
  
    [image: Eternal Beloved]
  


  
    
      ETERNAL BELOVED

      
        BLOOD BOND AGENCY MYSTERIES

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        ANDIE LOW

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Squabbling Sparrows Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © Andrene Low / Andie Low 2025 The right of Andrene Low / Andie Low to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright Act 1994. All rights reserved.

      eBook ISBN: 978-1-1991331-36-6

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      A review copy of this title is held at the National Library of New Zealand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Eternal Beloved

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Thirst Trapped - Book 3

      

      
        Marina Witches Mysteries

      

      
        Thank you

      

      
        All about Andie

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Welcome to the Blood Bond Agency

        where we take finding your perfect

        undead mate, very seriously.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      In looking around her grandmother’s office at the Blood Bond Agency, Eva’s nervous system fired up. Georgia de Silva was only supposed to be in Greece for a month. Plenty of time for the matriarch to recharge her batteries thanks to a Mediterranean diet of hot young Greek men.

      While Eva wouldn’t call her grandmother a cougar to her face, she’d sure thought of it plenty of times. Cougar or not, Georgia de Silva had extended her vacation, handing full control of the vampire marriage agency over to Eva.

      Not that Eva wasn’t up to the challenge. She was, and then some. Hadn’t she successfully matched Angel von König with Raffael Bauer? A match, some said, was the blood bond of the century.

      Certainly, her grandmother had been impressed, with Georgia’s pride conveyed in a postcard from Athens. Though that might have had less to do with the match and more to do with Baroness von König actually paying the bill.

      However, it wasn’t being responsible for the running of the agency that had Eva on edge. No, that would be her and Dominik Zilonka somehow bonding themselves. Never mind the centuries-old feud between the Zilonka and de Silva matriarchs. Compromise wasn’t an option for either of these ancient vampires. Their actions were so often led by spite.

      The bond had been a mistake of epic proportions, and shouldn’t have been possible at a purely energetic level. Yet here they were, and without a drop of blood being necessary to seal their fate.

      It was their shared ability to manipulate energy and their being hemaphytes—vampires born—that had gotten them into trouble. And their bond grew stronger every day, even without having shared blood.

      The Goddess understood the chaos that would ensue were that to happen. Despite this, their bond was so strong that she could often tell what he was thinking, even when he was at Castle Rhaetian, his home high above Milota.

      If they were in the same room, his presence consumed her, stroking her skin, tangling her thoughts, and stirring her emotions. The air would crackle with their combined life force, with a palpable signature of its own.

      It was as if their souls were bound for eternity, a living entity that extended beyond them, radiating strength and unity.

      If her grandmother hadn’t been out of the country, it would never have happened. It couldn’t have. Georgia de Silva would never have allowed it. Not with the bad blood between the Zilonka and de Silva clans.

      It was a feud that had been ongoing since before Eva was born, and one that was technically between the matriarchs. One fueled by a vindictive love triangle that had, until recently, only been hinted at.

      However, with Georgia away, there had been a temporary void in the ongoing strife, one not helped by Eva’s reaction when she had first laid eyes on Dominik. After that, she couldn’t think straight.

      It wasn’t as if it was her feud, and with Georgia out of town, it was all too easy to ignore it. Well, it would be if it weren’t for Deedee’s constant, if sometimes unspoken, reminders.

      Even when the de Silva matriarch was in residence, Eva restricted her support of the feud to a series of noncommittal uh-huhs. And in her defense, when Eva had first met the delectable vampire, she hadn’t been sure why Georgia was dark on Natalia Zilonka. Eva now understood why her grandmother couldn’t let it go.

      The very thought of someone taking Dominik away from her using dark magic had pain radiating in Eva’s chest. She was busy rubbing the ache away when her phone rang, with a glance at the screen showing her it was Dominik.

      In an instant, she forgot about the throbbing in her chest and answered the call. He didn’t give her a chance to say hello.

      “Eva, are you okay? Tell me you’re okay.”

      His words were tight, rushed, anguished. They also let her know she wasn’t alone in being able to sense her accidental bond’s emotional state.

      “I’m, I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? My heart, it…”

      Where did she even begin? If their bond was to be broken, as it must, she shouldn’t be encouraging him. This was especially so after he’d declared that as a Zilonka, he bonded for life.

      She wasn’t sure how long that would be after Georgia heard of their union. Eva’s grandmother was definitely strong enough to take on Dominik Zilonka and win.

      The thought of the man who held her heart in his hands being killed had tears threatening. He was quick to sense that all was not well.

      Only after forcibly centering herself and calming her very essence did she convince him she was fine. How long must she maintain the pretense? It couldn’t continue, not now that Eva realizes how much their being bonded would hurt Georgia.

      It was Deedee who’d confirmed this. With Dominik Zilonka being an energetic match for his forebear—the man stolen from Georgia. His very presence would hurt her grandmother immeasurably.

      What a bloody mess.

      It was one that Eva had looked at every which way. Despite this, a solution hadn’t shown itself. To save her grandmother from renewed heartache, she had to break her own.

      She was jotting yet more notes on a pad when Deedee walked in, placing a cup of warm blood on the coaster next to it. “Thanks, Dee.”

      Rather than leave, the receptionist, and agency enforcer, sat in the visitor’s chair. It hadn’t been until Eva was left in charge of the Blood Bond Agency that she’d learned of Deedee’s hidden depths.

      It didn’t matter that the woman had been a constant in her life since birth. When Sebastian Draco framed Eva for murder, she’d learned the full extent of Deedee’s talents. The biggest secret being that the woman could scramble someone’s mind to the point they were a babbling fool.

      Her reputation, going back centuries, was at odds with her five-foot-two, bubbly blonde exterior. Taken at face value, you could dismiss her as an airhead, when, in fact, that’s what you’d be if you underestimated her.

      The diminutive blonde took a sip of her warm drink before tipping her head toward the lined pad in front of Eva.

      “Have you come up with anything?”

      Eva read through her scribbles for what felt like the hundredth time. They made less sense now than they had when she’d first jotted them down. It was a hopeless situation, and yet one that she had to solve. She’d do anything to avoid hurting her grandmother.

      “Nothing that will work.” She dropped her pen onto the pad with a clatter, momentarily defeated. She didn’t want to be parted from Dominik. Never mind a broken heart. Their bond being destroyed had the potential to kill her energetically. And why? Because in order to save his life, she’d gladly part with hers.

      “Do you want another cup?” This query from Deedee alerted Eva to her having finished the first one. “Yes, please.” Despite Eva not having to drink blood every night to survive, it helped her to think, although not so much tonight.

      With Deedee off to the kitchen, Eva went back to scribbling notes on her pad. Her ideas ranged from straightforward to out-of-this-world, with none of them workable. She’d filled her pad to the point there was no space left before she drooped forward, resting her forehead against the desk.

      She hadn’t moved when Deedee put another cup of blood on the coaster. However, it wasn’t until Eva turned her head to the side that she spotted the postcard next to it.

      There was only one person in her life who sent postcards rather than emails, and that was her grandmother. She sat bolt upright in her chair, her hand resting on the thin card.

      Of concern was its being of the pyramids. Wasn’t Georgia in Greece?

      “Do I want to know what it says?”

      A peek at Deedee’s expression was answer enough.

      Eva sighed as she read of Georgia’s adventures, her frustration mounting. Running the Blood Bond Agency was never part of Eva’s plans, but with her besotted parents not around, there’d been no option.

      It was that, or her grandmother canceling her vacation, and that never happened. However, when Eva agreed to step in and help, Georgia had only planned on being away for two weeks. Then she’d pushed it out to a month, and now?

      Now her grandmother had followed some vampiric King Tut wannabe to Egypt. Oh, and she planned on being away for three more months, perhaps longer. Honestly, if Eva read between the lines, she could hear Georgia giggling like a love-sick teenager.

      But the real kicker was there was no way for Eva to reach her grandmother. To tell her that Sebastian Draco had stolen the Chronicle using borrowed magic. And that he’d somehow locked the crypt on his way out and, try as she might, Eva couldn’t re-open it.

      As annoyed as she was with everything, Eva might even go so far as not to tell her grandmother she’d retrieved the Chronicle. Let the woman panic as much as Eva had.

      The enormous leather-bound tome that held the names and details of all eligible vamps within a five-hundred-mile radius was beyond price. It also held the sort of information that could kick off wars.

      It was because of this that they kept it under lock and key. At least they had until Sebastian Draco messed with the lock on the crypt. Nowadays, Eva had the priceless heirloom stashed at the back of her walk-in wardrobe.

      However, the tome potentially being at risk paled when compared to the last line on Georgia’s postcard. The writing was so small, Eva had to squint to make out the words, its illegibility doubtless on purpose.

      “She wants me to take over running the agency permanently?!”

      After flicking the offending postcard up in the air, Eva hit it with enough energy to have it bursting into flames. Although not for long, with Deedee putting it out with a burst of the fire extinguisher, a recent addition to Eva’s office.

      Her office? It was true. Thanks to Georgia’s edict, she was no longer sitting in her grandmother’s office, but her own. It was enough to bring her back to earth with a bump.

      Enough of a bump that when her phone rang soon after. Eva didn’t bother saying hello. Rather, she answered with a curt, “No, I’m not okay. Come get me!”

      

      Eva was slumped in her office chair when Dominik screeched to a halt in front of the agency. Not five minutes had passed since he’d called, saying he was already on his way, when he called the second time. It would appear she hadn’t convinced him she was okay, after all.

      His concern touched something deep within her, something she hadn’t expected after they’d first met when solving the backpacker murders.

      How quickly he’d become a steadying presence in her life, his voice on the phone enough to ease the tightness in her chest. This connection between them, accidental or not, had grown into something she depended on more with each passing night. It was a thought that both thrilled and terrified her.

      This, coupled with the news her grandmother had lumbered her with running the agency full time, and Eva was less inclined to break her bond with Dominik. It might be months before Georgia returned. Maybe even longer.

      Her grandmother’s unexpected change of plans had Eva annoyed enough to make the most of her time with Dominik. And to hell with the consequences.

      Of course, all that was academic, because despite her lackluster efforts, she’d not found a way they could break their blood bond. Not without one of them dying. Perhaps both. If she could somehow avoid that, she was all for it.

      Dominik wrenched open the front door and marched through the reception area and into her office. The aura swirling between them strengthened. After swinging her seat to the side, he placed his hands gently on her shoulders, leaned forward, and butted his forehead against hers.

      The surge of power between them was instantaneous and devastating. How could she contemplate breaking their bond? Even true death would be preferable to being parted from him.

      The intimacy of the moment they shared was such that Deedee backed out of the office, muttering something about getting Count Zilonka a drink.

      That Eva’s connection with Dominik didn’t sit well with the receptionist was no secret. Deedee’s loyalty to Georgia would always take priority over any cast in Eva’s direction.

      “Eva,” Dominik whispered, his voice like dark velvet, “I had to make sure you were not harmed. I had to see for myself.” He fell silent for a heartbeat before adding, “When you hurt, I hurt. It has always been so when Zilonkas bond.”

      Eva was still deep under the spell cast by his words when Deedee slammed a drink on a silver tray down on the desk next to him. “Your red stinger, Count.”

      Dominik refused to be rushed, keeping his forehead against Eva’s. “I thank you, Ms. Polanski. That will be all.” There was no missing the edge to his voice, something the older vampire reacted to, her fangs lengthening.

      “Deedee, no!” Eva straightened abruptly.

      She’d seen that look in the receptionist’s eyes before, followed closely by Raffael Bauer having his gray matter rearranged.

      If Dominik was nervous about the same happening to him, he hid it well, standing tall and staring down at the diminutive woman. “You forget yourself, Ms. Polanski. If you muddle my thoughts, the same will happen to your mistress. Do you want that on your conscience?”

      Wait? What? Yet another fact about their bond that Eva was unaware of. This evening was just full of surprises.

      Eva wasn’t alone in being surprised. It was clear Deedee hadn’t thought of the consequences, as evidenced by her mouth hanging open. As if to reinforce this, her fangs retreated as rapidly as they’d appeared. She was just as quick to disappear, closing the door on her way out.

      Safe from prying eyes, Dominik helped Eva to her feet and dragged her tight against his chest. As his lips claimed hers, they were surrounded by a vortex of pure white light, a combination of love and vitality that had her fangs tingling.

      She longed to taste his blood, but didn’t dare. When he broke their kiss and his fangs grazed the side of her neck, it confirmed he felt the same way. If their bond was this strong without blood crossing barriers, how potent would it be if they took things further?
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      Dominic had barely left the building when the bell above the front door jangled to life again. Would Eva get no peace tonight? It would appear not, with Baroness von König’s strident tones soon ringing out through the reception area.

      “I don’t need an appointment! Don’t bother yourself, girl. I’ll make my way through.”

      Eva barely had time to shove her pad of scribbled notes into the top drawer of her desk when the baroness barged in. “You may get me a warm drink.” This command thrown over one shoulder had Deedee stopping in her tracks.

      Eva, knowing her receptionist as well as she did, knew the ancient vampire was furious at being spoken to in such a manner. And Eva couldn’t blame her, with the baroness as full of her own importance, and as rude as ever.

      The woman calling Deedee 'girl' also said she didn’t know what she was dealing with. If she did, there wasn’t a chance she’d pull a stunt like she just had.

      The merest head tip from Eva had the receptionist on her way to the kitchen to warm up some blood. Eva hoped Deedee opted not to serve it in Georgia’s bone china.

      Last time the baroness was here, she’d smashed a cup by slamming it back down on its matching saucer. As angry as she was with her grandmother, Eva would rather they weren’t destroyed. Georgia treasured these mementos from a time gone by.

      “Please, Baroness, have a seat.”

      Eva’s offering was academic, the woman’s posterior already over the visitor’s chair. She sat with a humph, her hands clasped atop the Louis Vuitton handbag on her lap, her gaze settling on Eva.

      “I need your services again. While I’ve had many a character offer for Rosalind, I’ve said no,” stated the baroness, doing nothing to hide her indignation at such an affront. “My need of her help is far greater than theirs for a blood bond.”

      The woman’s subsequent huff told Eva that whoever the hopeful suitors were, they hadn’t been rich enough for the baroness. And if she was in any doubt, the matriarch’s next words confirmed it.

      “I want a match like the one you arranged for Angel. It was better than we could have hoped for. I’d like the same for Rosalind.”

      Despite her client’s known avarice, this still surprised Eva. Gossip and the old girl’s own words marked the youngest daughter-made as more of an indentured servant than one of blood.

      Then Eva came to her senses. There’d be no issue with the baroness selling Rosalind off if it meant maintaining the monied lifestyle she had fast become accustomed to.

      As was often the way with some nouveau-sang, or vampires made rather than born. If the woman wanted a lackey to take her youngest daughter’s place, she’d simply create one.

      It was also obvious the baroness was enjoying having extra spending money. The last time she’d been here, she'd been wearing knock-off designer clothing. Whereas this time, the handbag, dress and matching coat were all the real deal.

      Doubtless, Raffael Bauer—Angel’s new husband—writing off the baroness’s debts at the blood bond ceremony, had helped immensely. Deedee having rearranged the hemaphyte’s memories so that he’d forget there was ever a debt hadn’t gone astray, either.

      It was for this reason that Eva leaned to her side and retrieved a clipboard from the bottom drawer, a registration form already in place. She put it on the desk in front of the baroness, along with a fountain pen full of bespelled ink.

      There was no need to explain what the woman needed to do. The older lady—at least in human years—was soon filling in the form, although at a more leisurely pace than last time.

      Back then, the baroness was on the edge of financial ruin, with this adding urgency to her completing the paperwork. She’d been out to sell her daughter-made to the highest bidder, something Eva had helped with.

      If it hadn’t been that the man in question was also Angel’s choice, she’d have felt bad about it. In the end, the bride and groom had both got exactly what they wanted. Eva wondered if they’d yet realized what that was.

      It was for expediency’s sake the baroness sought a bond for Angel. With the young vampire a true beauty, finding a match had been a simple proposition. With many men unable to see past the packaging, it hadn’t mattered that Angel was a spoiled brat.

      And if anyone deserved that, it was Raffael Bauer. After his involvement in the Chronicle’s theft and the sealing of the crypt deep under their feet, he deserved a little pain. Forget that. He deserved a lot of pain, with Angel bound to deliver.

      In sharp contrast to Angel, Rosalind von König was tall, angular, looked to be spiky, and was rumored to be something of a recluse. Not having spoken to the woman, Eva didn’t know if this was by choice. Or was it because she was stuck at home waiting for the baroness’s next request?

      Either way, the baroness was taking her own sweet time filling in the form. While she couldn’t straight-out lie thanks to the magical ink in the fountain pen, she could still couch her responses carefully. Turning a negative into a positive.

      Despite this, it wouldn’t be easy to find a blood bond for Rosalind. When it came to settling down, male vampires had a lot in common with alpha humans the world over. They wanted their partner to be subservient, to bolster their ego, and their standing in the community.

      Thank goodness Dominik was secure enough in his masculinity that he had no need of this. The same was true of Luca, his cousin-in-law.

      The baroness was still agonizing over her answers when Deedee arrived with a cup and saucer on a silver tray. She placed these deferentially on the desk before backing out of the room and closing the door.

      Outwardly, the cup and saucer were like the others in Georgia’s collection. A closer look showed they were an inferior copy.

      Unlike their precious and sentimental counterparts, this set was up to the baroness’s rough treatment. It was also up to the rigors of the dishwasher in the ground-floor kitchen.

      While efficient, this rare nod to modernity received Georgia’s approval. The biggest shock was seeing her grandmother putting ceremonial cups through a heavy wash.

      Lilith, the agency’s IT expert, and youngest on staff, wasn’t a fan of this. All too often, it would see her having to dig gems out of the strainer basket and glue them back on, all the while whining about hating handicrafts. But Georgia wouldn’t be dissuaded from the practice.

      “I think that’s everything.” The baroness put the top back on the pen and placed it next to the clipboard. That done, she picked up her cup, her little finger pointing to the side.

      While her client got on with sipping her drink in a genteel manner, Eva retrieved the clipboard and flicked through the answers. It was as she’d expected. The baroness, while not lying, had definitely been economical with the facts.

      Eva was still wondering how she’d get to the truth without insulting the woman when the baroness finished her drink, slamming her cup down soon after. While this was done as violently as at her previous visit, this time, the cup survived, as did the saucer. This evidently took the woman by surprise.

      Could it be the old crone had deliberately smashed the last one? Eva knew the baroness despised Georgia de Silva. She also hadn’t liked it when Eva’s grandmother chased her on the bond price for Beatrice after the woman stiffed the agency on the debt.

      And if Eva was in any doubt, the woman picking her cup up again and slamming it down even more violently confirmed it. With the cup once again having survived, there was no mistaking the woman’s annoyance.

      However, before she could try again, Eva reached out and grabbed the cup and saucer. It didn’t matter that it was an industrial-grade model. It would still have its limits. And she’d be the one who ended up with shards of china all over her desk.

      To further signal that the meeting was over, Eva got to her feet and walked around her desk. There, she reached out to shake hands with the baroness and help her to her feet. While unnecessary, given her client was a vampire, it was still seen as a sign of respect.

      “I’ll start working on potential bonds this evening and be in touch as soon as I have a list of candidates.”

      Eva then kicked herself mentally. The chance of her compiling a list of names wasn’t good. Based on the little she knew of Rosalind, and the woman’s stark looks, she’d be lucky to come up with one or two names.

      The other thing she wanted to do was speak to Rosalind. While it wasn’t something her grandmother would bother with, Eva wanted to see where the young vampire stood as to potential matches.

      With the baroness being as crafty in her responses as the bespelled ink allowed, there were some gaps to fill. As focused as she was on this, her goodbye to the baroness lacked finesse.

      The sooner the woman was on her way back to Schloss von König, the sooner Eva could discuss the issue with Deedee and Lilith. Between them, they had a wealth of knowledge. Deedee’s gained over the thousand-plus years that she’d been undead. Lilith's knowledge had been gained through her hacking abilities and general street smarts. There wasn’t much the Welsh goth couldn’t uncover on the internet, even if her methods were anything but legal, although always ethical.

      

      Not five minutes had passed before the three women sat on the leather sofa in reception, drinks in hand. With Eva having just learned she was officially in charge, there weren’t any bookings to worry about. Only the baroness lacked in social skills enough that she’d call unannounced.

      As annoyed as Eva was with Georgia, she gave thought to not making any bookings at all. However, it was a notion she soon dismissed. The Blood Bond Agency had existed for too long for her to destroy it in a snit.

      Lilith was the first to react to the reason for the baroness’s visit. “You’re kidding? She wants a bond for Stake and Fries?”

      Eva stared at her resident IT expert, her jaw slack. “What did you call her?” She did nothing to soften her tone, aghast that someone in her employ would use such a derogatory term.

      However, rather than appear abashed, the goth shrugged. “Not my name for her, just what she’s known as around town.”

      Eva put her empty cup on the coffee table before turning to face Lilith. She had to make sure the young vampire got the message. “You are not to call her that again. Do you understand?”

      The young woman sat wide-eyed at the ferocity of Eva’s command, nodding mutely, one hand splayed across her chest as if to protect her heart.

      At the other end of the couch, Deedee leaned forward so she could see past Lilith in the middle. “While it’s a horrible name, what are the odds of losing that many partners? Unless she’s behind the accidents,” Deedee air quoted, before carrying on, “then the chances of someone having such bad luck are slim. At least in my experience.”

      The more Eva heard from Deedee and Lilith about Rosalind’s dating history, the more maudlin she became. It sounded as if Rosalind’s appearance wouldn’t be the biggest challenge of finding her a blood bond. That’d be the woman’s history with anyone she so much as looked at, dying soon after.

      It was a kiss of death to any potential matches, with Rosalind having lost at least five partners. And Deedee was right to air quote the deaths as accidents, with all down to unbelievably bad luck, poor judgment, or unfortunate timing.

      Rosalind’s reputation was such that many men would say no at the mere mention of her name. There wouldn’t be a chance of a second date, let alone a blood bond, with history saying the guy would be dead before that could take place.

      To achieve a match for Rosalind von König would be a challenge for someone as experienced as Georgia. For Eva, it was likely impossible.

      It was with a heavy heart that she returned to her office. Could it be that her own luck was as bad as Rosalind’s? On sitting behind the desk Georgia had called her own for centuries, it sure felt that way.

      Her own doomed blood bond, in charge of the agency before she was ready, faced with making an impossible blood bond for Rosalind? Yep, it wasn’t looking good. But would she give up? Heck no, she wouldn’t. Never let it be said a de Silva gave up that easily. Her hearing the other two moving about was enough to spur her into action.

      “Lilith, can you get Rosalind’s phone number for me?”

      Before Eva even thought about opening the Chronicle in search of potential matches, she needed to know more than the baroness had revealed. The only thing patently obvious from the baroness’s responses was that any bond benefited her.

      However, there had to be more to it than that.

      As easy as it would be for the baroness to sink her teeth into a replacement servant, training them would be a challenge. Despite only having met the baroness recently, the woman didn’t strike Eva as someone who’d make more work for herself. Unless there was a lot of money on the table.

      But, as Georgia always said, knowledge was power. It could also be the difference between life and death. There wasn’t a chance Eva was sending an unsuspecting vampire on a date with Rosalind. Not until she learned more about the woman.

      A lot more.
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      As always, Lilith had found Rosalind’s number in record time, despite it being restricted. And as simple as it would have been for Eva to phone Rosalind, she’d instead sent her a text.

      This way, the woman could respond after she’d centered her thoughts. Also, for all Eva knew, Rosalind might not be aware of her mother briefing the agency to find her a blood bond. It was for this reason Eva hadn’t mentioned it in her text.

      Eva had seen it where the first the vampire was aware they were being bonded was at the ceremony. It wasn’t a stunt she’d pull, but the baroness wasn’t about to know that. Eva’s preference was to give Rosalind some warning and even a choice.

      With her text sent, Eva placed her phone on the desk in front of her, and waited. Until she’d spoken to Rosalind, she wouldn't do anything. And with no other bookings in place, it wasn't like she had anything else to do.

      

      Several hours had passed before Rosalind phoned, the hesitancy in her voice saying far more than her words. That she didn’t know why Eva would want to meet up said she wasn’t aware of the baroness’s visit to the Blood Bond Agency.

      Fine, if that was how the old lady wanted to play it, then Eva would work within those guardrails. At least for now. However, acceptance of any blood bond would be for Rosalind to make, not Baroness von König.

      Lucky for Eva, the baroness put enough background in the registration form for there to be a reason for Eva to call Rosalind. “Thank you so much for calling back. I heard through the grapevine that you have a talent for floral arrangements.”

      Rosalind’s response being stuttered, said she’d taken the woman by surprise.

      “I do. But how did you know that? I don’t. I ah…”

      This didn’t altogether surprise Eva, with Rosalind’s arrangements being limited to Schloss von König.

      Eva’s response was airy. “Oh, I heard about them from someone who called on your mother.” Then, not giving the woman a chance to ask who’d been gossiping about her, Eva pressed on. “Anyway, I’ve recently taken over the Blood Bond Agency.”

      Eva then had to steel herself for the lie that was to follow. “Anyway, we’re in dire need of someone to take care of the floral arrangements for our bonding ceremonies.”

      Opposite her in the visitor’s chair, Deedee’s eyebrows shot up, her mouth open in shock. Eva couldn’t blame her. Everyone knew Georgia took care of the agency’s floral arrangements. It also risked people finding out that Eva’s grandmother wasn’t in residence.

      Together, it was enough for Eva to add a rushed, “Of course, this will be between us. Confidential.”

      After receiving assurances from Rosalind that she would keep her mouth shut, Eva continued. “Yes, well, I was hoping I could catch up with you to discuss some ideas I’ve got. Of course, I’ll pay you for your time.”

      This throwaway line from Eva was enough to have Rosalind keen to meet up, doubtless eager to have access to money of her own. Eva was about to end the call when she thought of something.

      “Best if we keep this between us until we’ve discussed details.” Eva meant it would be best if Rosalind didn’t let the baroness know what she was up to. “Would you like me to pick you up?”

      If, as Deedee and Lilith said, the woman was nothing more than an indentured servant, chances were she didn’t own a car. After ending the call, Eva hurried to book an outdoor table at Arabella's. She knew from experience they’d have privacy there.

      
        * * *

      

      Thanks to her preternatural eyesight, Eva saw Rosalind waiting outside the main gates of Schloss von König long before she stopped next to her. It said one of two things. The baroness was home, and Rosalind had snuck out. Or the baroness was out, and Rosalind didn’t want to be caught leaving.

      Either way, no sooner had the young vampire climbed in than Eva hit the accelerator and they shot off into the night.

      On the drive to the vampire-owned restaurant, Rosalind looked around in wonder, her gaze appearing to miss nothing. “Everything has changed so much since I last left the castle.”

      As Eva dissected this innocuous comment, her foot lifted from the accelerator, the car slowing. “When was that?”

      Rosalind thought about it, but for a minute. “It was in the late eighties. The opening of an exhibition. But I made sure I didn’t speak to anyone.” She’d stilled for a moment before whispering, “For all the good it did.”

      

      After parking Georgia’s BMW, the pair walked to the restaurant, heads down in unspoken agreement. While Eva didn’t need to mask her presence here tonight, she was conscious the same wasn’t true of the woman next to her.

      As on the occasion she and Dominik had visited the establishment, rather than walk into the restaurant, Eva slipped down the alleyway next to the kitchens. This saw them through to the back patio and the table Eva had reserved, with no one spotting them. And yet, Dominik had noticed their presence.

      She could feel this at an energetic level, with him seated behind a hedged screen several meters away. It hadn’t been part of her original plan. But when she’d told him she was meeting up with Rosalind, he’d refused to let her go alone.

      “There is something off about that woman. No-one loses that many partners without them having a hand in it. I will accompany you.”

      “But if you’re there, she’ll never open up.”

      After throwing up his hands in defeat, Dominik had offered an alternative plan. “So long as I’m nearby, I can protect you. While you’ll know I’m there, she will not.”

      It was good enough for Eva, with part of her not averse to having back-up. Just because she was a woman, and thus different from the men Rosalind had dated, that didn’t mean she was safe.

      If the vampire was behind the demise of all those men, then Eva alerting her to the fact she was onto her could prove fatal. Eva would rather tell the baroness she couldn’t complete a blood bond than die trying.

      The gentle flicker of candlelight revealed a woman of stark beauty and quiet strength. Not all was as it seemed, though, with Rosalind’s hazel eyes speaking to the passing of time and despair.

      A vampire at twenty-nine, she’d soon become the baroness’s right-hand vamp. And despite being one of the newer additions to the clan, in human years Rosalind was the eldest daughter-made by over seven years.

      

      It wasn’t until they had a glass of blood-laced red wine apiece that Eva took a deep, and mostly unnecessary, breath. “Before we go any further, I’ve got a confession to make. I didn’t want to catch up with you about our floral requirements.”

      The reaction from the vampire opposite was immediate, her energy spiking in such a way as to cause Eva physical pain. When she was coated in a flash of protection, she knew Dominik had felt it, too. Now, even if Rosalind decided she wanted Eva to have a nasty accident, it wouldn’t be possible.

      Rather than give the woman even more time to freak out, Eva told her why she’d wanted to meet without bothering with niceties.

      On hearing she was to be blood bound, the woman slumped forward in her chair, her face cradled by her hands. When she finally spoke, if Eva hadn’t had superior hearing, she would have missed her words.

      Despite this, Eva also leaned forward, partly to keep her response from being overheard, but also because she wanted to analyze the woman’s energetic signature. “What do you mean, you lost human partners?”

      This was news to Eva, with Lilith and Deedee only aware of the undead who’d lost their grip on what amounted to life.

      Eva watched Rosalind’s hand stray to the gold locket around her neck. The young vampire traced its intricate engravings with a familiarity born of decades of repetition.

      “Adrian gave me this the day before…” Rosalind’s voice caught. “Before the accident. Inside, there’s a lock of his hair.” She finally lifted her gaze to meet Eva’s. “For years, just touching it brought me comfort. It helped me feel close to him, especially on the darkest nights.”

      Her fingers stilled on the locket’s surface, a small frown creasing her brow. “Though lately…” she trailed off, seemingly unable to find the words.

      “Lately?” Eva prompted gently.

      “It feels different. Colder somehow.” Rosalind shook her head. “I know that sounds silly. A locket can’t feel cold to a vampire, can it?”

      Eva wasn’t given a chance to respond, with Rosalind carrying on. It was as if the vampire spoke to herself rather than Eva.

      “After losing Adrian, I no longer wanted to live. I no longer wanted to marry, although my parents had other ideas. When the baroness made me a vampire, I thought that was behind me. That I could live out my existence in peaceful solitude.”

      She gave up supporting her head. Instead, allowing it to drop to the tabletop with a dull thud. The crisp white tablecloth swallowed her next words. “It was not to be. Men still had to die.”

      As the import of Rosalind’s words made itself known, Eva sat bolt upright in her seat. “Rosalind, does that mean⁠—”

      Eva wasn’t capable of saying more. It was one thing to think someone was a serial killer; it was another thing to accuse them of it. On the other side of the hedging, Dominik appeared as shocked at this development, his raw vitality spiky and protective.

      It took a moment for Eva’s question to be assimilated by Rosalind, with the woman then sitting every bit as rigidly as Eva. “No! Of course not! While I might wish for nothing more than to be left alone, I’d never take the life of another.”

      The fierceness of Rosalind’s answer left Eva in no doubt that the woman wasn’t behind the demise of her partners, be they human or vampire. If Rosalind was lying, Eva would know, and since her energies had melded with Dominik’s, this ability had only strengthened.

      Rosalind would merely have to think about telling a lie for Eva to know. It was this that let her know she was safe from harm in this woman’s presence, with Dominik also picking up on this. A moment later and a text pinged on her phone.

      He was leaving, but asked that she phone him later.

      It wasn’t until she’d sensed him driving away that Eva spoke next. “Given your history, are you okay with the baroness arranging a blood bond for you?”

      As if lost for words, Rosalind stumbled over her response. “It wouldn’t matter if I were. If this is what the baroness wants, then it shall be so.”

      This attitude went against every matchmaking bone in Eva’s body, her visceral response meaning she initially missed Rosalind’s subtext.

      If Rosalind had lost a soulmate who’d meant enough that she’d welcomed being turned vampire, replacing him would be impossible. And in that case, why even try? “Adrian, was it?”

      In an instant, the woman’s demeanor changed from one of defeat. Her eyes shone more brightly, she sat up even straighter, and the emotions rolling off her in waves felt pink and warm. “Adrian Veilcrest. We were engaged to be married.”

      Under normal circumstances, Eva wouldn’t pry. However, she was here to learn everything she could. “How did he…” Much as she wanted to know, she wasn’t able to continue. The words were too raw.

      In response, Rosalind’s hand once again strayed to the locket hanging around her neck, and her happiness vanished in an instant. “Avalanche.” A sob broke free before she whispered, “They never found the body. I have not marked Valentine’s Day since then.”

      If there were more to it, Eva wasn’t about to ask. She wouldn’t add to this woman’s pain. She’d feel the same way if she lost Dominik. And yet, wasn’t she facing that very thing? Not his dying in a tragic accident, but her parting herself from him to save her grandmother from further heartache.

      She was busy rubbing the pain in her chest when her phone rang. “I’m so sorry. I’ll need to take this.” Having answered the call with a curt, “Hang on,” she got to her feet. Unsure of how acute the woman’s hearing was, she put some distance between herself and Rosalind before speaking.

      “I’m fine. It’s her life force. It was brutal.” As brutal as her own would be if she were to break her bond with Dominik.

      With Dominik calmed, even if she wasn’t, Eva returned to the table.

      “I promise, Rosalind, that the man I match you with will cherish you and love you as much as your Adrian did.”

      The only thing Eva couldn’t promise was the woman sitting opposite returning the affection. It was the one thing a matchmaker couldn’t control, not even her grandmother. Just because a couple was perfect on paper didn’t mean this was true in life.

      On stopping at the front gates of Schloss von König, Eva reached out and squeezed the other woman’s hand. “I promise you will have the final say over your blood bond. You have my word on that.”

      What Eva didn’t say, but that Rosalind sensed, was the baroness would never hear of this. Just because the old tartar was after a blood bond that benefited her above Rosalind didn’t mean she’d get her way.

      She wouldn't be the one who was stuck with the man. That’d be Rosalind. And in Eva’s mind, the woman had already endured enough heartache for two lifetimes.

      She wasn’t about to encounter more at Eva’s hands.
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      On returning to the agency, Eva found Deedee and Lilith pacing in reception, their nerves taught enough to assault her senses.

      For expediency’s sake, she didn’t bother with niceties, firing a curt, “It wasn’t her,” at them before dropping onto the Chesterfield couch, with them soon joining her. “And she didn’t have a clue the baroness was arranging a blood bond for her, either.”

      While Deedee didn’t appear shocked by this, Lilith was rigid with outrage, her romantic nature against such a thing. “That’s not right.” The Welsh goth then raged some more about everyone deserving to choose their own soulmate.

      After Eva told them everything she knew about Rosalind’s tragic past, Lilith was as determined as Eva to find a match the woman could love. Perhaps not as much as her beloved Adrian Veilcrest, but as close as they could make it.

      It wouldn’t be easy. While aware Rosalind had nothing to do with the accidental deaths of the men who’d dated her, potential blood bonds would take some convincing. And perhaps a chaperone with first-aid skills.

      Unable to sit still any longer, Eva shot downstairs to her bedchamber, leaving Deedee and Lilith sitting on the couch. For all she knew, the Chronicle might not be able to offer any potential matches. And with the ancient tome as good as sentient, it might have detected Rosalind wasn’t a good match for anyone wanting to live.

      Only by looking would she know. Maybe she was panicking about nothing. Despite this, the idea of telling the baroness a match wasn’t possible filled her with dread.

      Within the double-lined brick walls of her bedchamber, the familiarity of her surroundings took the edge off her nerves. However, before barring the door, Eva sent her aura out in waves, searching the room for anything out of the ordinary.

      No, everything was as it should be. On knowing she was truly on her own, she locked the heavy oak door, even dropping a crossbar into place.

      When dealing with other vampires, you couldn’t be too careful. Especially when a document as potentially lethal as the Chronicle was involved. When Sebastian had stolen it from the crypt, the terror she’d felt had left her numb. She resolved never again to feel so powerless.

      Her bedchamber was one of timeless elegance, furnished with a pleasing mix of new pieces, family antiques, and rich fabrics. The centerpiece of the room was an enormous bed with carved head and footboards. While others favored a coffin, Eva was having none of it.

      In stark contrast, Deedee slept in a simple wooden box, while Lilith embraced her gothic nature by sleeping in a coffin of ebony, a gift from Eva. The rich red velvet that lined the macabre piece was divine, according to Lilith.

      It was completely over-the-top in Eva’s mind. However, the Welsh vampire loved it. Getting a kick out of sleeping with her arms crossed over her chest.

      With a smile playing around her lips, Eva walked over and opened the doors to her walk-in wardrobe. The moment she did, the Chronicle slammed her with its very essence. The closer she got to the ancient tome, the stronger its power thrummed through her.

      It was as if the book was chastising her for ignoring it. For leaving it stuffed under a mountain of shoeboxes and clothes destined for charity. After unearthing it, she clasped it to her chest. The power coming off the book in waves was to be embraced now she was in charge.

      Not until she’d taken her fill did she place it reverently atop the mirrored chest of drawers in the middle of the wardrobe. The leather-bound tome that held the details of all eligible vampires within a five-hundred-mile radius, dwarfing the dresser.

      Passed down through the generations, the relic was a repository of wisdom and secrets entrusted to a select few.

      As she ran her hand across the leather cover, a power coursed through her fingertips, reminding her of her family’s links to it. It was a connection to her past. A tether to the long line of matchmaking vampires that had come before her.

      After a calming breath, she splayed her hands on the front cover, closed her eyes, and let the ancient magic flow through her.

      It was how Georgia sought potential matches. With the contents of the book being constantly in flux, there was no index. The only thing not in Eva’s favor was this being the first time she’d tried accessing the Chronicle, with her grandmother not there.

      Eva was only ever meant to use the Chronicle if there was no other choice. With this in mind, Georgia had cleared her diary of all appointments before leaving on her vacation.

      There shouldn’t have been any reason for Eva to access the Chronicle at all. And there wouldn’t have been, if not for Baroness von König, refusing to take no for an answer.

      Sure, Eva understood the basics, but that was it. Georgia hadn’t thought it necessary to fully indoctrinate her in the eccentricities of the ancient volume. This had Eva not only flying solo, but flying blind.

      When she’d gone to use it to find Angel von König a blood bond, it was to discover the Chronicle had been stolen. The horror of that was enough to have her drawing a shuddering breath, fighting to calm her nerves.

      Only when her emotions were once more under her control did she allow her hands to settle. She then splayed her fingers even further, as if this would somehow help with the search.

      “Show me those who would be a good match for Rosalind von König.”

      For a moment, she felt nothing. Then, it was as if her right hand had a mind of its own. It slid to the side of the book, where her forefinger slipped between the pages.

      Hmmm, so much for her thinking Rosalind would be out of luck with potential matches, with the Chronicle showing her four men. No, make that three. There was something about the fourth that had her inner matchmaker yelling NO so loudly it hurt her ears.

      Just because the Chronicle had put him forward as a match, there wasn’t a chance Eva would let him get anywhere near Rosalind. Not when her aura spiked in a way that made her skin tingle.

      Repelled as she was, she didn’t bother reading his profile, but rather turned the page to avoid looking at him any longer.

      
        * * *

      

      Two nights later and the baroness returned to approve any potential matches. Of the three profiles Eva handed over, the old girl deemed only one acceptable. The one with the best connections and seemingly the richest.

      Rather than hand the other profiles back, as would usually be the case, she’d stuffed them in her handbag like used tissues.

      Despite Eva knowing this was what the greedy woman opposite was out for, it still didn’t sit well that she’d chosen based on cash and connections. The least Eva could do was ensure Rosalind had a pleasant evening out.
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