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Chapter One 
 
   “Vamp-ouston, we have a problem.” Tory kept her voice serious and calm. Because, hey, this whole deal was serious. 
 
   “What?” Her not-as-smart-but-still-cool BFF, Wren, sounded totally baffled, and Tory couldn’t blame her. 
 
   “Vamp-ouston? You know, like Houston, but with fangs and stuff.” Dude, it totally made sense. Especially since Wren was currently living with her long-term (as in forever) fangy boy-toy in a mansion filled with other fang bearing peeps.
 
   Were vamps peeps though? ‘Cause peeps didn’t usually do the whole “never die, drink blood” thing. Huh. Something to ponder another day. She was too busy dealing with her impending capture-torture-death deal.
 
   “Tory?”
 
   “Shh! Is this a secure line? You can’t say my name! You can’t lead them to me. Big Brother could be listening.” Did Wren not remember all of their studying of the “In Case Tory is Caught Digitally Visiting Others Illegally” plans? 
 
   “Okaaayyy.” Wren drew out the word. “Person who is not Tory, what are you talking about?” 
 
   After Tory saved herself, she was gonna chop her friend into itty-bitty pieces and serve her to the vamps. Wren tartar. 
 
   “The thing about it is…” How did one admit to seriously-what-the-fuck fucking up? 
 
   “Person who is not Tory, what the hell is going on?” Wren growled. She’d been doing that a lot since shacking up with that vampire.
 
   Tory took a deep breath, searching for a peace that had been evading her since this morning. Of course, that time frame sorta coincided with a serious attack on her system, which she ended up tracing back to a recent victim of her “digital visitation”. Problem was, her breach of their system was still in progress. For some reason, even super-villain-bringer-downers like her had web speed problems just like everyone else in the world. The data dump of the servers was taking forevah.
 
   “Remember Hyde Pinxton? The creep-tastic guy that, like, tried to hurt you and Griffin and stuff?” 
 
   A moan came across the line. “What’d you do?”
 
   “Hypothetically…” Tory nibbled her lower lip. There was no hypothetical about it. Hyde Pinxton had done something super bad to Wren’s boyfriend Griffin, nearly killing him and freaking out Wren, and that kinda pissed Tory off. Oh, she hadn’t gotten the details on what went down since it was all “Protector business”, but there was no hiding the super-hate that went around when Pinxton was mentioned.
 
   She took a deep breath and blurted out her sins. “I poked around the ‘net, redistributed money, and then ripped data from more than a handful of servers for posterity’s sake. If the info was connected to Pinxton, it got magically deleted. Like magically delicious Lucky Charms, but not. Because that doesn’t make a whole lotta sense.” She faked a laugh. “Cool, huh?”
 
   The line went silent. Tory couldn’t even hear her BFF breathe, and then a soft whisper met her. “What?”
 
   “I only looked at some of it as I was downloading. I was going for quantity, you know? Wren, this is some holy-shit shit. Like, things with wings, if you know what I mean. And I think you know what I’m talking about. I have no doubt that his guys are going to hunt me down. Soon. I’m watching them work, and they’ve gotten as far as Tokyo. I’ve got maybe fifteen minutes and then I’m a rabbit.” 
 
   Tory didn’t doubt that Wren had been hiding things since she’d gotten tangled up with the vamps and become a fang banger. She didn’t begrudge the secrecy. Really. Mostly. But her first foray into Pinxton’s files, the ones that were buried behind more encryption and digital walls than the freakin’ Central Intelligence Agency (she’d wanted to know who’d killed Kennedy, sue her), revealed some things that meant super shitty stuff for Wren. Dead, but not a vamp, kind of stuff.
 
   “Oh, God, Tory.” The phone clattered, and she assumed Wren had dropped her cell. 
 
   Tory picked up talking as soon as her friend returned. “I’m fine. I’m grabbing some wings at the place off Whitehall, and then I’m out for a while.” What she actually meant was that she was heading to Central City Bank on the other side of town to make a withdrawal. Specifically, one of her bug-out bags she had hidden in a safety deposit box. It held clothes, cash, a couple of prepaid cell phones and false identification. Hell, she’d be using fake ID’s just to get into the vault.
 
   “Wait, Tory. No…don’t. I’ll send one of the Protectors to get you. We can keep you safe. Why can’t you just, pull the plug or something? They can’t find you if you’re not connected to the internet, right? Doesn’t it work that way?” Wren pleaded with her, but a peek at her computer revealed that the fuckers had pinged her in Venice. Damn it.
 
   “No can do. Download isn’t done just yet.” She nibbled her lip, watching the little progress bar grow and grow. “I’ll get the files to you as soon as I can. They mention some shit about you guys, but I have to beat feet, hon.” Phone cradled between her ear and shoulder, Tory grabbed her bag, stuffing in what she’d need for her escape.
 
   She glanced at the progress bar and figured she’d been done in another five seconds. A few quick keystrokes and she had her system counting down to destruction as a cute little Care Bear danced across the screen. Hell, when she’d created the whole “no one was ever here” bit of pyrotechnics, the bear countdown had sounded cute. Now, she just wanted to punch the stuffed animal in its suckhole. 
 
   “Tory…”
 
   Download finally done, Tory snatched the storage card and popped it into its specially designed case. Then she dashed to the door. “Love you. And as soon as I know how bad I’ve fucked myself sans dildo, I’ll get in touch.”
 
   “Tory…”
 
   “Did I mention I love you?” Tory didn’t wait for her friend’s response. The phone, like so many others, was a burner. She dropped it into her “buh-bye” can and pressed the pretty pink button on top. In moments, the stench of burning plastic floated from the container, and she strode toward the door.
 
   She had fifteen seconds. Fifteen seconds and her computer would be gone. And maybe her building. She owned the whole thing, so that wasn’t a ginormous deal, but she hadn’t totally researched the whole bomb building thing well. The boom would either be enough to kill just her computer…or the whole warehouse.
 
   She should have read more. Hell, she would have, but at the time, learning Sumerian seemed more appealing.
 
   She thumped down the metal stairs, counting down in her head. Hitting the concrete, she strode toward her Vespa and climbed on, started it, and raced into the street.
 
   Three… Two…
 
   The rolling thunder of the explosion almost sent her careening into a nearby car.
 
   Note to self…less boom next time.
 
   * * *
 
   Liam, vampire Knight Protector, loved Wren in a very platonic, not touching her with his dick, way. But right now, he’d happily rip out her throat. He hadn’t had his breakfast yet (Jack and Coke with a side of toast). So how could she expect him to think and listen at the same time?
 
   “You guys don’t understand.” The little woman growled and bared her teeth. It would have had a greater effect if she had fangs and not human teeth.
 
   Carac, the voice of reason and the Knight Protector’s Sovereign, tried to soothe Wren. “Everything will be fine, Wren. Besides, this is a human matter and you know our laws.”
 
   Laws. Right. Like, the law that said Griffin should have been killed for interfering in Wrens’ death after being attacked by pixies. Then there was the law that forbade bonding with the woman. 
 
   Those laws.
 
   “No. She won’t. Were you listening? She’s electronically destroyed the Pixie King and found files that pertain to Atlanta’s Ring of Knight Protectors. Are you willing to endanger the lives of your vamps because it’s a human who’s done some of your dirty work?” The small human pushed to her feet and pointed a finger at Carac. “You’ve been putting her off for weeks, not willing to discuss Changing her because you’re a snooty, holier than though, stuck-up ass.” 
 
   Liam smiled, though he was sure that Carac would have gladly ripped Wren’s head off for her words. 
 
   It rang of truth though. Wren had asked Carac to Change Tory. As far as Liam knew, the man hadn’t gotten around to talking to Wren’s human friend. The Master vampire was a bit of a snob.
 
   Liam wondered when Griffin would come and collect his wayward Fire.
 
   Fire. Part of him wished he had one of those lovelies, a woman made just for him, someone who’d bring his heart back to life with her warmth and love. Ah, who was he kidding? He was a jaded fucker who had a love of liquor and getting bloody. 
 
   Wren wasn’t done. “Had you taken care of this when I asked, she’d be under the Ring’s protection while she fucked the King over.” Brave woman. “Instead, she’s running from fucking evil pixies on her own. Hell, it could be more than just pixies. You know what the King said when he attacked Griffin and me. He hinted at others gunning for us. And now they’re after Tory.” The woman glanced at her watch, body vibrating. “It’s been two hours, Carac. We need to get our poop in a group, and then jump on white horses to save her.”
 
   Maybe listening to Wren was a bit better than breakfast. He hadn’t had this much fun in forever. 
 
   Poop in a group… Yeah, they probably did need to get their shit together.
 
   Carac was quiet for several heartbeats, his eyes focused on Wren, and the woman didn’t even squirm under his intense gaze. The room remained quiet, his fellow Protector’s not even breathing as they waited to see if Griffin’s Fire would become breakfast.
 
   “I see.” Well, that’d been anti-climactic. Oh, wait, Carac wasn’t done. “Do you know where Victoria is right now?”
 
   Ah, now Liam remembered. Little Tory was actually Victoria. And their Sovereign hated nicknames with a passion. Something he actually agreed with. A parent gifted a child with a name, and it was disrespectful to call a person by any other moniker.
 
   “She’s heading to Central City Bank off Peachtree. Eventually. I can’t remember the details of this particular plan beyond the fact that she’ll pick up a bug-out bag thingie there and then grab a car at U-Store-It. I’m just not sure which one.” Wren nibbled her lower lip.
 
   Yes, this was undeniably better than breakfast and Liam was wondering what he’d missed before coming into the room. Specifically, how the little human had angered the Pixie King. He understood hacking as a broad idea, but he questioned the details.
 
   “This particular plan?” 
 
   Liam’s attention returned to Carac, and he noticed the Sovereign’s eye twitching.
 
   “Well, she kinda sorta has a few dozen plans on getting out of the city.” Quiet descended. The Protectors had something similar. Only they limited escape routes to five. Apparently little Victoria was hugely paranoid. “Fine,” Wren huffed. “She has fifty-two and a half.”
 
   Liam had to bust in then. This was getting too good not to participate. “Fifty-two and a half?” He pushed away from the wall and flopped into a chair across from the irate woman.
 
   “Well, fifty-two complete routes and the half is more of a ‘run around in a circle and scream because she’s totally fucked in a bad way’ plan. Somehow it involves the Goodyear blimp and Jolly Ranchers.” The woman grimaced, and he couldn’t restrain his wide smile.
 
   He didn’t know Victoria, but he liked her already. “And you’re sure that she’s headed to the bank? Not the Goodyear blimp with a stop off for candy on the way?” 
 
   Wren narrowed her eyes. “No. If she was hijacking the blimp, she would have called and said that the sky was falling and that she was going to the Bank of America Plaza so she was as close to the sky as she could be when it came crashing down.”
 
   Liam laughed out loud, and he only quieted when everyone’s gaze had centered on him. “What? That was funny.”
 
   Carac’s attention shifted from Liam and back to Wren. “Liam will go get your friend.”
 
   Wren’s eyes lit up, and a wide smile burst across her features. “Thank you!” Turning to Liam, she was all business. “She’s five-five with purple hair—”
 
   “Purple?” He sputtered.
 
   “Right. Purple. And her eyes will match. She’s big on color coordination.”
 
   * * *
 
   Tory would not illegally park. She would walk, not run, into the bank. Hell, she’d even smile at the stupid clerk who took for-fucking-ever to review her information before leading her into a segregated cubby with her big-assed safety deposit box.
 
   Hidden from view, she went into action, tugging her pre-packed bag from the box. A quick check of the contents revealed what she’d expected. Hey, a person couldn’t be too careful in current times. There was no telling if someone poked in her stuff and removed a little somethin’ somethin’. 
 
   Yes, she was a conspiracy theorist at heart.
 
   Seeing that her pack was as she’d left it, she replaced the bag with the one she brought from her apartment, and then hefted the new bundle onto her shoulder. She pushed the curtain aside, retraced her steps, and then strolled into the common area of the bank.
 
   She had to be calm and cool. Sort of a “nothing to see here, move along” attitude. She was just another customer in the bank walking out with a good hunk of cash and illegal identification. Nothing new or interesting.
 
   Fifteen feet into the lobby. She kept her pace slow, gaze constantly scanning her surroundings as she headed to freedom. A guy speaking with a teller looked hinky, but in a “I’m a mob boss” sort of way, not the “I’m a winged creature trying to destroy your BFF” kind of thing.
 
   She let her attention drift past him, still searching out anyone who watched her too closely. Of course, the purple hair thing always drew attention, but she was hunting people who looked at her with something other than a what-the-fuck-is-wrong-with-her expression.
 
   Oh, hey, look, she was only ten feet from the front door. Score! A security guard stood to the side, thumbs hooked on his belt, his bored expression encompassing the lobby. Yeah, she didn’t envy that guy.
 
   With a small smile and nod, she passed through the revolving door. She resisted the urge to run super-fast round and round and then hold onto the handle as it swung her in circles. Because, really? Those things had no other purpose than to amuse semi-grown-ups.
 
   Back in the fresh air, she turned right instead of left, accepting the loss of her Vespa. It was registered in her real name, and there was no way she wanted to be caught riding “Tory Price’s” scooter while she walked around as “Marsha”. She’d resisted the urge to give herself Brady as her last name. Barely.
 
   Down three blocks and then over another five, she ducked into an alley and pulled her hair back into a bun then stuffed it all beneath a cap. Next, she slipped off her jacket and flipped it inside out, changing the color from blue to black in seconds. She tugged her skirt down so that the hem rested just above her knees and kicked her combat boots free, replacing them with cute ballet flats. Stepping back onto the sidewalk, she continued her journey and, five minutes later, she arrived at U-Store-It. 
 
   Ten more minutes and she’d be driving her lovely, unassuming, beige Camry out of the lot and then onto hiding venue number one. There were five with this plan. She just needed enough time to sort through everything she’d gathered and figure out how she could: 1) blackmail Hyde Pinxton into leaving her alone and 2) figure out what the hell the super villain was trying to do to Wren and her blood-drinking friends so she could foil his dastardly plot.
 
   Tory unlocked her unit and rolled up the top, happy to see that the car had remained untouched as it waited for one of her world-class fuckups. She reached down to tug at the car cover she’d placed over the vehicle to keep it dust-free. Then a twinkling sparkle caught her eye.
 
   Releasing the fabric, she rose. Her focus zeroed in on the shower of glitter that seemed to encompass the opening of the storage unit. It swirled and twirled, spinning into a tight circle and then parting to reveal…a man. Okay, man-ish. Because the guy standing before her had reflective, fluttering wings. Really. Wings. Which reminded her of the wing-esque stuff she’d seen and read in Pinxton’s files.
 
   Further observation revealed pointed, needle-like teeth, glowing eyes and hair so bright red that she wondered where he’d purchased his dye. She totally wanted some. She’d tried for that hue before and hadn’t been able to get there…
 
   “Miss Price.” The deep voice grated over her nerves, scratching her veins with invisible claws. “I believe you have a few things that belong to me.”
 
   “Did you say Price? No, I’m Marsha. Marsha Bradyman.” She had to stick to the plan. “I think you have me confused with someone else.” 
 
   At least, she hoped so. Because based on observation, and what she’d gotten from the files she’d reviewed, she might be looking at the no good, very bad, super evil flying Pixie King himself.
 
   “Cute, Miss Price.” The winged wanker took a step toward her, and she scooted deeper into the storage unit. “You are Victoria Lynn Price, Vicky Lynn to your parents.” The pixie raised a single brow. “Quaint.” Another step. “You are intelligent, but scattered, and have friends who have yet to discover that some of their phones and portions of their home have been bugged.” 
 
   Damn it. She’d never met the vamp boys, but she’d told Wren that the men needed to let her look over their place to make sure it was clean… Stupid idjits.
 
   The sparkly asshole wasn’t done yet. “After your little call to Wren… How is she, by the way? And Griffin? He looked a little pale the last time we got together. Anyway, you should tell her to get her affairs in order. All of the Protectors, really. I don’t foresee them having much time left.” A flick of the pixie’s wrist and a laptop appeared in his hand. “Now, you can restore my files.” His dark eyes glowed brighter. “Or we can head to my home to discuss how much pain the human body can endure.”
 
   If she was honest, pain endurance was not her forte. 
 
   “Can we talk about how you can go fuck yourself? Or your minions can fuck you. Guys like you have minions, right? It’d be no fun to be evil without them. Are they pussy glitter guys like you?” Aw, look at her act like she had balls and stuff.
 
   The man stepped forward and placed the computer on the hood of the car. “I see we’ll have to be a bit messy. It’s unfortunate. Enjoyable, but unfortunate nonetheless.” 
 
   Another flick of his fingers and a badass sword a la Lord of the Rings appeared in his hand. Had it been any other time, and any other winged fucker, she would have asked to hold it. ‘Cause, yeah, totally cool.
 
   Pinxton approached, steps measured as he neared her. With every step forward, she retreated. She traveled deeper into the unit, darkness encompassing her more and more with every movement. She had no delusions that she might die in the little metal box. Then again, it may just be torture now, dying later. 
 
   Back hitting the wall, she took a chance and bolted around the back of the car to the other side of the space. Except she wasn’t expecting Pinxton to do some weird, Sci-Fi popping in and out of space thing. He was suddenly in front of her, crowding her into a corner, and Tory’s inner she-cat-beyotch came out.
 
   With a scream, she scratched and clawed, fighting as only a girl could. Her hands and legs flew at him as she rained hits upon his pixie-asshole body. Unfortunately, Pinxton retaliated. 
 
   A flash of light, followed by trails of glitter, and the sword disappeared. Apparently, cat-fighting was not sword friendly. 
 
   First one fist, then another, struck her. Dizziness encroached, but she pushed it back and kept on. 
 
   How many cop shows had she watched? How many of them had repeated over and over that a person should never allow a kidnapper to take them to a secondary location? Fight to the death where attacked because going somewhere else was certain death. So, she’d make sure she bit the bullet in her unit at U-Store-It.
 
   Another strike, another wave of vertigo washed over her and she pushed the advancing blackness back. She felt wetness flow down her body, and realized that Pinxton was no longer using fists, but claw-tipped fingers.
 
   But, hey, she hadn’t been dragged off. That had to count for something.
 
   Except…except that blackness she’d been shoving aside finally won. It triumphed when Pinxton’s hand descended, when those nails sliced through her abdomen and overwhelming pain wracked her body.
 
   She truly hoped she got to see the white light thing. That sounded kinda cool. Because, yeah, she was dying. But not at a secondary location motherfucker! So, suck her non-existent dick.
 
   * * *
 
   The scent of a woman’s blood hit Liam first.
 
   The delicious, sweet aroma caused his fangs to burst from his gums and descend. Even the stench of alcohol that normally clung to him was drowned out by that seductive, heady flavor permeating the air. Females smelled so delicate, sweet and tempting to a vampire’s palate, to him. Nothing like the heavy scent that surrounded male humans. 
 
   His shaft hardened, immediately aroused and craving the body that held that life giving fluid. Yeah, he could go for a sip or two followed by sinking deep into the woman…
 
   A glance at the numbers above the storage units revealed that he was closing in on Victoria’s space. He’d missed her at the bank, but Wren had told him that U-Store-It would be her next stop.
 
   Each step brought him nearer to that delicious aroma and even closer to where he hoped to find Victoria. Liam broke into a jog, and then a flat out run when a high-pitched scream rent the air and was suddenly cut off.
 
   His feet pounded the pavement, body speeding toward that sound, a snarl on his lips. He swung around the corner in time to see a body capped with purple hair collapse to the ground and a winged asshole looming over the prone form. 
 
   Without question, he flew toward that pansy-assed sparkling body, one hand grabbing onto the base of a wing and the other on the man’s neck. He used his hold to throw him aside, and he smiled at the satisfying crunch as the guy hit the concrete wall. God damned pixies. He hated the evil fuckers. He ached to rip out the man’s throat with his teeth, but that would mean certain death. They’d nearly lost Griffin that way, and Liam wasn’t about to take a walk down that same road.
 
   He followed the path the body had taken, crouching above the motionless form and getting a good look at the guy. Damn. Hyde, King-of-the-Pixies, Pinxton. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Pinxton shoved him back and then pushed to his feet. Liam got a good look at all the blood coating the King. With as much of the fluid the pixie wore, he wondered if the woman even had a drop left in her body. 
 
   Liam cracked his knuckles and then turned his head side to side, rolling his shoulders and loosening up for a battle with the fluttery creature. True, Griffin hadn’t done too well when he’d battled the King, but there’d been another pixie on the scene. With just the King before him, Liam prayed he’d do a bit better. 
 
   Really, really prayed.
 
   A soft moan to his left reminded him of the woman, and he bared his teeth, anxious to get rid of the King and check out the female. He had little doubt that the body was Wren’s best friend, Victoria Price.
 
   He couldn’t actually let her die. He’d never hear the end of it from Wren.
 
   “Protector.” Pinxton tugged his clothes into place , wings fluttering in agitation.
 
   “Pussy.” He tipped his head in acknowledgement.
 
   An ethereal glow surrounded the pixie and Liam tensed, ready and waiting for the bastard’s attack. From the fireworks, he guessed that it’d be a little more magical and a lot less bloody. 
 
   Unfortunately.
 
   The swirls of light grew brighter, coalescing into a tight ball in Pinxton’s hands. Without hesitating, Liam lowered his shoulder and ran at the King. Sometimes brute force was the way to go. Liam wasn’t inherently magical, and he hadn’t thought to bring along any charms to protect him from the fucker’s power, so distraction through pain was his only option. 
 
   Ducking below the globe, he plowed into the pixie, sending the lithe body back against the solid wall. A one-two punch to the man’s midsection elicited a grunt, but he wasn’t done yet. He needed Pinxton down for the count so he could give his attention to the dying chick.
 
   Another dig and Liam took advantage of some of the damage the little human had already inflicted. Shallow scratches were deepened to fierce wounds, and the black blood of the pixie poured over his hands. 
 
   At least until a bone-shattering pain consumed him. The King’s hands rained down on his back, and Liam had no doubt that the lovely glowing orb had been introduced to his body. Goody.
 
   Roaring in agony, his muscles gave way and he fell to his hands and knees, breath leaving him in a gusting whoosh. Fuck. 
 
   The scent of Victoria’s blood slithered through the fragrance of his and Pinxton’s life-giving fluids, teasing him, and he felt an insane urge to end this. Yes, the woman was important to Wren who was important to Griffin, but somehow she was important to Liam as well. Every cell inside him screamed with the need to dispense with the threat against Victoria. His Victoria. He shook his head free of the thought. No, not his, not—
 
   Another sprinkling of sparkles caught his eye, tearing him from his thoughts, and he watched as the King’s wicked sword materialized, the honed blade lengthening beside his head. 
 
   Shaking off the remnants of Pinxton’s attack, Liam rolled to his feet. He’d barely had a moment vertical before that razor sharp piece of magicked metal came at him. He bent back, the deadly sword narrowly missing his neck.
 
   “That all you got, fairy-boy?” Liam flashed his fangs at the King and dove back in. 
 
   On the next swing, he ducked but caught the pixie’s wrist and countered the move, aiming his own claw-tipped fingers at the other man’s throat. Too bad the King blocked him. But not for long. He struck again, fingers sinking into the King’s flesh with ease, sending more black fluid pouring from that incandescent body. Victoria’s bright red blood was overshadowed by the midnight hue of Pinxton’s.
 
   Liam hoped the Pixie King bled to death. Really, really hoped.
 
   A shove sent him sliding back from Pinxton, booted feet slipping over the concrete floor. The King followed, sword raised, but the steel collided with the metal ceiling, and the pixie spat a curse, tossing aside the weapon.
 
   Liam had the intense urge to stick out his tongue and bust out with “neener, neener, neener”. Only he didn’t get a chance. Not when the King came at him with his claw-tipped fingers and punishing fists. 
 
   They tangled, arms, hands and legs inflicting as much damage as possible. There was no time for verbal barbs. Not when simply breathing took most of Liam’s energy. He’d fed not long ago, but he hadn’t exactly planned on tussling with someone as strong as Pinxton.
 
   Fucking pixies.
 
   Another swipe, a spray of black blood, and the poisonous liquid burned against his skin. 
 
   Why wouldn’t the asshole just die?
 
   Liam placed his foot against Pinxton’s stomach and shoved, driving the man back against the wall and putting a few feet between them. Panting from the exertion, he bunched his muscles and prepared another attack. 
 
   “Flee or die, asshole.” Liam spit out the few droplets of the toxic liquid that had snuck into his mouth.
 
   The King smirked, hands swirling before him and an ethereal glow built between his palms. “Neither, Protector.” The shining orb grew, expanding with every passing moment. “I believe it’s you that will die. Your death will mean one less Protector between us and Carac. Between us and the wor—”
 
   Before the King could finish, a soft pop sounded, and a stranger entered their midst, larger than the King and heavily muscled, searing rage on his features. This larger-than-life man struck out at Liam, plate-sized palm hitting him square in the chest, and he slammed into the back wall of the space. The concrete crumpled around him, gray dust sprinkling over him.
 
   As if a light switch were flipped, the brightness from the King snapped off, and the pixie paled, eyes wide as he stared at the newcomer. 
 
   Liam shoved himself up and glared at the man. Taking a deeper look revealed a haze of black surrounding the new arrival. Swirling tattoos on the guy’s neck had Liam’s heart stilling. 
 
   A daeva. A fucking daeva. The things were half-god, half evil sickos and all about chaos. And the King was involved with the perverted assholes. 
 
   If something big and bad was going down, there would be a daeva nearby pulling the strings. No doubt. With a daeva joining Pinxton’s cause, the Knight Protectors were in deep shit.
 
   “Jemshir.” The King barked back. Ooh… The King was not happy with being reigned in like a puppy.
 
   The daeva merely swelled in size, the shadows of the space deepening, and the being’s evil licked at Liam’s skin. He received a soul-pricking glare from the daeva and then the man gripped Pinxton’s wrist. “We’re done here, pixie.” A black haze enveloped them but didn’t entirely mask Jemshir’s words. “I won’t have you ruining our plans. We’ve worked too hard to resurrect…”
 
   A whisper soft shift of skin on concrete diverted Liam’s attention. He spared a split-second to glance at the crumpled body and by the time he looked back, both the King and the daeva were gone.
 
   Jemshir… 
 
   Liam hated his life right then. But at least he knew that a daeva was pulling the King’s strings and that they were resurrecting…someone. It also meant they were neck-deep in shit, but knowledge was power, right? Brom would probably cream his jeans when he got this new bit of intel.
 
   Turning back to the woman, he saw exactly what he’d been expecting. Victoria, purple hair and all, was covered in her own blood, fluid coating the ground and continuing to flow from her various wounds. Between the stuff that’d coated Pinxton and what soaked the floor, he figured the human had lost five pints. Considering she’d probably started with around nine, it wouldn’t be long before she died.
 
   Which meant he wasn’t supposed to touch her. Not a single finger. The laws decreed they were not to interfere with life and death situations with humans.
 
   But Carac sent me out to bring her to the mansion… And, hey, bringing her to the mansion would have been interference since, had he arrived early enough, she would have lived even with the enemy chasing her. 
 
   Maybe that didn’t make sense.
 
   He seriously needed to stop drinking. His memories hadn’t ceased haunting him after a few hundred years of drinking, and they probably wouldn’t ever disappear. Maybe there wasn’t a reason to keep swilling the alcohol.
 
   A low groan snagged his attention, and he dropped to his knees, moving until he hovered over the woman. It was time for a shit-ton of interference. He hadn’t been able to do anything all those years ago…
 
   “Victoria? I need you to focus on me.” Her eyelids fluttered and then he was staring into a pair of shocking purple orbs. 
 
   He’d forgotten that the human coordinated her eye color with her hair. “I can save you, but I have to Change you.” Not that he’d ever done it before. It was something reserved for Master vampires, those that could control a baby vamp when it came to their first Hunger. 
 
   Well, it was better to ask forgiveness later than permission now. He figured maybe Wren could put in a good word when the time came. And if not, it might be time to be Released. He’d lived a long time, saw things that plagued him with nightmares. Hell, he’d done things that tore at his soul. Or rather, not done things…
 
    Yeah, Carac would be doing him a favor by Releasing him from the world, killing him and then scattering his ashes into the wind so he couldn’t be brought back by some witch.
 
   “I need you to say ‘yes’, Victoria. I need the word. One syllable, love.” The endearment slipped out, but the word hadn’t felt wrong. In fact, it’d seemed very, very right. Arousal and worry warred within his body and mind. He grew warmer with every moment spent in her presence, and he refused to ponder the meaning behind his body’s reaction to Victoria’s nearness.
 
   The word finally came on a shallow exhalation. 
 
   If asked years from now, in the darkness of the night and within the confines of a confessional with the Pope himself, he’d admit that he hadn’t truly heard that single word. No, the sound was actually the woman’s death rattle, the final wheeze as her body reached for true death. 
 
   Liam tore at his wrists, gaping holes in both arms, and held them over Victoria’s battered body, whispering the forbidden words he’d overheard long ago. “I give you life on this eve of death…”
 
   


Chapter Two 
 
   Tory knew pain. Really. She’d stubbed and broken her baby toe (the same one) a gajillion times, and it’s not like docs could actually do anything when that happened. They’d just send the person home with instructions like “ice the area” and “keep off it”. Hadn’t they heard of the need to pee? How could a person keep off their feet with the whole peeing issue? They’d gone to medical school for goodness sakes! She’d thought they’d be smarter than that.
 
   Anyway. She knew pain. 
 
   This…this was not pain.
 
   This was dying a million times over with baby atomic bombs going off within her body. Every beat of her heart was like a blow to her chest with a dull butter knife. Her lungs burned, and it felt as if someone was stabbing her in the eye with a pen. Repeatedly. 
 
   It blanketed her, covering her from head to toe with no reprieve in sight. Something…lurked within her body, crawling beneath her skin. Like an animal waiting for the perfect moment to burst free.
 
   Memories assailed her, snippets of blowing up her home, going to the bank and heading to her car. Then…then a winged freak of nature showed up. From that point, it became a blur of pain and blood, more and more pouring from her with every breath until something drew the pixie’s attention from her. 
 
   A guy maybe? 
 
   After that moment, agony overwhelmed her.
 
   Tory did her best to push the lingering aches away, drawing air into her lungs and then letting it ease from her chest, but the pain still enveloped her ribs with the movement. She remembered the blood. Hers. Everywhere.
 
   And there had been no fucking white light, damn it.
 
   Wait. The “fucking” part of her internal rant was probably why there hadn’t been a white light. She had to admit, she was pretty fucking free with the cursing and shit. Maybe she didn’t rate the angelic welcome? 
 
   Besides, would she still hurt in heaven? If so, God had some explainin’ to do.
 
   Prying her eyes open, whimpering with the sting that came with the movement, Tory found herself in what appeared to be a bedroom. Lavish, antique furnishings occupied the space. 
 
   This whole deal sounded way too similar to what had happened to Wren.
 
   Wren had been attacked by pixies. Small ones, but still pixies.
 
   So had Tory. Sorta. She’d only had one, but he’d had a sword.
 
   Wren had seen a guy, and he’d saved her.
 
   Tory vaguely remembered a wicked hot angel that she wanted to lick from head to toe. Or that may have been her imagination. She was praying it was a memory.
 
   The jury was still out on the saving aspect.
 
   Wren had woken, after said saving, in a fancy smancy bedroom on a yummy bed.
 
   Tory was currently in a fancy smancy bedroom on an O-M-G-Yummy bed.
 
   Next, for Wren, came the bow chicka bow bow and whamo, Wren was tied to a vamp for life.
 
   Tory was not a long-term kind of girl. Besides, she had to get the hell out of Dodge. Pronto. That winged wacko was still after her.
 
   Groaning, she pushed until she was sitting on the edge of the mattress, feet dangling. Damn, why did they have to make the thing so high from the ground?
 
   And, oh god, she was naked like Wren had been. Shit. She wasn’t a prude, but she wasn’t one to “rock out with her balls out”, either. Besides, she was sorta squishy. Everywhere. She’d meant to tone up at the gym. Really. But the Little Debbie Swiss Cake Rolls had called to her and, hey, her doc had said she was an extraordinarily healthy fluffy chick.
 
   Another nudge and her feet hit the carpet. She took a moment to enjoy the cushiony, soft surface. But it didn’t stay lovely for long. Not when she suddenly took a nose dive and landed on the floor in a crumpled heap. Maybe getting out of bed had been a not good, very bad idea.
 
   When the door opened and then clicked shut, followed by the rapid thump of feet on the soft surface, she figured “not good, very bad” didn’t quite cover the situation.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” The voice came out as something between a whisper and a roar. Whoar? Well, that sounded too much like whore. Rosper? That just sounded dumb. 
 
   Large hands slipped beneath her arms. They tugged her up and then back onto the bed, tossing the sheet over her body.
 
   Now that saying “one step forward, two steps back” made sense.
 
   Getting a good look at her captor, a memory poked her and a hint of clarity smacked into her. Thank goodness it didn’t hurt. “Liam?” 
 
   She’d seen pictures of the guy along with photos of the rest of the Knight Protectors. Wren had wanted her to know the difference between friend and foe if her BFF ever sent one of the fang gang to help her. Tory had scoffed and assured her that she’d never need assistance from the sharp-toothed peeps.
 
   Apparently, she’d been wrong.
 
   On the heels of that thought came another startling realization. A mixture of fear (and arousal ‘cause the guy was hot) slammed through her. The situation was too reminiscent of Wren’s experiences for comfort, and she shouted at the vamp. “I’m not fucking you!” 
 
   Liam’s eyes widened, irises bleeding red, and his mouth opened slightly to reveal lowered fangs. Shit. Shit-shit. Wren had warned her of this. Warned her that the red eye and flashing fang thing meant… Tory let her gaze wander a little south. Yup, red eyes plus sharp teeth equaled horny blood sucker. Horny, well-endowed blood sucker.
 
   Ignoring the shards of agony that assaulted her limbs, Tory dragged her body backwards across the expansive bed, anxious to put space between her and the walking hard-on. “I mean it! No fuckious maximus.”
 
   Liam’s tongue snaked out and traced the tip of one of his fangs. “No?” He placed a knee on the bed, and she ignored the seductive ripple of his muscles as they shifted beneath his skin-tight shirt. Because she didn’t want to rip the cloth from his body and then trace the rise and fall of those muscles with her tongue. “Really, sweet Victoria?” He eased closer, and she wiggled back. His fingers gripped the sheet, tugging on the material. “Not even a little?”
 
   She took a deep breath, willing her fear and excitement to recede. Vamps got off on both (per Wren) and boinking was not on her current “to do” list. Nope, running…hiding…more running… Those all topped her “let’s do right fucking now” agenda. Besides, how did someone only fuck “a little”? It was the same thing as being “a little bit pregnant”.
 
   Tory shook her head. “No. I’m good.” 
 
   Saliva pooled in her mouth, tongue practically begging to lick him from head to toe. Shit, this was so whacked. Tory admitted that she could be a total hypothetical whore (she so didn’t get around in real life) with the best of ‘em, but this was totally out there for her.
 
   Something different, weird in a bad way, was tugging and poking at her, slithering beneath her skin. It scratched and scraped, nudging her to go to Liam, spread her legs and let him take her to heaven.
 
   “Victoria…” His voice was a low, seductive growl and that…thing…shoved at her.
 
   “No.” Tory’s skin itched, flesh rippling and damn if her gums didn’t ache. Canines in particular.
 
   Oh. Hell. No.
 
   “You fucker.” She whispered the words, still easing away from the advancing vamp as reality came crashing down. “You blood sucking, people eating, piece of shit asshole!” Her canines grew, lengthened within her mouth, and brought a lisp along with them. “You changed me into a god damned fanger.”
 
   That got Mr. Sucktastic to stop his approach and he stilled. “Shit.” Liam shook his head as if to clear the thoughts pinging through his empty skull. With a huff, he retreated, hands raised and palms exposed. “Just stay calm, Victoria. I can explain.”
 
   “Explain?” She shifted and realized that, once again, she was buck naked. Hoisting the sheet higher, she tucked it more firmly around her. “You mean, explain why my teeth are now oodles longer and sharp? That explanation?”
 
   “You were dying, and I couldn’t very well tell Griffin’s Fire that you’d died before I could get to you. The woman is evil.” Griffin’s “Fire” slash mate was actually Wren. And yeah, the girl could totally be a mean beyotch. But that couldn’t have been the only reason for her sudden switch from vegetarian to meat-itarian. Not that she was craving meat at the moment. Nah, she was sorta jonesing for a nice veggie burger with a gluten free bun and a dash of ketchup. Mmm…
 
   “And Changing me had nothing to do with what I found in Pinxton’s files. Nothing at all.”
 
   Liam winced. “The thing about it is…”
 
   She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay. Gimme the vamp handbook, get me through this shit and I’ll help you guys. I’m one of you, right? I should help. Brom’s super smart, gimme him. Anyone else is a waste of time.” She ignored his glare and eased toward the edge of the bed, scanning the room for her clothes. Hell, any clothes.
 
   “Well…” There was no missing the hesitation in his voice.
 
   “Well, what?” 
 
   “Brom’s in Rome on Protector business and the others don’t know you’re here. Or what’s happened.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck, I need a drink.”
 
   She blinked. Then again. “Explain.”
 
   Liam padded around the bed to a small bar hidden in a corner and then poured himself a glass of amber liquid. The harsh, sweetened scent let her know that he was serving himself a bit of bourbon. She wondered how she’d caught the fragrance from across the room.
 
   Oh. Right. Vamptastic-ness.
 
   “I was sent out to grab you and bring you here. Unfortunately, Pinxton got to you first and shredded your body. Changing you was the only answer, Victoria.”
 
   “It’s Tory.” She snapped.
 
   “Victoria.” He leveled an unreadable look at her. “And if I could have given you the choice, I would have. Besides, Wren and Carac were supposed to offer you this opportunity. I just nudged the timeline along a little.”
 
   “And why doesn’t anyone know I’m here? The mansion is big, but it can’t be that big.”
 
   Liam tossed back the amber liquid and mumbled against the crystal glass.
 
   “What?”
 
   The tumbler thumped against the bar top. “Because I’m not allowed to Change anyone. I’m not old enough and don’t have the power to control a baby vamp during their initial Hunger.”
 
   “Okay, so you’re being a pussy and hiding. I get that. But, dude. I’m totally in control.” She snorted and waved a hand. “I got this shit.” Tory did a little butt dance on the bed and then let her feet fall to the ground. Hey, she stayed upright this time.
 
   In a blink, Liam was there, arm curled around her bare shoulders. “No, I don’t think…”
 
   Then, the most delicious scent known to man hit her, blanketing her in welcome, and she couldn’t hold back the grumble in her stomach. “Mmm…”
 
   “See? Your first Hunger is coming. Fuck. Get back in bed, and I’ll get Carac. I brought you some steaks and bagged blood. This was such a stupid fucking idea—”
 
   “I’m sure as shit not listening to you. Is that enchiladas? Do you think there are any that are veg-friendly?”
 
   Liam stilled next to her and she shrugged off his hold, tugged the sheet free of the bed and wrapped it around her body, letting the excess trail over the ground. “Victoria, get back in the damned bed.”
 
   “No.” Then she ignored him. Dude. Enchiladas! She raised her faux clothing a little higher as she stepped over the massive platter of raw steaks and…bags of blood? Ew. Nose high, she followed that heavenly scent down the hallway.
 
   “Victoria.” There was that rosper again. It filled the hallway, but she ignored Liam. 
 
   Her footsteps were muffled by the plush carpet as she traveled along the hallway, and the low murmur of voices reached her. She didn’t recognize most of them, but then Wren’s rose above the rest and Tory increased her pace. 
 
   With a burst of speed she’d never had before, Tory raced to the top of the steps and then down to the first floor, following those delicious aromas. With more haste than finesse, she burst into what could only be a dining room and suddenly, all eyes were on her.
 
   “Um, hello?” She tugged her sheet tighter around her body.
 
   Wren and ten other men were seated around the dinner table. She watched as each man’s nostrils flared and confusion crossed their features. Only one of them deigned to greet her, and not particularly nicely at that.
 
   “You smell funny.”
 
   Jerk. But at least there were enchiladas.
 
   * * *
 
   Liam was going to die at Carac’s hand, followed immediately by Victoria. Or Victoria, then Liam. Before all of that, Wren was going to beat him bloody.
 
   Carac, his Sovereign, the Knight Protector’s leader and Master vampire, sat across from him, disappointment and anger shining clear in his eyes. 
 
   The retelling in the dining room had been quick, a bare bones recitation of events. Now that dinner was over, and Wren and Victoria had moved across the hall to “chat”, the real debriefing would begin.
 
   “Does anyone else think she smells funny?” Simond broke the silence. “Like, vamp, but not.”
 
   “I don’t smell funny!” Victoria’s shout immediately followed the Protector’s observation and Liam winced. Part of him wanted to slap a piece of duct tape on her mouth while another part wanted to sink balls deep into her pussy until she screamed in pleasure.
 
   Instead of either, he yelled at her. “Shut it, Victoria. We’re having a private meeting.” 
 
   “Then have it quieter,” the woman grumbled.
 
   Carac pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Come in here, Victoria.”
 
   “He could say please.” Victoria was probably trying to whisper.
 
   “They don’t. It’s an old people thing.” Wren was obviously not even attempting to be quiet.
 
   The two women entered arm in arm, so alike, yet so different. Where Wren was occasionally evil, yet sweet, with her natural red hair and genuine smile, Victoria was…purple…and had a wicked tongue.
 
   A tongue he’d like to taste and then feel on his cock. His attraction to the curvaceous woman was one he couldn’t deny. Now that she was no longer covered in blood, and her color had returned, Liam could appreciate her beauty, appreciate the sway of her hips and the gentle roundness of her body. Appreciate the scent of her blood and how something about her called to him like no other.
 
   Padding through the room, Wren immediately went to Griffin, and Liam didn’t give Victoria the opportunity to sit anywhere but next to him. He snagged her hand and tugged until she was settled on the couch, his arm around her shoulders. 
 
   She glared at him.
 
   He smiled at her.
 
   She flashed her baby fangs.
 
   His dick went hard.
 
   “Children.” Carac’s voice cut through their flirting. “Victoria. Tell us what happened and then we’ll discuss your current biological situation.”
 
   “Biological situation?” She snorted. “It’s not like I’ve got some weird period-esque hormonal imbalance here. I have fangs. And itchies like my skin doesn’t fit. That is not a simple biological situation.”
 
   Carac’s stare remained centered on her, and the Sovereign didn’t say a word. The man could out-stare a cat.
 
   “Fine,” Victoria harrumphed and then got on with the recitation. She recapped the “digital visitation” of Hyde Pinxton’s personal and business records, his connections and their personal and business stuff and on and on. Then there was the bug out, followed by the fight at the storage place. Liam tossed in a few details here and there including a mention of a resurrection. He was careful not to include his desire for the not-quite-human, Victoria. Thankfully, she glossed over their encounter in his suite.
 
   Then there was the fact that the mansion was bugged. That had gone over well. Their discussion was postponed for a good hour while, after destroying the microwave and a toaster to create a “bug detector”, Victoria cleared the living room of the unknown electrical devices. She’d promised to create a few more “bug detector jobbies” if someone went to Radio Shack. Joce had been dispatched. Then she’d told Carac she’d fix his security system because “this shit is whacked”. That hadn’t gone over well, either.
 
   Finally, they got back to the other serious matters they faced.
 
   “Liam, you’re sure it was a daeva?”
 
   He nodded. “Absolutely. I could see the dark fog that surrounded him and the neck tattoos. I couldn’t miss the evil in the air. Pinxton is working with a demi-god.”
 
   “Demi-what-the-fuck?” Of course Victoria couldn’t keep quiet.
 
   Liam sighed. “Not something you need to know. Where have you hidden the information you found? You said you tucked it somewhere safe.”
 
   He watched as Victoria narrowed her eyes. “If I give you guys that stuff, will you tell me about my ‘biological situation’ and the demi-what-the-fuck? I figure it’s an even trade. I show you mine, you show me yours…”
 
   An insane surge of possessiveness and rage overtook him. The thought of Victoria showing anyone anything of hers summoned the urge to hide her away from everyone. No one would see what belonged to him. He growled deep in his throat, flashing his fangs and glaring at every other male in the room.
 
   “Liam.” Carac’s voice cut through his fury, and he focused on the Sovereign.
 
   “What?” He was unable to withhold the anger in his voice.
 
   “Calm yourself.” 
 
   Liam couldn’t ignore the order in his Sovereign’s voice and the compulsion that immediately followed. Denied permission to warn others off physically, he reached over and hauled Victoria closer.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   He pressed Victoria’s face to his shoulder, shielding her from the others. “Be quiet.”
 
   “You overbearing, undead mother fucker!” Her voice was muffled, but he got the gist of her words.
 
   As did the others in the room. 
 
   “We’re not undead.” Simond tossed that out.
 
   “Now, where is the data?” Carac’s voice overrode his.
 
   “My…” 
 
   He didn’t catch what Victoria said and he eased the pressure. “What?”
 
   “My stomach. There’s this wire hooked to one of my teeth and, at the end, is a mini SD card. Insane galactic powers, itty-bitty storage space.”
 
   “You…” No way. There was no way she would have…
 
   “Yes. So, I promise to visit the porcelain god just as soon as you tell me why I’m fangy, yet I don’t want to eat Wren for dinner.”
 
   “The thing about it is…”
 
   Victoria fought him then, shoving at his body until he couldn’t do anything but release her. And damn was she strong already. His cock was solid as a rock now. 
 
   “Don’t ‘thing about it is’ me. That is my line solely reserved for chatting about my fucked up-dashery to Wren. What. The. Fuck?”
 
   “We’ll call Brom in Rome.” He wasn’t above begging for his brother Protector’s help. “And Brom’s sire, Adela, has already forwarded several of the Ancient scrolls to the manse. Maybe there will be something in one of those. You know several languages, correct? Maybe you can read through them…” He let the suggestion trail off.
 
   Victoria gave him a skeptical look, eyes narrowed and eyebrows raised. “What languages, exactly?”
 
   “Sumerian?”
 
   Victoria harrumphed, but did relax against him. “I know that one.”
 
   Liam smiled. “There, love. All settled.” 
 
   She frowned. “You’re sexy, but I hate you. Just want that out there.”
 
   He gave her a jerky nod. “Noted. The card?”
 
   Victoria rolled her eyes and climbed from the couch, heading toward the door. He moved to follow, but she pushed him down. “Hells to the no. You are not watching me get jiggy with the toilet.” As she stomped past Wren, she grabbed the other woman’s hand and dragged her along. “Let’s go, beyotch. I don’t feel like eating you, so you can come along.” With Wren’s exit, Griffin was immediately behind the troublesome duo.
 
   “Dude. You’ve got a seriously fucked girlfriend.” That came from Tybalt, another Protector brother. Soon to be ex-Protector.
 
   Without conscious thought, Liam was across the room, fingers wrapped around the other man’s throat, squeezing tighter with each passing heartbeat. “You were saying?”
 
   A low gurgle came out of Tybalt’s mouth, and he increased the pressure. Victoria was his. His. And no one would disrespect his woman. He didn’t want to examine his feelings, didn’t want to look too closely at the emotions filling him, but he couldn’t deny their presence. Maybe it was their shared blood, the connection of sire and progeny.
 
   Yes. That was it. That was what lingered between them…
 
   “Liam.” The compulsion to release the man slammed through him like a Mack truck, overriding his will. 
 
   One by one, his fingers eased their grip until Tybalt wrenched free of his hold, coughing and gasping for air. “Fuck, man.” He rubbed at his throat as he backed away. “You need to put a leash on him, Carac.”
 
   Liam turned his attention to the Sovereign, watched as the oldest of the old rose to his feet, eyes trained on him. “I need the room.” 
 
   One by one, the males moved from the space, leaving only him and Carac in the cavernous area. 
 
   “Sit, child.” 
 
   Liam bit the inside of his cheek at the moniker, but did as he was told. Carac was his sire and deserved his respect. 
 
   When they were seated across from each other, the coffee table separating them, Carac continued. “I want the truth now. What is going on with you? What are your feelings for Victoria?”
 
   Liam licked his lips, throat suddenly dry, nervous tension consuming him. “Will you take ‘no comment’ as my answer?”
 
   Fingers of the Master vampire’s power slithered like cold snakes through his mind, poking and prodding at his memories until he broke and revealed all. He spoke of every desperate emotion, hint of desire and fierce protectiveness that consumed him. There’d been a tiny spark upon finding her, but it hadn’t truly come to light until he’d cleaned her up and watched as she slept in his bed. From there, every breath seemed to draw him into her web…
 
   Carac stopped him. “I need you to be prepared, Liam. Victoria is different from others I’ve Changed. Her scent is…” Carac shook his head. “Her lack of Hunger concerns me. Any other baby vampire would have woken with a fierce need for blood. You took her fresh steaks and bagged blood, yet she came down for dinner and had no problem being in Wren’s presence and eating a salad. Plus, the way you’re reacting to her company. There is always that connection between a sire and progeny. Always. But this isn’t something I’m familiar with. You must realize that she’ll need to be watched closely. You’ll both need to be monitored. If she becomes unstable, she may need to be Released. What’s worse, it may have to be both of you if you can’t control yourself when the time comes.”
 
   Released… No, he wouldn’t let Carac kill his not-so-sweet Victoria. Not when he’d just found her.
 
   Liam huffed. He was so, totally fucked.
 
   Now he needed to find the woman who’d made his life heaven and hell at the same time and make sure she didn’t eat her best friend for dinner.
 
   


Chapter Three 
 
   Later in the day, Tory tried to remember that she couldn’t kill the vamp chicks that worked in the mansion. She wasn’t strong enough. Yet. But if one more woman flitted into the room with their tits hanging out and batting their eyelashes, she was going to inject them with nanos that ate silicone so they’d be flat-chested beyotches. She just had to invent the little buggers first.
 
   They were all flirting and cooing over Liam like he was the only one who’d gotten all bloody. Tory had nearly died, too, damn it. Besides, the itchy scratchy thing inside her did not like other females around Liam. At. All.
 
   “Oh, Liam, you’re so brave…”
 
   “Oh, Liam, you’re so strong…”
 
   “Liam, are you injured? I could kiss it and make it better…”
 
   That last bitch was losing her lips.
 
   With a snarl, she tore her attention from Liam. He wasn’t hers or anything. He could drool all over whoever he wanted and…
 
   Tory settled her hands on the keys of the borrowed laptop, hopping onto the web and snagging bits and pieces of code she’d left scattered across the internet. By the time she was done, the lovely little worm proggie had appeared, and she sent it after the Knight Protector’s compound security system.
 
   It took one point two seconds to gain entry. And that was only because their interwebs connection was slow. 
 
   Plus, GOD1234 was not a good password.
 
   First stop was resetting the password and then grabbing whatever info about the mansion she could find. She mined every bit of data the system contained and threw it onto the computer desktop, scanning the images as they popped onto the screen. One after another fluttered across the display. Floor plans. Camera positioning. Motion detectors. All of it.
 
   And if someone with half a brain decided to attack the place, they would be totally fucked.
 
   “What are you doing?” The deep voice intruded on her thoughts, making her jump, and she jerked her attention to the side. Liam. A quick survey of the room revealed that the sharp-toothed skanks had left and they were alone.
 
   “Working.” She bit out the word. She didn’t need him. Didn’t need his hotness or his lickaliciousness or that fucking smile that made her knees weak.
 
   Doing her best to ignore him, she returned her gaze to the screen. She definitely didn’t watch him slump into the chair beside her, legs spread wide and giving her an unobstructed view of his long body. Nope. Not at all.
 
   “So, you ditched the plastic fan club?”
 
   She felt, rather than saw, his smirk, could feel it in the air that separated them, but she didn’t say another word.
 
   “They were just worried about me. You know, going up against the Pixie King and a demi-god to save you and all,” he drawled. He flicked one of the scrolls, fingering the Ancient text. 
 
   Tory snorted and reached for a sheet of paper and a pen, scratching out a grocery list of their needs with one hand while tweaking the system’s settings with the other. “You do that stuff in your sleep.”
 
   “Hmm…” He leaned toward her, his breath fanning her cheek and the scent of him cloaked her in his flavors. “No, love, I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure of you in my dreams. Saving or otherwise. That, I would remember.”
 
   Another snort. “Yeah, right.” 
 
   “Oh, without a doubt.” He eased his body closer, the heat of him seeping into her. “Why would I ever awaken if I had you with me? Your blood calls to me, your body with its curves, tempts me and your wicked tongue…”
 
   She turned her head and glared at him, doing her best to ignore his closeness, the nearness of his enticing lips.
 
   “… That tongue just makes me want to turn you over my knee and spank your ass until it’s glowing pink.” A smirk graced his lips.
 
   “Asshole.” She yanked her attention from him and back to the task at hand. As if someone like him would be all about her. 
 
   She redirected security cameras, made motion detectors more sensitive, and optimized the program’s responses. The internal breach-to-software-reaction time was cut in half. Not much when it came down to fractions of a second, but a bullet traveled hella fast, right? Hopefully those bits added up enough to save someone’s ass someday.
 
   She added heat sensors to her list along with a note to add them to the system’s programming. If she could find out the heat signature for the various paranormal species, she could create an algorithm that told the Protectors what they were dealing with during an attack. Yeah, and then she could…
 
   “Victoria?”
 
   Tory blinked and shook her head, pulling her focus from the computer and back into “real” life. Sometimes she got lost in her own mind, tied up with how to turn her concepts into reality. 
 
   When she turned to Liam and saw his amused smirk, she hissed at him, baring her fangs. If the ass had distracted her simply to be all asshole-y, she’d bite him. Of course, that thought had certain bits of her tingling, but she pushed the feelings back. “What?”
 
   “You’re writing on an Ancient scroll.” 
 
   “I’m what?” She blinked and turned her attention to the note pad beside her computer, mind still shifting from geek-speak to English.
 
   He was right. It wasn’t a note pad. It was a very, very old looking piece of paper. 
 
   Oops.
 
   “Brom is going to kick your ass.” Liam shouldn’t have sounded so happy about the prospect. And he shouldn’t have looked so hot sitting there either.
 
   “It’s fine. I can fix this.” She hoped.
 
   “You’re suddenly fae and can remove ink from scrolls that are thousands of years old? Impressive. I could save you from Brom, you know. All it’d take is one little kis—” 
 
   “Bite me.”
 
   “With pleasure.” He purred and leaned forward.
 
   Squeaking, she pushed away from the table and made a cross with her fingers. “Stay back you undead creature of the night!”
 
   Liam chuckled and slumped into his chair. “You’re too easy, Victoria.”
 
   “Tory.”
 
   “Hmm… How are you going to fix your little problem? I don’t think Kinkos does ancient text restoration.”
 
   She glared at him, another “bite me” lurking on her lips, but she kept quiet. She didn’t have time to play. At least, not yet.
 
   Tory placed her pen on the table and turned over the page, careful not to harm it any further. 
 
   Laying the scroll on the table, she took a look at what she’d damaged and sighed in relief. Sumerian, and there was only a teeny, tiny bit of bleed through from her pen.
 
   But, the good news was, she knew the language. She could totally translate and pop that bad boy into the computer, and they’d be golden.
 
   Booyeah.
 
   “I’ve totally got this. I’m seriously fluent in Sumerian. I can translate it and I know enough to infer the handful of glyphs that are inky. No ass saving is necessary.” She stuck out her tongue, but pulled it back just as fast when Liam’s eyes flashed red.
 
   “How fluent?” Liam eased toward her once again, and she tried to put distance between them. Unfortunately, the vamp grabbed the arm of her chair, keeping her immobile.
 
   “Both speaking and writing. I can have it done in fifteen minutes.”
 
   The vamp narrowed his eyes, skepticism in every line. “You’re that confident?”
 
   She scoffed. “Of course.”
 
   “A wager, then.” 
 
   That drew her up short. “What?”
 
   Inches separated them now. “If you manage to translate the work in fifteen minutes, you’ll get the prize of your choice. Anything within my power to give you—”
 
   “Like, a supercomputer that’s faster than the US’s Titan in Tennessee?” 
 
   Liam’s agreement was instantaneous. “Of course. But if you fail…” 
 
   Tory’s mind whirled. She could do anything with a computer like that. True, it’d need its own building, but she could totally have one built.
 
   “Whatever. Okay, it’s on like Donkey Kong.” Tory bent over the table, and this time she actually grabbed a note pad to write on.
 
   “You don’t know what I want.”
 
   “Dude,” she snorted. “It doesn’t even matter. I got this.” 
 
   “Hmm…”
 
   The guy did a lot of “hmm-ing”. Weird. Hot, but weird. Super hot, actually. Like, do me baby one more time kind of gorgeousness. 
 
   She scanned the first few lines, getting the gist of what she was reading. Jeez, if they were going to make her do this much, they needed to put her on the payroll. Then again, she remembered that she was getting a supercomputer out of the deal. Totally better than payroll. “It’s a story…of a lovely lady…”
 
   Liam snorted. Only, that sound seemed closer than before. A quick glance revealed that his face was an inch from hers and, this close, she could see a darkening ring of red around his irises. 
 
   She gulped and forced her attention back to the scroll. 
 
   Red meant smexy times.
 
   No smexy times, Tory. No!
 
   Tory got back to reading. 
 
   Warm, moist air fanned her cheek and she shivered, the feeling of having him so close wreaking havoc over her body. Her nipples hardened within her top, scraping against the delicate lace of her bra. She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them wide, forcing herself to focus on the scroll. 
 
   That worked for all of two seconds. Right until Liam’s tongue traced the shell of her ear and nibbled on the lobe, sending a spear of pleasure right to her pussy. “That’s cheating.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   See? With the “hmm-ing” again.
 
   Tory cleared her throat, but didn’t jerk away. Not when it felt so good. One of his fangs scraped over her skin and she had to bite back the sound that built in her chest.
 
   “I’m gonna win, damn it.” She couldn’t suppress the needy whine that filled her words.
 
   Okay, focus.
 
   Blah, blah, blah… Chick got drained by vamp guy.
 
   Liam sucked on her earlobe and Tory’s pussy ached, her clit throbbing with desire. This went beyond sexual attraction. Way beyond. Her body practically demanded she succumb to the vampire’s seduction. A glance at the computer’s clock showed she only had a few minutes left.
 
   Fuckity-fuck.
 
   More blah… Peeps had the hots for each other.
 
   Oh, she knew all about having the hots for someone. Especially when Liam scraped his cheek against the sensitive skin of her neck, his five-o’clock shadow wreaking havoc on her senses. Her sheath clenched, aching to be filled by him.
 
   More blah… Pre-marital bow chicka bow bow which hadn’t gone over well with the stuck-up assholes.
 
   Oh, she was all for pre-marital monkey business. Really. All it’d take was a single word, hell syllable, from Liam and she’d give it up. Maybe.
 
   A few additional stupid words. These guys were verra long winded.
 
   Liam dragged his fangs along her jawline, mouth inching closer to hers and she wanted to lean into him, seal her lips to his and explore his mouth. But she wasn’t done translating… She had, like, all of thirty seconds. Damn, where had the time gone?
 
   Some hypothesis as to why this chick’s Change was so jacked. Which sorta reminded Tory of what was happening to her. Huh.
 
   And the final conclusion after much debate by old people says…
 
   Right then she felt like a contestant on “Family Feud”. Survey says…
 
   “Time’s up.” Liam’s voice cut through the silence in the room.
 
   Tory opened her mouth to yell at him, reveal what she’d read, but then he stole every thought from her mind. 
 
   Liam kissed her. 
 
   No, it wasn’t a kiss, not at all. The vampire conquered. He captured her mouth in a fierce possession and battered his way past her lips, sinking into her and stroking every surface. She was left to simply follow his lead, riding in his wake while he took everything he wanted. 
 
   Tory’s body hummed in satisfaction, savoring each touch, stroke and bit of teasing he gifted her. She tangled her tongue with his, fighting back against his dominance. The creature beneath her skin refused to be subjugated. She was just as strong and fierce, darn it. 
 
   So she tasted and teased, licked and lapped, stroked and seduced with every movement. Her subtle advance and retreat was followed by a rhythmic suckling of his tongue until Liam’s moans mingled with hers, filling the room.
 
   Then she was in Liam’s lap, thighs straddling his hips, and his hands cupped her ass, kneading her flesh.
 
   Those lips still worked hers, that flexible muscle delving into her mouth, each stroke sending pleasure straight to her pussy…
 
   Oh, she could totally do this until the end of time.
 
   Wait.
 
   The words she’d just translated flitted across her mind and she stilled. That fucker.
 
   Wrenching her mouth from his, she reared back, hand making a fist, and punched him in the arm. “You asshole!”
 
   A lazy grin graced his lips.
 
   The jerk couldn’t have just Changed her. No, that would have been too easy. Based on what she read, she was, allegedly, his Fire. Which was why she was only a kinda-sorta vamp. 
 
   Tory did not recall signing up to be some mystical wife to Liam for all eternity.
 
   Crawling from the vampire’s lap, she scrambled into her chair, nudging it back to put more space between them. “You are a Grade-A, butt-tastic, fucktacious shit-head!”
 
   “But I won. And I want you.”
 
   Tory growled and the louder she became, the quicker his self-satisfaction left his features. A look of trepidation filled his face. She’d hoped for fear, but she’d take what she could get. 
 
   “You may have won, but I’m not fucking you.” She busted out with sign language on the off chance he wasn’t doing well with English. She’d try French next. Latin maybe. “Do you understand the words that are coming out of my mouth? How about my hands? Nooo. Fuuucking.” 
 
   His face went blank. “You yelled loud enough, I believe the entire manse heard you, Victoria.” 
 
   “Well, if they didn’t, I could install a PA system. You know, like in school? Today’s lunch will be lima beans with a side of Type A.” 
 
   “Thank you for the offer, but no.” The guy looked amused now.
 
   “Well, lemme know if you change your mind. Now, back to the lack of fucking. Do you know what you did to me? Like, at all?”
 
   “I know what I’m gonna do to you. I won, after all.”
 
   Liam reached for her, but she swatted his hands away, the urge to kill the man growing by the second. And how whack was that? This was so not her. Sure, she’d thought about killing people. Like the clown from Stephen King’s It. That guy was freaky scary. And she’d been afraid to take a shower for years after watching that movie. That dude deserved to die.
 
   Wait, focus. “Liam, can you listen for a minute?”
 
   “After you admit that I won.”
 
   “You didn’t win, I just hadn’t gotten the words out yet. They were in my head and—”
 
   “And I won.” He leaned close, his inherent seductive scent wrapping around her once again.
 
   She growled. “Fine. You won. Can we get to the point now?”
 
   He flashed a bone-melting smile. “After.”
 
   Tory furrowed her brow. “After what?”
 
   “After I claim my prize.” The vampire invaded her space and she shoved away from him, racing around the table and putting the solid piece of wood between them.
 
   “Listen, damn it. The Change didn’t take because I was never supposed to be a vamp. I’m your Fire, asshole.”
 
   Well, that brought him up short. He stilled, fire-red eyes on her.
 
   “The vamp mutation thingie is fighting against the genetic code that makes me your Fire. I’ve got the whole possessive thing going on and I’m jonesing for you like a starving vegan wants some tofu. And the vamp bitch is making everything worse.”
 
   Liam placed his palms on the table top, leaning toward her. “You’re possessive, love?”
 
   She hissed at him. “Those bitches were fawning over you and— Anyway. You essentially didn’t ease me into our bonding, but hit me with it like a Mack truck. That’s why it hurt hella bad when I woke up.” Tory looked at him, saw the sexy red eyes, his chiseled jaw and muscled body. Everything in her wanted to rub against him, wrap around him and revel in his embrace. But she would have liked the choice. “And there’s only one way to keep me from killing every chick that comes within fifty feet of you.”
 
   Liam purred. Honest to god purred. “It’d be wrong to tell you that the idea of you taking them down a notch makes my dick hard, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Liam!” She fought between a gasp of outrage and a laugh.
 
   “Victoria, you need to get out whatever you’re planning on saying. Because, right now, I’m focusing on the fact that you’re my Fire and all I want to do is claim my prize.” His fangs were extended, flashing white in the room.
 
   “Fine,” she snapped. “We have to have sex without sharing blood. A lot of it. The lack of blood will push the vamp back so that I’m not a crazy psycho-bitch. I need to read a bit more, but I’ll still be kick ass and crave your blood, but no one else’s. If I take any more of your blood right now, the vamp-bitch is here to stay. But no matter what it says, medically necessary or not, I’m still not fucking you.” Maybe.
 
   Okay, just because she super really, O-M-G-Yes, wanted to bang Liam didn’t mean she really, really wanted to bang Liam. Even if his kiss left her breathless and everything inside her screamed for his touch. Her vagina was not going to lead the rest of her around by her G-spot.
 
   Liam smirked. “Really? Is that your final answer?”
 
   “You know, killing you seems like a viable option. Just sayin’.” Liam’s face paled, and she smiled. Yeah, teasing him like that was probably wrong. Hella fun. But still wrong.
 
   Only…only there was something in his eyes that made her not want him dead. At all. No, the heat that seeped into his expression made her want him very, very much alive. The fucker. Memories of his kiss, the way his touch made her feel, pushed all other thoughts from her mind. 
 
   And then her clit throbbed, and she realized that her brain lived in her vagina. 
 
   It also might be smarter than her.
 
   *
 
   Liam craved Victoria like a drug. Hearing that she was his Fire simply made sense. The taste of her on his tongue was like nothing he’d ever experienced in all his years. He was also vampire enough to admit that she scared him a little bit. 
 
   But the fire in her eyes that came with her anger had his cock hard as granite. He was more than ready to spend the next few hundred years alternating between making her scream in anger and then pleasure as he fucked her unconscious.
 
   Victoria’s small hand slammed onto the table, jarring him from his thoughts. “Are you even listening to me?”
 
   The wrong answer would be no.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Those fiery eyes narrowed. “What’d I just say?”
 
   “That you want me to fuck you?” He raised an eyebrow and waited for another smack. He didn’t have to wait long.
 
   “Damn it, Liam.” She sighed and then flopped into one of the chairs. “This is your fault.”
 
   Without hesitation, he circled the table and sat in a chair beside her. A quick snatch and he had her in his lap. He didn’t miss the way she nuzzled him then took a deep breath followed by a shudder.
 
   At least she wasn’t unaffected.
 
   “I’d say it’s the Pixie King’s fault. I just saved your life.” She should be grateful, damn it.
 
   She sighed. Again. And the seductive scent that lingered on her skin taunted him. He wanted to follow the fragrance, lap it up, and swallow down each morsel he could find. 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Victoria met his gaze for a brief moment. He had to admit that he preferred her without those god awful, purple contacts. Especially when her light brown eyes were focused on him. Brown, but not. Pale flecks of green were sprinkled amongst the milk chocolate. He only got a glimpse before she tucked her face against his shoulder, hiding from him. 
 
   Then she mumbled, squirming in his lap. The woman really needed to sit still. Unless she wanted to be filled with him, his cock balls deep in her pussy.
 
   “What?”
 
   Another murmur.
 
   “Victoria?”
 
   “Don’t…and sex…stupid…”
 
   He forced her to look at him, ignoring her squeaks. “What are you talking about?”
 
   She frowned at him then flashed her fangs. “I don’t know how to do this whole sex thing, asshole. I’m a stupid, ignorant girl. There, is his Royal Vamp-asshole-ness happy?”
 
   Liam sucked in a breath, choking, and coughed to cover the sound. “I think you said asshole twice.”
 
   Victoria struggled against him, muttering once again. “Fucking fucktardicious asshat, zombie-wanna-be shithead.”
 
   For some reason, her insults had his dick twitching in his pants. “So you’re saying you’re a…” He coughed. “A virgin?”
 
   She snorted. “No. I’m just…not experienced. I mean, you’ve probably been fucking your way around the world. I haven’t.”
 
    “I haven’t been—”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   The question brought him up short. “Six hundred twenty-two.”
 
   “Does that include pre-transition years?”
 
   “Fine,” he grumbled, “Six hundred fifty-four.”
 
   “Right. So, Middle Ages. Wow, you’ve been a man whore for a long time. Take six hundred fifty-four, minus fifteen years. I’m being generous there since I figure you probably got down and dirty with women before then, but whatever. That makes six hundred thirty-nine years of boinking. I’m guessing a minimum of four chicks a month which is just over thirty thousand women.” She gave him a bland look, and he forced himself not to wince.
 
   “But, I’m old. And I can’t imagine it’s that high, I mean…” He let his thoughts wander through the years of his life. There was his time in in Scotland, then France, and, oh, England. He bounced around for a while. True, a lot of women held onto their virginity, but there had been enough widows, unhappy wives and fallen women to more than make up for the virgins.
 
   Damn.
 
   “Okay, I admit I wasn’t exactly chaste through the years—”
 
   “Man whore.”
 
   Liam winced. “—But my experience doesn’t diminish what we’re going to have, Victoria.” He’d teased her before, blood boiling and demanding, but it was more than wanting a quick tumble. He needed to slow down. If she was inexperienced, she had no idea about the wicked things he wanted to do to her body. He grasped her hand and pressed it to his chest, trying his best to show her what she meant to him already. “Do you feel that?”
 
   “What? Your heart beating? I assumed it would since y’all are all ‘we’re not undead’ and stuff. You guys really take offense to the smallest things—”
 
   He shook his head. “No. Not my heart. Or, not just that. Do you feel the temperature of my body? The heat?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “That’s because you’re my Fire. You’re it. The only woman in the world, past, present and future, that can warm me. You know that Carac is cool to the touch, Simond…hell, everyone but Griffin because he has Wren.”
 
   Victoria raised a brow. “So, I get you hot. That’s it? Woo hoo, I should jump your bones? Or let you lay an amazingly hot kiss on me, chase me around the table and then haul me into your lap, making me all needy and—” She winced and Liam figured she hadn’t meant to reveal that tidbit. “I am not a bone jumper. Or even a bone connoisseur. I’ve had sex with one guy. One. And that was once, at prom. I mean, you’ve had over thirty thousand women, so you’ve had sex at least thirty thousand times. Hell, it’s probably higher than that since you likely boinked some of them more than once.” 
 
   Yup, his dick was diamond hard. His pants were suddenly too tight for comfort. His cock pressed against the confines of his jeans, begging to be free and buried in Victoria. His heart rate thumped double time, arousal burning his veins while he held her close.
 
   His Victoria. Forever.
 
   His Fire wiggled in his lap and then stilled, surprise dancing across her features. “Well, then.” She squirmed. “You’re…”
 
   He groaned.
 
   “Cause of me?”
 
   He jerked his head in a quick nod. “How could you doubt? Weren’t you involved in that kiss? Don’t tell me you’re not wet.” He leaned in and nuzzled her, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Yeah, love, you were aroused by that kiss. I got you wet and wanting.”
 
   Her face flushed as desire crept into her gaze. “Liam, I don’t know how to do this.”
 
   He leaned close, inhaling her scent once again, noting the flavors of her rekindling arousal, and then he rubbed the tip of his nose against hers. 
 
   Slow, damn it. 
 
   He hated slow.
 
   “I do.”
 
   


Chapter Four 
 
   The next day, Tory tromped after Liam, bare feet sinking into the lush grass of the mansion’s back yard, jeans brushing the ground and probably getting stained. Lovely. 
 
   Actually, they called the area “The Gardens.” She called it a long walk. And Tory, being a chubby chick, was not into long walks. Ever. Not even a little.
 
   Liam strode before her, sure and strong as he navigated the garden, moving further and further away from the manse until she could barely see the massive building in the distance. A basket hung from his hand, swinging with every step, and she sure as hell hoped there was something good to eat in there. She still craved Liam’s blood, that scratchy beastie inside her begging to be let free, but she could go for a sandwich, too. Especially since snacking on Liam was a no go. Not if she wanted her inner-vamp to take a back seat to the Fire business.
 
   Finally, after forever, he paused, and Tory took her first look at their surroundings. Her breath caught in her throat. They were encircled by flourishing trees and flowers, colors ranging from yellows to reds and purples. For the first time since she’d left her home, she felt like she could breathe. The air was clear and nature called out to her, soothing her in a way she couldn’t describe.
 
   “This is…beautiful.” She had no idea why she whispered the words.
 
   Liam came toward her, his gate smooth and unhurried. “I’m glad.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and urged her forward. “There’s a perfect spot just under that tree, right by the river.”
 
   She let him lead her forward, secretly enjoying his arm around her, holding her close. She wasn’t just inexperienced in sex. She was inexperienced in everything. So this was…nice. More than nice. Super duper nice?
 
   In minutes they were settled beneath a large oak, relaxing on a blanket and nibbling the food he’d brought along. 
 
   Tory sampled it all, snacking on fried chicken, potato salad and strawberries for dessert. With chocolate sauce. Thank god he remembered the chocolate sauce. That thought alone added a check into the “pro-boinking-and-living-forever-with-Liam” column. 
 
   The second the food was finished and cleaned up, awkwardness set in. Okay, maybe it was just awkward for her. Because Liam was staring at her with a shit-eating grin on his face, and a blush heated her cheeks.
 
   “Quit it.” She stuck out her tongue, and her fingers immediately went to her hair, twirling a strand round and round. Nervous. She was nervous. He knew what he was doing, and she was just a stupid smart girl and…
 
   Liam reached out and tugged her hand from her hair. “You quit it. And no sticking that out unless you want to use it.” He lay down on the blanket, settling with his hands behind his head. “Come here for a minute.”
 
   Nibbling her lip, she eased toward him. This was it. It. They were gonna go all bow-chicka-bow-bow. Part of her ached to make love with him, but the other half of her was nervous. That bit of her that had been a dork in high school, and an even bigger nerd in college, was worried that he’d be disappointed and then it’d all fall apart. Poof.
 
   But that kiss had been…
 
   Tory lay on her side next to him, body stiff, and did her best to relax. But too much tension and adrenaline thrummed through her veins.
 
   One of Liam’s thick arms wrapped around her and pulled her closer to him, pressing her against his body until they were aligned from chest to knee. “That’s better.” He brushed a kiss across her brow, a caress so different than what he’d given her in the library. That gentle touch relaxed her a bit. A very tiny bit. “We’re gonna sit here and talk, Victoria.” He rubbed her arm, callused hands scraping along the skin, and a gentle shudder raced through her. “Nothing more, nothing less. I promise. I pushed too hard yesterday and we’re just going to relax here.”
 
   “Oh.” That was kinda…disappointing. Maybe. She forced herself to relax and curl against him. In increments, the tension in her muscles eased, and she let her head rest against his chest. “I can do that.”
 
   “Good.” Another gentle kiss to her temple and she realized she liked the barely-there stroke. “So, I’m six hundred twenty-two—”
 
   “Fifty four. Pre-transition years count, blood-sucker.” She nodded to let him know she was right.
 
   “Right. Six hundred fifty-four. I was born in Sussex and lived there until I was Changed, and then I began roaming the world. As long as there were people around I didn’t go hungry. I started as a mercenary and then became a warrior for a well-loved Baron. From there, I became a Knight Protector.” He shrugged. “That’s the sum of my life.”
 
   “Except for all the girls you boinked.” Tory felt him wince and she smiled.
 
   “Right.” His voice sounded strained.
 
   “Can you tell me what it’s like to be a vamp? Since I don’t follow the ‘norm’ 
 
   I don’t know what’s what. I mean, we can go out in the sun, obviously.”
 
   Liam sighed. “Stupid legends. There is very little difference between us and humans. We can still die.”
 
   “But it’s harder to kill you, us, whatever.”
 
   “Right. We’re not damaged by sunlight. Garlic, holy water, and silver do nothing to us.” He paused a moment. “We’re just people.” He sounded…sad.
 
   And that made her, well, sad. Totally a novel concept.
 
   Tory pushed up, propping her chin on his chest, and stared into his eyes. “Who didn’t think you were a person, Liam? I could kill them for you. Okay, I’m not a ninja, so killing is probably out. I could ruin them financially. Will that work?”
 
   *
 
   Liam stared into those sparkling eyes. No purple today, just a pale brown that he was more than happy to see for the rest of his days. Many, many days. He could live with the multi-colored hair. Hell, the purple locks had grown on him already. But he wanted to look into her chocolate orbs forever.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” A strand of hair fell forward and he brushed it back, tucking it behind her ear.
 
   “Of course, it does.” She poked him. “Spill.”
 
   Liam rolled his eyes but relented. It didn’t matter any longer. At least, that’s what he told himself. “Once upon a time, I thought I was in love. I wasn’t. End of story.”
 
   Victoria pulled from his embrace and hovered over him, giving him her entire attention. He didn’t want to look into her penetrating gaze. Didn’t want to admit… 
 
   “Liam,” Her voice was so soft, so seductive. “Tell me.”
 
   He huffed. “It was fourteen ten and I’d been Changed for two years.” He shook his head and smiled ruefully. “God, it was so different from today. So hard.” Memories assailed him as he recalled the smells, the difficulties and the pain. “I’d settled with the Earl of Scarworth. I’d decided that hiring out my arm had grown old, and I wanted to be a simple crofter. I worked my spot of land and lived a pleasant, quiet life.” Liam reached up and eased her head back to his chest. The hard parts. He couldn’t look at her while he released the old pain.
 
   “I finally met a young lass. Kenley.” He smiled. “She was so sweet. Never had a harsh word and was so beautiful. Like spring flowers walking through the village.” The memory poked at the pain that lingered in his heart. “I couldn’t marry her. I knew that. Not when she would grow old and I’d never age. But I couldn’t leave her alone.” Victoria’s small hand stroked his chest, easing the building ache. “Then she got sick. The plague hit the village, and it took so many… So, so many. I didn’t want it to take her, though. I couldn’t watch her die. Not when she was so full of life.” Tears stung his eyes, burning like fire. “And I went to her, revealed that I was a vampire and offered eternal life. I offered to take the chance of Changing her even though I was such a young vampire. I wanted to do it for her because I loved her. Do you know what she said?”
 
   “Liam…” Victoria hugged him tighter, and he took comfort in her embrace.
 
   In his mind, he knew that what he’d felt for Kenley was nothing compared to his feelings for his Fire. Already his heart burst with emotion for the curvaceous baby-vamp. The woman truly was fire incarnate with her sharp tongue. But he wouldn’t have her any other way. 
 
   “She said she’d rather die than become an abomination.” This time, a tear escaped. Evidence of his pain slid from his eye and down his cheek. “Then, in my arms she passed.”
 
   Victoria took a shaky breath, the sound rattling through the stillness. “And you started drinking.”
 
   He let his eyes drift closed. Let the tinkling of the river, and her touch, soothe him. “And then I started drinking. Hell, I don’t even think I need it anymore. It’s almost a habit. The pain hasn’t reared its ugly head in years. Plus, now I have you.”
 
   She snorted. “What can I possibly do? I’m just a chubby, smart mouthed, mostly obnoxious chick with a love of the odd.”
 
   “Surprisingly, I find myself craving your luscious, smart mouthed, sometimes obnoxious love of the odd.”
 
   Staring at Victoria, seeing the one woman he’d spend the rest of his life with… He couldn’t resist her. The resolve to tame his need dissolved into dust. 
 
   Carefully, he tugged her higher on his chest, bringing her lips within kissing distance, and then he took what he wanted. No, unlike before, he coaxed a response from his Fire. He teased her with his lips, sliding them across hers, and savored the soft gasp that he drew from her body. Again, the near chaste caress. 
 
   Victoria shifted against him, a tiny whimper escaping from her lips, and he lapped at the seam, enticing her to open for him. Then the delicate strawberry flavors of her essence coated his tongue. He searched out more, sliding into her entrance, drinking greedily, hunting that taste.
 
   Her hard nipples seared his chest, heat floating through their clothing until her warmth infused him. This. This was what it was like to have a Fire. An inferno roared through his veins, heating him from inside out, and his cock hardened within his jeans.
 
   His shaft pulsed and throbbed, seeming to fight to be released, to sink into Victoria’s moist heat.
 
   Not yet…
 
   No, it was too soon. She’d admitted to being inexperienced, and he wasn’t about to fuck her on a river bank. No. They needed a bed. Something soft and welcoming.
 
   Victoria shifted, rocking against his hip, and he groaned aloud, returning the motion. That simply dragged another moan from his chest as her heat branded his cock. 
 
   Shit. Pleasure rocketed through him, arousal wrapping around and invisibly stroking his hardness. It built as they worked against each other. They battled the rough texture of their jeans.
 
   Still the kiss continued, heating with every shift of their bodies. Liam tightened his grip on his Fire, unwilling to let her slip through his grasp. He swallowed Victoria’s tiny gasps, sobs and moans, savoring every one.
 
   He ached to let his hands roam and learn the lines and curves of her body. Hell, he wanted her to touch him, slide those delicate fingers along his skin, down to his groin and then wrap around…
 
   With a shuddering sigh, he withdrew from Victoria’s mouth, easing their kiss until their lips barely touched. “I didn’t bring you out here for this. We’re supposed to get to know each other. We’re supposed—”
 
   Victoria let out the barest of whimpers and then pulled away, burying her face against his neck. He inhaled her scent, letting it fill his lungs while he held her. Each curve taunted him, begging him to touch every one.
 
   But he wouldn’t. Truly.
 
   “Get to know each other.” She took another breath, and he could feel a delicate shudder overtake her. “Right. But, I’ll tell you that I can see, er, feel, that you know what you’re doing.” Another shudder, and the scent of her desire danced with the wind.
 
   Liam barked out a laugh and rolled his eyes. Yeah, life with Victoria wouldn’t ever be dull. “I do.”
 
   

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Tory kicked at the hoity-toity rug lining yet another endless hallway in the mansion. 
 
   “I do.” She grumbled, and her voice dropped low. “I’m the man and I know how to wield my ancient sword. But none for you! Jerk.”
 
   Tory had been left alone while the Protectors met on super-secret vampire stuff, but Liam had told her not to worry about wandering around the space alone. He assured her that the entire mansion and grounds were “secure”.
 
   Yeah, she just bet. They’d conveniently forgotten that she knew just how unsecure the place actually was. Okay, now the security system was impenetrable, but before her…
 
   She huffed. Being a whiny brat wasn’t going to bring the vamp back any quicker. 
 
   Straightening her shoulders, she continued down the hallway until she stood before the end. She faced a flat wood-paneled wall, somewhat new but still in keeping with the mansion’s original design. Only the manse’s architectural plans from the eighteen hundreds listed the hallway as a hell of a lot longer than what it appeared.
 
   Which made Tory wonder what the Knight Protectors were hiding. And, well, she always loved finding things that others wanted to keep hidden.
 
   Besides, she’d totally been good for the first five hours she’d been cloistered in the library. She’d watched TV, reviewed more of the data she’d collected from Pinxton and even translated a scroll or two. See? Super good. Which meant she only felt a tiny bit guilty about what she was about to do.
 
   Scanning the panel with her gaze, she then got to work running her fingers over the wall, digits stroking each rise and fall of the carved wood. Since their electronic security was crap, she didn’t think this would be very difficult to breach. 
 
   And it wasn’t.
 
   It took her fifteen minutes, which annoyed her to no end, but she smiled wide when a soft click signaled her success. A nudge sent the door swinging wide to reveal a softly lit hallway stretching before her. 
 
   Not wanting to be discovered just yet, she stepped into the space and then pushed the door closed behind her. If she got in, she was sure she could get back out again. Or be found by pissed off vamps. Whatever. 
 
   She put one foot in front of the other, ready to discover the Knight Protectors’ secrets. 
 
   The first few rooms revealed very boring secrets. The small spaces were little more than bedrooms, easily half the size of what the rest of the mansion held, and each occupied by a single bed, night stand and a mini-fridge. Since this was a vamptastic home, she figured the fridges were intended to hold bagged blood. Blech.
 
   Another few doors revealed more of the same. A set of double doors teased her with what she figured held the mother lode, but she forced herself to investigate everything in the order presented. No sense in rushing to the finish line when the journey could be sweeter.
 
   At least, that’s what romance novels said. Then again, they were usually talking about sex…
 
   Three more rooms and nada, but now she was at the end, staring at ornately carved double doors. Images of battling knights covered the wood, men dying while a single figure stood atop a hill with the sun at his (or her) back, watching it all.
 
   Bloodthirsty person.
 
   Gripping the sturdy handles, she shoved, grunting with the effort it took to get the damned things open. And then she gasped.
 
   Holy-frijoles.
 
   It was a library, but not. Books and weapons lined the walls, two book cases separating every section of weaponry. 
 
   And then there was the table. A round table that looked seriously old. Like as old as…
 
   “I wondered when you’d find your way here. You’re too smart for your own good.” Liam’s voice had her jumping and squeaking in surprise. 
 
   Tory spun to face him. “Um… You see…”
 
   Her vampire smiled, revealing a set of long, white fangs and her heartbeat stuttered. She’d seen that naughty look before. Like, right before he chased her around Ancient scrolls and then pulled her into his lap and with the hard cock and the… “Nervous, love?”
 
   “Of course not.” She cleared her throat and inched away from him.
 
   “Liar.” A smirk on the vampire’s lips showed he was teasing. He stepped nearer, slowly closing the distance between them. “This has to be a room-sized orgasm for you with all of the old books. Most are even in foreign languages. I think the only one of us who could actually make sense of ninety-nine percent of them is Brom.” He leveled a passion-tinged gaze at her. “Or you.”
 
   Arousal spiked in her blood and her inner-vamp-whore purred. “Wow. You really know how to talk to a girl. I mean, woo hoo, I’m smarter than the old guys.”
 
   Then he was before her. Like, right there, his body inches from hers and his scent enveloped her. “Victoria.” He lowered his head and brushed her lips with a light kiss. “Sweet, bitchy Victoria.”
 
   She shoved at him. “Ass.”
 
   “Your ass.” He gave her a lazy smile and leaned against the round table. “Carac wants you to do some research in here. With Brom gone, he figures you can translate some of this stuff. He says, and I quote, ‘there are more dead languages in the room than I can count’.”
 
   Curiosity pushed back her annoyance. And arousal, but she wasn’t touching that feeling with a ten-foot pole.
 
   How long would it take to learn those languages and read the books? Okay, the learning outweighed the reading, but it still sounded fun. If the guys were going to be training and meeting on “Protector business” all the time, she needed something to do, right? The TV, Pinxton’s electronic world and those scrolls had held her attention for only so long. Hence the field trip.
 
   Liam pushed away from the table and snagged her around the waist, lifting her until her feet left the ground and then he planted her ass on the wooden surface. “You know what this is, right? I mean, it’s not an original, just a knockoff that’s a couple of hundred years old, but it’s a reminder of sorts. You’re sitting on history, love.”
 
   “Oh, hells no.” She gulped, mind working double-time. He smirked. Tory had studied the Middle Ages once upon a time. Then again, there wasn’t much she hadn’t studied. And only one legend featured a round table. One. “So, you guys…”
 
   Liam nudged her thighs apart and stepped between her legs. “We were officially formed in the fifth century by King Arthur. We didn’t begin using the round tables until the twelfth. Really hard to build, you know?” He ran his hands along her arms and goose bumps rose in his wake. “We have one purpose: protect the world from the Broken. Each species has their own laws, but the first is never to use a human for their own purpose, or kill them without cause. Witches can’t use them for sacrifice, vampires can’t bind them as slaves and shifters can’t turn them to increase their numbers.” He leaned toward her and nuzzled her neck, teeth scraping her vulnerable skin. A burst of need blossomed at the juncture of her thighs. “With you and Wren, we’ve bent the rules until they are very close to breaking.” He breathed against her ear, lips teasing. “Carac thinks our king would have found it amusing though.”
 
   Would have… Well, not everyone could live forever, no matter their species.
 
   “What about Changing? He was gonna Change me, right?”
 
   Liam moaned against her and her nipples hardened. “Yeah, but because you asked. Plus, Brom has been finding gray areas in the laws.”
 
   “Huh.” She gasped, a piercing sting fluttering through her. He bit her and she liked it. “So,” she swallowed, fighting for breath. “Y’all are sword wielding medieval knights and shit.” 
 
   “But not the originals” Another nibble. “Carac was the first knight into Jerusalem during the Crusades, though.” 
 
   She simply hummed and tilted her head, encouraging him to continue. Except the asshole pulled away, mouth and body no longer keeping her prisoner in his seductive jail. 
 
   “The point is: we’re too old to remember what we’ve forgotten.” She raised an eyebrow at that, her arousal lowering to a simmer. He continued. “Carac would like you to go through some of the books in this section,” He padded toward the opposite wall and she slipped from the table, following in his wake. Mostly. Her legs were a little jelly-esque. “With Brom in Rome and the fact that any of us can go over Pinxton’s records, Carac hoped you could help with this.”
 
   Arousal fully deflated, she sighed. “No more sexy times?”
 
   That earned her a cocky smile. The buzz of his phone drew his attention and he pulled it from his pocket, staring at the screen. “Not right now, love. Gotta run.” Pure sex entered his features. “But maybe later, if you’re lucky. That chair over there has our names on it.”
 
   With that, the vampire sped away, body moving in a blur and she couldn’t resist the urges flooding her. She snatched a book from the shelf and threw it at his racing form. She missed. Sometimes she hated being a geek.
 
   Defeated, she turned back to the shelves Liam had pointed out, resolutely refusing to look at the single ornately carved chair, a throne really, that could only be considered the “head” of the table. If it had one. But being circular…
 
   * * *
 
   Reading had started out über fun. With all the languages and stuff. But ten hours and twenty books later… Not so much.
 
   She’d never read so many “thous” and “wherefores” in her life. Or horrible poetry. She shuddered. How those people had managed to get their work printed was beyond her. Way beyond. Apparently standards had been low back then.
 
   Tory recognized an author or two as she perused, tugging books from the areas where Liam had requested she begin. Which turned out to be mostly metaphysical, specifically seers or whatever the hell they were called…clairvoyants, oracles, diviners…
 
   So she read. And read. 
 
   Tory flipped through her notes, scanning page after page as she hunted for the words that poked at her mind. She pored through the notations and grabbed the book that held the original text, searching for the specific passage. Leaving the book open, she snatched another, repeating the process. Then another. And another.
 
   Four were books spread before her, each of them in their own language, but all held the same prophecy. 
 
   There had to be another book. A tome that pointed to some other answer to the coming conflict. Like one that didn’t involve a guy who was, but wasn’t, dead and the end of humanity. According to the texts, the world would survive. It just wouldn’t have any humans left hanging around. 
 
   Tossing the books aside, she went to the shelves, picking through the volumes in search of another answer because she didn’t like the future laid out before her.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d still be here.” Liam’s deep voice washed over her, touching places that hadn’t been stroked in years. Okay, she’d petted those parts herself, but she didn’t think that counted.
 
   Tory turned toward him, admiring the barely constrained power within his body. Abandoning her books, and willing herself to forget about the stupid prophecy for a while, she approached him. He countered her journey, moving with lithe grace, feet not making a sound as he drew closer. 
 
   In five steps, his scent teased her. In ten, his body engulfed her. Liam’s arms wrapped around her, holding her close, and she sank into the feeling of being in his embrace. 
 
   Then the sweet, coppery tang of his blood reached her, and the beast that she’d come to recognize as her vampire pushed forward. Tory’s gums ached, and a sharp pain shot through her as her fangs descended. Wanting his blood was one thing, but then her body began craving him, too. Her pussy became heavy with desire, aching for Liam as her heat grew damp, preparing her for his invasion.
 
   Wiggling against him, she stepped out of his embrace, putting a few feet between them. When he started to step closer, she held out her hand. “No, you got hurt and… Are you okay?”
 
   Liam’s brow furrowed. “It was just a scratch.” He beckoned her. “Let’s go upstairs.” His blood red eyes bore into her. “Otherwise, I’m not gonna stop.” 
 
   “Liam,” Tory didn’t care that she was whining. Having him so close, the flavors of his blood teasing her, she wouldn’t be able to resist him for long. She’d appreciated him setting the pace until then, calling a halt when things had gotten hot and heavy by the river, but any control she might have had over her bloodsucking side was quickly racing away. He’d teased her before he left and now she wanted him to follow through on his unvoiced promises.
 
   In a breath, her nipples were hard and aching, begging to be stroked and pinched. Her clit throbbed and longed for his tongue. Hell, her pussy wanted in on the action, too. Her sheath rippled in awareness, more than ready to be filled.
 
   A growl was her only warning. Suddenly Tory was in his arms, cuddled close as his lips captured hers. Earlier, he’d tormented her with gentle caresses and teasing flicks.
 
   This time he ravaged her. 
 
   Liam shoved his tongue between her lips, swept into her mouth and stroked her. She mimicked his movements, dancing with him and taking pleasure from his possession. Arousal, blinding hot, slammed into her like a train, dragging her along in its wake. His arms were wrapped around her like steel bands, holding her close and then closer still.
 
   Liam’s scent surrounded Tory, not just the seductive musk, but his blood… God, his blood tempted her inner vampire, tormented it with the coppery sweetness that lurked beneath his skin.
 
   With the next advance she nicked his lip, and heaven coated her tongue. A fierce shudder, a pre-cursor to her orgasm, had her jerking in his embrace, moaning against his lips. 
 
   She wanted more. Much, much more.
 
   The scrolls’ warning danced through her mind, but she couldn’t hold back. Not when the enticing flavors taunted her. She sucked his tongue, scraping the muscle with a single fang, and she relished the moan that vibrated through his chest. She rose to her tiptoes, searching for his essence.
 
   More. Need.
 
   Without warning, Liam ripped his lips from hers, taking away what she craved.
 
   “Liam.” Tory couldn’t suppress the need that entered her voice.
 
   The vampire rested his forehead against hers. “Victoria… I wanted to go slow. Sex, eventually. But no blood, love.”
 
   She snarled at his words, her vampire raging against his decision.
 
   Liam’s hands stroked her back, and she felt the tension in her muscles ease, but that need… Her need still thundered through her body. Her heart hammered at her rib cage as if trying to rip free of her chest. The arousal he’d stoked forced heat through her veins, and she didn’t just want his blood, she needed it like air. The hint of ecstasy he’d shown her was yet unfulfilled, and the vamp bitch wasn’t having it.
 
   Fuckity fuck fuck. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t Victoria Lynn Price, total über geek, near virgin chick. This was…super horny girl. She could be a super hero. “Super Horny Girl to the rescue! Able to climb onto her vampire’s dick in a single bound!”
 
   Okay, not so much.
 
   But she could shred his clothes. Super strength had its benefits.
 
   “No eventually.” She gripped his shirt and yanked, the cotton parting like butter.
 
   Liam’s hands covered hers, his eyes blood red and seeming to glow. “I’m giving you time here. Don’t push me, Victoria. I’m holding on by a thread. I know I teased you, but—”
 
   Tory didn’t let him finish. She just reached for the button on his jeans and tugged, popping the button off and then ruining the zipper. Now a good bit of his cock was bared to her gaze. And what a cock it was. 
 
   He sprang free of the confines, long and thick, the tip glistening with pre-cum. She’d never seen anything more beautiful. Her first time had been after prom in the back of a car. Then there’d been porn she’d watched showing guys trying to be sexy and doing nothing but looking like idiots. 
 
   Tory wanted to stroke his cock, learn the lines and ridges of his shaft, pet him until he ca—
 
   She needed to slow down.
 
   The square root of one million eight hundred seventy nine thousand six hundred fifty-five is one thousand three hundred seventy-one.
 
   Maybe a single caress…
 
   “I want to fuck you” in French is je veux te baiser.
 
   She reached out and circled the head, gathering the pearly drops.
 
   When Spartacus led a revolt against Rome in 73 B.C., six thousand slaves were crucified.
 
   Whoa. Okay. Lotsa dead bodies. That was one way to put the brakes on her horn-fest.
 
   With a deep breath, she nudged her vampire half back, forcing the bitch to calm down before they ripped Liam to shreds with wanting.
 
   “Victoria.” His tone was warning. She ignored him.
 
   Calmed now, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft, awed by the combination of silk and steel that filled her palm. She brushed the flaps of his jeans wider, tearing the cloth a little and giving her access to more of him. Then she took full advantage of the space. She stroked him from tip to base and back again, learning the lines of his cock. She traced the pulsing vein that throbbed against her hand and then circled the tip, enjoying her freedom.
 
   “So soft. So hard.” 
 
   Liam tensed, breath heaving, but he remained still for her, so she continued. 
 
   Tory took her time, skimming the head and watching as another droplet of pre-cum decorated his slit. She shot him a grin. “So mine.”
 
   Tory squeezed and pumped his dick as expressions of pain and pleasure danced across his features.
 
   “Victoria, you need to stop.” Tension filled his body, muscles hard and straining beneath his skin. “If you don’t, I’m gonna…”
 
   “You’re gonna what?” She taunted him. 
 
   Tory didn’t know where the bravado was coming from, the need to goad him, but she liked it. For once in her life, she wasn’t some speechless dork when faced with a guy in a sexual situation. No, she was seduction personified.
 
   Liam didn’t respond to her question. No, he merely grabbed her upper arms and bodily moved her to the scarred, round table, plopping her ass onto the smooth wood. 
 
   “Wha—”
 
   “I told you I was barely holding on. I warned you, my Fire.” He flashed his fangs and a bolt of need coursed through her veins. 
 
   Then he showed her exactly what happened when a person teased a vamp. 
 
   Liam pushed at her shoulders, forcing her to lean back and rest her weight on her elbows. The moment she relaxed into position, he gave her a jerky nod and then his gaze focused on the juncture of her thighs. His pink tongue snaked out and flicked his lips. Passion and fire burned in his eyes as he eased his hips between her knees.
 
   “Do you know how good you smell? All sex. Hot and sweet.” He stroked her outer thighs, sliding his hands beneath her skirt, rising higher and higher along her sensitized skin. Without warning, he flipped the fabric up, resting the hem on her hips and exposing her to his gaze.
 
   Tory squeaked at the sudden move and fought to close her legs. 
 
   Liam wasn’t having it. He kept her in place, spread wide around him. “No, my Fire. No hiding from me. You started this, didn’t you?”
 
   Okay. She did. Totally. But…
 
   “I’m—” Nerves dimmed her excitement.
 
   Her vampire paused, taking a deep breath, and some of the red left his eyes. “I’m sorry. We can go slow.” 
 
   His hands went back into motion, sliding over her exposed skin, skimming her silken panties at her waist and then along her thighs. His fingers explored her, sparking her arousal once again. Callused digits scraped along her flesh, bringing her nerves to life, and she couldn’t suppress the whine that escaped her lips.
 
   Tory’s pussy ached, heavy and wet within her panties. Her sheath clenched, and another tremor of ecstasy filled her. He brought his touch to her inner thighs, thumbs tracing circles along the edge of her knickers, tips slipping beneath the elastic. The contact burned her and she spread her thighs wider, begging for more.
 
   Liam eased his thumbs further toward her center. The need for him grew, her clit throbbing and begging for his touch. 
 
   “Liam. Please. I don’t…” She shifted her hips, rocking them and trying to force him to caress her where she most desired.
 
   “I know what you need, Victoria.” 
 
   The sound of cloth tearing reached her ears and between one breath and the next, her panties were in tatters, leaving the room’s crisp air to bathe her wet heat.
 
   “Look at that pink pussy.” 
 
   Tory blushed at his frank words. 
 
   “And look at all that honey.” The vamp licked his lips, his eyes bright red once again. “I need a taste, love.” 
 
   Tory’s heart stilled in her chest, and she watched as Liam did just that. He lowered to his knees, bringing his face level with her exposed pussy, broad shoulders pushing her thighs even further apart.
 
   Red eyes met hers when he leaned forward and then she felt it. Felt his pointed tongue flick the seam of her sex lips, and a whimper escaped. With the next lap, he went deeper, sliding between her labia and tormenting her sensitive flesh. Then further still and that muscle flicked her clit. 
 
   “Shit. Liam. Oh, god.” She dropped her head back, chest heaving as she fought for breath.
 
   Liam stopped. Fucker. “No, sweet. Eyes on me.” With a growl, she brought her attention back to him. “Good girl.”
 
   He returned to his ministrations. His tongue glided over her wet pussy, flicking, licking and tasting her from the very center of her heat to her clit and back again. He nibbled and sucked on her bundle of nerves. She forced her eyes to remain open. 
 
   The red of his eyes grew brighter, and she wondered if her color mirrored his…
 
   With each caress, her arousal rose higher, burning within her veins, heat filling her from head to toe. Her nipples were hard as rocks within her top, and the plain bra she wore scraped against the sensitive nubs, affecting her even more. 
 
   Tory twitched and rocked with Liam’s ministrations, searching out bits of pleasure, fighting for her inevitable release. She rolled and jerked beneath his touch until his large hands gripped her hips and stilled her movements.
 
   “Liam,” she didn’t suppress the whine in her voice.
 
   A snarl was his only response.
 
   Okay, then.
 
   Then… Oh, god… Then a sharp fang scraped along her bundle of nerves, clit pulsing in response and her pussy spasmed, aching to be stuffed full of his cock.
 
   “Fuck, Liam.” She arched, pushing into the pleasure-tinged pain that he handed over. He repeated the aching caress, the pointed tip tormenting her nerve-filled nub. The vampire inside her, that masochistic little ho, practically purred her approval. It stroked instead of scratched within her skin. 
 
   Tory’s fangs pricked her lower lip with their honed tips, and the coppery flavors of her blood trickled over her tongue. It tasted sweet and bitter at the same time, and she ached to savor Liam, wondering if he’d be as delicious as he smelled.
 
   Liam cut her once again, and a bolt of aching pain speared Tory, followed quickly by a shot of pleasure that had her screaming in ecstasy. Her shout overlapped his growling moan. A fierce suction engulfed Tory’s clit, filling her with bliss.
 
   The release she’d been chasing was within her grasp, the promise of unadulterated pleasure nearly upon her. Her inner vamp scratched and clawed her way toward the pinnacle, snatching at every scrap of carnal joy with each step.
 
   Tory’s breath came in heaving gasps, air eluding her while she fought for her climax. 
 
   Liam’s torment increased: licking, sucking and nipping following in rapid succession, teasing her clit and pushing her toward orgasm.
 
   She was happy to follow his lead.
 
   She moaned and gasped, writhing beneath him, his hands the only thing that kept her hips on the table as he brought her closer to her peak. Pleasure filled her, glided beneath her skin, her inner vampire flowing and twirling amongst the trailing flickers of ecstasy that’d overtaken her body. 
 
   She was so close. So very, very close. “Liam…” She screamed when he nipped her clit, sucking hard, and she had no doubt that he was taking her blood as he gave her pleasure. “S’good.” Another rumble, then a snarl, against her aroused flesh. “Fuck!”
 
   Tory couldn’t withhold her sounds, not even if she’d wanted to. Not when Liam was doing his best to blow her mind. 
 
   The bliss was spiraling, sending her flying high as it grew and grew. She followed where it lead, grasping and clawing her way along the path. Her pussy clenched rhythmically, each tightening in a mini orgasm that teased her with what was to come.
 
   Still it swelled. Larger and larger, circling the juncture of her thighs and then spreading through her body, filling every inch of her until she thought she’d burst.
 
   And then…she did.
 
   Tory screamed, roaring with Liam’s name on her lips, and she nearly bowed in half, the bubble of carnal pleasure finally erupting until she was caught in the waves of ecstasy that Liam had created. She twitched and twisted, her body no longer her own and simply at the mercy of her release as her muscles spasmed with the pleasure. 
 
   Her pussy tightened, desperate to be filled, but still empty of Liam’s cock. Each spasm furthered her orgasm, sending another burst of decadent joy along her nerves and then finally… Finally Liam eased her back to earth, tongue slowing, fangs retreating from her delicate flesh. A final lick caressed her and then he loomed above her, blood red eyes boring into hers, cock nestled against her pussy and his white fangs flashed as he spoke.
 
   “Victoria?”
 
   She knew what he asked, what he needed, and she wasn’t the least bit hesitant. With a smirk on her lips, she gave him the answer he craved. “Yes.”
 
   *
 
   Fina-fucking-ly.
 
   Okay, that hadn’t been the best of thoughts, but damn, his cock was aching and his balls were blue. His dick was harder than ever before. And he couldn’t wait to sink into her luscious, wet pussy. Her scent tormented him, the musk of her cunt and the fragrance of her blood beckoned him until he was near insane with want. Then the siren rocked against him, juices teasing his engorged shaft.
 
   He leaned forward, captured her lips in a rough kiss and drank from her mouth. The sweetness of her blood mocked him. He nicked her tongue with his fang and then suckled the injury, forcing more of the fluid to come out to play. His tongue tangled with hers as he sucked, licked and tasted every bit of her delicious mouth until he was drunk on her flavors.
 
   Tearing away from her, breath heaving, he gave her one last chance. “I want you, Victoria. I want to sink my cock into your tight cunt until I can go no further and then fuck you until you beg me to stop. Do you want that, my Fire?”
 
   Please say yes, please…
 
   “Now. Nownownownow…” 
 
   Growling, Liam pulled away and pushed at his jeans, letting the tattered cloth fall enough so that his cock was completely exposed. Grasping his dick at the base, he rubbed the tip along her pussy, gathering her cream. Each pass sent a tremor of pleasure down his spine and drew a gasp from Victoria.
 
   Attention focused on his Fire, he braced his weight on one hand, positioned the tip of his dick at the center of her heat and eased into her. He didn’t let his gaze waver even when the pleasure of her tight sheath pulled at him for his full attention. No, he wanted to savor the expressions that slid over her features.
 
   At the first inch of his intrusion, her eyes widened, mouth opening just enough for her to gasp. Then he slid further, filling her tight pussy even more. The snug fit squeezed him until pleasure rode along the line of pain, but it felt too good to withdraw. 
 
   More and more he edged in, nice and slow, using her expressions as his gauge. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her. The next to last thing he wanted to do was pull out. 
 
   Her sheath was heaven incarnate; tight, wet and hot, she burned him with pleasure. Victoria truly was his Fire, the one woman to complete him, warm him and sleep beside him for the rest of their days.
 
   After what felt like hours, his hips met hers, his length secure inside her pussy, and still their gazes remained focused on one another.
 
   “Oh.” Victoria shifted, and he groaned, the bolt of pleasure overtaking him in an instant. “Oh.” A twinkle slipped into her eyes and she repeated the motion, once again snatching a moan from his chest. “Liam?” She stroked his arms, small hands gliding over his skin until they rested on his shoulders. “If you don’t move, I think I’m going to drive a stake through your heart.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and chuckled and, this time, it was Victoria who moaned. Oh, he wanted to hear that sound again. And again. And again until it turned into a scream of pleasure.
 
   Liam coughed, clearing his throat, her sheath having brought him to the edge of release already. “Just… So tight and hot, Victoria. Gimme a minute.” She twitched, and he groaned. “Victoria…” He didn’t suppress his warning growl. The damned woman giggled and he grit his teeth.
 
   With care he shifted his hips, withdrawing and then sliding back into her. He wouldn’t hurt his sweet Fire for anything, and from what she’d said, it’d been quite a while since she’d had a lover.
 
   And that thrilled him.
 
   Victoria moaned, fingers tightening on his shoulders, and he took that for permission to continue.
 
   So he did.
 
   He repeated his motion, the retreat and then slow advance, loving the waves of ecstasy that ghosted across her face. And, yeah, he was feeling pretty fan-fucking-tastic himself. Especially when her pussy rippled around him, milked him with each thrust and sent lightning bolts of ecstasy along his spine.
 
   Victoria’s digits squeezed, adding a hint of pain to their lovemaking, and even more bliss filled him. 
 
   Without hesitation he increased his pace, sliding in and out of her with ease, her juices coating his dick. He pushed harder, watching her breasts bounce with his every thrust. Now he wished he’d taken the time to strip her bare, truly watch those luscious mounds shift and dance for him. Maybe ease down and suck on one of her pretty nipples…
 
   Fuck. A shudder overtook him, pleasure intensifying with the thoughts of what he could do to her curvaceous body. His cock throbbed within her, pulsing with the ache to fill her with his cum.
 
   “God, sweet. So fucking tight. So hot. So wet. You’ve got the perfect little pussy, my Fire. Could fuck your cunt forever.” He increased his pace once again. The echoes of the lewd, wet slap of their bodies filled the sacred place. 
 
   “Need, Liam.” She rocked her hips in time with his every forward plunge.
 
   “I’ve got what you need.” He thrust faster, his body meeting hers with more power. “Everything you need.”
 
   Victoria’s pussy spasmed and milked him, and his balls drew up tight, hardening and more than ready to release his cum deep into her pussy. His arousal was blossoming and encircling his cock, as if it stroked his shaft in time with every pleasurable ripple of her sheath.
 
   Still, he held back, kept his orgasm at bay. He wasn’t about to come without his Victoria screaming along with him. 
 
   Not breaking his rhythm, he reached between their bodies and found her clit, the nub hard and needy for his touch. He circled the bundle of nerves, smiling when she cursed, pussy squeezing him until his pleasure was edged with pain. Oh, his curvy Fire enjoyed that.
 
   “Do you know how sweet you tasted? How hot and warm? I could eat this pussy for days.” He smiled when she moaned and said pussy tightened around him. “I want you to come on my cock, Victoria. Come for me and then I’m gonna fill this gorgeous cunt.”
 
   “Liam…” She tensed, sheath rippling around him faster and faster. Harder and harder.
 
   Each tightening of her muscles wrenched him closer to release, but he held it at bay, willing his body under control. He wanted her to come for him again and then…
 
   Liam kept up his punishing pace, in and out, thrust and retreat, faster and faster. His finger continued to toy with her clit, drawing her orgasm nearer. Then she gave him what he desired. His sweet Fire screamed his name again, her cunt clamping down on his dick and body spasming in random tightenings of muscles. She stilled, breath caught in her lungs, then she did exactly what she’d been forbidden. 
 
   Victoria turned her head and sank her sparkling white fangs into his wrist, drawing on his blood, and that single action sent him over the edge.
 
   Wicked, wicked Victoria. And he love— Ahem.
 
   Roaring, he followed her into pleasurable oblivion, cock throbbing within her pussy, balls emptying into her waiting heat and filling her with his cum. He shouted her name, screaming in pleasure, and his voice joined hers. And just like her, he couldn’t deny his need. 
 
   Liam turned his head and sank his fangs into her wrist, biting deep and savoring her flavors, reveling in the abundance of coppery sweetness that rolled over his tongue. He sucked and drank, moaning with every pull. As he suckled, he continued thrusting into her, hips jerking, twitching with every release of his cum until the tremors began to ease. 
 
   Heart slowing, he withdrew his hand from between her thighs and released her wrist, lapping at the wound until no remnants of the piercing remained. 
 
   Smiling down at her, he absorbed the expressions flickering across her features. Drowsy satisfaction. Glowing happiness. But there was something more…something that got very close to the emotions he held in his heart. Their connection imbued them both with certain feelings, but he wasn’t ready to give voice to them. Not yet. And it didn’t seem like Victoria was in any hurry, either.
 
   Liam brushed a soft kiss across her lips, relished the subtle tightening of her sheath, and then forced himself to pull away.
 
   Her mumbled “no” was almost enough to keep him deep within her. Almost.
 
   “Sorry, love. Any minute now we’re gonna have company. I was coming down to warn you.”
 
   With a huff, she pushed to her elbows and then into a sitting position. Damn, she was gorgeous all sex mussed.
 
   It took him moments to tuck back into his tattered jeans, thankful that his shirt would cover his groin. Then he reached for her, tugging her from the table until she stood in the circle of his arms. 
 
   “I’m glad you decided not to fuck me.” He gave her a chaste kiss, barely a touch of his lips against hers.
 
   Victoria scowled and punched him in the arm. He gave her the courtesy of flinching even though the woman’s strike, regardless of her vampiric strength, felt like a light tap. “You’re a jerk.”
 
   “You’ll get used to me in a hundred years or so.”
 
   She punched him again and the wince wasn’t entirely fake. “You suck.”
 
   “I do. Your nipples. Your clit. Your blood.” His cock twitched. “I want you again.” 
 
   “Again?”
 
   He couldn’t withhold the desire that entered his voice. “Yup. Remember? I’m really interested in that chair…”
 
   “Well,” a deep baritone cut into their after-sex glow. “Isn’t this a pretty picture? I can definitely see her appeal, Protector. She’s a lusty little piece, isn’t she?”
 
   Liam spun, shoving Victoria behind him as he faced the owner of that voice. He’d only heard a few words from the man previously, but he’d know it anywhere. 
 
   “Jemshir.” His fangs burst from his gums, fingers curling, nails shifting into his needed claws. The daeva had invaded the manse, the Ring’s private sanctuary. How the fuck had that happened?
 
   Keeping his eyes trained on the bastard before him, he nudged his Fire back, herding her toward the door. A battle was on the agenda and he didn’t want her caught in the crossfire. 
 
   A puff of midnight smoke signaled Jemshir’s disappearance. Liam reached behind him and snatched Victoria’s wrist, holding her tight as he scanned the room for the daeva’s return. He had no doubt that the demi-god would stick around until he’d caused a little chaos. It was what the species were known for.
 
   Jemshir didn’t disappoint. A soft pop signaled the man’s reappearance behind him. Behind Victoria. He spun to face the threat. A yank brought her forward a single step, but the daeva grabbed her as well, holding her fast between them and the being flashed a sickly smile. 
 
   “No, Protector, you wouldn’t deny me the pleasure of Miss Price’s company would you?” The voice was as deep as the sea, menace filling every word.
 
   His Fire wiggled and fought against the demi-god’s grip and then went still, a thoughtful look overtaking her features. Good lord, what now? “You know, it’s too bad that I never found time to get the heat sensors up and running.”
 
   “Victoria,” the single word held a warning he knew the woman wouldn’t heed.
 
   “What? I’m just sayin’ that if they were in action, I could get a read on his temp before you kill him. You’re gonna kill him, right?” Victoria glanced at Liam and then returned her attention to the daeva. “You wouldn’t wanna tell me your average body temperature, would you? See, I’m setting up this program that’ll tell us what we’re up against based on heat signature and—”
 
   He’d kill her. After Jemshir.
 
   The daeva merely smiled, black teeth adding to his air of menace. “You’re cute. Too bad I’ll have to kill you when this is over. Are you going to come along peacefully, little girl?” 
 
   Another yank, but Liam didn’t release her. No one was about to take his Fire. 
 
   “Depends. Are you gonna suck my dick, little boy?” He imagined her returning the demi-god’s wide smile with one of her own. God damn she made his cock hard.
 
   Ignoring Victoria, he took over the task of taunting Jemshir. “Hiding behind a woman’s skirts, daeva?” He needed the fucker to attack him and abandon Victoria. 
 
   “Hardly. More like flipping up her skirts and taking what I want.” Jemshir smirked.
 
   The daeva kept his gaze on Liam, but leaned toward his Fire, tongue out and then the evil man licked her face. Disgust was written clearly across her features and rage stole through him. Pure. Hot. Molten. 
 
   Victoria was frozen between them, muscles tense and he could feel the faintest of trembles racking her body. 
 
   “She is delicious. I can see why you would like to keep her. Unfortunately, that’s not going to happen.”
 
   With that declaration, the daeva went into action. Victoria was released and shoved aside, sending her tumbling from their path which left him free to confront the daeva. Liam didn’t hesitate. 
 
   He leapt at the demi-god, one fist connecting with the man’s jaw while the other arm blocked Jemshir’s strike. They danced, trading kicks and punches as they traversed the room.
 
   He’d shove the other man against the book shelves only to have the push returned with a flat palm striking the center of his chest, sending him sliding over the carpeted floor.
 
   Punch. Block. Kick. Swipe. 
 
   Droplets of blood escaped Liam’s mouth and he licked the wound, closing it without a thought. He had other cuts and scratches, but he was buoyed by the fact that Jemshir had just as many.
 
   “You should just hand her over, Protector. She’s nothing—”
 
   “Hey! Fuck you, you fucking fuck!”
 
   Liam ignored Victoria’s outraged yell. “She’s not leaving this mansion, daeva. You should cut your losses. Leave while you still can.” 
 
   It was a god damned boast, and Liam knew it. At some point the demi-god would prevail, meaning Victoria would be at the being’s tender mercies. 
 
   A glance toward his sweet fire revealed that the woman had climbed onto a bookshelf and was yanking on a fourteenth century sword bolted to the nearby wall. 
 
   She yelled curses with every tug. “Stupid…bumblefuck…whack ass…penis wrinkle…”
 
   Victoria was the most determined woman he knew and he realized she’d be preoccupied, fighting to get the weapon free, while he dealt with Jemshir. 
 
   Daeva’s were older than the oldest vamp alive today, as well as more powerful. Which meant someone even stronger was pulling the man’s strings. The thought sent a shudder down Liam’s spine.
 
   Jemshir snorted and disappeared in a puff of smoke only to coalesce behind him, the rancid scent of his breath wafting over Liam’s cheek. “I could cut you a deal, Protector. Her life for yours.”
 
   Liam roared, fury pumping through his veins, a renewed rush of adrenaline coursing through him. He spun and swiped at the daeva’s neck, nails slicing through the vulnerable flesh, his overwhelming possessiveness of Victoria giving him strength. 
 
   “Never.” Breath heaving, he struck again, raking his claws over the man’s chest. “She’s mine. Mine.” Another swing. “Why is she so important to you? You’re a lapdog, daeva. A pathetic minion.” The next swipe cut through Jemshir’s abdomen. “You must ask yourself, Jemshir, why has your master sacrificed you to the Protectors? Because you’re nothing.” Kick. “But a useless.” Punch. “Liability. You let her escape once and now your master has no use for you.”
 
   The daeva’s roar of outrage echoed off the walls and Liam could see the straining muscles beneath the man’s skin. He watched as the swirling mist of blackness enveloped Jemshir’s body, signaling the daeva’s escape. Fuck. That.
 
   “You’re not disappearing now, asshole.” Not caring about the damage he was about to inflict upon himself, he reached into the darkness that enveloped the daeva. If the man was leaving, Liam was going along for the ride. He wasn’t done with the daeva yet.
 
   He thrust his hand into the aerated poison and wrapped his hand around Jemshir’s neck. Yanking hard, ignoring the overwhelming pain that enveloped his arm, he forced the daeva to halt his retreat and pulled him from the smoke.
 
   Arm coated in the evil that surrounded Jemshir, he held fast while the other man clawed at his grip. Agony filled him, tore at his muscles and battered him from within. Ignoring everything but the man in his grasp, Liam cocked his free arm back and slammed his fist into the daeva’s face, catching him just right and knocking the fucker out with that single punch.
 
   With agonizing effort, he forced his damaged hand to release the daeva, who flopped to the ground in an unconscious heap. Pain wracked Liam’s body, slithering along his arm and into his very soul.
 
   A glance at the source revealed swirling lines, similar to the tattoos that decorated Jemshir’s neck, now covered his right arm from fingertips to elbow.
 
   Then a short, curvaceous body slammed into him, arms wrapping around his waist, and a familiar purple head pressed against his chest. Apparently she’d abandoned her attempts to remove the sword. “You asshole!”
 
   “Is that Victoria for: ‘Thank you for saving me, Liam’?”
 
   “Don’t you ever do that again.” She nuzzled him, and he cradled her skull with his undamaged palm.
 
   “I’ll always protect you, love. Always. You belong to me and I keep what is mine.” He prayed she could sense the emotion that imbued his words. Words he wasn’t quite ready to release to the world. He rubbed her back in slow strokes, soothing her as best he could. The pain had lessened to a dull throb, but he ignored even that. Nothing was more important than the woman in his arms.
 
   The creak of the room’s doors cut through the silence and Liam released her, spinning to confront the newest threat. Only it was the Protectors that filled the doorway, Carac leading the cluster into the library.
 
   “Liam.” Carac snapped out his name. The Sovereign’s attention drifted to the prone body at his side and then shifted his attention back to him, a single brow raised.
 
   “The daeva, Jemshir, and I had a disagreement. He wanted Victoria. I wanted him dead. For the moment, he’s alive.” Though, if he had any say in the matter, the man wouldn’t remain that way for long. Liam couldn’t allow a threat to his Fire to remain. Then again, there was the thing with his hand.
 
   “I see.” Carac’s gaze remained intent on the demi-god. “What happened? Are you whole?”
 
   Liam raised his right hand, biting back the curse that came with the pain of moving. “Other than new tattoos, I’m fine. I reached for him as he tried to vanish and got this.”
 
   Carac nodded. “We’ll have to contact Brom.” The vampire’s attention shifted to Victoria. “And hopefully your Fire can assist him in discovering what the results of your altercation will be. I’ve never…” Carac shook his head and then, with a snap of his fingers, he had Simond and Joce moving forward. 
 
   The two vampires lifted the daeva and carried him from the room. Liam knew the dungeon would hold Jemshir for the foreseeable future. The mansion was protected by local witches, the eldest only a couple of hundred years old. The dungeons… The dungeons were guarded by something much older. And scarier.
 
   Carac moved around the table, deftly avoiding the blotches of blood that decorated the carpeting, and took his seat in the ornately carved chair. The rest of the Protectors, Liam included, searched out their own seats.
 
   Mostly.
 
   “Dude. I can smell sex over here. I’m not sitting there. There could be a wet spot or something.” Tybalt backed away from his usual chair and raced around the table.
 
   Glaring at the vampire, Liam pulled the seat out and lowered into it, thankful there really wasn’t a wet spot. He rested his hand on the scarred tabletop and watched the black lines swirl over his skin. He didn’t feel different, other than the pain, but he feared what the marks could mean.
 
   The rhythmic thump of something bouncing along the carpet drew his attention and he turned to watch his Fire drag a small chair toward him. Of course, she was half bent over, her rear facing him and skirt riding so high that he could almost see her bare ass. Or rather, his bare ass since every part of her belonged to him.
 
   Before Liam could rise to help her, Carac’s voice cut into the silence. “Victoria?” 
 
   “What?” She looked over her shoulder, glare in place. “I’m sitting at that table, damn it. I don’t care if this is some super boys club. If you even think of telling me I can’t I’ll—”
 
   “I was merely going to offer you Brom’s seat.” The Sovereign’s voice was flat.
 
   Victoria blushed, and Liam wondered if that lovely shade of red covered all of her. “Oh.” She cleared her throat, straightened and abandoned her chair. “Okay, then.”
 
   Then she plopped down beside him.
 
   His heart warmed, and he knew he had some dumb ass sappy grin on his face while he watched her. He’d seen her glare a hole in a daeva and then spit fire at the Sovereign. He didn’t think a more perfect woman could have ever been made.
 
   When Joce and Simond returned from dumping the daeva in the dungeon, they all recapped their evening. Pinxton’s pixies had been causing trouble downtown, and it seemed, in addition to the daeva, some goblins had joined the King’s crusade against the Knights. The evening had been bloody. And they all wondered if it’d been a diversion so that Jemshir could get to Victoria.
 
   Luckily, Victoria had remained quiet. Until they started tossing ideas around about what was in the works.
 
   Then hell broke loose.
 
   Liam’s brother Protectors did not care for an outsider in their midst. They hadn’t said a word when Carac had allowed her to stay, but joining the discussion was, apparently, too much for them.
 
   Smiling, he watched his Fire go to work, nibbling her lip as she flipped through the pages of her notebook. “I was reading and—”
 
   Joce snorted. Victoria glared at the vampire. Liam eased a fraction closer to his Fire. Joce had no love for humans, the vamp’s past having stained him. Even though his Fire wasn’t quite human any longer, it seemed her partial transition wasn’t enough for the man.
 
   “I was reading through the books written in more languages than you could ever forget, Joce—”
 
   “You little bi—” Simond saved Joce’s life by slapping his hand over the other man’s mouth.
 
   “And found several passages that may pertain to what’s happening and who’s pulling Pinxton and Jemshir’s strings. I don’t claim to know everything there is to know about your world, but…” Victoria huffed. “You’ve got a chick in the sixth century, another in the eighth and the Brahan Seer in the eleventh that all say the same thing. Then there’s a guy in the fifteenth that seems to expand on it a bit. Basically, shit is about to hit the fan.” His Fire swallowed hard, and Liam could sense the worry pouring off her in waves. He reached out with his undamaged hand and stroked her, running his palm along her back until he felt her tense muscles ease. 
 
   Liam looked around the room, noticing Carac’s small smile and the sense of mirth that came from a few of the others.
 
   Victoria took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Basically, the ‘One’ is building an army of baddies. They don’t say who the ‘One’ is directly. Just that he or she is wicked dangerous. I’ll call him ‘he’ for now. He can only be defeated by,” she glanced at her notes. “By the king of many, conqueror in life and in death. There’s a few mentions of who’ll be helping things along. Something about someone who walks in darkness and light, a raging fire… I’ll keep digging. Basically, the ‘One’ is going to rise again and come out swinging, guys.”
 
   Silence descended once Victoria grew quiet, and shock tore through Liam. He knew she had a flair for sarcasm, but she said everything with such conviction that he had no choice but to believe her.
 
   He turned his attention to Carac, waiting for his Sovereign to respond. 
 
   It didn’t take long.
 
   “I see.” Then another moment of quiet as Carac brought his attention to the table top, hand tracing the scars on the wood. “You’re sure, Victoria?”
 
   His Fire sighed. Liam knew she hated her true name, but she hadn’t snapped at the Sovereign about it. Yet. Life was long.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. I’m assuming the king is Arthur since you thought the man was dead. And we know he wasn’t human, and he fought in life and death. Am I right?”
 
   Liam nodded, and Simond spoke up. “Yeah, he was Changed just after becoming king, though I don’t remember who Changed him.”
 
   Come to think of it, neither did Liam. Not that he was the historian in their Ring… Then again, they never sat down and talked about the beginnings of the Knight Protectors. During training and initiation, a broad history was shared, more legend and grandstanding than anything. But the specifics were never revealed. 
 
   Carac’s attention turned to Victoria. “Did any of the books speak of where Arthur could be found?”
 
   Tension filled his Fire once again, and he didn’t hesitate. He scooped Victoria off her chair and then placed her on his lap, glaring at one and all and daring them to comment. 
 
   No one said a word. Good, he wouldn’t have to kill anyone for teasing him. 
 
   “No,” Victoria cleared her throat. “Nothing yet. But, I thought…when a vampire is Released…the whole spreading ashes thing…”
 
   “We’ll have Brom check the scrolls in Rome.” Carac paused. “Victoria, are you sure you’ve found nothing? Is there a passage you may not fully understand?”
 
   His Fire leaned her head against his shoulder and he tightened his hold, enjoying the feel of her body against his. “No. I’ve only gotten through twenty volumes. Four of those mentioned Arthur.” She sighed. “I can keep digging, but it’d go faster if I had someone to help.”
 
   Liam snorted. “You think someone like you just drops out of the sky?”
 
   “No, they get trapped in storage units and are attacked by deranged Pixie Kings. Oh, then they’re assaulted in a room plucked out of the Middle Ages. Funny. Ha. Ha.” He could practically see her eye roll. “I’m just saying that we could figure things out sooner, rather than later, if you got another vampstorian in here.”
 
   Simond coughed. “Vampstorian?”
 
   “Uh, duh. Vampire. Historian. Vampstorian.” Victoria sat up. “I’m the President of the Atlanta chapter.”
 
   Liam fought his laughter. He knew she was feeling proud of her position, but damn if his Fire wasn’t adorable. 
 
   “How many members do you have?” Joce tossed at her with a sneer, and Liam had to fight the urge to fly across the room and wipe that expression from his features. Based on the twitching of Victoria’s muscles, he figured she had the same desire.
 
   “Fuck. You.” Then she grumbled. “Okay, one. But I’m actively recruiting and membership is open.” Then she mumbled. “Asshole.”
 
   “Bitch, I’ll—” Joce pushed from his chair and Liam mirrored the action, nudging Victoria back to her seat while he rose to his feet. 
 
   Liam’s muscles tensed, ready to take on the man he’d called brother only moments ago. “You can disagree with my Fire, but you will not threaten her. You won’t raise your voice to her. You will not look at her with anything but respect. And if you don’t, I’ll—”
 
   Carac slammed his hand onto the table, the vibrating rumble effectively ceasing their argument. “Enough, children.”
 
   Liam kept his gaze intent on Joce. 
 
   “Enough!” Carac’s roar broke their locked stares and Victoria squeaked. Her uneasiness was enough to force him to his seat.
 
   “Victoria, I would like you to put together a list of likely candidates to assist you. Verify their backgrounds and knowledge of us as well as determine their ability to move to the manse.” Liam heard Joce’s grumble, but a look from their Sovereign ended the vampire’s protests. “Once they come through those doors to work with you, they will have only one way to leave our employ.”
 
   He knew the next word that would flow from Carac’s mouth. And while it was a practice accepted by them all, he wasn’t sure how Victoria would deal with the vampire’s pronouncement since she still held human beliefs in her heart.
 
   “Death.” The Master vampire’s word rang out in the silent room.
 
   Until his Fire spoke. “Dude, that sucks ass.”
 
   


Chapter Six 
 
   It felt good to be clean. After summarily ending the meeting with her comment (because who wants to work for someone who’d totally kill them?) Tory had gone back to her room for a shower. Sex, while totally O-M-G-Awesome, was icky. And sweaty. And…squishy.
 
   Yeah, no condom. She’d really listened to those lectures in sex ed. But vamps didn’t carry diseases, and they were all committed now with the whole “Fire” thing.
 
   Tory sighed. 
 
   Plus, there was the blood. She hadn’t come through Liam’s battle with the daeva unscathed. Blood tended to splatter.
 
   Scrubbed and dry, she flicked the lights off then crawled into bed, thoughts whirling. Worry topped her list. She’d dug through a few scrolls after the meeting had dispersed, searching for anything on daevas and their powers. She had found nada. Then she’d shot off a secure email to Brom with a recap of events in the hopes that he could find something on his end.
 
   After that there were the downright adolescent, girly, stupid thoughts.
 
   Like, did Liam like her like her? Or just like her? Because, she liked him liked him. Not just a little, either. A whole heck of a lot. Even if she barely knew him from Adam. ‘Cause…
 
   ‘Cause there was something in her that wanted to bathe in the guy’s scent, lap at his skin and nip his flesh. And didn’t those ideas make her vamp sit up and purr? 
 
   Her vamp. Gah. She was genuinely getting used to the vampire inside her. The what? Beast? Yeah, the beast was becoming more familiar and less freakish. If that were possible.
 
   She accepted that the scratchy feeling would remain since she didn’t think she could resist the urge to taste Liam. Ever. And if the beastie came with fangs and super powers, all the better. 
 
   Tory tugged the blanket up to her neck and snuggled beneath the soft comforter, welcoming the warmth. Which was another thing… She only seemed to be warm when she was around Liam. Yeah, she understood the Fire thing (sorta), but it was unfair that she had to stick to him like glue to feel good.
 
   It was all that hunky, super-hot bastard’s fault.
 
   Like now, she wasn’t sure if she should stay in her room or hunt him down. But he hadn’t hunted her down or invited her to move in… Grr.
 
   She needed to forget about the hotness factor. He was just a guy. With fangs. And lotsa muscles. Then there was that smile…
 
   “Mmm…” She let her eyes drift closed, remembering his smile, how she felt when he was close, and looked at her that way… Her hand found its way to the juncture of her thighs, blanket tenting slightly with her travels.
 
   “Naughty Victoria.” Liam’s deep voice rumbled through the room and she gasped, eyes springing open. The stupid, flowery scent of her shampoo had overwhelmed her nose and she hadn’t smelled his presence. 
 
   The vampire separated from the shadows and came toward her. No, he stalked. His steps were slow and measured, yet determined, as he approached.
 
   “Liam.” Her voice was soft in the silent space. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Coming to bed.” His voice was dry and laced with a hint of humor.
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “This is my bed. Your room is,” she waved toward the door, “somewhere that isn’t here.”
 
   Okay, bitchy much? He could have at least asked.
 
   Another step and his body came into view. Like, all of his body. As in: the vamp was totally, completely naked. She hadn’t seen him bare before, not when they’d gotten hot and heavy in the library, so she took the opportunity to drink her fill. 
 
   The muscles she’d envisioned were revealed, and the carved lines of his body teased her, tempted her to reach out and touch…lick him from head to toe and back again. 
 
   Liam tugged on the blanket and slid beneath the covers, pulling her into his arms and against his body, before she could object. “Nope. My place is with you and you are here. See how simple that is?”
 
   She growled. “You don’t get to come into my life and take over, Mister. I am woman, hear me type on my keyboard and destroy you financially.”
 
   Just because he was gorgeous and drool-worthy and sweet and considerate and… Well, he didn’t get to come in and conquer.
 
   The man didn’t relent, and those arms remained around her like steel bands, his altered arm hotter than the other. “Well, it’d take you at least five minutes, and I figure I can convince you to let me stay before my time is up.”
 
   He sounded so sure, yet vulnerable at the same time. As if they were fighting the same struggle. “Really? How would you do that?”
 
   Tory felt the sudden tension, the tightening of his muscles and the increased thrum of blood running through his veins. “Um…”
 
   She wiggled closer then, resting her head on his chest and placing her hand over his heart, drawing circles on his skin. “So…”
 
   Liam’s fingers grabbed hers, stilling her movements. “I’m not good at this, damn it.” His voice was pained and rough. “I…”
 
   Tory sighed. “Let’s try with why I should let you stay.”
 
   “Because you’re mine. You’re my Fire. Mine.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Okay, how about something other than strictly biological. And you said ‘mine’ twice.”
 
   Liam cleared his throat, and she gave him her complete attention. “You’re, well, you.” He paused for a moment. “You’re smart. And funny as hell even when you aggravate the fuck out of me. You don’t take anything from anyone. Even me. But you’re helping us after we turned your life to shit. You’re going to help me even though I almost got you killed.” He shifted then, pulling away until he was staring down at her, eyes glittering in the darkness. “And, god damn, you’re beautiful. Every inch of you. All those curves. All of ‘em belong to me.” Liam cupped her cheek, stroking her skin with a gentle touch. “You know, when Griffin met Wren, he said he knew he loved her in a second. One blink. And… And I can understand that.”
 
   “Oh, Liam…” She didn’t have anything sarcastic or obnoxious to say then. Not when the emotions that had been swirling inside her were so blatantly being reflected back from him. “I can understand it, too.”
 
   Okay, maybe she’d be a tiny bit obnoxious. She wouldn’t give him those three little words until he said it first. Pft on him.
 
   “Yeah?” He smiled wide, joy etched on his features.
 
   Tory nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay.” He released a deep breath and jerked his head in a quick nod. “Okay, then.”
 
   She grabbed the hand still stroking her cheek, the hand that was free of those magically weird tattoos, and pressed a kiss to his palm. “So, other than happily forever after, what’s our next step?”
 
   “You move into my suite. It’s more than big enough for the two of us.”
 
   Tory rolled her eyes. “Duh. I meant with everything else, idjit. Like, Arthur and your totally hot, but probably evil, tats.”
 
   He leaned down and nipped her lower lip. “You’re gonna be a pain in my ass, aren’t you?”
 
   “Again. Duh.” She snorted. “Back to our grand plans.”
 
   “We need to find you an assistant, and then we need to find King Arthur.”
 
   “And defeat the bad guys plus see if you have super powers or are just into tribal with your tattoo. You realize I’m not a ninja, right? Bad guy vanquishing will have to be handled by your department. I’m just IT. Oh! We should think of hiring a doctor, too. You guys hurt, like, a lot.”
 
   Liam laughed aloud then, a great big sound that seemed to pour right from his soul, and it looked like happiness wrapped its arms around him. “Got it. Not a ninja. And we’ll think about a doctor.” He leaned toward her, brushing his lips across hers, and his tongue darted out to tease her lower lip. “And we’ll get right on our to-do list. After.”
 
   “After?”
 
   Another kiss, deeper this time yet so tender that she sighed against his lips. “Yeah. After. Let’s just enjoy tonight. I don’t think the tattoos are evil, we’ll torture Jemshir to make sure, and then we can save the world tomorrow.” His mouth brushed delicately against hers. “See, there’s this chair…”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   Author’s Note: At the time of publication, the Titan supercomputer located at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in the Tennessee Valley was the fastest computer in the world.
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