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A month ago I was alone.

My mother was dead, my clan scattered. Now I have my mates, a former mercenary team who didn't know vampires existed before they met me. We had a rough start, but we're working together now. Which is good, because my enemies found me. Luckily, Lună was looking out for us.

We're in hiding now, trying to plan our next move, and figuring out how we all fit together. But before we can make our move, our enemies make theirs.

Just when I thought I could finally get laid.

Lună's Vision is a slow burn paranormal romance and the second in a series about Natalia of the Lună vampires, her five mates, and the future they will build together. Contains FF, MM, and FMF relationships. No AI.

Cover description:

(Mostly) white text on dark blue background. “Book 2 of Clan Lună” at top. “Lună’s Vision” with “Lună” in red and “Vision” in white above an image of a half moon. “Jess Mahler” at the bottom. Image is framed on two sides by decorative scrollwork.
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Chapter 1
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Natalia

My legs shook as I walked toward Mama’s grave. Marcus, my first, stalked behind me, unhappy with my insistence on coming here. I didn’t blame him. It was a predictable move, for me. And after this I promised that I would listen to his advice and not put myself at more risk if I could help it. But...

I reached the grave and collapsed to my knees in front of the stone.

“Mama...”

Mama couldn’t answer, of course. Couldn’t hold me the way I desperately needed her to. But Lună’s light caressed my shoulders and I felt her compassion and love for me. Her reassurance.

“Thank you,” I whispered, “I don’t think we’d have survived without your help.”

Only a few hours ago I had been living a relatively normal – for me – life. I had a home, I was starting to fix things with my sotii, and had hopes of soon finding Clan Lună and reuniting with them.

Now I had no home, was on the run from enemies who attacked me for things that happened when I was still a child, and needed to figure out what to do with the two strangers claiming to be clan who’d shown up on my doorstep right before my enemies.

“I don’t know when I’ll be able to come back...”

An hour later, I stood up, knees aching, and turned to walk back to the waiting van. At Marcus’ signal, the rest of my sotii left their places on perimeter and converged on the van with us. I looked over all of them –

Marcus, my first, dark as the night around us except for his hair. Leyla, who I could always trust to have the tea, tanned and smiling. Victor, my eyes, long and lean and always watching. Karen, sharp as her knives and already holding my heart, her black eyes scanning around us. Benj, who had no patience for bullshit, so pale he almost glowed in the moonlight.

I’d hoped we’d have time to get to know each other before everything went to shit, but I’d mismanaged things, and just as we were finally talking, everything went to hell.

I could only hope I wouldn’t fuck up again.

Karen

When Natalia was done talking with her mom, the team all piled back in the van, Karen made sure to get a seat in the back, leaving driving and shotgun to Victor and Benj. She’d been ‘on’ for hours, even longer than most of the team because she’d been on bodyguard duty during the day, before the Lună people arrived and the fighting started. Karen could go longer – and had many times, but her brain was starting to feel fuzzy and she knew it was best to step back out of ‘work mode’ at least long enough to reboot.

Besides, Natalia had brought her sharps in the van, along with everything else she’d been able to save from her old life. Karen had waited over a week to get a look at the sharps, she didn’t want to wait any longer.

As the van started, Natalia smiled at her. “Here,” she said, pulling a case out from under one of the seats and handing it to Karen.

Natalia had read her mind. (Could vampires actually do that?) When Karen unlocked and opened the case, it was full of knives, each carefully set in its own cutout.

It was a decent collection. Small and mostly Ka-bar, like Natalia had said. And all the blades were kept sharp and oiled. Karen approved.

About to put the case away for now, Karen noticed that there was something wrong with the dimensions. They didn’t add up.

Karen’s sense for space wasn’t as good as her timelines, but it was good enough to notice the obvious. And it was pretty obvious there was an extra four inches in the case that weren’t used for the knives in it.

There was a false bottom in the knife case. Had to be. Curious, Karen pulled up the tray the knives sat in and stared. In the hidden compartment was one of those fantasy ‘weapons’ loved by people who knew absolutely nothing about what makes a good knife. The steel looked like the wrong kind to hold a good edge, first of all. It had a sharp curve, with the ‘edge’ (not sharpened) on the inside of the curve. On the outside of the curve it had spikes close to the hilt – she could only guess they were meant to be serrations, but they were too big and not actually sharp. Then there was the cut out at the base of the blade, close enough the tang that it had to weaken the thing. The guard was also spiky, and the hilt was curved and covered with a slick plastic that would be impossible to keep a good grip on.

The sight of it was literally painful.

With a whine, Karen looked up at Natalia, who flushed.

“It was a gift?” Natalia offered.

“Who hated you enough to give you that?”

Natalia laughed, the flush fading. Karen wasn’t sure what was funny, but she liked that she made Natalia laugh. “One of my few real friends, actually.” Natalia picked up the ‘knife’ and held it more like a pet than a blade. Which... well, it would make a better pet than a blade, come to it. “Mama worked real hard so we could blend in, but there was only so much they could do and still train me properly. It made me the weird one.”

“Oh.” Karen nodded understanding. Being the weird one was hard.

“Dean was my friend anyway. He... well he tried to understand. But there was so much I couldn’t tell him. So he decided since I was ‘into’ knives and blades, he’d surprise me one year with something he was sure I’d love.”

Karen grimaced.

“Right? It was so hard to not hurt his feelings...”

Natalia trailed off and there was something in the way she did it that seemed like something was wrong. Unsure, Karen looked to Leyla sitting across from them.

“We can probably find a way to let Dean know you’re safe if you want,” Leyla offered.

Oh, that made sense... but Natalia was shaking her head.

“No, he- we- we don’t talk, anymore. I pushed him away a few years ago,” she laughed, but it sounded like crying. “No one who thinks this is a good knife can be safe in my life now, you know?”

Karen understood that. “I’m sorry.” She squeezed Natalia’s hand and took the fake knife back. “I could put an edge on this. It wouldn’t hold, but it would be enough for maybe one good hit. If you put it on a display stand, everyone would think it’s junk and it could be like a concealed weapon that’s right out in the open.” She considered the possibilities and nodded. “It can still be a good gift.”

Benj

Benj sat shotgun – literal as well as figurative: he had a sawed-off shotgun in his lap and scanned the road around them. He probably should have let someone else take shotgun. The effects of the magical vampire flu were still hitting him hard, and he’d been on duty all day anyway. Right now, though, he needed the normalcy of it. But while his eyes were on duty, his ears weren’t.

It was soothing to hear Karen being Karen. Benj hadn’t been on the team long before he’d learned to rely on Karen’s steadiness.

He realized that most people wouldn’t think of Karen as ‘steady’ – she could be absolutely wild. But she was always herself. No matter what crazy shit happened, what disaster got dropped on their heads, Karen would be there with her knives and her timelines and her batshit takes acting like it was just another Tuesday.

It was humbling to realize that for her, it was another Tuesday. That he’d been taking for granted – relying on – her ability to deal with crazy while she dealt every day with stuff that would have broken him.

Karen was safe to think about. Not comfortable, not with the pit of guilt and shame burning in his chest. But... safe.

Too much had happened too fast. Realizing that Natalia was breaking under their failure to understand her needs. Learning that the ache in his chest was real, was related to the magic vampire stuff they’d tied their lives to. Sotii meaning spouses, of all things. Natalia basically proposing to Karen with a kitchen knife. The attack. The surprise allies...

Benj was surprised to find that the last part bothered him the most. The weird vampire stuff was... well, weird vampire stuff. He’d been waiting for it to crop up. He hadn’t realized how much the utter lack of vampire weirdness the last week or so (aside from the morning cup of blood) had been freaking him out. Until they were waiting for Natalia outside of the cemetery and that tension he’d been carrying in his neck and shoulders smoothed out.

He didn’t want to think about all the vampire weirdness right now. Expecting it and being able to roll with it were two different things. Which brought him back to Karen. Who was rolling with it beautifully and...

Maybe Benj should just take a page from her book. He didn’t understand all this vampire stuff, but – he glanced back at Marcus – it had given him a chance at something he wanted and never thought he’d have.

Benj glanced in the rear-view mirror and was surprised to meet Natalia’s gaze. He smiled. “Natalia?”

The happiness from her conversation with Karen dimmed a bit but she said, “Yeah, Benj?”

“What you were telling us before, about being sotii.” And fuck but she tensed up. Benj went on as calmly as he could with his heart hammering in his chest. “I’m not angry. And I want to try to make this – whatever this is – work.”

He only got a glimpse of Natalia’s smile before he needed to focus front again. But that glimpse was enough.

“Alright lovebirds,” Victor said, pulling into a motel parking lot, “we’re here. You can continue being cute when we’re all inside walls.”

Natalia

As soon as the doors opened, all of my sotii were back on duty. They surrounded me as we moved from the van to the door to the single room Emil had booked for us.

Emil and Ozana, my sort-of grandparents, had a room at a different motel – I didn’t know where. They were going to activate backup identities and go to ground. Vasile and Tamarra Sudsworth, the Clan Lună members who had shown up so suddenly at my door, were elsewhere too. They had wanted to come with us but Marcus had put his foot down, and I agreed.

It would be harder for our enemies to find us all if we split up.

So we exchanged phone numbers and I promised to be in touch.

The room was meant for a small family, which meant it was nearly large enough to fit us and our gear when everyone was standing.

As I looked around the room, at all my sotii armed to the teeth and ready to defend me... I was suddenly overwhelmed with the memory of the dead bodies of my attackers. With the realization that life as I knew it was over. With horror and shame and fear and...

I’d been alright on the ride, alright at Mama’s grave. Alright as long as I kept moving, had a goal to work toward.

Alright as long as I didn’t think about the future and what came next.

This morning, I’d been completely fucking up with my sotii, and now... now I needed to be clan leader.

I excused myself to the bathroom, turned on the water – hoping it would drown out any noise I made – sat on the toilet, and covered my face with my hands, trying to breathe through a chest gone tight. Fighting to not cry, not scream.

For several minutes, I sat there, rocking. Facing the truth.

“I can’t do this.”

~~~
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When I was able to stop crying finally, I washed my face with cold water and put on the best confident smile I could.

I stepped back into the overcrowded motel room and pretended not to see the concern on everyone’s faces. “Sorry I took so long. I know you all probably want to get clean too.”

After a moment, Leyla started stripping off her gear. “None of us are too bad,” she said, “and you take all the time you need – it’s been a long day for all of us. But hot water – if this place has any – will feel good.”

“Amen,” Victor said from the room’s single chair. He’d pulled it up to the window and aside from that one glance at me, looked like he was dozing. “I can wait for my turn, though. Sleep first.”

I took a deep breath and decided to take a chance. “If you really wanted to sleep, you should be in bed,” I teased.

He turned enough to flash a grin at me, giving me a chance to see him in profile. For a moment, my breath caught and I just wanted to trace the long lines of his face.

“Naw,” he said. “Not going to interfere with the honeymoon.”

I blinked. When that didn’t help I looked around the room, like an answer might pop out of a corner somewhere. “What?”

Benj was sitting in one of the corners cleaning a gun. He chuckled and said, “We figure the love birds get the bed tonight.” He ducked his head and I was pretty sure he was flushing as hard as I was. “Hell of a wedding night, but we can pretend not to listen.”

Lună help me, did he just... he did... Leyla winked at me as she chivied a confused looking Karen toward the bathroom. “Don’t worry, there’s always plenty of cold water for showers at these places.”

And somehow she made it okay. And I was laughing, laughing until tears rolled down my face. Until I sank to the floor, sobs mixed in with laughter turned hysterical.

Leyla’s voice. “I’m going to hug you now.”

I couldn’t answer, but I nodded. Nodded and nodded and... arms were around me. A door opened, closed, and my chest eased as Karen was there. “Oh,” she was saying, as Marcus’ large hand rested on my shoulder, “It’s time. I should have known, but I don’t have a timeline for this. Should I have a timeline for this?”

“It happens to everyone,” Leyla said as Karen paused. “After a bad fight – and your first fight is always a bad fight – we all get hit somehow.

“I don’t... I don’t...”

“They’re right, Natalia,” Marcus’ steady voice from behind me. “And your first firefight on top of, well, everything. If you hadn’t crashed soon I would have worried.”

The reassurance from my sotii, from my first, was the last straw. The tears in the bathroom were nothing compared to this. Finally, still crying, I fell asleep.

Marcus

Marcus picked Natalia up and carefully moved her to the bed.

“Have we heard from the others?”

Leyla nodded. “The grandparents are in place. As planned, they’ll observe the town for folks following us and do what they can to erase those identities. Ozana thinks they’ll be safe for the time being and promises to stay in touch.

“Vasile and Tamarra are at a motel down the road. I didn’t give them our exact location, but they know we’re nearby. They still expect us to go with them to meet the rest of the clan tomorrow.”

For a moment no one said anything. The silence was... eloquent.

“That’ll be up to Natalia,” Marcus said, “But I take it I’m not the only one with concerns.”

Karen had moved to sit next to Natalia on the bed. In her sleep, Natalia wrapped herself around Karen. For a moment, Marcus wanted nothing more than to lie down with them. To feel Natalia close to him after the painful separation he had forced on them. (It was the vampire magic, he reminded himself. But he remembered how her voice had affected him from the first moment and wondered...)

“I don’t like the timing,” Benj was saying.

Marcus compromised with himself by sitting on the floor next to the bed. Not touching, but close enough he could hear Natalia’s breathing.

Karen was nodding. “The timeline is weird. It’s... not wrong? Not...” she grumbled and pulled out a knife and honing rod. “I thought I was missing a people thing again.”

Victor, from the window, grunted.

No said anything for a few minutes. Finally, Marcus sighed. “It’ll be Natalia’s decision,” he repeated. “Victor, you have first watch. Trade-off every two hours and keep your weapons close.”

They’d worked together long enough that he didn’t need to set a specific watch order. But Natalia’s breath tickling the back of his neck made him hesitate. She’d moved closer to him. For a moment the only sound was the quiet scrape of Karen’s honing rod on the knife and a car driving by outside.

“She’ll want a turn too,” Benj said softly, and Marcus nodded.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “I’m not going to shut her out again.”

“Better not,” Victor muttered.
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