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Chapter 1

Lucretia
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Whatever gods control our fate and the universe have it in for me.

Despondent, I lean against the castle’s inner courtyard wall. The swords strapped to my back press into my shoulder blades. The bitter cold of the pale stone seeps through my wool sweater. Even the fleece-lined leather pants and combat boots are no match for these freezing temperatures, and a shiver zings up my spine. 

Here in the massive garden, the once fragrant flowers are lifeless, their roots dormant. Dozens of large trees stand barren, their enormous arms reaching toward the moonlit sky as if begging for the warmth of summer. Thick snow blankets the once vibrant green lawns, glittering like diamonds in the bright halo of light. Dead. Icy. Immersed in Canada’s harsh winter. It mirrors my heart.

Out of habit, I fiddle with the end of my long braid, which cascades down my chest as emotions bombard me. Guilt. Shame. Remorse. Daily I struggle with what I’ve done. Each icy glare or raised brow, the queen shoots my direction, lances fear through me. Nicki’s a powerful empath. Does she sense my inner turmoil? I wake nightly dreading it could be my last.

As a warrior in the queen’s Guardians, my duty is to protect humans from any rogue immortal species. Since the battle three months ago, I’ve jumped at the assignments farthest across the globe. Ones that keep me from the castle throughout the night and allow me to teleport straight to my room as dawn lightens the sky. Sleep. Repeat. 

With her formal coronation days away, vampire leaders from every region assemble to support their queen. Other immortals inundate the outlying towns and villages. Those whose outward appearance passes for human roam freely. Those who don’t, like the Centaur King or the Golem King, to name a few, stay hidden. I can’t imagine what the humans living in those remote areas must think. The Nunavut Territory is the farthest North you can travel in North America. It’s isolated, desolate, especially in winter, and with no roads in or out, a biplane is the only option for those who cannot teleport. Having an influx of so many must be confusing for them.

Thank goodness the immense security shield Icarus created centuries ago to surround the stronghold prevents other immortals with the ability to trace from just popping in whenever they desire. Unfortunately, that means it will keep the Guardians busy teleporting guests through the magical barrier on coronation night. 

I rub my arms against the chill with a sigh as I recall the evening twelve years ago when Logan, the Guardian commander, knocked on my bedroom door and handed me a written copy of the prophecy before promptly assigning me to the teenage halfling’s protection detail. He insisted I keep this duty secret from our king and my fellow warriors. After reading the decree, I understood why.

Our job was to protect the bringer of peace from her father, King Dimitri Giordano, his allies, and numerous enemies wanting him dead until her transition. It took two weeks before we finally found her, and we feared Dimitri would get to her first. 

Until her twenty-fifth birthday, Nicole lived as a human, never suspecting Others existed. After her change, it surprised us how quickly she mastered her powerful abilities. She only trained for a few short months before challenging her father in mortal combat. The young halfling now rules over the largest immortal species on the planet—the Vampire Nation—and is the most youthful ruler in our history.

Impatient for their first look at the halfling, dignitaries and royalty from each species agreed to a temporary truce to attend the ceremony. With so many gathered in one place, security is our only priority. Which means I’m stuck in this enormous fortress with its ten square towers dominating the Canadian skyline every damn night. 

“What are you doing out here all alone, Lucretia?”

The deep, seductive voice startles me from my internal chaos, and I straighten from the wall. The low rumble adds another complicated layer to my life.

From several feet away, he studies me until my blood boils and my pulse hammers in my ears. At six-eight, the big, sexy brute makes me wet with just a look. His intense sapphire eyes penetrate my soul. I itch to caress his broad shoulders and bulging biceps, run my fingers through his thick, short blond hair to discover if the strands are as soft as they appear, pierce the tender flesh of those full lips with my fangs and devour them, experience the darker scruff covering his strong jaw burning the inside of my thighs.

Dirty, wanton thoughts have consumed me more than I wish since peering into those blue depths on the battlefield, but dread fills my gut at his mere existence.

Kurtis Ruse is my one true mate, but he’s forbidden—a shapeshifter. And not just any shifter, a future king, and the queen’s closest friend. Based on the scowl he shoots my direction anytime we are in the same room, I’d bet my best dagger the bonding link is one-sided.

Even though the vampire within desires him with a craving akin to an addict, the incessant bond humming through my veins warns me the canine shifter might despise me. Nicki’s triumph over King Dimitri birthed a semi-truce between our people, but vampire/shapeshifter history isn’t a peaceful one. 

It wouldn’t matter if the link was mutual anyhow. Centuries ago, our governing body, the Council of Unity, signed into law only immortals of the same species can complete a mating bond. Sex is permitted, given that pregnancy without the biological tie is extremely rare. Nicki exists because Dimitri had sex with a human, which is a big fat no-no, since keeping an immortal’s inner beast under control during sex is almost impossible. For the safety of our races, we must keep humans ignorant of our existence. 

But even with the laws in place, rumors ran amok of deformed offspring from such unlawful unions. It’s all a load of dog shit. Their real fear is the unknown power a hybrid would possess. Can you imagine a vampire who was a slave to the pull of the full moon? Or a demon shifter? A centaur succubi? I shudder at the thought. We already fight the lure of bloodlust with our inner monster. I couldn’t envision having to struggle with two internal beasts. 

The council, along with every leader in the supernatural world, would view the child as an abomination, shifting the balance of power and nature. They would terminate the hybrid immediately, as well as the parents. 

Harsh, but a necessary evil to continue to live in secrecy among humans. 

The single reason the council spared Nicki’s life was that she was born of a human with no otherworldly abilities. Not to mention, the High Priest Oracle foretold her future as the bringer of peace. 

So, the 220-year-old, magnificent shifter prince devouring me with his scrutiny can never be mine. Sex with him, on the other hand—no, no, no. I could never control my inner vampire from completing the bond during sex. I’m only 142. I still struggle daily with my baser instincts and desires. Add in my physical and mental link to this male, and it would be all over. Regret sears my chest.

“It is no concern of yours, shifter.” With quiet resolve, I harden my heart and lace my tone with a hatred I’m far from experiencing. I possess too many secrets to allow anyone close, especially the queen’s best friend.

The frosty exterior that served me well since becoming a Guardian slides into place. Whatever disasters life threw at me, and I’ve had my fair share, I dealt with alone. But things keep piling up, and I’m gasping for air, barely keeping my head above water. I get an issue resolved, and another boils to the surface—like the one standing before me.

“I’m making it my concern, vampire,” he says in a low, angry rumble, stepping closer. The scorching fire from his body works to penetrate the ice around my heart. The tactical pants and snug-fitting wool t-shirt accentuate the bulges and curves of his impressive physique. Not a shiver ripples through him at the freezing temperatures. “You’re hiding something. The stench of guilt radiates from you.” 

Ah, crap. Damn shifter senses are better than an empath’s ability. Go fuck yourself rests on the tip of my tongue, but my inner vampire fights against uttering such foul language to its mate. The last thing I need is a tenacious male sniffing in my direction. Pun intended.

“Step off, Ruse. I will not hesitate to take you down, prince or not.” An image of tackling him to the ground and stripping him naked spikes my heart rate. To have this powerful being pinned between my thighs, at my mercy, causes my nipples to harden. 

The instant my mind recalls our first contact in the battle’s aftermath three months ago, the mating bond zings through me and my inner vampire stirs in my chest. The magnificent prince sustained severe injuries, which forced him to shift back into human form. Deep lacerations flayed open the skin across his massive torso. Blood oozed from multiple stab wounds to his gut, and several broken bones protruded from his flesh. Sebastian, Logan’s brother and second in command of the Guardians, ordered me to trace him to the castle.

My body still trembles, remembering the scorching blaze of his bare skin when I drew him into my embrace. The intoxicating perfume of his blood, the impressive girth of his cock—even in its relaxed state, his incredible strength as he fought me, desperate to stay in the battle despite his numerous injuries.

When we materialized at the castle, he’d gripped my upper arms in a bone-crushing hold. Fury radiated from him in scalding waves. The piercing sapphire gaze glowed with outrage, and a low menacing growl vibrated the floor. For the first time in my immortal life, fear pulsed through my veins, warring with an instant surge of lust.

I shake my head and peer into those intense eyes as big fat snowflakes descend around us and longing gushes to the forefront once again.

“I’d like to see you try, female.”

Kurtis’s husky reply ignites my need, as does the aroma of his... desire? Damn it. This complicates things.

The enormous shifter’s challenge is apparent as he steps into my personal space, his aggression warming my chilled body. Awareness tingles through my sensitive bits as his distinct scent of citrus and pine surrounds me. Against my will, my fangs descend, craving to sink into his neck and gulp down his nectar.

Will the prince’s blood be sweet like honey or rich and spicy like the man himself? I suspect it’s a potent combination of powerful magic. Next to his father, this male is the most formidable shapeshifter on the planet. The mere thought of his lifeblood flowing over my tongue, down my parched throat causes saliva to pool in my mouth and warmth to explode behind my irises. The amber glow dispels the surrounding shadows, showcasing my mate’s masculine features to perfection.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he whispers. “Your eyes are molten lava.”

“Leave, Ruse, before...”

“Before what, Lucretia?” Hearing my name in his deep, husky tone has my empty insides spasming. I adore that he doesn’t shorten it to Lu the way everyone else does. “Before I have you writhing, moaning my name, begging for more?” Powerful hands grasp my biceps and pull me against his rock-hard body. Fire penetrates the leather, sinking straight to my core. God, he’s so warm. I want to snuggle against his broad chest, and forget the world exists. “Or before I force you to reveal what those amber eyes hide?”

His words freeze the oxygen in my lungs. The lust stutters to a halt, replaced by anger and fear. Anger at myself for letting him distract me and fear he’ll discover my secrets, putting lives at risk. Mate or not, I cannot allow him to uncover the truth. Everything I’ve sacrificed would be for nothing. His friendship with the queen would ensure it.

“You would do well to get your paws off me, shifter. I am not a fragile human you can bully.” To demonstrate, I shove against his chest, knocking him back several feet with ease. Apprehension spears through me. Striking a member of royalty, no matter the species, carries serious consequences. Kurtis recovers with a low growl and drops into a fighting stance, his pupils darkening with intent.

Damn, he’s impressive. I’ve witnessed his battle skills, and even though I am a vampire with exceptional speed and strength, with over a century of combat training, his abilities give me pause. I’m not sure I could best him in a fight, especially if he morphed into Loki, the two-hundred-pound, lethal Alaskan Malamute, with canines the size of my thumb.

Besides, the bond would never allow me to hurt him to any significant degree. In our history, a bonded mate has never destroyed another. But Kurtis isn’t a vampire. His hatred for my kind could overshadow any desire he bears for me, although it doesn’t seem to affect his friendship with Nicki. Is it because they were close when she was still human?

“Know this, bloodsucker.” My jaw clenches at the slur. “You’ll submit and whisper your secrets in my ear as I sink deep into you.”

The threat stalls my heart. I press my shoulder blades against the icy wall. The swords dig into bone, allowing the pain to refocus my destructive thoughts. Kurtis’s tenacity will be my doom. Best to retreat while I’m able. If I find myself pinned beneath this male for even a second, blood lust might consume me. Nobody can ever know the shapeshifter prince is my one true mate. 

King Dimitri’s lifeless body burned to ash months ago. My secrets are safe, but I must stay vigilant and guard my mind against the queen, Logan, and the prince. For if anyone discovers my betrayal, I’m as good as dead.

Kurtis advances. I hesitate, admiring his masculine beauty for as long as possible. When the warmth from his body heats my face, I trace away to the safety of my room, feeling every bit a coward. 
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Chapter 2

Kurtis
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Well, that fucking escalated out of control in seconds.

The objective was to befriend the exotic vampire, find out what secrets lurk behind those battle-weary eyes, and report back to Nicki. But the warrior fires every synapse in my brain. I revert to a Neanderthal type behavior; grunting and pounding my chest, demanding she obeys. I’m a goddamn Navy SEAL, a black belt in Krav Maga; where is the control?

Frustration gnaws at me as I recall the evening two weeks ago, when Nicki showed up alone at my dojo, Red Dawn. Out at night without Logan was surprising, as he seldom leaves her side.

“Kurtis, I need your help,” she said before flopping into an armchair facing my desk. The same desk where I kissed her, although those days seemed like another lifetime.

“What can I do for you, Queen Giordano? Is your mate not meeting your needs?” I taunted, smirking at the saying etched on the front of her long-sleeved shirt. ‘I’m not a princess, I don’t need saving. I’m a queen, I’ve got this shit.’ “I’d be more than delighted to assist you in that department.”

Her bark of laughter made me smile. In the few short years I’d known this fascinating, courageous woman, she didn’t enjoy many opportunities to indulge in hilarity. Nicki was abused by her father as a teenager until Logan rescued her, only to lose her memories of her childhood, then be plagued by hideous nightmares which kept her on the run until she settled here in Newport, Oregon. 

The night Nicki discovered vampires existed, she further learned who and what she was: a vampire halfling prophesied in an ancient decree to deliver peace to the immortals. If those mind-boggling revelations weren’t sufficient, she found out the individuals around her lied to incorporate themselves into her life. It crushed her heart. She questioned the motivations behind her friendships. 

Yeah, not much room for amusement there.

“Never let him hear you say that, big guy. He’d blow a fucking gasket,” she replied with a smile. “It’s only through Sebastian’s help I’m here alone. You’d think being an all-powerful vampire would grant me some advantages over my mate. Nope. Still as controlling and bossy as ever.”

“Which I know from experience you enjoy, so quit whining.” At my wink, Nicki rolled her eyes and grinned. A few moments later, the smile disappeared, and her expression took on the detached, calculated warrior I trained. Dread filled my gut as I watched her stroll around the desk before leaning against it to face me. 

“You know I’m an empath, among my many diverse talents,” she smirked, although the humor didn’t penetrate the icy gray regard. “I need you to get close to Lu.”

“What?” My spine tingled with trepidation. “Why?”

“Lucretia is an enigma wrapped up in a bacon mystery, Kurtis. Her emotions are all over the place, and I suspect a huge secret lurks beneath the surface. It’s essential I find out what.”

“Are you sure jealousy isn’t rearing its ugly head, as the warrior was briefly married to your male?”

King Giordano forced Logan and Lucretia into marriage in the hope Nicki would turn against her mate. Since my friend possesses a history of acting irrationally when emotions get the better of her, I had to ask. 

“Thanks for the reminder. It’s true, Lu and I have not had the best relationship, for more reasons than the one you just mentioned.” She crossed her arms, her expression altered from anger to concern. I trusted the little halfling with my life. Her intuition was one hell of a bullshit detector. “Beneath her cold exterior, guilt and fear smolder, and my instincts are shrieking she’s betrayed me in some way, or is about to... I just fucking wish I could read minds instead of emotions.”

Well, son of a bitch. “Did you speak to the Oracle?”

“Please, I went to him first, but as expected, the little blue weirdo gave me a non-committal answer about how the universe works.”

Icarus was the Council of Unity’s High Priest Oracle. His vision helped locate Nicki as a youngster. He also brought her back to life when she thrust a silver dagger through her heart to destroy her father and save her mate and friends.

“It’s pissing me off I can’t penetrate her mental shields.” She pinched her forehead. “You’re the only one I can trust with this. Logan and Sebastian are too close to her. She’s been their most trusted warrior for a century. I don’t want to voice my suspicions until I have concrete evidence.”

“The commander would back you no matter what, Nicki. As your mate, he has no alternative.”

“I realize that, but the big ‘innocent until proven guilty’ brute will conclude I’m being rash or seeking to prove Lu’s guilty because of jealousy if I don’t offer him proof.” She settled her palm over mine, and the somber eyes darken. “Plus, his friendship with her is solid, it’s gonna hurt him, and I need to be certain.”

I’d never been capable of refusing this woman anything. She’d earned my esteem and devotion. I rose from my chair and planted my hand on her cheek while peering into the sparkling gray depths. “I once mentioned, in this office, I would always be here for you, and I meant every word. Let me see what I can find out.” Nicki’s smile had warmed my heart.

As I peer around the snow-covered courtyard of this twelve-acre castle, I shake my head at the irony. The woman I trust and care deeply for was demanding I spy on the female my beast craves. The attraction for Nicki was nothing compared to this all-consuming desire for Lu.

The fates were wicked in their mate choice. I always pictured I’d settle down into a tranquil, satisfying existence with a gentle, submissive shifter. A female to shift, run, and hunt alongside, to bear my children—not one against council law. My people will never tolerate a species we’ve been at war with for centuries as their queen, even with the tentative accord my father has with Nicki.

Not to mention, Lucretia Bramen is the farthest thing from gentle or submissive. The warrior is a cold-hearted, cunning bloodsucker. But it didn’t matter. The second her lean body, encased in leather, appeared on the battlefield several months ago, my cock hardened. The bond pierced through my fast-thumping heart as sure as any sword.

Her alluring beauty astonished me. I envisioned those toned thighs wrapped around my waist; the long, black hair clutched in my fist, those lethal fangs sinking into my flesh. Even knowing it was taboo for my kind, I couldn’t hold the tremors through my frame at the notion. 

When those amber eyes zeroed in on mine, awareness shot straight to my groin. The beast demanded her beneath him. It was Nicki’s sharp telepathic command ordering me to get my head in the game that held the animal in check.

I urge my mind from the past as snow crunches under my boots and seek the castle’s warmth. Pausing inside the grand dining room, I dislodge the freezing flakes from my hair and shoulders. The sole reason the queen has no idea Lucretia’s mine is because I’ve kept a steady rein on my emotions.

As part of my progeny training, and because of my friendship with Nicki, I’m the spokesperson for the Shifter Territory. This fortress has become my second home. My father respects the queen and the Moretti brothers, but despises the compound’s remoteness. With no roads in or out or even an airstrip for miles, the sole access to the castle is teleportation. As convenient as the skill is, shifters fear it. No good can develop from scattering your molecules to the universe. 

Needing time to settle my mind before heading to my suite, I meander around the most extended table ever created. The mahogany behemoth comfortably seats over a hundred guests. It’s used for Guardian meetings every dusk, as well as parties. The stone arches, vaulted brick ceiling, and dozens of lit braziers add to the old-world atmosphere of the castle. 

The ground floor also houses a small rustic kitchen Nicki threatens to modernize with gleaming stainless-steel appliances—much to Logan’s horror—and a media/game space for the Guardians to unwind. The queen’s study, with an attached conference room for more private encounters, sits on the ground floor too. Oh, and let’s not overlook the extraordinary: I’m itching to get my hands on, indoor training gym. Red Dawn is nothing to sneeze at, but this facility is the size of a damn football field. Unfortunately, it’s a vamp only zone, and they prohibit outsiders. 

The modern influence, besides plumbing or electricity in specific areas, are the electronic shutters which slam shut before dawn, then disappear as the sun sinks below the horizon, although Nicki has no demand for such shelter. The rays caress her skin daily without the painful lick of fire. The bedrooms in each tower are the only ones missing the metal closures and are strictly for visiting immortals like me. 

A long hot shower sounds inviting, and I take the stone steps to the fourth floor three at a time. It boggles my mind the only areas with lavatories in these twelve acres of brick and rock are in the staff quarters and the tower suites. Although Nicki recently added one to her suite and insisted on a powder room off the main corridor. It’s odd how the blood vamps consume gets reabsorbed by their bodies, which efficiently converts it to fuel their power. Bloodsuckers are above shitting like the rest of us lowly immortals. 

As I enter my chamber, I’m grateful to whatever servant lit the fire in the spacious rock fireplace, but my mission weighs heavily on my shoulders. If Lucretia betrayed her queen, it won’t matter she’s my fated female; Logan will rip her heart from her chest.

A rough growl rumbles from my throat at the prospect of Lu harmed in any way, but fury shoots through me at my response. The soldier can never be mine. She’s a fucking bloodsucker. Forbidden. This mission, along with Nicki’s security, are my only priorities.
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Chapter 3

Kurtis
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In 220 years, I’ve never witnessed such a wide variety of species assembled in one place. During the battle, there were vampires, werewolves, shifters, valkyrie, and dark fae. Those leaders or their high-ranking royals are here this evening—minus the dark fae king, Syn Grayflame and a certain gorgeous succubi queen: the Vampire Nation declared them enemies after siding with Dimitri.

Many of the species survived in complete secrecy until now. The twitter of diverse languages from witches, banshee, elves, and dwarfs bounce off the stone walls. Even the elusive centaur king stands majestically in the back corner. They all showed up for a peek at the prophesied halfling who killed her father and mated the legendary Logan Moretti.

Polished braziers encircling each of the fourteen limestone columns immerse the hall in a dancing glow of orange. The colossal walk-in fireplace blankets everything in warm radiance. The gem runes on the domed ceiling dance in the flickering light while stone effigies of vampire warriors glare down upon the porcelain floor.

A crimson rug runs from the throne to the heavy double doors with identical but smaller rugs lining either side. Banners with adorned plumes dangle from the walls and between each one stands a colossal candelabra. They spotlight murals depicting powerful creatures. The half-moon gleams through the floor to ceiling stained-glass windows, which illustrate in gory detail significant battles throughout vampire history. 

Centered in front of the colorful panes, atop an elevated platform, rests a lavish mahogany throne. Two similar but undecorated seats rest on either side. The armchair on the left is for Logan, announcing he’s the queen’s right-hand man; a consort in the vampire culture. The one on the other side belongs to Logan’s brother, Sebastian. Tonight, Nicki will promote him to Guardian Commander. Anytime the queen’s in this room, the Moretti brothers will flank their ruler.

Rows of decorated, but uncomfortable, wooden benches face the throne. Dozens of immortals either sit or mill around, remaining close to their claimed seat. Those of higher standing have the privilege of witnessing the ceremony from the lavish balconies lining both sides of the chamber. 

I peer up, nod to my father sitting next to Queen Svaldana, and note the spot reserved for her daughter Alexandria is empty. I can’t figure out why Nicki’s best friend hasn’t stepped foot in this castle since the werewolf king’s funeral. She’d better have a damn good excuse because I know her absence wounds Nicki even if she won’t admit it out loud. 

“Quite the gathering.”

The sweet melodious voice pulls me from scrutinizing the milling throng. My regard falls to the stunning creature next to me.

“Yes, Priestess Tanagra, it is.”

Kleora Tanagra is a land nymph and the ruler of her people. The mysterious creatures isolated themselves from society centuries ago, but after King Giordano’s death, the rarely glimpsed sprite petitioned for a seat on the Council of Unity.

No glittering dress adorns the little beauty. Kleora dressed for battle. Supple brown leather pants hug her dainty but shapely hips and thighs. A braided leaf design runs through the skin, circling down each leg before disappearing into knee-high boots with the same pattern up the face. A green peasant blouse with a keyhole opening matches her emerald eyes, and the intricate leather corset of interwoven buckles showcases her ample breasts. Chestnut hair gleams in the candlelight and falls to her midriff.

“Observed your fill, young prince?”

“Apologies, priestess.” I chuckle at being caught staring like an adolescent pup. “Your beauty stole my senses.”

Her delicate, pointy ears twitch as she laughs outright. “I expect it’s because you have never seen a nymph.”

“You are correct, my lady, and after seeing you, your absence deprived us of remarkable splendor for far too long.”

She offers a dainty snort. “Your father has instructed you well, young Ruse. I hope you endeavor to be as talented a king as you are at flirting.”

Laughing, I wink at her and kiss her strong, graceful hand. It’s rumored this fragile-looking woman is lethal with a bow. “But flirting is so much more entertaining.”

“Careful, shifter, or I will have you beneath me before your next breath.”

Her candor takes me by surprise until I see amusement in the sparkling depths. “A position most men would submit their souls for, I’m sure,” I respond.

“Ah. But it’s not their souls I’m after,” she parries. “Although, I suspect the young vampire glaring daggers at us right now might object. Shall we present her a show?” The Priestess whispers and moves closer. Her breasts brush my arm.

Lu’s delicious, addictive scent invades my senses. A primal stir shifts in my solar plexus and ignites a possessive need I refuse to acknowledge. The itch to twist and observe my female is almost too exceptional to resist. Instead, I maintain my regard on the five-foot minx before me.

“I’m uncertain who you mean, my lady. All others pale compared to your beauty,” I flirt back, knowing full well Lu can hear me. The fire from my female’s scrutiny flows across the vast room like a dark, humid heat searing my neck. 

“Ah, if that were true, young prince, the things I could teach you would blow your mind.” Her seductive whisper fuels the deep odor of fury. I grin with pleasure. Lu is not as immune as she touts.

“My apologies,” Logan interrupts with a nod before gently taking Kleora’s palm. “Priestess Tanagra, the queen would love to meet with you before the ceremony.” 

The mighty fighter, decked out in combat boots, leather trousers, and two large broadswords strapped to his bare torso, is an intimidating sight. If I’m not mistaken, several battle paintings on the walls around this immense chamber depict his powerful frame.

“Of course, my lord.” Kleora nods before turning an apprehensive stare to mine. “Until we meet again, my young strapping shifter.”

“I look forward to it, Priestess.”

Why is the petite nymph uneasy about seeing the queen? Nicki is the most potent immortal on the planet, but the nymph’s earthy magic shimmers around her like a protective veil.

Shaking my head, I dismiss Kleora from my mind and zero in on Lu. My chest tightens at her fierce countenance. Clad in battle attire similar to Logan’s, but with a black, long-sleeved t-shirt covering her torso and two smaller swords crisscrossing her back, she’s the most striking woman in the place. Her height isn’t the only thing setting her apart from the other females and several males; she exudes the alert grace of a predator. Her watchful visage causes my creature to rise to the allure of the challenge she presents.

The amber glare stirs my lust. It’s disconcerting the way my body is in harmony with her every shift of sinewy muscle, each draw of breath. The raw, primitive compulsion to chase her down has my beast shifting in anticipation, even as desire—hot and pure—boils my innards. 

Christ. Get control. 

I’m expected to gain Lu’s confidence, but I can’t if she’s pinned to the floor with my head buried between her thighs... not precisely a trust-building move.

Need her. Claim her.

“Oh, shut the hell up.” I admonish the beast in a harsh whisper while shoving him deeper. 

Since the moment of my first shift at eighteen, my inner animal spirit has been my constant companion. It’s guided me with raw passions and impulses during the most profound moments in my life. He’s a part of me. The wild, untamed element that flourishes in the heart of battle, whose natural instincts make us the ideal killing machine. 

When I hit immortality at twenty-five, the beast’s demand for sex grew exponentially. I devoted years of training to master his carnal proclivities. But when we encountered our mate for the first time, my seasons of discipline flew to the wind. I’ve redoubled my attempts to hold him in check around her. 

Like tonight. Once my heart rate settles and my erection no longer strains against my zipper, I refocus on the biggest challenge of my life.
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Chapter 4

Lucretia
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Visions of hacking the nymph’s pointed ears from her head ease my soul as I stroll around the grand throne room, scrutinizing the guests. My trained gaze searches for any bulges indicating a weapon we missed, a nervous eye darting towards the exit or anything out of place. In all fairness, everything seems out of place. I’ve never seen many of the creatures here tonight. While a few make me shudder in revulsion, others make me marvel at their majestic grace, like the Centaur King. The chestnut flanks of his body twitch with each hoof stomp, the dominant male physique and flawless features boggle the mind. 

The shifter across the room, on the other hand, produces quivers for an entirely different reason. Watching him flirt with the attractive priestess, hearing every word, caused my inner vampire to yearn to tear her limb from limb for daring to touch what’s mine. 

Kurtis is not ours. Nor will he ever be.

I conclude my rounds quickly before beelining it to the exit. His presence, even in a crowded room, is messing with my emotional discipline. I’ve worked years to hone the frigid indifference in this male-dominated occupation, and in a few days, the shifter prince has wreaked havoc on my shield.

Out in the darkened passageway, I take a second to fill my lungs with the lavender-scented air permeating the castle since the queen’s arrival. In my mind, she’s already my queen. Tonight is purely a formality for immortal society.

“Lu. Have you completed your rounds in the throne room?” Logan’s rich voice startles me, so drawn up in my concerns, I didn’t even hear his approach.

“Yes, Sir. Everything seems in order.” I tip my head and peer into the restless atomic green stare of the man I revere. To be honest, one I’ve had a crush on since my initial interview.

Bare-chested, the black Moretti tattoo swirls around his right bicep, up over his shoulder to curve across an impressive pectoral. The enormous broad swords strapped to his torso intimidate. His dark hair, drawn back at his nape, highlights his trim goatee to perfection. The subtle, eerie light from his orbs sets off the scar slicing through his left eyebrow; the thin line adds to his dangerous allure.

I envy my queen for fate choosing this incredible vampire as her mate. When Dimitri forced Logan to marry me and consummate the union, with him and the Guardians as witnesses, humiliation and fury blazed through me. But the pleasure-pain of his size stretching me produced a powerful orgasm I struggled to keep concealed from those around us. No doubt, my commander felt my muscles convulse. Just as I experienced his scalding seed saturate my insides. If it weren’t for the hundreds of observers, it would have been the best sex I’d had in forever. But I’m no buffoon. I knew he pictured Nicole, and I didn’t fault him. 

I’ve been around the Moretti brothers long enough to recognize they are both sexual dominants. In fact, Sebastian unashamedly owns several BDSM clubs across the globe. There was a time I fantasized about exploring such a lifestyle, until a vampire from my past drilled it into me that only the low and depraved performed such acts—that craving pain with pleasure was wrong, perverted. To this day, even though I’ve mastered those black thoughts, I can’t stop daydreaming about encountering a partner who shares my dark passions. Then I meditate to purge myself of the shame and humiliation, like he taught me.

“I must profess, I get an uneasy sense about this ceremony,” Logan states, rubbing the back of his neck as if it burned or itched. 

“What other option did we possess, Sir? The world demanded to see her crowned.” I’m unnerved by his misgivings. The fierce warrior’s instincts served him well in his six hundred years. It’s saved him, and me, many times.

“We could have teleconferenced the occasion. But my mate insisted, and I quote, ‘what a bullshit cowardly approach.’” Logan’s attempt at mimicking Nicki’s character has my lips squeezing together to keep from snickering. He grunts at my expression.

“Sounds like her, my lord.”

“Indeed, Lu. It does. Her fierce attitude is one reason I love her so much.”

“A warrior covers every exit, commander. We carefully searched each guest upon arrival. Icarus’s no teleporting spell is functioning; the entire contingent of Guardians are here tonight,” I declare, working to soothe his mind. “If anything goes down, we are ready.”

“Thank you, Lu.” The warmth from Logan’s palm sears my shoulder. “Accepting you as a Guardian was the wisest decision I made. It eases my burden to know you protect what is mine.”

Oh, if he only realized. “With my life, my lord.” I present a slight bow even as guilt crawls up my abdomen.

The constriction on my chest lessens somewhat when Logan nods, then strides away. The commander recruited me despite the fact the Guardians never had a female warrior in their history. 

Vampire culture evolved with the times, along with the mortals, but throughout the centuries, we remained a patriarchal society. Females have their place: look beautiful, plan grand festivities, and service their males. 

I’m an anomaly. As far back as I recall, I craved to be a soldier, to fight with swords, daggers, my bare hands. Corsets, frilly dresses, and tea parties would never be my destiny. 

I stiffen as Kurtis’s aroma ignites my senses: raw and masculine. Before I can halt them, my fangs descend, throbbing to plunge into his flesh. Saliva pools in my mouth, anticipating the flavor of his blood. The overwhelming vision of his nude body appears in my mind. I inhale deeply, glory in my primal reaction for a moment longer, before cramming it to the background and ordering my canines to recede. My visceral response to his mere scent is disturbing. 

“Lucretia.” I love the sound of my name on his lips. “Might I have a word with you?”

My eyebrow lifts. He’s asking? Since when? A desperate impulse to rush down the hall away from the tantalizing presence has my muscles straining, but as a prince, he outranks me. In this public venue, I must keep it formal.

I enjoy my head attached to my neck.

With a courteous smile plastered on my face, I spin to meet the bright blue stare. “Of course, my lord.” Attired in a black, pinstripe three-piece suite, Kurtis looks as if he strode out of GQ magazine for health and fitness fanatics. His wardrobe must be tailor-made to fit such a tall, muscular frame. 

“I, ah... I want to apologize for my remarks in the garden the other night.” 

Whoa. What? “You need not apologize to me, my lord. You are a prince.” What the hell is he doing? I glance anxiously at a female banshee ogling Kurtis like candy. He doesn’t even acknowledge the little beauty. 

“Well then, as a prince, I should obtain better manners, don’t you think?”

His deep husky tone, fused with the provocative grin, does weird things to my stomach. I gulp. Loudly. As much as I ache for this male, instinct demands I step back. Aggression and anger I can handle. This—not-so-subtle flirtation—makes my head spin.

“Is there someplace we might talk in private, Lucretia?”

Oh, no. Being alone with Kurtis is a bad, bad idea. “The ceremony is about to begin, my lord,” I stall. “Perhaps you should....”

“I won’t bite.” Crap. The lopsided grin melts my insides. “Hard anyway.”

“No?” I overlook my breathy voice. “But I do.” Good grief, I’m flirting with the next shapeshifter king. What the hell is wrong with me?

Kurtis’s low grunt has my nipples tightening. Heat sears my breasts as he steps closer. His bulk blocks the hallway from view. I retreat as he advances until hard stone meets my back.

“Do you wish to bite me, Lucretia?”

God. Yes. “No.” 

Yeah. Way to sound convincing. I’d like nothing better than to slip my incisors into the hardness bulging behind his zipper. My heart rate spikes, along with my breathing.

“Your scent is intoxicating,” he admits between clenched teeth. Like he’s angry I smell good. 

Well, I could say the same. His citrus and pine aroma cloud rational thought, causing my fangs to extend once more.

“Why is the notion of those sinking into me so damn... appealing?” 

I’m uncertain if it’s me he’s asking or himself, but the words ignite a fire behind my eyes and between my legs. The subdued light illuminates his face.

This is not a safe idea, but a part of me demands this moment. Maybe if I experience those lips on mine just once I could get over this preoccupation with him. He could be a terrible kisser. Yes, that’s it. I need to test this theory. If he’s a lousy kisser, I’ll set him from my mind.

A big, steady hand clasps the back of my neck as he leans in and plants the other on the stone mere inches from my head. Warmth, blended with his masculine scent, envelops me and I’m lost. Wild horses couldn’t yank me away from the searing burn of his embrace. For the first time in my existence, I’m fragile. Small. Protected. He draws out the feminine side I’ve struggled hard to suppress.

“My lord.” My sigh is packed with longing and need, but I don’t care. This male entrances me.

“Christ, Lucretia.” The deep groan hardens my nipples even further as he leans his forehead against mine.

He doesn’t shorten my name like everyone else, and I love it. From him, it’s a sensuous caress. A slight inhale, and his fresh, minty breath fills my nostrils. I tip my head to provide him better access, but the tantalizing lips hover just out of reach. My frustrated growl rumbles in the meager space between our bodies, and I drive my claws into the stone behind me to keep them from digging into his ass.

“Lu?”

My name has us both tensing. The familiar voice penetrates the haze of lust as effectively as a fifty-caliber bullet to the brain. My fangs retract in an instant, and the amber glow dissipates.

It can’t be. Please don’t let it be him.

Kurtis tilts his head. No doubt noting the immediate transformation in my demeanor. “Private conversation, pal,” he says with a growl before straightening away.

The absence of his warmth leaves me weak, and I allow the immortal to shelter me from my past about to kick me in the face. 

“Step aside, shifter.” The low polished tone has my knees buckling, and I clutch the wall for support.

“Do you know this vampire?” Kurtis asks over his shoulder, never taking his fierce scrutiny from the male standing before him.

“Of course, she does.” The Italian accent thickens with impatience. 

Everything inside me withers. The confidence and control I’ve worked a century to achieve suddenly die a quiet death. On unsteady legs, I stride around Kurtis to face the one man from my past who possesses the power to destroy my future.
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Chapter 5

Lucretia
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“Hello, Trezzo.” I would never admit it, but I’m grateful for the warmth and energy of my mate at my back, even if it’s purely an illusion. Kurtis is as dangerous as the vampire before me, more so because of the bond. “Been a long time.” I’m amazed at how steady my voice sounds since my tummy is doing somersaults. I focus on slowing my breathing and heart rate.

Show no weakness.

“You look as beautiful as I remember,” Trezzo murmurs before depositing an intimate kiss on the inside of my wrist. 

Like most vampires, he is exquisite. You’d never guess the youthful-looking stud is seven hundred years old. Originally from Venice, Italy, his golden hair and blue eyes give him the appearance of a Viking. A Viking in a black tux.

A century ago, his blond locks hung loose to his shoulders. Now he maintains the sides buzzed short, and the top slicked back from his forehead. His once clean-shaven jaw showcases a trim scruff.

Deep-set sapphires take their time devouring my physique. The nostrils on his straight, masculine nose flare, inhaling my scent. An appreciative smile curls his full lips.

“Discharge the young pup. We have matters to discuss.”

Old habits die hard. I immediately open my mouth to obey, but catch the words. A low rumble vibrates my back and my vampire hisses.

“Trezzo,” I admonish, astounded at my audacity. “This is Kurtis Ruse, the shapeshifter prince. Rethink your arrogant tone.”

Wow. What the hell’s gotten into me? First, I flirted with the shifter progeny, and now I’m insulting my mentor. I owe this creature everything. He welcomed me in when I couldn’t manage my bloodlust. Became my tutor in all things vampire and schooled me in combat and swords. Without him, I’d never have become a Guardian.

A raised brow is the single hint that Trezzo’s stunned by my aggressive manner. “Apologies, my lord,” he offers with a slight nod. “I am Trezzo Massaro, ruler of the Italian territory, and it appears I have been in Italy far too long.” Hard blue steel pin mine, and I swallow.

Yikes. My mentor has climbed the ranks since I last saw him. He obviously moved back to his home country right after I enlisted.

“How do you know Ms. Bramen?” I exhale with relief at the proper use of my name. I don’t particularly care to endure Trezzo questioning his familiarity. 

“Lu and I go way back. I was her trainer and mentor before she belonged to the Guardians. Isn’t that correct, my dear?” Trezzo’s scrutiny darkens. A sure sign he’s not thrilled. With Kurtis or me?

“Yes. We are old acquaintances,” I concede in a rough mumble, before drawing my braid over my shoulder to fidget with the end. A nervous gesture Trezzo tried unsuccessfully to break me from for years. It’s what his presence does. It strips my poise. 

The blue eyes narrow on my fidgeting fingers. My arms drop to my sides.

“We were so much more, my treasure.” His knuckles glide smoothly down my cheek before he swings his intense scrutiny to Kurtis. “Would you permit us a minute, my lord? Lu and I have some catching up to do.” Trezzo grips my shoulder to steer me away when a substantial hand clamps around his wrist, making it look dainty and fragile.

“Actually, I mind.” 

The low, threatening tone paralyzes my insides. A hasty glance up reveals the shifter’s smile is as dark and dangerous as his voice. Why is he furious? He bears no feelings for me. Why should he care with whom I talk?

I open my mouth to break the stare-off when Liam Scott saunters over and plants a friendly palm on Kurtis’s shoulder.

“Hey, buddy. Everything okay?” The wolf’s worried expression flicks to mine, and I offer a subtle shake of my head.

Recently crowned werewolf king after his father’s death, Liam is what we used to call a tall drink of water. A few inches shorter than the shifter prince, their complexions are in complete contrast. The king’s skin tone has deepened from years in the sun working his ranch, with thick dark hair and mysterious, sultry eyes. And while his frame is massive by mortal standards, he’s nowhere near my mate’s stature. Very few males are. 

I like the young king. And I don’t claim that about many individuals, especially werewolves, but his easy-going nature relaxes those around him. The gentleness and sincerity in those chocolate-colored depths draw you in, comfort you. 

Not much older than me, the 150-year-old immortal is considered youthful for a king in werewolf hierarchy. The vampires are the only species whose reigning ruler crowns the oldest son on his hundredth birthday before stepping down. 

Vampire law states: a king, or queen now, must produce an heir before the end of their first three hundred years. If no successor is conceived, the Council of Unity appoints the next highest-ranking leader. If the offspring dies or the appointed refuses the responsibility, the current ruler can continue another three centuries. Since Dimitri’s descendants never survived long enough to take control, and no one was stupid enough to go against him, his sovereignty lasted nine hundred years. Eight damn centuries too long. 

Liam Scott carries tremendous responsibility. From his duties to the Werewolf Provinces, to managing the Leloo Blues Bar in Oregon, to controlling his enormous cattle ranch in Montana. His father, Jimmy, would be proud.

The grandfather clock against the wall chimes the hour. Responsibilities require my attention, and it’s time to disperse the angst flowing between these two powerful creatures. My heart stutters, wondering if, in the heat of the moment, Trezzo would blurt out my secrets. Sure as shit, the shifter prince would rush to the queen. The best course of action here is to separate them. 

“Why don’t you all take your seats. The coronation is about to begin.” With a slight shift, I shrug off Massaro’s grip.

“Yeah, it’s why I came out here.” Liam’s frowning scrutiny roams my face as he addresses his friend. “I’ve saved you a seat, my man.”

Why is the werewolf king glowering at me? Like he’s not positive who or what I am?

Kurtis drops Trezzo’s wrist, then wipes his palm on his slacks as if repulsed by the vampire’s odor on his skin. Hell’s bells. He just insulted a vampire leader. We all see it, but avert our eyes and pretend it didn’t happen.

With Dimitri dead, my former mentor is held as an elder in our nation, but in the immortal realm, Kurtis and Liam outrank him. My mentor’s wise enough to let it pass. One quality he possesses in abundance: patience.

“Find me after the ceremony, Lu,” he demands before bending to brush his lips across my cheek. Liam places a restraining grip on Kurtis’s arm. “I look forward to getting reacquainted, mio amore. It has been a lengthy separation.”

I cringe inwardly at the endearment. Even though we were once intimate, I have sincere doubts about Trezzo’s capacity to love. Control. Yes. Love? Questionable. 

With a terse nod to the shifter and werewolf, he saunters through the double doors with grace and arrogance.
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