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      “I cannot live one day without love.”

      - Catherine the Great, Former Empress of Russia
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      It is true; death cannot conquer love. Death’s power is so slight, so little compared to we on Earth are capable of. True love does not think of itself, does not put itself first, or seek to serve its own desires. It always compromises, endures, hopes, and believes.

      No, the ones we cherish never fade from our side. They’re always nearby, watching… lingering.

      Waiting for us to extend a hand in need of help.

      For us to take the journey home.

      The night sky is littered with thousands of stars that dance around the crescent moon. The salty scent of the sea is carried by the gentle wind through the branches of olive trees, emerald shoots of grass bending in the breeze.

      A stone mansion built in the Italian farmhouse style stands on a hill about a half a kilometer away. The area is surrounded with grapevines, plump and thick with ripe purple fruit about to be picked.

      Italy is absolutely marvelous. It is a warm, beautiful country, tucked within the shelter of mountains and rivers. When we fled Castel de Sange, Serghei was smart enough to drain his account and transfer the funds to a private trust in Switzerland, out of Dragomir’s knowledge and reach. He used his massive fortune to purchase Vigneto di Uve, a large estate nestled against the Mediterranean Sea.

      Nine months later, it almost feels like home. The house has dozens of rooms, far more than we need, though we’re close to being full now. It’s far enough away from humans for me to be safe.

      Since I killed Lidia, I haven’t seen a human. We used Shioni’s mirror to get here, so we wouldn’t have to take a plane and risk being spotted, or me being unable to control my thirst. She transported the relic back to Le Château De Mirr afterward, in the event that our location be discovered. The last thing we need is the mirror getting into Dragomir’s hands.

      I still hunger for human blood. The itch… the desire… it never goes away. I can still taste the tangy sweetness of Lidia’s life force spilling over my lips and across my tongue.

      I was so judgmental before, critical of vampires who had tasted human blood and found themselves consumed by it. Now, I understand. There’s no escape or peace once you’ve made the choice to drink. Only a constant need you can never fulfill.

      The thought of my baby is the only thing that keeps me from leaving the vineyard and going out in search of human flesh right at this moment.

      And Lisar, next to me. He holds my hand tightly, his blonde hair glowing under the moon’s halo. His perfect face resembles an angel. He’s been wonderful all throughout my pregnancy, getting me whatever I need whenever I need it. Lisar’s been an Alpha in every sense of the word, protecting his mate, securing Vigneto de Uve as best he can so he can be sure that the pack and I are safe. My gaze lingers upon his glimmering blue eyes, and the round lips I desperately desire to kiss. My husband. Mine.

      I don’t want him to catch me staring, so I regretfully pull away, only to find myself eyeing the muscles in his arms instead. My lord, he’s gorgeous. Will I always feel this way about him? Will my breath always hitch and my insides flutter when he is near? I hope so.

      We’re currently on a nighttime walk through the vineyard… though walking is a bit of an exaggeration. I more or less totter between the trellis’ in my sundress and hope I don’t fall over.

      My child is huge, a result of having offspring that is half-wolf. I can barely move with how big my belly has become, never mind see over it to look down at my feet.

      Bryn’s banking on it being a boy. Tomlien thinks it’s a girl. Half of the house has their income swept up in the betting pool of what our baby is. Lisar and I could’ve found out, but we chose not to, leaving it up to surprise.

      I’m already past my due date. As the calendar inches into early September, I’ve grown anxious. I can’t tell if something is wrong or not. Vampires don’t have the same side effects humans do when they’re pregnant. There was no morning sickness, no hormonal outbursts, and no general discomfort for me throughout my entire pregnancy. Perfection, always, is a vampire’s strongest trait, and that carries on into every part of life it seems. We worried that my body would try to reject the baby, as it is half-wolf, but if anything, it has only appeared to make the little one stronger. The only difference my body notices is that there is a baby growing inside of me.

      And that baby does not want to come out.

      “I thought walking was supposed to help,” I complain. Lisar and I come to a stone bench. He helps me sit down before taking a spot beside me.

      “Gotta be patient, Lyssy,” he says. He puts a hand on my thigh. “It’ll happen when it happens.”

      “Well, I want it to happen now.” I let out a huff. “I want my body back. And my baby in my arms.”

      “If you’ll be able to pick it up!” Lisar barks. He laughs, and his hand moves upward onto my stomach. “I’m just as excited as you, but I don’t want to push it.”

      I pause for a moment. “Lisar?”

      “Hm?”

      “Do you think we’re a little in over our heads?”

      “Um, we probably should’ve thought of that months ago.” Lisar grins. “Too late now.”

      He seems cheery, but worried. We both know there’s never been a vampire-wolf hybrid before.

      I take a quick breath. “Do you think that—”

      “Lyssy.”

      “I just want to know if the baby will be all right,” I say quickly, before he can stop me.

      “Lyssy, we’ve been over this…” Lisar pretends to count, then throws up his hands. “Probably every single day since we found out you were pregnant. It’s going to be fine. You’ll see.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. Though Shioni has assured us every week that the baby appears to be healthy, I can’t help but worry. My baby is very active, and he or she moves around a lot during the day and night, keeping me awake at all hours, but it always scares me when the movement ceases. I wasn’t sure that I’d get this far in the pregnancy without miscarrying, as the child is a hybrid, but everything is proceeding onward like it should be… perhaps a little too nicely.

      It’s like the baby is meant to be. It’s weird to me. Due to its mixed blood, I’m worried our baby will come out unhealthy.

      Or won’t be alive at all. That’s a thought that scares me so badly I can’t bear to think it.

      “You’ve done it again.” Lisar takes a napkin out from his pocket and dots my lip, which has started to bleed. My fangs have pierced the skin.

      There’s a howl from the woods. Lisar and I turn our heads toward it, waiting. We hold our breath for a moment before another howl resounds on the other side of the vineyard.

      It’s one of the American wolves. We relax. Lisar puts the napkin back in his pocket.

      “The African wolves seem ready for a fight,” Lisar says, referring to the first howl.

      “They’re restless,” I say. “They’re tired of not having a job to do.”

      After we got here, Lisar contacted the satellite packs in France, America, and Africa. Most of them traveled here to Italy. They’re staying around the vineyard, waiting for Lisar to make a plan of attack against Dragomir.

      That hasn’t happened yet. But it has to happen soon.

      “They have a job to do,” Lisar counters. “They’re here to make the base secure.”

      “We agreed once the baby was born we’d get back to business,” I say firmly. “I won’t raise my child in a world where Dragomir rules.”

      “I won’t, either,” Lisar says. “But we have to make a strategy. The only way to defeat Dragomir is to get him on the battlefield, but we don’t have the numbers. We can’t send assassins to take him out. We’ve already tried, and they’ve failed every time.”

      I look down. We sent several wolves and vampires to assassinate Dragomir in the past nine months. All of them failed. Every assassin died in the attempt to do so, each death more painful and humiliating than the last.

      Dragomir realizes we’re trying to kill him. No doubt he thinks our attempts to do so are pathetic.

      “There have to be others who are willing to help us,” I muse. “We’ve called in all the wolves. Aren’t there any vampires left that can lend a hand? Salkovia can’t be the only coven that hates him.”

      “Even if that’s true, we have to get close enough to him, and with Ivan Gigory and Visale as his bodyguards that’s not going to happen,” Lisar says firmly. “Besides, the packs should have enough on their plate, with the Cursed Ones and the Haunted running loose.”

      In the past few months, the Cursed Ones and the Haunted have been on a rampage. They’ve gone on killing sprees across Europe, likely looking for Lisar and I under Dragomir’s orders.

      The humans have noticed. The monsters are failing to remain secret, despite the dangers revealing ourselves to the human world contains, but I don’t think they care. After having cleared out most of the other countries and found nothing, Italy is the last place they haven’t checked.

      “Kipcha found footprints this morning. We know they’re nearby,” I say. “We need to get ready.”

      “I told you I’d always protect you, and keep you safe,” Lisar says. He squeezes my arms lovingly and adds, “Do you doubt me?”

      I smile at him. “No, Lisar. You’ve never broken a promise.” I kiss his nose. “I know you won’t fail me. Don’t think I don’t believe in you. Whatever happens, that will never be the case.”

      “You just focus on getting that baby out,” Lisar adds. “I promise everything will be all right.”

      “If I find out you’re keeping stuff from me just because you don’t want to give me any stress…” I mumble.

      “That’s exactly my thinking.” He nudges me playfully. “I’ll consider letting you in on more war planning once you’ve had the kid.”

      “That’s marvelous communication. Just like Romeo and Juliet, right?” I tease. “We’re even in Italy.”

      “Hopefully our story will have a happier ending. I consider myself smarter than Romeo.” He gives me a wink. “Not much smarter, though.”

      “My lord, I hope you are. It doesn’t take much to be smarter than Romeo. It would be terrible for our relationship to end disastrously because of a silly misunderstanding.” I shake my head. “Juliet isn’t much better. Clueless.”

      “Poison, anyone?” Lisar raises an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. If you think I’m dead, at least be sure to ask me first.” I snicker.

      Lisar sighs. He puts an arm around me and draws me close. “It has been pretty perfect these past few months though, don’t you think? No wars, no people to fight, no enemies to kill. Just you and me. It’s weird, but you being pregnant is literally the calmest thing that’s happened to us since we met.”

      “Yes. I’m happy here with you,” I say. “Maybe if we defeat Dragomir, we’ll stay.”

      “Maybe.” Red light starts to replace the blackness in the sky. Lisar gets up and says, “Come on, Lyssy. Sun’s starting to rise. We’ve been walking all night. We’ll start again at sunset.”

      Lisar gives a big yawn. He’s ready to get some sleep.

      “Okay.” I put an arm out so he can help me up. Lisar lifts, and I stand, but as I do so, an unusual pain sends electricity shooting throughout my body. It starts at the base of my spine, then spreads as a dull ache, one that puts pressure on my hips. It feels like a freight train slowly rolling over my lower body.

      Finally.

      “Lisar, we’re not going to bed,” I say suddenly. I pause, just to make sure… but there it is again. Another contraction. I grit my teeth and hitch a breath, but besides that, I endure the pain. I’m ready for this. I am so, so ready.

      “What? Why? I’m tired.” Lisar stares at me, confused. I hold my breath as another contraction jolts through me, but I do not grimace or cry out in pain. It takes all my effort to stop from snapping at him.

      “Lisar,” I hiss. I grab onto his arm and squeeze tightly. “I don’t know how to make this more obvious. The baby’s coming!”
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      “Oh!” Lisar scampers back and forth, completely flummoxed. “You mean, like, now?”

      “Yes!” I grimace as another contraction, a stronger one, presses on my spine. “We have to get back to the house.”

      “Can you ride on my back?” Lisar changes into a wolf. He looks at me expectantly, nervous.

      “I can’t walk, so I guess the answer is yes,” I say. With extreme difficulty I manage to navigate onto Lisar, wincing with each new contraction that passes through my body. It’s incredibly painful to sit astride him, but I don’t have a choice.

      “Hang on. I’ll get us there quickly.” Lisar crouches down to run, then thinks better of it, and starts off at a brisk walk instead. I cringe with every jostling step he takes, biting my tongue as my legs burn and the pressure increases. It hurts, but I don’t say anything. I don’t make any indication to Lisar that it even bothers me.

      “Everybody! Lyssy’s having the baby!” Lisar barks once he bursts through the doors of the mansion. I slowly slide off his back and he changes back into a man, putting an arm around me and helping me shuffle to the bedroom we designated as the birthing ward.

      “Like, now?” Georgie, who was playing cards at the table with Fyor, jumps up from his seat. His vampire friend peers from behind him, over the little wolf’s head.

      “Yes! Lisar already said that, yes, it’s happening now!” I shout.

      “Calm down, Lyssy,” Lisar says soothingly. “We’ll be all right.”

      “I’ll go fetch Shioni,” Georgie whimpers, bolting up the steps. Fyor follows— you can’t separate those two for over a minute.

      Bryn and Tomlien come down the stairs curiously, dressed in their pajamas.

      “What’s going on?” Tomlien yawns, rubbing his eyes. “Is there really cause for such ruckus so early in the day?”

      “Do I really have to say it?” Lisar asks, gesturing to my stomach with one hand and supporting me the other.

      It takes a few seconds for stupid Tom to comprehend. Once he does so, he abruptly awakens. Bryn’s already scuttling down the steps.

      “What can I do?” Bryn asks, looking at me in concern.

      “Help me get her inside. And you two!” Lisar points at Bryn and Tomlien. “Use birth control!”

      Bryn reddens. Tomlien throws up his hands, completely baffled. Avoiding eye contact with her brother, Bryn hooks my other arm around her shoulder and helps Lisar carry me to the birthing ward.

      The ward is sterile white, with a large bed and copious amounts of medical equipment inside. We went a little overboard, but better safe than sorry.

      When we enter the room, my water breaks. It slowly trickles down my leg as Bryn and Lisar sit me on the bed. This kid is coming fast.

      They aid me into a medical gown before helping me lay down. I close my eyes and try to sit with the pain, absorbing it. It feels like elephants are dancing on my pelvis.

      Georgie comes back with Shioni a few moments later, who is accompanied by Serghei. My grandfather appears incredibly worried. He’s pacing around the room and watching me, which is unlike himself. Usually, the old vampire is as still as a statue. Now he can’t stay in one spot.

      “Grandfather,” I say. My voice sounds so sharp and high-pitched. I hate it. I don’t want to give anyone the appearance that I’m uncomfortable.

      “Lysandra.” Serghei brushes back my hair. “How are things faring?”

      “I’ve been better.” A gasp wants to escape from my throat at the next harsh contraction, but I stuff it down. I will not give in. Despite the pain, I’m glad Serghei has arrived. His presence reassures and strengthens me.

      “I will set the perimeter and guard the vineyard, to be sure we won’t be bothered.” Serghei leans down to kiss my head and brush back my hair before standing aside. “I’m afraid I will be utterly useless to you in here, Granddaughter.”

      “Go,” I whisper. Serghei leaves. Shioni begins preparing supplies. Antiseptic, oxygen, surgical scissors. Wolves cram themselves into the room, peering curiously at the scene that’s going on around them, eyes wide and tails wagging.

      “I need Lisar and Bryn,” Shioni says, slipping on some gloves. “The rest of you, get out.”

      “You heard her!” Lisar says. “Leave!” He stomps toward the wolves and starts shoving them out the door. Bryn nods to Tomlien, and he heads out eagerly. This isn’t where he wants to be right now, and honestly, I don’t want him around, either.

      “I need to see how dilated you are.” Shioni props my legs up and checks. Her face goes from calm to shocked when she does.

      “What? What’s going on?” Lisar asks, scared.

      “The labor’s progressing too quickly. We don’t have time for an epidural,” Shioni says quickly. “Or any pain relief. Sorry, Lysandra. You’re going to have to give birth naturally.”

      “I can take it.” I inhale deeply. “Just get this kid out of me.”

      “What do you mean it’s going too quickly?” Bryn asks, confused.

      “The baby’s probably going to be here within an hour. Maybe a little more,” Shioni states.

      “Isn’t labor supposed to take forever?” Lisar squeaks. “I’d thought we’d be doing this all day!”

      “Some women labor for awhile, but vampires are known for quick births, delivering the child within an hour or less of when contractions begin,” Shioni informs him. “Wolves typically take longer, but it appears the baby’s mixed blood has no effect on Lysandra.”

      Lisar and I look at each other. His face seems calm, though his eyes are uncertain.

      “You ready to be a dad?” I ask.

      “Oh, I’m ready,” Lisar says. He grabs my hand and braces it tightly. “Let’s do this.”

      Shioni wasn’t lying when she said this baby’s coming quickly. I become fully dilated within the next thirty minutes and have to start pushing. Bryn and Lisar hold my hands while I fight a wave of nausea, and an agonizing twisting in my gut.  I’d throw up, but I seriously have no time. The urge to push is so strong that I can’t resist it.

      “I really appreciate all this, Bryn!” I say. I bite down hard on my tongue, and taste blood as the contractions rattle my insides.

      “You can repay me when it’s my turn,” Bryn says. “I want you there when I have my babies.”

      “WHAT! Are you pregnant, too!?” Lisar cries. I squeeze his hand, and he yelps as the bones in his fingers start to crack.

      “No! I’m not pregnant, you dolt! I meant years from now!” Bryn screeches back.

      “Well, good, because I figure Tomlien would make some pretty ugly kids!” Lisar laughs loudly.

      “He would not! Tommy’s babies would be beautiful!” Bryn shouts back.

      “Can we please stop talking about Tom right now?!” I can’t help it; now I’ve got to scream. I make it a short, quick one, though I want to yell at the top of my lungs for as long as I can.

      Lisar moves closer and puts a hand on my head. He brushes the hair out of my eyes as another contraction squeezes. I can feel the baby moving downward through my body. It feels like I’m being split in half. I whimper, though I want to cry.

      “You can scream,” he says quietly. “Shout, yell, I don’t care. Whatever helps you get through the pain.”

      “I don’t need to scream,” I gasp. “I just need to get this done.”

      I think Lisar’s a little scared of me. Or impressed. He keeps eyeing me as I push. I close my eyes and try to concentrate, my only thought centered around bringing my baby into this world.

      “Here it comes!” Shioni says. “Just push a little more, Lysandra!”

      I do as she says, and suddenly, everything comes to a halt. Time is no longer existent. I don’t feel the contractions, the pressure, or the baby pushing against my insides. My body is free again. The room begins to waver and melt, becoming fuzzy… my vision and head both float on a sea of confusion. Where am I? How did I get here?

      “It’s a boy,” I hear Shioni say. Over my knees, I see her cleaning blood off a large newborn. She cuts the cord, and wraps it tightly in a soft blanket. “You have a son, Lisar.”

      Whose baby is that? Is that mine? I have no idea what’s going on.

      “It’s a boy! It’s a boy!” Lisar starts cheering, and dancing around the room. He transforms from man to wolf and back to man again in a frolic of joy. He starts howling, and the wolves outside the door howl back, a chorus rising up through the mansion and echoing to the other wolves in the vineyard. A pup has just been born. Shioni places the baby in his arms, and Lisar grins broadly. He’s the happiest shifter in the world right now.

      Now that the effort of labor is over, the reality of what I’ve just done hits my body. Darkness creeps in, and I start fading.

      Bryn notices first. She crouches by my side, saying something inaudible as my eyelids flutter.

      “Lyssy, it’s a boy. I can’t believe it, we have a son! Do you want to see him? Of course you want to see him… Lyssy? Lyssy!”

      Lisar’s voice is a tether. I let it go as I fall backward into unconsciousness.

      I catch a glimpse of a dark-haired, blue-eyed infant wrapped in Lisar’s arms before I pass out.
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      The sun’s shining so brightly it beams in through the dark curtains. My eyes flutter open and I survey the room. Slowly, everything comes into focus. I’ve been cleaned up and changed into a fluffy hospital robe. The room is devoid of any signs of labor and delivery. It appears quiet and peaceful.

      Shioni is bustling around putting things away while Bryn sits by my bedside. The she-wolf starts upward when I awaken.

      I groan, sitting up. “What happened to me?” My head’s still a little foggy.

      “You passed out,” Shioni says. She shoves a bottle of blood into my hands. I sip it, slowly, and my stomach churns. “You were so immersed in giving birth that once it actually happened, you went into shock. I’ve never seen anyone handle labor so well. I think you were a little too focused.”

      “Well, you know me.” The blood is making me feel sick. I set it aside and say, “How long was I asleep?”

      “Only a few hours. You were in and out of it after your son was born. We figured it best to let you rest.” Shioni puts a hand on Bryn’s shoulder.

      Hm. I don’t recall any of that. But then, I do recall something… a dark-haired child, resting in Lisar’s strong arms.

      “Where’s my baby?” I ask. “I want him.”

      “Lisar’s out there showing him off,” Bryn says, thumbing at the door. “He’s kinda getting passed around.”

      “I’d figured my husband would be in here.”

      “He was annoying us, worrying over you. I had to kick him out,” Shioni informs me.

      As if he can sense we’re talking about him, Lisar enters. It’s like there’s a halo of joy and excitement around him. If he was the sun, he’d be beaming.

      “Hey, Lyssy.” He struts over to me, leans down and gives a sloppy, wolfish kiss on my cheek. “Congratulations. You did it!”

      “Was there any doubt?” I smirk, wiping my cheek. “Where is my child? Can I hold him?”

      “Can she hold him.” Lisar scoffs happily, snickering. “She’s asking if she can hold her own kid!”

      “Um, yeah.” He’s acting so weird and giddy. Is this a normal wolf thing? “That is, if the village wants to give him back.”

      “Kipcha’s got him. Hold on.” Lisar waltzes out of the room, returning with Kipcha. Elizaveta walks in front. She blocks out the bundle that’s in the beta’s arms.

      Kipcha gives the baby to his Alpha, and Lisar places in my arms something incredible. The baby is so soft, and smells wonderful. A large mass of black hair covers his blue eyes, which are closed as he sleeps.

      The baby has a beating heart, like Lisar. I can smell the blood rushing through his veins. Like his father, he’s very warm. But his complexion is porcelain, like mine, the features raised and elegant instead of rugged. You can see both the vampire and the wolf in him at the same time.

      He’s Lisar’s, and he’s mine. It gives me so much emotion to look at him that I can’t even begin to sort out what’s happening to me.

      “Is he okay?” I ask Shioni, looking at her.

      “As okay as I can figure.” Shioni shrugs. “Vitals are good. Everything appears fine. You’ve got a healthy, average baby. With mixed blood, of course, though that doesn’t appear to cause any trouble. If anything, I think it actually makes him stronger.”

      An average baby? What a miracle. Lisar crouches down and starts fiddling with the baby’s hair.

      Kipcha asks, “You guys never told us what you decided to name the little rug rat.”

      “His name’s Wilhem,” Lisar replies. “Lyssy picked it out. I figured it sounded like a pretty good hybrid name. Wilhem for vampire, Wil for wolf.”

      “He’s really heavy,” I say, giggling. It’s like I’m holding a bowling ball in my arms. I shift him to better support his head, but the baby doesn’t stir.

      “Four kilograms, fifty-three centimeters,” Lisar says proudly. “You should get a medal for carrying him around for so long. He’s a big boy.”

      “Wolves have huge babies. Mom said that Lisar was gigantic when he was born,” Bryn quips.

      “Do you think he’ll be able to shift?” I ask, looking at the wolves for guidance. I don’t know how this works.

      “Wolf pups shift within a few hours of being born, then change back and forth depending on how they feel,” Lisar says, watching Wilhem. “If he doesn’t change soon, then—”

      As if on cue, the newborn in my arms morphs. He changes from a sleeping baby into a tiny black wolf pup that’s no bigger than my hand. The pup snuggles into the blanket before letting out a tiny mew. I stroke his dark fur with my finger lightly, feeling happier than I’ve been in a long time.

      “All right!” Lisar jumps up and clenches his fist happily, like his favorite hockey team just scored a goal.

      “And there it is,” Elizaveta says, giving Lisar a red-lipped smile. “The moment he was waiting for.”

      “Well, you know, I would’ve been happy with him either way.” Lisar shrugs.

      “Sure you would!” Kipcha barks. “We know you, Alpha. Don’t act like you haven’t been dreaming of running through the woods with your kid, teaching him how to hunt for months. Even if he couldn’t shift, Lisar would still shove a rifle in his hand and tell him to keep up.”

      Wilhem changes again. I move the baby so he’s back in my arms.

      Elizaveta curtseys to me. “I congratulate you on your son’s arrival, csarina. This is truly a day to celebrate. The monarchy now has a future to look forward to.”

      “There’s no need to be so formal, Elizaveta,” I say teasingly.

      She tilts her head. “All the same, as your friend, I have to say I’m very proud of you. You and Lisar have created quite the little cutie.”

      Elizaveta bends down and presses her cold lips to Wilhem’s forehead.

      When Elizaveta kisses his temple, Wilhem’s eyes open. He stares up at Elizaveta and smiles, giving a pleasant coo.

      Wilhem seems to notice me for the first time. His blue gaze wanders from Elizaveta to me. His smile gets broader, and he reaches his hand out of the blanket to caress my cheek in wonder.

      “Hey, little guy,” I say quietly to him. “Do you remember me?”

      When I speak, the baby lets out an excited little yell. His tiny fingers clutch at the tendrils of my golden hair, and he pulls.

      He recognizes my voice. At the realization, I begin to get teary-eyed. Is this what my mother felt when she held me for the first time? Total and uncontrollable unconditional love?

      “He knows you’re his mama,” Elizaveta says.

      Wilhem’s eyes begin to droop. Like he’s been hit by a sudden wave of tiredness, the baby relaxes and drifts back into dreamland.

      Tiny snorts emit from his nose. He snores, as Lisar does. It’s so unbelievably cute that I have trouble handling it.

      “Lost interest already. Short attention span, just like Lisar,” Kipcha chortles. “Good luck teaching him anything important. He won’t listen.”

      “It’s not like you’re any better,” Elizaveta says, quite lowly. She drags a finger across Kicpha’s chest tantalizingly before curtsying to me once again. “I wish you well, csarina. I must return to Salkovia for a short time, to reassess how things have been since my absence.”

      “Don’t take too long to return,” I say quietly, before glancing at Lisar. “We will need you soon.”

      Elizaveta nods. The heels of her boots click neatly on the floor as she leaves.

      “Ah, you know that woman. Always about duty,” Kipcha says in admiration. He’s staring at the door Elizaveta went through longingly. He’s a dog, and she’s got him on a leash.

      “Put your tongue back in your mouth, man. There are kids around,” Lisar jokes.

      “Have you made a move yet?” I ask Kipcha directly.

      “Of course I have! If I get any more obvious, I’ll need to tell her in person,” Kipcha says. “She’s a tough one to crack.”

      “You will,” I encourage him. “Don’t give up. She’ll admit she likes you yet.”

      “Oh, I’m not giving up,” Kipcha says with a renewed vigor. “In fact, I’ll try again right now. Very subtlety.”

      Kipcha struts out the room. I look at Lisar. Both of us shake our heads at the same time.

      “You know, things would be a lot easier for them if they just worked up the courage to tell each other how they feel,” I say.

      “Right?” Lisar says. “Worked for us. Be direct.”

      The minute Kipcha leaves, someone else comes barging in. Serghei acts like the door is a personal blockade and the most difficult thing he’s ever had to cross in all his war days. It goes flying open. The smacking sound against the wall is loud. I cringe, thinking it’ll wake the baby.

      But it doesn’t. Wilhem goes right on sleeping as if a small bomb going off hasn’t been the loudest thing he’s ever heard in his short life.

      “Lysandra!” Serghei’s face is gaunt as he rushes to my bedside. “I just heard. Are you hurt? How did it go? Does everything fare well? Please, tell me you’re all right.”

      “I’m fine, Grandfather.” I laugh. “Everything went well.”

      Now that the matter of my health is out of the way, Serghei’s focus is on the new baby sleeping against my chest. Serghei’s eyes are huge, round— like a baby is the same thing as an alien to him, though I’m sure he’s seen plenty.

      Then he rears upward, shoulders thrown back high as the proud Russian in him emerges. “Look at him!” Serghei boasts, his chest puffed up. “The forehead, the chin. A Romanov if I ever saw one!”

      “Um, actually, he’s a Lepescu…” Lisar mumbles softly, but I shush him quickly.

      “He’s beautiful, Granddaughter. You did well.” Serghei clenches my shoulder tightly, shaking it back and forth lightly.

      “I helped,” Lisar adds. I shoot him a harsh look. Oh yes, he helped, but his version of helping was way more fun than mine, I tell you.

      “Would you like to hold him?” I ask Serghei, lifting Wilhem up to my grandfather.

      At first, Serghei hesitates, unsure. Guns and swords are easy for him to handle. Babies are another thing.

      But then, Serghei extends his hands, and I give my son to him.

      I feel a sense of loss as Wilhem leaves my arms, but the emptiness is filled when I witness the sight of my grandfather holding his great-grandson. The lines in his face seem to lighten, making him appear younger as he beams downward at the baby.

      “What a strong little vampire,” Serghei says, bouncing Wilhem up and down. “He’ll make an excellent soldier one day. He has fighting in his bones.”

      “Hopefully my son will never have to be a soldier,” I add quietly. “After this one, I pray there will never be another war.”

      “Hopefully not. Though now I can say I have seen joy in my twilight years,” Serghei says happily. “I believe now my life is complete.”

      Something occurs to me as I stare at the baby. “Has he eaten yet?” I ask Lisar. “He must be hungry.”

      “I was waiting for you,” Lisar confesses, shrugging. “I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Vampires drink blood when they’re first born,” I say, glancing at Shioni. “Do you have any on hand?”

      “Right here.” Shioni opens the door to a cabinet and brings out a baby bottle full of blood, topped off with a nipple. She steps forward to hand it to Serghei, but Lisar comes between them.

      “Hold on,” Lisar says, holding a hand up. “Are we sure that’s okay to give to him?”

      “Do you honestly think I’d give my child anything that would hurt him?” I ask. “He’s half-vampire. Some part of him’s got to have blood.”

      Lisar reluctantly backs off. “Okay. I guess I’ll trust your mother’s intuition.”

      Shioni gives the bottle to Serghei. The old vampire tips the bottle upward and into the baby’s mouth. Instinctively, Wilhem starts to suck. He awakens, and starts chugging down the bottle faster than I’ve ever seen a baby drink in my life.

      “Obviously he likes it,” I say triumphantly as the baby finishes the bottle. When it’s done, Serghei puts the bottle down. But Wilhem’s eyes look around at all of us, like he’s searching for more.

      “I… I think he’s still hungry,” I say, amazed.

      “Do you think he wants more than blood?” Lisar asks, glancing at me.

      “We could try getting him to consume milk as well,” Shioni says, putting a finger to her lips in thought. “Though I’m not sure where we can get any. Vampires don’t produce milk.”

      “If I had known that I would’ve bought a cow!” Lisar exclaims. “Now what are we gonna do?”

      “You guys are lucky I thought to pick up some formula,” Bryn grumbles, getting up from her seat. A few minutes later, she returns with a warm bottle of milk, this time with Tomlien behind her.

      Tomlien edges to the farthest corner of the room, away from Wilhem. He stares at my son like he’s a bomb that’s about to explode.

      “Would you like to hold him, Tom?” I offer politely.

      “No. No, thank you.” Tomlien shakes his head quickly. “I’m fine over here, thanks. I’m scared of babies.”

      “Of course you are.” Lisar rolls his eyes. “Is there anything you’re not frightened of?”

      “Look, babies are fine, but they’re loud, and they make messes, and they are entirely too difficult to take care of,” Tomlien argues. “I’m perfectly all right leaving them to their business and them leaving me to mine.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing you’re not pregnant like we discussed earlier, right, Bryn?” I ask her. She giggles.

      “I beg your pardon?” Tomlien squeaks. Lisar, Bryn, and I laugh.

      Wilhem drinks the bottle of milk just as quickly as he drank the blood. He then settles, snuggling into the crook of Serghei’s arm to go back to sleep.

      “This kid’s gonna eat us out of house and home,” Lisar marvels. “By the time he stops growing, he’ll be the size of a barge.”

      “He does eat a lot.” I don’t mind. Wilhem’s hunger means he’s healthy. An ill child wouldn’t eat at the rate he does.

      Serghei hands my child back to me. “You two shall always have my blessing,” he says, bowing deeply as Elizaveta did. “As I promised your mother, Lysandra, I promise to you that I will give my life to ensure this child’s safety. On my honor, I will live and die for him. That is my duty to the Romanov family, and my duty to you, fairest Granddaughter.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I say, reaching out and squeezing his hand. “You’re staying right here and helping us raise this baby forever.”

      Serghei smiles. “And so I will. For as long as time permits me.”

      Serghei looks at Lisar. With no emotional sentiments to give, he nods, and Lisar awkwardly nods back. As Serghei takes his leave, the rest of them seem to get the point… Bryn grabs Tomlien by the arm and escorts him out. He is more than happy to go.

      “I think I’ll leave you three alone for some bonding time,” Shioni says, putting the last of her things away and striding toward the door. “If there’s anything you need, Lysandra, please have someone get me and I’ll come right away.”

      “Always, Shioni.” I bow my head to her as she goes. For the first time, Lisar and I are left alone with our tiny, precious infant.

      “I bet you’d like to take Wil to his crib,” Lisar says, rubbing my back. “What do you say we go to our room?”

      “Yes, please. I’d very much like to sleep in my own bed.” Despite myself, I find my energy sagging. Labor was hard, and a few hours of sleep wasn’t enough to recharge me.

      Our bedroom is on the top floor, but luckily, the mansion has an elevator so I don’t have to painfully waddle up the stairs. I find that I can move fairly well after labor, though a little gingerly. We change Wilhem, fit him with a new onesie, and tuck him into his cradle together. He barely stirs.

      Though the idea was for us to go to bed and get some sleep, we find ourselves standing over Wilhem’s cradle for hours, watching him. We don’t move, just whisper back and forth to each other, gasp when he moves and become excited when he clenches his little fists.

      I never thought a baby could be so absorbing, but I suppose my baby is. I don’t want to take my eyes off him for one second.

      “You’re wavering,” I say to Lisar when nighttime comes again. I put a hand on his back and immerse it into his fur. He changed into a wolf when we got up here and has been that way ever since, standing vigilant and protective as the Alpha. “I think we should take a nap.”

      “Yeah.” Lisar yawns. “Watch the kid start crying right when we fall asleep.”

      “I don’t think so.” I stare at the crib. “He seems happy, for now.”

      “A nice, quiet baby. We got lucky.” Lisar changes back into a man. He escorts me to bed, his arm around my waist. When we sit down on the edge of the bed, I lean my head against Lisar’s chest and sigh. I feel so content.

      “I can’t believe it,” Lisar marvels. “We’re parents.”

      “We are.” I lean further into him. “Though it doesn’t seem so unbelievable to me. It seems rather… like it was meant to be. As if it’s finally arrived after a long time of waiting.”

      “A little over a year ago I couldn’t even imagine being bonded to anyone, and now this,” Lisar says. “It’s incredible.”

      “Life has a funny way of doing unexpected things, doesn’t it?” I say. I raise my head to kiss him. He kisses me back. When we draw our heads away it’s not each other that we look at, but the cradle. Wilhem still makes no sound.

      “He’s wonderful, isn’t he?” I say. “My perfect little boy, and I love him.” More than the stars in the sky, I do.

      “I love him, too.” Lisar strokes my hair. “This is a new start for both of us. It’s the beginning we’ve been looking for.”

      I open my mouth to say something, then shut it. I’m not mentioning Dragomir. Not today. This moment is too brilliant, too perfect—

      The door slams open and shakes the whole room. This time, Wilhem cries. He emits a wail that crushes my very core. I get up and scuttle to the crib. I lift him into my arms and bounce him, to try and get him to calm down. He keeps crying, and his face turns red.

      So much for a nice quiet baby.

      “Bryn, seriously?” Lisar says, gesturing to the baby. “Can’t you guys leave us alone for two seconds? We’re having a family moment, here!”

      Bryn pays no attention to her brother’s outburst. Instead, she looks at me.

      “You and Wil have to leave,” Bryn says quickly. “The vineyard is under attack.”
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