
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Brides of Prophecy Box Set 

2: 

Books 4-6

Brooklyn Ann


[image: image]

[image: image]

Copyright © 2016 by Brooklyn Ann

Cover design by Brooklyn Ann

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems— except in the form of limited quotations or reviews— without permission in writing from the author.

The characters and events are fictitious and are used fictitiously. Any similarities to any real persons, living or dead, are coincidental and not intended by the author.

Published by Broken Angels



  	
	    
	      Also by Brooklyn Ann

	    

      
	    
          
	      Brides of Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Wrenching Fate

          
        
          
	          Ironic Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          Conjuring Destiny

          
        
          
	          Unleashing Desire

          
        
          
	          Pleading Rapture

          
        
          
	          Melding Souls

          
        
          
	          Reclaiming the Magic

          
        
          
	          Leaving the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Tesemini

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2: Books 4-6

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hearts of Metal

          
        
          
	          Kissing Vicious

          
        
          
	          With Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Rock God

          
        
          
	          Metal and Mistletoe

          
        
          
	          Forbidden Song

          
        
          
	          Tempting Beat

          
        
          
	          Heart Throb

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Scandals With Bite

          
        
          
	          His Ruthless Bite

          
        
          
	          Wynter's Bite

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Bite

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Box Set

          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Brooklyn Ann’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
	    
	      Also by Brooklyn Ann

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blood Prophecy

          
        
          
	          To Tempt a Sorcerer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Brides of Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Wrenching Fate

          
        
          
	          Ironic Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          Conjuring Destiny

          
        
          
	          Unleashing Desire

          
        
          
	          Pleading Rapture

          
        
          
	          Melding Souls

          
        
          
	          Reclaiming the Magic

          
        
          
	          Leaving the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Bewitching the Vampire

          
        
          
	          Redeeming the Angel

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2: Books 4-6

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Boxset 3: Books 7-9

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hearts of Metal

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset Vol 1-3

          
        
          
	          Kissing Vicious

          
        
          
	          With Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Rock God

          
        
          
	          Metal and Mistletoe

          
        
          
	          Forbidden Song

          
        
          
	          Tempting Beat

          
        
          
	          Heart Throb

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset: Vol 4-7

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Vol 4-7

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Scandals With Bite

          
        
          
	          Bite Me, Your Grace

          
        
          
	          One Bite Per Night

          
        
          
	          Bite At First Sight

          
        
          
	          His Ruthless Bite

          
        
          
	          Wynter's Bite

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Bite

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Box Set

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Boxset 1: Books 1-3

          
        
          
	          My Fairlady

          
        
          
	          To Wed a Warrior| a standalone romantasy in the Brides of Prophecy universe (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Brooklyn Ann’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Dedicated to Karen Ann

(06-11-62 ~ 02-14-09)


[image: image]






	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Acknowledgements


[image: image]




Thank you so much to those of you who made this book shine: Rissa Watkins, Layna Pimental, Bonnie R. Paulson, Shona Husk, Merrilee Remmick, and Bonnie Maestas.

And thank you to Bad Movie Club for saving my sanity.

Thank you to my friends and family for encouraging me. Thank you to my newsletter readers for keeping me going.

Special thanks to my son, Micah Turner and my love, Kent Butler, my favorite guys who take care of me.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


UNLEASHING DESIRE


BRIDES OF PROPHECY

Book 4


Brooklyn Ann




[image: image]






	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter One



[image: image]




It was a lovely morning for vengeance.

The rising sun shed its light upon the Romanian countryside, gleaming on emerald grass and dew-covered wildflowers. However, the picturesque view only merited a cursory glance.

Lillian cursed as she stumbled up the hill. She dug the heels of her hiking boots into the damp earth to keep her footing. With a firm grip on a finely carved oak stake, she approached the ruins of Castle Nicolae.

Even amidst the pinkish glow of the early dawn and the cheery melody of birdsong, the pile of gray rubble looked ominous. Lillian gulped a deep breath of morning air and suppressed a shiver as she pulled the castle schematic out of the pocket of her light summer jacket. According to the diagram, the chasm leading inside was right in front of her.

Her target lay below, in the bowels of the ancient fortress.

Shoving the schematic back in her pocket, she pulled out her phone and texted the AIU headquarters. I’m going in.

Her phone vibrated a reply: Invalid number.

Huh? Double-checking to make certain she texted the correct number, she tried again and received the same error message.

Mouth dry, Lillian eyed the castle. Was he somehow doing it? She shook her head. That would be ridiculous. It was probably the rural location. He shouldn’t be able to mess with her if he was asleep.

By all reports, the vampire had been comatose for centuries, only waking once a year to feed. Last month, he’d killed the wrong person.

Thumb stroking the stake, Lillian growled through clenched teeth, “Your murderer will not go unpunished, Dad. Radu Nicolae will die today.” Fierce gratitude flowed through her when the AIU director permitted her to take this assignment, despite her lack of experience. He must have understood that this was personal.

With grim determination, she groped along the cracked stone until she found the entrance, a narrow fissure in the rock.

Shadows closed over her as if encasing her body in ice. She pulled out her Mag Light, illuminating the treacherous tunnel with a bluish LED glow.

Though she tried to walk as quietly as possible, rocks and debris underfoot marked her progress with skitters and crunches. Darkness chased away the meager rays of sunlight as she descended further into the heart of the ruins.

After contorting her way down through the twisting passage, crumbled rock gave way to smooth stone steps coated in a fine layer of charcoal. There had been a fire here long ago.

Heart pounding in her throat, Lillian made her way down the stairs and found a clean chamber.

No ashy residue or cobwebs remained. A row of backpacks, ranging from new to old, lined one wall. An ancient prison cell dominated the other. She swallowed at the sight of the rusted iron bars. This must have been the castle dungeon. There was even a fireplace with a stack of wood beside it. A closer look revealed that most of the firewood consisted of sharp stakes.

Lillian shuddered, her palm sweating around her own stake. How many people had tried to kill him, only to die in this place? Choking vines of doubt wrapped around her lungs. If all of them had failed, what chances did she have of surviving? Rage singed the edges of the vines. So many deaths. She had to stop him.

At last, Radu Nicolae’s slumbering form came into view. Lillian’s lip curled with scorn. This was the big scary monster? The creature seemed already dead. It lay still, pale, and emaciated. Its cheekbones gleamed in sharp relief above a dark scraggly beard.

Her fingers trembled as she shone the light on the vampire’s face. A gasp caught in her throat as she saw his hair. A shade of darkest chocolate, it lay like a silken waterfall in rich waves on the stone slab, incongruously beautiful compared to the rest of him. Without thinking, she reached out to touch those tresses, to see if they were soft as they appeared.

The sight of the stake in her fist made her snatch her hand back. Her stomach churned in revulsion at her insane impulse. What was I thinking? This monster killed her father. She was here to destroy it, not pet it.

Maybe it was another mind trick of his. Some sort of preternatural defense mechanism.

Gritting her teeth, Lillian set the flashlight on the slab so the beam pointed over the vampire’s supine form. She removed the mallet from her pack and positioned the stake above his heart.

Shoulders vibrating with tension, she raised the mallet and paused to savor her vengeance.

She brought the mallet down.

Instead of crunching bone, her scream rent the air as those lashes lifted to reveal glowing black eyes. The vampire bolted upright.

Fangs gleamed in the darkness, and Lillian was yanked into the monster’s embrace. The stake and mallet fell from her numb fingers.

The flashlight clattered to the floor, casting her and the monster in blackness. A feral growl rumbled inches from her ear, sending shivers down her spine.

Fangs pierced her throat, sharp pain exploding in her flesh. The sound of swallowing roared through Lillian’s consciousness, heightening her terror.

He’s killing me! Oh God, I failed, Dad. I’m so sorry...

Her life flashed before her eyes, along with a barrage of random, inane thoughts, like the mournful fact that she’d never have ice cream again.

Then the pain abated, and strange sensations crept in. His rhythmic sucking at her neck bled away her panic and tightened things low in her body. The vampire relaxed his grip on her ribcage. One hand stroked her back while the other caressed her hair. His rock-hard erection pressed against her body. Her clit throbbed. Moisture seeped between her thighs. Of their own volition, her hands gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer. Terror clashed with her body’s arousal. What sort of magic did he have to elicit such an illogical response?

A low moan escaped Lillian’s lips even as her mind screamed, “No, I can’t be enjoying this!”

Then all was blackness.

[image: image]

RADU NICOLAE REMOVED his fangs from the Huntress’s neck with a curse. Something was very wrong here, and he would keep this woman alive until he got to the bottom of it. As he gathered her into his arms, he mentally perused all that he’d seen in her mind.

The first indication that something wasn’t right was her employers claiming he’d killed the woman’s father. Radu remembered all the men he’d killed in the last century. This Joe Holmes had not been one of them. And even if he had killed the man, why did this company of Hunters send an inexperienced woman to kill him?

For centuries, the most skilled Hunters had tracked him to his lair, only to die under his bite. This Lillian Holmes was not a Hunter at all. She was a scientist, as had been her father. From what he pulled from her mind, they had been studying his kind, with no intention of killing them.

So, why, after her father disappeared, did her superiors pull her aside and lie to her? Why did they send her to hunt him, thus assuring her death? Radu’s fingers clenched around the woman’s arms. They’d wanted her to die. That much was obvious. And they presumed to use him as a pawn for that end. A growl of fury escaped his throat at the presumption of this AIU...this Abnormal Investigation Unit. Lillian whimpered, and Radu loosened his grip slightly.

They would pay. That much was certain. Nobody used him. It seemed he would emerge from his rest sooner than planned...and for that, he would need his strength. Radu licked the blood from his lips, savoring the sweetness.

Lillian would help him rejuvenate, but he would not be able to feed on her alone. What he had taken from her had revived him greatly. He flexed his muscles, enjoying the new strength coursing through his veins. It was enough for him to venture out and hunt for himself.

He frowned. He would also have to procure nourishment for Lillian. A definite inconvenience, but one that would hopefully be worthwhile.

Radu buried his face in Lillian’s hair, inhaling the scent of strawberries that was almost as delicious as that of her feminine arousal. His cock stirred again at the memory. She’d wanted him, despite how hard she’d tried to fight her desire. Temptation flared to convince her to give in, but Radu shoved the thought aside. For now, it was enough to enjoy the warmth of a woman in his arms. It had been far too long.

As he awaited nightfall, Radu used the mental connection from feeding to probe Lillian’s slumbering mind, absorbing her language, her emotions, and her memories. She was another American, from some strange, vast place on the other side of the world. He’d devoured a few of those, and learned the odd way they spoke.

Lillian’s intellect astounded him. It was amazing how far science had progressed over the centuries. And the studies done on his kind...hell, this woman held more knowledge about what he was than he did.

And just as she’d demonstrated, she had no experience hunting vampires. She and her father had studied them. Images danced in his mind: blood dripped on panes of glass and then magnified to the point where it looked like nothing he’d ever seen before....Lillian smiling as she typed strange symbols on a screen that somehow transmitted to her father...Lillian and her father studying a black-haired infant in one of those steel and glass chambers before taking it to a cozy cabin, where Lillian sang and rocked it to sleep.

Radu frowned. He had also been taken from a cold, hungry place in infancy and brought into a warm, loving home. Along with...

Another of her memories came to him, sending the breath from his body. It was impossible! Files, pictures, and names that Lillian had read aloud skittered across his vision. Silas McNaught...Akasha Hope...Razvan.

There couldn’t be any other vampire by that name.

Lillian knew of his twin brother!

Radu closed his eyes, his heart clenching like a fist in his ribcage. He hadn’t seen Razvan in centuries, not since their parents were killed when their castle was put to the torch. Not since Razvan killed the woman he’d loved.

Lillian had information about Razvan’s existence. She’d read his name from one of those pieces of paper that mortals had started using.

Radu would make her tell him his brother’s location. It was past time for a reckoning.

As darkness neared, he lifted Lillian in his arms and carried her to the cell in the corner. He would not let this woman get away from him.
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Chapter Two
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Lillian awoke to the sound of splashing water. Her head felt like a lead weight as she lifted it from the...pillow? She leaned up on one elbow, opening her eyes. The sleeping bag slid off her shoulder, exposing her to the chill of the chamber. Reflexively, she pulled the cover back up to her chin...and that’s when she saw the bars. He’d locked her in a cage.

Scrambling out of the sleeping bag, Lillian seized the bars and shrieked, “Let me out of here, you son of a bitch!”

The vampire sat with his back toward her, facing the fireplace, which was now lit with a merry blaze. The shadows were too chaotic to see what he was doing.

“You will not talk about my mother in such a manner,” he said in a deep, forbidding tone.

Lillian nearly choked in outrage. “That’s rich, coming from the bastard who killed my father.”

He turned to face her, and her eyes widened. His face was lathered with shaving cream. The vampire pointed a wicked-looking old-fashioned razor at her. “I am not a bastard. My mother and father were wed. Furthermore, I did not kill your father, Lillian.”

Her mouth opened, but no words came while she reeled in shock as his words registered. He spoke English, albeit with a thick accent and a rough voice, as if he hadn’t talked in a long time. “How do you know my name?” she demanded.

“I saw everything in your mind when I drank from you.” He smiled, dragging the blade across his chin with sure strokes. “And we will discuss many things I found there. But first, I must procure supplies and nourishment for you.”

Lillian shuddered, disliking the effect his voice had on her. “I’m not taking anything from you.”

His smile widened, black eyes filled with dark promise. “Oh, but you will. And I will take much from you as well. It will be enjoyable for us both.”

Heat filled her face as she remembered his fangs in her throat and his erection grinding against her. To her relief, the vampire turned away to rinse the razor in a bowl of water before he continued shaving. The rasp of the blade and the crackling fire only emphasized the awkward silence.

Too soon, Radu finished. He turned to face her again, and Lillian gasped at his transformation. Though still full of sharp angles and hollows, his face had lost its sunken appearance. Now, framed with that lush, dark chocolate hair, that visage could give a model a run for his money...an evil model, anyway. Those long eyelashes and sensuous lips did nothing to mute the malevolence of his black eyes.

With predatory grace, he grabbed a long black coat, shrugging it over his lean, muscled form. Reaching into one of the newer backpacks left by the hunters he’d slain, Radu withdrew a protein bar and a bottle of water and approached her cell. “This should tide you over until I return with more fitting sustenance.”

She ignored the items he held near the bars. If only she had her stake...though since vampires had superhuman strength, he’d probably just break her wrist. No, she wished she had a flamethrower.

His inky brows arched above midnight eyes. “Very well, but when I return, you will eat.”

Lillian lifted her chin and mustered her most defiant glare. Radu’s lips twitched, and he placed the food and water through the bars of her cell before disappearing from the room in a blur of preternatural speed.

Left alone, she collapsed to her knees and shuddered uncontrollably. He wasn’t going to kill her. Her eyes darted from the sleeping bags to the food. Her trembling increased, despite the growing warmth from the fire. No, he wasn’t going to kill her. What he had planned was much worse.

The vampire intended to keep her alive to use as a food source...and likely for sex as well.

The prospect of being raped was horrifying on its own. But being raped by an inhuman monster added a whole new dimension to the terror. Most revolting of all was that her body had responded to him.

Why? Although it had been a long time since she’d been with a man, surely she wasn’t that hard up.

His earlier words suddenly rang in her mind. I didn’t kill your father, Lillian.

Was it possible that he told her the truth? Radu was over a thousand years old, one of the oldest vampires documented by her organization. Vampires grew more powerful with age, so Radu had to possess incredible strength and other abilities...like mind control.

For all she knew, he could convince her that up was down and the sky was green. So what reason would he have to lie?

But if Radu hadn’t killed her dad, then who did?

She didn’t know how long she spent huddled in her cage, growing colder as the fire burned down. Trapped with nothing but her racing thoughts.

By the time she heard footfalls approaching the chamber, her head jerked up in a mixture of trepidation and anticipation for this to be over with.

Radu held a large sack in one arm and had a bundle of wood in the other, propped upon his shoulder. He carried the weight like it was nothing, a reminder of his inhuman strength.

“I’ve brought you food and more blankets.” His voice slowly lost its husky rasp and took on a rich, melodious timbre. His face and body had also filled out, losing the rest of that emaciated look. From his healthy skin tone, it was clear he’d fed on some other hapless person.

He looked breathtakingly handsome. And Lillian hated herself for the observation. Radu dropped the firewood by the makeshift hearth and then knelt before her cage with the bag.

“Here.” He pulled out a carryout restaurant box that smelled heavenly, along with utensils wrapped in plastic. Then he set down a small tub with an elegant logo that made her blink.

“You brought me ice cream?” She couldn’t fight the disbelief in her voice even as she struggled to imagine him walking around in a grocery store like a normal person. How had he paid for everything? How did he even know how to shop in the modern world?

He nodded. “When I fed on you, I heard you thinking that you would never be able to eat it again.” He rubbed his hand on jeans that he may have taken from one of his recent victims. Unbelievably, his lips curved up in a boyish grin of wonder. “It’s very cold.”

Infuriated with her maddening response to him, Lillian scooted back against the wall of the cage and crossed her arms. “I won’t touch any of it.”

A shiver rushed down her spine at the thought of him being in her mind.

He cocked his head to the side, and something that looked like hurt flashed in his black eyes. “Why not?”

She rolled her eyes and fought to not show fear. “Because you might have drugged or poisoned it.”

His brows creased with confusion. “And why do you think I’d do that?”

She crossed her legs and hunched over smaller. “So you can knock me out and rape me.”

He bared his fangs and growled what sounded like a curse in Romanian. “I do you a kindness, and you accuse me of something so despicable? I am not an animal. I am a man.” He tapped his chest in primal emphasis. “I’ve never forced a woman in my entire life. Women clamor for a night in my bed.” His teeth flashed in an arrogant grin before his brows once more drew together in anger. “First, you accuse me of murdering your father, now you accuse me of rape.” The last word ended in a snarl, and his next turned into a roar. “What have I done to deserve such abominable assumptions?”

The metal bars of the cage dug into Lillian’s spine as she tried to shrink further back, her heart in her throat at the sight of his glowing eyes and consuming fury. Licking dry lips, she spoke softly. “You drank my blood and locked me up.”

“You tried to kill me,” he countered, eyes narrowed as he pointed an accusatory finger. “Yet despite that, I am saving your life instead of killing you.”

Lillian frowned in confusion. First, he was indignant at her assumption that he’d rape her, and now he was claiming to save her? “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously. Vampires were said to be manipulative. She mustn’t forget that.

“You are a scientist, not an experienced Hunter, yet your employer told you a lie and sent you to kill a vampire as old and powerful as I am.” He paced before her cage like a panther stalking its prey. “There is only one conclusion to be made from that.”

Horror clawed her throat as Lillian digested his words. “Oh my God. You think they sent me here to die.”

Radu nodded, his eyes full of sympathy and then anger. “They wanted to use me as their pawn. And it nearly worked.” He looked like he wanted to say something else, then he shook his head and crouched in front of the cage, never breaking his hold on her gaze. “You’ve lost a great amount of blood, Lillian. Please, eat. And then we shall talk. I have many things to ask you.”

Mind still reeling with the possibility that her own superiors had set her up to die, Lillian opened her mouth to argue, but to her humiliation, her stomach rumbled when he opened the carryout box to reveal some sort of noodle dish that made her mouth water. “What is that?”

“Halushki.” He held out the box and a plastic fork. “Eat.”

Her ravenous hunger, coupled with Radu’s genuine anger at the idea that he’d drug her, compelled her to relent. Besides, she was too dizzy from blood loss and missing breakfast and lunch to be able to think straight about vampires and government conspiracies. Taking the box and a fork, Lillian took a bite and moaned at the taste of garlic, onions, and butter.

She looked up to see Radu closing his eyes in such abject pleasure that she blushed, feeling like a voyeur. Then those hypnotic black eyes snapped open, and he gave her that boyish smile again.

“When you eat, I can taste,” he explained before pointing at her fork. “Take another bite, please.”

For a moment, Lillian considered refusing. Why should she give him any pleasure when he held her captive? But her hunger, combined with her fascination at this new phenomenon, compelled her to comply. Watching Radu’s blatant ecstasy as she chewed the food, her mind tried to work out a scientific explanation for his being able to taste her food. Transmitting thoughts via telepathy sort of made sense when observing electromagnetic brain waves. Was she somehow emitting a wave that sent a neural pulse to his taste receptors?

Radu interrupted her thoughts. “This ice cream. I want to try it.” He held out the tub.

Normally, Lillian wouldn’t dream of spoiling her dinner with dessert, but the stuff would melt if she didn’t eat it soon. Setting down the half-finished haluski with a touch of reluctance, she picked up the ice-cold pint. The label was in Romanian, so she couldn’t read it, but the picture made it look like vanilla. A safe choice.

It wasn’t just vanilla. It was the best damn vanilla she’d ever had in her life. The flavor burst over her tongue like a revelation. Radu made a low sound that was more fitting to the bedroom than during a meal. Her loins tightened immediately.

Lillian bit her lip against the arousal. This had to be the most messed up situation she’d ever been in. Here she was, telepathically sharing a meal with a vampire she’d originally come here to kill. Getting turned on by him even as he had her locked up like an animal. Can anyone say Stockholm Syndrome?

Melting ice cream dribbled on her wrist, breaking off the thoughts. Not wanting such deliciousness to go to waste, Lillian quickly polished off the rest of the carton, ignoring the inevitable surge of brain freeze.

Radu suddenly groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “La naiba, woman, what is that?”

He was able to feel that too? Despite her own pain, Lillian couldn’t help laughing even as she wondered how far the connection went. If she stabbed herself, would he experience that too? What about cramps? That brought on another gale of laughter. 

“Brain freeze,” she gasped between heaves of hysterical giggles. Served him right. “It happens when you eat cold things too fast, but I was only doing what you told me.”

“I did not say to eat so quickly,” he said with such a deep scowl that another burst of laughter exploded from her. “This is not something to laugh at. You have pain too.”

“It doesn’t last long.” Even as she spoke, the pain faded away, leaving them both relieved...until Lillian realized she’d been laughing at a thousand-year-old vampire. She sobered immediately, justifying her actions aloud. “And for your information, it is perfectly normal to laugh in times of crisis. It’s the brain’s way of protecting itself from too much stress.” And if this wasn’t stress of the highest degree, she didn’t know what was.

From the way his brows drew together in consternation, she inferred that he didn’t understand half of what she said.

“You should let me protect you instead,” he grumbled. “That way, there will be no pain.”

“Protect me?” She fought a blush, reminding herself and him of the situation. “You said you planned to feed on me again.”

He shrugged, indifferent to her disbelieving tone. “Yes, but I will take away the hurt next time, and I won’t drink too much.” His expression darkened as he changed the subject. “Now we talk. What do you know of a vampire called Razvan?”

Lillian blinked in surprise. She’d been expecting him to expound on his theory that the AIU wanted her dead. Should she answer? Why not? She didn’t have much information anyway. “That was one of the vampires my father had a file on. But he burned it three years ago, for some reason.” She frowned, mind turning over the information. Had what had been in the file gotten Dad killed? Did the AIU also have info on this Razvan? He hadn’t been in the vampire database, but perhaps he was in a classified file above her clearance level.

“Where is he?” Radu interrupted her musing.

“Somewhere in the Northwest, but I can’t remember exactly where.” Desperation welled in her belly. She needed to get out of here, go through her father’s things, and track down his killer. Find out if Dad had been to Romania, or if Radu told the truth.

“Northwest of what?” he demanded.

“The United States. It’s a huge part of the country, so I’m not very helpful.” Now that he’d brought up this other vampire, she had a lot of new questions, but... “Why do you ask?”

“Razvan is my brother.”

Her jaw dropped. “You have a brother?” When he nodded, she frowned. “But vampires can’t reproduce sexually. How can you have a sibling?”

“We were...what is the word you use? Raised by a man who was not our natural father. A vampire who Changed us when we became men.”

“Oh, you were adopted.” Lillian struggled to word her next thought carefully. “Do you think your brother may have killed my father, and the AIU confused him with you?”

“It is possible. We do look alike. And it wouldn’t be the first time Razvan murdered someone.” His eyes blazed at the last, making it apparent that the someone he referred to had been important to him. Brushing his hair out of his face, he met her gaze. “But I don’t think your employer confused anything. If they’d meant for you to come out of here alive, they’d have prepared you better. Given you more information, better weapons. I know of the things mankind can use to kill.”

The logic slapped her in the face. Why else would they allow an inexperienced scientist to attempt to take out an ancient vampire? And she wouldn’t have even asked to be sent on this mission if Director Bowers hadn’t told her that Radu had killed her dad. Then there was her sudden inability to contact the AIU headquarters once she arrived at the castle. Now the truth was clear as one of her microscope slides. She was an idiot for not seeing it in the first place. Was she truly a dumb blonde to let her desire for revenge cloud her reasoning? Or was it because she spent more time with cells and microbes than people?

“They killed my father,” she said tonelessly as rage coiled inside her.

Radu nodded. “I think so.” Before she was able to react, he reached through the bars and took her hand. Rubbing his thumb lightly across her wrist in an attempt of comfort, he looked down with an agonized frown. “My mother and father were murdered too.”

Lillian’s shock at his touch disappeared with his words. “By who?”

“A mob.” Slowly, he withdrew his hand and clenched his jaw. “It was a long time ago... and it might have been my fault. Either way, there is naught to be done about it now.” He looked up from where he crouched and met her gaze. “But for you, vengeance is possible. As I said before, I do not like being used. Therefore, I shall help you...” He bared his fangs in a grin. “Once you help me find my brother.”
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Chapter Three
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Radu had to bite his tongue before he said anything more. What had possessed him to tell her about his parents? Much less his incapacitating guilt?

What did she think of him now? He tried to read her mind, but it had been too many hours since he drank from her...and he’d used the last of the power to find out what ice cream tasted like. Unfortunately, he couldn’t drink from her until tomorrow at the earliest...and to be honest, it would be best to wait for the night after that. He didn’t want to deplete her.

Instead of prodding him about his past, Lillian stared at him with such shocked disbelief that he had the urge to laugh. “You think I can take down a government agency? Do you have any idea how big and powerful they are?”

“They are humans.” He let all his scorn flow into his words, tamping down a twinge of unease. Humans had managed to kill his parents.

“So am I,” she countered. Her blue eyes flared in challenge.

Radu’s lips curved upwards, despite himself. Yes, she was. Delightfully warm, delicious...and vulnerable. Yet that mind of hers held more power than she was aware of. The things she knew of his kind shocked him.

When Radu didn’t remark, Lillian shifted in the cage with a sigh. “First, I want to find out why they killed my father and then tried to eliminate me.”

“Did your father keep secrets from this AIU?”

A dry laugh emerged from her pink lips. “That’s the thing. He had so many secrets that I have no clue where to begin. We had our own research projects separate from the AIU, and Dad had things going on that even I don’t know about, like that file on your brother.” A line formed on her smooth brow. “But the AIU’s job was only to observe and study preternatural beings. They were a peaceful, passive organization.”

“They aren’t anymore,” he reminded her, pointing at the stake on the floor. “You said he burned the file he had on my brother. I also saw other names in your mind. What about this Silas McNaught and Akasha Hope?”

He practically saw the thoughts churning in her brain, lighting on something when her eyes widened. “Akasha was a mutant of some sort, and my father had the opportunity to study her when she was in military custody. Another of his side ventures.” A flash of discomfort flitted across her features as if she didn’t approve of Akasha being studied. “He sent me all of his data...and he helped her escape.” Her unease bled away, and she sounded more confident. “Silas is a vampire and involved with her somehow. Dad convinced Silas to give him some of his blood in exchange for him covering up the escape.” Her frown returned. “But he wasn’t operating as an AIU agent when he did that. It was a freelance job of sorts. Even the military was unaware he was there, aside from the sergeant that asked for his aid.”

Radu nodded, impressed despite himself with Lillian’s father’s wit and willingness to help his kind. He recalled another of Lillian’s memories. “What about the infant?”

Lillian’s face went white as it had been when he’d drained her blood. “The infant?”

“I saw you and your father removing a baby from a...” He fumbled for the word. “Laboratory and taking it to a secret house by a lake. It had black curly hair and green eyes.”

“Kiara,” she whispered, somehow paling further. “If the AIU learned about her...” She shook her head. “No, then it would make no sense to kill either of us. They’d want our research. They’d also want the baby. Dad already placed her in a safe foster home because it was too dangerous for us to keep her.”

Something about her tone alarmed him. “What is so special about this baby?”

“She’s the daughter of Silas McNaught and Akasha Hope.”

Radu’s breath fled his body. “The child is half-vampire.” How in the seven circles of hell was such a thing possible? Although his kind was able to engage in lovemaking, their wombs and seed were barren, much to his mother’s heartbreak.

Lillian nodded. “A hybrid.”

“And you and your father stole their daughter.” Radu looked at her with new eyes. Was he foolish to ally himself with her? What kind of a woman was she?

She shook her head so rapidly that her hair formed a cloud the color of a sunset. “No! They don’t even know about her!”

That was far from comforting. “Though the father’s ignorance is understandable, how could a woman be unaware that she’d given birth?”

“Akasha didn’t birth her. We used her eggs that Dad harvested when she was unconscious and then fertilized one with sperm cells I’d manufactured from Silas’s blood.” Lillian’s eyes took on that look of zeal she imparted whenever speaking of her studies. “We implanted the embryo into a surrogate mother and monitored everything.” 

Although Radu didn’t comprehend all the words she’d used, he understood her meaning. His own mother had been heartbroken that she could not bear children of her own. That was why their father, Alexandru Nicolae, had taken Radu and Razvan. How would Crina, his adoptive mother, have felt if the technology had been there to have children of her own blood? Radu would have either been devoured by wolves or frozen to death if that were the case. The woman who’d birthed Radu and Razvan had been unable to feed two extra mouths, so they’d put Radu outside to be offered to the spirits. Crina told him when he was a young boy. Alexandru had then stolen into the peasant’s hovel and taken Razvan from his cradle, leaving behind a bag of gold.

Shame coiled in Radu’s belly. During a spiteful argument, he’d lied and told Razvan that he was the one who was sacrificed. Either way, both twins were spared when Alexandru had taken them to give his bride the sons she’d so desired.

Shaking off the memories, he turned his ire back to Lillian. “Yet you kept this child secret from her parents.”

“I didn’t want to!” she said so vehemently that he believed her. “But Dad insisted.”

“And do you plan on rectifying this matter?” he prodded. “Will you tell this mutant woman and her vampire mate that they have a daughter?”

Biting her lip, she nodded. “I only hope they do not kill me, especially since I have no idea where their baby is.”

“I won’t let them harm you.” The severity of his vow gave him pause. Radu heaved a sigh, slightly ill with this talk of secret, scientifically wrought babies, and returned to the topic of his missing twin. “What did Razvan’s file say?”

Lillian shrugged. “Dad almost slapped my hand when I tried to look at that one. He said it was too dangerous. All I know is that Razvan is often connected with reputed psychics.”

Radu chuckled. “Wise advice. Even as a youth, my brother was clever and powerful.” He frowned. “What are psychics?”

“People who can read minds like you...or do other things, like see the future.”

He nodded as comprehension dawned. “Ah. We referred to those sorts as witches. We used to kill them on sight before they could use their powers to find out about vampires.”

Yet his twin had been using them in his efforts to find him for the past seven centuries. In fact, one had been prodding for him only a few nights ago. But Razvan’s efforts would never succeed as long as Radu didn’t want to be found. After the deaths of his parents, his grief had been too great to bear facing the world.

Now, however, Radu was ready to face his twin.

“I still can’t figure out why they wanted my father and me dead,” Lillian said. “I need to get to our safe deposit box. Our house is out of the question, but his secret lab might still be uncompromised.” She moved as if to stand, then slumped where she sat. “But I don’t know how the hell we’re supposed to get back into the states. Since I’m supposed to be dead, the AIU would be alerted if I use my passport, and you’re so old you don’t even exist on paper.” She squirmed on her sleeping pallet. Her face was suddenly pink as strawberries and cream. “I need to use the bathroom. Will you let me out?”

It took him a moment to grasp her meaning. “You need to relieve yourself.” Reaching in his pocket for the key, he unlocked the door and seized her hand in case she tried to bolt. “I will take you outside, but if you try to escape, you will not like the consequences.”

Instead of humble acquiescence to his warning, she frowned up at him. “If we are to be working together, why keep me locked up in the first place?”

He cast her a cynical smile. “Forgive me if I do not quite trust you yet.”

As Radu led her out of the chamber and up the cracked steps, he couldn’t help but succumb to a thrill of pleasure at the warmth and softness of her flesh in his grip and the heady scent of sunshine and wildflowers emanating from her hair. Rampant lust roared through him that only his honor would suppress. However, that did not deter him from plotting ways to seduce her.

He grinned at Lillian’s gasp when they turned down a corridor, and he hefted a heavy rock the size of two men to reveal a tunnel leading out into the night.

“That is much easier than the way I came in,” she whispered.

He chuckled. “Yes, although I do appreciate the meals, I do not make it a habit of making it easy for Hunters to find me.”

When they emerged outside, Radu led her to a copse of bushes. “I will turn around to grant you privacy, but if you flee, I will catch you.”

Even in the darkness, he saw her crimson cheeks. Once she’d attended to her needs, she paused in the foliage. Radu’s muscles tensed in preparation to give chase. Then he heard her heave a sigh and return to his side. His shoulders relaxed as relief and elation bubbled within him.

But when he turned to escort her back to the castle, Lillian stopped and placed her hand on his bicep. “Do I have to go back in that cage already? I’d really like to stretch and have some fresh air.”

Her soft touch and imploring gaze made his chest tighten. “Very well.” 

Truly more time outdoors would benefit Radu as well. He’d only been steadily emerging from his hibernation for the past year. If he was going to be taking this woman to a strange country across the sea, he needed to become acclimated to this loud and busy place the world had become. His first venture to procure food for Lillian had jangled his nerves so severely that he never wanted to enter civilization again.

Yet, as Lillian and Radu walked in silence, side by side, he realized that being awake was not all bad.

“When will we leave?” she asked suddenly.

He halted his steps. “I do not know. It will take me some time to adjust to this new world. Much has changed since I went to ground.”

Her blue eyes flashed with defiance. “You can’t keep me locked up forever. I need to get out of here, avenge my father’s murder, and find Akasha and Silas to tell them about their baby.”

Before he formed a retort, she took off running into the underbrush. Heaving a sigh, Radu allowed her to run several paces before he took to the air and flew above her. He wobbled slightly, still growing used to flying again.

He landed in front of her, opening his arms as she crashed into him. “What did I tell you about running?”

She squirmed. “Well, I can’t just give in like a stupid sheep.”

Her movements against him made his cock harden painfully. He spoke through gritted teeth, clinging to a single thread of sanity. “While I admire your spirit, that does not change the fact that I’ll have to keep you in your cage.” And safe from me. “Now be still.”

Lillian gasped as he rose into the air. Radu couldn’t hold back a gratified smile as she clung to him tightly. His erection pressed against her thigh, her heat filling him with drugging need. From her intake of breath and crimson cheeks, he saw that she felt it too. But he didn’t apologize. He was a man, after all.

By the time they landed, she was trembling like a mouse. Radu ran his hand through her hair in an attempt to soothe her. Not releasing her hand, he led her back into the castle ruins and down to his underground lair.

Biting back a chuckle at her mutinous pout when he led her back in her cage, he then set about making her prison more comfortable. Opening the bags he’d taken from Hunters who’d tried to kill him over the decades, he gathered up six more sleeping bags and tossed them into the cage to soften the hard stone floor. Another search through the castle and he found a chamber pot and a dusty chair.

Lillian turned her nose up at the chamber pot as he smirked and built up the fire to warm the cold chamber. Finally, she heaved a sigh of resignation and began unrolling the sleeping bags and laying them atop each other to make a bed.

“I have no idea how we’ll get back in the states in the first place,” she said.

The deep thought in her voice gave him pause. “What do you mean?”

“Borders are heavily guarded these days, and airport security is extremely tight.” Her shoulders slumped with doubt. “Since you don’t have any ID, the US wouldn’t allow you entry. That is, if you would even be allowed to get on a plane from here. And if I boarded a plane, the AIU will find out that I’m still alive.”

Radu had a basic understanding of what planes were, so he nodded. “We need new IDs, then.” He’d seen a few of those small plastic rectangles with pictures and writing on them.

Lillian nodded. “And money and passports and...” She spread her hands helplessly. “Countless other things. I’m not sure if we can do this.”

“We will find a way,” he said firmly, settling back in the chair and watching her eyes flicker with rapid thoughts.

Suddenly, Lillian jumped up so quickly she nearly hit her head. “Oh shit, my phone!”

“Your what?”

“Open my bag. It’s a plastic rectangle, light blue case.” The urgency in her gaze compelled him to do as she asked.

He found the item she described and held it up questioningly.

“Destroy it,” she whispered.

That was easy enough. Radu crushed the thing with a squeeze, splinters of plastic digging into his palm. Dropping the fragments on the stone floor, he smiled at her. “Why did you want me to do that?”

“They probably used it to track my location,” she told him, fear reflecting in her large eyes. “They might have even had it bugged to record my voice, though hopefully it was muffled in my bag. I should search the rest of my stuff for bugs.”

“Bugs?” he inquired, irritated at his lack of understanding so many words.

“Recording devices, so they can hear what I say.”

“Ah, I am familiar with this recording.” A few of the Hunters who’d tried to kill him had carried devices that absorbed spoken words and sounds and stored them on little plastic rectangles they’d called tapes. “Do they make them so small now?”

Lillian nodded. “May I have my bag so I can check?”

Radu raised a brow and searched the pack first, remembering her previous escape attempt. After removing an object that contained a knife and several other tools, so she wouldn’t be able to pick the lock, he passed her the bag.

He watched her carefully examine each article of clothing, probing the seams with a tight look of concentration. Radu suddenly wished he could experience that intense, probing touch on his body. Unfortunately, she made it clear that she didn’t want to touch him, no matter her earlier response. That didn’t stop him from wondering if it was possible to change her mind.

“Okay, everything seems clean.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess they didn’t think I was smart enough or a big enough threat to make sure you killed me.”

He smiled. “Now you may prove them wrong.”

Her sculpted lips curved upwards for a moment, then her smile faded like a cloud covering the sun. “Will you please let me out?”

Her small hands clenched around the bars of the cage. Radu’s gaze roved over her tousled hair, her heart-shaped face, haunting blue eyes, and lithe body.

Would you please let me in? He bit back the damning words and slowly shook his head. “Not until I regain my strength.”

He reclined in the chair and closed his eyes so her beauty wouldn’t steal his reasoning.

And that’s when it happened.

The strange presence that had been attempting to probe his mind returned. This time, he seized it. His view of the fire vanished. In its place, he saw his brother slipping a betrothal ring on a woman’s finger. Razvan! After seven centuries, his brother’s face hadn’t changed one iota. Still sardonic and full of mischief. Though the love in his eyes as he looked at his betrothed was new. Radu’s shock of this vision of Razvan dissipated as he recognized the woman as the one who’d been questing for him.

“You,” he whispered.

The redheaded woman gasped as he plunged further into her mind. In moments, he had her location, along with a few other details pried away. Radu broke contact enough to rise from his chair and turn to Lillian.

“We are going on a little trip, my pretty,” he said aloud, more to the redheaded witch than to his captive.

In case Razvan didn’t grasp the message, Radu turned his focus back to the witch and directed a clear thought at her. I am coming, Brother.
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Chapter Four
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Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

Razvan Nicolae, Lord Vampire of Spokane, paid the tab at the restaurant and helped Jayden into her coat. As they departed, smiles and congratulations were shouted at them for his public marriage proposal. Forcing a pleased smile wasn’t too difficult, even if Jayden had just had a vision that shook the foundations of his world. His brother was coming.

Right after Razvan slid the diamond ring on Jayden’s finger, her eyes had closed, and she’d collapsed in her seat. He’d quickly taken her outside, watching as she mouthed words that he was unable to discern. Until she opened her eyes and said, “Your brother is coming here...and I think he’s still mad at you.”

They’d headed back into the restaurant, pretending that she’d swooned from surprise at Razvan’s proposal. Jayden did a far better job with the act, blushing and smiling like a true bride-to-be and holding out her hand to show off her new ring. Joy swelled in his heart. The woman he loved had agreed to share her life with him.

And now it seemed that he’d also be reunited with his long-lost twin. As Razvan led her out of the restaurant and into the Dodge Charger that he’d recently inherited, Razvan asked, “Why does Radu seem angry?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly. “Is there a chance he’s still mad about what happened to Uta?”

Razvan closed his eyes, remembering the night he accidentally killed Radu’s lover after discovering that she’d incited the villagers against them. “He could be. Or he may even blame me for worse.”

“Should we go away?” Jayden asked. “Somewhere he can’t find us?”

Razvan shook his head and fired up the ignition. “No. It has been far too long as it is. We need to face each other. I need to explain what happened.” And learn why Radu had hidden from him all these years. When Jayden had located him beneath the ruins of their family castle, he’d nearly gotten on a jet back to Romania. Only his concern for Jayden’s safety held him back.

When they returned to Silas and Akasha’s home, the other couple waited in the front room, eyeing Jayden and Razvan eagerly when they came through the door.

Akasha took one look at Jayden’s face and frowned. “What’s wrong? Did he not propose? Or did you say no?”

Jayden shook her head. “No, nothing like that. I said yes, and I am very happy. It’s just that I had a vision.”

Silas’s gaze whipped to her. “What sort of vision?”

Razvan answered for her. “Radu is coming.”

The Lord Vampire of Coeur d’Alene surveyed him so intently that Razvan had the urge to double-check his shields. “You don’t look as pleased as I would have thought after searching for him for centuries.”

“I am pleased,” Razvan insisted, reaching in his breast pocket for his pipe. “But I must face the fact that my brother is likely still angry with me, and that may put Jayden in danger.”

“I see.” Silas nodded in agreement. Only six months ago, Jayden had been abducted by an insane vampire. They all had reasons for wanting to be cautious. Silas turned to Jayden. “Tell me everything about the vision you had.”

“I saw Radu sitting in a chair beneath the ruins of Castle Nicolae. He was awake, and he saw me.” Jayden shivered.

“He saw you?” Silas’s green eyes widened.

Jayden nodded. “He looked right at me and said ‘you’ as if he recognized me. He must have sensed me searching for him all those other times. But this time, he grasped my mind. I felt searching for information, but I’m not sure what he learned, aside from our location and that I’m with Razvan.”

“That would take a great deal of power.” Silas turned to Razvan. “Was your brother always psychic?”

Razvan nodded. “Though not like this. Before, his abilities were as limited as mine. Mere parlor tricks. His power must have grown during his hibernation.”

“Either that or Jayden’s power is so great that she unwittingly acted as a conduit,” Silas said.

Razvan nodded. Jayden’s clairvoyant powers had been so strong that they’d driven her mad. When he first encountered her, she’d been trying to kill herself to make the visions stop. So it made sense that she’d been able to search Razvan’s memories, and through those, latch onto the latent connection he shared with his twin to locate him over thousands of miles. She had no issues unleashing her powers. She needed aid in controlling and suppressing them.

As if reading Razvan’s mind, Silas frowned and turned back to Jayden. “I think we need to continue with your lessons.”

Jayden nodded and clung to Razvan’s hand. “Radu has a woman locked in a cage. He’s been feeding on her. After he saw me, he turned to the woman and said, ‘we’re going on a little trip, my pretty.’ Then he turned back to me and said, ‘I am coming, Brother.’ I don’t think that part was out loud.”

“He is bringing a mortal captive.” Silas stroked his chin. “I daresay that will slow him down. There’s also the fact that with his being in hibernation for so long, he’s going to be seen as a rogue vampire. Many lords may detain him, for that or for having a human with him.”

Razvan scoffed. “They may try, but they won’t succeed. My brother is as clever as I am. Perhaps more. Though you have a point about the mortal. If he thinks to bring her with him, that shall hinder his speed in arriving here.”

“What are you going to do when he gets here?” Akasha asked.

“Hopefully, talk. There is much that needs to be resolved between us.” He looked down a moment, willing himself to rein in his emotions. “After that, I pray we can be brothers once more.”

“I thought Silas was the praying type, not you,” Akasha said with an amused smile. “Either way, Silas and I have your back. Do you want to stay with us until everything is sorted out? I’ll watch over Jayden while you deal with business and check on your vampires in Spokane.”

Razvan raised a brow. “Shouldn’t this offer come from your master?” 

Her eyes shot violet sparks. “He’s not my master, He’s my husband.”

Razvan grinned at Akasha’s ire. He so enjoyed teasing her. “All the same, only the Lord of Coeur d’Alene has a say in who guests in his territory.”

Silas took Akasha’s hand. “My wife knows me well enough not to make an offer I would not extend. As for you staying with us, I insist. There is strength in numbers, and we can be certain that Jayden remains safe.”

They had a point, but...“I cannot risk the Spokane vampires thinking me so weak I have to approach a younger vampire from a smaller city for aid.”

“You’ll be doing no such thing,” Silas said. “We are helping you plan a wedding, after all.”

Jayden smiled and threaded her arm through Akasha’s. “That’s right. I can’t wait to look at bridal magazines with you, ‘Kash. I’ll need your help finding a dress, choosing which flowers I want, and so many other things.”

Akasha rolled her eyes and lit a cigarette. “I’m going to need a lot of beer for this.”

Razvan laughed at her tortured look. Aside from being a formidable human with her genetically engineered super strength, Akasha was a mechanic and most comfortable getting greasy under the hood of a car or guzzling beer and playing darts with the blue-collar men at the Powder River Saloon. Only Silas was capable of bringing out her femininity.

“Not too much beer,” Jayden chided.

“Yeah, yeah.” Akasha nodded impatiently, already heading to the fridge. “And for your information, I’m down to a six-pack a night instead of a case. Besides, we have an engagement to celebrate.”

Razvan shook his head. If it weren’t for Akasha’s extremely high metabolism and resistance to disease, a case of beer a day would kill her. Still, it couldn’t be healthy for her, and he was glad that Jayden was helping her to cut back.

After the women departed, Silas gestured for Razvan to follow him up to his office. Razvan lit his pipe, and Silas poured them each a finger of scotch before he sat down. “Your bride is not the only one in danger.”

“I won’t let him hurt Akasha either,” Razvan assured him.

“I’m not worried about Akasha,” Silas took another sip of scotch. “I was speaking of Radu himself. Aside from the fact that rogue vampires can be killed on sight, if he has shared what he is with a mortal woman, he could very well be arrested and executed for such a crime.”

Razvan hid his shudder with a deep drink from his own glass. Grimacing against the taste of the liquor, he refused to allow Silas to see his fear. “Radu will find his way past anyone who interferes, I’m certain of it.”

But did he? What if Radu was captured and killed just when Razvan had finally discovered his whereabouts? Just when he and his twin would, at last, be reunited.

That would be almost as tragic as the other thing he feared: That Radu would be so mad and dangerous that Razvan would have no choice but to kill his own brother.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Five
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Lillian stared at Radu as his body jolted and his eyes looked past her at something far away. Then he swayed and slumped back into his chair as if all strength drained from his body.

“Are you okay?” she asked, unable to hide her worry. If something happened to Radu, she’d be trapped in the cage until she starved to death. She tried to tell herself that was the only reason she cared.

“My brother has a witch aiding him to find me. This time, I trapped her.” Savage triumph gleamed in his black eyes. “I’ve found Razvan’s location. Someplace called Core-da-lane, in the United States.”

“Coeur d’Alene?” she repeated, shock reverberating through her at what that implied. “Silas and Akasha live there, according to my father’s files. Somehow they must be affiliated with your brother.”

Radu’s brows lifted in surprise. Then he smiled. “That shall make our mutual goals much easier to accomplish.”

“We still don’t have a way to get into the United States,” she said with a sigh, realizing that they had a big problem. “No passports or ID, remember?” Despair washed over her. What if she was trapped in Europe for ages until she found a way to enter the States illegally?

“ID is that plastic square with your picture, yes?” When Lillian nodded, Radu’s lips curved up in a small smile as if pleased to understand something of the modern world. Then he sobered. “What is a passport? You keep mentioning those.”

Lillian fished hers out of her bag and tossed it through the bars. “It’s a sort of ID for traveling. You cannot enter another country without it.”

“We will find a way.” Radu picked up the passport and scanned it. “You are twenty-four?”

She nodded, wondering why that mattered. “How old are you?”

“I was thirty-five when I was Changed. And that was...” He silently counted, then translated the number into her language. “One thousand and six years ago.”

The huge number momentarily stunned Lillian. She decided to change the subject. “How do you know your brother has a witch?”

“What else would she be to locate me from such a distance?” Radu paced in front of her “My father didn’t believe in them, but my mother knew better. Our kind used to kill witches on sight. They’re dangerous. And now my brother is actually going to wed one.”

“She found you with her mind?” Lillian was unable to conceal her incredulous tone. “That sounds more like a psychic... though I’ve never heard of one being so powerful.” She recalled the rest of what he’d said. “Wait, your brother is getting married? I didn’t think vampires did that.”

Radu fixed her with a pointed stare. “Why not? My parents were married. We’re capable of love.” His scowl deepened. “Though Razvan shouldn’t be allowed to have a love after he killed mine.”

Something in her belly tightened at his talk of love. He’d felt that for someone once. For a moment, Lillian wondered what Radu would be like when he was in love, but then her focus returned to the matter at hand. “You’re not going to try to kill the psychic, are you?”

“It would serve justice.” Radu shook his head. “But no, I am not one to kill innocents. Besides, it was Uta, the woman I loved, who sent the mob that killed my parents. But I’m not certain if Razvan discovered that before or after he killed her.”

Whoa. Radu’s girlfriend had sent a mob after his family? Lillian remembered the charred stones and blackened chunks of wood on her trek through the castle ruins. This Uta did not sound like a winner. Lillian couldn’t blame Razvan for killing her. After all, she planned on avenging her own father. Yet from his tone and fierce scowl, Radu was clearly still angry with his brother for killing Uta, even though she deserved it. Maybe he was just angry about the lack of closure, or some sort of masculine principle. Or perhaps he still loved her, even after what she did.

Either way, Radu’s centuries-long hibernation now made sense. Lillian’s gaze lit on the stone slab he slept on. Radu felt guilty for the death of his family. Perhaps so guilty that he was only now ready to face his brother, though he still clung to a shred of anger and tried to place the blame on Razvan.

But she didn’t dare say that aloud. Instead, she looked up at him. “Tell me about your family.”

Pain slashed across his face, followed by a heavy look of weariness. “Another time, pretty one. Dawn approaches, and I must rest.” He placed more logs on the fire and then slowly shambled back to the stone slab.

Lillian cringed as Radu lay on the cold hard surface. “Don’t you want a blanket or something?” She grabbed one of the sleeping bags piled on her cell floor and held it up to the bars.

His head swiveled to face her, one brow arched. “Are you starting to care for me?”

Heat rushed to her face. Had that been hope in his gaze? “No, it’s just that I figured that since you’re ready to talk to your brother, maybe you’re done punishing yourself.”

Radu jolted up from the slab so fast her head spun. In the blink of an eye, he stood before the cage. His eyes glowed with unholy light. “You think I’m punishing myself?”

Reaching in his pocket, he withdrew the key to the cage. Lillian scrambled to her feet as he unlocked the door, but before she attempted to dart out, Radu entered the cell with a flash of speed and closed the door behind him.

With a gasp, she scooted as far back as possible, heart pounding with fear of what he would do to her.

“This is punishing myself,” he said with an intent stare. “Lying next to a beautiful woman who does not want me to touch her.”

With that, he lay down beside her, stiff as a board, and closed his eyes.

Lillian released the breath she’d been holding and stared at him in shock. She’d definitely struck a nerve. But why had he decided to come in here with her? What point was he trying to prove? She fought to uproot the tendril of warmth spiraling in her belly at his calling her beautiful. Although plenty of guys had said she was hot, they said it in a way that made her feel like an object. Radu, on the other hand, just sounded angry.

Perhaps he’d done this to punish her too. How the hell was she supposed to sleep with a vampire right next to her? She should have kept her mouth shut.

“Lillian,” Radu said softly, eyes still closed. “I’m finding it hard to sleep with you staring at me. Lie down. I speak truly when I say I won’t touch you.”

“Then leave,” she snapped.

“I think not.” His lips curled up in a mocking smile. “You spoke truly when you said these sleeping bags are more comfortable.”

For a moment, she considered waiting for him to fall asleep before she tried reaching through the bars to grab another backpack near the cage. Maybe there was a stake or other weapon in there. He had the key in his pocket. She could kill him and get out of this cage. The idea shattered as she remembered how easily he’d overpowered her before.

Then, the pained longing in his eyes when he spoke of his brother, with whom he’d finally be reunited, flashed in her memory. Her conscience railed. What kind of person would she be if she killed him when he was so close to seeing his brother again?

And of course, there was the most important matter. Her agency had lied to her, murdered her father, and attempted to send her to her death as well. If they found out that she was still alive, they would undoubtedly kill her. Having an ancient, powerful vampire on her side would improve her odds of survival.

With that decided, the invisible weight lifted from her shoulders and settled on her eyelids. Lillian tucked herself in a sleeping bag, trying not to notice Radu’s smile at her compliance. Sleep claimed her immediately.

Lillian awoke in what seemed like moments later. The only way she inferred that some time had passed was that her left hand had fallen asleep from being at an odd angle for so long. Even more alarming was that sometime during the day, she’d scooted closer to Radu and was now snuggled against his back, her arm draped around his waist.

The fire had long since gone out, and the room was cold, so she must have instinctively sought his warmth. Lillian remained still, not wanting to wake him. His scent, a combination of smoke and some other tantalizing smell, invaded her senses. The heat of his solid body seeped into her chest and legs, emphasizing the chill at her back. His heartbeat was steady against her palm. Her eyes widened. Dad had been correct in his theory that vampires were living organisms rather than animated corpses.

The realization filled her with relief, though she didn’t know why. Honestly, she shouldn’t be surprised, given that she’d studied several samples of vampire blood with her father. She’d even named a few of the unique organelles she’d found in their cells. 

The old movie myths died hard, she supposed. Lillian wondered what Radu would think of vampire movies. Maybe he’d like Dracula, but what about Twilight? She bit her lip before her giggles burst out. Still, her belly shook and a snort escaped her lips.

Radu’s hand squeezed hers. “Do not be afraid.”

“I’m not,” she said, all humor chased away at his touch. “I’m just cold.”

“Then I shall warm you.” Before she managed a protest, Radu rolled over and pulled her into his arms, covering them both with one of the sleeping bags. 

The best idea would be to push him away, but as the heat of his body warmed her and his strength gave her a much-needed sense of safety, all she could do was close her eyes to hide from his gaze. Damn him for not turning out to be what she expected. Damn him for being so unpredictable. Damn him for feeling so good.

Thankfully, or maybe not so thankfully, her bladder intervened after a while. “Um, I need to pee.”

Radu nodded, his chin brushing her hair. “The sun has not yet set, so you will have to use the chamber pot.” He slowly released her and stood. “I will get the fire going again to give you privacy.”

A chamber pot? Lillian’s face flamed. She barely tolerated using a public restroom if another woman was in the next stall. But her bladder felt like it would explode any moment.

When Radu left the cage and headed to the fireplace, she took the ancient bronze pot, arranged the sleeping bag like a privacy curtain, and relieved herself. Carefully, she set the pot outside the cage door, hoping Radu would let her dump it soon.

Her eyes widened as the sight of the open door sank in. Had it been a mistake? Cautiously, she crept out.

Radu turned his head from the fireplace and smiled. “You may sit in the chair to be warm.”

So he was deciding to trust her. Well, to a point, since she saw the tension in his shoulders, ready to spring if she tried to run. And now would be the best time to do so. He couldn’t follow her out into the daylight.

But she’d accepted the truth. Even if she managed to escape him—which was doubtful, given his speed—she’d either be a broke and illegal immigrant or hunted by the AIU the moment she tried to use her credit card. They wanted to kill her. Radu did not. Besides, he was beginning to treat her more like an ally rather than a prisoner.

Accepting Radu’s offer, she settled in the chair opposite from his. Heat from the fire wafted her way, calming her shivers. How had Radu been able to bear such cold? It had to be even worse in the winter. She rubbed her hands together before the flames and met his dark gaze. “Thank you for the fire.” A thought struck her. “I thought vampires were completely unconscious during the day.”

Radu smiled. “That’s what we want you to think. Besides, I am tired of sleeping.”

“I would think so.” For some reason, that made her laugh. He’d been sleeping for centuries. The laughter only grew when he chuckled in understanding. And then they both roared with laughter.

As her giggles died off, Lillian wiped her eyes and caught Radu staring at her with an unreadable expression. She tamped down her nervousness. “Are we going to leave when the sun goes down?”

Radu shook his head. “No, but at nightfall, we will visit the village for supplies. I also want to explore the area and learn more before we proceed.”

“And what are we going to do until then?”

Unbelievably, his lips curved in a flirtatious smile.“I have a few ideas.”

A fresh wave of heat flooded her face. Did he mean what she thought he meant? Lillian cleared her throat. “I mean, if we’re going to be traveling, we’ll need money.”

He nodded. “We can search the Hunters’ bags. Also, you need to eat, and I need to feed.”

Lillian’s hand crept up to the place where he’d bitten her before. “Can’t you go out and bite someone else?”

Something that may have been sympathy flitted across his features. “I’m sorry, but I need strength in case there are other vampires in the village.” Slowly he reached forward, as if to touch her, then dropped his hand. “I won’t take as much this time. And I can also make it painless.”

Still holding her neck and fighting the memories of his erection pressing against her, Lillian shot him a hard glare. “If you can make it painless, why did it hurt before?”

“Because I wanted it to,” he said mildly. “After all, you were trying to kill me.”

“Are you going to bite me now?” Her voice came out tremulous. Would her body respond to him again?

Radu shook his head. “No. You should eat first. Before and after. Let us search the bags.”

Together, they hauled the twenty backpacks and satchels to a pile near the fire. A tremor of dread crawled over her skin at the large number. “You killed that many people?”

“Not all of them,” Radu said, and he unzipped one of the newer-looking packs. “I cleansed the memories of many and sent them away. If they found their way back here, well, I granted them a chance.” He shrugged. “Others deserved their fate, I swear it.”

Slightly relieved that not all these backpacks belonged to dead men, Lillian grabbed one and unzipped it. A few brown plastic packages caught her eye, and she grinned. “MREs.” Much better than that protein bar he’d handed her when he first locked her up, though not as good as the noodles and ice cream he’d given her last night.

Radu looked up from his bag, holding what looked like a wallet. “What are those?”

“Meals Ready to Eat. Soldiers carry them.” This one said chicken enchilada. Lillian dug into the package, pleased to see that it held a flameless heating element. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation as she heated the meal. Once it was done, even Radu’s staring couldn’t distract her as she devoured every bite.

After scooping the last bite of rice in her mouth, she glared at him. “What? Do you not like the taste? I mean, I’ve had better, but...”

Radu shook his head, shoulders slumped with dejection. “I can only taste your meals for a few hours after I feed on you.”

Fascinating. Lillian guarded her expression. Did his ability to read her mind also wear off? Her thoughts broke as Radu set down the wallet and approached her. “Speaking of, it is now my turn.”

Reflexively, Lillian drew back, but he closed in on her, enfolding her in his arms. She tried to remain rigid as he stroked her cheek and whispered, “Just a little this time, pretty one. I will not hurt you.” His head dipped to her throat, his breath caressed the sensitive skin on her neck.

Lillian shivered and swayed forward. Razvan drew back and captured her gaze, seeming to peer into her soul. “No pain,” he whispered before lowering his head and trailing his lips along her neck.

Frissons of pleasure made her gasp and hold onto him for support. His tongue laved her skin, making her knees weak. Then his mouth closed over her neck, his fangs pierced her flesh, drawing a cry from her lips. Sharp bliss shot from her neck all the way to the juncture between her thighs, her clit pulsing with every swallow.

Just as her hips bucked forward to press against his erection, Radu released her. Panting with longing, Lillian stood rapt and motionless as he bit his finger and trailed it across her puncture wounds. “You should drink some water,” he whispered.

Still mute, she nodded and slowly backed away to fetch a water bottle from the pack with the MREs. He’d told her there would be no pain, but he didn’t say it would feel so good.

“Are you still hungry?” Radu asked her eagerly.

Not for food, Lillian thought and then cursed herself as the vampire’s brow rose. “No, but I still have room for the peanut butter and crackers from the package.”

Thankfully, her snacking distracted him from talking about her unreasonable lust. They returned to the task of searching the bags, making separate piles for money, food, clothing, and tools. Every time Lillian put a cracker in her mouth, Radu closed his eyes and hummed with pleasure.

Lillian realized she enjoyed this odd phenomenon. The utter bliss on his face was captivating. Part of her wished she’d saved the MRE until now. She took another bite of her food, and he actually moaned, sending frissons of heat through her body.

She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to please him in another manner.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Six
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Phoenix, Arizona

––––––––
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AGENT STEBBINS MADE his way through the lab and down the hall of the AIU headquarters, trying not to notice the stiff, jerky movements of his colleagues as they stepped aside or nodded as he passed. Things had been tense since the new director took over, but no one was more nervous than Stebbins.

He’d been promoted to executive assistant after the former one had retired. If that was what really happened to the man. Agent Stebbins suspected that the former director’s fate was most likely similar to that of the late Agent Holmes Senior. Or perhaps the fate of Agent Holmes Junior...whom he was to report on today.

He closed his eyes, unable to hold back sorrow for the young, eager scientist who everyone called “Junior” so as not to confuse her with her father. Quick-witted and diligent, she’d been following Joe Holmes’s footsteps and quickly becoming one of the best field researchers in their department.

But because her father had been poking around outside his jurisdiction, both he and Junior had to be eliminated.

Before knocking on the director’s door, Stebbins composed his features and shifted the file he carried under his arm as he wiped his sweating palms.

Director Bowers reclined in his ergonomic office chair overlooking the view of the Arizona desert. “Is operation Vlad complete?” he asked without turning around.

Shivering slightly at the sibilant voice, Stebbins replied. “Yes. The tracker remained stationary for over twenty-four hours within the target zone. Then it was either destroyed, or her battery died. Perhaps the, ah, creature found it on her.” He breathed an inner sigh at remembering to call vampires by Bowers’s preferred term.

Bowers chuckled. “They do have freakish strength. Which is useful in these cases.” The director spun in his chair to face Stebbins, his gray eyes cold as gunmetal. “And what of the search of Holmes’s residence?”

Stebbins resisted the urge to wipe his brow. “Nothing in the preliminary search, Sir. Not so much as a test tube or a computer.”

Instead of being angry like Stebbins had feared, Bowers smiled. “That only proves that he was indeed aware of the consequences of his actions and either destroyed or hid the evidence. You did collect all of his personal effects, yes?”

“Of course,” Stebbins said. “We have them secured in Storage Room 19.”

“Good. I want you to assemble a team to sort through everything. I want bank statements, P.O. Box addresses, titles or rentals, and receipts. And if you find so much as a USB cable, I want to be notified immediately.” Bowers tapped his pen on his desk.

“Yes, Sir.”

Bowers smiled, like a grizzly baring its teeth. “And after you do that, I want a report on the progress of Operation Wrangler.”

Stebbins swallowed despite his dry mouth and nodded. “Is there anything else you require?”

“No, you’re excused.” The director turned his chair back to face the window again.

Dread and guilt twisted in Stebbins’s gut for his upcoming role in Bowers’s newest initiative after taking the director’s chair: capture a live vampire.

Under the old director, that wouldn’t have been as bad. The AIU had secured a live specimen forty years ago, a male vampire who’d been burned by the sun. The vampire was photographed, blood samples were taken, and they’d questioned him before releasing him at dusk. Back then, the AIU’s objective was to study vampires and other supernatural beings.

Now, under Bowers’s command: the objective was to kill them.
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RADU FOUND THE SILENCE unbearable as they sorted the objects and money from the packs. After centuries of quiet, Lillian’s voice was welcome. More than welcome, she was intoxicating. He stared at the red-gold sheen of her hair, her rounded cheeks, the curve of her lips. He enjoyed conversing with her, learning more and more about her and the world every moment.

He found himself madly curious about her, the multitude of thoughts and memories he’d seen in her mind only mere tastes. While they awaited nightfall, there was nothing to do but talk. But of what? He thought of nothing but how she felt in his arms, the way she’d pressed against him and moaned, the scent of her desire.

But he also felt her resistance to her body’s response. Though the hostility had vanished once he’d convinced her that he hadn’t killed her father, something else held her back.

“Are you a maiden?” he blurted.

Her head jerked up from the pack she was searching through. “Excuse me?”

Though he cursed himself for being so forward, he pressed on. He had to know. “I can smell that you want me, yet you resist.”

“You can smell that?” she gasped.

He nodded and repeated his inquiry. “Are you untouched?”

Lillian shot him a sharp glare before she sighed. “Kind of.”

Radu frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?” He’d thought a woman either was or was not.

She heaved another sigh. “I had a boyfriend back in college. He kept pressuring me, and I finally gave in.” Her blush deepened as she took a deep breath. “He was only...um, there for a second before he...couldn’t anymore.”

“He was impotent?” Radu asked, aghast.

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “He broke up with me after that like it was my fault. Of course, now that I look back, he didn’t really seem to like me in the first place.”

He shook his head. “I cannot believe any man would not be fond of you.”

“Well, I can’t believe I’m talking to you about this!” Lillian said with crimson cheeks. She shrugged. “I do get plenty of compliments on my looks, but once a guy starts talking to me, I get all awkward. Other than my studies and experiments, I don’t have much to talk about. And most guys don’t like nerds anyway, unless for a one-night stand, and I just wasn’t into that.”

Radu cocked his head to the side at the unfamiliar word. “What is a nerd?”

She remained silent a moment, visually thinking out her next words. “Nerds are those who rely on their brains rather than brawn or social status. We are always buried in a book or some project. With me, it’s science.”

“So they fear your intelligence?” He spat on the floor, making his contempt known. “Cowards.”

Lillian chuckled. “That’s what I tell myself to feel better, but honestly, things didn’t work out with other nerds either. My colleagues would get angry if I performed better than them. Others disliked my fascination for the supernatural. And the few times when a fellow scientist didn’t care about any of that, there wasn’t any chemistry.”

Radu remained silent, hoping she’d continue. His patience was rewarded.

“Maybe my awkwardness with men is because I spent most of my life being too busy working on experiments with my dad.” Grief haunted her eyes at the mention of her father before her lips curved up in a wan smile. “I can’t decide whether he kept me busy because he enjoyed my company and my contributions to his work, or if he was trying to keep me with him because he was protective of me ever since Mom died.”

Acute sympathy pierced Radu’s heart. “Your mother died?” He’d been very close to both of his mothers, the one who’d birthed him—after he and Razvan had gotten to know her and she’d explained why she had to give them up—and the one who’d raised him. The pain of losing both were still raw wounds. He looked back at Lillian. “How did she...?”

“Cancer,” Lillian said with a sigh. “She got sick when I was two or three. Most of my memories are of seeing her in a hospital bed, drawing her pictures, and waiting for her to get better.” Her shoulders slumped. “She never got better. Several times she was able to come home, and I’d think that she would be able to finally do the things my friends’ moms could do, but she always ended up back in the hospital. And when I was seven, she never came back.”

Radu had no notion of what cancer meant, but he had witnessed people dying from a lingering illness. Some had been his mortal descendants. Watching his loved ones waste away had been painful, not only as a grown man but also as a vampire. He couldn’t fathom how terrible such an ordeal would have been for a little girl.

Slowly, he crossed the chamber to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry you lost your mother. I know what that hurt is like.”

Lillian looked up at him, eyes wide and studying every detail of his face as if she’d never seen him before. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you?” She reached out slowly as if to grasp him, then her hand dropped, and she looked back at the pack she was inspecting. “We should get back to work.”

Radu nodded and returned to his set of backpacks. How had the conversation shifted from seduction to grief? How had Lillian managed to turn what had been simple lust into some deeper, more poignant connection? Mind swimming with a multitude of thoughts, he focused on gathering money.

Radu sorted the coins and paper currency into different piles according to how they appeared. He did not know how much any of it was worth. In his day, people paid in gold, crops, and livestock. These coins of silver and copper and multicolored pieces of paper, etched in strangers’ faces, mystified him. Lillian must have sensed his confusion, for she sat next to him, sorted a few coins and bills, and began to count.

As he watched her lips shape the numbers, her forehead lined with concentration, it took all his effort not to interrupt her. When she at last finished counting, Lillian rattled off the amounts. “We have two thousand lei, five hundred euros, two hundred pounds, and eleven hundred US dollars.” She frowned and pointed to another pile. “Those might be rubles, but I’m not sure. We’ll have to find a money exchanger if we want to exchange the lei for euros or dollars.” She sighed. “And after that, we still need to figure out how to get new IDs.”

“I may have an idea for securing such things,” Radu said. Surely other vampires had a method for acquiring what was necessary to pass undetected through this modern world. He and Lillian would have to make contact with one of them. However, he wasn’t certain he was ready to face another of his kind after so long. But he had to. Rising from where he sat, he gathered up the currency that she had said belonged to this country. “The sun has set. Let us go to the nearest ţări, ah, village, and see if we can find more of my kind.”

Lillian rubbed her arms and looked down at her feet. “Can we go someplace where I can take a shower? I’m filthy, and I’ve been wearing the same clothes for two days.”

Radu smiled. “I have just the place. Take your bag and change of clothing...and those soaps we found in the Hunters’ bags. You may bathe after our foray. I’m sorry, but I need more blood, and I do not want to drain you.”

Her face paled at that, her female vanity forgotten, as she did as he suggested and then delicately fetched the chamber pot to be dumped.

His brows drew together at seeing her perform a servant’s chore. “I’ll dispose of that for you.”

The tips of her ears turned red. “But—”

“No need to be embarrassed at what is natural.” He took the pot from her hands. “Let me do something for you at least.”

When they exited the castle, Radu took her in his arms to fly to the village he’d visited to procure her meal the other night. He tried to tamp down the raging desire combined with fierce protectiveness that flared up the moment her body touched his. It was only because he’d been many years without a woman. He didn’t dare fathom that it could be any more than that.
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Chapter Seven
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Lillian clung to Radu as they flew, her belly seeming to try to crawl up in her throat at the sensation of being so high in the air. She wasn’t afraid of heights, but this was too strange. Burying her head in his shoulder, she tried not to think about how far away the ground was.

Instead, she focused on the sensation of his firm body against hers, his intoxicating scent, and the deeply personal conversations they’d shared. He was right. She did want him. Heat flooded her face as she remembered that he was able to smell her. Not only did her body have to go haywire around him, but it also announced the fact to its very stimuli.

Frustration roiled within her. Why was she so attracted to him? Surely her biological clock wasn’t ticking that fast. She was only twenty-four, and he was sterile anyway. Maybe she was just ovulating? No, it was more than that. Even though he was an ancient vampire who could kill her with one hand, he hadn’t hurt her. He’d even treated her with kindness, despite taking her captive. Talking to her like she was a human, expressing empathy, and even apologizing when he’d had to feed on her. 

Maybe her connection to Radu was because she now had nobody else. Her father was dead. She had no other living family. She’d lost touch with her friends ages ago as her work took all her attention. But now that the AIU had set her up, she didn’t even have that.

A hard lump filled her throat as the enormity of her loneliness cascaded over her. Now her only friend was a vampire who’d imprisoned her because she’d tried to kill him. And here she was considering sleeping with him. Could her life be any more messed up?

They landed on the outskirts of a small town. Lillian clung to Radu a moment longer as she waited for her dizziness to abate. As he held out his hand to lead her into the town, she frantically patted her hair down, knowing she looked like hell.

The vampire wasted no time seeking his next meal as they came upon a man in an alley pressing a syringe into his arm. Lillian’s stomach churned in disgust at the sight of him. Dad had recruited drug addicts from slums for some of his experiments as they wouldn’t ask any questions because they only cared about getting money for their next fix. Again, she wondered what reduced people to such a pitiful state.

Radu used his vampiric power to place the man in a trance and struck quickly. Lillian shivered, remembering the intensity of his bite. In moments, Radu withdrew and gave the man a few of their Romanian dollars as she blinked in surprise at his act of kindness.

They walked down the narrow roads, passing ancient cottages and some old-fashioned buildings with red terracotta tile roofs before they reached more modern structures. As they saw a few men head out of a bar, Lillian wished she knew how to speak Romanian so that she could better help gather information on other vampires in the area. She watched him from the corner of her eye as he watched people walking by, listening to their conversations.

They wandered aimlessly for an hour until her stomach growled. Radu chuckled, leaned down, and nipped her neck, making her squeal in protest. He then led her into the fanciest-looking restaurant in the area.

“I wish to taste this meal,” he whispered.

Rubbing her neck, she eyed the elegant furnishings of the restaurant doubtfully. “Shouldn’t we save our money?”

“You deserve a good meal.” His tone forbade argument.

The hostess glared at their shabby appearances but still escorted them to a table in a corner far away from other patrons.

Lillian bit back a laugh when the overhead lights revealed that Radu was nearly as disheveled as she was. No wonder their server turned her nose up at them when she delivered their menus and water.

Since she couldn’t read the menu, Radu ordered for her, and she prayed that whatever it was would be edible. Her worry abated as she was served a savory lamb stew and some dish with mincemeat and rice wrapped in cabbage leaves.

Radu closed his eyes and hummed with pleasure with every bite she took, and then he persuaded her to have dessert.

“Did you learn what you needed to?” Lillian asked when Radu finished blissing out on her food.

He nodded. “There are no others like me here. We will have to venture further to find the Lord of the nearest city. When you finish your Papanași, we will procure a map, along with food and clothing.

Lillian looked down at the cheesy, jelly-coated doughnut and clutched her belly. “I can’t. I’m stuffed.”

Unbelievably, he pouted like she’d broken his heart. “One more bite, please?”

His entreating eyes held hers prisoner until she picked up her fork in surrender. “Oh, all right.”

The moment she placed her fork in her mouth, he practically purred. Lillian shook her head, unable to repress her amusement at his delight.

They paid the bill with more of their lei, and Lillian hoped they had enough for whatever else they needed. Next, they went to a store and purchased clothing and then to another for food and snacks that didn’t need heating or refrigeration.

Lillian stuffed as many of their purchases as possible into her backpack and held the other bags as Radu took her into his arms and they flew away from the village.

He landed in the forest near the castle, at the edge of a steaming pool. “You may bathe now.”

Lillian stared in awe at the hot springs until Radu began stripping off his clothes. Then her attention focused solely on him. His skin gleamed in the moonlight, casting highlights and shadows on the ridges and planes of his lean, muscled form. Her eyes traced his broad shoulders, then down to his nipples and pecs, and lower still to his flat abs. Unable to stop, her gaze drifted lower to his...

Oh my God. Her heart sped up at the sight of the enormous length between his thighs. Face flaming, she averted her gaze, then looked again.

Radu waded into the water, giving her a view of a scrumptious backside before the water closed over his narrow hips and rose to his waist. “I will remain with my back turned to preserve your modesty.”

“Okay,” she squeaked, all the more ashamed for ogling him, and searched the bag for soap, shampoo, and a razor.

She stripped off her grimy clothes and waded into the pool. A blissful sigh escaped her lips at the heat of the water. Her muscles relaxed as the water went up to her chest. She opened her eyes to see Radu grinning at her.

“I do wish you would allow me to look upon you.” His deep, accented voice was like a caress.

She managed a snort of protest. “I barely know you.”

“We could know each other better.” This time, there was no mistaking the hunger in his eyes.

For a moment, she considered it. A nerdy, workaholic, practically a virgin, making torrid love to a vampire in a moonlit hot spring.

Lillian shook her head. “I need to get clean.” Before it got too slippery, she broke the little bar of travel soap in half and handed him a piece. Then she took a deep breath, turned around, and washed up, hoping he wasn’t peeking. Shaving her legs was a little more awkward, but her constant glances over her shoulder revealed that he was behaving himself. As she dragged the razor up her thigh, she wondered why she bothered with this silly female vanity.

Once her legs were as smooth as she could get them, she tossed the razor by the edge of the pool and reached for the shampoo, but it wasn’t possible without stepping too far out of the water. Radu laughed and strode through the water to grab it for her, treating her once more to the tantalizing sight of his naked body.

This time he didn’t avert his gaze. He watched her as if in challenge as she tried to cover her breasts and maneuver the shampoo. Lillian shot him a glare and knelt in the water until it was up to her collarbone before lathering her hair.

Once her hair was clean, she dreaded leaving the pool’s warmth. Especially when the night breeze chilled her wet hair. She looked around for Radu. He was nowhere in sight.

Suddenly, he rose from the depths of the pool, water sluicing down his lean form. He cocked his head to the side and peered at her as if he were trying to discern the secrets of her soul. “Shall we return to our lair?”

“Our lair?” she raised a brow, though the word struck an alarming chord within. “I thought I was your prisoner.”

“No. You are my...” As he trailed off, his lips curved in a bemused smile. “I do not know what you are exactly. Perhaps I can call you friend?”

Her feet slid across the stony bottom of the pool as she walked closer to him as if pulled by a spell. “If I am not your prisoner, does that mean I can go?”

“No.” He reached forward and grasped her shoulders, sliding his fingers along her wet skin.

“Why not?” she whispered. Her body thundered with the awareness that they were both naked and inches from each other.

“If I let you go, you would be in danger from those who wanted you dead. This AIU wanted to use me to kill you. Some of the other Hunters I’ve killed may have been sent by them as well.” His eyes glowed black with rage. “If you die, they win. If you live, I win, and so do you.” His grip on her arms tightened as he pulled her another inch closer. “There would be other dangers as well. As you said, you have no ID, no passport, and no way to leave the country without alerting the AIU. You do not speak the language here. Men could take advantage and hurt you. And there are wolves in the woods.”

The stark reality of his words sank in, twisting her stomach in a knot and laying heavy in her throat like a lead weight.

Radu’s eyes softened. “I did not intend to make you cry.”

Damn, she was crying? Radu confirmed his words as he released her arm and gently brushed a tear from her cheek.

“I’m sorry. It all just hit me now. You’re right. I don’t have anywhere to go. I can never go back to my house, or drive my car, or go out for drinks with my friends.” The tears came faster, and she sniffled. “But I didn’t really have any friends anymore. They all drifted away because my work was so classified that there wasn’t much I could talk to them about. I don’t have any family left. No one will miss me. I have no one.” Her words broke off in a whimper.

“You have me.” His arms enfolded her, pulling her tight against his firm warmth. This time his voice and touch didn’t seem lustful, just comforting.

Lillian relaxed in his embrace, taking a measure of comfort in the safety of his arms. Maybe he was right about that. Maybe in the forests of Romania, beneath the moon, with warm mist from the hot spring curling around them, this vampire was her only friend.

Slowly, her arms slipped around his waist, and she rested her head on his chest. They held each other in the steaming water. Lillian lifted her head to look up at him in wonder. How could someone so beautiful and so deadly also be so kind?

Radu’s eyes met hers, searching and imploring. Giving her enough time to pull away, he lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers. Lillian rose up on her toes and tangled her hands in his wet hair, deepening the kiss.

When his tongue delved between her lips to slide across hers, electric desire arced through her body. A moan escaped her throat, and she pressed her body to his, feeling his erection against her belly. To hell with logic. She wanted him.

Grasping her waist, Radu lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around him. His hardness made contact with her aching clit, and she cried out. She lifted her chin to kiss him again and shivered as the night wind blew across her wet skin.

His lips caressed her ear as he whispered, “Let’s get you inside and warm.”

He carried her out of the pool, and they quickly dressed, gathered their bags, and flew back to the castle. Once back in the chamber, Radu bade her to sit by the hearth while he built up the fire.

Every cell of her being reverberated with need and anticipation. Would he kiss her again? Would they finish what had started in the pool? Or did he change his mind? The thought filled her with aching dismay. What if something was wrong with her that turned men off? What if—

Radu’s strong arms wrapped around Lillian, pulling her against his firm chest before his lips came down on hers. The heat of his embrace warmed her more than the fire as her hands reached under his shirt to caress his smooth, muscled chest.

His hands did their own exploring, delving under her shirt, sliding across her back and shoulders before grasping the fabric and pulling the garment over her head. Then his palms covered her breasts, just resting there, as he closed his eyes as if savoring their shapes. His fingers sought her nipples, lightly flicking along their hard peaks.

Lillian tugged at his shirt, eager to have him bared to her again. Radu stripped it off with an impatient growl and then sank to his knees to kiss and suckle her breasts. Lillian moaned at the blissful sensation as she threaded her fingers through his damp hair.

He then unbuttoned her pants, tugging them down past her hips, taking her panties with them. Lillian’s previous shyness was forgotten as she reached for his fly. When they were both naked, they froze, staring at one another in rapt fascination.

“You are beautiful, Lillian,” Radu whispered.

“So are—” Her words broke off as he seized her once more.

His eyes glowed with hunger as he kissed and stroked her everywhere. When his fingers delved to the wetness between her thighs, Lillian gasped and nearly toppled on suddenly weak legs. Moaning from his ministrations, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft, taking primal satisfaction in his harsh intake of breath.

The fire crackled and popped as they explored each other. Somehow, they’d backed into her open cage. Lillian didn’t mind. The sleeping bags were much softer and warmer than the cold, hard stone floor.

Radu’s thumb stroked her clit, sending fresh jolts of ecstasy through her body. Lillian lightly squeezed his cock, suddenly needing to feel its length inside her.

“Please,” she gasped.

Instead of lowering her to the bedding as she’d expected, Radu grasped her hips and lifted her as he had in the pool. She’d often thought this position looked incredibly erotic but never imagined it would be practical. A vampire’s strength opened new possibilities. Lillian grasped the bars above their heads and wrapped her legs around his waist to keep her balance. Then the tip of him pressed against her entrance. Then inch, by inch, he impaled her.

Lillian moaned at the sharp intensity of this new sensation. It didn’t hurt, but the fullness was so overwhelming that it verged on unbearable. She wiggled her hips, trying to adjust to him. Radu hissed through his teeth as he raised her and lowered her again...and then again.

The rhythmic motion increased the throbbing within. She wanted more. Grasping the bars, Lillian matched his thrusts, reveling in the stroke of his shaft inside her. 

And then he thrust deeper, harder, reaching a place within that flared with molten awareness.

“Oh God,” she gasped as her pleasure built and built at an exponential rate. She clung to the iron cage for balance as her hips bucked against him, her center pulsing until it peaked in bursts and waves.

When she thought she couldn’t take anymore, his hands gripped her ass and guided her through the hypnotic motion until the climax overtook her in an excruciating crescendo.

He buried his face between her breasts and let out another low, savage sound of pleasure before she felt him pulse within her when he reached his own orgasm. Lillian’s strength bled away. She released the bars and clung to his shoulders, panting as her climax ebbed to light flutters.

His hands moved up from her hips to wrap his arms around her in a tender embrace. He kissed her long and deep before withdrawing from her and lowering her to the floor. Lillian sank into the cushion of the pile of sleeping bags, sated and boneless.

Radu gathered her in his arms and heaved a contented sigh. “I hope I did not hurt you. It has been centuries since I’ve made love to a woman.”

Lillian rested her head on his chest, listening to his pounding heart. “No. It was incredible.”

“You were magnificent.” His voice rumbled beneath her. “Next time, I want to savor every bit of you.”

Next time. The tenderness between her thighs gave a tremor at his words.

For a moment, the enormity of what she’d done struck her. I had sex with a thousand-year-old vampire.

But then Radu pulled one of the sleeping bags over them like a blanket, creating a warm cocoon in the haven of his embrace, and her eyelids drifted closed.

She’d worry about that later.
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Chapter Eight
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Razvan’s footsteps echoed as he paced through Akasha’s shop. He lit his pipe, and the smell of cherry tobacco mingled with the old oil and grease, reminding him of a bygone era. Isuzu, Akasha’s seal point Siamese cat, watched him contemptuously from his perch atop a Stingray Corvette. At least the feline didn’t growl and hiss at him anymore.

Akasha rolled out on her creeper, the little light above her safety glasses nearly blinding him. “Would you stop pacing? It’s driving me batshit.”

“I apologize.” He halted and sat on one of the stools. It wasn’t like him to behave so nervously.

She flipped up the glasses and lit a cigarette before sitting up and rolling her shoulders until they made a cracking sound. “It’s okay. I had no idea you’d become so attached to this baby.”

He glanced back at the dark blue Charger on the jack stands. He’d inherited the car after Akasha’s mentor had been murdered. Razvan hadn’t known that Max liked him all that much. Yet the Charger had been bequeathed to him, along with the words, “that son of a bitch needs to learn how to drive.” A lump filled his throat. “Of course I’m attached to it. Not only is it my first car, but I inherited it from a great man.” Before he got overly sentimental, he inclined his head at her ’73 Roadrunner on one of the lifts. “I wager you are pleased to be working on your own car.”

Akasha grinned. “It’s about damn time. Car d’Lane is only a week away, and of course, everyone and their dog wants their car done at the last minute. I’m sorely tempted to say no to anyone who’s a daywalker.” But she never would, and they both knew it. She loved working on older cars.

Razvan nodded. That explained the surplus of classic cars taking up every lift in the shop, relegating his Charger to mere jack stands. Every June, the townspeople polished up their classic cars for the annual car show. Akasha always drove her Roadrunner in the cruise down Sherman Avenue. Jayden would ride with her. Razvan and Silas would have to wait until dark before they were able to informally show off their cars.

Akasha broke into his musing. “Dude, you look really distracted. It’s more than just the car. Are you nervous about the wedding?”

“Somewhat,” Razvan confessed. “Jayden has already planned so many details that I’ve lost count. I hope I don’t do anything to ruin it.” He took another draw from his pipe. “But mostly, I’m worried about Radu. I swear I can sense him getting closer.”

Akasha nodded. “That makes sense. You’re twins, after all.” A line of worry formed between her brows. “Do you really think he’s going to be hostile?”

“I don’t know.” Razvan sighed. He remembered the utter wrath and fury in his twin’s eyes the last time they’d seen each other. Razvan had been holding Uta, Radu’s mortal lover in his arms. He’d accidentally broken her neck from shaking her in anger. Radu had burst in the door right after. Then they had fought bitterly until they’d been forced to flee from the dawn. Razvan hadn’t seen him since.

So it was indeed likely that Radu would try to kill him. Yet Razvan still wished to see him again. The absence of his twin felt like an amputation. For better or worse, they needed each other.

Not wanting to elaborate, he rose from the stool and approached his car. “I must thank you again for making room for me in your busy schedule.”

“No problem.” Akasha crushed out her cigarette in one of the ashtrays scattered around the shop. “It’s better than having your driveline fall out in the middle of the road. I still can’t believe Max didn’t keep an eye on those U-joints.” She bent and picked up her ratchet and tapped it against her palm as she continued. “It’s also in dire need of a tune-up, and I want to change the leaf springs, give it an alignment, and...”

Razvan shook his head. “Are you trying to bankrupt me?”

“No, I’m trying to keep your car in good condition,” She tapped the ratchet harder on her hand. “Owning a classic car is a big responsibility, you know.”

A drop of something flew from the socket on the ratchet and landed in Razvan’s goatee. Immediately, the foulest odor invaded his nostrils. “Good Lord, woman, what is that?”

“What’s what?”

“Something flew off your tool and landed in my beard.”

Akasha lifted her ratchet and sniffed the socket on the end. Immediately her nose wrinkled, and she drew back. “Oh shit! I’m so sorry!” Her words broke off in a giggle. “It’s gear oil.”

“This is not amusing,” Razvan said and strode over to her shop sink to try to wash it out while Akasha alternately laughed and apologized.

“You won’t be able to wash it out,” she said. “The smell sticks to anything for all eternity.”

Razvan shot her a glare and kept scrubbing with degreaser soap. Then he tried the borax and then the dish soap before, at last, admitting defeat. “I’m going to have to shave,” he grumbled. “Now.”

“I really am sorry.” Akasha scooped up her cat and gestured for him to follow her out of the shop.

They took Silas’s car and drove to the castle on top of Cherry Hill, where the Lord Vampire of Coeur d’Alene resided. Even with the convertible top down, Razvan’s eyes watered from the pungent odor of the gear oil. He darted out of the ’68 Barracuda the moment Akasha parked in front of the massive garage. Isuzu followed behind him.

When Razvan burst through the door and started up the stairs, Silas and Jayden looked up from the dining room table.

“What’s wrong?” Silas asked, bending to pet the cat.

Razvan pointed at Akasha. “Your wife ruined my beard. I need to use your razor.”

Akasha blushed as she looked at her husband, finally looking truly repentant. “I accidentally flicked gear oil at him.”

“Oh...my...” Silas breathed before looking back at Razvan with pity. “My razor’s in the bathroom in the master bedroom.”

“Thank you,” Razvan said tightly, avoiding Jayden’s gaze lest he see pity there as well. Unable to stand the wretched smell a minute longer, he ran up the stairs.

When he emerged, Jayden and Akasha looked at him with wide eyes before they both shook their heads.

“No mustache,” his fiancé said. He couldn’t tell if that was horror in her green eyes or a fight against laughter.

“Yeah, you look like a 70’s cop,” Akasha said. “Or a porn star.”

That had him heading back up the stairs. Once Razvan finished and washed the shaving cream off his face, he froze, staring into the mirror at his hairless chin and upper lip.

He was looking at his brother’s face.
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Chapter Nine
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Radu watched his twin writhe on the floor in agony as his body transformed. Their father had given them the opportunity to choose whether or not they wanted to become vampires. Razvan had been eager right from the start, salivating at the prospect of power and immortality. Radu hadn’t been so certain. He loved the sunshine, was repulsed over the prospect of drinking blood, and most of all, immortality filled him with dread rather than delight. He and Razvan had been reunited with their blood kin only ten years ago. Radu did not want to watch them grow old and die while he remained forever young. He’d begged the vampire who’d raised them to Change his mortal family, but Alexandru had refused.

But Razvan had embraced the change. Radu had vowed to remain mortal, to stay away during his brother’s transformation. But he couldn’t. Their twin bond was too strong. He returned to the castle to find Razvan huddled on the floor in agony, sharp fangs growing in his mouth.

Ignoring Alexandru’s warnings, Radu had clung to Razvan’s hand. His pain was Radu’s pain.

For hours, they remained together until Razvan’s eyes began to glow with unholy light, and his lips curled back to reveal sharp fangs. Alexandru separated them as their adopted mother, Crina, brought a maid to Razvan’s side. Radu watched in horror as his brother drank the woman’s blood until Father forced him to stop. The maid was sent back to her room, and Crina helped Razvan to his feet and took him downstairs to the castle bowels to hide from the sun.

Alexandru turned to Radu. “I must retire as well. Dawn approaches. Please spend this day thinking of your decision, my son.”

Radu nodded and trudged up the stairs to the bedchamber he shared with his brother. Not anymore. As he lay on his bed, loneliness consumed him like an ache. His gaze remained fixed on Razvan’s empty bed.

By the time the sun dipped low in the sky, Radu made his decision. He couldn’t let Razvan take this journey alone. They had to be together.

The dream faded, and Radu’s eyes opened to the most beautiful sight he’d ever laid eyes on. Even in the meager light of the dying coals of the fire, Lillian’s hair gleamed like the dawn he so missed. He inhaled her scent of sunshine and flowers and immediately relived the rapturous pleasure he’d shared with her last night.

The memories made his cock harden and ache for more. Lillian murmured something in her sleep and scooted back against him. Radu pulled her closer, savoring the feel of holding a woman. But as she made a soft, contented sound, he realized that it was more than that. He enjoyed holding her in particular.

Even stronger than the memory of their lovemaking was that of comforting her when she’d cried when she realized that she was alone in the world. Radu’s heart ached for her. Though he was also alone, at least he had his twin. Even though he hadn’t seen Razvan in over seven hundred years, he took comfort in knowing that somewhere out in the world, his brother was alive.

Lillian didn’t have that comfort. Her family was dead, and the people she’d trusted had betrayed her. Radu had spoken the truth when he said she at least had him.

Though how long would she be content with that? Would she wish to remain with him for the span of her life until she grew old and died? Or would she eventually find other mortal friends and perhaps marry and have children? Or would she wish for him to Change her so they’d be together for eternity? Did he even wish to Change her? As she’d astutely pointed out, they barely knew each other.

However, Radu already genuinely liked her. Her quick wit and way of analyzing things charmed him. He loved talking with her, just to hear whatever new ideas she may conceive. Her honesty was admirable, even with uncomfortable topics. He loved her sense of humor. He loved...

Radu broke off the thought before he delved into dangerous territory.

For now, he and Lillian had their own missions to accomplish. They’d worry about their future later. One thing was certain. He’d do everything in his power to ensure her safety, no matter what happened.

Once more, memories of Razvan haunted his mind. He’d abandoned the sun, food, and the chance to sire children for his brother. Thrown away his humanity and become a monster. Now, after spending centuries apart, Radu wondered if his sacrifice had been worth it.

His dream made him realize that he must make haste to come out from hiding in this castle, and confront his brother.

Radu gently shook Lillian’s shoulder. “Pretty one, it’s time to wake.”

She grumbled in protest before she suddenly gasped and stiffened in his embrace. Worry gnawed at Radu. Did she regret what had happened between them? He withdrew his arm, allowing her to move away if she wanted.

Lillian slowly rolled over to face him, clutching the sleeping bag to cover her breasts. “Is it night already?”

He nodded, unable to conceal his relief that there was no revulsion or accusation in her gaze at him having made love to her. “We need to go to Bucharest. I must speak with the Lord of the city.”

Her eyes widened. “Bucharest?”

“Yes, and hopefully the United States after.” He watched the multitude of emotions play across her face.

She glanced down, and her face turned crimson as she sat up, pulling the sleeping bag around her like a robe. “I need to get dressed.”

Unmindful of his own nakedness, Radu rose and strode out of the cage to where their clothing lay strewn on the floor, a testament of their passion. As he bent to pick up her shirt, he took pleasure in the shy glances she cast his way. She enjoyed looking upon him. That much was apparent.

Still blushing, Lillian dove under the sleeping bags and dressed. He shrugged and took his time donning his newly purchased trousers and a black button-down shirt. While pulling coats from the shopping bags, he watched Lillian brushing her hair with unreasonable fascination.

“Do we have time for me to heat up an MRE?” Lillian asked as she pulled on her boots. “I’m starving.”

Radu shook his head. “The nights are too short this time of year. We will both find our meals on the way.”

He selected the largest of the backpacks he’d searched and filled it with all the money they’d sorted, as well as clothing, food, and water. Then he lifted a stone near the slab he’d slept on for so many years and withdrew his mother’s jewel box. It was all he had of his parents. The rest of the castle had been looted. His father’s sword, his coffers, everything had been taken.

Lillian watched him with an inquiring look as he stuffed the box into his pack. “Why the sudden hurry?”

Too embarrassed to admit that he needed to see his brother and had an inexplicable feeling that he should get to him as soon as possible, Radu gave her an alternate explanation that was no less true. “For one thing, I am strong enough and have ventured out into the world sufficiently to adjust to my surroundings and absorb the language. For another, I’ve been wondering if the AIU will send someone else, either to check and make certain I killed you or because they have other people to eliminate. I think it’s best we be far away from a place they know about.”

Lillian nodded, eyes strained with fear as she quickened her pace in packing her own bag. “Good point.”

“There is one thing we must do first.” And he prayed she would agree to it. “I must Mark you.”

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I will feed you a few drops of my blood and say the ceremonial words to create the magic,” he explained. “Other vampires will sense my Mark, and know that to touch you is to face my retribution.”

A line formed between her brows. “How long does it last?”

“Forever,” he said.

Her frown deepened. “I’ll be bound to you forever?”

“Yes,” Radu said. “But once we’ve settled everything with my brother and the AIU, if you want me gone from your life, I’ll go.”

“How does this Mark work?” she asked, eyes flickering with worry. “Will it mess with my head? Will you—”

“Do you trust me?” he interrupted.

She drew back as if struck, her features frozen in shock. Her lips parted as she looked like she was going to argue. But then she nodded, shoulders squared with resignation. “What do I have to do?”

An invisible weight lifted from his heart. She trusted him! Shoving away the elation, he concentrated on the sacred ritual that he’d been taught but never performed.

“First, I will say the words.” Radu reached down and cupped her cheek, forcing all his power forth as he gazed into her eyes. “I, Radu Nicolae, son of Alexandru and Crina Nicolae, Mark you, Lillian Holmes as mine and mine alone. With this Mark, I give you my undying protection. Let all others, immortal and mortal alike, who cross your path sense my Mark and know that to act against you is to act against myself and thus set forth my wrath as I will avenge what is mine.”

He thought of doing it in the traditional manner, by biting his finger and dripping his blood in her mouth, but then he had another idea. Closing his eyes, he bit his tongue, wincing at the pain. “Kiss me.”

She hesitated a moment, bringing a spear of hurt to his chest, but then she rose on her toes, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips to his. Radu slipped his tongue between her lips, tangling with hers. The moment his blood touched her tongue, the Mark blazed forth between them, filling him with heady magic. His cock hardened immediately.

The taste of iron mingled with hers of honey until his wound healed. Then all he could taste was Lillian. The scent of her arousal, heady and potent, awakened his lust. Holding her tight in his arms, Radu pulled her closer, needing more of her. He deepened the kiss, searching, tasting, savoring.

When he finally broke away, they both gasped with ragged breaths. Radu wanted to take her now, bury himself deep with her slick heat again and again. Alas, there wasn’t time.

Recovering his control, he brushed another kiss on her lips. “As soon as we are alone again, I’m going to kiss you somewhere else.”

Her cheeks pinkened once more, tempting him to forget about his mission and stay here one more night. But that sense of urgency refused to abate.

He took Lillian’s hand, placated by at least a measure of contact. “We must go now.” But as they headed out, he paused at the doorway and swept the chamber with a last glance. Hard to believe that after so long, he was finally leaving this place.

Each step through the tunnel weighed heavy on his mind even as his soul unburdened. And once they were outside, he had to turn back and give the ruins of the castle one final look. Although instead of a pile of rubble, he saw Castle Nicolae as it once was; tall and grand, a haven of safety and family, where his father looked after his sons and his vassals.

“This was my home for over a thousand years. I cannot believe I am leaving.” Paltry words to describe the deep ache piercing his heart, but they were all he could muster.

“At least you can say goodbye.” Lillian squeezed his hand in reassurance, eyes shining with understanding. “And who knows? Maybe someday you can come back. Maybe even rebuild, so you’re not stuck in the dungeon.”

Unlike her. Guilt penetrated his grief. “I’m sorry, Lillian. You are right. It is foolish of me to speak thus when you can never return to your own home.”

“Don’t feel bad,” she pleaded. “I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty or anything. Besides, it was my dad’s house. I’ve never had my own home.”

“You are as kind as my adopted mother.” Crina would have liked Lillian, he realized. They had the same warm spirit and empathy. As they arranged their bags and prepared to fly, Radu vowed to give her a home of her own. Even if she did not wish to share it with him.

When she was secure in his arms, he took to the air. He stopped in the village to feed and procure a meal for Lillian before he flew towards Bucharest. He made it for an hour before his strength began to wane. He’d have to land before he risked dropping Lillian. When he lowered them to the ground, he saw that they were still miles from the city.

Already, he needed to feed again. But he didn’t want to take from Lillian again and weaken her. Already she was far too pale for his liking. As soon as they reached the city, he would press her to eat more beef and fruit.

“I am sorry, pretty one, I cannot fly any longer. We must walk from here.” Humiliation burned within him at admitting such weakness. Uta would have frowned in derision.

“It’s okay.” Lillian adjusted the straps of her backpack. “I don’t need to be carried everywhere.”

A measure of his self-recrimination ebbed away at her understanding. Radu began to wonder why he’d loved Uta in the first place.

They walked in silence through a field as Radu tried to determine how far they were from the city and how he would go about locating its lord. A dog barked somewhere close by, making them both jump. Radu met Lillian’s gaze, and they both grinned before bursting into laughter.

He had no idea what was so amusing about being startled by a dog, but he couldn’t stop laughing all the same. Lillian’s shoulders heaved as she laughed, tears streaming from her eyes as she clung to his arm for balance. Joy warmed his body. Oh, how good it felt to laugh with her.

“What is so funny, rogue?” A voice, speaking Romanian, intruded on their hilarity.

Radu jerked upright to see a tall male vampire watching them. Four others fanned out behind their leader, ready to surround Radu and Lillian. Radu focused on each, sensing their ages and power. The one who had spoken was around three centuries old, the others only one or two hundred years old. All younglings compared to him. Lillian eyed them nervously, unable to understand their words but recognizing their danger.

“I am no rogue,” Radu replied in their tongue as he thrust Lillian behind him and straightened to his full height. “I am Radu Nicolae, and I’m going to Bucharest to speak with the Lord of the City.”

The first vampire’s eyes widened. “You are the brother of Razvan Nicolae! The one he’s been searching for.”

The vampires behind him gasped before breaking out into whispers and mutters. Radu heard some interesting words in their snatches of conversation. Prophecy...Queen...the thirteenth Elder. What was this? The Thirteenth Elder was a myth. As for the rest, he had no notion. He would be certain to ask the Lord of Bucharest what the other words meant.

The first vampire held up a hand, silencing the others. “Who is the woman?”

Radu bared his fangs. It would not bode well to reveal that she was associated with an organization that studied and possibly killed their kind. “She is mine.”

“It is forbidden for mortals to know about us.” The Romanian vampire said coldly. “Our lord may well arrest you for this crime, so I hope she was worth it.”

Radu held fast to Lillian and held the other vampire’s gaze. “Then take me to him or her, and we shall see.”
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Chapter Ten
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Lillian stayed close to Radu as the men led them out of the field. It didn’t take a biophysicist to figure out that they were vampires. And although she didn’t understand Romanian, she could tell that Radu had said something along the lines of “take me to your leader.”

From the way the vampires looked at Radu—like he was a mythological figure—it was apparent that he was older and more powerful than they were. Even the lead vampire who’d done all the talking eyed Radu warily, despite the bravado in his voice.

The way they’d looked at her was far different. Suspicion, scorn, and hunger reflected in the four pairs of glowing eyes darting her way.

Radu’s grip held her firm, with determination to protect her. The words he’d spoken before giving her his blood kiss repeated in her mind. With this Mark, I give you my undying protection. Even though he’d told her his Mark was permanent, those words conveyed the sense of true eternity and utmost severity. Almost like wedding vows. Lillian’s mind swam. He barely knew her, yet he’d promised to destroy anyone who hurt her. A rush of warmth enveloped her body at something so poignant.

Shaking off her physical response, she wondered what exactly the Mark had done to her. Aside from an almost electric spark when she tasted his blood, she didn’t feel any different. There was no compulsion to serve him like a bride of Dracula, or anything like in the movies. Only her previously established sense that Radu was an ally and her only key to safety at the moment. Never mind that her attraction to him burned like a wildfire threatening to grow out of control.

One of the other vampires glanced back with a leer, which she matched with a glare even as she pressed closer to Radu. What a strange turn her life had taken in the past few days.

Ever since Lillian had learned of the existence of vampires, she’d fantasized about encountering one in the flesh.

The reality was far from what she’d imagined, with one being her lover and protector.

Lover, her mind repeated, and her belly dipped in response. Memories of their torrid sex flashed in her mind so vividly that she almost felt the cold iron of the bars she’d clung to, Radu’s tight grip on her hips, and the sensation of his cock thrusting inside her. He’d given her pleasure she’d only read about in novels. There was no way it had been as incredible for him. Though he’d said she was magnificent, despite her lack of experience. He’d said he wanted to savor every bit of her next time...

Lillian blinked as her awareness returned to her surroundings. What the hell, Lil’? her mind shrieked. You’re so overdosed on dopamine that you’re in a foreign country, surrounded by vampires who are eyeballing you like you’re a steak, on your way to face some head vampire who may or may not kill you, and all you can think about is getting naked with Radu again?

Taking slow, deep breaths through her nose, Lillian fought to rein in her raging hormones. Radu squeezed her hand and gave her a sideways grin. Oh crap, could he tell what she was thinking?

As she, Radu, and their escort crested a hill, city lights came into view. If Radu had been able to fly further, would they have made it past this patrol? Or would they have encountered another group?

From Radu’s satisfied expression—as if these vampires were doing his bidding—she supposed it didn’t matter. At the bottom of the hill was a shadowy parking lot, with one streetlamp flickering dimly to reflect on a black car. The lead vampire said something to the other four, which made two of them nod and vanish into the night.

One of the remaining vampires opened the trunk and gestured for them to place their bags inside. Radu did so with a reluctant nod, and Lillian followed suit.

Then another got into the driver’s seat, while the third opened the rear passenger door and gestured for Radu and Lillian to get in. The scenario reminded her of so many movies, where getting into a car with mobsters never ended well. She looked up at Radu and saw that his face had gone pale, his eyes wide.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

Instead of looking at her, he turned to the leader. “Do any of you speak English?”

“Nu înțeleg,” both vampires responded with angry frowns.

Radu then turned to her and spoke quietly through clenched teeth. “I have never been in a car.”

“Oh.” Of course, he hadn’t. Cars didn’t exist when he went into hibernation. “You’ll be fine.” She squeezed his hand, marveling at the fact that she was trying to comfort a vampire.

The lead vampire barked something in Romanian, clearly wanting to know what they’d said. Radu looked back at him with a smile and said something that was undoubtedly a lie. Then he slid into the backseat of the car, and only Lillian observed the tension in his jaw.

The other two vampires scooted in on either side of them, making what would have been a spacious backseat uncomfortably crowded. Lillian’s heart beat faster as the chance for escape narrowed even more. The one who sat next to Lillian gave her a leering grin and spread his knees apart so his thigh pressed against hers.

A low growl made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Radu’s eyes glowed black flame as he bared his fangs and grabbed Lillian, settling her on his lap. Such animalistic, territorial behavior should have turned her off, but she was just happy to be away from the man-spreading, pervy vampire. She’d dealt with that bullshit enough on public buses. Also, Radu’s lap was comfortable, his arms around her the only safe and stable thing in the world as they rode with strangers through an unfamiliar city.

A few minutes later, the car made a left and drove down a mile-long driveway, winding through curves and past manicured hedge animals before it stopped in front of a mansion. Built of some white stone and with countless embellishments on the rounded arched windows and narrow columns, the palatial structure was done in a neo-romanticism style, or baroque, Lillian remembered from college. A marble fountain even graced the front lawn amidst manicured topiary.

The driver and front passenger got out and opened the back doors. Lillian slid off Radu’s lap and waited for him to exit the car before following him out of his side, ignoring the lead vampire’s offered hand. One vampire opened the trunk and brought out their bags, but instead of handing them back to Radu and Lillian, he kept them. The four Romanian vampires surrounded them as they escorted them to the massive house.

A butler greeted them warily before leading them into a massive study filled with antique furniture. The vampire who had to be the big boss of the city sat behind a desk, smoking a cigar. Though he seemed to be short and of slight build, the set of his shoulders and fixed jaw gave an air of age and power. His gray eyes roved over them with mild curiosity, though his brow rose slightly as he looked at Lillian.

A slight frown turned the corners of his thin lips, and he said something to Radu. After Radu answered, the head vampire’s eyes widened, and he said something else, though this time he addressed the ones who’d brought them here. All four gasped and stepped back almost apologetically.

Lillian looked up at Radu. “What did he say?”

“He asked why I had a human with me when it is forbidden and—”

The head vampire waved his cigar and interrupted in English. “No need to translate for the lovely muiere. I speak English. American, yes?”

Lillian turned to see him looking at her with a much friendlier expression. “Yes.”

“Come, sit.” He gestured to two chairs in front of his desk before narrowing his gaze at the vampires who’d brought them here and returned to Romanian, the wave of his hand a clear dismissal.

The other vampires set down Radu’s and Lillian’s bags, bowed, and departed. Radu nodded at Lillian, and they sat to face the vampire who gaped at them. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Ivan Vâlcu, Lord of Bucharest. Are you truly Radu Nicolae, the Lost Brother?”

“I am lost no more,” Radu said. “I am going to meet my brother in the United States.”

“That is joyous news. Those of us who know of Razvan’s quest have long wished for this. But none so much as me. I was a friend to your father, Alexandru, and he would be heartbroken at your long separation.” Before Radu opened his mouth to respond, he turned back to Lillian. “As I was telling your master, Razvan Nicolae has immunity, decreed by Delgarias, the Thirteenth Elder himself, so I cannot report you to the Elders, but I am curious as to why he wants a human woman to come to him along with his brother.”

Lillian chewed her lip. Ivan spoke as if she should know all about the Elders, whoever they were, and what immunity meant. Even more strange was that he seemed to think Radu’s brother was expecting her too. What had Radu said to him? She decided it was best to play along and let Radu answer.

Radu took Lillian’s hand and trailed his thumb up and down her wrist. “Actually, Lillian needs to speak with Silas McNaught and his bride.”

Ivan’s eyes widened. “Razvan’s protégée and the General?” He leaned forward and peered intently at Lillian. “Is it about the Prophecy?”

Lillian blinked but kept herself from asking what that was.

Radu’s grip tightened on her hand. “Perhaps. It is not something we are permitted to disclose. But I assure you, it is very important.” His tone was so mild that if Lillian didn’t know better, she’d think he was completely on top of what was going on.

Ivan stared at them for a long time before he crushed out his cigar and looked at Radu. “What do you need my help for?” His accent thickened, indicating that he was upset with Radu’s vagueness. “I assume that is why you’ve come.”

Radu nodded. “We need identification and a way to travel to the United States without being detected by human authorities. Do you possess the power and resources to accomplish this?”

Oh, that was smooth, Lillian thought. Make his potential refusal look like weakness.

“Of course I do!” Ivan clenched his fists. “But I believe that if I am to spend such effort and money to help a vampire I barely met and a human whose presence violates our laws, I should know something about why I am doing so.”

Lillian couldn’t blame him for that. All the same, she prayed he would help them anyway.

Radu leaned back in his chair and smiled as if amused. “My brother will reward anyone who helps return me to him.” He sounded so confident that Lillian had to fight the urge to give him a questioning look. “As for Lillian, her information is something that Silas will not be able to keep secret for long among our kind, so you will undoubtedly hear about it before long.” His grin broadened. “The question is: will you believe it?”

“With all that has happened in the last few years, I would believe almost anything.” Ivan’s scowl deepened a moment, then suddenly, he chuckled. “You’re just as evasive as your brother. Though you’ve given me no answer at all, I will help you. But only because Alexandru would have wished it. You and your pretty little human may stay in my home while I prepare the things you require, and of course, you are free to hunt in my city, so long as you do not kill anyone. That is forbidden these days, in case you missed the news during your long hibernation.”

Radu released Lillian’s hand, and rose from his seat. He bowed deeply. “My gratitude is beyond measure, Ivan Vâlcu. I owe you a great debt which I shall repay.”

Ivan extended his hand and they shook. “I trust you will. Now we can take your bags to your room, and then we shall go hunt.” His gaze flicked to Lillian. “And, of your muiere shall have a meal as well.”

Lillian finally dared to speak. “Thank you.”

“The pleasure is mine.” He reached for her hand, but instead of shaking it, he placed a chaste kiss on her knuckles while Radu frowned.

And with that, Lillian and Radu had gone from supplicants and potential prisoners to honored guests of the Lord Vampire of Bucharest. And soon, they would have IDs, passports, and a hopefully covert trip to the States.

Lillian frowned as they followed Ivan out of the study and down a wide carpeted staircase, remembering all the things Ivan had said. Elders...the Prophecy...strange things happening in the last few years.

They also had more questions.
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Chapter Eleven
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Radu smiled as he saw that he and Lillian had been given one room to share. Just because the Lord of Bucharest had offered aid and hospitality did not mean he was trustworthy. Furthermore, Radu did not like the way Ivan’s vampires had looked at Lillian. If she’d been placed in a separate room, Radu would have barged in to protect her.

After a servant set down their bags and left them alone, Radu thought of other reasons why sharing a room with her was appealing. His gaze swept over the large canopied bed with appreciation. Just as he was imagining all the things they would do in that bed, Lillian tapped him on the shoulder.

“Who are the Elders?” she asked.

“A group of twelve vampires across the world who make and enforce our laws,” Radu explained tiredly. Despite several tense moments that might have been the deaths of him and Lillian with one misstep, his careful words had prevailed. Now all he wanted was a meal and a bed. However, she needed to learn about his world. “They existed in my time, but I’ve never met one.” And from how he was raised, one never wished to.

“But Ivan said something about a thirteenth Elder.”

He frowned, remembering all too well the way Ivan had spoken of him. “The Thirteenth Elder was a myth. Delgarias is said to be the first of us, taller than any man and with hair that shines like the night sky. He was used by elder vampires to frighten their younglings into obedience.” Unease coiled in his belly. “Yet Ivan said my brother’s immunity was decreed by the Thirteenth himself, so he must be real.”

“Well, maybe he doesn’t look as weird as the rumors say,” Lillian offered. Her lips turned down in a thoughtful twist. “Did he mean your brother has immunity from the Elders’ laws?”

Radu nodded. “It seems so.”

Her frown deepened. “Then that would mean he can kill people. Do you think he does now?”

“I cannot say,” Radu said quietly. Razvan had reveled in everything about being a vampire. He did love to toy with his food, but did he take his games so far? His mind shifted to other confusing things he’d been told. “I also do not know about this Prophecy that Ivan and his vampires spoke of. Yet it is clear that Razvan is in the thick of it.” A deep sigh escaped his lungs. “I have missed much during my long sleep.”

Lillian’s features softened. “I’m sure you’ll catch up quick. After all, you figured out how to get me ice cream that first night.”

Radu couldn’t fight back a smile in memory of how delicious the cold substance had tasted. And how overwhelming and chaotic it had been to navigate through the loud village and shops, and the complications on deducing how to purchase food for her. “Perhaps you can have more when Ivan takes us somewhere for you to eat.” The thought prompted another, which bled away his good humor. “We’ll have to ride in one of those blasted cars again.”

She smiled up at him. “I’d bet money you’ll like them better once you get to drive. Practically all men do. Now I’m going to head into the bathroom to get changed so we can meet Ivan down in time.” With that, she took her bag into another room and closed the door.

He wasn’t so certain he’d ever grow fond of those cages on wheels, but her words comforted him all the same.

When Lillian emerged, Radu sucked in a breath at the sight of her in a pale blue dress that emphasized her curves. Her bare knees make him salivate. He’d donned black slacks, a black button-down shirt, and a long black coat that was the closest thing to the cloaks he’d worn in his day. He had to admit he did admire the efficiency of buttons and zippers. Boots were also sturdier and much more comfortable.

One thing that was not an improvement, in Radu’s opinion, was the city. The lights, crowds, and noises overwhelmed him to the point where he feared he’d go mad. Ivan at first brought them to what he called a “club” full of bright lights, loud music, and hundreds of mortals bouncing around in odd jerky moments. Ivan took one look at Radu’s pained face and led them out to an inn across the street that was blissfully quiet, aside from the timeless animated conversations that imbued drinking establishments.

“My apologies, Nicolae. Such places must be overwhelming after your long rest.” Ivan gestured for the server to bring them drinks.

“Yes, but I shall have to become accustomed to this new world,” Radu said, biting back a smile at the furious glare Lillian fixed on Ivan.

She was very brave, his little friend. Though frail and mortal, she’d already faced Radu with vengeful determination when she’d tried to stake him, and now she had the courage to defend him from a vampire who was old enough to have been a friend to Radu’s father.

He and Ivan sipped their ale, cooler and crisper than Radu had drunk a millennium ago, and watched for the perfect moment to seek a meal. Two men rose unsteadily from their seats and tottered out the rear exit. Radu signaled for Lillian to wait while he and Ivan followed them.

Minutes later, and much more refreshed, Ivan led Radu and Lillian to an eating establishment that was opulent as a palace. Radu took two swallows of her blood in the shadows before they entered the restaurant. One of the serving men looked at Ivan with recognition and deference before leading them to a table overlooking the moonlit river.

The next hour was full of bliss as Radu tasted new and exotic flavors of the dishes Lillian ate with gusto. His sense of taste was far more amplified than it had been before. The Mark, he realized. Was it possible to taste Lillian’s food without having to feed on her every time? He resolved to try at the soonest opportunity.

Ivan offered to show them around the city, but Radu declined, grateful that Lillian displayed the same reluctance. This chaotic modern world had overwhelmed his senses, making him long for a quiet bed and the embrace of a beautiful woman.

“Very well, my friend. There are only a few hours before dawn. Curse these short summer nights. You and the lovely Lillian may rest while I meet with Yuri about making your identification. He is the best in the world. Tomorrow night, you will select your names, ages, and other information, and he will take your pictures.”

The moment they arrived at Ivan’s mansion, Lillian dashed up the stairs to their chamber and went into the bathroom. Peering over her shoulder, he saw that the room held a sink, a seat with a bowl of water that he realized was used for relieving one’s bladder, and a large bathtub with taps to make water flow straight into it. He’d heard the Romans had such cunning pipes in his day and felt a pang of regret that he’d hidden from the world instead of exploring it. Had Razvan traveled in his long life? Radu imagined he did.

Instead of filling the tub, Lillian showed him how to twist the knobs to make water spray from a fount above. He fiddled with the knobs and stared in wonder at such a marvel until she turned around and lifted one honey-colored brow. “May I please shower in private?”

He regarded her with a regretful smile, preferring to watch her naked body beneath the spray, though he backed out of the room with a respectful bow. “Only if I have a chance to experience this shower when you are finished.”

“Totally.” She grinned. “I think you’ll love it.”

The door closed behind her, leaving him bereft of her beauty. To distract himself from imagining her naked, Radu explored the bedroom, pausing at a large black plastic rectangle on the wall that somewhat resembled the “phone” Lillian bade him destroy.

Slowly, he reached out and pressed a button on the side. Noise and images made him leap back with a curse. People dressed similarly to how they had in the old days and spoke to each other in strangely accented English, while words in another language, presumably his own, appeared on the bottom screen. Was this a window through time? Radu waved his hand in front of their faces, but they did not see him.

They were discussing a battle, he realized. A battle between five kings. When their conversation ended, and the people disappeared to be replaced by a view of a young woman walking on a castle parapet, Radu understood what he was seeing. It was a play, and the big rectangle on the wall was a device to allow people to watch plays from their rooms.

“Oh wow!” Lillian’s voice tore his attention from the play. “Ivan gets HBO here?”

“Is that was this is?” He pointed at the box. “An HBO?”

She laughed, though not unkindly. “No, it’s a television. The channel you’re watching is HBO. Looks like a Game of Thrones marathon with Romanian subtitles.”

“Game of Thrones marathon? That is what this play is called?”

Her grin broadened. “We call them shows, but yeah, they’re basically plays. A marathon is when they show several episodes all night. Looks like we’re on Season 2, but I’ll explain that later when you’re done with your shower.”

Shower. The word reminded him of what Lillian had been doing. Radu’s gaze shifted from the television to the sight of Lillian’s warm pink skin covered by a towel that he longed to tear away. However, he did not want to touch her until he was clean, so he kissed her nose and went into the bathing room.

Stripping quickly, he turned on the tap and stepped into the tub. The water nearly scalded him. Hissing through his teeth. Radu turned the knobs until the water was pleasantly hot but wouldn’t boil him to death. Standing under the spray, his muscles relaxed in the blissfully warm spray. Radu reached for the soap and washed his body, singing an old song he used to sing with his brother.

After washing his hair, he let the hot water beat down on his back and shoulders until the water began to cool. He turned off the taps with a smile. So the hot water wasn’t infinite.

When he reentered the bedroom, he saw Lillian sprawled out on the bed wearing one of the T-shirts she’d suggested he buy the other night. And nothing else. The sight made his pulse rise and his mouth go dry.

“Sorry for taking your clothes,” she said, looking down at the shirt. “I forgot to buy pajamas.”

“I am not sure what those are.” So many holes remained in his knowledge of these times. He trailed his finger along her bare calf. “But I do not think you will need the shirt either.”

Her lips parted, and her pupils dilated like they had when she’d first allowed him to take her. Tension he hadn’t realized was there eased in his shoulders. Her willingness to make love with him hadn’t been a fleeting thing. And more importantly, his ferocity that night hadn’t frightened her away.

For a moment, he paused, drinking in the curves and color of Lillian’s lips, anticipating her taste. Was she better than Uta? He remembered endless days longing for the village woman, but he couldn’t remember her kiss. Radu cursed himself inwardly for such foolish thinking. Uta was dead. Furthermore, Uta had gotten his parents killed... or perhaps that had been him. Either way, she didn’t matter.

All thoughts of his traitorous lover vanished the moment Radu kissed Lillian, long and lingering, tasting the chocolate she’d eaten earlier along with her unique flavor.

Lillian was here. She was alive, soft, and warm in his arms. Slowly, he lowered her to the bed and kissed her neck, reveling in her hitching gasps as his lips grazed sensitive hollows. He slid the collar of her shirt down to kiss her shoulders as her fingers ran through his hair.

Slowly, he reached under the fabric of the shirt, sliding his fingertips up her ribcage to cup her breasts, delighted at the smooth heat of her skin. Impatient to see and touch her, he pulled the shirt over her head, gratified when she shifted and helped him unclothe her.

For a moment, all he could do was stare as she lay on the bed before him, her hair fanned out in a reddish-gold halo, her breasts round and full, her stomach flat, and the tantalizing blue scrap of fabric hiding her female center.

Then his hands were all over her, touching, exploring, finding every place that elicited a gasp or moans and following with his lips and tongue. By the time he slid her panties off to taste the secret place between her thighs, Lillian was wet with arousal.

Pride welled within him that he hadn’t forgotten how to please a woman. Flicking his tongue across her slick flesh, he closed his eyes in bliss at her taste. Lillian writhed and whimpered against his mouth, encouraging him to lick and suck her more thoroughly, taking care to circle her sensitive bud in a rhythmic motion.

Her panting breaths grew more rapid every moment until her hips arched upward, and she cried out in bliss. Radu’s cock hardened further with every cry as he gripped her thighs and continued to lick her pulsing center until she went limp and shuddering beneath him.

Giving her little time to recover, he rose and covered her with his body. Holding himself poised at her entrance, he took a moment to nuzzle her neck and enjoy the sensation of her heart beating against his. It had been so long since he’d had any contact with another person that the closeness was intoxicating.
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