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Chapter 1


          

          
            Botosoni

          

        

      

    

    
      The bar is loud, filled with modern-day piped in music that draws a crowd on a late Saturday night. The long-legged blonde on stage holds the attention of every red-blooded male in the club, vampires, humans, and shifters alike. Every single one of us is the same when it comes to a female who looks like that and is dressed in the skimpiest of wrap, barely disguising even the tiniest detail of her exquisitely shaped physique.

      The graceful dancer turns on her stilted heels and bends, giving everyone sitting on the edge of their seats an upended view of her ass and a glimpse of the red string of her little panties. She tosses her long mane of blonde hair as she comes back up, flashes me a bright white smile, and gives me a wink.

      I tilt the scotch glass in the air and give her a half smile. News travels fast in these parts, and when the vampire master of the region purchases the largest piece of land between Ukraine and Moldova and plans for a thirteen-bedroom, sixteen-bathroom home have been submitted to the city, people take notice.

      My jaw tightens with irritation. I haven’t changed a bit since last week and have the same amount of money in the bank. Yet, since word got out that I have that kind of money in the coffers, I haven’t had a minute of peace from anyone, especially the females who seem to be coming out the woodwork.

      Money talks.

      Grim, frustrating, and annoying, but true.

      Claiming the land of the vampires’ heritage feels good, and I’ll continue to buy it all before I’m through. It’s a soothing balm amidst all the chaos with the rogue vampires and the shifters who want to send us back to a time when we were feared and staked for taking innocent souls in our blood-thirsty quest.

      The rogue vampires should be careful who they mess with because the righteous purebloods, without taking one ounce of tainted blood, are a force to be reckoned with now. They’ll learn that the hard way in the very near future. As soon as we find the fuckers, and we will soon. Then this war they started centuries ago will be put to an end for good.

      Overmaster Descallia feels it too. It’s the same reason that he just purchased a large piece of property in Transylvania, Romania just over five hours south and why Roman started the property grabs with his purchase of land in Bucharest, all around his vast estate and the surrounding Carpathian Mountains where werewolves, witches, and vampires still roam freely.

      We’re taking over the properties, little by little, ensuring century to century that we have a larger impact, more respectability, and above all, that we maintain the power of the underworld and our leverage with the humans who are critical to ensuring our business ventures around the world remain stellar and, most importantly, profitable.

      Master Oradea won’t be far behind me with his estate plans, set to build his estate on the largest piece of property on the western border. Devora and her witches may have been lying low, but we all know the land that we claim, and they claim, will always be a source of contention; it’s just a matter of when and where the fight will ensue over the area we both call ours.

      But the day is coming, and the masters are preparing to fight.

      All for the power and control the rogues feel was taken away when Overmaster Descallia started gathering the purebloods and convincing them of a better way of life. One that was free from attacking and snacking on humans as they walked down the street. One that allowed us to prosper as the fear of being attacked was diminished, and assimilate into the respected purebloods we are today, working hard, supporting our communities, and giving back through charitable contributions and the like.

      The vampires have prestige, money, and power and now we’ll have land too. No matter how it’s earned, working hand in hand with the syndicate, dividing up work, territories and business divisions in a way that profits us all. The rogues have managed to rock that relationship with the syndicate elders, but fortunately, at the end of the day, the only thing that will matter is alignments that make the most profit, and it will be us, not the fucking rogue vampires or the mangy shifters who work hand in hand with the syndicate when we get through.

      Money, power, and land. We have to claim all the land surrounding the Carpathian Mountain range. That’s what we have to continue to keep our focus on, even as we search for our enemies. We can’t afford to let the end goal out of sight. And our enemies would like nothing more than to distract us with their games. But that’s not going to happen on our watch. It didn’t happen last century when they came, or the century before that or the century before that.

      A stronghold of land is power in itself because we all know the war will soon be coming to a head. The fight for the mother land, the heritage, and the vampires’ future lays in the secrets of the land.

      The cell in my pocket rings, disrupting my thoughts. I finish the last of the scotch, pushing a bill and the glass toward the barkeep as I reach for the phone.

      He places the money in the register and tosses the tip in the jar on the counter. “Thanks, Master Botosoni. Have a good night.”

      I give him a chin nod, heading toward the door before answering the call. “This is Botosoni.” I don’t need to hear his voice to know why I’m getting this call because if Overmaster Descallia’s phone number shows up on your cell in the middle of a war with the rogues, you can bet your ass you’re going to be involved some way or another.

      Descallia clears his throat. “One of the lords in Romania called me. Sheba was spotted in the forest area near you. We have confirmation he’s definitely with the rogues.”

      The growl in the pit of my stomach bubbles up before I can contain my wrath. “Of all the places the shifters think they can hide, they choose my area after what they’ve done? They dare to bring the rogues into my region?” My growl is so loud it rattles the light in the lamp above the street. I don’t make idle threats, and I don’t make one now. “Sheba will wish he had never set foot on my land! They will rue the day that my brother was killed at the hands of one of his mangy shifters.”

      “I don’t pretend to know how you feel and the anguish that doing nothing in two years to redeem your brother’s death has caused you, but it was for the overall good, Botosoni. I needed to ensure we kept the peace. I promise you, though. Everything has changed now, my friend. I asked you to maintain the peace because Sheba promised me he’d dealt with it.” Descallia’s voice raises with his anger. “His words no longer mean a thing. A traitor, just like the rest of the rogue shifters, leading the rogue shifters! They will all find their rightful place in eternal hell, especially Sheba, because I plan to send him there myself.”

      “I’ll do anything to help. You know that.”

      “Good, that’s what I was hoping to hear. We’re going to find these fuckers and end them for good, and that dirty traitor Sheba will not live to see another day! But Sheba knows that land well, as well as we do, Botosoni. It’s like they’re taunting us. If they didn’t want to be spotted, they wouldn’t be. Lucianna believes they’re trying to lead us into yet another one of their traps, but I’m not going to let them go without tracking them down.”

      I growl my frustration. “The sheisty bastards are always two steps ahead of us. Fucking Sheba. Even I never thought he would turn on us. I may not have liked him because of what his shifters did to my brother, but I thought there was mutual respect between the two of you. That’s the only reason I agreed not to wage a holy fucking war on their ass.”

      Descallia grunts. “We’ll get them, Botosoni, but we have to be cautious. I’m bringing in a team who has been working with us. We’ll get there as soon as we’re able. It may be a day or two, though. We have a few pressing loose ends to tie up here too.”

      “There’s not as much space at my current house as there will be in the new one I’m building, but it still has plenty of room for a group. You can all stay with me. I wouldn’t take long, though, because if I run across the fuckers first, I will kill every single one of them barehanded. I swear I will!”

      Overmaster Descallia growls. “Sheba is mine, Botosoni. I can’t be clearer about that. A collaborator with the rogues, he will die a death of a traitor to me, at my own hands and in my own time. Are we clear?”

      My jaw tightens. “You and Sheba have kept the peace between the factions for years as a result of your respect for one another, and now he turns. You have every right to want to handle that part personally, but I too will see my brother avenged. I want proof that the shifter who killed him is dead. And if he isn’t, I will be the one to end him.” Overmaster Descallia doesn’t answer for a minute, but I’m not waiting for permission because I’m not asking.

      Descallia clears his throat and lets my comment go. “We’re in Sardinia, and the journey to Romania is long. We’ll wait until dusk tomorrow and then travel if all goes according to plan.”

      I pull the collar of my coat higher to ward off the wind and swirling of snow. “That will give me time to get some stores in order, talk to the lords in the region, and nose around a little bit. If they were seen in the forest, my guess is they’re heading to the Carpathian Mountain range. If they are, we’re going to need to be prepared for shifters and witches too. The land along that entire range is going to keep coming up time and time again until we take it from those cackling witches.”

      Descallia sighs. “Maybe Lucianna is right. Maybe our journey was always leading us right back to that mountain range. To the point where all of our secrets lie, and a place we all continue to call our own and defend. Her powers of sight are great. She said that they will be hiding amongst us, drinking and dancing.”

      The wind swirls around me as I walk back to my car, thinking of all the nightclubs in the city. Impossible to be in them all, but the lords can help with that. I pull up the collar of my jacket. No matter the temperature in the northeastern quadrant of Romania, Botosoni always feels damp and cold this time of the year. The solid black sports car roars to life and unlocks with a press of my finger to the remote. I get in and buckle, watching a young couple make their way into the club that I just left.

      He presses a hand to the woman’s lower back, keeping her steady as she wobbles on the cobblestone in four-inch stylish heels. She turns underneath the lamp and looks up at him with a smile that causes me to keep watching.

      His clothes aren’t designer, yet she looks at him as though he is a god. That smile alone gives me hope for humanity. The very reason we will fight to the bitter end against the rogues who would rip their throats apart just for a new and fresh source of blood. I pull out onto the street and navigate the short ride before turning off into the rural roads that wind through the hills far above the main street, allowing the guards who surround the wrought iron fence around the property an undeterred view of anyone coming up the hill without invitation.

      I drive up the long entrance to my property with my thoughts on all the hottest clubs in town that any of our enemies could be hiding out in. The guard at the station comes out to talk to me. I don’t need him to tell me what’s wrong, though. I can smell the stink of those mangy fuckers as soon as I roll down my window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Catina

          

        

      

    

    
      I stretch my legs under the small café table and wrap my hands around my quickly cooling coffee, inhaling the decadent aroma. A luxury that I can ill afford, but at least the café owner won’t be on my ass about making a purchase and taking up seats that could be used by other paying customers.

      A glance at the clock tells me that any time the women from the village will be stopping in to have their fortunes told, some on their way home after a long day at the factory, some after grocery shopping and before picking the kids up from school, and some who have nothing to go home to, like me, but are hopeful that I can give them some brightness to look forward to in their future.

      I glance around the coffee shop and take in the room, curious about the way others live. People who just like to spend their time with others around, soaking in the ambience of being with others, of somehow not being alone, if only for a few brief moments of the day. Souls who will give anything to know a little bit more about the future in their lives, how their past or current situations blend together with what I see in their futures. These are the inquisitive people who pay the bills, as long as I’m in the right place at the right time. Because the rest does the work itself.

      Astrology doesn’t lie. You can’t cheat it, beat it, or wrap it in something that it’s not. It’s the power of the universe. There may be different ways to harness and understand astrology and a person’s past, present, and future, but you ask any good astrologer, or psychic, call us what you will, and everyone will tell you the same damn thing. It doesn’t matter what methodology you use, it’s going to point you to the truth. Every single time, with little to no exceptions that I can recall.

      I reach down and pull the knee-high sock that’s slipped down in my boot up, cussing the poorly crafted elastic that’s supposed to hold it up. I unzip the length of worn leather and pull it back up over my calf, and zip it up for the umpteenth time today. Socks, next on my list after a good day of astrology reads. I silently pray that today will be that day because the paper bills in my pocket are almost gone while the ones sent by the collectors gathering dust on the table at home are piling up faster than I can hope to repay.

      I glance around the dimly lit shop, inhaling the delicious smells of hazelnut, chocolate, and well churned cream. I take another sip of my cooling coffee and adjust the tarot cards in front of me.

      A waitress passes by to take a customer’s order and gives me a glare. I ignore her, glancing at the counter to see if Aleah is working. The curly redhead with a bright smile, who always has at least one kind word to say, no matter how busy it is or how long I’ve been sitting here taking up space and not buying a thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Untitled

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s taken hours today to get three customers. A slow day for sure. But by the time my third customer takes their leave, happy with their future and eager to go and share it with a loved one, I can rest a little easier. Three customers may not put money in the bank, but it will help with the necessities for another few days. I gather my things, putting them into my bag for the long walk home as dusk settles around the sleepy little town.

      The roar of a sports car’s engine outside catches my attention through the window. I watch it take off from the light that’s just turned green and race toward us, then suddenly pull a U-turn. With almost race car driver precision, it swings around to park right in front of the little café.

      A cold chill runs down the length of my spine. I’d recognize that car anywhere now that it’s closer. Master Botosoni, one of the most respected but feared vampire masters in all of the land is the only man who drives or can afford such a car in these parts. A black as midnight Bugatti Veyron. Just like its owner, dark and powerful. A man of such wealth that he can afford to purchase most of the premium land in the Botosoni region for the sole purpose of building a mansion for no one else but him.

      Well, maybe for him and all the others he employs. In all fairness, he does employ more people than most of the small businesses in town, and I hear the wages are good, but still. How should one man have so much, and the rest of the world have so little? I sigh, thinking of my father and brothers traveling across the land at this very minute, looking for any work they can find. Well, any work my father thinks is suitable for him and my brothers. And it certainly isn’t working in any of the numerous factories, the shops along the street, or the multiple positions Master Botosoni offers at his vast estate. No, Pappa would never have that, decent work though it may be.

      Customs and culture mean everything in Pappa’s world, and he and my brothers will support our family in the manner in which he was raised. No matter that they may need to travel for days or weeks on end to meet up with others in the same situation. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so spiteful about not wanting to go after what happened with my brother.

      Maybe I should have traveled with them again this year. The thought of being the constant conversation of the women and men who pity my parents for their spinster daughter who has yet to meet an eligible man to wed at the ripe old age of twenty-one was just too much to bear, though. I may be older than most of the girls getting wed, but it’s not like I’ve given my virginity away, for crying out loud.

      My lips purse with indignation. Let them explain why I’m not there. Maybe they thought it would be easier if they didn’t have to explain. Hell, maybe that’s why they didn’t fight me harder when I said I wanted to stay. The burden of their shame settles over me again, and it takes a bit to shake it off, but the minute Master Botosoni walks into the café, with his short dark hair, trim mustache, and goatee, the heat of my shame turns to a cold, spine-numbing chill.

      His dark eyes scan the café as he walks in, his eyes flashing red as he looks toward me and beyond. Intent on what he came for, he heads toward the long ordering counter. His jeans hug his powerful thighs and muscular buttocks as he strides across the white stone flooring.

      The waitress who glared at me is now batting her long fake eyelashes at the vampire who could sear her to death with the rays of his eyes. She may not be afraid or know what he’s capable of, but I’ve read everything there is to read about his kind. Even the sexual proclivities his kind tend to like, and my father would consider deviant at best.

      I may not have hung out with all the popular girls in school, and I may not mingle in the clubs that he and the vampires are rumored to hang, but that doesn’t mean I don’t hear things about the clubs that offer a wide variety of sex. Everything has a price tag if you have a membership, and word around town is that Master Botosoni not only has a membership but is part owner of the most scandalous club in the city, Club Descallia.

      My eyes roam over the length of the tall vampire standing at the counter. I should leave, at least move and quit staring, but there’s something on the periphery of my mind that I can’t quite bring into focus, and I’m sure it’s about him. I focus hard, but everything becomes blurry and shadowing, until the minute it becomes quite clear and causes my cheeks to heat and my blood to race.

      Just the thought of what the powerful master vampire is capable of doing with those large hands, muscular thighs, and hips sends goose bumps tingling down my length and straight to my center. If he were the one to take my virginity, he would be controlling things; he would be in the driver’s seat, and I would be obeying his every command as he taught me everything there is to know.

      A good Romanian girl from a good Romanian family shouldn’t be thinking of what a powerful vampire master can do to her. I should be thinking about the offers of marriage that my father keeps trying to ram down my throat.

      I should be ashamed. More than mortified at where I’ve let my mind wander and how it makes me feel, especially right in my center.

      But this Romanian girl is not ashamed, not even in the slightest…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Botosoni

          

        

      

    

    
      I tug on the collar of my jacket and pull on the sleeves of my black sweater as I lower myself into my black sports car. There’s still a little time to talk to a few more people before Descallia and the rest of the crew arrive. I should transport, but keeping up appearances of assimilation in the human world is important to Overmaster Descallia. And it’s not like I really mind. I rev the powerful engine and head out into the barely dusk evening, giving a wave to the guardsman who allows me through before closing the gates.

      After learning Sheba and his packs of shifters were the ones responsible for hiding the rogue vampires all this time, talking to every lord who works for me in the region, and trying to get as much information as possible with no luck, only to come home and learn that the mangy shifters dared come near my estate last night and then disappeared without a trace, sleep today was next to impossible.

      After hours of tossing and turning, a relentless swim in the pool in the lower level, a brutal workout with the weights, and a hearty meal, my anger has definitely not subsided. Instead, it continues to grow into a wrath that the rogues will not want to deal with when we finally come face to face.

      If those bastard shifters and rogues think they can come into my territory and throw their weight around, they’ve got another think coming. I will bury the fuckers in the ground. The stakes hanging from my belt ensure I am prepared for that very thing if the opportunity should present itself, because whether Overmaster Descallia wants to admit it or not, we’ve been duped by none other than a sheisty shifter leader who we thought was our friend.

      Fucking Sheba.

      We may have been fooled, but fuck if we are soft. I don’t blame Descallia for trusting Sheba. We were all taken in by the global leader of the packs. We all believed he was trying to keep the peace between all the factions of the underworld. But that doesn’t mean we won’t tear the night apart in our pursuit of him and the rogue bastards who threaten our world and everything that we hold dear.

      All the small pieces of information gathered from the lords are in themselves inconsequential, and nothing I blame them for not alerting me to before. But compiled, it confirms exactly what we thought. Sheba and the rogues have to be heading deeper into the forest and the Carpathian Mountain range, where vampires, shifters, and witches have often hidden from various plights in the past. But Descallia’s comments about the bastards hiding right in plain sight continue to wrestle in my mind.

      There is no hiding from me, no matter where they are. When we find Sheba, we will right this wrong. I will avenge my brother’s death at the hands of the mangy shifters at the very same time. I pull up to the curb, right outside the small café I stopped by on my way to the club last night, the image of who I’m looking for burned into the front of my mind. If I had known what I know now then, it would have saved time and a trip back into town, but seeing the dark-haired beauty will not be a hardship.

      Those mesmerizing chocolate eyes, almost as dark as my own but hers with glints of gold flashing in the light, her long, dark wavy hair falling to her waist in smooth ringlets. No, I won’t mind putting my eyes on the girl who sat quietly ogling me as I got a cup of coffee at all.

      I open the door to the café and look toward the back left corner where she was yesterday, but she’s not there yet. I’ve never been one to believe in the power of psychics, the reading of your future through tarot cards, palms, and the like, but all the lords tell me the same thing. Catina will have the answers if you let her read for you. So here I am hunting down one of the fortune-telling travelers who makes her living reading palms in a coffee shop.

      I blow out a breath, turning quickly to head to the coffee counter. Hot coffee splashes across the front of my jacket and burns my hands. The wide-eyed woman I’ve come to see looks up at me, her bright red outlined lips wide, her mouth agape with surprise and more than a little fear. “I’m so very sorry. I didn’t see you. I was just going to put some of my own sweetener into the coffee when I got back to the table, so I didn’t have the lid on. Here, I have napkins. Let me help,” she says, as the pounding of her heart beats a million miles a minute.

      I grab her hand. “Stop, there’s no time for this. I’ve got it,” I tell her, taking the napkins from her hand and grabbing another handful from the counter filled with creamers, sweeteners, stir sticks and napkins. I quickly sop up the rest of the liquid from my jacket. I glance down and she’s soaked, the navy sweater that she wears fully saturated by the coffee. “Did you get burned?”

      Catina looks down at herself as though only now realizing the majority of her coffee splashed back on her and not on me. “No, I’m fine.” She grabs the napkins and soaks the coffee up while I struggle with the unfamiliar feeling of wanting to do it myself, to make sure her skin is not burnt underneath the faded and pilled sweater she wears. Her heart begins to beat faster, and her eyes grow wide as she probably begins to recognize just who I am.

      I wait, giving her a moment. Of course, then the conversation will change. It will be my fault that she got splashed with the coffee, her skin was burnt from my negligence, and any other thing she can conjure up that will add up to a nice little payday for her. Of course, I’ll pay whatever the attorney thinks is her due. Far be it from me to squabble over a few dollars that mean nothing to me. So I wait to see what she has to say, but she doesn’t say a word.

      And I don’t have all day. There are things that I need from this woman who stands looking at me like a doe caught in a pair of headlights while sneaking across the highway in the middle of the night. “I’m Master Botosoni. I’m told you can read fortunes, see the future, and have the power of all kinds of sight. I want you to help me find someone, look into the future, do whatever it is that you do, but it has to be quick, now.”

      Catina lifts her eyes and the long, lush lashes don’t bat at me with caked-on mascara, but instead flutter naturally with the movement. They look so soft and long that I have a sudden desire to reach out and stroke them with my touch. “You want my help?” she asks.

      I laugh. Here it is. I knew it wouldn’t take long. Now will come the injured routine. I can help you, but it’s going to cost you more than I charge for a hundred clients because you can afford it. She places the cup on the edge of the counter and rummages in her bag. I grab it to toss it in the garbage, but her hand wraps around my own. “Please don’t. There’s a little left,” she says softly.

      My throat constricts, swallowing over a lump of guilt. She pulls a small handwritten card from the bottom of her clean but obviously old and outdated bag. I don’t think she doesn’t want me to toss the little bit of coffee left because she’s made it the perfect color. I think that’s all she can afford. She gestures to the back corner with a dainty hand devoid of the usual nail color or jewelry, but the softest looking hands I’ve ever seen. “I’m Catina. I usually set up in the back. Come with me, Master Botosoni, and I will try to help you if I can.”

      I nod. “I know who you are. The lords recommended you highly, but we have to be quick.”

      She lowers her voice and looks around, but no one’s paying us any mind, all too busy paying attention to their phones as they stand in line waiting for their next fix of their favorite sinful delight. “As long as I’ve paid for my coffee they usually don’t say too much if I hang out.”

      It’s impossible not to discern the heart-shaped ass even half hidden beneath her bulky sweater. I follow the soft sway of her ass all the way back to the corner table. Catina slides in between the wall and the table, leaving me with my back to the door. She sets her cup down and pulls out some cards that she arranges on the table before standing again. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get out of this wet sweater while you look at the cards.”

      I grimace. “Look, I don’t have too much time.”

      Catina gives me a smile. “Think about the ones you want me to find, about where they were last, colors, numbers, or anything symbolic that means anything to them while I’m gone. And don’t spill the rest of my coffee, or I might have to hurt you.”

      I smirk, turning in my chair to track her movement to the restroom door. My eyes at first follow the sway of her ass, but I’m mesmerized too by the long waves of lush dark hair moving from side to side down the length of her back.

      A waitress stops by to take my order and places a coffee next to the one by Catina’s spot. The red- head smacks her gum and points to the chair where Catina was sitting. “I’m Aleah. Just don’t tell her it’s from me, or she won’t take it.”

      My brows crinkle. “Why?”

      She shrugs. “Pride? Catina only allows herself one coffee, most of the time sitting for hours at a time reading fortunes, helping loved ones connect with each other. She never orders a thing to eat or gets a refill on coffee that has to have gone cold. I’ve tried giving her a coffee. I know she can’t afford much. I get three free cups every shift that I work, but she won’t take one. Proud, her and her family. They travel for work, and she stayed behind this time. I think they must need the extra money she brings in.”

      “Is she any good at the fortunes?”

      Aleah’s eyes go wide. “Oh, she’s good alright. I swear, every time she reads mine, she nails it. I mean dead on. Like the last boyfriend I had. Oh my god. She had his number before he even asked me out. And everything she said came true. It’s like she has this crystal ball in her mind or something. You should listen to her. She knows her stuff.”

      My eyebrows raise at the outspoken young woman. “So I’ve heard. I’ll give her a try. You can put the coffee on my tab and grab me a large one, no cream, no sugar, and no extra shots. Just a plain large coffee.”

      She smiles. “That’s nice of you. I feel so bad for her. My brother knows some guys who know her brothers. It sounds like her father’s trying to marry her off to the first poor soul who will take her. They act like she’s some old maid. She’s twenty-one-years-old, for crying out loud. They’re actually ashamed that she hasn’t been married off before now. Can you believe that? In this day and age?”
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