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The intense emotions of a man, heartbroken. The memory plagued Timothy's dreams, stirring him awake many times over. He contemplated placing his hand on Oleander's sleeping form but changed his mind. The gesture would serve no purpose beyond his own curiosity. He'd never felt skin so cool ...and heated at the same time. He closed his eyes and attempted to sleep once again.

"What was his name?"

Oleander laughed hot air down Timothy's back. "Torkel."

Timothy grinned. "Thor's kettle?"

"Yes. Which, as it turned out, was a fitting name. Torkel had quite the temper, and would regularly blow steam from his ears when he was annoyed with me."

"What happened to him?"

"He died."

"I'm sorry."

"He had no desire for me to turn him." Oleander brushed his fingers along Timothy's arm, enjoying the warmth and softness of his skin. "But as he grew older, I began to panic at the prospect of living without him." He gripped tightly to Timothy's arm. "I pleaded with him nightly, that he permit me to turn him so we might spend eternity together."

Timothy steadied his breathing.

"Did he give his permission?" he asked.

Oleander nodded into Timothy's back. "The turning killed him. We would've had a further twenty years together, at least, but I killed him, with my own selfish greed."

"That's not greed," Timothy said, then rolled over to face Oleander, feeling compelled to ease his pain. "Love drove you to seek eternity with him. There is no fault in that."

Oleander closed his eyes and shook his head. "I miss him with a vengeance that often brings me to my knees. My love still burns fiercely for him." He glanced up into Timothy's eyes. "My brothers know nothing of Torkel and my life with him."

"It will stay between us." Timothy raised a hand from his side and brushed a fingertip along Oleander's lips, collecting the dampness that had escaped from Oleander's eyes.

Vampire's tears. Timothy rubbed his fingers together, remembering. They hadn't seemed any different.

"But they are different," he whispered under his breath.

"Who is different?"

The sound of Oleander's voice would've startled him if it hadn't been for its soft, gentle tone. A tone he'd yet to experience outside of the bedchamber. Oleander, as a vampire, was likely not someone you wanted to cross. Especially if you were human.

Timothy shivered.

"Sorry," he said. "I think I was talking in my sleep."

Oleander shifted, almost rolling over to face Timothy. "But you haven't been asleep for hours."

"Then I must have been falling asleep," Timothy rebuked, annoyed by Oleander's persistence. Then a smirk lit up his lips. All the years of his childhood, the stories of Oleander and his men terrorizing the villagers in their nightly rides. Now, here he lay in bed with that same vampire, irritated by the sound of concern in his voice. He took a covert glance in Oleander's direction. Even without the armor, the vampire's shoulders were broad—but lean.

A sinewy leanness not to be confused with weakness.

The stories of his youth spoke of Oleander having incalculable strength, able to snatch two full-grown men off their feet while racing through the fields on horseback. Then without missing a step, ripping into their throats, feeding on them, snapping their necks—, and discarding them as though they'd fulfilled their ultimate life's purpose.

Oleander looked over at him and bit nervously at his lip. An action so human—Timothy sighed and fixed his attention elsewhere.

Oleander lowered his gaze shyly. "Thank you. I would not hear the end of it if they knew. They already think me the fool."

"But Lord Callum has done the same thing with Laramie, has he not? He turned Laramie strictly out of love for him."

"Yes, but my brother has never hidden his true nature as I have." Oleander stroked Timothy's face, basking in the moist warmness of air between their lips. "Requesting you, as I did—"

"Don't." Timothy touched Oleander's lips again. "You have no need to explain it to me. I understand."

Without warning, a surge of emotion swept Timothy to fully envelop the mouth of the man before him with his own, drenching them both in glorious oneness.

How could he have kissed him? What had come over him?

His skin. His beautiful alabaster skin, his lips so pink ...and inviting in contrast. He'd been mesmerized by them.

Timothy shivered again.

"Are you cold?" Oleander asked, rolling over fully and placing a hand on Timothy's shoulder. He lowered it to the sheets when Timothy jerked away. "I'm sorry. I should have asked before touching you."

"Yes," Timothy blurted. "I mean, no." He tucked his face into his pillow in confusion to hide it from view, and avoid Oleander's quizzical look.

There had to be more than his merely wanting to kiss Oleander of his own volition. Oleander had to be influencing his mind somehow.

He'd need to speak to Laramie about it. Find out more ...since Laramie was now vampire. Surely, he'd been possessed by Callum to do the things he'd witnessed between them—but then maybe not. Perhaps genuine emotion had drawn Laramie there.

"I don't know what I mean," Timothy whispered from the folds of his pillowcase.

He hazarded the minutest glance when Oleander failed to respond and found the bed to be empty aside from himself.

A bolt upright peruse of the room left Timothy wondering if he'd fallen back asleep, or if Oleander possessed the ability to vanish into thin air. The table laden with food where neither table nor food had been the night before answering that question.

Disconcerted, he threw the blankets aside. He wasn't sure which event distressed him most. Unwittingly falling back asleep, or waking up alone. Even the consideration of the latter caused his stomach to roll, repulsed.

He clutched at it as he swung his feet off the edge of the bed, a creeping chill gripping at his heart. He shook it off, holding tight to the sheets as he closed his eyes to regroup.

Oleander was a bloodthirsty vampire.

Nothing more.

Timothy stretched his arms out, refocused. The room was warm, heated by a hearty fire burning in an iron hearth at the chamber's center. Another luxury which hadn't been there the night before.

A luxury unnecessary for the comfort of a vampire at this time of year. Late summer sun continued to warm the walls of the castle during the day, only becoming chilly come nightfall.

Oleander must have had it brought in specifically for him.

Again, the confusion.

Timothy pinched his arm to remind himself who and where he was. A prisoner locked away in a vampire's castle, ...but with so much incredible food. His stomach groaned at the sight of the spread on the table. Meats, cheeses, fruits, and pastries—and coffee.

He slid off the bed and into a chair and began filling a plate with everything he could reach sitting down. Not satisfied, he decided standing and circling around the table would serve him best in properly loading his plate. A tactic that would have guaranteed him a cuff to the back of the head by his father, if he'd been at home.

He licked his thumb as he fell back into his seat.

The coffee.

Timothy reached forward, filling his cup with hot, dark gold-topped decadently with both milk and whipped cream.

He paused before beginning, lowering his head in prayer, to give thanks for the bounty before him—and to plead for his freedom.

His forehead stayed pressed to his clasped hands.

Freedom from what? This bounty, unlike any he'd ever set eyes on. This warm, opulent bedchamber? The body enveloping, down comforter and plush pillows? His head almost slid off his hands.

He'd done it again. Allowed his mind to wander away from what he knew to be true. He was a prisoner here.

Perturbed but hungry, Timothy set to work cutting open a croissant. He filled it with strawberries and whip cream to dip in his coffee before it cooled down, and before he dove into the ham, bacon, and veal gracing his plate.

The note tucked beneath his elegant, white napkin had escaped his attention until he lifted and unfolded it to wipe away a stream of melted butter, making its way to his chin.

He turned the note over with contemplation then set it aside to clean his hands before opening it. The script adorning the parchment within was unmistakably Oleander—the beauty and care taken in forming each letter, divine.

Timothy took his time reading over every word, often touching the dried ink to be sure it was indeed there, and not imagined, that a writer, this remarkable in his penmanship, composition, and artistry, was indeed the man—vampire, who had chosen him, a farmer's son with little education of his own, to be his companion.

He set the note down.

The food he'd consumed sunk heavy in his gut.

Yes, it was indeed the same vampire. There was no escaping his fate. His life would be Oleander's until the day he took his last breath. Be that in a fit of rage, or simply boredom, Oleander would someday end his life in a heartbeat ...less than a heartbeat.

Timothy stared over toward the tub, still steaming, scented with rose petals, inviting his immersion into its depths.

He sighed and succumbed, stripping away the clothes Oleander had asked him to wear. They were wrinkled from sleep, which distressed him for some reason, but he released them to the floor regardless, refusing to feel guilty. Still thinking about the note, he slipped into the tub.

It had been quite clear.

"My dearest, Timothy ..."

He cringed and shut his eyes, forcing himself to move past the intimate nature of the greeting.

My dearest, Timothy,

Please accept my apologies for disappearing this evening without first waking you to offer an explanation as to why I would not be available to dine with you. I was summoned away on urgent family business that required my expedient attention. It was regretfully unavoidable, and I will endeavor to redeem myself for this discourteous absence upon my return.

Meanwhile, there are many delightful things to discover throughout the castle, if the idea pleases you.

Yours in friendship,

Oleander

Timothy wrinkled his nose then scrubbed the back of his hand across it, dispensing the accumulation of bubbles collected there.

"Many delightful things to discover," he said aloud, measuring the exact meaning contained within those words before slipping beneath the water to rinse his hair. There appeared to be every possibility the chamber door leading out into the hallway was unlocked, permitting him to wander at will throughout the castle.

He popped back up out of the water.

Except for Drachen's wing. There was no valid reason for him to venture anywhere near that monster's domain.

He brought a hand to his face, scrubbing the remains of the soap from his eyes. The words bad monster and good monster bounced around in his head, reminding him of a genuinely ridiculous fairy tale, where one of the monsters at the end of the tale turns out to be misunderstood, and immensely good, deep within his heart.

He snorted out a laugh.

His life here was not a fairy tale, nor was it going to turn out that Oleander would abandon his dark side and embrace the caring, empathetic nature of his inner being.

His captor was a vampire.

Regardless of how Oleander managed to hide the fact, he fed on humans—killed humans. Sometimes for sport.

The thunderous rumble outside the walls of their village terrified Timothy. His parents had assured him the monsters on horseback, causing the earth to tremble, would remain just that; outside.

He pulled the blankets over his head, shivering in fear as the sound of what could only be described as a ravenous, demonic nightmare howled; its voice echoing throughout the village streets.

Timothy shrugged the towel up around his shoulders, more out of modesty than the intention to dry himself, as he stepped out of the tub. There were new clothes draped over the back of a purple, crushed-velvet covered chair facing a kidney-shaped table with an accompanying mirror attached by high-wrought hinges of gold.

He took a moment to catch his appearance in it, and used his palms to smooth his hair flat above his ears.

Typically, he would keep most of his hair shaved short, aside from the blond, bristly lengths he preferred on top.

He ran his fingers through the entire mess. It was growing out now, and would soon need to be tied back.

He wrapped the towel around his waist, tucking the loose tail in against his hip to secure it as he approached the table, the display of jewelry and hair adornments ornate, feminine, and indiscreet in appearance if Oleander's intention for his preference was secrecy.

He touched one of the hairbrushes lining the left side of the table, briefly permitting a stray hair of Oleander's to play across his fingers.

He'd often marveled at the dedication required by both his mother and sister as they brushed out each other's hair each evening. One hundred strokes each he'd been told, to create a beautiful sheen, a sheen they would then twist up into a bun each morning and hide beneath a cap.

It had never made sense to him.

Timothy dismissed the hair, now entangling his fingers. A few times when he had awoken from his fitful sleep, sweet, aromatic strands of Oleander's brilliant, white-blond mane had been fanned out very near his face, and he'd been fascinated by them, barely resisting an urge to comb his fingers through their lengths, in an effort to arrange them neatly on the pillow.

He swatted at the handle of the brush in irritation, dislodging it from its desired location, then thought better of his outburst, and repositioned it, aligning it perfectly with its lavish, silver-handled, pig-bristled partners, and an assortment of intricately braided lengths of hair with small clips he assumed were used to hold them in place.

He tapped at the edge of the table, examining it further. Along with the weapons of Oleander's flawless appearance was an assortment of colorful buttons in a small clear jar, spools of thread atop a wooden carousel to keep them tidy, yet accessible, and every length of stitching needle stuck into a pin cushion very like his own mother's. Next to that, neat stacks of unused stationery stored erect alongside a bundle of opened letters, and notes, with an inkwell and quill stand to cap the end.

Timothy moved a few items aside before pulling the chair out and seating himself on it, mindful not to unduly disturb more of the meticulously organized array. As he did so, his knuckle brushed against a cool, round drawer-pull beneath the table's surface. A characteristic he hadn't noticed on first inspection.

Curious, he pushed the chair back and peered at it. It wasn't obvious, but it wasn't truly hidden either. His fingers danced on the pull for a moment before opening the drawer, the temptation to know what Oleander considered either too private or too mundane to place on the table's top surface, overpowering his sensibilities.

The letters were folded carefully, tied together with a modest ribbon of purple lace. Without even looking, Timothy knew the letters would contain an exchange between two men who had been deeply in love. One willing to risk his life to prove so, tragically ending it. He had no need to open them.

He ran his fingers along the ribbon, enamored by the love and attention that had placed it there—and the anguish of the final tying, the collection complete.

Timothy tucked the letters safely back in place and closed the drawer, then reset the items he'd displaced on the table's surface. As he did so, he found himself wondering what Torkel had been like.

Oleander had told him he and Torkel had similar appearances, and that Torkel had had a temper. But what of his previous life? What trade had he left behind? Had he a family who loved him?

He leaned back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling.

What had led Torkel to fall in love with a vampire? Not just any vampire. This vampire ...Oleander.

Shutting his eyes, Timothy traced a hand up his thigh, shifting his towel aside, inexplicably aroused.

Then the image of Laramie howling and grinding in ecstasy atop a grunting Callum ripped through into his mind, and the sight threatened to spill the contents of his stomach onto Oleander's table.

He gripped the table edge, surging to his feet, and propelled the chair to the point of toppling before snatching the waiting garments away to dress, cursing the desire building within him.

Oleander paced the full length of Callum's drawing-room, infuriated that his brother would feel it necessary to pose such a question.

His allegiance?

It was indisputable. His allegiance would forever be to their father, Drakkar, and the coven of his birth. His time spent in the North with Grimmr Coven had brought him closer to them, but not so much as to abandon his own, despite the fact, his father despised him and refused to acknowledge his place in the bloodline.

Oleander's brow creased in aggravation.

"Brother, sit," Callum said, his arm outstretched for Oleander to place himself in the worn leather armchair very near to where he was himself seated. "I would be amiss if I did not ask."

Grunting and nodding his acquiescence, Oleander stretched out on the ottoman in the furthest possible corner of the drawing-room away from where Callum had suggested he situate himself.

A grin creased the flawless surface of Oleander's cheek, lifting one side when Callum's eyes narrowed, and his lips peeled back enough for his stained, putrid fangs to show themselves. His brother had a way about him that brought him endless amusement. Always so quick to react with threatened bloodshed.

"Now, now, brother," Oleander said, fluttering his hand about in the space between them to dismiss his disobedience. "Of course, I side with our father. Grimmr was a gracious host while I was a visitor in their region, but my family comes first."

He watched Callum's dark eyes narrow, studying him. Again, the amusement danced on his lips. Where both Callum and Drachen were dark and brooding in their coloring and countenance, cumbersome in their movements, entirely undisciplined, and in Callum's case, predictable, he was quite the opposite.

His complexion was fair, in both skin and hair color, his appearance almost elegant, his movements swift. Discipline ruled his life. And contrary to reports amongst the humans, likely due to the fact they had only ever spotted him on horseback, he was much taller than both Callum and Drachen—and far more lethal.

The last part pleased him most.

Placing a hand on his knee, his fingers drummed as he waited for Callum to continue. His brother had yet to impart any practical information. He rolled his eyes, his impatience losing the battle to wait out the deliberate annoyance tactic of his brother-lord.

"Callum, please. Your little game has bested me once again. Please. Tell me ...what other news did Cassandra float in with?"

Callum shook his head. "Not much else, brother. Grimmr Coven's ground forces have crossed into Drakkar Coven territory. They have ventured beyond the Valkeurig range and set up camp near the village of Boden. A village where we have a headcount of nearly one hundred humans, a fifth of which were to be slaughtered in the coming weeks to rejuvenate Father's militia."

Oleander crossed his arms, prepared for the repercussions. He was familiar with the village of Boden and its purpose within their coven. He bowed his head and picked at the fictitious loose threads of his jacket's pearlescent buttons, ruminating briefly on the kiss the human had bestowed upon him. It had been most unexpected.
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