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Praise for Melanie Nowak’s Venomous Vampire series

ALMOST HUMAN

“An emotional rollercoaster that will have you sitting in suspense one moment, laughing out loud the next, and then crying your eyes out at yet other times. ALMOST HUMAN is definitely a book series that should be read slowly and savored.”

- www.NightOwlReviews.com
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Winner of 2 Literary Titan Book Awards 2024, Top 20 Author 2023 Amy’s Bookshelf, Top Pick Night Owl Reviews

Best Vampire Series 1st place Winner by Public Reader Vote in 

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

“I am officially making ALMOST HUMAN my must-read vampire series of the year! The story is excellent. I am seriously impressed that the level remains so consistently outstanding with each book. If you aren’t reading this series, you should be!”

- NerdGirlOfficial.com

“The characters keep developing before your eyes, and keep you guessing as to what is going to happen next. I absolutely love this series!”  - 2ReadOrNot2Read

“ALMOST HUMAN departs from the common vampire tropes most delightfully with mesmerizing storytelling. Nowak’s use of imagery stands out, painting a world that is haunting yet beautiful and rich with sensory detail. She also excels in her portrayal of character dynamics. Each conversation peels back layers of desire, curiosity, and doubt, with carefully chosen words that keep the reader guessing, intensifying the suspense, and deepening the intrigue. These exchanges are written with precision, emphasizing the power dynamics with a seductive pull most compelling. A highly recommended and worthy addition to any paranormal romance collection.”        

- Literary Titan Reviews

“Nowak wraps readers into her story, to live it with the characters. I love her attention to detail, development, and discovery. I didn’t think the ALMOST HUMAN series could get even better, but it has!”    - www.ParanormalRomance.org

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 references to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living, dead, or undead, are respectfully used by the author to spin a tale of fiction from her imagination.
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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.

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
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You can get fun facts about this series and updates on book releases on the author’s website at:

www.MelanieNowak.com
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For all of my faithful readers

who have grown to love these characters as I do.

This series was always envisioned as a succession of four trilogies, all planned out from the very beginning. I often wondered if I would actually make it to the end or if things would change along the way. 

While the characters sometimes have minds of their own and take things off course, somehow, the story always finds its way back to my plan. It has been so exciting and rewarding to have it all fitting together and coming to fruition – in some ways just as I’d plotted, and in others with new, thrilling twists I’d never imagined. 

Thank you for taking this journey with me! There are still three books left to be written after this one, and I can’t wait to share them with you. Stick with me – the best is yet to be! 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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​​Chapter 1 – Hugs
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Allie

Ben and Felicity’s house

Sagaponack, Long Island

Just after midnight/early morning of October 31st

––––––––

[image: ]


Alyson flew across Ben and Felicity’s lawn, coming to a sudden halt on their porch. She banged on the front door, and after a moment of expectant silence, she could hear and feel stirrings from within. She pushed a lock of her bobbed blonde hair behind an ear and shifted impatiently. Why was it taking so long for them to answer the door?

Finally, she heard the locks being worked, and the door swung open to reveal Ben standing there in his T-shirt and sweats, his dark hair mussed. Tall, strong, and handsome as he was, he looked tired and weary. Alyson reached forward and grabbed him to stumble out onto the porch as she gave him a crushing hug. She may look petite and unintimidating, but he couldn’t have resisted her supernatural strength if he’d tried.

He was startled for a second, but then wrapped his arms around her and lovingly rested his chin on the top of her head. “Relax, I’m fine.” 

Alyson could feel tears of relief welling up as she gripped him in a tighter squeeze, reveling in the embrace of his strong human scent. “I know, but I had to come and give you a hug.”

Ben let out a choked chuckle. “Thanks, but could you ease up a little? I feel like I’m being crushed by an anaconda.”

Allie looked up at him with a sheepish grin. “Sorry.” She loosened her hold but refused to let go for another minute or so. After hearing he’d had a dangerously close call with the vampires Lorelei, Jin, and Cat, resulting in Cat’s death, she’d made a frantic flight from Cain’s house in Buffalo back down to Long Island to see him. The others had argued that Allie had more important priorities as The United One, queen of the vampires, but she refused to be dissuaded. 

She just wanted to hold him close and assure herself that he was okay. Her cheek rose and fell on his chest with his steady breathing. His heartbeat in her ears was like a tranquilizer to her anxious nerves.

“Come on in,” he invited as she finally let him go, and he backed inside.

Felicity was just approaching from down the hall with baby Christian in her arms. Alyson felt the warm comfort of friendship and appreciation for her concern flowing forth from her. Newly pregnant, her friend wasn’t yet showing her condition. There were, however, undeniable dark circles under her eyes. Alyson gave her a look of apology. “Did I wake you?”

Felicity raised an eyebrow. “We usually go to bed before midnight, but it’s fine.”

“I’m sorry, but I just had to come.” She approached to greet Felicity with a comforting little squeeze on the shoulder and took the baby from her. “Hey, little man. You’re gonna have to go back to sleep without giving Mommy and Daddy a hard time, or they’re gonna be mad at me, okay?” She handed him back to Felicity, giving him a last little nuzzle, and then returned to guide Ben to the couch. “I can’t believe Lorelei ambushed and manipulated you like that,” Allie told him. 

As he sat next to her, she put her hands on his knees and gave them another squeeze. She couldn’t help but keep wanting to touch him and reassure herself that he was okay.

Ben sighed. “It was...nerve-wracking, but I’m okay. I’m going to have to start being more careful, though.” Felicity nodded as she sat down on the other side of him with the baby in her lap. “I feel like I keep saying that, but somehow I keep getting snuck up on in parking lots. It’d only been dark for an hour; I wasn’t thinking.”

Alyson looked from one to the other. “Maybe you guys should let me mark you.”

Ben leaned away from her a bit, visibly repulsed by the idea. “I was already bitten once tonight. You are not snacking on me.”

She gave him a droll look. Once marked with her venom, other vampires would know he was hers. “For protection. It’s not that big a deal.” 

He narrowed his eyes in obvious disagreement. Felicity didn’t offer an opinion but stood up with Christian in her arms. The baby began to fuss, and she gave him a little kiss on the head as she walked over to put him down in his playpen. “He’s not going back to sleep. I’m going to fix him a bottle.” She gave Ben a sympathetic glance. “You guys want anything?”

Allie gave her a mental dissent as Ben smiled at her gratefully but shook his head. He returned his attention to Allie as she spoke. “Wearing a vampire mark is good protection. I used to wear Mattie’s mark all the time when I was human. It made me feel so much safer.”

Ben squinted at her. Reminding him that after his best friend Mattie had been turned into a vampire, she had snuck around, seeing him behind Ben’s back, and letting him drink her blood before eventually turning her into a vampire to join him probably wasn’t going to make Ben feel better about things. “Think of it as life insurance. It’s a quick fix,” she assured him. “I could do it right now.”

He shot her a look of warning. “You are not biting me.”

As though she were going to lunge for his throat... She knew he had cause to feel jumpy, but gimme a break. She slumped her shoulders over his aversion to the idea. “I wouldn’t have to bite you,” she clarified. “I can inject you with my venom like a shot.” She held up her hand to remind him of her syringe-like fingernails for emphasis.

He shook his head. “No thanks. I just had an unwanted reminder of what vampire venom feels like. It’d be weird.”

“I share marks with lots of guys.” He raised his eyebrows, but she just shrugged. “It’s not weird, it’s a bond. You get used to it. It would help keep you safe.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want it. It might protect me from random vamps, but if someone really wants to kill me, being marked wouldn’t make a difference anyway. Anyone who knows me doesn’t need to see a mark to know that I’m under your protection.” 

“I don’t know if that’s true,” Allie mumbled. “Red Fang hired werewolves to try and kill me. They could just as easily send some after you without informing them of the risks. Werewolves can see auras, too, you know. Seeing my mark on you should be intimidating enough to make someone leave you alone, whether they know you or not.” 

Ben sighed. “I know that sounds reasonable, but I don’t want it, okay?”

Felicity’s voice whispered through her mind. Go easy on him. He’s more rattled than he lets on. Don’t push him. 

Ben continued, unaware of their telepathic communication. “Besides, I hear your mark is spreading all over the island. You can’t be emotionally invested in protecting every single person who wears it, and I’m sure others realize that. It marks your territory and keeps people from being bitten, but it’s not anything that’s going to help me. I’m just going to have to protect myself. I’ll manage. Lorelei’s too scared of you to let someone kill me anyway,” he assured her. “I hate to admit it, but if she’d wanted me dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Felicity went and gave Christian his bottle. After making sure the baby could manage on his own, she rejoined them on the couch, putting an arm around Ben in a protective embrace. “There’s no telling what Lorelei will or won’t do,” she pronounced worriedly. 

Alyson looked at Ben thoughtfully. “What exactly did she say?” Allie asked.

Ben slumped his shoulders, obviously not looking forward to recounting it all for her. Before he could answer, she asked him gently, “Would you mind if I just read it from your memory, the whole experience?”

He pondered the question for a second and then shrugged. “Go ahead. Felicity already did.”

Allie nodded. Felicity’s new talents of empathy and telepathy, brought about from the vampire blood they had given her to heal her from injury over the summer, had led Allie to come in the first place. Allie had managed to read the gist of the incident from Felicity’s mind, but it might be helpful to have details. 

“Just think about it from the beginning,” Allie instructed. She placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder and looked into his eyes. She navigated his mind, taking comfort in his deep feelings of friendship for her and his grateful reassurance that no matter what supernatural changes had taken place in her, she still showed such great care for him; she was still his lil’ big sis. She let herself sink into his memories as he replayed what had happened. 

She saw the vampiress Lorelei approach him at his car after work and listened to their conversation, feeling his trepidation as she threatened him not to try to fight her. Her brethren, Cat and Jin, arrived, and Lorelei looked into Ben’s eyes to brainwash him with her power of thrall. She professed that he was too mentally guarded for her and manipulated Cat into biting him first to bring his guard down. 

Ben fidgeted a bit on the couch, and Alyson could feel his awkward discomfort, knowing that she could read everything he’d felt as Cat had bitten him and sucked his blood while grabbing and fondling his crotch. His waves of revulsion, fear, and erotic enticement all rolled through her at once. She tried not to be distracted by emotions and pay attention instead to the actions and dialogue taking place around him. After a moment, Alyson couldn’t help but let out a surprised chuckle.

“You think it’s funny?” Ben asked resentfully, breaking away from her with a harsh shrug.

Alyson looked up at him in chagrin. “No, of course not.” She gave him a crooked smile. “She said it was like you had a Kanamara Matsuri float in your pants,” she explained sheepishly.

“What the hell is that?” Ben asked in testy annoyance.

“It’s an annual phallic parade they have in Tokyo,” she clarified with a grin. “It’s sort of a...penis festival.”

Felicity gave her a bemused look. “Are you kidding?”

“No, really.”

“How do you know that?” Ben asked in distaste.

Allie shrugged. “I’ve fallen down my share of internet search rabbit holes.”

“And you were searching up ‘penis parades’?”

She let out a snort of amusement. “I stumbled on it, and it was interesting. They parade down the streets with these enormous penis statue floats,” she explained with a giggle.

“Great, thanks,” Ben mumbled.

“She’s not wrong,” Allie told him with an amused glance into his lap.

Ben squinted at her. “And how do you know that?” he asked, daring her to answer. 

Allie just smirked at him. Ben shouldn’t be surprised that she knew he was ridiculously well-endowed. Even if she’d never snooped around with her mind-reading during amorous episodes, she and Ben had known each other for their whole lives. It’s not as though she’d never caught a glimpse of him naked or seen him in the tights of a superhero Halloween costume before. 

Ben let out a huff of breath and shook his head, but she nudged him to continue relaying what had happened. “Just show me.” Ben and Felicity both gave him an odd look, and she had to laugh. “Not that. Show me what happened with Cat,” she clarified, stifling another giggle.

Ben let out a grumbly breath and then replayed the rest of the experience for her. After he had been bitten, Jin had stripped Cat of her powers, and Lorelei had thrown Ben her sword, which he’d promptly used to behead the vampiress.

After a bit of a standoff, Lorelei had told Jin that they needed to leave Ben alive, not to incur Alyson’s wrath. She’d gotten her sword back from him, and they’d left him relatively unharmed.

After witnessing the events second-hand, Alyson just sat there, thinking it over for a moment. “Hmmm.”

She felt a wave of disgruntled worry from Ben as he asked, “Do you think she put any subliminal directives into my head?”

Allie blinked her eyes and then sent him some comforting reassurance. “Let’s see.” She raised a hand to cup the side of his face affectionately as she continued looking into his eyes and maneuvered her way through his thoughts a bit more. This wasn’t as straightforward as him showing her a memory. As much as he was trying to allow her invasiveness, he had a natural resistance that was always difficult to break through without being marked. She slogged her way through and read what she could. “Nothing sinister that I can see. I think it’s just you in there,” she assured him with a little tap on the cheek.

Ben nodded in relief as she dropped her hand, and then she could feel the anger bubbling up from within him. “Good. I can’t wait to take that bitch’s head off.”

“Ben,” Felicity reprimanded him in concern for his safety. Ben shot her a look to stay out of it. Felicity shared a glance with Allie and then went to check on Christian.

“You’re not going after her,” Allie admonished Ben quietly.

“Try and stop me.”

“I can give psychic directives, too,” she warned, lightly. “Don’t tempt me.”

“Don’t you dare,” he warned.

“She could have killed you or done all kinds of twisted stuff, but instead, she actually did us a big favor.”

Ben’s face twisted in contempt. “She also abused your husband and turned him into a vampire, not to mention the crap that she pulled on my dad.”

Allie let out a resigned sigh, refusing to acknowledge her feelings over the trespasses; she couldn’t afford that kind of distraction right now. “I know, but it seems like her last meeting with me must have put her in her place a bit. As long as she doesn’t step any further out of line, I’ve got bigger things to handle at the moment.”

Ben stared at her in disbelief. “Oh my God. She’s right, isn’t she? Despite all she’s done, you’re just going to overlook it because you think she might be useful to you down the road,” he accused her in disgust.

“I didn’t say that.”

“She just killed someone. Isn’t that against your rules?”

Alyson looked down and lightly cleared her throat before meeting his eyes again. “She didn’t kill Cat,” she said quietly. “You did.” Ben opened his mouth in outrage, but then snapped it shut again. “Ben, she may have thrown some big talk around, and I know she resents my power, but I don’t see her as the threat you think she is. 

She’s not strong enough or stupid enough to do anything personally against me now. She may have hired the werewolves to try to take me out, but that blew up in her face, and I think she’s come to grips with the fact that I’m in charge.”

Ben was unyielding, and she leaned closer to rest her hand on his leg again to make him look at her. She spoke quietly and sincerely. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten what she did to Mattie, but I don’t have time for personal vendettas. 

Getting rid of Cat removed the threat of her making a new United Vampire to challenge me. That’s really good for us, and I don’t know if I could have taken care of it by myself. I know you don’t like it, but if Lorelei keeps her nose clean and follows the rules from here on out, then I think we should leave her be.”  

She could feel the resentment and anger within him and knew that it wasn’t something he wanted to accept. She actually did briefly consider giving him a psychic nudge to let it go, but Ben would be livid if he thought for a moment that she had ever tried to manipulate him in such a way. It’d be too big a breach of their friendship. Alyson sighed, patted his leg, and stood.

“I’m just so relieved that you’re okay. When you came home and Felicity found out what happened, I started getting these waves of terror from her that totally freaked me out. I had to rush over and make sure you were all right.” Ben stood, and she gave him another quick hug. “I can’t stay, though.”

Felicity came back to them while burping the baby. “You said you’d talk to Deidre for me, remember? She needs to be convinced that what we’ve told her about vampires is true. Maybe then she’d also believe me when I tell her that her new boyfriend is a werewolf. It’s too late to call her over now, but can’t you stay for the day? I can have her come over tomorrow night, as soon as it gets dark.”

Allie furrowed her brow. “I can’t spend the day here.”  

Ben folded his arms and shifted his weight as he appraised the slightly incredulous tone of her answer. “Why not? Don’t you trust us? We wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

Allie stood mute for a moment, unsure how to answer. Her enhanced powers came at a price; unlike most vampires, she was completely unconscious and vulnerable during the day. She doubted anyone truly understood what it was like to be completely comatose, unaware, unable to awaken, no matter what was going on around her, especially while people were trying to kill her. The idea that something could happen to her without her knowledge was pretty scary. She knew Ben could protect her, but as trusting as she was, the thought of spending the day here without Mattie to watch over her was kind of terrifying, although she’d never admit it to her friends. 

Another vampire couldn’t enter the house without an invitation and braving the sunlight, but what if Ben’s father, Bernard the vampire hunter, came over and decided she was too dangerous to keep around, despite their alliance? What if the werewolves somehow learned she was here and decided to just burn the house down? 

Even without devious threats to worry over, it was too risky. While she lay dormant during the daylight hours, the vampire blood was partially aware and capable of defending her to an extent, but it wasn’t anything she could control. If Ben or Felicity came into the room while she was sleeping, even for something as innocuous as putting laundry away, the blood might decide they were a threat. Allie could easily kill them in her sleep without even knowing what had happened.

“Of course, I trust you. I was just kind of in the middle of something when I dropped everything to come. You have to go to work tomorrow, and I can’t expect Felicity to watch over me while she’s taking care of the baby, answering the door for Trick-or-Treaters, and everything. You guys have got your own lives going on here, and people are waiting on me. I have to hurry back.”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Alyson wobbled a bit as she levitated through the air and then landed on the ground in a relieved slump. She’d made it...finally. Why did Cain’s house have to be so damn far upstate? 

Just as her flight to Ben and Felicity’s on Long Island had felt panicked and rushed, her flight back here had been no better. Earlier, she had been horrified to find out Ben had been in such danger, and although Felicity had assured her that he was fine, she’d still felt the need to see him for herself and rushed terribly to get to him. She’d stayed a bit longer than she should have and hadn’t drunk any blood for hours. Now her resources were dwindling, and dawn was approaching...fast.

As Alyson reached the porch, Cain’s front door opened, and she was bathed in emotional solace. Mattie was standing behind it, looking very relieved. “Allie’s back,” he called over his shoulder to Cain as she dragged herself up the porch steps to the doorway. 

Surely, Cain had felt her arrival through the bond of their shared mark, but Mattie was so glad to put an end to their worry that he wanted to assure Cain she was all right. Cain approached from the other room. “Finally.” Soft-spoken as the reprimand was, his British accent seemed to give it an authoritative weight, but his kind blue eyes revealed worry behind his rebuke.

Mattie also admonished her lightly as he put his arms around her in a hug and then brought her inside. “I was getting worried.”

She gave them each a weary look of apology. “I know, but I’m fine.”

Cain met them in the vestibule, still giving her a look of gentle reproach. “Cutting it rather close.”

Alyson glanced behind her as Mattie loosened his embrace. It still looked fully dark, but she could feel the sunrise creeping ever closer. “Yeah, I know, but I’m here now. I’m sorry I left everyone waiting on me.”

Cain sighed. “It’s all right. I understand why you felt you had to go.”

“How’s Ben?” Mattie asked.

“He’s okay,” she answered. Mattie nodded as she looked up at Cain thoughtfully. “Felicity’s good, too.”

“Glad to hear it,” he answered with a little smile. As distanced as Cain was trying to keep himself from Felicity and her new family, Alyson knew that his love for the woman had never wavered. She was still ever-present in his thoughts, although he tried not to let it show. 

After holding his gaze for a moment, Alyson drooped her head with a heavy sigh. It felt so comforting to be back, embraced by the marks of her handsome and loving protectors, and feeling safe again. The threat of dawn was looming and making her feel terribly edgy.

“You look exhausted,” Mattie observed, taking her by the shoulders and guiding her further inside as Cain closed the door.

“Yeah, I’m pretty drained,” she admitted quietly.

“Have you had anything to drink since you left?” 

She rested her head against his arm. “There wasn’t time.”

“Then perhaps you should have returned earlier,” Cain scolded her, “or spent the day at The United Estate rather than race all the way back here.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t want to leave you guys waiting on me any longer.”

Mattie gave her a little squeeze and then hefted her up into his arms. “Come on. Let’s get you upstairs, give you a drink, and put you to bed.”

Although grateful for his care, Allie chuckled. “I am super-fast, super-strong, and I can fly; you don’t have to carry me.”

“Fly? You don’t look like you have the energy to even walk.” 

As he headed for the staircase, Alyson tried to levitate a little within his hold, to lessen her weight, not to be too much of a burden on him. He noticed and chided her for it. “Stop using up your reserves. You’re like ninety pounds, I think I can carry you.”

Mattie reached the bedroom they’d been using and settled her into the bed, tucking her in lovingly. She was a bit surprised when, rather than retreat to get her some blood, he sat down next to her. He leaned forward to brush the hair from her face and then offered his throat. “Drink. I know you hate the bottled stuff. I’ve had plenty tonight, and I can drink more after you’ve gone to sleep.”

She barely mumbled thanks before her fangs distended, eager to puncture his skin and feed. She gratefully took the blood, trying not to suck too forcefully, although her body needed it badly. 

She could tell he’d been drinking animal blood, probably collected from deer on the grounds. Human would have served better, but it was enough to satisfy, and being mingled with Mattie’s personal vampire blood gave it a strength and flavor worth savoring. She only took as much as she needed to lift the weariness, though; she’d hunt after sunset. 

As her lips left his throat, she found she still felt sluggish anyway. The sun was coming, and it wouldn’t be very long before she lost consciousness. The combined feelings of his loving dedication and being engulfed in their shared mark wrapped around her like a comforting blanket.

“You take such good care of me,” she whispered, as he gave her a gentle kiss and rose from the bed. 

“That’s what we do, we take care of each other.”

He gave her a smile and headed for the door, but she called out to stop him. “Mattie?”

“Yeah?” he asked, turning back to her as he leaned against the doorframe.

“Will you marry me?”

He looked as though he thought he’d heard her wrong. “What?”

“Will you marry me?” She barely paused for him to answer. “I know you never asked me because you thought I wouldn’t want all the hoopla. You gave me a ring in private, and then we started telling people I was your wife, but let’s get married...for real.”

She could feel his heart swell with love and gratitude for the sentiment, but as thrilled as he was by the thought, he still furrowed his brow in confusion. “I don’t think we really can. I’ve been missing and presumed dead for the last ten years; it could cause complications.”

“I know we can’t get married legally, but we could still have a ceremony. We could stand before our friends and declare our love, exclusive and everlasting, ‘till dust do us part. We can ask Cain to officiate,” she suggested with a grin. “It’ll be like a real wedding. What do you think?”

The surge of joy she felt flow forth from him was almost overwhelming. He beamed at her and came to sit on the side of the bed again. “I think my heart’s gonna explode.” She chuckled and closed her eyes. Unconsciousness was trying to steal over her with the coming day, but she fought it to meet his eyes once more. He leaned forward and gave her a kiss. “I love it.”

“I thought you might. I know things are crazy right now, so we’ll have to wait a bit, but let’s get married.”

“It will be my honor.”  
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​​​Chapter 2 – Vows
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Sindy

Felix’s hotel room

A few nights earlier

––––––––
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Sindy lay in bed, propped up on her side next to Felix. Her eyes played over the handsome human face of her werewolf lover as she took in the thick, musky scent of the beast hiding beneath the surface. She smiled, quietly watching him watching her, as he tried to decipher what she could be capable of. “Tell me more about these options of yours,” he said quietly. She just held his gaze, tracing the wolf tattoo on his chest with a finger and thinking through various scenarios, thoughtfully.

He swiped a long lock of her dark hair aside from her face as he studied her. “You are not a United Vampire?” She shook her head to confirm the statement. “But you could turn me into one, couldn’t you?” She nodded, admitting to the secret with a smile. He pondered her answer. “Isn’t that against the rules?” he asked with an arched brow and a smile. “Alyson made a law about not turning others without approval by the council.”

She stifled a laugh...as though rules were his main concern. She knew he had deeper misgivings and was just covering them up with superficial obstacles. “I’m not an official member of the United Coven. I was never initiated or sworn to follow their rules.”

He gave her a reproachful look. “They would not approve.”

“Then it’s a good thing I would have a big, strong United Vampire to protect me from punishment,” she told him with a little smirk, running her fingers over his well-muscled chest. 

He squinted at her a bit, thinking that over. “I still don’t understand how you could make me into a special vampire like Alyson. How is that possible?”

“A United One is made from the blood of all seven vampire breeds. I already have that in me. Back when Alyson was newly made, Cain marked her to protect her from others. He drank from her, and they’ve been sharing blood ever since. 

They’re much more careful about spreading the blood now, and they would never give it to me on purpose, but a couple of years ago, I was injured pretty badly. Cain used his blood to heal me, pouring it into my wounds. His blood was mixed with Allie’s, and now it’s in me. It can’t change what I am. I might be a little stronger than I was, but I’m still a red-eyed, shape-shifting vampire. However, any new vampires I make will have white eyes and all of Alyson’s powers.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I’ve done it.”

Felix’s eyes widened. “There is another United Vampire?”

Sindy tilted her head with a bit of a shrug. “Not anymore. Allie killed him.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And if you were to turn me into a United Vampire against her wishes, what’s to keep her from killing me, too?”

She dismissed the thought, shaking her head with a little grin. “First of all, you’re a lot smarter than Zach was. I didn’t choose him; he was an accident. When he was human, Allie killed him by mistake, and I brought him back for her to ease her conscience. We had no idea he would be a United vampire. You know what you’re getting into, though. 

Secondly, Allie killed Zach because he tried to murder her husband. If you were a United Vampire and approached her amicably with the same goals and ideals she’s already put into place, I don’t see why she’d be hostile about it. 

Even with the council, she’s spread pretty thin, and I’m willing to bet she’d be thrilled to have someone else to lighten the responsibility. I know her. She’s ruling out of obligation, but it’s nothing she ever asked for. She’s not that ambitious. 

I don’t think she’d give it up, but I doubt she’d turn down a partnership. You’re a natural leader. She’d be a fool not to accept your help and take advantage of that.”

“What if I don’t want to be a leader?”

She eyed him critically. “Are you seriously telling me that you wouldn’t want the position?”

Felix thought about it, but his eyes never left hers. “If I wanted others to follow me, I would have gone out to lead a pack of my own as an Alpha. Schemes and political intrigue don’t interest me.” He looked away for a moment in contemplation and then met her eyes again with quiet seriousness. “And it could cause complications between us,” he said regretfully, giving her a kiss. “I don’t need to be a white-eyed vampire. What I want is to be with you.”

She couldn’t say she was disappointed. In fact, it was pretty heart-melting. He was willing to pass up the opportunity of a lifetime and just wanted to be with her? Werewolves were mortal, so being together as they were now couldn’t last beyond his lifespan. Maybe that was fine with him...but he might think differently when he started getting older. He didn’t know that being together as vampires without such power and political complications was an option, but he still wanted to be with her. 

“What we have is great, and I’m all for keeping it going, but being of two different species has its drawbacks. If your pack knew we were together, it’d really piss them off, wouldn’t it?”

He looked away with a shrug. “Maybe I don’t care.”

Sweet, but she knew that it wasn’t true. He cared. He didn’t seem eager to jump at the notion of becoming a vampire, though. Was it only because of the political ramifications, or did he just not like the idea of giving up being a werewolf? She should let him know all the true choices available...it was only fair. “If you really aren’t keen on becoming a United vampire, there is another way that we can stay together without those complications,” she offered hesitantly.

He tilted his head, still staring at her curiously. She sighed. “There’s another option. There’s this thing I’ve been thinking of doing...it’s a process. It’s supposed to cleanse my blood. 

Having this United Blood in me has done nothing but put a target on my back and make my life hell. There’s a ritual I’ve heard of that would get rid of it and leave me with only the blood of a red-eyed vampire again. I thought I’d try it.”

“If that’s possible, why haven’t you done it already? I’d think Alyson would want to force it on you.”

“I don’t think Allie even knows about the ritual. I’m not sure it’ll work. The guy who told me about it hasn’t done it in over a century, and it’s kind of risky...and painful.”

“How risky?” She shrugged. Khalon had warned her that if it didn’t work, the repercussions would be severe, but she refused to dwell on it. Felix seemed to sense that she was downplaying things. “You’re immortal. Why even consider it? Keep the blood, skip the risk.”

She lay back with a disgruntled sigh. “I can’t go on like this forever. Even if it didn’t make anyone want to hunt me down, it still sucks. I can’t let another vampire drink from me, ever. It would give them the power to make another United Vampire, and that is not a good thing to spread around. 

Not being able to share blood may not seem like a big deal to you, but trust me, it’s pretty disappointing. I can survive the cleansing process, and if it works, I could turn you afterward.” She suggested with a hopeful lilt. “You’d be a red-eyed vampire like me. You still wouldn’t lose your wolf form.”

He was surprised and interested in the idea, but then shook his head. “If this cleansing is very risky, does that mean it could truly kill you?”

“Maybe,” she admitted softly, “but I’m pretty resilient. I’ve endured my share of torture in the past, and I’m still here. As long as this blood is in me, I’m always going to have to be looking over my shoulder in case Cat or someone wants to get a fuller needle of it.” She nodded, resigning herself to the decision. “I’m gonna do the ritual and try to get rid of this powerful blood as soon as possible.” She looked up at him again, hopefully. “Unless you’d like me to do something useful with it first.”

For all his protests, she could tell that he was very intrigued by the prospect of having Alyson’s power. He weighed her answer. “You realize that I cannot make such a decision without discussing it with Bruno.”

“What?” she blurted in confusion. “No, you can’t tell him about this,” she insisted.

“Sindy, he is my Alpha. I could never disrespect him by considering leaving my pack without discussion or explanation.”

She sat up in shock. “Do you realize the risk I’ve taken just by telling you that I have United Blood? You know this blood put a bounty on my head, and that was just based on speculation. If others know for sure that I have it, it’ll be even worse. And if the United Coven learned that I was thinking of sharing it... 

Allie may not be power-hungry, and maybe we’ve been friends in the past, but that doesn’t mean she won’t dust me if she decides I’m too big a risk.”

Felix put a calming hand on her shoulder. “Bruno knows how to use discretion. If I tell him about your blood in confidence, he will never let it get back to Alyson.” She still gave him a look of disapproval. “I can’t expect to leave the pack with his blessing without giving him all of the pertinent information.”

“And what if Daddy doesn’t want to give you his blessing?”

“I am a grown man, and I make my own decisions. But you must understand that going against the wishes of one’s Alpha is a very serious thing.”

“What I am offering you is a very serious opportunity.”

“True, but it’s not one I would have ever looked for.”

“That’s why you’re perfect for it! Do you think I’d share my blood with some power-hungry lech like Arif?” She gave him a coy smile. “I know you, Beastie. As dangerous and formidable as you are, you’re also a good man,” she insisted, placing her hand over his heart. “That’s a rare thing. You’re loyal and smart, with a strong moral compass. You respect order and authority, but you aren’t afraid to speak your mind and follow your instincts. You are a natural leader.”

“I can lead a pack...and when my father gets a bit older, I probably will. You are talking about leading an entire species, one I know very little about and am not even a part of yet. That is a huge responsibility I’m not sure I want.”

“You’ve told me how impressive you found Alyson to be. Becoming a vampire offers you ageless immortality, an incredible asset on its own. Can you imagine also having access to such an array of talents? You can’t tell me that you don’t find the prospect attractive.”

He stared at her long and hard before answering. He lovingly cupped her cheek with his hand. “You, I find attractive. You are a woman of uniquely strong appeal to me.” She grinned and mouthed him a kiss as he dropped his hand. He accepted it with a grin of his own but narrowed his eyes to squint at her discerningly. “I am not a man to have his affections taken lightly. Casual affairs are one thing, but I think we can both agree this is moving far beyond that.” She acceded to the comment with a small dip of her head. He continued. “You have ignited my passion and captured true, deep devotion from me that I have never felt before.”

Her gaze bore into him, looking for a faltering in his conviction to betray that he was just being overly dramatic. He stared right back, never wavering. The intensity that burned within his eyes sparked something deep within her. She sat there, assessing her feelings and trying to gauge just how transparent she planned to be about them when he continued. “Feelings like these will not be denied...and wolves mate for life.”

It took her a moment to find her voice. He sure wasn’t worried about laying his cards out on the table, was he? “Life is one thing...but what about after death? What exactly are you asking me?”

“If I were to do this, if I renounce my pack, my family, my humanity...my life, I need to know that you will be unequivocally mine thereafter, bonded exclusively.”

She paused, amazed that he was so certain that was what he wanted from her. It wasn’t what she’d expected, but although his demand sent a thrill of excitement through her, to know he was so desirous of her, she couldn’t help but balk at such a commitment. “You talk about all that you would be giving up, but look at all you would gain. I’m offering to hand you the power to act as a supreme ruler of vampires. Surely that’s more enticing than any vow of dedication from me,” she told him self-deprecatively with a raised eyebrow.

He refused to relent. “You can interpret my desires however you like. I know what you are offering, and I know what I would be giving up to obtain it. I cannot make this decision without consulting with my Alpha. I do not expect the proposition to be well-received, but if this is something I am going to fight for, I need to be sure of you first. I will not even consider allowing you to change me without the vow.”

“You don’t even know me that well.”

“I know you as well as you know me, and you’re offering to gift me the power to rule over all vampires!”

“I’m a good judge of character.”

He looked at her steadily. “So am I.” 

She broke his gaze. “Then what are you doing with me?” she muttered. He gave her a hard stare, refusing to answer. “If I turn you into a vampire, I’ll be your maker,” she asserted. “We would be forever bonded together through blood. There is no connection more intimate.”

“I don’t care if you are my maker,” he insisted flatly. “I want you to be my woman, my true mate, forbidden to others forevermore. Is that a vow you can give me...and keep?”

A minute stretched by in silence, and then she lowered her eyes. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

“You don’t know?” he asked, sounding incredulous and insulted. He rose from the bed in disgust and walked away a few paces. “All right then. I don’t need to pursue a woman who does not want me.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then what’s the problem?” The tumult of confused emotions within her welled up and wanted to bring tears to her eyes and a lump to her throat. She tried to swallow them down and did her best to keep her face neutral. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him. Duh. He had to know that she did. It was a frightening prospect, though. Maybe she should just say yes and worry about the future later, but she couldn’t seem to summon any words to answer. 

​
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​​Chapter 3 – Entourage 
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Cain opened the door to greet their guests. “Welcome. Please come in.”

A well-dressed but formidably large, bald, dark-skinned vampire stood on the porch, backed by five other male vampires, Elric with the rest of his team. Elric nodded in thanks as Cain moved aside to allow them entrance. Elric came inside, followed by Kieran, Peter, and three other vampire men that Cain did not know, although he had seen two of them around the compound.

Alyson and Mattie entered the vestibule to greet their visitors. Allie glanced from Mattie to Cain with a grin. “Looks like my entourage has arrived.”

Elric gave her a droll look. “Indeed.” He waited for Cain to close the door and then began introductions. “Her Royal Highness, our Queen, Alyson,” Elric announced to the men, although most of them knew her. Alyson’s mark blazed proudly on display, a sight that caused all of their visitors to take notice with reverent awe, even those who had beheld the spectacle in the past. 

“This is her husband, Mattie, and our chief advisor, Cain.” Cain dipped his head in greeting as he and Mattie also unveiled their vampire marks. Elric continued the introductions. “Let me present the team I have assembled for our excursion.” 

The new team members revealed their vampiric auras as well, showing them all to be of admirable vampire age, ranging from fifty to seventy years or so after death. They all wore small Pink Floyd pins turned upside down to indicate their allegiance, the varied eye-color rainbow of vampire breeds coming together to support the white eyes of their new queen. 

“Of course, Kieran and Peter are joining us, as discussed.” Both men nodded hello and moved aside so the others could have the floor. “This is Hisham,” Elric indicated, gesturing to the man closest to him. He was a pleasant man of mid-forties in appearance, with a heavy build and a ready smile under his thick, dark mustache.

“And this is Rajesh.” 

The man dipped his head in a greeting of deference. He looked to have been in his early thirties when he was turned, and was quite handsome. His many years deprived of the sun had only slightly paled the warm russet brown tone of his skin, and his dark eyes were heavily rimmed with thick lashes, giving him a look of mysterious charm. “You can call me Raj,” he told them.

Cain remembered both men from seeing them during their audience with Alyson for initiation. Cain knew that while Hisham’s eyes were orange and gave him a latent, if unpracticed, talent for weather manipulation, Rajesh’s eyes were purple. He had not been present during the coven’s upheaval but had returned shortly thereafter. He was not of Arif’s making and had proved unable to pass on his talent due to having very mixed blood. Alyson had informed them that Raj’s psychic mind control abilities were quite mild compared to those observed in Arif and Lorelei, but surely he could find ways to use them to the coven’s advantage.

Kieran grinned with a twinkle in his eyes. His playful air, tall, thin stature, and long blonde hair gave him a look of elven mischievousness. He shook his head in disagreement over Raj’s nickname. “Elric calls him the Piper.” Raj gave him a droll look. 

“Piper?” Mattie asked.

Kieran chuckled with a nod as Elric explained. “After the Pied Piper of German folklore. Rajesh has the power of thrall bestowed upon those with purple eyes. He has chosen to hone his skill into a talent for calling animals.”

Cain and Mattie raised their eyebrows in surprised appreciation as Allie nodded with a grin of confirmation.

“I like animals better than most people,” Raj confided with a smirk, “and they’re easier to manipulate.”

Elric smiled, noting Alyson’s approval of his choice of candidates for their team. “Both have been under my command for many years, and I know them to be fine, loyal men of discretion.”

The last man with them was unfamiliar. He was quite good-looking, with a bit of a cocky grin playing over his lips, and had a slim, fit build, short light brown hair, and pale skin. His eyes were a piercing blue as he gazed steadily, not at Alyson, whom one might have expected to be the focus of his attention, but at Mattie.

“This is Jack,” Elric provided.

Jack’s gaze never wavered as Mattie stared right back at him a bit coldly. “We’ve met,” Mattie responded shortly, with a quiet intensity Cain could not account for. 

Cain looked at his friend curiously, but it was Alyson’s thought that came through to his mind with the explanation for Mattie’s demeanor. He’s one of the vampires who turned Mattie.

Cain froze in unexpected shock. So, this man had been in Lorelei’s team that had abducted Mattie and ended his young life to change him into a vampire against his will? Cain wondered at Elric’s choice to include him in their endeavor, but knew that the head of their guard must have asked the man to join them for good reason.

“Jack was traveling until recently, but I thought he would make a fine addition to our group, with your approval, of course,” Elric explained with a look of askance toward Mattie and Alyson.

Mattie didn’t offer an opinion on the matter but only let out a heavy sigh. Seeing that he was disinclined to speak, Jack shifted his attention to Alyson. “It’s an honor to meet you,” he said with a slight southern drawl and a small bow. “It seems I missed a lot while I was away.” His eyes lit on Mattie again before settling back on Alyson. “While I was a highly regarded member of Arif’s coven, Elric told me all about the past year’s events and what you’ve put into place as our new leader. I can assure you that I support your position. I look forward to initiation...if you’ll accept me,” he added with another glance at Matt. 

Although his words were deferential, the man’s demeanor seemed a bit smug and confident for someone seeking approval. Cain reserved judgment for now. If he had any bad intentions or was ill-fit for their task in any way, surely Alyson would divine it from him during his initiation, and they could deal with it then.

Before Alyson could reply, Elric spoke up to add, “I think all three will be very helpful to our cause,” Elric assured them, looking over the new additions he had brought. “I know you find Hisham and Raj to be well-suited members of our coven, and Jack has a formidable reputation among vampires...and like me, he has vampiric blue eyes.”

Cain sized up Jack again with a new understanding. For as much as Arif had sought breed diversity within his coven, vampires with obvious, useful talents seemed in short supply. 

He should have guessed that Jack was of a rare breed, if only by his inclusion in Mattie’s turning. Arif had been attempting to create a United Vampire when he’d had Mattie turned, and required one of each breed to accomplish that. Mattie had killed the red-eyed vampire in the group before being turned, so lacking a breed, the mission had failed. Elric was a member of Arif’s coven back then who had blue vampire eyes and the ability to fly, but he was not one of Mattie’s sires. 

If they were looking to impress other covens, having vampires of rare talents with them would be advantageous. Cain could tell Alyson had come to the same conclusion, regardless of any misgivings Mattie might have over the man. She stepped a bit closer to Jack, allowing her eyes to glaze over into their brilliant white manifestation of dominance. Jack took in the display with spellbound astonishment as she spoke.

“Welcome. The fact that Elric has asked you to join us speaks highly of your character. I realize that as a former member of Arif’s coven, you have participated in some...unsavory activities in the past,” she said, with an empathetic glance toward Mattie. “But I think we can put that behind us now, just as we have for others,” she added with a meaningful glance at Kieran. 

As a vampire with rare green eyes and the talent to transform himself into mist, Kieran had also been among the group who had taken Mattie’s life. Since that time, he had apologized for his part in Mattie’s misfortune and proven himself to be a valuable member of the new coven and a good friend. Mattie slowly dipped his head in approval.

Jack accepted the statement and gesture with a smile and a slight nod to Mattie. “I appreciate your understanding.”  

Elric relaxed his stance, glad to have their acceptance of his judgment. “So, will we be heading out tonight?”

Allie gave him a little shake of her head. “I still have some members of the Crimson Coven to initiate before we move on.”

“You’re not done?” Elric asked in disapproval.

“It’s a large coven,” Allie retorted defensively. “They don’t all remain on the grounds living out in the woods, you know. Some of them rent houses or apartments and live like humans. They come back regularly for camaraderie with their like kind, but it’s taken some time for Khalon to spread the word and round them all up to meet with me. I had to wait for them.”

Elric squinted at her. “Really? I was under the impression that they were waiting for you. Your social trip back to the island surely put us off schedule as well.”

Allie slumped her shoulders. “It wasn’t social. Ben had a very harrowing experience with Cat, Jin, and Lorelei.”

“So I heard. With Jin’s help, Lorelei manipulated Ben into killing Cat, but I also heard that he was unharmed. It was very helpful to our cause, but obviously, Lorelei was not looking to hurt Ben, so he is not in further danger at the moment. The trip was unnecessary.”

Allie scrunched up her face in a pout over his lack of empathy for the situation. “It was scary. I needed to give him a hug,” she explained quietly.

Cain spoke up to validate her. “Our Queen felt it necessary to meet with Benjamin in person to glean all the information she could about Cat’s demise and deduce Lorelei and Jin’s intentions moving forward. Time was of the essence. It was only a short delay.” Elric gave her another sidelong glance and then accepted the explanation with a nod as Cain continued.  

“Now that she has returned, she should be able to complete the initiations of the Crimson Coven by the end of the week. Until that time, I am happy to offer accommodations here for our group; I’ve plenty of room.”

Elric eyed him for another moment and then dipped his head slightly in agreement. “Very well.”

Cain shared a look with Alyson as she gave him a little telepathic burst of thanks. Cain then outstretched his arm to lead them all further into the house. “Why don’t we retire to the parlor for now? I can offer refreshments for all, and then Alyson can officially admit Jack into our group with initiation.”

Allie smiled at Elric in validation, happy for Cain’s support against his disapproval. “Sounds like a plan.”

The men stowed their few bags of belongings off to the side at Cain’s direction. Raj gestured for his attention. “Have you got any pets in the house?”

Cain paused at the odd question. “No. I have deer on the grounds that I care for and collect blood from, and the Crimson Coven keeps a small herd of cattle in an outer pasture, but no house pets.”

Raj smiled and put down a bag he had been holding. It was a beautiful carrier, curved on top, made of brown leather with buckled straps and a handle, but the sides were of an open-weave mesh material. He set the bag on the floor and unfastened a top flap that exposed a round hole to the interior. 

After a moment, an inquisitive little pink-nosed pointed snout stuck up out of the opened hole, soon followed by a sleek head with wide, almost flat, rounded ears and round little amber-brown eyes with oval pupils that were oddly horizontal. The animal was a rusty-brown color around its eyes and nose, but the rest of its head was mottled grey.

Alyson smiled in delight as Cain and Mattie observed the animal in surprise. “Is that a ferret?” Mattie asked.

It did look a lot like a large ferret. Still, Raj shook his head as the animal popped up out of the hole in a fast, smooth blur of movement, revealing a long body covered in coarse grey hair striped with tiny bands of dark grey and creamy white, giving it an overall mottled silvery look, culminating in a fluffy tail almost like that of a squirrel, although long and straight. Its hair lengthened a bit from its midsection to its tail, giving the animal a flowing and elegant look. Its legs were the same rust-brown color as its face, ending in almost hand-like, clawed little feet. It perched itself atop the bag to gaze at them all, quizzically tilting its head to take in its surroundings.

Raj smiled at the animal affectionately. “She is an Indian Grey Mongoose. Her name is Munmun.” He looked to Cain respectfully. “May she roam freely? I can assure you that she is quite clean and will not get into any trouble.” Cain gave him a nod and a smile.     

Alyson was studying the mongoose with a grin. “I’ve never seen anything like her. She’s beautiful.”

Raj chuckled. “That’s funny. She was just thinking the exact same thing about you.” He nodded at Alyson’s surprise. “I’ve given her a small amount of my blood,” Raj explained. “She can see your mark.”

Alyson’s eyes widened as she looked at Munmun with new appreciation. “Is she telepathic?” Cain realized she was thinking of the results of Arif sharing his blood with some of the Dobermans at the United compound. Katil, the telepathic dog Alyson and Mattie had adopted, was one of them. 

Raj gave a little shrug. “A little. It’s hard for me to tell because I can easily communicate with her on my own. She does usually get her meanings across to others, though.” 

Munmun tilted her cute little head and then hopped down to make a circuit of the group gathered around her, sniffing and observing each vampire with quick, fluid movements before finally coming to a stop before Allie. She sat up on her hind legs for a moment, with her tiny little front paws held clasped before her as she observed the vampire, and then ran over to Raj to climb up his leg and body to perch herself on his arm and shoulder. She turned her gaze to Alyson again and made a little chittering sound. 

Raj chuckled. “She is very clever, with a sharp wit and sense of humor. She finds it amusing that you are the smallest vampire here and yet the strongest. She likes you.”

Allie smiled. “I think I’m going to like her, too.” 

Raj lifted her from his shoulder to hold her in his arms and brought her a bit closer to Cain. “This is Cain, our host,” he told the mongoose. “Be respectful and mind him.” Munmun eyed Cain and then dipped her head to him in acknowledgment. 

Cain grinned. “Pleased to meet you. Welcome to my home.”

Munmun made another little noise and then turned to Raj for a moment. He nodded. “Alright, but don’t go far,” he told her, placing her on the ground. After a last glance at those around her, Munmun scampered off to explore. 

“Very well then,” Cain said. “Shall we go sit in the parlor?”

Raj opened another of his bags, set up a small litterbox in the corner of the vestibule, and then followed after the others into the next room. 

At Cain’s request, the vampire guard, Peter, began pulling over some of the chairs from further in the room to arrange them in a rough circle next to the loveseat and armchairs before the fireplace for them all. Kieran offered to help Cain get drinks for everyone. As they left for the task, Elric continued questioning Alyson about the Crimson Coven. “Were all of the shifters amiable to initiation?”

She paused to take a poker from the basket next to the fireplace and stir the wood to make the flames jump. “So far. A few were a little hesitant, but they came around. I spent my first few vamp years here at Cain’s, practicing changing forms and hunting with them, so most of them know me. They trust me.”

“That’s good.”

“A few even wanted to join us to recruit others,” she told him thoughtfully as she played with the fire.

“What did you tell them?”

“That, while I appreciate their support, we have everyone we need for now. I told them we’d call on them if the occasion arises, though. Are you sure that’s the way to go? It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have some more shifters with us.”

Elric thought it over and then nodded. “Perhaps... Let’s only bring one, though. No need to sweep across the state with an army...” he said as he chose a seat and added “yet,” with a wink. “Much like you, the group we’ve assembled is intimidating but approachable. We start traveling with too large a show of force, and we will only be inciting vampires to fear us and invite challenge. A healthy dose of respect is good; flat-out fear fosters rebellion.”

Cain had returned, handing him a glass of blood. “I agree.” 

Allie nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. I was hoping Tempest might come, but she’s away until next month, and I’m guessing you won’t want to wait.” Elric gave her a look that showed she had assumed correctly. “Well, there were three men who offered to join us. I’ll choose one of them tomorrow night, then.” Cain turned to serve Alyson as she took a seat.

She chose the large armchair where Cain normally sat.  Mattie had originally headed for the loveseat, but she must have mentally nudged him toward the separate chairs instead. She turned it to face the room rather than the fireplace and then claimed her seat as Mattie took the chair next to her.  

Cain raised an eyebrow at her for taking his usual chair as he served her a large wine goblet of blood, and she answered telepathically with a smile. You don’t mind, do you? Cain’s chair was the largest, and she wanted to feel that she had a seat of command, like her throne. He chuckled and shook his head. After giving the rest of the others their drinks with Kieran’s help, Cain pulled a chair over to the other side of Alyson for himself.

Once all were settled and served, Jack approached Alyson and knelt on one knee. “I’ll take my vows now, if it pleases you, Your Highness.”

Cain could tell Alyson was tickled by the display. Something in his tone of voice kept Cain wary, though; it seemed slightly mocking, although the man bowed his head in submission.

Alyson spent a moment looking him over. “Are you aware of the rules of conduct I’ve put into place?”

Jack’s mouth quirked upwards in a grin. “I am. There is to be no killing of humans or of any other supernatural creature except in self-defense. We are to respect each other’s territory. Behavior is to be secretive and civilized, and new candidates for vampire blood must be approved by the council.”

“That’s right.”

“Forgive me for saying, but except for the last rule, we’re likely to be breaking the others during this mission, aren’t we? You demand secrecy, civility, and respect, but army or not, we’re traveling into the territory of others to display your authority and command that they submit to your rule, isn’t that right? Do the laws not apply to you?” he asked with a smirk.

Mattie looked outraged, but Alyson couldn’t help but grin. She tilted her head, eyeing him thoughtfully. “I keep to the rules as closely as I can, but sometimes dominance has to be exerted to effect change for the better of all.” Jack accepted that with a little dip of his head, but still seemed dubious. “I don’t kill,” Allie asserted.

“But you have.”

Alyson narrowed her eyes a bit but did not dispute him. “I show respect where it’s due,” she added with a lilt of warning.

He ignored her tone. “You didn’t show much respect for Arif.”

Mattie opened his mouth as an affronted response sprang to his lips, but Alyson cut him off with a sharp glare. The room was silent as the others awaited her response. 

Alyson kept her voice quiet and compromising. “I did actually, for a long time, but he mistook graciousness for ignorance. He tried to deceive me and use my power to his own ends. I didn’t take kindly to that, so I removed him. It was self-defense.”

“All right,” Jack acquiesced with a smile. “Do you keep our secrets from humans?”

Alyson took a deep breath and sighed, although a slight smile still played about her lips. She seemed to be enjoying this challenge of her principles. Mattie was visibly offended, but Cain was pleased that Alyson was handling the provocation better than he’d thought she might. Let him ask what others might be thinking, Alyson replied telepathically to his thought. I have nothing to hide.

“I do have human associations who are well aware of what we are. I knew them before I was turned, and they have been very involved in my situation. One of them has vampire blood in her, and the other two have hunted ill-mannered vampires quite competently for over a decade. They aren’t what I would consider the general population. Any others who may have witnessed supernatural acts on my part have been given psychic directives to safeguard the knowledge. They don’t remember me unless I let them.”

“Convenient.”

“It is. Do you have any other questions about my ethics?”

Jack gave her a grin. “Just discerning what I can about the woman I’m supposed to be subjecting my loyalty to.”

“I can appreciate that. You don’t know me, but I can assure you my motives are purely for the good of all; selfless, not selfish.”

“I hope so. Everyone deserves to be a little selfish now and then, but when one assumes a role of leadership, they should be held to a higher standard. I don’t give my loyalty lightly. You say your priorities are the harmony and well-being of all, but you can understand how I might be hesitant to believe that.”

“Absolutely. Anyone who gave their allegiance to Arif should probably be more careful who they trust in the future.”

Jack raised his eyebrows with a smile, acceding to her point. “Fair enough. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other better over the next few months, but I think I’ve learned what I need to for now. I vow to align myself with your cause and to abide by your rules to the best of my ability.”

Alyson’s eyes sparkled with validation as she gave him a nod of approval. “Then I welcome you to our coalition of unity. Will you accept the mark of The United One to further display your loyalty and receive the benefit and responsibility of protection within our kinship?”

He paused and then dipped his head in agreement. “I will.”

Alyson rose from her seat. “Then let it be done.” She stood before him, placed a hand on each of his shoulders, and looked into his eyes, her own displaying the brilliant white glow that affirmed her prestige among their kind. She tilted her head to bring her lips to his throat. Jack closed his eyes as her fangs pierced his skin.

Alyson spent a few minutes dosing him with venom and then drinking his blood. She probably took more than necessary, but Jack wasn’t complaining. Once she released him, he looked quite pleased by the experience and gave her an enamored smile. 

Mattie shifted in his seat in annoyance. Surely, he’d rather she had injected Jack with venom from her fingernails or drank from his wrist rather than his throat, but she’d wanted to bring his guard down and have the closest connection possible to assess his demeanor. Alyson barely spared Mattie a glance before turning back to Jack with a satisfied grin. “Welcome to the group.”

He gave her a slurred, “Thanks.” 

As Alyson regained her seat, Kieran approached Jack, who didn’t seem steady enough to stand on his own. Kieran helped him up, guided him to a chair, and handed him a glass of blood. “You could probably use a refill,” he smirked.

As the others engaged in light conversation, Cain gave Alyson a questioning glance. What’s your assessment? He asked in thought.

I think he’s okay, Alyson replied telepathically.

She relayed Mattie’s thoughts to include him in the report. What did you see? he asked. 

Well, he made sure I knew that he didn’t trust Arif. That’s why he wasn’t there when we overthrew him. Her mouth quirked in a little smile. Then he started thinking of a few of his conquests in the bedroom. I don’t know if that was brought on by the venom... 

Mattie paused to give her an irate look. She continued, or maybe he was just trying to distract me, fluster me, or impress me, but I dug through them. I couldn’t find anything too unsettling. I enforced his desire to obey the rules and protect the council. I think he’ll be fine.

Cain and Mattie nodded to her subtly as Kieran spoke up. “Where to next?”

Cain answered him. “Once Alyson’s finished here, Syracuse, Monticello, and Sleepy Hollow.”

“Going to visit the Headless Horseman?” Kieran inquired with a chuckle.

“There’s a small coven there that I’ve good affiliations with,” Cain explained. “I’ve met an awful lot of vampires over the years, and some of them are along the way down to Manhattan. I thought we’d visit them as we head toward the city.”

Kieran nodded but then looked to Elric. “What are we gonna do about Albany?”

Mattie looked to Alyson, but she was busy trying to read the information from Kieran and Elric. “What’s in Albany?” Mattie asked.

“Arif had a small satellite coven there,” Elric provided with a sigh. “It’s where he found Cat. I doubt they’re very happy about Arif’s demise.”

Alyson nodded. “How many are there?”

Elric answered her with a dismissive shrug. “Arif had called some of them here to deal with you,” he remarked with a smirk. “There’s only a handful left there at this point.” 

Alyson didn’t seem as reassured. “That could change at any time if they start feeling procreative. Should we go there next, take care of them quickly before going into the city?”

Elric tilted his head, pondering the question. “Lorelei visits them often.”

Mattie slumped his shoulders in disappointment. “So they’re probably with her.”

Elric nodded, but Alyson was thoughtful. “Right...but who is she with?” Allie wondered aloud.

Mattie gave her an odd look as Cain asked, “What do you mean? Lorelei has always been stoutly against us.”

“So it would seem, but she let Ben off pretty easy. She said she didn’t want me for an enemy anymore.”

Mattie gave her an irritated look. “You’re not thinking of letting her work with us, are you?”

“No,” she answered quickly. “But it sure would be nice if she’d stop getting people to try to kill me.”

Cain interjected. “I think we should stick with the plan. Visit the covens I mentioned upstate as we head southeast, stop in Sleepy Hollow, and then move on to the city and get the lay of the land there. We’ll gather as many supporters as we can before worrying about trying to divine Lorelei’s intentions and dealing with Albany.” 

Elric nodded in agreement. “The quicker we reach the city, the better.” 

Alyson nodded at their advice. “All right then. I’ll give Khalon the night to gather the rest of his vampires, and then I’ll go back out to see the Crimson Coven again tomorrow to continue their initiations. We should be ready to move on before the end of the week.”

Cain stood. “Let me show you all to your accommodations.”

Kieran grinned. “Sounds like we’ve got the rest of the week off.”

“Enjoy the respite,” Elric advised. “Things will soon be getting very busy.”

The men nodded soberly, but Kieran shrugged, undaunted. The others all stood for Cain to lead them to their bedrooms for the day. 

Munmun came to meet Raj in the entryway and jumped back into her bag to be brought up to his room with him. As they all gathered their things, Hisham pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. He lifted them to Kieran’s attention as they headed for the stairs. “Once we’ve got rooms squared away, who’s up for a poker game?”

Kieran put a hand on his shoulder with a grin. “Sounds good to me!”

As the men followed after Cain, Alyson gave Mattie a little nudge with her shoulder. “So, Elric thinks I’m intimidating but approachable...good to know,” she said with a smirk.

“You always have been, even before you got fangs and superpowers,” he confirmed. 

“Intimidating, me?” she asked, incredulously. “I’m barely 5’2”!”

“You still look like trouble,” Mattie informed her with a laugh. “Even when we were kids. With that mouth and attitude? I was sure you could kick my ass. That’s why I was too scared to kiss you.”

She gave him a nostalgic grin. “Then it’s a good thing I kissed you.”

He smiled back and leaned to give her a peck on the lips. “Good thing.”

​​

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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It took a few more nights, but Alyson completed initiating the Crimson Coven without incident. All of the shifting vampires agreed to submit to her rules and authority. 

She stood before them now, trying to decide on a likely candidate to join their team. The man who stood out to her most was a young-looking guy named Diego. He was thin and wiry but still muscular and tough enough to look as though he could handle himself in a fight. He seemed a little hyper and jumpy, but Alyson was often that way herself, and she could hardly hold it against him. He had been turned about fifty years ago, although he still looked to be in his mid-twenties. He was covered in tattoos that had not quite faded yet, with closely cropped dark hair and a broad but mischievous smile. 

Diego wasn’t a coven member that they knew well, as he didn’t often spend time on the grounds of Cain’s estate, but he was originally from East Harlem. It might be a good idea to bring someone more familiar with the city rather than one of the more secluded Crimson Coven members. Diego had been a low-level drug dealer for a local gang, and while he claimed not to have been back to his old haunts in some time, he was certainly streetwise and eager to join them. 

Alyson mentally advised Cain that from her marking session with the man, she could tell that he was impressed by her authority. After becoming a vampire, he had sought out the Crimson Coven because he missed being part of a larger group, but their nightly activities were much tamer than his tastes. He was itching to get in on some action; hopefully, he could manage himself with discretion, though. 

After a brief mental conference with Cain and the others, Alyson invited him to accompany them on their mission. He gave her a delighted little grin and came forward to take her hand and kneel before her. He kissed her fingers and peered up at her with a little wink. “Honored to be of service, Mamacita. I vow to be a loyal and valuable member of the group.”

Alyson nodded to him with a smile, while Cain could guess that she was mentally reprimanding Mattie to stop rolling his eyes over the display.

With their final team of ten assembled, they spent the remainder of the evening at Cain’s getting better acquainted and ready to move out the next evening.

“We’ll head out tomorrow night,” Elric advised them. “I doubt we’ll have any problems upstate, but the city is more dangerous territory than most of you are probably used to. While we are there, I’d like us to pair off with a buddy system.”

Jack raised an eyebrow at him. “The buddy system? What are we, kindergarteners?”

Elric slumped his shoulders. “We are going to be in potentially hostile surroundings. Having preordained pairs is a smart tactic. Not only will it ensure that everyone has someone else watching their back, but of the ten of us, only five can fly. In an emergency, each aerial vampire will be assigned to carry someone who cannot fly and escape to safety.”

Diego was shaking his head. “I don’t need a buddy. Anyway, I can only fly in my bat form, and I can’t carry nobody!”

Elric nodded. “I’ve taken that into account. You will have a buddy. You will be paired with Cain, and you will be responsible for looking after each other. If a quick retreat is needed, Alyson will carry him, and you can shift for your escape. Alyson will be paired with Mattie, of course, but she and Cain have a very close connection. She should be aware immediately if he is in danger, and, with her super strength, she should be capable of carrying both Cain and Mattie together if necessary. She’s done it before.”

Alyson nodded. “I can handle that.”

Cain nodded his agreement with the plan, and Elric continued. “Alyson, you have psychic connections with everyone in the group, so if Cain or anyone else is in trouble, and you can’t take care of it yourself, you can call an available member for assistance.

Other than myself, Hisham is the heaviest of the group. Since other than Alyson, I am the strongest...” He paused with a little grin, but no one dared dispute him. “I will be assigned to carry him. Kieran, you are assigned to Rajesh, and Peter is with Jack. It’s best to have this system in place now; we’ll be visiting some rough neighborhoods hunted by vampires who will resent our presence. However, our main focus should be Manhattan. I’d like to secure the allegiance of the Imperials as quickly as possible.” 

“Ah, yes, the Imperials,” Cain said with a quirk of a smile.

Elric answered the questions brewing behind the curious stares of the others. “They are the aristocratic vampires that reside in Manhattan. They consider themselves to be of the ruling class and will be valuable to have in our allegiance. Arif and Lorelei had a falling-out with some of them years ago, and I doubt she is very welcome there. It annoys her endlessly.”

Alyson perked up in interest. “How big is the coven?”

“There were nineteen of them at last count,” Elric began.

He was interrupted by Cain. “Nineteen?!? There were only eight the last time I was through there.” He paused in thought. “I suppose it has been quite a few decades since I’ve been in touch. Maribeth and I explored Manhattan a bit in our earlier years, and I’ve passed through now and then, but I haven’t checked in with them. They respect my age, so they’ve never given me any trouble, but none of them ever bothers to attend my holiday gatherings. They seemed to have the area well in hand, so I never gave it much thought. Before Alyson’s arrival, I was more interested in my own endeavors.”

Elric nodded in understanding. “Well, there are nineteen recognized Imperials now, and I’m sure a few of them allow some lesser vampires to share their territory, but I wouldn’t call the Imperials themselves a coven,” he explained for the benefit of Alyson and the others. “They’re not particularly bonded or loyal to one another. They simply consider themselves the elite upper-class vampires of the city.”

“Are they old?” Alyson asked.

“Centurians all. You don’t gain and keep control of districts in Manhattan by being young and naïve. They have respectful agreements of territory and socialize with each other regularly, but each still considers themselves independent. 
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