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      In this highly anticipated conclusion to Blood and Damnation, cursed vampire Marcus St. James must choose between wrath and retribution—or love.

      Following a lead from a seer, Marcus St. James left Victorian England and has landed in Havenwood Falls, still searching for Catriona, the girl who’d managed to break through his fortress and ensnare his heart. He’s been searching for her for over a year, since the night she was captured by gypsies and stolen away. But it seems he and his trusted assistant Knox have traveled halfway around the world only to arrive at a dead end.

      Cursed to exist as a blood-drinker, Marcus is no stranger to gossip and speculation, so when dead bodies start appearing in Havenwood Falls, he is immediately under suspicion. With two telltale vampire fang marks scarring each body, fear begins to circulate, bringing his own investigation into Catriona’s whereabouts to a grinding halt.

      But once the dust starts to settle, a new discovery threatens to shatter his world, forcing Marcus to make his most devastating choice yet. Will he forgo his thirst for retribution and abandon justice to keep the peace? Or will his wrath be his undoing and leave him forever cursed?
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          CATRIONA

        

      

    

    
      1879

      The brisk night air felt like a rough slap across my face.

      After weeks of endless travel, we’d finally come to what I hoped was the end of our grueling journey. Not that our sudden stop would aid my escape. I was in no condition to flee—to gather up my tattered rags of a skirt and run as though the Devil himself was after me.

      Days had stopped making sense in my jumbled thoughts. The months had long since blended into one another, and although I’d valiantly tried to keep track in the beginning, the world was merely a haze of places and strange faces.

      There was a small part of me that tried to remain brave and strong. It was from there that a voice whispered to not give up hope, because my husband would find me. Marcus St. James. How the mere thought of him had roused my spirits in the beginning.

      Now, a more sinister feeling crept around the edges of my mind—delivering the sober truth that no one was going to rescue me, because I wasn’t something he treasured. Should Marcus and Knox indeed find me all the way across the sea, it would be for the sole purpose of satisfying his thirst for vengeance.

      No matter how hard I struggled to keep that realization from taking root, the evidence became clearer and clearer as time continued to blur by. He’d once told me I was his property. It was foolish to cling to my heart’s hope that he’d grown to care for me.

      A brusque female voice broke through my despondent musings. “Is this her?”

      I was roughly pulled off the horse, my captor’s strong grip wrapped around my arm.

      He grunted in response, shoving me hard so I stood within the light’s faint halo. “Can you take her?”

      My heart skipped a beat. Was this finally the end of the road—an end to the harrowing journey the gypsy had taken me on?

      England felt so far away as I slowly looked up and found myself under the intense scrutiny of a dark-haired woman. My gaze quickly darted up and took in my surroundings. Dusk was now upon us, and the night air was filled with the sounds of people heading home for the day. Not this building, however. More light spilled out from the plain glassed windows, seeping out through the lace curtains that hung within.

      Piano music unlike any I’d heard before echoed about, matched only by the cheery sounds of chatter and laughter. If I was to wager a guess, my captor had brought me to a saloon or some kind of establishment that catered to drinking and pleasures. We’d stopped at enough along the way for me to recognize the telltale scent of ale and whiskey.

      I was definitely a long way from home and the sheltered life I’d been brought up in.

      The woman began her slow catlike stalking around me, and suddenly, I felt very, very naked beneath her gaze.

      “I have no use for more girls,” she tutted as her lips pursed in thought. “Unless you believe she has a talent to please.” Without warning, the strange lady grabbed hold of my face, her fingers squeezing my chin until I squirmed in pain. “Do you still have your virtue?”

      Part of me wanted to scream . . . wanted to reach out and slap her hard. Once upon a time I would’ve scratched out her eyes, fought tooth and nail to be free from both of them, but that was then, and this was now. Wisdom was needed—courage—to survive.

      I shook my head and looked at my captor, Dimitri. My own personal monster had a name, one he’d boasted in sharing the second he knew we were free from England and his revenge had been successful.

      For the briefest of moments, I thought I caught a glimpse of compassion in her eyes. Dimitri was a hulk of a man with a dark piercing stare that caused other men to give him a wide berth. The woman had assumed rightly that he’d taken from my body what he wanted, and that he was far from a gentle lover.

      Those were memories I buried deep inside me—far away from the light of day where they wouldn’t drive me insane. There were many things I locked away now. The only memory I entertained was Marcus’s shout into the night air that he would find me.

      I knew that made me a fool, but my stubbornness was the only thing I had left. My pride had been stripped away with each of Dimitri’s rough touches.

      “She is for my pleasure alone,” he responded, slapping me hard on the behind. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself not to cringe or fall to the ground from the force. I still didn’t know whether this new woman would become my new jailor or indeed my salvation. I wouldn’t show her weakness. I wouldn’t show her how completely broken I felt.

      “If I take her on, and that is a huge if, Dimitri, I ask that you not manhandle the poor thing.” The gypsy male easily towered over her, yet she showed no fear as she pointed her finger, chastising him. Wrapping her arm around my shoulder, she did the unthinkable. For the first time since this whole ordeal begun, someone protected me. “I’ll do this because of our family.”

      And then, as the conversation broke down into a familiar language, my stomach dropped, and my fragile hope was shattered yet again.

      Romani.

      She wouldn’t become my savior or someone I could possibly win over and earn my freedom from. The more I stared at the woman, the easier it was to see the similarities she shared with Dimitri. There was no mistaking that they were kin. The false sense of security that had begun to blossom within me shriveled and died like a neglected rose beneath a cruel sun.

      I stared down at the ground and wrapped my arms tightly around myself, hoping to keep the chill from shaking me into pieces. The harder I tried, though, the stronger the quaking became. I was just so tired—exhausted from trying to remain brave. Tears began to flow down my cheeks. They were a luxury I refused to allow myself, but as the sound of their heated conversation broke against me, I lowered my guard and the pain swept in.

      Tears for me.

      Tears for my future.

      Tears for the life that I’d been cruelly ripped from. Never would I complain again about Marcus and his neglect. My heart longed to be back at Smithersby Field—to be standing outside the door to his office where I’d faithfully knocked, hoping to be admitted. I would welcome back that uncertainty a hundred times over if it meant that I could be safe within his home.

      “Look, you have made her cry, you oaf,” the woman blurted, finally turning her attention back to me. The look of compassion had returned to her face—features I’d only just judged as kind, but now couldn’t believe. Even as she gently wiped away my tears with the lace handkerchief she pulled out from the front of her bosom, I steeled my resolve. If she was related to Dimitri, then she couldn’t be trusted. She was simply another threat to endure.

      Pushing past her, Dimitri grabbed me once more and shook me by the arm.

      “You’re to stay here until I return.” His demand was delivered with enough force not to brook any argument. I already knew that any disobedience would incur his anger.

      I nodded quickly and returned my gaze to the floor. Submission pleased him. It always hurt less when I pleased him.

      He barked out something else in Romani before swinging his leg up and over his horse. Dimitri was going to leave me here—leave me alone for the first time in a year. Traveling from England, he masqueraded us as a married couple, playing the overly protective husband. There hadn’t been more than a few seconds where I wasn’t being watched by him, yet now he rode off into the night without a single glance back.

      The thought of being here in this strange place alone would’ve once excited me with all the possibilities for adventures. Now, it sent another round of tremors through my body, weakening my knees to the point I staggered forward and clutched onto my new jailor.

      “You are safe for now,” the woman whispered as she steadied me back on my feet. She remained quiet until I eventually looked up and found her waiting. Now that Dimitri was gone, I studied her.

      Her dark hair was pinned back from her face into a loose bun that had pretty white flowers threaded through the strands. I imagined her the age of my mother, had she survived the pox that had rampaged through our small town when I was still a young child. Her cheeks were reddened, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the chilly air kissing her skin or because she was a woman who wore rouge. Unlike mine, her clothing was beautifully stitched, fitting her form perfectly.

      “My name is Mrs. Fanny Webster, and this is my home.” She gestured back to the building where music still flowed from. That wasn’t what confused me, however. She must’ve been used to people responded to her name because she broke out into laughter. “That is my English name. I adopted a more appropriate one when I arrived in this great country. In my family, what you are called holds certain power, and in the case of the Romani, it often generates fear and hatred.”

      All I could do was nod in agreement. I’d seen that same emotion consume Marcus—his loathing for gypsies was deep-seated and overshadowed his life. His wrath was at least justified, because of the curse he bore as a result of dealing with them. I’d also seen that same skepticism in the strangers I encountered with Dimitri.

      “So,” I spoke, my voice soft and scratchy from the lack of use, “you are to be my new owner?”

      This earned me another round of laughter, this time louder and heartier than before. “Do you desire that?” She reached to brush aside a strand of hair, and this time I did flinch. I wasn’t used to being shown such kindness. “What shall I call you?”

      “Catriona,” I answered reluctantly.

      “Well, Catriona, while you are not free to leave, you are not prisoner here in my home. You will simply stay with me until Dimitri returns.” She said it so matter-of-factly, as though the lies that came rolling off her tongue didn’t bother her.

      “I believe that’s the very definition of being owned, Mrs. Webster,” I uttered, surprised at my brazenness. I waited, breath held, for the slap that would’ve followed such a retort to Dimitri, but none came.

      “We all have our parts to play,” came her response. Hitching up her skirts, she guided me up the back wooden stairs into the building she called her home. One glance inside told me everything I needed to know. This was far from the kind of “home” I was accustomed to, and more like the establishment I’d assumed it to be.

      Everywhere I turned were half-dressed women being intimate with gentlemen. Some were leaning in close, engaged in sordid conversations that made them blush. Even more disturbing were the few who had hands up their skirts, their heads tipped back in fake delight.

      “He left me here in a whorehouse!” I exclaimed in shock. My eyes grew as wide as saucers. Soon other sounds filled my ears—a different kind of music than the piano. I started to back away to the door, careful not to touch anything.

      “Things are not what they seem, child.” I expected Mrs. Webster to be offended by my disgust, but instead she looked quite proud. “You’ll learn that quickly here.”

      I shook my head back and forth. I squeaked out loud as I bumped into a very large, extremely jovial man. His arms shot around me, and he bellowed in excitement over catching me.

      “A new girl!” the drunk gentleman called out, his fingers splayed across my waist. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t bathed in weeks and carried the dirt from the road on my clothing. Judging from the way his tongue lolled out of his mouth and how his lecherous lips then pursed into a kiss, he only had one thing on his mind.

      Mrs. Webster stepped into action and slapped away his advances while tugging me toward her. “Patience, Mr. Jefferson. This one is not for you.”

      Before he could pout or argue his case, she called for someone—a young girl in a deep green dress—to bring him something more to drink.

      I followed behind her in silence as we crossed through the room and then up the stairs to the second floor. It wasn’t until she’d successfully gotten me through a small door at the end of a very long hall that she spoke.

      “While you reside here with me, I will protect you, but make no mistake. The life you were once accustomed to is over. The sooner you welcome your new reality, the easier you will adjust.” She rattled off a short list of instructions—where I’d be sleeping, the few meager dresses she’d managed to find for me, and eating arrangements, but it all became a blur again as exhaustion took over.

      “Will . . .” I couldn’t quite finish my most pressing question. All I could do was stare at the door that led back downstairs.

      “We’ll discuss that in more depth tomorrow. For now, change out of those clothes and get cleaned up. Someone will bring you something to eat shortly, and then I suggest you get some sleep.”

      “But—”

      She shook her head. “Tomorrow.”

      Mrs. Webster left me standing there alone in the center of the room. As I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, there was only one thought that anchored me, kept me from floating away.

      Find me, Marcus. Find me and bring me home.
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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      1879 – EARLY SUMMER – HAVENWOOD FALLS

      I was restless.

      After almost a year of traveling over ocean and then land, we’d arrived in the mysterious town whose name Lady Hannah had scribbled across the paper she had delivered. During that time, I’d clung to the message like it was a lifeline that somehow connected me to my Catriona.

      That was something that had changed—the way I viewed the young woman I’d once considered a hindrance and nuisance. She was far from that now. She was the only creature I would ever scour the earth for, but as much as I’d kept my hope in finding her alive and strong, the past week had drastically attacked it.

      Even now, as I stared at the crumpled piece of parchment, looking down at the memorized words written there, I dreaded having to face reality.

      There was a good chance she would remain forever lost.

      There was an even more convincing possibility that she hadn’t survived the treacherous trip across the seas.

      “We’ll find her,” came the optimistic voice from across the room. “Whether we find her alive or find her grave, we’ll discover the truth, Marcus.”

      So much had changed between me and the young man who had left behind everything to follow me on my most important mission. Once he was simply a means to an end—someone to run my errands and provide me with things I couldn’t get for myself.

      Phineas Knox was now my brother—blood or not.

      Our relationship went beyond his oath to help me break the curse that reduced me to a blood-drinking vampire. He had proven in every way that mattered that he would stand by my side—through thick and thin—and his need for justice ran as deep as my thirst for retribution.

      We would find the woman who had secured a place in our hearts. Even if it meant dying in the process.

      “The thought of her alone out there with that bastard still makes my blood boil,” I answered, letting out a heavy sigh and raking my fingers through my hair. There was no disguising the frustration that had become a permanent part of my voice. Everything irritated me, and because of that, my hunger constantly tugged at me. Knox did his best to help assuage the more beastly parts of my nature, but frankly, it was the least of my worries. “Just give me one minute with the Romani scum and I’ll be satisfied.”

      The sentiment was also a steady topic during our daily conversations. While Knox wasn’t as bloodthirsty in his plans for revenge, I knew that once this journey came to an end, the thief wouldn’t be identifiable—even to the closest of his kin.

      I finally put down the note. Staring at it always left an angry, bitter taste in my mouth and a tight feeling in my chest. Helplessness wasn’t an emotion I tolerated, yet that’s exactly what I’d been reduced to, and it rankled.

      My fist slammed down hard on the desk. “She has to be here.” Knox approached, rolling up his sleeve. I shook my head in strong refusal. “No. It’s too soon.”

      Being new to Havenwood Falls, we still hadn’t located a fresh blood source, and Knox had decided that he would be my willing donor until something surfaced. We were both extremely cautious not to draw attention to ourselves, ensuring that nothing prevented our moving freely from town to town.

      Catriona was our priority.

      My bloodlust had to be managed, but even now I pushed down the hunger that gnawed away inside me.

      “Just enough to take the edge off, Marcus.” And with that, he shoved his bare wrist in my face. “Quit being a stubborn arse and take what you need.” When I continued to refuse, Knox finally grabbed me by the shirt and dragged me in front of the bronze-framed mirror hanging on the wall. Whisper Falls Inn had comfortable enough accommodations, and while it paled in comparison to Smithersby Field, it met our needs. “Unless you’d like to take up Madame Luiza’s offer and have her bring bottled blood to you. There’s also the den. You decide.”

      I hated being reliant on anyone. It was bad enough that I needed Knox in order to survive and not reveal my vampiric nature. Despite being told that arrangement could be made for me, I was hesitant to become indebted to this town and the citizens living here.

      I stared into the mirror and saw more evidence that I needed to drink.

      The reflection staring back at me looked like a man dancing precariously along the edge of mania. My long hair was tousled from my constant pulling at it in annoyance, and the sunken expression around my eyes spoke of the countless nights when sleep had evaded me.

      “You look like shit,” Knox commented. There was no humor in his tone. He knew exactly how dangerous I was when my thirst was left unchecked. We’d had to flee a few towns along the eastern coast of America because I’d foolishly overestimated my own strength. The last thing I wanted was to leave a trail of dead bodies behind us.

      I finally nodded, submitting to his common sense. “We need to find her, Phineas.” I repeated my desire again before pressing my lips to the pulse at his wrist. I closed my eyes and pictured her face. “I can’t lose her.”

      My fangs dropped instantly, and with gentle care, I slipped them into his flesh. That first drop of blood hit my tongue like a lightning bolt, zinging power and electricity through my veins. It was the same each and every time I tasted blood. Hunger exploded within my chest, and I fought to keep the temptation to gorge myself in check.

      Knox placed his hand at the back of my head when I tried to pull away, resisting the urge to take more. He was another one who often overestimated his limits, making us quite the pair. There was nothing more terrifying than realizing how closely I had brought him to death. I’d made that mistake twice and vowed never to let it happen again.

      What I didn’t confess out loud was I would’ve rather drained some stranger in an alley than kill the only man I considered my brother. He was the one who kept me human during this past year.
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