spear like the good soldiers they were.
 
   Turning a corner, they walked down the road running along the side of the building. There were at least another hundred soldiers lined up on the side of it. These men and women were definitely determined to protect whoever resided within there.
 
   “Keep moving,” he urged Tempest when she started to slow.
 
   There had to be a way to see who was in that building, but he had no idea how to go about doing it. He pondered this as they walked past the orphanage. The curtains were still drawn over the front window, the home remained quiet in the fading sun filtering down the street.
 
   Under normal circumstances, he imagined this town had once been quaint and beautiful, now it felt as cold and desolate as a tomb. His gaze slid over the hundreds of vampires in the streets before he surveyed the mountains and peaks again. The vampires there weren’t patrolling the tops of the mountains; they were lined midway up the cliff face and walking around the ledges etched into the surface. His gaze came back down to the homes nestled so closely together within the valley.
 
   Possibilities of a way to introduce himself to the vampire calling herself the queen began to dance through his head. There was only one way he could think of that would work. The idea forming in his head was crazy, and may get him killed, but he had no idea how else to get close to her.
 
   He glanced at Tempest’s bent head. He had to keep her protected, but she wouldn’t leave this town without the children, and he didn’t know how to sneak them all out of here safely, unless his plan worked. If his plan worked, the invading vampires would be so distracted they would never see a small group fleeing across the open snow toward the mountains.
 
   The crowd parted and across the way, he spotted a familiar ugly face amongst the vampires. His step faltered as everything around him faded away and his gaze became pinpointed upon Kane. Everything he’d been preparing for over the past five months was within his grasp. He could have Kane staked through the back and squirming on the ground like the snake he was before the vampires knew he was there.
 
   His fangs pierced the inside of his lip. He barely tasted the blood that trickled into his mouth. Tempest’s hand wrapped around his bicep as she pressed against his side. The world crashed back around him; the vampires and buildings that had faded away at the sight of Kane burst back into view again. The noise he’d tuned out once more pounded against his eardrums.
 
   Warm blood trickled across his palms when he unfolded them; he hadn’t realized he’d torn open the flesh of his hands until now. Careful not to get any blood on his cloak, he knelt in the street and wiped away the red drops from his already healing wounds.
 
   “William,” she whispered tremulously, her hand still on his arm.
 
   He rested his hand briefly on her elbow and jerked his head to the right. He could feel the heat of her flesh beneath his touch; her brown eyes were troubled and searching when they briefly met his. “Let’s go back,” he said.
 
   Her eyes closed. “Yes,” she breathed.
 
   His fingers itched with the urge to stroke her cheek in order to reassure her further, but he couldn’t take the risk of drawing any unnecessary attention to themselves. When they were safely hidden away again, he’d do plenty of reassuring.
 
   She followed him around to the back of the orphanage and inside once more. Abbot and Pallas were standing in the dining room doorway. Abbott twisted his hands before him, while Pallas shifted from foot to foot.
 
   “They’ll probably be back soon,” Pallas whispered.
 
   Keeping his hand on Tempest’s elbow, William hurried her toward the basement door. “Wait, the attic might be better,” Tempest told him. “If Kane went into the basement this morning, he may go down there again.”
 
   “Is the attic over where they’re staying?” he asked.
 
   “It is, but they shouldn’t be able to smell us or hear us in there. The attic was where we would sometimes hide as children.”
 
   “No one ever found us up there,” Pallas confirmed.
 
   He glanced at the basement door before looking at the stairs leading toward the second floor. “Are there windows and another way out from up there?”
 
   “Yes,” Tempest said.
 
   “Can we get past the children without them seeing us?”
 
   “I’ll make sure they’re in one of the rooms, and they stay there,” Pallas replied.
 
   Kane hadn’t noticed them in the basement this morning, there had been plenty of places to hide, but he was used to moving and changing his locations. His instincts screamed at him to not be in the same place two nights in a row. “We’ll get our supplies and move into the attic.”
 
   “I’ll get the children out of the way,” Pallas said.
 
   He watched her hurry up the stairs. “Stay here,” he said to Tempest and dashed down the stairs. He couldn’t shake the thought that their time was running out; he could practically feel Kane and his cohorts closing in on them. He grabbed his saddlebags and some blankets from where they’d spent last night and ran up the stairs again. Tempest waited for him at the bottom of the stairs to the second floor when he emerged.
 
   She took hold of his hand and led him swiftly up the stairs, past the rows of closed doors to the one Pallas and Abbott stood outside. “Let us know when it’s safe to come out tomorrow,” William told them. “I have a plan to get us out of here. The sooner we get it done, the sooner we can get out of this town.”
 
   Pallas bit on her lip and nodded enthusiastically. “We have to go soon.”
 
   “We will,” he promised.
 
   “What about the children?” Tempest asked. “They have to come with us.”
 
   “We’ll get them out of here too.”
 
   He took hold of her elbow again and led her up the rickety stairs to the attic above. Below them, the door closed, the dim light it had provided faded away but faint slivers of illumination could be seen shining underneath the door. At the top of the stairs, Tempest opened another door. He stepped through it and into the massive attic.
 
   Boxes were stacked from floor to ceiling in the corners of the room, cobwebs dangled from the thick wood beams running across the ceiling. The layer of dust coating everything would have made him sneeze if he’d still been human. Now it tickled his nose and filtered up around him when his footsteps fell onto the thick wood covering the floor. The dust sparkled in the fading sunlight filtering through the round windows at each side of the house.
 
   He placed the blankets on the floor before walking over to one of the windows. There was no latch to open the windows; he’d have to bust the glass out if escape became necessary. He gazed down at the small alley between the orphanage and the building beside it. The twenty-five foot fall into the snow would be nothing for a vampire.
 
   Satisfied they would have warning if someone was coming, and they’d have a chance of escape, he turned to Tempest. She stood in the middle of the attic, her fingers near her mouth as she bit at her nails. Pulling her hand away, she scowled at her fingers before shoving them down to her side. He hated the shoe polish in her pale hair and the uneasiness in her warm brown eyes, but he drank in the sight of her.
 
   “What is this plan of yours?” she inquired in a low voice.
 
   “Later,” he said as he approached her. “I simply need to be with you right now.”
 
   Her mouth parted at his words; her eyes followed his every step until he stood before her. Resting his palms against her slender face, he cradled her cheeks in his hands as he bent to place a kiss against her luscious mouth. A sigh of pleasure escaped him, when her lips parted to the invasion of his tongue.
 
   He’d never tasted or experienced anyone like her. The bond between them had been growing, but now he could almost feel it simmering between them, just as he could sometimes feel it between Braith and Aria, and Jack and Hannah. He didn’t know what it meant, but he found he didn’t care as her hands slipped beneath his shirt. He could figure it out later, now was for the two of them.
 
   The minty taste of her filled his mouth; she was sweeter and more intoxicating than the finest wine. His hands slid into her hair. He pulled her closer and pressed her firmly against his chest. The heated pressure of her flesh against his was nearly his undoing. He couldn’t wait to rid her of the cumbersome clothes blocking him from being able to touch her as he lowered her carefully to the floor.
 
   Later, when they’d finally separated themselves from each other and dressed again to make a speedy escape, he told her his plan. Silence filled the house beneath them; he didn’t hear anyone moving about as he spoke. Her fingers dug into the flesh of his chest; her head lifted so she could look at him.
 
   “William, that’s insane,” she whispered.
 
   “It will work,” he assured her as he brushed the hair back from her face. “At the very least it will provide a cover for you and the children to escape.”
 
   “Not without you.”
 
   “With or without me, you’re going to have to get out of this town, Tempest. My sister turned me, she can find me, and she will come here looking for me, or send others for me if I don’t get word back to her soon. They can’t walk into this insanity unprepared. They won’t kill me.”
 
   At least he hoped they wouldn’t kill him, but he believed it would be far more likely they would try to use him as leverage against Aria and Braith. He couldn’t think about that possibility, not when Tempest was staring down at him with fear-filled eyes. Lifting his finger, he traced it over her full bottom lip. The smell of her blood pricked his appetite and caused his fangs to tingle. His mouth watered; his finger stilled on her lips as he relished the scent of her.
 
   “You can’t guarantee they won’t kill you,” she murmured.
 
   “They’ll know who I am. They’ll want me alive.”
 
   Drawing her head down to him, he lightly ran his tongue over her bottom lip. “You can’t know that,” she replied against his lips, refusing to be drawn into his kiss. “I don’t like this at all.”
 
   “It will work,” he assured her.
 
   “What about the other vampires of this town? The ones who haven’t been drawn in or are still locked away? What will become of them?”
 
   “This will give them more of a chance to escape than they have now. There was never much of a chance for them, even if we had gone to Aria and Braith. We never would have gotten back here in time to save any of them. This is the only opportunity they could have.”
 
   Tears brimmed in her eyes; with the pads of his thumbs, he wiped away the ones sliding free. “Are you doing this because of Kane?”
 
   “No,” he answered honestly. “If I get to take him out it would be an added bonus, but if I don’t, then I don’t. I will take whatever chance I can to get free. I promise you that, Tempest. You are far more important to me now than he is.”
 
   Her eyes widened at his words. Before she could speak, he pulled her down for another kiss. She looked dazed; her lips were enticingly swollen when he broke the kiss again and smiled up at her. If she’d been about to argue more with him, or perhaps somehow deny what he’d told her, she’d completely forgotten about it now.
 
   He gave her a lazy smile of satisfaction as he played with a strand of her hair. “Come on, lay down, you’re tired.”
 
   She settled in against him, but her hand on his chest trembled. The supple curves of her lithe body fit perfectly against the hardness of his. He brushed the hair away from her neck as he fought the hunger tearing through him. He hadn’t been feeding as well as he normally did, but he’d never felt this burning clamoring for blood before. She smelled of winter, but her blood lit his body on fire.
 
   Holding her close to him, he turned his nose into her hair and inhaled her scent. “I’ll be fine,” he promised when he felt the wetness of her tears against his neck.
 
   Her lashes tickled his skin when she blinked back her tears. “You have to be,” she whispered. “You’re important to me, too.”
 
   He dragged her so forcefully against him that it had to have left a bruise, but she didn’t make a sound of protest, and she didn’t try to break free from his hold. Instead, her grip on him became crushing in its intensity. He didn’t protest either.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest stood within the shadows of the attic, listening as heavy footsteps thudded across the floor beneath them. She glanced at William, standing by the window and staring down at the side yard separating this house from the one next door. Most of the shoe polish had faded from his hair to reveal its auburn color.
 
   Her own hair had faded to a lighter color, but the blonde pieces were still obscured. She pushed it over her shoulder when he turned his head to look at her. His eyes ran over her from head to toe, the hungry gleam in his gaze causing her blood to quicken. She’d meant to stay away, but she found herself irresistibly drawn toward him.
 
   She had to protect her heart, what he planned to do was completely insane and might get him killed. Her chest constricted and a lump formed in her throat. She’d known him for such a short time, yet he’d come to mean so much to her. He took hold of her hand when she extended it to him and pulled her against his side. She stared out at the side yard before turning to look at the vampires moving up and down the street.
 
   “If you survive this and somehow manage to get free, then what?” she inquired.
 
   “We’ll go to my sister.”
 
   “Can’t we just go to her now?”
 
   “I have to know what we could be facing with this woman and who she is. The war was awful Tempest, the fighting, the death…” His eyes were haunted when they met hers. “If there’s any way I can help to prevent even one death, I’m going to do it.”
 
   She closed her eyes, unable to argue with him further as she rested her forehead against his chest. There was far more at stake than just their happiness or their future. No matter how selfish and childish she wanted to be, and it was taking everything she had not to stomp her feet and throw a tantrum like a child denied their toy, but she knew she couldn’t act that way. Other lives depended on her ability to stay level headed and focused on something other than her own wants and needs.
 
   Therefore, she remained mute and inwardly weeping for all they might have had. She was petrified she might never see him again, and if by some miracle she did, she didn’t know what the circumstances might be. No, she had no idea what would become of him, or them, but she would get the children out of here. It had always been her main goal, and she had to stay focused on it.
 
   Her hands curled into his shirt. She didn’t think she could bring herself to release him. His lips were warm when he pressed a kiss against the top of her head. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his chest.
 
   What of us? The question stuck in her throat. She couldn’t bring herself to ask such a needy question, not when she was afraid of the answer, and not if these moments could be the last they had together.
 
   More tears burned her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “I’m going to be fine,” he said. “I’ve put myself in worse scrapes than this one, and I’m still here.” A small laugh escaped her; she turned her head into his chest and inhaled his earthy aroma. Beneath her hands she felt his skin ripple. His hands ran over her arms in a comforting gesture. “You have to keep yourself safe too; you have the most important part in all of this.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me; I’m used to going unnoticed. Just don’t get yourself killed.”
 
   “It’s impossible for me not to notice you,” he whispered against her ear. “And I won’t.”
 
   He kissed her cheek before the warmth of his mouth steadily moved lower. His lips slid over her ear; his tongue swirled out in a way that caused her to quake in anticipation. The scrape of his fangs against the sensitized flesh of her neck made her instinctively press closer to him. Her head tilted to the side. She couldn’t think; her fingers dug deeper into the solid flesh of his chest as her mind and body spun out of control.
 
   Liquid lightning pooled low in her belly; anticipation sizzled over her skin. She wanted to scream at him to do it, to put her out of her misery, but words completely failed her. All she could do was stand and shake as his heated kisses soothed the scratches his fangs left over her flesh.
 
   A groan escaped her when the next scrape broke her skin. He emanated a low rumble when his tongue swirled over her flesh, licking away the blood beading there. Maybe vampires didn’t exchange blood with each other often, but she craved this more than anything else in her life. If he tasted her, she’d be able to find him anywhere, and with what he planned that could become a necessity.
 
   He turned his head away; his warm breath was ragged against her ear as he inhaled greedy gulps of air. The muscles of his back rippled when her hands slid around to flatten against them. The struggle within him tore at her heart, but she couldn’t find the words to tell him to do as he pleased. Instead, she turned her head into his throat and pressed a tender kiss against his silken flesh.
 
   Her fangs burst free before she could do anything to stop them. It had been such an instinctual reaction; one she didn’t know how to fight. He clasped her closer against his neck, giving her permission without saying a word.
 
   Tempest’s lips skimmed back, her fangs thrummed as saliva filled her mouth. Her body quivered as she fought against what she’d always believed to be wrong. He’d know where she was from now on too, always be able to find her. What would have frightened her and left her feeling exposed a month ago, now thrilled her.
 
   Giving into the driving compulsion, her fangs pierced his skin and sank deep into his vein. He pulled her closer and lifted her off her feet at the same time his fangs drove into her shoulder. His flesh muffled her cry of ecstasy; her fingers raked down his back as pleasure swamped her.
 
   Her knees gave out, but William’s arm around her waist held her upright as she continued to feed from him. The pulsing waves of warm blood filled her and satisfied her in a way no blood ever had before. His blood reminded her of him; it tasted smoky and woodsy as it pulsed into her mouth and seeped into her system. She didn’t realize she was crying until she felt the wetness of her tears dripping off her cheek and onto her fingers wrapped around his shoulder.
 
   His happiness over what was happening filled her; his yearning and need for her slithered through her mind. She tried to stop crying, but there was no way to stifle the tears of joy spilling from her eyes. The searing hunger that had driven her to bite him began to ease.
 
   His fangs released their grip on her shoulder; his hands smoothed her hair back as she continued to feed from him. “I’ll be back. Nothing will keep me from you,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   I love you. She longed to say the words aloud, but she couldn’t bring herself to let him go in order to say them.
 
   Finally, she broke free of him and buried her face in the hollow of his throat. He cradled her against him until her tears stopped flowing. Those three words lodged in her throat; no matter how she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to speak them. It was insane, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that if she said them she would never see him again.
 
   He rocked her within his arms until the thud of the front door closing reverberated through the house. Moments later, Abbott opened the attic door to tell them it was safe to come out. Her deadened heart plummeted into her toes, but the real world wouldn’t be denied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 23 -
 
   “Does insanity run in your family?” Pallas inquired when he finished telling them the same plan he’d already outlined for Tempest.
 
   “My brother-in-law would probably say yes,” he admitted.
 
   “Who is your brother-in-law?” Pallas inquired and folded her arms over her chest.
 
   Tempest had been staring at the street, she looked away when Pallas spoke. Her eyes, still red rimmed from her tears, shot toward him as she waited to hear his reply. He’d planned to keep his identity from them until they left this town, but it made no difference now. Everyone in this town would know who he was soon enough, and if they intended to turn them over, they would have done so by now.
 
   “The king,” he replied. “The real queen is my sister.”
 
   Pallas’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. Abbott gave a small snort. “Sure she is,” he scoffed.
 
   “She is,” Tempest said.
 
   “Shit,” Abbott hissed.
 
   “Language,” Tempest scolded.
 
   Abbott blushed and ducked his head as he gave her a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”
 
   Tempest pulled back a sliver of curtain and looked outside again. He hated the rigid set of her shoulders and the anxiety emanating from her, but he would do whatever it took to make sure she escaped this town.
 
   “I think your brother-in-law would be right about you,” Pallas said.
 
   “This will work,” he insisted. Tempest didn’t look at him again when he spoke, but her hand shook on the curtain. “I need a hairpin or a small pick if anyone has something like that.”
 
   “I do,” Pallas replied. “I’ll go get it.”
 
   Pallas hurried from the room and returned a couple minutes later with a silver hairpin. It had a piece in the middle that would allow him to bend and work it into the shape he required. Bending down, he pulled off his right boot and slid the pin into the hole in his sole. It would be impossible for anyone to see the pin while he was walking. If they took his boots off, they wouldn’t notice it either, but he’d be screwed either way if they took his boots.
 
   Rising again, he ignored Pallas and Abbott as he walked over to Tempest. He rested his hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention to him once more. “I have to go now, if this is going to work.”
 
   She closed her eyes before releasing the curtain and stepping into his arms. Holding her close against him, he inhaled his scent upon her and savored in the warmth of her body. He could smell his blood flowing through her, marking her as his, and that was exactly what she was. His. They hadn’t discussed it yet, there would be plenty of time once they were free of this town, but he planned to keep her by his side for the rest of his life.
 
   He hated the idea of leaving her unprotected here, but there were no other options. Not if any of this was going to work.
 
   “If something goes wrong, and you don’t think you can complete your part of it, call it off and get yourself to safety,” he told her for the hundredth time.
 
   “I will,” she murmured.
 
   He pulled back to look down at her. “I mean it,” he said as he brushed back a strand of her hair. “You have to get free of here and alert the others. It will all be for nothing if they don’t learn of this.”
 
   She closed her eyes, her hands twisted in the front of his shirt before she gave a brisk nod. “I will get word to them.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me, just worry about yourself.”
 
   That would be impossible, but if he stayed here any longer, he could lose his chance. He kissed her cheek before forcing himself to release her and step away. He couldn’t look at her again; he might rethink what he was doing and stay. It will work, he told himself again. He’d get to see this so-called queen, have a chance to size her up, and if everything went well, he’d be free again by nightfall.
 
   Slipping out the backdoor, he pulled the hood over his head and made his way toward the busy streets in search of Kane. Everything hinged on him being able to find the man he’d been plotting to kill for months now. He moved through the crowd easily; he watched for Kane amongst the vampires as he walked. He wouldn’t be able to do anything until the sun began to set, but he had to find the vamp as soon as possible.
 
   Passing by the prison, he spotted two vampires in the stocks who hadn’t been there yesterday. Hopelessness filled their eyes when they lifted their heads to look at him. His fingers itched to smash the locks keeping them in place, but setting these vampires free wouldn’t get him what he wanted.
 
   Turning down the side roads, he continued to mill through the crowd. As time passed, and he made his way through the town for the third time he began to become increasingly agitated when he still didn’t see Kane anywhere amongst the masses. The sun was nearing the horizon when he turned onto the road leading toward the orphanage again.
 
   He was beginning to think he would have to return to the orphanage, and try to come up with a new plan, when he finally spotted Kane amongst the throng. The ugly vampire was walking toward the orphanage with two other vamps.
 
   He stopped any pretense of trying to blend in as he shoved his way through the crowd toward Kane. He was still thirty feet away when Kane placed his foot onto the first step of the porch. He couldn’t allow Kane to go inside, couldn’t take the risk of him finding Tempest.
 
   Shoving aside a woman in a white cloak, he ignored her startled cry when she sprawled onto the ground. Tugging the crossbow free of his side, he jerked it up and leveled it at Kane. Bloodlust pulsed through him; red filled his vision as his fangs tingled with anticipation. He’d waited months for this moment. The idea of it had driven him through the uncertain and arduous nights and days following his death. It would be so easy; he could have him now.
 
   Don’t kill him, the thought blazed across his mind as he bellowed, “Kane!”
 
   The vampire froze on the step; William fired the bolt in his crossbow when Kane turned toward him. Dropping the crossbow, William jerked two stakes from his cloak and raced across the distance separating them. He’d been fast as a human, now preternatural strength and rage fueled that speed.
 
   He could feel the pulse of Tempest’s blood in his body, flooding him with a power he’d never experienced before. The bolt hit Kane’s shoulder, knocking the vampire back a step seconds before William leapt at him.
 
   He soared through the air over the last three feet of space separating them and slammed his shoulder into Kane’s chest. A humph of surprise escaped Kane as the two of them smashed through the stair railing and toppled over the side of the porch. He couldn’t kill Kane right now, it was necessary he remained alive, but he would enjoy pummeling the crap out of him while he got the chance to.
 
   His punches shattered a cheekbone with the first blow and Kane’s nose with the next. Kane threw his arms up to try to dislodge him, but William continued to deliver a series of staggering punches that would have left a human with only mush for a face. Leaning back, he grabbed hold of the end of the bolt and twisted it, driving it deeper into Kane’s shoulder.
 
   Kane howled, but the howl was cut short when William drove one of his stakes straight into his solar plexus. Kane’s arms and legs jerked straight up in unison in reaction to the instrument piercing his flesh. Blood splattered over William in warm, wet droplets that he barely noticed trickling down his face. He savored its coppery scent as it filled his nostrils and fell upon his lips.
 
   Kane’s skin turned beet red, beads of sweat trickled down his face as his hands clawed at the offending instrument. William bit back a laugh of maniacal glee as Kane’s body writhed and squirmed beneath his.
 
   What he wouldn’t give to end it now, to finally have the revenge he’d worked for so persistently since his human death. All he had to do was drive the other stake straight into Kane’s blackened, cowardly heart. And then what? He’d be dragged to the stocks and locked away, or perhaps burned at the stake before he could ever tell anyone who he was, or have a chance to see the queen.
 
   Tempest, he reminded himself.
 
   Her name alone calmed some of the frenzy simmering within him, but his fangs still tingled, and he couldn’t shake the bloodlust thrumming through his veins as red suffused his vision. He couldn’t leave her alone; he couldn’t fail her. He was counting on his capture to work as a distraction for her. However, he wanted to dig in with his bare hands and rip Kane’s heart out so badly he could almost feel the weight of it within his palm.
 
   He could kill Kane; his vengeance could finally be complete. Tempest’s wintry scent teased his nostrils as with a guttural shout, he drove his remaining stake downward. It had taken all of his unraveling restraint, but the stake was centimeters off being a fatal blow to the heart when it plunged into Kane’s chest.
 
   Kane’s hands clawed at the stake, his feet kicked against the ground as he choked and gurgled. A vicious smile curved William’s mouth as the realization hit him that the stupid ass believed it to be a killing blow. Then Kane’s feet stopped kicking, and the freaked sounds escaping him abated a little as reality sank in.
 
   “Remember me?” William taunted.
 
   A snarl curved Kane’s mouth, just as three hundred pounds of muscle plowed into William. The other two vamps smashed him to the ground. Fists and feet rained down upon him as the two vampires pummeled him. He’d attacked Kane in order to be captured, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. He didn’t care if he killed one of these bastards, they had no idea who he was and wouldn’t be of any use to him.
 
   Grabbing hold of one of their feet, he smashed his forehead down on the man’s knee. The force of the blow caused the joint to bend completely backward with a loud crack. The vampire screamed and grabbed at his leg before falling to the ground. Rolling to the side, William managed to avoid the feet of the other vampire before coming up against the side of the orphanage.
 
   He lurched back to his feet as the other vamp leapt up and drove a solid punch straight into his back. William bit back a cry as one of his ribs gave way beneath the blow. He spun around, swinging his hand out and backhanding the vamp across the cheek. The vampire staggered back, but three more white cloaked vampires surged forward to take his place.
 
   The fist that landed on his cheek knocked him back. He crashed into the wall of the house. He didn’t have a chance to recover before more punches drove into his stomach and chest. Bending over, William tried to protect himself from the group now surrounding him the best he could. Blood filled his mouth; his chest felt as if it were collapsing beneath the battering fists. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought a vertebra broke in his back when a boot pummeled it.
 
   He realized they might beat him to death before Kane stopped them. His plan may have been more insane than he’d first thought. He couldn’t allow them to kill him where Tempest might be able to see it. Launching himself off the wall, he threw his arms out and managed to tackle two of the men beating on him. They crashed into the snow and rolled away from the house.
 
   Don’t be watching. He hoped Tempest was nowhere near the window anymore. That she had fled the living room when Kane had started to approach the building. He hadn’t planned on any of this to happen near the orphanage, but he’d had to stop Kane from going inside.
 
   Hands grabbed at the back of his cloak, jerking him to his feet where more blows landed on his stomach and face. Blood exploded into his mouth when his cheek smashed up against his teeth. His nose shattered with a loud crunch. Agony lanced through his head; his vision blurred, but he couldn’t grab at his nose like he wanted to do as his arms were being held by two other vampires.
 
   Another one stepped forward, but before the vamp could start to beat on him too, a commanding voice rang out, “Stop!”
 
   Distorted and a little garbled most likely from blood in his mouth, William still recognized it immediately as Kane’s voice. Parting the vampires surrounding him, Kane stepped before him and grabbed hold of William’s chin. He tried to jerk away from Kane’s repulsive touch, but Kane’s fingers dug into the flesh of his chin and held firm. The left side of Kane’s face still looked like a smashed pumpkin. The right side had fared better, but not by much.
 
   Kane’s eyes were questioning as they searched his battered and bloody face. “How are you still alive?”
 
   William could feel the blood from inside his mouth smearing across his teeth when he smiled at him. “Funny little thing about my family, we’re tough to kill.”
 
   Kane’s eyes glistened with red, his jaw clenched so tightly that William could hear his teeth grinding together. He continued to smile at Kane, even with knowing what was coming next. His head shot back when Kane punched him square in his already battered nose. Blackness swept over him, threatening to drag him into its depths, but passing out now would get him nowhere and ruin everything.
 
   His head lulled on his shoulders; stars burst before his eyes. He blinked back the blood trickling from his forehead into one of his eyes as he strived to keep his eyes open. The broken vertebra was making it difficult for him to continue standing. It felt like someone was digging needles into his spine and twisting them around in there.
 
   “You have no idea what you walked into here boy, but you will most certainly come in handy,” Kane replied.
 
   He’d been hoping Kane would think him useful when he’d set out to find him. Kane casually wiped his hand on the front of William’s robe, drawing his attention to the once pristine material. Splatters of blood had turned the white robe into a macabre painting of red and pink that matched the snow beneath his feet.
 
   Certain he wouldn’t pass out, William lifted his head to meet Kane’s gaze. “I am going to kill you,” he vowed.
 
   “Doubtful, especially with your aim.” Kane gestured at where the stake had pierced him just shy of his heart. The only sign he’d been impaled there was the hole in his shirt and the large bloodstain around it. “Not as tough or as lethal as you thought you were.”
 
   William smirked at him in response; he’d never missed before, and he hadn’t this time either. Kane’s scar pulled awkwardly at his lips when he sneered at him.
 
   “Are we taking him to the prison?” one of the men holding his arm inquired.
 
   “No, he’s going to the hotel. The queen will want to meet him,” Kane replied.
 
   “Why would she care about this little piss ant?”
 
   “He’s far more than what he seems.”
 
   “Then what is he doing here?”
 
   Kane grinned as he leaned closer to him. “I killed him once and apparently it didn’t take. It will next time. A pity, you made it this far, survived for this long, and all for nothing. How does that make you feel?” he taunted.
 
   “Like a champion.” William smiled back at him before spitting a gob of blood into the snow at Kane’s feet.
 
   Kane’s hand lashed out to strike him across the face so fast he barely saw the movement before his head jerked to the side with enough force to give him whiplash and make his head spin even worse.
 
   “Search him!” Kane commanded.
 
   Before William could recover, the cloak was ripped from his body. The harsh jerk caused the cloth to cut into his neck. He could feel the line of warm blood tickling down his neck and back. Hands searched rapidly over him, grabbing at his armpits, waist, groin and legs. The stakes and crossbow still on him were thrown into the snow.
 
   “This way.” Kane jerked his head down the road toward the hotel.
 
   William struggled to keep his feet under him as he was propelled down the road in between the two men. Four more men flanked him, two on each side. He remained as unresponsive as possible, searching for weaknesses in the guards surrounding him. He had to play opossum, even though he could feel his broken bones knitting themselves back together already. Tempest’s blood in his veins helped to accelerate the process; he hoped it would be fast enough.
 
   He subtly stretched his back, relieved to find the vertebra completely healed. He didn’t understand the strange power of Tempest’s blood continuing to swirl through him, but he knew it would help to get him through the rest of this.
 
   ***
 
   “Tempest, you can come down now.”
 
   Tempest’s head snapped around when Pallas’s whispered voice floated up the stairs. She’d fled to the attic when she’d seen Kane walking toward the home and spent the past ten minutes restlessly pacing the floor. Her nails would be nothing but nubs if this continued. She glanced in disgust at the dried blood on her index finger from where she’d bit her nail to the quick. She forced them down to her side before rushing over to the other door.
 
   How could she possibly go down there? Kane had been about to enter the house when she’d last seen him, unless William had somehow found him before he could come back inside. She’d never heard the front door open, or the sound of their voices. She had no idea what had happened, but she couldn’t shake the certainty something had gone wrong, and now she’d be separated from William forever.
 
   Fighting back tears and the lump in her throat, she opened the door and poked her head around to peer down at her friend. The color of Pallas’s face and the haunted look in her hazel eyes told Tempest immediately her concern that something had gone wrong was correct.
 
   “What is it?” she demanded as she practically flew down the stairs to her friend. She didn’t think her feet touched a single stair on the way down.
 
   “They have William,” Pallas murmured.
 
   Tempest fought back the waves of panic trying to drown her. Her stomach twisted in such a way she feared she might vomit for the first time in her life. If this didn’t work, if William couldn’t get free, she may have just lost him forever. A sob lodged in her throat, a strangled sound escaped her as her hand flew to her mouth.
 
   What had they done? Why had she agreed to this plan? She should have tried harder to get him to agree to leave. Then she recalled his words about war and saving lives. Recalled the haunted look in his eyes when he’d spoken. She knew he didn’t sleep well at night, knew his memories of battle haunted him, and he was determined to prevent that from happening to someone else. This was the right thing to do. She kept telling herself that, but all she really felt like saying was screw it all; none of it mattered, she wanted him back.
 
   “Come,” Pallas said and rested her hands comfortingly upon hers.
 
   Tempest’s legs quaked as she followed her to the steps and down to the first floor. Abbott stood by the front window with the same appalled look on his face Pallas had. “Where did they take him?” Tempest demanded.
 
   “The hotel,” Abbott replied.
 
   “At least that has gone right,” she murmured.
 
   Abbott glanced outside before focusing on her again and giving a brisk nod. “Yes it went… ah… well.”
 
   “What happened?” She hurried over to join him by the window.
 
   Abbott tried to hold her back, but she nudged him out of the way and pulled the curtain aside to peer out. Her eyes went instantly to the shattered porch railing and the blood stained snow. There was so much blood. Streaks of it stood starkly out against the gray exterior of the orphanage and a thicker red puddle had formed beside the porch. She couldn’t think about the cause of it or who had lost the most; she knew her answer would be William.
 
   “Oh.” Her hand flew to her mouth. She took a step back before moving forward and practically sticking her nose to the glass of the window.
 
   Pallas rested her hand on her shoulder. “It was what he planned, and not all of the blood is his.”
 
   “How bad was it?” Her voice squeaked when she spoke through the lump in her throat.
 
   “Bad, but if he hadn’t planned to be taken alive, he would have killed Kane. Kane never saw him coming and got an ass whooping he won’t forget anytime soon,” Abbott gushed out. The excitement in his voice caused her to shoot him an angry look. “What?” he asked as he held his hands innocently out before him. “It sucks that’s the way it was supposed to play out, but it was pretty awesome to watch. I don’t know where or how you found him, but he is freaking impressive.”
 
   “Boys,” Pallas said with a roll of her eyes. “But he’s right, it was impressive. Is he really who he says he is, Tempest?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wow,” Pallas breathed. “Let’s just hope the rest of this works out the way he planned. You trust him?”
 
   “With my life.”
 
   Pallas folded her hands before her. “That’s good enough for me.”
 
   Tempest couldn’t look at either of them again; her gaze was drawn back to the blood stained snow. Lifting her eyes, she stared at the hotel beyond. More vampires than normal were milling around the hotel and gathering on the street. The numbers were swelling to the same as those she’d seen gather during the first burning. They pushed closer to the door, but the curtains remained drawn over the windows.
 
   He was in there, in the middle of the lion’s den, and now it was up to her to help him get out again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 24 -
 
   William pulled his feet forward, forcing himself to walk in time with the men dragging him toward the hotel. The vampires outside of the hotel had stepped out of their way to allow Kane to pass through. Kane may not be high enough in the ranks to warrant staying in the same building as the fake queen, but the vampires here still respected him.
 
   Once inside the hotel, the vampires pressed closer against them. Their curious murmurs filled the air as he was led down the red-carpeted hall toward two massive wooden doors at the end. Before they could reach the doors, they were pulled open to reveal what he assumed was the ballroom beyond.
 
   The hotel wasn’t overly large; the ballroom took up about a quarter of the first floor and was about a hundred feet by a hundred feet square. The room became much smaller with all of the vampires trying to cram inside to see what was going on. The scent of so many bodies pressing against him filled his nose. The aromas of blood, body odor, perfume and cologne mingled together to make his already pounding head throb more. He almost lost his footing again, but he somehow managed to keep his feet under him as he was dragged toward the stage at the front of the room.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” A vampire with nearly white hair and eyes so pale blue they were almost white demanded as he strolled in from another room.
 
   Pulled up before the stage, William’s arms remained clasped as he was held before the man. The vampire’s bushy white eyebrows drew together over the bridge of his prominent, roman nose. The line of his thin lips were compressed so firmly they nearly disappeared from view. The man towered over him on the stage, but if they were on the same level the man would only be an inch taller than him. William was certain he’d be able to count every one of the ribs beneath the elegant, velvet blue cloak and fine silken clothes the vampire wore.
 
   The man’s eyes came back to him before traveling to Kane and the other vampires surrounding him. “Why would you bring this villager in before the queen?” the man demanded.
 
   “This is not any villager, Goran,” Kane replied in a smug tone of voice that caused loathing to slither through William. “The queen will be extremely interested in this young man.”
 
   Goran snorted and folded his skinny arms over his slender chest. “And why is that?”
 
   “I would prefer to speak with her majesty,” Kane replied.
 
   A crackle of power slid over William’s skin as Goran’s eyes briefly flashed red. The vampire may look like a reed, but he was far more lethal than his form revealed. Around him, all of the vampires took a step back. Even the ones holding him moved away, drawing him with them. William had felt Braith and Jack’s power ooze from them before; this man may not have that vast quantity, but it was more than Gideon or Ashby possessed.
 
   Who is this guy? His gaze ran over his high quality clothing and the ruby rings on each of the fingers of his right hand. Wealth and a whole lot of power, William noted before lifting his head to Goran again.
 
   “I didn’t ask what you would prefer,” Goran replied in a crisp voice that caused more of the vampires in the room to fall back a step. “You never should have brought a vampire so bloodied and disheveled anywhere near her majesty. It is disrespectful.”
 
   Kane, seeming to realize this man would rip his head off, and he didn’t have as much sway as he believed he did, bowed his head and folded his hands demurely before him. “I apologize; I did not mean any disrespect. I was so excited when I realized who he was that I brought him here immediately.”
 
   Goran’s eyes came back to him, a caterpillar brow lifted into his hairline. “And just who is he?”
 
   “He is the imposter queen’s brother,” Kane replied, his voice filled with excitement.
 
   William’s head turned toward him, his nostrils flared as he glowered at Kane standing to the left and slightly in front of him. “My sister is not an imposter,” he grated through his teeth. “She is the one who rightly should be called queen.”
 
   Kane’s eyes slid toward him, but before he could speak, a hand snaked out and grasped hold of William’s chin, jerking it forward so he was eye to eye with Goran. His lip curled as he stared at the man.
 
   “Our queen rightly belongs upon the throne,” Goran replied, his voice deceptively smooth. “Your sister and her husband are imposters, if she truly is your sister.”
 
   Kane straightened; he tugged at his ruined shirt as he thrust his shoulders proudly back. “She is. I encountered them both before joining the real queen’s ranks. In fact, I ran this one through with my sword, when he was still human. He should be dead; someone must have turned him before he could die.”
 
   Goran snickered at Kane’s words. William continued to hold Goran’s unrelenting gaze. “So you are another perversion of our race, and a weakening of our blood, just like your sister.”
 
   William shrugged as best he could with the vampires still grasping his arms. “I am what I am.”
 
   A circle of red blazed around Goran’s eyes; his fingers tightened until they pierced the skin of William’s chin. Trickles of warm blood slid down his chin, but he kept his face impassive as drops of it fell on the floor. “Such a flippant response only shows your class. You’re a waste, a detriment to our kind. Your watered-down blood will only create weaker versions of the race who should rightly rule this earth.”
 
   “I’ve actually heard something like that before, except it was the human race that was such a waste the last time I heard it,” he replied. He tried to smile, but his busted lips were in the process of healing and made it difficult to do so.
 
   Goran snarled at him; he tore gouges of skin away from William’s chin when he jerked his hand away. William tried not to let the pain show, but he was unable to stop himself from wincing as he felt air brushing over the bone exposed by the motion. Goran turned to one of the vampires hovering by his side on the stage.
 
   “Get the queen,” he commanded brusquely.
 
   The vampire blanched visibly. “Should we ah… clean him up first, sir?” the man stammered.
 
   “There is no scrubbing the filth from this vermin,” Goran replied.
 
   William added another name to the list of those he’d like to see dead. He may not be strong enough to kill this one, but he’d really enjoy watching Braith tear Goran’s cotton ball head from his shoulders. William forced himself to remain unmoving as he waited for the woman who believed she would take Aria’s place.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest waited until the sun slipped behind the mountain, just as William had told her to do, before pulling the hood of her cloak over her head. She didn’t bother with the shoe polish again; most of the vampires who had invaded their town were gathered by the hotel, drawn by curiosity as to what was going on. The ones who remained in the street were mulling about with each other, or standing by and watching the hotel. She counted on the ones gathered within the mountains also to be busy watching the hotel.
 
   She doubted any of them would notice her; one white cloaked figure walking through the yards wasn’t suspicious to them.
 
   “Here.” Pallas handed her two containers of the oil they used to light the lamps. She tucked the cans safely into the inside pockets of her cloak before accepting the ball of rags and lighter Pallas handed her next. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”
 
   “No,” Tempest replied. “Stay here with the children. Have them ready to leave when I get back.”
 
   “Abbott can do that.”
 
   She grabbed hold of her friend’s hands and squeezed them. “If something happens to me, you’re the only other one who can get them through the mountains, and they’ll need you.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can remember how to get out,” Pallas whispered tremulously. “I never spent as much time in the mountains as you, and I only went out that way with you one time.”
 
   “You’ll remember when you get into them. You’ll see, it will all come back to you. Besides we only have the one white cloak and it will be easier for me to move about by myself.”
 
   Pallas closed her eyes, her hands clenched around Tempest’s before she finally released them. Abbott and Pallas followed her through the dining room and to the backdoor. Tempest had no concern about going out there, or for herself; she was more concerned she would fail in her mission, and in doing so she would lose William forever. No matter what happened out there, she could not fail. Even if it meant she was captured or killed herself.
 
   “If I’m not back in an hour, leave without me,” she said to Pallas.
 
   “Tempest…”
 
   “They’re going to kill us all no matter what; you have to take the chance to escape, Pallas. You have too.”
 
   “We will,” Abbott said and stepped forward to hug her.
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “I promise,” Pallas whispered. Her lower lip trembled; her hands shook when she rested them on Abbott’s shoulders.
 
   Tempest pulled the backdoor open and stepped into the shadowy dusk enveloping the town. In the distance, the forlorn hoot of an owl echoed through the valley. Her eyes searched the mountains and backyards before she stepped off the porch and hurried through the thigh high snow toward the road.
 
   She made her way toward the street and stepped onto the well-trodden road. The snow had compacted so she could walk on top of it down the road. Her head bowed against the wind blowing down the roadway between the houses. Murmurs and questions about what was going on followed her as she walked. She could almost feel their curiosity as they tried to understand what had unfolded today, and just who was the vampire they’d dragged off to the queen.
 
   From the whispers, some assumed he was deranged, and others believed the king had sent him. Her ears perked at that theory, but even as she tried to glean more about it, they were already speculating it had been someone Kane owed money to. The money one seemed to be the prevailing theory she realized as she strained to hear more of the rumors bantered about.
 
   Turning down the road, she walked past the house she’d shared with Pallas. Her eyes slid to the side to take in the darkened building she’d considered her home. At the end of the street, she made a right and slipped into the side yard of a large chalet. The building had been the school to vampire children for her entire life. Since the war, it had educated both vampire and human children before the town had been taken over. Arriving at the back of the empty school, she knelt behind the wooden building by a basement window.
 
   Her fingers slid over the window until she found the bottom of it. The window squeaked when she pulled it open. She froze; her eyes darted around, but nothing moved in the night, and no one was about. Turning back to the window, she tugged it the rest of the way open.
 
   She removed one of the rags from her cloak and a bottle of the oil. Drenching the rag with the oil, she pulled out the lighter and flicked it open. Her fingers fumbled with the flint before finally getting it to light. The rag flared to life, fire danced over her face and the surrounding snow.
 
   Leaning back, she tossed the rag into the basement. She didn’t have to look inside to know the room was full of old desks and furniture. It had been that way since she was a little girl and had attended school here. She’d resented almost all of her time here, and she had stopped coming when she was thirteen.
 
   To make sure the fire would stay lit, she watched the flames from the rag she’d tossed inside until they caught on a cardboard box. Leaving the window open to allow air to flow in and feed the fire, she crept away from the school and headed toward the library next. The idea of burning books didn’t sit well with her, she’d never been much of a reader, but she’d always enjoyed the smell and feel of them.
 
   However, she planned to try to start as many fires as possible in places she knew were empty, and that would easily catch fire, before moving onto the residential homes. The fires wouldn’t be noticed until it was too late if they were in uninhabited places. Books were more easily replaced than the life of someone who could be an innocent.
 
   The library didn’t have any basement windows, so she slid down the side of the building and climbed onto the small back porch. Wrapping a rag around her hand, she busted out a pane of the window in the backdoor. Careful not to let the glass fall to the floor, she kept hold of the pieces. The snowdrift next to the porch engulfed the shards when she released them. She lit the rag and tossed it onto the stack of books by the door.
 
   Turning away, she continued through the backyards until she came upon the tailor’s store. No one had been in there for a while, and it was nearly a mile away from where she’d started the first fire. She tossed another lit rag inside before turning and heading toward the more human part of town. She’d started fires in three of the bigger places within the town; now it was time to start some smaller ones.
 
   The humans no longer resided in their businesses and homes. The thought of killing anyone made her stomach turn, but if they were inside of the human residences, then they shouldn’t be in this town in the first place. She’d trade their life for William’s and the children’s any day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 25 -
 
   William could feel his injuries healing, but he kept most of his weight on the two vampires still holding him. They still believed they were helping to hold him up. He didn’t want them to know how much better he already felt or to suspect he’d regained any of his strength. Weakness was his friend right now, if he had any chance of escaping this mess.
 
   The minutes ticked by, the only sound within the room was the restless shuffling of the vampires around him, and that was sporadic. Most of the vampires were as still as stone, but he could feel the excitement coming off them in waves. He could almost hear them salivating over the anticipation of seeing their queen and hearing what grizzly sentence would be handed down upon him. Goran hadn’t moved so much as a muscle; his hands were folded behind his back, his gaze steady on William.
 
   It wasn’t so much that he saw or heard anyone approaching from the shadows of the stage, but more sensed a presence coming toward him. His head turned toward where Goran had emerged. Around him the vampires shifted, their heads bowed, and a small murmur went through the crowd. He had no idea why, but a shiver went down his spine; his skin became electrified by the enclosing presence and the power wafting from it. The hair on his arms stood up. The energy coming from the other room emitted an aroma that brought to mind the scent lightning emitted when it scorched the earth.
 
   And they may all be scorched in the end, he realized. A pale hand wrapped around the curtain blocking the side of the stage and pulled it back. He’d meant to keep his face impassive, but his eyes widened on the woman who emerged from the shadows. He didn’t have to be told who she was, or how old she was; the vampire inside him instinctively knew the power she possessed was ancient.
 
   For the first time fear curdled in his belly, not for himself, but for all those he cared for and loved. He’d believed this rebellion would be squashed beneath the power of Braith’s family and The Council; he realized now he’d been greatly mistaken. This woman would not be taken down without a massive fight, and he understood now why her followers had grown so rapidly.
 
   Her kind of power would be addicting, thrilling, and the prospect of being able to get a small piece of it would be enticing, even to those who didn’t believe the human race should be kept beneath the boot heels of vampires. It would be irresistible to those who did feel the human race deserved to be kept down and used only for their bodies and blood.
 
   There were vampires who resented Braith for making them equal to humans, for taking away their ability to rain cruelty down upon the human race with ruthless glee, and no apprehension about receiving punishment for it. Those who would want things to return to the way they’d been and would believe this woman wielded more power than Braith, and they may be right, he realized with a sinking sensation.
 
   Striking wasn’t the word he would use for her, or beautiful. Ice would be the best description for her. No matter how perfect her facial structure was, or how eye-catching her coloring, with her utter lack of warmth he couldn’t consider her beautiful.
 
   Old, it was the first word to go through his mind when the woman stopped before him.
 
   His skin prickled as she stood over him on the stage. She looked him over from head to toe and back again with a leisurely perusal that made his hackles rise. He’d have no shot against her, but she was the first woman he’d punch in the face if ever given the chance. Her antipathy for him radiated from her in waves, and he was certain she could notice the same emotion coming from him. He’d love to see this woman taken down a hundred pegs; he wasn’t sure he’d ever get the chance to witness it, or if it would be possible.
 
   The woman’s fingers seized hold of his chin, careful not to touch the blood drying there. Her lengthy, blood red nails rubbed over his torn flesh. His jaw jutted out as he held the eyes of the woman staring mercilessly at him. She could have his head ripped off before he blinked, but he was counting on her deciding to keep him alive in order to draw Aria and Braith out by using him as leverage.
 
   She had to keep him alive, he had to get free of here; Braith had to know what he was going to be up against. For once in your life, keep your mouth shut and play nice, he told himself. It would kill him to do so, but this woman didn’t come across as the type who handled any kind of insolence well.
 
   “So you are the imposter queen’s brother.” Her sweet, girlish voice was entirely out of place with the rounded, sensuous curves of the woman across from him.
 
   “The queen is my sister,” he replied. So much for playing nice, but then he hadn’t spit at her feet and called her a bitch like he longed to do, so he believed it was an improvement. “My twin actually.”
 
   “Twins,” her green eyes lit with keen interest at the word. “They say twins have a special bond.”
 
   “I believe the imposter is the one who turned him from human to vampire, your majesty,” Kane murmured demurely from beside him. William sneered at the man; he’d known he was a coward, he hadn’t expected him to be such an ass-kisser too.
 
   “Hmm,” the woman said in a purring tone of voice, her index finger tapping against his chin. “Is this true, did your sister change you?”
 
   “She did,” William confirmed.
 
   The woman’s full, blood-red lips pulled back to reveal all of her perfect white teeth. The regal red cloak she wore was of the same fine quality as Goran’s and emphasized her pale complexion. “That makes your bond doubly special, doesn’t it?”
 
   William refused to respond, she already had her answer. She was unlike anyone he’d ever seen before; yet, there was something strangely familiar about her. His eyes narrowed as he searched her broad cheekbones and slender nose for some spark of memory as to where he might have seen her before, but he knew there was no way they could have ever met before. Even if he’d still been human, he would have felt the wash of power she radiated, and he didn’t think he would have survived an encounter with her.
 
   Then what was it about her that was so familiar?
 
   “Who are you?” he inquired.
 
   A malicious smile curved her mouth. “That’s for me to know my dear.” The woman’s fingers slipped under his chin and lifted it up. He stared into eyes the color of grass on a late spring day as she bent closer to him. “What brought you to our town?” she inquired.
 
   His gaze flickered toward where Kane stood. She followed his gaze, a smirk curving her mouth. “And what did you do?” she asked of Kane.
 
   “I mistakenly believed I’d killed the bastard,” he replied.
 
   A small laugh escaped the woman; her gaze came back to him. Her fingernail scraped against his flesh, drawing beads of blood when she began to stroke under his chin. “So you came for revenge?”
 
   “I did,” William said.
 
   “It looks as if you may have gotten some.” She glanced back and forth between him and Kane before leaning so close to him that a strand of her floor length, black hair tickled his cheek. “How did you get into our town?”
 
   “I walked,” he replied.
 
   “No one could walk down that street without my people knowing they were there. How did you get here?”
 
   “I’ve been following Kane’s trail for weeks, hunting him through the towns. I was born and raised a rebel and lived amongst caves and forests for most of my life. I’ve found my way into places far more challenging than your town.”
 
   Her eyes burned into his as she pondered his words. Her fingernail slipped away; she grabbed hold of the healing skin on his chin before ripping it away to the bone again. His teeth clamped together as he fought back a snarl. The last thing he needed was his arms snapped by the vampires holding him, or torn from his body by the woman across from him. He would need them sooner rather than later.
 
   “I see,” she murmured. “Pity you aren’t a true vampire; you would have been a strong addition to our growing army. You may come in handy before it’s all said and done, and I’m sure you’ll be fun to play with.”
 
   William’s upper lip curled in revulsion when the woman’s gaze raked him in a lascivious way. The warm color of Tempest’s doe eyes flashed through his mind. This woman was perfect in her icy beauty, but the idea of ever having to touch her made his stomach turn.
 
   “I don’t play nice,” he growled.
 
   Her fangs glinted in the light when her lips skimmed back in a smile. He didn’t think he’d ever seen fangs so long or razor-sharp. “I’m counting on it,” she replied; her tongue slid over her lower lip and flicked over her fangs before they receded into her gums. “In fact, that’s the way I like it.”
 
   He’d rather be killed outright than be used in such a way, but there was still a chance he could escape this mess. “Take him to the prison and lock him up with the others,” she commanded. He’d been somewhat expecting this, but had been hoping she would find somewhere within the hotel to imprison him. It would be easier to escape a hotel room than a cell, but at least he would be further away from this woman and her cohorts.
 
   “Do you think others may have come with him?” Goran inquired.
 
   “No,” she replied. “But notify the guards to be more alert and place more of them on the barricade at the end of the street. He’ll come with us, when we leave. His twin’s ability to track him may be her downfall.”
 
   With a flick of her fingers, she dismissed him as if he were no more than an annoying gnat. His first reaction was to flip her off, but he thought better of it. She’d probably enjoy ripping off the finger he would soon need. The vampire’s hands on his arms squeezed more firmly; he kept his legs weak as they turned him away from the queen. The curtain rustled when it fell into place behind her. She’d left the room, but now that he’d encountered it, he could still feel the pulse of her power against his flesh.
 
   Another vampire came forward with a length of rope he wrapped around William’s wrists and cinched tight. His pinched skin turned red almost immediately, but he didn’t protest. He continued the façade of being weaker than he felt as they led him past the crowd of vampires who parted to get out of his way. Stepping outside again, he caught a whiff of acrid smoke in the air, but he couldn’t tell if Tempest had succeeded in starting the fires, or if they were the fires burning in the hearths to ward off the chill of the night.
 
   Murmurs of excitement and interest followed him as they pulled him down the street toward the prison. He barely glanced at the vampires still in the stocks outside, but their heads raised to take him in. His feet clomped up the stairs as he was hauled inside of the brick building with Kane leading the way. Four vampires inside leapt to their feet from behind the desks they’d been sitting at. They weren’t wearing the white cloaks of the traitors, but he spotted the cloaks hanging from hooks on the wall.
 
   They glanced questioningly at each other when he was led toward one of the cells. “Keys!” Kane barked.
 
   One of the men jumped forward and pulled the keys from his waistband. William glanced over the other guards, one other had his keys at his waist, but the other two didn’t have keys on them. He wondered if they had sets of keys, or if they had them stashed somewhere else.
 
   Kane snatched the keys from the man and turned toward the cell door. The door opened, Kane thrust it back with a clang that rattled through the building. The ten vampires imprisoned within, rushed to the bars lining the back of the square cell to cower within the shadows. His eyebrows rose at their action and the black and purple bruises marring them from head to toe.
 
   The vampires holding him shoved him ruthlessly forward. He stumbled but managed to catch himself before he fell against the bars separating his cell from the one next to it. The eight vampires within that cell pressed further against the bars of the back wall.
 
   Turning, his hands still bound before him, he met Kane’s despised, smiling face as he slammed the cell door shut. “These cells are designed to keep a vampire locked away.” Kane’s hands ran almost lovingly over the thick bars as his gaze lifted to the bars running across the top of the cell. His smile only grew when he focused on William again. “You’ve come so far to find me only to have you’re revenge denied, how heartbreaking for you.”
 
   “What can I say, life’s a bitch,” he replied dismissively.
 
   Kane smirked at him. “And soon you will become one. What the queen will do to you will make you wish you’d died when I ran you through.”
 
   William smiled at him as he took a step closer to the bars. “I am going to kill you, and when I do, I want you to remember this moment and this vow. Your blood will be on my hands, and I’m going to savor ripping your heart out of your chest.”
 
   Something in Kane’s eyes flickered, for a second William believed he actually saw distress there, but it quickly faded to a look of malice. His eyes shimmered with red as he held William’s gaze. “When the queen is done with you, I will have what broken bits are left, and I will crush them.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” William taunted. “Your queen didn’t seem to have much regard for you.”
 
   A muscle jumped in Kane’s cheek; William could hear his teeth grating together. He stared unblinkingly back at the man until Kane spun away from him. “Break his legs and arms if he goes near those bars!” he barked at the four men still standing by their desks.
 
   William’s gaze followed Kane out the door before turning to smile at the remaining guards in the prison. Lifting his hands to his forehead, he gave them a brief salute before walking to the bars lining the back of the cell. No bars ran across the floor of the cell, but he doubted there was any way out below them. The other vampires moved away from him, their gazes wary as he leaned against the back bars and waited for all hell to break loose.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 26 -
 
   The wind had started to pick up. It blew her hair about her face when she crept to the back of the human bakery and knelt on the porch. She lifted her head to the sky, her heart sinking when she spotted the gray clouds creeping in to obscure the stars and moon that had been shining in the sky. She didn’t smell snow on the air, but the growing wind would whip the flames up and spread them through the town more rapidly.
 
   If the fire spread too fast, would it give everyone enough time to get out? Would it give William enough time?
 
   Her heart sank, but she couldn’t deviate from the plan, she’d promised him she wouldn’t. Her hands trembled as she lit the next rag, rose to her feet, and knocked out the window of the door. Tossing the rag inside, she dashed down the steps and across the yard. She skipped over the three buildings in between to kneel behind a small restaurant. William had told her to spread the fires out to create more chaos, and she preferred to stay away from the residential homes for as long as she could.
 
   Dousing the rag, she popped open the basement window and tossed it inside before hurrying away. Her next stop was a home on the same road as the hotel. There were too many vampires gathered around to risk going any closer to the hotel.
 
   Poking her head cautiously around the corner of one of the buildings, she looked toward the hotel. The crowd gathered around it had begun to disperse, but the highest concentration of white cloaked vampires remained around the building. Like bees protecting their queen.
 
   Did that mean William wasn’t in there anymore? Or did it mean he was, and his punishment had been handed down, and their curiosity answered. Was he still alive? Tempest shook off that thought. She would know if he was dead, she was certain of it. He was still alive; she just didn’t know what was going on.
 
   Keep going. It was what she’d promised him she would do. She couldn’t shake the inner tremor rattling her system as her worry for him ate at her. Ducking away, she hurried toward the back of the next building. She carefully broke out the glass of the latched basement window.
 
   The acerbic scent of smoke had grown thicker on the air. Tilting her head back, she peered up at the increasingly cloudy night, but now puffs of dark gray smoke could be seen mingling with the lighter gray clouds. No cries of alarm or warning filled the air yet, but it was only a matter of minutes before someone noticed the smoke, and the flames finally broke free of the buildings.
 
   She was about to douse the rag when a footstep sounded in the snow behind her. She pressed closer against the building, flattening herself to it as a white cloaked figure emerged from the shadows. “What are you doing?” the woman demanded.
 
   Tempest’s mind spun as she tried to come up with a believable response. “Forgot my key.”
 
   Lines creased the woman’s forehead when she frowned at her. “You’re not staying here.”
 
   So much for believable. Turning away, she doused the rag with oil. There had been enough left to set at least three more homes on fire, but that wasn’t going to happen now. She lit the rag and tossed it into the basement with the rest of the oil before turning and fleeing down the side yard.
 
   “Hey, stop! Stop her!” The woman’s shouts rang through the small side yard and reverberated between the buildings as she ran through the snow. She burst onto the street and fled across the crowded thoroughfare. “Stop her!”
 
   Shoving past two vamps who turned to face the woman, she dashed in between a couple of homes. Putting her head down, her arms and legs pumped as she leapt through the snow toward the mountains two hundred feet away. Away from the bustle of the town, she could hear the footsteps and grunts of the vampires laboring to pursue her through the snow.
 
   Turning to the left, she didn’t dare look back, as she headed for the mountains. Her legs burned from exertion, but she could feel the pulse of William’s blood within her veins, giving her a strength and speed she’d never experienced before.
 
   Who knew vampire blood could be so powerful? It certainly boosted her in a way human blood never had. But then, perhaps that was why it had always been so taboo for vampires to feed from one another. Vampires might have turned on each other if they knew they could feel this strength from it. That may have been the reason, but she believed it was more likely taboo because it took a lot of trust for a vampire to share blood with another vampire. To let them know where they would be at all times, to always be able to find and track each other.
 
   She never would have given anyone, other than William, such intimate knowledge of herself. Maybe it was her trust in him that had enabled her to feel more powerful now, and not his blood.
 
   Without slowing, she turned sideways and plunged into the cave she knew was etched within the mountain’s face. Once inside, she was forced to slow as the rocks pressed so close against her they nearly touched the tip of her nose. She shuffled onward, her fingers scrabbling over the rock wall as she guided herself forward.
 
   Behind her the grunts and shuffling feet of the vampires chasing her reverberated against the rocks encompassing them. These caves were in the mountain opposite of the one she’d used to escape this town, but she knew them well.
 
   After fifty feet, the cave widened out. She turned and bolted across the open expanse before making a sharp left and turning sideways into another crevice. The crevice only went twenty feet back before coming to a dead stop, but the cave itself went on for another mile before dead-ending.
 
   She hoped they would pass right by her hiding spot without noticing her. Opening her cloak, she tugged a stake free and gripped it firmly in her sweating palm. Her cheek pressed against the cool rock as she stared out at the gloomy cave. The echoing slap of her tracker’s feet on the rock floor reached her seconds before they burst into view. The light in here was dim, but her pursuers stood out in stark relief against the shadows surrounding them.
 
   Her teeth clamped down on her bottom lip, she became completely still as they ran onward. They didn’t glance in her direction before plunging into the murky depths of the cave. Tempest’s shoulders sagged, her fingers eased their death grip on her stake, but she didn’t have time to appreciate her brief reprieve. It wouldn’t take them long to arrive at the end of the cave and realize she wasn’t there.
 
   Sliding free of her hiding spot, she ran toward the entrance of the cave. She turned sideways to go back out the entrance and plunged into the open again. What she saw there caused her to take a staggering step back. She collided with the mountain. The rock face bit into her skin, but she couldn’t move away from it. Her mouth dropped as she gazed at her hometown.
 
   The wafting smoke she’d last seen before entering the cave had turned into a full-fledged inferno in the library and school as hungry flames leapt out of their collapsing roofs. Other buildings had flames beginning to poke out the tops of them as well. The crackle of the fires snapped and popped so loudly she could hear them from her location almost two miles away.
 
   Turning, she ran across the backyards toward the main street once more. She slipped in between two of the buildings and plunged into the chaos packing the road. White cloaked vampires and villagers ran back and forth down the crowded thoroughfare. Most of the vampires wearing white ran toward the hotel while the others tried to flee the town by running down the road toward the barricade.
 
   She didn’t look for humans; she hadn’t seen any since their town had been taken over. She assumed they were still alive, most likely in the blood bank, but she didn’t know for sure. Perhaps in the chaos they would be able to get free, but she didn’t know for sure, and she didn’t have time to try for the blood bank.
 
   She shoved her way through the crowd, bouncing back and forth, as the fleeing vamps pushed her from side to side. Her foot was stomped on; she took an elbow to the chin and one to her breast, but they didn’t slow her as she continued to fight her way toward the orphanage.
 
   An elbow to the cheek caused her hand to fly to her face when her skin split open from the blow. She staggered back a step as more vampires jostled violently against her. Ear splitting screams resonated through the air. She glanced down the road leading out of town to find the soldiers who had been standing guard there using their spears against the residents trying to flee. The scent of blood rose in the air to mix with the increasing aroma of smoke and burning wood.
 
   Struggling through the crowd, she was almost to the orphanage when the glass windows of a house four down from her exploded with an echoing bang. Glass flew outward, slicing across the vampires running past the house. They screamed loudly as the shards sliced across their skin. Some fell to the street while others raced onward. Flames shot out from the windows and licked hungrily up the front of the house. Her stomach plummeted into her boots when she realized the house hadn’t been one of the ones she’d set on fire. The wind had whipped the fires up and spread them far faster than she or William had anticipated.
 
   Pushing aside her guilt over what she’d done, and her apprehension that this plan had already spiraled out of control, she kept moving forward, determined to get to the orphanage and the children. The screams intensified, the frenzy of the pushing almost knocked her to her feet. An elbow in her back caused her to stumble forward three steps. She fell but managed to break the fall with her hands before hitting her knees. Scrambling forward, she remained in a crouch until she made it to the safety of a side yard.
 
   She didn’t realize she was shaking until she was free of the commotion of the street. Running through the snow, she leapt up the back stairs of the orphanage, tripped over the top step, and crashed into the door. A startled shout came from inside when she began to beat against the wood.
 
   “Pallas!” she screamed her voice hoarse from the smoke billowing over and around her. She may not require breath, but the smoke still burned her throat. The door flew open to reveal Pallas and Abbott. They were both pale and shaking; their eyes frantic much like she assumed her own were right now. “Get the children, we must go!”
 
   Pallas spun away to reveal the children huddled behind her in the dining room. “Tempest!” Nora cried and ran toward her.
 
   Nora’s weight rocked her, but she embraced the girl in a firm hug before releasing her. “Come, hurry.” She waved frantically at the others and scooped Agnes up in her arms when she toddled forward.
 
   Turning, Tempest fled across the snow toward the mountains. She had to get the children free of this town, now.
 
   ***
 
   William smelled the pungent smoke before he heard the shouts resonating through the streets. The vampires gathered in the cell around him cautiously approached the bars in front as curiosity drew them forward. He remained in the back, leaning against the bars while he watched the guards rise from their chairs.
 
   “I’ll check it out,” one of the men said to the others. He glanced at the cells before grabbing his cloak from a hook. Opening the front door, he poked his head out. Over his shoulder, William spotted vampires running in both directions on the street. Anguish-filled screams rebounded through the building. The vampires around him exchanged uneasy glances. “Stay here,” the man said and stepped out the door.
 
   The other three men stared at the door as they waited for their cohort to return. The door remained closed; the intensity of the screams increased. The men remained inside for a few more minutes waiting for their leader to return. William’s teeth ground together; he fought the urge to tap his foot as he waited for one or all of them to become curious enough to check outside too.
 
   Or fearful enough.
 
   Something thumped onto the roof, causing everyone around him to jump, including the guards. He tilted his head back. His eyes narrowed as he studied the roof; it remained the same, for now. His attention was drawn away from the suspicious noise when smoke began to coil in from under the front door. The nervous murmurs of the prisoners surrounding him became more of a chatter as they surged toward the bars.
 
   The smoke was enough for the three remaining guards. They didn’t give the prisoners a backward glance, or bother to grab their cloaks before they fled out the door. William didn’t wait for it to shut before he turned toward the man closest to him and held out his hands, “Untie me,” he commanded.
 
   The man turned and ran toward the bars. William cursed as he stormed toward the frightened vampires gathered at the bars and now howling to be set free. He shoved his shoulder into the back of another man, shoving him against the bars. “Untie my hands!” he shouted into his ear in order to be heard over the growing commotion.
 
   The man glanced at him over his shoulder; his eyes rolled in his head before he lifted his arm and pulled it back. William dodged the punch the man threw at him as he swung his joined hands into the side of the man’s face. The force of William’s blow caused the man to spin to the side. He crashed against the bars separating their cell from the one next door. The scent of the man’s blood and his body sprawling onto the floor caught the attention of the others.
 
   William thrust his hands out at another man. “If you want to live, untie my hands. I can get us out of here,” he said in a calm tone that finally pierced the shroud of panic enveloping the room.
 
   “They’ll kill us,” another man said in a tremulous voice.
 
   “They’re going to kill you no matter what. I’m the only chance you have.” The man glanced nervously at the front door. “Or we could all burn to death in here. Me, personally, I’d prefer not become a shriveled vamp-ka-bob today.”
 
   A woman with hair the color of a strawberry stepped forward and shoved the man out of the way with her shoulder. Her skin was pale, but her hands were steady when she took hold of the rope. “You can get us out of here?” she asked as she tugged at the rope.
 
   “I can.” He forced himself to remain calm, while inside he was a seething mass of impatience as her fingers worked the knot. Time was running out, he knew it. The smoke in the room was no longer a thin gray stream; it had thickened, causing the whole room to become the color of slate. It would only be minutes before the building was on fire, if it wasn’t already.
 
   A breath escaped him when she finally tugged the knot free. William jerked the rope away from his wrists and threw it aside. Bending down, he pulled off his boot and removed the large hairpin Pallas had given to him. He shoved his foot back into his boot as he worked to bend the pin into the shape he needed it to be.
 
   “Get out of the way,” he said as he pushed his way to the front of the cell. The vampires parted for him, but hovered nervously around him as he stretched his hand over the cell door. His fingers slid over the metal in search of the lock. He finally found the keyhole and slid the pin into it.
 
   He looked at the ceiling as he carefully worked the pin within the lock, searching for the mechanisms to spring the door free. His fingers froze for a second when he spotted a small hole beginning to form above him. The hole started as nothing more than a pinpoint, but became the size of an apple in the few seconds he stopped moving his hand.
 
   The growing hole, directly above him, revealed the burning timber that had fallen onto the roof from the building next door. A timber that would be crashing through the roof, and into his cell any second now. He knew he didn’t have much time as his fingers began to move faster on the pin and lock.
 
   ***
 
   Finally making it to the cave leading out of town, after what felt like hours but had only been mere minutes, Tempest turned to look back at her home. Her deadened heart leapt in her chest at the rampant inferno consuming the buildings. Even from this distance, she could hear the shrieks of alarm and terror. The screams came from everywhere at once as they bounced off the face of the mountains and echoed through the valley.
 
   Her hand pressed against her mouth, Agnes snuggled closer against her shoulder and wrapped her chubby arms around her neck. Tempest remained frozen as the flames shot higher into the air and danced across the snow around them in sparkling reds and oranges that would have been stunning, if she hadn’t felt so sickened by the sight.
 
   The crackling sound of the flames brought to mind witches gathered around their caldron, but no one had cast some kind of spell, she had created this.
 
   There was also no sign of William amongst the chaos.
 
   He’d told her to go; he’d told her to leave him and never look back. Tears burned her eyes; her chest ached so badly she found it difficult to turn away. In her mind, she heard his words from when he’d first outlined his outrageous plan to her that night in the attic…
 
   You must leave Tempest, no matter what happens, you have to do whatever you can to get word to my sister, Braith, Daniel, or Jack. They were all in the town of Chippman when I left, they may still be there. Jack will be there no matter what, he’ll take care of you, he’ll keep you safe, and he’ll help you if Braith and Aria have already left. If you don’t leave and get word to them, it will all be for nothing. I’ll find you as soon as I can, and I will find you.
 
   Glancing back at the town, she knew she couldn’t let all of this destruction be for nothing. She couldn’t let this awful loss and sacrifice be in vain, couldn’t allow that woman in the hotel to continue to unleash her destruction on future unsuspecting vampires and humans. She and the children never would have been allowed to leave here. The burnings and imprisonments would have continued until they’d all been broken or locked away and turned into the monsters roaming outside of these mountains.
 
   Anguish bloomed in her chest as she forced herself to turn sideways to shuffle into the entrance of the cave. She froze before she could move much further inside. William wouldn’t find her, she knew it; he wouldn’t be coming. She didn’t know how she knew it; she just knew something had gone wrong, and he was in danger.
 
   “Oh,” she breathed. The feeling of being torn in two sliced through her chest as she bit back an anguished scream.
 
   “Tempest!” Pallas hissed from fifteen feet in front of her. “Tempest, come on.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder one more time. The wind whipped the fire higher into the air, fanning the flames until they’d become so intense they’d now traveled to the orphanage. Her head tipped back to take in the orange glow playing over the snow and the clouds choking the air.
 
   Her hand slipped into her cloak and wrapped around the patch tucked securely into one of the pockets inside…
 
   Promise me, he’d said to her with a fevered gleam in his blue eyes. I promise, she’d whispered. I’ll do everything I can to make sure word gets out and they know.
 
   Now, with tears burning her eyes and her heart shattering within her chest, she shuffled through the entrance of the cave and fled toward Pallas. She had a promise to keep, and she was going to do everything she could to make sure word made it to the king and queen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 27 -
 
   William kept his eyes on the growing circle of fire over his head, and his hand focused on picking the lock. Steady, easy, he told himself as he worked the pin in the lock. If he’d still been human, his heart would be racing so fast he’d have a heart attack. As a vampire, his hand remained unwavering and his heart still, but enough adrenaline coursed through his body to power him at a dead run to the top of the surrounding mountains right now.
 
   “Hurry,” the strawberry-haired woman said to him. As if she really had to tell him that, he was the one directly beneath the growing hole, and the massive, flaming timber.
 
   He shot Strawberry a thunderous look before turning his attention back to the roof and the lock. He felt something click within the lock. Almost there, he thought at the same time the hole in the ceiling became large enough for the beam to fall through. A shout escaped him; he jerked his hand away and jumped back to avoid any falling debris.
 
   The vibrations from the impact vibrated the entire building and caused the bars surrounding him to rattle. His back slammed up against the bars separating the two cells. He pressed himself as flat against the bars as he could in an attempt to avoid the splintered pieces of flaming wood raining down from the timber that had crashed onto the bars over his head. The heat of the fire blistered his face as it roared above him. Sparks from the beam above landed on his cheeks and clothes, leaving burn marks and singed skin in their wake.
 
   More sparks shot out around the crumbling timber, falling over him. A flame shot out from the sleeve of his shirt and his right pant leg. His skin bubbled almost instantly beneath the fire eating at his clothes. Shoving himself away from the bars, he threw himself to the floor. He rolled over repeatedly until the flames on his clothes smothered beneath his weight.
 
   The smell of burnt hair and flesh filled the room, but instead of feeling the pain of the blisters running up and down his arms and across his cheeks, he felt a growing sense of urgency to get out of here. More sparks and flames fell down from the sagging ceiling. Fire spread out around them, catching on the wooden floor and eating away at the boards beneath his feet.
 
   “Is there a basement to this building?” he demanded, hoping for another way out.
 
   The pale and strained faces of those surrounding him were his answer even before Strawberry spoke, “No.”
 
   His head tilted back to the ceiling and bars again; the roof was receding fast as the fire ate at the wood. The noise of the inferno became increasingly louder, drowning out the screams of those outside and the cries of those around him as it snapped and cracked. The fire became a living breathing monster as it greedily ate away at the building. Sweat poured down his face and stuck his clothes to his body; smoke burned his eyes, causing them to water. Few things killed a vampire; the hungry flames surrounding him tied with all of those things at the top of the list.
 
   “Stomp on the flames!” he barked at the others, hoping to buy them some more time as he scrambled back over to the door of the cell.
 
   He stretched his arm through the bars once more and reached down toward the key hole. He found the hole almost instantly, but his heart sank when his hand fell against only an empty slot. Pallas’s pin was no longer there. His hand slapped against the empty space; some of his composure finally slipped as he angrily jerked at the bars, a bellow of frustration building inside of him.
 
   The heat of the fire beat against his back as he searched for the pin knocked free by the impact of the beam on the bars. Finally, through the cloying haze of smoke, he spotted it about four feet away. Lying on his stomach, he stretched his arm through the bars in search of the pin. His hand slapped against the floor; his fingers fell inches shy of the pin. So far, the fire hadn’t spread outside of the cell, but it was only a matter of time, and once it did, they were all as good as dead.
 
   A shout escaped him as he pushed his shoulder more forcefully against the bars. The metal bit into his skin and tore the flesh of his shoulder away from his neck and collarbone. Clamping his teeth against the discomfort, he pushed through the bars until his cheek pressed flush against them. His skin pushed back against his eye socket and cheekbone.
 
   Something in his shoulder cracked; his joint bent in an unnatural way. A low groan escaped him; the sweat rolling down his face wasn’t entirely due to the fire anymore. He fought against the pain as he sought to dislocate his shoulder further in order to get his hand on the pin again.
 
   His joint popped out of place with a loud crack. The sound of it was drowned out beneath the growing crescendo of beams and wood being devoured by the greedy fire. Hell didn’t contain the heat this cell did now. He lurched forward; the steel of the pin brushed against the tips of his fingers, but he couldn’t grasp hold of it. A shout of frustration escaped him; he lunged again but only succeeded in grazing the metal once more.
 
   For the first time, he began to realize he wouldn’t be making it out of this mess alive. His forehead fell against the floor; out of habit, he inhaled a smoke-choked breath that caused him to cough hoarsely against the burn in his throat and lungs.
 
   Tempest, her name blazed through his mind causing sorrow to twist within his chest.
 
   She’d gotten free of this town; he had to believe that. He had to believe she would continue and do what had to be done. She would find help, and when all of this was over, she would find happiness and security somewhere in this world. He wasn’t ready to lose her; he wanted more time with her, so much more time. He didn’t think an eternity would have been enough.
 
   Drawing on her lingering scent on his body, and the vivid image of her in his head, he lifted his forehead off the floor. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t give up until he was dead. With a low groan, he pulled back and pushed himself forward one more time, but again his fingers just missed the pin. He pulled back again and lurched forward as the vampires around him continued to try and beat out the growing flames.
 
   He pulled away from the bars to slap at the flames that caught at the bottom of his shirt and began to lick their way up toward his chest. Blisters formed on his palms but he continued to beat at the flames until they fanned out. He fell back against the bars as the heat burned against his body. Around him the vampires began to falter, they fell back against the walls, some collapsed onto the floor.
 
   Grabbing hold of a bar with his one good hand, he pulled himself to his feet, placed his dislocated shoulder in between the bars and wrenched backward. He never heard the pop over the fire when his joint snapped into place again. His gaze went to the ceiling and the bars overhead, searching for some other way out, but though the bars were beginning to glow from the heat, they remained otherwise unaffected by the flames.
 
   A fresh burst of air caused the fire around him to swirl higher. The flames became a mini tornado in the room that whipped around the walls before dying down again. The vampires in the cell next door fell back when the rush of air caused the flames to leap at them. William searched for the source of the clean air, but the flames and smoke made it impossible to see. His head lulled toward the front door.
 
   “Tempest.” Her name left his mouth before he saw her. He’d know her soul anywhere, he realized.
 
   Red rimmed her swollen eyes; smoke and ash streaked her face as she materialized through the haze of smoke and flames. Her lovely brown eyes were frantic when her hands wrapped around his on the bars.
 
   “What are you doing here?” His throat, raw from the smoke and flames, made his voice sound as if he’d been eating glass.
 
   “How do I get you out?” she inquired instead of answering him.
 
   “You have to go. I told you to leave.”
 
   Her eyes burned into his. “I created this mess; I’m not leaving you to it.”
 
   “I created this mess. Get out of here; I won’t let you die because of me.”
 
   “You’re not letting me do anything, I am doing this. Now stop wasting time by arguing with me, and tell me what to do to get you free.”
 
   His hand turned over in hers. He opened his mouth to tell her to leave again, but the determined look in her eyes brooked no room for argument. “The pin is on the ground over there; it fell out of the lock when the beam came down.”
 
   He released her hand when she turned away from him to search for the pin. Her hands fumbled through the smoke flowing across the floor before she grabbed hold of the pin and rushed back to him. Taking it from her, he slid it into the lock again and began to maneuver it around. His sweat slicked fingers made it difficult to keep his grip on the pin; the press of the vampires against his back did little to help him with the heat and his maneuverability of the pin.
 
   Tempest turned away from him and hurried over to the desks. He lost sight of her in the thickening smoke. “Tempest!” he managed to shout out in a ragged voice.
 
   “Here!” Her voice sounded like it came from a mile away, not merely feet.
 
   “Go outside and wait for me!”
 
   “Here!” she called back again instead.
 
   He gritted his teeth together, for the first time understanding what it was Braith had to deal with when it came to his stubborn as a mule sister. Never again would he tease his brother-in-law. He felt another click, but when he leaned against the bars, the door remained securely in place.
 
   Tempest emerged from the shadows, flying across the room with the surety of an arrow toward the bull’s eye. “I’ve got the key!” she gasped out, her hand clutching one of the cloaks the guards had left behind.
 
   His hand fell away from the pin; she knocked it from the lock as she pulled free the key tucked into the pocket of the cloak. Tears from the caustic smoke streaked from her reddened eyes when she slid the key into the lock and turned it. The gate gave way beneath his weight. She jumped back as the door swung toward her. Before he could rush out, grab her, and drag her to safety, she spun to the other cell. He didn’t like the idea of leaving the other vamps behind, but he didn’t want her to spend one more second in this building.
 
   Arriving at her side, he rested his hand on her waist with the intention of lifting her up and throwing her over his shoulder. The door to the cell swung open, and she jumped back. “Stay with us if you want to live!” she croaked at the vampires pouring free of their cages.
 
   William grabbed hold of her hand, not looking back as he tucked her against his side and pulled her toward the door. They rushed down the stairs of the prison and into the crowded street. Four of the vampires in the stocks outside resembled deer cooked over a spit. Their reddened, hairless bodies still had smoke and flames eating at their bodies. Three of the others were screaming in agony as fire licked over them.
 
   Tempest slowed, but William tightened his hold on her and propelled her onward. “We have to help them!” she protested.
 
   “There is no helping them,” he replied. Maybe they could still release them, and maybe somehow they would heal from the burns, but she was his number one concern right now. “And I’m getting you out of here.”
 
   He kept her snug against his side as they plunged into the horde of vampires running up and down the street. He stiff-armed anyone who came near them, knocking them back before they could hurt her in anyway. Sparks and flames began to shoot from the pointed roof of the hotel. Looking up and down the road, he searched for anyone who might be coming after him, but he seemed to have been forgotten in the chaos of the fires and everyone trying to flee. Either that or they believed him already dead.
 
   Wind whipped down the street, fanning the flames and sending them higher into the sky. From behind him, the loud crash of the prison folding in on itself reverberated through the street. He didn’t look back, but he felt the hot wash of the flames against his back when they blew outward.
 
   “The wind,” she whispered, her voice barely carrying over the crescendo of the fire. “I didn’t expect the wind to pick up.”
 
   “Neither did I.”
 
   “I destroyed it all.” Her eyes were haunted as she tilted her head back to look up at him.
 
   His fingers stroked over her cheek. “It was destroyed the minute they entered this town.”
 
   She nodded, but he could feel the guilt and anguish radiating from her. He ignored the sting in his blistered hand when he wrapped it around her head and pulled her closer to him protectively. The cold air blowing against the numerous burn holes in his clothes cooled his burnt and reddened skin, giving him some reprieve from the tenderness of his body.
 
   “Where’s the queen?” he inquired in a raspy voice.
 
   “I don’t know,” Tempest replied. “It took me coming back to town to realize it, but if you look closely, the villagers who didn’t join with the invaders are running that way.” She pointed down the road toward where the barricade of soldiers was still trying to keep the flow of fleeing vampires back. Bodies littered the ground around the structure, but the soldiers were starting to lose the battle as the panicked vamps pushed against them more insistently. “The others are going the opposite way, like bees toward their queen. They’re going for the mountain road, but it’s extremely difficult to traverse, especially in the snow.”
 
   “What’s on the other side of that road?”
 
   “An end of the mountain chain, lakes, valleys, and more towns.”
 
   “More vampires for them to try and convert,” he murmured.
 
   “Yes,” she confirmed. “Lots more. There’s better land and weather outside of these mountains.”
 
   A sinking sensation filled the pit of his stomach, but it didn’t matter. They couldn’t stop them from fleeing, not now; all they could do now was escape with their lives, and the little information he’d managed to learn about the woman claiming to be queen.
 
   “You!” someone shouted. “You!” His head turned toward a white robed figure pointing at him in the street. “You’re the one the queen wants.”
 
   “Son of a bitch!” he spat.
 
   The figure in white charged at them, young, reckless and looking to make a place for himself amongst the side he’d joined. William swung Tempest behind him and released her before turning to face the young man. He wasn’t in the mood for anyone’s crap, especially not this hothead. With no regard for his vulnerable areas or even his life, the vampire put his head down and charged at him.
 
   A snarl curved William’s lip; his arm shot out. Bone crunched and splintered apart beneath his fist as it drove through the man’s chest. Gurgled blood exploded from his mouth when William wrapped his hand around his heart. He held the man’s brown eyes before jerking backward and tearing the heart from his chest.
 
   The vampires that had escaped from the prison with them fell back as the man’s twitching body flopped onto the ground. They glanced between him and the dead vamp before pressing closer against him and Tempest.
 
   “Fool.” William dropped the heart on the ground and wiped the blood from his hand in the snow. Turning toward Tempest, he grabbed hold of her hand again and pulled her forward. “Don’t ever do what he just did,” he told her.
 
   She glanced back at the prone body in the snow. “Protect your chest,” she muttered.
 
   “Always.”
 
   He cradled Tempest’s head against his chest as they ran in between two burning buildings. Bits of debris and sparks rained down upon them. Demon hands of fire leapt toward them, seeking to use their bodies as more fuel for its hungry flames. A cry of pain escaped her; he hurriedly brushed aside the cinders falling on her cheek.
 
   Bursting free of the crumbling buildings, he ran with her across the snow to the entrance of the cave they’d come here through. He didn’t look back as he followed her into the crevice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 28 -
 
   Tempest led the way through the cave, running as fast as her legs would carry her. The damp, mildew scent of the rocks couldn’t drown out the aroma of the smoke and fire consuming her home. It wafted through the cave system and clung to their clothing, hair and skin. It would forever be burned into her nostrils, and she knew she would never forget the smell or erase the screams of the dying. Nor did she want to; she should always remember what she’d done.
 
   She turned sideways and hurried through the rocks toward the exit of the cave. The coolness of the stones around her felt almost as good as cool water would have against her burned skin. Plunging into the lake right now sounded like a little bit of heaven, but so did getting out of here.
 
   Ahead of her, William slowed as he approached the exit. If the rocks felt like heaven against her skin, she could only imagine what they felt like against the blisters and burns covering him. She wanted to grab hold of him and hug him close, to reassure herself he really was alive, but that would have to wait until they were free of these mountains. As soon as they were safe with his family, she intended to hold him for days on end.
 
   William stuck his head out of the cave and looked both ways before stepping out. “Stay,” he whispered to her. She crept to the very edge and was about to walk out when he returned and took hold of her hand.
 
   She stepped onto the ledge and moved over for the others to exit. Her gaze ran over William while she waited; she shuddered at the sight of him. His pants had been burned away nearly to his knees. Blisters were beginning to heal on his calves, but they were bright red and oozing still. One of his sleeves was completely gone, the other still intact. Blisters and burns marred his face, but like his legs, they were fading away. His broken nose had almost healed; only a large bruise across the bridge and a bump in the middle indicated it had been damaged. Two scratches on either side of his chin were still healing; she could see the muscle repairing itself.
 
   “Where to next?” he inquired.
 
   “Down the ledge,” she told him. “I’ll lead.”
 
   “No,” he said and started down the ledge before she could protest.
 
   “It ends abruptly!” she shouted into the wind at his back.
 
   A firm squeeze of her hand was the only indication he’d heard her. She stared at the back of his head as they walked. The bottom of his hair had been singed; it wouldn’t repair itself, but at least it would grow back. The bow and quiver he’d reclaimed from where they’d hidden them away in the cave bounced against his back. He came to an abrupt halt when they arrived at the rock wall at the end of the ledge.
 
   “We have to climb down!” she yelled to be heard over the wind whipping through the mountains and tearing at their hair and clothes. The villagers leaned forward to look over the ledge; two shook their heads and stepped away. “You either climb, or you go back and take your chances in the town!”
 
   Their gazes darted between her and the steep cliffs; for a minute, she didn’t know what decision they would make, but they finally began to nod. “I’ll lead the way,” she said. “Follow where I put my hands and feet; keep your body close against the cliffs to avoid the wind pulling you free.”
 
   She realized those hadn’t been the best choice of words, when all of them visibly paled. “You’ll be fine,” she assured them.
 
   She bent down to grab hold of the wall, but William seized hold of her arm and dragged her up against his solid chest. Before she knew what he intended, his hand snaked into her hair; he pulled her head back and took hold of her mouth with a passion that left her limp and shaking. His tongue swept in to taste her with a desperation she’d never felt from him before. She clutched his arms as he made love to her mouth with deep, penetrating thrusts of his tongue.
 
   Pulling away, his forehead rested against hers; his mouth hovered inches away from hers. “You should have listened to me, but thanks for saving my life.”
 
   “I did listen to you,” she replied with a smile. “I kept my promise. I sent Pallas on with your patch and your message for your sister. I couldn’t leave you behind, William. I simply couldn’t.”
 
   His eyes searched hers before he bent and kissed her nose. “I would do the same for you. I would do anything for you.”
 
   A thrill went through her at his words. She lifted her head to kiss him again. “We must go. I’d like to catch up to Pallas before they make it to the other side of the caves, in case they run into those things.”
 
   “I’ll be right beside you; let me get off the wall before you.”
 
   He stepped back as she turned to the wall once more. Going on years of practice, and her drive to be free of this place, she lowered herself over the edge and began to climb down. Behind her, she heard the shuffle and the muttered words of the villagers as they followed. Halfway down the wall, she glanced up to see the line of villagers following her like ants at a picnic.
 
   She turned her attention back to the climb down. Her arms and legs quivered with exhaustion; her fingers hurt from gripping the wall so tight. Her hair, torn free from the hood that had been knocked back from her face, whipped in the wind. The strands of it beating against her frozen cheeks stung, but she continued stalwartly on toward the next ledge.
 
   Hugging the wall, she watched as William dropped onto the ledge and did a hasty patrol of the area before coming back and waving at her to join him. He stepped aside to let her down; his warm hand burned through her cloak to heat her back. Her entire body felt like rubber. She barely had the strength to move out of the way of the villagers before collapsing again with her back to the wall.
 
   William settled beside her, his broad shoulder brushing against hers. A minute passed, before she looked up at the six villagers still on the wall. They were making good time for ones so inexperienced. Her gaze traveled above them, but she saw no one else on the ledges or cliff face.
 
   She pushed herself to her feet and rested a hand against the chilled rock in order to keep herself steady. The other villagers collapsed beside her, their shoulders heaved as they bowed their heads. “We won’t have to climb again,” she told them.
 
   “Thankfully,” the one beside her murmured.
 
   Taking hold of her hand, William turned and hurried down the ledge with her behind him. “Up here, on your right!” she yelled to him.
 
   She squeezed his hand when they were almost to the entrance of the final cave. She almost jumped for joy when she stepped into the shadows of the cave, but she managed to keep herself restrained.
 
   She only made it ten feet before William jerked her back. The force of his pull caused her to stumble awkwardly. She was trying to right herself when he spun her away and pinned her against the wall with his back. A startled cry escaped her; the jagged rocks protruding from the wall scraped her skin and bit into her back. Her hands fell onto his shoulders. His muscles tensed and vibrated beneath her touch like a cat ready to pounce on its prey.
 
   She had no idea what had caused such a reaction, but she knew something wasn’t right. Her mouth dropped when she spotted the group of white clad men and women emerging from the shadows of the cave. There were at least nine of them, but they weren’t the ones who drew her attention the most.
 
   Her fingers tensed on William’s shoulders when Kane stepped forth. The smug smile on his lips tugged awkwardly on his scar, pulling half his face up in some kind of macabre theatre mask. His hazel eyes twinkled with delight as he turned and waved a hand at the shadows behind him.
 
   Tempest’s heart plummeted; her stomach curdled when two more white robed figures led Pallas, Abbott, and the rest of the children forward. Agnes clung to Pallas; the tears streaming down the young girl’s face glimmered in the glow of the guard’s torch. Pallas’s eyes shone with unshed tears.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Pallas whispered. “I didn’t know they were following us.”
 
   Kane’s smile grew as his eyes turned toward her. Tempest almost cowered away from the malevolence in his gaze, but she remained unmoving by sheer strength of will. “Well, when I saw my missing resident of the orphanage fleeing from the home and toward the mountains, of course I became curious as to why you would suddenly reappear at the same time as…” his gaze slid pointedly to William, “you.”
 
   William shifted before her, his muscles rippled. The power within him swelled beneath the tips of her fingers, electrifying her skin. He was so strong, so powerful, yet she didn’t think it would be enough. Not against Kane. Tempest bit into her bottom lip as Kane ruthlessly stared at William.
 
   “I thought where there was smoke, there must be fire. I didn’t see her slip out of the cave to return for you, but when we caught up with the children, I knew she’d return for them.”
 
   Tempest kicked herself in the ass for being spotted, but she’d never seen him following her, and there had been no way to remain completely hidden from view. She’d led Pallas and the others to the first ledge before taking a different way out of the mountains and back to Badwin. It had taken her longer to return to the town than she wanted, but she couldn’t put the children in more peril by risking being seen exiting the cave.
 
   Kane’s tongue flickered out to lick his lips when his gaze slid over her. “I don’t blame you for following the girl into town, she is a fine piece.” The growl William emitted caused the village vampires to take a step back. Tempest’s hands tightened on him, in an attempt to keep a hold of him in case he tried to launch at Kane. “I’m going to enjoy using her in every way and breaking her beneath me when you’re dead. Maybe I’ll keep you alive to watch, for a while.”
 
   Her grip on William proved useless when he tore free of her and leapt at Kane with a roar that would have made a wolf cower. Kane braced himself, but the force of William’s shoulder slamming into his chest threw them both into the shadows of the cave and out of view. A scream for him built in her throat; she managed to keep it suppressed as she spun toward the remaining white clad vampires.
 
   Their eyes shone red in the firelight playing over them. Smiles curved their mouths as they adjusted their spears in their hands. Tempest tugged two stakes free of her cloak and braced herself the way William had taught her.
 
   “Do you have any more of those?” a village woman with vibrant red hair inquired of her. Tempest dimly recalled her name was Moira.
 
   She glanced over the other villagers, but they all had the same resolute look on their faces. “You saved our lives. They won’t take us without a fight, not this time,” a man said.
 
   Digging into her cloak, she pulled out the other four stakes tucked within. They took the stakes from her. She handed a fifth vampire one of the stakes in her hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 29 -
 
   It had been foolish, a mistake to rise to Kane’s baiting, but he’d never been known for his cool and level head. He’d meant to stay calm, to assess the situation and do what he could to get them out of it. Then Kane had said that about Tempest and all he’d seen was red, all he’d wanted was Kane’s blood. No one would ever touch her or harm her in such a way, especially not this piece of shit. It had gone on too long; this man had to die. He deserved to die.
 
   They rolled into the shadows together before crashing against the wall with so much force rocks and debris fell down upon them. Caught up in each other, he found it difficult to get a solid punch in, but he drove his fist into Kane’s gut repeatedly. If Kane had been human, the blows would have forced him to curl in on himself as he gasped for air, but he did neither of those things.
 
   Kane’s hands dug at his stomach; his fingers scrambled and tore at William’s skin as he tried to rip into the scar he’d left on him after their first battle. William flung himself back, rolling away from Kane before he could dig too deeply into his flesh. The vampire was stronger than he was, faster. He had to stay on the move if he had any chance of getting the upper hand. Outside the orphanage, he’d had the element of surprise on his side when he’d attacked, now he had none of that. Tempest’s strengthening blood still ran through his veins, but he didn’t know if it would be enough to take Kane down permanently.
 
   He rose to his feet and charged at Kane with his shoulder down; the vampire dashed to the side as William had anticipated. Before he would have hit him, he’d switched direction. He ran back toward the main cave and the sounds of feet scraping on stone, grunts and cries of pain coming from there. When he’d gone for Kane, he’d made the horrific mistake of leaving Tempest out there with those other vampires.
 
   He didn’t have the time to berate himself for allowing his hot-tempered tendencies to get the best of him. He had to get to her and make sure she survived whatever happened here. Kane wasn’t his main concern.
 
   Racing out of the shadows, he crashed into the back of a white cloaked vampire closing in on Tempest. Lifting the vampire up, he smashed him face first onto the floor with enough force to knock the spear he’d been clutching free. The man’s neck snapped from the impact and twisted at such an unnatural angle that his eyes were now looking up at William. His hands scrabbled against the floor, ripping off his fingernails as he gouged away chunks of rock from the floor. William snatched up the spear and drove it through his heart. He yanked it free and spun to face Kane when he came at him again.
 
   William swung the spear up, catching Kane under his chin and knocking him back enough to buy him some more time. From the corner of his eye, he watched Tempest as she squared off against a man stalking her with lethal intent. Tempest swung at the man, who dodged back to avoid the stake in her hand. The vampire leapt forward, but instead of trying to catch him with her stake again, Tempest leaned against the wall and drove her foot up. She kicked him in the crotch with enough force that William was certain the man could now be classified as a woman.
 
   The vamp howled; his hands clasped at his nuts. His face turned the color of a tomato before his legs buckled and his knees hit the floor. Showing no mercy, Tempest pulled her arm back and drove the stake deep into the man’s heart. The vampire’s eyes rolled back in his head, Tempest yanked the stake back out before the man slumped to the floor.
 
   “Who taught you that move?” he inquired as he arrived at her side.
 
   She grabbed the vampire’s spear off the floor. “You told me to do whatever was necessary to win.”
 
   “I did and I approve.” He turned back as another vampire fell to one of the village vampires, but more bodies of the villagers littered the floor. “Stay close to me,” he commanded gruffly.
 
   “I should be saying that to you,” she retorted. The fire in her eyes and the set of her chin showed her anger with him more than her words ever could. He had the urge to cover his manhood as she continued to glower at him.
 
   He squeezed her hand. “Sorry.” The word sounded strange spilling from his lips; over the years he should have offered many apologies; he’d only ever issued a few. “It won’t happen again.”
 
   His bow and arrows beat against his back, but in such close confines, and with so many vampires shuffling about the cave, he couldn’t take the chance of hitting someone on their side with an arrow. It would also be unlikely he’d be able to get off many shots before he was overtaken. The spear was the better option right now, no matter how badly his fingers itched for his bow.
 
   He charged back into the fight, keeping Tempest beside him as he swung the spear at first one vampire and then another, pushing them back. The children and Pallas had all huddled into the back of the cave, sheltered behind some boulders. The flickering light of the torch danced over the rocks as the clash of spears, and the coppery stench of blood filled the cave. Flecks of blood splashed over his face and soaked into his clothes. He worked to carve away the white clothed figures while trying to make his way back to Kane, who was just as ruthlessly cutting his way through the villagers.
 
   He drove his spear through another vampire, and grabbing the vamp’s discarded spear from the ground, he tossed it to the woman with the strawberry colored hair. By his side, Tempest hit a woman who leapt at her with her spear, knocking the woman back. Before the woman could completely regain her footing, Tempest swung the spear low, sweeping her feet out from under her. Not missing a beat, she leapt forward and drove the spear into the woman’s heart.
 
   Fast learner, he thought with pride.
 
   He spun back to the fight as Kane burst free of the crowd and rushed at him. A grim smile spread across William’s mouth; he braced his legs and swung his spear up. Kane’s spear crashed against his, rattling the wood within his grasp. His fingers clenched on the weapon as he fell back beneath Kane’s furious blows.
 
   He fended them off, wielding the spear with the expertise of his training. His arms ached, his hand vibrated as the spear was beat repeatedly. He turned to the side, avoiding Kane’s lunge and managing to crash his own spear down onto Kane’s back.
 
   The blow should have knocked Kane to his knees, but he managed to catch himself before falling down. William spun the spear so the arrowhead pointed at Kane’s back. The vampire spun and grabbing the bottom of the spear broke the arrow off. It clattered across the stone floor with a rattling ting as it spun into the shadows of the cave.
 
   William didn’t have time to recover before Kane’s arms wrapped around his knees and he was dragged down beneath him. His back slammed into the rock; his head crashed off it causing stars to burst before his eyes when his brain rattled against his skull. He almost lost his broken spear, but somehow managed to keep hold of it as Kane scrambled to grab his legs.
 
   Getting his knees in between them, William thrust upward with enough force to dislodge the smaller vamp. Kane rolled away into the darkness as William staggered back to his feet. He looked toward where Tempest and the others stood; the rest of the white cloaked vampires lying about their feet. There were only a handful of the village vampires left, but at least some of them had survived. Tempest’s skin had taken on an ashen hue, blood speckled her cheeks, but she appeared unharmed. His gaze fell on the cowering children.
 
   “Run!” he yelled at them. “Tempest, take the children and run!”
 
   It was the mention of the children that finally broke through to her, as he’d known it would. Spinning away, she began to usher the children and others forward with a hurried shooing gesture. “Go!”
 
   William spun toward the shadows as Kane bolted toward him with his shoulders down. He swung his spear up, prepared to drive it into Kane’s back. At the last second, Kane rose up and threw his spear at him. William dodged to the side, but not in time to avoid having the spear tip plunge into his shoulder and burst out the other side.
 
   He bit back a shout of pain, afraid to draw Tempest’s attention to the fight again, but he couldn’t keep back a grunt from the force of the impact. Turning back to face Kane, he didn’t have time to get out of the way as the vampire hurtled across the earth and dove at him. William stumbled back. He realized too late that he’d been standing near the entrance of the cave. With another violent shove from Kane, he lost what was left of his balance and toppled over the edge of the cliff.
 
   ***
 
   “William!” Tempest screamed when she saw him tumble away into nothing.
 
   She’d led the others farther into the cave, urging them to run faster, and making sure the children would make it to safety before doubling back to help him fight Kane. She’d been too late to help though, too late to save him. Rage and sorrow left her shaken as tears streamed down her face. The tears fell, but the rage drove her forward with a bellow she’d never expected to come from herself.
 
   Quiet and hiding in the shadows all her life, she knew now she’d never be that girl again. No, now there was no hiding from her problems, they had to be faced head on, and this one she planned to face with the ruthlessness of a mountain lion.
 
   She threw her spear at Kane with far more speed than she’d known possible. Kane lunged out of the way, but she didn’t go after him again; she ran to the edge of the cliff and looked over the side. A shelf two hundred feet below had stopped William from plummeting all the way to the bottom of the valley and onto the jagged boulders lining the lake.
 
   His head, twisted to the side, faced a direction that never should have been possible. Blood, seeping from the back of his head, had begun to form a scarlet puddle in the snow. One of his legs was bent behind his body; more blood spilled from where his broken femur had pierced through the flesh of his thigh.
 
   The spear Kane had thrown at him was still embedded in his shoulder, but the broken spear he’d fallen over with had pierced through his chest, close to his heart. It might have pierced his heart she realized with a wave of misery so intense she almost fell to her knees. She couldn’t see his eyes, but she had to believe he was still alive and that the spear had missed.
 
   A choked sob escaped her, if there was a small chance he was alive, she was going to help him and no matter what, she would not leave his body down there. Bending, she grabbed hold of the edge of the cliff in order to lower herself over it. A hand snatched her arm, jerking her back before she could go over. A red haze suffused her vision; she turned on Kane with the fury of a hellcat kicking and spitting as she clawed at his face and battered his shins.
 
   “I’ll kill you!” the scream tore from her already raw throat as she threw herself at him, shoving him into the cave wall.
 
   He grabbed at her arms, shoving them down to her sides. Before she could gather herself enough to go back at him, he backhanded her across the face so hard her cheek split open and blood spilled into her mouth. Her hand flew to her cheek; she staggered back and crashed into the rocks.
 
   He leapt at her, clutching her arms. Tearing her away from the cave wall, he threw her to the floor. Tempest bit back a cry as her hands and knees slapped off the stones. Scrambling forward, she tried to regain her feet, but he grabbed hold of the hood of her cloak and yanked her backward. Her fingers clawed at the brooch and cloak cutting into her neck in an attempt to tear it away from her body.
 
   Before she could get the brooch to let go, he lifted her within his arms. His powerful grip crushed her ribcage as he squeezed her. Tempest kicked her feet, trying desperately to connect with some vulnerable part of his body. Swinging her head back, a bellow escaped her when he managed to dodge a blow that would have shattered his nose.
 
   With a sound of disgust, he threw her away from him and onto the floor. Tempest’s fingers scrabbled over the rocks, trying to find some purchase as he grabbed hold of her feet and pulled her toward him. With a brutal jerk, he flipped her over. Her head cracked off the rocks; her vision blurred and pain exploded in her skull.
 
   She fought to stay conscious as he grabbed hold of her wrists with one of his hands and bashed them into the floor with enough force to break a knuckle in her right hand. She tried to buck him off, but his weight upon her was too much, his grip on her stronger than iron.
 
   “No!” she screamed at him, squirming within his grasp as he leered down at her.
 
   His lips skimmed back to reveal his fangs. “I’ve wanted to do this since the first time I saw you,” he murmured as he ran his fingers over the front of her shirt.
 
   Bile filled her mouth; she gulped it back as she renewed her battle to get away from this monster. The slapping of feet bounced off the cave walls. His head lifted as Moira and Abbott rushed out of the shadows toward them. Moira swung her spear out, but Kane grabbed hold of it with his free hand and jerked it from her grasp.
 
   Lifting the spear, he released Tempest’s wrists to swing the weapon at Moira. It cracked against her back, knocking her to the floor. He swung it at Abbott next. Abbott tried to jump out of the way, but he couldn’t avoid his legs being knocked out from under him. His head hit the rock with a solid thwack that made Tempest cringe. He lay, unmoving on the ground.
 
   Tempest sat up, her fingers hooked into claws as she dove at Kane. She dug her nails into his cheeks, raking away strips of skin from his face. She’d been aiming for his eyes but he’d moved at the last second, making her miss the mark. This time he didn’t slap her, but drove his fist into her face so forcefully that her nose shattered from the blow, and she swore she felt a jagged line run through her broken cheekbone. Her head shot back, blackness swirled up around her, looking to embrace her within its endless depths.
 
   The world vanished as she fell back against the floor. She had no idea how long she’d passed out, but when she came to, cold air brushed over the flesh of her chest. A moan escaped her; her head pounded as if a woodpecker had gotten inside and mistaken it for a tree. It took all she had to concentrate on her surroundings. Finally able to keep her eyes open, she turned her head to find Kane still sitting on top of her. She blinked at him, trying to clear the hazy fog of her vision but he blurred before her, becoming two and then three.
 
   It wasn’t until his hand fell on her breast that she came back to life again. She slapped at his hands; strangled sounds escaped her blood-filled mouth as she beat at him. Lifting his hand to slap her again, Tempest braced herself for the blow. She couldn’t afford to lose consciousness again.
 
   His hand was on the downward swing when a figure loomed over the top of him. It took her a minute to realize that the fiery red eyes, blood soaked face and clothes belonged to William. A snarl escaped him as he lifted the spear he’d ripped free from his chest and drove it through Kane’s back.
 
   Kane arched forward on top of her. His eyes rolled back in his head; his fingers scrabbled at the broken end of the spear piercing his heart. Gurgled sounds of distress poured from his mouth along with his blood.
 
   Bending low, William rested his mouth near Kane’s ear. “Remember that moment I told you about in the prison. This is it. I’ve never missed a heart before; I missed yours on purpose last time, you prick.” With that, he twisted the spear, turning it within Kane’s chest before grabbing his shoulder and shoving his limp body off her.
 
   The red bled from William’s eyes, leaving them their exquisite blue again as he collapsed onto the ground before her. “Are you ok?” he demanded, grabbing hold of her hands and dragging her toward him.
 
   She took hold of his cheeks, tears of relief and joy spilling down her face. “Yes, are you?”
 
   He collapsed in her arms before he could answer her. “William!” she shrieked grabbing at him and rolling him over.
 
   His eyes were closed, his mouth parted. Her hands scrambled over his blood soaked clothes as she tried desperately to wake him again. Alive, she knew it, but so badly beaten and bruised he may not stay that way. The gaping wound in his chest continued to bleed; his leg was twisted awkwardly, and now that she was closer, she could see the bone still piercing through his skin. He’d torn the other spear from his shoulder, but blood continued to flow from the hole that went all the way through him.
 
   “How did he manage to climb up here?” Abbott muttered from above her. She lifted her head to look up at him. His nose was scrunched up as he rubbed at the back of his head.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. She couldn’t imagine the amount of agony he must have endured, or the determination it would have taken him to accomplish the climb, but her heart swelled with more love for him. “But he needs blood, and we have to get him out of here.”
 
   She bit into her wrist and pressed it against William’s bloody lips. “Tempest!” Abbott hissed.
 
   “It’s ok,” she whispered, brushing back strands of William’s hair from his bloody face. Even battered and broken, he was still the most magnificent man she’d ever seen. He reflexively swallowed when the blood pooled into the back of his throat. The taste of her blood and his own instincts caused his fangs to lengthen against her skin. A sigh of pleasure escaped her when he bit down. “Good,” she murmured, leaning over him to press a kiss against his forehead. “Take as much as you need.”
 
   Moira emerged, limping from the shadows. Moira’s brown eyes flickered; her eyebrows shot up when she spotted Tempest’s wrist pressed against William’s mouth. Maybe what she was doing wasn’t something commonly done amongst vampires, but she didn’t give one damn what they thought about it.
 
   “Are you badly injured?” Tempest inquired.
 
   Moira blinked at her question, but her gaze remained locked on the two of them. Finally, she rested her hand against her side. “I’ll heal.”
 
   “We have to go,” Abbott urged.
 
   “Help me with him,” she said. Adjusting her hold on William, she kept her wrist against his mouth as she moved carefully out from under him.
 
   Abbott claimed William’s feet and Moira came to stand by his head to help her with his arms. Together they carried him through the cave toward where they’d left Achilles. She really hoped the horse was still there. It would be difficult for them to carry William through the snow without the horse, but she would do whatever it took to get him to safety.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 30 -
 
   Over the next two days, they trudged endlessly through the snow. They spent the first night in the cave she’d shared with William what felt like months ago now, but it had only been a little over a week since she’d stepped out into the blizzard. So much had happened since then, so much gained and lost, but they were still here, and they had managed to save at least some lives, and hopefully he’d learned something that would be of use to his brother-in-law.
 
   At night, the lonely cries of the starving and lethal vampires would echo over the land, but she never spotted them within the shifting, snowy landscape. The children struggled through the snow, but though she wished she could put them on Achilles with William, she couldn’t risk injuring the horse. All of the adults switched off carrying Agnes and none of the children complained.
 
   William sat slumped in the saddle; he had yet to regain consciousness. She tried not to dwell on the terror filling her at the prospect of him never waking again, but with every passing minute, the fear grew stronger. She alternated feeding him her blood with the blood of the animals they managed to track and capture. The loss of her blood had started to drain her; it was becoming more challenging to trudge onward and to keep her head up, but she’d do everything she could to keep him alive.
 
   They arrived at another town on the eve of the second night. Glancing up and down the empty streets she wondered if this was the town William had told her about. She didn’t intend to go into the basement of the prison to find out; she’d had enough of prisons for a lifetime. Helping her with William, she, Abbott and Pallas carried him into one of the homes at the end of the road and placed him on the couch. Moira and one of the other vampires led Achilles to the small stable across the street before returning to the house.
 
   Tempest knelt at William’s side; her fingers brushed his hair back from his forehead as she watched him. In the cave, she’d cleaned the blood from his body and changed him into what remained of his clothes from the saddlebags left with Achilles. The blisters and burns had faded from his skin, but the bruises from his battle remained. She stroked her fingers over his cheeks, worry gnawing at her gut, as he remained unmoving.
 
   “You have to come back to me,” she whispered and bent to kiss his cheek. She nuzzled against him, inhaling his scent. “I need you.”
 
   “Tempest.” She turned to find Abbott hovering in the doorway of the living room.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Someone is coming.”
 
   Her heart plummeted into her stomach; she leapt to her feet and rushed toward the door as the last of the sun faded behind the horizon. Had they been found? They didn’t have it in them to put up another big fight; they were all exhausted, hungry and battered. She’d fight to the death to keep William protected; she just didn’t think it would be a long fight.
 
   She pressed her face against the window in the door to stare out at the darkening street. The jingle of saddles drifted to her before the first man rode into view. Her hands pressed flat against the door; the other vampires hovered by her back as the men and women riding by continued on their trek. She was so busy praying they would go past, and keep on going, that she didn’t notice the patches on their sleeves until they were almost halfway down the street.
 
   A strangled cry escaped her; spinning away, she tugged the patch William had given her, and that she’d reclaimed from Pallas, free of her cloak. Running toward the front door, Tempest flung it open and leapt down the porch stairs.
 
   “Wait!” she cried, her voice strangled by hope and distress.
 
   The startled glances of those closest to her caused them to jerk their mounts away from her. “Careful!” one of them barked.
 
   “The queen, I must speak with the queen!” she gushed as she grabbed at the boot of the vampire who had yelled at her.
 
   He raked her with a scathing glance. She’d washed the blood from herself, but she’d had no clothes to change into. She’d tried to button her ruined shirt the best she could, but her ripped, torn and bloody clothing weren’t helping her right now, and neither was her frantic behavior. The cloak, and what remained of her clothes, covered most of her flesh, but she still felt exposed. She tried to steady herself and compose her features before speaking again.
 
   “Please,” she begged. “I know where her brother, William, is!”
 
   That caused more of a reaction. A murmur went through the crowd toward the front of the line. The horses stopped moving; from somewhere up front the talk became more excited and agitated. The front three horses fell out of line and trotted down the street toward her.
 
   Human, she realized as the three men stopped before her. They were so close that when they stopped the breath from their horses puffed against her shoulder and blew her hair back. Two of them were blond, and the other was the largest man she’d ever seen. So large she wondered if giants actually did walk the earth.
 
   “Where is he?” she focused on the blond man who had spoken the demand.
 
   Something oddly familiar about him caused her mind to search frantically through her memories. Then she realized what it was, saw the family resemblance in the sparkling blue eyes. “Daniel?” she inquired.
 
   He kicked free of the saddle and dropped to the ground with grace beyond what she was used to from a human. He strode toward her; his eyes narrowed and his shoulders thrust back. “How do you know my name?”
 
   “William told me about you,” she murmured, fighting the urge to throw her arms around him. She didn’t think he would much appreciate a filthy, battered vampire he didn’t know grabbing hold of him and sobbing out her relief. “This way.”
 
   He glanced back at the other two humans and jerked his head at them to follow him. Behind him, more vampires dismounted and came forward as she led the way into the house. Stepping back, she gestured for them to enter the living room before her. Some of the vampires escorting them crowded into the hall behind her. Their gazes fixed warily on the village vampires who watched them with the same expression of distrust.
 
   “William!” Daniel shouted and raced toward his motionless brother.
 
   He fell to his knees beside him; his hands carefully ran over William’s body as he searched for injuries that had already mostly healed. There was still a hole in his chest, and his shoulder, but the one in his shoulder no longer went all the way through, and the muscle and bone had mostly repaired themselves. She’d set the bone in his leg back into place. It had mended, along with the flesh around it. The two deep gouges running down his chin had left faint, puckered scars on his flesh, but his growing beard had already covered those.
 
   “What happened to him?” the other blond-haired man demanded as he spun toward her.
 
   His blue eyes followed her as she edged past him to stand beside Daniel. Daniel’s nostrils flared; his jaw clenched as he watched her. Despite the anger and distrust pouring out of him, she felt his love and concern for his brother as he kept his body defensively positioned before William’s unmoving figure.
 
   “What happened?” he growled.
 
   “So much,” she whispered as she held her hand out to him.
 
   He watched her guardedly while the others pressed closer to her. She knew they would attack her if she made any sudden movements. She unfurled her hand to show Daniel the patch in her palm. Taking it from her, his fingers ran over the material before he focused on her again.
 
   “William told me to find a member of your family, to give you this, and to tell you, banquet tree, so you would know you can trust me.”
 
   The other blond haired human inhaled a harsh breath, some of the wariness faded from his handsome face as he glanced between her and William. Daniel stared at her before rising to his feet to stand over her. Slightly taller than William, he was of a leaner build. The aura of authority surrounding him was somehow out of place with his youthful age. This man may be human, and young, but he carried himself as if he was far older. He had the unmistakable air of a leader.
 
   “Tell me what happened,” he commanded.
 
   Stepping closer to William, she took hold of his hand and enfolded it within hers before she began to fill Daniel in on what she knew.
 
   ***
 
   Sitting on the floor, Tempest kept her head on William’s chest as the first rays of the sun began to illuminate the dawn. Daniel and Max were sitting in chairs on the other side of the room; their chins were on their chests as sleep had finally claimed them an hour ago. Timber snored loudly from the small loveseat his massive body was awkwardly draped upon. His feet, hanging over the end of the loveseat, touched the floor. She didn’t know how much food it would take to fill that man, but she imagined it would be a whole farm.
 
   After she’d revealed what she had to them, Timber and Max had taken a handful of the king’s soldiers with them to check out the prison down the road. When they’d returned, they’d confirmed what she’d feared; this was the town of Chester. She couldn’t shake the sick feeling in her stomach at the thought of the bodies of those helpless vampires down the road.
 
   That would have been her and the children if she hadn’t left in search of help. If she hadn’t miraculously stumbled across William in the middle of the blizzard, she and those she loved most would be dead. She wished she could have saved more of the residents of her town, but there were eleven other survivors from Badwin in this house, and that was more than there would have been if she hadn’t left to try and find help.
 
   Daniel had sent out ten more soldiers in search of any straggling survivors from Badwin, but she didn’t hold out much hope they would find many, if any at all. At least the king’s soldiers had received warning, they knew what to look out for; they wouldn’t be wandering into a trap or unaware of the creatures hunting within the snow.
 
   Her eyes were heavy with sleep. The more she rubbed at them the grainer they felt, but sleep had been extremely elusive since William had become so defenseless. She couldn’t rest when he felt so lost to her right now. Her eyes closed; her hand flattened against his chest. Floating half in and half out of awareness, she never felt a difference in him until the brush of fingertips against her cheek caused her eyes to fly open.
 
   Her head jerked up, her hand instinctively went to the stake at her side as she prepared to destroy anyone who came near him. A low chuckle caused her eyes to shoot to him. She froze when his sparkling blue eyes met hers. “Easy tiger,” he said.
 
   “You’re awake!” she cried, tears bursting free and sliding down her face. “You’re awake!”
 
   His lips skimmed back in a smile as he pulled her head toward him. “I’m awake,” he murmured against her lips before taking possession of her mouth in a kiss she’d craved and missed these past couple of days.
 
   Her fingers curled into his shirt. She tried to pull him closer, but it was impossible to get as close as she wanted to right now. She longed to tear the clothes away from him and lose herself in him. Her body shook with the restraint it took to keep her from doing just that.
 
   Pulling away from her, he wiped the tears from her face with his thumb. “Don’t cry.”
 
   “I was so frightened,” she admitted. “I thought you were going to die on me.”
 
   “Never.” His finger caressed her full bottom lip. “I’ll stay with you always, Tempest.” She threw herself into his arms, clinging to him as he rocked her against him. “Will you stay with me?” he murmured against her ear.
 
   “Always,” she vowed.
 
   His arms tightened around her; he pulled back to kiss her again. Her fingers slid past the buttons of his shirt to press against the heated flesh of his chest. Excitement grew within her as his tongue swept around her mouth in hungry thrusts. Her eager acceptance and return of his kisses caused a low rumble to escape him.
 
   She became so lost in him that she completely forgot about anyone else being in the room, until a discreet cough sounded from behind her. William didn’t notice as he continued his possession of her mouth. His hands slid over her face to cradle the back of her neck. He’d angled her in such a way she was now half on and half off the couch.
 
   “Ahem!” Not so discreet now, the noise broke through her passion-filled haze.
 
   Blinking dazedly, she reluctantly pulled away from William when she recalled they had an audience. A dull flush stained her cheeks at the reminder. He swung his feet to the floor, lifting her up and settling her onto the couch beside him. She’d thought he would turn to greet his brother and friends, but his attention remained on her.
 
   His gaze ran over her body. A muscle in his cheek twitched as he surveyed her still swollen but nearly healed nose and bruised eyes. She barely felt the brush of his fingers over the small burn holes and blood that had ruined her clothes. Turning so his shoulder blocked her from the rest of the room, he pulled back a piece of her torn shirt to reveal the faint bruises still marring her ribs and breastplate.
 
   “William,” she whispered. His eyes were the color of fire when they met hers. “I’m fine.” She wrapped her hand reassuringly around his and pressed it against her chest. “Believe me, I’m fine. I’m the one who has been awake these past three days.”
 
   “Three days?”
 
   “Yes, but we’re safe now.”
 
   Some of the tension eased from his shoulders, he leaned into her and pressed a tender kiss against her nose. When he pulled away again, his eyes were blue once more and he grinned at her. “You should have told me we had company when I first woke.” He tugged playfully on her hair before pulling her against his chest and holding her there.
 
   “You didn’t give her much of a chance to,” Daniel replied with a smile.
 
   “Honestly, I’d hoped you’d take the hint and leave us to some privacy for a bit,” he retorted before releasing her and rising to his feet.
 
   “You were never getting that beast to move.” Daniel thrust his thumb over his shoulder at Timber’s slumbering form. “You knew we were here?”
 
   “I smelled you when I woke, and believe me I’ve spent enough time with all of you to know your smells well. I also heard your heartbeats.”
 
   “Oh, you vampires, always so freaking creepy,” Max muttered.
 
   William laughed and walked over to meet his brother in the middle of the room. They slapped each other on the back as they embraced. “It’s good to see you,” Daniel said.
 
   “It’s good to see you too,” William said and released him. He turned to hug Max as Timber gave another inelegant snort and rolled over to face the back of the sofa. “Max,” he greeted.
 
   Max grinned at him before embracing him. “Creepy or not, we missed you.” Max placed a hand on his shoulder and stepped away to survey him. “And you’re smiling again.”
 
   William shot him an irritated look before shrugging; he fought against it, but Tempest could see a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “Did Aria send you?”
 
   “We sent us,” Daniel replied. “We were afraid you were going to get yourself killed. Aria didn’t give us much of a fight though.”
 
   “Did she put up any?”
 
   Daniel smiled ruefully. “No. It took us more time to find you than I’d expected. You’ve already found Kane,” he stared.
 
   “I did.” Tempest watched him carefully but she saw no lingering rage on his face as he spoke of Kane. “He’s been taken care of.” William turned back to her and walked over to take hold of her hand. “You’ve heard what’s going on?”
 
   All of Daniel’s humor vanished in an instant. “Yes. How bad is it?”
 
   “Bad, really bad. We have to get to Braith.”
 
   “As far as I know they’re still in Chippman, but they may have returned to the palace by now. We’ll go to Chippman first.”
 
   “Sounds good,” William replied and squeezed her hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 31 -
 
   Snuggled before him in his arms, the wintry scent of Tempest filled his nose as they rode into the town. The residents of Chippman stopped to watch them ride by, most of them waved as they made their way down the street. He pulled Tempest closer against his chest, taking solace in the comforting feel of her in his arms. He’d come so close to losing her; he wasn’t willing to take any chances with her again.
 
   His head still throbbed dully from the cracking it had taken on the rocks. His leg, shoulder and chest had healed, but the headache remained. He recalled what it had been like to wake on that ledge, unable to move while her screams echoed throughout the mountains. Those screams had dragged him from the earth when he’d never believed he could move. Her cries had made it possible for him to pull himself up the cliff, dragging his broken leg behind him, and relying mostly on one arm to climb.
 
   It had been her that had pulled him forward. It had no longer been the idea of killing Kane pushing him onward, but a driving need to make sure she was safe. She’d been the only thing on his mind. He would have climbed those rocks with two broken legs and a broken back if he’d had to.
 
   Driving the spear through Kane’s back and finally ending the bastard’s life had only been a bonus. Seeing her alive had been all he’d cared about when Kane’s body hit the cave floor. It was funny to realize the person he’d been searching for and determined to kill for nearly six months was finally dead. He’d gotten his revenge, yet it hadn’t mattered anywhere near as much to him. The most important thing sat in the saddle before him; her eyes searching the residents as she fought the urge to bite her nails by fiddling with the torn and soiled sleeves of her cloak.
 
   He was glad it was over, and that piece of garbage no longer walked this planet, but Kane had stopped being the center focus of his world the second he’d met her. He hadn’t realized it at the time, but he did now.
 
   Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss against Tempest’s temple. She turned to smile at him, her fingers playing with the beard shadowing his jaw again. He pressed her palm against his cheek, holding it close. He’d been lost before, deadened and cold inside, but she’d brought him back to life and saved him in many ways.
 
   His attention was pulled away from her when the door to the tavern opened. Jack stepped onto the porch and walked to the end of it. His gaze searched the soldiers riding along side him before landing on William. Jack broke into a grin and jogged down the steps. Hannah poked her head out the door behind him.
 
   Jack met them halfway down the street. His gray eyes curiously ran over Tempest when William helped her from the saddle before dropping to the ground beside her to greet his friend. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning when he stepped forward to embrace Jack.
 
   “Glad to see you’re still alive,” Jack said as he clapped him on the back. “I should kick your ass for taking off like that on us.”
 
   William released a snort of laughter. “It will take a lot more than a vamp to kill me off, the second time at least. And you would have done the same.”
 
   Jack’s mouth pursed before he finally gave a relenting nod. “I would, but I’m also a lot older than you.”
 
   “And I’m better with a bow than you.”
 
   Jack scowled at him, but he couldn’t deny the truth. “Did you shoot him through the heart then?”
 
   “Stabbed him through the back with a spear, rather fitting don’t you think?”
 
   Jack laughed loudly and clapped him on the shoulder. “Yes, I do, and how are you?”
 
   William knew he wasn’t inquiring about his health. “I’m doing better.” And for the first time in over a year, he actually meant it.
 
   He took hold of Tempest’s hand, enfolding it in both of his as he held it before him. Jack’s eyebrows shot up; his eyes darted back and forth between them. Before he could speak, Hannah arrived at Jack’s side. She embraced William before wrapping her hand around her husband’s arm. Her brilliant green eyes sparkled in the sunlight as she gazed between the two of them.
 
   “Jack, Hannah, I’d like you to meet Tempest,” he introduced.
 
   Tempest smiled shyly at them, she went to curtsy but Jack stopped her by thrusting out his hand. “Not for us,” he murmured.
 
   Tempest glanced at her battered cloak. “I’m filthy.”
 
   Jack seized hold of her hand. “We’ve all been beaten and battered at some point. I’m guessing there is a lot to tell about what happened out there.”
 
   A radiant smile lit up her face and warmed William’s heart. “There is,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said as she shook both of their hands. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
 
   “I bet,” Jack replied. “And if you ever want to hear the true story, especially about this guy,” his hand clamped down on William’s shoulder. “I have plenty of stories for you too.”
 
   “I’d love to hear them,” Tempest said.
 
   William glowered at Jack when he smiled innocently at him. Before he could respond Daniel, Timber, and Max walked over to join them. “We have to talk,” Daniel said to Jack. “Somewhere private.”
 
   “We can go to the tavern,” Hannah offered. “There’s barely anyone in there right now.”
 
   “We’ll need to get whoever is in there, out.”
 
   Hannah did a double take at his words. “What is going on?” Jack demanded.
 
   “Did Aria and Braith leave?” William inquired.
 
   Jack opened his mouth to answer, but before he did, a small squeal erupted from William’s left. He had his answer as he turned in time to see a slender figure, dressed entirely in green, rushing at him. Aria plunged into his arms, knocking him back a step with the force of her weight.
 
   He pulled her against his chest. He’d been pushing them all away since he’d woken as a vampire; he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed them until now. Never again, he vowed, no matter what happened, he would keep his loved ones close.
 
   Aria’s blue eyes sparkled with merriment when she tilted her head to look up at him. “You’re here!”
 
   “Did you doubt I’d return?”
 
   “I never know with you; you can be a bit reckless.”
 
   “That’s the pot calling the kettle, and you certainly don’t act like a queen running at me like that.”
 
   She didn’t have the grace to look chagrined; she thrust her chin out at him instead. “I’m very queenly when it’s necessary. And if you hadn’t taken off, alone like that, I wouldn’t be so happy to see you again. You’ve just gotten back, and I’m already reminded how much you annoy me.”
 
   Only Aria could figure out a way to blame him. “The feeling is mutual.”
 
   She grinned at him before squeezing him again and stepping away. “I’ve also been staying out of trouble lately, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   His laughter died away as he recalled what loomed on the horizon for all of them. Before he could respond, she spun away from him to hug Daniel, Max, and Timber. “I’m so glad you’re all back!”
 
   “So are we,” Daniel said. He hugged her close against his chest and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “Aria…”
 
   William’s voice trailed off; his question about where her husband was died on his lips, when he spotted Braith and Xavier beyond her shoulder. Stepping forward, he took hold of Braith’s hand and grasped it. The pulse of power radiating off Braith gave him a small jolt as it radiated up his arm and through his chest.
 
   Shit. A sinking sensation filled his stomach. There was so much power within Braith it vibrated the air around him, and William knew there were deeper reserves of it inside of him, but was it more than what he’d felt coming off of that woman?
 
   He didn’t know the answer to that, but he had a feeling they would find out.
 
   “It’s good to have you back,” Braith said.
 
   “I’m sure you never thought you’d say that,” William retorted.
 
   “No, I didn’t,” he admitted with a laugh.
 
   Braith’s eyes darted to Aria as she walked back toward them, beaming like the cat that had eaten the canary. Braith’s hard features softened when he took hold of her hand. No matter what had occurred between them in the past, William could never deny the man loved his sister, would do anything he could to make her happy and would die for her. Besides, the prickly ass had actually grown on him a little over the almost two years they’d known each other.
 
   His gaze turned to Tempest, standing behind him and looking more nervous now than she had while standing in a burning building. He reminded himself he could never tease his bother-in-law again as he took hold of her hand. Aria’s eyes were questioning as they focused on Tempest again. Braith’s forehead furrowed as he studied her, but when William pulled her against his side, Braith began to smile in an annoying way and gave him a look that clearly stated payback’s a bitch.
 
   William knew he deserved whatever was handed out to him; he just hoped they all lived long enough for Braith and Jack to make his life a living hell. “Tempest, this is my extremely inelegant, queen of a sister, Aria and her husband, the King, Braith. Tempest saved my life, multiple times and in many ways.”
 
   Aria’s eyes shot to him, Braith continued to grin at him. “I’m not sure about that,” Tempest murmured.
 
   “I am,” he insisted.
 
   Tempest went to curtsey but Aria grabbed hold of her shoulders before she could. “There’s no need for that, not if you saved my brother’s life,” she murmured. “We owe you thanks.”
 
   “She could come to regret the choice,” Braith replied. Aria elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   “What happened out there?” Aria inquired, her gaze running over the ragtag assortment of children and villagers riding with some of the soldiers.
 
   “We have to talk,” he said.
 
   “What about the children and other villagers?” Tempest inquired.
 
   “They can go to Tilly’s boarding house; they’ll be taken care of there,” Hannah assured her.
 
   Jack turned toward one of the guards standing beside his horse. They’d all dismounted when Aria had arrived. “Take the new arrivals over to the boarding house,” he commanded. “And make sure they are taken care of.”
 
   Tempest stepped forward to speak with Abbott and Pallas; they all briefly hugged before the troops began to herd them toward the boarding house. William walked with his family and friends down the street toward the tavern. He kept hold of Tempest’s hand as they entered the building and waited until Hannah and Jack politely ushered the few humans inside, playing dice and eating lunch, out of the building. Ashby and Melinda appeared on the stairs; Melinda broke into a smile before hurrying down to hug him.
 
   “It is good to see you,” she greeted brightly.
 
   “You also,” he said as he embraced her before shaking Ashby’s hand.
 
   “William, what is going on?” Aria asked after he introduced Tempest to them too.
 
   “Nothing good,” he replied honestly.
 
   He didn’t bother to pull out a chair; he’d never be able to sit still while he relayed what had happened in Badwin and the surrounding towns to them. All laughter and merriment faded away when he began speaking. No one moved an inch; he barely saw Max, Timber, and Daniel breathe as they listened to details they mostly already knew.
 
   When he was finished, the room remained silent for a full minute before all eyes swung toward Braith. “You don’t know who this woman is?” Braith asked. He’d spoken quietly, his face remained impassive, but William could feel the increasing pulse of power and hostility in him.
 
   “No, but she definitely has a lot of power, and that power is gaining her support. I’d bet my life on her having made it out of Badwin with a good number of her followers. She will move on to other towns while leaving more monsters in her wake.”
 
   Tempest shuddered; her hands rubbed at her arms. He rested his hands on her shoulders in order to offer her some sense of comfort. “She’s powerful,” William continued. “And old. She felt as powerful as you,” William took a deep, unnecessary breath before continuing, “perhaps more so.”
 
   Braith’s eyes didn’t flicker at his assessment. Aria paled visibly, she rested her hand over the top of her husband’s. “Are you sure?” she inquired.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Braith’s gaze slid to Xavier standing in the shadows of the bar with his hands folded before him. “What do you make of this?”
 
   The light played over Xavier as he stepped forward. “I don’t know what to make of it,” he replied honestly. “You are the oldest known vampire on record. I do not know who this woman is, but if she does have the power William is implying, she is either a lot older than you or possibly a relative.”
 
   “She is extremely powerful,” William insisted.
 
   Xavier’s sable eyes were assessing when they met his. “You are young; you could be mistaken.”
 
   “I can feel what is coming off of Braith now. I know he’s keeping some of it leashed, but it’s still not what this woman radiated,” William told him. “I don’t know who she is, or pretend to understand any of your complicated lines and histories, but she was missed somehow, or she’s been in hiding for centuries.”
 
   “My father had no other children,” Braith murmured.
 
   “Are you sure of that?” William inquired. “I didn’t realize it at first, but after thinking it over, I realize her coloring is very similar to your father’s. Her hair was black and her eyes the color of grass. She was beautiful, in a cold way.” His gaze flicked back and forth between Braith and Jack’s dark coloring. Their eyes were gray, with some blue in Braith’s, but their hair, especially Braith’s, and their aristocratic features did bare a resemblance to the woman. He glanced at Melinda, but with her far fairer coloring, she didn’t look like the woman at all. “There was a bit of a resemblance with you two,” he said as he focused on Braith and Jack again.
 
   “If he had fathered another child, they could be near Braith’s age, perhaps even a little older, but they would not have your mother’s powerful lineage too,” Xavier replied. “You have to remember you and Jack are a product of two of the strongest vampire lines.”
 
   What about Melinda? William wondered.
 
   He didn’t get a chance to ask the question before Aria started speaking, “But Genny never had a child.”
 
   “There were women before her.” Braith squeezed Aria’s hand. “But none that would have conceived a child within the aristocratic line; he would have been forced to claim the child as his if there was one. If there is a bastard out there, they would still have power if they are around my age.”
 
   “Who is Genny?” William inquired.
 
   “I’ll explain later,” Aria promised.
 
   Braith looked pointedly toward Xavier again. “Do you know anything about a possible child?”
 
   “I will have to check the records, but I’ve never heard even a whisper of a bastard child and after reading your father’s journals, I would say he never heard a rumor of one either. You would be stronger than that child would be if there is one. You must also remember your father’s war left the vampires scattered. There is no way to know who survived and who didn’t. She could be close to your age but marked as dead.”
 
   “There’s something else,” William said.
 
   Braith turned back to him, “What is it?”
 
   William looked to Tempest; it would be best if she said what she had to say before he told Braith what the queen had said to him. “Go on,” he urged her.
 
   Tempest threw back her shoulders and folded her hands in front of her before speaking. “Before she lit the vampires on fire the night I fled, she declared herself to be the most powerful vampire alive. She told her soldiers that those who follow her would know power and superiority once more. They would know wealth and be number one again. She said she is the one true leader.”
 
   Braith’s jaw clenched. “Did she now? Then this woman is a fool.”
 
   William took a deep breath, Braith had taken this well so far, but he knew what he was about to say would infuriate him more than anything else had so far. “She also told me she believes you are imposters, and that Aria especially is the imposter queen.”
 
   Braith’s muscles vibrated with power when he flattened his hand on the table. The gray of his eyes faded away as crimson filled them. “My wife is no imposter,” he grated out.
 
   Aria touched his arm in a soothing gesture. “She’ll say whatever is necessary to gain followers, and there are those who believe I shouldn’t be on the throne.”
 
   “And I will kill every one of them,” Braith vowed.
 
   Now William wasn’t so sure who had more power, Braith or that woman. He could never forget what Braith was like when Aria was threatened, but it had been a long time since he’d seen Braith’s barely leashed savagery. He probably could level the world if it became necessary. A tremor ran through Tempest’s shoulders but she didn’t step away from Braith.
 
   “That’s not going to be possible.” Aria forced a smile as she leaned over to kiss Braith, but her movements were far stiffer than William had ever seen them, and the color had yet to return to her face.
 
   The red faded from Braith’s eyes, but his body remained tensed. “I feel I would have met her if we were of an age.”
 
   “I know what I felt,” William insisted.
 
   “I believe you.” His gaze shifted to Jack and Ashby. “Does she sound familiar to either of you?”
 
   “I think I would remember a black haired beauty who was older than me,” Ashby replied, then grunted when Melinda elbowed him roughly in the ribs. Ashby rubbed at his ribs, before wrapping his arm around her waist and drawing her closer.
 
   Jack glanced at Hannah who was watching him from narrowed eyes. “I don’t recall anyone like that,” he replied.
 
   Braith’s fingers tapped on the table; his gaze shifted to the far wall. “All of the outer towns are to be evacuated and moved toward the palace where they can be better protected, including this one.”
 
   “The sun,” Lucas said as he stepped forward. “Not all of us in this town can travel during the day.”
 
   “Some of us may not be up for the travel,” Abe said. Though a vampire, his genetic defect had made him continue to age until he was sixty-two. He was still spry and active, but there were two other vampires in Chippman who had aged into their nineties before stopping, and they weren’t as agile.
 
   “We’ll have carriages built to carry anyone who needs it and to protect those who require it from the sunlight,” Braith said. “It’s a chance you’ll have to take until whoever this is, is stopped.”
 
   “They’re not leaving survivors,” Tempest murmured.
 
   Braith’s gaze shifted to her, William could almost see the wheels turning in his mind. “We will start building the carriages now. I’ll send word back to the palace; The Council must be warned to be on guard.” Rising to his feet, he adjusted the lapels on his jacket. “I’ll start the evacuations of the towns immediately. We’ll leave for the palace as soon as everyone here is ready to travel.”
 
   Hannah stepped closer to Jack, her uncle Abe slid into one of the chairs and bowed his head. “When will we come back?” Ellen inquired.
 
   “When we know it’s safe,” Braith replied. “Jack and Daniel gather some men to have them start building the carriages. Ashby and William you will come with me to divide the guards and send them out to start rounding up the surrounding towns. We’ll have the guards move on after each town to spread the word of the impending danger. I don’t think this woman planned to do anything until after the winter, but those plans may have changed. What happened in Badwin has probably left her scrambling; that should buy us some time.”
 
   “There are still ten guards out there looking for stragglers from Badwin,” Daniel said.
 
   “Good, we will leave them there until their mission is complete.”
 
   “You should keep the guards with you,” Xavier advised.
 
   Braith’s gaze slid to him. “Those towns, vampires, and humans have to be protected first.” Xavier opened his mouth to protest but clamped it shut. He gave a brief bow of his head. Behind Braith, Aria rose to her feet and threw back her shoulders. Braith held out his hand to take hold of hers. “We should all be prepared to leave as soon as possible.”
 
   “What about those starving and twisted vampires out there, hunting in the snow?” William inquired.
 
   “The guards will put down the ones they come across. After this threat is dealt with, I will send more to hunt them down. They cannot be left to roam free,” Braith replied.
 
   William’s hands tightened on Tempest’s shoulders; he pulled her back a step and hugged her against his chest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   - CHAPTER 32 -
 
   William stepped off the last stair and stared across the empty tavern to where Aria sat. Candlelight flickered over her, illuminating her pale skin and turning her hair a vibrant shade of red. Normally she had a tan; it had faded a little due to her time in the palace, but her skin had still held a golden hue that caused the brush of her freckles to appear fainter. Now her skin could make glue look tan, and her freckles looked as washed out as the rest of her when she lifted her head to look at him.
 
   The woman claiming to be the rightful queen had said twins had a special bond and Aria was his closest friend, but he’d never been able to feel her pain or known when she was in trouble. Still, when he’d pulled the blankets away from himself and slipped free of Tempest’s arms he’d known he would find his sister here.
 
   Pulling the chair across from her out, he stared at the numerous documents and papers spread out on the table before her. A wooden box sat on the ground near her feet. He glanced around the tavern but didn’t see anyone else in the shadows, and he didn’t sense anyone in the kitchen. “Where is everyone?” he inquired.
 
   “Working on getting things ready to go,” she replied.
 
   His eyebrows rose as he leaned back in his seat. “They left you alone?”
 
   She carefully stacked some of the papers to the side, her attention focused on her task as she spoke, “I asked to be left alone.”
 
   “Do you want me to leave?” Her head finally lifted; her eyes met his. For the first time in his life, he saw true fear in his sister’s gaze. “Aria…”
 
   “No, stay,” she gave him a wan smile and focused on moving the papers around again.
 
   Questions ran through his mind as he studied her, but he knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t open up until she was ready. “What is all of this?” he asked and gestured at the papers.
 
   “These are Atticus’s and Genny’s journals,” she murmured. “I was going through them in the hope that maybe I had missed some mention of this woman you encountered, but nothing in them hints at her. Genny’s sister, Camille, could still be alive, but most records of her have vanished. Even if she is still alive, she wouldn’t have the power you described, and according to these documents, she was blonde with blue eyes.”
 
   “You were going to tell me who this Genny girl was,” he reminded her.
 
   She folded her hands before her and stared at her lap before finally lifting her eyes to him again. “I will. Tempest seems very nice.”
 
   “She is, she’s normally not so quiet, but I think she’s overwhelmed.”
 
   Aria chuckled and sat back in her chair. “If anyone can understand being overwhelmed by unknown circumstances, it’s me.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “You care for her.”
 
   “I more than care for her.”
 
   Some color came back to her face when she tilted her head to look at him. “You’re in love,” she teased.
 
   Normally he would have told her to screw off or some other wiseass retort; instead, he couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “I haven’t admitted that to her yet.”
 
   “She knows.”
 
   “And how do you know that?”
 
   “I see the way she watches you; she risked her life for yours, and you for her. She knows. She’s your bloodlink.”
 
   He folded his arms over his chest. “I’m not so sure.”
 
   And he wasn’t. He could feel the pull to return to Tempest’s side now, but a bloodlink? He’d felt a bond with her, but was it the strong mystical bond he’d sensed between his sister and Braith? When he was with her, the walls and indoors didn’t feel anywhere near as suffocating. She made them bearable, and he knew he could endure anything in order to be with her and make her happy.
 
   “I’m sure,” she replied with the unwavering, stubborn insistence she could always somehow pull off, even if she was insisting the grass was red instead of green.
 
   “And what makes you say that?”
 
   “You climbed a mountain with a broken leg and a barely useable arm; you put her ahead of your desire to see Kane dead.”
 
   He rubbed at the short beard that had regrown over the past few days. “I didn’t put her ahead of the peace. I had to learn more about that woman in order to try and protect what we’ve all established here, and I put Tempest at risk by doing so. I could have just taken her away from there or never taken her back in the first place.”
 
   Aria’s chin jutted out; her shoulders thrust back as she sat up in her chair. The carefree, wild woman he’d always known and loved vanished before him. In this dimly lit tavern, he saw the queen she’d become. It had nothing to do with her attitude or her smile, and everything to do with her demeanor and the poise with which she sat so regally.
 
   It hit him that she would be completely capable of doing what had to be done to protect her kingdom. Aria had always been strong, but she’d never been ruthless. He didn’t think it was because she was a vampire now that she came off fiercer, but because she’d also been through a war and would do anything to stop it from happening again.
 
   “None of us can put anything above keeping the peace in this land,” she replied. “No matter how badly we wish we could.”
 
   “You’re right,” he murmured.
 
   “Have you shared blood with her?”
 
   Unreasonable annoyance shot through him at the question. “That’s between us.”
 
   Aria rolled her eyes. “It’s rather obvious, William.” Apparently, she hadn’t needed him to answer the question. He glowered at her as she smiled sweetly in return. “Serves you right. If you do recall everyone had a say in mine and Braith’s relationship, this is nothing compared to that.”
 
   “True,” he relented though he still didn’t appreciate anyone knowing about what transpired between him and Tempest. “She saved my life.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “No,” he said and leaned toward her. “I feel like she brought me back to life, after the change…” he looked at the wall behind her head. “I felt hollow, devoid of all emotion except for a thirst for death. I originally wanted her to take me to Badwin to destroy Kane, but somewhere along the way that changed.”
 
   “She became far more important.”
 
   “She did,” he confirmed.
 
   “She is your bloodlink; you wouldn’t share your blood with anyone else. Unless they were your brother,” she added with a half-hearted smile.
 
   “The rules may be different for us. We’re not exactly pure vampires, or at least not according to some,” he reminded her.
 
   “True, but Tempest is.”
 
   William bowed his head in agreement. “You’re right.”
 
   “You’d die for her.”
 
   “I would.”
 
   Wordlessly, she rose to her feet, picked up one of the piles of journals and papers, and placed them before him. “I think it’s time you met Genny and found out what really happened to turn Atticus into the man he was.”
 
   She tapped her hands on the papers before turning away from him. His upper lip curved in a sneer at the idea of touching anything of the insane, murderous king who had tried to destroy them all. “I’m not sure I care what turned him into the bastard he was.”
 
   “Trust me; you want to read what is in there.”
 
   He stared at the massive pile, feeling more than a little daunted by the amount of them. “I’m not the best reader,” he reminded her.
 
   “Timber managed to get through them, so can you. Some of the writing is difficult to read at times, I’ll help you with those if you need me too, but read them.”
 
   “Is that your queenly command?”
 
   A small snort escaped her. “Like I could command you to do anything.”
 
   “You always try.”
 
   “Not this time. This is important, William.”
 
   He glanced back at her before heaving a sigh and pulling a journal from the top of the pile. Aria sat again and began to shuffle through some of the papers still before her. He had no idea how much time passed before he set the last journal aside and lifted his head to look at his sister, but the candles were almost nubs and their flames flickered weakly against the walls.
 
   He sat for a few minutes, thinking over everything he’d learned from the documents. His gaze went to the ceiling. He wished he could see Tempest now. He’d give anything to pull her into his arms and hold her close.
 
   “So you forgive Atticus for all he did?” he inquired after a few minutes, uncertain of how to respond to what he’d read.
 
   Aria’s head was bowed, her gaze focused on the hands in her lap as she spoke, “For some things, I do. I understand him better now; I know what drove him to become the monster he was.”
 
   “I can understand that,” he said, his mind going back to Tempest. What would he do if something happened to her? His fangs tingled; he’d tear someone apart limb from limb if they ever tried to hurt her. He would do whatever it took to give her the happiness, security and love she deserved. “I’ll kill anyone for her.”
 
   Aria lifted her head to look at him. “I told you so,” she whispered.
 
   His forehead furrowed as he stared at her. The color had faded from her face again; she held herself so still it seemed she feared she might break apart if she moved. His concern for her buried his irritation over her, I told you so. “Aria, what is wrong?”
 
   “You should understand better how deep the bloodlink bond runs,” she replied instead of answering his question. “Atticus was a good man in the beginning.”
 
   “I understand it more now than I ever thought possible since meeting Tempest, but I also watched it unfold with you and Braith, then Jack and Hannah. I saw how powerful it was as a human, and I can feel how powerful it is as a vampire. I could feel the strength of those connections before I met Tempest. I’ve also experienced the strength Tempest’s blood has given to me.”
 
   He’d known how powerful the bond was before she’d handed him those documents, but it truly hit him then what he and Tempest were to each other. It explained his accelerated healing and speed, how he’d managed to climb that mountain, and what had driven Tempest into a burning building after him. Just like Braith could see around Aria, and Hannah could walk in the sun with Jack, he and Tempest made each other stronger and better.
 
   “I know what it is, Aria,” he murmured. “She’s everything to me.”
 
   The smile she gave him didn’t light up her eyes. “Good. I’m so happy for you, William. I’m so glad to see you really smile and laugh again; I was terrified I would never see you happy again. She brought you back to us.”
 
   He frowned at her, feeling as if he’d somehow missed something. “But…”
 
   “But I needed you to understand what a vampire can become when the bloodlink is jeopardized or broken.”
 
   Her gaze fell to her hands in her lap again. His mind spun as he tried to figure out where she was going with all of this. “If you’re worried about Braith, I can’t ever see him becoming like his father. He understands the damage he could inflict if he did. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to continue on without you, though I think he would because he knows he must, but he wouldn’t become a monster, Aria.”
 
   She remained silent for a minute before speaking again, “Not Braith,” she murmured. “Me.”
 
   When she lifted her head again, her face remained so pale her lips had become nearly colorless. However, her coloring wasn’t what sent a shiver down his spine or caused him to inhale a sharp breath. No, what caused that was the crimson color of her eyes burning into his. He finally managed to blink as she continued to hold herself as if she would fall apart at any second.
 
   “Aria, you’re one of the kindest people I know.”
 
   “I’m no longer people,” she replied in an emotionless tone he’d never heard from her before. “And I have this horrible feeling.” Her hand fluttered up to her chest and pressed against her heart. “That this isn’t going to end well, that I’m going to lose him.”
 
   “Aria…”
 
   “Don’t shrug it off William, don’t brush my concerns aside. I know it makes no sense, but I can’t shake this horrible sensation that’s been forming inside me since you told us about this woman. No matter how badly I try.” Her eyes remained red; a fracture slipped through the wall she’d erected around her when a single tear shimmered in her eye but didn’t fall. “So if he is taken from me, I need you to understand why I may have to be destroyed too. To really understand, William, and not just say you do.”
 
   Leaning forward he rested his hand over the top of hers. “I understand,” he assured her. “More now than I ever could have beforehand, I understand.” It didn’t mean he would destroy her as she seemed to hope, but he would do everything in his power to make sure she wasn’t lost to him forever.
 
   “Good.” Her head turned toward the door. Her nostrils flared and the wall around her crumpled. “He’s coming.”
 
   The red bled from her eyes as quickly as it had appeared. Rising to her feet, she walked toward the door before William heard the first heavy footfall on the porch. He leaned back in his chair, turmoil rolling through his gut as he watched his sister push back her hair and wipe at her eyes. The smile that lit her face when the door opened to reveal Braith was radiant, but he sensed the sadness and apprehension beneath her exterior.
 
   Braith wrapped his arms around her, lifting her off her feet to hug her against his chest. Lowering her, he glanced at the papers spread out on the table. “Why are those out?” he inquired.
 
   “I’d hoped to find something about this mystery woman in them. I also thought William should read them, especially now.”
 
   Braith grinned smugly at him over Aria’s head. “Oh yes, especially now. It sounds like Tempest is going to give you a run for your money.”
 
   “She already has,” he replied with far more composure and airiness than he felt. He couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in his stomach as he stared at the two of them. Now Aria had him feeling like an axe hung over their heads, poised to fall. “And I think it’s time I get back to her.”
 
   “We should be able to leave sometime tomorrow,” Braith said.
 
   “Good. I’ll see you both in the morning.”
 
   “Goodnight,” Aria said to him.
 
   He stared at her for a minute, praying she was wrong, but inwardly feeling the turmoil seething through him. He tried to shake it away, but it clung like a leech as he climbed the stairs to the second floor. Aria was frightened she would lose Braith; he couldn’t blame her for feeling that way with this new threat looming out there, but she was overreacting.
 
   The only problem, he realized as he stopped outside the room he was sharing with Tempest, his sister had never overreacted about anything in her life.
 
   ***
 
   Tempest lay within William’s arms as she listened to the banging sounds of a hammer hitting wood. Conversations flowed down the street of the small town as people moved about, busy with the preparations for leaving. William had explained to her that many of the residents of Chippman had something wrong with their DNA, and it could make it difficult for some of them to travel.
 
   “What’s going to happen?” She didn’t have to look at William to know he lay awake behind her.
 
   “We’re going to fight, like we always do, and we’re going to win.”
 
   “You’re so sure.”
 
   “Yes,” he murmured and nuzzled her hair. “And until then, we’re going to live every moment of every day, together.” His fingers trailed up her arm, causing shivers of pleasure to slide over her everywhere he touched. “Do you remember the bloodlink bond I told you about?”
 
   She rolled over to face him. Her fingers traced over the handsome planes of his face before brushing over his almost fully regrown beard. His eyes searched hers as she rubbed her thumb over his full bottom lip. “I remember.”
 
   He pressed his palm against her face; his eyes burned into hers as he stared at her. “That’s what you are to me. I know it, I can feel it,” he took hold of her hand and pressed it against the place where his heart used to beat. “Here. I need you to feel it too.”
 
   She smiled at him. “I do,” she assured him as she brushed a kiss over his lips. “I feel it every time I touch you, when you’re feeding from me, and I miss you every time you walk out of the room. I feel you all over me even when you’re not there.”
 
   His eyes searched her face with such reverence she found herself unable to move. “You’re mine.”
 
   “I’m yours and you are mine.” The last word came out a possessive growl she hadn’t expected.
 
   He smiled at her as he ran his hands lovingly over her hair. “I’m yours. I want you to stay with me forever.”
 
   She pressed his hand over her heart as she leaned her forehead against his. “I can do forever.”
 
   “You bet your ass you can.” He pulled her against him and claimed her mouth. A gasp escaped her when his fingers bunched in her hair and he lowered himself over the top of her. The heat and power of his body enveloped her in a warm cocoon. “I love you,” he breathed against her lips when he pulled back a little.
 
   This time the tears did slide free to streak down her face. “I love you too,” she whispered. “More than you could ever know.”
 
   He grinned at her before taking hold of her mouth again and making her forget everything outside of their window. The world would be waiting for them later, but for now, she planned to do just as he’d said and live every moment of every day, with this man. The man she loved more than anything in this world. The man she planned to spend an eternity with.
 
   THE END
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