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“NOW CASEY, WHAT I WANT you to take into consideration is the fact that... through no fault of your own... you’ve led a very isolated life,” my grandfather said with a deep chested, and very serious, sigh. “In a few short months, you were exposed to more danger than any one person should experience in an entire lifetime. On top of that, you fell in love with two brothers -both of which are vampires-, had your hidden magical heritage brought to the forefront and expounded upon, became a vampire yourself, and conceived a child. I just think it would be prudent to slow down just a little. Let’s focus on this pregnancy and get you adjusted to your magical powers and... your vampirism... before you make such a serious and permanent decision as selecting which brother to settle down with. One will undoubtedly be crushed and it will more than likely impact their relationship. There can be no mistakes in your choosing, my child.”

I knew my grandfather’s words made sense, but it seemed to me that picking Geo over Luthias because of the baby I carried in my womb was the right thing to do. It didn’t matter that I loved them both on a fairly equal basis. One was the father of my child and one wasn’t. In my opinion, the choice was clear. Surprisingly, my grandfather, my grandmother, and Gwendoline, didn’t agree.

“I should be with the father of my child,” I stubbornly said.

“There’s no law stating that,” Gwendoline quickly interjected. “In fact, if ye recall, the boys said your child can inherit the vampire kingdom no matter who the father is. Your marriage to Charles sealed his inheritance. I’d say that’s a good thing.” She paused for a moment before adding, “As for your mother’s mutant domain... that goes to the child by default.”

“It’s not the vampire kingdom or mother’s domain that concerns me. I love Geo and I’m carrying his child,” I explained. “It makes sense that I would choose him.”

“It makes sense if you truly love him,” my grandmother said. “Let’s not forget that he’s the first male you kept company with; Luthias being only the second.”

“What about Charles,” I asked with hesitant meekness.

“Ha... we won’t even discuss that beast,” Gwendoline briskly interjected. “That devil isn’t even part of this equation and should be left out of it.” She took my trembling hands in hers and added, “No one is saying ye can’t be with Geo; especially me. He’s my son, after all. What we are asking of ye is that ye put deciding between my boys on the back burner for a bit and focus on our grandchild and your magic lessons. I didn’t mention it to ye earlier because I thought I’d have more time to train ye before ye became a vampire, but ‘tis harder for a vampire to wield magic. I can’t explain the why of it. It just is. Now that ye are a vampire, we’ll have to work doubly hard to balance your magic; especially while ye are still adjusting to your new state of being.”

“Who’s going to help me with my adjustment to being a vampire?” I asked.

“I can,” she offered, “or we can get Abigail to come help.”

“No!” I practically screeched. I cringed at the thought of being in Abigail’s company again. Her lesbian actions on my wedding night still haunted my dreams more often than I cared to admit. It didn’t matter that she was acting upon Charles’s orders to prepare me for him. I found the whole experience revolting. That, and the fact that she’d been Luthias’s lover, made her the last female I wanted to keep company with. “I don’t want that she-wolf within ten feet of me.”

“Understood,” Gwendoline said with a curt nod.

My reaction made it clear I had no intention of forgiving and forgetting. She didn’t know the extent of my dealings with Abigail and I wasn’t about to tell her the story of how that vile seductress drugged me before she did Charles’s bidding and prepared me for my marriage bed. Gwendoline just knew we had negative history. I suspected she thought my angst with Abigail was because she’d been Luthias’s lover for centuries, but I didn’t care. I’d rather she thought that, than admit to the truth.

“You have some time before you deliver,” my grandmother said in earnest. “Can you please take that time to relax and do what’s necessary to assure a healthy birth? After all, it isn’t every day a vampire baby is birthed. I have no experience with it. Have you Gwen?”

“Not enough to call myself an expert,” Gwendoline replied.

“What?” I said with concern as I paced Gwendoline’s porch. “Is there danger for my baby?”

I’d barely managed to hold onto my pregnancy after my life and death battle with my evil, mutant-vampire mother. Laying in my bed while I waited to see if I was going to miscarriage was as traumatic -if not more so- than most of what I’d been through up to that point. I couldn’t even think about any more threats to the innocent little creature that depended upon me for life-support and survival.

“Sit child,” my grandfather softly said, but firmly. “The last thing we want is to upset you. Sit, relax, and listen before you jump to conclusions.”

Gwendoline took my hand and pulled me down onto the top step next to her. She held my wrist and focused on determining my heart rate. It was naturally faster than when I was still human. Vampire’s heartbeats weren’t considered fast until they reached a resting rate of one-hundred-thirty beats per minute, but she knew enough to take this into consideration.

When she was certain I’d calmed down, she explained things more clearly, “First and foremost, I want to make it perfectly clear that ye and my grandchild are not in any danger with this pregnancy. I also want to make sure ye understand that ye are free to choose whichever son of mine ye so desire. I know both of them would move mountains for ye and either one would make a fine husband and father for that babe in your womb. What ye need to remember is that, now that you’re a vampire, conceiving again won’t be as easy. In fact, the odds of ye conceiving again are extremely low. That makes this grandchild all the more special to Millie, Arthur, and me; as I’m sure does for ye.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. It wasn’t that I didn’t want the baby. It was created out of the love I shared with Geo. Of course, I wanted it. It’s just that I’d only just learned I was pregnant. Most girls my age were focusing on their education, careers, or whether or not to join Bartholomew’s army and help protect the populous against the threat of the human mutants. Having a baby was something that required permission and monitoring by the New World Order. The mixing and matching of the right and perfect genetics were of the utmost priority in order to repopulate the planet with healthy human specimens after the nuclear devastation that took place. The girl was also married before she conceived. This was law. Surprise pregnancies for unwed mothers just didn’t happen. To add to the stress of it all was the fact that the gestation period for a vampire baby was just a little over half that of a human. It barely gave me time to adjust to the fact that I was going to be a mother, let alone worry about whether I could do it again.

Ending up as an unwed mother wasn’t a concern for me. Both Geo and Luthias repeatedly declared their undying love. In that I was secure. I simply needed to make a choice and I’d be a wife forever. Even if I decided not to wed, it really didn’t matter anymore. I’d left the world of humans who lived under the watchful, rigid eye of the New World Order forever. As far as I was concerned, I no longer needed the protection of a spouse. I was now a vampire queen of two kingdoms with the hereditary talents of a powerful witch being developed and unleashed. It didn’t matter that it would be more difficult for me to develop them to their fullest potential now that I was a vampire. I trusted my mentor and dear friend, Gwendoline, to come up with a way to work around this obstacle.

I have to admit that remaining single was becoming more and more appealing as I listened to my grandparents and Gwendoline repeat the same concept that the evil mutant-vampire who posed as my mother tossed at me before I had the satisfaction of killing her. ‘You don’t know what love is,’ were the words she said as she sold me -body and soul- in marriage to the wicked vampire king, Prince Charles Vogel, for her own personal gain. In their own way, my loving guardians and mentor were saying the same thing. Was it true? Was Sybil right?

I occasionally thought of Sybil. When I did, a myriad of emotions surfaced. I didn’t regret killing her. As far as I was concerned, the mutant-vampire that occupied the body of my once beautiful, once kind and loving mother wasn’t her at all. Other than by appearance, she barely resembled the woman who once cradled me with motherly love and devotion. Even so, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that a wave of sadness swept over me whenever I thought of how it might have been had she not transformed into such a vile and evil creature. Having lost her during the massacre by Bartholomew’s army when I was just a young girl, only to discover she was still alive, should have been a joyous occasion. Sadly, instead of being reunited with the strong, loving arms of the warm and caring woman I remembered, I was confronted with selfish wickedness. Only a hint of the woman she once was remained. It was an evil creature who died at my hands during our battle to the death. My true mother was slaughtered by Bartholomew’s gun brigade a decade ago.

Even though I knew my mother really wasn’t my mother, the fact that she was alive and hadn’t seen fit to contact me all of those years still stung deep. It didn’t matter that she’d become a mutant-vampire and buried her humanity; if not lost it. I just couldn’t accept the fact that a mother -no matter what her state of being- could abandon her own child the way my mother abandoned me. It mattered little that she’d made certain I was cared for by my competent and loving grandparents in the event something happened to her. It didn’t even matter that she’d tried to see me on more than one occasion and my grandparents turned her away. If she was truly my mother and truly loved me, she should have tried harder. I promised my unborn child that, no matter what happened, I would never abandon him. I say ‘him’ because something deep inside me told me I was carrying a boy. At the risk of sounding sexist, I felt the strength and energy that a boy would emit. Gwendoline offered to do a test for the gender, but I declined. I may have suspected that I carried a boy, but I wanted to be surprised when all was said and done. Besides, the sex didn’t really matter as much as my baby -who was possibly the only baby I’d ever have- being healthy did.

“My baby deserves all I can give him. If that means staying away from Geo and Luthias to assure a healthy birth, then so be it,” I said. “I want to do the responsible thing.”
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I CRADLED MY NEWBORN son in my arms as I listened to Gwendoline and Geo conversing in low tones on the front porch. True to my promise to Gwendoline and my grandparents, I’d spent the remaining months of my pregnancy focusing on doing what was needed to assure a healthy baby, adjusting to being a vampire, and learning all I could about the responsibilities of being a Verso Witch, while Gwendoline determined ways to get around the magical block the vampirism created. It was this block that made me realize and understand why Geo wasn’t as adept to magic as someone born of two magical parents should be.

Although they kept close contact with Gwendoline as to my health, wellbeing, and progress with both my adjustment from humanity to vampirism and lessons in witchcraft, Geo and Luthias respectfully kept their distance from me. They stayed close by for the delivery, but didn’t attend. This was something I was grateful for. I’d tasted what it felt like to be on display on my wedding night with Charles when he practiced the archaic custom royals did of having the consummation of their marriage witnessed. Having two brothers who vied for my love and affection watching me give birth while my modesty was tossed to the wind wasn’t top on my list of things to do.

The fact that a vampire’s birthing is just as dangerous to the vampire mother as a human’s birthing is to the human mother was kept from me until after the ordeal was over. I had it in my head that, because I was a vampire, I’d simply heal should anything go awry. I didn’t take into consideration that the babe I was birthing was also a vampire and, when vampires wound vampires it isn’t always that easy to heal from those wounds. Vampires only heal well from wounds inflicted by beings that aren’t supernatural; such as humans. That, and the fact that they have incredible longevity of life, is probably why humans consider vampires to be immortal. In fact, depending upon the wound a vampire inflicts upon another vampire, it could potentially kill them. I should have remembered that from the suffering Luthias endured after battling Charles’s army, but I didn’t.

I felt incredibly fortunate to have at my disposal the magical and herbal talents of both my mentor, Gwendoline, and my grandmother, Millie. They’d taken the time to study up on delivering vampire babies. Their complete inventory of “what if” remedies were close on hand. When my son started to deliver breach, they quickly remedied the situation and delivered him with not so much as a hitch. Even the most experienced midwife would have been hard pressed to catch on that neither of these women had much exposure, if any, to delivering babies - human or vampire.

Now, the father of the beautiful little creature I cradled so lovingly to my breast was about to see him for the first time. 

Remembering the tale Gwendoline told me of how Geo lost his wife and children prior to becoming a vampire, I could only imagine the myriad of emotions running through him as he stood in the doorway looking at us. I let my eyes drink in every inch of him. Our separation hadn’t been long, but it was long enough for me to look at him as if for the first time. His tall, muscular physique filled the doorway as he leaned against its frame and fidgeted with a loose nail that was attempting to back its way out of the smooth, polished wood. His jet-black hair glistened beneath the rays of light that filtered through the multi-paned window near the door. I found the combination of his Tom Jones style queue, form fitting faded jeans, and a black and white tee shirt irresistibly sexy. I couldn’t help shudder with longing. 

“Are you cold?” he asked with concern as he straightened his body.

“Are you just going to stand in the doorway and fidget?” I asked with amusement.

“I’m waiting for an invitation to enter,” he replied.

“Since when does a father need an invitation to see his own son?” I asked with sweet delight. 

His whole demeanor softened as he moved toward us with agile swiftness. When he stopped just inches away, I filled my lungs with his rich musky scent. His brown, doe-like eyes were moist as they slowly took in the sight of mother and son.

“This is a day I never thought I would see,” he whispered.

“Would you like to hold him?” I asked as I extended my bundle of joy toward him. When he hesitated, I confidently nodded and continued to extend our son toward him until he positioned his trembling hands and arms in a manner that would allow me to gently place our baby down into the nook he’d created. “I’m fairly confident he won’t break.”

“This feels like a dream,” Geo said in a tone that was barely audible as he stroked our newborn’s tiny cheek with his strong finger.

“I’m still getting used to it myself,” I said. “Everything that’s happened since I met up with you on the road that day seems like a dream to me at times.”

“Not a nightmare?” he asked without looking up at me.

“Some of it,” I replied with a shrug as I crossed the room and eased myself onto the sofa, “but most of it is like a wonderful dream come true.”

“I love you,” he said as he raised those beautiful eyes in my direction.

“As well you should,” I said in a tone that hinted of teasing. “You did knock me up, after all.”

He threw his head back in full laughter before raising the baby so that their cheeks connected.

“I certainly did that,” he lightly said.

“They’re insisting I take my time and go through with this courting thing,” I whined.

“Courting and other things can wait, young lady,” announced my grandfather as he strode into the room with such a regal flair that anyone who didn’t know who was who would have guessed he was the king of the Verso instead of Geo. “It hasn’t been twenty-four hours since you delivered and here you are gallivanting all over the place. Back to bed with you.”

“I feel fine,” I objected. “I’m just a little sore, that’s all.”

“You haven’t healed yet?” Geo asked with concern.

“We have things under control,” Gwendoline piped in as she approached Geo with her arms extended. “‘Tis time to put both mother and son back to bed where they belong.”

“Why hasn’t she healed?” Geo demanded as he relinquished our son to his mother and strode over to my side. He kneeled before me and searched my face with concern, “What’s hurting? Do you need a doctor? Should I fetch your Uncle Milton?”

“Well, I never,” Gwendoline clucked as she strode from the room with my baby in her arms.

“That wasn’t very nice,” I murmured.

“Nice be damned,” Geo said. “I love my mother as you well know, but if a doctor is in order then we need to send for one. What hurts?”

I looked at my grandfather uncomfortably before saying, “The usual.”

“You should have healed by now,” Geo insisted as he repositioned himself on the cushion next to me. When I flinched as his weight jostled me a bit, he growled, “I’m getting your uncle.”

“If you want to get my brother for the sake of a family reunion, then by all means go fetch him,” my grandfather gruffly said. “As for my granddaughter’s health and well-being... she’s in the finest hands she could be in right here and now. She will be well enough in a day or two. Remember that she gave birth to a vampire, not a human. There is no need to insult your mother and my wife in such a way.”

“He’s just worried,” I said as I placed the palm of my hand on Geo’s cheek. “He didn’t mean to insult anyone.”

“I did not...,” Geo quickly agreed as he pulled my hands to his lips and gently kissed it before slowly releasing it. “It’s just... I can’t lose her.”

“Do I need to point out you can’t lose someone you don’t have?” my grandfather callously said. At the sound of my shocked gasp he added, “I’m not trying to be cruel. I’m just keeping things in the right perspective. I was serious when I said you and your brother must court our girl for a respectable period of time to give her a fair and honest opportunity to get to know you. Then, and only then, will she choose. The minute I think things are being done otherwise, I will scrap the whole idea and pick the husband for her myself.” He turned and looked Geo straight in the eyes, “I can’t guarantee I’d pick either one of you.”

“Grandfather!” I gasped with both surprise and mortification.

He either forgot that Geo was a vampire king of a nation and I was a vampire queen of two nations and he held no authority over either of us, or he just didn’t care. I opted for the latter. My grandfather was older than Geo and quite magical. He’d lost a considerable amount of his magic to my mother when she siphoned it from him on the sly, but it all returned to him upon her death. I reckoned he took that, plus the fact that I was still his granddaughter, and decided it gave him the right to pull rank.

“Listen to me fully before you protest,” he said while looking directly at me. “Both this young man and his brother were raised in a time when women were handled far more delicately than they are today. Free love wasn’t accepted. Those caught attempting it were punished. Yet, these two brothers seemed to feel it was alright to seize the opportunity to take you to their bed only minutes after meeting you.”

“I initiated it...” I began.

“It does not matter who initiated it,” he practically bellowed. “Both of them knew better. They were aware of the sheltered life you led with your grandmother and me in that isolated and barren land, yet they took you to their bed anyway. One went so far as to impregnate you.”

“Stop,” I begged.

He turned to Geo and boldly continued, “Now I ask you, Geo, how would you feel if it was I who imposed upon your innocent ward in such a way?”

Geo looked at the floor while slowly shaking his head, but said nothing.

“I’d be furious,” Luthias said as he stood in the doorway. “You have every right to be so, sir. Our behavior was inexcusable.”

I sucked in my breath at the sight of Luthias’s lean, muscular frame filling the same doorway Geo had just stood in. He’d abandoned his traditional sport coat and was wearing a designer polo shirt and silk slacks that draped perfectly over his trim, well-formed thighs. Sunlight bounced off his light hair, creating a halo effect. He stood at his full height with his hands in his pockets, while devouring me with his rich blue eyes. Shivers of desire traveled the length of my body until they settled in my most intimate parts and proceeded to torture me. 

Although Geo was dark and Luthias was light, Luthias’s looks and charisma rivaled Geo in every way. Being privy to Gwendoline’s secret that she was the birth mother of them both, and that they were brothers with different fathers instead of cousins, helped me to see the little hints of close genetic resemblance that others might miss because of their difference in coloring. They were of equal height and build; the exception being Geo’s shoulders were a little broader. Most of the time Luthias camouflaged his perfect physique with sport coats and loose fitting pants. On the rare occasions when he dressed in more form fitting attire -or during our intimate times- it was clear to see his build rivaled Geo’s in perfection. 

Both brothers sported large eyes that were set perfectly on their distinctively masculine faces; although Geo’s were an alluring, doe-like brown and Luthias’s were a rich, seductive blue. They shared the same straight Anglo nose that was in perfect proportion to their squared chins and lips that were far too similar to deny the gene pool they shared.

My reaction to seeing Luthias after our separation left me unsettled. It was Geo who I should have responded to in that way. I reasoned it was because I was more concerned with uniting Geo with his son than I was with his looks; although I did drink him in to the fullest with my eyes upon seeing him. Even so, any type of reaction to Luthias -other than that of brother and sister- was unacceptable. I needed to reprogram myself and do it quickly.

“I agree,” Gwendoline added as she returned from putting my son down to sleep. She moved behind Luthias, placed her hands on either side of his waist, and gently guided him through the door so that she could also enter. “What’s done is done, Arthur. There’s no sense in dwelling on it.”

“I’m not dwelling on it, Gwen. What I’m doing is explaining my position,” my grandfather grumbled.

“As ye have done so many times before,” Gwendoline said with a roll of her eyes.

“I’m within my rights to demand respect and consideration for my granddaughter,” he bellowed.

“What’s going on in here?” my grandmother asked in a sweet, soothing tone while she sauntered into the room.

As she stood next to Gwendoline, I took a moment to compare the two old friends. They were clearly beauties in their youth. Both were magical beings and about the same age. In their early years, both had vied for my grandfather’s attention, but that’s where the similarities ended. Where Gwendoline was a fastidiously put together woman, my grandmother was anything but. Her slender body was an easy five inches taller than Gwendoline’s petite frame. Her long, platinum-grey hair cascaded wild and free down her back in stark contrast to the neat and tidy, braided upsweep Gwendoline sported. While Gwendoline could be found wearing well pressed slacks and a crisp clean shirt most of the time, my grandmother, favored long, loose cotton shifts that allowed her freedom while keeping her cool. Even though the climate in Verso was moister and cooler than our home in the nuclear scarred and desolate land and loose fitting clothing that allowed air flow was no longer necessary, she didn’t bother to shift her wardrobe to accommodate the change in climate. 

“No one is negating that fact, my dear,” my grandmother soothingly said after they filled her in on what conversation she missed. “We are all in agreement that things were handled poorly in the past and need to be shifted. Therefore, there truly is no need to convince us further.”

“Quite right,” Gwendoline said with a smile that spoke of how she may have used it to manipulate the opposite sex in her younger, more handsome years. “Besides, my boys have something far more pressing to focus on,” she turned to me and added, “as do ye.”​​

​
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I FORCED THE PESTLE against the herbs I’d carefully placed within the stone mortar with shaky hands. My lessons were more important than ever now that I was to become the Verso Witch, yet I couldn’t focus on them as I should. My mind raced and my nerves were in overdrive. When Sybil married me off to Prince Charles, she’d secured my position as the queen of Vampire Land. Since I was still learning the political pros and cons of such a position, it meant little to me, but to Geo and Luthias it was an important position to hold. Now, only weeks after I’d delivered my son, I was expected to dive into the duties of queen of not only Charles’s vampire kingdom, but my mother’s mutant-vampire kingdom as well. I found it burdensome, overwhelming, and intimidating. 

The position of Verso Witch was so much more my style. I knew about magic and healing. I’d been raised around the healing aspect all of my life and I took to the magical side of things like a fish to water, despite the vampire obstruction. I was still adjusting to being a vampire as well as learning how to use my magic to its fullest. I didn’t want to stop my lessons. My exposure to Sybil’s mutant-vampire world was minimal, and even less to Charles’s vampires. How could I rule kingdoms I knew nothing about and even despised? Surely there were others better suited for the positions.

“Easy there, lass,” Gwendoline said as she laid her hand over mine to help steady it. “We don’t want to pulverize the Boswellia, just bruise it.”

“I can’t be a ruler,” I said as I dropped the pestle into the mortar and paced around the small table. “I’m not cut out to rule a kingdom of vampires, let alone those vile mutants. I haven’t even named my baby yet.”

“Have ye thought of any names?” she gently asked.

“I wanted to discuss them with Geo, but the one time we were together grandfather interrupted us before I could broach the subject,” I said.

“That’s good of ye,” she said with a smile.

“He is the baby’s father,” I retorted.

“Easy there,” she said with a chuckle, “I’m not the enemy.”

“I’m sorry,” I softly said. “My nerves are out of control.”

“Your body’s pretty well adjusted to being a vampire,” she offered. “Now that ye have a handle on the blood urge, ye should be fine in that department.”  She picked up the pestle and gently started moving it around the mortar. “I’m no expert with delivering babies, but I’m guessing ye did fine with that as well. You’re completely healed, are ye not?”  When I nodded, she continued, “What’s ailing ye now is your fear of the unknown. That’s all.”

“I’m being asked to walk into a den full of vampires -who have the power to kill me, by the way- and take command,” I practically whined. “How do you even know they’ll accept me, let alone let me lead them?”

“Your marriage consummation was witnessed,” she said.

“Don’t remind me,” I said a little more aggressively than necessary.

“What did I miss?” my grandmother asked with raised brows as she entered the room. Her long, slender arms were laden with fresh cut lavender.

“We were just discussing Casey’s new duties as Queen of Prince Vogel’s vampire kingdom,” Gwendoline offered.

“I can’t do it,” I said as I dropped, unceremoniously, down onto one of the chairs that surrounded the table and rested my head on my folded arms in defeat.

“Nonsense,” my grandmother said as she carefully placed the bundle of lavender on the table near me. “What makes you think such a thing?”

“I’d say my decision making track record hasn’t been ideal so far,” I mumbled into my arms as I pulled the fresh scent of lavender as best I could through my nostrils and into my lungs without lifting my head.

“So, you let Geo and Luthias guide you,” grandmother offered. “If I’m not mistaken, Luthias spent a great deal of time with those vampires and Geo with your mother. Surely they can give you aid and advice on matters; especially since they’re already leaders of a kingdom that seems to be running quite smoothly.”

“Geo’s in charge,” I corrected grandmother.

“With Luthias second in command,” Gwendoline emphasized. “If ye think Geo runs this kingdom alone, ye are sorely mistaken.”

“You see,” grandmother smiled, “You won’t be alone, dear. The two males who profess to love you will be there for you every step of the way.”

“Who’s going to care for my son?” I asked, hoping they hadn’t thought of an answer and would be forced to concede and agree that I needed to stay put.

“Why, we will, of course,” my grandmother brightly said. “Don’t you think for one minute that little boy will go without the best care available from his grandparents.”

“Grandmother and great grandparents,” Gwendoline mischievously said.

“I stand corrected,” my grandmother said with a sly smile to show her old friend she had no intention of being baited into friendly teasing.

“I love you,” I said with tearing eyes. When both women raised their eyebrows in surprise I added, “I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I seem to be sentimental and weepy lately.”

“‘Tis the hormones,” Gwendoline offered.

“I agree,” my grandmother said. “Give yourself a little time. You’ll soon be back to your old self.”

“I’ll never be back to my old self,” I said as I stopped fighting the tears and allowed them to flow. “I’m a vampire now. I’ll never be my old self again.”

“I thought ye wanted to be a vampire,” Gwendoline said with concern.

“I did... I do,” I mumbled. “See, I’m weepy for no reason.”

“Hormones,” Gwendoline said with surety.

“Hormones,” my grandmother added with a brisk nod.

“Hormones,” I sighed as I stood up and made myself busy by separating the lavender my grandmother just brought in. “Raging hormones.”

“The worst kind,” Luthias said as he strode into the room and kissed Gwendoline on the cheek before putting his arm around her small waist and pulling her close to him. “Are we ready?”

“Nothing’s been planned yet,” Gwendoline abruptly said.

“What are you waiting for?” Geo asked as he followed Luthias into the room.

“What plans?” I asked.

“We need to leave as soon as possible,” Luthias gently said.

“I’ve only recently given birth,” I snapped.

“I’m afraid your people won’t consider that an excuse,” Geo replied with compassion.

“I’ve hardly recovered!” I bawled.

“Her hormones are raging,” Luthias softly explained.

“Maybe that will give her the oomph she needs for the task at hand,” Geo said as he walked to the window and pulled the curtains aside.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“He does that when he’s anxious,” Gwendoline said. 

“Will someone please catch me up?” my grandmother asked. “Are there plans for travel that we should be making?”

“Luthias and Casey,” Geo said, while still looking out the window. “Just Luthias and Casey.”

“What?” I howled.

“I can’t go,” Geo said as he looked at me with the saddest brown eyes one could ever imagine. “I’m known to Charles’s vampires as the king of Verso. Luthias infiltrated and lived amongst them while serving Prince Vogel for several years. He’s well known and, as far as they are concerned, he has no connection to Verso.”

“Are you completely certain?” my grandmother firmly asked.

“Not completely,” Geo continued, “but he’s the best we’ve got... unless you would prefer Abigail go with her.”

“Oh, hell no!” I exclaimed.

“I thought not,” Geo softly said. “It is important that Casey have someone near her to advise her on the traditions and expectations of these vampires, as well as with the choices she’ll be making if we end up going to war with Bartholomew.”

“Will it come to that?” I asked with trepidation.

“It’s highly possible,” Luthias said with a slow shake of his head.

“I can’t lead vampires to war. I don’t know anything about war or being a queen,” I whined as I walked toward Geo. I stopped just feet in front of him and looked into his eyes. “I can’t even come up with a name for our son.”

“Braedon,” he said as he took my chin in his hand and kissed my nose. “I’ve always favored that name.”

“Braedon,” I whispered. “It’s nice.”

“Braedon Brennus,” Gwendoline said with a smile. “It rolls off the tongue nice and smooth.”

“That it does,” Luthias agreed. “That’s a fine name, brother.”

Gwendoline and Geo exchanged looks, as if silently communicating, for a brief moment before she looked away. My curiosity lasted only a second or two because when Gwendoline looked away from Luthias she looked directly at me. There was a mysterious look in her eyes. My first thought was the fact that I knew her secret. Luthias used the term brother with Geo. If he only knew how accurate a term that was. I disagreed with my dear friend and mentor about keeping the truth from them. I felt it was their right to know they were half-brothers and not simply cousins who were raised as brothers, but it wasn’t my secret to tell. So, I pursed my lips to prevent them from spilling the truth on their own and reveled in the sensation of my body reacting to the light kiss my nose received from Geo; as well as the nearness of him.

“Other than your raging hormones -which could be simply the vampire side of you coming to fruition- you have healed nicely, haven’t you?” Geo asked.

“Completely,” I said with a satisfied smile.

“Then there is nothing to stop you from leaving right away,” he firmly said.

“Other than the fact that I’d be leaving my new born son behind and that I don’t want to go,” I grumbled. 

“My dear girl,” my grandmother said as she approached me and hugged my shoulders. “You are now a queen of two vampire kingdoms. Whether you asked to be so or not, it is the way things are. It is also Braedon’s legacy that you hold in your hands. Would you deny your son his rightful inheritance?”

“Can’t he just be happy with inheriting Verso?” I asked with earnest dismay.

“There may be no Verso to inherit if ye don’t go and get those vampires under control,” Gwendoline boldly offered. “They have a powerful magic man on their side who managed to locate and infiltrate Verso. I put a new cloak around it, but I can’t guarantee he won’t penetrate it again; especially now that he knows our location. If ye don’t keep those vampires in line, there is no telling what they will do to Verso.”

“They aren’t keen on our policy of drinking animal blood instead of human blood,” Luthias explained. “More than once I heard conversations about their disdain for it. They believe it’s unnatural. They find us almost as offensive as they do the mutant-vampires.”

“We need you to gain control of Vogel’s vampires as quickly as you can. Luthias will stay close by you,” Geo interjected. “Once you are successful with that, I will assist you with your mother’s kingdom.”

“This is insane,” I groaned as I place my fingertips over my temples and lightly massaged them.

“This is necessary,” Gwendoline firmly said.

I looked from Gwendoline, to my grandmother, to Luthias, and then to Geo. There was no avoiding it. They were all in agreement. Whether I liked it or not, I was to immediately assume my duties as vampire queen.

“I’m not budging until I fully comprehend how you will care for Braedon,” I stubbornly announced.

“’Tis understandable,” Gwendoline said.

“It certainly is,” my grandmother emphasized for Geo and Luthias’s benefit. “It can’t be easy to be such a new mother and separated from your child.”

“You’re right there,” I scowled.

I know she was sympathizing with me, but at that moment I didn’t want anyone’s empathy or sympathy. I just wanted to be left alone.

We spent the next few hours discussing and planning Braedon’s care, as well as my mission with Luthias at my side. I was not only apprehensive about assuming my role of vampire queen to vampires of an entirely different nature and thought process than the ones I knew and loved, but being so closely dependent on Luthias would more than likely prove taxing if I wasn’t able to tame my libido whenever he came around. I’d made my mind up to choose Geo when the time came. There was no confusion there. Geo was the father of my son and that was that. If only my libido would catch up with my mind. 

Knowing how strongly Geo felt about monogamy, I questioned his reasoning for placing me in a position where I’d be thrown so closely together with his rival. Would I be able to resist Luthias’s sexual pull? Geo had to know it would be a challenge. I concluded that the situation was just that serious; otherwise I was certain he’d never agree to it.

As we were breaking up our little meeting, Gwendoline pulled me aside and asked me to stay behind to speak with her privately. Although I’m sure they were curious about what she had to say, the others politely continued out of the room. When we were finally alone, she spoke.

“Ye aren’t completely comfortable with your vampirism,” she began. “’Tis not something we’ve focused on enough. Had I realized ye would be called away so soon, I might have done things differently.”

“I’m glad we concentrated on my magic and my baby’s health,” I assured her. “I feel better entering Charles’s world knowing I’m armed with magic.”

“Ye can’t let them know about the magic,” she briskly said. When I gasped in confused surprise she continued, “There is a powerful witch in their midst. If he discovers ye are magical, there is no telling what he’ll do. Witches are territorial. Besides, ‘tis always nice to have an ace up your sleeve.” 

“That’s an odd saying,” I giggled. “What does it mean?”

“’Tis an old saying. ‘Tis something card players used to con the other players and give them the win,” she mused.

“Card playing?” I questioned.

“Card playing is before your time,” she patiently sighed. “They are rectangular pieces of thin cardboard with numbers and images on them.”

“Do you mean Tarot?” I asked. “I read something about them.”

“Sort of,” she replied, “but not quite. They are called playing cards. There have been a variety of games created for their use. They stopped being produced when trees were threatened and computers rendered them unnecessary. Now that the planet is regaining its natural self, someone might just bring them back. I’m fairly certain Geo has a few decks at his palace. When this is over, I’ll have him introduce ye to a game or two.”

“The wars took so much more from us than just our planet’s vegetation,” I mused.

“Aye, that they did, lass,” she replied. After a brief moment of silence and private moments of mourning over lost cultures, she revealed her reasoning for having me stay behind to talk to her in private. “I want ye to understand and keep in mind that your body is no longer going to behave as it did before ye turned. Ye are a vampire now. If ye recall, I explained that vampires are highly sexual creatures. Sexual promiscuity amongst non-committed vampires is quite normal -and expected- in vampire kingdoms. Add living in such an environment to your own body’s urges and then throw Luthias into the mix and... well... I think ye understand what I’m saying.”

“I’m surprised Geo is going along with this,” I flatly said.

“He has no choice,” she explained. “He has the weight of the kingdom of Verso on his shoulders. This type of responsibility often requires sacrifice. If the outside vampires return with their magic man, there is certain to be a battle. There is a lot of hate and prejudice from them toward vampires who refrain from human blood. They consider them one step above the mutant -vampires. Verso can’t afford to be weakened by another battle so close to the one we just experienced. Word reached us from Geo’s people outside Verso. Bartholomew is launching a campaign to wipe out all humanoids who aren’t pure, healthy humans. There will be a genocide of all weak and sickly humans before he turns to the mutants. When he’s done with the mutants, he’ll target vampires and other supernatural creatures. Pure vampire or mutant-vampire, it makes no difference. He’s on a mission to rid the world of all humanoid species who aren’t pure and healthy humans and that’s that. Geo has no choice but to let ye go and do what needs to be done to unite Charles’s kingdom with Verso. As a result of the recent battle, he is known to them as the ruler of Verso. Luthias is not. Plus, Luthias has lived amongst them. It makes sense that he should attend ye. When ye succeed, Geo will take ye to your mother’s kingdom so ye can finish what he starts there.”

“I have no intention of saving those vile creatures. I agree with Charles and Bartholomew. They’re an abomination and should be wiped off the earth,” I said. “Bartholomew is welcome to them.”

“Verso vampires don’t like mutant-vampires any more than Charles’s vampires do, but having them on our side makes sense,” she scolded. “There is strength in numbers. Unfortunately, right now the numbers are on Bartholomew’s side. We can’t afford to lose one vampire; be they pure vampire or mutant.... Not one.”

“Of all the things I’m being asked to do, going back into that disgusting world is the hardest,” I moaned.

“Well, ye can worry about that later,” she soothingly said. “Let’s focus on one vampire kingdom at a time.”
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“I WANT TO KISS YOU,” Geo said as he moved closer, “but I won’t.

I sucked in air and my heart skipped a beat in excited anticipation while almost falling out of my body from deflated disappointment all at one time. He was standing so close, I could feel what little heat his body emitted on my flesh. Vampires are like humans in so many ways. I attribute it to the fact that they started as humans and then were transmuted into vampires. Even the ones who are born vampires carry a semblance of human genetics within them. Whatever the reason, the rumor that they are cold as death is untrue. Most vampires run a body temperature of about sixty-five degrees. Since this is significantly lower than the human’s average body temperature of ninety-eight point six, they feel cold to the human’s touch. Because my body temperature was now similar to his, I could easily feel the heat from his breath as it caressed my face.

“One of the advantages we’ll have, should Bartholomew managed to make it into our realm, is that his weapons won’t serve him,” he continued as if he’d never laid claim to wanting to kiss me at all. 

“Guns don’t work here?” I said with forced focus and calm, as well as genuine amazement.

“It’s a funny thing,” he replied, “but they don’t. Gwendoline believes it’s because of the magic Verso holds. It doesn’t allow something traveling as fast as the speed of a bullet if it isn’t attached to magic.”

“It sounds complicated,” I mused as I struggled to get my libido under control. “Vampires aren’t magical and those who do have a magical block, yet we’re capable of traveling as fast as the speed of a bullet.”

“Have you tried it in Verso?” he asked. 

“Now that I think about it, the speed I’ve traveled wouldn’t equal that of a speeding bullet,” I said.

“There are quite a few things that are complicated here when you compare them to the world outside our realm. In truth, most of the time I don’t have a free moment to spend contemplating it. The affairs of Verso demand a good deal of my time and attention. I tend to leave the whys and why nots about things working and not working to Gwendoline and focus on the do’s and don’ts instead.”

“Why don’t you call her mother?” I quietly asked.

“What?” he asked with surprise.

He’d spent the last hour orientating me on the situation we all faced and my part in assisting. My question as to why he called his mother by her name instead of “mother” was so out of context, it sent him awry almost as much as his profession of wanting to kiss had sent me.

“It just seems odd that you call her Gwendoline instead of mom or mother,” I explained. “Have you always called her Gwendoline?”

“No,” he quietly said. “It shifted when Verso was created and she became the Verso Witch,” he said. “We felt it would help me to command more order and her more respect if we did not refer to each other  as mother and son.”

“I don’t get it,” I said with knitted brows.

“Times today are different than they were seven hundred years ago,” he said. “If it was today, I would have no trouble calling her mother, but back then it would have been a sign of weakness, even though all are aware she is my mother. Now, I’m just so used to calling her Gwendoline...”

“It was a silly question,” I abruptly said. “I don’t know why I asked it.”

“I want to kiss you,” he said again as he moved even closer.

Our noses were practically touching and the hair on my body was alive with electric excitement as I waited for his lips to consume mine. When they didn’t, I took matters into my own hands. Placing the palms of my hands on both sides of his head, I pulled him close until I was able to devour his lips with my own. 

I’d been warned that I’d feel emotions far more acutely and intensely now that I was a vampire and it would take some getting used to in order to balance things out. Other than my hormones being “off” -which could have easily been attributed to giving birth so recently- I hadn’t noticed much of a difference in my emotions. However, I did notice that I could hear the tiniest of sounds as clearly as if they were amped up to maximum, I was sensitive to smells I never knew existed, and I could now see in the dark. I was also a lot stronger than before. My libido, however, hadn’t been tested; until now. 

I was completely out of control.

Even if Geo tried to resist, I question if he could have fought me off. He may have been a one-thousand-year-old vampire, but I had the strength and power of a newbie with sexual needs that demanded satiating. One of the things I’d read and heard about vampires in the folklore while growing up was that, for the first few months after their transition, the newly made vampire possessed incredible strength that would rival the oldest of vampires. This was one tale that proved to be true. I held Geo in such a vice grip and devoured his lips with such passionate aggression that he grunted in discomfort rather than the lustful ecstasy I was experiencing.

Hearing this, I eased up on my overture and lightened my grip on his face enough for him to let his own passion rise to equal mine.

I knew we were breaking all of the rules set forth by my grandfather and his idea of courting, but I didn’t care. At that moment, my desire and lust far outweighed my respect and consideration for my grandfather’s wishes. I was certain I’d explode at any minute if Geo didn’t make love to me. 

His kisses felt hot against my flesh. They eased some of my agony over want of touch while they slowly inched down my neck with short, light caresses. His strong hands explored my still engorged breasts with curious tenderness.

“Do they hurt?” he whispered.

“What?” I replied with a moan.

“Your breasts,” he said, “do they hurt?”

“Only from want of you,” I moaned. “Take me now.”

“Your grandfather...” he began.

“If you don’t take me willingly, I’ll take you by force,” I urged.

I shuddered with delight at the sound of his low chuckle before he raised my shirt and placed his soft lips over the tip of my engorged breast and tenderly suckled.

“How does that feel?” he softly asked, after an all too brief moment of deliciousness that sent me into new heights of ecstasy.

“Don’t stop,” I pleaded.

He pushed the maps we’d been reviewing out of our way while his powerful arms lifted me onto the table as if I weighed no more than a loaf of bread. I lay back willingly, while he pulled at my jeans with incredible agility and speed. He removed his own pants with equal ease, before burrowing his kisses into my most private area in a completely unnecessary act of foreplay. What happened after that was a blur. The slow, sensual love making he’d shown me in the past was replaced by an aggressive, almost animal rutting that we both fully participated in. 

My heart felt like it was going to explode with the love I felt for my handsome, sexy vampire.

****
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“SO MUCH FOR THE COURTING ritual,” Geo said with smug satisfaction as we snuggled beneath the table, completely satiated.

“How did we end up down here?” I chuckled.

“That was your doing, my vixen,” he replied with equal amusement. “You contorted me in so many odd positions, my back will never be the same.”

“Vampire sex is really different than human sex,” I mused. “I didn’t realize you were holding back when I was human.”

“Slow, luscious sex is good too,” he said as he brushed a lock of hair from my face.

“I don’t want to go away with Luthias,” I whined.

“It certainly isn’t my wish,” he said as he raised himself on one elbow to better see me, “believe me.”

“Why can’t you and I handle it from here?” I asked with dismay. “The only non-Verso vampires I’ve met were the ones Gwendoline, Luthias, and I encountered when we went searching for you. They seemed just as evil as Charles. I don’t want to mingle with vampires like them.”

“Oh,” he said with concern. “Did they know who you were? That could interfere with our plans. Would you recognize them if you saw them again?”

“Luthias and Gwendoline killed all but one,” I casually said.

“So, one got away,” he mused.

“He most certainly did not,” I said with vain pride. “I pulled his heart from his chest.”

“You seem to be making a habit of ripping men’s hearts out,” he said as he placed his rugged palm over his own in mock dismay. “Perhaps I need to watch out for mine a little better.”

Although we were talking about how I’d ripped the hearts out of my vampire opponents during battle because I hadn’t the strength to rip off their heads, I sensed he wasn’t really referring to that type of heart ripping. It saddened me to put him through such torture when I knew he was the one I’d be choosing after the courting period my grandfather imposed upon us was over.
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