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Chapter one
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Johann Durand could count on one hand the number of occasions he had experienced genuine fear.  

The first he’d suffered in his human life, at the tender age of seven, when his father had heaved him upon the back of a foul-tempered horse. The brute had bucked him off within a minute, leaving Johann with a scarred cheek and a distrust of the fractious animals ever since. 

His second dance with honest terror came the day that short human existence ended. Face down on a battlefield, he could still recall how cold claimed his marrow as the final dregs of his blood seeped into the earth. The belly wound had rendered him beyond help, and as the shrieks of falling men and the crack of musket fire faded, so too did his rasping groans. His human life flickered out with one closing scene; his older brother, Alexander, lying by his side, mere inches out of reach. Dead only minutes before him, Alexander’s sightless eyes stared through the grey June afternoon above. Johann would have screamed for the loss, had he the breath.

That very same day brought his third brush with horror when life transmuted into undeath. He woke as a vampire, disorientated, throat burning, and eyes weeping against harsh evening light as he and Alexander cowered inside a dim tent. Colonel Sture had always promised the Durand brothers his protection, but neither imagined it would take the form of vampirism; an immortal existence enslaved by the lure of blood. 

Within the vampire life that had carried him through almost five centuries since, only one moment could claim to hold true comprehension of fear; the evening Victoria Walker plunged her fist into his chest to wrench his cold, dead heart from his body. Innocent to her heritage, he’d woken her hidden hunter nature, but when a fight erupted between him and her Maker—his own brother Alexander—she’d turned her deadly skill on him. Only Alexander had cried out for her to stop, she would have ripped the lifeless organ free and reduced Johann to dust. 

But not one of those encounters compared to this moment. And once again, the petite young vampire with flaming red hair held the blame. 

Elsa had heard Victoria’s approach. Already on high alert, his head of security had been waiting for the inevitable arrival. Tense and irritable, she’d hovered in his suite of the Gosteli Clinic, wound tighter than an eight-day clock. Johann would have left the Swiss facility—and the continent of Europe itself—as soon as word reached him of Victoria’s compulsion the day before, but Haakin, the vampire who had hooked her under his command, had assaulted Johann, too. Paralysed by the drug he’d failed to eradicate from London, Haakin’s poison, injected in an almost lethal dose by the brutish vampire himself, had Johann bound to a wheelchair, legs redundant. 

Both he and Elsa heard the distinctive rumble of Victoria’s Ducati when she’d pulled into the clinic grounds. Momentarily panicked, Johann had spun to order Elsa to remain by his side, but she’d already bolted out into the hushed corridor, ready to face her nemesis. It wouldn’t be a fair fight; Victoria possessed the skills of a gifted warrior. Elsa’s efforts would bring nothing more than a delay of the inescapable.

A slick grasp trembled against steel as Johann steered himself into the centre of the room. He’d be damned if he showed fear to Victoria, even if the impulse to hide had every working limb rigid. 

Elsa’s heavy tread marked her progression towards the elevator at the far end of the hallway. He heard a query from the nurse’s station, a warning from Elsa, and the subsequent patter of feet as staff wisely removed themselves from the area. When the elevator door whispered open, it took only to the count of twenty before cracking bone and a dull thud preceded Victoria’s approach.  

Victoria hadn’t come specifically for him—or so he hoped, as he forced his hands to rest loosely clasped on his numb lap. She’d come for his brother; Alexander. Haakin had compelled her to execute her Maker, and with Johann and Alexander’s kinship, Victoria’s hunt began here—with him. 

Dressed head to toe in black, her darkness choked the doorway, despite her tiny form. “Where is Alexander Durand?” 

“He knew you’d come,” he took his time to reply, craving at least that iota of control. “He refused to tell me.” 

Deep under Haakin’s compulsion, Victoria merely blinked. He disliked her at the best of times, and couldn’t fathom his brother’s undying devotion to the girl, but this emotionless creature unnerved him greatly. Victoria Walker; vampire, but a hunter, too. Haakin possessed her now, controlled her in the form which Johann coveted since he’d first learned of her hunter genes. How he could have shaped her, trained her, wielded her! But Victoria would never willingly serve him, and as long as his brother lived, he wouldn’t dare take her to fit his purposes. 

In the disquieting pause, Victoria’s lifeless emerald stare grazed the room. 

“I don’t know where he is,” Johann repeated, flinching against the tremor in his insistence. If Haakin had also ordered her to kill Alexander’s brother, he’d already be a mound of dust in the padded seat of his wheelchair. The fact he continued to watch her hunt for a clue of her target, tentatively promised hope. 

Victoria’s soles squealed against her departure. “I’ll find him.” 

“I don’t doubt you will,” he muttered, but only when she’d moved beyond earshot. 

Restrained commotion announced a nurse finding Elsa’s inert form moments later. Johann had wheeled himself to the window by then, watching as Victoria mounted her bike. He dialled Alexander as the engine faded into the crisp October afternoon, but as he’d guessed, the call went unanswered; Alexander had already disconnected his usual number and switched to a burner phone. Victoria would track him otherwise. 

Two orderlies hoisted Elsa into his room, carefully settling her into the chair in which she normally stationed herself. The break in her spine would soon heal. She’d wake with a jolt, and riled and bitter, would sour his evening with pouting. The men struggled to position her in the seat, her rubbery neck making her head droop in a comical fashion. 

“She’s fine,” Johann snapped. “Leave us.”

“Mr Durand.” Both delivered a respectful nod, neither disturbed by the events; Johann Durand wasn’t the first vampire to recuperate in the clinic. 

Alone to compose himself, Johann dried his damp palms on his thighs. He wondered where his brother hid—and how far away. They’d amassed a considerable property portfolio over the centuries, but Victoria knew every one. Would Alexander stay moving or bunker down until she inevitably found him? Victoria wouldn’t cease her hunt until death ended her or Alexander, so the chase could last for decades. Given the choice, Johann would settle on eradicating Victoria, but his lovesick brother would sooner die than lose his darling girl. 

“Mr Durand.” Bernard Gosteli, the clinic’s director, bustled into the room. Five years out from retirement, the slight man with an unfailingly cheerful demeanour, perched on the side of the bed. He ignored Elsa’s slouched form as he regarded Johann’s position by the window. “Should I increase your security?”

“No need.” Johann spun to face him. Victoria would not return, and if Haakin decided to finish the job he’d started, no amount of Swiss defence would keep Johann undead.

Bernard gestured at where Johann’s socked feet angled toe-to-toe on the footrest. The treatment to reverse the paralysis made steady but slow progress. “Any further sensation yet?”

“Nothing.” Intense concentration rewarded him with movement in his toes yesterday, but it could be days before the healing clawed its way further up his limbs. Long, frustrating months of recovery lay ahead, made all the more challenging by his brother’s plight. 

“Another day or two and we’ll see improvement,” Bernard promised. 

Johann grunted his doubt. 

“Now, now.” The clinic director wagged a finger as he stood. “Remember what I said about the power of positive thinking?” He left without his patient’s answer, as tempted as Johann was to reply with a caustic, ‘Fuck positive thinking.’


      [image: image-placeholder]Elsa had revived and already dissolved into a childish sulk before Alexander called. Johann ordered her out of the way so he could talk in solitude. Haakin’s poison had decimated more than his body. Unable to compel Elsa into forgetting everything she would overhear, he couldn’t risk the danger of Victoria tearing the information from her mind if she returned. 

“Brother.” 

Alexander sounded exhausted. Background whine indicated a vehicle, but Johann knew that even if he did ask, his brother wouldn’t reveal his location. “She was here.”

The pained silence of Alexander’s pause burdened Johann with uncharacteristic regret. He didn’t comprehend love, nor had he the desire to suffer its debilitating side effects, but Alexander’s anguish breached the unknown distance, ramming the urge to sympathise up his throat. 

“How did she seem?”

‘How do you think?’ Johann would normally have scoffed. Instead, he murmured a quiet, “Not herself.”

“Of course, of course,” Alexander chided himself. “Did she . . ?”

“She merely asked where you were—nothing more.” 

Johann wanted to ask about his plan. He hated being ignorant to his brother’s whereabouts, and how he intended to protect himself, but until they could be sure of a secure line and his ability to compel restored, he would have to remain in the dark. 

Alexander’s safety lay within limited options: Haakin’s compulsion could be stripped from Victoria’s mind, but only by an older vampire. His and Alexander’s Maker, Sture, held that power, but Sture hadn’t been seen or heard from in many decades. 

The second recourse—Haakin’s death—would also restore Victoria’s mind. But killing the brutish and ingenious vampire would take more strength than he and Alexander possessed between them. 

Finally, and in his opinion, the most viable choice demanded Victoria’s death. The execution would take careful planning, and of greater importance, Johann would have to ensure no-one could connect him to the proceedings. Not only would he face the wrath of the Walker Hunter line for killing one of their own, but his brother would never forgive him. Blinded by love, Alexander didn’t appreciate how Johann would rather suffer endless centuries of his anger than be without him altogether. He would eventually come to his senses, however, and accept his younger brother had acted in his best interests by killing Victoria—Johann hoped.

But now wasn’t the time for Johann to profess his preferred option, and while Alexander possibly already suspected his younger brother contemplated the plan, even the mere suggestion at this delicate stage would send him spiralling. 

Aware they had little else to discuss, Alexander ended the call. More isolated than he liked, Johann scanned the grounds from his window, scouring for a flash of red hair. Perhaps it was foolish of him to persist with treatment in the clinic. If Victoria’s patience snapped, she would return to demand answers—demands she wouldn’t pad with threats. Haakin’s control ensured violent action, not intimidation, and Victoria Walker would comply with ease. Panicked anew, Johann rotated away from the dark evening and yelled for Elsa. 

She appeared with a morose expression, continuing to knead at her neck. 

“I need a laptop and a burner SIM.”

“Yes, Johann.”

Killing Victoria remained Johann’s first choice, but so he could honestly tell Alexander he’d exhausted every other possibility, he would make inroads into searching for Sture himself. Confined by paralysis, he would have to travel virtually, and with Alexander cut off from the world, he possessed only one other source of help; their errand boy, Graham. Would Alexander’s pet wolf finally prove a useful asset? “He’d better hope so.” Johann reached for his phone.  








  
  

Chapter two
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Tori idled on the edge of airstrip tarmac, contemplating her next move. Alexander Durand was ahead of her, but still on mainland Europe. She’d visited the clinic to estimate just how far, and judging by the fading traces of his scent, he’d gained a twenty-four-hour lead.  

His brother, the cripple, held no use. Cowering behind the protection of his ineffective security detail, Johann Durand’s fear had soured the air of his suite. She’d asked for her target’s whereabouts only to claim the seconds needed to study the space. Alexander Durand would tell no-one of his location—not even his brother—and those with whom he did interact, he’d compel to forget. 

She’d left with her answer, intuitively tracking his journey from the clinic to the airstrip. He’d travelled by car. She found the abandoned Mercedes at the rear of a hangar, stripped of all personal possessions, but his cologne he couldn’t remove; it lingered in the fabric and leather coverings, a blaring announcement of his recent presence. 

The worker manning the control tower had no recollection of Alexander Durand’s appearance or his Gulfstream G500 jet, yet logs detailed the plane departing at two fifty-six in the morning. Although her prey had compelled the operator, Tori already knew he hadn’t been on board. He simply teased her with the departure time and destination of London City airport. Did he think this hunt a game? She cared little for his play if that was the case.

Tori noted the time before sliding on her helmet. European winter granted her a solid thirteen hours of darkness per day. With seventeen locations in the Durand property portfolio, fourteen countries across four continents waited. But she knew to where he ran first; the closest residence in Orbetello, Italy. 

‘However long it takes,’ Haakin’s voice echoed above the revving Ducati engine. ‘Months, years, decades, centuries; it doesn’t matter. You exist only to end Alexander Durand.’ 

She would not fail. 










  
  

Chapter three
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Graham studied the cluttered London skyline, noting the angular shapes butting against the grey November afternoon. Large cities weren’t his thing, and this old lady was no exception. The sheer volume of everything made him uneasy; people, traffic, buildings . . . vampires. Hunters, too. Yet, hardly any wolves. What he did appreciate, was how the city dripped with history. Every corner dangled a story, and if he’d been here under different circumstances, he would have liked to read each one.  

Cross-legged on Alexander Durand’s solid hardwood living room floor, he returned his coffee to the coaster sitting on another coaster, resting on a classic cars magazine. If they all came out of this messed-up situation alive, Graham didn’t want to lose his life over a heat ring on a walnut floor in the fanciest apartment on which he’d ever clapped eyes. 

A little way off to his right, a phone also perched on the boards. Although at seventy percent battery, he’d plugged it in to charge. A flat battery would mean a missed call, and an unanswered call could mean the difference between Tori ripping the undead heart out of Alexander’s chest, or her being wrenched out of Haakin’s compulsion. 

Despite playing it over and over, he once again forced a replay of the night before last, thinking he must have overlooked something; the tiniest little clue to give Alexander a lead on Haakin’s whereabouts. 

As he’d done countless times already, he began with the elevator doors opening, Tori stepping out into the basement level ahead of him, and commenting on the waiting car: A beautiful Mercedes S-Class; hybrid model, obsidian black, tinted windows. The registration Graham hadn’t seen, hadn’t even considered noting, because it was Alexander’s car, driven by one of his hand-picked drivers—or so he’d foolishly assumed. 

He took another mouthful of coffee, clearing his throat after he swallowed. Failure swamped him, muttering a constant ‘if only’. If only he’d opened the door for Tori instead of standing back as she threw her bag in. If only he’d caught Haakin’s whiff, or sensed something was up. If only he’d rapped on the driver’s window to double-check who sat behind the wheel. If only he’d got in with her, rode with her to the airport. 

But he’d done none of those things. He’d joked with her instead, three, maybe four feet back from the car, desperate to avoid a drawn-out goodbye because he’d enjoyed his babysitting gig, and for once it was him watching out for Tori—not the other way around. Saying goodbye sucked, and he wanted it over with before his voice cracked and eyes watered. Tori had also come scarily close to figuring out his and Alexander’s arrangement, and that he’d stayed in London to watch out for Tori when her Maker couldn’t. ‘Some weird bro-code vibe,’ she’d said, warning that whatever they cooked between them, she’d figure out. She would, too, eventually. 

Tori had hugged him and told him she loved him. ‘I love you too, you big sap,’ he’d replied, then told her to go do whatever it was she and Alexander did. 

‘Wouldn’t you love to know?’ she’d laughed, wiggling her eyebrows. 

Graham could still so clearly see her bending, sliding into the back seat—ivory leather—one hand shoving aside her battered duffle before reaching out to pull the door shut. Excitement had lit her green eyes. She was the happiest he’d seen since Alexander had hauled Johann off to Switzerland and left her behind. Only then had he stepped closer to slap the roof in farewell. The car already glided away at that stage, Tori’s fate sealed. 

Nothing new presented from the replay. No glimpse of an out-of-place vehicle, no odd scent, not a single flicker of anything his subconscious had captured that might bubble up and offer hope. The scene ended with him focusing on nothing more than turning, watery gaze lifting from his scuffed sneakers as he headed back to the elevator to mope alone in Alexander’s apartment. 

Why hadn’t a resident called the elevator during his and Tori’s goodbye? If they had, the doors wouldn’t have parted immediately. He wouldn’t have stepped inside, and missed by a few tiny seconds the squeal of rubber when Haakin hit the brakes.

Even if he’d manned up to watch the car leave instead of scurrying away to languish in loneliness, he might have been able to get to her in time, wrench open the door, smash the window—whatever—but gotten Tori out before Haakin raped her consciousness with murderous revenge. 

Graham leaned forward to clutch his head. Alexander had used the word rape, and ever since, it remained wedged in Graham’s skull. The violence associated with it made him physically sick. Swallowing against the urge to retch, he smashed his eyes shut. 

There was a chance, a damn good chance, that Tori might never come back to them. Even if she did Haakin’s bidding, there was scant hope he’d let her go. Why would he? She was the ultimate assassin; a hunter turned vampire. 

Ultimate Assassin. Alexander had used that phrase, too. In fact, Graham had been sitting almost in the same spot when he’d said it—correction; yelled it. 

Ten minutes after Tori’s departure, and already into the start of a gargantuan mope, his phone had buzzed. Guessing it was Tori calling to say she’d left something behind, he’d snatched it up. But it was Alexander, a frantic, panicked, making-no-sense Alexander. 

He’d heard the whole thing. Tori had called him as soon as the car pulled away. From thousands of miles across the world, Alexander overheard Tori and Haakin’s brief exchange before the screaming began. 

Graham couldn’t—didn’t—want to fathom how it must have felt. To hear Tori scream and then fall abruptly silent as Haakin punctured her consciousness to claim it for his own sick purposes had to be the worst imaginable torture for Alexander. The guy didn’t just love Tori; he existed for her; she was his everything. No matter his riches, power, control, he’d cast it all aside for her in a heartbeat—well, undead, not actually beating, heartbeat. 

“What will you do to get her back?” he asked the absent Alexander, straightening to see night had crept in beyond the vast windows. Alexander would stop at nothing to save his Victoria, but if she hunted him down first, the absolute one and only love of his life would kill him before he could blink. 

Graham checked the progress of his charging phone. Alexander had told him where to find it in the apartment. It and three other burner phones waited inside the box hidden behind a hinged panel in his bedroom. Until Alexander said otherwise, he was to use this phone for communication. But the order was to answer only, never, ever call—unless Graham clapped his own two eyes on Tori, or needed to deliver an urgent, life-threatening message. In that instance, he was to call or text immediately. 

Graham had no idea to which corner of the earth Alexander fled, but he’d figured out his new role in this wretched game pretty fast. With Johann confined to a wheelchair in Switzerland, crippled and powerless from Haakin’s drug, Alexander’s only connection lay with Graham. Alexander had hastily promoted him from errand boy to point man, but a point man without a cavalry, weapons, or, in his particular instance, the protection of compulsion. If Haakin learned Alexander’s communication line started and ended with Graham, he’d be in serious, most definite, life-threatening danger. 

“Let’s not think about that for now,” he told the cavernous, silent room, already throwing gargantuan Viking-shaped shadows across the floor as London darkened. 

A second phone, his own, and the one sitting on the edge of the nearest armchair, chimed. Graham lifted it down. 

‘Any update?’ The text from Dean Carson read.

After Alexander had called him that fateful night, and Graham finished puking his guts up, he’d made a string of calls. In hindsight, he hadn’t been sound of mind when dialling that first number, but in fairness, who has perfect clarity after being slammed by news of the worst kind? If offered a do-over, he’d call Michael, just Michael, and certainly not Genna. But that’s what he’d done, and no doubt, next time he got within arm’s reach of Genna’s mate, he’d be throttled for it. He’d also called Dean in Carter Plains, then bounced back to Cedar Copse to tell Blake, before leaping back over to Nick in Carter Plains who had the sense to pass on Lola’s number. Yeah, not his finest hour ricocheting between the packs like that, but . . . 

He believed it a good thing that both packs knew, yet there was little any of them could do. Haakin, Alexander, and Tori existed in a world beyond the wolves’ reach. Sure, they could split in two and launch a search for both Tori and Alexander, but what then? The hard truth was the horror Haakin had set in motion would only end on one of three conditions; Tori’s death, Alexander’s death, or Haakin’s death. The drawn-out, agony-filled demise of the latter was everyone’s choice, but vampires like Haakin didn’t get to the jaw-dropping age he boasted without being a sneaky son of a bitch, and two inconsequential wolf packs, regardless of their determination, wouldn’t change that. 

‘Hi, Dean. No news,’ he replied. 

‘Okay. Offer for help stands. Just let me know.’

‘Sure. Thanks.’

He debated calling Genna, but then remembered the time difference. Also, he was still nervous Michael might answer and rip him a new one for dumping such awful news on his mate. No, he’d wait. His days were now only that; one long, continuous wait until Alexander called and gave the next order. 

Just as he drained his mug of coffee, his phone rang. Unknown flashed. “Hi,” he answered immediately, hopeful Alexander would say he’d found Sture, or killed Haakin—something that would instigate an end to this nightmare. Instead, Johann’s gruff greeting sounded, followed by a demanding, “Where are you?”

Graham faltered. Should he say? Haakin had lamed Johann, and crippled his ability to compel just as efficiently. What if Haakin towered over Johann at the other end, his vampire minions tugging at their leashes, salivating at the prospect of finding Alexander’s werewolf errand man? 

“Good boy,” Johann broke the pause. “You’ve got your wits about you.”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Never tell me where you are.”

“No, I won’t.” Graham pulled himself up off the floor using the side of the couch. Alexander he liked. The man might be snappish on occasion, but Graham always found him respectful. Johann, on the other hand, continuously made him feel like he was one ‘I don’t know’ away from an agonising death. “What do you need me to do?” 

“Inform the institute about Victoria. I’m conducting my own search for Sture, but they have a direct line to a worldwide network of hunters. Tell Gerhard Collins to send out word.”

Andrew. Graham thumped his forehead. He hadn’t even thought of Andrew Walker. Nor the abilities housed within the Walker Institute and how they would most definitely help. “I’m on it.”

“I’ll call tomorrow for an update.” 

“Okay, I’ll—“ The line went dead. Graham pulled a face at the blank screen. “Thanks, and good evening to you, too.” Not that he expected a single pleasantry from Johann, but still, manners maketh the man, and all that. 

He tucked the phone in his pocket, and grabbing his jacket off the back of a couch, shrugged it on. Finally, he had something to do besides waiting—not that breaking Andrew Walker’s heart gave him a thrill. Tori’s nephew adored her; the news would gut him. But placing a massive network of hunters on Sture’s trail would be a step in the right direction, and Graham sorely wanted something positive to share when Alexander next called. 










  
  

Chapter four
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Thursday afternoon history was Andrew’s least favourite class of the week. By three o’clock, students ran on fumes. Grumpy, tired, and still a whole day away from the weekend, Professor Walker’s history class was akin to having teeth pulled. Andrew had learned to avoid the dull lecture format for this particular period and stick to interactive teaching instead, so missed the approach of a student to his lectern as he bounded through the hall, playing a game of  Who Am I? 

“Sir,” the student interrupted, “I have a message for you.”

“Two seconds,” he told the message bearer, and to Lisa Haybury, who nudged closer to correctly guessing Winston Churchill, “Go back to your last question, Lisa. You’re almost there, but you’ve got the timing wrong.” Andrew hurried down the steps to where the first-year student waited. “William Wilson, right?” The lanky redhead had an older brother in third year who shaped up to be a fine hunter. His grandfather, Harry, was chairperson of the institute’s board. 

“Yes, sir.” 

With a full hall of fifth year students staring down at him, William looked ready to faint, or maybe just pee his short-fitting trousers. Determined not to lose the momentum it had taken him the best part of thirty minutes to rouse, Andrew quickly gestured for William to hand over the note.  

“It’s not written down—I have to tell it to you, sir.”

“Right-o. Go ahead, then.”

William beckoned for Andrew to lean in. “Um, sir, there’s a man in the reception hall looking for you. He said his name’s Graham. He said he needs to speak to you urgently.”

“Urgently?”

William pulled at the tie restricting the bob of his Adam’s apple. “Yes, sir.”

“And his name is Graham?” Tori’s friend? Andrew assumed he’d left London once Tori had flown to Switzerland. 

“Um, sir?” William leaned in to whisper. “I think he’s a werewolf, sir.”

Andrew had briefly met Graham on the night of the venom drive. He knew he’d stuck around to keep Tori company after Alexander had whisked Johann out of London, but Tori had mentioned his plan to return to Finland. Intrigued to know what urgent matter had brought him to the institute, he hurried downstairs to the main reception hall, recognising Graham’s sandy hair from where he waited by the trophy cabinet. He registered his anxious pacing next, and when Graham heard his approach and turned to reveal an expression lined with gravity, Andrew swallowed the cheerful greeting he’d been about to offer. 



Andrew’s knees went first, then his hearing. Graham steered him to one of the velvet-padded benches lining the wall outside the student counsellor’s office. 

“Breathe,” was all he said. He didn’t even bother with a rousing speech of hope. 

“Christ,” Andrew eventually managed to exhale when the buzzing in his ears faded. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. We’re sure.”

Almost confident he wasn’t about to throw up his lunch of tomato soup and chicken sandwiches, Andrew sucked in another couple of breaths. 

Graham got straight to the point. “Johann needs your help. He’s trying to locate a vampire called Sture. He’s Alexander and Johann’s Maker.”

“I know about him, yes—but Alexander said he hasn’t seen nor heard from Sture in centuries. Isn’t it possible he’s dead?” 

“He’d better not be. We’ve a lot of hope pinned on him. If he can find Tori, he’s old enough to undo Haakin’s compulsion.”

“Shouldn’t we be aiming for Haakin?”

“That plan’s in operation, too.”

Andrew dabbed his clammy upper lip with his sleeve. “Christ.”

“Johann’s counting on the hunter network to put out a call for Sture. Will they?”

Andrew wished he had the physical strength to stand so he could stumble out to the courtyard and suck in fresh air. “I only spoke to Tori that evening. How can she be—how can this have happened?”

Graham’s tiny nod admitted agreement, and sympathy. 

“She was excited. She said she’d make a snowman and send me the photos. How can he have done this? How did this—?”

“I know, Andrew, I know.”

Graham had already emerged from this stage of trauma; the one where disbelief gave sanity the chance to brace before acceptance kicked in. But Andrew didn’t want to accept it. Tori’s mind hijacked by Haakin? Her sense of self ripped out, and the command to kill Alexander driving her entire being? She’d never forgive herself if she did. And that was assuming Haakin would cut her loose once she completed his mission.

“Can the hunters find Sture?”

Graham’s query interrupted a darker concern, one his internal mania prevented from fully forming. “I don’t know,” he answered with blunt honesty. “I can’t think straight right now.” 

End of period bell rang. Around them, students spilled from classrooms, the echoes of their clamour filling the hallway. He had first years next, and a quiz on the Byzantine empire ready to hand out. “Bloody hell.” He sagged forward again. 

“Here.” 

A shred of paper appeared in his line of vision. 

“That’s my number. You need time to get your head around this, trust me. Call me when you do. If I hear anything before then, I’ll find you here, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.” Andrew took the tatty strip. Graham had torn it from a magazine, scribbling the digits over an advert for motor oil. 

Graham patted his shoulder before standing. “Sorry, man. I really am. We’ll talk soon, okay?”



Gerhard’s secretary noted Andrew’s charging approach the second he came up off the third floor stairs and marched towards her open door. “He’s on a call,” she warned, rising as if about to leap her desk and tackle him to the ground. 

“It’s an emergency, Susan.”

“Andrew, no.” She skirted around instead of launching over. “He’s on a call with Peter!“

“I don’t care if he’s on the phone to the bloody Messiah.”

Ensconced behind his desk, Gerhard Collins, chancellor of the Walker Institute, glared at the sudden intrusion. 

“Hang up,” Andrew demanded as Susan huffed and puffed behind him. An impatient flick ordered him out, but Andrew strode across the carpeted floor, and when Gerhard ignored the second request to hang up, pinned the cradle button down, abruptly disconnecting the call. 

“Andrew, what in the name of—?”

“Haakin got to Tori.”

The chancellor’s mouth snapped shut. 

“He compelled her to kill Alexander.”

To give Gerhard some credit, Andrew hadn’t immediately leapt to the terrifying eventuality currently churning his gut, either. He’d needed the few minutes between Graham leaving, period bell clanging again, and the halls falling silent before the unease finally made itself known. But what he hadn’t expected to see was the satisfaction tilting Gerhard’s expression.  

“Hmm.” Gerhard leaned back in his sizeable chair, folding his hands over his stomach. “That’s unfortunate. But we’ve tampered in enough vampire business lately.”

“Gerhard. This is Victoria Walker, sister of Edwin. We cannot have her under the influence of that sick, twisted bastard.”

“We have no say in the matter. If Haakin has compelled her, what can we do? Unfortunately, it’s something that will have to run its course.”

Gerhard missed the bigger picture, and if Andrew had been more inclined to remain respectful in front of the man, he would have tempered his anger to kindly tell him so. But the sparkle in Gerhard’s eye provoked fury. Terror twisted with it. Haakin had forced a cruel and violent fate upon Tori, and Gerhard’s bitterness blinded him to the fact. “In your own time, when you’re ready to tear yourself away from the visual of Alexander Durand blowing in the wind, consider the repercussions of Victoria Walker under the control of Haakin Erikson.”

Gerhard inhaled against the disrespect, despite the glory of Alexander’s pending death continuing to warm the cockles of his heart. “Professor Walker.”

“Chancellor,” he snapped just as sharply. “As far as we know, Tori’s not yet aware her brother bequeathed her the institute, but Alexander is. He has a very real bargaining chip in his pocket. What weight do you imagine Haakin Erikson would place on storming this building against killing Alexander? With Tori under his control, all it would take is a simple invitation from her, and we’re all rightly screwed.”

Gerhard staggered up from his oak-framed leather Chesterfield. Like a grizzly poked out of hibernation, he blinked and snorted. 

Gratified, Andrew folded his arms. “We have to unhook her from that compulsion. Johann Durand is looking for our help, and my guess is he won’t take no for an answer.” 
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Graham moved with exaggerated care as he made two strong coffees and carried them from the kitchenette, across the Persian rugs, and to where Andrew sat on a deep leather sofa. 

“Coasters.” He tipped his chin at the felt-lined tiles stacked in a neat pile on the coffee table. 

Andrew dutifully laid out two, but when Graham muttered an, "Another, please", he doubled up the protection. He couldn’t blame him; he wouldn’t want to leave a heat ring on the inlaid antique table either. 

After their terse exchange in the office earlier, Gerhard had lumbered into action fairly hastily. Andrew had followed him from the room, throwing an apologetic wave to Susan, who eyed him over her tortoise shell rims as she clacked at her keyboard. She’d pay him back for the intrusion. Gerhard’s secretary held grudges like a dragon hoarded gold, and the next time he came to her for a favour, she’d get her revenge. 

The board was hastily gathered. Gerhard delivered the news and cut to the chase about how Haakin could switch his aim from Alexander to the institute. Andrew picked at a jagged thumbnail as consternation rumbled around the massive table. Although not a board member per se, his Walker name and close involvement with Tori and Alexander allowed him to sit to one side—not at the glossy mahogany table itself—but close enough; three feet behind Gerhard. 

Harry Wilson had shifted from his window seat position to catch Andrew’s eye. At his rear, the November Thursday afternoon had already darkened. ‘Would Alexander Durand betray this college for his life?’ he’d asked. 

No. Not for one second. Because Alexander knew just how damned much Tori loved her brother’s institute. But if Gerhard suspected otherwise, there’d be a half-assed attempt to hunt Sture, and after a couple of weeks, they’d peter off the search. So Andrew had answered with a question. ‘Who knows what anyone would offer when faced with death?’ 

Harry had scratched at his jowly chin in contemplation. The chairperson, and with a solid twenty years on Gerhard, Harry held almost as much sway as the chancellor. If he declined to assist Johann, three-quarters of the board would follow suit. Andrew had itched to add a comment on how the risk of pissing off Johann Durand was just as pressing an issue, and that Haakin might be the least of their worries if they didn’t grant Durand Junior’s request, but it proved unnecessary. The vote was unanimous. It only took ten minutes of discussion before a hasty round of ayes circled the table. 

Andrew finished relaying the events to Graham before taking a sip of strong coffee. 

“So what happens now?” Graham sat with care on the pale couch opposite Andrew. 

“The institute has sent out the call internationally. Every hunter has received a photo of Sture with the instruction to engage peacefully if found.”

“There’s a photo?”

“There is.” From the day he’d been promoted to custodian of Edwin Walker’s possessions, the photo had stubbornly remained in the ‘unknown persons’ pile. On the infamous night Alexander had first come to the institute, Andrew had asked if he’d be willing to look through the album and perhaps name some figures furtively captured on film over the centuries by hunters. Had Andrew known the man with Alexander and Johann Durand was their Maker, Sture, he probably would have approached the request with a little more finesse. After, he’d gifted Alexander the original. It deserved to be cherished rather than stuffed back into storage. Gerhard would blow a gasket if he found out, but Andrew couldn’t care less. The chancellor loved to despise the vampire who had turned Edwin’s sister, but Andrew liked the elder Durand, a lot. And Tori loved him, even if she couldn’t quite admit it. “It’s an old photo, but I guess age doesn’t matter. He’ll look the exact same.”

“I guess not.” Graham almost smiled. “Were the hunters told why they’re looking for him?”

“No. It’s enough for them to understand we need to find him. The why isn’t their concern.”

“Good. The less they know, the better.”

“I’m guessing Johann has a plan if we do discover Sture?”

“You can be sure he does, but I’m not privy to it yet.”

“I have to ask.” Andrew set his mug down on the double coaster. “How is it you’re so tight with the Durand brothers? And why doesn’t Tori know?”

Graham recounted a familiar story about a stupid but courageous wolf looking to make amends by demanding two over-protective vampire brothers cease their stalking of his best friend’s every move. Andrew had heard the version where Graham had never found Johann, but Tori hadn’t been told the entire truth. Graham did find Johann, and ended up making a deal of which she had no knowledge. “Alexander exists for Tori,” Graham explained his reasoning in choosing to align with the brothers. “He has his off moments, and I don’t always like his controlling attitude, but Tori’s my closest friend, and he only ever wants what’s best for her, so yes, I may be his bitch, but I’m a willing participant. Johann, on the other hand . . .”

Andrew grunted agreement as Graham trailed off. “Oh, I’d rather be Alexander’s bitch than Johann’s any day.”

“Yeah, he’s not exactly cut from the same cloth as Alexander, is he?”

“Definitely not.”

“To be honest, half the time he makes me want to shit myself, but if anyone’s manipulative and wily enough to get Tori out of this mess, it’s him. Even if he is stuck in a wheelchair.”

Behind Graham, a wet November night sent rain streaking down the floor to ceiling windows. The vast glass expanse framed a city shrouded in dark, the mist crafting halos around street lights. In what corner of the world did Tori hunt? How tunnelled were her thoughts? Haakin’s compulsion would have stripped every piece of her humanity. If she were to suddenly appear before them, Andrew would likely witness a blank expression and soulless eyes, the polar opposite to the Victoria Walker he and Graham loved.

“Look.” Graham cut through his morbid contemplation with a sigh. “We hardly know each other, but Tori loves you like a brother, and she trusts you with her life, so I feel like I can trust you, too.”

“You can,” he assured, filing away the brother comment for later, because if he dwelt on it now, he might start bawling and never stop. 

“I have a concern. A big one.”

Andrew scooched to the edge of the seat, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’m listening.”

Graham hesitated, scanning the room as if afraid they weren’t truly alone. “Johann’s not a fan of Tori,” he said quietly. “His only loyalty lies with his brother. You, me, and Alexander have two avenues of play here: One; locate Sture and have him break the compulsion. Two; find Haakin and kill the bastard. I’m betting Johann has a third.”

Andrew spread his palms in query. Mentally drained, vibrating from too much caffeine, and still shook to his marrow, he lacked the capacity to guess. 

“Kill Tori.”

That, he hadn’t seen coming. “Oh, now.”

“He’ll choose Alexander over her every time. He might be searching for Sture as we speak, but I reckon that plan has a very limited shelf life. Once it’s up, he’ll make his own play. That way, he can promise Alexander he did what he could, but was left with no other option. Alexander might cut him off for a century or two, but Johann will take that chance if it means saving his brother.”

Andrew folded in on himself, dragging his hands over the curve of his head. Graham was right. Plan C was a classic Johann move. “How long do you reckon we have?”

Graham heaved himself to his feet. “I’ve had a lot of quiet hours to think these last couple of days, and my hunch is that it’ll come down to Tori. When—because let’s be honest, there’s no if here—she gets close to finding Alexander, Johann will turn every effort towards finding her. He and Alexander are keeping in touch, so the second Alexander suspects Tori’s nearing, Johann will hear. If—“

Already visualising a potential solution, Andrew butted in. “So why don’t we hunt for her ourselves? We can bring her to the institute, keep her locked up safe.”

“Already picked that one apart.” Graham rounded the couch to take his weight on its plump backrest. “It has promise, but Haakin would find her there eventually, and can the institute take that risk?”

Graham wasn’t aware of Tori’s inheritance, but regardless, no, they couldn’t take that chance; there’d be carnage. And if Haakin learned Tori had the power to invite him and his entire army in—End Of Days carnage. Gerhard would never, ever agree to it. “Someplace else, then, not in the institute.” He rose to his feet. 

“It’s worth considering, but we’d have to catch her first. We’ve a better chance of finding Sture.”

“Probably, but I’d like to go ahead and quietly make arrangements.” Andrew brushed by the coffee table for a wider floor space. “Do you think Alexander would bait himself so we can lure her in?” He began to pace. 

Graham crossed his arms, grimacing as he gave the scheme consideration. “He might. But the idea of her being locked up would kill him.”

“But she’d be safe, and so would he. At least then we could work on breaking the compulsion.” 

“She’d also be where Johann could get to her, and if he’s under the impression she still poses a risk to his brother—which she will—she’ll be right there for Johann to take.”

“Shit, yes,” he realised. “You’re bloody right.”

“Honestly, our best play at this moment is to find Sture and Haakin before Tori can get to Alexander. But whatever other ideas you come up with, tell me. The more options we have, the better.”

A buzzing sent Graham over to the drinks cabinet, where he plucked up one of three phones laid out side by side. “Johann,” he announced before quickly answering. 

Andrew would panic if Durand Junior’s name flashed up on his screen, too. 

“Yes, they’re on it,” Graham said after only a momentary pause, just long enough for Johann to bark for an update, no doubt. “Internationally, yes. Are they reporting back to Gerhard personally?” He threw Andrew a desperate glance.

Andrew nodded to confirm yes, Gerhard would hear directly, and first. 

“Yes, yes, personally . . . right, okay. Yes, sure . . . I will . . . okay, goodnight, Johann.” Graham returned the phone to its place. “Okay.” He blotted the perspiration on his forehead with his cuff. “So that’s Johann and the hunters searching for Sture. It’s a good start.”

“What about Alexander? What’s he planning?”

Graham shook his head. “No idea. And I can’t imagine he’s exactly compos mentis right now.”

Andrew surrendered his pacing to drop onto the soft couch again. “Are any of us?” 








  
  

Chapter five
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Warm blood hit the back of Alexander Durand’s throat. Latching on hard, he ignored the whimper of his meal, fisting thin hair tighter to force the woman to hold still. He’d fled Switzerland two days ago, crossed the border into Italy, but only miles from his home in the hills west of Orbetello, dawn had won the race, forcing him to leap through the side entrance of an empty church with his skin already smoking. 

Only moments after he’d stumbled into the dim, cool interior, early worshippers disturbed him, and with no other option, he’d darted up a narrow stone stairs into the bell tower. He’d moved with the sun, shuffling along the wall under protection of a single rectangle of shadow, and when morning adoration ended, returned to the sacristy where he’d gulped down the sacramental wine. The alcohol did little to soothe. Wrathful and heartsick, he’d drained the bottle as the echoes of Victoria’s cries continued to reverberate, the incessant repetition stoking his murderous rage. 

Haakin’s vile orders punctuated her sobs. As Alexander had hunkered against a wall in the sacristy, he’d grunted against the replay, straining to bear the pain it roused. Not since the day he’d watched his younger brother lie gravely injured on the battlefield as his own life drained away, had he felt so utterly powerless. Separated from Victoria by thousands of miles, he’d been unable to do anything but listen as Haakin had raped her consciousness. 

‘You are mine now, little hunter. You obey and serve only me.’

‘I am yours.’

‘The vampire; Alexander Durand, I want you to hunt him.’

‘Yes, Haakin.’

‘You know him; where he lives, hides, how he thinks, manipulates, and schemes. You’re versed on his habits, his strengths and weaknesses.’ 

‘I am.’

‘And you, little hunter, you have no past, just your present. You are simply you.’

‘I am me.’

‘Hunt Alexander Durand. And when you find him, kill him.’

‘Kill Alexander Durand.’

‘However long it takes; months, years, decades, centuries; it doesn’t matter. You exist only to end Alexander Durand.’ 

‘Yes, Haakin.’

‘Begin, Tori. Be the best hunter you can be.’

Torment scoured anew. Alexander had remained huddled for some time, skull clenched against the persistent horror. The apathy of Victoria’s tone disturbed him the most, the frightening lack of emotion as she’d repeated, ‘Kill Alexander Durand’. He only knew Victoria to be passionate, whether in love, excitement, or anger, and now Haakin had replaced her with a cold, soulless creature. Haakin had planned his compulsion; he’d carefully worded his command to ensure Victoria embraced only her hunter persona and recalled nothing of her past. 

When the creak of tired hinges announced an arrival, and an inhale carried the scent of human blood, hunger burned. The cleaner who had arrived—a solitary woman in her sixties—hummed to herself as she pottered about the altar. Alexander preferred younger blood, but trapped until nightfall, the snatched meal would provide the sustenance he needed, despite its unpleasantness. 

A faint bitter tang suggested infection lingered somewhere in the woman’s body. Alexander drank regardless, conscious of her pulse as he fed. Marginally satiated, he lowered the woman to the floor, compelling her to rest in silence against one side of the stone altar table. Her cleaning supplies had scattered across the decorative tiles. He gathered them up, returning them to the caddy before setting it by her feet. Alexander couldn’t last recall when he’d needed to feed in such a hasty, desperate manner, and the sight of the slumped form raised self-loathing. 

Lowering himself alongside her, he settled her silver-haired head against his shoulder. 

‘She’s someone’s mother or grandmother,’ Victoria would say if she were here. ‘She deserves respect.’ “I’ll send her safely on her way,” he promised, retrieving his wallet to withdraw a generous handful of notes. He tucked them into the woman’s pink-chequered smock pocket, a lingering taste telling him she’d need the money; illness skulked in her blood. 

An image of Victoria’s green eyes, slanted with pity for the elderly woman, forced his own shut. In the darkness, nostrils twitched against the sharpness of frankincense. The incense permeated the church’s interior, along with the warmer scent of wax polish. Although humble and requiring roof repairs, the parishioners took pride in their simple place of adoration. 

He’d worshipped in this very church in his human life, too. No more than fifteen or sixteen years of age at the time, he’d knelt beside his father in an oak pew, stealing his very first peek through one eye at the stained-glass window spilling the colours of setting sun across the altar. The Durand family traded in silk, and Alexander had been travelling throughout Europe with his father since he’d turned twelve. Johann would join them the following year, and Alexander looked forward to it, keen to share the adventures found within bustling towns and noisy ports, along with the awe roused by how their father haggled with such skill. Johann would love the colourful, exciting towns, and he’d marvel at how cleverly Jacques Durand bartered. In no time, Johann would wrangle with as much, if not more, efficiency. 

Alexander and his father had arrived in Orbetello on a Sunday, so Jacques had insisted they take a moment with the Lord. Alexander found the hushed interior with its uneven, whitewashed walls, wax-scented pews, and unpretentious wooden altar, delightful. He’d visited many churches and cathedrals in his last four years, and preferred the simple places of worship over the grand, ostentatious cathedrals every time. 

Eighteen years later, in 1622, when his human life had twisted into a strange and frightening shape, he’d mourned the loss of his spiritual self deeply. Vampirism had condemned his soul to the Devil, and no longer welcome in the Lord’s home, he’d raged at Sture for forcing such a wretched curse upon him. 

But Sture had promised him otherwise. ‘You’re still a child of your god,’ he’d told him. ‘And you most certainly will not burst into flame if you cross the threshold of a church. Holy water, garlic, crucifixes—it’s all nonsense, my boy!’ Sture’s deep-bellied laugh had shaken his entire bulky form. ‘If you wish to pray to your god, there’s nothing stopping you.’

Over a century after that first visit to the Italian town with his father, Alexander returned. He bought a property in the hills, and upon finding the small church in a sorry state of disrepair on the night he wandered back into the town, made an anonymous donation; enough to replace the roof and restore the altar—along with its beautiful window. He sat for hours at a time in the renovated church, sneaking in at night to enjoy the peaceful solitude. Prayer no longer spilled from his lips, but remnants of his faith remained, enough to bring soothing when the world and its endless turning overwhelmed. 

That wretched overwhelm shifted on a humid June evening in 1857, when unexpected circumstance spun him in a new direction. On that fateful night, Alexander found his darling girl, and now, the world couldn’t turn long enough for him. 

Alexander opened his eyes. The hunt had commenced. Victoria was no doubt already close, but he’d formed a plan. 

Centuries ago, once he’d accepted his fate as a vampire and adjusted to the idea of a potentially endless life, he’d undertaken a personal pilgrimage, retracing the adventures of his brief thirty-four human years. He’d begun in Orbetello, where he’d purchased the first of his numerous fine residences. Once Victoria had been ready, he’d taken her on the same journey. One by one, he’d brought her to his homes throughout the world, sharing his past to thread his darling girl into his life story. They’d woven their own in the process; over fifteen decades of events, places, and moments that Haakin wanted to shred apart. But Alexander believed in Victoria’s strength. He’d now take her through the experience for a second time, remind her of who he was, who they were. Every reminder, no matter how tiny or grand, would work its way deep into the abyss Haakin had carved in her mind. His darling girl would come to remember her Maker. The truth would slowly but surely invade Haakin’s control, and in time, Victoria would emerge; whole, conscious—his. 

With the cleaner dispatched home with an order to rest and visit her doctor as soon as possible, Alexander remained in the sacristy until mass urged him up to the belfry once more. He shuffled with the shadows again, counting the hours until dusk. When light finally turned grainy, and retiring day painted a ribbon of horizon with colours as brilliant as the stained glass depiction of the Virgin Mary, he unfolded from his crouch. 

‘You know him,’ Haakin had murmured to Victoria, ‘where he lives, hides, how he thinks, manipulates, and schemes. You’re versed in his habits, his strengths and weaknesses.’ 

Victoria would recognise the ruse with his jet. The home waiting amongst trees dusted by sinking sun lay the closest to Switzerland. She’d come here first, knowing how he thought, how he’d plan. A man on the run required money and documents, all of which he kept spread throughout his homes. He’d visit each, take what he needed, and in their place, leave a clue for Victoria; a reminder of their truth. 

Collared doves cooed in their belfry nests as the sun made its final descent. Alexander grasped the stone ledge, his dead heart aching and afraid as he watched night fling its protective cloak over the Italian countryside. “And so it begins, my darling girl.”

‘Months, years, decades, centuries; it doesn’t matter. You exist only to end Alexander Durand,’ Haakin’s compulsion taunted in reply. 

“I shall take you back to the start, Victoria. From there, you’ll find your way home to me.”

Alexander leapt from the belfry, and as he ran, a summer’s nightfall in 1857 replaced the countryside whipping past. His maiden encounter with Victoria remained as vivid as ever. Haakin had stripped him from her mind, but he’d fight to restore his rightful place, however long it might take. 








  
  

Chapter six

June 23rd, 1857. London, England.
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Alexander Durand clung to twilight’s shadow. London rattled around him, the noxious scents of a cholera-riddled city fouling the air with decay. Away from the genteel areas he normally traversed, his lip curled in distaste at how the humans squatted in such squalor throughout this dank quarter. Pressing one gloved finger beneath his nostrils, he blocked the stench, and with his free hand, checked his pocket watch once more. “Henry Walker, you’re late.”  

Snapping the timepiece shut, he returned it to his waistcoat. The man’s debt didn’t amount to much, and had he been any other fool, Alexander would have ignored him. But Henry Walker had frequented too many gambling circles, boasted too loudly of his wealth and skill, and cheated at too many tables to be discounted any longer. Johann wanted to wind his innards around his neck, but Alexander had tempers to appease and pockets to refill should he and his brother wish to continue their lucrative gambling ventures. 

The crunch of grit beneath wheel travelled on the foul air. Alexander slid deeper into the gloom of a urine-infested alleyway, tracking the movement of an approaching carriage. When hooves clopped to a stop, he remained hidden, wondering what had possessed Henry Walker to attend in such an elaborate vehicle; across the street, threadbare lace already twitched as curious and hungry eyes peered through dirty windows at the finery. 

“Stay here, my dear.” Henry’s order came from within the carriage. “No matter what you may hear, or how long I may be gone, do you understand?” 

“Yes.”

“Good girl.” The carriage lurched, and Henry appeared, squeezing his rotund form through the dainty door. “Stay inside,” he insisted once more, landing with a grunt. 

Henry Walker’s fear added to the general stink. Assuming himself alone, he swatted a pristine square of cotton at the perspiration glistening on his brow. He shuffled to where the driver perched, and revealing they’d previously colluded, muttered a low, “Remember what I told you?” to which the driver, a young fellow who gripped the reins with wide-eyed panic, nodded ferociously.

“Where are you, man?” Henry took a sweep of the street while tugging at his bow tie. He’d moved away from the carriage—enough, Alexander guessed, for the passenger not to overhear conversation, but within a proximity to believe an easy escape remained at hand. When Alexander emerged, he started in fright. “M—Mr Durand.”

“You’re late.”

“The family, we—we’re ce—celebrating,” he stammered. “The women—it took a while for them to ready themselves.”

“Have you brought what I’m owed?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” He inched back as Alexander approached. A rapid uptick announced his first lie. 

“All of it?” 

Henry patted his chest, indicating the small bulge beneath his jacket. “It—it wasn’t possible to secure the full amount.”

Alexander clasped his hands behind his back. “You broke the terms of our agreement.”

“Well now. I—you see—I need a little more time. If you would be so tolerant as to give me one more day, I promise I shall have the remainder tomorrow. In fact, I would like to invite you to—”

Rum-tainted breath exploded in Alexander’s face when he slammed Henry against the sweaty wall at their rear. Clenched by the throat, the man gasped for air, pudgy fingers scrabbling in vain at Alexander’s cool grip. “Your gall is truly astounding, Mr Walker.”

“Tomorrow night,” he rasped, “The Hen and Fox, at—at the docks. I’ll have the rest then, I promise!”

Two things happened at that juncture. First, the sharp bite of suspicion over an invitation to a public space in order to collect outstanding debt. The second, and what Alexander would soon come to realise as a pivotal moment in his existence; a captivating scent which abruptly gripped his senses. 

Attention snapping to the handsome carriage, he inhaled. There—lingering above the filth, the reek of Henry Walker and his desperation—a perfume so seductive it transcended the pollution of London. 

Alexander released one target for the other. Wrenching open the carriage door, he reached in and withdrew the only other passenger. Lilac, soap, youth, and something so enticing it made his throat burn, swirled amongst the flurry of expensive fabrics, a startled cry, and the sweep of rich, russet hair. 

Clenched in his grasp, a young woman trembled before him, likely not yet two full decades old, skin pale and pure as cream, eyes a glistening emerald, and lips, a delicate rose pink, graced by a pronounced cupid’s bow. They parted in shock. 

Surely not, he studied her, swallowing against sudden hunger, surely not Henry Walker’s wife? 

The simpleton in question hauled himself off his knees. “Please, not Victoria, let her be! Don’t involve her in this unpleasantness.”

“Uncle Henry,” she whispered, sweet breath fanning Alexander’s face, driving his thirst higher. Although fearful for her uncle’s well-being, her eyes remained locked to Alexander’s, fright only deepening the crystalline sparkle. 

“Victoria.” Bewitched by how her name formed in his mouth, Alexander ignored Henry’s babbling as satisfaction she didn’t belong to the fool sparked.

“Please don’t hurt my uncle, sir.”

“Ah, but I fear he intends to hurt me.”

“No, he—he wouldn’t. He says silly things when he’s had too much to drink. Please don’t heed his nonsense. I can assure you, sir, we—that is, my family—will come to whatever arrangement necessary to resolve this issue.”

But Alexander had a new arrangement in mind. Velvet blood called to him. It already teased his tongue. Beneath porcelain neck, fright pulsed, promising an exquisite meal, yet lingering within the bouquet, something else . . . a scent he couldn’t discern. Alexander leaned in, purposely tracing the delicate slope with the tip of his nose. She turned rigid in his clutch, breath hitching. 

“Sir!”

Enthralled by the mystery and temptation, Alexander withdrew. She blinked up at him, and in doing so, compounded his desire. How could such a beautiful creature claim Henry Walker’s genes? 

“Leave the girl be,” Henry pleaded. “She has no part in this.”

“Perhaps she does.”

“No—she’s an innocent child—please!”

“I warned you I would not tolerate disrespect, yet you come here, not only tardy, but without the owed amount.”

“I can pay it all, I promise you! Tomorrow night, at The Hen and Fox, please, Mr Durand.”

The quiet unease of an unfolding ruse pulled Alexander away from Victoria’s exquisite features. Her uncle had gambled his way through four of Johann’s private circles, and this insistence of meeting at the inn thickened his suspicion of manipulation. Johann had aired his concern only the other evening, wondering if Henry Walker had purposely been working to draw them out. 

“Sir.” Victoria’s tiny plea came with a swallow. Alexander studied her as she remained in his hold, hands clenched to her chest as he gripped her upper arms. But determined to speak with courage, she lifted her chin. “Please, sir.”

“You may call me Alexander.”

“Alexander.” 

Fascinated by the way his name formed on her tongue, he smiled down at her courage. “Yes, Victoria?”

“We can go to my father and resolve this with haste. If you don’t wish to wait until tomorrow, I’m sure he would happily pay whatever is owed to you this night.”

“I warned your uncle,” he said kindly. “He made an agreement, and has now broken that understanding.” Another nervous swallow sent her throat rippling. Alexander bit down a groan as gums prickled in anticipation.

“I’m sorry he failed to keep his word, but . . . ”

“You think he deserves a second chance?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

Tearing away from her beauty, his gaze flicked to where Henry watched in growing horror. Utter terror sheeted his face. At least the ignoramus had the sense to understand what unfolded before him. “I fear it’s too late for second chances, Victoria.”

“Surely not.” Ever so slightly, she softened in his hold. 

With his hunger to taste her reaching a maddening level, Alexander licked his lips. 

Her breath hitched upon seeing the action. “You’re a gentleman,” came on a breathy plea as her gaze fixed on his mouth. “I can see you are, and surely that means you . . . you could find it in your heart to—”

“My heart?” If only this enchanting creature knew. 

“Yes, sir.” She bravely met his stare again. “Your heart.”

Alexander freed one slim arm to hook her around the waist instead. When he drew her closer, the hems of her skirts brushed his shoes. “That particular organ is dead.”

“No, sir. I refuse to believe such a sadness.”

Already captivated by his vampire lure, Victoria’s pulse had slowed. Curious eyes roamed his face, admiring his features, her subconscious telling her a man with such beauty presented no danger. His scent appealed to her, too. As she inhaled, her chest lifted with the breath, stirring the jade droplets looping her graceful neck. Clasped hands parted, drifting to claim him instead. Pristine white gloves carefully settled on his chest as she peeped up at him. 

When he thinned the space between them, she didn’t pull away. The heat of her body seeped through the fibres of his clothes, sending a thrill through his being. “It’s true, Victoria.”

“No,” she argued, strands of russet beauty rippling with refusal. “Impossible. You have kindness in your eyes. Love still has a place in your heart. I know it does.”

“What do you know of love?” he asked, winding a tendril around one finger. Her pupils bloomed in response, and there—another stutter from her pulse releasing a deeper tease of her unique scent. 

“Very little. Only what I read in books.”

“You have no suitor to ply you with poetry?” 

“No, sir.”

“Alexander,” he corrected, intensely relieved to know his bewitching captive hadn’t yet suffered the pawing of an amorous buffoon. 

“Alexander,” she complied.

“How old are you, Miss Walker?”

“Nineteen.”

“Far too young for betrothal,” he rejoiced.

“I don’t want to be married.” Lured in deeper, all awareness of what existed beyond her captor and the dirty streets vanished. It normally took compulsion to bring his victims so deep into this false sense of security, but Victoria had slid into it with ease; her body brushing his, throat exposed as she peered up at him with endearing honesty. “Marriage sounds dull to me, and I have no desire to be owned by any man.”

“And what would you rather do instead?”

“I would like to see the world.”

“You yearn to travel?”

“Yes.” Eyelashes fluttered with want as a sigh slipped free. “The pictures in my father’s books are beautiful, but I long to see those places for myself.”

“Which places?”

“There are too many to count,” she said with such earnestness, it endeared her to him further. “But every corner of the world, starting with the Giza Pyramids.”

“I shall take you there. Everywhere—wherever your heart desires.” Just as she no longer regarded him as a threat, Alexander found himself seeing beyond the prospect of a delicious meal. Instead, he could envisage that life; one where she would grace his arm as he showed off a world that granted his every desire. Her intriguing scent would perfume his nights, and her blood satisfy his deepest cravings. 

“You shall?”

“Yes, my darling girl.” Enchanted by her delight, innocence, blood, and that unnamed sense seducing every part of his being, Alexander missed Henry’s approach. A desperate clutch enclosed his wrist. 

“No, never! You cannot have Victoria!”

Snarling at the intrusion, Alexander shoved him without measure. Catapulted back, Henry hit the wall.

With the spell broken, Victoria cried out as her uncle slumped to the dirty ground. Even as one gloved hand flew to her mouth, Alexander smelled blood. 

“Uncle Henry!”

Propped in a seated position, legs splayed out before him, Henry’s top-heavy form wavered. Glazed eyes swung to Victoria, but his life bled out too fast for words or action. Tipping forward, he folded over, exposing the damage to the back of his head. 

Victoria buckled. Alexander scooped her up, and diving into London’s shadows, claimed a far better prize than the debt owed by her dead uncle could have ever offered. 
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