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George Leopold shook his head, the man on the other end of the line had refused him again. He had just signed his death warrant. Well, hell. He was going to finish them off anyway, but he would have liked to have had that information. Getting it the easy way would have been helpful, but he hadn’t really counted on Mihai doing any of this the easy way. 

The man just wasn’t that smart.

“I told you he wouldn’t help,” Agnes Hanks drawled from her perch on the edge of his desk.

The room was lit by artificial light only, despite the hour of the day. The amulet’s power was starting to wane, and he was able to feel it more these days. 

He couldn’t go out in the daylight unless it was an exceptionally overcast or cloudy day without burning and the salve had severely degraded, doing more harm than good now. 

They all needed the fix for the amulet as well as the salve, but he wanted the recipe in addition to the spell. He knew there was more than one for the amulets as he’d heard her talking to Knight who’d attempted to secure the spell series himself more than once. 

Knight had also tried to sweettalk her out of the recipes for the creams that healed their skin from the burns and acted similarly to a sunscreen. The mixture protected their skin for hours which allowed them to go out in full sun without damage to their skin.

However, the salve had to be applied two to three times a day rather than being the effortless ward against the sun the amulet was.

“He has nothing to gain by helping you since he knows you’ll likely kill him either way,” Agnes remarked quietly. 

Leopold wanted the fix as much as he wanted the throne of power Avon Del was and the other man knew it. 

What made that town so powerful was the nexus. That power combined with the energy of the ley lines would make him the most powerful vampire in the area. Once he learned how to put that power or part of it into a talisman, he’d be the most powerful vampire in the world. 

However, the nexus was rumored to be protected by three witches.

Each was more like a guardian of the power, and each would have to be eliminated before he could take control of the nexus. That part would have been easy, but they had no idea who the three kids, all born of Knight House, were.

In addition, Knight had put some kind of spell in place protecting them, but it was the magic of his bitch that had made it impossible for them to kill the kids without dying themselves. That was to say, each kid was a killer curse that would rebound onto his or her killer. 

All of those he thought were standing in his way were dead, but he still had to figure out where the nexus was before he could claim the property. That too he suspected was a secret locked inside the three. Those kids were the only things that could prevent his rise to power over the Well of Nine. 

“But.” Agnes rose and moved around in front of his desk. “I don’t expect he has access to the items.” 

“I do,” he said. “I think he has at least the cream recipes.”

“I don’t.” Agnes shook her head, lips pulled into a thin line. “Daisy was very secretive.  I doubt she shared them with Mihai, anymore than she shared them with Knight.”

“Then, who do you suggest?” he asked. “M.E. didn’t have them even though she’d stolen parts of the book.” Mary-Elizabeth had been as ambitious about taking control of that area as he had been that’s what had brought them together. 

They would be allies but likely never partners.

“No, they weren’t in there and neither were the spells or the information on the three or the location of the power seat. In fact, the book held nothing more than some kitchen witchery recipes,” Agnes told him. “My source wasn’t lying. That just proved I was right about her. Daisy—Genny Honeywell.”

“What about her?” he asked curiously. She looked as if she’d just had a bright idea except... “She’s dead. The French vampires in Corsica wanted her to take over the Honeywell leadership there, but a French heir connected with her family took over after she was killed in Avon Del.” 

Aston had been chomping at the bit to take over in Marc’s death, but the new heir had taken over in Corsica and continued to hold against Well of Nine rule.

The Well of Nine was powerful under Aston and had grown more so in the last twenty plus years. Now, Aston had his sights set on the part of this country that he didn’t yet control and hadn’t been able to for the same reason he couldn’t. 

However, Daisy and Knight’s magic had waned, and the window was wide open for him to make his move. He would kill the three now that they weren’t protected and secure the nexus which would allow him to lay claim to Avon Del, Cross, and Pine Del.

“Daisy and Genny were friends. She might have given her the texts for safe keeping,” she murmured. “The heir might not be anymore aware of what she has than Genny was,”

“I don’t see the logic,” he replied. 

“She saw Genny that night,” Agnes told him. “She could have left the books in her home or on the property even if she didn’t give them to her outright.”

“I—”

“Think about it,” Agnes broke in. “We looked every place in that town that Daisy had access to from her home to those of the local leadership, and nothing.”

Leopold had to agree. The Honeywell estate and properties were the only place in that backwoods town they, and then their emissary, hadn’t looked because none of them had been able to get access to the property.

Even the inn—they’d searched the rooms, but the offices there had been off limits. And the park—they had gone over it, but parts of it had been off limits to them because they had been protected by spells. 

Those areas were connected to Honeywell and Knight property. 

“Her niece and her half-sister are the heirs, correct?” he asked. Everyone knew Genny didn’t have any children or any other American relatives. She was one of those vampires that couldn’t produce heirs. 

“I’ll have to verify it, but according to her father that’s correct,” Agnes said. “And then there is Knight’s heir. We’ll have to have someone romance her. She has to know where to find the fixes for the amulet. She is a vampire. Her mother won’t have left those formulas out of her reach.”

“We’ll have to have our people down there start looking,” he said. If he had all of his ducks lined up, he’d be able to take possession of the tri-town area more quickly.

“I’ve already gotten things in place.”

“I want you there,” he said. “I don’t trust them with this. They might find the spells or the information and turn them over to Macon. I know he has people down there looking. He can’t claim that area without the power as long as the three are alive either.”

“That’s true,” Agnes murmured. 

“I want that girl dead. Get the other book from her first.”

The journals contained information on those last days of Knight and Daisy’s lives. He wasn’t afraid of Knight’s heir gaining them. He fully intended to kill her as well as the rest of her coven. However, that portend about the three and the power worried him, and he was on a countdown. If he didn’t get the base soon and before the three took control of it, it would be too late.

“I’ll gather more intel on Knight’s heir and get to know her,” she said quietly. “That will allow us to know best how to end her as we ended her father.”

“But don’t act,” he told her. “Just stay within the parameters of the mission. Gain the items, kill the girl. I want to kill Knight’s heir myself.”

He would gain sweet satisfaction from knowing Knight’s bloodline was at its end.
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Chapter One
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Rena Ellwood blew out a harsh breath as she unlocked her front door. She was tired from the two-day trip out of town but elated. She’d landed a new contract with a computer company that would greatly increase her business net worth not to mention what it would do to her reputation.

Thanks to the help her old friend Ryan Baptist-Knight was giving her with some of her local contracts, she’d been able to focus on drawing in two new clients. 

Now, she could get married just like her girlfriend wanted if she wanted to. However, as much as she liked Elise, Rena couldn’t shake the feeling that for Elise it was more a love of the nice things Rena could afford to give Elise than it was love for Rena.  

That had never bothered her, but recently with the wedding of her close friend Ryan, Rena had begun taking a harder look at her life and what she really wanted from a relationship.

Watching Ryan put her heart on the line and even her life for the woman she’d married had made Rena laugh at first. She’d thought Ryan was crazy and her wife was pathetic. 

In the days since the wedding, Rena had been forced to re-evaluate her life.  

She’d met a woman who’d made her look longer and harder than she’d ever had at any woman, even Elise. Martina’s curvy body, long dark brown hair and blue eyes turned her head and made her ache for quiet evenings in on the couch and reminded her of the future she’d once dreamed of.

Obviously, if she wasn’t just looking at another woman but craving her, something wasn’t right with what she had with her current relationship. 

Allowing herself to examine the facts, Rena had seen a truth she’d never been willing to accept let alone admit to herself even in the dark on a lonely night.

She closed the door quietly behind her in case Elise was sleeping. With the house mostly dark, she imagined that she had fallen asleep with a movie. Rena had promised to be home by nine even if she had to hire a private jet, but she’d made it home two hours earlier. 

Being away from Elise, Rena realized she hadn’t felt a void, a need to hurry home. No, she had, but that need had been to see the new maid living with her best friend. In fact, she’d lain awake half the night thinking of seeing that curvy little beauty. 

The truth was, she’d thought more about Marti than she had about Elise, which made her realize she no longer felt anything more for Elise than the barest hint of friendship.   

A giggle drew her lips into a thin line. Elise was still awake. So much for her hopes of a little time to herself before doing what had to be done.

A throaty laugh followed the giggle, and a familiar scent played on the air. 

Elise must have a friend over which shouldn’t surprise her. She was always hanging out with friends, and Rena didn’t begrudge her an active social life when she was in regular contact with her own friends. 

The closer Rena came to the den, the stronger the mingled scents grew, making her gut clench. The fact the lights were low didn’t do anything to assuage the fear or was it just confirmation of what she already knew?

“When did you say she’d be back?” 

Rena stopped outside the room, recognizing that voice. It belonged to the girl that worked at the farm.

“Relax,” Elise said. “We’ve got time. Rena is going to stop at the office first. She won’t be here until nine or ten.”

“I guess that’s why you need me,” Bobbi-Sue murmured. “She values her work more than she does you, unlike me.”

“It’s exactly why I need you,” Elise agreed. 

“I thought you two were talking about marriage,” Bobbi-Sue said.

“We are, and everything will be fine as long as Rena never finds out about our games,” Elise answered with a little laugh. “We’ll have to be more discreet since Charlie almost caught us last night.”

“Charlie,” Bobbi-Sue drawled. “She’s going to tell her just like before.”

“I’ll just work my charm, and Rena will believe me.”

“You’ve got her wrapped around your little finger, huh?” Bobbi-Sue asked.

“Yep,” Elise said. “She’s too stupid to realize I’ve been using love potions on her.”

Rena’s hand went to her mouth in shock, but part of her had known. She’d never been that desperate or pliant over a woman.

“Speaking of which,” Bobbi-Sue said. “It’s time for you to give her another dose.”

“I will tomorrow night,” she said. “I’ll slip it into her wine like always.”

“We need to do something about Kailey,” Bobbi-Sue said. “You know the minute we stop playing with her, she’s going to rat you out to Rena.”

“She won’t believe her,” Elise said softly. “Rena is so wrapped up in making money that she’ll just think Kailey is lying because I said no. She actually thinks I’m being faithful to her.”

“Then, why don’t you get her to pay for another trip for the two of us to New Orleans next weekend,” Bobbi-Sue said. “We could use some time away together.” 

“Sure,” Elise said. “I’ll just tell her it’s a girls’ weekend, but we need to take care of Kailey before then.”

“I’ll use a forgetting spell on her,” Bobbi-Sue said. “Then, it can go back to being just us, but you need to make sure you get access to her accounts this time, so we can have a little allowance.”

“I’ll get her to do that after the love potion. It’s the most potent the first few days after she takes it.”

“Good.”

They went silent and Rena quietly closed in on the room to peek inside. The room was lit by candles, and they were on the floor, on a pile of blankets kissing.

“You feel so good, Bobbi,” Elise murmured.

“I know what you need,” Bobbi-Sue said and trailed kisses down Elise’s body.

Elise spread her legs and Bobbi-Sue buried her head between them, licking up Elise’s slit and drawing a throaty moan from her. 

Elise pushed her fingers into Bobbi-Sue’s hair. “Gods, I love the way you do that.” She made a needy sound. 

Rena turned and retraced her steps, anger flitting through her, but it was a fleeting emotion that faded all too quickly. She had known for a few months things weren’t right, but she’d decided to give Elise another chance, to give them a chance.

She’d even suspected Elise was bedding not one but two women behind her back because that was exactly what she’d been doing when Rena and Ryan had picked her up in that bar. She’d slept with both of them that night. 

She had indoctrinated them into menages, but Ryan had quickly backed away from the games participating only occasionally. Then, not at all. 

Rena had thought it was perfect back then. She hadn’t been looking for anything serious, so menages and sex games had been right up her alley.

She made her way back to her car and sighed roughly. “I’m too old for this shit,” she muttered as she debated whether to go back inside or not. 

She put her hands on the warm hood and hung her head as she stood there soaking up the dark of the moonless evening.  

Rena started to go back but stopped herself. She didn’t need this shit. In fact, it was her way out, and she was taking it.

****
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Amelia Baptist-Knight closed her eyes listening for the energy, it had an almost musical quality that sang to her, beckoned her, wrapped around her slow and sensuous. She could almost feel it breathe, the beats, the notes that pulsed in their own time. 

She drew a slow breath, taking the heady, sweet scent of it into her lungs.  

Amelia took the essence of the flower in and the taste inundated her senses, a rush of sweetness that saturated her. She took a harder pull, allowing the energy of the flower soaked in blood to sate her hunger. 

She trembled as she fed, savoring the flavors. The faintest sound of a flute played in her inner ear, and she gasped.

Good. So good.

Amelia took one last draw, eyes closing as she sighed.

On the back of her neck, soft lips lightly moved against her skin, hands glided beneath the long button-down shirt she wore that belonged to her wife. Behind her, the strong feminine body pressed against her, as a questing hand slipped past the band of her panties and slim fingers with neat nails caressed her nether lips before sliding between them to pinch her clitoris.

“Goddess,” Amelia breathed out roughly. Her body was already on fire, desire a throbbing force that had turned her skin to a slow burn. 

Ryan’s thumb stroked the erect nubbin while two fingers slipped into her hot, wet pussy. Ryan filled her, drew her fingers out and thrust them in again. She glided them back in but this time with a third. 

Amelia rested her hand against the wall in front of her, the dark of night peeking in on them from the window to her right. She allowed her head to drop back onto Ryan’s shoulder as she moved her hips slowly. 

Behind her, Ryan moaned softly, and Amelia put her other hand on Ryan’s as Ryan fucked her with efficient strokes. 

“Oh, yes,” Amelia moaned, her pleasure ready to peak. 

Ryan drove her fingers into her again and again, and Amelia’s nails bit into the back of Ryan’s hand. Ryan bit the side of her neck and pleasure rushed her, dragged her into a tidal wave that rose in height, and she cried out, orgasm taking her under.

Ryan bit her again before letting out a guttural cry, and Amelia slumped against Ryan whose arm closed around her. Ryan held her for a long moment before picking her up and taking her to the big bed and laying her on it.

She bent, kissed her and then climbed in next to her, naked. 

Amelia rolled onto her, her desire stirring in her anew. She mounted Ryan whose hands went to her hips. Amelia moved against her, their clits kissing softly at first. 

“You’re so damned beautiful,” Ryan said roughly. “Come on, baby, give me some pussy.”

Amelia moved against her, closing her eyes, body agile as a wave rolling on the sea, shifted her hips easily. Skin to skin, damp and hot, she rode Ryan, her own need intense.

Ryan sat up and their mouths came together for a slow kiss that almost brought Amelia undone. Ryan’s hands slid up her back, nails lightly raking her skin. The slight pain was delicious and set her on fire. 

Amelia moved faster, urging Ryan back. Her breasts bounced, she cried out, her need swelling, her body pulling tight and then crashed, her orgasm washing over her. 

She screamed, the sound mingling with the low growl of her wife.
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Chapter Two
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Ryan Baptist Knight woke the next morning with the light weight of her wife against her. She smiled thinking of how lucky she was to have Amelia. Her red-headed green-eyed beauty was already her entire world. 

Ryan would do anything for her, be anything. She already loved her that much and was looking forward to the life they had together ahead of them. 

She carefully rolled onto her back not wanting to wake Amelia. 

She was up early these days herself as she fully adjusted to being the general manager of Willow Inn, a property Ryan had inherited from her cousin. Ryan worked at the inn but as the business manager, a job she was fully content with. She’d lived the fast-paced life of a stockbroker in the big city, but here in Avon Del was where she was happiest. 

She didn’t need to run Willow Inn, but Amelia did. She seemed to have a need to prove herself that Ryan thought was unnecessary. At the same time, she made no attempts to convince Amelia of something she couldn’t. She was supportive and encouraging. She wanted her wife to become as confident as she could as she grew into the woman she was meant to be.

Wanting to talk to her maid of almost a week before Amelia joined them, Ryan rolled out of bed. Marti St. Cloud’s parents had belonged to Knight House in the days when Ryan’s father was its king.

Ryan wanted to make her feel at home though she wasn’t sure she completely trusted her. She grabbed a pair of black boxers from a drawer and a matching t-shirt before padding into the bathroom. 

There was no certainty that Marti was a threat to them, but anyone she didn’t know well was suspect these days as Ryan prepared for the fight she knew was coming.

She still had the highest intentions of killing those who’d killed her parents, but her main goal at the moment was building a life for her and her wife and making it safe. That meant preparing for the war she knew was coming thanks to the deaths of Amelia’s great-grandfathers.

Both men had conspired to kill Amellia for money they’d imagined would come to them after her death. However, they’d met with bloody deaths. Ryan had learned of some journals the men had been hiding on the farm Ryan had gained as part of the marriage agreement between the two families. However, the information hadn’t been solely theirs to her surprise, and that information was providing a picture Ryan hadn’t even known she’d needed to look at to find her parents’ killers.

That would come later after she’d done what her father had tried and failed to do—secure the tri-county area and solidify Knight control.

She pulled her black dreadlocks back making a note to get them cut in the next week and quickly got ready for the day and headed downstairs. 

There was no evidence Marti’s parents had participated in the murder of either of Ryan’s parents, but there was no proof they hadn’t. She suspected the Well of Nine, the vampire governing body, would attempt to assert their control here.

Ryan wasn’t sure if Marti was the first wave of their attack or someone else she wouldn’t see coming was. However, her instincts were telling her that something was off, and she needed to keep her guard up.

The problem was, she had a feeling the Well of Nine wasn’t going to be her only problem, just one of them. That was why catching her parents’ killers was on the back burner. She’d need to be prepared as she could be to protect herself, her town, and her coven.

****
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A small town was the last place Martina St. Cloud had expected to end up. However, it had been her only choice. This was where her parents were from and where she believed she still had family.

It had been years since she’d last been here or had seen the kids of Knight House. For a time, they had been her playmates, her friends. She never knew why her parents had ripped her from this life, why they’d only brought her back to visit a few times. Then, it had been to visit her aunts. 

She’d visited her cousin Megan’s family twice in the east as a teenager, but she’d been forbidden to maintain any contact with them, but Marti had never understood why her parents had wanted to close the door to the only contact with their world she’d had.

They’d shoved her down in a box and forced her to live that way until even as an adult it had become second nature. She and Megan had corresponded through email over the last several years, but nothing more. She’d always made an excuse why she couldn’t visit her.

Marti had lived in big cities and thought she’d find a small-town claustrophobic. However, she was starting to enjoy Avon Del despite not having gotten out much. She was settling into her duties as housekeeper for the Queen of Knight House with ease and enjoyed the old home that sang with soft yet warm energy. 

The house was a welcome respite from the hotel where she’d last been employed. As a housekeeper, she’d seen many an unsanitary thing, but worse she’d felt many a dirty and cold energy. That hotel had been one of them. 

It was almost on par with the fictional Overlook from The Shining. For a person like her, that hotel had been nothing less than a horror movie at times. But here she was able to relax rather than being on her guard at every moment.

Her mind was safe here too. She didn’t have to maintain shields of titanium just to get through the workday. Still, she kept them shored up because she didn’t know what kind of people the children she’d known had grown into.

She hadn’t had a chance to look for her mother’s family since she’d been back. Marti had been busy settling in for the last week. 

She had asked Megan about her mother’s family, but Megan had no clue. She hadn’t grown up here like Ryan had. So, she’d start checking things out on her own today.

Maybe she’d ask Rena for help.

Rena...

She did remember her. She was certain it was her. She couldn’t forget the scent of her, the way her hands had felt on her skin, and her beautiful brown eyes with their sooty lashes. Her black hair had grown out some, and she was taller, fitter with more muscle, but she was the same girl. 

However, Marti was certain Rena didn’t remember her. She’d been in New York for an academic competition, and Rena had been on one of the opposing teams.

All of fifteen and wide-eyed and eager for adventure on her first trip to a big city. Her mother had come with them as a chaperon, but she hadn’t been able to keep Marti from slipping away and spending the evening with Rena. The city had seemed to never sleep, and she and Rena had spent all night together. Rena had been her first time, and Marti had been a little clumsy, but drunk on desire.

Rena had held her afterward and made her feel—no one had ever made her feel like that since.

She hadn’t known Rena was a vampire. Seeing her again now—

Her phone rang drawing her attention from the wistful thought, and she pulled it from the pocket of her uniform. Glancing at the display, she frowned. Who in the world was that.

“Hello?” she answered.

No response.

“Hello? Can I help you?” she asked. 

The breathing was pronounced now and then they hung up.

“Good morning, Marti,” Ryan murmured, cutting into her thoughts.

“Uh—morning.” She put the phone back in her pocket brushing off the call as a wrong number.

“Are you settling in okay?” Ryan asked moving to the coffee pot. Her voice held a hint of curiosity as well as interest that surprised her.

“Yes.”

“How are you? Megan said your parents just passed a handful of months ago.” Ryan looked at her, her brown eyes the light caress of a friend that she felt across her cheek.

She nodded. “I’m dealing.”

“It will get better,” Ryan told her. “I was young when I lost my parents, but with the love of good friends and my stepfather I was able to heal. However, sometimes it still hurts.”

Marti nodded. This was the first time in the week she’d been here that Ryan had mentioned her parents. Yet, her words were genuine.

“If you just need to talk, I’m here.”

“Thank you,” she said with a frown. 

“I know it’s strange to be in someone else’s home, trying to make a new life, but you are welcome here,” Ryan told her as she poured herself a cup of the fragrant brew. “I invited you to work here, but you don’t have to if you’d rather pursue other interests.”

“I don’t have anything in mind just yet.”

“That’s fine. Take your time and heal. In the meantime, feel free to set things up the way you want them,” Ryan told her quietly. “I want you to be comfortable here.”

“Thanks.”

“Are your rooms acceptable?” Ryan looked at her again, a question in her brown gaze.

She stayed downstairs in what she’d term as the maid’s room. The space was larger than her last apartment with a beautiful bathroom and a small sitting room that provided plenty of room for her to lounge about and she could even entertain comfortably once she started dating.

Even her pay was better.

She smiled. “I’m content.”

Ryan gave her an amused look. “Good. I’d prefer you didn’t move out as long as you’re part of the coven.”

“Would it be a problem if I did?”

“No. I just want all members here. Besides, the closer your proximity to us, the easier it will be for us to get to know you, and you us.”

“That’s fair,” she said. 

“You’re not bound to us, but to consider you family, I’d like to be able to say I know you,” Ryan told her.

It had been several months since she’d been able to say she had a family, and Ryan was offering her that. Marti was more inclined to take it than not given that she was tired of being a vampire alone. 

She nodded. “I understand.”

“The other thing that bothers me is that you’ve not been part of a coven, right?”

“No. I—” 

“Hey, Rye.” 

Ryan’s gaze went to the door, and Marti turned to see Ryan’s friend Rena striding in, clad in slacks, dark silk shirt, left open at the throat and jacket. Her black hair was neatly combed, the bangs swept to one side, the threads curling at her ears. 

“Morning,” Ryan answered and took a sip of her coffee. “How’s it going?”

“Chill,” she said with a smile. “What’s up with you?”

“I take it your trip went well,” Ryan asked leaning against the counter.

“Very,” Rena said. “The audit came off without a hitch, and I got a new client. He went ahead and bought the business, and he wants me to set up some kind of 401K or Roth that will help them get the most out of their retirement dollars.”

“Great news,” Ryan said. “Way to go with the twofer.” 

Rena smiled and bumped fists with Ryan and moved to pour herself some coffee. “Morning Marti.”

“Morning, Rena.”

“Like I was saying,” Ryan went on. “You can’t not be part of a coven here, you need a sponsor or someone who can vouch for you, back you up if something happens.”

“I—”

“Did your parents teach you anything about coven structure? Coven life?”

“No,” Marti answered quietly. “They did what they thought was best.” She shrugged.

“And it handicapped you,” Ryan retorted.

“Get off her case, Ry,” Rena said coldly. “Amelia’s the same. She knows shit-all about our world, our community, but you’re teaching her.”

“And you’re going to be Marti’s teacher,” Ryan said with a smile. 

“Ry—”

“No,” Ryan cut in sternly. “You’re right, what I said was wrong. I don’t know Marti or her family’s reasons for walking away from their life here, but I do know if her father lived like a human, then he couldn’t possibly have trained or taught her enough about our world.”

“I—”

“Marti, am I wrong?”

“You’re not completely wrong, but you’re not completely right either,” she said demurely.

“Translation,” Ryan said. “You have a lot to learn. Rena, it’s going to be your job to make sure Marti is properly integrated into our community, into this House.”

“I have a job and a—”

“I know, but this is your job too. Your assistant is going on vacation, right?”

“Y-yes,” Rena replied carefully, and Marti could see the wariness in her brown eyes.

She didn’t blame her. She was wary too especially since she had no idea what Ryan had in mind. This could be some kind of trick.

“Then, it’s taken care of,” Ryan said with a smile. “I’ll give you the cards for household shopping when I get home today. There will be a list posted on the fridge for things we need. Shop for the blood once a week. We don’t want it getting low.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Marti agreed.

“And flowers for Amelia need to be restocked weekly as well,” Ryan said.  

“Understood,” Marti replied. 

“While you’re working for Rena, we’ll help out with the household chores and cooking,” Ryan told her. “I just need you to handle deliveries or pick-ups from the grocery. Rena will let you off early for that or show you where the market is.”

“Okay,” Marti responded quietly. 

“Rena will you help Marti keep up with the groceries? I’ll get someone to come in and do the cleaning. I’m looking at a few people that won’t be a problem.” Her phone rang, and she sighed and pulled it from her pocket. “It’s Mihai. I’ll take this in the office. If you have any problems, Marti, let me know.”

“Yes, Knight.” 

Ryan exited the kitchen, and Rena turned her gaze on Marti, her gaze sliding over the other woman again. “That dress is short. You better be careful or someone might come along and treat you like a dirty maid.”

The dress was all Ryan’s idea. It was black with a white collar and white apron tied around her waist. The dress buttoned down the front unlike the navy one that zipped along the side.

Her lips curved into a smile, her heart beating faster now. “It depends on what someone has in mind. I might let them.”

Rena closed the distance between them. “A dress that deserves some crotchless panties and stockings or at least some thigh-high stockings.”

“Which would you suggest?” she asked softly, her nipples impossibly hard and her juices easing from her as exhilaration made her both wet and hot.

“Hmm. With a body like yours, I’d suggest either because I’m sure you’d be hot in both.”

“Maybe I’ll take your advice then,” Marti responded.

“I wouldn’t lead you wrong,” Rena purred. 

“Thank goodness you have no ill intentions,” she replied, humor filling her.

“Not even close,” Rena murmured, her gaze going over her again, a faint smile playing on her lips. “I better go. I guess I’ll see you around.”

“I suppose you will.”

“Hey, I think I forgot to mention that you’re hot in that, and you smell good.” She gave her a wink, but her brown gaze sizzled with heat that burned. “Is that your natural scent or is all that spice just for me?”

Marti’s cheeks heated, but she refused to back down. She shrugged. “Maybe you’ll find out sometime.”

Rena gave her a slow grin and shook her head. “Later.” She turned and made a quick exit.

Marti laughed softly. “She is hot. I’d love to have just one night with her.”

However, she wasn’t one for going after women in relationships. That was a recipe for disaster. On the other hand, if Rena was to suddenly become single, she’d make a few moves of her own.

****
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Rena grinned, the soft words drifting easily to her. Well, she just might get her chance sooner than she thought, Rena mused. After last night, the illusion that things might be able to be fixed had been completely shattered. 

There was so much she wanted that Elise didn’t and so much she needed that Elise wasn’t giving her. She’d tried, but it wasn’t working. 

They both had different needs, and Rena was ready to admit, she had just outgrown Elise and the games they played. Maybe she’d outgrown them long ago, but the spells Elise had been using on her had clouded her thoughts, made her think she was still in love with a woman she was beginning to doubt she’d ever loved. 

****
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“Hello, Uncle Mihai,” Ryan said warmly. Mihai wasn’t actually her uncle, but he had been her father’s best friend. After her father’s death, and then her mother’s, Mihai had maintained a presence in her life ensuring Ryan knew about her heritage.

However, Mihai was a nightwalker, a blood drinking vampire who was at his most alive after the sun went down. He could, however, move around in the light thanks to the amulet her mother had blessed for him. It was protection against the harshest rays of the sun.

“How are things going there?” he asked. “Is everyone okay?”

“Why? Should they not be?” she asked with a frown. “What’s going on with that end of the coven? Why did you really send them here?” 

“I told you, their parents thought they should have what we all had. A chance to grow, to become the vampires they were meant to be without living in their shadow.”

“I can tell that that’s a well-crafted line,” Ryan told him. “If you aren’t honest with me, I can’t help.” And she believed the children of Knight House had been sent here, not come here because they’d wanted a change.

“You sound like your mother,” he said softly. “She was a clever one, smart. You’re very like her.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, but still, I know you’re hiding something from me. What is it?”

“I’m not,” he replied. “Well, I did have a reason for calling other than to check on them.”

“What is it?” she asked carefully. Mihai sometimes spoke in riddles, giving her bits of information here and there before finally telling her everything. 

It was a tiresome little game that she lost patience with most times. Now, was no different. However, Ryan knew he wouldn’t tell her anything until he was ready.

“I was curious about the St. Cloud girl, Martina.”

“Martina?” she asked with a frown. 

“She was alone in the city. Her parents never wanted her to connect with the coven, but she and Megan stayed in touch. Has Megan spoken with her since Megan has been there?”

“She has. Why?”

“I was just curious. Her father was very close with the father of one of your friends. I—well, I won’t say too much. It might be unwise to stir up old news.”

“Uncle Mihai,” she said in exasperation. “What are you trying to find out about Marti?”

“I—nothing. Have you seen her?”

“Megan invited Marti to come here. She was looking for a job, so I hired her.”

“I see,” he said. “Well, she did have family there. Her mother, Mary-Elizabeth belonged to your mother’s coven. They might want her back in the fold. Mary-Elizabeth did have an aunt there. Peggy Baxter.”

“Miss Peggy,” Ryan said with a smile. “She used to be part of the coven too, but she’s since left to join Wyld Coven in Cross.”

“I had been in contact with her father before he was killed, but I didn’t trust him. We grew apart in the weeks leading up to your father’s murder. Mary-Elizabeth was friends with your mother.”

“I had forgotten,” Ryan murmured. 

“I’m not going to ask you to take Marti into the coven,” he told her. “You can or you cannot. I’m not sure I would have taken her here. I didn’t trust her parents after all this time living outside the coven structure.”

“I’ll keep my eye on her,” Ryan said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“Her parents had both grown secretive in the days before they left Avon Del and the coven,” Mihai said softly. “I always thought they—but it was nothing except my suspicious mind. I didn’t know her very well obviously, so make your own conclusions about her.”

“I will. Now, what else is on your mind?”
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Chapter Three
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Rena slipped into her office excited about the possibility of having Marti working for her. This would give her a chance to get to know her, see more of her. 

She was planning to make a move on her as soon as this evening. She’d be broken up with Elise then, and ready to begin moving on.

Rena would love to say she’d spend the next six months hurting, but the truth was the truth. There was nothing left in her for Elise, and she didn’t even feel bad that she didn’t feel bad.

She wasn’t kidding herself. Marti was attractive, and drew her like a parched woman to water, but she wasn’t going to put any names on it if Marti did agree to go out with her. 

This would be her fresh start and if it was right, it could be everything she’d grown to want. If it wasn’t, then it would be a nice time, a break from everything wrong in her romantic life.

“Morning boss,” her secretary said as Rena moved past her desk. 

“Morning Irene, any messages?”

“Yep.” 

The petite blonde held up several small sheets. “And Elise is in your office.” She made a face.

Rena smiled. “Thanks.” She headed for her office frowning. 

Before last night, she and Elise were just the right moment from being over. Rena was tired of her games. Frankly, she was just tired of Elise. People were always whispering about her behind her back about how stupid she was to stay with a woman who cheated on her. 

The latest gossip she’d picked up last night when she’d stopped to have a bite to eat at the diner after leaving Elise and Bobbi-Sue to their good time was that Elise had not only had Bobbi-Sue in her home while she was away, but she’d been spending her money on the woman as well.

Rena wasn’t bothered by gossip. After all, she’d grown up in this town where almost everybody knew everybody else’s business. 

What had bothered her most was that she hadn’t realized Elise had been using a potion on her to continue getting her money. Well, that was over. 

She stepped into her office to find the pretty blonde seated on the sofa across from Rena’s desk filing her perfectly manicured nails.

“Hi, honey.” Elise looked up at her. “You’re late.”

“I had to swing by Ryan’s.” Rena went to her desk, putting her work bag containing her tablet on it.

“Is that where you spent the night?” Elise asked, displeasure in her tone. “I thought we agreed you’d be home by nine last night. I really wanted to spend the evening with you.”

“Did you?” Rena asked calmly.

“I had a nice dinner planned for us,” Elise answered. “So, why did you break your word to me? We can’t make this work if you’re not even going to try.”

Dinner? She hadn’t smelled any hints of dinner.

“I was home before nine.” Rena held Elise’s gaze as she rested her hand on the smooth wood top. 

Elise frowned. “I didn’t hear you come in,” she said. 

Rena shrugged. “Maybe you were busy,” she replied. 

“I was waiting for you in the den. I would have heard you come in,” Elise responded. “So, you got home after nine. You slept in the guest room? Why?”

“I’m cool like that. Why aren’t you at work?”

“I called in,” she said. “My mother called. She wants me to come stay with her for a few days. She’s feeling a bit lonely. She broke up with her boyfriend.”

“So, you’re going to keep her company?”

“For four days,” she said with a shrug. “I need some spending money and some gas money.”

Rena studied her. It was always the same with her. She never seemed just glad to see her. No kiss, no hug, nothing. 

“I’ve been thinking,” Rena said even as she removed her wallet from her pocket.

Elise got gracefully to her feet, the helm of her dress short showing off her slim pale legs. The heels gave her an extra few inches making her look as if her legs went on for miles. 

“About taking me on a trip?” She grinned. “We could use some time away. A nice little vacation in the Bahamas.”

Rena removed a few bills. “I thought we agreed we were only going to see each other, that we were going to build something, have kids, get married.”

“Kids aren’t my dream, you know that,” Elise told her with a frown. “I’m not having a child. They only take up time and money when that money can be spent on me and us having a good time.” She flashed Rena a white smile.

“That’s part of the life I want,” Rena told her putting her wallet away. “If you can’t give me that, then I think it’s time we parted ways.”

“Don’t be crazy,” Elise said. “You’re just temporarily dazzled by Ryan’s fantasy.” She widened her eyes, giving Rena an exasperated look. “That’s not our life, our dream. Being single and having as much fun—I think we need a new girl.”

She shook her head. “It’s not for me anymore. I want something strong and real.”

“What we have is real,” Elise insisted, but there was no love in her eyes, no real emotion which would have hurt if Rena had been in love with the woman. “Don’t go getting all turned around.” Elise took the money from her fingers and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you when I get back. We can talk—”

“There isn’t anything to talk about after last night. It’s time for me to stop compromising on what I want. It’s over.”

“Last night?” Elise asked carefully. “What do you mean?”

“I came home early.”

“Rena, I know you—it was just a little fun.”

“I’m sure it was, but I’m tired,” she answered, shaking her head as she slipped a hand in to her pants pocket. “I want someone who cares about me and wants to be part of my life without the menages.”

“You knew when you met me this was my life,” Elise said carefully. “You agreed it was fine with you. You never said we couldn’t have an open relationship. I assumed we would.”

“And you can have one with anyone you want,” Rena answered. “Just not with me. I’m done.”

“We’ll talk about this when I get back,” she said airily. “Right now, I need to get on the road. We always manage to work things out, so don’t make any snap decisions.”

Rena nodded. “I’ve already made up my mind. We’re done. You can pack up your things when you get back.”

“Things didn’t go well for you?” she asked in annoyance. “I know you’re upset because I won’t be here to soothe your ego, but my mom needs me.”

“They went fine, but I meant what I said. You can leave your key when you get your things.”

Even if she hadn’t been restless, feeling as if something wasn’t right even before she met Marti, after what she’d heard last night, there would be no going back for them. What Rena had heard had hurt her more than finding Elise with another woman and sealed the coffin of their relationship shut tight.

For good.
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Chapter Four
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“I was thinking we could go shopping,” Megan said leaning against the counter, a glass of blood in one hand. 

Marti looked at her cousin. “I probably do need to pick up a few things. Ryan just decided I needed a teacher to teach me about the vampire world.”

Megan frowned. “What does shopping have to do with that?” 

Marti laughed lightly. “Rena’s secretary is going to be out of town for a week or something, and they want me to work for her which will give me time to do what I already know how to do.”

Megan took a sip of her drink. “I could teach you everything you need to know.”

“You don’t actually have time,” Marti said. There was no way she was going to let the chance to spend more time with Rena slip away from her. Sure, it would be borrowed time, and she’d be asking for trouble. 

Rena was—there was something about her that just pulled her like a magnet. Marti didn’t know how to back away, how to just admit to Ryan this would be a bad idea. 

She could so easily get hurt if she forgot that Rena belonged to another woman. 

“I’ll talk to her,” Megan said. “You could come to work with us, and work for Amelia.”

Marti frowned. “That would be a bad idea,” she said shaking her head. “This is only a week, and I’d still be able to do some of the things she hired me to do.”

“The thing with Rena is—Rena is involved, and I’ve seen the way you look at her,” Megan said. 

“I know she’s involved, Megan,” Marti replied patiently. 

“From what I’ve heard, she and Elise do this thing—they pick up women for threesomes. They play with them and dump them.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Marti responded quietly. “That’s not my thing. I’m not going to fall into bed with them and wake up with buyer’s remorse.”

“It seems easy to believe you won’t be—Elise can be charming. Before you know it, you’d be doing something you regret.”

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “I need to get a few things to wear to the office. What does she do? I want to be dressed appropriately.”

“She’s—I don’t know.” Megan shrugged. “We’ll just get general casual office attire that you can wear around town after.”

“Good idea.” She smiled. “Do you have time to go today?”

“Yes. Pip is going to work with Amelia,” Megan told her, returning her smile. “I asked Ryan for the day off. I think we need some cousin time.”

Marti shrugged. She and Megan hadn’t spent any time together since she’d moved here. They barely knew each other after all these years apart. The last time she’d seen Megan, they’d been around fourteen.

When Megan had invited her to work for Ryan, Marti had jumped at the chance to be around those of her own kind. 

She’d been stuck in the human world with no ties to the vampire community or even the witch world all her life, and after her parents’ deaths, she’d found herself even more alone and isolated with no one she could really turn to for comfort.  

Marti had come here hoping for a different life, a more authentic one in which she had real friends or at least lived among people more like herself.

“After I finish getting the kitchen cleaned, I’ll be ready.”

“I’ll give you thirty minutes.” Megan exited.

Marti finished up breakfast and took it to the breakfast room where she loaded everything on a sideboard. Fruit salad, pancakes, and eggs with bacon were the offerings this morning. 

She noticed that Ryan and Amelia didn’t partake of blood for breakfast as Megan, Ahmed, and Tyler frequently did.

“Good morning Marti,” Amelia said with a smile. “Thank you for breakfast.”

She gave her a smile. “Good morning, Highness.”

“Just Amelia while we’re here,” Amelia said wrinkling her nose. “I haven’t gotten used to the title and all that yet.”

“Didn’t you grow up in this town?”

“Me? No.” Amelia laughed. “I grew up in the city around humans. I thought I was human until I came here, and Ryan fed from me awakening me.”

“What do you mean?” Marti asked carefully, something in her mind shaking free of the tangle of memories of her childhood.

“I was raised by my mother and my father is a vampire, but my genes were dormant. They didn’t become active until I was bitten. Now, I’m an energy vampire. It’s a recessive trait.”

Marti’s hand went to her mouth. The same thing had happened to her. She’d been normal right up to high school when she’d been changed.  

Her mother had used magic to contain her until they’d gotten back home where her father had begun educating her on what it meant to be a vampire. Part of what that had meant was silence and always making sure she fit in.

She could never let on she was anything other than human. Unlike her father though, she’d never developed a sun allergy. For that she was lucky.

“I’ve heard about that,” Marti said. 

“I had no idea that was a thing,” Amelia said. “I mean, I knew it was as far as witches and normal people—you know psychic vampires? I just didn’t know vampires were psychic vampires.”

“My dad told me, but he didn’t tell me a lot about the vampire world,” Marti admitted. She wished he’d told her more, so she could feel more secure about living in the world without being always in fear of exposure.

“Megan is helping a little, but Ryan is my biggest help, obviously,” Amelia said, shaking her head. “There is—this world is amazing. We live right alongside humans, and they have no idea that we even exist.”

“What about your family?” Marti frowned.

“My mother had no idea. She’s a witchblood who has no idea magic is real. She’s never used her magic in the sense that we know it, but I guess when I think about it, she’s been using magic all my life.”

“In what sense?” she asked curiously.

“She knows how to manipulate people. Sometimes her voice takes on this quality that makes it so hard to resist her. In fact, she uses that on men all the time, and they don’t even know they’re being pushed into something. It works every time.”

“Even on you?”

Amelia frowned as she moved to the sideboard. “I don’t know that it worked on me so much as I wanted to please her. I wanted her to love me, but it’s taken me a while to realize that’s never going to happen.” She poured herself some tea. “What about you?” Amelia looked at her. “Are you and your parents close?”

“My mother died of cancer and my father was killed outside of his office one evening.”
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