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​CHAPTER 1
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Charles Matthews did not want to be here.  He would rather be anywhere else.  And yet, here he was.  Sitting in one of the large inner conference rooms in the old Empire State building with a bunch of pompous immortals who couldn’t get their heads out of their own asses if they tried.

He fought the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose in utter frustration.  

Nathaniel, a thousand-year old vampire of the High Council of New York, asked him the same question he’d asked every year during their annual meeting.  “And how does Jacques intend to transport hundreds of slaves to Europe when oversea transport has been impossible for nearly two centuries?”

Ten years he’d spent here trying to convince the council to approve of his Maker’s business plans.  His gut twisted every time he sat in this room, telling the elite members of the plan’s merits.  Lies.  All of them.  But lies were his specialty.  His personal trade that got him where he was today.  The right hand man of Jacques de Portea, the wealthiest slave owner on the eastern seaboard of what was once the United States.  

In the calm, neutral voice he’d learned to master over the four centuries since his transition, he rattled off his answer.  “As you know, sir, slaves are the most valuable asset in the supernatural world.”

“Don’t spout obvious facts.  Get to the point.”  Nathaniel sat back in his luxury leather chair, drumming his fingers on the armrests.  

Charles dipped his head.  “My apologies.  Such a valuable asset is useless if we are limited by the number of entities we can trade with.  Sanguina boasts a large slave population.  Enough, in fact, that we could become the world’s largest supplier if we play our cards right.”

Sanguina was what replaced the eastern United States after the vicious Blood Wars ended in the mid-21st century.  When the monsters had come out of hiding, humanity responded as it always does.  With hatred and hostility.  War ensued as the vampires and lycans joined forces for the first time in history.  Finally, after nearly a decade of war, and depleting the world of most of its energy reserves, the wealthiest and most powerful humans retreated to the poles, taking what remained of their technology with them.  Those humans left behind were killed or captured and enslaved.  

“But how would we transport them?  The planes and ships once used to cross the oceans have been abandoned for a hundred years.  The fuel is gone.  Why do you think we’ve been forced to travel by horseback or carriages again?” Nathaniel flicked his hand to signal someone behind Charles.  

Charles didn’t bother to look behind him as he heard the tiny squeak from the young girl who hurried to the wet bar in the corner of the room.  With shaking hands, she opened the mini fridge, one of the few remaining technologies they’d managed to retain, and pulled out a decanter filled with crimson liquid.

“We’ve barely just gotten the hydropower generators for the city online—-”

“And just in time, too.”  One of the other members interrupted.  “Our final reserves of fossil fuels were about to run out completely.”

“Exactly,” Nathaniel said, taking the too-full glass from the girl’s trembling fingers, a spot of blood fell onto his pristine suit.  He glanced down at it before giving her a deadly glare.

She stumbled back, eyes wide and voice stuttering.  “Oh...my...I’m so...ssss...sorry...sir.  Let...let me...get you another jack...jacket.”

Nathaniel’s smile sent a chill down his spine.  “Don’t bother.  Accidents will happen.  But you will have to get a handle of those frazzled nerves of yours if you want to keep this position.  Mmmm?”

Nodding her head erratically, she moved back towards the door.  “Of...of course...sir.  Th...thank you, sir.”

“Now, run along.  I’ll buzz you if I need you again.”

She bowed before darting out the door at near super-human speeds.  

Nathaniel peeled his jacket off and threw it over the back of his chair.  “As I was saying, we have no way to cross the oceans anymore with fossil fuels depleted and we’re years, possibly decades, away from revitalizing the humans’ old nuclear programs.”

“That’s the beauty of my Maker’s plan.”  Charles leaned forward, feigning enthusiasm as he continued.  “We wouldn’t need to wait for any special technology developments, and it doesn’t require fossil fuels at all.”  He paused for the dramatic effect expected from him.  “Just as we’ve brought back the old ways of horse and carriage, we return to the old ways of seabaring.”

“Good gods,” the other member snorted.  “You want us to build armadas?”

“Why not?” he shot back, ignoring the bile in his throat as he said this next fact.  “It worked for the original slave traders of the Americas, didn’t it?”  

Millions of slaves had crossed the seas between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries.  A startling number didn’t survive the journey, but that was a fact his Maker didn’t particularly want him to emphasize.  

Nathaniel stroked his sleek, trimmed goatee and surveyed him with a keen eye.  When he remained silent, Charles took that as his sign to continue.

“The colonists and Americans made a fortune capturing, transporting, and selling the foreigners as slaves.”

“Yes, but it also takes a fortune to capture and transport slaves.”

“Well, you see, sir.  That’s the brilliance of it.  We already did the capturing.  The humans are already in our possession.  We’re already paying for their upkeep.  Food, shelter, clothing.  And since contraceptives haven’t been produced for several generations now, the populations are rapidly expanding.  To be frank, sir, we have more slaves than we need.  Why not make some money from the surplus?”

Charles should find it ironic that he found himself arguing for the very practice of slavery that he’d fought against as a young human all those centuries ago.  Too many centuries ago.  And yet, not enough.  Every year he’d spent with his Maker had chipped away at his humanity.  Made this conversation no more difficult than getting dressed in the morning.  This was the easy part of his role as Jacques’ faithful “son.”  

A wave of icy dread sang through his frozen body and he clenched his jaw and slowly rose from his chair.  “Unfortunately, my most esteemed gentlemen, my Maker summons me.  I must return home at sundown.  Could I give him your answer?”

Nathaniel glanced around the table of nearly a dozen immortals.  Each of them gave him a tiny nod.  “It would seem we’re...interested.”

Halle-freakin-luah.  Ten damn years to get this far, but it was just what Jacques would want to hear.

“But tell Jacques we want to hear the details from him before we begin the execution of his brilliant plan.”

Charles bowed his head.  “Of course, sir.  He shall be happy to hear it.”

A few short hours later, he left the Empire State building with his suitcase in hand.  The human assigned to “assist” him on this mission took his bag and loaded it with the others on the back of the carriage.  

“Ready, sir?” The human asked as he held the carriage door open for him.  

Not remotely, he thought, but gave the human a stiff nod instead and climbed in.  The carriage lurched forward and he settled into the seat for the long, tedious journey ahead.  From the inside pocket of his overcoat, he pulled his ancient, tattered copy of Beowulf out and opened to his favorite line.

It is always better to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.

That had always been his goal.  Not power.  Or wealth.  Vengeance.  And it was coming.  He could feel it.  Straight down to his cold, dead heart.  It would be his.  Soon.

***
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NESSIE GROANED AS HER bracelet buzzed.  Again.  

Ugh.  Not yet. 

She wasn't ready to face another day.  Not when every day sucked as much as the last.  

Rolling over, she pulled the thin scrap of blanket over her head.  As much as she wanted to doze back off and return to the land of better dreams, it wasn’t possible.

She squeezed her eyes shut as the first jolt from the bracelet sent painful tingles up her arm.  She’d worn the stupid thing for as long as she could remember.  Thankfully, she’d been too young to remember the delicate wires being surgically implanted into the nerves of her wrist.  As she’d grown, the wired device remained in place and the bracelet was updated to fit her growing body.  It had been nearly three years since she’d gotten this latest one.

She glared down at the flashing screen as another painful jolt went through her.  KITCHEN.  Growling, she shoved the blanket off her.  Damn thing wouldn’t leave her alone until she stepped into the kitchen of the immense mansion she and her family lived in since before she was born.  

Another jolt shocked her.  Each one more painful than the last.

“Fuck!” she cursed, wishing she could tear the horrid reminder of her state of life from her wrist and break it into a million tiny pieces.  Unfortunately, the steel band was too strong for her human fingers to break.  Even if she could get around that, the wires being torn from her flesh would be worse than the jolts.  

Throwing on the same dingy shirt and skirt her mother had made her years ago out of some of Master’s discarded bedsheets, she wrenched open the door to the tiny room she slept in every night.  

She muttered more curses as she hurried through the labyrinth of hallways towards the kitchen.  The bracelet shocked her continuously now.  She’d waited too long to get up, and now it was pissed at her.  

Finally, she crossed the threshold, and the jolts ceased.  She let out an exasperated sigh.

“It’s about time.”

She winced at the grating sound of her mother’s voice.  She turned her head, finding her mother standing at the counter with a potato peeler in one hand, tapping it on the counter and glaring at her.  Rolling her eyes, she snatched an apron from the hook by the doorway.  “Sorry if I didn’t run when this stupid thing called.”

Her mother shook her head and returned her attention to the bag of potatoes.  “When are you going to learn, Vanessa?”

She cringed at the name.  She hated it, preferring the nickname her father had given her as a child.  

“C’mere, my little monster,” he’d call, and she’d chase him around their tiny family quarters as a child.  It was her favorite game.  Tackling him and pretending to eat him alive.  “Nessie, don’t eat me!”

Her mother hated the nickname and refused to call her by it.  No matter how many times she’d asked.  

“Besides, you’re old enough to know your place by now,” her mother continued to chide.  

“Old enough to not have to do as your mother says,” Nessie muttered as she tied the apron around her waist.

The peeling sound stopped, and Nessie looked up.  Her mother’s brow creased as she gave her a hard look.  “Maybe, but Jack doesn’t like the attitude. He might’ve let it slide when you were a child, but that excuse is gone.”  Her dark brown eyes drilled into her.  “Learn. Your. Place.”

Nessie bristled as her mother called their Master by his pet name.  “Did you want my help?  Or did you shock the shit out of me for nothing?”

Closing her eyes, her mother took a deep breath and set the peeler onto the counter.  “Peel the rest of these while I make your tea.”

Crinkling her nose, she stepped over to the counter and took over peeling.  The vampires her family served didn’t need food, for obvious reasons, but the dozens of slaves that lived on their Master’s estate did.  Her mother was in charge of making the meals, and often required Nessie’s help.  

Usually, she didn’t mind.  The two worked in comfortable silence most of the time, and Nessie could daydream, letting her mind take her away from this place and into one of her stories.  Sometimes, she’d get carried away and think of him.  But she shut the door on those memories a long time ago, and she refused to allow even a peek inside.  He didn’t deserve her memories, not that he even cared anymore.  He made that abundantly clear the day he disappeared and never came back.  The bastard was gone.  And he could stay that way.

“Come drink your tea, Vanessa.” Her mother placed a steaming mug on the small table in the center of the kitchen. Nessie made a gagging noise as the horrid smell pulled her out of her unwanted thoughts..  Her mother narrowed her eyes and pointed at the mug. “Drink.”

At that moment, her father pranced into the room.  “Good morning, my lovely young ladies.”  His eyes drooped, and the dark bags under them gave away his weariness, but it couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.  

Her mother placed a hand on her hip.  “I’m hardly a young lady anymore, Paul.” 

Skipping over to her, his smile widened.  “You’ll always be young in my eyes, my darling Eva,” he said, pecking her on the cheek.  She rolled her eyes at him and began peeling carrots since Nessie had finished with the potatoes..

Nessie glared at the back of her mother’s head, but quickly put a  smile on as her father turned towards her.  “Speaking of not being young anymore.” He wiggled his eyebrows, pulling a package from under his shirt.  

Nessie’s face heated.  “Dad, you shouldn’t have.”  

Her father was one of the few slaves permitted off the estate to gather supplies like food, clothing, and whatever else Master told him to buy.  Only slaves with a strong family connection were chosen for the task. While her father went to the markets, she and her mother remained locked inside the mansion.  It ensured he returned and never attempted to run off knowing his family would be punished.  Severely.  

Nessie doubted her gift had been on the approved list given to her father for the trip, which meant her father had risked a lot to get it for her.  He really shouldn’t have.

Setting the package on the table, he sang a very off-key version of “Happy Birthday,” his face glowing.  

“Paul,” her mother warned, and he lowered his voice to a quiet whisper.  

“Eighteen already. I can’t believe it.  You’re soon gonna have gray hair like me,” he said, nudging her with his elbow. 

“What gray hair?” She nudged him back before unfolding the wrapping.  Her heart fluttered as her fingers clutched the new notebook and pen. She usually used old napkins or scraps of paper she found crumpled up in trash cans to jot down her poetry. Glancing up at him, she found tears pooling in his eyes. “I love it,” she said and gave him a well-deserved hug.

He clutched her back, sniffling.  “Well, it was your mother’s idea. She said you’d like that.”

Nessie glanced over at her mother, her smile faltering.  Her mother suggested this perfect gift? Surprising. “Thanks, Mom,” she muttered.

Her mother smiled, taking a step towards Nessie and pulling her into a hug.  “You’re welcome, honey.”

Nessie patted her back and waited for her mother to release her.  Then, she and her father sat back down at the table where she admired her gift.  It felt wonderful as she ran her fingers through the crisp, blank pages waiting to be filled.

“Nessie,” her father said, making her lift her head.  “Drink your tea.” He pointed at the untouched mug.  

“But, Dad,” she whined.

​He chuckled. “Don’t ‘but, Dad’ me. Drink.”

Nessie groaned, grabbing the mug and chugging the nasty liquid down just before her bracelet buzzed again.

Her mother’s buzzed at the same time.

She glanced down at the screen.  FEEDING ROOM.

Clenching her jaw, she lifted her eyes.  Her mother’s apprehensive gaze met hers, cheeks flushing before she hastily turned away and cleaned up the scraps.  
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​CHAPTER 2
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It was near dawn when the carriage lumbered to a stop.  Charles tucked his book back into his pocket as the human opened the door.  

“Welcome home, sir.”

Home.  Could he ever really call this place home?  He’d spent more years here than anywhere else in his life.  True.  But it had never felt like home.  Far from it.  It had been where he’d committed his most heinous acts.  Atrocities that his cold, dead heart didn’t bother to dwell on.  

“Thank you.”  He took the suitcase from the human with a stiff smile.

As the human drove the carriage away towards the stables, he took a moment to gather himself.  No point delaying the inevitable.  He swept through the fresh layer of snow that covered the walkway leading to the large, double French doors. Lanterns dotted the path, and the marble columns on each side of the entrance loomed above him. The windmill that generated the estate’s power stood motionless just beyond the garden gate. It was a pretty picture that hid the horror within. 

He stepped into the grand foyer.  A long, red carpet ran along the marble floor and up the winding staircase.  He barely made it through the door before another human came and insisted on taking his bags. Charles nodded, squinting at the balding man who crouched to pick up his heavy suitcase. 

“Paul? Is that you?”  

The man gave him a wide grin. “Good to have you back, Master Charles.”

Charles gaped at him. “Hell, you’ve gotten old. I barely recognized you.”  After spending the last decade surrounded by the ancient and ageless, Paul’s thinning gray hair was a shocking reminder that time had certainly marched on.

Paul laughed, a hearty sound that brightened the gloomy mood Charles had been carrying around with him since he’d received his Maker’s summons to return home. “And I see you haven’t aged one bit, sir.”

“Being undead will do that.” 

“Wait ‘til I tell Nessie you’re back. And on her birthday, no less!” Paul huffed as he lugged the suitcase across the room towards the stairs.  

Nessie. Gods, he’d nearly forgotten about the lively young girl. Those few short years he’d spent befriending the child had been some of the happiest he could remember in his long, immortal life.  Or as happy as a heartless, nearly-numb vampire like himself could get in this lifetime.

“Her birthday’s today?”  He tried to remember how old she’d been when he’d left and mentally tallied up the math in his head.  “That would make her...”

Paul beamed at him. “Eighteen already.  Guess you were right about me getting old, huh,” he said, chuckling and rubbing his balding head.

Eighteen already indeed.  He remembered sitting in the study for hours listening to the little girl tell fantastical tales of adventure.  One of her favorite stories had been Peter Pan. “You’d make a perfect Peter,” she’d chirp. “You never get older.” Even now, he smiled at the memory. Almost made him forget the real reason he was back here. 

“Charles, mon fils!” 

He ground his molars. Speak of the devil. Jacques swooped into the room, grabbing his shoulders. A vivid picture of punching the bastard in the nose crossed his mind. Instead, he managed a smile and hoped his face cooperated. Jacques pulled him in to kiss either side of his cheeks as only a true Frenchman would.  Charles supposed his smile had sufficed.

“Did those old windbags at council ever give you a straight answer?” At least Jacques wasted little time on niceties. Straight to the point. Thank the gods. Less time he had to pretend to smile. 

“Well, sir. The council is interested in your proposal to expand the blood and slave markets across seas.” Charles’s gut churned. It had become common practice to use human slaves again for both labor and blood. His own time spent fighting for the Union during the Civil War made it unsettling, but sacrifices had to be made for his revenge on the son of a bitch clutching his shoulder like a long-lost friend.

“Excellent, excellent.” Jacques stepped away, crossing the room toward the wet bar. Charles resisted the urge to wipe his shoulder clean.

“Unfortunately, the council wants you to give them the details of the operations.  I apologize if this is an inconvenience, sir.  I know you expected me to—-”

Jacques laughed, a cold contrast to Paul’s hearty one. “Of course they do.  That’s their problem.  All talk, no action.  Damn council members will talk us right into an uprising if we don’t get this slave population under control.”  He gave Charles a hard stare as he sipped his Cognac.  “And don’t ever apologize. It’s weak to admit one’s mistakes. Makes other people question you. And we can’t have that, especially now.”

“Now, sir?”

“Mais bien sûr!”  Jacques pointed at him.  “I expect you to hold down the fort while I’m at the council setting up the expansion operations. And these slaves need a firm hand. Hell, even some of the vampires do.  Otherwise, they forget who the master is.”

It took Charles a moment to compose himself. Master... of the entire estate? He cleared his throat. “Are you sure, sir? Aren’t there more experienced-”

“No, no, no.” Jacques shook his head. “You’ve shown me dedication, loyalty, and quite a sharp mind to deal with the council members. You’re the best man for the job. Besides, Kat would be the next eldest, and I’ll be damned before I put a woman in charge of my estate. Who knows what I’d come back to, am I right?”

“Of... of course, sir.  I’m honored to do this service for you,” he lied, forcing himself into a small bow.  Which pleased Jacques immensely. Gods, I fucking hate this.  

***
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NESSIE GRIPPED THE empty mug as she glared at the back of her mother’s head as she wiped the last of the kitchen counters.  A moment later, her mother turned to her with a face set in stone.  “Come, Vanessa.  No point avoiding the inevitable.”

Her father hopped up. “Well, I’m off.  The rest of the market supplies won’t shelve themselves.”  He crossed to the opposite exit towards the storage unit.  As Nessie dragged her feet behind her mother, she glanced back and found a fleeting look of sadness cross her father’s face before he disappeared into the other wing.

She gritted her teeth as her bracelet shocked her.  Five minutes.  That’s how long the infuriating device gave her to get to the destination flashing on the screen. Five. Fucking. Minutes. “Do they expect you to go at vampire speed or do they just enjoy electrocuting us?” she hissed low enough that her mother heard.

Her mother turned and grabbed her arm, her eyes spitting fire.  “Do not speak like that.  Not here.  Not ever.”  Her mother’s voice was in a hushed tone, barely audible even at this close distance.  “Do you understand me?”

Clenching her jaw, she yanked her arm out of her mother’s grasp.  “I’m not a child anymore.”

“Then stop acting like one.”  Her mother spun on her heel and glided down the hallway towards the feeding room.

Another painful jolt got Nessie moving again.  Towards a destination she wanted nothing to do with.  Every step drawing her closer to that horrific moment she could never seem to avoid.

The vampires began feeding on her two years ago.  An experience she would never forget, and never wanted to experience again.  But she did.  Every day.  Like clockwork.  

Nessie scowled as she stepped into the familiar white room and stood next to her mother.  The pristine furniture and spotless walls gleamed in the soft lamplight. Even the sconces were a pale silvery gray.  It was the dumbest décor decision as far as a feeding room went.  But she didn’t make decisions around here.  Or any decisions for that matter.

“Don’t slouch,” her mother chided from beside her. 

She hunched deeper, drawing an angry glare from her mother.  But she quickly straightened as footsteps sounded in the hallway.

Master entered the room. Lowering her gaze to the floor, she bowed her head, mirroring her mother, as he passed them. A second pair of feet crossed in front of her vision a few moments after and her stomach cramped. Logan, the younger male who usually fed from her, had wandering hands and a penchant for sinking his teeth to the bone. 

“C’mon, I haven’t got all day!” Master bellowed as he lounged on the sofa across the room.

She scrambled over to sit on the cushion next to Logan, her eyes focusing on her fiddling hands in her lap. Any moment now he’d snatch up her wrist and dig his ugly fangs into her vein. Her breaths came unevenly, her heart racing, her body bracing for the coming pain.  

“You seem uneasy.”  

Her breath hitched.  That wasn’t Logan.  She recognized that voice.  It had once been her favorite voice in the whole world.  Her gaze shot up. 

It was him. The vampire she had once called friend. Best friend if she was being honest with herself.  Before he’d disappeared, never to be seen or heard from for the last ten years. The one who’d left her here to rot like a forgotten piece of garbage.

“It’s alright.  I’m Charles.”  He reached for her hand as if to shake it.  Was he...introducing himself?  Like they’d never fucking met?  She recoiled, snatching her hand out of his reach.

His eyebrows raised in surprise.  

Shit.  Slaves don’t behave like that.  She hesitated for a moment before holding her arm out, staring at him.  His face was exactly as she remembered.  Bright blue eyes under thick brows that matched his perfectly styled black hair.  

He glanced at her offered hand.  “Are you sure?”

“Are you daft?” Master snapped. “You don’t ask her permission.  She’s a slave, for gods’ sakes!  What did those council members teach you!”  Master’s eyes landed on her.  “Come here, girl.” 

The command that made her knees wobble as she crossed the room.  She peeked at her mother sitting beside Master, her eyes closed as she shook her head silently.  Shit, now she’d done it. She couldn’t just hand over her hand like a good little slave, could she?

As soon as she was within reach, he snatched her arm. She could already feel it bruising beneath his grasp.  Yanking her down onto his lap, his other hand gripped her thigh to hold her in place.  She yelped when his fangs jabbed into her wrist. Even Logan’s bite had never been that bad. Like someone jabbing a needle into your vein and twisting. 

She clenched her teeth as Master took long, painful pulls.   Don’t cry.  Do not fucking cry in front of these assholes.  

When Master released her, he shoved her to the floor. “There. That’s how it’s done.” 

Her ass landed on the rug. Son of a bitch! Now, there was a big red mark someone would have to spend hours cleaning up. 

She turned and glanced at Charles’ face, a calm, unreadable mask except for the slight ticking in his jaw.  Was he upset at her ill-treatment or just anxious to get his own taste of her?  Probably the latter.  She clenched her teeth and picked her sorry ass up off the floor.  Might as well get this over with.

***
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THE WOMAN GLARED DEATH at him as she shuffled back across the room.  Charles wanted to throw an identical look at Jacques, but he managed to keep his face neutral.  Jacques had to think he worshiped his every move, took every barbaric lesson to heart, blackening his soul for the chance at vengeance.  

But watching his Maker rip into that woman’s arm like a savage made him tense with rage. It took serious effort to keep himself from flying across the room and attempting to separate Jacques’ fangs from his jaw.  Which made no sense. He had witnessed Jacques do far worse over the long years. A nasty bite was child’s play for him. Why such a strong reaction now? After all these years? Was his soul crying out for an end to all the depravity?

Sinking back down onto the cushion beside him, the woman’s eyes still held a promise of murder.  There was something...familiar about those eyes. 

As she closed the distance, the scent of her blood wafted towards him.  In a single moment, all thoughts ceased. His mind fogged by the aroma. 

Without thinking, he caressed her hand, lifting it, bringing the taste of paradise closer to his mouth.  Nothing mattered but getting her skin against his lips and her blood inside his body. Nothing else mattered. Not him, not Jacques, not even his revenge. This moment. Only this moment had any meaning for him.

He pressed the tip of his tongue against her open vein.  The first taste was better than he ever thought possible. He mindlessly stroked arm as he sank his fangs into her delicate flesh one inch at a time. As her blood slipped past his tongue, his body flushed. Waves of warmth swept through him. The numbness that kept an icy grip on his body for centuries shattered.  He released her wrist on a silent gasp, his eyes snapping open.

As his mind and vision cleared, a deep scowl on her full mouth caught his eye first.  With her blood pumping its way straight to his heart, he gazed into her bright hazel eyes.  Waves of honey-blonde hair fell over her slender shoulder.  The hint of a brand mark peeked out of the collar of her shirt.

“You’ve done your job, girl.  Now get out.”

Charles’s chest tightened at the reminder that Jacques was still in the room. But the woman didn’t move.  Just continued to stare at him with murder in her gaze.  

“Nessie,” the older woman called.  “Go.”

The name slammed into him like a freight train, and he searched her face for the girl he remembered.  The girl who had always had a smile and a kind word for him.  The girl who jumped with excitement whenever she spotted him.  

Blinking as if coming out of a trance, she pulled her gaze away.  Her throat moved and he spotted her pulse ticking just below the surface of her skin.  Immediately, his fangs throbbed and a fierce hunger clawed at him.  

She bowed her head, swiftly moving toward the exit.

He watched her go, his eyes following every small movement.  His ears picked up on the beat of her heart, a steady thumping that seemed to grow louder despite the increasing distance.  

Look back, look back at me.

When she did, it was clear that the girl he remembered was gone.  Long gone.
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​CHAPTER 3
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Charles stumbled down the hallway as he struggled to get a handle on the sensations rampaging through him.  What the hell was wrong with him? He felt like a fledgling all over again. Only, instead of struggling with the icy cold breaths and widespread numbness, he felt like he was about to combust at any moment.  Like fire licked through his veins, spreading from his chest outward. Sleep, he thought. He needed to rest after the long journey from the council. His kind couldn’t go more than a few short days without blood and rest, or they’d start deteriorating.  Yes, that was it. Gods, please let that be it. Because the alternative...he didn’t even want to think about.

“Charles!”

He groaned as a tall, curvy body crashed into him.  He’d completely forgotten. Katherine. The vampire lover he’d left behind ten years ago.  And hadn’t thought about one bit since. 

“Oh, how I’ve missed you,” she purred into his ear.  

Really? She’d missed him? Doubtful.  Their kind rarely felt more than pure lust as far as romance went.  Their arrangement had been about satisfying their needs, nothing more.  Perhaps she’d missed the attentive lover he’d been, but not him.

His skin crawled as her hands clutched him, and he peeled himself from her embrace.   “Not now, Kat.” 

“What do you mean ‘not now’? It’s been ten long, lonely years,” she moaned, her fingers already gliding under his shirt.  “Haven’t you missed me?”

Obviously, he’d been spot on about what she really missed.  Though, he doubted she’d gone an entire decade without finding another to satisfy her needs.  He hadn’t.  

With his blood rapidly heating with every moment, a quick romp in the sheets might be what he needed.  But he couldn’t even think of touching her without his stomach churning in protest. 

“It’s been a long journey. I need to rest.” His kind didn’t have to sleep every day, but much like humans, too many days without proper rest would have some nasty side effects.  He found his suitcase in the closet already emptied. Paul must have already unpacked for him.  He smiled at the kind gesture before turning back to find Kat pouting.

He rolled his eyes at her, pulling a pair of boxers from his dresser and heading toward the en suite bathroom.  

“I... I could join you in the shower,” she called.  He threw her a stern look. “Fine.” She twirled around, her dark hair flying, and stomped toward the door, turning back to bark at him, “You’ll need your rest in order to please me properly anyway.”

He sighed as he heard the door slam shut. Peace...for now, at least. Heading for the bathroom, he hoped a cold shower would cool his feverish body.  

***
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NESSIE TIPTOED DOWN the hallway towards her favorite morning spot.  She was dying to break open her new notebook.  She usually spent the early morning hours reading the wide array of books available in the study and scribbling away her own stories on scraps of paper she rummaged out of the trash.  But as the door of the study came into view, she hesitated. Light shone from beneath the door and a faint shadow moved within the strip of light. Who would be up at this hour? Everyone else retired for the day.  A pang of disappointment swept through her. She turned to leave whomever it was in peace when the door creaked open. 
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