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Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

Akasha Hope had one foot out the attic window and the other on the roof when there was a knock at her bedroom door.

“Damn it,” she muttered and hid her smokes before admitting the group home director.

Mrs. Kenzie smiled tightly. “You’ve been assigned a legal guardian,” her keeper announced as calmly as if relating the menu for tonight’s dinner rather than ripping the rug from under Akasha’s feet.

“What?” She couldn’t have been more surprised if the woman had stripped and danced naked around the room.

Though most residents of Bright Future were sent to foster care within months, Akasha had been a permanent inmate ever since the cops found her wandering on the shoulder of Highway 95 three years ago. Besides the deterrent of her questionable age and foul mouth, she’d acquired a juvenile record of smoking, drinking, and breaking curfew. Akasha encouraged her portrayal as “unfit for adoption.” Though her state-assigned identification declared that she was seventeen, Akasha was almost twenty and soon on her way to abandoning this pseudo childhood.

At least she’d managed to get into what Idaho residents called the “dual enrollment” program, simultaneously earning college and high school credits at the North Idaho College campus. Not only did that get her out of the demeaning, oppressive environment at the high school, it was also her first step towards getting a business degree and opening up her own automotive repair business. Now Mrs. Kenzie was telling her that some asshole was going to ruin her plans.

“Why the fuck did they assign me a guardian?” She practically growled.

Mrs. Kenzie rolled her eyes. “Your caseworker didn’t say. And it’s too late to argue. Your guardian is on his way to pick you up, so you better pack now.”

“Hold on.” Akasha stopped the woman. “Which of the ‘shoppers’ was it?” A few men stared at her when they visited over the years. Their gazes were far from parental.

“None. The man declined to come at visiting hours.” The group home director snorted. “If he had, I think he would’ve thought better of his choice when hearing your smart mouth. Still, one would assume your file would be enough to deter any prospects.” Mrs. Kenzie gave her one last derisive look before striding out of the room, nose so high in the air it was a wonder she could see where she was going.

Akasha sank on the bed, her mind reeling from shock and her body quivering with fury. How dare this son of a bitch fuck things up for me! The nicotine craving became too much. She scrambled out the attic window and onto the roof. Taking out her pack of Camels, she lit up with a growl.

A bright orange harvest moon rose in the cloudy sky, glimmering molten gold on the orange leaves of maple trees lining the street.  Her mind raced as she smoked. Why the hell would someone waste time and money on paperwork to be my legal guardian for less than a year?

There were only three possible options.

One: a charity case. It’d hurt her pride, but she could deal.

Two: slave labor. She worked her ass off in the group home anyway. 

Three: her so-called guardian wanted a sex toy. She rotated her ankle, smiling as she felt the reassuring weight of the knife in her boot. The bastard would be in for a surprise if he thought it’d be easy.

Akasha the cigarette out and slipped the butt under a loose shingle before climbing back to the window. The wood frame cracked under her grip.

“Fuck.” She hadn’t lost control of her unusual strength in a while. Akasha grinned bitterly. This asshole has no idea what he’s getting into with me.

After maneuvering the damaged window closed, it took all of two minutes to pack. She only had four changes of clothes, her school textbooks and supplies, and seven paperback novels. All of which would fit into one backpack and one duffel bag. That was it. That was her life.

Mrs. Kenzie opened the door and sniffed the air. “You were smoking again.”

Akasha gave her best poker face and threw on her leather biker jacket.

“Oh well, it’s not my problem anymore.” Mrs. Kenzie grabbed the duffel bag off the bed. “He’s here, so let’s get going.”

Akasha swept a last glance across her little attic room. Would she miss it here? The room was frigid in the winter, sweltering in the summer, and as stifling as a cage. However, this attic had been her home for almost three years, and was better than most places in which she’d slept. What lay ahead was unknown. Who the hell is this guy?

He had to have some clout to gain guardianship over her, which implied no one would help her if he turned out to be a sicko. If things went badly, she’d be back on the streets with no hopes of a high school diploma or getting into college.

As she followed Mrs. Kenzie down the stairs and to her future, Akasha wondered how much negotiating had gone on between the group home director and this mystery man and how much money had changed hands behind Akasha’s back.

The man waiting for her in the parlor wasn’t what she expected. For one thing, he looked younger than the other prospective foster parents. For another, he was gorgeous. His long straight hair, blacker than hers, framed a perfectly chiseled face. And his green eyes...holy shit. Like twin arc welders, they bored a hole through her.

With heated cheeks, Akasha dropped her gaze to his tailored black clothes, then looked down at her ripped jeans and faded shirt, resisting the urge to pat down curls more messed up than the wiring harness of a Jerry-rigged Pontiac. She drew herself up to her full height of five-three to meet his eyes once more.

He extended his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Akasha.” His deep, slightly accented voice gave her a strange shiver. “I am Silas McNaught.”

Power radiated from every inch of him. When Akasha was on the streets, she’d seen drug dealers and pimps who seemed to exude supremacy, but none had come close to the absolute authority this man wore like a mantle. Was it his obvious wealth, or was it more?

Taking pains not to squeeze too hard, she shook his hand. She was so torn between rage and confusion that she didn’t know whether to punch him in the throat, or demand an explanation for his intrusion into her life.

McNaught’s eyes widened. “You have a very firm handshake.”

If only you knew I could crush your hand with the slightest effort. Akasha suppressed a glare. If she did, she’d be thrown in jail, or worse. A memory of armed, uniformed men chasing her superimposed itself over her vision. She shook it off with a shudder.

The man seemed to sense her frustration. “I’ll take your bags if you are ready.”

Her hostility depleted slightly by his politeness. Akasha handed over the duffel bag and followed her new guardian out into the night, wondering why he chose to pick her up this late in the evening.

All thoughts ceased when she saw his car.

“Holy shit!” She gasped. “Is that a ’68 Barracuda?"

McNaught nodded. She ran to the car, forgetting that her backpack was supposed to be heavy and to move accordingly. The gleaming black convertible was one of the most magnificent things she’d ever seen.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed reverently. “What’s it got under the hood? Is it a 318, 440, slant 6?”

“I don’t know.” 

She gaped at him. How the hell could he not know which engine this beauty had? Why did he buy it without knowing? He had the decency to look ashamed of such ignorance before he unlocked the trunk and they loaded up her bags.

Akasha slid into the passenger seat and her eyes closed, lips parted in pleasure as she heard the engine start. McNaught pulled the car out of the parking lot, heading north on Government Way. Akasha struggled to absorb the shock of her new situation. The ride was silent; the only sounds were the purr of the ’Cuda—it sounded like a 440... maybe even a 383— and the crunch of dead leaves under the tires. She opened her mouth to ask him why he had taken her from the group home, then flinched when her stomach growled.

“You didn’t have dinner,” he accused.

Damn, it starts already. “Nope.”

He whipped the car left, oblivious to the honking horns. “We will have to get you something.” He turned on Appleway, A.K.A., Fast-Food Alley. “What would you like?”

“Um... McDonald’s is cool.” She tried not to sound too excited at the prospect. It would be humiliating if he knew she hadn’t been to a McDonald’s in over three years.

Her belly rumbled again when she smelled the deep-fried goodness in the drive-thru. She ordered two Big Macs, large fries, and a root beer. He ordered nothing.

“Don’t like fast food?” she asked. He probably thinks his rich ass is too good for it.

“I dined earlier.” McNaught’s tone was unreadable.

He paid and pulled up to the next window, then handed her a steaming bag of food. Saliva filled her mouth, and she hoped for a short drive.

“Go ahead,” he said as he pulled back on the street.

Akasha’s gaze whipped over to him in shock. “Are you kidding? You don’t eat in a car like this! Do you?”

He chuckled. “No, but as you are my charge, I think I will put your needs above those of my automobile.”

Not knowing what to say to that, she shrugged. “Well... maybe I’ll just eat my fries.”

They tasted better than she remembered and were gone by the time he turned onto Cherry Hill Road. McNaught had to downshift to second gear to continue up the steep incline. As the road curved, Akasha saw many huge houses. Crazy rich people. This road has gotta be deadly when it’s icy.

When they reached the top, Mr. McNaught took out a remote, opening wrought iron gates surrounding...a castle. A no-shit, honest-to-God castle, made of stone and complete with turrets.

“Here we are,” her guardian said with a wry smile as she gaped.

They parked in the biggest garage she’d ever seen. It could fit four cars with room to spare for toolboxes and engine stands. When she got out of the car, she noticed how freakishly clean and unused this garage was. It smelled like fresh paint, not the usual oily odor she’d grown to know and love.

He unloaded her bags and led her inside.

Her new home was modern on the inside and screamed luxury with its hardwood flooring and plush carpets reeking of austere newness. Despite the gleaming mahogany furnishings topped with objets d'art and expensive paintings on the walls, it seemed like no one lived here.

He led Akasha into a dining room with a table that could seat twenty, complete with a humongous chandelier glittering overhead. Her sack of Big Macs was out of place on it. Hell, she was out of place here.

“What do you think so far?” Mr. McNaught asked. His voice had a slight lilt, almost musical. Where was he from?

“Um... it’s very...fancy.”

He gave her a look as if he knew that wasn’t a compliment. “You may eat while I get your things. Then we shall talk, and I’ll tell you what to expect.”

She nodded and unwrapped a burger. When she took a bite, a sudden memory assailed her with an intensity that almost choked her.

Max burst into the shop with a grin on his grizzled face. He held a McDonald’s bag in one hand and a case of Coors in the other.

“Big Macs n’ beer!” he announced. “C’mon, spark plug, you’ve tinkered with that damn car long enough. Time ta eat up so we can beat the boys at poker tonight!”

Dammit, she missed that old man. Max was the closest thing to a father she’d had since her real dad was murdered. Her eyes and throat burned with unshed tears. Akasha took another bite of the burger, resolving not to be too depressed to savor the food. She soon devoured both Big Macs with the ferocity of one who’d gone hungry too many times to count. Still, her old favorite meal wasn’t the same without cold beer to wash it down.

McNaught returned as she was wiping the last of the ketchup from her lips. This polished gentleman was the polar opposite of the coarse biker-turned-mechanic who’d “raised” her briefly. How the hell was she going to get along with this guy?

“Will you join me in the living room?”

She looked at the garbage left from her meal on the table. So out of place.

He seemed to read her mind. “Leave it for now.”

The living room looked like it belonged on the cover of a home magazine. She sank into an overstuffed pine green couch. McNaught turned on the gas fireplace and sat in a burgundy chair on her right.

He grabbed an ashtray from the end table and set it on the granite coffee table. “You may smoke if you like.”

Akasha’s gaze darted to his, surprise and suspicion roiling in her gut. “How did you know I smoked?”

“I read your file. Though I disapprove of the habit, I wouldn’t like to fight you about it. You’re intelligent enough to quit eventually. Would you like a glass of wine as well?”

He was gonna let her smoke and drink? Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. She nodded and dug in her jacket for her smokes. One of the end tables concealed a mini-fridge, from which he removed a bottle of Chardonnay and a glass. The hidden fridge was one of the coolest things she’d seen.

He filled the glasses and began. “First, you must know that I’m away all day. The kitchen is already stocked, but feel free to make a list of anything else you’d like.”

O...kay? He went through all the trouble and paperwork to get custody of her, yet he wasn’t even going to be around most of the time?

McNaught continued in the same businesslike tone. “You will be given an allowance of one hundred dollars a week. If that’s not enough, please inform me. Also, I’ll be taking you to buy clothing and other necessities tomorrow evening.”

“Wait,” Akasha interrupted. If she didn’t get this straight now, things were only going to get more awkward. “You didn’t take me to be some kind of sex toy, did you? ’Cuz if you did, we’re going to have problems no matter what you buy me.” She reached for the knife in her boot and watched him carefully.

McNaught’s lips curved in a smile so wide that dimples formed in his cheeks, eyes shining with admiration and respect. His laughter tickled the air.

“I find it hard to imagine you being a ‘toy’ to any man. You can keep your weapon sheathed, Akasha.” His eyes locked on hers and his expression turned solemn. “I swear, on my honor, that I will never take you unless you ask me to.”

The sound of her name on his lips made her shiver while his words sent waves of heat cascading over her body. The confusing reaction brought her anger back to the surface. Wait, did he mean he would if he had the chance? She searched his expression for any sign of a perverted leer at the thought of “taking” her. There were none.

“Why did you take guardianship over me?” she asked, quivering with frustration. “What the fuck do you want with me?”

He frowned at her language. “I merely wanted a companion who could tolerate my odd hours. And in return, I’d hoped to help someone in need.”

She didn’t buy that. Though for some reason, she believed he didn’t want her to be his ‘barely legal’ playmate. She sipped the wine slowly this time. It tasted like brake cleaner.

“Why me, though? I’ll be free in less than a year. It seems pointless.”

“Your record intrigued me. You excel in your schoolwork, but you’re also somewhat of a troublemaker. Other than that, you’re a mystery. You told the authorities you’re a runaway from California, but nobody ever claimed you.” His eyes narrowed. “Then there’s the odd fact that the state declared you to be two years younger than you are.”

A tremor rushed through her at his scrutinizing gaze. “How did you know about that?”

The corner of his mouth rose with a smile. “Would you believe me if I said I was psychic?” At her frown, he sobered. “It was in your file. I don’t see a reason for you to have lied to the authorities. However, I also don’t see why they bothered with taxpayer money to, in effect, trap you as they did. It must be some secret you are hiding.” He leaned forward, green eyes seeming to glow as they tried to capture her gaze.

“I won’t talk about it.” She finished the wine, pursing her lips.

“You don’t care for the wine?” he asked.

She was so grateful for his changing the subject that she blurted, “Actually, I prefer beer.”

McNaught lifted a brow. “Really? What brand?”

“Coors.”

He threw back his head and laughed, covering his mouth. “The ‘Silver Bullet!’ I should have guessed.”

What the hell is so funny about that?  Akasha shook her head. This guy was being way too generous. Max wasn’t half as kind when he took her in. Of course, his gruff demeanor turned out to be a front. Was Mr. McNaught’s kindness a front? Her head ached. “Where’s my room?”

He blinked at her sharp tone. “So you will stay then?”

Akasha sighed and nodded. What choice do I have? She fixed him with a stern stare. “But if you pull any shit, I’m out of here.”

He led her up a grand curving staircase right out of Gone with the Wind, then down a long hallway and into a room meant for a princess.

“What do you do, Mr. McNaught?” she asked.

“I ah...” He gave a strange half-smile. “I’m in finance. Very boring, I’m afraid.”

Akasha struggled to keep her eyes in her head at the mind-blowing luxury surrounding her. “It’s obviously lucrative.”

He blinked in surprise at her reply, obviously not expecting her to be literate. “I hope you’ll be pleased with the room.”

Akasha’s new bedroom was massive. A queen-sized, four-poster bed dominated one end. On the other side of the room was a vanity of deep dark wood and a matching dresser. A sliding glass door opened to a balcony. Her feet sank into the royal blue carpet as she made another wary step forward.

“I left the walls bare so you can decorate. There’s a robe and slippers in the closet.” He pointed to one of the three doors. “The bathroom is there.”

Akasha’s mind swam. Her own closet? Her own bathroom? A pair of slippers?    

McNaught inclined his head respectfully. “I’ll leave you alone now. Goodnight, Akasha.”

“Good night Mr. McNaught,” she replied, unnerved by his formality.

“Please, call me Silas.” Warmth tinged his voice before he closed the door behind him.

After he left, Akasha fled to the bathroom and locked the door as she changed into an oversized t-shirt and took her knife from its sheath in her boot. But once she was snuggled under the covers of the heavenly soft bed, sleep was impossible. 

This guy is way too nice. Silas McNaught was so polite it made her teeth hurt. But at least he was the first person to believe that she was nineteen. Should she have lied? Now he knew she was legal.

She watched the sliver of light under the door and clutched her knife, waiting for him to come into “her” room and do something terrible, something to disprove his kindness. She waited until her eyelids drooped, then she succumbed to the bed’s luxurious comfort.

​
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Her boots were tiny. The Lord Vampire of Coeur d’Alene stared at the worn things, marveling at how light they felt in his hand. He set them down and lifted her leather jacket from the floor, inhaling the myriad scents of it. Leather, motor oil, tobacco... and woman. He hung the garment up— careful not to rattle the many zippers— and approached the bed.

Silas stood over Akasha, fists clenched at his sides, resisting the urge to touch her. Had he made a mistake in bringing her here? Instead of embracing him with teary gratitude, she radiated fury at his rescue. Had my visions been wrong?

In his mortal days, people had called Silas McNaught “the mad laird” because he sometimes fell into trances and awoke able to foretell the future. After five centuries, McNaught paid little heed to his prophetic visions, except for one in which he held a beautiful lass with amethyst eyes and raven curls as she cried. Silas believed this woman was to be his bride. He finally found her last month. To his surprise, she’d been under his nose for three years.

Yet one look into those cold purple eyes, and he was almost certain that no tears had ever been shed from them.

Still, he hadn’t realized how irresistible she was. Akasha looked as innocent and vulnerable as an angel as she curled up in a ball, one fist resting against a round cheek. Her other hand clutched the knife she’d threatened to stab him with. An admiring smile tugged at his lips. An avenging angel, perhaps. Dusky curls reflected the moonlight and her bowed lips pouted. He leaned down to kiss them... then stopped. That would be wrong. He would have her willingly or not at all. Instead, he began the next step of securing her.

Silas locked in Akasha’s mind, willing her to stay asleep. Pain burst in his skull as her mind fought him. Doubling his effort, he increased his psychic grip. If he didn’t move fast, he would lose her.

Quickly, he bit down on his finger, drawing blood.

With his other hand, he coaxed her lips open to let the blood drip in her mouth and whispered. “I, Silas McNaught, Lord of Coeur d’Alene, Mark this mortal, Akasha Hope, as mine and mine alone. With this Mark, I give Akasha my undying protection. Let all others, immortal and mortal alike, who cross her path sense my Mark and know that to act against her is to act against myself, and thus set forth my wrath, as I will avenge what is mine.”

He repeated the ancient oath in his Gaelic tongue and reached out with his senses. The Mark flared between them, warmth rushing up his body. At last, she was his. Satisfied with the night’s work, he placed a kiss on her forehead and slipped out of the room.

Suddenly, thunder sounded, powerful and ominous enough to make his bones ache. With his skin electrified with tension, Silas strode down the stairs to glance out the window at the calm sky and the October harvest moon.

As he dreaded, the thunder came from within. He massaged his temples to ease the violent reverberations in his skull. Something was coming... something ancient and bloated with enough power to shake the earth.

He took his sword down from the wall as the front door opened of its own volition and a tall cloaked figure strolled in. The very air shivered from its presence.

“You will not need that.” A low voice came from the black velvet folds of the cloak.

Silas fell to his knees, eyes wide with recognition, though his grip remained firm upon the steel hilt of his weapon. “Greetings, my Lord Delgarias. You honor me with your presence.”

The Thirteenth Elder, rumored to be the oldest of their kind, nodded and gestured for Silas to rise. “I have come to discuss this mortal you Marked.”

Silas blinked. A Lord Vampire didn’t need permission to Mark a mortal. He only needed the Elders’ approval if he intended to Change her. Delgarias’s visit couldn’t bode well. If he intended to harm Akasha— He bit back a growl at the thought.

Quelling his trepidation, Silas returned his sword to its honored place above the marble hearth. “Very well, please have a seat.” He stepped aside to allow Delgarias to take his favorite burgundy recliner— and to further block the way to the stairs. “Would you care for some wine, or perhaps a shot of Glenlivet?”

The Elder moved the latest issue of The Wall Street Journal to the coffee table and nodded. “You always have the best scotch. But first, tell me, McNaught,” his voice low and silken as he leaned forward, blue eyes glowing like lightning. “If I had attacked, would you have fought me?”

“Yes.” Silas’s reply was instant. Perhaps he should have kept his weapon.

“You would have died.”

Silas nodded, wondering where this was going. “I must defend my lands and people, even if I die doing so. That is my first obligation as a Lord.” His eyes narrowed. “Or have you forgotten that in your frequent periods of absence?”

Degrees chuckled, but there was an edge of steel beneath. “Careful, McNaught, not to try my temper. I have not forgotten, but I believe others of your rank have. It is good you remember. Good that I was not a fool to have chosen you—” He shook his head as if to clear it. “About that drink?”

Silas headed to the bar as the other vampire’s power prickled his skin. He regarded Delgarias as he poured the drinks. He’d only been in the Elder’s presence once, back in 1926 when he became the Lord of Coeur d’Alene, at the Elder’s enigmatic suggestion...or command. No one knew how old Delgarias was or where he came from. The vampire was like a phantom, appearing out of nowhere to settle a dispute or issue the occasional command.

Delgarias pulled back the hood of his cloak, and Silas, as usual, tensed at the vampire’s odd appearance. His skin seemed poreless in its luminosity. The Elder’s long hair was made of translucent strands with black cores, like shafts of feathers. The waist-length mass hid his pointed ears tonight, but Silas had seen them before. And his fingers were an inch longer than normal. Sometimes he suspected Delgarias had never been human.

He handed the Elder his drink, watching those long fingers curl around the glass with morbid fascination. Silas took a sip of scotch, rolling the fiery liquid across his tongue before allowing it to trace a hot path down his throat.

Delgarias didn’t bother with such care. He quaffed half his drink in one swallow as if he were a mortal man. Unlike other vampires, food and drink didn’t seem to affect his digestion. He set down the empty glass and rested his hands in a steeple beneath his chin.

“The circumstances with this mortal are quite unique,” Delgarias interrupted Silas’s thoughts. “She was in the state’s custody.”

“But she’s not a minor. The state merely thinks she is,” McNaught replied, fixing him with a rigid stare. “I know our rules, and I handled the mortal laws through the proper channels.”

Delgarias leaned back in his chair and regarded Silas intently. “Did you ever stop to wonder what put this woman in such a strange situation? Why would the authorities make her younger than she truly is? It seems a waste of time and money to me.”

McNaught sighed in disinterest. “Perhaps she will tell me.”

The Elder’s lips twitched. “And perhaps she will not.”

Silas shrugged. He didn’t care too much about the woman’s mysterious background or lack of it. What mattered was that his centuries of searching for her had, at last, come to an end. “Why are you concerned with the matter?” He prodded.

“As I said before, the circumstances are unique.” Something in Delgarias’s tone implied that he wasn’t talking about Akasha being a former ward of the state. “If you want to keep this woman, you must obey two commands. First, you must not Change this woman until I, and no one else, give you permission.”

Silas nodded. “I can live with that... As long as you don’t make me wait for too many years.” It was strange that Delgarias was taking such a personal interest in such an insignificant affair. “What else?”

“I want you to guard her friends,” Delgarias said. “But under no circumstances are they to learn what you are.”

“Her friends?” Silas frowned, recalling the nights he watched Akasha sneak out the window of the group home to join a car full of black-garbed teenagers. He was alternately amused and annoyed with the so-called goth trend. It didn’t occur to him that he would have such persons under his roof.

“What am I to be guarding them against?”

Delgarias leaned forward. “There are those of our kind who will find them to be quite... interesting; one young lady in particular.” He fell silent for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Her mother recently passed away, so she may need extra supervision and, at the least, a little more patience.” There was something off in his tone.

“What of her?”

“She is the daughter of Mephistopheles,” The Thirteenth Elder said calmly.

Silas winced as the glass shattered in his grip. Oblivious to the blood and liquor dripping on the plush carpet, his voice dropped to a whisper. “The old legends are true, then?”

It was long whispered that vampires had been created by a dark god of another world and then banished to the earth realm for displeasing him. Could such a phenomenon be real?

Pain contorted Delgarias’s smooth features before they settled back into complacent lines. He nodded. “Mephistopheles himself made me what I am.”

“What is he? When were you... created?” Silas whispered, reeling in shock. “And what has this to do with the woman I Marked?” He knew it was unwise to question the Thirteenth Elder, but his mind spun with the news.

“I do not feel the time is right to address your first questions. As for the last, your pet mortal might have very little to do with Mephistopheles,” the vampire said noncommittally. “Or perhaps much. I only ask that you guard her and the others and keep them out of trouble.”

“So I am to be a nursemaid, then?” Silas asked, his Scottish brogue creeping into his voice in irritation as he plucked shards of broken glass from his hand.

To his vexation, the other vampire laughed. “You may call it what you wish. Just see that you do it.” His voice took on a steely edge. “Unless you wish to relinquish Akasha to me? After all, I can find some other vampire up to the tasks I require.”

“No!” Silas flashed across the room and seized his sword, every cell of his being roaring to protect Akasha.

Delgarias raised a brow at his impetuous move. “I should chastise you for that. But now, all I ask is that you do as I command.”

“I will, I swear it on my honor.” He lowered the blade.

The Elder bit his finger and placed the bleeding tip to Silas’s wounds, healing them instantly. “I must be going now. Thank you very much for the drink. I wish you luck with your mortal woman.”

“Wait!” Silas said. “How did the daughter of Mephistopheles get here? And what does it mean for our kind?” He stopped, eyes widening as he faced the Delgarias, realization sparking his senses. “You knew Mephistopheles’s child would be here. That’s why you encouraged me to take this city.”

The Elder had a way of knowing what was to come with frightening accuracy.

Delgarias’s face was impassive. “There will be time enough to discuss that later. Just watch over Akasha and her friends, and keep out of trouble. That is my command.”

With those parting words, he vanished from the spot.

Silas sighed. Why did the Elders have to be so infuriatingly vague? He bent down and began to clean up the broken glass. 

At least Akasha was safe. And how hard could supervising a few teenagers be? He frowned and put the shards in an ashtray. One of them was the daughter of the creator of vampires, and the circumstances of her presence were baffling enough to give him a headache. But he supposed he would have to deal with it. God willing, his experience as Laird of his clan and later as the Lord Vampire of a city made him up to the task.
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Chapter Three
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Phoenix, Arizona

Major Frances Milbury of the Covert Operations Assassinations Team— COAT for short— clenched the arms of his chair so tightly that the stumps of the severed fingers on his left hand were as white as the intact knuckles on his right.

He spoke slowly to keep from screaming at his former university rival. “You mean to tell me you’ve been sitting on this for three years, and it didn’t occur to you to notify me?”

FBI Agent Joe Holmes, head of the Abnormal Investigation Unit (AIU), reclined behind his desk, blue eyes twinkling at the man’s ire. “I didn’t have to. The body and evidence we found are so far outside COAT jurisdiction it’s laughable.”

Milbury sneered. “You don’t have the ‘jurisdiction,’ nor the security clearance to decide what is and isn’t a concern to our department.”

Holmes grinned with his usual obnoxious cheer. “Come now, I’m doing you a favor in revealing our findings. A little gratitude should be forthcoming.”

“The lateness of this ‘favor’ could have compromised my investigation!” Milbury slammed his good fist on the desk. “Who knows what crucial evidence was lost?”

Holmes sighed and ran a hand through his unruly white hair. “I say again, the victim was a civilian. He was, in fact, a serial killer the FBI had been trying to catch for years. More than that, he was beaten to death by a creature with supernatural strength. Which is why my department was called rather than yours. What connection to the military could be seen in this?”

Milbury rolled his eyes. “So you thought one of your ‘monsters’ killed him.”

The AIU investigated crimes committed by what they believed to be supernatural beings such as witches, vampires, and God knew what else. Milbury saw it as a waste of taxpayer dollars.

Holmes gave him another superior smile. “Yes, we did. But the DNA didn’t match a vampire’s. Too many red cells and too... engineered, for lack of a better word. Which brings me to a question: What has your department been cooking up that has you looking for a nineteen-year-old female with no military association? And why are you so interested in the remains we’ve stored?”

Milbury’s temper receded as triumph and anticipation seeped in. “Was the DNA found on the victim female?”

“It was,” the scientist admitted in a cautious tone.

Francis smiled tightly. “I could tell you the information’s classified, but I’ll humor you and ask, why did you call to inform me of this victim when I sent out memos describing the girl? The remains are of an older male, correct?”

Holmes chuckled and adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses. “You’re lucky I even read your note. Runaways aren’t our specialty. However, the COAT letterhead piqued my curiosity. All that aside, let’s say I found a possible connection.”

“I want everything you have released to me immediately,” Milbury demanded.

Holmes shook his head. “Not so fast. It’s still my property. I can, however, give you full access to my lab and all files and evidence pertaining to this case... if I feel like it.”

Milbury wanted to knock him in the teeth. “What do you want, Joe?”

“I want in on this.” All of Holmes’s usual cheer was abandoned, giving way to implacable determination.

“You want in how?” Francis knew but had to ask. He couldn’t afford misunderstandings.

“I want to perform the research and testing on this woman. I want to know how this mutation works.” Holmes’s gaze filled with scientific zeal.

Milbury’s eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I’d be authorized to let the Feds in on this?”

Joe smirked. “Because you came. Not a scientist or even a doctor. I’m willing to bet you don’t have either on your staff. In fact, I’m not so certain your superiors even know we’re having this conversation.”

Francis sighed to hide his prickle of unease. Damn the rat bastard, he was right. Milbury’s department was a cleanup crew for “loose ends.”  All Francis had were paper pushers and assassins— and since the budget cuts, very few of those.

Holmes had him by the balls, and he knew it. Somehow, the slimy Fed had done his homework and knew how low the COAT had sunk in this last decade. Still, Holmes didn’t know everything.

Like what happened to the scientists who’d engineered the serum that had been injected into the girl’s father and his fellow test subjects.

“The technology in my lab is superior to all others,” Holmes insisted. “And as for finding the girl, I have connections you don’t. Civilian connections.”

Milbury pretended to agonize before snarling, “All right! But we must involve as few people as possible. Now show me what you’ve got.”

Holmes donned his lab coat, resembling a mad scientist with his bug-eyed glasses and unruly white hair. “You sound like a drill sergeant when you’re pissed, you know that? Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you all, explain it to you in laymen’s terms, and even tell you what we should do next.” His shit-eating grin grated on Francis’s nerves.

They headed down a long corridor, jostling other employees who rushed by, tapping clipboards against their hips as ID badges bounced on front pockets.

When they reached a door adorned with warnings and authorized personnel signs, Holmes pushed a few buttons by the handle. A laser scanned his retinas before the door opened with a soft click.

The lab was pristine with its gleaming stainless-steel tables and gurneys. Several computers lined one wall, white cupboards and file cabinets stood against another. The far end contained drawers right out of a morgue. Holmes pulled a file and went to a computer, fingers flying across the keys, looking far too cheerful in such sterile surroundings.

“Where was the body found?” Milbury asked when the scientist began whistling.

Holmes didn’t look up from the screen. “In a ditch, off a road near I-90, just outside of Bozeman.”

“She was last seen in Colorado, almost twelve years ago,” Milbury said, shaking his head in wonder. “I thought she’d have gone further by now.”

Agent Holmes eyed him intently, waiting for him to continue. When Francis didn’t speak, he shrugged and got back to business. “I think I’ll show you the crime scene photos and files before we move on to the bone and tissue samples.”

Holmes laid glossy photographs on the desk. The body was depicted at every possible angle, with a closeup on each part of its anatomy. The colors were bright against the lab’s white and silver background.

At first, it was difficult for Francis to make sense of the images. It was as if his brain wouldn’t accept what his eyes were seeing.

Eventually, the colors and shapes came together. In place of the victim’s head was a shapeless blob of bone shards, brains, blood, and skin. It looked like his grandmother’s goulash. He made out what might have been a nose. Bile rose up in his throat. He forced his gaze down to closeups of other parts. The torso and upper arms looked strange, like deflated balloons. The corpse’s pants were down, revealing a flaccid penis coated with dried blood.

Francis gagged and wiped his brow, turning away from the grotesque photographs. The room seemed hot despite the low hum of the air conditioner.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Holmes seemed to enjoy his discomfort. “This girl must have had immense strength to cause such damage to a man that size.”

Milbury quivered in outrage. “Haven’t you any respect? This was a human being!”

The AIU agent shook his head, expression sobering. “Not this one. Despite his species being homo sapiens, this man was a monster. His DNA was linked to twenty-seven murders. His victims were brutally raped; some were children. And with all the hymeneal blood and tissue we dug out of his pubic hair, I’d say the bastard got what he deserved.”

“God, that’s disgusting!” Milbury could feel his face turning green.

“That’s forensics, and it’s how we catch bad guys.” Holmes retorted.

Hymeneal blood.... Francis tensed. “Wait. You mean he raped the girl? She would have been about sixteen.”

Some of the pity Milbury felt for the man drained away. He had a niece that age. Still, he wondered if anyone deserved to die like that. And the evidence in front of him proved how dangerous this girl could be when provoked. With a traumatic thing like rape happening to her, who knew how unstable her state of mind could be?

“How did he overpower her immense strength?” The thought leaped into his head.

“We found a gun nearby with the victim’s prints on it. He must have threatened her with it. She likely disarmed him while he was pulling up his pants.”

Milbury’s mind raced as he made plans on how to subdue the girl once he found her. “Tell me more.”
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Chapter Four
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BANG-BANG-BANG! The deafening noise made Akasha jump out of her chair, knocking the plate of remaining birthday cake to the floor.

Her eyes snapped to the window.

A shower of bullets assaulted her parents. Blood- bright red and angry, spewed everywhere, splattering the trailer and staining the snowy ground. A bullet struck her father’s shoulder, and he screamed. Another went through his stomach, making him fall to his knees. There was another bang. The side of his head exploded, and he collapsed.

“Akasha run!” A bullet pierced her mother’s throat, and with a feeble gurgle, she fell.

Ping-Ping-Ping! Bullets assailed the trailer. Akasha saw a group of men in black uniforms wielding guns. They came closer. While they examined the bodies, she ran. One of the men shouted. Footsteps pounded behind her. Her spine tensed and burned as her stomach roiled with terror, but still, she ran.

[image: image]

Akasha awoke upon a tear-soaked pillow, aching from the memory. Panicked, her eyes darted across the room. Where the hell am I? The lavish furnishings were so alien, she might as well have been in a spaceship. Chest tight, she struggled to remember. As the last vestige of the dream bled away, she remembered Mr. McNaught with his suspicious kindness— and unnerving good looks.

It seemed she’d survived the night in his dubious care... and most of the day as well from what the bedside clock read. It was a little past noon. Torn between gratitude and confusion that her new guardian didn’t wake her, she climbed out of the massive bed. Grabbing her backpack, she headed to the bathroom, double-checking the lock on the door.

Once dressed, she cautiously opened her bedroom door and headed downstairs, eyes darting in all directions. McNaught was nowhere around. He’d said he was away all day, but it was strange that applied to weekends as well.

Akasha shrugged. The less I have to deal with him, the better. As she grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl in the massive marble-adorned kitchen, a thought gave her pause.

I better search this place. See if he has any dead bodies in the basement or torture porn under his bed. Her stomach roiled. Whether from guilt or fear at the thought, she couldn’t tell. The rising tremor of curiosity about the handsome prince of this fairytale castle was harder to ignore. Finishing the banana, she headed back upstairs, deciding to work her way down.

As she walked down endless corridors, it occurred to her that there was something she had to do tomorrow, but with her world being turned upside-down last night, she couldn’t remember what it was. The nagging feeling continued as she opened door after door to empty rooms. A surge of fury roared through her at the blank white walls and uncarpeted floors. How the fuck am I supposed to learn anything from this? The vacant spaces seemed to mock the blank in her memory. 

Whatever it was she had to do, it was important.

Grinding her teeth in irritation, Akasha had to concentrate to avoid crushing the next doorknob.

“Finally, a room with something in it.” As soon as the words left her lips, Akasha’s eyes widened.

From the mega king-size bed, masculine furnishings, and swords on the walls, this had to be Silas McNaught’s bedroom. Heat filled her face as she stepped further. She’d never been in a man’s bedroom before. Well, except for Max, but he didn’t count.

The bed was as pristine and militantly tucked as one in a luxury furniture store. One could almost think he didn’t sleep in it. Still, Akasha ducked to peek underneath and swept her hands under the mattress. No dirty magazines there, not even a freaking dust bunny.

She checked the end table drawer and found nothing but paperback novels, issues of The Wall Street Journal, and various business magazines. No Hot Rod or Motor Trend for him. But at least he was a Stephen King fan. That was one of her favorite authors.

Further exploration only turned up a closet full of designer clothes likely worth more than her life and a luxurious bathroom with a Jacuzzi tub she could almost swim in. The only sense of a personality in this decadent suite was the books and the swords.

Elaborate decorative and obviously medieval antiques, the blades simultaneously complemented the décor but gave a warning. Lines from a Rolling Stones song played in her mind. 

Please allow me to introduce myself. I’m a man of wealth and taste.

“But don’t fuck with me,” she added on her way out of the room.

The main floor was at least fully furnished and with a little more personality. The entertainment center held a collection of war movies and historical documentaries as well as an impressive collection of eighties music. Akasha shook her head. She would’ve never taken McNaught as an Oingo Boingo fan.

The exploration was nearly cut short when she encountered the library. Floor-to-ceiling books filled the room, and a pair of overstuffed recliners surrounding a cheery fireplace beckoned her to curl up and escape from her confusing situation.

“No.” Akasha straightened her spine, resolving to keep looking. “I don’t trust him.”

She hit the jackpot when she found the office... or rather she would if she understood anything she saw. The calendar on the wall listed only initials and times. McNaught’s file cabinet was impressive with all the stocks and bonds it held, but she already knew he was rich... okay, she didn’t know that he was astronomically rich, but that didn’t explain his motives.

Her file was incredibly out of place amongst the account statements and certificates of accruing wealth. Akasha flipped through the pages. A lot of meaningless “ward of the state” documents, her mug shot, criminal record, health records— and her psych evaluation.

“Anxiety, chronic insomnia, night terrors, possible mood disorder...” she muttered, fighting off a pang of humiliation. “Yeah, I sound like a real angel.”

The file barely scratched the surface of her dirty secrets, yet it painted her character well enough. Akasha thrust it back in the cabinet with a shiver of self-disgust. How could McNaught want me under his roof after reading that?

She froze, terror uncurling in her belly. Could he have something to do with the cocksuckers who killed my parents? Forcing back a drowning tide of panic, she willed herself to remain practical.

If there was anything to be learned, it would be on the computer. Akasha glared at the cold, gleaming monitor. Computer class was the only damn subject she struggled with at school.

Akasha’s breath came out in an irritated sigh. “Where’s a fucking computer whiz when I need one?” If only her best friend Xochitl was here to at least show her how to log onto the damn thing. 

Eyes widening, she whispered, “Xochitl,” drawing out the syllables of her friend’s name slowly: “So-she.”

How you get that out of such an unusual combination of letters, I’ll never know. Closing her eyes, she remembered the night she’d made her first friend in the group home.

Akasha had just snuck back into her attic bedroom to find a small form huddled on the usually vacant bed next to hers. It had been none other than Xochitl Leonine, aspiring rock star and one of the few other students in the dual enrollment program.

“My mother died tonight,” Xochitl had explained numbly before sobbing in Akasha’s arms. A strange sense of rightness had marked the moment and never left. Bound by mutual pain, the two had been inseparable since then.

Now, Akasha dug her wallet out of her pocket and found the crumpled scrap of paper with Xochitl’s new number. Xoch’ wasn’t a techno-geek by any means, but surely she’d do better with McNaught’s computers than Akasha could.

Taking the cordless phone from the mahogany desk, she dialed her friend’s number.

“Hello?” A gruff voice answered. Bill, Xoch’s new foster father. He’d had “asshole” written all over his face the first and only time Akasha saw him.

She struggled to keep her voice polite. “Is Xochitl there?”

“Who’s this?” he demanded. A football game cranked to full volume in the background made it hard to hear.

“Akasha,” she bit back a curse, wishing she’d lied. “I just need some help with my homework.”

Silence stretched over the line, punctuated by some loud sports announcer. “You’re not the one at the group home, are you?”

His tone implied he’d hang up if that was the case. At least she was able to answer honestly. She wasn’t there anymore. “Nope.”

She could feel Bill’s hostility as he bellowed, “Xochitl! Some gal named Akasha wants to talk to you.”

At last, Xochitl’s voice came on the line. “What’s up?”

In case someone else was listening over the line, Akasha measured her words carefully. “I need help with the computer. Can you come over?”

There was no computer for the inmates of the group home. Sure enough, Xochitl picked up on that. “Um, sure. Where are you?”

“You know that big hill off of 15th street by the freeway? I’m at the castle on top.”

Xochitl sucked in a breath. “Oh my God—”

Bill’s voice cut her off with another bellow. “Don’t say the Lord’s name in vain!”

Tremors overtook Akasha as a memory roared through her. 

“You will learn the Word of God if I have to beat it into you, demon spawn!” Over and over, the heavy bible rained blows upon her head and back until she lost consciousness.

“’Kash?” Xochitl’s voice was tinny through the phone’s earpiece. “You still there?”

She swallowed back a load of bile. “Yeah, so you’ll come?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there in a few.”

After flicking random buttons on the electronic panel in the mudroom until the front gate opened, Akasha smoked and paced outside.

Ten minutes later, a light blue Datsun puttered up the hill, blaring hardcore thrash metal. Xochitl’s grin was a balm on Akasha’s nerves. Tentatively, she smiled back, watching her friend maneuver the gearshift and steering wheel while holding a can of Red Bull in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

Xochitl pulled up in front of the garage and leaped out of her car in a flurry of black and purple hair. She waved off a cloud of blue exhaust smoke with a grimace. “Damn, Little Beast does not like hills.”

“The piston rings are probably shot.” Akasha eyed the car. “Probably your valve stem seals too.”

“Enough about the car unless you can fix her,” Xochitl wagged a scolding finger, displaying purple nails adorned with little black bats. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Akasha bit her lip, remembering her situation. “Apparently, I live here now. I was assigned a legal guardian.”

“No fucking way!” Her friend gaped. “Is your guardian here? What’s she like? Besides having killer taste in real estate?”

“So far, I have no idea what he’s like. I only met him last night, and he’s away at work all day.” Akasha lit another cigarette and explained the situation.

Xochitl’s eyes widened with dawning understanding. “So you want to search for dead bodies and kiddie porn and stuff?”

Akasha nodded, relieved that she wasn’t being paranoid. “I don’t trust him. He acts way too nice.”

“Well, I say we check out the basement first.” Xochitl scampered back to her car and popped the hatchback.

Before Akasha could ask what she was doing, Xochitl emerged with a deadly-looking rifle, complete with bayonet. Black and white spots obscured her vision as ice filled her lungs. Her friend’s black trench coat was superimposed with the black uniform of her parents’ killers.

“Xochitl, what the fuck? Why do you have a gun?” She sputtered, cringing against her will. “Put that thing away!”

“Dude, it’s deer season.” Ignoring her plea, Xochitl loaded the rifle with long, lethal bullets and slid on the shoulder strap, adjusting the gun on her back. “What’s wrong, ’Kash? You look like I busted out an A-bomb. Chill. I passed hunter’s safety four years ago, and if there’s anything dangerous here, we’re gonna need it.”

Swallowing a lump in her throat, Akasha nodded. “Okay, but as soon as we’re done with the basement, you gotta put it back.”

“All right. But damn, I never would have thought you’d be so freaked out. We’re in Idaho, for fuck’s sake, and you’re acting like some kind of—” Xochitl’s rant ceased as they entered the house. “Holy wealth, Batman!”

Akasha chuckled at her friend’s reaction, trying to ignore the rifle. “Okay, let’s check out the basement first, then I can give you the full tour.”

As they slowly made their way down the stairs, her body broke out in shivers at the way Xochitl pointed the gun forward like a trained sniper.

If she actually fires the thing, I swear I’ll lose my shit.

Thankfully, the basement was fairly empty. Besides a bathroom and a few storage closets, it was mostly a cavernous space with a lonely pool table in the corner.

“Sweet!” Xochitl pointed the rifle at the floor and unloaded it with an expert hand before returning it to her back. “You totally gotta get a dartboard down here.”

Akasha’s nerves remained tense until the gun was back in the car. For the next half hour, she showed Xochitl the rest of the house, smiling as her friend exclaimed over everything.

When they reached the office, Xochitl fired up the computer.

After at least ten minutes of clicking the mouse, she leaned back in the cushy office chair and swiveled around. “No porn, no freaky things in the search history, not even any funny YouTube videos. Just boring stock market stuff.” Xochitl picked up a business card from the silver tray on the desk. “McNaught Finances, LLC... yup, he sounds boring as hell, despite having a bitchin’ sword collection. No offense, but I bet he became your guardian just to land a tax break or something. That’s what my foster parents did.”

“Hmm,” Akasha murmured. Should she be disappointed or relieved?

Xochitl cocked her head to the side, looking like a curious cat. “Still don’t trust him?”

She shrugged. “Nope.” A tax break? Yeah, right.

“Why not?”

Akasha lit a cigarette, avoiding her gaze.

Xochitl lifted a brow, her silver piercing gleaming in the lamplight. “Is he hot?”

Heat rose up through her body, setting her cheeks on fire as the words he’d said danced through her mind. I won’t take you unless you ask me to.

Xochitl’s honey brown eyes widened. “Oh my God, he is!”

Akasha looked away and changed the subject. “How are you getting on with your foster parents... and everything else?”

Her friend immediately slumped like a kicked puppy. “They’re horrible, ’Kash. All ‘your soul better belong to Jesus, ‘cause your ass belongs to me’ kinda thing.”

Guilt suffused Akasha down to the marrow of her bones. Guilt, and a fierce protective worry for her friend. “You be careful, Xoch’. Zealots can be dangerous. If they hurt you, I won’t be averse to running away with you.”

“I can’t leave the band. Besides, I have less than a year before I’m eighteen.” Xochitl shook her head. “So how do you know about zealots?”

Akasha sucked in a breath. It had been years since she’d told anyone about the horrific Mrs. Steele. “I lived under the dubious care of one once. She used to beat me and the others and half-starved us in the name of ‘fasting.’ The others were like dead-eyed drones. I took off before that could happen to me.”

Xochitl gasped and placed a warm hand on hers. “Where’d you live after that?”

“A lot of places. Most not so great.” Waving off her friend’s curious look, she glanced at the clock. “Anyway, you better go before he gets back.”

“Okay.” As they plodded back downstairs, every vestige of Xochitl’s hunched form screamed reluctance to return to her foster home. “You coming to the funeral tomorrow?”

“Fuck! I completely forgot.” Another wave of wretched remorse choked her. “I’m sorry, Xoch’ but yeah, I’ll be there, I promise.”

“It’s okay. In the face of all this,” she swept a gesture at the opulence around them, “one could forget anything.”

Akasha stiffened as Xochitl hugged her goodbye, still unused to affection. As the sound of the Datsun’s worn-out engine and the stereo’s wailing guitars faded, she made her way to the liquor cabinet.

“No beer,” she grumbled, eyeing the bottles of expensive wine and scotch. “I so don’t belong here.”

Another twinge of guilt niggled in her heart. So far, it seemed Xochitl had far more cause to complain. Her friend didn’t belong with a pair of bible-thumping assholes either.
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Chapter Five
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Silas breathed a sigh of relief as he detected Akasha’s Mark still in the house. Despite her hostility and suspicion, she’d remained under his roof. Every cell of his being longed to see her at once, but the bloodthirst reigned supreme. He left his secret lair under the basement to hunt. A lad vandalizing the freeway overpass made a speedy meal.

As he walked up the driveway, an acrid smell broke through the perfume of autumn leaves. A small puddle of motor oil stained the concrete in front of the garage. Someone had been here. A low growl rumbled in his throat at the thought of an interloper.

His predatory instincts rose when he entered the house and detected a strange, alien scent. Whatever had been here was not human. It reeked with power. The odor of gun oil further added to his worry.

Again, Silas reached out for Akasha’s Mark. She was in the library, displaying no sign of distress. Fangs bared, he left her there to search the house for more signs of the intruder. The scent of it permeated every room, but it lay thickest in his office. The creature had spent some time on his computer. Though nothing was there of concern, he resented the invasion. What had it been looking for?

More interesting was Akasha’s heavy scent all over his file cabinet. Silas’s lips curved in a wry smile. Her mistrust had driven her to snoop, and the mysterious visitor appeared to have aided Akasha in the endeavor. Thankfully, one sense of the Mark upon Akasha implied that they failed to find his lair. Calmness radiated from her presence.

On his way downstairs, Silas pondered the evidence the visitor had left behind. Oil stains from an old car, fingerprints on his keyboard, and— he picked up a cigarette butt and a Red Bull can off the coffee table.

If not for the scent of inhuman power, he’d assume it had been one of her friends. Silas stopped in his tracks, remembering Delgarias’s words. It was one of her friends.

“The daughter of Mephistopheles,” he whispered in awe, quickening his pace to the library.

Akasha looked so content and cozy, curled up by the fireplace that at first, he was loath to disturb her. A light, whimsical smile played across her lips as she turned the pages of her book.

“Good evening,” he said gently.

Still, she flinched. Her delicate features molded back to the usual cautious mask. Silas suppressed a sigh. She was like a feral cat. It would take endless patience and care to tame her.

Slowly, she closed her book and met his gaze. “Um, hi.”

“You had a visitor today,” he said carefully.

Those amethyst eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

He held up the cigarette butt. “You don’t smoke this brand. Also, my car doesn’t leak oil the last time I checked.”

“Yeah, I had a friend over. Even poor little orphans like me have social lives. You got a problem with that?” Despite her attempt to sound glib, he could see her hands trembling.

“Not in the slightest, I assure you. I would not want you to be lonely when I am away.”

Akasha eyed him quizzically as if such consideration was alien to her. At first, she seemed at a loss for words, then her lips curved in a sardonic smile. “We were checking to see if you were hiding dead bodies in the basement.”

Ah, so that explains the smell of the gun. Silas couldn’t help but grin. It seemed she was a practical lass. Raising his hand to cover his fangs, he laughed in delight that she at least had a sense of humor as well as the courage to tease him. “I certainly hope you didn’t find any. My cleaning service would be quite upset.”

For the longest time, she gaped at him. Obviously, she’d expected him to be vexed at her remark. 

He laughed again. “Well, now that you know I’m not a serial killer, shall we go shopping?”

As she followed him into the garage, he once more observed the blatant admiration in her eyes as she looked at his car. Would that she’d look at me like that. A self-deprecating smile curved his lips. Jealous of a car? Perhaps I am mad after all.

Akasha remained silent the entire drive despite his attempts to lure her into a conversation. At the mall, he could see Akasha’s skin prickling from the stares she received. Silas could well imagine what people were thinking as they ogled the bedraggled girl with the well-dressed man. Yes, a new wardrobe would be just the thing.

She picked out a few pairs of jeans and with crimson cheeks, bras and underwear. Nothing pretty and feminine seemed to appeal to her. T-shirts depicting classic rock bands seemed to please her mightily, so Silas also bought her a music player and a gift card to load it up.

When he purchased a phone and handed it to her, she stared at it as if it was an artifact from another world. A pang of sympathy struck him. Most people her age were tethered to those things like a lifeline. She appeared to never have touched one.

Sparing her from admitting her ignorance, he asked if she were ready to depart.

Her voice shook as she looked up at him. “I need to get something formal. I’m supposed to  go to a funeral tomorrow.”

Silas raised a brow. What was this? “Who died?”

“My friend’s mom.” Akasha held her breath as if awaiting his protest.

The daughter of Mephistopheles, it has to be. Delgarias said her mother died recently. “Your friend... was this the one who visited?”

Akasha nodded solemnly. “Her name’s Xochitl. We’re both in the dual enrollment program at the college.”

“Xochitl,” Silas repeated. “A strange name... She had no other family? Poor girl.” He was surprised to feel genuine pity for the creature. “Well, I daresay she’ll need a lot of comforting. Will your other friends be there?” The ones I am commanded to guard?

Her eyes narrowed once more. “Yeah.”

Silas opened his mouth but shut it before his questions made her suspicious. “Very well then. You better wear your new coat tomorrow to the funeral. It’s going to rain. Now, shall we go to dinner?”

Akasha let out an audible sigh of relief.

At dinner, she devoured her meal with unladylike haste. Rather than disgust, Silas once more felt sympathy. She had known starvation. He longed to offer her his plate as well. After all, he couldn’t eat much of it, but he sensed the offer would offend her.

On the way home, he bought her a six-pack of beer, joy infusing him at her pleasure with the offering.  Once settled in the living room, Akasha almost warmed up to him as she opened her fourth can. Alas, he ruined it.

“Where did you live before the group home, Akasha?” And who hurt you so badly? He added silently.

“I told you, I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped, rising to her feet. “If you ask me again, I swear I’ll leave.”

He blinked slowly and frowned. This threat would not do. “And go where? You’re considered a minor under the state for the next four months. And I would have to report you missing or risk people thinking I did something nefarious.” Fighting back dread at the prospect of losing her, he continued with bland logic. “Even if I did let you leave, wouldn’t you end up in the same situation you were in when I found you? Or perhaps worse?”

Her eyes sparked in unmistakable fury. “So I’m fucking trapped, then.” Her fists clenched, doubtless with the urge to punch him.

Silas nodded and remained firm. “I’m afraid you are, for now. But surely you can consider me the lesser of evils?”

She crushed her beer can with the flat of her hand. “That doesn’t mean you have the right to interrogate me.”

Before he could respond, Akasha fled to her room, tripping on the stairs. Silas sighed at the hostile retreat. She was nothing like he’d imagined her to be. It was bad enough that she seemed to loathe him, no matter how he tried to be kind to her, but the mystery surrounding her drove him mad.

Her file implied she held some tragic secrets, and Silas had been prepared to coax them from her. But in the face of such unnatural hostility, he suspected Akasha’s story went much deeper than his worst imaginings.
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Pisa, Italy

Selena, Lord Vampire of Pisa, lifted languid eyelids and rolled her head on her shoulders in a display of prophetic zeal. Her worshipers sighed in rapt devotion. She leaped to her feet, arms outspread, to address her audience.

“I have had a vision!” she shrieked, red tresses billowing. “The King has died in the world with twin moons as foretold. Rejoice! For soon, the sun shall vanish, and our promised land will be made ready for us!”

With zealous cheers, her subordinate vampires crowded forward, kneeling to kiss her feet. Selena basked in the adulation like a reptile upon a sunny rock.

She motioned for silence with a languid sweep of her hand. “Now, let us pray.” Raising her arms to the vaulted stone ceiling of her lair, she continued. “Oh, Mephistopheles, revered creator of us all. Please feel our devotion and forgive us for the transgressions of our ancestors so we may be welcomed back into your almighty presence.”

The Order of Eternal Night repeated the words solemnly, bowing their heads. Selena let them remain on their knees a while longer before allowing them to rise.

“Bring in the sacrificial vessels. We will now feast.” Her command rang throughout the chamber.

The doors opened, and ten terrified humans were led into the chamber. Selena licked her lips, reveling in the taste of their fear. She strutted around them with the discerning eye of a connoisseur. Her gaze fixed on a sultry Italian girl; jealousy burned through her skull at the human’s youthful beauty.  It would be a pleasure to destroy that one.

Selena took the quivering adolescent in her arms, then gestured for her followers to commence feeding before sinking her fangs in the girl’s throat. She swallowed the blood in greedy gulps, visualizing the youth and beauty of her victim rushing into her. When the blood ceased to flow, Selena thrust her hand into the body’s rib cage and tore out its glistening heart. As she sucked the organ dry, she recalled the vampire who had taught her the trick.

Oh, my beautiful Silas, she thought with a pang. Why did you leave me?

Selena had encountered the handsome Scot back in 1520. Her spies informed her that the vampire, Razvan Nicolae, had Changed another psychic in an attempt to find his brother. Selena made a habit of examining these fledglings when Razvan was finished with them in hopes of finding a link to an ancient text she’d acquired. It depicted a prophecy of another world.

Silas’s powers had proved to be even more formidable than she’d anticipated. She’d wasted no time seducing him and convincing him to join her in Italy. Unfortunately, the honeymoon ended shortly.

Selena’s followers mocked the Scot’s thick accent, and she could tell Silas disapproved of them. He was disgusted with her human sacrifices as well. She couldn’t comprehend why. Didn’t he see that this was their divine right? She read to him the scrolls she’d stolen from the oldest vampire in the land. They spoke of a world with two moons in which the sun would die. This would be a world in which vampires would thrive! Silas didn’t see it that way.

“Selena,” he’d said patiently. “Dinna ye ken that a world would die with no sun? Tha crops would perish an’ the people would starve. An’ dinna ye see here where it says someone will bring back tha sun and lead our kind in a war?”

“Exactly! We must find this so-called savior and stop them! Else we will be their puppet in a horrific war rather than living in peace in a nocturnal paradise.”

To her dismay, Silas held firm in his conviction. Even worse, he did not experience any visions of their promised kingdom. Not even when she’d drugged him. Selena had watched eagerly as Silas collapsed on the chaise, thrashing and moaning. She fetched scribes with orders to document his ravings.

The scribes had written furiously as Silas convulsed and roared. “Och! Ma bonny lass of raven curls...what is this? A carriage without horses? ...Such music! ...The angels are raging...”

Disappointment had threatened to crush her where she stood. He’d said nothing about the other world or the prophecy, only garbled nonsense.

The next night he was gone.

After hours of raging and destroying everything in her room, Selena was convinced that Silas saw something of the prophecy and was going to seek it without her. She summoned her spies and set them to find Silas and report his doings to her.

For centuries, her suspicions bore no fruit. It appeared that McNaught truly was on a foolish quest for redemption. He traveled all over Europe and made fortunes just to give them away to pitiful humans. He stopped killing long before it was outlawed by the Elders, only taking enough blood to survive. Silas even used his feedings as a way to help humans. These days, he fed off drunks and gave them money for taxis so they wouldn’t endanger themselves and others by driving their automobiles. It was sickening. Still, Selena did not relax her surveillance...

“Your Holiness!” Michael, her favorite apostle, jolted her back into the present. “Your envoy has returned from America with momentous news.”

“Send him in,” she commanded.

Crushing the heart in her hand like a dried tomato, she dropped it on the stone floor.

The youngling rushed in and bowed so low his head touched the floor. “My lady, McNaught was visited by none other than Delgarias himself!”

Selena gasped. “I knew it! I knew he was involved with the prophecy all along! What else have you learned?”

“McNaught has done the strangest thing. He has Marked a mortal woman and taken her to live in his house.”

Selena was ready to dismiss the news as another pathetic attempt by Silas to be a Good Samaritan. Then a memory gave her pause. “What does the girl look like?”

“Oh, her beauty cannot compare with yours,” the youngling breathed.

“That is not what I asked.” She waved an impatient hand. “What does she look like?”

“She is quite small, with curly black hair and purple eyes. She dresses like a boy, so it was hard to discern her figure.” The messenger looked at his feet. “She looks to be between seventeen and twenty.”

Selena frowned. Silas had raved about a girl with dark curls... perhaps she had something to do with the prophecy. But how was she going to find out? Tugging a lock of her hair, she willed herself to concentrate. Suddenly, a wicked smile curved her lips. The youngling cringed.

The answer was surprisingly simple. Get him in trouble with the Elders. McNaught was a relatively new Lord, only having held the status for a century. If he lost his status, then a Lord as old as she could petition for his land and property and gain it with ease. It was time to renew good relations with Marcus, the Lord of Rome. Aside from the Thirteenth, Marcus was among the most powerful of the Elders.

“Return to the States and watch Silas closely.” She commanded the spy. “As soon as he does something that could implicate him, let me know.”

The youngling bowed again and scurried away. Selena licked the blood from her hands and cackled. Finally, she would have her revenge.
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Chapter Six
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Akasha woke late. The funeral was due to start in less than two hours, and she had no idea how she was going to get there. Xochitl likely assumed Silas would take her. She could kick herself for not asking for a ride yesterday.

“Fuck!”

She changed into her new outfit and struggled with the makeup as her mind raced. She could call a cab. Silas had given her money. That decided, she fumbled with the eyeliner —and poked herself in the eye.

“Fuck,” she repeated, reaching for a wad of toilet paper to dab at her watering eyes.

A half-hour later, Akasha looked dubiously at the mirror. At least after this first attempt, she didn’t look like a B-movie reject. It took another half hour to find a phone book and another ten minutes to figure out how her phone worked.

By the time she got hold of the cab company, she was told it would be a forty-five-minute wait because everyone was getting out of church. All the others she called said the same.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she roared at the empty house.

She had to go to this funeral. She had to do it for Xochitl.

A glint of metal caught the corner of her eye.

A set of car keys hung from a hook on the wall next to the door to the garage. Furtively, she opened the door and sucked in a breath at the sight of Silas’s glorious Barracuda crouching in the garage like a beautiful slumbering predator.

Akasha blinked in disbelief. Why did he leave his car behind? Did he carpool with a coworker, or was he such a bigshot that he took a limo or something?

Unbidden, her fingers crept towards the keys.

Do I dare?

Desire and trepidation warred within her until she slumped against the wall and covered her eyes with a hand, blocking the distracting luxury surrounding her.

Well, it would serve McNaught right if she borrowed his car. She didn’t ask him to take her out of the group home and throw her into an environment in which she had no idea what to do. Besides, he wasn’t supposed to be back until evening. She could have the car back, and he’d never know. The man didn’t strike her as the type to obsessively check his odometer. But if Silas did find out, maybe he’d be so pissed that he’d relinquish his guardianship.

Akasha grasped the keys to the ’Cuda, her hands trembling with excitement. It seemed to whisper to her, beckoning her closer until she was powerless to resist its siren’s call. A faint, tantalizing scent wafted out when she opened the door. Her cheeks heated. It was Silas’s cologne. The leather creaked deliciously as she slid into the driver’s seat. After she adjusted the seat so she could reach the pedals, she noticed the garage door opener clipped to the sun visor. It must be providence.

As the garage door opened, she pushed in the clutch pedal and turned the key. A soft moan of ecstasy escaped her lips at the sound of the roaring engine. It had been too long since she’d had the pleasure of being behind the wheel of such a beauty. The only thing better would be getting under its hood with a wrench in her hand.

The ’Cuda handled like the dream it was. It was agony to keep to the speed limit and not send the baby full-throttle across town. Instead, she slowly crawled down back roads, eyes flicking to the rear-view mirror for cops. Damn, she really needed to approach Silas about getting her license.

Too soon, she arrived at the gates of Forest Cemetery, where Kerainne Leonine would be laid to rest. The burial had been delayed for nearly a month due to Xochitl’s situation being dealt with. Akasha cursed the authorities for being so cruel.

As soon as she parked behind the long line of other cars, Akasha could see the wide stares of the funeral party. Her flesh prickled as she got out of the ’Cuda, feeling like an imposter in her chic black suit and shining pumps.

Shifting her attention to the coffin blanketed in flowers, a pang of sadness pierced her chest. Her parents had not received this honor. It was almost hard not to be jealous of Xochitl. At least she had a place to lay flowers in her mother’s memory. Akasha would never know what the uniformed men did with the bodies of her parents. Guilt curled in her belly for such uncharitable thoughts, and she turned to see how her friend was holding up.

Xochitl looked numb with grief. Tendrils of black and purple hair blew in her face, and a raindrop dangled precariously from her silver eyebrow ring, but she did not brush either away. Xochitl’s best friend, Sylvis, clung to her hand and gave Akasha a sad smile of greeting.

Aurora and Beau, Xochitl’s other friends, stepped aside to make room for Akasha. Aurora placed a warm brown hand on Akasha’s shoulder. Again, she felt that strange, yet blissful, feeling of rightness.

“I’m glad you could make it,” Aurora whispered and shifted her umbrella to cover them both. “My parents want to take us out to an early supper afterward. Can you come too?”

Akasha nodded and managed a small smile when Beau kissed her on the cheek. Unlike with other males, his touch didn’t alarm her, and not only because he was gay. His friendliness made her feel safe. 

Xochitl and her group were practically joined at the hip. They had even formed a metal band with the bitchin’ name, Rage of Angels. For the last three years, Akasha had watched them in the halls at school, envious longing filling her at the sight of their closeness. Watching Xochitl and Sylvis on the college campus bonding over their guitars had been even worse.

But once she befriended Xochitl, Akasha was welcomed into their inner circle. Never having friends before, she was terrified of doing something to destroy the band’s regard.

When the service ended, Akasha stepped aside to allow the other mourners to console Xochitl. Bill and Susan, Xochitl’s new foster parents, didn’t appear to recognize Akasha from the group home. Bill kept darting hostile looks at the only Black couple in attendance, which could only be Aurora’s parents. Susan’s orange drawn-on eyebrows knit together as she sneered at everything with pious disapproval. Akasha shuddered as she saw the zealot’s pyre burning in the woman’s eyes. Only Mrs. Steele had been more frightening.

Beau sidled next to her; his hazel eyes bright under burgundy bangs. “So, where’d you get the new threads... and that hot ride?”

“I was assigned a legal guardian.” Akasha looked down at her boots and shrugged. “Well, sort of.”

A stern yet warm voice cut in. “I hope they’re a damn sight better than the pair Xochitl ended up with.” Aurora’s mom smiled at Akasha and continued in a warm Southern accent. “I’m Loretta Lee, Aurora’s mama. You must be Akasha. Xochitl said she met you in that hell hole of a group home.”

Akasha nodded in assent to both of Loretta’s remarks. Silas may be the most confusing and frustrating man she’d ever met, but she was definitely better off with him rather than people like Bill and Susan. Loretta was returning Bill’s sneer with a glare of her own when her husband, Daniel Lee introduced himself.

“We’re taking Xochitl and the others out to Denny’s. I hope you’ll join us.” Mr. Lee smiled in approval at Akasha’s firm handshake.

Bill and Susan attempted to protest Xochitl’s accompanying the Lees, but Loretta’s firm insistence would tolerate no refusal. And when Sylvis’s parents stepped in, the game was lost.

During dinner, everyone discussed Xochitl’s mom. From the stories and descriptions, the late Kerainne Leonine must have been an angel. Akasha couldn’t help but think it odd that a sweet preschool teacher had reared a hellraiser like Xochitl alone. When Akasha had asked about her father, a guarded look crossed Xoch’s face. “Mom said he was a very bad man,” she’d said quickly before dropping the subject.

Akasha picked at her food as she struggled to recall her own mother’s face. Afterward, the parents left them to drink coffee and talk amongst themselves with the admonition to be home by eight since it was a school night.

When they left, Beau set down his cup and fixed his gaze on Akasha. “Okay, I’ve had enough of this grief for now. Let’s talk about you. So spill. Xoch’ told us about your millionaire guardian.”

Akasha nodded. “He’s more like a glorified roommate. And he’s hardly ever around.” Looking down at her coffee and trying not to squirm in the booth, she told them about Silas and his confusing generosity.

“Still,” Aurora said as she drummed her silverware, “that’s fucked up, since you’re nineteen. You should be on your own... and buying us cigarettes.”

“Yeah, well...” Akasha trailed off, warmed that Xochitl apparently told her friends the truth about her age, and they actually believed her.

Beau leaned forward, his tousled hair gleaming under the table lamp. “Is he hot? When do we get to meet him and see this fancy castle?”

“I don’t know.” Akasha’s breath caught as another result of her new situation struck her.

In the group home, she had to sneak out to see her friends, but no more. Silas had made that clear. Now she could see them whenever she wanted. In fact, she now had a bitchin’ place where they could all hang out. She smiled as she pictured the polished and sophisticated Silas McNaught’s reaction to Rage of Angels. Doubtless, he would turn his nose up in disapproval.

Sylvis glanced up from the dessert menu, the blue lettering matching the shade of her spiky hair. “Did he buy you that car too?”

Akasha laughed. “I wish. I’m just borrowing it from him.” A pang of shame at the lie surprised her as she prattled on. “I wish I could get under the hood. It’s in dire need of a tune-up and a new clutch.”

Aurora’s brown eyes widened. “No shit, you can fix cars?”

Akasha nodded and smiled at her impressed tone.

“She totally can! That’s what she’s gonna major in at the college next year.” Xochitl exclaimed. “Maybe sometime you can finally look at Little Beast. You heard her. She literally goes, ‘put-put-put.’ That can’t be good, right?”

“No, probably not. I’d be happy to look at her any time,” Akasha replied, eager to help.

For the next hour, the band listened raptly as Akasha related diagnostic theories on Xochitl’s Datsun. Their admiring gazes were a revelation, and she didn’t want the day to end.

As if the thought invoked a bad omen, she realized that dusk had fallen. Silas would likely be on his way home any minute.

“Oh shit, I gotta go!” Ignoring her friends’ raised brows, she fled from the diner, heart hammering.

All of her bravado fled like autumn leaves. She did not want Silas to catch her borrowing his car.
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Chapter Seven
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Silas stared at his empty garage in disbelief. After only two days, Akasha was gone. To add insult to injury, she took his car. He frowned. Nothing in her file indicated she knew how to drive. Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he called her number with little hope that she’d answer. Its ring blared from the kitchen. He picked it up and scrolled through the recent calls before dialing the numbers in the memory. All three were cab companies. He was slightly mollified that her theft had been a last resort. But why hadn’t she taken a taxi? He’d given her plenty of money.

Hoping she hadn’t gotten far, Silas opened his mind to the Mark between them. It flared to life, strong and close. She was near. Although he wanted to go after her right away, the bloodthirst roared within him. He couldn’t face her until after he fed.

His phone bleeped the announcement of an incoming text message. Silas read it and cursed. He’d forgotten all about tonight’s appointment with one of his subordinates. Being that it was the beginning of a new financial quarter, he couldn’t afford to cancel it, especially at a half-hour’s notice. The hunger made its presence known again, surging at him with a vengeance. Fortunately, the trotting footsteps of a nearby jogger pricked his sensitive ears. He went outside, salivating as he could hear the jogger’s laboring breath. A person had to be insane to use this steep hill for exercise and in the dark, at that.

In a flash of preternatural speed, Silas was on his victim. The man’s sweat was bitter on his tongue, and the high amount of protein and vitamins in his blood, though no doubt nutritious, had a faint medicinal taste unlike the sweetness of the drunks he usually fed from.

“Are you all right?” he asked the man once he’d healed the wound and cleared the jogger’s memory.

“Yeah, I just got a little dizzy,” the man panted.

“This hill is awfully steep for jogging,” Silas admonished. His mind reached out to touch Akasha’s Mark. 

She hadn’t moved. Had the car broken down? He tried to remember how much gas was left in the tank.

By the time McNaught returned to his house, his subordinate was on the porch waiting for him.

“Good evening, Jonas,” Silas struggled to be polite, though he was gnashing his teeth in impatience. Where is Akasha? Why did she leave me?

Jonas shrank at his tone, clutching his briefcase as if he wanted to use it as a shield. “I’m sorry I’m late, my lord.”

Silas shook his head. “It’s not you. I am vexed with another matter. Please, come inside.” He forced a smile. “I think you’ll be pleased with your third-quarter earnings, and I have some suggestions for future investments.”

As Jonas sat at the dining room table and opened his briefcase, Silas headed up to his office to fetch his laptop. No doubt Akasha would be infuriated when he came to collect her. And just how he would go about bringing her back, he did not know.

Ten minutes into his meeting, the unmistakable sound of his car came to his ears. Moments later, he heard the garage door opening. Relief flooded him along with a twinge of annoyance at her for taking his car.

“My lord?” Jonas inquired, darting a curious glance towards the door.

Silas waved a dismissive hand and turned his attention back to the figures, resuming his report. He hid a smile as he heard Akasha curse as she shut the car door. No doubt she’d hoped her temporary theft had gone undetected.
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“Fuck,” Akasha muttered again as she got out of the car. It was long past dark, and Silas was bound to be waiting for her. Still, maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he’d gone on a long business trip and hadn’t yet returned.

Her meager hope died the second she got in the house. Silas’s glittering emerald eyes met hers with a look that said he knew everything. But she couldn’t tell if he was pissed or not. A movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. Silas had company. A man in a business suit froze with one hand on his briefcase, staring at her. She glared at him until he flushed and dropped his gaze. A measure of gratitude for his presence brought a smile to her lips. It would put off the confrontation. She turned to head up to her room, but Silas stopped her with a gesture.

“Akasha, would you please remain here for a few minutes? I would like to speak with you when I am finished with this meeting.” His tone was bland, professional, and infuriatingly impossible to decipher.

She shrugged helplessly and hung the keys back on their hook. “Okay.” If she refused, she’d look like a bitch in front of the other guy. Now his presence was irritating.

Both men watched her as she passed them and went to the kitchen to get a beer. As she twisted the cap off the bottle on her way to the living room, Silas resumed his conversation with his guest.

He pointed at his laptop screen. “If you look at these figures, you will see that these management companies have averaged a fifteen percent return on their accounts, with the highest earnings at thirty percent.”

“Well, why don’t you put my money with one of them?” the man asked.

“It is better to diversify your investments if you can.” Silas leaned forward, grabbing a piece of paper and sliding it between them. “Now, if you move about thirty thousand from here and put it with this company, the risk would be relatively low, and the chance of profit would be at reasonable levels.”

Akasha was fascinated despite herself. If I could invest something at fifteen-percent, I’d make a fortune! She lit a cigarette and struggled to hide her rapt attention. Silas’s client kept darting curious looks at her until she felt like standing up and screaming, “What the fuck are you looking at?”

Silas had ignored her presence up until then. “All right, Jonas, I think we have everything covered until next quarter.”

“Yes, M—”

Silas gave him a sharp look and slightly inclined his head towards Akasha.

“Yes, Mr. McNaught,” Jonas flinched and gave her another nervous glance.

Akasha frowned. What the hell was that? It sounded like Jonas was about to call Silas “master” or “my lord” or some other subservient term.

With narrowed eyes, she watched Jonas scoop up his papers and stuff them quickly into the briefcase, cringing at Silas as if he expected a reprimand. The guy actually bowed when he left.

Now she was alone with Silas. The air suddenly charged with tension. Akasha tried to hide her shiver of trepidation with a swig of beer.

Her new guardian closed his laptop and met her gaze, his eyes still unreadable. “What were you doing with my car?” he asked softly.

Akasha knew she should apologize, but she had a perverse desire to see this calm, unshakeable businessman get angry. She wanted to see that cool façade shaken up.

“I told you, I had to go to a funeral,” she snapped. Unbidden, her voice softened. “I was running too late to hire a cab because I couldn’t figure out that damn phone you bought for me.”

Silas stood up and stalked over to her. “Ye should have told me that ye were needing a ride to the funeral.” A husky brogue crept into his voice. “I would ha’ arranged transportation for ye.” His green eyes seemed to glow, but then an odd shadow passed over his gaze, sending heat through her belly. “I had thought ye ran away.”

“You’re from Scotland!” she exclaimed, finally placing the accent.

“Doon change tha’ subject, lass.” He sounded like Scrooge McDuck on a ‘roid rage. “An’ last time I checked, ye needed a license to be driving a car. Why, if ye’d been stopped by the police, no doot I would ha’ been nearly beggared paying for your bail and the impound fees.”

The sudden pang of guilt that struck Akasha was infuriating. “That’s what you get for taking me here and fucking up my plans. And by the way,” she retorted, “you should take better care of your car. The ’Cuda needs a new clutch, and it’s badly in need of a tune-up. It’s practically sacrilege for you to neglect such a beauty.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed, ignoring her words. “What do ye mean I upset your plans? Had ye planned tae run away from the group home?”

Sucking in a breath at his intent gaze, she murmured, “No.”

His face was a study of confusion. “Well then what did I ruin for ye? Ye cannot tell me ye were happy in that place.” His voice grew hard and cold. “I willna’ tolerate lies.”

Akasha hid a shiver and rolled her eyes at his stupidity. “No, it sucked there, but as a ward of the state, I qualified for financial assistance with the dual enrollment program and would have gotten grants for college next year. Now they’ll go off of your income, and I won’t get shit. Hell, I’ll probably get kicked out of the program and have to finish my diploma at the high school with the rest of the jerks there.”

To her fury, Silas laughed. “Oh, is that all? Your dual enrollment is already paid for. And, I will pay for your college if that’s where you’re wanting to go.” His accent faded. “Now what do you plan to study?”

“Automotive and Business Management. I want to own my own shop,” Akasha blurted without thinking. Her fists clenched in annoyance that he got her off the subject. “But that’s not the point. At least at the group home, I knew what to expect.” Her voice rose against her will. “Now I’m living under the roof of a complete stranger in a place where I don’t belong, and—”

“You don’t think you’re worthy of nice things?” Silas asked softly.

Akasha nearly growled, continuing her rant. “If you think you can buy my approval, or make me like you, or whatever, you got another thing coming. I—”

Silas held up a hand. “I think, as things stand, I am indulging you at my own pleasure. Now, what is it you were saying about my car? It needs a...” His hand dropped, and he shrugged helplessly.

“Clutch,” Akasha finished. “And when’s the last time you changed the oil?” Her eyes narrowed in accusation as she continued. “Or the plugs, the wires, the filters, and all that stuff?”

“I had it looked over when I bought it two years ago.”

She nearly choked in outrage. “Two years? I would never let it go that long! Why did you buy such a valuable car if you won’t take care of it?”

He shrugged. “I thought it looked nice.”

“Nice?” Akasha’s mind swam with baffled outrage at his nonchalance. “Do you know how many people would give their right arm for a car like that? Damn, you think you can just buy anything you want without even understanding it, don’t you?”

Silas’s drowning green gaze met hers as he studied her long and intently. “I think you may be right.”

Somehow, she got the feeling he wasn’t only referring to the car. An odd shiver ran through her body. “I am?”

He ran a hand through his silken black hair, suddenly looking tired and pensive. “Yes, so how about we see to the car now?”

Akasha’s heart ached with the desire to get under the hood of the Barracuda and get it into its best running condition. Timidly, she offered, “I could take care of it for you if you’d like.”

Silas gave her another long considering look that made her squirm. “I thought that was a man’s profession.”

Akasha glared at him. “You turn a wrench with your hand, not your dick.” Before he could recover from her words, she asked, “So are you going to let me fix it, or not? Because if I’m going to do this, I need tools.”

He laughed, walked to the door, and grabbed his keys. “Very well. I suppose we may as well go fetch what is needed now. I trust you know where such wares are sold?”

Two hours later, they were back in Silas’s garage, with over two thousand dollars’ worth of tools and car parts. Akasha had no idea what the hell happened. Who had won the argument? But then the ’Cuda’s hood was open and she had a wrench in her hand at last, so she was too happy to give a shit.
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Chapter Eight
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Silas watched in awe as Akasha operated on his car like a master surgeon. Where had she learned such a skill? Certainly not at the group home. He longed to ask her but held back, not wanting to see her eyes darken again with pain and hostility. For once, she seemed at ease with him, alternating between lecturing him on his neglect of vehicle maintenance and commanding him where to point the flashlight. She’d even smiled when the tools had been placed in her hands. The curve of her lips and the dimples in her cheeks took his breath away. It seemed he found the key to her happiness.

“I don’t like the look of this fuel filter,” Akasha said, so close to him, he could feel her breath on his ear. “Could you step back a little and shine the light a bit more to the left?”

Silas pointed the beam where she directed. Now her curved backside was turned enticingly toward him, awakening his loins with a tortured vengeance. Her feminine scent, mingled with the smell of oil and tobacco, tormented his senses. Silas ran his tongue along his fangs and took a deep, shuddering breath. After centuries of experiencing her embrace in his visions, it was now maddening not to touch her.

Akasha held one end of the filter to her nose and sniffed. Her nose wrinkled at the rancid odor. “It might just be old gas that made this orange residue. I was afraid your tank was rusted.” She tapped her wrench against her hip, oblivious to the mess accumulating on her new slacks. “Still, I’m going to double-check after you go through two full tanks. Could you grab the new filter?”

Silas straightened up to see to her request. Akasha’s hand came down on his back so hard and fast that it knocked his breath out, and he almost dropped the flashlight.

“Be careful! You almost clocked your head on the hood.” Her eyes were wide and dark purple with obvious concern.

“Thank you,” he gasped, slack-jawed in astonishment. The strength she had imparted in holding him down was immense, impossible.

Akasha snatched her hand back as if it had been burned. “Um... the filter is in that small box with the blue logo.” The longing on her face, begging for him to ignore what had just happened was as apparent as the crimson blush on her cheeks from their brief physical contact.

Silas decided to honor her unspoken request and fetched the fuel filter. It seemed Akasha had yet another secret for him to unlock, but he would leave her be for the time being. For now, it was enough to watch that becoming blush and revel in her nearness as she worked. Unbidden, his gaze traveled over her exquisite form bent over the car, and his cock stirred once more. Ah, but this is sweet torment. He thanked the fates above that his jacket covered the bulge in his trousers.

As he handed her the filter, holding back a sigh as his hand brushed her skin, Akasha’s eyes met his tentatively. “I didn’t...hurt you, did I?” she asked carefully.

“No,” Silas said. “You startled me. That’s all. Now, where shall I point the light?”

Her sigh of relief was nearly inaudible. “Over here.”

They worked together in silence until Akasha had installed every new part they were able to acquire. The clutch would have to wait until it was shipped from another store back east. By the time they finished, Silas was in a state of painful arousal. When Akasha wrapped her lips around the opening of a beer bottle, he nearly groaned in agony.

“I am going to go for a walk.” His voice shook with need. Perhaps if he fed again, it would abate a fraction of his lust. “Thank you so much for the work you’ve done on my car. I shall have to get you one of your own when you get your license.”

He left before she could reply. The chilly October air did little to cool his ardor. With shock, he realized that it hadn’t been that much warmer in the garage with Akasha. The heat between them had been too great for either to notice.

Silas let out a growl of frustration. He longed to cover Akasha’s lips in devouring kisses and hold that delectable rear of hers as he plunged his shaft deep inside her sweetness. But for now, it was not to be.

He had no idea what made her eyes narrow in suspicion every time he offered her a kindness. Her past must be terrible enough to have damaged her spirit. And he knew that if he made the slightest advance towards her, she would be gone, and he would be lucky to escape without a knife wound... or crushed by her unnatural strength. He’d have to be very careful around her.

When he arrived at the nearest tavern, Silas wasted no time in selecting his victim. But the bar fly’s blood and the cloying odor of her perfume did nothing to banish the memory of Akasha’s sweet scent. Nor did his brisk walk home. Thankfully, the house was dark when he returned, and a quick check on his Mark told him Akasha was upstairs getting ready for bed.

Silas stalked up to his office and grabbed his sword from the wall. The ancient Claymore gleamed at him in the moonlight from the windows. Perhaps some exercise would do him good.
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Akasha tossed and turned in bed as her mind raced. She couldn’t stop thinking about the enigma that was Silas McNaught. Why did he bring her here? He’d kept to his word and not made any unwelcome advances towards her, and he was truly gone from dawn to dusk. She borrowed his car without permission and was rewarded rather than punished. More confusing was that he spoke to her like an equal, yet he’d treated his client like a subordinate.

She sighed and tried to push the thoughts away. What do I care as long as I get to work on that beautiful car!

A reluctant smile tugged at her lips. For a businessman, Silas knew how to aim a flashlight well. Maybe he could assist her in adjusting the clutch linkage when the time came. At least then, he wouldn’t be in danger of hitting his head.

Her smile vanished, and her heart jumped a moment as she remembered stopping him earlier. Had he realized her abnormal strength? At first, from his gaping expression, it seemed like it. But then he hadn’t said anything, and they’d gone back to work as if everything were normal. Her pulse eased. He must not have noticed.

As her trepidation faded, Akasha couldn’t stop remembering the feel of hard muscle under the fabric of Silas’s jacket and the faint scent of his cologne when he stood next to her. When his silken hair had brushed her cheek, she’d shivered, but not in fear. Strangely, she hadn’t noticed that it was cold in the garage until he left for his walk... She forced the thought away.

It seemed Silas went on a lot of walks. Maybe he had OCD or something.

Akasha shifted around on the bed a while longer before she gave up and kicked the blankets aside. Maybe a cigarette would help her relax. She pulled on her robe, grabbed her smokes, and went out on her balcony.

Before she struck her lighter, a movement from below made her freeze. Silas was in the backyard, shirtless and wielding a sword. Her breath caught. She felt as if she was struck in the chest by a ball-peen hammer. His body was not the typical soft form carried by most businessmen. No, this was hard steel masculinity displayed in the bright moonlight.

Though it was so cold that the ground was crunchy with frost and Silas’s breath came out in puffy clouds, a fine sheen of sweat glistened on his smooth muscular chest. He thrust the massive weapon with such controlled strength she could tell he was an expert. What the hell was a finance guy doing with a sword? The thought ceased as she watched the sweat trail down one hardened nipple to run down his flat stomach. She gasped as warmth flooded between her legs.

Was this what Xochitl called “lady wood?” Akasha’s cheeks heated. Because of her traumatic past, she’d never been sexually aroused before. But now, at the sight of this Scottish wet dream, her core seemed to throb and pulse with its own inner life.

Silas looked up, and their eyes met for one eternal moment. The breath fled from Akasha’s body as electric heat flared between them. The world tilted as she stumbled backward. At the last second, she caught herself on the balcony’s support beam and fled back to her room with her face flaming.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Nine
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Phoenix, Arizona

Agent Holmes listened with rapt fascination as Francis Milbury related the story behind the missing mutant woman.

In 1991, a cell mutating serum was invented. When injected into chimpanzees, it gave them quicker reflexes, greater endurance, resistance to disease and extreme temperatures... and incredible strength. The U.S. military was elated. They could create the perfect soldier. Eager to see the effects of the serum in action, a squad of troops bound for the Gulf War was injected.  At first, the results were optimistic. The squad had the highest kill count, succeeded in the most difficult ambushes, and arrived fast to rendezvous points.

Unfortunately, another side effect evinced itself. The injected soldiers also developed heightened intelligence and became too independent. They refused to follow orders, preferring to do things their own way. Many refused to kill civilians when necessary. It was decided that the project would be terminated. The soldiers were sent on suicide missions, and those that survived met with “accidents.” But, to the military’s chagrin, one soldier went AWOL and could not be found.

Private Jamison Lindsey remained missing long after the war, despite fervent attempts to locate him. It was discovered he’d been in Ireland and married a local girl by the name of O’Reilly, but they’d left the country several years prior. Finally, Lindsey was found in the Colorado National Forest, using his wife’s last name. They had a daughter, which was a shock because the injected men were supposed to be sterile. This child needed to be studied.

Orders went out to terminate the couple and secure the child. The first part of the mission was a success. The second: a failure. Somehow, an eight-year-old girl had escaped four of the government’s top assassins.

Holmes let out a low whistle. “And you say they never found any leads?”

“Inquiries were made at every orphanage and convent in the surrounding areas. No children by the name O’Reilly or Lindsey were found. The man in charge at the time quit looking then. He’d assumed she died in the woods, either killed by an animal or dead from exposure. Though a body was never recovered, only a scrap of bloody fabric from her coat.” Milbury leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his silver buzz cut. “But when I took over the case and read through the file, I had a hunch that she was still alive and at large.”

Holmes nodded. Hunches were his bread and butter. “Did they try looking for her by her first name?”

Milbury shook his head. “We don’t know it. If there’d been a birth certificate, we would have caught Lindsey right away, avoiding this whole mess. The only way we knew his daughter’s age was because we found eight candles next to the remainder of the birthday cake.”

“What about the forest rangers,” Joe asked. “Did any of them see anything?”

From the Major’s startled look, it was obvious no one in the department had considered the option. Typical military arrogance, Holmes thought with a wry grin.

“Damn it!” Francis pounded his fist on the arm of the chair. “I’ll bet they didn’t think to ask since the perimeter was secured. But if the girl had gotten far enough and a ranger had picked her up...” he trailed off and pulled out his phone. “I need to make some calls.”

[image: image]

Dread filled Akasha as Coeur d’Alene High School came into view. When she got into the dual enrollment program, she thought she’d escaped its blue and white halls for good. But Xochitl and Sylvis insisted they pick up Beau and Aurora every day for lunch.

So once more, she found herself walking through the clique-filled cafeteria, feeling more like a fraud than before in her new clothes.

The cheerleaders tossed their blonde hair and tittered as Akasha willed herself not to knock their teeth in. Then Xochitl approached them, resplendent in black lipstick and a spiked collar.

She fixed the head cheerleader with a potent stare and began to chant in an eerie melodic language.

The girl turned a ghastly shade of grayish-white and fled with her followers.

“Thanks, Xoch’.” Akasha smiled gratefully. “Did you just try and cast a spell on that cheerleader?” She didn’t believe in magic but wanted to see if her friend was gullible enough to.

Xochitl laughed and tossed back her waist-length black and purple hair. Her silver eyebrow ring seemed to glint mischievously “No. I told her in Mandarin that her tits look lopsided, and maybe she should ask her daddy to buy her better implants next time. It’s what she believes that matters. That’s how voodoo works n’ stuff.”

Akasha gasped. “No shit, you speak Mandarin?” Every new facet Xochitl displayed was astounding.

Beau plopped down next to Akasha and began to play with her hair. “And Spanish, German, and Latin. Her mom could speak even more languages.”

Xochitl’s eyes darkened with pain at the mention of her mother before she changed the subject. “So, what were the bimbos worked up about this time?”

Akasha gently extracted her curls from Beau’s grasp. “My new jeans, if you can believe it. I don’t get it.”

“I can’t believe those assholes are fucking with you ’cuz you got a new guardian.” Aurora shook her head, making the silver beads in her braids clink like tiny wind chimes.

“I can.” Sylvis rolled her eyes. “People aren’t supposed to get out of their assigned roles. First, I know they hate that we get to go to college early, and they don’t. Also, it probably makes the rich kids sick that a poor orphan is suddenly on ‘their level.’”

Beau nodded, hazel eyes twinkling. “That, and they’re jealous.”

“Jealous?” Akasha spluttered. “Where the fuck do you get that idea?”

He laughed. “Oh, honey, you’re so precious. Do you ever look in the mirror? Those bitches could overlook it when you were poor, but now...” he grinned. “We so need to take you shopping and get some sexy outfits to throw in their faces.”

Akasha’s cheeks heated. Did Silas think she was beautiful? She thrust the thought away. “I just got a shit-load of new clothes.”

Beau waved a dismissive hand. “I said sexy clothes, not stuff like you wear all the time. But those jeans are fabulous.”

Xochitl nodded. “They are, and you’re short enough that I could totally steal ’em. Anyway, come smoke with us, ’Kash.”

Akasha pasted on a wan smile and followed the goths.

Shouts of, “Freaks” “Satan worshippers” and “Fag!” accompanied the five on their way outside. Akasha saw Beau’s shoulders tense at the last insult. Why the hell do kids have to be so cruel?

They piled into Xochitl’s battered blue 1980 Datsun 210. Xoch’ hadn’t been kidding. The engine really did putter. It probably only ran on three cylinders. Akasha frowned and dug out her pack of Camels. I gotta run a compression test on this poor baby ASAP.

Everyone but Sylvis lit up the second the car pulled out of the school parking lot. Sylvis had a newspaper with the classified section open on her lap and was skimming the ads, highlighter in one hand and a bag of Skittles in the other.

“How about this one?” she mumbled through a mouthful of candy. “Commercial building on Northwest Boulevard: $600 a month. That’s a nice deal!”

Xochitl sighed. “You forget. I’m between jobs now. Burger Hut fired me because they didn’t want to give me time off for Mom’s funeral. ‘Right to Work state’ my ass.”

“Those assholes!” Akasha roared, carefully flicking her cigarette ashes into an empty Red Bull can. “Why do you want to rent a building?”

Aurora turned to her and flicked her cigarette in the can. “We need to find a new place to practice our music. Our lease ran out on our old place, but the building was condemned anyway... and haunted.”

“Yeah, but that part was fun!” Xochitl grinned at her in the rearview mirror. “You shoulda been there ’Kash! It was this creepy old church, and there was a freezing cold place in the bell tower that kept our drinks cold even in the summer and...”

As Xochitl chattered away, Akasha took a deep drag of her cigarette as an idea occurred to her. The band needed a place to practice, and Silas had a huge garage...and he wasn’t even around most of the time. If they could use it, they’d be so happy.

“Hey guys,” she said, eager to repay the kindness her friends had shown her. “Don’t sign any leases until tomorrow. I may have an idea.”
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When Akasha approached Silas in his office to ask if her friends could use his garage to practice their music, it was all he could do not to grin in triumph. The opportunity to begin fulfilling Delgarias’s request had literally fallen into his lap. He’d been agonizing on how to broach the subject of Akasha’s friends without the lass getting suspicious and defensive.

He leaned back in his chair and fixed his expression into one of mild interest as she stumbled awkwardly over her request, obviously unused to wheedling a man. With those delicious lips and sparkling eyes, God help him if she ever learned feminine wiles.

“It’s not like they’d be in the way since you’re not around much,” Akasha finished, shifting back and forth on her toes, barely meeting his gaze.

Silas couldn’t hide his pleased smile any longer. “How noble you are to ask for something for others rather than yourself.”

A bright blush tinged her cheeks like dawn’s light on freshly fallen snow. “Well, I just thought...” she trailed off.

“But the garage will likely be too cold soon, even with the space heater,” he began. Akasha’s face fell in disappointment. Her succulent lower lip thrust out, and he longed to take it in his mouth like a ripe cherry. Silas took a deep breath and forced his focus back on the subject. “I think it would be better if they used the basement.”

Akasha blinked as she digested his words. “Really? Thank you. What made you decide to get such a huge place anyway?”

Silas chuckled and looked around at the elaborate setting he had provided just for this woman who’d haunted his visions for centuries. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Well, okay.” She shrugged. “I’ll invite them over tomorrow, after the Halloween kegger.” Her gaze leveled on him. “They’re kinda weird but really nice.”

“And who will be driving you home from this kegger?” Silas asked with a dangerous note to his voice that promised ill if her answer was unsatisfactory.

“Xochitl’s driving Aurora’s van. She doesn’t like beer, so she’ll be sober,” she said undaunted. “Chill, we’re not stupid.”

Silas frowned. That may be, but it wouldn’t stop him from checking on her all the same.
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Chapter Ten
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“Lord McNaught, do I have your permission to start a business in your territory?” the vampire repeated.

Silas had to fight to keep his attention on the petitioner, anxious to get his first glimpse of Akasha’s friends before they arrived here for the evening. He regretted setting this appointment, but his responsibilities as Lord of the City couldn’t be ignored without dire consequences. Every vampire wanting to reside in his territory must be thoroughly checked out, and Silas had to make his rules clear at the offset. Punishments must be doled out immediately to those who disobeyed. For if he lost control, there were plenty of other powerful vampires who wouldn’t hesitate to swoop down and snatch this city for themselves.

“I do think a doctor would be useful here. Greenbriar, was it?” Silas finally replied.

The doctor nodded. “Yes, my lord. Please, call me Jonathon.”

“And your former Lord is fine with your leaving?”

“Not only do I have her writ of permission,” the vampire reached into his breast pocket, “but she also included a letter of recommendation.”

Silas read both impatiently. “Very well, Jonathon.” He handed him a packet of papers. “Here’s your contract of residence with the laws of my territory, my listings of properties for rent, and my loan information if you need funds to get a start. I’ll see you tomorrow when you’ve read and signed everything. I apologize, but I must conclude this interview. I have another pressing matter to see to.”

The minute Jonathon was out the door, Silas went outside and opened his mind to the Mark between him and Akasha. As he got into the car, he felt her a few miles southeast.

He was on a dirt road past the lake and near the Fernan Saddle when he saw the light from the bonfire and heard the music. Silas pulled over and walked the rest of the way, not wanting to be seen. As he drew closer to the party, he sensed the presence of something not human... and not a vampire either. It could be none other than the daughter of Mephistopheles. McNaught peered through the trees and saw a mass of young people indulging in drunken debauchery that he hadn’t enjoyed for five centuries. Two boys held the legs of another as he drank from a keg upside down. Silas chuckled, remembering doing just that from a barrel of ale.

His heart gave a pang of longing as he spotted Akasha, standing near a crudely erected stage, drinking beer and watching a group of musicians performing. Drums sounded, and a demonic scream rent the air.

Goosebumps rose up on the vampire’s skin as a power prickled the air. The creature on the stage with the black and purple hair was the inhuman presence: Xochitl, the daughter of the creator of vampires. She stood before the microphone, playing guitar with expert fingers and singing with the most beautiful voice he’d ever heard, punctuating the song with screams of rage. Power thrummed through her, the likes of which he’d never felt.

As Silas’s gaze traveled over her and the other musicians, a premonition hit him.

This is supposed to be, an inner voice announced. They and their music will shape your destiny and those of many worlds. That insistent voice unnerved him far worse than his visions, for it came so rarely.

The vampire’s breath caught at the sounds of the music. He’d never before cared for heavy metal music, but the way these four combined rhythms and melodies could have made Mozart weep. They had great talent at such tender ages. How much is learned, and how much is the destiny that binds them? Silas could almost see the lines of power linking the group. Xochitl looked ethereally beautiful up on stage; her jet black and purple hair flowed in the wind, her eyes molten amber in the firelight. The other three were an impressive sight with all the passion they displayed.

Silas watched the performance, periodically looking at Akasha, who appeared to be just as amazed. The other revelers danced with abandon, oblivious that powerful magic was at work here. The song ended, and he had to fight to keep from applauding with the rest of the audience.

A boy stumbled near his hiding spot to urinate, so he had to back away.

When he found another vantage point, the band had exited the stage, put away their instruments, and joined Akasha.

“You guys were fucking incredible!” Her amethyst eyes sparkled.

The bass player had his arm around Akasha as other girls began to swarm him. Silas bared his fangs. How dare that messy-haired brat touch her! It was all he could do not to leap forward and pull her into his arms.

“Hey! You lookin’ at me fag?” A Goliath of a boy in a letterman jacket approached the bass player.

The bassist rolled his eyes. “No, I don’t do jocks, jackass.”

“What’d you call me?” The jock grabbed the boy, towering over him and emanating menace.

Akasha grabbed the assailant, lifted him in the air, and threw him. He crashed into a group of other boys in matching jackets.

How in God’s name did she do that? The lad outweighs her by at least a hundred pounds! Silas froze, remembering her unnatural strength the night they tuned up his car. So I didn’t imagine it then.

“You fuck with Beau, you fuck with me,” Akasha growled, turning Silas’s attention back to the fight.

A crowd gathered, cheering at the entertainment. Xochitl and the other two girls leaped into the fray. Beau didn’t need Akasha’s help. Though he was small and wiry, the lad held his own just fine, fists flying into the faces of his attackers and jumping back up when he took a blow. To the vampire’s further astonishment, Xochitl and the blue-haired guitar player both appeared to be skilled in hand-to-hand combat. After a few lightning-quick hits and roundhouse kicks, their enemies avoided them. Their opponents tried to help their comrade fight Beau, but Xochitl and her friend wouldn’t let them near him.

Akasha and the drummer were at the far end of the circle of spectators. The drummer straddled her opponent, bashing his head on the ground until he begged for mercy. Akasha was being careful with her enemy, only shoving him away and dodging his blows. She didn’t deliver a single punch, obviously careful not to display her inhuman strength again.

Finally, the attackers gave up and left the party with a parting shot from the leader.

“You’ll pay for this, freaks. I’ll get you all!”

“I just don’t understand why that asshole thinks I want his body,” Beau said with a dramatic sigh. “He’s totally not my type. I like my boys with a little more brains.”

“He’s probably hung like a squirrel,” Xochitl replied with a dismissive shrug.

Silas nearly choked, holding back his laughter as he headed back to his car. Xochitl may be a powerful creature, but that made her no less a rambunctious youth.
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Three weeks later

They were loud. Silas looked at the clock and buried his face in his hands in a futile effort to dim the sound of Aurora’s drums. The sun would not set for another hour, but Akasha’s friends had yet again awakened him early with their raucous music.

His efforts to charm the four had worked too well. For the past few weeks, it seemed Rage of Angels, as they called themselves, had practically moved in. The basement— inconveniently above his hidden sleeping quarters— was now a veritable haven for the group when they weren’t working as his new cleaning service.

Silas smiled. It had been so easy to get them under his thumb. One would think Delgarias had planned it that way.

Despite their unruly music and morbid taste in clothing, Akasha’s eccentric friends were better-mannered than the average adolescents. Also, they were far more dedicated to their goals than most mortals. Silas closed his eyes and thought of the four musicians.

To his relief, the bass player, Beau, had no interest in Akasha. From the way the boy looked at Silas when they were first introduced, it was apparent Beau’s interests lay in his own gender.

The guitarist, Sylvis, seemed to be a shy thing at first. But Silas quickly learned she was something of a comedienne. The girl had been Xochitl’s best friend since early childhood. And it seemed they had a language of their own, often punctuated with bouts of hysterical laughter. Both were finishing their high school diplomas at the college with Akasha. Aurora and Beau preferred to remain at the high school. Those two also shared a bond that went further than their love of the marijuana Silas always smelled on them.

Despite the stereotype surrounding pot smokers, Aurora, the drummer, was definitely not lacking in drive and intelligence. As the unspoken leader of the band, when she tapped on her drums like a judge with a gavel as she declared it was time to practice or that some melody should be cut, her word was law.

Silas yawned. Then there was Xochitl, the walking, singing conundrum. Although she was supposed to be the offspring of an evil being, she did not seem to be malevolent in the slightest. Her mother had been a preschool teacher, of all things.

Xochitl’s bubbly cheer and impulsiveness hid a frightening intellect, which made its appearance at the most surprising times. Just last night, she had sat across from him at the dining room table decked out in leather and fishnet as she sipped wine like a duchess and discussed the battle of Flodden Field with him— in German. According to Akasha, Xochitl could speak six languages. Silas had only mastered four. The next time he saw her, she was scampering about the house, wearing a ragged baby blanket about her shoulders like an ill-fitting cape.

Together, the four filled his castle with chaos, amusement, and music. After centuries of solitude, having a full house was unnerving yet invigorating. It seemed the musicians never slept. When they weren’t practicing their music, they were talking, laughing, and often watching movies.

Silas shuddered. They had horrible taste in movies. Thanks to them, he could likely recite every line from Monty Python and the Holy Grail, as well as everything done by Mel Brooks. They loved horror movies equally well. Practically every vampire movie, from the silliest to the most grotesque had been paraded before his eyes. Silas lived in increasing fear of what would happen if the group found out he was a vampire. Would they attempt to stake him or kiss him? He took more care than ever when entering and leaving his lair, ensuring they never discovered the secret entrance.

On weekends, they laid out sleeping bags and camped on the floor while Akasha gleefully joined them. Silas sighed. Since Halloween, he’d barely had a moment alone with her.

On a happier note, Akasha smiled far more frequently since Xochitl and her group started practicing at his house. And her laugh... Oh God, her laugh. Silas shivered the first time the deep, throaty sound poured from her lips. Smooth and strong as single malt Scotch, it was a sound made for closed bedroom doors, for nights of pleasure under silk sheets.

The incessant drums finally stopped, and Silas allowed sleep to carry him off in an erotic dream.

​
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Chapter Eleven
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Akasha crept out of the shed. Under the cover of darkness, she made her way to the garbage cans, careful not to let the slight finger of light from the windows touch her. Her breath made clouds, and her teeth chattered, but she ignored the bitter cold, focusing on her goal.

With utmost care, she lifted the lid of the first can without a sound. Her eyes widened at the bounty. A half sandwich and a can with a few mouthfuls of beans! Gently, she set down the lid. Her hand stuck to the icy handle. She bit her lip to hold in a cry of pain when she freed it.

The unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked pierced the frigid air.

“Hold it right there,” a gravelly voice commanded. “Turn around.”

Akasha obeyed, clinging to the sandwich and beans like a lifeline. The man was tall and built like an ex-football player. Her eyes rested on meaty hands that held the rifle on her. They could just as easily snap her neck like a toothpick.

“So, you’ve been eating out of my garbage, eh?” His tone was unreadable. “And I’ll bet you’ve been living in my shed too?” Her throat was too dry to speak, but he was merciless. He pointed the gun at her again. “Answer me!”

She cringed like a kicked dog, praying he wouldn’t shoot. “Y-yes. I’m sorry.”

“How old are you, kid?”

“Tw-twelve.”

“Shit.” He stared at her for a long time before lowering the gun. “Get your ass in here.”

On quaking legs, she followed the man into the house. He led her into a dirty kitchen and had her sit at the table. “Don’t move ‘till I get back.”

He soon returned with a frayed blanket and wrapped it around her. “Damn, girl, your hands are purple! Wrap em’ up, and let’s get some food in ya.” She stared at him in mute awe as he opened the fridge and pulled out two pieces of pizza. He put them in the microwave and poured her a glass of water. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Akasha.”

“I’m Max.”

They stared at each other, silently assessing until the microwave beeped. Max put the steaming plate in front of her. “Not another word ‘till this plate is clean. Got it?”

Her hands tingled from the warmth of the crust. The first bite burned her mouth, but it tasted like heaven itself, and she nearly moaned in pleasure from the experience. It had been over two years since she had a hot meal. The first piece of pizza seemed too good to be true. Akasha savored every nibble, chewing slowly, concentrating wholly on the flavor. The second, she devoured like a ravenous beast. The water felt like the elixir of the gods as it slid down her throat.

Max sat across from her and folded his work-worn hands. “Did you run away from home or something? Where are your parents?”

“They died when I was eight. Then I lived in a foster home. The woman was crazy, so I left.” She crossed her arms.

He scratched his beard. “I see. So you’ve been on the streets ever since.”

He was quiet until Akasha finally built up the nerve to speak. “You gonna call the cops?”

“Hell no! I hate cops!”

She was relieved, but only a little. “What are you going to do?”

“Hell if I know. But one thing’s for sure. You’re not gonna freeze your ass off in my shed, so you’ll sleep on the couch. Maybe I’ll figure something out in the morning.”

He provided her with a pillow and blanket. Compared to the frigid wood floor of the shed, the couch was a warm paradise. Exhausted and with a full stomach for the first time in months, she went blissfully comatose until late the next morning. When she awoke, Max cooked her breakfast and again refused to speak to her until she finished every bite.

“All right, kid, here’s what I figured out.” Max grabbed two cans of Coors from the fridge, opening one and setting it before her. “I can’t let you be out on the streets, starvin’ and freezin’. That just don’t settle well with me. Y’hear?”

She nodded, sipping her beer, trying not to make a face as she tried to decide whether she liked it or not.

“So here’s the deal. Either you live here and earn your board cleanin’ this place and maybe earn some money helpin’ me in my garage, or I’ll call the welfare department, and they can deal with you.”

[image: image]

Akasha slid out from under Xochitl’s Datsun, eyes burning from the memory and heart aching from missing Max. Where is he now?

The door opened, pulling her from her thoughts.

Beau poked his head in the doorway, grinning at her. “We’re taking off, okay, babe?”

“Sure,” she replied distractedly and pushed out with her feet to get the creeper rolling. These sway bar bushings look like they’ll be a pain in the ass. Still, it was easier to spot obvious problems in a parallelogram steering system, rather than rack and pinion.

“Hey, ’Kash!” Xochitl’s voice echoed in the garage. “Thanks again for fixing Little Beast. Is there anything I can do to repay you?”

Akasha smiled and rolled the creeper back out. “Just keep playing your music. When you’re famous, you can send me backstage passes for every concert.”

Xochitl grinned. “Speaking of concerts... have you asked Silas about taking us?”

Although Akasha couldn’t remember the name of the performing band, she remembered camping out with Xochitl, Sylvis, Aurora, and Beau to get the tickets. She also remembered all four sets of parents saying they couldn’t go without an adult. 

Naturally, none volunteered, and she’d been putting off asking Silas because she didn’t like asking him for favors. His pleased reactions made her feel strange...something about the gleam in those emerald eyes, the curve of his lips...that obscenely sexy accent.

“I’ll ask him tonight,” Akasha promised, struggling to get her mind back on her work.

“Awesome. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Xochitl skipped off, her hair bouncing like a black and purple cloud.

Akasha looked at the clock to see if she had enough time to call the machinist and see if the Datsun’s cylinder head had been finished.

Nope, it was after five.

She cursed and turned back to the engine block, then stopped. Silas would be home soon. Then at least she could ask him about the concert. She looked down at her hands. They were black with grease and oil. For some reason, she didn’t want him to see her covered with grime. After giving Xochitl’s car one last longing glance, she left the garage and dashed upstairs to clean up.

When she had fixed her appearance, Akasha went downstairs to wait for Silas. She paced back and forth through the hallway, eyes darting every few seconds to the front door. No, I must not look too eager. He’ll think I missed him or something.

She forced her attention to a painting of a beautiful oil landscape of the Scottish Highlands with a mighty castle in the background. It was crooked. She tried to adjust it, but her hands were still shaking from excitement, and it came off the wall, clattering to the floor. Oh, great. The damn thing probably cost a fortune.

Cursing under her breath, she scooped it up and quickly checked for damage. It was fine. She lifted it back to the wall and froze when she saw something strange.

There was a knob on the wall where the painting would have hung. At least it looked like a knob... She set the painting down and peered at it. The silver gleamed dimly, making it look like a tarnished bauble. It was cool to her fingertips. Slowly, she twisted the knob, shuddering as it moved.

Creak!

The sound made her jerk in surprise. Her eyes snapped open, and she looked around for the source. There it was. A hidden door had opened in the wall beside her.

“Holy shit!” Her whisper echoed in the corridor. “A secret passageway! I knew he was hiding something.”

For some reason, being right all along didn’t feel as good as she’d thought. Her stomach pitched as the opening gaped at her, a pitch-dark abyss. Akasha fished inside her pocket for her Bic. The feeble light revealed a set of stairs going downwards. Slowly, she made her way down, noting that the air wasn’t musty as one would expect. What is he hiding down here? She hoped it wasn’t dead bodies. She glanced over her shoulder, watching for Silas’s approach until her neck cramped.

Just when the lighter was getting too hot and burning her fingers, the stairs turned sharply, and she could see a bit of light below. She licked her stinging fingers and pocketed the lighter. As she neared the light, an eerie feeling crept over her, and the hairs at the nape of her neck stood up. The feeling intensified, and by the time she reached the bottom, her body was covered in goosebumps.

A long shadowy hallway stretched across five doors. Akasha shook her head. Another basement? Does this fucking house ever end? With a trembling hand, she reached for the knob on the first door, one fist held up and ready to beat something to a bloody pulp if it startled her. The door moved soundlessly open. There was a faint light in the room. Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside.

Akasha stood awestruck in a candlelit chamber. It was too dim for her to see how large the room was. But in the center, she could make out a large bed. All her instincts screamed at her to go back, to run out of there as fast as she could. But her curiosity was relentless, and it pushed her legs forward. As she approached the bed, she saw that someone was in it. Yes, there was definitely a body tucked under the covers, lying as still as a corpse. The realization terrified her, but her treacherous legs brought her yet closer. She could almost make out a face.

Then she saw him.

Silas lay on the bed, still as death. Then his chest moved up and down almost imperceptibly. Unbidden, a relieved sigh escaped her lips. As she drew closer, his beauty hit her full force. His chiseled features and sensuous mouth looked so inviting, making her stomach clench. She drew in a breath as her hand reached out of its own volition to touch him.

Silas’s eyes snapped open, and he saw her. Akasha gasped when she saw his green eyes glowing with demonic radiance. Time seemed to go in slow motion as his mouth opened to reveal sharp fangs.

Vampire.

The word hit her mind like a bucket of ice water. Silas sat up and threw off the covers, fangs bared, blazing gaze fixed on her like a target.

“Oh shit!” Akasha turned and fled the room, darting up the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her.

Her heart pounded louder than Aurora’s drums, drowning out all sound, but she didn’t need to hear his footsteps to know he was behind her. She could feel him. Not daring to look back, she continued running, stumbling up the dark stairs, terror gripping her mercilessly.

Finally, she made it out of the passageway and ran down the hall, lungs heaving. If he caught her... no, she wasn’t going to think about that. She got to the living room and almost cried out in relief when the front door was in sight.

But then Silas appeared, blocking her escape. She tried to turn around, but with obscene speed, he caught her, imprisoning her in his arms. Cold seeped over her as she raised her eyes to look up at him. His eyes still glowed like green fire. She shivered. I’m going to die now. I might as well do it on my feet.

Gazing up at him resolutely, Akasha took in the sight of his tall, dark form looming over her. His bare chest was surprisingly warm against her palms. He has muscles like iron, a part of her mused distractedly.

She flinched as his lips curled upward, revealing the glistening fangs. Time seemed suspended as she stared at him, spellbound by his dark beauty. His grip tightened on her and she held her breath, waiting to feel his teeth sink into her neck.

Will it hurt? ... Or will I like it?

The slow-motion movie sensation continued as Silas lowered his head. His hair tumbled forward to caress his face. Akasha’s fists clenched, resisting an insane urge to tangle her fingers in those silken tresses.

His lips came down on hers.

The heat of the kiss encompassed her body like the fire in a combustion chamber. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to the mind-bending pleasure. Unconsciously, she reached up to put her arms around the vampire. But suddenly, it was over.

She opened her eyes. Silas was gone.

Akasha sank to the floor and hugged her knees, unable to stop trembling.
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Chapter Twelve
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“Silas is a vampire.” Akasha surprised herself at the glib way in which the words rolled off her tongue.

It made sense, given his nocturnal schedule. Financial advisor, my ass! A bubble of laughter escaped her lips.

A vampire... She lived with a vampire. She couldn’t help but wonder why he took her from the group home. There were never any odd marks on her neck in the morning or anything. Furthermore, why did he let her live?

He’d had ample opportunities to kill her, especially just now, but he didn’t. Instead, he’d kissed her. She pressed two shaky fingers to lips that still tingled. A rush of heat flooded her body at the memory of the kiss. Akasha shook her head in a futile attempt to clear it.

Well, at least I’m not the only abnormal being on the planet. Sighing, she dragged herself up from the floor and hurried to the kitchen for a beer.

Akasha pounded down the beer so fast it made her dizzy— or maybe she was in shock. The walls seemed to be closing in on her, heightening her confusion. I gotta get out of here for a while. I need to think. That decided, she paused at the door, debating on whether to leave a note.

“Dear Silas, finding out that you’re a vampire kinda unnerved me, so I went for a walk to think about it, be back later. Love, Akasha.” Again came the helpless giggle.

“Yeah, right,” she muttered, grabbing her coat and heading out the door.

Akasha walked aimlessly for nearly an hour. She could see families through the windows of the houses on 15th street, eating dinner, watching TV, laughing, and talking. Normal people... If any of them knew a vampire lived up on Cherry Hill, they’d shit a brick. She walked further, trying to quell her racing thoughts until she reached Xochitl’s neighborhood. It would be nice to have someone to talk to. Should I tell her? A chord of foreboding leveled the thought. No! Silas might kill anyone who knew his secret.

Bill, Xochitl’s foster father answered the door and called for Xochitl in a voice thick with irritation.

“What’s wrong, Kash?” Xochitl asked when Bill went back to watching football.

“Uh, nothing,” she lied. Damn, is it that obvious?

Her friend rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. C’mon, let’s go to my room.”

Akasha followed Xochitl down the stairs to the basement. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. Xochitl’s too fucking perceptive.

“So, what happened?” she demanded once they were settled on the bed.

Akasha sighed. The best way to lie was to tell as much truth as possible. Besides, she did want to tell Xochitl part of what happened. “He kissed me.”

“Who?” Xochitl began, then her eyes widened. “Silas!”

“Yeah.” The room felt warmer.

Still gasping, Xochitl seized Akasha’s shoulders. “Well, what happened? Why’d he do it? Did you like it?”

“I don’t know why he did it.” Akasha stared at the floor. “I, um...was going to ask him about the concert...and uh...he just kissed me and left.”

“Hmm...” Xochitl opened the window and turned on the fan, lighting a cigarette. “That’s odd.”

“Yeah, odd. I know,” Akasha murmured as she lit up.

It was obvious Xochitl didn’t completely buy the story. Yet her brown eyes gleamed in impish fascination. “Well, did you like it?”

“Yes.” The word was torn from her.

“I knew it!” Xochitl smirked. “I knew you liked him. That’s why you hate it when anyone calls him your dad.”

“Uh... Yeah.” Akasha wanted to die from embarrassment, though she was relieved that Xochitl hadn’t guessed the truth.

Xochitl wasn’t finished. “Well, he is hot. And he can’t be that old. Do you even know how old he is yet?”

“No.” He could be centuries old!

“Well, what are you going to do about it?” Xochitl leaned forward, fascination written all over her face.

Images of a shirtless Silas holding and kissing her...of running her fingers across those hard muscles haunted Akasha’s mind, making her knees weak as her lower half tingled.

“I have no idea,” she said finally. After an endless uncomfortable silence, Akasha asked, “What is sex like?”

It was an odd question since she was technically not a virgin, but Akasha was becoming certain that sex between two willing parties was completely different.

Xochitl blinked. “I don’t know. I’ve never done it.”

“But you talk about hot guys a lot,” Akasha protested, “And the way you sing certain songs... I thought...” she trailed off in embarrassment.

Her friend giggled. “I would if I had the chance, but no hot guys seem willing to oblige me.” Her gaze turned serious for a moment. “They’re all too scared of me.”

Akasha nodded. At school, the kids parted like the Red Sea in the halls for Xochitl. It was strange that a five-foot-tall girl could incite such fear.

“So, what are you going to do about Silas?” Xochitl repeated.

Akasha shook her head and took a deep drag of her cigarette, mind racing as she watched the smoke get sucked into the fan. “I don’t know. I need some time to digest this. Why don’t you play me that song you just wrote?”

[image: image]

Silas paced the house, cursing in regret for how badly he handled the situation. If only he hadn’t been so hungry, he could have stopped Akasha from leaving. Now she knew what he was, and he had frightened her away. He could only imagine how monstrous he must have looked to her with his eyes glowing and his fangs bared.

If only he’d hidden the entrance to his lair better. Silas shook his head in self-recrimination. He’d underestimated Akasha’s intelligence badly. Had she suspected what he was and gone looking for the secret passageway on purpose? Or did she find it by accident? Either situation was entirely possible. One thing was certain: she was lucky.
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