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Top Pick Vampire Series - Night Owl Reviews 

Top 20 Author of 2018 - Amy’s Bookshelf Reviews

Best Vampire Series 1st place Winner by Public Reader Vote

in The Paranormal Romance Guild 2012 & 2015 Reviewer’s Choice Awards

“Nowak knows how to take you on a writing journey in a story filled with adventure, great descriptions so that you feel you are there, characters who you know and love and root for....There is something there for everyone; mystery, kidnapping, death, destruction, swashbuckling fights, and the simmer of what will be next!”

- www.ParanormalRomanceGuild.com

“Continuing to be addictive, this installment of the ALMOST HUMAN series is great climactic storytelling with dramatic cause and effect! This story really impacts the reader, and the characters have depth and soul, and will keep the reader engaged - it is a real page-turner! This story is indeed something worth reading, and worth looking for future books.”

- Amy’s Bookshelf Reviews

“This story is SO original and I am not quite sure how these books just keep getting better...but they do. First you have the new "rules"...clever, clever, clever... BUT on top of that you have SO much going on that you’ll be turning the pages like crazy This series has continued to be consistently excellent and I have to say I am seriously impressed that the level has remained so outstanding. I am officially making this my must read vampire series of the year!”

- www.NerdGirlOfficial.com

“Every book I have read in the ALMOST HUMAN series has received 5 stars all across the board. This author can make you fall in love with each and every character!” 

- Strawberry Reads, YouTube Review Channel

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living, dead or undead, is entirely coincidental.

This book is an original WoodWitchDame Publication, all rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is illegal. This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, by any means without written permission from the author.

*ALMOST HUMAN - The First Series was originally published as a trilogy of novels, now broken into novellas as an alternate format. The story is told in a serial succession - not stand-alone books. Each novella is meant to be read in order, as the story unfolds chronologically. Each series will be contained enough to be read on its own, with a certain amount of main storyline closure with the last novella, but there will also be some story-ties leading from one series into the next.
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If you enjoy this book, please take a moment to leave a review online, on your favorite book review website! Questions and comments can be directed to: WoodWitchDame@aol.com

You can join author/reader discussions about the series, and get updates on upcoming book releases for this series on the author’s website at: 

www.MelanieNowak.com
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​​​​Chapter 1 - Welcome to paradise
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Sindy
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Kana Susamiş Icin Ev

Montauk, Long Island, New York

An evening in late May

––––––––
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The scent of blood filled the room, tantalizingly sharp, masculine, and beckoning. Sindy swiped her long black hair back behind her shoulder as she stood over the United One, watching as the vampire greedily drank all the blood that could be pulled from their human victim, as quickly as the small punctures in the man’s neck would allow. Sindy had vetoed the vampire’s plea to inflict a larger wound. It would be too difficult for Sindy to monitor, and too risky for the victim. The guy needed to live through this drink, or they would all regret it. How is it, that I am stuck babysitting the bloodthirst of the United One...again?

This was turning out to be one hell of an evening. It had started as a simple ‘girl’s night out’. Sindy and Alyson had gone to listen to a band at a bar and take a few nice, carefully moderated drinks from a couple of unsuspecting humans while they were there. Sindy had seduced some blood out of a few guys without them being any the wiser, but Allie couldn’t handle that level of finesse. She was the United One, a vampire with the combined powers of all breeds, and she had a powerful thirst to match. She needed Sindy to help keep her drinking in check. Usually, it wasn’t a problem, but tonight had been anything but ‘usual’.

Allie had chosen to sample the blood of the lead guitarist in the band they’d come to see. Through a combination of bad luck and bad company, Sindy hadn’t monitored things as closely as she should have, Allie had not been as careful as she might have been, and Zach, the guitarist, had not lived through it.

Such an empowering, yet frightening feeling, to stand over a lifeless corpse, and know that not only could you cause such a state, but you could bring the body back to some semblance of life if you chose. The responsibility, the weight of that, was something Sindy felt now more than ever because when she had stood over Zach’s dead, lifeless body, and Allie had begged her to bring him back, Sindy had done it. 

Sindy had found Zach sprawled out on the couch in his tour bus, head back, lips slightly parted, eyes glazed over white, staring dead at the ceiling and seeing nothing...he was gone. Sindy’s brief impression of him in life had been that of a cocky, raunchy, scoundrel of a musician. Although insulting, annoying, and totally not her type, she still had to admit that he was a good-looking guy. 

Zach was a tall, handsome man, of slim build, with dark brown hair that he kept fairly long for maximum effect while head-banging on stage. His facial hair had been trimmed to leave only a tuft of a goatee and a thin outline of his chin that accentuated his great cheekbones. He wore heavy black eyeliner as stage makeup, but he was anything but feminine. The rumbling growl in his voice and the mischievous sparkle in his eye as he’d grabbed Allie’s ass had definitely been masculine. By the mildly obscene gestures he’d made towards her with his tongue while on stage, and the way he’d eyed Sindy upon their introduction, it was clear that he’d be more than happy to party with them both.

Too bad for Zach, the night hadn’t been nearly as much fun as he’d imagined. The idiot had decided to shoot up before Allie went in to join him and steal a drink of his blood. When she’d bitten him, her venom had reacted badly with the drugs in his system and had stopped his heart. Allie had been panicked and distraught, and Sindy was stuck cleaning up the mess. The guy was kind of a jerk, but seeing him lying there like that, she had to feel bad for him.  

Alyson would have changed him herself, turning him into a vampire to try to ease her guilt over his death, but Sindy had forbidden Allie to do it and forced her to comply by promising to step in and do it herself. It was more of a sacrifice than anyone would ever know, a threefold loss for Sindy. 

In bringing Zach over to existence as one of the undead, Sindy was not only losing a part of herself to be forever bound to this stranger, she could be losing the love and respect of Cain, the only man who had ever truly believed in her. To boot, she was giving up a shot at an easy ticket into the elite vampire compound of Kana Susamiş Için Ev.

The United One was considered a valuable commodity to the head of the compound, Coven Master Arif. Although Arif had originally wanted Sindy to bring him Allie, it must be her powerful blood he was after, and if Allie had turned Zach, he would also become a United One. Sindy should be rewarded for his capture just as well, without having to directly betray Alyson. 

But did she really want to align herself with Arif, working to unravel the careful boundaries that Cain, Mattie, and Allie had set in order to protect the world from such power? Letting Allie change him would have accomplished something Cain had been trying so hard to prevent, and as much as Sindy had originally thought she’d wanted to please Arif, she just couldn’t bring herself to allow it. 

So why had Sindy changed him? Because on top of her secret, complicated dealings with Arif, and adding unexpected guilt to the equation, Alyson thought of her as a real friend. Allie had been counting on her to help, and no one had ever shown such faith and trust in her over something so important before. How could she let Allie down? How could she dash hopeful expectations and prove herself to be no better than the untrustworthy trash that others often accused her of being? She was better than that, wasn’t she? 

So, she had drained herself to gaunt depletion, using every last drop of blood she could spare to bring Zach back from the dead. She’d promised Cain that she would make no more new vampires, and without a full explanation she wasn’t entirely ready or willing to give, she might lose him over this...but she might not, and she had done right by Alyson, which felt unexpectedly good inside.

Arif would not benefit, and unless she was ready to hand over the United One to him, he wouldn’t grant her residence at Kana Susamiş Için Ev, but Sindy was beginning to think Arif wasn’t someone she should be assisting anyway. He hadn’t been truthful with her about his reasons for interest in Allie, and his power, which she had originally viewed as admirable, was now seeming little more than a manifestation of unattractive greed and callous manipulation. Perhaps his vampire compound also wasn’t quite the utopia she had once believed it to be.

She had turned her back on it, and changed Zach, so that Allie wouldn’t have to, but it hadn’t quite solved things as she’d hoped it would. Allie felt better, her conscience eased of its murderous guilt, but that was because Allie didn’t yet know what a miscalculation they’d made. Allie had left to return to Cain’s estate with false explanations for Cain and her husband Mattie, to keep them from worrying. Allie didn’t know that Sindy was now in some deep shit.

Zach had woken up, just as they’d hoped he would. It hadn’t even taken very long, really. He had woken up almost right after Allie had left. Sindy had slipped out to steal a quick drink from the motel desk clerk. Then she’d taken a little more from the guy in the room next door. Re-fueled and feeling much better, she noticed the psychic mark of a newly made vampire flare into existence. 

Zach had returned from the dead. His mark looked very bright and strong. That was promising; it meant he was in decent shape. Sindy quickly extended the mental cloak she used to cover her own psychic mark, to hide Zach’s as well, a useful new trick she’d learned from observing Arif’s coven. As long as she was fairly close to him, she could keep him psychically invisible to other vampires. Hopefully, he’d be capable of doing it himself before long, because his mark was damn bright and hard for her to cover while still tending to her own.  

It took her a little time to extricate herself from the room of the guy next door, where she’d been exchanging some unseemly attention for a stealthy sampling of his blood, and get back to Zach, but luckily, she could tell from his mark that he wasn’t going anywhere. She returned to find the shower running in the bathroom. Apparently, he was capable and cognizant enough of his state to want to clean himself up; definitely a good sign.

One lucky thing about creating a vampire from a corpse, it spared them the pain. Zach’s body had undergone its transformation before he had regained consciousness. She pitied housekeeping because the bed he’d been on was so soiled, they’d have to throw away the mattress, but Sindy had known that was coming. His body would void itself of anything it didn’t need during his change. 

She’d stripped Zach of his clothing and laid it on the other bed, so he’d have something clean to wear when he revived. She’d also gone through his pockets, and his guitar case, which now rested in the corner. He didn’t have much on him, not even a driver’s license. All she’d found were guitar picks, keys, a pair of sunglasses, a pack of cigarettes and some books of matches with phone numbers scribbled on the inside covers. She’d dumped his stuff on the dresser, and gone out to seduce some blood out of the desk clerk before Zach had revived. 

He’d woken up in a strange motel room, naked, alone, and lying in a bed of filth. The funny part was that he probably didn’t even think it was odd. For a drug-addict musician on the road, this was an average Sunday morning. He came out of the bathroom wearing only tattoo ink and a towel. He didn’t seem distressed in the least. In fact, when he saw Sindy, a wide grin spread across his face. 

He might recognize her from earlier in the evening, but probably couldn’t remember much. If anything, he’d undoubtedly expected Allie to come through the door, because before he’d died, although Allie had seemed accommodating, Sindy hadn’t given him any indication that he’d have a shot in hell with her.

Before getting into explanations, Sindy turned and opened the front window. “It smells like a barn in here,” she muttered.

Zach chuckled with slight apology. “Yeah, I must have had a bad reaction to something earlier.” He grabbed the bottom of the coverlet on the soiled bed and quickly pulled it up and tossed the end towards the head of the bed, to fold it over and cover the mess. “I’m feeling much better now though.”

When Sindy turned from opening the window, Zach let his towel drop. Nice view...but she had other things on her mind. Besides the rush of annoyed impatience she felt over the act, she had an odd, disconcerting sense of déjà vu. 

Years back, she’d been in a similar situation, with the roles reversed. She had been staying in a motel room, and Cain had come to visit her. In that instance, she’d been the one in the towel and dropped it as he’d turned to face her, as Zach had just done. Much as Sindy felt now, Cain had been focused on more serious business, having no patience for her brash attempts at seduction. She hoped to God Cain hadn’t viewed her then with the same disposition she was viewing Zach now, because her main reaction was amusement. Zach was making a total ass of himself. 

He didn’t even know her name, she’d been here for all of five minutes, and yet he thought the sight of him naked would be enough to win her over, in this room that smelled like crap? She already knew from stripping him earlier, that he had a body she wouldn’t mind taking for a spin, but it wasn’t quite enough to make her forget all else. Right now, all she could do was raise an eyebrow at his audacity.

Zach didn’t seem to pick up on the fact that she wasn’t flattered and pleased with his actions. He just smiled and nodded towards the clean bed, as though she was supposed to join him there. “As a matter of fact,” he told her, “I feel fuckin’ amazing.”

Sindy laughed, making no move towards the bed. “I’ll bet you do.” Irritating as he was, she couldn’t stop smiling. He looked good, healthy, aware, and intelligent...well, at least as intelligent as he’d started out anyway...which might not be saying much, but he was using full sentences, which made him a marvel of wisdom compared to some of the other vampires she’d made. Her sacrifice had paid off for him. He thought she was smiling at his naked body though, and evidently found the thought very arousing.

He came towards her, his hand out to caress her face. She swiped it away, and he stroked her hair instead. “You are gorgeous. Are you here ‘cause Sweet Cheeks didn’t want you to join us on the bus?”

Even through his annoying fondling, she continued to grin. He was aware enough to remember some events from earlier in the evening, and he was even trying to use deductive reasoning to figure out why she would be here with him now. It was almost as though nothing had happened to him. Had this guy really been a dead body a few hours ago?

He was stroking her hair and trying to incite a reaction from her to build on the broad smile she couldn’t wipe off her face. She hadn’t bolted when he’d dropped his towel, so he seemed to have decided she thought it was a perfectly reasonable thing for him to do. He continued his questioning. “Did we... Were you here earlier? ‘Cause my memory’s a little hazy, but I can’t believe I’d forget that.”

She was amazed and pleased that his change had gone so well. Allie was going to be so relieved. However, it might make things more difficult for Sindy, because he was going to need a more thorough explanation than she’d had to give past protégés. “About earlier,” she told him, as she gave him a little shove to sit down on the clean bed, “we need to talk.”

He sat, and as she joined him, she tried to keep some space between them and ignore his nakedness, not to give any hint that his attention was welcome. He completely disregarded her body language though, scooching closer to her anyway. 

He’d been looking at her boobs, enjoying the nice view her low-cut top provided, but then his gaze was drawn to her throat, staring with such intensity and determination that undoubtedly his thirst was kicking in. He didn’t understand the urges. He knew only that he wanted her...badly. “Actions speak louder than words,” he whispered, leaning in and trying to kiss her.

She turned away. “Not this time. I really need to explain a few things.” Undaunted by her refusal to kiss him, Zach began kissing the side of her throat instead. “Quit it and listen,” she said, shrugging him off in annoyance. He was undeterred and kept coming back for more. 

The bloodthirst was kicking in; it had to be. New vampires always woke up thirsty as hell, and the predatory vibe that was beginning to come off him was practically palpable. The vampire within was driving him to claim her, and he didn’t know any better than to follow his urges. He thought he wanted sex, but instinct would take over soon enough to show him otherwise. Sindy thought about just pushing him off of her...but then decided that maybe he needed to learn how to take no for an answer, the hard way.

Just as she thought he might try for a bite, he paused and looked up at her with fascinated intrigue. “Do you feel that?”

She watched him for a moment, wondering if he might let her explain after all. She gave a slight nod with a smirk. “Oh, I feel it alright.”

His eyes were still brown, but she was certain they’d be glazing over vampiric red at any moment...if he was lucky enough to have inherited that color from her. Her blood was pretty mixed, and so far, all of her past creations had turned out to have eyes of orange. She was hoping for red for him though, as he gazed at her with a smile. “What are we on, anyway?” he asked.

She chuckled. “It’s called immortality. Let me tell you about it.”

She could see she was losing him again. He thought she was naming a drug, and he didn’t really care. He refused to try to control himself long enough for a conversation. “Later, let’s just enjoy the ride.” He dove back down to her throat for more kisses, wrapping his arms around her.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she warned, trying to shrug out of his grasp. He held her tightly and his words sent ticklish shivers over her skin as he mumbled against her throat. 

“What’s the matter, babe? It’ll be awesome, I swear.”

Sindy chose to let actions speak louder than words, as Zach had suggested. She sat unresponsive as his kisses became more and more forceful, turning to sucking pulls on her skin that were sure to be soon followed by nips with his teeth. “Okay, I’ll just wait for it...” she said with a quiet lilt of humor.

Zach tried to mumble a response, but then his urges overwhelmed him, and his fangs distended to try to pierce her throat, as she had known they would. The moment that happened, and the tips of his new fangs touched her skin, he cried out in agony and jumped back away from her to land on the floor.

“There you go,” Sindy responded with a slight smile.

Sindy was marked. She had allowed Cain to bite her and drink her blood, laying claim to it as his alone. Now his strong venom was in her body, marking and protecting her from other vampires. When Zach’s fangs tried to break her skin and taste that blood, it sent a blinding stab of pain through his temple, to warn him off another vampire’s property. It had dropped him quicker and more surely than any defensive move Sindy could have made.

She watched him writhe in pain on the floor for a moment before commenting. What a baby. The pain should have been instant and sharp but also should have disappeared almost immediately after he’d backed away from her. His fangs had likely retracted with the shock as well. “That’s what you get for having no manners, dipshit. Now are you ready to listen?”

He glared up at her while holding a hand to the side of his head. “What the fuck did you do to me?” he asked in outrage.

“Things you aren’t going to believe,” she replied confidentially. After another second, she took pity on him and reached down to lend him a hand and pull him back up to the bed. “Come on, let’s have that talk.” He was hesitant to take her hand, worried she was somehow going to hurt him again. “Relax, as long as you behave yourself, you’ll be fine.”

He stood from the floor, shaken from his previous ambitions and eying her warily. She reached behind her to grab hold of his clothing, laid out for him on the bed earlier. “Why don’t you put something on, stud? Not that you’re bad to look at,” she told him with a grudging grin, “but I’ve already had to seduce more than my share of guys tonight to get what I needed, and I am not in the mood.”

He caught the clothing she tossed at him and began to get dressed. She gave him a nod and smile of thanks for his cooperation. “It’s been a long night already,” she told him, “and we have a serious discussion to get through before the sun comes up.” They still had a couple of hours left, but there was no telling how he would take the news.

Complicated and convoluted as it seemed, the explanation itself didn’t really take very long...but he didn’t believe her. When he’d tried to bite her, his fangs had retracted with the pain, just as quickly as they had descended, and with his eyes closed and caught up in lustful anticipation, he hadn’t even really noticed. He still didn’t realize his body had gone through any changes. He thought he had passed out on drugs and been dumped here by his band, who had then sent Sindy in. He believed her story was some elaborate prank, initiated by one of his band-mates. Evidently, practical jokes were a favorite pastime of theirs. 

“I’m not a vampire,” he insisted with a laugh. “I’m a Satan-worshipping rock star, but I’m not a vampire. I can see how you might confuse the two.”

“Well, you can believe what you want about yourself,” she told him, with a warm, throaty chuckle, “but I know what I am.” It wasn’t until she changed for him, showing him her vampire eyes, that he began to realize something was very wrong...and it wasn’t funny. 

He backed away from her with a start. “What the... How did you do that? Are those contacts or something?” Her eyes were glittering crimson, with long, thin, upright black pupils that were decidedly inhuman. It might have been a look that could be achieved with contact lenses, but not in the space of a blink. He realized that, and backed into the bathroom, quickly slamming the door...as if that could keep her out.

“Zach, I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help.”

“Stay the fuck away from me, you freak!”

“Zach, you’re going to need some instruction, trust me.”

“This isn’t funny anymore. Get out of here, and tell Rudy I’ve had enough of this crap.”

“I don’t even know Rudy. What I told you was the truth, Zach. I’m a vampire, and so are you. You’ve changed, and you need my help. If you don’t believe me, just look in the mirror.”

He didn’t answer her, but he must have followed her suggestion because, after a moment, she heard startled exclamations and curses. Then came the crashing of smashed glass. That brought some more cursing, and then silence.

Zach opened the door and came out with a large shard of glass in his hand. “How come I’m not in the mirror? What is this, some kind of trick glass? You stay the hell away from me,” he warned her.

Sindy had changed back to her human visage again. No need to upset him more than she already had. She stood with her hand on her hip, between Zach and the door, in case he tried to bolt. She let out a weary sigh and nodded towards the broken mirror glass he carried. “All that’s going to do is give you seven years of bad luck. You can’t hurt me, Zach, and if I was going to do anything else to you, I would have already done it, don’t you think?”

Zach looked at the long, sharp shard of glass in his hand, and then back at her. “I don’t care what you are, if you come near me, I will cut you.”

Sindy scoffed at the threat and then walked slowly towards him. Better to get this stuff out of the way so he would listen. She stopped just shy of touching him, while he held the glass before her menacingly. 

“Don’t make me cut you, bitch,” he warned.

She held out her hand for him to give it over. He looked at her as though she was crazy, and raised the glass higher, threateningly. “Go ahead,” she invited. “Cut me.” When he made no move, she nodded towards her hand, raising it a little higher in invitation. “Do it.”

Rather than accept her challenge, he tossed the glass to the floor, and quickly pushed his way past to get away from her. “You’re fucking crazy.”

She laughed in relief. Nice to know the guy wasn’t a sadistic creep. Even in fear and with an invitation, he didn’t really want to hurt her. Good sign. She picked up the glass and then called to him before he could go for the door. “Hey, Zach,” She held up the glass for him to see, and then, holding out her other hand, palm up, brought it down as though she were going to stab herself with it. 

Just before the glass cut her, she caused her hand to turn to mist. She did it slow enough for him to clearly see what had happened, even if he couldn’t quite believe it. The glass passed right through. She held it there, with the misty particles of her hand swirling around it like disturbed dust, and she then reformed her hand around the glass. It felt very strange to have a foreign object impaled through the center of her hand, and her body wouldn’t let her keep it there for long before trying to push it out, but it looked pretty cool for a momentary display. She let go and held up her hand to show him the glass sticking through the middle of it, and she then dissolved her hand into mist again. The glass fell to the carpet and Sindy was rewarded with a gasp of amazement from Zach. She smiled, pleased with herself. It was a damn impressive trick.

Sindy often transformed her entire body into mist. It was the first step in the process of shape-change into the form of a wolf or a bat, the rare and valuable talent bestowed upon her in conjunction with her red eyes. However, she had seen the vampire Kieran, who was a shade/vampire with green eyes and the ability to transform into mist, cause only parts of his body to become discorporate. It had intrigued her, so she had been experimenting to see if she could do the same. She couldn’t remain in mist form indefinitely, as Kieran did, but she could change select parts of herself for just under a minute or so; just long enough for a display like she’d done with the glass. It had worked like a charm.

“You can’t hurt me,” she told Zach, as her hand reformed to its normal state once again, “and I’m not here to hurt you, but if you walk out that door, you’re going to be a loose end that I can’t let go.” She let her fangs distend, just resting their tips on her bottom lip, lending an eerie and dangerous edge of supernatural predator to her beauty. “Don’t make me chase you down, ‘cause I can...easily, and you won’t like it. Although I might,” she added with a grin. His eyes widened and his hand froze as he’d been reaching to open the door. “You can avoid that unpleasant scenario if you just keep things calm and friendly-like. Sit down, shut up, and let me explain where we go from here, okay?”

She let him take in the sight of her fangs and her red vampire eyes for another moment before she changed back and sat down on the bed. He watched her warily, trying to understand what he had seen. As he let his hand slip from the doorknob, she patted the bed next to her in invitation. Whether it was fear of her threat or curiosity that got the better of him, he gave up his resistance and joined her, ready to listen.  

“Do you really worship Satan?” she asked as he sat down, trying to keep his distance from her on the bed. He looked startled and worried by the question...as though she was going to profess that she was a minion of the Dark Lord herself.

After a second, he shook his head. “Not really. It just kind of goes with the image, you know? ...Do you?” he added after a second of uncertainty.  

She grinned. “Nope. I’m what you’d call independent.”

He was very relieved. “How did you do that thing with your hand?” 

“It’s a neat trick, but we have more important things to talk about.” She refused to get into anything complicated. She just went through the basics. She explained again how he had overdosed on drugs and died, prompting her to change him into a vampire, to be like her. He seemed to believe what she told him about herself, but he still wouldn’t accept that he was a vampire too. He stood from the bed, his hands out in disbelief. “Clearly, I’m not dead.”

“Not anymore, thanks to me.”

“Right, because you’re a vampire. You and Sweet Cheeks are both vampires and brought me back from the dead.”

Sindy shook her head in impatient disgust. “Her name is Alyson, and she only drank from you, I brought you back.”

“She drank my blood?” he asked with sarcastic disbelief. “From where?” He made a show of feeling his throat, which currently showed no sign of trauma. 

Sindy sighed. “Why are you making this so difficult? You don’t seem entirely stupid. I told you; we heal. I shared my blood with you, to bring you back from the dead, and it healed your body as it changed you into a vampire.”

“If you girls are vampires, why didn’t you just kill me and leave me dead?”

“I’m beginning to wonder,” she mumbled. “We don’t do that. We usually try not to kill people.”

“You just said she drank my blood!”

“Yeah, a little taste. She didn’t kill you. You took care of that all by yourself. I told you; you OD’d you moron.”

He dismissed the idea. “That couldn’t have happened. It was only the usual. I do it all the time.”

“Well, I guess that was your poor judgment, huh, dumbass? Allie only took a little bit of your blood, then she couldn’t stomach anymore because you tasted like shit. It was the cocktail of crap that you pumped in there that killed you.” He might not have died without Allie’s venom added to the mix, but why should she take the blame for his death? The idiot probably would’ve killed himself with that stuff soon enough anyway.

He squinted at her and then the corner of his mouth turned upwards just a bit in a hint of a grin. “Okay, drugs are bad, thanks for the tip. You sound a little bitter. What’d you used to use?”

Sindy let out a huff of disdain. “You couldn’t pay me to touch that stuff.”

He raised his eyebrows and then nodded in understanding. “You knew someone then.”

She squinted at him without answering. First, he treats her like some pathetic groupie sex doll, now he thinks he knows about her emotional scars? “What I know,” she told him, “is that that stuff will kill you.”

He shrugged, recognizing her refusal to delve any deeper. “Fair enough. Say it did kill me.”

“It did.”

“You brought me back?”

“Allie begged me to. She couldn’t do it herself and she felt bad for you.”

He smiled. “She did? And what about you?”

“Me? I think you’re a complete tool.” He smirked at her mockingly, as though she was hiding affection for him or something. She gave him a look of disdain and shook her head. How did she wind up saddled with this guy? Finally, she chuckled. “But now you’re my tool, so I hope you prove me wrong.”

It took some settling down and coaxing, but she was finally able to get him to truly accept what she was. She showed him her fangs again and then proved that they were the real deal with a demonstration. She bit him. She caught him off guard, lunging for his throat, and it only took a moment for her venom to calm his struggling and erase any uneasiness he felt. 

It had to be the quickest and best high he’d had in a while, even taking into account his vast experience with such things. She only took a small taste, but what a taste it was! It may have been a while since she’d sampled vampire blood, but none of her past creations had ever tasted this good. Zach’s blood was a compelling and unexpected delicacy. It took a decent amount of effort to keep herself in check. 

When she finally pulled away, she eyed him with new appreciation. “You may have tasted like shit to Allie, but damn if you aren’t my new favorite flavor!” It took some strong willpower not to go back for more. He looked dizzy and shocked over the incident, holding his hand up to his throat and trying to comprehend the fact that she truly had bitten him and drunk his blood, but he didn’t complain. When she leaned back to meet his eyes, she knew he was putty in her hands. 

Sindy tried to force herself to back off, before the urge to take more overwhelmed her. She wasn’t really thirsty, and hadn’t expected drinking from him to be so intoxicating; she had done it to be practical. It marked him so she could keep tabs on him until she was convinced he could be independent. Unable to resist taking one last taste, she came forward for a final lick from the wound at his throat. 

His thirst was re-awakened by the act. She could feel it, almost as though his thoughts and desires were her own. As his head stopped swimming from the invasion of her toxin, she could practically feel the thirst building within him. It grew quickly. He needed blood, and if he didn’t feed, the vampire within him would take over and get some for itself, whether he was ready or not.

He watched her with a desperate gaze, pleading for her to help him process what was happening to him and end his torment. It brought out a protectiveness from her deeper than she’d felt for her creations of the past, although she had no idea why. She took hold of him, trying to give him assurance that she could make things better. “Now it’s your turn,” she told him gently, as she bit her wrist. “You can’t bite me. Remember that headache? You don’t want that back. You can only take what I give you. You have to suck gently. Even though you might have the urge to bite, don’t. But you are a vampire, Zach, and I’m going to give you a chance to use your own fangs soon enough, trust me.”

“My own...” he couldn’t finish his contemplation, because she offered him her wrist and the change overtook him as soon as he smelled her blood. His fangs distended, but he barely even noticed. As with most new vampires, his altered eyesight was immediately disconcerting. He blinked at her wrist with an exclamation of surprise and reached out for her arm to steady himself.

“It’s okay Zach. Your eyes have changed. You can see the warmth of the blood in me. I’ve just fed, so it should have a decent amount of heat to it. Just relax, you’ll get used to it. Don’t worry, your regular eyesight will come back after you’ve fed.” She knew that sometimes the most upsetting thing was simply the thought that nothing would ever look the same again. Reassurance that the change was temporary usually calmed the new ones down and helped them deal.

The fear over his change had momentarily pushed thirst from his mind. She laid a hand on his back to try to comfort him; he was very shaken up. She could feel him un-tense a little at her marked touch, and she offered her wrist again, while still gently rubbing his back. He raised her arm slowly closer to his face and then looked up at her, grateful that she was being so supportive through this crazy ordeal.

She smiled, glad that she had a chance to mentor someone properly for a change. Admittedly, she hadn’t done a great job with vampires she had made in the past. She met his eyes...and then jerked back from him. Zach was startled by her abrupt change in demeanor, but not nearly as startled as she was. She flinched away from him and fell off the edge of the bed. “What the fuck?” she muttered, as she hit the floor with a thump. “No! No way! This cannot be happening to me!”

“What? You did this to me! What’s wrong with you?” Zach was very confused. She was freaking him out again.

Well, she couldn’t help it. He was freaking her out too. Somehow, some way, she and Allie had really screwed up big time, because when he’d met her gaze, she had caught her first glimpse of Zach’s vampire eyes...and they were white.

White? How the hell had they turned out white? Allie hadn’t given him any blood. That’s what Sindy had gone through all of this to prevent! “Your vampire eyes...they’re white, and they damn well shouldn’t be!”

Before she even had a chance to truly take in this new development, there was a knock on the motel room door; a knock accompanied by a mark... She didn’t recognize the mark of the vampire at the door, but he wore Arif’s signature. It was an emissary from the coven. Great, just what she needed to make this hellish evening complete.

What did they want? Arif’s spy, Kieran, had witnessed Zach’s death at Allie’s hands. He must also know that Sindy had turned the guy into a vampire afterward, but that shouldn’t matter. He didn’t know that Sindy had stopped Alyson from doing it. For all he knew, Allie had refused. There was no way in hell anyone could know that despite Sindy’s precautions with Allie, the guy had turned out with white eyes anyway. She didn’t even understand how that had happened!

It didn’t matter how...Kieran had obviously managed to follow them and reported their whereabouts. Now Arif had sent someone to meet with them. She had no idea why he’d done that, but one thing was certain, he didn’t know that Zach had the white eyes of a United One, and she couldn’t let him find out...not until she had decided what she wanted to do about it. She hadn’t gone through all this trouble to be a friend to Allie and uphold Cain’s plan for the United One, only to hand a white-eyed vamp over to Arif.

Zach was panicked, staring at the door in bewilderment. In his fear, he had reverted back to his human image again, but he could psychically see the other vampire’s mark, and he didn’t understand it. Sindy scrambled over to him and grabbed his hands with a force that made him turn away from the door and pay attention to her. “Zach,” she hissed at him. “That is another vampire at the door. I don’t know what this is about, but you have to trust me when I tell you that if you don’t do exactly what I say, you are going to find yourself dead again before the sun comes up. Keep your mouth shut, and do not, no matter what, do not let yourself change. You cannot let them see your vampire eyes. Got it?” He didn’t answer her but seemed suitably impressed and willing to obey. It was possible he didn’t even know how to reveal his vampire eyes voluntarily, but she didn’t have time to explain.

Sindy rose and went to the door as the strange vampire knocked again. She had no choice but to answer. Arif did not know that she was having second thoughts about their arrangement, and once he realized she was being uncooperative she would be in some deep trouble. She was better off pretending that she was still in league with him.

She turned to Zach and gestured for him to stay put on the bed before she opened the door to meet their visitor. It was a nicely dressed man, in his thirties by appearance, although his mark showed him to be upwards of fifty. There was a large black sedan parked horizontally with the curb behind him, its door open to show that there was another man in the car waiting.

He didn’t bother to introduce himself. “Arif wants to see you. Get in.”

No wonder it wasn’t Kieran at the door. Arif wasn’t just sending her a message; he wanted to see her personally. After all this time, why did he want to see her now? Sindy tried to look more annoyed than alarmed as she answered. “I’m a little busy right now.” She turned to indicate Zach, sitting frozen on the bed. “I just turned this guy. Let me get him settled first. I’ll come tomorrow, at sunset.”

The man didn’t even bother to glance at Zach; he just stared through Sindy with a gaze that could cut glass. “Bring him. Arif wants to see you now.” Sindy tried to protest, but he cut her off. “Do you need help getting him into the car?” He stared her down, almost daring her to answer. 

She turned and went back into the room for Zach. She couldn’t even risk trying to speak to him privately with the vampire standing at the door waiting for them. She simply glared at Zach desperately, hoping it would remind him that she had told him to obey her and say nothing. 

She noticed his mirrored sunglasses sitting on the dresser and grabbed them. She put them on his face as she spoke. “Come on, Zach, we need to go for a ride.” Luckily, it seemed he was still in a bit of shock over the whole ordeal, and rather than question her, or make a smart-ass remark, he followed her into the car without comment. He did, however, have the presence of mind to grab the rest of his stuff and take his guitar from its place leaning against the wall, on the way out. Good thing, because something told her they weren’t coming back any time soon. 

It was a long way to Kana Susamiş Için Ev, but they were racing down the highway at break-neck speed and would surely be there before dawn. The inhabitants of the car were eerily silent for the trip. Zach began to squirm uneasily, but Sindy did her best to keep him still and quiet. The thirst must really be kicking in now. The poor guy hadn’t had a chance to drink since his change. He was chain-smoking the last of his cigarettes, but it wouldn’t quell his thirst. He was starting to come unhinged, fidgeting, grunting, and huffing in anxiousness with his need for blood. It drew an irritated glare from the driver. “What is his problem?”

“He’s just been turned...” Sindy explained, “barely cold even. He needs to drink.” She addressed the man in the passenger seat, who had collected them from the hotel. “I told you this was a bad time.”

The driver seemed sympathetic, but the other man reacted with annoyance. “Well shut him up. He can have something when we get there.”

One look at Zach, and she knew that if he had to wait, they were going to have a problem. How was she going to let him change in front of Arif to feed? She’d better take care of him here in the dark car as best as she could. Sindy plucked the cigarette from his hand and threw it out the open crack of the window. Ignoring his protest, she then shifted and brought her fangs to bear on her own wrist. The others watched her curiously, but she ignored them and put an arm around Zach, pulling him in close to the now bleeding wrist that she held against her bosom. He didn’t need to further invitation. The smell of her blood drove him to clasp her wrist and greedily bring it to his lips. 

He began to suck on it ferociously, impatient with the small amount he was getting. She wanted to remind him not to bite her, but he tried before she had the chance. He’d forgotten that he could not cross her mark, but was quickly reminded. He let out a howl of pain and a mumbled curse as his teeth punctured her skin. She grabbed him closer in a hug, stifling him into her chest as the vampires of the car gave her odd looks and chuckled. 

“Don’t bite,” she whispered, “I know it’s hard, but this is just to tide you over. I know what you’re going through,” she assured him. “I’ll find you more as soon as we get there, I promise.” He went back to sucking what blood he could get from her as she sat back and closed her eyes. 

She was already beginning to feel a bit light-headed. She’d bled herself gaunt earlier in making him and had barely drunk enough to regain her strength before he was taking it from her again. She hoped she would be in a condition to think clearly when they got there because once she heard why Arif was summoning her, she was definitely going to need to think on her feet. 

Was she being really stupid in thinking that she would be able to hide Zach’s eyes from everyone? If Arif was going to find out anyway, maybe she should just tell him; hand Zach over and take the credit for turning him in, to earn herself a place in the coven. She’d be granted residence at the compound for bringing in a United One, and there were worse things than living a life of vampiric luxury...even if she was committing herself to servitude under a master.

But she had turned Zach as a favor to Allie, as a display of loyalty towards their friendship. Allie would never forgive her if she let Zach be tossed into Arif’s dungeon for her own gain. She didn’t actually know what Arif would do with the guy, dungeon or otherwise, but it was a safe bet to think that it wouldn’t be something good. Still...hiding Zach’s eyes would be a trespass that would earn Sindy her own place in one of Arif’s torture chambers for sure. Was hiding him worth the risk? 

She desperately wished that she had never even gone out with Allie this evening. She could be in bed right now, back at Cain’s estate, snuggling beneath the sheets in his loving embrace. What would Cain do in her place? Cain would never have displayed such sketchy integrity to get himself into this mess, but if he were in her position? She knew he’d keep Zach from Arif, without thought for his own personal sacrifice, just on the principle that such power shouldn’t be allowed into corrupt hands. He’d protect Zach simply because it seemed the right thing to do. 

She’d always held to the tenant that she was a woman worthy of Cain’s affections, hadn’t she? Maybe it was time to step up and prove it. She took a page from his book and prayed to God that Arif would not catch on to her duplicity. Being a vampire who used to pride herself on her lack of morals, and dedication to her own selfish ends, she doubted God would actually bother to listen to her requests, if there even was such a being as the Almighty, but she needed all the help she could get!

By the time they arrived at Kana Susamiş Için Ev, Sindy managed to muster up a sense of confidence that would allow her to conduct herself with the haughty arrogance Arif would expect from her. She could do this. She had to believe it, or he would feel her hesitant worry before she said a word.

She wrested her wrist back from Zach, despite his protests that he wasn’t nearly finished drinking from her. “I need more,” he cajoled in a desperate whisper.

“Well, I need to keep some myself. You’re lucky you got what you did,” she hissed back, as she nodded out the window for Zach to see that they had reached their destination.

They passed through a set of large iron gates, flanked by a set of guards, each with an alert and imposing Doberman Pinscher by their side. As the car entered the coven’s home compound, the dogs watched, eerily silent. Sindy noticed that their eyes glowed oddly, even after the headlights moved off them. She got the sense that they weren’t just...dogs. Great, as if the world didn’t already harbor enough creepy things in the night. Now she had to worry about demon dogs?

Demons? The responsive thought drifted into her mind, in line with her own thinking, but certainly not her own. She realized almost immediately that it had to be Zach. It felt like him...his voice and tone, although there was no actual sound, just the thought in her mind. Along with his white eyes must have come the talent of telepathy. Finally, a surprise that could actually be useful! She didn’t have the skill herself, but maybe she could help Zach hone his to their advantage.

I don’t know if they’re demons, but I don’t think they’re just dogs...she replied gently, hoping he would catch the thought. He might not even realize that they weren’t speaking aloud. Allie had told her that telepathy could be like that sometimes, an unconscious thing. 

When Zach didn’t respond, she tried again. Zach, can you hear me? Now he sat up straighter to meet her gaze in confusion. Yes, he definitely heard her and realized this was not normal. You’re reading my mind, she explained. No one else can hear us like this...I hope. Actually, she had no idea if other vampires of Arif’s coven were telepathic, but she knew Arif was, so they’d better not try this in his presence. She decided their psychic conversation had better be short and sweet.

Zach, listen carefully. I have to meet with the leader of this coven. His name is Arif and he is a very powerful vampire. Not all of us can read minds like you are now, but Arif can, so don’t try it when he’s around. In fact, you should try not to let him read your mind if you can help it. Try not to think about much of anything when he’s around, okay? 

The directive sounded pretty stupid even to her, but she wasn’t sure how else to try to protect them. Maybe you could just mentally recite song lyrics or something when he’s around, to throw him off. It’s important that these other vampires do not know what you are capable of. You’re more powerful than them, than anyone, Zach, but we’ll be totally outnumbered here. Most vampires can’t do the things you’ll be able to, so if we’re going to fly under the radar, they need to believe you are nothing special.

Zach seemed to be paying close attention, but she couldn’t tell if he would obey her. He seemed too caught up in this new development to listen. What can I do? I can read people’s minds? That’s awesome!

Zach, will you please concentrate? This is important and we haven’t got much time. Sindy had just realized something that was going to unravel everything if it wasn’t immediately addressed. His mark; she was currently cloaking it from view, but she couldn’t keep that up forever, especially if they were separated. Zach’s mark was damn bright, and now she knew why. She needed to teach him to cover it up before it was seen, or someone would notice that Zach was more than he appeared.

Luckily, Allie had told her that she’d learned to hide her trace in record time. Even though it was a talent that had taken Sindy forever to figure out, it should be simple for Zach to master. She did her best to hurriedly explain the concept to him. It was difficult at first, considering the fact that he didn’t even really understand what a mark was, but thankfully, he was smart enough to get the gist of what she wanted from him. He was able to read enough of it from her mind to figure it out before they reached their final destination.

Sindy let her own psychic shield slip away while keeping his covered, so he could practice on her first. He was shaky but managed to cover it after only a few tries. There wasn’t time for her to wait for him to be more confident with it. The driver was parking the car and they’d be forced to get out and concentrate on other things. She hoped he could cover his own mark, one less thing for her to worry about. Tentatively, after a quick telepathic warning, she stopped hiding his mark for him. He was able to cover it before it even came fully into view. It seemed that the other vampires in the car didn’t even notice. Sindy let out a sigh of relief. First hurdle of their charade down...but this was only the beginning.

Keep that mark covered, all the time. She instructed him, as the car was parked. Can you do that? I know this is a lot to handle Zach, but you have to trust me. Our lives may depend on it. 

The driver had gotten out and was now holding the door open for her to do the same. “Ready to see the Master?”

She tried her best to put on a confident smile as she exited the vehicle. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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They entered the impressive manor, but before allowing her and Zach to be taken to Arif, the driver stopped their escort. “You should let them feed first.”

The man looked aggravated by the delay, but Sindy gave the driver a very grateful smile for the consideration. “It won’t take long,” the driver continued. “Better a small delay, than to have a newbie lunging for the Master’s concubines.”

That was logic hard to argue with. “Fine,” the man said. “You handle it then. I’ll let the Master know that we’ve arrived and you’ll bring our guests to see him shortly.”

The driver didn’t look thrilled to have the task given over to him, but Sindy lightly touched his arm as the other men left them. “Thank you. He really needs it.”

The man was of a decent height, with broad shoulders but not an overly muscular build. He had straight, light brown hair and a kind face. He looked down at her with a piteous sigh. “Byron,” he said, offering his name. “I can find you two donors and a place to drink, but you’d better be quick about it and don’t hurt them, I’ll need them back.”

Sindy nodded, although she wasn’t sure how she was going to manage letting Zach drink while keeping him in check and not letting others observe them too closely. “Thanks. I’ll keep a close eye on him.”

Byron parked them in a small sitting room and put a guard in the open doorway as he went to collect a pair of humans for them to feed from. Zach seemed too busy taking in the splendor of Arif’s estate and smiling over the thought of being given fresh blood, to look at all concerned by their situation.

The guard was watching them too intently for Sindy to risk trying to speak with Zach anyway. Not that she even knew what to say. It wasn’t much of a wait before Byron came back with a pair of humans in tow. He pulled Sindy out into the hallway for a quick private conference before letting the humans into the room with Zach. “I am doing you a big favor here,” he informed her quietly.

Sindy looked over the pair. They were a man and a woman, both in their early twenties and obviously healthy, clean, and they were even attractive. “I can see that,” Sindy replied with a smile as her eyes lingered on the man, who gave her a hesitant smile.

Byron took back her attention, sensing that she did not fully realize the extent of the favor. “They’re both experienced with our coven, but currently unmarked, a pretty valuable acquisition around here. I could’ve just sent up something bottled, but you said he’s new,” he explained with a nod towards Zach, “so I thought you’d appreciate the opportunity for a learning experience. I happen to know that the Master’s busy, so you should have time before you’re brought to him. Just don’t take too long, and whatever you do, don’t hurt them or you’ll be paying for it, and not with money. Can you handle him?”

On those conditions, she certainly hoped so. “Yeah, I’ve got it. Thanks. I owe you.” She met his eyes, hoping he could see that she truly appreciated his help. Of course, it might have been easier just to give Zach blood from a bottle, eliminating the need for him to change and possibly let someone see his white eyes. However, she couldn’t tell Byron that. Zach would be much more satisfied with fresh blood, and she was going to have to teach him drinking with control at some point. Better now, than later, possibly in front of Arif.  

Byron instructed the humans to follow her into the room and told Sindy he would be back to collect them in about twenty minutes. Byron even swung the door mostly closed for them, only leaving it open a crack for the guard’s supervision.

Sindy observed for a moment, as the young woman took in Zach’s appearance and looked very pleased with it, giving him a smile and a wink. The way Zach was eyeing her back, told Sindy she was going to have her hands full. Strict ground rules were definitely going to be in order. She took the woman by the arm and pulled her closer. “Don’t even think about it,” she told Zach. “She’s mine.” She gave the human man a quick glance and noted his disappointment. “Sorry, buddy. I hate to give you up, but I’ve got to play this smart. You’re with him.”

Zach was still eyeing the woman in Sindy’s hold with an intense gaze. He lifted his guitar strap off, over his head, and put the instrument case down, without breaking eye contact with the girl. “No way,” he demanded. “I’m ready for a drink and she is looking damn delicious.”

Sindy snapped her fingers in front of his face for attention. “Zach, this is not negotiable. You don’t even know what you’re doing. If you let yourself get distracted playing touchy-feely you’re going to take too much. She’ll end up dead and we’ll end up in shackles!”

Zach didn’t seem very concerned, but the woman stopped flirting and moved away from him pretty quickly to gesture towards the human man. “You should definitely drink from Frank. He’s bigger,” she nervously agreed, as Frank gave them each a worried glance.  

Sindy let go of the woman to approach Frank. The last thing she needed was for the guy to back out on them or call for the guard to come in and help. “Relax. You’ve done this before, right?” The guy nodded warily. “So have I, for years. Zach is new to this, but I’ll be right here and I won’t let him get out of hand, I promise.” She mouthed him a little kiss and he seemed willing to stay, however uneasy he might be.

She turned to Zach, who was beginning to look more and more predatory by the second. “I’ll tell you what, how about a compromise?” she offered. “Start off with Frank. I know he’s not necessarily your type, but you’re going to bite him, not tongue him. He’s a clean, strong, healthy-looking guy. I can almost guarantee you that he’s yummy as hell,” she added, licking her lips. “If you take it slow, follow my directions, and stop when you’re told, I’ll let you have some from...” Sindy turned and snapped her fingers toward the woman. “What’s your name?”

The woman was backed into the corner, shoulders slumped, evidently trying to make herself seem unappealing. “Lisa.”

“Zach, Lisa here will let you have a little nip, if you can prove yourself capable while drinking from Frank first. Fair enough?”

So, it was settled, and in the interest of keeping things under control, Sindy was going thirsty. Disappointing, but she could handle it. Getting Zach fed and satisfied to keep quiet and follow orders was more important. She led him through the basics of controlled feeding and then let him bite the man’s throat.  

The scent of blood filled the room, tantalizingly sharp, masculine, and beckoning. Sindy tried not to think about what she was missing, as she swiped her long black hair back behind her shoulder and stood over Zach. Sindy had barely regained the blood and strength she had lost in making Zach to begin with. Then she had fed Zach some more in the car...now the scent of blood and her view of Zach drinking from this hunk of a human were practically making her drool. 

Zach began to slip in hiding his mark while so distracted, but Sindy was able to cover for him, while giving him a mental reminder. She watched as Zach greedily drank all the blood he could pull from his victim, as quickly as the small punctures in the man’s neck would allow. Sindy had to stop him from inflicting a larger wound, so poor Frank could survive the drink. It was like over-seeing Allie’s insatiable thirst all over again. Sindy impatiently shifted her weight. She would give him just a few more seconds before making him stop. How is it, that I am stuck babysitting the bloodthirst of the United One...again? she thought to herself irritably.

Luckily, she was able to intervene before Frank was in any difficulty. She pulled at Zach, and after only a few tugs, the vampire sat back with a bloody grin. “Pure, luscious perfection, and I want more,” he informed her, giddy and anxious to move on to Lisa. 

Now that his initial thirst had been sated, Sindy wasn’t as worried over how he would handle drinking from Lisa, but she gave him a warning anyway. “Slow and gentle, baby.”

Zach seemed in complete control, cloaking his mark and eying Lisa with a look of predatory desire. He moved towards the woman, who still seemed dubious, but observed that Frank was still alive. He was slumped down to the floor, deliriously high and sporting a stupid grin as a thin trickle of blood dried on his throat where he’d been bitten, but he’d be just fine. 

Zach smiled and shushed any worries she might have. “Fragile as a flower,” he agreed, licking his lips. “And I’m just a gentle bumble bee, buzzing by for a drink and then moving on to the next.”  

Lisa was delighted with his words, and rather than shrink away from his advance, she bravely bared her throat for him. Sindy ensured that he was indeed tender and careful as promised, although she felt an intruding voyeur as Zach whispered in the girl’s ear of how much looked forward to sampling her flavor, which would undoubtedly be more intoxicating than anything Frank had provided. He then proceeded to tickle the woman’s long, graceful neck with his tongue and thoroughly enchant her with kisses before piercing her skin. 

The guy seemed to know what he was doing. Once he got down to business, she let him take a decent amount. That was preferable to having him complain about thirst while they were having an audience with Arif. Allie always seemed to be thirsty, and if Zach was anything like her, Sindy would have to give him all the blood she could to keep from raising suspicions.

Sindy was about to part Zach from Lisa’s throat, when he began to mumble and groan, pushing the woman away. Lisa was fine, if a bit bewildered. Sindy caught Zach’s shoulders, trying to figure out what was wrong. He held his head with his eyes clamped shut. “Why?” he muttered inexplicably.

“Why what? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Nothing matters. It’s done now. The future will overshadow the past. It’s begun again, and nothing will stop it this time. That’s all there is to know,” he finally answered, with a strangely satisfied smile.

Sindy narrowed her gaze at him and wiped the blood from his goatee with her hand. The guy must be high as hell off the experience, because he sure wasn’t making any sense. “What are you talking about?”

“The visions,” he answered happily. “Did you see them? Do you know the story?” It was obvious to him by her blank stare that she no idea what he could be referring to. “It’s alright. I know my place now. It’s all good.”

“Glad to hear it, because we’re almost out of time.” She momentarily worried that Lisa’s blood had been laced with something to cause this weird behavior, but then ruled it out. Why would Byron give her a victim with tainted blood? It was presumably just Zach’s way of trying to analyze the amazing experience. Musicians were strange. “Please don’t go spouting stuff like that in front of Arif, okay? He’ll have you locked in a box to be studied or something. The man loves a good project.” Sindy retrieved Zach’s sunglasses from where he’d discarded them on the chair, and slipped them back onto his face to help disguise his eyes, just in case. “Just keep your mark covered and play it cool...please?”

“Cool as a cucumber,” he assured her with a teasing grin as the door opened. Their time was up.

Byron seemed very relieved when he came to collect the humans and they were both still conscious, with no complaints of mistreatment. In fact, Zach’s venom seemed to have left them both in a state of intoxicated bliss. She had to help Byron get them standing and into the arms of the guards. She heard him tell them something about receiving payment as the guards escorted them out. Byron then took Zach and Sindy to the Master’s office.

Sindy was a little surprised to find that Arif wasn’t even there yet. “The Master will be joining you shortly,” Byron told them. He then closed the door, leaving them to wait.

Sindy settled herself in a leather armchair before Arif’s large mahogany desk. She directed Zach to sit in a smaller chair off to the side, hoping it would help keep him out of the main conversation. He leaned his guitar case against the wall, plopped himself down into the chair, and they waited.

After only a few minutes, Arif entered through a door behind his desk, in the back corner of the room. He looked rather imposing, despite his average height and build. The man wore his arrogance like a cloak over his finely tailored clothing. He always dressed in the flashiest of expensive materials, displaying his wealth through Armani suits, brightly colored silk shirts, and layers upon layers of jewelry. Stud earrings, Rolex watch, and rings on every finger, all adorned with diamonds and gems set in gold and platinum. Even the top few buttons of his shirt were open, so that he could reveal the expensive gold chains that lay beneath, against his chest.

In the past, she had known him to sometimes have his dark hair ironed to fall straight down his back, fully as long as her own, but tonight it had been moussed to enhance his natural flowing waves of curls. His thin mustache and beard had been trimmed to sharp angles that accentuated his jaw, and his burnt sienna skin had a warm glow, giving him the overall appearance of a vampire well-fed, pampered, and polished to perfection.  

He paused for a moment behind his chair before sitting, as though he expected his visitors to show some sign of respect towards him at his arrival. Sindy just sat in her chair with her long legs crossed, the short hemline of her tight dress giving him a nice view of her thighs to an almost indecent proportion. 

Arif may be older and far more powerful than she was, but she hadn’t been formally inducted into his coven yet, so he wasn’t her master. What did he expect her to do, get up and bow, kiss his ring or something? Screw that. She wasn’t looking to make him mad, but she wasn’t planning to kiss his ass. She never had; to start now would just make him suspicious.

After a moment, he smiled and nodded his head toward her, seeming privately amused by her self-confidence. “Sindy, my dear, your presence does enhance these surroundings. You look even lovelier than usual.” 

She smiled in response. Then Arif looked over at Zach and was much less impressed by his presence. Zach was wearing the only clothing she’d had for him, his stage attire from his last gig: ripped black jeans, and a leather vest with no shirt, unrepentantly showing off his full sleeves of tattoo art and his nipple piercings. His eyes hidden behind his mirrored sunglasses, he lounged in his chair as though he owned it, and gave Arif a casual nod and grin.

Arif turned to Sindy with knitted brows, as though it would be beneath him to have to address Zach directly. “I see you have brought a friend,” he observed with thinly veiled disdain.

Sindy turned a reprimanding gaze on Zach, who sat up straighter, not that it improved his casual appearance much. “That’s just Zach. He’s my latest spawn. Sorry, I couldn’t leave him on his own, so I had to bring him, but he’ll mind his manners. Feel free to ignore him.”

“Aren’t there other things you should be focusing on, besides creating younglings to mentor?”

She tilted her head with a slight nod, as though agreeing with him. “It was kind of a favor to Allie. I couldn’t very well turn her down, could I?” She glanced over at Zach with a smile. “I’ll just consider him collateral. Now she owes me.”

Arif raised an eyebrow and then took his seat behind the desk. “The musician,” he said, pointing the finger towards Zach, as he recalled Kieran’s last report, “the man the United One drank to death.”

Sindy couldn’t help but smirk at Zach’s surprised reaction to the account. He still hadn’t quite brought himself to believe what she had told him about his own death. Now Sindy smiled and concurred with Arif’s knowledge. “That’s the one. She was...kind of upset about it, being her first kill and all. You understand.”

Actually, he didn’t look as though he understood at all. The man undoubtedly reveled in his kills and always had. “What I wish to understand, is why you did not use her guilt to drive her here, where she can drink her fill of human blood while being carefully monitored, and have no fear for endangering her victim’s lives.”

“I am...I will. I just haven’t had a chance.”

“Wouldn’t such a tactic receive better results, if the death she felt guilt over was not up and walking around?”

Sindy opened her mouth for retort but was not quick enough in producing an answer. Arif rose and put out a hand to stop her from finding a response. “Never mind, it’s irrelevant now. I’m amending our agreement.”

Sindy did not like the sound of that, but Arif smiled as though to assure her that she should be thrilled with his new proposal. “Your wish has been for me to grant you a place in my coven and residence here in this luxurious community. That is why you have done all of this.” He made a gesture to encompass Zach as part of her work towards her goal. “Isn’t that so?”

What could she do, but nod in agreement? “And you tell me that although it looked to be poor tactics to my view, this...Zach, was turned as a favor to our dear Alyson.” Again, Sindy nodded tentatively. Arif grinned and became preoccupied for a moment. “Kieran confirms what you say,” he informed her.

Arif must be in psychic contact with Kieran right now. He smiled and nodded. “Very good,” Arif murmured, seeming to conclude his mental conference. “Here is what I will do for you,” he said, turning his attention back to Sindy. “I shall grant your wish. You are to stay here as my guest, awaiting initiation into my esteemed coven.”

Sindy froze in shock, trying not to let panic wash over her face. “But I’m not done,” she protested. “I’m supposed to persuade Allie...and what about Zach?”

Arif gave a slight shake of his head, as though she shouldn’t worry. “Zach is a new vampire in need of mentoring and safe-haven, is that not what Alyson expected from you when she asked that you care for him? It makes perfect sense that you should bring him here to me. I cared for you when you were unguided and alone, didn’t I?”

Sindy couldn’t help but open her mouth in outrage. She softened the tone of her response from the biting edge it might have had, but couldn’t keep herself from saying her piece. “Actually, you pretty much told me good luck and sent me out to live on the street. That’s why I don’t live here.”

Arif narrowed his eyes that she would dare to dispute his version of events. “Alyson knows that I assisted you in your earlier troubles with Cain and in your pursuit of that young human boy, Benjamin. She will remember that I came to your aid, and that paints me in a favorable light for this situation, as someone a vampire can count on in times of need.”

Alyson had been human then, and beneath Arif’s notice, or he might have remembered that part of that favorable situation included Sindy’s goons clubbing Allie in the back of the head. Clearly, he also hadn’t bothered to learn that Ben was Allie’s best friend when she was human, making Sindy’s past pursuit to turn him against his will, anything but favorable from Allie’s point of view. 

Sindy could hardly keep herself from rolling her eyes, but Arif didn’t seem to care. “Although your actions on my behalf have not thus far proved fruitful, I will reward your efforts. I wanted Alyson, and it was in exchange for her deliverance that I was prepared to reward you so well...but I believe it may be a benefit to induct you into my coven at this time despite your failure. You have not brought Alyson to me, but perhaps you can still be useful in persuading her to stay once she arrives. Don’t worry about details. I’ll have another fetch her here. You will rest the day, and then tomorrow evening we will prepare a proper ceremony welcoming you into my coven. I look forward to initiating you to become one of my own,” he told her with a seductive grin.

Sure...now. When she’d begged him in the past, he’d turned her down. Now that she’d decided it might not be what she wanted after all...now he wanted to let her in; great.

This was just the sort of thing she had tried to protect herself from when she had made the decision to let Cain into her heart and show allegiance to him and his small coven of Mattie and Alyson by letting Cain mark her. The protection should hold, for now, but explaining it was going to be a delicate matter.

“Thank you. That’s very generous of you.” She tried to sound sincerely grateful. After all, this initiation was something she had asked him for many a time in the past. Now came the catch... “But I’m afraid the ceremony will have to be postponed for a few weeks.” She was quick to explain, answering his look of confused disapproval. “I’m honored, of course, but I’m just going to have to take a rain-check. I’m marked.”

To her relief, Arif appeared more amused than angered. “By whom?” he asked with an arched brow. “This whelp?” He nodded at Zach, who had produced a guitar pick from somewhere and was deftly maneuvering it between his fingers as though performing a magic trick. Zach looked up as he realized that Arif was talking about him, but thankfully, he didn’t offer comment.

Arif chuckled. “Never fear. One such as he could never keep me from you. I am old and powerful. A mark from such a lesser vampire is but a nuisance that will hardly impede me. In but a night or two, I will overcome it. I shall take you under my protection and possess you fully my dear, as you have begged of me in the past. I shall be able to grant your deepest desires, as through your thoughts I come to know them as well as my own, and you may consider yourself of my family.”

Having him in her head was a little more intimate than she’d had in mind...even when she had wanted to be accepted into his coven. She positively wasn’t at all keen on letting him in now. Sindy was amazed that Kieran hadn’t informed Arif already that she was marked by Cain, but after her initial showing of the mark to Mattie and Alyson, she had kept herself cloaked most of the time, so maybe he hadn’t noticed. If he had, he hadn’t thought it worth mentioning to Arif. Maybe he’d figured it would just tick Arif off, so he’d let it slide in the hopes that the mark would be gone by the time Sindy had audience with him. 

She wasn’t anxious to correct him, but it had to be done. She hoped the benefit of the time Cain’s mark on her would buy, would be worth the wrath it would incur. “It’s not Zach’s bite. I’m afraid this is a mark that you’re going to have to wait longer for.”

Arif looked highly insulted that she was claiming her marker to be more powerful than he was, but he had to have guessed whom she was implying. He took on an air of supreme arrogance and disgust at the thought that she would force him to keep his venom from infiltrating her. She was quick to explain before he could speak accusations. “As part of my mission for you, it was important that I gain the trust of those closest to the United One; the people she looks to for guidance and advice. I’m marked by Cain.”

Cain, the only vampire she knew of who could effectively protect her from Arif’s venom, psychic will, and control, through age and power. She had manipulated Cain into biting her, to show his love and commitment to her. Cain’s intentions had been pure, although she still couldn’t decide whether it was something she had wanted as an expression of her own feelings, or just to protect herself from Arif. Her only hope now was that no matter her feelings, the protection would be effective to buy her time to figure her way out of this mess.

“Well, isn’t that convenient for you?” Arif asked her in a whisper. If he could not bite her, he could not truly read her mind and divine her motives. But she could not let him believe that had been her incentive for the act.

“I never dared to hope that you’d be inducting me into your coven so soon. I had to show Cain my faith in him, to gain his trust in guiding Allie. He and Mattie keep that girl on a short leash. She’s not easy to win over, and Mattie doesn’t like me much, but they do what Cain tells them, more or less. Once I had Cain’s approval, they let me have time with Allie alone. I did what I had to.”

“I see. It was a mutual show of trust then? And he is marked by you as well?” Arif asked with a smirk.

He knew damn well that Cain wasn’t marked by her. How could he be? “You know he shares the mark of the coven with Mattie and Alyson. We’ve already agreed that I can’t take part in that. It’d be a disaster to give Allie access to read my mind. That coven mark keeps me from Cain, but trust me, letting him mark me was a huge factor in gaining his trust. It cemented our relationship in his eyes, and erased his suspicions.”

“Of course, it did. Because a one-way mark is the sign of a slave. Very good,” he told her sarcastically. “He owns you now, and that makes you almost worthless to me.”

Sindy sat up straighter in offense. “I’m not his slave! Cain isn’t like that.” Arif watched her in amusement, daring her to draw conclusions to how Cain’s ways might be purer than his own. “He doesn’t follow old rules,” Sindy clarified. “You know he doesn’t think of himself as a master of his coven. He doesn’t have any kind of real hold over me. If anything, I lead him...by the heart. He’s a trusting, sentimental fool. One act of submission on my part, and I’ve got him eating out of my hand.”

“We shall see.” Arif held up a hand to halt the discussion, as a look crossed his face that evidenced that he was in psychic conference with someone else for a moment. Then, looking rather pleased, he sat and leaned back in his chair as the office door opened and they were joined by another.  

A very large and impressive bald man entered the room. He was huge and muscular, with skin the color of dark chocolate, and in Sindy’s eyes, just as bitter-sweet, creamy, and delicious. She knew that his name was Elric. She had seen him before and had always found him to be extremely sexy; dangerous but with just a hint of kindness flashing in his big dark eyes now and then, beneath his imposing, stern countenance. 

None of that kindness could be seen now though. In fact, he looked really pissed but seemed to catch himself and disguise his expression when he noted that he and Arif were not alone in the office. He seemed caught off guard by Sindy’s presence, an unexpected and very attractive delight to his eye, she could tell. He entered the office, observed its occupants, and then, getting himself in check, tilted his head with a respectful nod of greeting to Arif.

Zach looked the guy up and down, and then went back to playing with his guitar pick, seeming to decide that he had no interest in whatever was going on here, and was better off ignored. Sindy hoped that he would be forgotten, as he sat fondling the pick and tapping out a tune quietly on his leg with his fingertips.

Arif had a sinisterly amused smile on his face as he greeted their new arrival. “Come in Elric, sit.” Elric nodded a greeting to Sindy and sat next to her, taking the second leather chair before Arif’s large mahogany desk as Arif continued his greeting. “I hope this impromptu meeting isn’t too great an interruption. I know you’re a busy man.” 

Sindy could tell that for some reason the comment rubbed Elric the wrong way, although he tried to hide it, and she couldn’t imagine why the words would be grating to him. After a brief pause, Arif continued his introduction. “You remember Sindy. This is her new youngling, Zach. Kieran suggested that I have them brought in for a conference regarding our painfully slow progress with the United One.”

Sindy felt a flash of annoyance at the mention of Kieran, but Elric perked up at the name. “And is Kieran joining us?” Elric asked. 

“I’m afraid not. After arranging Sindy’s transport, he went back to check on the United One with the intention of joining us after. However, he now feels that it would be more prudent for him to remain in surveillance. I would have Lorelei here, but she is currently still settling business in Albany, so it’s just us.”

Arif turned away from them and seemed suddenly interested in a spot on the far wall. The room was filled with an uncomfortable silence. Sindy shifted in her seat and tried to catch Elric’s eye, questioning what was going on, but Elric just gave her a subtle shake of his head to show that she should be quiet and patient. 

After another moment, the back door that Arif had used to enter the room opened again, and this time, they were joined by a beautiful young human woman, who very clearly wore Arif’s mark. She had thick, dark, curly hair, and wore a dress constructed of draped and wrapped material of exquisite color and design. She looked as though she had stepped out of an Arabian Nights movie.

Arif spoke to her, as she stopped with her head bowed before him. “Marguerite, I have a guest in need of hospitality for a short while as I meet with these,” he said, with a gesture towards Elric and Sindy. “Zach.” The guitarist perked up at his name. Sindy noticed that his eyes were glued to the beautiful woman, although she couldn’t tell whether lust or thirst was his strongest motivation. “You may go with Marguerite,” Arif told him, “and I will send Sindy to collect you later.”

Arif turned back to his concubine, who stood as the perfect embodiment of beauty and obedience. “Give him a tour of the grounds and then perhaps he would enjoy some refreshment from the bar.”

The woman nodded humbly. Zach slid his mirrored shades down his nose a bit, to peer at the woman over their rim, and then broke into a broad grin. He looked like he thought he had just won the lottery. It was a good thing Sindy’s heart no longer beat because she would be having palpitations right about now. Arif was sending her newborn vampire off for a stroll with that gorgeous human woman unsupervised? Was he insane? 

No, most likely he was testing Sindy’s ability to create and mentor a vampire who possessed self-control. But she hadn’t even had more than an hour alone with the guy! This could be a recipe for disaster. Even more probable, was that Arif was looking for Zach to screw up, so there would be an excuse for him to be detained as a prisoner until Arif could figure out if Zach could be useful to him in manipulating Allie.

Sindy could only hope and pray that Zach had drunk enough blood to keep him thinking clearly, and that he would realize the severity of the situation. “Behave yourself,” she desperately muttered to him as he stood. “No fangs, and if you touch her, you’re dust.”

As Zach moved out from the chairs, the human woman, Marguerite, spoke quietly to Arif. “Master, if it pleases you, may I speak?”

Arif smiled at her fondly. “What troubles you my dear? I can assure you that you have nothing to fear from our guest.” 

Unbelievable! Arif didn’t even know Zach’s name ten minutes ago, and now he was assuring this woman that he was harmless? Marked or not, for all he knew, the woman could be murdered by Zach the moment they left the room! Sindy reminded herself never to trust her life in his hands. 

The woman answered Arif with a saccharine smile that made Sindy’s stomach turn. “Oh, I would never worry for my safety as long as I am yours, Master. I wondered only if I might have permission to speak with Elric.”

“If you wish, you may speak.”

Marguerite gave Elric a deep and graceful curtsy. “I never properly thanked you, sir, for your kindness and care, and for your role in bringing me to my master. I am eternally grateful.”

Elric had brought the woman to Arif? Sindy wondered how that had come about, but was more concerned with sending Zach the strongest mental warnings possible, to try to impress on him that if he touched the woman inappropriately, he would truly die for it. He wouldn’t even bother to glance in Sindy’s direction, but she hoped he’d gotten the message.

The woman received an appreciative answer from Elric, and then gave an even deeper curtsy to her master, and led Zach from the room. 

As soon as they closed the door, Arif became abruptly serious. “It seems that Sindy has been having a difficult time convincing the United One that joining us would be in her best interest,” he informed Elric.

“I’m not having a difficult time,” Sindy protested. “She’s coming around. I just need a little longer to clinch the deal. You didn’t have to swoop in and abduct me for an update. Kieran could have told you. Everything was coming along fine.”

Arif gave her a cold stare. You may not formally be my subject, but this is my domain. You are not to speak until directly addressed. 

His telepathic reprimand startled her. He could not read her thoughts against her will unless they shared blood, but he could still send to her, and if she allowed it, he could receive her response. She didn’t bother to answer though. She just slumped back in her chair, mentally biting her tongue before she could make things worse. 

Arif continued as though uninterrupted. “It has been over a year since my sire graced us with his presence, remarking on the fact that my many endeavors have our coven widespread and unfocused. He is right that I have perhaps been too patient, too trusting that my plans would come to fruition if I waited,” he said with a pointed look at Sindy. “I think the time for waiting is done. 

The situation is becoming more pressing for our dear Alyson, I’m afraid. She is losing control of her thirst, as I am sure our new friend Zach could attest. It would undoubtedly be best for all, if she was under my supervision.”

“You don’t believe that you will acquire the United One by force, do you?” Elric asked.

“No,” Arif assured him. “It seems that inexperienced as she is, her powers of defense have come to her rather naturally. She has somehow thwarted every team I have sent against her. The small group I sent after her and her lover at Mardi Gras in New Orleans a few years back, were easily manipulated by her, and unable to properly carry out their directives. The pair that followed her to that wedding she attended were killed. Lorelei and her team were similarly ineffective. Direct measures do not seem the proper course. She is far too strong. She must be convinced to come to us of her own free will. If Sindy cannot accomplish this, perhaps there is someone else who can.”

Sindy couldn’t help but speak to defend herself, no matter what his stupid coven etiquette dictated. She still had the slim hope that he might let her go back to Cain’s if he thought it would get him closer to attaining Alyson. “If you would’ve just left me there, I told you I can do it. Let me go back.” Arif’s expression was annoyed and uncompromising. She softened her tone and tried to reason with him. “Allie’s not an idiot. If she’s going to be manipulated, it has to be slow and subtle. There are very few people that she trusts.”

“And I do not think that you are one of them,” Arif said, uninterested in entertaining her plea. “The young Mattie and the vampire Cain are her coven, and those are the only advisors she will listen to. Sindy, you wear Cain’s mark. Evidently, you have become important to him during your stay. Perhaps you could persuade him that Alyson is safer with us. She clearly respects his wishes.”

Sindy answered quickly. “Sure, I can do that.” She would try to convince him that she could do anything if it let her out of here.

Arif assessed her for a moment, and then reconsidered, “Forgive me, but I find you unconvincing of late.” Arif sat back in his chair, his fingers steepled before him, tapping his chin as he considered something they weren’t yet privy to. “Direct force will start a war that we will not win. Guile seems not to be working either. Perhaps what she needs at this point is simple incentive. The problem is that we are not in a position to strike a deal. If we want samples of her blood, we must sit her down and plainly draw up terms for a trade.”

What did he want to trade? All Sindy could think of was Zach, but while she had turned Zach at Allie’s request, he wasn’t all that important to her. It would never work. Elric was also unconvinced that they had decent leverage. “We do not have anything that she wants.”

“Precisely,” Arif replied. “So, tell me how we are going to rectify that.” Elric offered no response. “Nothing?” Arif asked. “You are my senior guardsman and you have nothing to say? You cannot find me the piece for this puzzle?”

“Time, my lord. Let me consider it a while.”

Arif was disgusted with the request. “We’ve wasted enough time. I already know the answer. Kieran supplied it to me over his last few reports. Sometimes it seems he is the only member of my coven of any true use to me. 

There is something valued not only by the United One, but by Cain as well. Something she should be happy to trade for, and if she is not, Cain would surely convince her. Such a thing would be very useful to us, don’t you think?”

Elric traded a confused glance with Sindy. “Very useful, sir. I will fetch it for you without fail.”

Arif smiled. “Good. I’m sure you will.” 

“Tell me where to find this object, Master.”

Arif answered with a tone of delighted malice. “Her name is Felicity.”

Sindy tried not to let her feelings over the name show too clearly upon her face, but it didn’t matter. What emotion had she to show but mute shock? She couldn’t even say how she felt about the plan. Arif wasn’t stupid. He knew Zach was not important enough to Allie to lure her, although, if Allie ever did visit, she would certainly recognize and feel sympathetic towards him, as her first kill.

The most obvious person close to Allie’s heart was Mattie, but trying to gain him would be too risky. Not only was he a vampire capable of defending himself, but he was always near to Allie and under her protection. 

Felicity, however, was a human with no current supernatural protection, whose safety would never be ignored by Allie or Cain. Even if Allie wanted to resist dealing with Arif, Cain wouldn’t allow the situation to be ignored and would insist on her cooperation. Felicity’s safety was leverage too valuable for either Cain or Alyson to risk.

Meanwhile, Arif would also have Sindy and Zach here, waiting in the wings to be used as backup in whatever manipulative way he could devise. Sindy had no idea how things would actually play out. Her ethics had been too murky to firmly align her with either side, which made her position rather precarious. 

If she stayed, allowing herself to submit to Arif’s coven, as originally intended, he might eventually learn of Zach’s eyes, or one of the other millions of ways she hadn’t been truthful with him, and punish her for it. If she tried to disengage herself from Arif to return to Cain, how was he going to forgive her, if Arif harmed Felicity? She wouldn’t be able to deny her dealings with Arif. Being here while they plotted to take Felicity hostage made Sindy an accomplice. 

The idea of Felicity suffering some indignity and a good scare, compliments of Arif, wasn’t an entirely undesirable one. It might even be nice to get rid of her, and not feel that Felicity was always one step away from commanding Cain’s attention and stealing back his heart...but even if the woman died, Cain probably wouldn’t love her any less. 

Felicity would always be just under the surface of his thoughts. If anything, her death would make him love her more, feeling that guilt should dictate the full attention of his pining heart. To think that Sindy might be connected to the cause of harm to Felicity would forever tarnish her in Cain’s eyes. She doubted Cain’s sympathy for her could be stretched beyond that breaking point.

Besides, annoying as she was, Sindy wasn’t looking to kill Felicity just for being competition. Sindy much preferred to leave the girl to her human life, little more than a fading memory for Cain. The possibility of her coming to harm would just bring him running to the rescue, no matter what the price of exchange. 

She couldn’t help but wonder what Cain would do if he knew that Sindy was being held here against her will... It didn’t really matter, did it? No one was running to her rescue. She had put herself here by her own dealings, and she was going to have to get herself out.

Elric had seemed just as surprised as Sindy, to hear that he would be fetching a person rather than an object, but although he didn’t seem happy with the realization, he did not object to it. Something told Sindy that the man had been ordered to do far worse things for his master, and at the moment, he looked as though he would do whatever it took to get Arif to ease up and leave him alone. Presumably, he had his own problems to worry about. Felicity would be just another human among the many here at Kana Susamiş Için Ev. 

After letting them soak in the information for a moment, Arif smiled and continued with Elric’s instructions. “Report back to me tomorrow at sunset and I will give you details. I’d like you to put together a team and begin planning as soon as possible. I have no more patience for sloppy tactics. I want this done right.”

“I won’t fail you, sir.”

“I know you won’t. I’ve been pondering your request to defer your favored human Latisha’s departure from our community. Perhaps I was hasty in my judgment of the situation. There are certain liberties I might be willing to bestow if this goes well...permanent residence perhaps? I’m sure you will not disappoint me.”

The clear, deep gong of a bell sounded, reverberating through the window panes. Sindy was surprised by the sound, but neither of the men seemed alarmed.

Arif glanced at the expensive gold watch that he wore and then stood from his chair. Elric stood as well. Sindy eyed them curiously and then rose to join them. “That’s the first bell,” Arif announced, as though that explained anything. He held up a hand before them, instructing them to wait as he apparently had another mental conference with someone.

Elric turned to Sindy to quietly explain. “The first bell means thirty minutes until official sunrise. There’ll be another fifteen-minute warning, and then the compound goes on curfew security lockdown. Any humans without clearance must get indoors before the third bell at dawn.”

Dawn already? She’d hoped to get a better handle on her situation before the evening ended, but in some ways, it had already seemed one of the longest nights of her life. Even if she was stuck spending the day here, it’d be good to have rest and quiet to think things through. With any luck, Arif would allow her a bed and a small degree of privacy. She also desperately hoped they would reunite her with Zach for the day. The idea of him being off wandering the compound without her, had her fidgeting on the edge of panic, though she tried not to let it show.

Arif finished his telepathic conference. “Elric, I’m having Miss Sindy temporarily ensconced at Kieran’s estate. He doesn’t expect to return for a good amount of time yet, and the house could stand to have a vampire in residence.” 

He turned to address Sindy directly. She did her best to look grateful for the hospitality. She’d rather be back at Cain’s, but staying at Kieran’s sounded much better than other accommodations she had imagined he might offer. “There, you may reside as befitting a vampire of your exceptional skill,” Arif told her, “and be reminded of why you so desperately craved that I grant you induction to my coven and permanent status here at Kana Susamiş Için Ev.”

Was he looking to impress her, in case she might be having second thoughts? Well, if he wanted to show off the luxuries available here, she wouldn’t mind staying for a while...except for the fact that she was going to have to spend her time keeping Zach and his white eyes from getting them both killed.

Arif came out from behind his desk to take her by the arm as he showed her and Elric to the door. “All of the humans in Kieran’s harem are marked by him of course, so you will be unable to drink from them. However, as a vampire, you are inherently above their station, and as handmaidens, they will implicitly obey any other requests you may have. Just don’t abuse them,” he added with a wink. “You don’t want Kieran angry with you upon his return.

The kitchen will be stocked with stored blood, and Elric will see that you are given carte blanche at the commissary to quench your thirst as well. You will also have access to all of the amenities the community provides. I trust you will find the accommodations quite to your liking.”

“What about Zach?” she asked nervously.

“Ah yes...Zach. I must admit, you seem to have improved your procreation skills since last we met. He looks to have retained his full faculties, although he is obviously of your making. His charming disposition is reminiscent of your own,” Arif said with a smirk. She had to admit, the comment was deserved. She’d been rather rough around the edges when Arif had first met her. “Tell me,” he asked, “has he been endowed with your splendidly rare red eyes as well?”

She shook her head, trying to look regretful. “No, I’m afraid not.” It was the truth, and hopefully, Arif’s talent for reading people would confirm that. “I must have pretty mixed blood,” she explained. “I’ve created almost a dozen vamps and none of them had red eyes.”

Arif didn’t seem surprised. He probably already knew that her past underlings had all had orange eyes. A lucky break for her, because it was also undoubtedly the reason he hadn’t bothered to check out Zach’s eyes for himself. “That is a pity, but to be expected. Your own red eyes were an unexpected anomaly. Yours is a strain of vampire breed that is normally secretive, keeping together in small, concealed covens. When one like you is found alone, it is usually the result of mixed blood that rarely breeds true. I haven’t any need for a newborn such as Zach in my ranks, but he may prove useful with Alyson in times to come. He can stay with you at Kieran’s for now. I’ll see that Marguerite brings him there to meet you.” 

Sindy tried not to reveal her great relief to have Zach under her watchful eye. Arif wasn’t even paying her attention anymore, as he doled out more instructions. “Elric, be sure to apprise the cadet in Kieran’s service.”

Elric nodded as Sindy took back Arif’s attention to meet his eyes with a very sincere gaze of appreciation. Treated like a guest of rank, and allowed to stay together with Zach too? This was working out much better than she had hoped. This wasn’t what she’d initially had in mind, but maybe she could work things to her advantage here after all. “Thank you. You’re being very generous.”

Arif was visibly pleased to see her recognize the hospitality, rather than act as brash as he sometimes knew her to be. “I am disappointed that you haven’t served me better, but a vampire of your talents and experience could be granted a coveted rank in my Guard if I were shown that you were worthy. Over the next few weeks, you will be given a taste of just how desirable such a rank can be.

When your mark from Cain fades, I will have you brought to me for proper initiation, and at that time, I will read the desires of your heart. Let us hope that I find you to be worthy indeed so that you might stay here in the capacity to which you will quickly become accustomed and fond of.”

Sindy couldn’t help but notice the look of worried pity that Elric gave her at the words. It made her fiercely hope that if she couldn’t avoid the exchange altogether, Arif would find her worthy. Because clearly, the alternative was something Elric did not want to see become of her. She refused to let her smile waver, as Arif took both of her hands into his own, and gave them a squeeze before raising one to his lips for a departing kiss.

“During your stay, be sure to acquaint yourself with the Common House, and all of its purposes. It will be best if you have a thorough understanding of our community before your initiation.”

As he dropped her hands, she simply smiled and nodded, unsure of why he seemed to find his last directive somehow amusing. Elric took her elbow to guide her out as Arif nodded their dismissal and closed the door behind them.

“What’s at the Common House?” she asked warily. 

Elric guided her through the hallways and down the stairs to the front entrance as he answered. “You’ll find out soon enough.” As they came outside, Sindy noted that the sky was indeed showing signs of the coming dawn. 

Elric gestured towards a sprawling one-story building across the way. The road circled around it in front of Arif’s, and it seemed to have a few entrances. Many people were leaving the structure and rushing off into the development to get where they needed to be before the last bell.

“That’s it there,” Elric told her. “It’s sort of a central meeting place. There’s a blood bar there that you can go to, and the place has other uses as well, but we can talk about that some other time. Right now, we’ve got to get you settled over at Kieran’s. I’ve got my own harem to attend to, and I’d like some time with them before I’ve got to prepare for this mission if you don’t mind,” he added with an edge of impatience.

Sunrise was approaching quickly. They made their way down the steps and driveway, past the lawn and fountain. They reached the road in front of Arif’s mansion as the fifteen-minute bell sounded. The general vicinity was teeming with the varied marks of humans belonging to the numerous vampires of the coven. There were too many to sort through and most of them began to scatter at the sound of the bell, hurrying to reach their destinations before curfew. Sindy glanced around, worriedly. Fifteen minutes until daybreak, and they still had to find Zach and get to Kieran’s house? “Where’s Kieran’s; is it far?”

Elric didn’t seem anxious at all. “Relax, it’s right there.” There was a decent amount of property surrounding Arif’s estate, setting it far apart from the rest of the homes, but Elric pointed vaguely to the right, where a few very large, beautiful Victorian-style houses could be seen before the rows of attached townhouses began that ranged further out into the community.

As they approached the first house, Sindy truly began to appreciate how generous Arif was being, regarding her accommodations. She would be staying in style, rather than being stuck in a room in his basement as she had first assumed she might be. These homes were gorgeous! The more she saw, the more she realized that it was every bit as luxurious as other vampires had told her it would be. She was beginning to remember why she had wanted so badly to be accepted here in the first place. “Wow, that’s it?” she asked. “It’s beautiful.”

“Actually, that’s mine,” Elric answered with a smirk. “Kieran’s next door.”

Comforting to know Elric wouldn’t be far away. Not that she knew him well, but he was one of the few vampires here that she knew at all. As they reached the lawn of the house on the other side of Elric’s, Sindy recognized Arif’s mark on the woman Marguerite approaching from the Common House behind them. She turned to see the woman rushing to meet them, with Zach in tow; thank goodness.

Zach was taking his time, despite the lightness of the sky. The poor woman was practically dragging him to the porch. Sindy gave her a sympathetic look of thanks as she met them. “Everything okay?”

Marguerite nodded, without elaborating, but Zach broke into a broad grin as he joined them on the covered porch at the front door. “Better than okay, and feeling finer by the second. What is that tingly goodness? Is that coming from you?” 

He moved a hand closer to Sindy, feeling her proximity through the mark from when she had bitten him. She swatted his hand away, but her touch on his skin just made him let out another expression of delight. She watched his eyes widen as he seemed to pull a quick explanation of her mark on him and its side effects from her mind. She rolled her eyes and mentally begged him not to embarrass her by being such a newbie. He just continued speaking in excitement. “This place is righteous! She says we’re staying, is that right? I’m all for that!”

Marguerite addressed Elric, although she kept her eyes lowered towards the ground. “I have orders to deliver him into your care.”

Elric gave her a tender smile. He seemed fond and almost protective of the woman. “Yes, I’ll take him from here.” Marguerite dipped her head with a brief nod and then seemed ready to leave, but Elric stopped her. “Marguerite...”

She paused, but he did not continue, instead waiting for her to raise her eyes to meet his before he spoke. “It’s been good to see you again.” She did not respond, although there may have been a hint of a smile in her eyes. “Latisha, your dance teacher, speaks kindly of you.” Marguerite gave a small start of recognition at the name. “She’s my Haseki,” Elric explained. “I’ve asked after you. She says you’re doing well.”

“She’s a good teacher,” Marguerite answered.

“Yes, she is...and an amazing woman.” Elric spoke the words with genuine feeling and authority. Sindy had no idea what a Haseki was, but Latisha was obviously someone very dear to his heart. If Arif was going to do something good for Latisha in return for Elric abducting Felicity, it seemed to Sindy that Elric would be willing to do it. 

Marguerite also saw his devotion for Latisha and seemed pleasantly surprised. It made Sindy wonder just what life was like here, from a human standpoint. Sindy assumed that to see Elric admit affection and respect for one of his humans was not a normal display. It confirmed her suspicions that the man was not nearly as stern as he usually appeared.

“She likes you a lot,” Elric added with a smile.

“I like her too...” Marguerite answered hesitantly. “I have to go.” She was visibly nervous that she would be late getting indoors by curfew. As if to prove her point, the final bell rang. 

“I know,” Elric answered. The woman gave Sindy and Zach a nod goodbye and turned to leave when Elric stopped her once more. “Marguerite...I’m sorry.”

It was said with firm sincerity. Whatever he was sorry for, he meant it deeply. Marguerite held his gaze for a few moments, deciphering his words; taking them in, and contemplating them before giving a response. “Don’t be.”

She turned and hurried off towards Arif’s estate without another word. Sindy shifted uncomfortably as the first rays of sunlight began to peek over the horizon. Elric was a bit perplexed by Marguerite’s response, but Sindy wasn’t going to give him time to stand here thinking about it. “Can we go inside now?” she prompted. “It’s about to get pretty crispy out here.”

Elric opened the door and ushered them inside. A vampire sat at a small desk in the front entryway. Elric spoke to him as Zach and Sindy moved inside to take a look around. The house was spotless and beautifully appointed with marble tiled floors, cathedral ceilings and tasteful yet irrefutably expensive décor. 

After a moment, the vampire at the door addressed an intercom, while Elric took Sindy and Zach aside. “That’s Mick. He’s the cadet currently assigned here. Basically, he keeps track of who comes and goes. This is the only open entrance. Each house has a cadet that clears the humans for departure for their classes and community service assignments. Everyone is always carefully accounted for, but you don’t have to worry about that. Vampires have free rein of the facilities. You can come and go as you want. Just be sure to clear it with him if you plan to have a human accompany you anywhere.”

A blonde human woman hurried down the stairs to meet them. She looked to be in her late thirties, lovely, but well past the blush of youth. She wore a short satin slip dress of deep rosy pink, and nothing beneath it, as her un-naturally large, firm breasts attested through the thin material as she bounced down the stairs. She composed herself at the foot of the staircase and greeted them with a formal bow of her head.

Elric addressed her almost impatiently. “It’s Kym, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” she answered obediently.

“Kym, this is the vampiress Sindy, a special guest of the Coven Master, and this is her young protégé, Zach. Coven Master Arif has granted that they stay here while Kieran is away.” 

He turned to Sindy, as Kym humbly inclined her head in greeting. “Kym is Kieran’s Haseki. It’s a term we use for a vampire’s favorite human, and the head of their harem,” Elric explained. “She is in charge of the humans here and coordinates all of their scheduling. Vampires of the compound always have a human assigned to them, rotating in 24-hour shifts, for feeding and companionship. You won’t be drinking from Kieran’s harem, but Kym will see to it that you have someone available to assist you at all times with anything else you might need. You can think of her as your concierge. I’m going to leave you in her capable hands.”

With that, Elric left. Sindy and Zach found themselves with Kym, wondering if they should be giving instruction or receiving it. After a moment of silence, Kym acknowledged that they didn’t have immediate directions for her, and took the initiative. “I’m sure you’re eager to retire for the day. I can give you a tour of the house tomorrow evening, but for now, why don’t I take you upstairs and show you to your sleeping quarters?”

Sindy nodded, gratefully. Zach seemed a bit in awe of the situation, but Sindy knew that as appealing as the accommodations seemed, they did not come without a price. She wasn’t planning to let her guard down and enjoy things too much yet. A good day’s rest and some time to think would be a welcome thing.

As they reached the top of the stairs, they came out into a small sitting room where six other girls were waiting for them, formally assembled in a line. They ranged in age from barely legal to just under Kym’s age, and all were very pretty, with curvy hourglass figures and wearing slip dresses identical to Kym’s, in a variety of colors.

“Maybe you really did kill me,” Zach turned to whisper to Sindy as they stopped before the girls, “because this is definitely my idea of heaven!”

Kym graciously waited for Zach to finish speaking, although she did not acknowledge the remark. “May I present the harem of the vampire Kieran. We are very honored to have you as our guests, and hope to please you as we do our master,” she said, as the girls all dipped their heads to bow respectfully in unison. “As you are aware, you will each have one of us at your disposal at all times. We are all well versed in many aspects of social entertaining and personal assistance, to handle whatever you might need.” From the way the women were eying Zach, they were going to be fighting over who got to handle those needs.

Kym turned to Sindy, to give her private comment. “Although there are no men in our harem, I may be able to arrange a loan of some from another household if you’d like. In the meantime, I can assure you that any of us can satisfactorily provide whatever personal services you might require.”

Sindy furrowed her brow, unsure how to respond, as Zach elbowed her with a broad grin. “Did I ever thank you for pulling me into this? ‘Cause I take back any shit I put you through. This is awesome! And if you’re not gonna use your girl, can I have her? ‘Cause I’ve got plenty for them to handle.”

Sindy shot him an irate glance for his enthusiasm. “Down Fido.” She turned back to Kym with a weary sigh. “I don’t need any servicing. I just want a bed.”

“Of course, Miss. Let me show you to Kieran’s suite where you’ll be staying. Will you be needing a second bedroom as well?”

Sindy spared Zach another quick glance. This wasn’t going to make her very popular, but she and Zach needed some time alone so she could better acquaint him with what was really going on. Besides, she wasn’t ready to trust him alone with humans yet...the last thing they needed was an unfortunate accident. “No, we’re going to be sharing the bedroom.”

That drew a few disappointed pouts from the girls and a very curious stare from Zach. “We are?” He broke into a big smile. “Well then, the more the merrier.”

“Not today hotshot. You can play Hugh Hefner tomorrow. Today it’s just you and me for some peace and quiet.” He looked outraged, but she silenced him before he could truly protest. “Don’t start with me. I’m your maker and I’m calling the shots. Got it?”

He stared at her for a moment, obviously disgruntled to have her reprimanding him in front of their audience, but he conceded with a little mocking bow. “Yes, Ma’am.” He tilted his head towards the women with a lopsided grin. “Sorry girls, she’s kind of possessive. You understand.” 

Kym showed them into the master bedroom suite, a very large and tastefully appointed bedroom, which also included a sitting area and an adjoining bath. It was impeccably neat and looked as unused as a hotel suite. Kym then shut the door, leaving them alone. Zach immediately went to lounge on the King-sized bed with a sly expression. “Wanted me all to yourself for the day, huh?”

Sindy sat down on the bed to slip off her shoes. “Zach, I am almost too exhausted to even begin to explain to you the depths of the trouble we are in right now.” She suddenly glanced around, realizing that the room could be bugged. Video didn’t matter, because as vampires, they wouldn’t show up on film, but sound could be captured. This was supposedly Kieran’s personal bedroom, so she would expect it to be private, but they shouldn’t take any chances. She met his eyes and did her best to send him her thoughts. We can’t stay here for long.

He gave her a look of annoyed disbelief. “Are you kidding? I’m movin’ in. I love this place!”

She gave him a fierce, stabbing glance not to say anything else aloud. He seemed to get the message, but clearly thought she was being ridiculous. I thought that Arif guy was doing you a favor. Didn’t you want to be here? Why wouldn’t you want to be here? he added with a chuckle.

It’s complicated, she answered mentally, with a sigh.

There was a gentle knock on the door, bringing Sindy to full alertness, although Zach seemed mildly curious, rather than alarmed. “Come in,” Sindy called.

It was Kym again, with clothing draped over her arm. “Forgive the interruption. I thought you might like a change of clothes for the day.” She handed Sindy the clothing, an assortment of silk, and satin nightgowns of varying colors and lengths. She then crossed to a dresser to open a drawer for Zach. “There are men’s sleep clothes in here that you can use for the day if you’d like.” She pointed to an intercom mounted on the wall by the bed. “If you need anything, just press that buzzer. Pleasant day,” she told them, with a bow as she closed the door.

Zach laughed, tickled by the subservient service. “I’m gonna like it here. Maybe we should have them send in some stuff. You want some booze or something? Maybe some whipped cream?” he asked with a wink. He noted her stern expression. “Or maybe you’d just prefer a whip... Bet they’ve got all kinds of sex toys and stuff. Let’s ask.” He rolled over on the bed, towards the intercom.

Sindy dumped the nightgowns on a chair and shook her head in disgust. “Don’t touch it. I just want us to have some quiet time alone.” He still looked a little too hopeful after that statement. “And I’m not in the mood,” she added firmly. 

Zach made a face at her, accompanied by a snort of disgust. “So let me get this straight. You won’t let the willing women in here with me, but I can’t touch you either? Are you punishing me for something, or are you just a frigid bitch?”

Sindy let out a huff of a sigh as she mumbled to herself, “Why did I let myself get saddled with you? I’m such a sap. I should have just ditched you and lied to Allie; told her you never woke up. She wouldn’t have known.”

Zach didn’t seem to take the insult too seriously. “Stop playing hard to get. You couldn’t bring yourself to ditch me, not without trying out the goods first. I see the way you look at me.”

Sindy raised her eyebrows in shock and then squinted at him in irritation. “Hell, I could dust you now, and no one would be the wiser.” She nodded her head towards the door, “You think they care if you disappear?”

“You can’t kill me,” Zach told her in cocky disbelief.

“Why not?” she asked with an amused grin. “I brought you back, what makes you think I can’t take you out just as easy?”

After a faltering moment, Zach replied, “Because I’m more powerful than you...than anyone. You said so yourself.”

Sindy chuckled. “And what are you going to do with that power, hot shot? You haven’t got a clue.” For effect, Sindy allowed herself to unsheathe her fangs and gaze into him with her crimson vampire eyes, mentally showing him brief flashes of visions of herself taking the form of a vicious wolf, just to remind him that she had tricks he couldn’t even fathom yet. He definitely received the thoughts from her and was taken aback by them. 

“You wouldn’t even know how to kill me,” she informed him. “Let’s get something straight. You’re enjoying this powerful, undead existence only by being in my good graces. You had better make damn sure that when you open your mouth, you aren’t going to piss me off, or I might forget to be gracious, and you might find yourself a truly dead little pile of dirt on the floor, got it?” He contemplated her display and nodded his head with some small measure of respect, although she was certain his obedience was sure to be short-lived. 

She gave him a smile. “You’re going to keep your dick in your pants and quit complaining about it. I just think we should stick together, and I have other things on my mind right now.”

“Sure, fine,” he said with a return false smile, as he pulled off his boots. He then took off his vest, mumbling under his breath. “Prude.”

Sindy couldn’t help but let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “Wow. You don’t know me, at all. Let me fill you in. They know me here because this was my scene. I hadn’t quite made it to this level yet, but I know what it’s about,” she said with a wave of her hand towards the door, where Kieran’s harem waited at their beck and call. “I’ve had a harem of adoring slaves of my very own. I’ve done the group thing, hell, I’ve done things you probably haven’t even thought of yet. 

You want to call me a bitch? Go ahead, I admit, it’d be an accurate assessment. But a frigid prude? Buddy, if I don’t want to have sex with you right now, you can believe that either I’m not in the mood, or you aren’t as irresistible as you thought you were; your choice. 

Between the guy I drank from during your band’s set at the bar, and then the pimply-faced motel clerk, and the slob next door to us that I needed to drink from after I made you, I’ve had enough jerks pawing at my body for one night.” 

“Triple play huh? Okay, I guess you’re not a prude...by a long shot.”

She gave him a withering glance. “I didn’t actually have sex with them. I just let them get far enough so I could drink them.”

“Tease.”

She chuckled. “I left them all smiling...believe me.”

“So, who makes you smile? That guy Cain?”

Apparently, he’d been paying attention to some of her discussion with Arif after all. Sindy narrowed her eyes and then stood from the bed. “None of your business. I’m your sire, not your girlfriend.” She picked up the nightgowns off the chair and gestured towards the drawer Kym had left open for Zach. “Get dressed, I’ll be out in a minute,” she told him as she went into the bathroom to change.

She chose the longest of the satin nightgowns to put on. It was a deep shade of burgundy. She also took the opportunity to slim down her body a bit. She hadn’t changed form since getting ready to go to the club with Allie before all of the night’s chaos had begun. Earlier she had plumped up her breasts and hips a little, for an eye-catching, victim-attracting figure. 

After spending over a decade as a willowy-slim teenager, it was still a pleasing novelty to shape-shift into an extra curvy figure for a change, but at the moment, she was better off keeping her body slim and supple, with just a few subtle touches of enhancement, allowing her to feel more like her sexy self, without looking like a walking invitation.

She knocked on the inside of the bathroom door before slowly opening it to re-enter the room. Zach didn’t bother to answer, but after a moment, she came out anyway and saw that he was lying on the bed in a black pair of cotton pajama pants. Hopefully, Zach’s obedience would extend to allowing her to explain a few more things and then leaving her alone to get some rest.

Zach propped himself up by his elbows to a half-sitting position and eyed her in the nightgown. He seemed a bit perplexed to notice that her body was not nearly as voluptuous as it had been when she’d left the room, but rather than remark on it, he patted the bed in invitation for her to join him. 

With a weary sigh, she sat down on the bed next to him. “So...how are you holding up? You’re certainly acting lively enough, but it’s been a long night.” She paused for a moment. “How are you even awake?” Allie has white eyes like you, and she gets exhausted by the end of the night. She couldn’t stay awake during the day if she wanted to. She conks out cold with the sunrise. She explained silently, hoping to avoid giving a potential eavesdropper any vital intel.

Zach gave a little shrug. “I’m a little tired, but I’ve still got enough left in me to go the distance,” he told her with a wink.

Sindy tilted her head, considering him as she remembered snippets of past conversation. Cain said it was a gradual shift with Allie. Maybe it takes a while for all of your powers to emerge and drain your strength. Besides, you were literally dead a few hours ago, so maybe you’ve had all the rest you need for a while.  

Zach dismissed the thought, not wanting to dwell on the idea of being a corpse. “I’m fine. Never felt better.”

Sindy smiled. “Got to admit, you are handling this pretty well. Being changed into a vampire is crazy enough. I’m sorry you got dragged away from your band and caught up in all of this hectic crap on top of it.”

Zach smiled, and after a moment of concentration, let his fangs distend. He chuckled and ran his tongue over the sharp points. He kept his eyes closed, although whether he was worried over Sindy’s warning not to display them, or was just put off by the disorientation of the new color spectrum, Sindy was unsure. “This is pretty wild,” he admitted, retracting his fangs again. “But I can get used to it. If drinking blood always feels that good, I can get used to this fast.”

“Yeah...” Sindy closed her own eyes with a shiver, remembering drinking from Zach back at the motel. No wonder his blood had tasted so good to her...Zach was a United One. Now she could understand why Mattie and Cain were so smitten over Allie. With blood of that caliber, Zach could quickly become her favorite addiction, no matter how annoying he was. “Drinking blood is good...which reminds me. You owe me some.” 

She eyed him with a suddenly predatory gaze that clearly unnerved him. Not that he hadn’t enjoyed the venom high from her last bite, but she had lunged at him and pierced his throat with the quick skill of a viper strike before he’d even been able to prepare himself, and it had definitely rattled him a bit.

“Right. You...fed me...in the car. I was in pretty bad shape. Is it always like that when you don’t get enough? I wasn’t even sure what I needed, but I knew I needed something bad and it had me awful strung out; thanks.” 

“I gave up my human for you too,” Sindy was quick to remind him. “Frank and Lisa...remember them?”

He couldn’t hide the way the memory affected him. “That was something else,” he admitted. “I’m lookin’ forward to more of that. I guess you’re pretty thirsty, after giving yours up for me. Why don’t we see about bringing some of those girls in here?”

Sindy shook her head. “We can’t drink from them. They’re marked.”

“Marked...” He obviously wasn’t following her explanation. “What does that mean again?”

“Headaches.”

That brought things into focus for him quickly enough. “Right. No thanks. Well, they had blood at the bar that girl brought me to. She even gave me a glass. Wasn’t nearly as good as drinking from a person, but that’ll fill you, right? We’ll just have them bring some in.”

She watched him steadily as he reached over and pressed the intercom button. It was answered immediately by a dulcet voice. “How may I be of service?”

“Could you, um...send up...something to drink?” Zach asked hesitantly.

Sindy couldn’t help but chuckle. “You can ask for blood, Zach. They know what we are.”

He gave her a sheepish shrug. “It sounds weird.”

The lady on the intercom answered with a bit of amusement, having heard Sindy’s comment. “Of course, sir. I’ll have some blood sent up immediately.”

Zach smiled. “See, just like that. Tell me again why you think we should leave? Head dude seems to run a pretty slammin’ place here. I could get used to livin’ large vampire style.”

“Yeah,” Sindy acceded, “welcome to paradise.” She gave Zach a sober stare to accompany her next thoughts. I hope you don’t mind living in indentured servitude. Zach definitely caught the thought but didn’t understand her concern. She tried to explain. I know the place seems great. I was drinkin’ the Kool-Aid myself not that long ago. It is great if you’re just a run-of-the-mill vampire with ambitions of earning your way up the ladder to a mansion full of hotties of your very own. Problem is, we aren’t exactly run-of-the-mill. We’ve got something the boss wants. You don’t have the option of being some semi-anonymous underling. Arif gets one look at those white eyes of yours, and you’re stuck being master’s pet project, and God knows what he’ll do with me if he finds out I gave them to you. We’re only safe for the moment because Arif is arrogant enough to think that he already knows everything.

Zach was finally starting to look as unsettled about their situation as she felt. He had the sense to answer her telepathically, rather than aloud. Wait, I thought you said the guy’s a mind-reader? Won’t he find out about my eyes just by reading our thoughts?

Sindy shook her head, taking his hand in reassurance. You shouldn’t have to worry about that. He can only get into your head if you let him. You’re more powerful than you realize, Zach. You should be able to block Arif from using his powers of telepathy...until he drinks your blood...or mine. Then we’re both goners. That’s why we can’t stay. The only thing protecting you right now is the mark I gave you when I bit you back at the motel. He’s older than me, but it should be strong enough to keep him out of your head for a week or two at least, longer if I do it again.

Zach nodded in understanding. And you’re marked by that Cain dude, right?

For another month anyway, so that’s how long we have to plan our exit...if that long. At any time, he could ask to see your eyes, and I can’t think of a good reason you could give him not to show them. You can’t let anyone here see you in your vampire state, not even the humans. In fact, Allie always wears tinted glasses around other vamps. You’d better keep those sunglasses on as much as possible. You cannot let them see your eyes.

There was a soft knock on the door. Room service had arrived. Sindy called for them to come in. One of the girls entered with a small tray bearing a carafe and two goblets. She set it down on the end table next to the bed and then bowed her way out of the room. 

Sindy poured them each some blood. After handing Zach his, she downed hers in a single gulp, hoping it would clear her head. Zach only hesitated for a moment before drinking his in the same manner, followed by making a face of dissatisfaction. It was cow’s blood and not nearly as good as human...but it would do. Zach settled on the bed, lying back and soaking in the situation. Finally, he telepathically asked, Okay, so what’s the plan?

Sindy sat back down on the edge of the bed to keep herself from pacing, rigidly trying to keep her cool and figure out what they should do. Back when she had asked for residence at the compound, she’d thought she was such a player; clever and in control. What a fool she had been to get herself in over her head, assuming she knew all the angles. Of course, even if she had known about Arif’s plans and the United One, she never would have counted on getting emotionally involved. At this point, turning in Allie, or even Zach, to save her own skin, just didn’t seem an option. Besides dealing with her own personal demons, Cain would forever hate her for it. She may never be able to work things out with him after this, but she wasn’t ready to shut that door quite yet. 

There had to be a way to extract herself and Zach, so they could escape Arif’s coven and stay out of the whole thing. Maybe she could even get Cain to take them under his protection. She didn’t have much right to expect anything from him, but hopefully, he cared too much for her not to protect her, even if he didn’t fully forgive her trespasses. Besides, if she went to him, warning him about Arif’s plans for Felicity, and turning Zach over for training, that would have to count for something, wouldn’t it? But she had to get them there first...

The plan is that we are going to secretly work on tapping into the mega amounts of power I know you have locked away in you until we find something that can get us the hell out of here.

Zach raised an eyebrow at her in disbelief. That’s an awful lot of pressure on me. Only thing I’m good at is playing guitar. Well, that and pleasing the ladies.

Sindy shook her head dismissively as she tried to decide what helpful abilities he could master quickly enough to be of use. You’ll learn. You have to.

Zach shrugged it off and sat up to move close behind her and begin massaging her shoulders. Why don’t you stop worrying about all that stuff for now and just chill? We’re not in immediate danger, right? The master guy said we could stay. Right now, he thinks you’re his bitch, and as long as we play it cool, he’s got no reason to change his mind. So put it aside and enjoy yourself. “Tell you what, why don’t you just lie back and relax?” he instructed her, as he gently turned and pushed her to recline on the bed with her head on the pillow. “I’ll give you a nice rub down; clear your head and turn your body into a slick quivering sigh of satisfaction,” he added, as he let his hands leave her shoulders to run intimately down the sides of her body to her thighs.

She opened her eyes to turn her head and stare at him with an arched brow and a smirk. He smiled and spread his hands in an attempt at innocence. “Simply offering use of my skills, no strings attached.”

She shook her head with a weary sigh. “I used to say things like that, and I believed it too. But it turns out there are always strings, and I’m getting so tangled, I’m going to end up hanging myself with them.”

Zach let his shoulders slump with a grunt of disdain. “That Cain guy, right? But you can’t be too worried about being faithful, after your triple play earlier.”

She made a face of distaste. “Messing with humans doesn’t really count. It’s just a means to a meal.”

“So why wouldn’t you mess around with me when I was human?”

“Because you weren’t my meal.”

“But now I count, because I’m a vampire, huh? Now I’d give you a guilty conscience. I get it, but I still think you need to unwind. Why don’t we call some humans in here then? Let them rub you down and make you tremble. I’ll just watch.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, you’re like a horny little teenage boy. I’m not going to get any peace at all with you in here, am I?”

“I’m the one who’s not gettin’ a piece.”

“Zach, I can’t let you inflict yourself on those poor girls out there. You’re a new vampire, and evidently self-control isn’t your thing.”

Zach affected to be insulted. “I’ve got self-control. If I didn’t, I would have jumped you by now.”

She laughed. “And landed in a cloud of smoky mist,” she said, waving a hand at him and momentarily turning her arm into a discorporate puff of smoke. “Good luck with that.”

Zach couldn’t help but be impressed by the display. Obviously, no one could touch Sindy unless she let them. “Okay, look. I can’t really hurt those human girls anyway, can I? They’re marked.”

“It doesn’t mean you can’t hurt them, it’s just a really strong deterrent. Bite them and you’ll feel like your head’s going to explode. You could hurt them some other way and drink their blood, but if you do, you can be sure that when Kieran gets back, he’ll take your head off for you.”

“See? What better incentive for self-control is there? I’m not looking for any trouble, just a little fun; their blood is off-limits. I won’t bite them...but they can bite me, right?”  

Sindy looked at him with amused disdain. “If that’s what you’re into... Fine, I’ll make you a deal. I will send you out to spend the day in the bed of whatever lucky little trollop you choose, on one condition. You owe me blood, and I’m taking back my share.” She knew she shouldn’t leave him thirsty again, but his blood had tasted so damn good...she wanted more; needed it. Let him be the one to fill up on unsavory cow’s blood.

Zach backed away from her, holding up his hands as though to ward her off. “Whoa, whoa, whoa... What do you think I called that in for?” he asked, gesturing towards the pitcher of blood on the table. “Drink up. It’s all yours.”

Sindy sat up, peering at him from beneath her lashes with a seductive leer. “What’s the matter? You want the human girls to bite you, but I’m suddenly not your type?” she asked with a grin. “That,” she said, pointing at the carafe, “is a poor substitute, and you know it. I want it back the way I gave it to you, straight from the vein.” She only gave him a moment to consider it, before adding, “Or, you can spend the day sleeping in the bathtub, Romeo; your choice.”

She unsheathed her fangs, giving him a start. He stopped backing away but was still unnerved by the idea that she would attack him. She smiled. “I know I’ve got some quality-buzz venom for you, so it’s not a bad deal...and to be honest, I’m asking like a lady, but if I really wanted to take it, you know you couldn’t stop me. So why don’t you get comfy here on the bed and show me some vein, before those sweet things out there turn in for the day without you?”
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