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Praise for NO REST FOR THE WICKED

“Sizzling sex and high-stakes adventure are what’s on tap in mega-talented Cole’s sensational paranormal. . . . One nonstop thrill ride. Brava!”

—RT Book Reviews

“Spine-tingling, adventurous, and passionate. . . . A definite keeper.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“Romantic conflict, passionate sex, and quirky characters served up with a topping of action-packed mystical treasure hunting.”

—Love Vampires

More acclaim for #1 New York Times bestselling author KRESLEY COLE

and her IMMORTALS AFTER DARK novels

DARK SKYE

“When it comes to creating adversarial protagonists who must overcome enormous emotional and deadly obstacles to get their HEA, no one does it better!”

—RT Book Reviews

MACRIEVE

“MacRieve’s like the ultimate tortured hero. . . . I love that all of Kresley’s heroes and heroines are different.”

—USA Today

“Every time I pick up a Kresley Cole book it starts this spiral of need to go back and read the rest of the series all over again. . . . This is probably the steamiest book of the series, almost from the get-go.”

—Avon Romance

SHADOW’S CLAIM

(The Dacians), a RITA Award Winner!

“Kresley Cole cannot do wrong in my book. She is masterful in creating the perfect Alpha Male.”

—Under the Covers Book Blog

LOTHAIRE

A RITA Award Finalist!

“I was amazed at this world Kresley Cole has created . . . a definite favorite.”

—USA Today

“How do you make the crazy, arrogant, and ruthless archvillain of a series a hero? With great difficulty! Yet Cole pulls it off splendidly.”

—RT Book Reviews

DREAMS OF A DARK WARRIOR

“Sex scenes so hot there is a danger the pages could spontaneously combust.”

—Love Vampires

DEMON FROM THE DARK

“Intense danger mixes with insatiable desire to create a scorching hot romance that plays out against a fast-paced backdrop of thrilling supernatural adventure. Addictively good reading.”

—Love Vampires

PLEASURE OF A DARK PRINCE

“There are few authors that can move me to tears. Kresley Cole is one of them.”

—Book Binge

KISS OF A DEMON KING

A RITA Award Winner!

“Cole deftly blends danger and desire into a brilliantly original contemporary paranormal romance . . . sexy . . . sharp humor . . . simply irresistible.”

—Reader to Reader

DARK DESIRES AFTER DUSK

“Cole outdoes herself. . . . A gem.”

—RT Book Reviews

DARK NEEDS AT NIGHT’S EDGE

“The evolution of this romance is among the most believable and engrossing I’ve ever read. Cole’s Immortals After Dark series continues stronger than ever.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A wickedly exhilarating ride through the world of the Lore. I can’t recommend Conrad and Néomi’s book enough. Fabulous, Ms. Cole! Simply fabulous!”

—Romance Junkies

WICKED DEEDS ON A WINTER’S NIGHT

“Cole effortlessly delivers heart-wringing romance, likeable heroines, hot heroes and hotter sex . . . set against an original and exciting paranormal mythology that keeps both the story and the reader speeding along.”

—Love Vampires

A HUNGER LIKE NO OTHER

A RITA Award Winner!

“Intense action, devilishly passionate sex, and fascinating characters. . . . An amazing and inventive alternate reality. . . . Hot stuff!”

—RT Book Reviews

“Superb . . . rich mythology, a fresh approach, and excellent writing.”

—Fresh Fiction

THE WARLORD WANTS FOREVER

“Holy hotness, Batman! Why did nobody sit me down and give me a stern lecture on why I needed to start this series ages ago? I mean, whoa.”

—Reading the Paranormal
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For Bretaigne E. Black, college teammate, instigator of toga wedding showers, organizer of “wine & sign” book signings, and dear, dear friend.

Don’t know what I’d do without my Bebs.


Excerpted from The Living Book of Lore . . .

The Lore

“. . . and those sentient creatures that are not human shall be united in one stratum, coexisting with, yet secret from, man’s.”

• Most are immortal and can regenerate from injuries, killed only by mystical fire or beheading.

• Their eyes change with intense emotion, often to a breed-specific color.

The Valkyries

“When a maiden warrior screams for courage as she dies in battle, Wóden and Freya heed her call. The two gods give up lightning to strike her, rescuing her to their hall, and preserving her courage forever in the form of the maiden’s immortal Valkyrie daughter.”

• Take sustenance from the electrical energy of the earth, sharing it in one collective power, and give it back with their emotions in the form of lightning.

• Possess preternatural strength and speed.

The Vampire Horde

“In the first chaos of the Lore, a brotherhood of vampires dominated, by relying on their cold nature, worship of logic, and absence of mercy. They sprang from the harsh steppes of Dacia and migrated to Russia, though some say a secret enclave, live in Dacia still.”

• Have the ability to teleport, also known as tracing.

• Each adult male seeks his Bride, his eternal wife, and walks as the living dead until he finds her.

• A Bride will render his body fully alive, giving him breath and making his heart beat, a process known as blooding.

The Forbearers

“. . . his crown stolen, Kristoff, the rightful Horde king, stalked the battlefields of antiquity seeking the strongest, most valiant human warriors as they died, earning him the name The Gravewalker. He offered eternal life for eternal fealty to him and his growing army.”

• An army of vampires consisting of turned humans, who do not drink blood directly from the flesh.

The Lykae Clan

“A proud, strapping warrior of the Keltoi People (or Hidden People, later known as Celts) was taken in his prime by a maddened wolf. The warrior rose from the dead, now an immortal, with the spirit of the beast latent within him. He displayed the wolf’s traits: the need for touch, an intense loyalty to its kind, an animal craving for the delights of the flesh. Sometimes the beast rises. . . .”

• Mate for life. Over eternity, they seek their fated one above all things, revering matehood as other species do gods.

The Accession

“And a time shall come to pass when all immortal beings in the Lore, from the Valkyries, vampire, Lykae, and demon factions to the witches, shifters, fey, and sirens . . . must fight and destroy each other.”

• A kind of mystical checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals.

• Occurs every five hundred years. Or right now . . .


Prologue
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Blachmount Manor, Estonia

September 1709

Two of my brothers are dead, Sebastian Wroth thought, staring up at them from the floor as he writhed in pain.

Or half-dead.

All he knew was that they’d returned from the battlefront . . . wrong.

Every soldier came back changed by the horrors of war—he himself had—but Sebastian’s brothers were altered.

Nikolai, the eldest, and Murdoch, the next eldest, had finally returned home from the Estonian-Russian border. Though Sebastian could hardly believe it, they must have left behind the war that still raged between the two countries.

An angry storm boiled, lashed inland from the nearby Baltic Sea, and out from the torrents of rain, the two had strode into Blachmount Manor. Their soaked hats and coats had stayed on. The door had remained open behind them.

They’d stood motionless, stunned.

Before them, spread throughout the main hall, was the carnage that used to be their family. Four sisters and their father were dying of plague. Sebastian and their youngest brother Conrad lay battered and stabbed among them. Sebastian was still conscious. Mercifully, the rest weren’t, not even Conrad, though he still hissed in agony.

Nikolai had dispatched Sebastian and Conrad to protect their family and home mere weeks ago. Now all were dying.

The Wroths’ ancestral seat of Blachmount had proved too tempting a lure to marauding bands of Russian soldiers. Last night, they’d attacked, seeking the rumored riches here as well as the food stores. While defending against dozens of them, Sebastian and Conrad had been beaten and then stabbed through the gut—but not killed. Nor had the rest of the family been injured by them. Sebastian and Conrad had held the soldiers off just long enough for them to realize the home was plague-stricken.

The invaders had run, leaving their swords where they’d plunged them. . . .

As Nikolai stood over Sebastian, water dripped from his long coat and mingled with the congealing blood on the floor. He cast Sebastian a look so raw that for a moment Sebastian thought that he was disgusted with him and Conrad for their failure—as disgusted as he himself was.

And Nikolai didn’t understand the half of it.

Sebastian knew better, though, knew Nikolai would shoulder this burden as he had all others. Sebastian had always been closest to his oldest brother, and he could almost hear Nikolai’s thoughts as though they were his own: How could I expect to defend a country, when I could not protect my own flesh and blood?

Their country of Estonia had fared no better than this family. Russian soldiers had stolen harvests in the spring, then salted and scorched the earth. No grain could be coaxed from the soil, and the countryside starved. Weak and gaunt, the people had succumbed when plague broke out.

After recovering from their shock, Nikolai and Murdoch drew away and conferred in harsh whispers, pointing at their sisters and father as they debated something.

They did not seem to be discussing Conrad, unconscious on the floor, or Sebastian himself. Had the younger brothers’ fates already been decided?

Even in his delirium, Sebastian understood that somehow the two had been changed—changed into something his fevered mind could scarcely comprehend. Their teeth were different—their canines were longer, and the brothers seemed to bare them in fury and dread. Their eyes were fully black, yet they glowed in the shadowy hall.

As a boy, Sebastian had listened to his grandfather’s tales of fanged devils that lived in the nearby marshes.

Vampiir.

They could disappear into thin air and reappear at will, traveling that way. Now, through the still-open doorway, Sebastian spied no sweat-slicked horses outside, tethered in haste.

Vampiirs were baby snatchers and blood drinkers who fed on humans as if they were cattle. Or, worse, they turned humans into their kind.

Sebastian knew his brothers were now among those cursed demons—and he feared they sought to damn their entire family as well.

“Do not do this thing,” Sebastian whispered.

Nikolai heard him from too far across the room and strode to him. Kneeling, he asked, “You know what we are now?”

Sebastian nodded weakly, staring up in disbelief at Nikolai’s black irises. Between gasping breaths, he said, “And I suspect . . . what you contemplate.”

“We will turn you and the family as we were turned.”

“I will not have this for me,” Sebastian said. “I do not want it.”

“You must, brother,” Nikolai murmured. Were his eerie eyes glinting? “Otherwise you die tonight.”

“Good,” Sebastian rasped. “Life has long been wearying. And now with the girls dying—”

“We will try to turn them as well.”

“You will not dare!” Sebastian roared.

Murdoch cast a look askance at Nikolai, but Nikolai shook his head. “Lift him up.” He made his voice like steel, the same tone he had used as a general in the army. “He will drink.”

Though Sebastian struggled, spitting curses, Murdoch raised him to a sitting position. A sudden rush of blood pooled from Sebastian’s stomach wound. Nikolai flinched at the sight but bit his wrist open.

“Respect my will in this, Nikolai,” Sebastian grated, his words desperate. He used his last reserves of strength to clench Nikolai’s arm and hold his wrist away. “Do not force this on us. Living isn’t everything.” They’d often argued this point. Nikolai had always held survival sacred; Sebastian believed that death was better than living in dishonor.

Nikolai was silent, his jet eyes flicking over Sebastian’s face as he considered. Then he finally answered, “I can’t . . . I won’t watch you die.” His tone was harsh, and he seemed to barely maintain control of his emotions.

“You do this for yourself,” Sebastian said, his voice losing power. “Not for us. You curse us to salve your conscience.” He could not let Nikolai’s blood reach his lips. “No . . . damn you, no!”

But they pried his mouth open, dripped the hot blood inside, and forced his jaw shut until he swallowed it.

They were still holding him down when he took his last breath and his sight went dark.


Suffer? Sacrifice? Die? What wouldn’t you do for the ones you love?

—Kaderin the Coldhearted, Talisman’s Hie champion, Valkyrie assassin

I would have chosen death before dishonor. But my choice was stolen from me.

—Sebastian Wroth, knight of arcane orders, vampire
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Castle Gornyi, Russia

Present day

For the second time in her life, Kaderin the Coldhearted hesitated to kill a vampire.

In the last instant of a silent, lethal swing, she stayed her sword an inch above the neck of her prey—because she’d found him holding his head in his hands.

His big body tensed. As a vampire, he could trace away, disappearing. Instead, he raised his face to gaze at her with dark gray eyes, the color of a storm about to be unleashed. Surprisingly, they were clear of the red that marked a vampire’s bloodlust, which meant he had never drunk a being to death. Yet.

He beseeched with those eyes, and she realized he hungered for an end. He wanted the death blow she’d come to his decrepit castle to deliver.

She’d stalked him soundlessly, primed for battle with a vicious predator. Kaderin had been in Scotland with other Valkyries when they’d received the call about a “vampire haunting a castle and terrorizing a village in Russia.” She had gladly volunteered to destroy the leech. She was her Valkyrie coven’s most prolific killer, her life given over to ridding the earth of vampires.

In Scotland, before this call to Russia, she’d killed three.

So why was she hesitating now? Why was she easing her sword back? He would be merely one among thousands of her kills, his fangs collected and strung together with the others she’d taken.

The last time she’d stayed her hand had resulted in a tragedy so great her heart had been broken forever by it.

In a deep, gravelly voice, the vampire asked, “Why do you wait?” He seemed startled by the sound of his own words.

I don’t know why. Unfamiliar physical sensations wracked her. Her stomach knotted. As though a band had tightened around her chest, her lungs were desperate for breath. I can’t comprehend why.

The wind blew outside, sliding over the mountain, making this high room in the vampire’s darkened lair groan. Unseen gaps in the walls allowed in the chill morning breeze. As he stood, rising to his full, towering height, her blade caught the wavering light from a cluster of candles and reflected it on him.

His grave face was lean with harsh planes, and other females would consider it handsome. His black shirt was threadbare and unbuttoned, displaying much of his chest and sculpted torso, and his worn jeans were slung low at his narrow waist. The wind tugged at the tail of his shirt and stirred his thick black hair. Very handsome. But then, the vampires I kill often are.

His gaze focused on the tip of her sword. Then, as if the threat of her weapon were forgotten, he studied her face, his eyes lingering on each of her features. His blatant appreciation unsettled her, and she clutched the hilt tightly, something she never did.

Honed to masterly sharpness with her diamond file, her sword cut through bone and muscle with little effort, as though it were an extension of her arm. She’d never needed to hold it tightly.

Take his head. One fewer vampire. The species checked in the tiniest way.

“What is your name?” His speech was clipped like an aristocrat’s, but held a familiar accent. Estonian. Though Estonia bordered Russia to the west and its inhabitants were considered a Nordic breed of Russian, she recognized the difference, and wondered what he was doing away from his own country.

She tilted her head. “Why do you want to know?”

“I would like to know the name of the woman who will deliver me from this.”

He wanted to die. After all she’d suffered from his kind, the last thing she wanted to do was oblige the vampire in any way. “You assume I’ll deliver your death blow?”

“Will you not?” His lips curled at the corners, but it was a sad smile.

Another tightening on the sword. She would. Of course, she would. Killing was her only purpose in life. She didn’t care if his eyes weren’t red. Ultimately, he would drink to kill, and he would turn.

They always did.

He stepped around a stack of hardbound books—some of the hundreds of texts throughout the room with titles imprinted in Russian and, yes, Estonian—and leaned his massive frame against the crumbling wall. He truly wasn’t going to raise a hand in defense.

“Before you do, speak again. Your voice is beautiful. As beautiful as your stunning face.”

She swallowed, startled to feel her cheeks heating. “Who do you align with . . . ?” She trailed off when he closed his eyes as though listening to her were bliss. “The Forbearers?”

That got him to open his eyes. They were full of anger. “I align with no one. Especially not them.”

“But you were once human, weren’t you?” The Forbearers were an army, or order, of turned mortals. They refused to take blood straight from the flesh because they believed that act caused bloodlust. By forbearing, they hoped to avoid becoming like crazed Horde vampires. The Valkyries remained unoptimistic about their chances.

“Yes, but I’ve no interest in that order. And you? You’re no human either, are you?”

She ignored his question. “Why do you linger here in this castle? The villagers live in terror of you.”

“I won this holding on the battlefield and rightly own it, so I stay. And I’ve never harmed them.” He turned away and murmured, “I wish that I did not frighten them.”

Kaderin needed to get this killing over with. In just three days, she would compete in the Talisman’s Hie, which was basically a deadly, immortal version of The Amazing Race. Besides hunting vampires, the Hie was the only thing she lived for, and she needed to confirm transportation and secure supplies. And yet she found herself saying, “They told me you live here alone.”

He faced her and gave a curt nod. She sensed that he was embarrassed by this fact, as if he felt lacking that he didn’t have a family here.

“How long?”

He hiked his broad shoulders, pretending nonchalance. “A few centuries.”

To live solitary for all that time? “The people in the valley sent for me,” she said, as if she had to explain herself. The inhabitants of the remote village belonged to the Lore—a population of immortals and “mythical” creatures kept secret from humans. Many of them still worshipped the Valkyries and provided tributes, but that wasn’t what made Kaderin travel to such an isolated place.

The chance to kill even a single vampire had drawn her. “They pleaded for me to destroy you.”

“Then I await your leisure.”

“Why not kill yourself, if that’s what you want?” she asked.

“It’s . . . complicated. But you save me from that end. I know you’re a skilled warrior—”

“How do you know what I am?”

He gave a nod at her sword. “I used to be a warrior, too, and your remarkable weapon speaks much.”

The one thing she felt pride in—the one thing in her life that she had left and couldn’t bear to lose—and he’d noted its excellence.

He strode closer to her and lowered his voice. “Strike your blow, creature. Know that no misfortune could come to you for killing one such as me. There is no reason to wait.”

As if this were a matter of conscience! It wasn’t. It couldn’t be. She had no conscience. No real feelings, no raw emotions. She was coldhearted. After the tragedy, she’d prayed for oblivion, prayed for the sorrow and guilt to be numbed.

Some mysterious entity had answered her and made her heart like ash. Kaderin didn’t suffer from sorrow, from lust, from anger, or from joy. Nothing got in the way of her killing.

She was a perfect killer. She had been for one thousand years, half of her interminable life.

“Did you hear that?” he asked. The eyes that had been pleading for an end now narrowed. “Are you alone?”

She quirked an eyebrow. “I do not require help from others. Especially not for a single vampire,” she added, her tone growing absent. Oddly, her attention had dipped to his body once more—to low on his torso, past his navel to the dusky trail of hair leading down. She imagined grazing the back of one of her claws along it while his massive body clenched and shuddered in reaction.

Her thoughts were making her uneasy, making her want to wind her hair up into a knot and let the chill air cool her neck—

He cleared his throat. When she jerked her gaze to his face, he raised his eyebrows.

Caught ogling the prey! The indignity! What is wrong with me? She had no more sexual urges than the walking-dead vampire before her. Remember the last time you faltered.

On a battlefield, an age ago, she had spared and released another of this ilk, a young vampire soldier who had begged for his life.

Yet he had seemed to scorn her for her very mercy. Without delay, the soldier had found her two full-blood sisters fighting in the flatlands below them. Alerted by a shriek from another Valkyrie, Kaderin had sprinted, stumbling down a hill draped with bodies. Just as she’d reached them, he’d cut her sisters down.

The younger, Rika, had been taken off-guard, because of Kaderin’s panicked approach. The vampire had smiled when Kaderin dropped to her knees.

He’d dispatched her sisters with a brutal efficiency Kaderin had since emulated. She’d like to say she started with him, but she’d kept him alive for a time.

So why would she repeat the same mistake? She wouldn’t. She would not ignore a lesson she had paid so dearly to learn.

The sooner I get this done, the sooner I can prepare for the Hie.

Squaring her shoulders, she steeled herself. It’s all in the follow-through. Kaderin could see the swing, knew the angle she would take so that his head would remain on his neck until he fell. It was cleaner that way. Which was important.

She’d packed her suitcase lightly.
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As a young man, Sebastian Wroth had desired so many things from life, and having grown up wealthy among a large and supportive family, he had expected them as his due.

He’d wanted his own family, a home, laughter around a hearth. More dearly than all the rest, he’d longed for a wife, a woman to be his alone. He’d been ashamed to admit to this female that he’d managed none of those things.

Now all Sebastian wanted was to gaze at the fascinating creature just a little longer.

At first, he’d thought her an angel come to set him free. She looked it. Her long, curling hair was so blond it appeared almost white in the candlelight. Her eyes were fringed with thick black lashes and were dark like coffee, a striking contrast to her fair hair and wine-red lips. Her skin was flawless, light golden perfection, and her features were delicate and finely wrought.

She was so exquisite, and yet she carried a killer’s weapon. Her sword was double-edged, with a ricasso, an unsharpened area on the blade just above the guard. A skilled user would loop a finger over the guard for better control. She confidently carried a sword not made for defense, not made for battle.

The creature carried steel forged to deliver quick, silent deaths.

Fascinating. An angel of death.

He’d considered it an undeserved blessing that hers would be the last face he would behold on this earth.

Yes, he’d thought her divine—until her smoldering gaze had strayed lower, and he’d recognized she was very much flesh and blood. He’d cursed his useless, deadened body.

As a turned human, he had no respiration, no heartbeat, no sexual ability. He could not take her, even though he thought . . . he thought this beauty might actually receive him.

The loss of sexual pleasure hadn’t bothered him before. His experience as a human had been limited—very limited—by war, by famine, by the need to survive, so his turning hadn’t deprived him of much.

Until now.

Until her.

He’d never been attracted to small women, because he’d known if he did somehow manage to bed one, he’d dread hurting her. Yet with this one, the most ethereal and fragile female he’d ever seen, he found himself wondering what it would be like to carry her to his bed and gently undress her. Imaginings of his big hands cupping and stroking her slight body ran riot in his mind.

His eyes dropped to her slender neck, and then to her high, full breasts pressing against her dark blouse. Now, this part of her was far from slight. He wished he could kiss her breasts, run his face against them. . . .

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked in a baffled tone, taking a step back.

“Can I not admire you?” Amazingly, he took a step forward. Where was this coming from? He’d always been awkward and unsure around women. In the past, if he’d been caught staring, he’d have turned his face away, muttering apologies as he left the room. Perhaps he’d at last found freedom in imminent death.

Then again, he’d never stared, never hungered, as he did now for this slip of a woman with her lush breasts. “A dying man’s last wish?”

“I know the ways a man looks at a woman.” Her voice was sensual, a voice from dreams. It seemed to rub him from the inside. “You’re not merely admiring me.”

No, he was thinking at that moment that he wanted to rip open her shirt, pin her shoulders to the ground, and suck on her stiffened nipples till she came. Pin her shoulders hard and lick her—

“How dare you play with me, vampire!”

“What do you mean?” He met her gaze. Her eyes flicked over his face as though she were attempting to read his thoughts. Could she begin to guess the battle inside him? That in one instant the idea of being gentle was replaced with the impulse to cover her on the ground?

What is happening to me?

“I know you can’t feel this”—she made a small sound of frustration—“you can’t feel what you are appearing to. It’s impossible, unless—” She gasped. “Your eyes. They’re turning black.”

Black? His brothers’ eyes had turned black with keen emotion. He hadn’t known his did as well. Was it because he’d never felt anything like his desire for this mysterious female?

He felt like he’d die if he didn’t act on that desire.

A sudden explosion of sound made him swing his head around, his body tensing. “What was that?”

She took a quick glance around her, eyes alert. “What are you talking about?”

“You do not hear that?” Another explosion like that, and the castle would collapse. He had to get her away, even into the daylight outside. The need to protect her had suddenly become critical.

“No!” Her eyes went wide, her expression aghast. “It can’t be!” She backed away from him, as if he were a snake about to strike.

Another explosion! He traced to her, and her sword shot up in a blur. He snatched her wrist, but she struggled. Christ, she was strong, yet he seemed stronger than usual himself, more powerful than he ever could have imagined. “I don’t want to hurt you.” He pried the weapon from her hand and tossed it to his low bed. “Do not fight me. The roof is about to fall.”

“No, no!” She stared at his chest—at his heart—in horror. “I am not a . . . Bride.”

Bride? His jaw slackened. He remembered his brothers explaining that when he found his Bride, his eternal wife, she would blood him. With his blooding, his body would come back to life. He’d always believed they’d lied to dull the bitter sting of what they’d made him.

Yet it was true. The sound he’d heard was the rush of his heart beating for the first time since he’d been turned. He rocked on his feet as he inhaled deeply, breathing at last after three hundred years.

His heartbeat grew stronger, and his sudden erection pulsed with each beat. Pleasure coursed through his veins. He’d found his Bride—the one woman he was meant to be with for eternity—in this hauntingly fine creature.

And his body had awakened for her.

“You know what is happening to me?” he asked.

She swallowed, backing away farther. “You’re changing.” Her blond brows drew together, and in a barely audible whisper, she added, “For me.”

“Yes. For you.” He crossed to her until she stared up at him. “Forgive me. If I had known this was true, I would have searched for you. I would have found you somehow.”

“No . . .” She swayed on her feet, and he laid one palm on her slim shoulder to steady her. She flinched but allowed the touch.

Just as he was changing, so was she. Silver flashed in her glinting eyes. A swift tear dropped down her cheek, followed by another.

“Why do you cry?” Women’s tears had always wrecked him as a mortal, but hers made him feel as if a thousand knives twisted inside him. When he brushed her hair back, he sucked in an unpracticed breath. Her ear was pointed. Up closer, he could see the smallest fangs.

Sebastian didn’t know what she was, and he didn’t care. “Please do not cry.”

“I never cry,” she whispered, patting the back of her hand against her cheek. She lowered her hand and stared, first at her tear-wetted skin, and then at her curling fingernails, which were more like elegant claws. Her gaze darted back to him, and she swallowed.

“Tell me what troubles you.” He had a purpose now: to protect her, to care for her, to destroy whatever threatened her. “Bid me to help you, Bride.”

“Not a Bride to one of your kind. Never.”

“But you’ve made my heart beat.”

She hissed back, “You’ve made me feel.”

He didn’t understand the meaning of her words or her reactions during the next several minutes as he gazed down at her, greedily learning her features—the sweep of her thick lashes when she glanced down, the full red pout of her lips. Waves of emotion shimmered in her eyes and seemed to pain her. Her body shook. As abruptly as they’d started, her tears dried.

Then she smiled up at him, a heartrending curling of her lips. Her eyes were merry, darkly teasing. Nothing had ever aroused him so much as that look, and he wondered how much more he could take. Her smile faded far too soon. She shuddered violently, lowering her forehead to his chest.

Just as his aching erection was becoming impossible to deny, she lifted her face, and her expression had changed once more.

A flush tinged her high cheekbones, and her lips subtly parted. Her fingers clutched at his shoulders. As she gazed at his mouth, her tongue dabbed at her bottom lip and left no question about what she was thinking of doing.

She was . . . aroused. For him. He didn’t understand what was happening to her—or to himself.

His eyes widened when she placed her delicate arms around his neck. I could touch her. She would accept my touch. His shaft had never been this hard. He wanted to bury it inside her so badly he’d give anything.

She tilted her head, still staring at his mouth. “I miss this,” she murmured in a whiskey voice.

He didn’t have time to ponder her words, because she tightened her arms, bringing their bodies together. He groaned to feel her breasts pressing against him. They were so full and plump—he knew they would fill his palms perfectly.

Christ, he’d suffered centuries without contact, much less touch, and now he was feeling his Bride, pliant in his arms. He feared he was dreaming.

Before he lost his nerve, his hands dropped to her waist, dragging her more firmly against him. “Tell me your name.”

“My name?” she murmured absently. “My name is Kaderin.”

“Kaderin,” he repeated, but it didn’t fit her. As he stared down into her shimmering eyes, he thought the name was too cold, too formal, for the creature in his arms. “Katja,” he rasped, surprised to find that his thumb was slowly brushing her bottom lip. The urge to kiss her was overwhelming. “Katja, I . . .”—he began in a rough, breaking voice, and had to swallow to continue—“must kiss you.”

The dark hazel of her eyes turned silver. Even as she seemed to go into a trance, her full red lips were glistening, beckoning him.

“I used to love being kissed,” she whispered in a dazed tone.

Could he possibly stop with only that? With an unsteady hand, he cupped the back of her head. Just don’t hurt her.

In the past, women had always given him a teary, betrayed look whenever he’d accidentally stepped on their toes or collided with them around a street corner, a look that had brought him so low. This female was some sort of warrior, would likely be quick to check him if he hurt her.

“Vampire, please, make it worth it. Make it . . .”

When their lips touched, he groaned; electricity seemed to prick at his skin. He pulled back from her. “My God.” Nothing had ever felt so powerful, so right, as this kiss. Her hungry expression deepened.

If it took becoming a vampire to have just this one perfect moment, would he suffer it again?

He kissed her once more, lightly at first, and she moaned, “More,” against his lips.

He clutched her tightly in his arms, then somehow remembered himself. No, fool. He eased his hold.

Her claws bit into the backs of his arms, making him shudder. “Don’t hold back. I need more.”

She needed more, needed him to give it to her. Because she was . . . his. When this finally sank in, his shyness burned away. In the course of a heartbeat, he now had a woman of his own. He wanted to roar with triumph. The feel of her claws sinking into him—as if she feared he would get away—was ecstasy. She needs me.

“Kiss me more, vampire. If you stop, I’ll kill you.”

He couldn’t help but grin against her lips. A female threatening him if he should stop kissing her?

So he did, tasting her tongue, teasing it, then claiming her mouth hotly, wetly. He savored the slow undulation of her hips against him, in time with each thrust of his tongue.

He kissed her with all the passion long denied him, with all the hope that had been wrenched from him returning. Weariness of life had just been replaced by purpose—because of her. He let her know how thankful he was . . . by kissing her until she panted and sagged against him.

Yet he was losing control. Impulses came for him to do things to her body, wicked things, and he knew that soon he would obey them. “I’ll always give you more, until I die.”

And now, for the first time in three hundred hellish years, Sebastian desperately wanted to live.
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As if she’d been hurled down from a great height, all the emotions lost to Kaderin, denied for the last millennium, crashed into her.

Fear, joy, longing, and an undeniable sexual hunger warred within—until he stoked her lust hot enough to drown out all other feelings.

She was left reeling. All she knew for certain was that her yearning for release pained her, made her whimper. And each of his fierce, possessive kisses increased her agony.

As she threaded her fingers through his thick, tousled hair, she couldn’t think, couldn’t reason out why this was happening to her. Inexplicable wants wracked her—to lick his skin, to have his body pressing heavily on hers.

She brought her parted lips to his neck, kissing up from his collar. In turn, he thrust his erection against her, as if he couldn’t help himself, then seemed to be willing himself not to do it again. But she was thrilled to find his shaft was huge and rigid against her. Her body grew wet for it, wanting it inside.

Unable to stop herself, she flicked her tongue out to taste his skin. Sensation spiked within her, and she moaned. Had any male ever tasted so good? His taste made her body react with animal needs so strong, she twitched as she resisted them. She wanted to rip his jeans from him, take that thick shaft in both hands, and lick its length in a frenzy.

Imagining that made her roll her hips against him, and after a shuddering hesitation he met her. He hissed in a breath and rumbled foreign words in her ear. The entire castle shook—from her lightning, a Valkyrie’s lightning produced by her emotion.

Lightning, pleasure of any kind, had been denied her for so long.

She knew this was forbidden, knew she would regret it, but she didn’t care. For some reason, she’d been granted a window of opportunity with this male, enabling her to know passion once more. Just once more, that was all she wanted, before cold and nothingness crept over her again.

They wouldn’t do more than this. This was forgivable. They were still clothed. So she took his kisses and returned them.

He clutched her ass, fingers splayed, holding her firmly so he could thrust. Strong male . . . immortal male . . .

With a body like a god’s.

“Harder,” she whispered, then somehow she was backed against the wall, his hand behind her head to take the impact. His entire rigid body covered hers. Good, he was getting more aggressive. No! If he takes the reins, I’m lost to him.

A tight and aching coil unfurled with each of the vampire’s determined shoves. “Don’t stop,” she pleaded between shallow breaths. For the first time in a millennium, she was going to climax.

Reading her mind, he rasped, “Can I make you . . . come like this?”

“Yes!” she cried against his mouth. “Keep going! I need you to!”

“Need?” He groaned as if excited by the word. “The problem is . . . I will, too.” His voice rough with lust, he said, “I’ve got to take you, Bride.”

*  *  *

She stiffened at his words, as if she were waking up, then turned her face away. “Wait! I can’t do this!”

“I can give you what you need, I swear it,” he grated, even as he cursed his lack of experience. He’d figure it bloody well out. “Just let me have you.”

She shook her head wildly, thrashing in his arms. “Noooo!”

As a human, he would have let her go immediately. But instinct told him not to. He somehow knew it was critical to have something shared between them, even a brief morning of pleasure.

He couldn’t allow this to stop—not before he’d given her release and taken his from her body as well. “Then we’ll only be as before.” If this was all she’d permit before she came to her senses, then he’d take what he could get.

“You don’t understand—”

Shocking himself, he cut off her protest, hands cradling her face so he could take her mouth hard. She tensed. Then, after a moment, she gave an answering moan that made him sweat with relief. Her claws were back into his shoulders. He rocked into her, and his thoughts grew murkier, replaced by urgent want.

The rougher he became, the more she gave cries into his mouth that drove him wild, urging him on. But the wall was crumbling behind them.

She hopped up, wrapping her legs around his waist. “Ah, God, that’s it, Katja.” He clenched her generous, round ass in his palms, groaning at the feel.

He squeezed her lush curves, kneaded her, and she panted in his ear, “Yes, yes, you’re so strong.”

Strong? He shuddered. That pleased her? “I’ve never felt anything so damned good as your body—”

His words died in his throat when she dropped lower, clutching his shoulders and hanging from her straightened arms to grind against him. She kept her silvery eyes on him, one tiny fang digging into her bottom lip as he stared down in disbelief. She was wild, making his cock throb for orgasm.

Hold on, he commanded himself. She needs to come.

She pulled herself up to kiss and nibble at his ear, putting her silken neck right before his mouth. Bite her. He licked her neck, wanting to take her there so badly. No. He couldn’t do that to her.

Why not? She likely thought him a monster already—

She slapped her palm hard behind her, pushing off the wall so he went tripping back over books. Pages flew as they tumbled to the ground with her on top.

She was frantic, shed of inhibitions, grinding against his shaft while tonguing his mouth. Her ass moved so sensuously beneath his palms as she worked her body against his—never in his most fevered fantasies had he imagined this.

He no longer cared if he spilled his seed into his pants. He was going to come harder than he ever had. Shameful, degrading. He didn’t care.

He rolled her onto her back, pinning her arms above her head, giving in to the most primal urge to rock his hips. He ached to thrust against her. He needed to master her, and from the way she reacted, with her eyelids fluttering closed as she moaned, she needed it as well.

“I didn’t believe it was true,” he groaned.

Her head thrashed, the blond silk of her hair filling him with her scent.

“Katja.” He thrust harder. “You’re mine.”

“Yes, yes, you’re making me . . . come!” She arched her back, crying out.

He wrapped his arms tightly around her torso, trapping her against his body as he bucked furiously.

His cock swelled even more. Blissful agony. Heavenly pressure. Between gritted teeth, he groaned in disbelief. How much more could it throb? Where was the end to this exquisite misery—

Release! His seed shot from him. He threw his head back from the staggering force of it. “Katja!”

On and on, he pumped his semen between them. With each shot, he gave a brutal yell. She was still coming, her claws sunk into his back.

With one last violent shudder, he collapsed on her, stunned to silence by the pleasure. His breaths, so new and astounding to him, were ragged.

But when he realized what he’d just done to her, he flushed, pushing up from her and averting his eyes.

Bride or not, she was a stranger to him, and he’d shamed himself like a green lad in front of her. Much worse, he’d used all the strength in his body to hold her down and shove against her. How could he not have hurt her? How could he not have bruised her perfect skin? He dreaded meeting her eyes. To see that betrayed look . . .

She tugged him back down and turned her head slightly, nuzzling the side of his neck and rubbing her face against his, almost like a cat.

Though she had the strangest manner of showing it, he knew she was indeed giving him affection.

Affection. Another ecstasy for him. He’d lived without touch for so long.

He rested on his elbows as she gazed up at him. Her eyes were soft, flickering between silver and dark hazel, her expression satisfied.

Holding her face with both of his shaking hands, he brushed kisses over her eyelids, her nose. She was the loveliest creature he had ever imagined—and the most passionate—and she was his.

His voice hoarse, he said, “I have not told you my name. I am Sebastian Wroth.”

Still seeming entranced, she murmured, “Bastian.”

He grinned down at her. “Only my family used to call me that. It pleases me that you would.”

“Uh-hmm.” She scratched his neck in languid circles.

Excitement was still drumming in him. The idea of learning everything about her filled him with anticipation, but first he had to know—“Did I . . . did I . . . hurt you?”

“I’ll be sore.” Her lips curled, then she rubbed her face against him again, this time as if grateful. “But only in the most delicious places.”

His cock was still semi-hard in the wet heat of his jeans, and the way she purred that one simple word, delicious, made it swell anew.

He didn’t understand how she could simply shrug off being hurt, but there was no way he’d act on his mounting need. He fought to ignore how good she felt beneath him.

He brushed back her hair, revealing her pointed ears. “Katja, what are . . .” He cleared his throat. “What are you?”

Her brows drew together. “I’m a—” Her eyes cleared, as though she’d just woken up. All the supple muscles that had gone soft and pliant after her orgasm now grew rigid.

She kicked him off her—hard—sending him to the opposite wall, then shot to her feet. “Ah, gods, what have I done?” She brought a tremulous hand to her forehead. Her face was cold, but her eyes burned wild as she backed away.

He stood, hands in front of him so as not to startle her.

But then she roughly ran her sleeve over her mouth, infuriating him. He recognized her disgust, recognized the sentiment.

He’d shared it about himself ever since he’d been turned.

*  *  *

“We’re going to forget this happened, vampire.” She couldn’t believe she’d just felt gratitude toward him. Because he’d given her relief from desire? What the hell had happened? Reality was seeping in, and with it came shame so hot it stung.

“How can I possibly forget this?”

Maybe a capricious power had played with her, forcing her to do things she would never do. Or had she caught a spell? She had to leave at once. “Vow not to tell anyone, and I’ll let you live for now.”

“Let me live—?”

He didn’t finish the sentence, because in the space of three words, she’d collected her sword, then dashed behind him to tuck it menacingly between his legs. She’d moved so quickly she was a blur.

“Yes, let you live,” she hissed at his ear.

“You are unused to this.” He traced across the room and stood, arms out, a hand on each side of the doorway. “As am I. We will find our way with this together. But you are my Bride.”

She closed her eyes, struggling for calm. “You’re not my husband. And never will be.”

“This can’t be random, Kaderin.”

Enough. As she started for the door, she could sense apprehension building in him. They both knew the sun would protect her. All she had to do was get past him.

Suddenly, she doubled over as sorrow for Dasha and Rika ripped through her like barbed wire dragged through her veins.

“Kaderin?” He strode toward her. “Are you hurt?”

Gulping air, she shoved her hand out to stop him before he reached her, and forced herself to stand. All Valkyries were related, but she and her two sisters had been born together. Triplets. Inseparable for one thousand years, until two had died in battle. Because of Kaderin’s weakness . . .

“Kaderin, just wait.”

She charged for the door, but he traced back to it and held his ground. She feinted left and ducked right, so fast he wouldn’t be able to make out her form. As he blinked, she swooped around him, bringing the sword handle crashing back into his chest, deciding at the last minute not to crack his sternum.

He gave a bellow of fury when she barreled past him. She darted down a rotting landing, toward the three sets of winding stairs, running through massive cobwebs so thick he must have traced through them for centuries.

Half staggering, half tracing, he was right behind her as she bounded down the stairs. She pushed a hand on the railing and vaulted over to the next flight, then once again to the ground floor.

With a hoarse yell, he leapt down behind her, lunging for her. She shimmied out of his grasp, reaching the heavy front doors. She burst through them, wrenching them off their rusted hinges and sending splinters arcing into the air.

Despite the morning sun’s protective watch, she didn’t slow. She raced down the valley toward the village, her senses overloaded—frantic breaths, leaves crackling beneath her boots, the warmth of the light.

Don’t look back.

Tears blurred her vision as she fought not to sob. The sorrow ached as unbearably as it had when she’d collected and buried the . . . pieces of her sisters. She ran away as if to forget that last night, as if to leave that memory back at that desolate castle.

Don’t look back. . . .

After the burial, she’d torn at her hair and clawed at her skin, shrieking with fury and grief and yearning for the oblivion of death herself. Exhaustion rendered her unconscious, and in that heavy sleep, an unknown power had whispered in her mind, promising an end to the pain yet deadening all of her emotions.

Then, as now, the pain was unbearable. Just as before, Kaderin prayed for mercy.

None came. Had she been forsaken? Had she angered the mysterious power?

Don’t look back.

But she did.

The vampire had followed her.
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Val Hall Manor, New Orleans,

Home of the tenth of the twelve Valkyrie covens

Sometimes Nikolai Wroth really hated his in-laws.

He exhaled wearily as he accompanied his Bride, Myst the Coveted, toward her former home. They’d just made it to the walkway when the first shriek sounded.

He wasn’t surprised, having already learned that his mere vampiric presence would be enough to provoke this nest of Valkyries.

Though he was a Forbearer, he was hated nearly as much as Horde vampires. Those natural-borns had warred with the Valkyries since the first days of the Lore. In addition to killing his Bride’s kind, Horde vampires often imprisoned them and fed nightly on their delectable blood.

He understood their hatred of the Horde, and as a Forbearer, he shared it, having battled against them since he’d become a vampire. But this mattered little.

Another scream, and then more followed. Nikolai still was unused to his in-laws’ shrieks. They liked to scream. Yet even if they had been silent, he would know their rage over his presence, because the Valkyries produced lightning with emotion. Right now the yard was like a minefield of exploding bolts.

The copper rods planted all around the grounds couldn’t contain such an onslaught. The ancient oaks surrounding the manor were lashed with ribbons of lightning and gave up their smoke, thicker than the fog.

Did anything smell as odd as burning moss?

He shook his head to the sky but didn’t see the stars above him. No, his view was blocked by the wraiths the Valkyries had paid to circle and guard the manor. The ghostly fiends howled their amusement down at him.

Nikolai had no patience for them. A month ago, when he’d tried to trace into Val Hall to win Myst back, they’d caught him and thrown him so far he’d entered another parish. Nothing could penetrate their guard.

With the wraiths, the lightning, the shrieks, and the smoke, it was no wonder other Lore creatures feared Val Hall almost as much as they feared the Valkyries themselves. The fact that his beautiful wife had lived in this place of madness always astounded him.

Tonight she had coaxed him to trace them here to ask Nïx—the oldest Valkyrie and a soothsayer—to help them find his two younger brothers. He secretly thought this a fool’s errand. Nïx, or Nucking Futs Nïx as the coven called her, was rarely lucid and had a diabolical sense of humor. And Myst had been warned that Nïx was “in a pissy mood” this evening.

All the Valkyries he’d met were . . . eccentric. Even his wife, Myst, though in ways he didn’t understand. And if Nïx was unmatched in Valkyrie madness . . . ?

But he had to try. He couldn’t go on any longer wondering if Sebastian and Conrad were alive or dead. The last time he had seen his two youngest brothers, they were just about to leave Blachmount as newly turned vampires. They were both weakened and crazed from the turning. Although three hundred years had passed, Nikolai did not delude himself into thinking that they had forgiven his offenses against them.

He and Myst gained entrance past the wraiths the only way possible. She offered a lock of her hair as toll, and one swooped down for it. In exchange for the wraiths’ guard, the Valkyries proffered their hair, which the wraiths wove into a braid. Once the braid attained a certain length, they could bend all living Valkyries to their will for a short interval.

Once inside the darkened manor, he and Myst passed the ultramodern movie viewing room. The Valkyries were obsessed with movies, indeed with anything modern and ever-changing, whether it was technology, slang, fashion, or video games.

Myst had explained that Val Hall was like a violent Lore version of a sorority house, complete with catfights and clothing thefts. At least twenty Valkyries lived here at any given time.

A number had grudgingly accepted him now that he and Myst were married and because he’d helped save the life of Emmaline, a member of their coven. He’d even garnered permission—through blackmail—to enter their home at will, becoming the only vampire alive who’d seen the inside of this legendary place. Well, except for one other, an enemy of old.

On the second floor, Myst stopped at a door with a sign: “Nïxie’s Lair, Forget the Dog, Beware of Nïx.” Myst listened at the door, then knocked.

“Who is it?” came a muffled reply.

“Aren’t you supposed to know that?” Myst opened the unlocked door.

They entered the room and found it darkened as well, lit only by a computer screen. Nïx stood, her expression inscrutable as she swiftly braided her long black hair. She had on jeans and a small T-shirt that read “I play with my prey.”

Inside were a massive TV, hundreds of shades of nail polish, and a pinup poster of a man identified as “Jeff Probst” and labeled “The Thinking Woman’s Sex Symbol.” On the floor lay piles of shredded books, crashed paper airplanes, and what looked like the remains of a grandfather clock that had been torn apart in a frenzy.

Myst wasted no time. “We’re searching for his brothers, Nïx, and we need your help.”

Nïx snared one of the few untouched books from the floor, then sat on her bed. He caught the title—Voodoo Lou’s Office Voodoo Kit: Take Charge of Your Career . . . with Voodoo! “And why would I assist the leech, hmmm?”

Myst’s green eyes flashed with anger. She still called other vampires leeches and didn’t care if her sisters did, but, as she’d said to Nikolai, “It’s a double insult to call you one. If you’re a leech and you like to drink from me, what does that make me? Do I look like a host to you?”

Myst leaned back on Jeff Probst and drew a knee up. “You’ll help us because I’m asking you to and you owe me for keeping a juicy secret from the coven.”

Nïx made a scoffing sound as she ripped her claws through the voodoo book. “What secret?” She yanked up another tome—The Crutch of Modern Mysticism—flexed her claws, then seemed to think better of completely mauling it, instead ripping out several pages, one with the chapter heading “Why It’s Easier to Believe.”

“Remember the year 1197?” Myst asked.

“B.C. or A.D.?” Nïx said in a bored tone as she began to fold the book page over and over. Origami? A form started to emerge.

“You know I’m only circa A.D.”

“A.D. 1197?” Nïx murmured with a frown, then her face colored. Her expression turned mulish, and her fingers began flying over the paper, deftly folding. “Not sporting to bring that up. And one more time—I thought he and all of his pack mates were of age!” When her fingers stilled, she placed the form on her bedside table. It resembled a dragon poised to attack. “Do I bring up your unpleasantries? Do I call you Mysty the Vampire Layer like the rest of the Lore does? Like the nymphs do?”

Myst clasped her hands to her chest. “Oh, woe, the nymphs have shunned me.” Her face hardened in an instant. “What information do you need to help you see something?”

With a huffish flip of her braid, Nïx turned from Myst to Nikolai and asked, “Why do you want to find them?” She started another origami without looking, this one requiring four pages from the Crutch book.

“I want to know if they’re alive or dead. To know if I can help them and bring them back home.”

“Why did they leave?” The way she studied him was almost invasive. Her fingers were so fast they were nearly invisible, making the paper appear to fold of its own accord.

He hated having to be so open with her. “Each was enraged that I turned him against his will. Both were furious that I tried to turn four young sisters and our elderly father when they were dying.” Myst studied him, nibbling her lip, knowing how reluctant he was to speak of this. “I have no doubts that they went away only to get strong enough to come back and kill me.”

Sebastian had woken with the terrible thirst that Nikolai remembered so well. When they’d placed a tankard of blood in front of Sebastian, he couldn’t drink it fast enough. But once he’d comprehended what he’d done, he’d lunged for Nikolai’s throat. . . .

Nikolai had waited months at Blachmount for them to return. Each day they didn’t made him wonder if they could fend for themselves, gathering blood each night—without drinking humans. Without killing.

Never lowering her gaze from his face, Nïx finished a twisting shark and placed it by the dragon creature. He found his eyes drawn to the shapes again and again.

“You knew they would be angry?” Nïx asked.

After a hesitation, he admitted, “I did. But I turned them anyway.”

When Myst saw him exhale wearily, she began relaying to Nïx everything he’d told her of his brothers. Granted a reprieve, Nikolai yet again justified his decision to himself.

That night, seeing Sebastian about to die had made him realize how much Sebastian especially had missed out on. All he’d wanted was a family and a place to live in peace. Sebastian had never had a chance to find either—he hadn’t yet lived—and Nikolai couldn’t accept that.

As a lad, Sebastian had shot to his full height of six and a half feet early, without the weight and muscle that would come a year or two later. Though he’d been rangy and awkward, Sebastian had almost fared better before his body had caught up with his height.

After that, he hadn’t known what to do with his size, with his incredible strength that grew every day. He’d accidentally blackened more than one girl’s eye with his elbow and had broken one’s nose that way. He’d stepped on so many toes that the village girls joked that they wouldn’t walk near him without “clogs and fortitude.”

The worst occurred when he and Murdoch had been running in the village, most likely doing some mischief of Murdoch’s, and Sebastian had collided with a woman and her young daughter. He’d laid both of them flat, knocking the air from their lungs. A disturbing experience in itself, but once the woman and girl got their breaths back, they’d screamed bloody murder.

Sebastian had been appalled at himself. From the time he was a small boy, he’d always had a shy bent, and instances like that had made it much worse. He’d become unsure around all women, without the smooth charm of Murdoch or the indifference of Conrad.

At thirteen, Murdoch had had a devilish grin that had already earned him entrance under many women’s skirts. At the same age, Sebastian had been the quiet lad with a sweating fistful of wildflowers that would never make it to their intended.

So he’d turned to his studies. Even after he’d trained for war since he was old enough to hold a wooden sword, Sebastian’s mind was the strongest part of his body. He’d written treatises and scientific papers, garnering the notice of some of the great minds of the time.

“You’ve seen something,” Myst said, bringing Nikolai from his thoughts.

“I can tell you where Murdoch is.”

“I saw him only yesterday,” Nikolai grated. Murdoch lived at Mount Oblak, a castle seized from the Horde. It was the new Forbearer stronghold, so Nikolai traced there most days.

“Oh, yes. Of course,” Nïx began in a sarcastic tone. “Murdoch is right where you left him.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” At her blank look, he said, “About Murdoch—what did you mean?”

“Did I say something? What did I say? How am I supposed to keep track of what I said?”

He was losing patience. “Damn it, Nïx, I know you could tell us where they are.”

Her eyes went wide as she breathed, “Are you psychic, too?”

Sometimes he really hated his in-laws.

“I need you to help with this,” he said, biting out the words. As a former general in the Estonian army, and a current one with the Forbearers, he was used to giving orders—and having them obeyed with alacrity. This . . . this asking for things was excruciating.

Yet now Nïx concentrated only on her craft, until she’d folded what looked like an intricate fire, gingerly placing it next to the other two creations. More pages ripped free, folding at an even faster rate.

Nikolai found his attention riveted to the shapes that she seemed compelled to make.

Moments later, she’d wrought a baying paper wolf. Four shapes placed as though for a storyboard. Myst spared them no more than a glance, but Nikolai was enthralled.

“Nïx, try harder!” Myst snapped, and Nikolai shook himself, forcing his gaze away.

“I can’t see Conrad!” she snapped back, and lightning struck nearby.

“What about Sebastian?” Myst said. “Tell us anything.”

“Anything? Well, what do I know?” Nïx frowned. “What do I know? Oh! I know what I know!”

Nikolai paced impatiently, gesturing with his free hand for her to continue.

She shrugged. “Right now, your brother Sebastian is bellowing at someone outside a castle, demanding that they return to him, wishing it with everything that he is.” She smiled, as if pleased with herself for seeing so much, then gave a quick clap. “Oh! And his skin just caught fire!”
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Why would she run from me?

Repeating this agonizing question over and over, Sebastian scuffed through the pouring rain along the main street of the deserted village.

At sunset, just as he’d set out to search for her, the rain had begun. Even now, hours later, it still fell with a pounding force, eating away at the cobblestone grout. It struck his burned face and hands, but he hardly perceived it.

What the hell had happened earlier? He’d just been feeling the centuries-old weariness lifting, disappearing with her arrival.

Now it had returned doubled.

“Don’t!” he’d bellowed to her. Before the sun had forced him to trace back, she’d turned to him, her eyes wide, her lips parted. She’d seen his pain, his skin beginning to burn.

Her expression had become stricken. He’d seen that look before. It was the same one soldiers had a split second after a cannon blast had landed too close—as if they simply couldn’t assimilate what had just happened.

Why did she run? What did I do wrong?

He’d searched all night, scouring the empty streets and the entire valley. He’d traced to the airport, but he knew she was long gone.

As were the denizens of this village. Only a dog howled in the background.

Though Sebastian had avoided humans since he’d been turned, he was fully prepared to question them now, was desperate to. If they had information about his mysterious Bride, he’d become the thing they feared in order to get it from them.

Yet they had disappeared. Even the home of the butcher who secretly sold him blood and occasionally transacted for clothing and books was darkened and empty. Apparently, she’d warned them that he’d be searching for her with a vengeance.

Again and again, Sebastian contemplated what he knew about his mysterious Kaderin. At times he thought her too beautiful, too perfect, a vision who existed only in his fantasies.

He had been alone for so long.

And had been mad in the past.

But if he thought he’d imagined the entire thing, he had a glaring bruise on his chest and rents in his shirt from where her claws had dug into his back and his arms. God, she was fierce, and even now he was hard for her.

Never before had he felt such lust. No woman had ever stirred him to anything like this. Surely the desire for her was stronger because he’d abstained for so long. That had to be it. He hadn’t even taken her.

Hell, he hadn’t even seen her naked body or touched her skin.

He shook his head, flushing yet again at his behavior with her. He was in no way experienced, but he knew that what they’d done was . . . irregular.

In his entire life, he’d had sex fewer than half a dozen times, with just two partners, if you could call it that with the second woman. Sebastian had never been inclined to charm ladies, but even if he hadn’t been quiet and introspective, there simply hadn’t been time, opportunity, or, more important, women to have.

His family’s home of Blachmount had been secluded. Any farmers’ daughters within a hundred miles had been hopelessly in love with—and most likely enjoying—Sebastian’s rakish brother Murdoch. Which excluded them forever from Sebastian’s interest. He could never have compared with Murdoch’s experience, and he’d dreaded looking down as he took a woman and knowing that she was thinking the same.

If not Murdoch, Sebastian still had to compete with two other older brothers.

Then came the war.

Sebastian’s forgettable—or disastrous—experiences had not prepared him in any way for Kaderin’s passion. She’d been as frantic as he was. He couldn’t even imagine what she would be like naked and writhing beneath him. His erection throbbed at the idea, and he cursed it.

She’d urged him on and then reveled in his strength, like some wild creature. Which reminded him—aside from not knowing her full name or how to contact her—he didn’t even know what her species was.

If only he understood more about this world he now inhabited, the Lore. He was as ignorant of it as he was of modern human culture.

When he had awakened from the dead all those years ago, Nikolai and Murdoch had tried to explain what they knew of the Lore, which was little—they’d only been turned recently themselves. Sebastian hadn’t listened. What good would their teaching do him if he was going to walk into the sun anyway?

For all these years, he’d avoided Blachmount, instead residing in the one country where no one would have thought to look for him. What if he returned now? What would he do if he faced Nikolai?

From the corner of his eye, Sebastian caught sight of something. He twisted around to find his reflection in a shop window. Bewildered, he brought his hand up to grasp his chin.

Christ, why wouldn’t she run?

He looked like a monster in the pouring rain. His face was sun-blistered down one side and gaunt from irregular feeding—he had never been able to make himself drink enough to sustain his weight. His hair was cut haphazardly, his clothes worn and threadbare.

In her eyes, Sebastian was penniless, living in a heap, without friends or relations. He’d given her no indication that he would be a worthy partner for her. In his time, a female had needed to be assured that the male she cast her lot with could provide for her. Surely something so elemental hadn’t changed.

Worse than all this, he was a vampire—which she clearly detested.

He would never be able to share days outside with her. God, how he already missed daylight—now more than ever because he couldn’t walk in it with her.

Vampiir. He raked his hand through his wet hair. What kind of children would I give her? Would they drink blood?

I would have run from me, too.

How could he expect her not to be repulsed by what he’d become, when he himself was? He drank blood. He was relegated to shadow.

“You’ll never be my husband,” she’d vowed.

“I’ll destroy myself,” he’d vowed to Nikolai the last night he’d seen him.

How could Sebastian persuade her to live with him, when for three centuries he hadn’t been able to persuade himself that he deserved to live at all?

Yet Sebastian had gotten her to kiss him and accept his unpracticed advances. With time, surely he could overcome her aversion.

Perhaps other vampires were evil—he’d never seen any besides his brothers. But he could prove to her that he was not. He could protect her and provide anything she desired.

Returning to Blachmount was no longer avoidable. All his wealth was there, buried on the grounds. Before Sebastian and Conrad had left the battlefield, Sebastian had amassed a fortune in war spoils from the Russian officers, including the castle he currently occupied.

He had half a dozen chests filled with gold coins, stamped with the imprint of some ancient god in flight. Several more chests contained jewels the officers had plundered from the east before their greedy gazes turned to neighboring Estonia.

Sebastian would force himself to drink and to buy new clothes. He’d purchase a new home for them, would be relieved if he never returned to that wretched castle.
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