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Chapter 1


          

          
            Romano

          

        

      

    

    
      Bentley, one of my loyal and eldest servants, is waiting downstairs as I reach the foyer of my three-story mansion. “Your bags are packed and ready to go, Master Romano.”

      I don’t doubt everything needed for this trip has been thought of. “Very good. Would you have the car brought around? I have a call to make.”

      He gives me one brief nod before leaving me to my thoughts as I pace the marbled white floor, waiting for the phone to connect to Overmaster Descallia’s right-hand man.

      Lucas answers on the first ring. I don’t give him a chance for pleasantries because I’m hardly in the mood for that. “Overmaster Descallia sent the private jet to pick us up. It will be ready by the time we arrive at the airport.” Telling him is really just a formality. No doubt he arranged his accompanying me to Romania, for Descallia.

      Lucas laughs into the phone, but it’s not his normal jovial laugh. Instead, it sounds forced and out of character. Descallia said that with everything going on in Romania, we should have extra security. I didn’t argue the point. It doesn’t bother me a bit to fly in one of his luxurious jets instead of transporting.

      “It was late by the time he and I got done working last night, or I would have sent you a text. It’s been a long and exhausting week dealing with all the hell that broke loose with Dragos, Vince, and Isala. Rotten traitors, every single one of them.”

      My jaw tightens with irritation listening to his nervous ramblings. I don’t allow myself to become pulled into a conversation about the widespread betrayal to the vampires right now although it takes effort to keep my thoughts to myself. If Descallia wants him to babysit my every move, thinks I’m a traitor, fine; let’s see if the fucker can keep up. “That it has, my brother. I’ll pick you up in about twenty minutes. Wheels will be up in about an hour.”

      I disconnect and walk into the chilly night air just as the long black Lincoln pulls up to the circular driveway in front of the vast estate.

      Darren gets out of the driver’s seat. A well-built man of medium stature who wears the same black suit every day of his life. He places my bags into the trunk. “We’re all set, boss.”

      I slide into the luxurious leather of the back seat of the Lincoln Town Car, buckle my safety belt, and tug at the sleeves of my dress shirt underneath my suit before adjusting my gold cufflinks.

      “Have a good trip, sir.” Bentley closes the door and walks back into the estate where he’ll close up the house before taking another of our private jets to meet us in Romania.

      My driver turns a glance to the back seat. “Long plane trip ahead, sir. Unfortunate that you can’t transport to Romania. At least we won’t have to deal with the heavy Chicago traffic at this time of the night.”

      I smirk. Having been in my employ for centuries, I swear the man can read my mind. “We need to pick Lucas up at his condo.”

      He quirks an eyebrow at me in the rearview mirror. “Yes, sir.” He pulls away from my home away from Romania, a massive three-story pillared mansion on forty acres right outside of Chicago. Close enough to the city for an easy commute or transport when needed, yet far enough away to keep the affairs of a master vampire safeguarded from prying eyes and those who would do whatever it takes to learn the secrets of the vampires.

      Once we hit the highway, I open the security app on my phone and scan my estate in Romania. Catching my attention is the slightest hint of a curve against the straightness of a large Hungarian oak tree right inside my property. I zoom in for a closer view, mesmerized by the myriad of twinkling colors in the wide eyes of the intruder who has no idea she’s been picked up by the security cameras.

      Jaw clenched, I send a text, alerting my security guards, instructing them to add more resources to their patrol detail as I continue to watch, fascinated by the sheer audacity of the little wisp. The figure hiding behind the massive trunk doesn’t move an inch, as though that could keep me from spotting the evil little creature who dares to roam my land, taking in everything that transpires inside those tall fences.

      The car stops, and I click off the app as Lucas slides into the back seat beside me. This, I will deal with personally when I get back home.

      The awkward silence is just that, awkward. Neither of us interested in approaching the elephant in the limo as Darren resumes driving. I’m certainly not going to make it any easier for Overmaster Descallia and his meddling right-hand man to spy on me.

      They’d be fools to think I’d believe the bullshit about having Lucas come with me to Romania just to learn aspects of being a master. If they suspect me of something, a betrayal or wrongdoing against the vampires, they can come right out and accuse me of it instead of playing at this charade. The fucking nerve. Let him sit there and squirm while he thinks of something halfway believable to say.

      We’ve reached the tarmac of the private airstrip on the far side of the airport by the time Lucas says a word. “Overmaster Descallia has known for a while that someone from the warriors went rogue. We didn’t know who until Dragos showed his hand. You can imagine what a slap in the face it was to Descallia. He pretty much mentored him from nothing, took him in and shared everything that he knew, and when he was comfortable with his abilities, put him in charge of our entire warrior force. I mean, those guys have the highest security clearance, know our secrets, and do all of our dirty work. Dragos was in charge of all of that. For him to have betrayed Descallia, it was more than a shock.”

      I shift in my seat. I don’t know how Overmaster Descallia can come back from that type of betrayal and be able to trust again. So this is why I now find myself saddled with Lucas for a partner. Trust, plain and simple. I turn to Lucas. “He doesn’t know who to trust anymore.”

      Lucas nods and clears his throat. “Before we knew anything about Dragos’s involvement, I was asked to watch all the warriors to see what I could learn. I followed Dragos when he went to Romania. I know that you had him purchase an old warehouse building, two stores, and the house that sits adjacent to the land in question with Devora’s Witches’ Academy.”

      I nod, admiring the approach Lucas decides to take instead of lying right to my face after snooping around my region, watching every move I made, and no doubt reporting back to Overmaster Descallia for weeks.

      Lucas continues. “What I don’t know is why, or why you had Dragos do it for you, other than his family lives in the area.”

      The heat of my anger at having to explain myself for any reason boils just below the surface, but losing my cool with Lucas is not going to help the situation. “Because those conniving little witches want that land. Even though it’s been owned by the vampires for centuries, they want to claim it as their own. They’re not going to get it. It doesn’t belong to them, no matter what they say, so I intend to gobble up as much real estate in the area as I  can, in spite of them.”

      Lucas nods. “That all makes sense, Romano. Why Dragos? Why did you use him to do it? That part, it just doesn’t make any sense, to me or anyone.”

      I growl in response. “To throw the witches off the trail and let them think Dragos was purchasing it for his family. I had no clue he was working with Isala or that they were behind the plot to discredit the vampires and try to overthrow Overmaster Descallia. The purchases were intended to be a surprise for Overmaster Descallia once it was finalized.”

      Lucas sits stiffly in his seat, his jaw tight, as if deciding what he wants to say next. “When I was in Romania last, I saw Isala and Dragos in a small café at the end of town. A day later, I saw him meet with Devora in the same place. Do you know how the witches were involved with Dragos?”

      “No clue, but we need to find out. Back at the consulate meeting, I had to literally bite my tongue the whole time that witch was giving her song and dance about not taking sides between the vampires and other rogue factions of the underworld. Devora cares for no one but herself and her witches. She has no side but the broom she rides in on.”

      He clears his throat again. “Look, Romano. It’s probably not my place to mention this, but when Descallia questioned one of the rogues, they pointed fingers at you. They pretty much said that you and your house are in bed with the syndicate.”

      I growl, “The bastard rogues will say anything to divert blame and suspicion from the syndicate, and probably being paid handsomely to do it. If you want my opinion, they’re probably behind everything going down with Isala right now. All of a sudden, she just turns on the vampire community? At the same time a major feud is brewing with the syndicate fucks? Too coincidental for my blood.”

      “Then we will find out, together,” Lucas says.

      We’ll see about that. He may be saying all the right things, but he’s going to have to prove he’s not just some weaselly run-to-the-boss prick before I’m going to forgive and forget. He’s here to spy on me, regardless of how he wants to spin this fucking thing.

      The cabin staff greet us as we enter the sleek white Gulfstream with the newest Descallia vampire emblem atop its wing. We settle into our leather recliners. The large windows and luxurious leather seating are among the many perks of flying in the overmaster’s private jet.

      The young blonde cabin attendant tosses her hair and swishes her ass back and forth in her short little red uniform skirt. I can smell her arousal wafting around the cabin as she walks. “Would either of you like a drink before we take off?”

      “Descallia Red,” I tell her as she bats false eyelashes at me.

      Lucas gives her a nod. “I’ll have the same.”

      It’s hard not to catch her look of disdain, common from humans when presented with the request for the wine-and-blood mix we vampires prefer. I keep my temper in check, realizing it’s probably a newer employee who hasn’t been told what to expect or is having a hard time assimilating. Either way, it’s times like this that I want to grab a whole quart of pure blood, let my fangs hang over my lip, and drink it slowly right in front of her as it dribbles down my chin. We have assimilated, blended with the human modern-day world, yet still we get looks of disapproval. Maybe they would prefer that we revert back to the dark ages—when we were killing them to drink their blood instead.

      She makes a show of swinging her hips as she brings the glasses to us, and she suggestively runs her tongue along the bottom of her lip. The scent of her arousal is so pungent, even non-vampires could tell this woman is in heat and in need of care.

      “Thank you. That will be all for now.” My polite rebuff causes the little crinkle in her forehead to grow. She turns away sullenly, swishing out of the main cabin, and closes the door with a bang.

      “It would have been much easier to transport,” Lucas says, smirking and pulling a laptop from his briefcase so he can work. “Why Overmaster Descallia insists that we do things the human way and create digital trails is beyond me. I respect his wishes, and I’m sure there’s logic in the plan, but it seems like so much wasted time.”

      I grin. “You’re not wrong, but you have to admit it was fun watching.” I finish my Descallia Red and push the recliner seat back, fighting the urge to check the security feed to find out what my little intruder is up to, instead opting to sleep away the long-ass flight.
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        * * *

      

      The captain announces our impending arrival in Romania overhead. I stretch and glance at my watch. We’ll have just enough time to travel from the airport and settle into our respective places before daylight breaks. And if I drive fast enough, I can try to find the little intruder.

      I head into the jet’s luxurious bathroom to freshen up. The double bed in the master suite has gone untouched all night. When I return to the main cabin, Lucas is still sleeping soundly on the couch in front of the Gulfstream’s fireplace. I give his shoulder a firm shake. “Hey, wake up.”

      His lids roll open, and he eyes me with sleepy suspicion.

      “We’re going to land shortly. I’m done in the bathroom.”

      He sits up, glances at his watch, and slowly gets moving. I settle into the recliner to check my cell for messages and find myself clicking the security app. I let the feed advance until I find what I’m looking for. The lean but curvy little shadow makes her way through the dense forest. I scroll back to where she first appears and zoom in, mesmerized by the purple, blue, and green eyes that twinkle in the night, as if taunting me with the fact I’m miles away and unable to do a damn thing about my pesky invader.

      An older flight attendant with her dark hair wrapped in a bun enters and flits around the cabin, making sure everything is in order. “I checked in earlier to see if you needed anything, but you were both sound asleep,” she says apologetically. “If you’re hungry, I can bring you a muffin or bagel. That’s all we have time for before we land.”

      I glance at my watch. “It’s not a problem. I’ll eat when I get home.”

      Lucas returns from the bathroom and settles into the recliner next to mine. “That works for me too.”

      The attendant nods. “Very well. We’ll be landing shortly.” She finishes her cabin check and heads back to the service area, closing the door behind her.

      “Where did you stay when you were in Romania last time?” I ask Lucas. I already know exactly where he roomed, of course. Everything of importance that happens in this country is reported to me within minutes of it occurring. The vampires in my clan trust in my leadership and are loyal to a fault. And a vampire master landing in your region unannounced is certainly categorized as important.

      “The hotel on the edge of town. The penthouse was available, so I reserved a room this time too.”

      Perfect, at least I don’t have to deal with finding a reason not to put him up at my estate—a courtesy that would have been extended to him, or any of my consulate brothers, before my loyalty to them and the vampires came into question. “You’ll be quite comfortable at the Rendelay establishment. I know the family personally. They have excellent lodging facilities throughout the country. It’s known for luxury, superior service, and hospitality, but the one here in Bucharest is far superior in my personal opinion. Give them my regards.”

      To his credit, he betrays no surprise that I know exactly where he’s staying.

      The plane descends on its final approach to the community airport not far from my estate. The wheels have barely touched the ground when both of us unbuckle our seat belts, ready for some fresh air and to get moving.

      The cabin crew opens the outer door a few moments later. “Have a good day, sirs.”

      I shake hands with the tall, lanky captain, who has stepped out to join his crew and is one of a few that is usually on standby for Descallia. “Thank you for the trip, everyone.”

      Outside it’s cool. The tarmac is cloaked in the last of night’s darkness, illuminated by the glow of the not-too-distant terminal. Lucas has a limo waiting for him at the bottom of the ramp. My blood-red Maserati sits beside it, brought to the VIP area at my request. No other vehicles around this early in the morning. Once dawn breaks, the entire area will be bustling.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow, Lucas.” I head to the GranTurismo and slide in behind the wheel, running my hands over the fine leather before buckling myself into the machine. I touch my finger to the silver lever that rolls down the windows, letting the night breeze drift through the car and into my senses. The powerful machine eases into motion. Once I hit the open road, my foot lays into the gas, and I revel in the wind blowing through my hair as I hurry to get home in time to do a little hunting before dawn approaches.

      The hum of the forceful engine calms me as the sleek supercar hugs the curves of the empty highway. Soon, the light of my three-story estate comes into view, and I pull up to the only entrance to my property, the covered guard station which, along with the wrought iron fencing, has managed to keep intruders at bay—but apparently does nothing to prevent little invaders like the mysterious waif with purple, blue, and green eyes from spying on me and the comings and goings of my property.

      I give the guards a brief wave as they open the gates, and I slowly make my way down the long paved driveway, scanning my property, and enter the underground garage that houses the rest of my collection. As soon as I’m parked, I transport deep into the vast forest that surrounds the acreage of my estate, with one mission, and one mission only: to find her, my sneaky little intruder.

      She’s still there, peeking around the large tree trunk to observe activity at my home. I watch from a distance as her slender frame and indented waist bend forward slightly in black leggings and a clingy t-shirt that complements her shape. The curve of her hips pushes out toward me as she bends to get a better view, causing my chest to pound and blood to thrum.

      I transport again, this time hovering right behind the little minx, and wrap my arms tight around her. She squeals. Her long black hair flies from side to side, brushing against my cheek. Her heart beats as quickly as my own as I hold her pressed against my body.

      “Who sent you to spy on me?” I growl.

      She tries to spin but to no avail. “No one sent me. I came on my own. I wanted to see what everyone was talking about.”

      I scowl. “Do not lie to me.” I try to concentrate on my inquisition instead of her firm backside pressed into the hardness of my body. It takes more effort than it should.

      She struggles to get away. “I don’t lie. Ask anyone.”

      “Who are you, then? I’ve never seen you around. What’s your name? How did you get onto my property?”

      I ease my grip, turning the dark-haired beauty with pixie-like features to face me.

      But the little minx is fast, and in an instant, she disappears—poof—right into the dawn.

      A witch.

      A witch with kaleidoscope eyes…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart is beating faster than a freight train with a cross-country deadline. That dark-souled beast couldn’t have been anyone other than Master Romano himself. Feared by all throughout the land. A murderous vampire who would sooner kill you than waste words finding out who you are or why you’re on his land.

      He probably still has the burning racks hidden somewhere on that vast property of his. Just because I haven’t run into them in the undergrowth doesn’t mean they aren’t there. The vampires are no better than the humans when it comes to the witches. They would rather burn us all than take a chance that one day we may return to our position of power in this world.

      We may have lost that battle centuries ago, but war between the witches and vampires has been brewing long before the dispute broke out over the Romanian land. Far, far before that. Going back centuries, back to the old hatred that Devora had for the vampire overmaster at the time. After he died, her hatred transferred to the next overmaster of the vampires, Descallia.

      Aunt Devora may have softened somewhat, acknowledging her hatred was in part due to a long-standing curse placed on her years ago. But she will never forego the Romanian land that has been the witches’ sacred ground for as long as time.

      And if the vampires try to take it, there will be out-and-out war.

      The vampires’ guide, the Vade Mecum, the book that guides all of the purebloods, may tell them that the ancient secrets the land contains belong to the vampires.

      But our Grimoire tells a much different story. That the land belongs to the witches and that only by dumb luck did the vampires come to own the land at all.

      Of course, it’s the gospel. Meant to ensure we know the truth, so that we can become the superior power someday. It tells the real story, that the land was fought for by the witches in the greatest skirmish of all time. The vampires came from all the regions of the world they still occupy today and descended on us in Romania. They burned everyone they could round up, working shoulder to shoulder with the humans as they took our land and claimed it for their own. The only thing that saved us was the fact that our ancestors were smart enough to hide their young, cover them in scent and a spellthat would keep them safe for a century, until it was secure enough for them to slowly begin to cultivate and grow. And how we got hold of half of the land was ingenious on our part, and Aunt Devora will never let us forget. There is no way she’s going to allow them to take that land or acquire more that surrounds the property, which would end up closing the witches off from all sides.

      I pace the small area of my dorm, willing my heart to calm down. It’s not like he’s going to follow me into the academy, for crime’s sake. He wouldn’t get farther than the front gate before a swarm of my sisters descended on him with spells and wands at the ready. A risk that no vampire should ever take. The witches remember. All the stories. All the horrors they experienced through the years. We are biding our time, waiting for that perfect opportunity to regain our power. A vampire coming here, to this land, the property they believe is theirs? No, that would just be suicide. I am perfectly safe from the dark, fanged beast, safe inside these walls of the academy with all the witches, including my sister and aunt.

      Glinda walks out of our shared bathroom, wrapped in a towel, with soaking wet hair. My roommate eyes the long lump in my bed, and her eyes fill with amusement. “Where the hell were you all night, young lady?”

      I blush. “I was just out doing a little snooping around.”

      “Come on, don’t leave any of the juicy details out.”

      “Ha—I wish.” I sigh dramatically. “I cruised over to the vampire property to see if anyone was out lurking around in the night.”

      Glinda’s mouth gapes. “Are you fricking crazy?”

      “Relax. I’m not going to get caught.”

      “If your aunt finds out, she’s going to freak the hell out, and then we’re all going to be sorry. That witch will have us all on lockdown.”

      I slump onto my bed and pull the rolled-up blanket from beneath the covers. “Auntie Devora can be relentless sometimes, but seriously, she has a heart of gold. She picked the pieces of my heart up off the floor when my mother died two months ago, let me cry in her arms for as long as I needed when none of my friends were around.” I look up.

      Glinda’s eyes narrow at me.

      I shrug. “I can’t argue that lately she’s been a bit of a tyrant.”

      “A little?”

      I sigh. “Okay, so maybe more than just a little. She was actually the one who insisted that my school in North America isn’t well-rounded enough for a witch, that I have to get back to my roots, understand my heritage, and learn the skill I was born to. On my twenty-first birthday, after my mom died, she plucked me right out of my comfy college life and brought me here to ensure that I had a proper witchery school education, whether I wanted it or not.” I grin at my roommate. “So, yeah, maybe a bit of a tyrant.”

      “She’s a slave master, seriously,” she huffs.

      I nod, because she seriously is that. “Devora scoffs at my parlor room tricks like disappearing and making things float in the air. She insists that if I learn, if I really believe, then the ability to create potions, curses, and spells will come. The gift will be handed to me through the spirits of our ancestors.”

      “Still nothing?” she asks kindly.

      I glance in the full-length mirror on the wall. “Nothing. Two months I’ve given. Two months I’ve missed of college in Chicago for this. Now I’ll have to make up the entire semester when I return. It’s only for my deceased mother that I’m going through this torture.”

      “Do not let that witch wear you down, Raven. My mom always said your powers will come when you need them the most. You do not let her, or anyone else, make you feel less than you are. Understand?” She moves, and one moment she’s fluffing her hair with a towel, and the next she’s wearing the dismal academy uniform, hair styled, curled, and ready to go. “I need to hurry. I want to catch Miranda before she heads to breakfast. I lent her my notes for a test this afternoon.”

      It’s hard not to smile at her exuberance for everything. “Go. I’ll see you later, and thanks.”

      I shrug out of my sweater, thinking about the beast next door. It’s hard not to be curious, what with all the stories they teach you about, day in and day out. After coming face-to-face with that vampire, I have to respect the fact that the witches got the upper hand on them.

      I tug my leggings down the curves of my hips and quickly undress, letting the rest of my clothes fall to the floor. I slip on the purple uniform skirt, ankle socks, and purple shorty heels, finishing with the matching academy jacket adorned with the gray insignia of our clan. Four more months, that’s all that’s left. Half a year was the promise, and that’s only because Devora is my and my sister’s only living relative, and Mom would have wanted me to give this life a chance. At least learn about it, since she didn’t have a chance to teach me herself. I wasn’t ready, wasn’t interested, rebelled against it. I’m still not sure I’m ready. In fact, I know I’m not, but a promise is a promise. I’ll do my time and try to quit complaining. College in Chicago, my dreams and aspirations of being a what? I haven’t even decided that, but whatever it is, it will all be there when I get back.

      My books are strewn in disarray all over the desk in the corner, a black modern little number that I can stand at when I tire of sitting for hours, reading and memorizing all this information that I’ll probably never use again. Once I appease Devora and get back to real life.

      I wiggle my nose, and all of my books float through the air in single file, wafting into my sparkly lavender backpack. Is not everything more witchy with sparkles? I’m still impressed with its vast capacity as my books and study material keep loading into it. You can’t get a backpack like this at the mall in Chicago. That’s for damn sure. It’s not always the worst, being a witch.

      I glance at the pile of clothes forgotten as I hastily searched for the perfect outfit for my adventure into the woods. I wiggle my nose, and the clothes fold themselves in the air and float to their respective areas in the closet and dresser. Huh! Some of the so-called witches in my class don’t even know how to do that. Yet I’m the witch without powers? One more wiggle of my nose brings me a large latte filled with creamy goodness, and I walk out of the room.

      See, I do embrace my witchiness. It’s just of all they teach us at this school, I don’t want to use it to fight enemies like the evil beast next door.

      My heels make a clackity sound over the stone paved floor, echoing in the vast space as I make my way to my next class on the other side of the campus. The hallways are dark and dreary, just like the rest of the entire academy. The witches may have built it only centuries ago, but it looks and feels as old as dirt. The ceilings are so high that multiple spider webs hang down, suspended many feet above my head as I walk down the long hall, passing old wooden-framed doorways where classes are in session.

      The bell rings overhead just as I reach my seat. I pull out my binder, ready to listen to yet another lecture about the power of witches.

      Our usually dull, droning professor swishes to the podium in her billowing skirt, and within seconds has an image of a vampire projected onto the wall in front of us.

      My fellow witch classmates pull away as the dark, fanged image gazes at us. Enlarged for the purpose of scaring us, no doubt. The beast gazes at us with those dark, brooding eyes. The ones like I’ve seen personally, up close. Eyes that suck you in until you can barely breathe and make your heart race when you’ve been caught on his land.

      The vampire who held me close and will be hard to forget…
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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