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TEXAS, 1818

“You will pay for this! I swear to all that is powerful and holy, you will pay.” Maria Whitman’s eyes stung with hot, salty tears as she backed away from her husband. Her breath caught in her throat as her world came crashing down around her with the cacophony and blazing heat of an inferno. 

The man she’d loved for over thirty years, to whom she’d borne seven sons, was no longer a man. He was a blood-drinking demon.

Her husband continued to feed on the woman he’d dragged into their home. A truly horrific sight. He looked like an animal, growling and ripping at the flesh of her neck with only his sharp white teeth. Blood ran down her ravaged chest, and the woman’s arms lay limp by her side. Bile rose in Maria’s throat, and she gagged on the vomit that threatened to flow. 

Maria turned and ran into their bedroom, her breath gasping in her throat as she struggled to take in any air at all. Knifelike pain hammered into her ribs as she looked left and right, her whole world spinning on its axis. She slammed the wooden door and grabbed a nearby chair, pulling it forward and pushing it against the handle,, her heart hammering in her chest like a small, caged bird.

When did this happen? 

A couple of months ago, Charles had become obsessed with his mortality and had been begging her to find a spell to prolong his life. But she had refused, unable and unwilling to help him. 

She ran a hand through her hair, hot tears burning in her eyes once again. 

Was this Charles’ solution to his problem?

“No, no ... I cannot allow it.”

Inhaling sharply through her nose, she nodded her head once. She had to stop him.

Maria rushed to her dressing table and reached beneath the center panel, dislodging the drawer. She wiggled and pulled until it came down in her hands, her heart lodging in her throat. 

“Yes.” 

She laid the wooden box on the bed as gently as her shaking hands would allow and pulled out her grandmother’s spell book. The leather-bound tome had curling pages and was frayed at the edges, but it held all the secrets and spells of the many generations of women who’d come before her. She flicked through the many incantations, the fragile pages soft beneath her fingertips. 

Her eyes read spell after spell, many of them as familiar to her as the lines on her own face. 

Nothing she saw was quite right for what she needed to stop her husband so she read faster, sweat beading her forehead as her ears picked up animal sounds and grunting outside her bedroom door.

Oh, God. Charles. 

She bit her lip and took a wavering breath, her eyes squeezing shut. 

Focus, Maria. You need to find something that will stop him.

Her eyes flew open and she clenched her teeth as her belly tightened. She dropped her head and read faster, determined to punish her husband for acting so foolishly. Dangerously, and with so much vanity. 

And that poor woman. God forgive him, he does not know what he does.

She closed the huge book and took a deep breath, her sons’ faces swimming into view. Her heart sank, pain squeezing her chest as the tears gathered and slid down her cheeks. Her beautiful, grown sons. What would the beast that had inhabited her husband do to them?

Words stuck in her throat, two more hot tears sliding down her face. These could be the final moments of her own life, but she had to protect her family. She had no other choice and as the matriarch of her bloodline, she wouldn’t give the job to another.

Drawing the book to her chest, she closed her eyes and chanted a spell previously unknown to her, pulled from her very soul. She would stop him from killing another person and make sure he never left their land. Keeping the world safe would be her last deed, she was sure.

The magical words flowed from her lips and light shimmered around her, a heated wind moving her hair around her head. 

There was a loud thud, a heavy groan and her bedroom door splintered as it flew off its hinges with a loud bang.

“You fucking whore! What have you done?”

Her belly clenched as her eyes flew open, but Maria continued the words her ancestors sent to her and the heated magic whirled around her.

Charles stood in the doorway, heaving with obvious pain as he vomited up the blood he’d just taken from the poor woman he’d murdered. It splattered on her hardwood floor and Maria stopped the magic, her fingers gripping her grandmother’s heavy spell book.

“I’ve stopped you from killing more people. How could you have done it, Charles?”

He growled and took several menacing steps forward, staggering like a drunkard.

“I did this for us. So that we can live forever, be together for all eternity. How can you not see that?”

Maria shook her head, her heart shattering within her chest like a glass vase, cutting her love into a thousand pieces. This was not the man she’d married. 

“I could never love a monster, Charles. What has become of you?”

“Me?” he roared, bending forward as he heaved more stolen blood onto the ground of their home with a loud retching sound. “When did you start caring about me? You love your sons more than you ever loved me. They’re all attached to your apron strings.  They’re an embarrassment. They still live on the property. None of them have even taken a wife yet.”

Maria gripped her family tome tighter, hot tears welling in her eyes and spilling down her cheeks. What he said was true. It had been many years since she’d attended her husband’s needs the way she would have at the beginning of their marriage. 

“Our sons work hard. They’re good boys.”

Charles glared at her, his dead, black eyes piercing her very soul. A sob left her throat. The man she’d once loved was gone. 

“You have denied me the only thing I ever wanted and now ... I will take away what’s most important to you.”

His fist cracked against her skull and she went down to the floor, fire exploding into her head with the strength of an axe splitting wood. Everything went black.

When she awoke, her very worst nightmare had come true.
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PRESENT DAY

Aaron’s eyelids fluttered awake, and the hunger set in with the velocity and speed of a train. His hand flew to his throat and squeezed tight, the effect doing nothing to dull the gnawing pain in his gullet and belly. He groaned and clenched his jaw until his teeth clicked and ground together.

Damn.

The thirst was getting worse and worse. It had been for the better part of a century. His brothers and he could barely go twenty-four hours after feeding before they needed more blood, and it was driving him to distraction. All the money and the best minds in the world couldn’t seem to fix their problem.

“Ahhh...” Aaron stretched his arms above his head, enjoying the space in his large bed. He sat up and reached for the clothes strewn over a nearby chair. He pulled on some faded jeans and a black t-shirt. 

Another day, another dollar. 

Aaron chuckled. Well, more like “another night, another thousand dollars,” but hey, who was he to change the saying?

He stood up and ambled his way over to the stairs that led up into the common living space. He lived in his parents’ old home, though it had been restored and renovated. His other five brothers had knocked down the original buildings they’d lived in and built new houses around their property. They had to maintain some sense of normality, and if he’d had to live with his brothers over the two hundred years since their parents had died, it would have just about killed him.

He moved up the wooden stairs and unlocked the heavy door at the top. They had found out the hard way that sunlight was deadly to them, so had installed locks on the inside of the interior bedroom door to prevent any accidental exposure. He shuddered at the memory and twisted his mouth. Their brother Frank had been the one to pay the price all those years ago.

“Aaron! We have a problem.” Aaron turned towards Bill, the man who had been their ranch manager for over forty years. He was getting old, but his mind was still as sharp as a tack and they’d never had a more loyal employee.

Bill thrust a wad of papers at him. “Some big mining company is attempting to bully us into selling the ranch.”

Aaron whipped through the paperwork with lightning speed. It was the same company name on each header and the same scrawled, illegible signature on the page.

“I already turned down his offer twice. Why are they sending more of the same?”

He reached the last page and whistled at the amount of money the mining magnate was now offering him and his brothers. Millions of dollars for each of them. Very generous of the man.

“If money was a problem, all of our worries would be gone.”

Aaron heaved a sigh and shook his head. Their mother had made sure they could never leave the land, even if they wanted to. He had no choice but to fight.

“Yeah, that reminds me. Benjamin’s in the kitchen with the latest reports.”

Bill’s mouth was pulled down into a straight line, which did not bode well for their latest experiments. Aaron swallowed painfully, trying his best to ignore the ache in his gut.

“Not good news then?”

Bill waved his hands towards the kitchen. 

“Go see for yourself. I’m heading home for the night.”

“Anything else to report?” Aaron asked the man who looked after his family’s enormous cattle operation and personal safety while they slept.

Bill shook his head, taking his hat off to wipe his brow, then placed it back on his balding head.

“Not really. Had a calf born today from the heritage stock, mended some fences. Noted down the feed we need to order in a week or so.”

“Thanks, Bill.” Aaron nodded, and the man turned and left, his shoulders stooped. Spring hours were long and hard for Bill, but he was here before sunrise and didn’t leave until they all awoke after sundown. He directed the foreman of the huge cattle operation at the ranch and personally managed the heritage stock descended from the original bull that provided sustenance for the brothers. Aaron paid him well and appreciated what he did more than he could say. The responsibility of being the head of his family weighed on him heavily, and having to sleep through the daylight hours when almost anything could happen was torture some days. 

He walked towards the kitchen, still clutching the offer of sale papers. 

Benjamin stared up at him, his dark brown eyes blazing with a need Aaron could feel himself in the burn of his throat and the aching emptiness of his belly.

“Aaron, are you as hungry as I am?”

Don’t remind me.

Aaron stroked his neck and cleared his throat. “Yes, let me get us a drink.” 

He walked over to their custom heated cabinet and pulled open the oven style door. Ten packets of blood hung there at a perfect one hundred-and-two degrees Fahrenheit. He pulled two packets off the shelves, took out two mugs and poured the red contents into them.

The scent hit his nostrils and he inhaled, the sweet pain of his fangs descending making him groan.

“Here.” He shoved his brother’s drink at him, and they both put their mugs to their lips.

The life force soothed his parched throat and slid into his belly. He stopped halfway through from habit, his body aching for the entire cup. 

He placed the mug on the table and watched his brother drink, waiting to see if Benjamin needed some of his portion.

Benjamin finished drinking and wiped his mouth with his hand, a satisfied smile lifting his lips.

Aaron’s eyes darted to their blood vestibule and his shoulders relaxed. They had enough blood on store for a month, so why was he acting like they would run out tomorrow? 

Probably because there were years when that was actually the case.

He lifted the liquid to his lips and drank until the cup ran dry, dropping it onto the table with a frustrated sigh. “That quenches the thirst, but it doesn’t have any of the original taste, does it?”

Benjamin shook his head, licking his lips over slowly lest he miss any.

God, we must look like starving dogs.

“You’re right, Aaron. I feel the same way. My body is still strong, but there is almost none of the bull’s original scent in the blood, not to mention the increase in our appetite over time. When Father first turned us, I could go a week without hunger on one drink. Now, it’s barely a full day.”

Aaron’s jaw clenched and his teeth ground together as a picture of his father surfaced in his mind. Bastard! That man was the reason they were all in this mess. Eternally damned by the son-of-a-bitch, who’d been cursed by their mother. What a family legacy! Luckily none of them could procreate.

“Yeah, weren’t they the good old days?” The sarcasm wasn’t lost on his brother, who stood up and walloped him on the shoulder with a strong hand. 

“I didn’t mean it like that!” 

Aaron shrugged and looked down into his empty cup, wishing there was more. His body ached for the true satiation that he had experienced during the first years of their life as a vampire. He knew that being a glutton was useless and wasteful. They’d all had days of bingeing on their current blood supply, but it didn’t matter how much of this watered-down sustenance they drank. He wouldn’t feel any better tomorrow. “Yeah, I know. It’s just getting more and more frustrating. If only we knew more about Mother’s curse.”

He dragged his hand down his face as two more of his brothers walked in—the twins—Caleb and David. Identical sets of eyes met his as their lips lifted in twin grins.

“Hey, boys.”

“Mornin’,” they chimed, reaching for the blood cabinet and drinking their own daily source of life-saving nutrients. Caleb practically licked the cup clean, and David sat there sniffing his for far too long.

Yep. Desperate, starving dogs. Damn. When did it come to this?

“What’s that?” Benjamin asked, pointing to the papers in Aaron’s hand.

Aaron tossed them on to the table.

“We’re being bought out, supposedly. Some big-shot mining company thinks we’re going to sell our land to them.”

The room went so quiet he could have heard the proverbial pin drop, but then came the cacophony. 

“What the fuck?” 

“You’re kidding me?”

He loved his brothers’ outraged expressions. Boy, did he feel the same way. They’d lived on this land, protected themselves and their animals for two centuries, and some human thought he could railroad them into selling? He had to be joking. He gestured to his family. “Any of you want to test out the theory again of whether we can leave our land or not?”

David and Caleb shuddered, their lips and nose contorting into a grotesque mask.

Caleb shook his head with a shudder. “Not after last time. I almost didn’t get back.”

David elbowed his brother. “No, you didn’t, you lazy prick. If I hadn’t carried you that last few miles, you would have been ash in the morning.”
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