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CHAPTER ONE




Samantha sank into the scalding water as deep as the shallow tub allowed, the temperature setting her nerves ablaze. The pain was a welcome relief to the torment eating away at her soul.  She’d lost so much in such a short time. The death of her closest friends—murdered at the illegal club, Blood Lust, like animals—had left a hole in her heart that would never heal. Survivor’s guilt made sure of that.

For a brief moment, she considered opening her airway, allowing the water to break free of the barrier which safeguarded her life. But she wouldn’t give them—Vespera or her father, Luther—the satisfaction. Nor would they get rid of her that easily. She wanted them to see her; be that constant reminder of the blood that saturated their hands. Let their own guilt rot away at their souls as it did hers. If they had any sort of a soul left. By the way they so freely dismissed life, she wasn’t sure. 

At the very least, Samantha’s presence served as a reminder of the power she held over them. The murder Vespera’s thugs had committed of the mall janitor still remained unsolved. An anonymous tip was all it would take to set the authorities on the right track. Even with all their connections, neither she nor her father couldn’t survive such a scandal.

Samantha forced her eyes open and gazed up at the bubbles drifting on the water’s surface. They reminded her of clouds aimlessly drifting amidst the summer sky. 

She missed the sunrise, clouds, and light. The way the sky changed colors in the early morning before she settled into bed. Samantha longed for those things like never before. Ironic, since the sun’s rays were now brutal against her fair skin and topaz eyes—more so than she ever remembered. Even with a long-sleeved shirt, sunblock, hat, and sunglasses, she could no longer venture outside during the day for more than a few minutes. The times Samantha happened to be out as the sun rose, she arrived home covered in blisters which took hours to heal. It was a weird phenomenon, since before she had only ever burned—a slight burn at that.

The sudden change was a mystery, and so was her newfound craving for the sun. Samantha suspected it had to do with the bout of depression she’d been dealing with, which would also explain the nausea and her inability to keep down much of anything. It was an unconscious way to punish herself for all the stupid things she’d done.

Not that any of it mattered much. It wasn’t like she had any desire to leave the confines of the hotel where she’d been staying. The one she’d rented under a fake name and paid for with cash. After all that had happened: missing car, her purse returned via break-in, and God only knew what else, she couldn’t stomach another night in her apartment. 

It was in the moments after she’d left the Synthetic Blood Center—when all the lies had been revealed—that Samantha had made the decision to move. She didn’t pack, didn’t return home; just headed for the nearest bank, withdrew a couple thousand, and checked into a hotel.

She hadn’t told anyone where she was going. 

The reality was, there was no one left to tell. 

Since then, she’d become a shut-in, only leaving the room for Sunday dinner with her parents and the Wednesday Council forum. The latter she did to keep current on all Council affairs and to get under Vespera’s skin. Samantha was present every Sunday dinner because her father had blackmailed her into doing so: Ethan and Evie’s Calaway’s fate rested solely on her attendance.

Why she still cared about the human’s fate was beyond comprehension. He had betrayed her, used her to infiltrate the Synthetic Blood Center in an attempt to destroy the Sanguines’ only source of blood. All under the pretense of saving his sister. A sister, who as best she could tell, hated him with every fiber of her being. 

Still, week after week, Samantha made the drive to her parents’ estate, sat there in agony, playing the part of the perfect daughter for the other guests. In her mind, she played out all the ways she could kill Luther and make it look like an accident. A bit morbid perhaps, but he had authorized the raid on Blood Lust that killed her friends even though he knew they would be there, that she was supposed to be there. He was lucky she’d only pictured his death and hadn’t done anything to act on it. The Sanguines might consider themselves immortal beings, as their life spanned upwards to a thousand years, but they were far from it. A wooden bullet was all it took to bring one down—a ridiculous notion if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

A sudden chill drew Samantha back to reality. She breached the water, air filling her nearly empty lungs. Wrapping a towel around her body, she reached for the burner phone she’d gotten when they’d been in hiding and never bothered to replace it.

Her heart clenched. A new voicemail waited for her. It took all the strength Samantha had not to collapse to the floor and sob. It was Friday night. Before she’d gotten tangled up in the mess with Ethan, this call would have been from one of her friends. Lexie, most likely, who’d be calling to make plans for a night out. 

Samantha choked back the tears. Never again would she hear her best friend’s voice. Or any of her friends. 

The thought was too much to process. She squeezed her eyes closed and forced it all away before checking the message.

Darrien…again. 

The last time she’d spoken to him was that night at the Synthetic Blood Center. He called every day—sometimes more than once—but she refused to answer. His betrayal working for Vespera while pretending to be her friend and ally had gutted her to the point of no return. 

Still, she listened to the message, a primal need to hear a familiar voice superseding her anger.

It was short and apologetic, as were they all. It’s me. Wanted to say I’m sorry. Again. There is so much you don’t know, so much I want to tell you. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to reach out.

Hot tears welled up in her eyes and she blinked them away. 

She hated him. She didn’t need him or his pathetic excuses. Even as the words trickled through her mind, she knew they weren’t true. The way his eyes had pleaded with her that night, the way Vespera had chastised him for not checking in.

Samantha shook the memory from her head. 

No. She would not let him weasel his way back into her life. She would not allow him to play on her heartstrings any longer. 

Without bothering to dress in anything more than a thin cloth the hotel considered a towel, Samantha headed into the small kitchenette and popped open a bottle of synthetic. 

The smell made her gag but she chugged it down nonetheless; it was a poor attempt to quiet the rumble in her stomach. Hungry, she checked the clock. Three a.m. A little early to order her next meal, but she was starving even though it had been only hours since she’d last eaten.

The blood sat in her stomach like a boulder, heavy to the point of causing discomfort. She heaved a couple times but managed to keep the blood down. 

Another bout of tears clutched Samantha’s chest but she didn’t dare open her mouth to cry. Her ill reaction was growing worse by the day. If it continued, it would only be a matter of time before she would no longer be able to stomach blood at all. 

Tomorrow she’d try a more expensive synthetic; maybe it was the cheap stuff giving her so much trouble. She doubted the small convenient stores and restaurants she’d been getting deliveries from carried anything more refined. The thought of venturing out on a Saturday felt like a chore. A far cry from her normal life.

Another wave of nausea tugged at Samantha’s stomach, which was followed by a heavy yawn. Hours from sunrise, yet she was exhausted. 

A side effect of her depression, no doubt. 

Samantha tossed the towel on the bathroom floor and climbed into bed, too tired to bother with clothes. 

As soon as her head hit the pillow, a dark shadow consumed her. And in the shadows, the monsters came out to play.







CHAPTER TWO




Ethan laid motionless on the bed, willing his body to succumb to the darkness that overtook his cell, determined to break free of the sleep cycle his captors had carefully crafted for him to follow. He hadn’t minded the nocturnal schedule when Samantha and Darrien were risking their lives to help him save Evie, but now that Samantha had turned her back on him and Darrien was working for the Council, Ethan would fight until his last dying breath to be free of all things vampire. Or Sanguines. Whatever they called themselves.

He’d start by sleeping during the night and refusing to wake when Darrien came for his daily visit. His blatant lies were growing old. Ethan was done giving a damn about anything or anyone. The desperation he felt the first few weeks in this God-forsaken prison had now been replaced with unrelenting rage. 

Ethan no longer cared if sleep brought forth the nightmares of humans hooked up to machines, being drained of blood. Whether Darrien kept his promise to see him freed and returned home. He cared even less if he ever saw his twin sister again. He hated her for the lies she spewed when he had risked everything to save her. 

As far as he was concerned, his imprisonment rested solely on her shoulders. If he ever got out of the Immortal Realm, if she ever found her way home…he’d shun her like the rest of their town, like the rest of the human race. She’d shredded what was left of their family ties when she took the vampires’ side and accused him of being a rebel. If he hadn’t been in such a state of shock when she denounced him, maybe he could have turned the tables on her. After all, she was the one who had an office full of research about the monsters which he bet they didn’t know anything about.

An hour passed, maybe two, when he gave up on sleep, throwing himself off the bed and screaming a slew of curses, too worked up to stay still.

“Wow. Even in the army I never heard that foul of a combination of words.”

Ethan should have been startled by the suddenness of Darrien’s voice but he wasn’t. The male had a tendency to sneak in all hours of the day or night. “What do you want? Got more lies to weave?”

“Wanted to make sure you were still kicking.” 

Ethan groaned, pacing around the scarcely lit room. “Unfortunately. What’s it to you?”

A few weeks back, in an act of sheer desperation, Ethan had rammed his head into the stone wall, ready to end his life when given the choice between death and spending another day in this hellhole alone. Darrien had found him unconscious on the floor, near death if his recount of his condition could be believed. After that, Darrien had started to stop by once, if not a few times a day. 

“Can’t I be concerned about the health of a friend?”

Ethan froze. It was the first time Darrien had referred to him as such. Over the past month, they’d been friendly and on decent terms, but friends? The notion chipped away a sliver of the anger that consumed his every thought. 

In the back of Ethan’s mind, he couldn’t get past the distrust he held for the male. Darrien’s sentiment could be a well thought ploy to get Ethan to lower his guard. A pointless one at that. It would be easier to bribe him to get the information the Council wanted. Cash sent to his mother for her ongoing care would be enough at this point. He’d tell them whatever they wanted to know. Not that he knew anything, but Ethan had read enough books in his lifetime that he could come up with a whopper of a story. His only fear was that his mother would be punished for his lies, which was a risk he wasn’t willing to take. Guess it was back to keeping his mouth shut and Darrien’s poor attempt at friendship.

“Cat got your tongue?” Darrien snickered, obviously amused at his attempt at humor.

“Seriously.” Ethan slid down to the ground beside Darrien, the thick metal bars between them. At this distance he could see Darrien, his disheveled caramel hair and bronze skin accented by the small lantern he brought with him. “That’s the best you can come up with?”

Darrien stretched and threaded his fingers behind his head. “What can I say? I’m out of practice.”

For a few minutes, they sat in silence, Ethan trying to string together the right words to express— 

“I haven’t heard from her. Call her every day but she doesn’t answer.”

Ethan ran a hand through his grimy raven hair. “Who?” Though the answer was obvious.

“Lucille Ball. Who do you think I’m talking about? Samantha of course.” 

Ethan snorted. “You need to lay off the reruns.”

“Got to fill my time somehow. Not getting much sleep these days.”

Silence filled the cell once again. He didn’t know how to respond to Darrien’s confession so he ignored it. “Why have you been trying to contact Samantha?”

A tight smile spread across Darrien’s face. “You two…by the end…there was some kind of connection, wasn’t there?”

“You mean because we slept together?” There was no point in skirting around the issue. 

“Wow. Okay. I didn’t know we were being blunt.”

Ethan rubbed his temple, his head throbbing behind his sapphire eyes. “I overheard you and Samantha talking about it when we were holed up in your cabin.”

“Sex was mentioned, but that’s not what I’m referring to.” 

“Then what are you referring to?”

Darrien stretched out his legs and crossed his ankles. “Don’t get sassy. I just mean you became friends.”

Talking about Samantha was more painful than Ethan wanted to admit. “You haven’t told me why you’ve been trying to get a hold of her.”

“I was getting there.”

“The long way,” Ethan mumbled. 

“Hey.” Darrien flicked Ethan’s earlobe. “I can hear you, remember?”

Ethan flinched, pain radiating across his outer ear. “What the fuck, man!”

“Got to make it look good for the camera.” He lifted his chin to the ceiling. “Didn’t want them thinking we were boring out or anything.”

“You could have just told me to act pissed off at you. Not like they can hear us.”

Darrien grinned. “What fun would that be?”

What little patience Ethan had left was wearing thin. “Back to Samantha.”

“Right. She won’t take my calls. Won’t return my texts.”

“Can you blame her? You work for the Council—for Vespera. The female tried to have her killed. You were feeding her information.”

“Correction.” Darrien held up a finger. “I was not ‘feeding her information’. At least not anything useful.”

“Care to elaborate?” 

Darrien’s eyes darted to the camera. “Samantha deserves to know the truth.”

“And what truth is that?” Ethan scoffed.

Darrien rapped his hands against his thigh. “That you’re not a rebel. The bag of weapons was at my place after you left. It was why Vespera believed I was working for her.”

There was one important point Darrien missed. “What about the production room? The humans being drained of blood?”

He didn’t respond.

“Darrien,” Ethan pressed. 

“I haven’t been allowed inside the warehouse and I haven’t been told anything about what goes on in there.”

Ethan slammed his head against the wall and suppressed a groan. He hadn’t meant to throw it back so hard. “Shit.”

“Please don’t tell me that’s how you knocked yourself out last time. You earned a ton of brownie points with the badass suicide attempt.”

“This time it was unintentional.” Ethan ran his fingers across the back of his skull. “No blood.”

“Yeah. I didn’t smell any.”

Ethan wiped his clammy hands on his tattered pants. “I know what I saw.”

“I believe you believe it.”

The anger Darrien provoked seeped from Ethan’s pores. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You haven’t even been in the room!”

“Samantha checked it out and saw nothing to back up your claims.” Darrien’s tone came off calm but Ethan swore he heard a hint of uncertainty.  

“She went in with her father. No telling what was said between the two when they were alone.”

Darrien raised an eyebrow. “You have a theory?”

Ethan dropped his head. “It just so happens I do, but it’s pointless to mention. More of the human’s silly vampire mythology.”

“Tell me.” There was a seriousness to Darrien’s voice Ethan wasn’t sure he’d heard before.

“Why? So you can mock me?”

“Whatever, man.” Darrien stood and dusted off his jeans. “Trust me, don’t trust me. I don’t give a fuck.”

Ethan jumped to his feet, throwing his shoulder back. “How did I turn into the bad guy here? You want me to trust you? After weeks of telling me you’re going to get me out, here I sit, still stuck in this God-awful cell, rotting away. Not a damn thing to do but throw a ball around. No one to talk to.”

“Who brought you that ball?” Darrien clasped the bars and tipped forward so he was right in Ethan’s face. “I’ve been here every damn day. Sticking my neck out for you. Trying to convince Vespera and her goons you’re not a threat. And this is the thanks I get?”

“Sounds like a hell of a job, kissing the ass of the big-wigs.”

“You want to be like that?” Darrien pushed off the bars. “I’m out of here. You won’t have to see my ass-kissing face ever again.”

Every muscle in Ethan’s body tensed at the thought of his only visitor never returning. “Darrien, wait!”

“Nah, I don’t need this shit.”

Ethan reached the end of the cell and fell to his knees. “Please don’t go.”

Darrien paused mid-stride.

“I’ll tell you.” Ethan choked on the words. “I trust you. Just…just…come back tomorrow.”

He rotated in Ethan’s direction. “Your theory?”

“Mind control,” Ethan whispered. “They’re using mind control.”

Darrien released a heavy sigh. “I believe you.”

“You do?” Ethan couldn’t believe it. “Why?”

“Because it’s the same damn theory the group I work for is trying to prove true.”







CHAPTER THREE




Darrien left Ethan’s cell at the synthetic blood center and jogged to Vespera’s office a few blocks over. Aside from being one of the six chairs of the Council, Vespera ran the country’s architectural department. They were the ones who made the decision to tear down all the humans’ existing buildings and rebuild everything to mirror the Victorian era. A waste of money in his opinion, not that anyone asked.

On the second floor, he swiped his access card across the key reader of conference room three even though he expected it not to unlock. When the red light turned green and he pushed the door open, Darrien nearly laughed. Not once since he’d been reinstated as a Council lackey had his card worked for anything other than the employee lounge. 

Darrien took a seat in his usual chair around the twenty-person oblong table and waited for the others to arrive. The daily touch-point meeting, led by Vespera to discuss all things Ethan, had started two weeks after the incident at the synthetic blood center once Darrien had been cleared of any wrong-doing and released.

Ethan wasn’t the only one taken into custody that night. Vespera had not been pleased by Darrien’s lack of communication during the week he’d spent with Samantha and Ethan. When she hired him as Samantha’s driver after Evie let slip her involvement with Luther’s daughter, Darrien had thought nothing of it. He would drive Samantha around, listen in on her conversations, and report back. He figured she was another dumb, young Sanguine trying to rebel against the Council and her family obligations. 

But the night of the raid at Blood Lust, when he’d been ordered to take her wherever she wanted to go, had crossed a line too sinister even for his taste. With Luther’s detailed outline of which clubs were to be hit on which nights, Vespera knew Samantha would be there. Made sure of it. By what means, he didn’t know. And those who were unfortunate to be at a club when it was hit never made it out alive.

Except Samantha somehow had, with Ethan’s help, which in itself didn’t make much sense. Add it to the list of questions eating away at his subconscious.

The door swung open and Vespera’s goons, Gozzi and Cleary, sauntered in.

“We’ll,” Gozzi flashed his yellow, crooked teeth, “lookie what the cat dragged in. Our very own snake.”

Darrien knew better not to engage with Gozzi’s taunting. The male had a wicked right hook. “Didn’t want to be late.”

Cleary’s beady eyes twitched. “See Vespera decided you’re now worthy of conference room access.”

“Yeah.” Even though he was the beefier of the two, Darrien wasn’t nearly as intimidated by Cleary. “I heard a rumor I might be allowed access to the john next week. Finding a gas station to take a shit on short notice is a real bitch.”

Gozzi snarled. “Shut it, Barrows. Unless you want to return to your room. It had a decent bathroom, didn’t it?”

The corner of Darrien’s mouth curved into a half-smile despite his racing pulse. “If you call a bucket a bathroom, then sure, it wasn’t bad.”

Darrien had spent two weeks locked in an eight-by-ten office in the Immortal Council Institution. Starved and beaten until he stood at death’s door, all to prove his loyalty to the Council.

He couldn’t leave. The mission came above everything. There was too much at stake for him to just walk away.

So he said what he had to say and did what he had to do in order to convince them his radio silence had been for the greater good. That if Vespera’s guys had shown up out of nowhere when he had her and Ethan’s locations, his cover as her driver would have been blown. Their best bet was to allow him to gain Samantha’s trust so she’d open up to him and tell him everything she knew. 

Of course, Vespera fucked that up the night at the synthetic blood center, telling Samantha he worked for her. Darrien didn’t care about her personal agenda and he wouldn’t betray Samantha in any way; it was the Council’s secrets he was after.

“We could have let you shit on the floor.” Cleary bumped him as he passed.

“I would spend another week in that room to see the two of you shoveling my shit,” Darrien retorted. 

Cleary snorted. “Yeah, like we’d be the ones cleaning up after you.”

“I would say you could hire a janitor, but we all know you tend to get a little trigger happy around those fellas.” Darrien couldn’t resist the jab. He would probably get knocked the hell out for it later, but they had killed an innocent mall custodian while trying to capture Samantha. No way he wanted them to forget.

Gozzi took a menacing step closer. “You really want to go there, boy? I took his life as easily as I’d smash a cockroach under my boot. And you’d better be damn sure I’ve got no problem doing it again.”

Darrien could tolerate a lot of things; being threatened was not one of them. “You want to end my life? I’d like to see you try.”

A wicked smile stretched across his face as Gozzi leaned in, the pungent coppery smell of blood mixed with tobacco overwhelming Darrien’s nostrils. “Not your life. That pretty little female who witnessed it all.”

Air whooshed from his lungs like he’d been sucker-punched in the gut, but Darrien kept his mouth closed.

“That’s what I thought. You think she’s alive because of that little incident? No. She’s alive because we allow it. If we even suspect there is a possibility that she has thought about going to the authorities, I will end her. Are we clear?”

Darrien nodded.

“And if you do anything to betray us, I will end her.”

The muscles in Darrien’s jaw tightened. Rage clouded his vision as his extremities shook.

Gozzi clenched Darrien’s chin, dragging his face closer until their noses near touched. “Do.I.Make.My.Self.Clear?”

“Crystal,” Darrien muttered, his teeth grinding against one another so hard his cheeks hurt.

The door swung open and Vespera entered, a tight grin splashed across her face. “I thought I told you boys to play nice.” 

Gozzi flung Darrien’s face from his grasp, nearly knocking him out of the chair. “Just giving our new recruit a little pep talk.”

“Save the inspirational chat for later.” Vespera took her seat at the head of the table. Her ginger hair was pulled up in a tight bun accenting her freckled face. “It’s been a long week and I want to get the hell out of here. Where do we stand with the human?”

“Barrows just came from having a nice, long chat with him,” Cleary said.

Though he’d gone to the synthetic blood center alone without telling anyone, Darrien wasn’t surprised they knew he’d been there. He’d long suspected the goons were tracking his every move.

“And what did the human have to say today?”

Darrien relaxed his posture, trying to act casual and indifferent in the matter. “Nothing of importance.”

Vespera laid down her pen, knuckles white from clenching her fist. “Is that so?”

Gozzi tapped his fingers against the table. “You were down there a long time for him to not say anything.”

“What can I say? Kid’s not much of a talker.”

Cleary pulled out a tablet from the man-satchel he had slung across his body and tossed it on the table. “The video says otherwise.”

Darrien shrugged half-heartedly even as his throat constricted. “You going to play it or are we all just going to sit here and stare at a blank screen?”

Cleary’s nostrils flared. “Sure you don’t have anything to say in your defense?”

“Get on with it!” Vespera snapped.

“Yes, ma’am.” Cleary’s hesitation before starting the video told Darrien all he needed to know: they didn’t have a damn thing.

They watched for a few seconds; the silence more beautiful than anything Darrien had ever heard. 

“I see there is still no sound,” Vespera huffed.

“There is no wiring down there to hook up sound. The battery-operated camera is wireless.” Gozzi cracked his neck. “But you can see by the movement of their mouths they’re holding a conversation.”

Vespera snatched the tablet from Cleary. “What was the conversation about, Darrien?”

They asked him the same damn question every single meeting. And every time he gave them the same answer. “Still rambling on about his precious sister.”

“Did you ask him about the rebel group he’s working for?” Gozzi pressed.

Darrien had, in fact, asked Ethan about this once. “Gave me the same answer he has every time; he did some odd jobs for Tito. Tony was his sister’s neighbor and volunteered to help him. He didn’t know either of them were affiliated with a rebel group.”

“What about the weapons he was found with?” Gozzi smirked. “Did he mention why he was toting those around?”

The weapons one of these douchebags stole from his cabin and planted on Ethan. They loved to ask about those. It was a test of some sort, to see if they could trust him. “Still denying he stole my weapons.”

“What you’re saying,” Vespera stood abruptly, knocking her chair to the ground, “is we have nothing concrete to present to the Council. Most will see through the human’s manipulation, but there is a choice few who may be harder to sway.”

Gozzi righted the fallen chair. “Maybe it’s time we involve Luther.”

Vespera waved him off. “Certain council members will pick up on his techniques.”

“So?” Cleary eased back in his chair. “They allowed it with the human reporter.”

Darrien had no idea what they were talking about but kept quiet. Maybe one would slip up and give him some information he could use.

“That was different.” Vespera’s eyes flickered to Darrien. “Luther helped us obtain the truth.”

“And he can’t do the same with Ethan?” Darrien asked.

Vespera smiled. “You will not return to his cell for a few days.”

Darrien’s muscles tensed. “Why not?”

“You’ve been spending too much time with the human. He needs to experience some solitary confinement before he stands trial in front of the Council Wednesday.”

“This Wednesday?” It was the first Darrien had heard of this. “I was under the impression he wasn’t going to be punished.”

Vespera gathered her things. “The members of the Council have overruled my decision. They want justice. I cannot fault them for that.” She directed her attention to Gozzi and Cleary. “Shall we?”

They exited the room, leaving Darrien alone at the table. This was the worst-case scenario. He didn’t believe for a second that Vespera needed more concrete evidence. There was no doubt Ethan would be found guilty of all charges brought forth. He’d broken into their realm, into the synthetic blood center. Those two things alone were enough.

What worried Darrien the most was what punishment the Council would sentence him to. If it were immediate execution, there would be nothing he could do to save him.

Not without risking everything he and the organization he worked for had fought so hard to obtain.







CHAPTER FOUR




No matter what Samantha did, how hard she tried to forget, every time she closed her eyes the nightmares would return filled with guns, blood, and death. Some had been so terrifying she would wake with her throat raw from screaming. Those days she didn’t dare close her eyes again. There was no point. Instead, she would turn on all the lights and find the funniest thing to watch on TV. 

Neither did much to comfort her, but they served as enough of a distraction that the images that plagued her mind would fade into the background. 

Today was no different. She had woken around six in the evening, the spring sun still out in full force. Thank God the curtains were extra thick. Even the hint of sun that happened to peek through the bottom fried her skin. Her sensitivity to light combined with her aversion to blood was really taking a toll on her already tired body. 

Forcing herself off the couch, Samantha plodded into the bathroom. It was too late for a bath, which would have helped soothe her aching muscles, so she opted for a quick shower instead. 

The amount of effort it took to wash her body was alarming. So much so, Samantha didn’t even bother with her hair. 

She hauled herself out of the shower and past the bed to the dresser. From there, she picked a pair of sweats and semi-matching shirt. 

Dinner with her parents no longer caused any amount of anxiety. She no longer cared what they thought of her; their opinions were nothing more than words spoken into the wind.

She pulled her brown hair up into a messy, wet bun, slipped on a pair of flip-flops, and left the hotel room. 

Samantha took a taxi to her apartment and picked up her car. After the night it went missing and then mysteriously showed up, she hadn’t trusted to drive it anywhere but her parents and the Immortal Council Institute.  

She paid no attention to the drive, just kept the course with music blaring in an attempt to drown out any sort of thoughts trying to worm their way into her mind. 

The gate was open, which was odd, but Samantha didn’t give it a second thought. She pulled in front of the house and parked, leaving the keys in the ignition. If someone wanted to move it, they could. 

Light conversation could be heard from the dining hall: the two distinct voices of her parents, Luther and Vivian. It was unusual since it was only—she checked the grandfather clock in the hall—eight-fifteen. She was late and her mother wasn’t screaming, which meant there were no guests tonight. 

“Samantha!” her mother bellowed. “I can hear you. Get in here at once.”

She didn’t bother to answer and she didn’t rush, taking her time down the hall. As Samantha entered the dining room, Luther and Vivian paused their idle chattering to glare at her. 

Vivian, who’s golden hair was never out of place, spoke first. “What on earth are you wearing?”

Samantha focused on the feast as she took a seat to the left of her father. “Clothes.”

“Is that any way to answer your mother?” Luther growled; his dark eyes boring into her.

“A proper mother wouldn’t greet her daughter with questions about outfit choices.” 

“What would you know about being proper?” Vivian took a large swallow of wine. 

Samantha rolled her neck. “Why do you insist I come here every Sunday if your only intention is to insult me?”

A meek female entered the room, halting the conversation. “Ma’am, should I bring in another bottle of wine?”

“Yes!” Samantha would need an entire bottle to herself if she were going to survive tonight’s dinner.

“Right away.” The female hurried off.

Vivian poured a glass and handed it to Samantha. “We just opened a bottle.”

Samantha’s stomach turned at the smell. 

“But if you think this dinner will require more than one,” Vivian topped off her already full glass, “then by all means open another.”

Arguing was obsolete. “Whatever you feel is best, Mother.”

Luther’s gaze prickled the hairs on Samantha’s neck. She turned to face her father, who didn’t bother to hide the look of disgust on his face. “I don’t appreciate this new attitude of yours. Or the attire you’ve chosen to wear tonight. It will not be tolerated.” 

A month ago, her father’s tone, the tightness around his eyes, would have sent fear coursing through her veins. Now…she wanted to laugh at the absurdity of his words. “What exactly are you going to do about it?”

Vivian’s fork clamored on her plate. “How dare you speak to your father that way! We are your parents and we will be respected.”

“Aren’t parents supposed to protect their children? Not allow two hired gunmen to track her down. Not have her friends murdered in a club for nothing more than having a good time.”

Luther struck the table with such force that glasses shattered. “Your friends were breaking the law!”

“So was I. But here I sit, unharmed and unpunished.” And the guilt was slowly killing her.

The shy female ran in with a bottle of wine in one hand and a towel in the other. “I heard a noise.”

“Leave us!” Vivian barked.

The female didn’t hesitate to rush out of the room.

Luther turned his attention back to Samantha. “Would it make you feel better if I brought you before the Council and had you tried for aiding and abetting the human who meant to destroy our most valuable resource?”

Samantha picked at her food. “I just want to be free of all of this. Move on with my life far away from here. You’ll never have to see or hear from me again. And I will forget about the janitor’s murder. I’ll never speak of it.”

Vivian scoffed. “And what about your father’s Council position?”

It always came back to her father’s seat as chair. The one Samantha would inherit when he retired. “I’ve never wanted to sit on the Council. Find someone else to take his place. There are plenty of nieces and nephews who would serve his seat well.” 

“You would just run away?” Luther asked. “Leave your family behind?”

“Family? You call what we have family? Neither of you can stand the sight of me.”

“Be that as it may,” Vivian dabbed the corner of her mouth, “this is the way things are and how they will stay.” 

“And if I don’t show up Wednesday? Or next Sunday? Just disappear?”

Luther’s eyes grew dark. “Ethan will pay the ultimate price for your betrayal.”

The walls felt as if they were closing in around her. “I care nothing for the human.” 

“Be that as it may,” sarcasm dripped from his every word, “there is always Evie Calaway.”

“What?” Samantha sucked in a sharp breath. “She’s your ally and has done nothing wrong.”

Vivian chuckled. “That’s a bit of an understatement. She did enlist your help in uncovering our race’s secret.”

“Still…” It was bad enough her father threatened Ethan’s life, but Evie’s? “She’s on our side.”

“Enough!” Luther interrupted. “Those are the consequences if you decide to forsake your inherited duties. It’s your life or theirs. Which is worth more?”

Samantha didn’t answer. There was no point; the question was rhetorical. Luther knew there was no way she would leave and allow Evie to be put to death. Or Ethan for that matter. “May I be excused?”

Vivian glared at Samantha’s plate. “You haven’t even taken a bite.”

“I’m not hungry.” Like the blood and the wine, her stomach turned at the sight of the lemon glazed chicken. 

Her mother rose from the table and brushed a hand across Samantha’s cheek. It was the most motherly thing she’d done in years. “You look awful.”

“Thanks a lot.” Samantha knew she did, but she didn’t appreciate the comment.

“Enough with the sarcasm. I’m a doctor, after all. How long have you had the aversion to food?” She snatched the bell off the table and shook it. “Blood, now!”

“I’m fine, Mother. These past few weeks have been rough.” Samantha’s eyes flickered to her father. “Emotionally.”

“You’ve been like this for weeks?”

As quickly as the meek female entered the room, she was gone, leaving a glass of blood in her wake. 

“Drink. Now.”

Samantha had never, even as a child, seen her mother make such a big deal about her wellbeing. “I don’t want any at the moment.”

“Drink the blood, Samantha,” Luther ordered.

“Fine.” Samantha held her breath and took a long swallow, holding back the gag scratching at her throat. “There. Happy?”

Vivian sank back into her chair, her eyes never leaving Samantha. “You’re holding it down. Do you feel ill?”

Chills swept over Samantha’s body. There was a coldness to her mother’s eyes—more than normal. “I feel fine.”

Luther cleared his throat. “Maybe another week, perhaps. Then we’ll know for sure.”

“What are you talking about?” Sanguines were rarely sick. It was unnerving for them to be talking as if they knew what was wrong. “It’s stress. Depression. Whatever label you want to slap on it. I’m fine.”

Vivian tapped her fingers on the table, ignoring the ailments Samantha had listed. “Saturday, we have the Immortal Sacrament for Vespera’s youngest child.”

Samantha held back a laugh. “Yeah. I’m not going to that.” 

“Yes you are.” Luther rose from his chair, buttoning his sports coat. “Vespera is the head of the Council. We will all attend and celebrate her daughter’s life.”

“If you’re still unwell,” Vivian inspected her over once more, “we’ll leave early and go to my office to be examined.”

“Your office?” Samantha dropped her head in her hands. “You’re an OBG/YN. Why the hell would I need to go to your office?”

“My specialty is obstetrics. It doesn’t make me any less of a doctor.”

Samantha stood. “This is ridiculous. I don’t need a doctor. What I need is to be left alone.”

And to be freed of this life that was hell-bent on killing her. 







CHAPTER FIVE




Ethan stumbled around his cell in a rage, slamming his fist into the unforgiving walls. 

It had been three days since Darrien’s last visit. 

Three days since he’d fallen to his knees and revealed the outlandish theory that had been plaguing his mind since Evie first disappeared. 

Darrien had asked him to prove their friendship—if he could call it that—was built on a foundation of trust. 

Ethan would have done almost anything to put an end to the loneliness. It was difficult to put blind faith in a male from a race who’d done unspeakable things to humans. Who’d locked him in this cell. Alone and underfed.

What Ethan got in return: solitude. 

The first day, Ethan didn’t worry too much. He was disappointed and a bit anxious, but figured something had come up. The second day, Ethan sat for hours staring down the hall, his heart jumping at any sound that resembled footsteps. 

Today, he woke to an insane amount of anger pulsating through his veins. Anguish followed then by desperation. It had been a vicious cycle that left a tightness in his chest, his muscles quivering, and his throat sore from the hours of pleading, crying, and begging he had done.

The room blurred and his mind blanked. It needed to end. He couldn’t survive another day in this cell. This was no way to live. He’d rather be dead.

His first attempt to end his life hadn’t gone as planned. Running full speed into the wall had caught the camera’s attention; Darrien had rushed to save him, filled his wounds with his supernatural blood. Too bad it hadn’t made him strong enough to escape. This cell was built to hold Sanguines.
















