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        Since the Slaughterhouse Rout, Daniel has nursed his abilities, but the decision he faces will change his life and those of everyone around him.

        Whether the change is positive or not remains to be seen.

        Cressida fears that history will repeat itself. Once before she lost everything she held dear, but after centuries of hiding she must face her past in order to forge a new future.

        Has she waited too long and pushed Daniel away too well?

      

        

      
        The darkness draws closer... How will it end?
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        Many years have now passed since I wrote this story. It feels like I’ve waited forever for the rights to revert back to me. I first requested them back in 2017, and it does seem like forever!

        Of course, 2020 has been such a strange year, that everything feels like it’s been a lifetime. I hope you’ve stayed well during this time.

        Back to the matter at hand, though. Here we are, releasing the new version and I have to say, I feel that it’s a better and brighter story for the change in edits and the tweaking that’s gone on.
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        The journey ends here

        Among tears and sleepless nights

        The shadow of failure and success on a knife edge

        Ever present

        My companion at all times

        But in the darkness comes a truth

        Where we can only do our best

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for joining me on this journey.

      

        

      
        Imogene Nix

        2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      The crackle of firelight played over the features of the three women. They were so different—one small and dark-haired, perched in the high-back armchair she preferred. The redhead favored a boudoir chair; her legs crossed at her ankles and a book resting on her lap.

      The third woman chose to reclined in a new armchair after insisting it sit in the center of the room. She’d raised the footrest and pushed the back to recline so it cradled her body, as she twined her blonde strands idly.

      Now that the nights were cooling, they had gathered in their chairs gazing at the fire, seeking warmth.

      “You know, I never expected it to get to this point.” Jemima, the youngest, rubbed her eyes. “That we’d have to…interfere so much!”

      “They don’t seem to be the most…organized group of people. But the prophecy is quite clear.” Selena settled more deeply into her seat. Around her, the other two women groaned. She glanced at her sisters and gave a slight smile. “The prophecy has been the only thing that has given us hope over the years, sisters. Do not discount it.”

      “We aren’t, but to be honest, after all these centuries and false starts, how can we be sure that this time it will work? I mean, we’ve found some who could be the ones to end the curse, but never have there been all six with strong enough skills at the right time. Together.”

      “I know that, sister.” Selena rested her hand on Jemima’s arm. “But we must be strong a little longer. This time I’m sure—”

      “Like before?” Selena smiled at Danicka’s prickly comment. Danicka was always tense when she needed to recharge herself.

      “Previously we couldn’t move quickly. Most humans didn’t believe in vampires, or at least they considered them demons. It was imperative that we stayed hidden or we would have ended up like the women in Salem. We all know how badly that went.” Nods around the room indicated agreement. “This time… It’s nothing like before. I feel it in my bones.”

      “You’re sure?” Jemima sounded uncertain, and Selena itched to bring forth a vision of how it would be. If only she could, but there were limitations to her powers.

      “I remember last time we sat around the fire like this, and we each decided who our charges were. I knew back then.” Silence met her words, and Selena was sure they considered her words. Looking for anything that seemed wrong. Seeking problems. Let them do so. That will only make our work stronger. Give us a greater chance of success.

      “Let’s hope you’re right, Selena. Because Danicka and I have done all we can. Now it is in your hands.” Jemima’s voice shook and Selena understood her fears. She too carried them, but if she let her worries take ascendency now, the battle would be lost before it could be won.

      “Take heart, my sisters. This time I feel the power that the three exude.” And she did—it washed over her—filled her with light and hope.

      “I just hope that we can find him.” Jemima frowned, the creasing of her brow a stark contrast to her youthful features.

      “Already done, my sisters.” They gaped at her and she smiled. “Why, Daniel is just about dripping with power. I’d never felt it before, but it occurs to me he needed something to help unlock it. That battle in the animal house…the meat house… What did they call it?”

      Danicka grimaced. “Slaughterhouse.”

      “Yes. The explosion of magic coursed clear and strong after the skirmish. He’s aware of it and wants to learn how to harness it.” Selena tapped her finger against her pursed lips. “Now all we have to do is give his partner a push in the right direction.”

      “Whoever she may be,” Danicka muttered.

      “Yes, well, she’s proving more than a little difficult.”

      Her sisters goggled. “You’ve seen…?”

      The witch smiled widely. “Oh yes. I’ve foreseen them. Now if I could snap my fingers and make it so…”

      Selena reclined into the soft padding of her chair. If only I could make it so. But the human and vampire had to come together of their own choice. They had to be the ones to decide. No amount of pushing or prodding would work. After all, Cressida was too strong a personality to accept gentle nudges.

      Selena focused on the fire dancing in front of her, and as she did, her worries slipped away and sleep claimed her.
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      Attar’s slaves were gone. It had been days since his flight from the place of his warriors’ defeat. The trek through the wilderness had angered him and stole the last reserves of his energy.

      A light glimmered, shining through the gloom ahead. He cocked his head, listened, and, hearing little in the way of humans, headed in its direction. Dawn drew near and he’d need shelter soon.

      For the last few days he’d been a fugitive, slaking his thirst with the blood of animals. But animal blood wasn’t sufficient to sustain him for long. He gagged, remembering the game like taste that had nauseated him. Not for the first time, he thought longingly of the cells, filled with humans, their veins pumping with life-sustaining and gloriously unspoiled blood. “There will be shelter ahead.”

      Where there was artificial light, he knew he’d find humans. Sounds of engines had kept him hiding far longer than he’d wanted, but in this confusing age, caution had ensured he was still alive.

      At the end of the settlement, he stilled. The structure’s walls were metallic and stank of age, human sweat and exertion. He hadn’t lived for so long that he’d forgotten the most basic of cautions. Attar flattened himself against the wall, not for the first time cursing those who’d meddled with his plans.

      A quick look within showed him there was only one person—one human. He smiled, inhaled deeply and let the slow pumping of the human’s heart fill his senses.

      He thanked the stars that this building, in the middle of nowhere, seemed otherwise deserted. He had a choice—slake his thirst and leave the carcass behind, or take enough to sustain him and change the human.

      His eyes narrowed as he chanced another glance around the corner of the doorway. He seemed healthy enough. Young and strong. In that instant, the decision was made.

      On silent feet Attar advanced, sneaking within the tiny ramshackle building.

      The human never heard him.

      The bite was quick. Efficient. The human struggled initially, then Attar felt his power surge, returning with a rush.

      The final trembling heartbeat dragged his senses back. With a savage twist, he withdrew his fangs, then slashed his wrist.

      Thrusting it to the human’s lips, he chanted, “Drink now! Drink deep and be one with me.”

      The human, unable to ignore the demand, fastened his mouth over the weeping gash in Attar’s arm. He latched on and drew hard, like a babe suckling at the breast.

      The cycle began anew.
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      Daniel sighed as he slumped in the seat, cradling his head in his hand. His eyes ached from the hours of squinting at the figures on the table in front of him. They’d started swimming up and down in the last hour, but he was determined to push through. To complete the task he’d set himself.

      “You should rest, Daniel. You’re tired.” He gazed up as his half-sister entered his office.

      “I wish. There’s just so much…” His tired shrug left her frowning.

      “But you told Javed things were going well.” Celina stepped farther into the room, the crackling firelight playing over her red hair.

      “They are, but with the expansion of the nest… There’s much to think of and plan for. Contingencies to put in place.” Budgets, forward planning, reporting both to the Council and the government, the list ran through his head like a reel-to-reel tape. With no form of administrative assistance, the workload seemed never-ending. If only he had time to find an office and hire staff. Until recently, he’d argued against the extra expenses. Then things had shifted gears. Needs he’d thought able to wait until the future could no longer be avoided.

      Each task had a looming due date, complicating matters no end.

      Celina smiled, the wide corners of her mouth extending upward. She rounded the table and laid a gentle hand on his shoulder, kneading it for a moment before stepping away. “I have good news for you.”

      Daniel rolled his shoulders, hoping to release the tension that had taken up residence in muscles that were tightly bunched. “And what would that be?”

      “We’ve decided you need a personal assistant. In fact, Javed says you need a team to work with you, so you don’t have to do everything. We’ve found office space nearby and he’s planning on joining you to inspect it tomorrow evening. It just won’t be available for at least eight weeks, but it should be more than adequate.” The triumph in her voice lifted his flagging spirits. “As for staff… I’m going to begin the process of recruitment tomorrow. Hopefully that will take some pressure off you.”

      “Really?” He ruthlessly chained the buoyant mood that rose inside him. Until a lease was signed and they’d moved into the new work area, he wouldn’t celebrate—not yet, anyway. As for hiring others to assist him? The thought of it released a flood of endorphins. The nest was prospering after months of hard work and effort. The manufacturing plant was finally online and they’d begun to sort out distribution channels for the various blood-related products that would financially sustain the nest. Everything took time, and after months of working long days and nights, he could finally see a future for the House.

      “Yes. Now, as the consort of the Master, I’m ordering you to finish up your work for the night. Besides which, I wanted to see you. It seems like we are always busy and don’t get to sit down and just connect.”

      It was true. With the threat to the nests from Attar, their main roles were incompatible right now. While Celina trained to use her magic, and learned to fight, he’d been working on stabilizing their financial situation.

      “I see the girls are doing well.”

      Celina beamed at him. “They are.” Since the attack on the slaughterhouse, Celina and Javed had formed a strong bond with the girls they’d rescued. They’d grown so close that she and Javed had adopted them. “Lucy is doing really well with her magic studies. She has a lot more power than any of us suspected. Rachel and Marian are both showing an aptitude for math, though they don’t seem to have an ounce of any otherworldly skills. Javed and I hope they will wish to learn about management. But we aren’t going to push them into anything. They’ve had a hard start and we want them to explore the opportunities they now have.”

      He hesitated for a second as her gaze narrowed on him. He glanced away, to the photos of his adopted nieces. “They’re great kids.”

      “Daniel?”

      “I’ve been thinking about what the women—the witches—suggested after you were turned. They said the three. They meant you, Hope…and me.”

      “Or Hope, David and me.” Celina studied him, as if looking for a hint of what he was thinking. “We really can’t be sure of anything. I know they said—“

      “They were so certain. Selena, Danicka and Jemima… They said you…”

      “They could be wrong.” Celina shook her head, as if dismissing his words.

      He’d have to tread carefully here, otherwise she’d latch on to his plans.

      “They’re old, Daniel. Ancient. Like anyone, they’re capable of mistakes. Probably more prone to them because of their age.” She wiped her hand over her forehead.

      The cold ball of fear in his stomach grew, while his mouth dried. “I-I need you to arrange for me to see a training witch.” He wanted to shy away from her gaze, but even though his stomach wobbled a little, he met her stare.

      Her face blanked and he squirmed further. “Why?”

      “I need to see one.” He held out a hand. In his mind, he commanded the well of magic that he’d hidden from her.

      A tiny flicker of light appeared, dancing over his palm. He knew exactly what he was doing. The magic wanted to be used. To be shared and shaped. “I’m not a warlock. At least I don’t think so. I don’t have the problems you had. I can control what I have, it’s just… I think it’s been dormant. It’s… The need to use it has grown since Attar’s awakening. I’ve been making a point of accessing it. Using it. It’s getting easier every day.”

      Her face paled. “Oh my God.” She staggered to a chair and slumped into it. “Why didn’t you ever say…?”

      “Because I didn’t know what I had. Just that I had this thing—power—inside me. Sometimes in the past, stuff would happen, but I never made the connection that it was magic. Since the slaughterhouse, it’s been there, and I became aware slowly at first… I’m too old for traditional testing. I’ve been reading about it, but I remember how you had to learn control. I know how it built up inside you until it was nearly too late. I realized instead of ignoring it, I had to use it. I asked my father about those sorts of things, but he dismissed it. According to him, if I was going to show an aptitude, someone would have picked it up long ago.” He shrugged. How do I explain that I'd kept that knowledge hidden? “I didn’t tell anyone. Not until now.”

      “But if you’re not a warlock, what the hell are you?” She stared at him and he grimaced.

      “I have no idea. I mean, yes, I can control power and I’m male, which should make me a warlock. Yet what I do feels different from you and all the other witches and warlocks of my acquaintance because I don’t need words. It’s instinctual, I think.”

      “I also think if there’s some ability in David, then he should be tested as well,” Javed muttered.

      Celina shook her head. “No. Hope and I discussed that. He’s a null. He was tested at thirteen. There isn’t an ounce of magic in him.”

      He grimaced. “And yet… I guess I’m it, Celina. The only one who can be the third.”
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      Attar smiled as his latest creation woke from the change slumber. “You will call me master and I will teach you to embrace immortality.”

      The woman before him smiled, the points of her needle-sharp teeth flashing. “I thirst.” Her eyes shone a muddy black in the half-light.

      “I will feed you.” He tore into his own wrist and waited as droplets of scarlet blood dribbled into her open mouth.

      She arched up, seeking more, but he held it away so she had to hunt like a baby rooting for a nipple.

      “Soon. First you must swear yourself to me, that you will be my warrior and serve me faithfully in all things.” In his mind, the memory of Jelani, flashed. Jelani, his long-term servant of centuries, had failed him, as had all his previous servants. It mustn’t happen again. This time he’d bind them to his will.

      “I do.” She crooned the words, searching for the blood, but he held his arm away from her reach.

      “Swear it.”

      “I-I swear. Anything. I’ll serve you.”

      “You’ll serve me faithfully?” He impressed the words on the servant’s mind, the magic that bound maker and servant thrumming through him.

      The woman bared her shiny white fangs. “I will serve you faithfully.” She moved, as if pain lanced her body. He knew then that she was bound to him irrevocably. Attar smiled with satisfaction before he gave in to her needs. With a quick move he slashed the newly sealed skin, sending forth a gush of red liquid, which he offered her.

      She latched on and fed deeply as Attar sighed with pleasure, his body moving in the sexual rhythm he’d rediscovered. He would indulge his body. Arousal filled him, warmth flashing through his veins. He’d not felt such pleasure in centuries.

      Attar stared down at his servant. She’d been chosen to meet his physical needs. The best of those he’d stolen from the small settlement. She was tall and willowy with long golden-blonde hair, reminding him of the woman he’d seen in the feeding facility when Jelani had been neutralized. The other woman had been tall and graced with firm, high breasts. He wondered dimly if he could somehow encourage her to join him, before the urgent reminder of his pleasure stole that thought.
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      The words on the parchment, found before the slaughterhouse rescue, ebbed and flowed before her tired eyes. Cressida sighed and let her gaze drift back to the wooden desk. “There must be more. Javed, you said you and Celina scoured the ancient texts? You’ve found nothing so far?”

      Javed slumped into a deep chair in front of her. The exhaustion that pulled at her was also clear on his face, in both pallor and his red, tired eyes. “We did. There were a few notations here and there, but nothing substantive. I’m not so sure that there’s anything more for us here, not now that we know how long he’s been around. All we found was a list of other vampires Attar courted. When we dug deeper and contacted their last known locations, most had died. The few who survived…” Javed gave a slow shake of his head. “Well, we didn’t find any useful information. There is no one single location he frequented that works. No hidey-holes or contacts. An exhaustive search of nests on this continent also came up empty. We could try overseas, but that request needs to happen at your level.”

      Cressida cursed. She would need to contact her overlord, something she was wary of.

      Instead, Cressida considered the small amount of information they had gleaned. Since the Slaughterhouse Rout, as it was now named, Attar had disappeared from view. No matter how hard they searched, they had been spectacularly unsuccessful in tracking his movements. If she didn’t know better, she’d claim he’d used some kind of magical veil to hide his tracks. The sigh that rose in her chest was ruthlessly contained. They knew the one servant he’d relied on was dead. So how had he managed to evade them?

      He teased them, every now and again leaving a body for them to discover. No doubt he found it amusing, watching them scurrying fifteen steps behind him. By the time they’d found his leavings, he’d moved on. The evidence of his movements, though, wasn’t the total sum of murders they would attribute to him. That she could be sure of.

      Cressida bit her lip. He’d accessed assistance, and clearly the humans Attar had tapped were highly connected economically, politically or socially. But who would choose to associate with him, and why? For that matter, had they done these things of their own free will? The questions plagued her day and night.

      They already knew he’d harvested several from the upper echelons of the business world—there'd been a CEO of a major technology firm, a senator and several local elected members among the many. They’d found the remains. At least one socialite had joined his ranks, as she’d been detected helping him gain access to other, more powerful persons. Entrée wasn’t an issue for him any longer. He now had powerful allies.

      One of his latest victims was a politician from Australia, who’d disappeared from an official function just over a month ago in New York. They’d located the withered cadaver in the deserted downtown area, amid slums.

      “We need to find his source of assistance.” She stalked the length of the room.

      “We could try to scry him again,” Celina mumbled. But they’d tried that several times, quite unsuccessfully.

      “No. At this point there wouldn’t be any appreciable difference. Nothing has changed.” She balled her fist, her nails biting into the flesh of her hand.

      “I’m not so sure.” Celina’s words stopped Cressida in her tracks.

      “Just what do you mean by that?” She swung fast, the heel of her boot catching in the loop of the carpet. If not for her speed, she would have toppled.

      “Well, I was talking to Daniel today…”

      Cressida narrowed her eyes on the new vampire, whom had bound her life to Javed. “And?”

      Javed shrugged. “Celina tells me he’s arranged a series of sessions with a training witch. She organized it for him. Someone who might be able to…to work out what powers he possesses.”

      “Powers?” The very word froze her bones to the marrow. “He doesn’t have…” She breathed deeply. She’d never detected any powers in him, and if he had some, she would have felt it. Wouldn’t I?

      The uncharacteristic questioning of her abilities leaked through a chink in her personal defences. Was she losing her ability to lead? Was that the reason they’d not found Attar?

      With difficulty, she shoved the negativity aside and focused on conjuring an image of Daniel. Tall and broad-shouldered, with red hair and piercing green eyes. He’d caught her attention so many times in the past, but she didn’t dally with humans. If she did, well, he’d likely be the one she made an exception for.

      He was also Celina’s half-brother. The thought pulled her up sharply. “Tell me more.”

      “Since the rout in the slaughterhouse, he’s had these urges, I guess you’d call them. He has magic. But”—Celina raised an unsteady hand—“it doesn’t feel like mine. In fact, I don’t read it at all.” Celina shuddered. “I can sense everyone else’s. Maybe not pinpoint what it is or how it works, but with Daniel I can’t. It’s like it’s not there. Yet I’ve seen him work magic.”

      Cressida narrowed her eyes. “You’re sure he has magic?

      “He showed me. Conjured up a flame. Without any incantation.” Celina shrugged, her eyes shadowed.

      Cressida considered her words. Witches wrought magic using the power of words and will. It bent the powers to their needs. So how could this be? It defied everything they presently knew.

      “One second it wasn’t there, then it was. He made it dance, Cressida, right across his palm. Even so, I felt no change in the air.” Clearly shaken by what she’d seen, Celina wiped her hand over her face in a slow and unsteady motion.

      She leaned closer to the young witch mated to Javed. “You’re sure he didn’t say a word? Didn’t invoke any god or goddess?” Her stomach trembled wildly. Can this possibly be true? Is this some missing piece of the puzzle?

      “Not a sound. Why is that do you think?” Cressida grabbed the other woman’s hand, then scanned the Celina's memories.

      “If what you are saying and I’m seeing is right, there is something more happening here. I can’t—” She broke off, unsure how to explain her concerns. If that was the case, they needed assistance. Guidance.

      Their experiences with Hope and now Celina told her they’d need to find his partner. That his power could possibly grow… He’d be a target if Attar ever learned of his powers.

      She shied away from that thought because if she faced it, she’d have to embrace the emotions she’d buried. Ones that made her question the decisions she’d taken. That wasn’t an option.
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      They were sitting in the office when the phone beeped. “Yes?”

      “Sir, the Master has requested that you turn on the screen.”

      Daniel frowned. He rarely received such summons, and they never came in the middle of the day.

      He groped for the remote on his desk as the line disconnected.

      “Reports of an incursion by the rogue vampire captain known only as Attar have been streaming in all night.” On the screen, in the distance, he could see thick plumes of smoke rising over a city.

      “Let’s cross to our reporter on the scene for more information. James, what can you tell us of the attack?”

      “Sally, this building is owned by one of the smaller nests in Brisbane…”

      As Daniel watched, the burn inside his gut rose. He gripped the edge of the wooden desk tight.

      “A spokeswoman from the nest has indicated that upward of  one hundred and fifty people, including young children, lived here. The emergency personnel have so far declined to comment on the situation, but people around me…”

      The screen changed to the serious-looking newsreader in the studio. Her studied look of concern felt to him at odds with the immaculate blonde hair and youthful looks. “Is there any update on the inhabitants?”

      “Sally, the authorities hold grave fears for those who live in the building. The action that took place tonight was unbelievable. We’re hearing unconfirmed reports of up to one hundred combatants involved in the attack. As you can see, what is left is a smoking hulk, and the cordon around the building extends for several blocks in all directions…”

      What would Javed request of them in light of this unprovoked attack? People? Funds? Warriors?

      “…There you have it, Sally. People here are concerned for their safety. This is exactly what we are finding worldwide, with people airing concerns that vampires are dangerous, bloodthirsty and evil. The move to control their population and segregate them continues to gather impetus. Whether it’s right or wrong, though, remains to be decided by the people and the legislators. Back to you, Sally.”

      Daniel flicked off the television before the young reporter could respond. He lifted the receiver he’d replaced and dialed Javed directly at the house.

      The question was immediate. “You watched it?”

      “I did. It’s disturbing that in the last twelve months we’ve gone from unknown solitude to this. Attar has a lot to answer for.” He gripped the handset and waited out the prolonged silence.

      “They need resources over there, but we must ensure that we don’t leave ourselves financially stretched. As yet, we don’t have warriors or nestlings to spare. Run the numbers and let me know what we can do.”

      “I will, but, Javed, we should do more. Something tangible to dampen the growing concerns.” He cleared his throat, wondering how to raise the next topic. “Did…” He paused, sucking in his breath. “Did Celina talk to you about—?”

      “Finding you a training witch? She did. When we come home tomorrow, we’ll discuss it. Celina thought maybe we could talk to Lucy’s teacher.”

      Daniel released the pent-up breath he’d not realized he’d been holding. “Good. That’s fine then. Look, I’ll get onto those figures now and—”

      “Daniel?” Javed’s question stopped him.

      “Yes?”

      “We’ve informed Cressida.”

      In his mind rose a vision of a blonde amazon of a woman. Tall and lithe, with golden hair shot with silver—a woman of both innate grace and immense power. He swallowed carefully, giving himself a moment to think before he spoke again. “What was her response?”

      “It raises more questions than it answers, and I agree with her assessment. Come to my office when we arrive home. I’ll be waiting for those figures.” It took Daniel a moment to realize the buzzing sound in his ear was the disconnect signal.

      Even as he carefully laid the receiver back in its cradle, his stomach churned.

      Nothing would ever be the same again.
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      The gardens were calming, and Cressida desperately needed an interlude between the madness of a day without rest and the meeting that lay ahead. The Masters of all the nests, their Yeux Secondes and various advisors were sure to guarantee arguments before the meeting concluded.

      The sound of tires on the gravel told her that another batch of representatives had arrived. If only the way forward was clear. But in the year since Attar had awoken, nothing had been easy and certainly anything that could have been construed as settled no longer existed.

      She stilled, inhaling deeply, letting the scent of flowers in full bloom fill her. For just a moment she sought and found solitude and peace.

      Searching for her inner balance as the head of the Council was a luxury, and now, in the middle of this war—for that was what she equated this to—the safety of the nests under her protection was her primary objective.

      Soft footfalls dragged away the pretense of solitude. She refused to turn for an instant as her insides quivered and nerves jumped. On a visceral level, she knew who stood behind her.

      “Yes?” She turned slowly and accepted the truth in what she’d divined. In front of her was Daniel. Javed’s Yeux Secondes.

      He gave a formal bow before cocking his head slightly to the side. “Master Javed requests that I let you know we are only awaiting the representatives from the Tudor House. Master Xavier and Hope have been delayed as their new Yeux Secondes arrived to take up his position, leaving the House representatives behind schedule. However, they have contacted us and should be here in about ten minutes.”

      “Ahh… I have a few more minutes.” She gazed at the human in front of her, not for the first time questioning her decision never to consort with human males. “Walk with me, Daniel.”

      The disconcerted look on his face would have been comical if it hadn’t hurt deep in her chest. “Of course, Councilor.”

      The steady thud of his heart sped up as he moved closer, and it was difficult to ignore the sound as it tugged at her senses. The primal connection between them fed her hunger, her gums aching with the need to bare her fangs. She ignored the urge, knowing that such a carnal act would only increase their difficulties. As it was, they treated each other with extreme care and caution.

      For an instant, she wondered if he too felt the stirrings. She gave an agitated flick of her wrist, banishing the dangerous thoughts.

      “Tell me how things are going at the nest. It’s been a year since the investiture.” Cressida received regular reports, but rarely was there an opportunity to talk to anyone about the growth prospects and financial stability. Right now, every moment was consumed with defeating Attar.

      “We have made tremendous strides, Councilor—”

      “Cressida.” She stopped and turned to look at him. There was a mixture of confusion and something else she refused to name on his face.

      “Councilor—”

      A seed of emotion, almost devilry, invaded her. “My name is Cressida. Say it, Daniel.”

      Turmoil churned in his gaze, but he nodded. “Very well, Cressida. We have made excellent progress and the production of the blood-based products has been successful. Thanks must go to the Council for the generous seed grant we received. We hope to turn a profit by the end of the financial year. As to the nest, I believe we should have repaid that loan well within the guidelines stipulated.”

      Cressida gave a small nod. She had expected nothing less since Daniel had taken over.

      He was a dichotomy. Softly spoken, yet with a will of pure iron. He had taken on a new nest in trying circumstances. He’d guided Javed’s decisions and led them into this position where their financial stability would soon be assured. In tough economic times, it was no mean feat.

      She vacillated. There were other questions, other things she needed to know. “Magic. You have it, yet kept that secret.” She avoided looking at him now.

      “No. Yes. Not purposely.”

      She made a sound that was reminiscent of a growl, dismissing his half-truth. That would have to be dealt with later. “Show me.”

      He blinked at her order, then thrust out a hand. There in his palm lay a tiny rose. With a small bow, he held it out to her. The touch of his fingertips gently brushing her hand, had her senses leaping and energized her. She burned where they touched.

      Her gaze wavered a little. Her heart beat a little faster in her chest and she wanted to… She snapped out of the cloud of introspection. “When did you know…?”

      “After the slaughterhouse. I didn’t know, had no concept that I could do something like this. After the rout it was there and I…” From the corner of her eye she saw him shrug. “I honestly don’t know what to say. It wasn’t until then and I needed to talk to Celina—“

      “You should have made disclosure.” He flushed and she turned in his direction, needing to read his face. “It isn’t a secret you can keep, not now, when we need everything, every tool to defeat Attar.”

      “Cressida, I couldn’t tell you because I didn’t know…” He stepped forward, and his scent invaded her senses, heady and male.

      “But you told Celina?” A small seed of hurt, the one she’d buried during Celina’s briefing, raised its head. It made no sense, she was so far removed from day-to-day interaction with Daniel. Yet the pain remained.

      “She’s my sister.”

      In a quick move, Cressida turned her back to him. It wasn’t quite a dismissal, she rationalized, but time marched on and the meeting was due to start soon. “We should go in now.”

      For a moment he remained still. The burn of his gaze cut through her and she wondered if he could read minds, then loosed a sigh.

      This wasn’t the time or the place, and Daniel wasn’t—couldn’t—be the man to change her ways now.

      “Is that all you wanted to talk to me about?” His words came from her shoulder. Close… Too close for comfort.

      “Of course it was.” They remained still, while inside her the hunger she battled to bank roared to life.

      “Fine.”

      Cressida waited as Daniel turned away, then tried to block out the sound of feet on gravel. She failed.
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      Cressida hadn’t told him everything that she was thinking, he was sure of it. Over the years, he'd learned to read people’s reactions. Right now that intuitive radar was buzzing off the scale. Of course, it could be because he found her intensely attractive. Her golden hair and wide, generous mouth, her sapphire eyes and cool demeanor intrigued him. He felt sure there was more to it than that, though.

      Now, as she stalked into the room, her eyes held a frigid quality. Sometime between their brief discussion and this very moment, something had upset her. He wanted to soothe her and had to work hard to distract himself from the overwhelming emotion of cold fury. It was surprising and unsettling to realize that his interest in her delved to such deep levels.

      Cressida took a moment to look over the attendees in the room, her presence commanding as she waited for silence to descend.

      “Thank you for coming on such short notice. As you know, our Australian friends have been under attack, their nests facing annihilation and their human partners slaughtered. This morning I received a request for assistance through our Overlord, Gianna.” As her eyes roamed the room once again, he could feel the cool wind of her glance. Those gathered in the house clearly found it unnerving, as more than one person flinched.

      “Now, I understand the situation is difficult. I am aware of the financial constraints many of you face. I’m aware that giving such support to our brothers and sisters could leave us open to similar attacks. We must prepare, as we know this is not the first, nor is it likely to be the last, such attack. It is clear Attar has amassed a band of followers to wage war for him. My fear is that with the strength of his forces growing, we are going to be overrun.”

      Now Daniel looked at the vampires and their Yeux Secondes nods. They watched and waited, some whispering among themselves, but Daniel didn’t detect any note of disagreement.

      “Even so, we must help our brothers and sisters. The scourge of Attar must be checked.” Javed spoke clearly and Daniel, seated to his left, watched heads swivel their way.

      Cressida’s eyes glittered in the low light. “Indeed we must. My concern is that we don’t endanger our own nests while doing so.”

      Daniel surged up out of the seat he’d been filling during the meeting. “As much as this is of import, we also need to address the other issues, Councilor.” When Cressida turned her gaze on him, he had to check the breathlessness that assailed him.

      “And they would be?” Her tone was glacial and he grimaced.

      “On the public relations front we’ve failed. It is imperative that we promote both vampires and nests as peaceful. Since we’ve been outed, the growth of ill feeling and outright anger against our lifestyle has increased, and I’m only talking in the last twelve months. Since the rout, businesses have actively avoided dealing with the nests and the humans who serve them. People refuse to acknowledge nestlings, and this has flowed through to schools, medical facilities and so much more. For those of us who serve, our very way of life as humans has been endangered just as much as that of our vampires.”

      An audible gasp spread through the room at his provocative words, but as much as some were professing shock, he spoke only what others had been thinking. He knew many of his peers had spoken quietly of these things. “Something must give.”

      “Indeed, Daniel. Then perhaps you have a plan to deal with this?”

      He squirmed at Cressida’s tone.

      He had no idea what he’d done to deserve such derision from her, or how her attitude toward him had soured since they’d talked in the garden. “Not yet, Councilor, but with your permission, perhaps myself and my peers could construct some kind of campaign to address this?”

      “Fine. Do so. Report back to me as soon as possible.” His dismissal was clear, so he gave a sharp, deep bow and resumed his seat.

      For the rest of the meeting, he watched and listened, but he refused to speak again.
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      Cressida detested contacting the witches’ Conclave, but with the news of Daniel’s powers there was no help for it.

      Even as she reached for the phone, her stomach pitched. There was an unwritten rule that a vampire did not change a witch without the consent of the Conclave, yet Celina’s turn had been the only thing that would save her life. Something the Matron—the woman who headed the Conclave—refused to accept with equanimity.

      After the fiasco with Celina, and her change, there had been a distinct frostiness to the relationship between the head of the magical community known as the Conclave and the Council. In fact, it had taken a lot of promises and hard work to encourage them to continue their diplomatic collaboration.

      There was a chance this encounter might make things worse—something she wished she could avoid.

      The line rang several times before she heard the answering click.

      “Councilor, to what do I owe this dubious pleasure? You are about to turn another of our kind? Or maybe you need our assistance with securing your nests?” The sickly sweet tones of the Matron set Cressida’s teeth on edge.

      Be calm, and above all, courteous.

      “Matron, I am ringing you to make you aware of a member of one of our nests. He’s a magic wielder, but I’m not sure—”

      “Then he would be one of ours. We will require him to relocate—” The woman spoke in rapid-fire, and Cressida raised her hand to her already aching brow.

      She’d hoped to be pleasant to the woman on the other side of the line. Obviously the Matron wasn’t reading from the same song sheet. Every conversation she’d had with Elena, the new Matron, since their run-in had left her in the same state.

      “Well, that’s where the problem lies. You see—”

      “No.” The woman interrupted again and Cressida ground her teeth together. “I don’t care what problem you might be imagining. The magical belong to the Conclave. You will surrender him immediately.” The words were cold and demanding.

      “He’s not got normal magic. And he’s a Yeux Secondes, so I cannot hand him over, as you are aware. That is why I am contacting you personally. One of your people, or you, Matron, will wish to come here and assess the situation.”

      For a second there was silence on the line, then it was broken by a hiss. She could almost see the woman glaring at her, eyes narrowed.

      Another second ticked by and Cressida curled her hands into fists, ready to battle for the livelihood of the new nest if necessary. She knew, too, that she also battled for Daniel.

      “Very well. However, Councilor, you will make preparations to surrender him to his peers with all due speed once I have undertaken his evaluation, and a replacement has been found. Expect me there tomorrow.” With those words, the line cut off and Cressida raised her aching head, then pushed up from her seat.

      Stalking from one side to the other of her office didn’t dampen the anger that roiled inside her. A knock on the door stopped her and she spun to face it just as it opened.

      Samra, her second and guard, entered the room. “So it’s done?”

      Cressida nodded without a word, knowing Samra would pick up on her frustration. They’d been friends for a long time, and when Cressida had assumed her position on the Council, she’d requested that the female warrior join her.

      “You know dealing with the Conclave is difficult, particularly when it relates to a Yeux Secondes. But that isn’t the full explanation for why you’re in here nearly burning with anger and have a splitting headache.”

      Cressida glared at Samra, who stood inside the door.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Cressida. You’ve been watching him like a glass of fine blood wine since you met him. Why not take him as a lover? Get it over and done with.”

      “Do you honestly think I haven’t considered that?” She rose, anger vibrating in her veins. “But I won’t. I don’t take human lovers.”

      “Then find a vampire who you can—”

      “No.” The thought soured her stomach and she turned away, unable to face even the thought of another touching her.

      “Fine.” Samra hissed and advanced into the room. Cressida sensed steps and moved to stand behind her desk, reinforcing that the discussion was complete.

      “So when are they due to arrive?” Samra’s voice carried an understanding that nearly tore the emotions from her chest.

      “Tomorrow.” She choked out the words and placed her fingers on the glass of the window before her. “Leave me.”

      For a moment there was only silence. Then, “As you wish.” The door closed behind Samra. Cressida loneliness assailed her. If only…
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      Daniel watched the gardens flash by as he gazed out of the window. They'd arrived, the driver steering through the imposing gates before the car purred up the long drive while he’d been lost in thought.

      The house before him glowed like a beacon in the night—one he’d rather be passing by, he thought with frustration. Or visiting so he could come to terms with the enigma that was the Councilor.

      Inside was Cressida. He’d dreamed of her the night before. All golden skin and luscious curves he’d run shaking hands over. The warmth he’d experienced suffused him again.

      “Get your head in the game, Daniel.” But, as with every other time he’d told himself that, it made no difference. He’d woken in the wee hours, aroused, his body bow-tight and aching.

      He wanted her—and that wasn’t nearly a strong enough worded description of the burn deep inside him. Every time she was near, since he'd first laid eyes on her, his reaction tore at him, demanding not just his attention but also his total concentration. His body reacted with more than an adrenaline surge every time she looked at him, but the hunger of his body and the way he felt this soul deep connection. Never before had he responded to a woman so totally. It wasn’t just sexual. He felt a need to protect her too. And wasn’t that plain crazy given she was a Mistress Vampire, both old and strong enough to break him?

      He'd first met her in the house meet and greet, where he’d merely been a contender for the position of Yeux Secondes in Javed’s house. A nestling without a future. Since then, he’d seen her on a regular basis. Each time the flame of need grew hotter and more demanding. If he didn’t do something to quell his hunger soon, he was sure the conflagration would devour him.

      The car pulled up outside the house and he inhaled deeply. He’d need all his wits for the interview that lay ahead with the Matron and the Councilor.

      The door creaked as he opened it and stepped out. “Best done quickly, Daniel.” He hastened toward the door, but before he could knock it opened to admit him.

      “Come in, Master Daniel. Cressida is awaiting you in the Council Room.” Samra, Cressida’s second, indicated the large oak door ahead. Copper spikes stood proud and he smiled at the sight, as he always did. Only a vampire like Cressida would have a door impregnated with a metal that was poisonous to them.

      He pushed through the entry and there she sat, regal and distant, her figure nearly swallowed by the deep ruby leather seat.

      She looked cool and in control. Beside her sat a large blowsy woman—the Matron, David thought, swiftly noting the body language. Both women lounged, but where Cressida rested her hands lightly on the arms of the chair, this other appeared to be forcefully gripping her hands together. The Matron sported a beige pantsuit which highlighted her brassy red hair, making it seem tacky and altogether cheap. The overwhelming impression he got was that she couldn’t compete with the composed but remotely lovely woman seated beside her.

      “Is this him?” Without waiting for Cressida’s answer, the woman rose, and Daniel stepped forward, as a frisson of power rippled through the air.

      He inclined his head. “You must be the Matron. My name is Daniel and I am the Yeux Secondes of the house al bin Habbad.” He bowed as appropriate to her status.

      “Good.” She hovered, gazing deeply into his eyes, as if all the secrets he carried were hidden in view. “Now show me what you can do.”

      Before he could open his mouth, she held up her hand. “Not yet. Just let me…” She walked a circle around him, making him feel like a bull on display.

      She laid her fleshy fingers on his wrist and pressed. Her touch was cold and he tugged away, recoiling from the oily sensations that traveled through his nerves.

      The Matron frowned. “I don’t sense any vibrations of magic.” The mutter was teamed with a shake of her head.

      Daniel glanced to Cressida, who gave a tiny shake of her own head. He read the unspoken command. Stay still.

      Daniel kept his counsel and watched as the Matron turned in Cressida’s direction. “You are sure?”

      Cressida’s smile was thin. “Oh yes. He’s demonstrated his powers, but they aren't like the normal warlock skills. Not as I’ve ever encountered, anyway.”

      He remained silent, given he had little to offer the discussion at this point.

      “But surely…” The woman turned back in his direction. “Show me something you can do.”

      At Cressida’s nod, he made a tight fist, clenching his fingers until the knuckles whitened. The Matron had watched the quick byplay and scowled. Daniel couldn’t help the tiny hint of satisfaction that flared deep inside his gut.

      With a flick, he opened his hand and imagined a tiny flame blazing. It burst to life on his palm.

      The Matron stepped back. “How…? Have you learned a silent incantation?”

      “No, Matron. I imagine it there, dancing on my palm, and it appears.”

      The Matron shook her head and Daniel chanced to look back to Cressida. She didn’t smile, but the tight lines at her mouth had eased somewhat.

      “No warlock or witch can do that. The use of magic must be conscious. It is the first of the Tenets of Wielding. Capturing and using it cannot be unconscious. It’s never been found to be like that.” Genuine surprise filled the Matron’s utterance.

      “For me, it isn’t. I simply think and it happens.”

      The Matron’s lips thinned, white pressure lines appearing at the corners of her mouth. “What else…? Do something different.” She turned and pointed to a small wooden item on the desk. “Make that ruler fly.”

      Daniel bowed, then inhaled deeply and imagined it rising slowly, before setting it dancing and tumbling end over end around the table. After his slow circuit he made it slowly descend to the leather tabletop before removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes.

      “So? Is he a warlock?” Cressida rose as he opened his eyes.

      “I… No.” Her tone was filled with frustration and anger. “For a witch or warlock to do such things, they need an incantation. It’s clear he isn’t using one. He… Our charter is only for witches and warlocks…” The Matron shrugged sharply.

      He could tell she was at a loss as to what came next. A spurt of satisfaction bloomed before quickly dying away.

      “If he isn’t a warlock, what is he?” Cressida laid both hands on the arm of her seat and leaned forward.

      “I-I would need to consult the Oracle. But he’s a magic wielder, so he should be with us.”

      Cressida snorted, which he considered being highly unusual. “He doesn’t fit your charter. That means he isn’t one of yours.”

      “I never—”

      Cressida surged from her seat and bowed to the woman. “I thank you for your time, Matron.”

      She shooed the woman toward the door as Daniel watched with a mix of dismay and amusement in equal parts. So, if he wasn’t a warlock, then what was he? Some kind of aberration? An abomination? It was now clear that something odd ran in the family, with Hope’s and Celina’s skills lying somewhere outside the normal boundaries of magic too.

      The door banged shut and the thud tugged him from his thoughts.

      “Daniel… I’m sorry she reacted as she did.” There was uncertainty in Cressida’s voice. He ignored it. His gaze rested on her face.

      He shrugged. Fury rose. He’d had to perform for the Matron, then Cressida had once again become the soft woman he’d met in the garden. The ups and downs of her reaction cracked open the seeds of anger.

      “We need to work out what you are. To find out—”

      Daniel raised a hand, stopping her from speaking. “I wish I knew what the hell I was. Then you might be able to—” He bit off the words.

      See me as your equal. The words had been there, right on the tip of his tongue. One unguarded second was all it would have taken.

      He knew better. She was a vampire. A Councilor. He was merely human and a Yeux Secondes.

      It was all too much and he needed to escape before he betrayed himself and his fascination. Daniel refused to face that humiliation, so instead, he bowed deeply. “With your permission.” It wasn’t a question.
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