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Natalia Darling was looking forward to spending her honeymoon in a modern-day castle with her new husband...

I needed to pee, so I waited for my maid of honor, to return from whatever she was doing, and help me find a larger bathroom stall. I wore my wedding dress, and my nervousness wasn’t going to let me wait until after my ceremony. 

I could almost imagine my future husband standing in his finest suit waiting for me at the altar of one of the most prestigious churches in this city. And if Willow didn’t get here soon, I’d have to hunt for the restroom on my own or spend the entire ceremony dancing from side to side, in these heels. 

Willow Jackson, you had better have a good explanation for not being here when I need you most...

And apparently, she did, her hand was down the front of my husband to be’s dress pants, in the ladies’ room, in the back of the church, and once I stepped inside, they both tried to explain.

But how do you explain that kind of betrayal?

I’d scheduled the time off from work, I had the reservations for Castle Cozy in my purse, and I had a new outfit to wear every day of the week. Why shouldn’t I go ahead with our – correction my plans, and spend the time reflecting over what had gone wrong. 

My plans were going great until I remembered that I hadn’t charged my phone earlier. So, after using the remainder of my charge on GPS, my cell died, and I got lost, in the middle of a blizzard, while searching for the castle. 

▓

Serhan Gorky...  

I kept myself hidden in my small, modern-day castle in the Adirondacks. It was modern compared to my family’s castle in, Kaliningrad, and small was an understatement. However, it was mine and had been for nearly one hundred years. 

I had to leave my home, and family behind. I was tired of being called a monster, and a bloodsucker. And the deciding factor had been when my wife betrayed me with my twin, and I couldn’t get past that. 

The woods surrounding me were abundant with wildlife, and though I knew I’d occasionally miss the taste of human blood, I could survive on the blood the animals would provide. 

I was comfortable here. 

I had everything I needed. 

Until her scent permeated the air.  

Follow Natalia as she discovers a world full of the monsters her father read to her about at night. But these monsters didn’t want to play nicely.  
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This is for the readers who kept demanding more from me.

Here’s the Paranormal book you wanted.

Enjoy, and may your blood always run red.

~*~
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CASEY JOHNSON, THIS is especially dedicated to you!
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WHEN THE EARTH IS COVERED by towering 

masses of rock built on the blood of man, 

and humanity reaches other worlds; other lands.

There will be four; no others, on this wicked land.

In time, two born of love and two born of blood—red.

A mother’s curse—and an insatiable hunger waiting to be fed. 

Tainted hearts, weeping souls,

A lineage dies, now the other controls.
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Chapter One
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NATALIA

It was my wedding day. I couldn’t believe it; I was finally marrying the man of my dreams. Soon I’d be Mrs. Greg Sims, and the ridiculous last name that I was cursed with for my entire life, would no longer be the one I’d have to use. I’d practiced and practiced signing my name, ‘Natalia Sims.’  

Greg and I had known each other for nearly two years. We’d met one day when he came into the barista where I worked. He'd asked for a Carmel macchiato with a double shot of espresso and stood there while I made it. He came in every single day for two weeks straight until he finally got the nerve to ask me out.  

He was a few inches taller than I was, with chestnut colored hair, and bright green eyes. He had the most incredible long lashes of any man I’d ever seen, but it had been his beautiful mouth I’d noticed first. It was funny, but I’d never looked at a man’s mouth before, and now I looked at them all the time. But that was only because I compared them with Greg’s, and my fiancé’s won hands down. 

I gazed at my reflection in the mirror now, looking for any imperfections before I faced my groom and the crowds that now waited patiently in the church to witness our wedding ceremony. 

My dark curly hark was piled on top of my head in a messy bun, with tendrils left down to frame my face and tickle the back of my neck. My best friend had helped me with my makeup, and my overly-large blue eyes were drawn out in Willow’s favorite purple eyeliner. But it went well with the soft hues she’d painted over my eyelids, and she’d made my lashes appear even longer than they already were. My lips were fuller than most females, and Willow outlined them with a blood red liner followed by red lipstick. I’d never worn lipstick this color, and I had to admit that I looked stunning. 

And now I waited for my friend to walk me down the aisle to meet my husband-to-be, dressed in my delicate, expensive wedding dress. My mother had just left me, to take her seat in the chapel with the other guests. Willow had disappeared sometime before my mother went, and now I waited for her to return and finish checking my makeup and hair before she accompanied me down the aisles of St. Petersburg church and placed my hand into Greg’s. She’d agreed to give me away since my father had passed away almost three years before.

“Daddy, I miss you. I think you would be very proud of my choice. But I wish it was you who were here to give me away.” I had to stop thinking of him, or my makeup would be ruined.  

My sister Lainey was standing as my maid of honor; it had been only me, my mother and my sister since my father died. Lainey and I both worked two jobs to support her, and to help pay for the funeral expenses, and the other debts he’d left after his death. 

We didn’t find out until months after his burial that my father had cashed in a life insurance policy shortly before he had his heart attack to pay off some of that debt. And the money he’d gotten from the insurance policy, hadn’t covered hardly any of it. 

However, Greg promised me he’d help with my mom’s expenses once we were married. After all, he could afford it. His father was a financial whiz on Wall Street, and he’d worked with Greg for many months to make sure he would be ready, and capable of doing business on his own. Now Greg was well on his way to making a name for himself. But it didn’t hurt that his father was Gregory Matthews Sims the II. And everybody, who was anybody, already knew who his son was. 

I drew in a deep breath of air and let it out. I suddenly needed to pee, and I’d never make it in the bathroom without help. And speaking of help, where was my friend,  Willow?  

I waited for as long as I could; they’d already started the organ music. There were hundreds of guests filling the seats in the Cathedral, and the names on the list of the, who’s who, was quite extensive. Greg’s parents were paying for all the wedding expenses since my mother was almost destitute, and that included the reception that would follow our nuptials. 

Greg senior had also paid for our Honeymoon. We were staying in an old castle in the Adirondacks. Castle Cozy was now bed and breakfast; it would be cliquey, costly and private. Greg told me the cost of the three weeks we were booked for, had been astronomical, and he kept reminding me to thank both his parents for their generous gift. 

Like I was some kind of backwoods, no mannered, twit? Sometimes the things that Greg said to me made me feel like I wasn’t good enough for him, and that hurt. But I was sure his demeanor would change once we were husband and wife.

Still, there wouldn’t be a wedding if I didn’t make it to the bathroom in time. “Willow Jackson, I’ll never forgive you if I pee on my wedding dress.” I picked up the voluminous skirt and rushed into the hall. I’d seen a bathroom that was closer to the room I’d been waiting in, but I knew it was tiny inside. My dress would never fit in one of those small stalls. I turned around and hurried down the hall to one of the larger restrooms and pushed open the door. 

There on the red bench next to the door I’d entered, was my best friend, both of them. Greg had his hands snaked through Willow’s hair, and she had her hands down the front of his unzipped suit pants, and I didn’t know which one of us was more surprised.

I did know I needed to do something other than stand here with my mouth hanging open. “If you will both excuse me, I need to pee.” I hurried into the small space and closed and latched the door. I struggled with my dress while I listened to them shuffling as they put themselves back together outside my stall. 

“Nat, it’s not what you think.” 

“Really Greg, and what makes you think, you know what I’m thinking? What I think? What would you think had you walked in on the man you were supposed to be marrying, with your best friend’s hands down his pants, and organ music playing in the chapel.” I finally sat down, and all the commotion going on the other side of the door stopped my flow. 

“Organ music?” Greg repeated the words.

“Yes, organ music. It’s playing the wedding march, you know the ‘Here comes the bride, all dressed in white,’ song. Oh, and by the way, I’ve been waiting for you to walk me down the aisle, Willow. How was the handful? It’s all yours now; I don’t want any part of his anatomy again. Not even your mouth, Greg!” I screamed the words. 

I heard whispering outside of the stall where I was still trying to relax enough to go. “I can hear you. Well, I can’t. Not really. I want you both to go away. Leave me alone so that I can pee, and then I can tell our guests, well your guests really, Mr. Gregory Sims the third Junior, why the wedding was called off. The groom and the best lady were tied up in the bathroom. Well not tied up but getting busy in the restroom.”

I heard tapping on the door, then the voice of my once best girlfriend pleading. “Natalia, will you please come out and talk to me. Greg’s going to let the others know that there’s been a slight delay, and that the ceremony will begin shortly.” I heard her hiss, “Get out of here Greg. Go.” 

“Don’t go anywhere, Greg. I’ll be the one who’ll be going. If I could just finish in here.” And I still couldn’t go. The stress and the scene I’d walked into were part of the reason, but the two people who I’d always been able to feel comfortable enough to pee around because I’d felt safe with them had both shattered my trust. They no longer were safe, and they no longer deserved my trust. 

Greg whispered at the door next. “Nat, once you’re finished in there, can all three of sit down and talk about this? It’ll never happen again. I love you, and I was just trying to...”

“Trying to...what, Greg? Screw her one last time for old times’ sake. How many times have you fooled around on me? And you, Willow. You know how much I loved Greg. Why would either one of you do this to me? Haven’t I gone through enough heartache in the last few years? I wanted to be happy. Now both of you have ruined my happily ever after, and I hope that makes you happy.” I knew I sounded like a shrew as I screamed the words through the stall door, and I didn’t care. 

“Would you both please go. Leave me alone; I can’t do this with either one of you in here.”

Willow tapped on the door. “I’ll wait for you in the bride's room. We can talk there, and I can fix your makeup before we face your guests. Okay?”

They weren’t going to leave me unless I agreed on something. “Whatever, Willow. Now, I need to pee.”

Greg hung his hand over the metal wall. “I’ll meet you at the altar, Natalia. Don’t worry; I won’t say a word about this to anyone.” His hand disappeared, and I finally heard him, and Willow, both leave the restroom. 

“You’re a liar, Greg. You’re a liar, and I’ll never forgive you for doing this to m-me.” I was blubbering all over my dress, but I’d finally started peeing.
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WILLOW HELPED ME REMOVE my wedding dress, while she apologized over and over again. “What do I tell Greg?”

“Willow, I don’t really give a crap what you tell him. What do I tell my mom? That the man of my dreams is a liar and a cheater and my best friend, the one I’ve had since junior high school, is as well. You’ve not only hurt me but what you’ve both done is ruin my mom’s chance at happiness. Do you know Greg offered to pay off my mom’s debt once we were married?”

“Natty, I’m sorry. It was a mistake. Please forgive me.” My childhood friend looked beautiful in her violet bridal gown. Her thick blonde hair was still mussed from Greg’s hands running through it, and her makeup was smeared under her large, golden eyes, but she still, and always would, look beautiful.  

I stood shaking in the middle of the floor wearing the lacey white lingerie Greg’s mother had bought for me. The set had cost more than what I made in a month. “How do you forgive that kind of betrayal, Willow? What kind of a friend does that? I don’t want anything to do with you. You can have your Greg and eat him too for all I care. We’re done. Finished. You and I. No. More.” I crossed my hands back and forth over the other one. 

Willow picked up her small purse and tucked it under her arm. She glared at me. “You’re making a big mistake, Natty. I hope you don’t regret it later.” Then she turned and walked out the door, shutting it loudly behind her.  

I already did regret it. I regretted everything about the last few years that I’d wasted with Greg. But I knew that wasn’t true. I loved him completely, and I wished I’d never found them in that bathroom. And that wasn’t true either. It would have been much worse if I’d found him cheating once we were married. But right now, that didn’t make me feel any better.

I bent over and picked up my bouquet of white roses and threw it at the door. Then I gathered my clothes and dressed before anyone else came to the room to try and change my mind. 

After I was ready, I slipped on my jacket and hurried through the halls to the back door where my beat up Honda Civic was parked. Greg had wanted to take me car shopping when we got back from our honeymoon. Now I’d have to do the repairs on my car, by myself. 

My suitcases were sitting on the backseat, all packed full of goodies, and the new clothes Greg had insisted on buying me for our vacation. Maybe I could return them and get the money. No, he’d paid with his credit card, so he’d be the who’d benefit from their return, not me. 

“Fine, I’ll keep them then.” I started my car and pulled my cell phone out of my pocket to call my mom, then stopped and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat next to me. I’d tell her later at home what had happened between us. I knew my sister Lainey would make sure she got home okay. I sighed. My mom would be almost as disappointed as I was. She’d loved Greg too, but I also knew, her knowing dad’s debts would be taken care of had meant so much to her.  

I beat my hand over and over against the steering wheel until the horn started honking. It wouldn’t stop but continued beeping the entire drive, and I was sure I’d get a ticket if it didn’t stop soon. So, before I went home, I stopped at a garage just outside of Queens. I’d been here before for brake work, and the kid who was there most of the time had flirted with me. Maybe he’d give me a deal if I tried flirting back. It was worth a try. 

I pulled up to the door, grabbed my cell phone off the seat, and ran inside while trying to zip up my lightweight jacket. Now I wished I’d brought something warmer with me, but I’d expected to be wrapped in Greg’s coat as he carried me out of the church and straight into his limo. 

The kid who was always here stood up when I walked in the door. “Hey...” I peeked at his name badge, “...Kevin. As you can probably tell my horn is stuck. Do you think you could unstick it for me, so I don’t get a ticket? It’s been a pretty crappy day already. I don’t have any money on me, but I can pay you back later.”

He glanced over my shoulder at the car and grinned. “Sure. Do you want to give me the key? There’s some hot coffee in the pot. Help yourself.”

I gave him my flirtiest smile as he covered his head with his hoodie. “Thank you, Kevin.” He nodded and went outside to fix my horn. 

I sat down in the chair behind the counter and remembered how pretty my younger sister looked in her dress. Lainey looked so much like me, and we both looked like our mother, except for our hair color. Lainey’s and my hair were a more of a darker brown, and mom’s was blonde. We’d inherited most of her European good looks, and some from or dad. Lainey was taller than me by a few inches, and she’d gotten my mom’s side of the family’s’ bigger boobs. She didn’t mince her words and told people what she thought of them, and therefore, she lacked close friends. But she knew me well, and she wouldn’t be pleased when she learned what Greg and Willow had done. 

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called my sister’s cell. “Hey, Lainey.” 

‘Natalia, where are you? Mom is fit to be tied. What in the hell happened? Sorry, Mom.’

“It’s a long story. But I’ll give you the footnotes for now. Greg was doing it with Willow, in one of the bathroom’s in the Cathedral.”

‘Footnote? I’d say that was more than a footnote. Sorry Natty, I have the phone on speaker so that Mom can hear you.’

Then I heard my mom’s voice. ‘Natalia, are you sure about what you saw?’

“It was hard to miss, Mom. Trust me; you don’t want to hear all the happy details.”

‘Awe, I’m sorry, honey. We left the church and didn’t have a chance to ask Greg about it.’

I swallowed. “What...how did he tell everyone, you know, th-that the wedding was called off?”

This time my sister spoke. ‘He didn’t say it was called off, only that it was rescheduled. I swear to God, I’ll beat the crap out of that pansy assed—’ I heard a slapping noise and knew my mother had smacked my sister. Lainey had a potty mouth, and my mom didn’t appreciate it.

“Then you’d better be prepared to slap them both. Willow was as much to blame as Greg.”

‘Will we see you at home, Love?’

I was just about ready to tell her yes but stopped. I had the reservations for the B & B in my purse. I had my bags packed, and three weeks off. Everything was paid for already, so why shouldn’t I get something for all my trouble. 

“Mom, I don’t want you to worry, but I’m on the way to the Adirondacks now. All the expenses for the honeymoon were taken care of, and I’ve got the information I need with me. I took time off from work, and I deserve this after finding Greg screwing my girlfriend in the bathroom. Mom, I heard that. They were screwing each other, and there’s no reason to sugar coat it now. 

“Lainey, please take care of Mother, and if Greg comes around looking for me, you can tell him and Willow to go to hell. I love you guys. I’ll call you when I can.” 

I disconnected the call and smiled out the window at Kevin. I was determined to have a good time on my own. Besides, it wasn’t every day that you got to stay in a castle. 

I heard the bell chime over the door and turned from my magazine to see Kevin holding my car keys in front of him. “Thank you, Kevin? I promise I’ll pay you the next time I come in.”

“Not a problem. By the way, I filled your car with gas while I was at it. You were almost on empty.”

“I had no idea. I owe you big time.” I hurried over to him and gave him a quick hug. “Thank you so much. See you next time.”

I waved at him through the window, turned up my radio and put the address of the Castle into the GPS on my phone. I hadn’t even looked at my gas and was extremely grateful that Kevin had been considerate enough to check it for me. It would have been awful if I’d been stuck in the middle of nowhere without gas. 
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Chapter Two
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SERHAN

It was snowing again. I hated being cold, but the snow blocked the sunshine from beating through the windows. I didn’t have to hide inside my home. If I chose to, I could wander freely outside. The rays of the sun bothered me some, but I didn’t explode into a cloud of red dust. That was only a myth that many humans believed. Vampires got their energy from the moon, and that’s probably why the myth started to begin with. We were nightwalkers. However, the sun did hurt my eyes.  

It used to snow like this back home in Kaliningrad. I didn’t miss that, but I ached to see my mother once again. It had been too many years since we’d visited. She was still angry with me for leaving, and I’d been gone for well over a hundred years. 

“Sir, would you care for an appetizer before your dinner? The cook is making a leg of lamb, and I know it’s one of your favorites. Dinner will be delayed this evening; the roads were hard for Darius to travel with all this snow. It took him longer to get back with his supplies.”  

Iván Vasiliev had been with me for as long as I could remember. I was sure my father had been angry when he’d discovered I’d taken him with me. “Iván, I’m feeling a bit melancholy. This weather reminds me too much of my family. Would you sit with me and play a game of chess?”

“What do I tell the cook, Sir?”

I dropped the heavy drapes and moved closer to the fireplace where the chess board was always set up with an ongoing game waiting for the next move. “Tell Darius, he can remove it from the oven. He overcooked it the last time he prepared it, but don’t mention that. I would also like some cheese, and perhaps a bottle of red wine. Thank you, Iván. I’ll be waiting here.”

Iván bowed toward me, which he knew I hated. He didn’t do it often, but old habits were hard to break, and my mother had always expected her servants to abide by the old rules. Iván was my servant now but was also the closest thing I had to a friend. And then remembering all we’d been through together since being here, made me feel all the more despondent.  

I sat down in front of the waning fire and let my thoughts wander. Natasha always invaded my thoughts, even now. But her betrayal and subsequent death were only a few of the reasons that had led me here. My twin, Sergei, still swore he wasn’t to blame, but that she’d seduced him to her bed. We hadn’t spoken since her death. 

Iván and Elena had left my family’s castle and had followed me to America. They’d become vampires centuries before I was ever born. They were real vampires like myself, and like me, once we’d moved here, they’d learned to survive on the blood of animals. The woods surrounding my modest castle were full of deer, bear, and other smaller creatures, but in the wintertime, foraging was more difficult. For many years now, I’d sent Elena to the local blood bank to beg, borrow, or steal from their meager supplies. 

However, my other staff was turned by me shortly after coming here. They were loyal to a fault and were grateful for all I’d given to them. I’d found most of them living on the streets. Their fates had been worse than death, which made my choice to take them more humane. They weren’t full vamps and could live like any other human beings if I ever released them from their service. However, they all had a sense of purpose now, and a place to live. The quasi-vamps had learned the skills which were needed to run my home, from either Iván or Elena. And they didn’t need human blood to survive. As long as no one tested their longevity or strength, they’d go unnoticed in society  

I glanced down and realized that I had been twisting the small, blood red vial containing Natasha’s blood, in my hand. I wore it on a chain around my neck as a reminder to never trust a woman again. My life was forever changed because I’d loved her, and I’d never let myself be that susceptible to another female.

Iván walked into the room carrying a tray with the items I’d requested. “You can set that down on the table, Iván. Pour yourself a glass, of wine and join me. I believe it was your move. Beware, my Queen isn’t as unprotected as you might think.”

“Very good, Sir.” Iván studied the board’ he was adept in Chess, but I was the master. Still, our games and the time we spent together helped pass the time. Time was something I had plenty of now. In Kaliningrad, I’d taken every spare second I could find to go hunting with my twin. I missed him terribly. 

Iván moved his pawn to D4 and looked up and smirked. “Your move, Sir, and you might want to check your Queen.”  
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I WOKE EARLIER THAN was I was accustomed to; I sensed a change in the air; it was an anticipation or eagerness that I hadn’t felt in years. I couldn’t wrap my head around it but only knew something would or had already happened.  

I wondered if I’d be getting a visit from a family member. Maybe my earlier brooding had been a precursor for what was to come. It was at that moment that I understood I’d do anything if I could speak to my brother again. Perhaps what he’d told me before Natasha’s death had been the truth. I’d never given him the chance to explain his side of the story and had accepted her word as fact.

“Sergei, I miss you. I miss the closeness we had growing up.” Perhaps it was time for me to swallow my pride and pay my brother a visit; to hear his side of the story, and not to judge him until I understood everything he had to say regarding Natasha.

That idea was crazy. I wasn’t sure I could go back home and not feel the rage rushing through my blood when I saw what had once been my home. It was easy to think about, but for it to actually happen...

I strolled over to my bed-chamber window and pulled aside the heavy drapes to peer outside at the beauty. This castle had been in disrepair when I’d purchased it, but now it would rival anything my family owned excluding its size. It was in a remote area in the Adirondacks, and no one would ever stumble across the castle nor the lands unless they knew of its location. 

My home was the perfect hiding place for a vampire, and that was why I was surprised to see the headlights from a smaller vehicle flickering in the distance. The road was more than five miles from here, and no one should be anywhere near here; especially not with the darkness of the cold winter night full upon us. Perhaps my eyes had been playing a trick on me; was it the firelight flickering on the windowpane, or light bouncing off a distant home or car. There was one way to find out. I unlatched the heavy lock on the window and pushed it open. 

When her scent hit me full force, it was like honeysuckle and springtime, and for the first time in a century, I felt my fangs extending without my volition. 

I slammed the window shut and pushed my flushed face against the cold windowpane until my teeth retracted. I sucked the heated air into my lungs and forced it out again; over and over again as I tried to expel her scent from my senses. It wasn’t working. I had to find her, and I had to face my adversary, for surely someone had sent her here, to tempt me. 
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