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Bdoved Forever

Kit Tunsdl

Chapter One



Emily shivered as a chill wind cut through her camel-colored fleece jacket, while dso sending long
strands of chestnut-brown hair around her face. She glanced over a Sara, who aso shivered before
burrowing closer to her boyfriend, Ron. She cast aquick look at Ron’s cousin, visiting from acollege
two states away, and dismissed the idea of snuggling up to him. Within thirty minutes, she had redized
ghedidn’t like him.

“Where do you want to start?’ Ron asked, dipping hisarm around Sarato pull her even closer.
Troyscanned thefal carniva set up on thefootbal field, and hisnose curled. “It' sdl pretty lame.”

Ron nodded. *Y eah. ThisiswhatHuxleyJunior Collegespent the homecoming fund on.”

Sard slean face twisted into agrimace. “Whatever happened to dances? Who wants a stupid carnival ?’
“I' likeit,” Emily sad. “It reminds me of being akid agan.”

Troyeyed her dowly, focusing hiseyeson her chest. “You aren’t akid, Em.”

“Emily.”

“Y eah, whatever. Y ou're amost an adult. Wait until you transfer to NY U next year. Thenyou'll see”

Sherolled her eyes, but gave him asmile. From the tories he had related thus far, Troyspent dl of his
college time partying, squeaking by in his studies and scoring with chicks. She doubted the last boast, but
not because he wasn't handsome. He was. He was probably six-two and muscular, with thick brown

hair and blue eyes. Too bad he ruined his handsome exterior every time he opened his mouth.

“How about the Spider?’ Sara suggested. “\When you go around the spin, it presses you against your
partner.” She grinned up at Ron.

She had no desireto share that ride withTroy, squished againgt himin atiny car. “No.” Emily leveled her
voice. “No, | don't like that ride. How about the swings?’ They were solo.

Troylaughed, and it held an edge of mocking. “*How about the swings.” Jesus. Y ou redly do want to be
akid again, don't you?’

She huddled deeper in the fleece jacket, staring at the ground and deliberately avoiding eye contact with
Troy. “What do you want to do?’

His tone was suggestive. “How about the Tunndl of Love?’

Ron shook hishead. “It’slame, Troy. They put up abig tent, and you ride these little cars through. Only
lasts about two minutes.”

Sarafrowned. “How do you know? Have you been on with some other girl?’

He sghed loudly. “No. | cameto thefield earlier and watched when they were setting up.” Ron’s
expresson changed, becoming secretive and maicious. “Y ou guys wanna see something?”



“What?" Emily looked a him with narrowed eyes.

He gestured them closer, so they werein aloose circle. “They have an honest-to-God freak. Like out of
ashow.”

Sara s mouth dropped open. “ Redly? Where?’
Troylooked skeptical. “How do you mean freak?’
“He' sdl twisted and deformed. C ' mon. I’ll show you.”
“I don't think so—"

“Don’t be aspoilsport, Em.”

She gnashed her teeth and trailed behind the three of them as they waked through the crowd, moving
acrossthe small carnival. Her feet crunched dead leaves on the field, and the wind picked up alittle
more, blowing dirt in her eyes. She blinked and s owed, removing her contactsto clear her eyes.

By the time she caught up with the three of them, they were standing in line for the funhouse. She bit her
lip, hesitating to go ingde, but reluctant to mention her fear of the barresal funhouseshad. Asakid, she
had been afraid she would be sucked into one and never find her way out. That was before she realized
how they worked, but the remnants of fear remained.

“Took you long enough,” Troysaid.

Sheinserted one of the contactsin her |eft eye, and then the other in her right. Emily blinked until the
world came into focus again. She shivered at the lurid images on the funhouse. Vampires ssemed to be a
big theme. In the near left corner, a caped Dracula-type prepared to feast on the neck of agirl wearing a
Victorian-eradress. In the top corner of thetrailer, ahoard of vampires moved across a cemetery,
forever frozen in ferocious and twisted postures. The most chilling picture of al was the handsome face
painted in the center of the trailer’ s montage. His features were perfect, even if hewastoo pae, and his
dark hair was combed straight back. He looked like any other model for any type of ad, except for the
sngledrop of blood dripping down his chin from the corner of his mouth. His eyes held an e ement that
made Emily shudder. She didn’t know why they bothered her. Maybe because the eyes seemed to
possess terrible knowledge no human would ever know.

“| don'twanttogoin.”

Saragroaned. “1t'Il befun, Emily.”

Troyput hisarm around her. “We re not herejust for the funhouse.”

She shrugged him off and took astep away. “ Then why—"

He pointed to the person taking tickets. “ That’ swhy.” He snickered.

At first glance, she thought the man was ssimply amidget. Emily looked again when Saragasped. She

redized he was probably of norma height—or would beif histwisted spine didn’t cause himto andin
an awkward position, nearly bent over. 1t should have been impossible for him to stand at all. Hislegs



were ssumpy and misshapen. He seemed to be missing one arm completely, but the other was
industrioudy taking tickets and moving the turngtile to admit customersto the funhouse.

“He shideous.” Sara shuddered, burying her face in Ron’sjacket. She moved it away from her eyes so
she could peek before shivering again. “Isthat the freek?’

“Sureis. | saw him eating cotton candy earlier. Can you imagine? Something like that should eat Suff like
fish gutsand raw beef liver.”

“Yuck.” Sard sdisgust was evident, but dso mingled with titillation. “How do you think it happened?’

Emily frowned at her friend’ savid curiogity. “The poor man was probably born that way. It' samazing
he' s standing and working.”

Troylaughed. “Amazing? It' safresk show.”

Theticket taker suddenly raised his head, and his cloudy brown eyes seemed to focus on them. Hisface
was the most misshapen of dl, asif he had survived afire. The skin had grown back in bubbles and raw
pink areas. A flgp of membrane had grown over haf of his mouth and one nodtril, barely missing his|eft
eye. The flesh unaffected by what appeared to be fire damage till 1ooked rough, bumpy and pale.

“Shush. | think he heard you.”
Troyshrugged. “Who cares? He' s probably aretard too. | bet he doesn’t understand aword.”
“Lower your voice,” Emily sngpped, standing straight. “How would you likeit if someone—"

“Spare me the mordity lecture.” He forced a huge yawn, but his voice lowered an octave, taking on a
theatricd lilt. “1 bet he wasn't born like that. He was probably evil and sent to the devil in aformer life.
Hewasforced to look like ademon while living among people like us.”

Saraand Ron absorbed every word, but Emily rolled her eyesagain. “Y ou know how often Satan
assigns hisminionsto funhouse duties”

“Areyou meking fun of me?’

She gave him a sweet smile, but didn’t answer asthey advanced in the line. Once more, her eyesfdl on
the vampire dominating the funhouse' sfagade. For amoment, she swore the eyesfollowed her. Then she
shook her head and dug in her fanny pack for three tickets.

She froze when a bloodcurdling scream issued from ingde the funhouse. Emily’ s doubts about entering
returned. The one and only time she had gonein, at the age of eight with Sara, she became stuck on the
barrel, paralyzed with fear, and unable to go forward or back. Sara had to drag her through. She
remembered her desperate flight from that small, smelly trailer. She had ignored the attractions, too
consumed with the need to escape. Therelief of reentering the bright sunshine that long ago summer day
came back to her. “1 redlly don't want togoin.”

Troyshook his head. “ Are you going to stay out and talk to the freak?’

Once more, the man looked in their direction, making Emily cringe with embarrassment at her friends
behavior. She nudged Troywith her elbow and hurried forward to offer her tickets. Anything to get Troy



away from the poor guy. She yelped when he elbowed her in return, before cutting ahead of her.

Troyvery carefully handed over histickets. “That's one, two, three. See?” He pointed to the sgn reading
“3 Tickets for Admission”, scrawled in doppy red writing. “ Exactly the amount | need for admission.
Understand?’

“Yes, gr.” Theman’svoice was surprisingly clear. Hiswords were sharp and crisp with aNew England
accent, despite the flap of skin marring haf of his mouth. “ Threeticketsfor the time of your life.”

Troysnickered. “In there? Y ou have to be kidding.”
Theticket taker gave him ahaf-amile. “It'sto diefor.”

Emily waited for Saraand Ron to give ther tickets. Neither said anything, but their repulsion was
evident. The man didn’t seem to notice, athough his eyeslooked like they weretearing up. Findly,
reluctantly, she handed him threetickets.

He took the strip and paused, staring up at her. He shook his head and tried to give back the tickets.
“No. You can't goin. Thisattractionisn't for you.”

She reached for the tickets, but Troyintercepted. He pushed the man’s hand away, causing himto drop
the vouchers. Troyground the tickets into the dirt, kicking them into apuddle of spilled sodaand dirt,
getting them muddy. “L ook what you' ve done. Y ou' re useless.”

The man franticaly lifted the tickets and wiped at them before trying to hand them back to Emily. “Y ou
can't goin. Takethesetickets back, and it won't count.”

A frisson of fear pulled itsway up her spine. She frowned and reached for the scraps of paper. “I’ll just
wait for you guys.”

Troyshook his head, shoving the man’s shoulder and sending him sprawling inthedirt. “Your jobisto
take the tickets, retard. Now take them, or I'll report you to your boss.”

The man’s eyeswidened with fear. “ Not the master.”
“Y es, the magter.” Troyswaggered forward, grabbing Emily’sarm to drag her forward. “I showed him.”

“Y eah, apoor crippled guy who probably isn't al there mentaly. Y ou redlly showed him.” She glared at
him, even as she wondered if the ticket taker had been mentally impaired. His eyes had appeared
intelligent, as had hiswords. Hisfear had transmitted itsalf to her, multiplying with her worry and making
her even more reluctant to enter.

She hegitated at the entrance, confronted with aspiraing barrel. Red and green spun together in an
amogt halucinogenic pattern. Thismust be like what her mother called an acid trip from her college days.
Emily found her eyesfocused on the whirling colors, unableto tear awvay her gaze. She watched them
blend until she seemed to be seeing past the colors, to some shadowy place beyond.

“Jesus, just go.” Troypushed her forward.

Emily sumbled and cried out, faling toward the spinning barrd. She landed hard, smashing her elbow
into the sde of the portal. Once inside the barrdl, she redlized it wasn't moving nearly asfast as she had



thought, and scooted forward afew inches, until accustomed to the spinning. Then she got to her feet and
walked sdeways through the barrdl, balancing hersalf with her hands againgt the smooth plastic until she
emerged just intimeto avoid having Troy push her out of the way, as he came up behind her.

“Took you long enough,” he said, shaking his head.

Emily turned her back on him, standing in the dark room and waiting for her eyesto adjust to the
periodic bursts of strobe lights coming from the ceiling. She jumped when someone touched her arm.

“You'resoonedge” Sarasad.

“| hate thesethings.” She saw Ron trying to catch up withTroy, who hadn't bothered to wait for anyone.
“Y ou know how much the barrel scaresme.”

Saraappeared to shrug. It was difficult to tell by the way that the strobe light seemed to change
everyone' s movements to dow motion. “Y ou madeit through withTroy’shelp.”

“He pushed me.” She rubbed her ebow, grimacing at the pain shooting up her arm.

“He had to get you moving.” Her voice dropped. “1sn’t he cute?’

“Yeah. Too bad he sajerk.”

Sarasighed. “| can't pleaseyou, can [? Y ou're never satisfied.”

“Itisn’'t that—"

“I"'m not setting you up anymore, Emily. Y ou won't even try to snag agreat guy likeTroy.”

Emily gave up trying to justify her reasonsfor not liking her blind date. “ Please don't arrange dates for
mein the future. The guysyou’ ve set me up with—"

Saratossed back her blonde hair. “If it wasn't for me, you' d never date. There’ s dways something
wrong with them, isn't there?” Her eyes narrowed. “ Did you ever think maybe the problem’ swith you?’

Shetried to hide her hurt from Sara’ swords. “Maybe.” She shrugged. “For whatever reason, | haven't
met aman who interests me.” Regardless of whether they were a set-up from Sara or someone of her
own choosing, each boy she had dated in high school and college hadn’t measured up. Shewasn't sure
to what standard she held them, but they all fell short, even if shedidn’t know exactly what she sought in
apartner.

Sarasniffed. *Yeah, well, you' d better change, or you'll end up done.”
Emily glared at her friend. “ That’ sfinewith me. | like being done.”

“Wadll, finethen. I'll leave you done.” Sarahurried after Ron andTroy, who had disappeared into the
next chamber, not bothering to look back as she moved from Emily’ ssight.

Emily watched her go, regretting the small argument. She had no desire to be donein this funhouse.
With feet frozen to the spot, she knew the only way out was through the funhouse or back through the
barrel. She glanced through the spinning barrel—careful not to fixate on the colorsthistime—and saw a



new group preparing to enter.

Sheforced her feet forward, moving from the dark entryway to the next chamber, freezing when she
saw hundreds of clones surrounding her. Emily amost cried out before redlizing it wasthe hdl of mirrors.
Her eyesfocused on ashort, fat image of her, and she imagined how it must be for the man taking the
tickets. DamnTroyfor being such ajerk. People like him must make the man’ slife even more miserable.

Shewalked gtraight through the room, determined to escape the funhouse in record time. “Humph.” Her
bregath |eft her when sheraninto awall directly in front of her. She blinked, trying to figure out why it was
inthe middle of the room. It took along moment to redlize it must be amaze of mirrors. She cursed
under her breath and felt for the edge of the glass. The space next to it was empty air, so she did around
the mirror. “Why does it have to be so dark?’ she whispered, reassured by the sound of her voice.

She held out ahand to find the next mirror and was able to take severa steps before running into it.
Emily fdlt for the edge and gasped as her finger caught on a sharp edge. She pulled away quickly and
examined the wound under the meager light. A glass shard extended from her index finger, and she
grimaced while yanking it out.

Emily searched in her pocket for atissue and found a napkin she had stuffed there after their dinner of
corn dogs and cotton candy. She wound it around the wound and eased past the next obstacle. To her
relief, she entered a black-light room. She glanced at the walls, curious to see what other patrons had
written with the specid markers hanging in midair from sted lines attached to the calling.

Lifetimesof waiting, Emily...
Y ou’ re mine now.
It'stodiefor.

Sherolled her eyesa their silly messages. “Very funny, guys,” she caled out, hoping they could hear
her. Briefly tempted to write aless than complimentary reply to them, she held back, knowingTroy, Ron
and Sarawouldn't read her words unless they went through again.

She glanced at the messages once more as she exited the room and froze.
Eternity, Emily.

She frowned, certain that hadn’t been there when shelooked at the walls a second ago. Shetook a
deep breath and relaxed, knowing her friends were responsible. Since Sarawas angry with her, who
knew what kind of tricks they might play. She scanned the room, searching for Troy, Saraor Ron hiding
inacorner, but she was the only onein the small room. She took another deep bresath, trying to restore
her calm. The message had been there dl along. In her distressed state, she had Smply missed it the first
time

She hurried from the room, stopping in front of the stairs. She eyed them cautioudly, expecting them to
dtart shaking. They were probably motion-activated. She grasped the railings on each side, dropping the
napkin wrapped around her finger. Emily bent to pick it up, but the stairs Sarted to rattle, distracting her.
She held onto therails and climbed up each step. About hafway up, she realized they dwaystrembled to
the l€eft, then back to the right before pausing for amoment. She counted the intervals before taking
another step. As soon as she had it timed, she was able to walk up the remainder without fear of faling.



Emily emerged into the second level and gasped. The room was spinning. She reached out to grasp
anything for support, but there was nothing to hold on to. Her head began to spin, and she grew
nauseated. Several seconds later, sherealized she wasn't actualy moving. Theroom wasround like a
barrdl, except for the walkway under her feet, which wasflat, straight, and stationary. She concentrated
on walking the thin strip of wood and ignoring the spinning walls and ceiling as she made her way through
the room.

Emily was more cautious when she entered the next room, freezing when she heard a scream in the room
infront of her. It sounded like Sara. Ron’ s voice followed quickly, but notTroy’s. “Must be scary,” she
whispered, preparing hersdf.

The brightly lit room featured more lurid paintings, Smilar to those decorating the exterior of the
funhouse. Stereotypica vampires drained women in various states of undress, as mongters of dl kinds
watched or went about their own scary activities. Frankenstein dragged the gnawed-on, severed leg of a
villager behind him. Shelifted her eyebrows at that, not remembering anything from her literature class
about Frankie being acanniba. Emily forced hersdlf to view the drawings objectively and systematicaly
eliminate any fear they ingpired.

She camed hersdlf and was amost out of the room prior to realizing every vampirein the mura wasthe
same one from the front of the funhouse. He il appeared sinister and full of dark knowledge, but aso
charismatic. She blinked when shefound hersdlf drifting from the doorway to a picture, touching it
reverently, asif sheweren’t controlling her own hand. The vampire held awilling victimin hisarms. She
wore alight-brown jacket and jeans. Her brown hair flowed over the white of his shirt, and her blissful
expresson belied the pain she must fed from the gaping wound on her neck. He held her with tender
cruelty, seeming enamored with her upturned face. She had Emily’ sfeatures.

She blinked and looked again, frowning. Thegirl in the vampire’ sarms had long black hair and dark
green eyes. Thevictim looked nothing like her. “Losingit.” She shook her head and hurried from the
mura room.

Emily took two stepsinto the next room and paused. There was nothing at al in the room, except abare
bulb hanging from achain on the ceiling. It wasn't bright enough to show anything in detail, except the
fact that there was nothing to show in detail.

They must have run out of money when they got to thisroom—aeither that, or the trick was so terrifying,
they didn’t need window-dressing. She shrugged and walked on, waiting for whatever had frightened
Saraand Ron into screaming. Emily was determined to be prepared, but still screamed when the floor
opened under her when she stepped on atrapdoor.

Shewent flying down achute, and it was't until shelanded on a soft foam floor that she redized the
conveyance was atwigting dide. Her entire body trembled, and she had a hard time gaining her feet. She
could hear her heartbesat racing in her ears and clutched her chet, asif trying to keep her heart from

escaping.

When her knees were steady, Emily moved across the spongy floor. The owner of the funhouse wasin
the business of scaring people, but what she had gone through was beyond fun. She should have her
father sue the company. It was too bad he was atax attorney.

She opened a heavy metd door, expecting it to lead her outside the funhouse. Instead, she entered
another room. This one had soft carpeting of indeterminate color, dark walls and ametd light fixture
hanging from the calling. Theillumination was dim, with apinkish cast.



How had they gotten dl thisinto one portable trailer? The better question was, why had they goneto the
trouble to add this room? Emily moved dowly, not certain what to expect. It waslogicd that the climax
should have been the unexpected drop and dide. Whatever finished out the experience must be
bordering on truly terrifying.

She saw amisshapen bundle ahead and tensed, preparing for whatever the designer of the funhouse had
dreamed up to scare her. She kept walking, trying to determine what was on the floor, until she heard a
sound behind her. Emily turned, expecting the group who had followed her. Instead, the man who had
modeled for al the vampire pictures stood in front of her. Hisfeatures were just as perfect, but the light
lent hisskin theillusion of aflush. Hewore awhite flowing shirt tucked into black trousers. His hair had
grown out from the short length in the paintings, but he was obvioudy the same person. She found her
voicetrapped in her throat as fear crawled up her esophagus and strangled her from the inside. She took
afew steps back.

Hefollowed, waking toward her dowly. “ Have you enjoyed my funhouse, Emily?’

She shook her head.

He took another step forward. The carpet muted the click of the low hegls on hisleather boots. “Why
not?’

Emily coughed, clearing her throat. “1 don't like to be scared.” She frowned when she realized he knew
her name. “How did—"

He amiled, but the quick dash of hislips appeared to hold little amusement. “Y ou were frightened?’

She nodded. “I wasterrified. Especidly with the last part.”

Hesamiled. “Thedide. It dwaysincreasesthe adrendine.”

“Uh-huh.” She scanned the room around her, wondering if the owner interrogated everyone who paid to
enter hisfunhouse. Had he gotten her name from Sarawhen he cornered them?*“1’ ve had enough fear

today. How do | get out of here?’

Hetook two more steps forward, until he stood in front of her. “Silly girl.” He reached out to touch her
face.

Emily jerked away, taking astep back. She tripped over something on the floor and fell backward. Her
eyes widened when she found hersalf sprawled acrossTroy. Hislifeless eyes stared up at her. His mouth
hung open in an aborted scream, and an expression of terror would remain frozen forever on hisface.

“Forgive my attendant. He has't disposed of the remains of my most recent medl yet.” The man
stepped forward and lifted Emily into hisarms.

She struggled to pull away, straining againg hishold. “Where' s Sara?’
Helicked hislips. “Delicious. The adrendine aways gives the blood such perfect flavor.”

Emily whimpered, even as she redoubled her effortsto escape his hold.



“Look into my eyes, Emily.”

She shook her head, forcing her gaze to remain onTroy’ s dead body. She knew she mustn’t look into
hiseyes. Every ingtinct in her protested doing so.

“I’'vewaited along timefor you,” he whispered, pressing his mouth against her ear, periloudy closeto
her carotid artery. “An eternity, Emily.”

Her eyes widened when the deformed ticket taker shuffled into the room through adoor off to the side.
His eyes were sad when he met hers.

“Tried towarn me,” she whispered.
The deformed man squealed with pain, and anew sore appeared on hisface, weeping clear fluid.

“Yes. Hewasfoolish to risk more of my punishment, having experienced so much in the past.” Theman
lifted her hand to lick thethintrail of blood from her finger.

Emily reflexively watched the action, grimacing. She made the mistake of looking into hiseyesand
ingantly felt asif she was gazing into the spinning barrel again. Only thistime, therewas no greento
counteract the red. Only the bright crimson of fresh blood, coupled with the dark reddish-brown of dried
blood. It was asif hiseyes had sucked her into awhirlpool. Her body struggled to move closer to him,
and her mind had no control over her actions.

She whimpered when he broke eye contact and lowered his head to her neck. She wanted to push him
away, but her amsremained limp at her sde. Only her head moved, tilting backward to allow him better
access. A protest formed in the back of her throat when his teeth pricked her neck, but she couldn’t
voiceit. The wounds throbbed with hesat, but not pain. Instead, asurge of ecstasy swept over her. Soft
sucking sounds broke the silence, and she mentally cringed to know he was drinking her blood, even as
her body clamored for more of the sensual sensations his bite evoked.

Her head spun incessantly, and she fdlt like she had fallen into anever-ending hole. Her eyes closed, and
their conversation seemed to come from along distance.

“Preparefor travel. WE I beleaving in amatter of minutes.”

“What of the funhouse, Master Valsade?’

“Leaveit”

“BU"

“It served its purpose. I’ ve found what | sought.”

He caressed her face, and hisfingers transmitted divers of ice through her skin wherever he touched.
“The change has begun. She'll beready for travel as soon as she dies.”

Emily struggled to keep her eyes open. Someone shoved something againgt her mouth, and thick liquid

trickled insde. Shetried to spit out the coppery solution, but her mouth refused to obey her brain’s
command. The viscous substance did down her throat with no impediment. Even her gag reflex didn’t



respond.

“Wewill be at our destination in amatter of hours. She' Il have time to recover from this experience then.
An eternity, infact.”

His hard laugh accompanied her into a state deeper than unconsciousness.

Chapter Two

Within minutes, she had drifted out of the deep coma-like state. Emily’ s senses remained keen, even
though she couldn’t open her eyes. She was conscious of along period of pain. Like acid pumping
through her veins, it coursed through every inch of her body, soaking her skin with perspiration, and
fedling as though afire burned inside her. She moaned, but no sound emerged. She still seemed to be
caught in that frozen state Valsade swill had imposed upon her.

At some point, he carried her outside. A cool breeze whipped across her hot skin, but she couldn’t
draw in adeep breath to cleanse her insdes. Nor could she open her eyes. She could smell the mingled
scent of sandalwood and blood emanating from him, and fed a solid mass beneath her when helaid her
down, but didn’t identify it as the backseat of acar until she heard the engine turn over.

Sometime during theride, the swaying and gentle rocking of the vehiclelulled her back into degp
unconsciousness. Shefell into adream, tossing and turning. She whimpered and tried to force herself to
awaken, but the dream overpowered her.

England, 1215

Emma opened her eyes at the furtive sounds issuing from the shadows of her room. She sat upin the
massive four-poster bed, shivering asthe cold air in the bedchamber invaded her warm cocoon. She
pulled the fur coverlet up to her neck and scanned the recesses of the room.

She gave up on seeing anything and did from the bed to light the candle on the table. Her bare feet
touched icy stone, reminding her of how cold the room was. She frowned when sheredized the fire had
gone out. The chambermaid wasn't tending to her duties, and would face reprimand in the morning.

Emma reached for the candle and gasped when someone arrested her hand in mid-motion. She opened
her mouth to scream, and a cool hand clamped across her face. Her deep-green eyes widened when
someone turned her around. Shock made her siway when she saw her betrothed standing before her.
“Leaveoff thelight,” he whispered.

As soon as he dropped his hold, shetook an involuntary step back. Her feet sank into the thick fur of
the wolf hide draped across the floor, given by Nicholas one afternoon long ago. Thetiny hairs on the

back of her neck stood up as achill seized her spine. She crossed herself.

Nicholas frowned, taking a step back. “What troubles you, my beloved?’



“Y ou are dead. News was brought by your kin upon hisreturn.” She took another step back. “William
told usyou werekilled in abattle near Jerusdem.” She heard him light the candle and amoment later, he
wasdimly illuminated.

“Do | look dead, Emma?’

She eyed him in the dark-blue tunic, yellow hosen, and leather boots. He looked much as he had when
shelast saw him in ahauberk and surcotte, before he left England for the Crusades two years ago. His
dark hair was several incheslonger now, flowing over one shoulder, and his dark eyes seemed haunted.
His skin was dso paler than she had ever seen. Nicholas was aman who enjoyed the outdoors—hunting,
practicing with hismen and riding his stallion at breakneck pace through green pastures. His palor gave
her doubt of hisgood hedlth.

“Wel?
“I cannot tell, Sr.”
He frowned. “How could | be dead and stand before you?’

Emma shrugged and took another step back as he approached. She stopped only when shefelt the chill
from the stone of the fireplace at her back, shivering when he walked to her, pressing his body against
hers. She yeped and tried to push him away. “’ Tisindecent.”

Nicholas sighed. “We have wasted much time with being proper. Let me taste you, Emma. Join me.”

Her eyeswidened at his seductive drawl, and she groped on the mantle for the cross she kept there. She
felt an urgent need to hold it. “1 know not if you are afevered dream or my own heart’slongings, but you
must leave, Sr.”

“1 am hereand real.” He touched her bare arm, unprotected by the square-necked, deeveless degping
gown fashioned from white cotton. “Fed me.”

She cried out when he pulled her into hisarms, pressing her againgt him. She could fedl the coolness of
his skin even through the thick tunic. Emma could hear his duggish heartbeet where her ear pressed
againg his chest. Shelifted her head, trying to keep any trace of fear from her voice. “I pray you will
come back tomorrow, good sir. Father will surely wish to speak with you and make arrangements.” She
forced a shaky smile, while keeping her eyes averted from his. He mustn’t see how desperate shewasto
have him gone. “’ Tisamiracle you are dive. Thereisno reason to postpone our union.”

He grinned, displaying flashing white teeth. They seemed sharper than when she saw him lagt. “My
thoughts mirrored, sweet Emma. | thought of naught but you whilein distant lands.”

Her heart ached a the words, for she had thought of him every day for the two years he had been gone.
Six months ago, when his brother brought news of his demise, she had thought her heart would never
mend. Without William’ s steadfast support these past few months, she couldn’t have endured the pain.
“My heart wept without you.” Sherelaxed in his embrace, temporarily shoving aside her misgivings. Her
body warmed to his touch, aching for something she didn’t know how to articulate.

“Oh, my love,” he whispered in an urgent tone, “1 cannot be without you for even another day.”

Eveninthe swell of passon that threatened to overwhelm her, she stiffened when he pushed aside one of



her braids and placed hislips against her neck. He till felt colder than he should have, even for moving
about in the middle of the night in midwinter. She renewed her search for the cross. Her fingers brushed
againgt the smooth wood, and she grasped the large symboal in her hand. Nicholas seemed not to notice
as helicked her neck, murmuring words she didn’t understand. His hold tightened abruptly, and she
whimpered.

Nicholasraised hishead. “Do not fear. It shdl not pain you for long.”

Emmacthrust the crossinto hisface, causing him to recoil. She stepped around him and away from the
fireplace, keeping the cross extended. “1 implore you to leave. Now.”

Hisface reflected pain and fear, and he moved farther away from her and the cross. “ Cast aside that
cursed thing,” he snarled. “Be not afraid of what | have become, Emma. * Tiswondrous in many ways.”

It did not look wondrous. Pain contorted his expression, with his upper lip skinned back to expose
elongated fangs. He appeared to be suffering. She wanted no part of it. “Leave now or | shall scream.
Father will send you back to the Hell you have come from if he findsyou herein thisform.”

Nicholastook asingle step toward her. “Y ou are my betrothed. My promised one. Do not forsake me,
beloved.”

She forced aside her pity, refusing to acknowledge the pain in his eyes or the desperation in his stance.
Shewouldn’t let his anguished tone or the clamoring of her own body affect her. Her immorta soul was
much too precious. She had no name for what her former fiancé had become, but knew it must be evil.
God Almighty must surely have turned hisback on Nicholas. “Go now. | shal give you achanceto flee
before | scream.”

He gave amocking bow, and al traces of hurting disgppeared from hisface. His haunted eyes turned
cold. “So kind, m’'lady. Mayhap we should see how well you scream with your throat torn out.”

She swallowed heavily and opened her mouth to cry for help, but hesitated. Once the words | eft her, she
couldn’t call them back. She closed her mouth with aclick, without shouting. “Go now, Nicholas. Do not
be foolish. Father will daughter you.”

Hislipstwisted. “ My existence cannot be undone by one such asyour father.”

Emmaforced her voice to emerge clearly and confidently, denying what her heart told her. Her soul’s
urgings were stronger. “1 could not love you as you are now. Leave meto my lifewith William.”

Hefroze, asif rendered from stone. Findly, hislips moved, though barely, to ask, “What do you spesk
of?’

She met hiseyes, knowing she could not betray atrace of fear. “William kindly offered to act in your
stead. He has been my lord husband for afortnight, Nicholas. | was reluctant when he first offered, but |
lovehimnow.” Never as | loved you , her heart cried out, but she ruthlessly suppressed the betraying
words. He would use any weakness against her.

He shook his head, sending long waves of black hair flowing around his sharp, devastated face. “1 do
not believeyou.” His brow furrowed. “’ Tisnot possible. Y ou would be at Valsade Manor wereit true.”

“William has been dispatched on an errand for King John.” She hugged hersdlf. “Valsade Manor istoo



large, and | have not taken command of the household yet. Nor do | wish to without his support. | opted
to stay with Father until hisreturn.”

Nicholas seemed to shrink before her eyes. He was normally tal and imposing, but his shoulders
dumped forward, and atear hung motionless from hislashes before faling down his cheek when he
bowed his head.

Emma s heart twisted with his pain, so closdly mirroring her own. Why now did hereturn, just as her
heart had begun to embrace another? She took a hesitant step toward him, reaching out her hand. “1 did
not know you lived ill.”

“Lived?’ Heraised his head quickly. Rage distorted hisfeatures, and his eyes burned a dark shade of
red. “You cdl thisliving? | am undead, my beloved.” He spat the final word. “I was desperate to return
to you. | would have done anything.” His mouth curled. “1 became thisto return to you, only to find you
wed to my brother.”

She jumped when he smashed hisfigt into the fireplace. Horror consumed her when helifted his hand to
examine the damage. A thin smear of blood marred the injured knuckles. Even as she went to him, she
saw the bonesin his hand moving under the skin—repairing and reforming to their former state. Shefroze
inches away from him. “What have you become, Nicholas?’

He lifted hishead, turning his gaze from his hand to her. *“Vengeance given form, my faithlesswench.”

She yelped when he jerked her into hisarms, causing her to drop the cross. Emma begt her fists against
his chest, but she might aswell have been afly for dl the damage she did to hissolid frame. He easily
subdued her, crushing her againgt him in so tight an embrace that she could barely draw breath. Coldness
emanated from him, seeping into her bones, and making her become limp. Deeper insde, afirethat had
smmered swelled to an inferno, urging her to ignore her misgivings and surrender.

“Look into my eyes.”
She shook her head, barely finding the energy to do so.
“Do not defy me. Look into my eyes, Emma.”

Agang her will, shefdt her neck curving and her head lifting. Her dark green eyeslocked with endless
pools of scarlet-tinged ebony. She could see her own desath reflected back to her. “Please, have mercy,”
she whispered.

Heignored her plea and broke eye contact to place his mouth against her neck. Hislips moved against
her skin with feathery softness, evoking sensations that raced down her spine. Despite hersdlf, she
moaned when histongue traced the vein pulsing in her throat. She arched her neck further, offering him
more. The voice of reason was fading to a shadowy whisper she could barely hear.

Emma stiffened when histeeth penetrated her skin. A flash of sanity returned, and a scream built in her
throat, but she couldn’t giveit voice. Her body was no longer her own. Shelay helplessin hisarms,
aware of every prick of hisfangs as he greedily sucked her blood, and each corresponding shiver of
pleasure her body gave in response. Soon, she wasfloating. His husky laugh brought ameasure of
lucidity, and she struggled to focus on hisface when helifted his head.

“From bridegroom to widower in afortnight.” His eyes were cold, and he wore ahumorless smile.



“William has tasted but one of your delights, beloved. Before the night isthrough, | shal tastethem dl.”

She wanted to cry as he carried her to the bed, but the tears remained locked in her throat in athick ball
when he lowered her to her feet beside the bed. Her body responded when Nicholas' s hands molded to
her breasts, caressing her nipples through the dressing gown. Sheleaned against him, hiding her face
againg his chest, ashamed of her reaction. How could shelet her body lead her to damnation?

His harsh inhdation as one hand did lower to massage her hip returned Emma s attention to Nicholas,
instead of her introgpection. Shelifted her head to meet his eyes, seeing urgency burning there, but also
tenderness. Anger emanated from him, but not in greater quantity than the love she could sense. It wasn't
desireleading her astray. It waslove. Whatever he was, she could accept it, couldn’t she? Better that
than to face another separation without end. When he had departed for the Crusades, her heart had
broken, not knowing if shewould ever see him again. Upon word of his death, she had wanted to die
hersalf. Having him back now, no matter what he was, should be savored as a gift.

“My love,” he whispered, before moving his mouth down her neck, toward her breests. “So long...”

“Yes.” Too long. Why hadn’t she spoken up when he announced his plan to join the holy wars? Would

he have listened if she had sacrificed her pride and begged him to stay? What would have been different
inther lives? For one thing, she wouldn't fed afrisson of fear underlying the pleasure created each time
he touched her.

Emma gasped when Nicholas stripped off her gown before taking one of her nipplesinto his mouth, as
both of his handswent to her buttocks, cupping and pressing them to bring her pelvisin snug aignment
with his. His cock pressed againgt the moist entrance of her pussy, held at bay only by the cloth of his
hosen. When he flicked histongue across her nipple, she could fed her own blood from his mouth as he
smeared it over her body. Thewound on her neck wept rivulets of life forcein asteady stream. She
reached up to touch it, dmogt jilted from theidyllic interlude, but his hand Ieft her buttocksto catch hers
before she could reach her neck. Nicholas lifted his head from her bresst.

“Look at me.”

She looked up, compelled to obey the command in hisvoice, as surely as her body demanded she do
s0. Anything for his heavenly touch to continue.

“Do not fret, beloved. Lose yoursdf in this moment. Forget about anything my brother might have taught
you and remember only me...your husband.”

“Yes, m'lord.” Slowly, her hand dropped back to her side, while his till held it. What had she planned
todowithit?

“Touchme”

Y es, that must be what she had been about to do. Emma ducked her head, too shy to meet his eyes
when she stroked the bulge at the front of his hosen. Her eyeswidened at the way his hard cock twitched
at her light touch. “Doesit hurt?’

“Nay.” Hethrust hiships, pushing his cock deeper against her hand. “’ Tis pleasurable.”

Curiosity compelled her to explore more of the length of him, but propriety stilled her hand. She couldn’t
bring hersdlf to cup his cock, nor could she withdraw.



Helaughed, pulling her closer to him. She looked up to meet his gaze, searching for atrace of anger, and
finding none. Her brow furrowed. Why would Nicholas be angry with her?

A blush heated her cheeks when Nicholas stepped away from her to strip off his surcotte and hauberk.
Still, she couldn’t tear her gaze from his muscled chest, dusted with a sprinkling of dark hair. His skin was
as pa e asthe moonlight spilling through the barred window, but wasn't ungppeding. Her hand trembled
when she reached out to stroke his chest. The stiff hairstickled her fingers, and she smiled at the
sensation, letting her self-consciousness dip away. Securein hislove, what did she haveto fear?

He brought her against his body again, lifting her around the waist to set her on the bed. Emmaleaned
back with her arms behind her, staring up a him with awe. Something worried at the back of her mind,
but looking into hiseyes madeit easy to banish dl thoughtsthat didn’t involve the moment unfolding
between them. She held out anarm. “1 love you.”

He closed hiseyesfor just asecond, asif savoring the words. Emma sinsides melted at the vulnerability
in hisreaction.

Nicholas kicked off his boots and stripped his hosen with hurried movements. Emma s courage deserted
her as his cock sprang free, and she averted her eyes from the nest of curls surrounding the shaft.

Instead, she let her eyes remain on his chest as he walked forward with the gait of apanther. Ashe
dropped onto the bed, pushing her onto her back, her nose wrinkled in response to the scent of blood.
Was he hurt?

The thought fled when his mouth danted over hers, and histongue thrust inside to sweep the depths. She
moaned, curling her fingersinto hishair. A coppery tastelingered on histongue, but she couldn’t placeit.
As her mind tried to focus on identifying it, a kaleidoscope of colorswhirled behind her eyes, and her
thoughts scattered, becoming unfocused.

She closed her eyes when Nicholas s thumb dipped insde her pussy, stroking gently. She gasped when
he feathered it across her clit, and her hips arched of their own accord, seeking more.

“Wanton,” he said with agrowl. Histone was amix of affection and annoyance.

Emma opened her eyes, prepared to question hisreaction, but got lost in the liquid depths of his dark
eyes. Her own became unfocused, and a sigh passed her lips when she sank back into the erotic trance
imprisoning her.

Her lids drifted closed when Nicholas sfinger dipped insde her, probing at her entrance. She winced as
he went deeper, but couldn’t muster the energy to protest. It was more pleasurable than painful anyway,
even when hisfinger was degp insde, wriggling againgt thewals of her pussy. Her hipswerethrusting in
leisurdy time with his hand, and a sensation she hadn’t experienced before was building insde, hovering
on the edge of release.

“Surrender to it, my love.”

Nicholas s coaxing whisper released the floodgates holding back her natural reaction. A sob escaped
Emma when the sensation exploded insde her, feding asthough it dragged her somach into her pussy,
before smdll ripples of pleasure spread outward, engulfing her body. She clung to him, frightened and
exhilarated Smultaneoudy.



“Mine”

His cold tone brought her back to redity. Her eyes snapped open to stare into his, and she remembered
flashes of the events leading them to this moment. Her body ill shuddered with pleasure, but fear was
sweeping through her in equal measure. It increased at the frigid expression on hisface, and the distant
way he held himsdlf as he fused his body with hers, as he said once more, “Mine,” with amanner of
findity that sent ashiver up her spine.

Emma experienced abrief surge of pain at his possession and saw his eyes widen. Shetried to move her
mouth to explain William’ s summons arrived the very day of their wedding, but her lipsrefused to form
the words when her eyeslocked with his. Lightheadedness swept over her, and the vortex of hiseyes
sucked her into anear oblivion.

“So, William has not tasted you.” He appeared unsettled, and the coldness faded for amoment, before
he scowled again. “Nor will he ever.”

Shelay ill asdeath under his passionate ondaught, crying internd tears at their joining. Just minutes
ago, her body had been singing with joy at histouch, but now everything had changed. In her many girlish
fantases of their wedding night, she had never thought their union would be like this. She had remained
ignorant of the ways of coupling, but had expected Nicholas stouch to be full of love when he
demydtified the experience. He had been so gentle with her scant moments ago, until it cametimetojoin
them. Maybe the action had reminded him of her marriage to William and rekindled hisrage.

Her memory had returned, but she was too wesk to fight against him. Tears dipped from her eyeswhen
her body responded to each thrust of his, awakening with renewed senativity and building anew toward
another release. A small sob escaped her when her body betrayed her with another orgasm, as
Nicholas s cock spasmed inside her. Out of histhrall, fear for her soul outweighed the cry of her body
for histouch.

After dropping agentle kiss against her forehead, he rolled away and stood up with his back to her. His
shoulders bowed, and he made no move to touch her. He began to pace.

Shetried to turn her head to see him when he moved from her line of sight, but couldn’t. Emmadared to
hope he would |leave, having had his revenge for her supposed sins. While she waited to see what he
would do, she grew increasingly lightheaded. Even if he left now, she doubted she would survive the
night. The keep’ s physician would no doubt bleed her, while priests prayed for her, easing her passage to
the next world. William would return home in afortnight to find her dead. Hetruly loved her, and she
dared not consider how he would take the news.

Emma decided her death would have no witnesses besides Nicholas when she felt the bed dip upon his
return. Hiswould be the last face she saw before death claimed her. She wouldn’t find comfort or solace
in hisharsh visage. His cold rage wouldn’t dlow him to understand her actions.

A breath escaped her when he pulled her into hisarms. Shelay as till as a statue, unable to return his
embrace as her life force ebbed.

“I forgive you, my beloved,” he whispered into her ear. “Y ou will join mein eternity.” He leaned down
to brush akissagaing her lips. “Y ou are even more beautiful near desth.”

She was able to voice a small whimper when his mouth returned to her neck. Once again, hisfangs
clamed her vein as hisloins had so recently taken her innocence. Rather than pain, thistime warmth



surged through her. Wasit the flush of death, or something more?

Minutes later, when helifted his head, shefelt nothing at al, except cold and numb. When he dashed
open hiswrigt with his own fang, shewasn't repulsed. Not even when he held the dripping wound to her
opened mouth and let the blood flow inside did shetry to resist. It oozed down her throat and lodged like
asmadl ball of icein her somach.

“Soon, you will become. Wewill rest awhile, until your desth. Then | shdl take you from here.”

Her unblinking eyes remained fastened on the ceiling as she felt unconsciousness dip over her.

“Open your eyes, Emily.”

She heard the summons from far away. The voice was so compelling that she struggled to cast off the
dream holding her hostage. For amoment, she was frozen somewhere between Emily and Emma.
Sowly, hisvoice grew stronger and penetrated the dream state, enabling her to blink open bewildered
blue eyes.

“Y ou must drink thisto speed up the change.”

The man from the funhouse—Nicholas in her dream—hovered over her, holding acrystd goblet filled
with dark-red liquid, which he pressed to her lips. Shetried to turn her head, but found hersdlf still unable
to move. Once more, coppery fluid flowed into her mouth, but this time she choked asit dripped down
her throat.

“Drink itdl.”
“Perhapsit istoo much, master?’
“1 know what she needs. Leave us, Tremont.”

Emily’ s chest was heavy when she tried to draw in adeep breath, with no success. It was asif she
wasn't breathing at al. To her rdlief, he withdrew the goblet. Hisface moved closer to hers, and she
could seethe dilver rings around his pupils, the only color in his eyes asde from black. Stubble was
forming on his chin, indicating he had been too busy to shave.

“Seep now, my beloved. Dream of other times and other lives.” Helifted her hand and kissed the pam.
“Dream of me.”

Asif obeying his command, her eyes closed as though they had tiny weightstied to them. She returned
to the dream of Emma.

* * % % %

Emmawoke early in the morning and turned her head. She redized she could now move and scooted
away from Nicholas s still form. He seemed to bein adeath-like state. His chest barely rose and fell,
with long seconds between each shalow breath. He would have looked dead, but his skin wasn't pale
enough—~because of her blood?



Moving carefully, she did from the bed and examined hersdlf in the cheval looking glass. Dried blood
smeared her pure white skinin severd places. Heavy purple shadows bruised her eyes. Crimson streaks
had dried on her lips, and she hissed with disgust when the stench and taste of blood flooded her nose
and mouth. It was only amemory, but was nonetheless repulsive.

Now she knew what her love had become. Vampire. The villagers whispered such wordsin the night,
blaming the creaturesfor the Plague, deaths of cattle and small children, and any number of misfortunes.
She hadn’t known whether to believe or not, until now. She had become one. She knew she must be.
She could hear the birds outside her window gtirring in their nests and fed the wild ones moving in their
densfar away. Their heartbeats echoed in her ears, as did those of the people stirring in her father’s
cadtle and the village beyond. She was more dive and infinitely less dive than she ever had beenin her
life

Emmaracked her brain, struggling to remember the curesfor vampirism. All she could recall were
methodsto kill them permanently. Holy water, a stake through the heart, sunlight—

She didn’t think twice before rushing to the window in her room. Thefirst rays of sunlight stresked
acrossthe sky, and she thrust her bare arm through the iron bars in place for protection during asiege.
Shewaited for incredible pain to consume her as the sun touched her fingers, but the only pain shefelt
was an aching between her thighs that had been with her since waking. She frowned and reached out
farther, until the sun touched her wrist. There was till no burning.

“’Tisnot strong enough yet to harm you,” Nicholas said from behind her. He sounded bored. “Even at
the highest point of midday, it would do naught but turn your skin alight red, and that would take hours.
We are more senditive to sunlight, but it cannot kill us. Y ou will probably never again ride through a
meadow on asummer afternoon, but nor will you find escape in o innocuous a source.”

She cried out with frustration and whirled away from thewindow. “1 curse you to Hell for what you have
made me.”

Helaughed. “| have given you eternity in my arms, beloved.”

Emma shook her head, clamping her hands over her ears. “I do not want it.” But asmal part of her did
want it...wanted him...and everything accepting him would entail. She shook her head more vigoroudly,

struggling to deny the urge.
“We shdl betogether forever.” He spoke more loudly so she could hear.
Shetore her handsfrom her earsto glare at him. “1 did not ask for this.”

Hislips curved into amocking smile. “Think of it asasecond chance. | heard those words once, when |
thought | had lost everything.” Nicholas's cold laugh filled the room. L ook where they brought me.”

She huddled on the floor, and awail broke from her, ignoring Nicholas when he rushed forward and
tried to quiet her. She broke away from him somehow and crawled across the floor. Salvation beckoned.

“Wherewill you go that | cannot follow? 1 will dways return you to me.”
She blocked out his confident words and focused on getting to the crosslying so near. He moved behind

her as she reached for the cross, stepping on her hand. She grasped the wood in her hands and
screamed asit burned into her flesh. Her expression mirrored her agony when shelooked into his eyes.



Arrogance reflected back at her, but it wastinged with fear.

“Hurts, doesit not? | have heard you may overcomethe pain if you stop believing.” Nicholas s mouth
twisted. “1 have not yet been able to overcome alifetime of indoctrination.”

Sheforced hersalf to endure and even embrace the pain. The crosswas her only way back from an
eternity of evil. She knew she could never go back to her days as Lady Emma. Nor could she stand a
half-existence as what Nicholas had made her, much as her heart wanted her to give in so she could be
by hisside. Sweet oblivion wasthe only dternative.

He ground hisfoot on her hand. “Release it before you burn through your flesh, foolish girl.”

Emma shook her head and gritted her teeth. She forced her wrist to twist unnaturally so she could touch
the crossto the bridge of hisbarefoot. A savage grin split her face when she heard him scream. He
backed away, and she hugged the cross against her as she sat up.

His eyes narrowed and focused directly on her face. “ Do not, Emma. | command you to release it.”

Shefet her arm go numb, and her hand loosened on the cross at his severe tone. She concentrated on
maintaining her grip.

“Look a me.”

Sweat beaded her forehead when she brought the cross against her arm, searing the flesh, and blocking
out hissummons.

“It shal not work. Y ou cannot burn yoursdlf to death with that. Y ou could not if you crucified yourself to
afull-szecross”

Sheforced her mind away from hisvoice, making her fingers grasp the wooden symbol firmly.
Hisvoice dropped an octave. “Put it down.”

Sheraised her am highintheair, preparing hersdf.

A hint of desperation crept into histone. “ Suicides go to Hell.”

Sheturned her head and looked & him, finding it easier to resist the dark pull of his eyesand the dark
urgings of her own heart. “1 am dready dead.” She turned her head away from him again and closed her
eyes, sending a prayer to her maker.

Emmabit her lip, wincing as a newly grown fang broke through the tender skin. In one last movement of
desperation, she grasped the crossin her hand and brought it toward her chest with al her strength,
impaling hersdlf with the blunt end. The strength borne from the change aided the unsharpened stakeinits
quest for her heart. It was as though afire had consumed her chest cavity, searing away her heartina
sngle burst of agony.

Her final scream was mingled pain and pleasure. She had escaped eternal damnation. She only hoped it
wasn't too late for redemption.



Emily’ s eyes snapped open, and she sat up in one jerky motion with a scream trapped in her throat. She
could il fedl the burning wound from the cross and lifted her T-shirt—someone had removed her jacket
at some point—to check for awound. The skin around her lacy white brawas as smooth and creamy as
ever. It had al been adream.

She blinked and looked around the room, redlizing everything was fuzzy. What had he done to her? Her
eyes burned, and she couldn’t focus on anything. She reached up to take out her contacts for cleaning.
Upon removing them, the room came sharply into focus. She frowned. Her vision was never good
enough to see across aroom without her lenses or glasses, yet she could read the hands of the small
chrome clock on the oppositewall: 11:00. But wasit am. or p.m.?

Emily turned her head to look out the window, but heavy drapes blocked the view. She scooted to the
edge of the large bed, briefly noticing how smooth and silky the coverlet was, and svung her bare feet
onto the floor. They sank into plush black carpeting as she leaned forward to put the contacts on the
black lacquered nightstand.

Lightheadedness swept over her, and Emily paused to rest before attempting to stand. Her gaze drifted
around the room, taking in the obvious opulence. Black lacquered dressers and tables of asturdy and
antique design complemented the black carpet. Red accent touches like the drapes, coverlet, and swirls
in the marble mantle above the fireplace brought the only reief to the stark color, asde from smal
touches of chrome. Even thewallswere black. Shetilted her head to examine the ceiling, finding it too
was black. What a depressing color scheme.

Emily took a deep breath and redlized she had drawn in only ashallow breath. Her chest seemed
parayzed and incgpable of taking in sufficient oxygen, but how could it be? She couldn’t live on tiny
bresths. Fear filled her again when she recalled the last moments of her dream asEmma

How much had truly been adream? It wasn't thefirst time she had dreamed of peoplein the past, but
never in such detail. Only brief snatches here and there. She couldn’t remember having dreamed of
Emmabefore, and certainly neveras her.

Her somach gurgled and clenched, reminding Emily how hungry she was. She had no ideahow long she
had been unconsciousin this place, but she had to escape. Her parents must be worried sick. She
blanched, imagining how Saraand Troy’s parents would fedl when they learned what had happened to
their children. Ron probably shared their fate, athough she had not seen him or asked about him.

She gained her feet on trembling legs, feding worse than the time she had thefluand ran a
hundred-and-five fever. She had the same disconnected sensation in her head, but the sharp pangs of
hunger kept her focused on the here-and-now.

Emily shuffled to main black door and twisted the highly polished chrome knob. It made aquarter-turn
before freezing. Shetried the other direction, with the same result. As she had anticipated, he had locked
her in. Her captor wasn't likely to make escape easy for her, after all.

She moved to the next door, finding awalk-in closet. The wardrobe was bare, save for her fleece jacket
hanging neatly on ahanger. She dammed the closet door and hurried across the room to the last door,
twisting the chrome handle, and finding a bathroom. Like the bedroom, the colors were black and red,
with small touches of slver chrome.

She walked across the shiny black tile, wincing at the coldness against the soles of her feet, and propped



her elbows on the counter. She bowed her head forward and turned on the chrome faucet. When the
water was cold enough, she splashed handfuls on her face, hoping to dispd the lingering fuzzy feding.
When shelifted her head, she saw her reflection in the mirror and winced. Her skin was desthly pale.
Huge purple bruises under her eyes dominated her face. Crimson smears of blood, freshly moistened by
her clumsy face washing, trailed across her cheeks. Once again, she remembered Emma simage
reflected in the antique mirror and couldn’t help noting the smilaritiesto her current appearance.

Emily hadtily averted her eyesfrom the mirror and lifted afluffy red towel from the rack. After drying her
face, she examined the rest of the bathroom. Aside from the grimly depressing black decorating scheme,
it was unremarkable.

Fedling dightly refreshed, she left the bathroom and returned to the room where she had awvakened.
Once more, Emily tried the door. She twisted the knob vicioudy back and forth, and then rattled it.
When the door failed to yield, she pounded on it, raising her voice. “Let meout,” she cried repeatedly.
Her tone gtarted out firm and demanding, but as the minutes passed without any acknowledgement, her
voice weskened, as did the impact of her fists against the black door.

Findly, she sank to her knees on the thick carpeting and stopped shouting. As tears streaked down her
cheeks, she found hersdlf thinking maybe it was better to be ignored than noticed. Who knew what the
man planned to do to her?

She crawled across the floor and climbed back onto the bed. Her head pounded, and her stomach
twisted itsdlf in knots. Her entire body ached for something, but she didn’t know what. Asshelay inthe
dark, staring up &t the black celling, Emily became aware of the sounds outsde. Treaffic, hornsand music
merged into a thunderous cacophony, indicating shewasin alarge city. Most of al, she could hear the
millions of heartbeats pounding as one insde her head. Her somach growled, and she had the urge to
hold a till-beating heart in her hand. To taste the lifeblood pumping from the organ, before the heart
ceased beating when it discovered it had been severed from its body. She longed to savor that eternal
dtillness, to takeit inside her as part of her forever.

Emily cried out at her disturbing thoughts and buried her head under the pillows. The pounding in her
head didn’t diminish. Nor did the hunger surging through her. A keening cry broke from her asshe
struggled to suppress the dark thoughts and emotions overwheming her. Shetried to deny her hunger for
blood, even as her body clamored for sustenance.

Chapter Three

She heard akey in thelock, followed by the twisting of the doorknob, severa hourslater. Emily’ seyes
reflexively darted to the small chrome clock, which read 6:00, sill not knowing whether it wasam. or
p.m. She did into agtting position on the bed and was in the process of gaining her feet when the door
opened. He stepped inside as she stood up.

For several seconds, he stared at her. His eyes moved over her face, down her body and back to her
eyes again. She shivered under the scrutiny and crossed her arms over her chest. Emily’ svoice remained
locked in her throat, smothered by fear.

He walked toward her, moving with such inherent grace he gppeared to be floating. His body wasfluid
perfection, with each muscle visibly contracting under his pale, smooth skin—at least the sections



showing around the black silk shirt unbuttoned to hiswaist. Unlike when he had taken her in the
funhouse, his skin bore no flush. Ingtead, he was pae. On anyone e se, the pallor would have made the
person seemill, but it only added to his captivating appearance.

When he stopped before her, dmost within touching, Emily took a step back. Her leg collided with a
nightstand, and she winced when the sharp edge gouged her skin through the denim pants.

Hislips curved into asmile. His eyes gleamed seductively. “Welcome, Emily.” The words sounded like
velvet given avoice. “I trust you dept well.”

Wasthere ahint of mocking to histone? Her eyes narrowed, and she was able to summon her voice,
“What have you done to me? Why am | here? Who are you?’ The questions tumbled from her in arush.

“All answerswill comein good time.” Hetook another step forward, reaching out to touch her hand.

She jerked her arm away and stared up at him with frightened eyes. “Why me?’

His expression grew troubled, and his eyes clouded. He turned his head from her to avoid her gaze. He
wore abrooding expression. “The dreamswill give you dl the answers, beloved. Y ou know some of it

aready. Who | am and what you are. Don't you, Emily?’

She shook her head, denying the truth. “It was just adream. It doesn’t mean anything. | don’t know
anything.”

He snorted softly. “Resist if you must. The memories will open your eyes soon enough.”

“Please, let me go home.” She hated the weak, pleading tone in her voice, but couldn’t force a defiance
shewasfar from feding. Shelonged only to return to her own room and her boring family. Emily would
give anything to hear her father complain about changesin the tax code or her mother prattle on about
her friends. Even her butthead little brother’ s practical jokes would be welcome.

He shook his head. “Y ou are home. It isn't Valsade Manor, but we make do.”

Sheblinked at the familiar reference. “How did you—"

His head dipped lower, placing his mouth near her ear. “Memories have become dreams. Y ou’ ve had
themdl your life, haven't you?’

Refusing to meet his eyes, she jerked her head away. “ Just dreams. Nothing more.”
“Dreams of other times, other lives. Dreams of another you. Dreams of me, perhaps?’

Emily shook her head. “Never of you. A shadowy man sometimes, but he has no face.” She shuddered,
remembering snatches of the dreamsthat had haunted her since childhood. “ Such power and danger.”

Hislipscurved into agmile, flashing hisfangs. “Me.”
“No. | don't believeit.”

He sghed. “Y ou will accept the truth as the dreams become more vivid.”



Her eyeswidened. “Morevivid?’

“Likethe dream of Emma.” Hetouched her face, ignoring the way she stiffened. “ The memory of your
former df.”

Emily shook her head again. “I don't believein that junk.”
“Reincarnation?’

“It' snonsense.”

He shrugged. “ Y ou will learn, beloved.”

Her shoulderstightened. “ Stop calling me that.”

A bitterseet smile curved hislips. “Y ou oncelived to hear thewordsfal from my lips.” He chuckled.
“Now you have died to do s0.”

She stepped away from him, placing several feet between them before turning around. “I don’t know
you. Why won't you believe that?’

His expression hardened. Y ou do know me, but you' ve forgotten. Y ou will know me again. Thistime
forever.”

Emily’ s eyes connected with his. A frisson of terror dithered down her spine at hiswords. “You're
obvioudy somekind of nut job.”

To her surprise, he laughed. “ Sweet Emily. Ever the brave one.”

Before she could blink, he stood beside her. Emily turned her head, finding her face inchesfrom his
chest. “How did you move like that?’

“Itisnatural now. One day, you' Il know how too.”

Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Please, please, please. Just et me go home. | won't tell anyone about this. |
swear.”

Hisdark eyesgrew cold. “As| have said, you are home. Y ou belong to me, Emily. Get used to the idea.
Your lifeasEmily Swesso isover. She'sdead.”

She clapped her hands over her ears. “No.”

He dragged down her hands, holding them locked in avise-like grip at her sdes. “I killed her. The new
Emily wasborn in arush of death and pain.” His expression became tender. “My Emily.”

A sob broke free when she tried to wrench away from him. A cry tore from her lips as pain shot up her
arms, and shefailed to escape hishold. “I don’t belong to you. I'm Emily Swesso—twenty, just finishing
my last year of junior college with a3.9 GPA and transferring to NY U next fal. | hang out with my
friends, and just got anew car after earning the down payment working at the grocery store. None of this
isrea.” Her voice had continued to rise, and she shouted, “Y ou aren't real!”



He dapped her. Not hard enough to bruise or even make her fal, but the sting of his pam against her
cheek quieted her. “Y our stubbornness will get you nowhere. Aren’t you hungry, Emily?’

At hiswords, her somach twisted and convulsed, asif tying itself in knots. Swesat streamed off her
body, and her heartbeat pounded in her ears—no, not her heartbeat. Rather, the heartbesat of the entire
city. The dark thoughtsthat visited her earlier returned in crashing waves. Her legs trembled, and she
nodded, too weak to speak.

“Show me you' re beginning to remember who you are, and Il |et you feed.”

She bit her lip, wincing as a sharp tooth did through the skin. He must have splintered it during the
kidnapping. She stared up a him with confusion. Her need battled her will. Although aching for food, she
couldn’'t giveinto his deluded fantasy. If she played dong, shewould belost forever. “I am Emily
Swesso,” shesaid inaclear, strong voice. “1’m not Emma, or whomever you want meto be. You
probably drugged me, which caused the crazy dream.”

His shoulders dumped, and he shook hishead. “Why must you resst?’ he whispered. Then heran a
hand through hislong black hair. “I will return to you in awhileto seeif you have accepted the truth.” He
moved away from her, heading toward the door.

Emily rushed past him, throwing hersdlf a the door. She reached for the handle and twigted it. A sharp
pain shot up her arm from her hand, and she looked down. In place of the doorknob, she held afat black
snakein her hand. Its skin was scaly, but not dimy. It had buried itsteeth in the back of her hand. With a
scream, shetried to cast it away from her. The tenacious snake' s fangs stayed buried in her hand.

She shook it, trying to didodge the serpent. Emily looked down, and another scream ripped from her
throat. An 0ozing mass of snakes dithered around the door. Green, brown, red and multicolored skins
blended in ariotous display. Short, thin snakes oozed over fatter, dower snakes. Severa of the larger
onesweredining on their smaler compatriots, and Emily could smell the coppery stench of their blood fill
the room. Thefaint bitterness tainting the odor curbed her hunger. Several of the snakes hissed at her
when her eyesfell on them, asif warning her away. She heard therattle of arattlesnake and turned to
run.

Emily collided with him. He stood behind her, with hisarms crossed. Helooked camly at the snake
attached to her hand, then at the snakes dithering around the room. His expression didn’t change.

She whimpered when one crawled across her bare foot. Looking down, she saw a blood-red snake
with ablack face squirming over her foot. It opened its mouth to hiss at her, and she saw glistening drops
of clear fluid drip from the snake’ swickedly sharp fangs. Wasit venom?“Please.”

“Please, what?’' He sounded bored.

“Makethem go away.” Emily cried out when the snake struck without warning, burying itsfangsin her
ankle. Her head started spinning as pain coursed up her leg in throbbing waves simpatico with those
issuing from her hand. The red snake continued on itsway after tasting her, moving far from the path of
theman in front of her.

He lifted her hand and grasped the snake by the back of the head. He squeezed so hard blood oozed
around hisfingers, accompanied by asmal cracking sound. The snake went limp, and the fangs did from
her flesh. He held up the dead snake to show her the crushed skull. “ So easy.” Hisvoice was a husky
whisper. “ Such afragile thing, and so easly crushed.” His eyeslocked with hers. “Imagine the pain.”



It was asif ahand grasped her skull and squeezed. Emily gasped and reached up with both hands, trying
to pry away theinvisibleforceps. Her body became one mass of agony, between her head, hand and
ankle. She cried out and fell to her knees. The snakes surrounded her, crawling over her legs and fedt.
She wanted to brush them away, but most of her attention remained focused on the crushing painin her
head. “ Stop,” she forced out through gritted teeth.

“What ismy name?’

The question was unexpected, and her mouth fell open. She took a deep breath, trying to combat the
anguish heinflicted. “1 don't know.” Her voice was areedy whisper, completely lacking the conviction
she planned to interject.

The pain grew sharper, and pressurefilled her skull. Emily’ s eyes bulged outward, and she vomited on
the carpet. A scream rose in her throat, but she had no voiceto giveit life. Once more, she heaved,
disgorging the remainder of the meager contentsin her somach. A fresh wave of nausea swept through
her when she saw the red-black color of her vomit. It looked like blood.

He knelt before her, brushing aside the snakes casudly. “ Say my name, and the pain will end.”
She whimpered and tried to fight back the word hovering on her tongue. Uttering it gave hisinsanity

vaidation. She was determined not to givein, but the name forced itsway through her locked teeth, asif
shewere not in control of her own tongue. “N-nich-nicholas.”

The pain eased immediately. She dropped her hands from her head to support herself and touched soft
carpet. When she looked down, dl the snakes were gone. Only the vomit remained. She looked at the
back of her hand and saw the wound close before her eyes. By the time she leaned back and brought her
ankle up for ingpection, the skin was smooth and unmarred—as if the bite mark had never been there.
Wasitdl anilluson?

Her eyeswere wide, and shefdt a phantom pounding in her ears, though she could barely hear her own
heartbeat thumping faintly. “Where did the snakes go?’ Her voice emerged asarasp.

Nicholas pushed the hair off her face and smiled at her. He didn’t answer her question. “Obey me, and
there will be no more need for unpleasantness.”

She swallowed back a protest at the quaint description of unpleasantness. The last few minutes had been
torture and terror, but nothing so easy as unpleasantness. “Never.”

He sighed, but hisanger didn’t gppear to return. “Never isalong time, my beloved. Rest now and
dream. When | return, | may alow you to feed.” With one last caress of her cheek, he got to hisfeet and
walked to the door.

Emily reached out for him, but her hand missed hisleg. “I’'m so hungry.”

He opened the door, not giving any indication of having heard.

“You can't do thisto me. Y ou can't starve me to death. What kind of monster are you?’

He haf-turned to ook over his shoulder. “Enough,” he said impatiently. “ Seep.”



“I’'m not—" Even asthe protest formed, Emily’ s eyes grew heavy. Her body relaxed, and she dumped
forward. She was vaguely aware of him returning to lift and carry her to the bed, but was unable to pull
away from him. Within seconds of her head touching the feather pillow, she was adeep.

1511, San Juan Bautista (Puerto Rico)

Hedidn't seem to be like the Spaniards. The differences went deeper than his pale skin and dark hair,
or hisname of Nicholas, which sounded nothing like the others . There was darknessin his eyesthat
drew her in. They seemed to watch her every move since hisarrival at Boriken—or San Juan Bautistaas
the foreigners called the idand—afew days ago.

Erukan’s eyes were just as quick to follow him. Something about the man drew her to him. She had seen
many foreignersin her fifteen years. The Spaniards invaded her home just afew years before her birth, so
she had never known the glorious times when the Taino were free, or when her father’ s status of Cacique
gtill meant something. All she had known wasthe casud cruelty of the men who had invaded her home.
Her knowledge of glory days came from tribal eders.

Hewas different. He didn’t assume he could have any woman near him, and he had not beaten anyone
in the days she had watched him. He kept strange hours, often deeping through the afternoon, but when
disturbed from his dumber, he might beimpatient, but never violent.

Sheloved him. Erukén had no ideawhen it had happened. Perhaps the moment their eyes locked when
the latest ship from Spain arrived. She had stood in the pre-dawn light watching the men unload the
dark-skinned African daves and had noticed the way he knelt to assst an elderly daveto hisfeet after
one of the Spaniards knocked him down.

How could she love him when they had never even spoken to each other? It made no sense, but she
knew him in away she couldn’t explain. He had haunted her dreams, even before hisarrival on the
idand. She shivered as adream fragment came back to her. It was the one she hated, of the woman with
the cross so similar to the ones the Spaniards worshipped.

Erukan blocked out the memory and dipped across the rocky shoreto follow him. She knew his
destination, if hefollowed his pattern of the past few days. Near sunset, he always went to aprivate
section of beach where few ventured. After bathing, he would dip into the foliage and return anywhere
from afew minutesto an hour later. Once he washed hisface, he would return to the settlement. She
didn’t know what he did during histripsinto the undergrowth and hadn’t been confident of her ghility to
follow slently.

She stopped several feet from him, pressed herself behind alarge rock, and leaned out to watch him
disrobe. Her cheeks flushed pink when he stripped off the leather tunic, followed by the boots and
trousers. She couldn’t keep her eyesfrom drifting to hislower body, to admire the size and shape of his
cock, resting on abed of dark curlsthat beckoned her fingersto run through them. Although she had
seen him nude every night for the last four, his body <till awed her. Never had she seen skin so pale, even
on the Spaniards, whose olive skin was no match for her own deep bronze, and certainly not on the
imported daves, with their skin of matte black.

She held her breath as he walked into the gently rolling waves. From her vantage point, she couldn’t
clearly seethe details of hisbody, but the bunching of his muscles and the fluid way he moved was
vigble, making it difficult to bresthe. Warmth spread through her body, seeming to radiate from her



pussy. She knew the ways of men and women, thanks to her mother’ swarning to avoid the Spanish men.
Her mother’ s description of rape had haunted her, making her wary of any man, but for thefirst timein
her life, she wanted to lie with aman—him. Nicholas.

He stayed in the warm water for severa minutes before returning to the sand. He perched on arock
near the waves until his pale skin had dried in the fading sun before dipping on his boots and trousers, but
leaving the legther tunic hanging over the rock.

She watched him disappesar into the jungle and dared to dip away from her hiding place. Erukan’s eyes

darted around the stretch of sand, seeing no one. On fleet feet, unimpeded by the heavy brown dress she
had wound around her hipsand tied at her waist, she went to histunic and lifted it, burying her facein the
leather materid to inhde his scent. Her nose wrinkled at the faint smell of old blood, not quite masked by
the mingled scents of sandawood and perspiration. Had he injured himself?

“My little follower,” he said in asmooth, rough voice, with an accent different from the others.

Her eyes widened when he spoke behind her, and she whirled to face him. He stood inches from her,
and her stomach quivered. Never had she expected to stand so close to him. Her heart pounded in her
ears, and she dropped histunic. Erukan ran from him, but skidded to a halt when he was suddenly in
front of her again. She blinked, and then looked back at the rock. “1—"

He smiled, revealing even teeth with pointy incisors. Y ou speak Spanish.”

“I went to the school in Caparrafor atime.” She couldn't believe her first spoken wordsto him were
about her enforced education. At least she hadn’t blurted out her tender fedlings.

He stared at her in silence, and then reached out to touch her coarse dark hair, bound into braids. “So
different in gppearance, but | recognize your soul.”

“| do not understand.”
Nicholas smiled at her. “Y ou do not have to. Come with me, Erukan.”
Shefrowned. “Y ou know my name?’

He nodded. “1 know al about you.” Hetook her hand and led her back to the rock, where he knelt to
pick up histunic. “You arethe reason | am here, beloved.”

His use of that endearment stirred shadowy cobwebs in her memory. Her frown deepened. “1 am? But,
why?’

He sat on the rock and pulled her down beside him. “A woman | met nearly ahundred years ago—"
Her eyeswidened. “ A hundred? How can that be?’

Nicholas pressed afinger to her lips. His eyes clouded, and his mouth twisted. “1 knew her briefly. Her
gift of sght led meto you.” He must have seen her confusion. “I had despaired of ever finding you again.
Shetold me to seek out Ponce de Leodn to find my lost love.”

“Thegovernor?’



He nodded and put hisarm around her. “Y es. Shetold me | would understand when the time wasright.
| awoke afew months ago and knew where you were, as surely as| know myself.”

Erukén shook her head. “Y ou are confusing me.”

Nicholas shrugged. “Y ou will remember after the change. She told me the memorieswould return as
dreams, with alittle prodding from me.”

“Dreams?’ Her eyeswidened. “How do you know of the dreams?’
He looked surprised. “What do you dream about?”’

“You.” Sheblushed and dropped her eyes. “And awoman,” she whispered. “ She hasacrosslike the
priest’s, and she—" She broke off, unable to give voice to the woman’ s deeds.

“What of thiswoman? How does shelook?’

“Long black hair and dark green eyes. Her skinisnearly aspale asyours.” She met his gaze, drawn into
the deep black pools. “Who isshe?’

“She was Emma de Gaunthet, my betrothed.” Helifted her hand and kissed the palm. “Y ou are she.”
Erukan’s brow furrowed. “How can that be?’

Helifted ashoulder. “1 do not know how you cameto be again, but | am thankful. Isthere somewhere
private we may go?’

She didn’t fed even amoment’ s hesitation when she nodded and grasped his hand before standing. “The
caves. We must walk.”

“| am capable. Show me the way, beloved.”

She led him up the mountain, grasping his hand. Her bare feet moved easily over the rocks exposed
under the gray dirt. Her mother had told her of the days when this mountain was covered with trees,
before the Spaniards came and dug holesinside, forcing the Taino men to mine for the gold they hoarded
and sent by shiploads back to their homes across the vast ocean.

“You are not winded,” she commented near their destination. Many of the Spaniards had grown fat and
lazy because her people met dl their needs, and they could not have made such atrek without being
carried by adave or horse.

A strange expression flitted across hisface. “Nay, | am not. | did say | was capable.” His eyes gleamed
with ateasing glint. “1 am capable of many things, beloved.”

She looked away, darmed by the heat suffusing her face. It was dmost painful to meet hiseyesas her
heart pounded in her ears.

Halfway up the mountain, afew of the trees had maintained atenacious hold, before giving way to a
rocky outcropping. She detoured around the trees and knelt on her knees, dithering in through the small
hole as shewondered if Nicholaswould fit.



Erukan turned to seeif he could comeinside. Her eyes widened when he stretched his body to dip
inddethe dark cave. “Areyou agod?’ shewhispered reverently.

Helaughed. “ Of course not. | am...gifted.”

She started to ask more, but her eyeslocked with his, and she forgot the questions. Her head started
spinning, and shefdt dizzy. Asshelooked into hiseyes, it was asif they were sucking her into avortex.
Crimson and red-brown swirled together, blotting out the black. Her body went limp, and she fell onto
her back. Moistening her lips, Erukén fought down agtirring of fear. Sheloved him and was safe with
him.

He sprawled beside her, touching her lipswith hisfingers. “1 have not eaten thisevening. | feared you
would dip away if | took timeto hunt.” Hislips quirked. “An exercisein salf-control, no?’

HWI,H?!

He touched her thigh, bared by the way she had wrapped the dress once out of sight of the village. “I
will not change you until our return to England. It istoo risky to have two such as| on the same ship, with
no protection.”

Shefixed bewildered eyes on hisface. “Please make me understand.”

“Later.” Hisvoicewas an impatient growl. “It has been too long, Erukan.”

She experienced amoment of fear when he gathered her in hisarms. Thefirst touch of hislipson hers
sent waves of warmth cascading through her, and she trembled. Erukén threaded her fingersthrough his
hair and returned the kiss. When his tongue entered her mouth, sheingtinctively mimicked the action and
cried out when her tongue raked across his sharp tooth.

He groaned and pushed her away. “Y ou are bleeding, my beloved.”
“l amfine”

A shaky smile split hisface. “1 fear | shal not be.” Sweat beaded hisforehead, and he visbly trembled.
Helooked even paer than before. “Give me a moment.”

She stayed till as he pulled away and closed his eyes. She blotted her tongue on her finger, and hiseyes
opened. He watched the finger bearing her blood as she moved to wipe it on the rough cotton gown. She
cried out when he seized her wrigt in atight hold and pulled her hand to his mouth. “Y ou are hurting me.”

His hold loosened as histongue darted out to lick away the small smear of blood. Y ou taste so swest,
beloved.”

Her fear returned when his eyes shifted from black to dark-red. “Nicholas?’ she asked with acatchin
her voice.

He blinked, and the strange color faded abit. “1 cannot change you, but | must savor you. Will you let
me taste you, Erukén?’

His expression was so tender, and his need was s0 visible, that she found hersdf unableto refuse him.
She nodded, and he returned to her. Her ssomach churned when he sprawled beside her, and she tensed



when his hand did up her dressto touch her. His head descended, and he buried his face against her
neck.

Ashisfingers penetrated her pussy, circling her clit, histeeth did through the smooth skin at her throat.
She gasped with the mingled bliss and pain. Almost immediately, the sting faded, and pleasure swept
through her. She had never known such afedling existed. Pure sensation overwhelmed her, and she
willingly surrendered to histouch. Her hips moved in rhythm with his hand, and his hand responded by
increasing in tempo. As he caressed her clit with histhumb, one of hisfingers sought out her entrance,
eadng itsway inddeto dowly dretch her.

Erukén whimpered at the burning sensation that lingered for amoment, before fading to pleasure again,
as he pushed another finger inside, past the barrier of her virginity, and began thrugting in time with the
movements of hismouth at her neck.

A quiet sucking sound penetrated her dazed brain, making her redlize he was drinking her blood. Rather
than repul se her, the knowledge heightened her pleasure, and ecstasy rushed through her. A new rush of
moisture drenched his hand, and her muscles convulsed around hisfingers, as her body sought release.

“Nicholas.” His namewas arasp from her dry throat. She arched her back, emphasizing her breasts. He
complied with her unspoken request, moving hisfree hand to caress her nipples through the thick
garment, before groaning with impatience. Her neck absorbed the sound, and her spine shivered in
sympathy with the vibrations of his mouth.

Spasms swept through her pussy, dternately contracting and releasing, bringing along awave of
pleasure. Erukan moaned at the sensation, while arching her hips, wanting more of histouch. A smdl cry
burst from her, and her heart raced. The release of the orgasm, coupled with the floating sensation in her
head, was enough to make her go limp.

As her orgasm faded, he lifted his head and met her eyes. Hisface bore smears of her blood. “I dare not
take more.”

She sghed and reached for him, incapable of speaking at that moment. She wanted only to hold him and
enjoy the peace and pleasurefilling her. When hetook her in hisarms, Erukéan was complete, asif part of
her had been missing, but had now returned. She could stay with him forever. “ Show me more.”

He chuckled, arich sound, warm with love. “Of course, beloved.” He straddled her, sitting up with his
thighs keeping her lower haf clamped to the ground, while he urged her to sit up with him. Nicholas's
fingers were deft when he unfastened the first of the small buttonsthat led to the waist of the dress, not
bothering to undo them past her neck. The garment went easily when helifted it off her, exposing her
nudity underneath.

Shelooked down, caught between shame and defiance. “ The priests a the Convent of Franciscans say
we must wear undergarments, but it istoo hot.”

“I am thankful.” Nicholas leaned forward to press akissto her shoulder. Hislips werelittle more than
phantoms as they skimmed over her skin, diciting sparks wherever he touched. She threw back her head
when histongue did over her skin, heading upward, to lick thetrickle of blood till seeping from the
wound at her neck. She stirred againgt him when his tongue raked the punctures [eft by histeeth,
renewing their sengtivity. Her nipples throbbed in simpatico with the pulsing wound, and Erukén threaded
her fingersthrough hishair, trying to hold him againgt her neck.



He pulled away. “| dare not take more, beloved. Y ou would not surviveif | wereto drink my fill of you,
and you cannot change yet.”

Her brow furrowed with confusion. “ Please explain. What is this change you want me to make?’

He pushed her flat again. “ There will betimefor explanations later, Erukan. Right now, | want to fed the
heet of your pussy enveloping my cock. | need you.”

How could she ignore his necessity, when she desired him just as desperately? As he said, there would
betimeto learn dl of his secretslater. She rdlaxed under him, watching with rapt attention as he stripped
off the leather tunic before opening histrousersto expose his cock. She had seen it from adistance, but
up close, it was more impressive and more frightening. Her thighs clenched involuntarily when she
imagined his cock driving into her pussy. Would it hurt? Hisfingers had hurt, but had aso eased open her
snug passage. She would place her trust in him because she knew he wouldn't disgppoint her.

Erukan’ s hand trembled when she reached out to run her fingers through the hairs shielding his tender
sac. She smiled when they tickled. “The hair is coarser than | thought it would be.”

Hiseyes sparkled. “If you want something soft, caressmy balls.”

Shedid ashe bid, running her fingers down the skin, finding it soft as velvet and damp from hisbath in
the ocean. With light pressure, she cupped the balls, running her thumb over them, to the base of his
cock. He groaned when she touched his cock, and it twitched. With her eyes cast away from his, Erukén
leaned forward, extending her tongue to catch apearl of moisture faling from thetip of hiscock. It was
sdty, but not unpleasant.

He leaned back more, to alow her greater access. Obeying instinct, she stretched forward to take the
bulbous head of his cock, painted adeep purple from passion, into her mouth. He groaned louder,
thrusting his hips. While continuing to stroke his sac, Erukan’ s other hand came up to hold his cock
steady, as she swirled her tongue up and down his cock, diciting more sounds of pleasure from Nicholas.
With an air of experimentation, she suckled his cock, jumping when he jerked under her hand. She
looked up at him with questioning eyes, fearing she had done something wrong.

“Kegp going.” Hislips had skinned back from histeeth, showing sharp fangs. She experienced aflash of
fear at the sight, knowing her lover was not human, but it faded when he pumped his cock deeper into
her mouth. Resolved to trust him, Erukan continued her amateur ministrations, as Nicholas writhed with
plessure.

A surge of moisture heraded his approaching orgasm, and she was surprised when he pushed her away
before attaining satisfaction. Hurt shadowed her eyeswhen she met his gaze, noting the hint of red in his
dark depths. “Did | displease you?’

Nicholas pushed her back onto the rough ground and laid atop her. “Never.” His mouth devoured hers
in ahungry kiss, histongue sweeping inside to plunder her honeyed depths. “1 want to beinsde you
when | come,” he said when lifting his mouth sometime later.

She nodded, eager for his possession. “I want that too.”
A hand pushed between her thighs, nudging them gpart. Nicholas shifted until thetip of his cock hovered

at the entrance of her pussy. He pressed akiss to her forehead as his hand guided his cock into her
entrance. “| do not want to hurt you.”



She nodded, understanding it might hurt when he joined his body with hers, despite hisdesireto avoid
causing her pain. “1 amready.”

His cock did insde her dowly, encountering brief resistance, before pushing through to settle deep insde
her. Erukén grimaced a the moment of pain, but it faded quickly. As he began thrusting, she met each
pump of hishipswith her own, until their bodies were moving in synchronicity. Breathing was achore,
taking too much focus away from the desire reflected in his eyes, and she had to force hersdlf to keep
doing the smple task. As another orgasm approached, she held her breath for alonger period of time,
sendng she was on the cusp.

Convulsionsradiated from her womb, contracting her pussy around his cock to milk every drop of his
satisfaction as the orgasm ravaged her. Her breath exploded with a harsh exhdation, and her head spun.
She held onto Nicholas as the release ravaged her body. She never wanted to release him. Some of his
words made sense as she had a sudden epiphany, remembering much of their past life together. They had
lost each other for much too long, but would never part again, now that they were reunited.

Emily awoke to a damp sensation flooding her pussy. Her face felt hot. She was embarrassed, knowing
the dream had aroused her. She could till fed a phantom hand between her legs, and her neck throbbed
amost painfully. She reached up to touch the spot and found two smdl puncture wounds. The marks
weretiny and nearly smooth, indicating they were old and hedling, unlike the wounds Nicholas|eft on
Erukan in her dream.

Her somach clenched asthe girl’ s name forced itsway into her mind. She didn’t know what had
happened to the girl, but Emily was ready to believe, at some point in the past, she had existed. That
didn’'t mean shewas Emily in aformer life.

Her cramping stomach distracted her from thoughts of the dream. She cried out from the pain. “Please,”
she shouted. “I’m so hungry.” How long had it been since she ate corn dogs and cotton candy at the
carniva? Surely, longer than aday or two, judging by theway her body cried out for sustenance so
desperately. It must be closer to aweek. How could he let her go without eating for such along time? It
made no sense to kidnap her just to starve her.

She tensed when she heard the key turn in the lock. Emily prayed Nicholas had relented and was
bringing her food. As much as she didn’t want to see him, her hunger outweighed her fear. It consumed
her thoughts.

He sauntered in without so much as aglass of water. “Did you have sweet dreams, Emily?’ Nicholas
laughed as he approached the bed. His ambiguous expression gave no clue to histhoughts.

“I need to eat.” She cringed at the pleading tone, but pride wouldn't fill her twisting stomach.

He nodded, looking sympathetic. “ So you shall, when you tell me what you dreamed of.” Hisflushed
face bore acalm expression when he sat on the bed beside her. * How much do you remember now?’

Reminding hersdf again that pride and stubbornness wouldn't soften him, she said grudgingly, “I
dreamed of an Indian girl.”

“Erukan,” hesaid sadly. “I wish—" He broke off. “Wishes arefor fools.” Nicholas grimaced. “ Did you



dreamitdl?’

She shrugged. “1 don’t know. | woke up just asthey finished in the cave.” Emily’ s eyes dropped away
from hiswhen she saw hisknowing glint. “May | et now?’

A seductive smile curved hislips, and he unbuttoned the scarlet silk shirt hewore, stripping it off with
fluid movements and draping it over the footboard. He leaned back, propped himself near her.

Her eyeswidened, and she couldn’t help comparing his chest to the dream version. He looked much the
same, except for a patch of scars on his shoulder and whip marks across his side. She reached out to
touch them, but stayed her hand before she made contact with his scarred flesh. “What happened?’

“It'salong gory, and you're hungry.”

She nodded. “I can eat now?’

He extended hisarms, as his smile turned mocking. “ Come and get it, Emily.”

Shefrowned. “I don't understand.”

Nicholastilted his head to diplay hiscarotid vein. “Y ou aren’t ready to feed done. I'll be your proxy.”

“But...” Shetrailed off when she redlized he wanted her to drink hisblood. Her ssomach churned, but
not with repulsion. She found the idea much too exciting for her comfort. Her body clamored for her to
edt, but sheresisted. “That’ sinsane. | want redl food.”

He chuckled. “1 assure you the blood isfresh and tasty. | recently dined.”

Shefirmed her lips. “1 won't play your games.”

Nicholassat up. “Very well. You aren’'t hungry enough yet.”

She watched him stand with disbdieving eyes. “What? Y ou're leaving? | haven't eaten.”

“| gave you achance.”

Emily shuddered. “Y ou want meto drink your blood.”

“Yes. It swhat you need, what you crave and what you can’t live without.”

“| don't believe you.”

He scowled. “ Then believe what your body tellsyou. Listen to its pleafor my blood and givein.”

She hesitated, unable to commit to such an act. How could she bring hersdlf to indulge in his psychotic
fantasy? Emily squirmed and faced the truth. She was afraid she would like it too much, so what did that
say about her? She yearned to taste his blood, and that frightened her. More than that, it aroused her.

“Wdl, what will it be?1 won't sand heredl night.”

Tears pricked her eyes as she struggled to make a decision. Either starve or drink his blood. Her



stomach gurgled, and she bent forward, cradling her sidesin afutile attempt to deny the hunger pangs.
Findly, her shoulders dropped. “All right,” she said in alow voice. Her eyes widened with gpprehension
when he returned to the bed and gathered her close. How would she live with what she was about to do?
Y et, shewould dieif shedidn’t surrender. She was determined to escape this lunatic, and that meant she
had to do everything in her power to survive. The thought wasn't enough of an excuseto justify her
actions, even to hersdf.

Chapter Four

Emily tensed when he wrapped hisarms around her. He shifted until her lips were near hisneck. Her
eyeslocked on the pulsing vein, and her ssomach rumbled. Still, she hesitated. “1 don’t know whet to
do.”

He smoothed away the hair on her face and pushed it over her shoulder with agesture full of tenderness
that repulsed and attracted her smultaneoudy. His arm remained around her. “ Sink your fangsinto the
vein and dash it open. When the holes are wide enough, you'll be able to suck fredly.”

She shuddered. “Won'’t that hurt you?’

Nicholaslifted abrow. “Do you care?’

Shelicked her lipsand didn’t answer.

“Y ou will learn how to feed from the wound with your incisors eventudly, but | suspect you're too
hungry for finesse tonight.” He relaxed completely, keeping his neck exposed. “I’ [l teach you how to take
away the pain for the ones you feed on, but you can't do that for me.”

She frowned. “Why not?’

Hislipstwisted into ahaf-amile. * Y our powers are ill dormant until you feed. Even if they weren't,
your mind isn’t strong enough to overcome mine and convince me I’ m enjoying the experience.”

Emily pushed her face againgt his skin, realizing he was warm compared to her cool skin. Her somach
quivered with nerves as she positioned her neck to a semi-comfortable position. Shetouched her lipsto
hisvein, but couldn’t make hersdf bite him. Shesghed and said, “1 can’'t doit.” Having her lipsagainst
his neck muffled her voice,

Hewasfirm. *You mug. If you can’'t feed from me, how will you ever learn to hunt on your own?’

She shook her head againgt his neck, brushing her hair across his skin. Slight shuddersrippled through
him at the action. “I won't be hunting.”

Nicholaslaughed. “ Y ou can bet I’'m not going through this every couple of nights, love. Bite me.”
She shook her head more vigoroudy. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Yes, you do. You must be seething with anger a the moment.” Hisvoice was alow whisper. “| took
you from your home and changed your life forever. Y ou must want to hurt me at least alittle”



Shedidn’t want hiswords to work, but they did. Emily’ sanger stirred again, propelling her forward. She
paused to trace her tongue across the vein, getting afed for whereit was. A corresponding dart of
arousd in her pussy made her eyeswiden, and she struggled to block out her reaction as she
concentrated on feeding. Beforelosing her nerve, she did her fangs through his supple flesh. Immediately,
blood trickled from the wounds and down his neck. She caught adrop with her tongue, which only
served to heighten her hunger—for blood, and for him.

He had gtiffened when her fangs penetrated his skin. Now, his muscles bunched further and he moaned
when she pulled down her teeth, opening the vein wider. Blood flooded her mouth and dripped down her
chin. The coppery odor invaded her nose through the roof of her mouth, making her desperate to feed.

Emily nuzzled closer, fastening her mouth around his weeping neck and sucking greedily. Blood flowed
into her mouth faster than she could swallow, and she choked. Before the blood had completely cleared
the back of her throat, she was lapping up more.

He twitched under her, and his quiet moans increased her excitement. She felt more than his blood flow
through her body. As her heart began to best faster, power surged within her. She held hislifein her
hands. It was her choice whether he lived or died. It was heady to have the ability to choose, but her
attention strayed from her thoughts to the sensations coursing through her body.

Shewas more dive than she had ever been before. She could fed theindividua threads of the weave of
the denim jeans againgt her legs. The stench of thefilthy cotton T-shirt she wore temporarily blotted out
the scent of blood, and she thought about taking it off. Pulling away from histhroat required too much
effort, so sheforced hersdlf to ignore the odor.

Tingling warmth had settled inside her pussy, and her nipples hardened against the lace of the bra. She
wanted him.

The redlization focused her thoughts clearly for amoment. She was scared and confused. In her secret
thoughts, Emily had begun to wonder if she was aleshian—not because she was attracted to girls, but
because of her lack of reaction to the opposite sex. No man had ever caught her eye or turned her on
before. To fed it now, with Nicholas, was ablessng and acurse. She was relieved to redlize shewasn't
frigid, but why was he the one she desired?

She shifted with discomfort, inadvertently tearing the healing vein open again. Once more, blood rushed
through her lips, and sheforgot about everything but the metdlic taste filling her mouth. She forced hersdlf
closer, eager to takein al she could.

“Y ou need to stop now, Emily.” He sounded wesk.

Sheignored him, darting her tongue into a hole and probing for more.

He grasped her shoulders and pushed. “ Get off. Y ou’ re taking too much.”

The rush of power returned, and Emily did on top of him until she straddled him. She grasped hisarms
and held them down, while continuing to consume his blood.

“Dammit. | said stop.” His voice sounded week, but he nearly succeeded in throwing her off when he
srained againgt her hold.



Emily tightened her grip, then suddenly screamed and broke away. Wave after wave of bright light
crashed through her mind, behind her eyes. Each brought asharp, tearing pain with it that carved straight
through her brain. She dumped forward and grasped her head, crying out.

Asquickly asit had come on, the pain and light disappeared. She cautioudly lifted her head and met his
eyes. They were cam. His skin was pale, but he didn’t appear unduly shaken. Phantom pain lingered for
amoment longer before fading away. Then she redlized she waslying on top of him with her breasts
pressed againgt his chest. She could fedl his cock pressing against her leg, and her eyes widened when
her pussy provided new lubrication.

He grasped the back of her head and pulled her faceto his, licking away a smear of blood from her
mouth before tracing her lipswith histongue.

Emily shivered as the sensation spread liquid warmth through her body. She didn’t even think to protest
when histongue dipped between her lips and raked across her fangs. Then his mouth was on hers, and
she couldn’t catch her breath, though the ability to take a deep breath had returned with feeding. Her lips
moved hesitantly with his, and she groaned as her pussy clenched, aching for his cock tofill it.

He continued to explore the recesses of her mouth, while his hands settled on her hips and shifted her
down afew inches, to dign their pelvises. Shelay sporawled across him, with her hands on his chest, and
their groins pressed together. Emily stroked the expanse of his chest, relishing the contrast of hiscool skin
againg hers, which now burned with an internd fire. He had little hair to impede the progress of her long,
unpolished nails along their journey. He hissed when she raked anail across hisnipple.

His kisses had grown more passionate, and he nipped her tongue.

Emily stiffened at the small pain, then felt the urge to retaliate. Before she could, his hand cupped her
breast through the T-shirt. She moaned and arched when he rubbed a nipple, creating friction with the
lace of her bra. She wanted to fed hisfingers on her bare flesh.

Maybe he guessed, or perhaps he read her mind, because he broke the kiss and pushed her far enough
away to remove the shirt. His supplefingers easily navigated the front clasp of her bra, and he pushed it

open.

Emily’ s back arched when he cupped her bare breast. She had never felt anything like this. She could
fed more than him touching her. She could aso sense the way shefdt to him. She could fed hispleasure
and arousal, mingled with hers. It was amogt asif they were one being, not two.

He pulled her closer and sat up so his mouth was level with her breast. He took one in his mouth and
flicked histongue across the tight bud. Hisfang grazed the soft skin and sank through, making her wince
with acombination of pain and pleasure as he licked the wound. He returned his attention to the nipple,
carefully keeping hisfangs from the ddlicate pesk.

She could fedl him tremble as he suckled—or was she the one trembling? She wasn't certain, and she
didn’t know if she cared to separate their reactions. She wanted thisfedling to last forever.

Forever. The thought caused her passion-heavy eyesto open wide. She couldn’t spend forever with this
man. She didn’'t even know him, aside from a couple of dreams, and what she had observed and
experienced at his hands. He was cold and cruel. The passion they shared was an illusion. Maybe it was
addeeffect of the drug he had given her and the beginnings of starvation. She firmly squashed the voice
in the back of her mind that denied such excuses.



She pushed againgt him, desperate to escape hisarms. “Let go.”
Nicholas raised his head, confusion clouding his eyes. “What’ swrong?’

“I'm not doing this. Not with you.” She pushed him again, thistime succeeding in getting him to drop his
arms. Emily rolled off him and scrambled from the bed to stand severa feet away. “I don’t know what
you' ve done to me—"

“I'vegivenyou eternd life”

“I’'m not avampire,” she shouted, samping her foot. The childishness of her reaction would have
bothered her under other circumstances.

He moved faster than she could follow. One moment, he was lying on the bed. The next, he held her arm
in atight grip and dragged her into the bathroom. He stopped before the mirror and flicked on the light.
Nicholas grasped her chin and forced her to face straight ahead. “L ook at yoursdlf, with blood smeared
across your face. Blood from my last meal, Emily.” He shook her so hard her teeth clacked together.
“You areavampire.”

She struggled to pull away. She wanted to deny the truth of what he said. She deliberately averted her
eyes, because she was unable to ook at the evidence of what she had done staining her skin. “1’'m not.
Y ou’ ve done something to me. Twisted my mind with drugs or something. Vampiresaren't red.”

He pushed her onto the floor and held her with one hand while rummaging through the drawer for
something.

Emily felt stronger than she ever had, but even her added strength wasn't enough to throw off his hold.
She continued to struggle.

“Nothing here,” he muttered. He dammed the drawer shut and dropped down beside her. Nicholas held
her chin and stared into her eyes. “Y ou will stay here. Y ou can’'t move until | return.”

Shetried to blink and break eye contact, but her body refused to move. Not even her lipswould budge.
Aninvisble giant weight pressed her to the cold tile floor, and she wasn't able to throw it off.

Nicholas got to hisfeet and left the bathroom. She continued to struggle with the menta bonds he had
placed on her, but was unsuccessful, save for the ability to wiggle her toes. Her eyes were wide with
apprehension when he returned holding an old-fashioned pistal.

He knelt beside her and showed her the pistal. “1t's an antique, from the early 1800s. This piecewasa
gift from...someone for an anniversary, which iswhy | haven't disposed of it.” He caressed the wooden
barrel. “Until tonight, | had no need of thisdueling pistol, save sentiment.” His cold smiledidn’t reach his
eyes. “I've found a purpose for it once more.”

Emily remained rigid when helifted and carried her to thetub, still unableto fight hishold on her. She
wanted to scream, plead and beg him to rel ease her when he lowered her into the deep porcelain
bathtub. She managed to force out a smal whimper when he pressed the gun to her temple.

“You'll bdievewhen thisisfinished.”



Shewhimpered again, frantically trying to force out the words.

“Y ou may speek.”

“I believe,” sheblurted out. “I’'m avampire. W€ ll live forever.”

Hislipstwitched. “Y our conversion isamazingly quick and unconvincing.” Hisfinger tightened on the
trigger.

“No. Please don’t. | swear | believe you.”
Nicholaslaughed. “If you truly believed, you wouldn’t be afraid.”
13 BlJt—”

He depressed the trigger, removing achunk of her skull with the lead ball that issued from the pistol.

* * *k x %

She awoke with adight achein her head. Emily cried out and reached up to touch the wound, searching
for the bullet hole. Shefelt only hair and the skull undernegth, which seemed to be configured asit had
been during the past twenty years. She turned her head and saw Nicholas sitting on the closed lid of the
toilet. Blood had sprayed across his pae chest in heavy spurts and light splatters. A smal gob of gray
matter clung to hisshoulder. “Y ou shot me”

He nodded. “Y et here you are ten minutes later, with your skull reconstructed, and not even ahair is out
of place. You live again, because you' re undead, Emily.”

Her stomach heaved when she sat up. “How could you do that to me?Y ou could have killed me.” She
mouthed the words, but her mind didn’t seem focused on her reaction. She was too busy obsessing
about the missng memory of the last few minutes. She remembered an incredible pain, then nothing until
waking asecond ago. Had she truly been dead?

No, that couldn’t be. If she had died and returned, everything he said was true. She was Emma

reincarnated, and now avampire, thanksto him. If she were undead, there would be no escape from
him. He would keep her with him forever.

Nevertheless, could she deny what her body told her? She had felt the bullet penetrate her skull before
fading away. Y &, there wasn’t even asmall hole. Absolutely no proof that she had ever been shot
remained, aside from the blood on both of them.

And what of her craving for blood? When drinking from Nicholas s neck, she hadn’t wanted to stop.
She had yearned to drain him dry, until he was ahusk of hisformer self. She had wanted to fed hislife
flow away, from him to her.

She met his eyes again when he knelt on the bathmat by the tub. “Why me?’

He shrugged. “I can’t say why you were reborn in thisform. | don’t control the cosmos.”

Emily blinked back tears of sdf-pity. “How did you find me?’



“Thereisagypsy family | seek out from time to time. Every eighth femae descendent of theline hasthe
gift of dght. I have used thisfamily to find you time and again.” His mouth twisted. “It’ sinconvenient to
wait acouple hundred years or so for one to be born who can find you, but | had no choice.” Nicholas's
eyes grew haunted. “1 once thought to turn a daughter into avampire so she could awaysfind you in
each lifetime, but shelost her gift when she changed. She hated me for that.” He shook his head, and his
eyescleared. “It doesn't matter. Thistime, nothing will take you from me.”

Anicy sensation crawled up her spinewith his determined words, but she chose to ignore them. “1 don't
understand how those women found me.”

Hewaved his hand. “Never mind. Sufficeit to say, eighty years ago, the last daughter | sought told me
to buy afunhouse and travel with the carniva during the summer and early autumn. She said you would
cometo me, and | would know you ingtantly.”

Emily shook her head. “But the ticket taker knew me before you ever saw me.”

He nodded. “ Tremont is bonded to me. | know al he knows, and | sometimes alow him to know atiny
bit of what | know. | used him to scan each customer, and when | recognized you, he recognized you.”
Nicholasfrowned. “When the fool warned you, | could have killed him.”

Emily shook her head at her own stupidity. If only she had listened to the deformed man, she wouldn't
be here now.

“Wrong,” hesaid. “1 would have come for you some other way.”

Her eyeswidened. “1 wasthinking that. | didn't say it doud.”

Nicholas smiled, and it held anote of tenderness that was unsettling. “Y ou don't have to. We ve bonded
now, Emily. Y ou drank blood that flowed from my veins. It makesit easier to read your thoughts, but |
could beforeif | concentrated.”

Sheswallowed thickly. “How long will thislast?’

He shrugged.

“How do wereverseit?’

Nicholaslifted abrow. “Y ou wish to bresk our link?’

“Hell, yeah. | don’t want you creegping around in my thoughts.”

“So | can’'t eavesdrop on your futile plansto escape.” Helaughed. “You'll be relieved to hear the
strength of the connection weskens astime passes, until our blood minglesagain.”

“That won't hgppen. Thiswasthe only time.” She pursed her lips.

“You must eat, and you aren’t ready to take your own prey yet.” He caressed her cheek with abloody
hand. “I1t must happen again, my beloved. Y ou can't fight me forever.”

She crossed her arms. “I can.”



He seemed unconcerned when he stood up. “1’ [l go now so you may clean up and rest.”
“I'mtired of resting. | want out of thisroom.”

His mouth tightened. “Not yet.”

“I can’'t wash. | have no clothes.”

A wicked grin flashed across hisface. “Y ou don’t need them.”

Sheglared up a him. *Y ou went to dl thistrouble to find me and kidnap me, but didn’t even think about
clothes?’

“Asit happens, | did. They arrived this afternoon, but | forgot about them in the intervening hours.” His
eyes darkened. | was too eager to bond myself with you to focus on garments.”

She dumped. “Oh.” Why did shefed guilty for not responding to his bonding enthusiasticaly? She owed
him nothing—least of dl, emotionad assurance. “ Okay. Where are they?’

“Stll inthe hal, I imagine. I’ ll ensure Tremont hangstheitemsin your closet while you bathe.” Hisnose
wrinkled. “Itis certainly timeto indulgein abath.”

“I can't help that you’ ve kept me unconscious for weeks—"

“Four days,” heinterrupted. “ The hunger convinced you it was longer, but you' ve been with me four
daysonly.” Hewalked to the door and stepped through. He glanced back. “I’m sorry if | hurt you,” he
said iffly. “1 had to prove to you what you are.”

“Geg, thanks. | appreciate the enlightenment.” She glowered at him.

He inclined his head and disappeared from the doorway. A second later, the bedroom door closed
behind him, just before the lock engaged. She marveled at her ability to hear so sharply from such a
distance before remembering why she could. She crumpled in the tub and sobbed quietly, assuming his
hearing was as good as hers. He had no right to her pain. It wasthe only thing she could truly cal her
OWN NOW.

Emily took a deep bregth, noticing how tight her chest was. Her heartbesat was dready duggish again,
and she assumed it would remain so until she fed once more. Did she die permanently if her heart
stopped beating again? She would have to ask Nicholas.

She forced her thoughts from feeding, not wanting to dwell on the thought of Nicholas' sarms
imprisoning her again. Instead, she turned her attention to showering, paying specia attention to the blood
crusting her face and hair.

When she emerged from the bath awhile later, she wrapped hersdlf in athick black towel and wiped off
the condensation on the mirror. She was pale, but not ghostly white. A tinge of pink remained in her
cheeks. “Not too bad for someone who' s died twice thisweek,” she said to her reflection, with awry
twist of her lips.

Emily unwrapped atoothbrush and spread toothpaste on it. It was strange to brush her fangs, which
extended down about an eighth of an inch past her other teeth, meaning she had to open her mouth wide.



She couldn’t help but wonder how a dentist would react at her next checkup. Would hetell her blood
was bad for her teeth and admonish her to brush more frequently? More likely, he would take one look
at thefangs and run away screaming.

She spat out the toothpaste and rinsed her mouth, fighting back asmall grin at the absurd image of
hersalf with fangs and the braces she had worn two years ago. If he had found her sooner, she might
have had them for al eternity. That thought erased her amusement, and she sped through brushing her
hair with anew brush she took from the package. She kept her gaze averted from the mirror, anxiousto
avoid her own eyes. They held a disquieting note that hadn’t been present before this night.

After she had dried her hair with ahairdryer she found under the sink, she leaned her head out the
bathroom door to scan the room. It was empty, and she padded into the bedroom, leaving the black
towel on the counter by the sink. She went straight to the closet to examine the clothes Nicholas had
ordered.

She grimaced &t the collection of long, flowing dresses, long skirts, and loose, lacy blouses. They were
reminiscent of times past, and she didiked them al. She closed the closet and went to the dresser when
she noticed one of the drawers hadn’t closed completely. Opening it, she found neatly stacked
underwear and bras. The next drawer revealed deegpwear, ranging from practical cotton gownsto sexy
nighties. She chose apair of red slk pgamas, figuring she wouldn't be leaving the room anytime soon
and might aswell be comfortable during her captivity.

The remaining two drawers were empty, dashing her hopes of finding any casua, comfortable clothes.
Nicholaswould just have to pick up somejeans and sweatersfor her. Living in alarge city—she thought
it must be New Y ork, athough she had no idea how long they had driven—he shouldn’t have any trouble
furnishing her with a suitable wardrobe. Judging from thisroom aone, he had the funds.

A yawn surprised her when she pulled on the pgjama pants. It seemed ridiculous to be deepy again after
spending the last four daysin and out of consciousness, but she couldn’t deny the wave of fatigue that
swept over her.

It was a struggle to keep her eyes open as she got in the bed. Emily tried, nonetheless. She had no
desire to have another dream of her previouslives, but had afeding they would haunt her until she knew
it al. She briefly wondered why shedidn’t dream of dl her lives as she snuggled againgt the pillow. Then
she remembered snatches of vague dreamsfrom over the years. They were unmemorable, so perhaps
the livesthey came from had been uneventful. Maybe she would only dream of her livesasNicholas's
lovein such vivid detail. Perhaps he wasimposing the dreams on her, even. How many lives could it be?
She nodded off while trying to ca culate how many times he might have found her in eight hundred years.

Erukén woke with agtiff neck, having dept with it bent Sdeways. Nicholaslay againgt her chest, snoring
softly. She eased away from him, fedling nature' s call. She grimaced when she dithered toward the exit,
as an ache between her thighs made itself known. Three times during the night, he had reached for her,
teaching her firsthand about the union of aman and woman.

“Erukén?’ he asked in adeegpy voice. “Where are you going?’

“I mugt return to the village before my father awakens. Heisvery protective of me.”

He dtretched. “1 shal come with you.”



She shook her head. “ Stay here and rest. No one will disturb you. | will meet you at the beach near
unst”

He nodded and yawned.

She leaned forward and kissed him on lips, wincing as hisfang grazed her lip. Erukan touched hisface.
“Seepwel, my beloved.”

His eyes closed dmost immediately, and he returned to a deep deep.

She squeezed through the opening of the cave and dipped on the dress, fedling lightheaded, and swaying
when she stood completely upright. Erukan paused amoment to regain her strength before hurrying
down the mountain. The sun was growing progressively brighter as she cut across the beach, before
creeping toward the village.

She was near the village when the stench hit her. The mingled scent of smoke and blood caused her
aready quick feet to break into arun. She was breathless when she entered the village.

Erukéan froze, at first too stunned to recognize what she saw. Then it hit her, and sheféll to her knees,
vomiting. Severd of the younger men who had quietly voiced discontent with the Spaniards hung
suspended from thin wooden poles with sharpened ends. Most had been impaled through the bowels,
and the sharp edge of the pole, coated with gore, extended from their necks. The Spaniards had chosen
to skin the remaining men. Having witnessed their crudty firsthand, she knew the men had probably been
divea thetime.

The smdll of smoke came from the burned homes and severa pyres of burning bodies. They were
stacked haphazardly, and many had falen from the piles. Severa of the Spaniards were till in the
process of carrying dead bodiesto the fires, but made no move to remove the young men from their

gridy poses.

She turned to run and heard shouts behind her. Knowing she couldn’t lead them to Nicholas, she veered
away from the beach. Erukan ran with all her strength, but didn’t get far before someone tackled her,
knocking her to the ground. She choked on the sand clogging her mouth and nose.

The soldier rolled her over and straddled her with aleer on hisface. “ Urayoan’ s daughter. The governor
will be pleased.” Heran hishand up her thigh. “It isapity | have no timeto savor you. Y ou must not be
late for your father’ s execution.”

Erukan refused to believe hiswords. She kicked out a him when he lifted and dropped her over his
shoulder. Her nose wrinkled at the odor of hismusty cotton shirt. It smelled of swest, blood and smoke.
She continued to kick her legs as he strode across the beach and returned to the village.

They passed the remains of the rectangular caneyes, including the fine one she had shared with her father
until last evening. Whoever set fire to the wooden frame and straw had ripped apart their homefirst. Her

father’ s canoe had survived the fire and pillaging, but it was the findl resting place of ayoung Carib child,

whose blood had seeped into the wooden frame. Throughout the village, she saw smilar destruction, and
severa dead bodies the soldiers hadn’t gotten around to disposing of yet.

At the other side of the village, the soldier dropped her on the ground. She landed hard on her buttocks
and felt tears at the back of her eyes. Shelooked up and saw the governor standing before her. Erukan



had only ever seen him from adistance. She' d had no idea he had such along nose, or used something
dick to smooth and separate the curlsin hisbeard. He wore abrimmed hat with aridiculoudy large
feather, asmple cotton shirt, and leather trousers, long with an armor vest. He sat astride a chestnut
gdlion, staring down at her with contempt.

She moved her eyesfrom him and cried out. Thousands of her people, mixed with Caribs, who must
have joined in the rebellion, lined up in rows past the village. Most of the soldiers stood nearby, holding
muskets. Her father was separate from the others, bound to a thick log someone had planted upright in
the ground. She could see blood coating his body, and, even now, one of the soldiers occasiondly
whipped him with aleather strap. He remained proud and tall, despite his advanced years and the way he
must be suffering.

The soldier bowed before the governor. “Urayoan’ s daughter, sir.”

Governor de Ledn lifted abrow. “ Perhaps the most appropriate punishment to break the leader of the
rebellion.” Hewaved at her. “Bring her.” Then he turned his horse and crossed the distance to her father.

Shetried to scoot backward when the soldier reached for her, but he lifted her easily. She screamed and
kicked him during the walk to where her they had bound her father, but he remained unaffected. Once
more, he dropped her on the ground, thistime before her father.

Erukan got to her feet, straightening her spine. She walked to her father and touched his shoulder. “How
areyou, Father?’

He grunted. His noble brown face, normaly lean and lined, was smooth and puffy from his besting.
Someone had gouged out hisleft eye, and blood still dripped down his cheek, dong with bits of thicker
tissue. His mouth was swollen shut, and hisjaw was out of aignment. Bloody lashes covered his body,
and the soldiers had pedled away the skin from the soles of hisfeet. Ants covered the woundsin writhing
black masses.

Tears cameto her eyes, and she longed to ask why he had chosen to rebel when he knew the Spaniards
were too powerful to overcome. She didn’'t have to ask why though. Like dl of her people, she had
grown tired of being adave to the invaders. She had known her father wouldn’t be able to tolerate much
more when two soldiers raped and beheaded her mother afew months ago. “Y ocahu be with us,” she
murmured before turning to the governor, boldly meeting his eyes.

Governor de Ledn scratched his beard and eyed her from head to toe. “What to do with this one? What
will hurt the father the most? Defilement?’ He paused, considering, and then shook his head. “ Degth,
most certainly.” Helooked at the sun, rising higher. “ Time grows short, and my replacement may arrive a
any time. Diego Columbusis dready weekslate. We shdl make this swift in case hefindly makeshis
way across the ocean.” He chuckled.

He turned his horse to face the men guarding the rows and rows of Taino and Carib people. Men,
women, and children pressed together so closdly they seemed to be one large brown mass. “ Shoot them
al,” he shouted. “ Shoot until you run out of ammunition. Then turn to your swords. Do not leave one
rebel standing. We shdl send amessageto dl the indigenous curs of San Juan Bautista”

The governor turned back to Erukan, who stood proudly. She longed to see Nicholas once more, but
was thankful he was spared withessing the mass daughter. She had no doubt he would have tried to save
her if hewasthere, and he would die too. During the night, he had told her he was avampire and lived
eternally, but he was no match for the large number of men with muskets and swords. Her lover was



safe, and she had gotten anight with him. She must be content with that.
He motioned to the soldier. “ Behead her.”

Shedidn’t try to fight when the soldier pressed her againgt the log supporting her father’ s bound body.
She even threw back her head defiantly.

The soldier crossed himself and stepped away from her. “ Governor, she bears the same marks asthe
dead man we found in the jungle two days ago.” Hiseyesdidn’t stray from the puncture wounds that had
crusted over.

“I do not careif she bearsamark of Divinity. Cut off her head.” He turned and rode away, not
bothering to witness the carnage his orders caused.

Whilethe soldier drew his blade, Erukan’ s eyes darted to the rows of her people being executed. Few
cried out or tried to escape. Most stood peacefully and proudly, eagerly awaiting their liberation from the
hdll of life under Spanishrule.

She could do no less. She kept her eyes straight ahead when he drew back his sword, forcing herself

not to look as the blade rushed toward her neck. Erukan’ slast thoughts were of Nicholas, wishing she
could spare him the pain of the discovery he would make upon waking. She was certain hewouldn’t bea

focus of the Spaniards wrath, since they thought he was one of them, and that gave her asmall measure
of comfort. The pain was excruciatingly brief, and then she was aware of nothing.

Chapter Five

A tap on the door woke Emily from the deep deep she had dipped into once the dream ended. When
shelifted her head from the pillow, adull pain shot through her neck. She touched the skin to ensure
there was no wound and found it smooth.

The knock came again, thistime lasting longer.

“Comein,” she said in ahoarse voice, then cleared her throat. Emily sat up and scooted off the bed,
noticing her heartbesat was even dower than it had been before she fell adeep.

The key turned, and the door opened. His assistant stepped inside, keeping his head bowed, with his
gaze on thefloor. “The master wishesfor you to join him.”

Shefrowned. “Join him? Where?’

“For dinner, mistress.”

“Dinner? But—"

He bowed and took a step back. “1 will return for you in thirty minutes.”

“Uh, wait, um—"



He paused. “ Tremont.”
“What does Nicholas want?’

Tremont shrugged, which brought attention to the place where an arm should hang. “1 didn’'t ask.” He
turned hisback to leave.

Shetook a step toward him. “Please help me.”
He shook his head, not bothering to turn around. “1 can't.”
“Youtried to before.” Her voice broke. “1 need your help.”

His shoulders dumped, and he took another step into the hallway. “I'm sorry.” He closed the door
behind him.

She sghed, redlizing she was donein this gpartment, a Nicholas s mercy. Emily did from the bed and
went into the bathroom to take a quick shower. When she returned to the bedroom afew minutes | ater,
shefound her shirt and jeanslaundered and placed on the dresser. A deep red stain remained on the
soft-pink T-shirt, and sheleft it folded. She went into the closet and sdlected ared silk shirt with flounces
and frilly cuffs. It wasn't to her taste, but she had to admit it was sexy when she eyed hersdlf inthe
mirror.

She had taken a step away from the mirror when she froze and turned back. Y es, her reflection was as
clear asever. Trandformation into avampire hadn’t changed that. If the dreamswere reliable, sunlight
wasn't fatal either. She wondered what other myths were nonsense as she walked back to the closet,
searching for apair of shoes.

A shoerack lined one sde of the closet, but her sneakersweren’t in the nestly arranged piles. Emily
ettled for ankle boots in supple kid leather. When she lifted the boots, she saw her fanny pack lying on
thefloor. Shelifted it too and carried everything to the bed.

She put the shoes aside and opened the pack. Emily counted the money and was reassured to find it all
there. If she could devise ameans of escape, she would have enough money to get home.

A knock at the door had her jumping up and shoving the pack under the bed. The comforter dangled
over long enough to obscure the shadowed recess under the bed. She probably had no need to hide the
pack since he returned it to her, but went with her ingtincts. “Y es?’

Thekey turned in thelock and Tremont entered. “ The master isready for you.”

She hdd up afinger. “Let me put on my shoes.”

He watched impassively as she laced the boots, and then dipped them on her feet. “ A perfect fit.” The
thought was disturbing. What e se did he know about her? She tied the strings and stood up, trying to
push the disquieting thought from her mind. Shewould need dl of her facultiesto confront Nicholas

again. “l guess!’mready,” shesadwithasick amile.

His expression remained bland as he beckoned her forward. He stepped aside to allow her passage,
before following. Once outside the room, he took the lead.



Emily’ s eyes scanned the long hall. The décor was black and red, like her room. She saw no deviation
of color a dl, not even in the wallpaper, which was matte black with tiny red diamonds forming a border
at eye-level. Severa closed red doors marked their passage, but they gave no hint to what lay behind
them.

The same color scheme made up the living room when they Ieft the halway. Nicholas was sprawled
across avermilion leather sofathat appeared to be floating in a sea of black. Only the electronic
equipment in the black lacquered entertainment center deviated from the red and black scheme.

He held an opague goblet in his hand, and he set it on achrome coaster on the black table before
ganding. “Emily.” Hisvoice emerged asasky purr. “That color isravishing on you.”

Shereflexively pulled at the dipping neckline as his eyes sttled there, wishing she had worn something
else. Even aturtleneck wouldn’t make her fed more secure, though it would cover the vein throbbing
duggishly in her throat. His dark eyeswould still make her fed stripped bare.

“Areyou hungry?’ He handed the goblet to Tremont and waved him away.

She shuddered, dreading the prospect of feeding from him again. She was more afraid of her own
reaction than taking his blood. However, she could fed the hunger building again. It wasn’t as sharp and
painful aslast night, but shewanted to eat. “Yes”

He nodded. “ Come with me.” He held out his hand.

She frowned and dowly took it, wondering where he planned to feed her. Any place was preferableto a
bed. It would make temptation easier to withstand.

Nicholas|ed her into the kitchen, and she blinked. The color scheme shifted from red and black to white
on white. The sudden change hurt her eyes, and shelifted a hand to block them.

“Blinding, isn't it?" He sounded cheerful. “ Tremont insisted on being able to seewhat hewas doing in
thekitchen.”

“Oh.” She eased away her hand, and her eyes didn’t protest as much, athough the bright color till
seemed to drill into her brain.

“Y our eyes are more senditive now,” he said, leading her through the swinging door at the end of the
long, narrow kitchen and into the dining room. The colors were once again black and red. “Black and
red are the easiest colorsto tolerate, though not the most impressive decorating scheme.”

“I wondered about that. | thought you had an extreme fondness for the colors.”

Henodded. “1 do like both. Black isthe color of death, and red isthe color of life. A complimentary
pairing, but I’ ve grown bored with it after eight hundred years.”

The blasé reminder of how old he claimed to be caused the breath to stick in her throat as shedid into
the chair he held for her. She wanted to doubt his sanity, but couldn’t after last night. If shewasa
vampire—and she had to be after surviving the bullet in her brain—he must certainly be so. Even her
dreams confirmed hisage. “What'sit like?’

He sattled into the other chair acrossthe smdl table. “What' swhat like?”’



“Living s0long.”
Nicholas' s mouth twisted. “Interminable at times.”
“Thenwhy do you do it? Why don’'t you end it dl? Are you afraid of Hell?”

Helaughed. “Not &t al. | havelong since cast aside such antiquated notions. Vampirismitisn't acurse
from Satan, nor a punishment from God.”

She acted from habit when shelifted the napkin at her elbow and folded it on her |ap, briefly wondering
about the silverware she found wrapped inside, before her thought returned to their conversation. “Y ou
don't believein God?’

He shook hishead. “I’ ve lived hundreds of years and never seen any proof of an dmighty being. | can
hold acrucifix in my hand for hours. | often vist my friend at St. Peter’s. He' sa priest and avampire.
Entering the church does't bring me pain.”

“I don’t understand. In the dream, you told me—Emma—that you had to stop believing. She believed,
and you know what happened to her. How can your friend be apriest”?’

Nicholas held off answering as Tremont entered carrying beige china plates with navy borders. Each
plate held adiver of steak, afew baby potatoes and two asparagustips. He placed onein front of each
of them before leaving the dining room and returning quickly with two crystal glasses and a decanter of
dark red liquid. “Will there be anything el se, master?”

“Not right now, Tremont.” Nicholaswaved him away. When he had gone, he said, “Michadl has
reconciled hisfaith with his circumstances. He doesn’t believe vampirism originated from evil, and so he
isableto sustain hisbdiefs The mind is powerful, Emily.”

“| see” Shelooked at the food before her, then at the silverware. “Isthat what alows you to eat?’

He poured the liquid into their glasses, and the tangy scent of blood wafted through the room. “No. You
function much asyou did when dive. Y ou can il eat and drink, in moderation. Y our norma bodily
systemswill continue amost as normal, including your period.” He grinned. “Not even desth can stop
that curse, I'm afraid. Y ou can gtill have children. The only red difference—aside from anincreasein
strength, menta prowess, hedling and agility—is your body no longer makes blood.”

“1-1 don’t understand.”

Nicholaslifted his glass and stared at the contents. “In addition to atering the physiology of your brain
and other cdlls, the change converts your bone marrow so that it can no longer make blood cells. If you
go along time without blood, you die. Hence, we must replenish the blood.” He lifted the glass. “ Sdlute.”

She shook her head. “My heart stopped besting. | should have died.”

“Very few thingswill kill avampire and prevent regeneration. Y ou were going through the change. Y our
heart stopped besting, but you continued to live on acdlular level for saverd hours after brain death, as
do we adl—human and vampire. Combined with our ability to hed, it makes us virtualy immorta, aslong
as we provide nourishment for our bodiesto rebuild. Theideathat vampires could die from being staked
islaughable—"



She shook her head, interrupting him. “What about Emma? Sheimpaed herself on acrossand
obvioudy died. Explain that.”

His eyes clouded with pain, but he nodded. “ She believed she had been turned to something evil. She
saw the cross as her salvation. I'm sure you' ve heard the phrase *mind over matter’. That'sdl it was.
She bdieved shewould die, so shedid.”

She frowned. “ Then how does onekill avampire?’
A amadl smileflashed across hisface. “ Are you thinking of doing away with me?’
She refused to answer.

Nicholas chuckled. “Redlly, the only thing that killsavampireis excessve force—thetypeit’ simpossble
to recover from. Violent impact from acar accident would do it, if it severed the right body parts or
caused usto bleed out. A guaranteed way is severing the spinal column. Remove or destroy the heart. |
mean, really destroy it. Remove a stake, and the heart can regenerate. Cut it out or blow up the organ,
and there’ snothing our bodies can do in time to save ourselves.”

Shelifted abrow. “It soundsfabulous,” she said mockingly. “What' sthe catch?’

“Werequire blood to live. It's as smple asthat. We have to consume severd liters every couple of
nights. There must lways be at least four litersin an adult vampire at al times. Fresh isbest, but
preserved blood will sustain us, leaving usfreeto only hunt once or twice aweek.”

Shelifted abrow. “That does't make sense. | remember learning in biology that blood cdlls can livefor
weeks or even years, depending on which type they are. Y ou should only have to eat once every few
months”

Nicholas shrugged. “What I’ ve learned has been gleaned from asmall group of researcherswith a stake
in learning the origins of vampirism.” He winked. “Forgive the pun. I'm an investor, not aresearcher. |
don’t have al the answers, but | do know the blood we consume lives only forty-eight hours or soin our
bloodstream before its absorbed. The physical changesto our cellsthat gives usincreased strength, faster
regeneration, and mental powers speeds up our metabolism and causes our bodies to process the blood
at arapid rate. Apparently, borrowed blood isn't as durable either. It doesn’t have the same
characteristics as the blood your body used to produce.”

She struggled to understand his words, wishing she had opted for advanced biology coursesto fill her
core science requirements at Huxley J.C. “What about blood types? I’'m O-positive, so can | only
consume O-positive?’

Nicholas shook his head. “No. It doesn't matter what type you ingest. It has something to do with
cdlular mutation during the change. If you want to know more, you' Il have to ask one of the researchers.
Persondly, | don't care to know every facet of how the process works. I’ m satisfied with knowing |
must feed.”

Her brow furrowed. “How can you do it? Doesn't it bother you to kill peopleto stay dive?’

Nicholas met her eyes. “Feeding isafact of lifefor me, beloved. You'll adjust intime.”



She shook her head. “1 won't doit. It'smurder.”

“Survivd isn't murder. We re hunters, and we need them to live” He shrugged. “We happen to have the
advantage when it comes to pursuing humans. After your first few feedings, you'll cease to worry about
such things. It’ Il become second nature. “

Emily shuddered. “I’d rather die”

“That isn't an option.” Nicholas dammed his hand againgt the table, causing the glasses and decanter to
ratle. “1 won't loseyou again.”

She bowed her head to hide the tears threatening to stream down her face. “Why are you doing thisto
me? Why couldn’t you just let me go?’

He sighed, and his anger seemed to fade. “I tried, though | doubt you believe that. | wanted to be free of
this obsessive love | havefor you.” His mouth twisted, and his brow furrowed. “It must be atrait
common to vampires. We can't seemto let go of the past.”

He lowered hisglassto the table and stared at his plate, where hisfood remained untouched. “Y ou own
my soul, but | thought | could go on without you. If not for the gypsy woman who tried bargaining for her
lifewith information about you, | probably never would have seen you again. That may have been for the
best, but | can't alter my decision now.”

She swallowed heavily. “Y ou killed the woman who led you to Erukén?’

Nicholas nodded. “ She was convenient, and | needed blood. When she told me of you, | had to find out
if it wastrue.” Hisface twisted with pain. “When | found you, only to have you stolen from me once
more, | knew | had to find you again. | owed it to you for not saving you.”

“You couldn’t have,” she said reluctantly. *Y ou would have been killed, and | didn’t—I mean, she
didn’'t want that.”

He shook hishead. “I’ ve lived with what | didn’t do for centuries. I ve lived with the guilt and continued
agony eachtimel logt you. With everything we' ve been through, I’ ve redized one thing. We belong
together, Emily. We are soul mates. If | didn't cling to what | believed, everything that’ s happened would
have been for nothing.”

A harsh laugh broke from her. “Y ou can discard religion, but not asilly belief in soul mates?’

Hisdark eyes glittered. “Don’'t mock me. Don't deny what you know istrue. We're bound to each
other. Forever. Thistimewill be different.”

Her eyeswidened, and sheimmediately recaled the outcome of her two dreams. The redlization seemed
to hit her over the head. She had died in her previouslives. She had known that abstractly, but now
wondered if each time she had died had been because of Nicholas' s regppearance.

His expression cleared, and he seemed to be visbly caming himsdlf. “ Eat, Emily. Y ou need your
grength. Drink dl of yourwine .”

“I didn't ask for this” she said as shelifted her fork and knife. “Y ou never gave methe choice.”



Hetook timeto eat abite of steak before answering. “1 couldn’t risk losing you. It was necessary.”

She cut through an asparagus spear with more force than necessary, causing the tender vegetable to
shred under the force of her knife. “Wasit necessary to kill my friendstoo?’

“They werethere”

She blinked, dlowing atiny bit of the grief she had suppressed to risein her throat. Her voice emerged
as ahusky murmur. “ Sarawas my friend my whole life, snce pre-school. Do you know what it doesto
me knowing you killed her? How can you expect meto fed anything for you, knowing what kind of
mongter you are”?’

His expresson remained bland. “Y ou aren’t completely innocent.”

Her fork fell to the plate with a clatter. “What did | do wrong besides being in the wrong place at the
wrong time?”

He dabbed his mouth with angpkin and met her eyes. “I saved the auburn-haired boy for your first
feeding, Emily. | took hislife, but his blood flows through your veins aswe spesk.”

Nausea churned in her somach, and she pushed away from the table, shaking her head, desperate to
deny hiswords. It couldn’'t be. She wasn't responsible for Ron’sdeath. “I didn’'t do it,” she said
forcefully. “Youkilled him, not me. | didn’t know.”

Helooked up a her. “But does it matter if you didn’t know? Y ou're il receiving nourishment from
your friend sblood. If I'm amonster, so are you.”

Rage coursed through her, setting her teeth on edge, and making her thin pulse thump steadily. Before
she could stop hersdlf, Emily legpt from the seat and rushed forward, hurling hersdf at him. The impact of
her body againgt his caused the chair to topple backwards, spilling them on the floor. She straddled his
stomach and raised her hand. She brought it down with al of her strength and ripped at hisface. When
blood flowed from the wounds, a savage thrill of pleasure shot through her. She wanted to tear a him
until nothing remained.

Emily dapped him on the other cheek, catching his nose with the sharp nail of her pinky. A chunk of his
flesh tore away, and air hissed between histeeth. She pounded her fists againgt his chest, growing more
enraged as he remained passive. “Y ou're the mongter,” she screamed. “Y ou did thisto me.”

“Yes” hesadwithanair of cam.

She hit him across the face again, reopening the wounds that had begun to hedl. “I hate you for what
you've doneto me.” Her voice broke, but her anger remained pure, “What you' ve made me.”

“What have | made you?" Hisvoice was awhisper of silk against flesh and held an unexpected note of
tenderness.

“Likeyou,” she said with asob and hit him again. He didn’t retdiate, and she ached for him to. “Why
won't you fight back?’ Helifted ahand and she tensed, awaiting the pain, welcoming it as areminder of
who shewas. If she hurt and bled, she could pretend to be human again, if only for ashort time until she
hedled.



Instead, he pushed the hair off her face and over her shoulder. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

She sagged. Y ou can’t hurt me more than you have dready.” Her hands lowered to the carpet under
his back, and she started to get up.

He wrapped hisarms around her to hold her against him. “1 can’t be sorry for the choice I’ ve made. |
want you to believe | would never intentiondly hurt you, but if | did, it had to be. | love you and want you
with me. I'll do anything to ensure that.”

Emily shook her head. *'Y ou contradict yourself. Y ou claim to love me, but you don’t care what your
love doesto me”

He scowled. “What has your love done to me, Emily? 1’ ve lost you four times, and | loved you more
eachtime | found you. Each time, my heart died abit morewith you. If | could remove my love by
tearing out my own heart, | wouldn’t hesitate.” His eyes clouded with pain. “ To be able to walk away
from you without fedling anything for you would befor the best, but | can’t doit. My soul is dead without
you.”

“And now I'm dead too.” A tear splashed from her eyesand fell onto hislips. Her chest tightened with
emotions she refused to acknowledge when he licked it away. “Y ou can’t expect meto love you after
what you've doneto me.”

“Youwill,” he said with steely determination. “'Y ou do, but you' ve forgotten. With time—"
“I won't stay with you,” she said.

Hiseyeswere sad, and hisvoice wasleve. “I'll dwaysfind you, no matter whereyou go. | won't let
yougo. | can't.”

A shiver ran through her at the tender possessiveness she saw in hisexpresson. “Y ou don’t own me.”
He shook his head. “1 do. We' re bound to each other. Y ou own me as surely as| own you.”

“I don't believethat. It scrazy.”

“Y our mind may not believe, but your body does.”

Emily whimpered when he flipped their positions and pinned her underneath him. “No,” she said ashis
lips touched hers. She wasn't sure whom she was speaking to—Nicholas or her own treacherous
body—as desire spread through her. She wanted to push him away, but her mouth refused to listen to
her brain. She eagerly returned hiskiss, raking hislip with her fang. She flicked her tongue acrossthe
wound, lapping up the drops of blood before the puncture closed.

She murmured a protest when his hands ripped open the buttons on the blouse, but didn’t try to stop
him. Insteed, she buried her handsin hislong hair and pulled him closer. Emily’ s thoughts became hazier
as hishands moved over her body, until she had no thoughts of resisting. Touching him no longer seemed
wrong. In fact, it became necessary. Her body clamored for him.

Nicholas did down the length of her after unfastening the bra. He kissed her somach, near her
bellybutton, and she arched againgt him. Emily’ s breath lodged in her throat when shefdt hisfangs
penetrate her skin. When he drank her blood, her arousal increased, and she moaned.



He pulled away amoment later, pausing only to lick one of her nipples before returning to her lips. He
kissed her opened mouth, sweeping histongue insde. One of his hands settled on her hip, and the other
took possession of her breast. He moved his mouth to her ear. “Do you want to taste me?’

She nodded, incapable of speaking. Herolled on his side and pushed her face againgt his chest, near his
left nipple. Her tongue darted out, seeking the artery leading to his heart. She could hear the blood
flowing in hisveins, blotting out the hushed buzz of the other heartbeats around the city. At that moment,
there was only the two of them.

She found the vein and punctured his skin with aquick dice of her fangs. He tensed underneath her, and
sheingtantly recalled thefeding of power that surged through her the last time she fed on him. Tonight, it
was tempered with astronger need—the need to fed him ingde her, to bejoined with him.

Blood flowed into her mouth, and she vaguely remembered it was the remnants of Ron'’slife, but her
disgust was flegting and soon overwhelmed by the desire and hunger coursing through her. Shewasn't as
ravenous or savage as last night and could feel the blood flowing around her fangsin smal spurts. The
processwas dower, dthough infinitely more sensua, but the taste was't as satisfying as the night before.
She pulled away and lifted her head, frowning. “Y ou taste different.”

He nodded. “The blood istainted now. The best time for aproxy feeding iswithin an hour or two of
consumption of fresh blood.”

Shejerked away from him. “Hewas divelast night. Y ou killed Ron last night?’
He dghed. “I had drank lightly of him two nights before, but yes, last night | drained him to feed you.”
Her eyesfilled with tears. “Why him? Why someone | know? Why not a person off the street?’

Nicholas s mouth twisted. “ As |’ ve said, he was convenient. He meant nothing to me. Smply ameansto
anend.”

When sheredlized shewas il lying under him, Emily pushed him away and sat up. “How can you be so
cud?

“I"'mredigtic, and if that makes me crud, so beit.” Hewaved hishand. “You'll learn to do what must be
done”

“1 would never hurt afriend.”

He ran ahand through his hair asif attempting to restore order. “Hewasn't my friend, if you recall. And
don’t be so certain of what you will or won't do when your surviva dependsoniit.”

“I can only dieonce.” Sheglared a him and got to her knees. “Y ou’ ve dready taken care of that.”

He put his hand on her arm, keeping her from rising to her feet. “Wrong, my love. Do you remember
what | told you earlier, before you became s0...emotiond? Y ou can till dieasavampire. To sarveto
desth must be the worst way to go. It's even more terrible than decapitation or burning aive. Y our
civilized sdetellsyou what I ve doneiswrong, but your true nature understands and embraces my acts.”
Hisvoice lowered an octave, and his eyes burned with ared glow. “Y ou’ ve been waiting for meto return
al thistime. Deep in your heart, you' ve known what you were and would be again. Deny it all you want,



but | know what’ sinsde you, Emily. | can hear your thoughts and fed your soul as clearly asmy own.”

She shrugged off his hand and stood up so quickly her head spun. *Y ou don’'t know me or what | want.
| don’t want any of this, and | don’'t want you.”

“Liar,” heaccused in an amused voice. “1 can smell how much you want me. | could follow you to your
room and take you now.”

“No.”

He nodded. “Y es, and you know you wouldn'’t fight me. Y ou want me as your lover. More than that,
you need me to complete you. It’ sthe samefor me.”

With acry, sheturned away from him and ran down the hall, struggling to block her thoughts from his.
Their blood exchange had renewed the bond between them, alowing him to easily fed what she felt, and
think what she thought. She would be ableto clearly fed him too, if her powerswere fully devel oped.

In her room, she dammed the door and locked it from theinsde. She knew the flimsy flip lock wouldn't
keep him out if he choseto carry through on histhrest, but felt more secure with it in place.

In her mind’ s eye, she could picture him breaking through the door and carrying her to the bed. Emily’s
thighs quivered, and she couldn’t deny the rush of pleasure that accompanied the thought. Shedidn’t
understand her dark compulsions. How could she ache to belong to him? He had murdered her friends
and taken her from everything she had known. She should hate him with dl of her heart. So why did she
continue to yearn for histouch?

With afrustrated cry, Emily hurried to the velvet drapes againgt the wall, tearing them down in afit of
rage, grinning at the ripping sound the fabric made. The new her seemed to revel in destruction, and it
frightened ameasure of control back into her.

Behind the curtain was apair of locked French doors. She gathered her strength and kicked against the
door, splintering the wood, sensing a means of escape. The ruined doors opened easily, and she stepped
out onto the bacony.

The city sprawled out before her, farther than her eyes could follow. Thelights hurt her eyes, causing her
to close them. As soon as she did, her hearing increased tenfold. The sound of cars rushing by easily
reached her from four stories below. From the end of the next block, she could hear the muted screaming
of aman cursing a someone, followed by acry of pain that sounded feminine. Most of al, she could hear
millions of heartbesats joined as one, echoing through her ears.

Her eyes snapped open when she remembered the urge she’ d had several nights ago to hold a beating
heart in her hand until it stilled. She had no urgeto relive the vividness of that image and forced hersdlf to
concentrate on a glowing neon light two blocks away, until the thought passed. She could seethe sign as
clearly asif she sood in front of it, and without her contacts. It was the first good thing she had
discovered about her new State.

Cadting alook over her shoulder, she wondered if Nicholas knew she was out here. She focused on
emptying her mind and alowing only atiny part to mull over how to escape.

Shewalked to theironrail and glanced down. They were at least four stories up. If she jumped, she
would surely die. Y e, abullet through the brain hadn’t kept her from living again, so would afdl? She



didn’'t doubt it would be incredibly painful for ashort time, but the pain seemed preferable to staying as
Nicholas' s captive. It was only ameatter of time before her body gaveinto itsurgings. She couldn’t dlow

that to happen.

Emily returned to the bedroom to retrieve her fanny pack from under the bed before taking her fleece
jacket from the closet. As soon as she stepped inside, the roar of heartbeats settled to a muted murmur,
and she wondered if Nicholas had caused that. She didn’t want to wait around to ask him, she thought
with aquirk of her lips.

Standing in the walk-in closet, she dipped off the ruined shirt and pulled on a plush lavender swester.
Once she dipped on the jacket and fastened the pack, she returned to the balcony. With her first step
outside, the mingled heartbeats flooded her senses again, making it difficult to concentrate on the task at
hand, which would also make it difficult for Nicholasto read her thoughts.

She ssumbled to therailing and took a deep breath, leaning over to look down, seeing an dley below.
She used her keen eyesight to scan the recesses, determining the aley appeared to be deserted. She dso
saw afire escapejust afew feet below and to the side of the balcony. If she could make it to the ladder,
shewouldn’t have to jump four stories onto cement.

Emily sivung her leg over therailing and gripped it with both hands. Fear surged through her, and she
was stuck for amoment, unable to continue, and unable to pull her leg over and go inside.

Findly, she remembered how to breathe again and dowly eased her other leg over the balcony. She
maintained awhite-knuckled grip on therailing as she eased each foot under the gap between the marble
of the balcony and the rail. When she felt secure, she did her hands down to the balustrades and dowly
sank to a crouch. She hung there for amoment, gathering her courage.

Emily grasped the bottom of the railing and dropped one foot from the balcony, into midair. Her left leg
screamed in protest at its cramped position, and she moved it away from the tenuous support of the
ba cony.

She hung suspended from the bal cony railing, with her feet flailing for ahold. Emily craned her neck and
judged the distance to the ladder, groaning when she redlized it was farther away than she had thought.
Her eyesfell on hunks of torn metd bolted to the side of the gpartment building near the railing. Someone
had deliberately ripped away the section of ladder connecting to the main escape.

Nicholas, of course.

She refused to cry out for help or attempt to get back in the room. Carefully, Emily did her hand down
therailing, releasing her left hand to move around a bal ustrade and grasp therail on the other sde. The
world spun when she hung four stories up by one hand, but righted itself with afase sense of security
when she again grasped theiron rail with both hands.

Moving dowly, she worked her way to the edge of the bacony. When she had gone around the corner
and was pressed againgt the wall of the brick apartment building, she drew in apainful breath and waited
for the vertigo to pass, ignoring the burning pain in her arms while keeping her hands locked around the
bal ustrades at the same time as she kicked out with her |eft foot, attempting to connect with the ladder.

She missed and returned to the wall. Emily took a deep breath, wincing as her lungs burned, and swung
her entire lower body. Her |eft foot touched the ladder before falling avay. Her body jerked when she
returned to a hanging position. Her right hand loosened, and she cried out when she started to fall. She



immediately tightened her hold and camed down before swinging again, thistimekicking off againg the
wall from an awkward, twisted angle.

She sobbed with relief when her left foot landed solidly on arung. She wedged her boot sidewaysto
keep from falling away and hung there between the railing and ladder without moving for several seconds.

Now what? She couldn’t get her right foot on the ladder too. She smply was't tall enough, and the fire
escape was too far away. She would have to let go of one of the balustrades and reach for the ladder.

She choked back a cry and forced her left hand to relax its hold. As soon as she did so, she could fed
hersdf diding. She reached for the ladder and missed, causing her right hand to let go of the balcony
railing. Emily started to fall and desperately tried to grasp the railing. She missed that too, and her foot
dipped free from the rung.

Sheflailed her armsin an attempt to grab onto anything as she fell through the air. Nothing was within
reach, and the ground rushed toward her. A scream tore from her throat as she fell past the first-floor
window. Shetried to brace hersdlf for impact with the ground by putting an arm behind her head, but
nothing prepared her for the pain that exploded up her legs, back, neck and head when she hit the
concrete with awet, smacking sound. The cracking sound of severa of her bones breaking followed.
Agony swept over her in debilitating waves. Emily found herself unable evento cry out, and couldn’t
move a al. Her head filled with pressure, and she passed out under the ondaught. Death quickly
followed.

Chapter Six

When Emily’ s eyes opened, she noticed she still ached everywhere. That her eyes had opened was a
good sign, she decided, and tried to Sit up. Her back protested, but she was able to move. She sat frozen
for along moment, figuring out what hurt and whet didn't.

A congtant dull twinge radiated from mid-back up to her shoulder blades. Her head throbbed with pain.
Her legsfdt fine, asdid her arms, hands, feet and fingers. Shelifted a hand to touch the back of her head
and grimaced at the sguishiness she found. She could fed her skull firming under her fingers.

Emily looked around her, wincing as her neck popped when she turned her head. The aley remained
deserted, asde from amoving massin apile of boxes nearby. It wastoo small to be human, so she
chose not to invedtigate.

The night sky was darker, but a steady stream of cars and people continued to move down the strest.
Shedidn’t have awatch, but estimated she had been out between thirty minutes and an hour.

The pain in her back had dmost faded, and she eased hersdlf into astanding position. The throbbing in
her head had diminished to adight ache, and the bone fdt firm when she touched it.

Emily blanched when shelooked down to where she had fdlen. A hugered gtain, il glistening in
places, marred the spot. Bits of tissue were mixed into the mess, ong with bone fragments. She
clamped ahand over her mouth to fight down nausea and took a step backward. Even before she had
turned away, she saw severd rats peeking out of their box camouflage. A daring one—fat and greasy,
with dark-brown fur—walked boldly to the stain and sniffed it.



She shuddered and turned away, putting severa feet between hersdlf and therats. A few feet before she
stepped onto 6thStreet, according to the green sign, she paused. She must 1ook like she had fallen from a
four-story balcony. Blood had surely drenched the back of her clothes, and she didn’t want to speculate
about what €l se had matted her hair.

She shrugged off the fleece coat and held it up to examineit in the meager light filtering from the street.
Dark stains had soaked through so deeply into the weave that they appeared to be part of agruesome
dying process. Sheturned the jacket insgde out and found it was mildly better. She dipped it on, unable
to hold back a sound of disgust when the stained side clung to the fuzzy swester, and drying blood—the
consistency of gel—soaked through to her skin.

After she stuffed as much hair as possible under the hood of the jacket, Emily checked for her fanny
pack, then plunged into the foot traffic of 6thStreet. She kept her head down, but her eyes moved
congtantly to watch those walking with her. A cold swest trailed down her face, and she was shaking
with hunger. Their heartbests ricocheted in her head until she wanted to clamp her hands over ears and
scream. She resisted the urge, knowing she was drawing enough attention aready.

Ahead, at the corner of Bleecker and 6th, she saw a street vendor with jackets and shirts. She turned
west on Bleecker and pushed her way toward his cart, grabbing an “I ? New Y ork” shirt at random,
along with ablack hoodie. The lights were hurting her eyes, and she added a pair of sunglassesto the

pile

The clerk was staring at her, with his mouth half-opened. Two gold teeth were visible among the shining
white teeth that contrasted so vividly with hisdark skin. “That be al?’

She nodded and avoided his eyes.
“Thirty-seven dollars” hesaid.

She didn’t bother to haggle over the price, even though it cut into her cab money. She fumbled for the
money and handed him exact change. “Isthere agas station near here?’

He nodded and pointed. “Keep going down Bleecker, ‘til you get to MacDougd. There san dl-night
detion there”

“Thanks.” She gave him aquick smile and took the clothes, not bothering to wait for asack. Emily
hurried through the pedestrian traffic, anxious to be somewhat inconspicuous as soon as possible. It was
only amatter of time until Nicholas discovered she had lft, and if he remained true to everything he had
said, hewould come &fter her. She wanted to be far away from New Y ork City as soon aspossible.

The station came into Sght, and she started jogging, pushing aside a couple of peoplein her rush. She
heard someone shout obscenities behind her, but ignored them. At the crosswalk, she crossed with
severa others. Halfway acrossthe street, one of the girlstripped.

Emily amost fell over her, and skidded to a stop, swaying, inches from the girl. She watched as aboy
knelt beside her to examine the cut on her knee. She licked her lips when she saw the blood flowing, and
her scomach rumbled. With acry, she hurried around them and across the street, running through the lot
to the outdoor bathrooms around the side of the white station.

She cursed when she found the knob locked. Emily looked over her shoulder and saw no one nearby.



She grasped the handle and twisted firmly, fedling it dowly give under her hand. With acracking sound,
the doorknob turned fredly, and she pushed against the door, stepping inside.

It was a one-person bathroom, without astall for privacy. She had the room to herself, to her relief.
Halfway through breaking the lock, she had briefly wondered if it wasn't locked by station policy, but
because someone wasinside.

She looked at hersdlf in the mirror, dlarmed to see how pae she was. Shefelt wesk, and her body cried
out for sustenance. Emily knew what she needed, but denied it, telling hersdlf it was dl in her head while

she dipped off the jacket and sweater. She wet a paper towel and washed her face and hair as best she

could. Blood had spattered her neck, and she washed that areawith afresh towd.

More blood was on her stomach, where severd of her ribs had punctured the skin. Faint lines remained,
but they were the only indication of awound. The bones felt whole and strong under her probing fingers.

Shedidn’t bother to remove the jeans and wash her legs. She knew her right leg must be covered with
blood, because there was ahole in the denim and abloodstain, indicating her bone had punctured skin
and materid dikeinthefall. It felt fine now, and she had no fresh pants, so didn't take time to investigate.

She found asmall travel brush and hand lotion in her pack. She used the brush to smooth her hair before
rubbing handfuls of the raspberry-scented |otion over her body and through her hair, hoping to partidly
disguise the scent of blood. After returning the itemsto her pack, she did on the dark glasses. Her eyes
immediately felt better.

When she had cleaned up as best she could, Emily dipped on the white T-shirt and black hoodie, and
then tucked her hair insgde the hood. She stuffed the ruined swesater and jacket in the trash before leaving
the bathroom.

Emily crossed the street again and got back on Bleecker, hoping to hail ataxi. One sped by, but ignored
her raised arm. She continued walking, andll Mulino caught her eye. She was starving for a plate of
spaghetti. Just from the scent wafting from the restaurant, she could dmost taste the warm marinara,
paired with perfect a dente noodles and plump mestballs.

She gagged when her imagination changed the med to wormswriggling in her mouth, covered with
blood, and served with eyeballs. Shelost al appetite for Italian food as she continued on her way,
gpotting threetaxisin arow in front of the building housing Terra Blues, and sprinting the haf-block
distance to ensure that &t least one remained available.

She chose the first one and dipped into the back.

The cabhie craned his neck to look at her. Hewasin hisforties and of Mediterranean descent. “Where
to, miss?’

“Can you take meto Huxley? It' s about forty milesfrom Goshen.”

Hewhistled and looked at his dash clock. “I’ m due to go off-duty in twenty minutes. That'll take a
couple of hours, one-way.”

“Please? | redly need to get there.” She opened her fanny pack and counted the money. “I'll giveyou
one hundred forty-three dollars and seventeen cents.”



He chuckled. “Y ou can keep the three-seventeen, miss.”

She relaxed againgt the seet, not redlizing how stiffly she had held hersdlf. Her back gave atwinge asshe
settled, then quieted. She noticed her headache had gonetoo. If only her hunger would dissipate.

He merged into traffic and turned on hisradio. He didn’t look back or try to engage her in conversation
during the dow drive through the city. Shefound her eyes closing and struggled to ward off deep, not

wishing to have another dream in the back of ataxi. She wanted to remain aert in case Nicholas caught
up with her before she reached home.

When they joined the traffic on 87, she wondered why she hadn’t gone straight to the police. The
thought caught her by surprise, and she nibbled on her lower lip, wincing when her fang broke through. It
was a habit she would have to break, or her lower lip would be constantly sore.

Why hadn’t she cdlled the cops or had the cabbie drive her to the nearest station? It wasn't to protect
Nicholas, she assured hersdf. She couldn’t think of alogical explanation for not going to the police and
opened her mouth to tell the driver to take her back. Her tongue refused to move. She frowned and tried
again, with no success. She couldn’t speak the words.

She tried something dse. “How long until we arrive?’

Helooked up briefly in hisrearview mirror. “ About thirty minutes. Y ou'll betherein plenty of timeto get
Settled.”

Shefrowned. “What?’

“Before the memorid service and funera tomorrow.”

“What funerd?’ Even as she asked, her heart seized with dread.

Helooked straight ahead again, but answered her question. “ Sorry. | assumed you were going to the
service planned for tomorrow morning. Apparently, two kids were found dead in an abandoned funhouse
at the Homecoming carniva. Two morekids are missing.”

Her voice emerged asa croak. “How did they die?’

He shrugged. “1 ain't sure. | heard different versions. Someone said a maniac cut them up with aknife.
Someone & se said some wacko with avampire complex drained their blood.”

“And thetwo who are missing?’

“Ron something. | don’t remember the girl’sname. Most of the police figure they was kidnapped,
tortured and murdered el sewhere.”

She blinked. “They don’t think they're aive?’

He shook hishead. “Don’t imagine so. The crimeswerevicious. | imagineif one of them kids did
surface, they’ d be questioned pretty thoroughly.”

“Uh...” Shecleared her throat. “Why isthat?’



“Some jackass FBI agent thinks the two missing kids are thekillers.” He snorted. “ Announced at a
press conference that any survivorswould be tested to seeif they drank their friends' blood.”

She blanched. Had traces of Saraand Troy’ s blood remained in Nicholas when shefed from him? I
not, shewould gill have Ron’sblood in her veins. They may not figure out it was hisright away, but they
would know it wasn’t hers. Her throat tightened, and she struggled to breathe. What kind of physica
proof would there be of the change? Altered cells, failure to produce her own blood, and sensitivity to
light werejust afew she could think of. If they discovered what Nicholas had made her, she didn’t know
what they would do to her. What if they blamed her for Sara, Troy, and Ron’s deaths? It was certain
they would, if they investigated her physiology. The most she might be able to hope for would be years of
experimentation in some government lab, as opposed to alife sentence.

“You okay?’
She blinked and looked up. “What?’
“Areyou okay? Y ou re awfully pale and sweating. Y ou sick?’

She nodded. “I’m anemic.” Emily bit back ahard laugh that wouldn't hold any amusement. Anemic,
yeah, that was oneway tolook at it. “I’ll befine”

He nodded and returned his attention to the road.

Emily turned her gaze out the window, watching the highway asthey passed. Her ssomach cramped with
mingled hunger and nerves. She couldn’t go home. If she saw her parents, everyone would know she
was dive—until they discovered how non-alive shewas.

She could fed Nicholas ssilk-covered iron fist closing around her. Histrap was perfect, leaving her no
escape with her family and friends. Had he planned it, or were Saraand Troy convenient, as he had said?

“What about the funhouse?’ she asked abruptly severd minutes later. “ Did they trace the owner?’

The driver’ sbrow furrowed. “I think it was something like Tremont Amusements, but the trail led back
to abankrupt company. FBI thinks the owners were running the business on the dy of the government
and got scared when they discovered the dead kids. They just cut and ran, probably.”

“They aren't suspects?’ she asked with disbelief.

“I guessthey are. | don’t know. The news doesn't cover much about that. They spend al their time
replaying the interview with the missing kids' families, begging for thereturn of their kids.” Hisdisgust
was evident. “ Damn mediagoes straight for thejugular.”

She nodded and once again subsided into silence, searching for away out. During the last twenty
minutes of the ride, she came up with nothing. When they entered the small town of Huxley, population
four thousand, she had him pull over to the curb in front of Huxley Grocery. The lights were out because
the business had closed at nine.

He frowned and eyed the area. “ Are you sure thisiswhere you want to stop? I’ |l take you wherever
you're headed.”

“Thisisit,” shesaid quickly. “I’'m meeting Someone.”



He shrugged and took the seven folded twenties before driving away.

Emily watched thetaillights of the cab until it disappeared by turning off Main Street. Once the Street
was quiet again, she hurried around to the back of the grocery store, fishing in her fanny pack for the
employee key given to her when the manager hired her three months ago for cleaning after hours.

A privacy fenceto lessen the noise disturbance to homes nearby during ddliveries surrounded the back
of the store. She went to the back entrance without fear of being observed and dipped the key in the
lock. It turned easily, as aways, and she entered the stockroom.

Emily flipped on the lights and moved through the dusty back room. Boxes were stacked against one
wall, and alarge table and severd folding chairs sat in the opposite corner. A coffeemaker was on the
table, and the area passed for a break room.

She exited through the swinging doors and turned to her |eft, heading for the butcher’ s department. She
didn’t know if cow blood would nourish her properly, but hoped it would take off the edge of her

hunger.

She entered the meat area and went to the tubs of beef livers stacked in the coolers. She opened one
and fished out the liver before draining the blood in three quick swalows. It was cold and dimy and did
down her throat without the same rush of pleasure she had previoudy experienced. Her ssomach wasless
empty, but her heartbeat was till duggish. She drank two more containers before her hunger faded to a
persistent ache.

Asquickly as possible, Emily tossed the livers back in the containers and took them behind the counter
to theindustria sink in the corner. Shethrew the raw livers down the garbage disposal and tossed the
empty containersin the trash. With any luck, Chuck would assume one of the evening employees had
disposed of spoiled liver. Thelast thing the town needed was rumors circulating of someone drinking
blood and leaving the liversin the containers. Vampire paranoiamust be running rampant asit was.

After her impromptu medl, Emily left the store and stepped into the quiet night. She heard acat meow
from two blocks over, followed by ahissing growl from another cat. Within seconds, atrashcan lid
clattered to the ground, making her jump.

Spurred on by the cats' fight and the subsequent fright, Emily walked away from the store. Within a
block, she decided Main Street was too visible, even at four in the morning, and cut down Elm Street. As
she passed Mrs. Johnson’ s house, she saw severa candles displayed in the window. Each burned in
candleholders with crosses embedded in the glass.

She looked around and saw most of the houses had crosses on their doors, candlesin their windows, or
flowerstied to their doorway. Almost every house had awregath of garlic around their door or fence
latch. She didn’t know whether to interpret the candles and flowers asavigil for the dead and missing, or
if they were some obscure way to repel vampires. Emily had never been afan of vampire books or
movies, but now wished she had paid more attention. Jeremy was obsessed with dl things supernaturd,
s0 she' d had many opportunitiesto learn from her brother’ sinterest—if only she had known shewould
end up asavampire herself. Her mouth twisted at the bitter thought.

A thick ball lodged in her throat when her brother’ s face popped into her mind. She had been so certain
escagping Nicholaswould be the end of her worries. She would return to her family, who would help her
fix whatever he had done to her. She hadn’t expected life to be the same with Saragone, but had redlly



believed she could go back to being Emily Swesso.

She swallowed heavily and turned onto Fourth Street, surprised to find the heartbeats of Huxley had
muted to adull roar. As soon as she thought of them, they returned to a cacophonous level. The more
shetried not to think about them, the louder they grew. It was several minutes before they faded, when
shewas distracted from the sound of the heartbesats by the sound of arguing from a house as she passed
it.

She wandered aimlessly through town, wanting to cut across the park and head home. She knew her
parents would be relieved to see her, but didn’t know how to explain what had happened to her.

She paused on Sycamore and leaned againgt awooden privacy fence, afew inchesfrom their wreath of
garlic. Emily’ s hand shook as she reached out to touch it, curiousto know if it really was arepdlent. She
touched a bulb, but nothing happened. Emboldened, she leaned abit closer and took a cautious sniff. A
loud sneeze escaped from her, breaking the quiet on the street. Her nasal passages burned from the
strong odor the garlic gave off, making her sneeze again.

Behind the fence, adog started barking. It sounded large and angry, with adeep growl! that was sureto
wake itsownersif it continued to bark. Emily stood up and hurried down the block. Her feet guided her
to the park, where she hesitated.

Emily looked behind her, then at the expanse of the park that covered an acre. She stepped onto the
damp grass and took afew tentative stepsin the direction of the shortcut. If she turned at the dugout and
cut across the baseball diamond, she could be squeezing through the hole in the fence just aminute or
two later. She wasless than five minutes from home.

Home had never seemed so far away.

She plodded through the grass to the dugout, but instead of crossing the diamond, she settled on the
bench inside the dugout and stared out at the empty field. Her heart ached when sheredized she and
Sarawouldn't be playing on the softball team thisyear. Never again would she pitch a curvebal while
Sarataunted the batter from her position as catcher.

She wouldn’t be doing any of the things she had planned. There would be no wel come packet from
NY U in the coming months. She couldn’t ever return to Huxley Junior Collegeto finish out the rest of the
year. Her chest ached when she thought of al the missed tests she wouldn't sit for. What she wouldn't
giveto havefindsasthe biggest chalenge shefaced.

Tears streamed down her cheeks when she remembered Sara and Ron would miss everything too. Sara
would never be the fashion designer she had dreamed of being from the time they werelittle. Ron's
tenure as halfback had been painfully short. Even Troy, asbig ajerk as he had been, deserved to
graduate from college and go on to make many women miserable. He didn’t deserve to be dead at
twenty-two. No one did.

She hated Nicholas a that moment. Even the dark attraction shefelt for him wasn’t enough to overcome
the surge of emations. If she had the chance, shewould kill him for everything he had taken from her.

Emily leaned back and propped her feet on the bench so she could rest her head on her knees. The
tears seemed never-ending, as did the sobs that soon issued from her. Thetearsfindly dried up, and the
sobs turned to hiccups, but the aching sadness remained.



When shelifted her head, Emily found her feet diding from the bench to the ground. Her body tensed as
she stood, and her legs carried her across thefield, in the direction of home. She couldn’t walk away
without alast 0ok, just as she couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to Sara. She wouldn't be able to
attend the memoria service, but could watch from adistance as officias put her friend in the ground. The
image would remain forever in her memory, acting as a constant reminder of why she couldn’t giveinto
Nicholas.

She dipped easily through the holein the fence, which had been cut with apair of wire cutters by her
next-door neighbors years ago, before the oldest son went off to college. From there, it was a short walk
to her house.

She froze near her backyard. Thetiny hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and a peculiar sensation
of being watched swept through her. Shelooked up at the second-floor windows and saw dl were dark.

She hesitated a moment longer, drinking in the sight of her backyard. Her father had removed the Koi
from the pond for winter, but the hose still fed the pond with a gentle bubbling sound. Nothing wasin
bloom. The scene seemed tense, asif waiting for something to shatter the preternatural silence.

She thought about deeping in the treehouse her father and Uncle Bernie built severd summersago. The
two-room Victorian-style was more than spacious enough for her to lie down, and Jeremy probably had
adeeping bag up there, aong with his hidden collection of erotic magazines stolen from Uncle Bernie.

Shetook astep toward the massive oak before freezing. Something didn’t fed right, and she turned
around, back toward the fence. Emily paused once more at the hole and lifted her hand, waving goodbye
to her family insde, athough they couldn’t see her. She whispered a quiet farewell and dipped through
the hole.

Emily returned to the dugout and curled up on the bench. The night was cold, and she noticed it for the
first time. Had she been preoccupied, or was her tolerance for cold higher now?

She closed her eyes and tried to rest without falling adeep. She had dmost dozed off when she heard
leaves crackle under someone' sfeet. Her eyes snapped open, and she saw a short, dender form
approaching. Musclestense, she didn’t move, hoping the person crossing the diamond wouldn’t see her.
She was more exposed than if she had been naked in Times Square.

The other person stopped afew feet from the dugout. He or she wore a coat with a hood, obscuring
their fegtures. “Emily?’

She jumped at the whispered query, recognizing her brother’ svoice. “ Go away,” she sad, trying to
sound menacing.

Heignored her and walked closer. Jeremy pushed off the hood to reved dark-brown hair and blue eyes
thesameshadeashissge’'s. “You'redive” Hisvoicewas a curious combination of reief, excitement,
and fear.

She moved to asitting position, knowing hewasn't going to leave until he was ready. She patted the
bench beside her and frowned when he warily approached. “What' swrong?’

He shrugged and sat down, wedging his shoulder against the wall opposite from her. He eyed her
uncertanly.



“Areyou afraid of me?’

He shrugged again. “I dunno. Maybe.”

Emily’ s mouth dropped open. “Why? 1 wouldn't hurt you.”

Jeremy sighed. “That FBI guy saysif you'redive, you killed Saraand that guy.”

She shook her head vigoroudy before pausing. She did share responsibility for Ron’' s desth—for them

al, infact. If they hadn’t been with her when Nicholas found her, they would il be divetoday. “I didn't
kill Saraor Troy,” shesaidin athick voice, trying to convince herself aong with her brother.

He nodded, instantly believing her. “That’ swhat | thought, pretty much.”

“How did you know | was here?’

Jeremy looked acrossthefield, in the direction of their house. “1 saw you from my window. Since you
disappeared, | haven't dept well. | guess |’ m afraid someone will take metoo.” He sighed. “Those cops

parked in front of the house should make mefed safer, but they don't.”

Shefroze. “Cops?’

“Y eah. They told Mom and Dad they’ re around in case you come back.” His mouth curled. “ Dad says
the feds are hoping you'll turn up so they can pin the murders on someone.”

She blanched a her brother’ s casudly shared information. “I didn’'t do it.”
“No one who knows you redly thinksyou did, Sis”
She bresthed asmdll sigh. “Just alittle doubt?’ she asked, so softly he didn’t hesr.

“What happened to you?’

Sheamost hit her lip before remembering her fangs, as she consdered how much to tell him. “I can't tell
you.”

Hefrowned. “Areyou redly avampire?’
Her eyeswidened. “What?’
He dropped hisgaze. “ A couple of guysat school say you and Ron are vampires.”

“Ron’sdead.” Her voice cracked. “I don’'t know what | am.” Copout , her inner voice admonished. “All
| know is| can’'t come home. Not right now anyway.”

Jeremy’ sblue eyes welled up with unshed tears. “Why not?’

He surreptitiously brushed at the tears while she pretended not to see them. She didn’t want to
embarrass her thirteen-year-old brother. “Itisn’t safe.” The threat posed by the FBI paled in comparison
to the haunting presence of Nicholas, who had sworn to follow her anywhere. She couldn’t believe she
hadn’t considered what he might do to her family if sheled him back to her home. He wasruthless



enough to do anything to ensure her cooperation.
“When can you come home?’

She forced a confident smile onto her face—a confidence she was far from feeling. “Soon.” Sheignored
the dishbdief in his eyesthat she knew must mirror her own. “Y ou need to go home now, Jeremy.”

He shook hishead. “1 want to stay with you.”

“No. Go home. | promise I’ [l see you soon.” Her heart stuttered at the lie, but she forced her voiceto
remain steedy.

Hedowly got to hisfeet. He stood before her for along time, just staring, asif he was memorizing her
face. “Hurry home, butt-breath.” Hisvoice broke on theinsult. “Mom and Dad missyou.”

Sheforced agmile. “Don’'t even think about moving into my room, twerp.” She waved a him ashe
turned and walked away. Emily watched him until he dipped through the fence, wondering if she would
ever truly come back, or if that author whose name she had forgotten was right about not being ableto
go homeagain.

* * % % %

She spent the rest of an uncomfortable night in the dugout, waiting for the sun to rise. Asthe sun peeked
over the horizon, sheleft the park and walked to the cemetery, moving with cautious paranoia, convinced
the police were watching the entire town. To her surprise, she made it to the cemetery without anyone
stopping her. It was so early in the morning that few people were up and stirring yet.

At Huxley Cemetery, whose smple name fit well with theidentica marble markers flush to the ground,
she searched for ahiding place. The only structure around, aside from the mortuary acrossthe stret,
was the groundskeeper’ s shed. Shetried the door and found it locked. The flimsy pushbutton handle was
no deterrent for her. She turned it once with aburst of strength, and the knob fell into her hands. She
cursed under her breath as she opened the door.

Emily put the handle back in the door as best she could, attempting to hide her presence. She hoped Mr.
Grinden wouldn’t be doing any upkeep until after the funeral, because there was nowhere to hide from
Sght in the shed.

It had adirt floor, and the earthy smell filled her nose like acloying perfume. Gasoline from the can near
the lawnmower mingled with the scent, causing the air to take on an acrid tinge she probably wouldn’t
have noticed last week.

Emily lifted abag of mulch from the rickety shelf against the back wall and dropped it on the ground.
She used it for amakeshift seat and sat down to wait, ensuring she could see the position of the sun
through the small window before trying to get as comfortable as possible.

* * % * %

She had planned to tell time with the sun’s position, but forgot she had no idea how to do that. Emily
managed to stedl a couple of hours of deep without dreaming, before the sound of car doors damming
and the sudden swell of heartbeatsin her immediate vicinity woke her.



Sherose and stretched her tight muscles before dipping from the shed. Emily hovered near the building,
watching as nearly the whole town gathered near aplot hafway across the cemetery.

She looked up and saw several people were walking too close for her comfort. Emily ducked around
the sde of the shed and searched for the sunglassesin her jacket pocket. After putting them on and
hiding her hair and as much of her face as possible under the hood, she dipped back around the shed to
watch the service from adistance.

Her newly improved vision aided her in seeing just one coffin near amound of dirt covered by ablue
tarp. She could make out the droning words of the Episcopdian minister as he said afinal blessing for
Sara, but tuned him out. Her gaze remained locked on the white coffin, as she envisioned the white dress
Sarahad bought for the Christmas dance during their last shopping trip into NY C, just afew days before
the carnival.

Her focus shifted at the sound of someone breathing nearby. She jerked her head up and saw a
blond-haired man in adark suit staring a her. He wore large sunglasses that hid his eyes and obscured
his expression. Emily ducked her head and took a step away. When she looked back, he was following
her, so she broke into arun, obeying her body’ s order to escape.

Sheran into the street without looking and screamed when a car stopped inches from her. Emily’s
duggish heartbeat seemed to be pounding in her ears, and she had barely regained her breath when the
door opened and Nicholas leaned out enough to see her.

“Getin,” hesaidinacrisp voice. “You' ve stayed away long enough.”

She cast aglance over her shoulder at the man who had paused at the side of the road, then back at
Nicholas. It was clear that her immediate future lay with Nicholas, so she walked to the passenger sde
and did insde. He pulled away quickly, and she turned her head back in the direction of the maninthe
dark suit. His head remained turned in their direction until Nicholas turned a corner. For amoment, she
felt safe, before remembering who sat beside her in the driver’ s seet of the black Subaru Forester. She
wondered what her punishment would be for escaping him. He was not aforgiving man.

Chapter Seven

She didn’'t want to be the first to break the tense silence, so Emily stared out the tinted windows of the
Forester, waiting for him to lash out at her.

“Ther€ s sunscreen in the glove compartment.” Histone was bland. “It should protect your arm by the
window until we get back to the city.”

Her eyeswidened. Sunscreen? Hisfirst words to her were about sunscreen? As she fumbled for the
sunscreen, she glanced at him from the corner of her eye, out the side of the thick sunglasses.

Helooked different in the sunlight. His gleaming black hair had been pulled back into aloose ponytail at
the back of his neck. He wore jeans and awhite polo shirt with long deeves. He could have been any
other driver on the road. Hisrelaxed posture and one-handed grip on the steering whedl suggested he
was comfortable driving. His very ordinariness made her even more frightened of his responseto her
running away. Would he be so calm and at ease when he tortured her?



“Would you likemusic?| usudly forget toturnit on.”

Shelicked her lips. “Uh, sure” Anything that filled the silence had to be good.

They reached for the did at the same time, and their hands brushed against each other. Emily
immediately jerked away and pressed hersdlf into the seat. He looked briefly in her direction before
turning on the radio and returning his attention to the road. Wasthis part of her punishment? Did he
intend to drive her mad with fear and worry before he hurt her?

“I"'m not going to hurt you,” he said in aconversationa tone.

She cursed hersdf for forgetting he could read her thoughts.

“Not dl of them. Just your strongest emotions.”

“Oh.” Her voice was a hoarse croak. “Why?’

“That' swhen our connection is strongest—"

“No. Why aren’t you going to hurt me?’ She forced the words through the thicknessin her throat,
suddenly anxiousto have it donewith. “I ran away. Y ou must have searched for mefor hours.”

He shook hishead. “1 knew exactly where to find you.”

“How?"

“I sent you here, Emily.”

Her mouth dropped open, and a strangled sound emerged from her lips. “What?’

“| dlowed you to leave. I’ ve guided each of your movements since you broke through the balcony

door.” Helooked at her for asecond, and his mouth twisted. “I’ m surprised you fell, I'll admit. | should

have remembered you aren’t used to your new abilitiesyet.”

A million questions rushed through her head, but only one emerged. “Why did you take away the ladder

then?’
“I couldn’t make it too easy for you to leave.”

“I don't understand.” Emily clutched her handsin her lgp. “Why would you do this?’

“So you could see for yoursdlf there' s no going back.” He stopped speaking as he merged into the exit

lane. “Y ou wouldn’t have taken my word for it.”

She pushed back the hood of the jacket as sweat coursed down her face. “How do | know any of it
wastrue? Y ou could have set up everything—"

Henodded. “1 arranged for that particular driver to pick you up and relay the news of your friends.”
Nicholas chuckled. “ Didn’'t you wonder why he waswilling to take such alow farefor the driveto

Huxley?’



She frowned, redlizing how small afee one hundred forty dollars was for a cabbie driving that distance,
round-trip. A small flutter of hope stirred when it penetrated her thoughts how he had manipulated her.
“Theregisanillusontoo.”

“Even what your brother said?’ He shook his head. “The FBI agent chasing you wasred, Emily.
Everything you discovered last night isthe truth. | knew you had to see your past before we could move
on to thefuture.”

“Wearen't moving anywhere,” she snapped. “1 want nothing to do with you.”
He seemed unconcerned by her defiance. “You'll change your mind.”

She lapsed into a sullen slence as they reentered the city, refusing to even look at him as he negotiated
through traffic and turned down Bleecker. A few blocks later, he pulled into aparking garage. Curiosity
caused her to bresk the silence. “What are you doing?’

“There sno parking near the gpartment building.” He rounded the corner of thefirst level and parked
beside ared Cadillac. “Wewak from here”

She got out of the Forester reluctantly, unconvinced he wouldn’t turn violent as soon as they entered the
gpartment, and the car seemed moderately safer. She resisted when he picked up her hand, struggling to
pull away. Emily hissed with pain when he tightened his grip. With aglare, she submitted to hishold as
they walked to the elevator.

Two other people werein the car when the doors opened. They were glued to each other and
whispering softly, punctuating every few words with bresthy giggles. Both seemed obliviousto sharing the
elevator with Nicholas and Emily asit whisked them to street level.

They stepped out of the elevator and |eft the small building housing it. The sdewak wasfull of activity,
and the autumn sun burned high in the sky. Emily’ s skin felt hot, and she put up the hood of her jacket.
She glanced at Nicholas, who seemed unaffected.

“It'sdl inyour head,” he said softly. “Y es, the sunisstronger to us, but it is't redly burning you beyond
amild sunburn. Y ou’ ve been influenced by too many years of exposure to the mediaversion of our
kind.”

She shivered when he said “ our kind”. She wanted to protest she wasn't any kind, but it would be a
waste of breath. Last night, she had accepted what she was, but wasn't ready to hear areminder every
time he spoke.

He moved with fluid grace, seeming to dart through every smdl opening between the other pedestrians.
Emily fdt like agraceless klutz next to him, as she tried to mimic his movements. To her surprise, her gait
grew smoother when she concentrated on the way each muscle moved. She was keenly aware of every
aspect of her body, from the duggish heartbesat in her ears, to the musclesin her legs bunching as she
walked.

“Beautiful.” Nicholas gave her atender smile. “Y ou' Il soon be able to movelike thiswithout thinking
about it.”

His praise broke her concentration, and she ssumbled. He was there to catch her, and she crashed



againg his chest. Their faces were inches gpart, and Emily’ s breeth caught in her throat when she met his
eyes. She could see and fed how strongly he believed she was beautiful. It made her fed beautiful and
sensud, asif shewas a cregture of sensation, without consegquence. She wanted to Snk against him and
fed hislipson hers. She wanted more than that, and her body clamored for her to giveinto her urgings.
Her own desres frightened her more than his. She cleared her throat and pushed againgt him. Hisarms
dropped away, and he took a step back as she swayed unsteadily for a second before regaining her
balance.

Hetook her hand again, and they continued down Bleecker. Asthey passed the alley, awave of fatigue
swept through Emily, and her head started pounding. Her legsturned to jelly and refused to move her
forward.

“Y ou must be starving and exhausted.” Nicholas put hisarm around her waist and led her to the front of
the brownstone. She leaned heavily on him, unable to muster the energy to walk on her own. “I hadn't
planned on your fal, or | would have rations on hand. I’ m afraid you' || have to make do.”

She didn’t bother to ask for clarification asthey entered the foyer and bypassed the rows of mailboxes.
Nicholastook her straight to the evator and propped her against him while they waited for the car to
appear. She questioned how suddenly the wave of exhaustion swept through her, but wastoo tired to
focus on what was happening or even be suspicious of Nicholas. Part of her suspected he was
manipulating her again, but she didn’t care right then. All shewanted wasto deep for years. Her somach
growled, reminding her she wanted to eat too. Her mouth watered when she thought of blood.
Intellectualy, her reaction disgusted her, but she couldn’t deny she craved the taste.

On the fourth floor, Nicholas lifted her into hisarms and carried her to apartment 4-A. He rang the bell
with his elbow, and Tremont opened the door within seconds. He looked alarmed as they walked past
him, and he followed behind.

Emily wanted to reassure him, but couldn’t lift her head from Nicholas s chest. It wastoo comfortable
being held in hisarms, and she wanted to tell him to put her down, but was afraid of faling. A part of her
didn’'t want to lose the connection with him. She quickly squashed that thought.

Nicholas pushed open the door to her room and laid her on the bed before he turned to Tremont. “Bring
blood.”

“There sonly atiny hit left from the last shipment you received from the blood bank, master.”

“Blood bank?" Emily asked in adaze.

He smoothed the hair off her face. “ They believe | suffer from arareillnessthat requires constant
transfusions. It's convenient to sustain us, but we gtill need fresh blood.” He turned back to Tremont,
saying, “Bring what you can find. It should tide her over until tonight.”

Emily’ stongue fdt thick when she asked, “What happens tonight?’

He removed his sunglasses and hung an earpiece in the pocket of hisjeans. “It' stime you learned to
feed on your own.”

She feebly shook her head.

He touched her cheek. Histone was firm when he spoke. “Y ou will hunt and et if | haveto forcethe



blood down your throat.”

She wanted to protest his dictate, but couldn’t find the energy. She didn’t even fight when Nicholas took
off her sunglasses and hoodie. She put up her hands when he pulled at the T-shirt, but he pushed past her
weak resstance. Shetried to roll off the bed when he went to the dresser for pgjamas, but didn’t make it
far.

He treated her like arecacitrant child as he removed her jeans and did on the pajama pants. His dark
eyes burned brightly when he removed her bra, but hisfingers were quick and efficient with the top.
Soon, she was dressed and under the covers.

“I want to shower,” she whispered.
“Later.”

Tremont knocked on the door and entered with awineglass of deep-red liquid. Nicholastook it from
him and sat on the bed beside her. Helifted and propped her againgt hisarm, then held the glassto her

lips
She consumed the blood eagerly, blotting out the part of her urging to spit it in hisface. Emily drained the
last drop and whimpered, wanting more. She licked the rim of the glass, then her own lips, catching his

eyes asthey followed her tongue. She heard him groan, and a small smile teased the corners of her
mouth. He pulled the glass away, and she reached for it. “More.”

“Tonight,” he said in asoothing voice. “ Segp now and recover some measure of strength.” Before he
had even gotten up from the bed, she was adeep.

1664, Virginia

Elspeth looked up from the hearth as Grisalda burst into the room. She tucked a strand of auburn hair
escaping her mobcap behind her ear and stepped away from the hot fire. It is about time you showed
up. | do not want to stand here dl day.”

Grisdldawaved ahand, ignoring her sster’ srebuke. “Heis here”

Her eyeswidened. “Whom?’

“Vdlsade, thetrapper.” A teasing glint appeared in her blue eyes. “But | suppose you do not care,
sger?

Elspeth’ s cheeks bloomed with color, and her eyes darted to the doorway. “ Shush,” she hissed. “You
cannot speak of such things. What if Johanna heard you? She would run to the master.”

Griseldalowered her voice. “I heard him tell Abel hewould stay the night if Lord Tremont permitted. He
is passing through on hisway to Jamestown.”

A giddy sensation swept through Elspeth, and she had to fight back agiggle. Shelonged to tear off her
apron and run to greet Nicholas properly, but couldn’t. Instead, she returned her attention to the bubbling
stew and struggled to appear cam. “Mr. Valsade dways has such interesting stories.”



Her sster giggled and started to say more, but Johanna s arrival caused her mouth to close with aclick.

The housekeeper eyed them both with displeasure, pursing her mouth. As aways, an immaculate striped
dress and roomy apron covered her rail-thin body. Not astrand of her mousy brown hair peeked out of
thelap cap. “Y ou appear short of tasks, Griselda. Allow meto fill your time.”

Sheignored the interruption. “ The hearth in the main hal needsagood cleaning.”
Grisdldagrimaced. “But | cleaned it two days ago.”

Johanna ssmilewas cold. “Clean it again.” She cast adisparaging glance at Elspeth. “Heaven knows
Lord Tremont would not wish your sister to leave the kitchens for something so menia as scooping
cinders” Her mouth twisted. “He vaues her culinary skillstoo highly.”

With asigh, Grisddainclined her head and scurried from the kitchen.

Elspeth’ s shoulders tensed as she awaited ingtructions and scathing remarks from the dightly older
woman. The last thing she wanted to do was stand there during one of the housekeeper’ stirades when
Nicholas was so close.

“Culinary skills,” she repested in alow voice. She shook her heed. “Lord Tremont will have avisitor this
evening. Ensure you have proper food, and not the dop from last night.”

She bit back aretort about the dop from the night before, because she didn’t have permission to speak
unreservedly to Johanna, who was afreewoman. “Y es, ma am.”

With another sniff, Johannalleft the kitchen. When she was gone, Elspeth laid the ladle on the wooden
table and sat on a stool. She cast an anxious glance at the door leading out the back of the cross-plan
house. She wondered if Nicholaswould try to see her immediately. As much as her heart yearned for a
glimpse of hisface, she knew it would betoo risky. If Lord Tremont caught them, he might extend the
length of her contract as punishment for disobeying him.

She rose from the stool and went to the bowl of dough, lifting the cloth and removing the lump to knead
it briskly. A small smile darted across her mouth when she imagined Johanna s face on the bread dough.
How satisfying it would be to pound her againgt the table afew times.

Nicholasdidn’t try to see her before dinner, so Elspeth dipped from the kitchen to her small room on the
third floor. She changed the plain black dressfor awhite one with smdl yelow flowersand tied a
matching pocket to the waist of the dress. She had only the white apron she had worn during the day, so
retied it around hersdf. Asafina step, she brushed out her hair and redid the bun before securing the
white mobcap over her hair. Asusud, her hair wastoo thick and long to fit comfortably under the
confines of the bonnet, and she knew Johannawould rebuke her for a messy appearance.

Tonight, shedidn’t care. She had thoughts of soon seeing her lover to sustain her. It had been over a
year sncetheir last meeting, and she found hersdf impatient for the dinner to pass so she could bewith

him again.



Shetook the back stairs and reentered the kitchen to find Johanna sampling the stew. She stiffened
when the other woman spat out the bite onto the floor.

“Terribleswill. 1t hasno flavor.”
“Y ou hold the key to the spice cabinet, Johanna. | cannot add sdlt if you will not part withit.”
She glared at Elspeth. “ A good cook would not require such large quantities.”

Shetried tolet theinsult roll over her as she busied hersdf with taking bowls from the cupboard and
stacking them on awooden tray. Johannawatched every move, asif waiting for her to make amistake.
She pushed past the other woman and lifted the ladle. Elspeth hissed and dropped it when it burned her
hand. She whirled around to confront Johanna, who smiled. “Are you pleased, Johanna?’ she made
hersdf ask inacam voice. “1 assume you hdd the ladle to the fire in the hearth until it was sufficiently
heated?’

Johanna nodded. “Aye.”

She closed her eyes and forced down her anger by picturing Nicholas' s handsome face. “Next year,
when my contract has ended, | will say dl thethings| have saved these past three years, Johanna” She
kept her voice deliberately light.

Johanna s spine stiffened, and her anger was papable. It was disconcerting when her lips curved from
an angry expression to asmile. “Lord Tremont will find away to keep you bound. Y ou know he will not
let you go.”

She didn’t bother debating. Instead, Elspeth said, “And he will never look at you the way you wish him
toaslong as| am around. Y ou are only the housekeeper to him.”

Johanna s hand connected with her cheek with aresounding crack. “Bite your tongue, wench. | ana
freawoman.”

Tearsfilled her eyes, and she winced at the throbbing in her cheekbone. “Now,” she bit out. “Two years
ago, you too wereindentured.” Elspeth took adeep breath. “Why do you not leave? Y ou could have
married long ago and collected your land when you received your freedom dues.”

Johanna s chin raised anotch. “I will be mistress of Tremont Plantation.”

Elspeth sghed and lifted a cloth from the table before retrieving the ladle. She knew of Johanna's
aspirations. She hoped Lord Tremont would fall madly in love with his housekeeper—once her contract
ended. As unpleasant as Johanna was as a supervisor, she couldn’t imagine tolerating her if shewas
mistress of the plantation.

She dished the stew into the serving bowl and set it on the tray. Johanna stood in her way, and she
eased past her. “1 must serve,” she said in aneutra voice, dthough her ssomach churned with excitement.
Nicholaswasonly afew feet away.

She hurried into the hall, where Lord Tremont sat at the head of the table. Elspeth kept her expression
bland as her eyes danced briefly over Nicholas. His hair had grown longer, and he wore it confined with
aleather thong. His buckskinswere clean, but in need of repair. He looked asif he had spent the last



year inthewild, trapping animds. In redlity, he had probably returned to England, where sustenance was
plentiful.

Bartholomew Tremont’ s eyes followed her every move as she set the serving bowl on the imported
French table and put bowls before the two men. Elspeth tried to ignore the way her skin crawled ashis
eyes bored into her. After three years of having the man visualy devour her, she should be accustomed
toit. Mot times, she didn’t notice, but tonight she was keenly aware of Nicholas watching Tremont
watch her. She could sense his anger, which frightened her. He could destroy Tremont easily, and she
didn’t want that. She didn’t want Nicholas to be condemned as amurderer or recognized for what he
was.

“Another excellent med, | am certain,” Tremont said in asmooth, clear voice. Hisvoicewas just as
handsome as the rest of him. He took pride in his neatly groomed blond hair, deep brown eyes, fine
European clothes, and cultured accent. He was atobacco farmer by trade, but retained the airs of the
nobleman he had been when helived in England.

Elspeth gave him abrief smile and curtsied to both of them before leaving the hall. She hid in the kitchen,
waliting for the meal to end, and the house to retire. She could dready fedl Nicholas sarmsaround her.

Griseldahad quietly arranged to share aroom with Agnes, the other household servant, so Elspeth had
the bed to hersdlf. She lay under the coverstensdly, waiting for the sound of Nicholas at the door. Her
heart stuttered when she heard him rap lightly, and she did from the bed to let him in. Her nervousfingers
fumbled with the latch for amoment, and then the door siwung open with a creaking sound. They both
froze for asecond, waiting to seeif anyone would investigate.

Findly, he moved forward and closed the door. He frowned. “I didike the need for secrecy.”
Shewrapped her ams around hiswaist and held him. “Please, |et us not argue tonight.”
Nicholas frowned, but his arms encompassed her. “Aye. We have precious littletime.”

“I have dreamed of you every night we have been apart,” she whispered, hiding her face against the
scratchy wool of the shirt he had changed into.

“Y ou could have been with me,” he said, with atrace of bitterness.
Elspeth groaned. “We agreed not to argue.”

Hetilted her chin and kissed her lips. Histongue darted into her mouth, and he moaned. “Y ou taste like
Heaven,” he said when he lifted hishead. “How can | bear to part from you tomorrow for months on
end?

She closed her eyes, briefly tempted to run away from her obligations so they could be together. For
fear of recklessly giving in, she said only, “Let us not think on thisnow. Make love to me, Nicholas.”

His hands were warm when they pulled at the ties on her chemise, indicating he had recently fed. A flush
of desire on his cheekswas more proof. She wondered who had been hisvictim, but her thoughts
wandered from Nicholas s dinner to what his hands were doing at her breasts. She arched her back as
she pulled at the buttons on his shirt. A year of abstinence lent her fingers an urgency that alowed her to



have him stripped of the garment in seconds. Even the burn on her hand didn’t impede her ability.

Sheran her uninjured palm down his chest, tracing the line of hisribswhere they poked out dightly.
“Y ou have grown thin, my love.”

“I pinefor you,” he said against her mobcap.

Elspeth hid her smile of pleasure againgt his chest, while continuing to stroke him, letting her hand dip
lower. His hands were equally busy. “I have missed you,” he said as he removed the mobcap to revea
her long fal of auburn hair. “1 achefor you.” Nicholas ran his handsthrough her hair, lifting strandsto his
faceto rub againg his cheek. Her chemise and petticoat quickly followed the route of the hair covering.

She brushed againgt the placket concealing his cock, athough it pushed ingstently againgt the fabric of
his knee breaches. Elspeth palmed him, while letting her other hand drift to his buttocks, where she
squeezed lightly.

He growled low in histhroat before tipping back her head to claim her mouth. His kiss was urgent, but
tender, coaxing her mouth to soften as her lips parted. She met histongue eagerly with her own, engaging
hisinadud for supremacy that ended only when she pinned his tongue between her cheek and teeth,
before nipping him.

Hejerked in reaction, swatting her on the buttocks, as he disengaged her tongue. “Minx.”

“Y ou bring out the anima inme,” she said againg hislips, nipping him again. She ran her tongue across
histeeth, pausing to flirt with hisfangs. A shiver ran down her spine, anticipating the day she would be
freeto dlow him to change her to avampire so they could live together forever.

“I would rather bring something into you.” Nicholas cupped her pussy in his pam, caressing the outer
lips, where moisture dripped from her. “1 thought | would die without you.”

She nodded, equally anxiousfor his possession. It had been too long since the last time he made loveto
her. He paused only to strip off his knee breaches before lifting and carrying her to the narrow bed.

“Asdid|. | cannot wait, my love.” Once on the bed, Elspeth spread her legsfor him, welcoming him
with little preparation. Her body was wet and waiting for his cock. Later, therewould be timefor dow
loving and whispered words. Right now, she wanted to fed him ingde her.

She had dmost forgotten how big hewas. A gasp escaped her when his cock filled her pussy, stretching
her amost beyond endurance. As her sheath relaxed, accepting the unaccustomed presence of him again,
Elspeth pulled him tightly against her, listening to his heart race against her ear. He whispered her name
severd timesashethrust in and out of her. She met histhrusts with her own, straining for fulfillment.
When his hand dipped between their bodies to stroke her clit, swollen with need and begging for
attention, she barely bit back acry.

He massaged her dlit in rhythm with histhrusting hips, making it difficult for Elspeth to remember to thrust
intime with him. She closed her eyes and held onto him, counting on Nicholasto guide her to the pesks
of pleasure. Her pussy throbbed with spasms, mirroring his, and release was near. She amost didn’t
want it to come, preferring to stay just like thiswith her lover forever.

Asan orgasm swept over her, seconds before he found satisfaction, her eyes pricked with unshed tears.
Shedidn’t know how she would stand to watch him ride away tomorrow. Her only consolation was, at



their next reunion, she would be afreewoman. She would have fulfilled her contract and received her
freedom dues. As soon asthey married, she could get her land, and they would have the life she dreamed
about. Nicholaswould redlize she didn’t want to return to England when she maintained her resolveto
gay inthe Colonies.

Near daybreak, when their passion had faded in the aftermath of physical exhaustion and temporary
emotiond fulfillment, Nicholas held her in hisarms. “Come with meto England.”

She sighed and rolled over onto her side. “Must you ask every time when you know my answer?’
He nodded. “I cannot stand to see you here asadaveto Tremont.”
“Grisddaand | made abargain, love. | must uphold my end.”

“Y ou are not his property, Elspeth. The way hiseyesfollow you...” Hetrailed off, looking grim. “He
wantsyou.”

She touched his cheek. “He will not have me. | belong to you, Nicholas.”

A short laugh escaped him. “Y ou are no more my property than his, beloved. If you were, you would
ligento me”

She shrugged. “1 cannot do less than honor my word. Besides, if | left with you, what would happen to
my 9ster?’

“ She would come with us”

Elspeth shook her head. “No, she would not. Y ou aready frighten her, Nicholas, and she does not
know what you are. She would not come.”

“Let her make her own decision. We could be gone before anyone knows. | have a ship waiting. We
could be sailing down Chesapeake Bay before Tremont could form a search party.”

She pulled away from him and sat up. “1 do not want to return to England. | love the Colonies, Nicholas.
Thereis such open space herein Virginia. Trees stretch asfar asthe eye can see, and there is not the
bustle you find in London. | cannot imagine returning to that barren place fter living here. Thelandisa
part of my soul now.”

His mouth twisted. “ Perhaps | should leave you to Tremont. Ashiswife, you would have everything you
Seem to want.”

She bit back agiggle at his petulant words, touching hisarm. “1 would have everything but that which |
want most.”

His expression softened as she rubbed hisarm. “What isthat?’
She smiled. “You. | haveloved you since you first found your way to Tremont Plantation two years

ag0.” She had met his eyes as he rode across the rolling green hills on his magnificent black stallion, and
she had been logt. Struck by the eerie sensation of already knowing him, she had found hersdlf in hisarms



inlessthan two days.

He nodded. “Y ou love me, but sometimes | wonder how much. Why can you not leave this place and
be with me? Valsade Manor iseegant and private. When you look upon the grounds, you will never
want to returnto Virginia”

“I have no doubt it is beautiful, and we will visit it many times during our life together, but my homeis
here”

He ran ahand through his disheveled hair. “ Then let me make Tremont an offer for your contract. If |
purchase your freedom, you are freeto marry.”

Elspeth shook her head, unsurprised by hisfamiliar suggestion. She responded as she dwaysdid. “You
know hewill not sell me, Nicholas”

His brow furrowed. “1 could make him.”

“Nay, my love. It would be dishonest.” She did from the bed and walked to the smaller chiffarobe,
where apitcher and basin rested. Elspeth poured water into the basin and took a rough cloth from the
drawer. “The sunwill rise soon, and you will be on your way. Do not let our parting words be
acrimonious”

Nicholas sighed as he did from the bed and dipped on his knee breaches and shirt. “1 must return to my
room and prepare for departure.” He sounded anguished when he added, “Why must you be so bound
by your honor, Elspeth? Y ou are not aman.”

“Honor isnot exclusiveto therelm of men,” she said tartly. “I amwho | am. Y ou would not love me
were | different.”

His eyes narrowed. “Y ou never used to be this stubborn. As Emma—"

She shivered. “Please do not mention that. Y ou know how disconcerting | find the memories.”

He nodded abruptly. “I know you prefer to avoid dl thoughts of who you were.”

She knew he wouldn’t admit though she harbored the soul of the women of his past, she was her own
person. Elspeth ignored his comment and finished washing. Once she had wound her hair into abun and
secured the mobcap, she retrieved her chemise and petticoat from the pile. Under hiswatchful eyes, she
put them on, wishing she could take them off and return to the bed with him. She dipped on another
black dress and tied a modesty cloth across her torso before adding a pocket and the apron. Then she
walked to Nicholas and put her arms around hiswaist. “ Y ou know | love you.”

He caressed her cheek. “Y ou have dwaysloved me.”

She shrugged. “1 love you as you are now because of who we are today. Not because of who | wasin
the past.”

Nicholas groaned. “How can | leave you?’

“Youmust.” Sheforced asmile and swalowed down tears. “Next year, | will befree. Wewill build a
house—"



“We will return to England, where we shdl not starve.” He gave her acrooked smile. “ Or rusticate.”

She frowned up at him with alook of annoyance, but continued spinning dreams. “We will have children
and be together every day. L et those thoughts sustain you.”

He sighed before lowering hislipsto hers. When heraised hishead, he said, “| suppose they will have
to.”

She hugged him once more before stepping away. “Y ou must go now. | haveto report to the kitchen,
and you will beleaving after breskfast.”

“I have no appetite, so | will leave now.”

Elspeth kissed him again, tracing her tongue with his. She pressed againgt him, but reined in her passion.
There was no time for more lovemaking. Already, it was late enough to berisky for him to leave her
room. She broke away and turned her head. “I love you.” She kept her eyesfocused on the
whitewashed wall, refusing to dlow him to seethetearsin her eyes.

“When | return, you will leavethisplace.” His voice was firm, but sounded thick. “ Contract or no
contract.”

She nodded, unable to watch as he left. Their reunions were joyous, but the partings aways robbed her
of the euphoria she experienced when he held her in hisarms. As soon as she heard the door close softly
behind him, she collapsed on the edge of the bed and sobbed. Her words had been brave, but another
year on Tremont Plantation without Nicholas would seem likeforever.

After restoring her appearance, Elspeth went downstairs to begin breakfast. She was surprised to find
Johannadready in the kitchen, stoking the fire. Shelooked at the sky through the window, noting it was
near the time she alway's began breskfast.

“Did you havealie-in?’ Johannd svoice bordered on friendly.
Elspeth blinked. “No. | did not think | wastardy.”

“No matter.” Johannawaved to a basket on the table. “Lord Tremont has requested fresh berries. You
areto pick them.”

Her eyeswidened. “The briar patch is over an hour away, Johanna. Breakfast will be delayed if 1 go for
blackberries”

She shrugged. “1 cannot counter the master’ swhims. | obey hisingructions.” A smdl smileflashed
across her face. “1 suggest you enjoy the sunshine and amorning off. Abel has ahorse waiting for you.”

She bit her lip, hesitating. The thought of picking berries was tempting, but she was reluctant to go. It
was disconcerting to see Johanna so cheerful, and she wondered at that. When the explanation occurred
to her, sheamost giggled. Clearly, the housekeeper was happy to have her out of the housefor the
morning. Perhaps sheimagined serving Lord Tremont breskfast would prompt him to make amarriage
offer. 1t would be nice to spend sometime aone, and if Lord Tremont was ordering her to go, what



choice did she have?*| shdl return later in the morning.”
Johannanodded, not taking her atention from the forming fire.

Elspeth dipped through the back entrance of the house and ran across the hilly green ground to the
stables. As promised, Abel waited with an elderly sorrel. She mounted and rode away at a steady pace,
until the plantation faded behind her. Once out of sight, ahappy laugh escaped her. For afew hours, she
could pretend she was free of the obligationsimposed upon her. She could fantasize she was meeting
Nicholas.

She sighed. If only she had known of thismorning' s duty, she could have arranged to meet Nicholas
away from the plantation. She would have loved another hour in hisarms, but would have to be content
with last night until she saw him again. A year was not so long, she consoled hersdlf. It was barely enough
timefor ahorseto fod or the seasons to change. The time would pass quickly.

Chapter Eight

Emily awoke with adull headache and araging appetite. Her head spun when she sat up, and she had to
clutch the nightstand for support when she gained her feet. She waited until the room stopped spinning
before shuffling into the bathroom, shedding the pajamas as she went, leaving the pantsin the doorway.

She turned on the water as hot as she could stand before stepping under the stream. A hiss escaped
through her teeth as the pulsing jets seemed to strip the skin from her body. She turned down the hot
water, and the painful sensation faded. Sheleaned againgt the wall and let the water flow over her.

When shefelt completely steady, Emily washed her body and hair, lathering a second time to remove the
dried blood matting her hair. She left the conditioner on double the recommended time in hopes of
combating thetangles.

When the water turned cool, and her skin wrinkled, she turned off the spray and stepped onto the
bathmat. Her head fdlt clear, and the dream returned to her in full force.

She met her haunted eyesin the mirror after wiping away the condensation. Could it be that the
Bartholomew Tremont from her dream was the same pitiful cresture endaved by Nicholas? A chill ran
through her when she pictured the handsome face of the man in the dream before Tremont’ s current
visage took its place. How the man had been tortured. What could he have done to deserve such cruel
treatment?

Emily longed to return to bed, in case the memory reveded itsdf fully, but wastoo hungry to deep. Her
stomach cramped and twisted with the need to feed. She looked away from her own eyes when she
remembered Nicholasintended to take her hunting tonight. How could she kill someoneto live?

A dark thrill coursed through her when avision of atilled heart resting in her hand flashed through her
mind. The thought should sicken her, but instead, she sdivated. Emily whimpered. Shedidn’t want to fed
the way she did, and vowed she wouldn’t dlow herself to do anything terrible. Aslong as she maintained
her resolve, shewould befine. She wouldn’t be amongter like Nicholas.

Once she had dried off and brushed her hair, she left the bathroom and went to the dresser for fresh



underwear. She rummaged through the drawers, but found no pants. She hadn’t expected to, since there
hadn’t been any before. She went through the closet again, but found only skirts and dresses.

Shefindly settled on along denim skirt and ablack turtleneck sweater. The brush of denim againgt her
cavesfdt strange as shewaked. She eyed hersdf in the mirror and grimaced. Shewasn't particularly
feminine, and it showed. She stood awkwardly, trying to adjust her posture to fit the skirt, but it was

hopeless.

There was nothing €l se to do, so she walked to the door. To her surprise, the knob turned easily, and
the door opened. She peeked into the hallway, but neither Nicholas nor Tremont lingered near the
doorway. Shetook a step outside the room and froze, waiting for someone to stop her. Eventually, she
continued walking down the halway, until she entered the living room.

Nicholas stood by the large window, but turned when she stepped into the room. “How did you deep?’

She hesitated, torn between the need to know about Tremont, and the reluctance to admit to having
dreamed. “I dreamed.”

Hisbrow quirked. “What did you dream about?’

“You,” shesad abruptly, “and Tremont Plantation.”

His smile was bittersweet. “1 thought Elspeth was the most stubborn of al your manifestations, until you.”
“What happened?’

Nicholas s mouth firmed. “I don’t wish to discussthis”

Shefrowned. “But—"

“You will remember intime.” His voice cracked. “Don’t make me recount the memory of finding you...’
Hetrailed off. “Theimage remainsin my mind to thisday. | can’t spesk of it.”

“What about Tremont? Isyour servant the same man?’

Nicholas nodded, but didn’t speak. He walked toward her, putting his arm around her shoulders. “We
will go now. | canfed your hunger.”

She sighed, but didn’t press for an answer. His closed expression indicated how receptive he wasto
answering questions. She would have to finish the dream before she knew what had happened.

They left the gpartment, turning onto 6thStreet. Emily attempted to shrug off his hold acouple of times,
but he tightened his grip each time. She eventually settled into his embrace, matching her paceto his.
Walking beside him felt more comfortable than it should have. Asthey neared Greenwich Avenue, she
searched for atopic of conversation, suddenly desperate to fill the sllence. She thought of Jeremy and
winced. “Isit redly true? Everything | learned in Huxley isred?’

He nodded, obvioudly attuned to her thoughts. “Yes.”

“Did you know thiswould happen?’ she whispered, dreading his answer.



Nicholas shrugged. “I didn’t think of it. My goa has been only to find you again.” His mouth twisted into
agrimace. “I didn’t think much beyond that. It was so easy before.”

Shelifted abrow. “1 don’'t understand.”

Nicholas turned his head to gaze down at her. “Y ou’' ve never hated me before.” Hisface revealed traces
of hispain. “Always, your soul recognized me, and you loved me.”

She sniffed, denying adart of guilt. “ Did you kill my friends and take me from my family before?’

Hiseyesdid from hers, and he quickened their pace. Once on Greenwich Avenue, his posture became
different. He seemed leaner and longer, with amagnetism Emily didn’t think she wasimagining. Hisdark
gaze turned watchful and more predatory than usua asthey scanned the people milling abouit.

He wasn’t the only one who changed. A bonel ess sensation passed through her body, making her gait
sexy and tempting. She scanned the passersby, looking for oneto lure away.

She blinked, darmed by her thoughts. She was straying into dangerousterritory by alowing her thoughts
and actionsto mimic Nicholas' s. She would have to be on her guard.

“There)” he said, pointing down an dley. A smdl group of people huddied at the end of the lane, just
barely visble behind apile of boxes. He pulled on her arm.

Emily tried digging in her hedsand going dack, but he was undeterred by her efforts at ressting. Asthey
walked down thefilthy aley, her nose crinkled from the pungent odor coming from alarge dumpster. Her
senses were heightened, and she could hear the heartbesats of the small group collectively and individuadly.
It was like four separate heartbeats pounding in syncopation. Dark hunger clawed itsway up her
stomach to the back of her throat. Her duggish heartbeat accelerated, and her mouth watered.

They stopped afoot or two from the group of people. No one spoke. The four, huddled around asmall
fire of burning paper, looked up at them with dack faces and shining eyes. There was a sense of
detachment about them, asif nothing she or Nicholas might do would surprise them. The child stared of f
into space, asif he was beyond seeing them.

Each wore ragged clothes covered with stains. They appeared to be afamily, with awoman and manin
their late-thirties, and an ederly woman, in addition to the boy of perhaps eeven. Her ssomach churned
looking at them, and her mouth fell open to utter an admonition to run. She discovered she couldn’'t move
her tongue when shetried to speak. Nicholas shot her alook before focusing acharming smile on the

group.
“It'sacold night,” he said in asoft, seductive voice. “Wouldn't you like to be warm?’

Thewoman's eyes widened, and she nodded. The man still looked hesitant, as did the € derly woman.
The boy’ s gaze remained fixed on thewal in front of him. A thin line of drool hung from the corner of his
mouth, and his expression remained blank.

Emily found her voice asthe urge to shout at them passed. “ The boy. What’ swrong with the boy?’
The man’ s shoulders hunched, and helooked defensive. “ There' s nothing wrong with my son.” Her

question seemed to have shattered the trance Nicholas had been trying to impose upon him. “What do
you want?’



“To ease your burdens.” Nicholas swords were charitable, but histone was mocking. “And ours,” he
added.

The older woman crossed hersdlf. “Begone,” she said in alow whisper. Her lips parted to reved
blackened gums, minus teeth.

Nicholas s gaze locked with hers. “Bedill.”

She ceased to move. She didn’t even blink. Her face froze in an expression of terror, and her hand
remained frozen in air, having been partway through crossing hersdf again.

Nicholas s dark gaze clashed with the man’ sfor along moment, and then he stopped moving. The
woman burst out sobbing and muttering. Nicholas barely gazed at her, and she stiffened. She was aready
beaten. He didn’t bother with the boy.

Emily stood back as he went to the elderly woman and lifted her effortlesdy. Her eyes darted around
with terror, but she didn’t even cry out as Nicholas's head dipped to her neck.

She turned away when Nicholas began to feed, not wanting the sight of him feeding to fuel her hunger.
However, she could still hear the sounds of him sucking the blood. They echoed through her in time with
her heartbeats, seeming to cdl to her. With atiny cry of defeat, she spun around.

Nicholaslooked up from hisvictim. Her blood had smeared across his face and teeth. Hisred eyes
gleamed even in the meager light. He licked hislipsand lifted his head. “ Come.”

She shook her head, even as her feet obeyed his command. Emily tried to stop walking toward him, but
couldn’t control her body. When he lifted his hand, she abruptly stopped, inches from the two of them.
Her mouth fell open, and she whimpered when he returned to the throat of the old woman. Her somach
growled as hisfangs penetrated the sagging, leathery skin of the grandmother. She saw blood seep from
the wounds before histongue lapped it away. She wanted to feed.

A dirring of resistance built in her, but she was beyond paying it heed. Emily’ s thoughts focused only on
taking part in the feast. She ached to fedl the blood diding down her throat, wanting the coppery taste to
fill her mouth.

Nicholas dropped the old woman, and she landed on the cement of the dley with amoist thud. Her eyes
stared up into the sky, asif begging God for an explanation. She was dead.

He hdd out his hand to her.

Emily’ sarm lifted of its own valition, until her hand was shug in his. She took astep when hetook a
step, moving with him toward the man. She couldn’t seem to tear her gaze away from Nicholas's.

“Yours.” He touched the shoulder of the man and pushed Emily down onto her knees beside the man.
She tared at him with wide eyes, unable to get up, and unable to lean forward. She remained frozen,
torn between her hunger and her conscience. Her eyesfastened on his carotid artery, visibly pulsing. She

could smdl thefear on him, and her somach rumbled.

Nicholas kndlt beside her, smoothing hair off her shoulders. “It’sjust like with me, love. Tear thevein



and drink the blood.”
“Will hebeinpan?’

He shook hishead. “No, I'll see he enjoysit.” Heleaned closer. “If you can concentrate while feeding,
tell him with your thoughts how pleasurable the experienceis”

She nodded, tentatively reaching out to touch the man’s neck. It looked none too clean, and the stench
emanating from him nearly quelled her appetite, until she glanced at Nicholas and saw the blood on his
lips. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before leaning forward.

When her face wasin the crook of the man’ s neck, she gagged on his scent.

“Think of roses,” Nicholas said as he smoothed his hand down her back. “Y our mind is powerful
enough to make him smdl like anything.”

Emily tried to recal the smell of the honeysuckle near the backdoor of her parents house during
summer. Soon, the scent filled her nogtrils, dong with the gentle hum of the bees that spent the season
circulating the bush whispering in her ears. She opened her mouth and traced her tongue along the path of
the man’svein. Dirt and sweat clung to her tongue, and she scraped it along the top of her teeth,
puncturing herself on her fangs. The taste of her own blood was awel come respite from the taste of her
victim'sskin.

Nicholas put hisarm around her waist and leaned forward with his head on her shoulder. “Bite through
the skin, Emily. Y ou know how.”

She swallowed down her fear and sdlf-disgust as her fangs penetrated the man’s skin. It waslike diding
ahot knife through butter. Hisflesh offered no resistance, and soon awell of blood pooled in her mouth.
It was warm and intoxicating. The aroma sent shiversracing down her spine, and she gulped greedily,
tearing with her fangs to widen the wound.

A veritableriver of blood flooded her mouth and spilled over, running down her chin and staining her
shirt. She remained too focused on feeding to worry about the proper etiquette of ingesting avictim’'s
lifeblood. She lapped and sucked eagerly, desperate for every drop. When the flow began to diminish,
she pushed her face degper into his neck, ripping at him with her fangs.

“Stop, Emily. There' snothing left.”

She ignored Nicholas, determined to wring every drop from the man in front of her. She rooted against
his neck, licking at the skin, and not noticing the awful taste that had previoudy repelled her. Her heart
raced in her ears, and delicious warmth spread through her.

She cried out with pain when Nicholas yanked on ahandful of her hair, pulling her away. She glared up
a him, baring her fangsand hissing.

He gave her an indulgent grin. “There snothing thereto drain. You'vetakenit dl.”

She snarled a him again and tried to return to the man’ s body. It had fallen to the ground in a permanent
dump. His eyes were wide with pleasure, and he had an erection visblein hisbaggy trousers.

Nicholas pulled her to her feet.



She pushed againgt his chest, determined he wouldn'’t stand between her and the blood.
“Cdmyoursdf. There sanother.”

Shetried to drop to her knees again, and Nicholas held her. Emily struggled againgt his hold, throwing
off one of hishands. She reached for the body of her firgt victim, but he was out of reach. “More.”

“Not him.” Nicholas shook her shouldersto get her attention.

Emily’ smournful gaze remained on the man’ storn throat. Her puncture marks were nothing like the negt,
tiny holes Nicholas had drilled through the old woman’ s throat. His wound was messy and gaping. He
looked like he' d been torn gpart. Rather than repulse her, the thought excited her, and she shoved against
Nicholas.

He shook her just hard enough to get her attention, bringing his nose againgt hers. His black gaze bored
into her eyes, and he spoke clearly. “Relax.”

Her body went limp, though the bloodlust didn’t pass so quickly. Slowly, Emily became aware of her
surroundings, and her eyes came into focus to meet Nicholas's. “What happened?’

“Y ou got caught up in the moment.” He shrugged. “It happensto most new vampires during their first
feedings”

Shelaid her head againgt his chest, feding as though she couldn’t stand up. “I’m il hungry.”

He nodded. “Weé |l sharethewoman. I'll go first.” He grinned. “1 want to ensure there' s something left,
andyou'll get sick if you drink too much.”

She nodded, following him to the woman. Her eyes were wide and vacant, and she made alow, keening
sound. Her mind had clearly left her body dready.

Emily didn’t even experience avague stirring of conscience as she kndlt on thefilthy ground on one side
of the woman. She leaned forward avidly as Nicholas s fangs punctured the mother’ s skin, watching his
throat as he swallowed severa times. She was enchanted by the rhythmic movements of hisAdam's
apple ashetook in the blood carefully, with little wasted.

When Nicholaslifted his head afew moments ater, the woman’'s eyes were glassy, and her cheekswere
pae. She dumped forward, leaning in Emily’ sdirection. She moaned softly when Emily took her into her
arms, but didn’t try to pull away.

Emily tilted the woman’ s neck and sank her fangsinto the unbroken skin on her |eft Sde. She struggled
to feed with the same finesse as Nicholas, but the blood seemed to drip into her mouth. She didn’t have
the patience to wait, S0 she ripped through the vein, struggling to swallow quickly enough to takeit dl in
and not waste any. Rivulets of blood till flowed from her mouth and down her chin.

With the edge taken off her hunger, Emily became aware of the woman’s body. She could hear the
heartbeat dowing to a stop, and was aware of the moment when the woman’ s bresthing ceased. She
longed to continue feeding, but peripheraly saw Nicholas watching her carefully. Reluctantly, she pushed
the woman’ s body away, letting it topple over backwards to stare skyward, asif stargazing. Sheworea
contented expression.



Emily crawled toward Nicholas, unable to summon the energy to stand. Shewasfull and deepy, but il
hungry. Her head turned in the direction of the boy when she heard hisfingernails scraping acrossthe
concrete. Shelicked her lips.

Nicholas touched her cheek. “No more right now. Y ou’' ve had enough, and his blood istainted.”
Shefrowned. “ Tainted?’

He nodded, rising to hisfeet and helping her up. He pulled her toward the boy, dropping her hand when
he kndlt to lift the boy. “Smell him. Put your nose againgt his neck and bregthe in his scent.” He passed
the boy to her. “Don't bite him though.”

She did as Nicholas said, though she found it amost impossible to fight back the urge to dide her teeth
through histender skin and rip open avein. Sheinhaed deeply, at first smelling only the scent of the
streets, unwashed body, the tangy odor of urine, and the dumpster nearby. When she took another deep
breath, she detected a bitter odor underlying it dl. It was sickly-swest, like the smell of decay. She put
the boy on the ground and lifted her head. “I don't understand.”

“He'ssck.” Nicholas shrugged. “It doesn't matter what he has. It might not harm you, but why take the
chance?’

“Canyou dwaystel?’
“Yes” Hewalked forward, putting hisarms around her. “If the blood smellsfoul, don’t ever drink it.”

She put her hands on his chest, feeling a second type of hunger tirring, even as sheforced hersdlf to
remain focused on the conversation. “Would | die?’

He shrugged. “I don’t know what would happen. My sirewarned me about it. I’ ve never seen a
vampire who drank bad blood.”

“| see” Shetilted her head, catching the way his eyes lingered on her face. A hint of red had crept into
his pupils, and he licked hislips. She reciprocated, once again tasting the blood of her victims.

He pulled her closer, crushing his mouth againgt hers. The kisswas brief, but it left her kneesweak. Then
his tongue moved to her chin, and he began to lick away the blood. Emily moaned with pleasure as his
fangs raked across her cheek. The pain was ddlicious. She dug her nailsinto hisarms until she heard him
groan. Hisblood trickled over her hands, and she broke away from himto lick at the wound on his left
am.

With arough motion, he pulled her face back to his and continued to clean her. Emily pressed her body
closer to him, feding liquid heat pool in her pussy. She briefly wondered if her inhibitions and common
sense had been logt in the frenzy of feeding, but thinking required too much concentration. She lived only
to feel—therasp of histongue across her skin, the hardness of his cock pressing into her ssomach and his
yielding flesh under her punishing nails.

She lifted her hands to frame his face and force his mouth back to hers. Emily plundered the hot recesses
of hismouth, growling with pleasure at the mingled taste of blood and Nicholas. She nipped histongue,
adding more blood to the cocktail, and cried out when his nail scraped across her throat, grazing the vein.
A thintrail of blood rolled down her neck, and he broke the kiss to position histongue to catch it.



His hunger and desire dammed through her when he nicked the vein with histooth and took some of the
blood flowing through her. She could fed him under her hands, but could also fedl her breastsin his
hands as he moved to cup them. She moaned as the s multaneous sensation of her nipples hardening and
hisfingersrolling her nipples swept through her. The coppery taste of her blood filled her mouth ashe
drank lightly from the already-hedling wound he had inflicted.

A cry of anguish broke them apart. Emily stumbled away from Nicholas, fegling coherence returnin an
ingtant. Her gaze swung wildly around the aley, expecting to find someone gazing with horror a what she
and Nicholas had done. Instead, she saw only the boy on the ground. He had crawled over and laid his
head on his mother’ s shoulder. He held her in an awkward embrace and hummed some strange music
softly. Tears glistened on his cheeks. “Momma,” he said in abroken voice, sounding asif he wasrusty
with the word.

Repulsed, sheturned and ran down the dley, ignoring Nicholas calling her name. She plunged headlong
into the foot traffic on Greenwich Avenue, unheeding of where she ran. She pushed aside anyone who
got in her way, frantic to escape what she had done, desperate to deny the hunger still pulsing through
her, and the desire pounding into her. She was desperate to outrun the truth. She had enjoyed the
carnage and taking the lives of her victims. She had reveled in killing those people.

* * % % %

Nicholasfound her severd minutes later. When sheraised her head, Emily saw him at the end of the
alley where she had taken refuge. His expression was tender as he drew closer. She cried out and
pressed her face againg her thighs, unableto look at him without remembering what they had done,
without wanting to do it again.

He crouched beside her, gently smoothing the hair off her shoulders. “I1t’ sokay,” he said in a soothing
tone. “1 felt the sameway thefirst timel fed.”

She shook her head againgt the denim skirt. “Y ou don’t understand. I'm amonster.”
Nicholas sghed. “Y ou're a hunter now, Emily. There sno shamein taking pleasurein the victory.”

Her head whipped up with a popping sound. “It wasn't avictory. We daughtered those people. We left
that boy without hisfamily.” Her voicetrailed off to asoft whisper. “I enjoyed it.”

“Sodidl. It'spart of who you are now. You'll adapt.”

Her stomach knotted, and she rolled over onto her side to vomit on the cement of the alley. Dark-red
blood splashed everywhere, including on them. “What have you done to me?” she whispered. “It’syour
fault”

“Yes” He stood up and lifted her into hisarms. “I’ll take you home now. After you' ve rested, you'll fed
better about what had to be done.”

She wanted to protest, to insist she could walk, but was too wesk. It was easy to snuggle against him
and let him carry her to acab that he hailed on the Street. Shelay in hislap asthe driver took them home,
listening to the sound of his heartbeat thundering againgt her ear and oddly comforted by it. Perhapsit
reminded her of prenatal days of floating in the womb, when she was till safe from the world. When she
had been protected from Nicholas s dark love and what she had become. What he had made her.



At the apartment, Nicholas|eft her in the cab while he paid the driver. Then helifted and carried her
ingde. At the devator, he said in ateasing tone, “ The neighborswill think you can't walk if | keep
carying you into the building.”

Shetried to summon a smile, but was too overwrought. It was asif her body had shut down in response
to her emationa turmoil. She didn’t know if she wanted to deep or sob for an eternity. Either way, she
would gtill have to face up to what she had done eventualy.

In her room, Nicholas stripped off her clothes, as he had done that morning, and dressed her in pgameas.
He placed a chaste kiss to her forehead before sitting on the bed beside her. He picked up her hand.
“Do you want meto stay until you fall adegp?’

She didn’t want to be reminded of her atrocity, as she was each time she looked at him, but also didn’t
want to be done. Emily nodded. “How did this happen?’ she asked in agroggy voice. “How did you
become avampire?’

He settled more comfortably on the bed, until his hip pressed against her shoulder. “Let me seeif | can
remember that far back now.” Absently, hishand stroked through her hair. “1 wasidedlistic and more
naive than you can imagine. | was the eldest son of abaron, and | was devout, as he had raised meto
mn

“Catholic?’ she asked around ayawn.

“Of course.” He chuckled, and it held an edge of bitterness. “When King Richard put forth acal for
pious young men to take back the Holy Land, | was eager to go. So was William.”

“Y our brother?”’

“Y es. Father tried to stop us, but we were headstrong. At twenty-four, | thought | knew everything.” He
snorted. “It didn't take long to discover differently. Before | ever saw Jerusalem, | wasfatally injured.
William left meto die, intent on claiming his place asthe next baron.” He touched her cheek. “1 guesshe
was anxiousto clam you—Emma—too.”

“What happened then?’

“I spent two agonizing nightsin pain, begging for God to send me an angel of mercy to end my pitiful
exigence.” He sighed heavily. “Instead, Koss came.”

She blinked rapidly, struggling to keep open her eyes. “Who' s Koss?’

“My dre. He was an Egyptian reservig, caled in by Saladin.” Nicholas paused. “1 guess he saw
something in me he wanted, because he offered me eterna life and the way to return to Emma. | seized
the chance, not redlizing the price.”

Emily had more questions to ask, but her eyes refused to stay open. She opened her mouth to ask him
what happened before he returned to Emma, sensing there was more to the story, but couldn’t find her
voice. She thought she heard asnore issue from her opened mouth, but wasn't certain as she dipped into

adeep deep.



Chapter Nine

Elspeth returned to the plantation when the sun was high in the sky, having taken extratimeto find the
juiciest berries. She returned the sorrel to Abel, frowning when she saw the way he looked at her. His
dark eyes refused to meet hers.

With ashrug, she grasped the basket of berries and hurried across the grass. Surely, Lord Tremont had
eaten breskfast by now. It was nearly time for the noonday meal, and she wanted to ensure the berries
were reedy for him.

When she entered the kitchen, no one was there. Johannawasn't near the fire, and Griseldawasn't
kneading bread dough, as she was supposed to be doing. She set the basket of blackberries on the table,
wincing at the scratches on her hands from the briar patch. She got a heavy earthenware bowl from the
cupboard and dumped the blackberriesinside before adding fresh cream, as Lord Tremont liked.

Muttering to hersdf, Elspeth fixed her hair and smoothed her hands down the gpron before leaving the
kitchen to search for her sister. The bread should have been baked by now. Griselda's
absentmindedness would see them both in trouble with Johannaand the master.

She entered the hall, relieved to discover Lord Tremont wasn't at the long table, waiting for lunch. The
hall was empty, and she frowned when she noticed no fire burned in the fireplace. She stepped closer to
it and touched the stones of the hearth, finding them cold. Had anyone started afire thismorning? Lord
Tremont would reprimand Agnesif hefound out.

Shedidn't take time to build thefire, feling more of arespongbility for her sster than the other servant.
She went up the stairs and hurried past the second floor to avoid having Johanna see her, knowing she
probably lurked in the master’ sroom, under the guise of changing thelinens. A small smile flashed across
Elspeth’ sface as she recalled once catching Johannalying on the bed with her hand under her skirt. She
had crept out without the housekeeper knowing she was there. If she had reveadled her presence to the
other woman, punishment would have exceeded her worst imaginings.

Shefound al doors closed when she stepped onto the third-floor landing. Surely, Agnesand Grisdlda
weren't fill in the room. She walked over to Agnes s door and tapped softly. When there was no
answer, she opened the door and peeked in. A neatly made bed and empty room was al she saw.

She closed the door and moved down the hal to the room she normally shared with her sister. She
opened the door and dipped inside after aquick glance over her shoulder to confirm Johanna wasn't
lurking behind her.

She became darmed when she saw her Sster lying on the bed, under the covers. “ Griselda, areyou ill?’
When she didn’t answer, Elspeth walked over to the bed and sat on the edge. Shetouched her sister’s
shoulder, frowning when she felt how cold she was. She pulled back the thin blanket and rolled her sster
over. A scream blocked her throat, and she felt light-headed.

Griselda s vacant eyes stared up at her. Her expression was one of terror. Dried blood covered the
jagged wound across her throat, and the sheet she had been lying on was soaked through with ahuge
puddle of dark-red blood. Her sister was naked, and various cuts and bruises—forever frozen in the
forming stage—marred her body. Blood had dried on her thighs.



The scream found itsway through the blockage in her throat. Elspeth tried to clamp it off, but couldn’t.
The shrill sound continued to pour from her, building in intensity until the door dammed againg the wall.
Even when she heard the heavy clomping of Lord Tremont’'s boots on the thin floor, she couldn’t make
hersdf stop screaming.

She couldn’t turn when he stepped up behind her, because her body remained frozen. Elspeth’ s eyes
widened when he clamped his hand over her mouth and nose as he pulled her againgt him, holding her so
tightly her ribs ached.

“Whore,” hethundered againgt her ear. “Look upon the wages of sin.”

She struggled to breethe, but he held her too tightly. Elspeth’s hands clawed at his, trying to didodge his
grip. Her eyes grew round with terror as her oxygen supply diminished. She dumped forward.

He spun her around in hisarms, dropping his hand from her mouth, and alowing her to draw in deep
breaths. “Y ou brought sininto my house.” Hisface was bright red, and the veinsin his temples pounded
visibly. “Y ou were a party to your own defilement.” He roughly grabbed one of her breadts. “You are
mine. How dare you dlow another man to touch you?’

She yel ped when he pinched her nipple. “Please—"

Lord Tremont shoved her toward the bed, sending her sprawling across her dead sster’slegs. He
fumbled with his belt before lowering his breeches. “Y ou will pay for this abomination.”

She screamed as he came near her. Elspeth kicked out at him, but he was like a man possessed. He
easly subdued her and pushed up her skirts, tearing away her drawers as he settled between her thighs,
taking her asroughly as possible. She cried out at the unbearable pain and |ost consciousness as he thrust
into her with dl of hisstrength.

Emily’ seyes blinked open, aware of aheavy weight on her sde. At firgt, she thought it must be Tremont,
but when she turned her head, she saw Nicholas stretched out beside her, snoring softly. She wanted to
push him off her and send him away, but her eyes closed again before she could form the words.

Elspeth lifted her head asthe cellar door creaked open. She briefly wondered what Lord Tremont had in
store for her today, but was too week to sustain the line of speculation. The days had blurred into a
seemingly endless string of tortures. Since he had covered the windows weeks—months,
maybe—before, she couldn’t even look outsideto tell day from night. Time had lost al meaning for her.
If not for her sweling waistline, she would have had no measure of time passing a all.

Thefamiliar thud of his boots on the stairs preceded hisarrivd. It was difficult to tell in the meager light
provided by his candle, but helooked rumpled, asif he had thrown on hisclothesin arush. The only
thing visble was hiswide smile. She drew hersdf into atighter ball on the dirt floor, temporarily ignoring
her assorted aches and pains, dry mouth and rumbling stomach, deprived of the proper nourishment to
ensure her babe grew correctly. Of course, Tremont had no concern for the child in her womb, never
having mentioned it. He must assumeit was Nicholas' s. She didn’'t know herself, but preferred to believe
she sheltered her lover’ s son or daughter in her body, not her tormentor’s.



His chilling expression made her forget it had been along while since he brought water, and even longer
since she had seen any food. She sensed today would bring a new torture that would overshadow the
others he had inflicted upon her during her confinement in the cdllar. She was close to ddlivering the child
and knew he would inflict great pain upon both of them when it came.

“Your lover draws near the plantation. My men saw his boat dock last evening.”

Shefrowned at his cheerful tone. Why would Nicholas sarrival make him pleased? What was he
scheming? She took a deep breath and tried to reassure herself that nothing Tremont planned to do
would harm Nicholas. He could survive dmost anything.

Lord Tremont walked over to her, jovidly swinging the key to theiron clamps on her wrigts. He knelt
near her, but instead of opening the restraints on her wrist, he removed the bolt from the bar where she
was tethered. He used it as aleash to haul her to her feet.

Elspeth swayed unsteadily. The room spun, and her legs refused to support her. She collapsed to the dirt
floor, crying as he continued to drag her. She struggled to get to her feet, but didn’t succeed until he
dragged her to the rough staircase, and her knees collided with the bottom step. She used her bound
hands to push hersalf up and grasp the wooden railing as she hobbled up the stairs.

When they reached the door, she redlized he wastaking her out of the cellar. A deep blush spread
across her face. She wore nothing but atattered chemise and atorn petticoat. Dirt and blood stained
both garments, and the petticoat stretched across her ssomach in such away to make her condition
painfully obvious

He lifted the doors, and the early morning light drilled into her eyes, making her cry out and shield her
face. She hadn’t seen the sunlight in so long that it made her head pound to look upon even the pale light
of dawn.

He dragged her outside, muttering with disgust when she tripped. Tremont jerked her to her feet and
pulled her dong without atrace of gentleness.

“Where are you taking me?’ she dared to whisper. He preferred she didn't speak, but she didn’t think
obedience would earn her areprieve.

“To prepareasurprise for Valsade.” The merry note remained in his voice, though he was grimacing.
“We cannot have him arrive without the proper welcome.” He chuckled, a dark sound that sent shivers
up her spine.

They stopped near the barn, and Elspeth ssumbled to ahalt. All of the inhabitants of the plantation had
gathered in acircle around a pole in the ground, with sticks and hay at its base. Many of those standing
appeared anxious to be elsewhere, but she could see an avid expression here and there among the
crowd. Standing dightly apart from the others was Johanna. She wore ared dress made from
high-quality wool. Her hair was pinned under abonnet rather than amobcap, and she had black silk
dipperson her feet. She held abasket in her arms and looked absurdly as though she was about to
attend apicnic.

It was only when a cry issued from the basket that Elspeth redlized it held a baby. How long had she
been Tremont’ s prisoner? Obvioudly, long enough for Johannato become the mistress of Tremont
Pantation and bear achild. Sheidly wondered if it had been worth it to the former housekeeper, to
know she purchased her position with betraya and Grisalda s blood. How had she felt, knowing



Tremont kept Elspeth as his plaything in the cellar and visited regularly? Did he come to his marriage bed
asoften?

A snking sensation filled her when she redlized the child in her womb couldn’t possibly be Nicholas' sif
there had been enough time for Johannato birth the master’ s child. Time truly had dipped away. All this
time, she had assumed it would be his baby, had clung to life on the frail hope of escape, dl to savea
child she now didn’'t want.

The babe kicked then, and tears misted Elspeth’ s eyes. She put her bound hands on her sscomach, trying
to soothethetiny lifeinsde her. It didn’t matter who had fathered the child. Sheloved it either way and
would gladly diefor it. Nausearolled in her somach when she glanced around again, taking in the
scenario. She would have the chance to prove that soon, she sensed, locking gazes with Johanna once
more.

The malice and dark satisfaction she saw when she met Johanna' s eyes sickened her. Had it been any
other woman, she would have wondered how she could stand to bring her child to an execution. She
didn’t wonder about Johanna though. The woman was content to be married to amurderer, rapist and
sadist. She clearly held no fear that he might someday turn histendencies againg her.

Tremont tossed the chain affixed to her manaclesto aburly black davein trousers. His ebony chest,
bare asthe day of hisbirth, gleamed with sweat, even so early in the morning. “Tie her to the post.”

Elspeth tried digging in her hedls, but was no match for the strength of the man. Helifted her easily and
carried her to the post, where Abel waited with arope. Neither man met her eyes asthey secured her to
the makeshift pogt, atree someone had chopped down.

Tremont watched with obvious satisfaction as they bound her. When the men stepped away, he raised
hisvoice so dl could hear. “ This woman has brought sininto our midst. Like Evein the Garden, sheis
unclean. We must rid ourselves of her presence.”

At least no one cheered, Elspeth thought with uncharacteristic cynicism. She saw Johanna s smile widen
and felt arush of pity for the child. With two parents such asLord and Lady Tremont, the babe was
doomed. “What of my child?Y our child, Tremont. It has committed no sin,” she yelled, taking a measure
of satisfaction in Johanna s scowl and the way those standing around flinched.

Stepping forward, Tremont took atorch from the dave and lifted it high in the air, apparently ignoring
her words. He inclined his head in Johanna s direction and received a girlish wave. As he touched the
flameto the kindling at Elspeth’ sfeet, he said, “ Today, we do God' s bidding.”

Elspeth closed her eyes as the temperature around her suddenly shot up several degrees. Already, the
fire snged her feet, though the flames hadn’t reached them yet. She baled her handsinto fistsand
summoned Nicholas simagein her mind, clinging to him. Asthefirgt lick of flame reached her toes, she
imagined the soft touch of his hands upon her, obliterating the things Tremont had done to her.

She was aware of the fire spreading up her legs and whimpered before biting down hard on her lip. She
refused to give them the satisfaction of voicing her screams. Instead, she pictured the house she and
Nicholaswould have built. In her fantasy, children filled the house, and her sster wasthere. Each night,
her husband held her close and told her of hislove. Hewould embrace the child growing in her womb as
hisown.

Theflamesreached her waist, bringing intense pain with them. The baby kicked with afrenzy of



movement, and she cursed her helplessness. Despite her resolve not to cry out, a scream ripped from her
throat. It echoed around the clearing, making most of those required to attend flinch with horror. Surdly,
it was s0 loud it carried straight to God' s ears.

Emily awoke with ascream trgpped in her throat and the phantom sensation of flames consuming her
flesh. An acrid odor of smoke and burning skin lingered in her nogtrils, and for half aminute, shewas
convinced shewas burning alive. She wastrembling, and the cry toreitsway from her throat.

Nicholaswasthere, till beside her. His comforting arms immediately enfolded her, and she was aware
of him whispering againgt her ear. “It' sadream, my beloved. Just adream.”

She shuddered. “No, amemory,” shesaid in athick voice. “ Tremont—" She turned her head to see
Nicholas's expression and was surprised to find him even paler than normal.

He nodded. “1 know. Heleft you for meto find when | brought in my horse. Right there in the stables,
swinging from the rafters, to be assured | would see you—" He took adeep breath. “Don’'t think of it,
Emily.”

Her haunted eyes searched his. “How can | not? Every timel seehim, I'll remember what he did to
me...to my baby.”

Nicholas sighed. “ That was amost four hundred years ago. | hopeyou'll believe mewhen | tell you he
isn't adanger to you. Hewon't harm you.” He stroked her arm. “Tremont isaman to be pitied in many
WWS”

Before she could argue with his assessment, awave of pulsing pain swept through her head, distracting
her. She touched her pounding temples. “What happened? Why are you in my room?’

“Y ou didn’'t want to be done. Do you remember last night?’

She frowned, searching her memory. She recalled leaving the gpartment with Nicholas and returning
later. Her brows furrowed as she struggled to regain the memory of the lost timein between. The blissful
expression of adead man flashed behind her eyes, followed by awave of sexua arousa asshe
remembered the way she and Nicholas had reached for each other after feeding.

She grasped her head and leaned forward, whimpering. “What have | done?’ she asked in ahoarse
voice.

“You fed,” he said with acomplete lack of emotion.

“How could | do that?” A surge of pleasure shot through her when she recalled the moment the man's
heart stopped pouring blood from the wound on his neck into her sucking maw. She moaned, disgusted
and smultaneoudy ddighted. “I killed someone,” she whispered.

Absurdly, amemory of aconversation with Saraflashed through her mind. She had stayed over at her
friend’ s house, and they had just watched a movie about awoman who killed her husband for cheating
on her.

“Could you doit?" Sarahad asked, as she snuggled against the pillow and cocked her head.



Emily had frowned. “ Do what?’

“Kill someone”

“For cheating on me?’ She made a scoffing sound.

Sarashrugged. “ Suppose it was sdlf-defense. Could you then?’

She had emphaticaly shaken her head. “1 couldn’t kill anyone, ever.”

The words took on amocking tone asthey echoed through her brain. She lifted her head to glare at
Nicholas. “It'syour fault. Y ou' ve made melikethis”

He sighed heavily. “Yes, | fully acknowledge changing you.” Herolled from the bed and gained hisfeet.
His expression was cold when he stared down at her. “ Grow up. Stop whining about how tortured you
are, and what you' ve become. Appreciate what I’ ve given you.”

A harsh laugh escaped her. “What have you given me? 'Y ou’ ve done nothing but take from me since the
moment | met you—my life, my friends, even my humanity. Y ou want meto be grateful 7’

He moved so quickly her eyes couldn’t follow him. He went from standing by the bed to sitting in front
of her, holding her facein his hands. Hisfingersbit into her cheeks. His eyes blazed with anger when he
pressed hisface againg hers. “I" ve given you eight hundred years, Emily. I ve given you eternd life, and
I”’m offering you undying love.” He shook her roughly. “Y ou’ re too foolish to accept what’ sin front of
you. Y ou prefer to moan about how you' ve been wronged.”

She cringed as his nails punctured her right cheek, causing blood to ooze down her face. “Pweesh,” she
tried to say, but the word came out distorted.

Nicholas sfingers bit even deeper into her flesh, diding through the skin of her left cheek too. “You'rea
child. A spoiled child.” He sagged forward, and his grip eased before his hand fell away. His shoulders
hunched, and he looked defested.

Emily tentatively touched her face, wiping away thetrails of blood. She stared a him for along time
without speaking, not sure what to say. He was wrong. How could he expect her to appreciate what he
had done for her? She sighed softly, torn between aneed to scream at him and an unsettling need to
comfort him.

Helooked up, and his eyeswere adull black when they locked with hers. “What do you want from
me?’

Her breath caught in her throat at his whispered question. She struggled to breethe as emotions flooded
her—quilt, torment and fear. Her clumsy tongue formed the words before she could tell herself not to say
them. “Makeit likeit was”

He shook hisheed. “I can't.”

“Let mego home.”

Nicholas shook hishead again. “No! Y ou belong here with me. After dl I’ ve been through to find you



agan, | won't let you go.”
Anger brought aflush to her cheek. “1 don’t want to be with you. | don’t want what you' re offering.”
“Too bad.” He spoke with cold findlity as he got to hisfeet. “Y ou know I’ll never let you go.”

A shiver of dark delight at the promisein hiswords caught her by surprise. She squirmed, anxiousto
deny what shefdt. Shedidn’t want him, and she didn’t want him to need her. She wanted her freedom.
“I won't livelikethis.”

Helaughed, but it didn’t sound like he was amused. “Y ou don’t haveto. You'renot redly dive
anymore, remember, beloved?’

She bounded from the bed, buoyed on atide of anger, pushed past him, and rushed to the bedroom
door. When she reached the black wood, she jerked on the doorknob, but it refused to move under her
hand. Shewhirled around to face him. “Let me leave. Now.” Her defiance threastened to crumblein the
wake of hisbaleful glare, and she firmed her shoulders. “I don’t want to belike you. Y ou’' re amurderer.”

“You'rejust likeme.” Hislipstwisted. “Y ou're aready amurderer. Y ou killed two people last night.”
He began walking toward her. “Y ou felt their pulse stop besting under your touch.”

She swayed at his seductive tone, struggling to deny the hunger hiswords stirred. “No, 1—”

“Y ou toreinto them likeamindlessanimad.” His voice dropped an octave as he stopped an inch away
from her. “'Y ou consumed their blood, and youloved it.” He pressed hisbody againgt hers, placing his
mouth againgt her ear. *Y ou were so turned on by what you’ d done, you would have let metakeyou in
the alley, amid the carnage we wreaked. We would be lovers now if that boy hadn't cried out.”

She groaned as his words sent her head redling. Frissons of desire swept through her, making her knees
weak. She leaned againgt him as much as she dared. “ Please stop. | don’t want to remember.”

Nicholas s hand rose to caress her breast through the silk of the pgiamatop, finding her nipple erect.
“Yes, you do.” He brushed hislipsagaingt hers. “Y ou want to tear into me asyou did that man.” He
pressed his cock againgt her ssomach, offering proof of hisarousdl. “Y ou want meinsde you while
you'redrinking fromme.”

She collgpsed as her legs trembled too fiercely to stand. Only his strong arms and body kept her upright
againgt thedoor. “Yes,” she whispered, parting her lips when his breath caressed her cheek. She closed
her eyes, waiting for him to touch her.

He pulled away, but continued to support her. “You'll haveto wait, Emily.”

Her eyes snapped open. “What—"

He chuckled, and not atrace of his previous anger or angst remained in his expression. “We're having
company thisevening.” He pushed asirand of hair behind her ear and kissed her gently on the lips before
rasing hishead. “Otherwise...”

She blinked with confusion. “But, | thought you wanted me.” Her cheeks reddened with aflush, and she
dropped her eyes. He took her hand and pressed it against his cock. Her eyes widened when he pulsed
benegth her palm.



“I do,” he said in athroaty whisper, before standing straight again. He sounded regretful when he said,
“But satisfaction will haveto wait until we have moretime.”

She nodded, suddenly anxious to have him out of the room so she could collect her thoughts. With him
S0 near, she couldn’t think about anything except how close the bed was, and how she ached for himto
complete her. “O-o0-okay.”

He stepped away. “Y ou have an hour until he arrives.”

She nodded and moved aside so he could leave. She noticed he had no trouble turning the knob. He
glanced back briefly, and she forced a shaky smile. As soon as he closed the door behind him, sheranto
the balcony, shoving aside the curtains. While she was gone, they had put in new doors, but she could get
through them again.

Shereached for the handle, but her hand hovered a haf-inch from the door, unable to move forward to
grasp the knob. She took a step back and raised her bare foot to kick at the door. She came no closer
than she had with her hand. No matter how shetried, she couldn’t force hersdlf to move forward and
touch the door.

How would she ever escapeif she couldn’t get past Nicholas's mind control ?

She turned around and walked back into the bedroom, collapsing midpoint as an unwel come thought
swept through her mind. Did she want to leave him? Tears flooded her eyes, but she couldn’t weep. All
she could do was rock back and forth, as she searched for the answers. When the questions—and their
subsequent answers—became too much to face, she shied away from them and rose to her feet to wak
into the bathroom, hoping a shower would duice away her confusion, at least temporarily.

* * % % %

Later, wearing aplain black dress she found in the closet, Emily found the doorknob turned easily. She
walked down the hall, drawn to the sound of voicesin theliving room. As she entered the room, her eyes
fell on Tremont, and she flinched. She swayed unsteadily as he eyed her, unable to see his current form
as memories of the past welled up in her mind. Shedidn’t clearly remember al of the horrors he had
inflicted upon her, but could fed flames|apping at her as a phantom child squirmed in her womb. A
general sense of terror overwhelmed her, and she took astep back. When helifted his hand, she
whimpered and turned to flee.

“Emily.” Nicholas s voice was soothing, and it served to stop her panicked flight in mid-step. He walked
forward and touched her arm, massaging her tiff neck. “Come meet Michad.”

Under his gentle touch, her racing heart dowed and the tenson in her body eased. The fear faded away,
and she nodded. She kept her eyes averted from Tremont as she turned back to meet Nicholas sfriend.

Her firgt thought was that he looked nothing like a vampire should look. He was short and balding, with
apaunchy belly inadequately hidden by his cassock. The white collar fit tightly againgt hisfleshy neck. His
skinwas pae, except for apink flush in his cheeks, indicating he had dined recently. His blue eyeswere
warm, and hissmilewasfriendly.

Emily curtailed theridiculousimpulseto curtsy. Instead, sheinclined her head and murmured, “ Father.”



He stepped forward, extending his hand. When she took it, he enfolded hersin both of his. “Michad,
please.” He eyed her from head to toe. “ And you are Emily.”

She nodded, discomfited by hisintense appraisal. She breathed asmall sigh of relief when hiseyeslit
with agpprova, though she didn’t know why. She could sense this man was important to Nicholasand
hoped his emotions were smply transferring to her. She didn’t want to crave hisfriend’ s approval.

Nicholasturned to Tremont. “WEe Il go through now. Begin serving.”

Emily was surprised when Michael took her arm and looped it through his. She stood three or four
inchestaller than the rotund priest and had to bite back a grin as sheimagined the picture they presented.

She cast aglance over her shoulder and saw Nicholas watching them with asmall amile.

He escorted her into the dining room and seated her before taking a seat. Nicholas sat down without
speaking, but his eyes remained on them.

Michad spped from thewineglassin front of him before turning his gaze back to Emily. “You're
unhappy,” he said abruptly. “Troubled, angry and confused.”

She shot aglance at Nicholas before meeting the priest’ s eyes. She cleared her throat. “Nicholas said
you'reapriest a St. Peter’s.”

He nodded. “ Y es, but don't change the subject.” Michadl’ s unsettling gaze turned to Nicholas. “Leave
lJSI”

Hefrowned. “But—"

“Please”

With asigh, Nicholas got up from the table and | &ft the dining room. Seconds later, hisvoice carried
from the kitchen when hetold Tremont to put a hold on dinner and bring him aglass of winein theliving
room.

When he had gone, Michadl shook his head. “He' s hurting because of you.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” she began defensively.

He nodded. “ Of course not. He' s headstrong. | spent the last fifty yearstrying to convince him to teke a
different gpproach if he found you again.” He took another sip of thewine. “Heloves you too much to

listen to reason.”

She bit back athousand protests or blasé remarks. Instinctively, she responded to the kindness and
concern she saw in hiseyes. “What do | do, Fath—Michadl? He frightens me.”

“Yetyoulovehim.”
She shook her head vigoroudy. “No! | don’'t even know him. | don’'t love him.”

Hesghed again. “ Y ou're equaly stubborn. You'll haveto find the answersfor yoursdf. Nothing | can
say will convinceyou, as| told Nicholas”



She frowned. “He asked you to speak to me?’

“Yes, for al thegood it hasdone.” The priest took another sip of hiswine and lowered the empty glass
to thetable. “ Shall we eat now?1’m sarving.”

At hismention of eating, her mind’ s eye conjured an image of the seemingly benevolent priest tearing into
the throat of a person and lapping away fresh blood as he drained the life from hisvictim. “How can you
doit?’ sheburst out.

“Dowhat?’ Heregarded her camly.

“Murder people. You'reapriest. Don’t you think it swrong?’
He nodded. “Of course| do. | don’t kill for blood.”

She found hersdf hanging on hiswords. “Then how do you live?’

“I purchase blood from donorsor, if | mugt, | takeasmall quantity from whomever happensto be
convenient.”

Shefdt aflutter of hope. “I don't haveto kill anyone?’

He shrugged. “No, but it’ sdifficult to fight the ingtincts.” Michadl’ s eyes dropped, and he looked
troubled. “It took many yearsfor meto control theimpulses.” He crossed himsdlf. “I have much to atone
for.”

The hope flickered and faded. If aman of the cloth, driven by hisbdliefs and his devotion to God,
couldn’t overcome the dark compulsions for years, what chance did she have of controlling them?
Especidly when dark joy filled her at the prospect of killing again.

He cleared histhroat, and the twinklein his eyesreturned. “1 suppose we should eat. Tremont has
worked diligently to prepare my favorite dish.”

She shivered and, not being Catholic, ressted the urge to cross hersdlf at the mention of Tremont’s
name.

Michad gave her asmdl smile. “Don't be afraid of him anymore. Whatever evilnessthat wasinhimis
gonenow.” A sad expression swept across hisface. “ Nicholas srage twisted him into something else
centuries ago. Heis pitiable now and not to be feared.”

She nodded, but couldn’t find it inside herself to accept the priest’ swords on faith. He had not been the

one burned dive by Tremont.

Chapter Ten

Did shelove him? Emily found hersdf studying Nicholas with disturbing intensity throughout the medl,
and even after Michael had returned to his parish. When the priest first said the words, she had been
shocked. An automatic denial cameto her lips. As she mulled over the idea, she became less sure. Her



uncertainty frightened her dmost as much asthe origina statement had.

She shifted positions on the sofadightly to better observe him where he stood looking out the window.
He had his back turned to her, and she studied hisform at her leisure. He had bound his hair tonight, and
he wore asimple red sweater and faded blue jeans. She propped her chin on her hand. The way thelight
reflected off hisdark hair caught her attention, and she focused on the varying shades of dark-brown and
black. Her fingersitched to run through hishair.

Emily redized shewas arousing herself and cleared her throat. He turned around immediately, and she
was sure he had caught her staring. She fought down the flush struggling to stain her cheeks and forced a
gmile “Miched’snice”

He nodded and walked over to the sofa. He stood behind it, rather than sitting down.

His position forced Emily to look up at him, and she craned her neck. “How did you meet?’

He hesitated along moment before answering. “I recognized him.”

Shefrowned. “I don't understand.”

“We met about sixty years ago. | recognized hissoul.” Nicholas' s mouth twisted. “He' smy father.”

She blinked. “What? But he'sapriest.”

He brushed his hand against her cheek, where the marks he | eft earlier had faded long ago. “He used to
be my father. Asde from you, he’ sthefirst person | met from the past.”

“Does he know?’

Nicholas nodded. “Y es. | thought he would think me insane when | told him, but he had recognized me
too, on asubconsciouslevd. It took littletimeto convince him.”

She touched his hand, disconcerted by how pleasant it was to have him stroking her skin. “Y ou made
him avampire so you wouldn't lose him again?’

Nicholas giffened. “He was apriest. Of course| didn’'t change him.” Histonewasicy, and his hand
dropped away. “ Though it was my fault he was attacked.” Hiseyesreveaed hisanguish. “If | hadn’t
introduced mysdf—"

She touched hisarm, and he relaxed. “What happened?’

“Koss,” he spat through clenched teeth. “To hurt me, he changed a priest to avampire. He had no idea
Michael was areincarnation of my father.”

Her brow furrowed. “Why does this Koss want to hurt you?’
Nicholas s eyes|ost focus, and his voice softened to awhisper. “It’s not important.”
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Helooked down at her, and his expression was clear again. “1 had thought to take you out tonight, after



Michad left.” His mouth curved into aseductive smile, displaying ahint of hisfangs. He rubbed histhumb
across her lips. “Unless you would rather stay in?’

She swallowed, desperate to ignore her body’ s yearnings and restore order to her besotted brain. “It
might be...niceto go out.”

Helaughed, and didn’t ook at al put out. “1 thought you might say that.”
Shelooked down at the smple black dress. “Isthis okay?’

He nodded. “It’s perfect.”

“Where arewe going?’ she asked as she stood up.

“Adub.”

Emily shook her head. “I can’t. I'm not old enough...” Shetrailed off when the redization hit her that
shewould never reach her twenty-first birthday. She would be twenty forever. She bit down on her
tongue to avoid mentioning it, not wanting Nicholas upset with her again when he seemed tobeinan
ambiguous mood.

Hewaved ahand. “It won't matter. Thisisaspecial club, and not likely to garner the attention of
authorities” Hetook her hand. “You' rewithme. You'll getin.”

She nodded and followed him to the door of the apartment, stopping only to grab ajacket. Nicholas
didn’t bother with one. Once she had dipped it on, he took her hand again and led her into the hallway.
She gtared at him from the corner of her eyein the evator, trying to decide what mood hewasin. He
seemed brooding, she decided. Perhaps even melancholy.

When they |eft the gpartment building, he hailed ataxi.

“What about your car?’ she asked as she did infirst and smiled at the driver. He was surly-looking, with
greasy black hair and yellowed teeth that she saw when he grimaced at her.

“Parking isaproblem at the club.” Nicholas settled in the seat and directed the driver to their location
before he scooted closer and put hisarm around her shoulder.

Emily started to protest as he kissed the pulse point at her throat, but gasped instead when histongue
flicked across the sengtive area. She tensed, waiting for him to bite he—eager for him to bite her.

“Your blood istainted,” he whispered in her ear, and his breath caressed her lobe. “We |l feed tonight
before we go home.”

She nodded, as her throat was too thick to speak. She wanted to tell him nothing would happen when
they arrived back at the gpartment. She should apologize for giving him the wrong idea.or leading him on,
makeit clear she wouldn’'t make love with him, but when her eyeslocked with his, sheforgot al about
her good intentions and moved forward to press her lips againgt his.

Nicholas gathered her in hisarms, pulling her tightly againgt him. She could fedl his heartbeat echoing
herslike ashadow. Her fingers moved to the hem of his sweater and did underneath the soft cotton.
Emily raked her fingers across his somach and heard him hiss softly.



“Thecab,” hesaid in ahoarsevoice. “It's stopped.”

She looked up and redlized they had parked on the side of the street. The driver was eyeing them
impatiently. She pulled away from Nicholas, who fished money from his pocket before diding out. She
followed him and paused to eye the pedestrians milling around the Streets. They were an eclectic bunch
of professionals and casuals. Amid the sea of leather were glimpses of Gucci, Armani and Saville Rowe.
A young girl with purple hair and a shredded denim jacket clutched a silver Prada bag.

“Comeon.” Nicholastook her arm and pulled her forward. They walked haf ablock and paused
before ablack door with ared symbol.

Emily looked up and saw aneon light flashing the name of the bar: Transfusions .

“Stay by my side,” Nicholas said as he draped hisarm over her shoulder and steered her to the door.
“Y ou reek of nouveau, and there’ s dways some vampire out to prove themselves.”

She shook her head. “1 don’t understand.”

He opened the door, and mellow jazz music flowed onto the street. He paused before entering. “ Some
congder it fashionable to make avampirekill. A first human kill doesn’t count for anything with these
kids”

Emily’ seyeswidened. “Y ou mean they kill each other?’

“Stupid fools,” he muttered. “ Y ou’ll be an easy mark if you get separated from me.”

She nodded and pressed herself againgt his Side asthey entered the dimly lit bar. The moment she
stepped insde, she felt different. It waslike the sensation of pressure dropping right before astorm. Tiny
hairs on the back of her neck stood up, crackling with static e ectricity. The room hummed with power.

The bar itsalf was decorated in black and red. Black walls, ablack floor, red stools, and red
upholstered benches, dl full. A black bar sood in the middie of the room. Most intriguing of al wasaline
of people dtting on high-backed barstools against one wall. There must have been ten or twelve of them

Sitting so close together they couldn’t possibly have room to move. Four burly men stood in pairs at each
end of the men and women.

Nicholas saw where she was gazing. “Donors.”

Shefrowned. “ Donors?’ Hadn't Michael mentioned something about them?

“They take money for their blood.” He took her hand and led her across the makeshift dance floor,
finessng them through severd straining and gyrating couples that seemed unaware of the rhythm of the

jazz music flowing from the jukebox. “Normdly, | wouldn’t touch any of them, but | don’t want to spend
time hunting tonight.”

She tensed asthey moved closer. “I...you' re—"
“Well haveasnack,” he said with aferd grin.

She shook her head, though she was reluctantly fascinated as she saw another vampire gpproaching the



group of humans. He was young, surely not more than fourteen, but he passed two billsto one of the
bouncersasif they were pennies. After paying, he walked up and down the line of donors, eyeing them
criticaly. Hefinaly settled on an older looking teenager with a shaved head and zombie-like expression.
She was pliant when he pulled her from the chair and into hisarms.

“He'ssoyoung,” she whispered to Nicholas. “How could anyone turn achild?’

Nicholas eyed the young vampire who was feeding, then shook his head. “ He' s pure, Emily.”
Sheblinked. “Pure?’

“He was born from two vampire parents, not changed.”

“What?'

Nicholas pulled her closer and leaned down to speak into her ear. “Pure vampires age, but only for a
few years. A short while after puberty, when the vampire gene kicksin and they stop making their own
blood, they stop aging. That’s when the bloodlust starts. Most |ook no older than fifteen-years-old. A
handful might stop aging at sixteen or saventeen, but no pure vampire ever looksold.” Hiseyesdid over
form. “When you comeinto your powers, you'll probably be mistaken for pure.”

Her eyeswidened. “That’ s cruel. How can parents do that to their children?”

He shrugged. “How isit cruel? They have the same advantages of changed vampires, and they don't
have to go through the painful bother of dying.” Helaughed. “Now, have you chosen which one you want
to purchase?’

She shook her head. “It’ slike progtitution.”

“Some call them blood whores.” He shrugged again. “Blood isblood, | suppose.” He pointed to two
young men at the end of theline. “They look fresh. There still color in their cheeks, and their eyesare
det”

Their eyeslooked full of fear to her, but she didn’'t say thet. “ Do they die?’

“No. Donorswork one night aweek and make enough for awhole month. Each never gives more than
two pintson ashift.” Nicholas waved ahandful of bills at the bouncers, and a heavyset black man, with a
neck aslarge asatree trunk, stepped forward. “Those two on the end.”

“What happens if someone wants more than two pints?’ she whispered apprehensively, remembering
her actions from the previous night.

“That’ swhat the bouncers are for. They protect the donors and collect their money.”

“Pimps,” she said with ashrill giggle as the black man brought one of the boysto them. Hewastdl and
skinny, and barely past legdl. She stared into his frightened eyes and tried to summon ashred of pity for
him to keep her from drinking. Her eyes darted to the T-shirt pocket of the bouncer, where awad of
cash was visible through the thin red cotton. Unlike last night’ s victims, this young man knew what he was

getting into.

Nicholastook the boy from the bouncer and tilted his neck. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”



She nodded and eased forward. Emily was till afraid she would try to take too much, but she was
hungry. She touched hisface and snuggled against him. Shefdt his cock poking againgt her hip when she
burrowed againgt his neck. She hadn’t even bitten him yet, or convinced him the experience was sensud.
He must be very young indeed, to smply respond to the sight and scent of a pretty girl.

Emily did her fangs through his neck. She was careful to tell him it was enjoyable, while curbing the
impulseto tear into the vein and rip it wide open. Perhapsit was easer when she wasn't ravenous,
because she had a better sense of control thistime. The blood trickled into her mouth at a delicate pace.
It made her impatient for more, but she was able to resst her darker impulses. When Nicholas touched
her shoulder, she tore hersalf away and turned her head as the bouncer led the boy from the room. She
assumed he couldn’t give any more blood for awhile.

She stood nearby as Nicholas fed on the other boy, who appeared equally scared. She watched the
way histhroat moved when he swallowed and wanted to push him aside to have more. Fortunately, the
hunger wasn't at afever pitch, and what she had consumed would sustain her for the remainder of the
evening.

When Nicholas had finished, heled her to the bar. “Do you want alcohol 7’

She shook her head. “Just a Sprite.”

He placed their order and waved to atable nearby that had becomefree. “I’ll join you in aminute. |
want to talk to Lenny.” He turned back to thetall, cadaveroudy thin man behind the bar, who must have
been Lenny.

“Okay.” Emily was nervous when she left his side, but reasoned he could turn around and see her easily
enough. Still, shefelt exposed as she scanned the bar, meeting severa pairs of assessing eyes. When she
reached the table, she huddled into the booth and tried to tune out the bustle of the bar.

“You're new,” avoice announced.

She looked up to find aman near her age standing in front of the table. He had thick blond hair,
dark-green eyes and an incredible tan. “How did you get that tan?’ she asked before she thought better
of striking up a conversation.

“I'man Ausseboy,” hesad. “Can’t you hear my accent?’

She frowned, concentrating on his voice, but not detecting a noticeable accent. “Maybe alittle.”

Helaughed and sat down without asking. “Nah, I’'m fooling you, shella. | haven't been anative for eighty
years. Lost my accent, pretty much. These days, my tan comes from Bain de Soleil.”

“Oh.” Sheaniled. “It looks red enough.”
He grinned and raised his Heineken. “Y ou look redl too, sheila. Redlly tasty.” He smacked hislips.
Shegiggled, unableto take him serioudy. “Careful. | might bite you.”

He shook hishead. “1 saw you snacking. I'm safe enough.” He swigged from the green bottle and
dammed it down on thetable. “ Do you have aname?’



She hesitated, shooting aglance in Nicholas s direction. He was engrossed in a conversation with the
bartender. “Emily.” She held out her hand.

Hetook it, but caressed her palm rather than shaking it. “I’'m Thomas. Can | buy you adrink, Emily?’
She shook her head. “I have one coming.”

His eyesfollowed hersto where Nicholas |eaned againg the bar. “Who' sthe bloke?’

“A...friend.”

He smirked. “Inthat case, your friend won't mind if | buy you adrink.”

“Redlly, | can't”

Thomas shrugged. “How about a dance? Isthat permissible?”’

She hesitated again. Michagl’ s words echoed through her head, prodding her to accept. If she could
respond to anyone el se the way she did to Nicholas, she would disprove Michad’ s accusation, and settle
her own fears of being in love with him. “Why not?’

Hedid out of the booth and offered his hand. Emily looked once more at Nicholas, who was ill
engaged in conversation, and held out her hand. Thomas practically dragged her from the booth and onto
the dance floor. He found them a spot between two other couples pressed close to each other.

Emily’ s eyeswidened when she redlized one of the women in the pair on their right wasfondling the
other’ s bare breasts. Her eyes wandered around the other couples on the floor, and she was surprised to
see most wore few, if any, clothes.

“Y ou looked shocked, sheila” Thomas pulled her againgt him. “Haven’t you seen naked people before?
Y ou know how it isright after you feed.” He winked. “Gottawork off that excess energy somehow.” His
voice lowered to apurr. “How do you ease thetension? You just fed.”

“Uh...” Emily licked her lips and ressted the urge to pull away when Thomas pressed his body closeto
hers. She sidestepped the question by saying, “What if the police come? Won't these people get
tickets?’

Thomas laughed, and the red light overhead cast a pinkish tinge on his gleaming white teeth. “The cops
don’'t come here, shella. They can't seeus.”

Her browsfurrowed. “Why not?’ She struggled to put afew inches between them when adow, sultry
song started.

Hishold on her waist tightened to keep her from moving. “This place is shielded from humans. They
can't seeit or find it. An occasiond one might get ashiver up their spine, if they’ re sengitive enough to
sense the power coming from this place, but most are completely oblivious.”

She shook her head. “What about the donors? How do they—" She broke off as he ground his cock
agang her. “1—"



He shrugged. “Most are recruited. A few seek us out through vampire friends.” Hewinked at her.
“Some are 0 good, they get brought in.”

Her eyeswidened. “Y ou mean, they’ re brought againgt their will?’

Thomas nodded. “ It happens. Most adapt or...” He shrugged again, even as his hand ventured down to
cup her buttocks.

“Don't,” Emily said, pushing away hishand.

“Don’t be shy, sheila” He grinned at her, but his smile was predatory. “1t' s obvious you need someone
to watch out for you.” His other hand moved under her breast, and he did his thumb across her nipple.
“Y ou can’'t be more than afew weeks old.”

“Let mego.” Emily took the hand trying to grope her nipple and squeezed it tightly in her own. Al
thoughts of trying to respond to Thomasin the sameway she did Nicholasfled. “I don't want to dance
anymore.”

Hislaugh wasn't friendly and charming like it had been. * Everyone s going to want to egt you up.” His
voice lowered, and he pressed his mouth to her ear. “| just want to taste you. Otherswill want to tear
you gpart. Y ou need mefor protection.” He squeezed her buttocks again. “And | need you right now.”

She dapped him across the face. “I don’t need you. What | need isfor you to let go.” Emily’ sfrantic
eyes scanned the crowed dance floor, searching for Nicholas. Hewasn't at the bar, and she didn’'t see
him. “1f Nicholas comes—"

“I’'m not scared of your bloke.” He twisted hiswrist and ended up holding her hand in his. He squeezed
tightly enough to make her whimper. “Let’ s get out of here, shella”

She snarled a him, suddenly frightened of what he wanted from her. Emily’ slips parted, and shelicked
her fangs. Ingtinct urged her to attack, and she lunged at hisface.

Helaughed, easily restraining her. “Maybewe |l skip theformalities. If onekill isgood, two iseven
better.” Hiseyestook on areddish tint, and his head dipped toward her neck. “How do you feel about
being my second, sheila?’

Emily struggled to release his hold on her, wondering why no one came to her assistance. She looked at
the crowd and saw most weren’t paying any attention. Those who were watching appeared ready to
pounce on her too. “Nicholas,” she screamed, hoping he heard her over the music and hum of voices.

He was there within seconds, peeling Thomeas off her and tossing him to the ground. To Emily’ ssurprise,
he turned to her and dashed her across the face. Tears welled from her eyes as blood flowed from the
cut on her cheek. She held her hand againgt it, trying to staunch the blood before it attracted too much
attention.

“You' remine.” Hislips curled, and he turned back to Thomas, who had picked himsdf up off the floor
and wasvisbly trembling. “Mine,” he said with asnarl, lifting Thomas by the front of hisshirt.

Thomas was obvioudy frightened, but seemed determined to hideit behind bravado. “ She was alondy
bird, dtting dl done. If she' sredly yours, why weren't you with her?’



Nicholas didn’t bother to answer. Instead, he dapped the boy acrossthe face. “Y ou need to learn
respect for others' property.”

Surprise and lingering fear had kept her frozen, but his words snapped her out of the semi-trance. “I'm
not your property.”

Nicholas barely looked at her. “Go sit down.”
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Heturned his ferocious expression on her. “Now isnot thetime. Sit!”

Emily trembled at histone, and found hersaf backing away. A few steps from them, she stopped and
crossed her arms. It wasasmall defiance, but all she dared risk for now.

Thomas sfeet kicked in the air as Nicholaslifted him higher. He cried out when Nicholas s head moved
forward, and hisfangs broke through the skin of his neck. He clawed at Nicholas s face and kicked out
with hisfeet, succeeding in breaking Nicholas s hold. When he backed up a step, blood flowed from his
neck. “Ligten, it was amisunderstanding—"

Nicholasdidn’'t wait for the boy to finish. Emily bit her lip as he lunged forward and knocked him to the
floor. The other couples werefindly aware of abrewing fight, and they formed acircle around the pair.
She rushed forward, pushing hersdf between two vampires who looked like they werein their forties.

Thomas squedled in agony when Nicholas s nails ripped through his ssomach. Within seconds, he was
holding hisgridy prize doft. Therest of the intestine remained in Thomas' s body, but the few feet
Nicholas held coiled in his hands glistened with blood.

Nicholas tossed the intestine aside and grasped Thomas sthroat in acrushing grip. “Mine,” he said
again, thistimein afierce whigper. His hand tightened, and the boy’ s legs began to kick against the floor.
Soon, seizures passed through his body, right before a crunching sound issued from his neck. “Next time,
I"ll kill you, and you won't come back.”

When the boy lay till, Nicholas rose and turned to Emily. His eyes glowed red, and his face looked
leaner. He was obvioudy enraged.

She turned to run from him and cried out when the middle-aged vampire behind her grabbed her arm.
“Letgo.”

He shook his head. “He'syour master. Y ou haveto face him.”

Shetried to pull away until Nicholas shand fdl on her arm. Then she went limp, knowing she wouldn’t
escape. Her feet barely moved as he dragged her along with him toward the door. The crowd had grown
slent, and they moved out of their way like the Red Sea parting. They watched their departure with the
avid expressions of vultures. Asthey stepped through the door, Emily saw thelr attention turn to Thomeas,
who was gtting up dowly.

Once they were outside the club, she shot aglance a him from the corner of her eye, trying to gauge his
mood. Hewas still angry, but she thought he was making the effort to calm down. She moistened her lips
andsad, “I—"



He spunto face her. “Don’t talk to me until we return to the gpartment.” He pressed hisface against
hers. 1 can't talk about this yet without hurting you.”

“But |—"
He dragged her toward a cab asit stopped at the curb. “Later.”

She subsided into silence asthey got in the back of the car. Emily eyed him apprehensively asthe driver
drove down the street. What had she done to enrage him so completely? She had danced with another
man, but why would that make him so angry? She hadn’t even enjoyediit.

Asthe car stopped before the apartment building, she swallowed her fear and straightened her
shoulders. Nicholas was mistaken if he thought he could treat her ashis property. She knew if shedidn’t
stand up to him now, she would never be able to.

She matched his pace asthey waked into the foyer and to the elevator. Some of her resolve faded when
she saw hiseyeswere till red, asure sgn hewas't in control of hisemotions. She renewed her
determination as they stepped onto the fourth floor and waked to the apartment. She sood with arigid
spine as he unlocked the door, and then swept past him with squared shoulders.

The door damming behind him caused her to jump, making her admit shewasn't ascadm asshe
pretended. It didn’t matter, aslong as he didn't redlize that. She kept her back to him when she spoke. “I
don’t appreciate the way you treated me tonight.” She took a deep bresath, forcing out the wobbly notein
her voice. “ Y ou have no right to strike me.”

His continued silence piqued her curiosity and stoked her fear. There seemed to be a battle of wills
between them, and she was determined not to be the first to surrender. However, as the seconds passed
and he didn’'t move or speak, she had to know what he was doing. Emily turned around to look at him
and flinched.

Deep grooves lined each side of his mouth. His eyes burned bright red, and he was visibly shaking. He
seemed to have only atenuous control of hisfury. Sheimmediately decided going on the offensive had
been abadidea “I’m sorry,” she said, striving to sound sincere, since gpologizing was the last thing she
should have to do. She was unableto resist adding, “It wasjust adance. | don’'t know why you're so

upset.”

He moved faster than her eyes could follow. She saw ablur right before she felt her body dam into the
wall. Pain flashed up her spine to the back of her neck, causing black dotsto appear behind her eyes.

“Hishandswere on you.” He said each word with precision, putting a pause between each, asif it wasa
struggle to be coherent enough to speak at dl. * Y ou let him touch you.” He dammed her againgt the wall
agan. “Youbdongtome”

“I don’'t,” sheforced out through gritted teeth. “I can dance with whomever | choose.”

Nicholas shook his head. “I’'m your master—"

She forced hersdlf to smile through the pain. “1t's strange how you never mentioned that aspect of your
love before. Isthat why you love me? Because you think you own me?’

His eyes narrowed, and he raised his hand to strike her.



“Go ahead.” She could fed her own control dipping. “I didn’t do what you wanted. Disciplineme. I'm
your property, right? What' re you waiting for?’

His expression contorted with antagonism, but his arm dropped. He stepped back from her and took
severa deep breaths.

Anger caused her to continue. “Y ou don’'t own me. Y ou aren’'t my master. | won't tolerate—"
Nicholaslifted her into hisarms, ignoring her struggles.
“What are you doing?’ she demanded, pulling on his hair. “Put me down.”

“Shut up,” he said, very clearly, as he stormed down the hall and threw open the door to her room. It
bounced againgt the wall and dammed behind them as they entered the bedroom.

Emily’ s eyes widened as he strode to the bed and dropped her. “Please don’t hurt me.” She hated the
way her voicetrembled. “I don’'t want it to be like that.”

He gave her along look, and his shoulders dropped. “I’'m not going to rape you. Right now, | can’'t even
stand to look at you.” He grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her head back. “Why did you do it?1
thought we—" He broke off and shook his head. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. | see nothing has
changed.” Helet go of her hair and turned on his hedl. He walked away without looking back.

She lay there, watching him move farther away, and unsure what had happened. Being with Nicholas
was like being in a permanent state of confusion. Most disconcerting was, of al the emotionsthat had
bes eged her tonight, why was she now consumed with guilt? Why did shefed responsible for what had
happened when she had done nothing wrong?

As he turned the doorknob, she whispered, “1 wanted to seeif | felt the same way with anyone else that
| fed withyou.”

He paused, but didn’t turn around. After a second’ s hesitation, Nicholas opened the door and stepped
through.

“I didn’t fed anything for him,” she said as he closed the door. “I didn't,” she shouted. Emily held her
breath, waiting to seeif he would return to her. Asthe minutes passed, she realized he wouldn’t, and
tearstrailed down her cheeks. How could she fear him as much as she did, yet yearn for him a the same
time? What was wrong with her? She brushed impatiently at the tears on her cheeks, but they were
replaced as soon as she wiped them away. She curled up on the bed and hugged a pillow as shetried to
convince herself she didn’t want Nicholas to come back. He was dangerous, and the possessiveness he
had displayed tonight frightened her more than anything € se she had experienced a hishandsdid. He
loved her enough to kill for her. Did that mean heloved her enough to kill her if she digpleased him again?

Chapter Eleven

It waslate in the night before Emily fell adeep. Thoughts of Nicholas kept her eyesfrom closing for a
long time. Thoughts of their past, the present and her future swirled through her mind. One moment, she



ached to bein hisarms, and the next, fear consumed her. Eventually, the night did catch up with her, and
shefell adeep, sprawled across the bed, still wearing the black dress.

Scotland, 1813

The twilight wasjust beginning as Erin’sfeet crunched through the brown leaves dotting the forest floor.
She looked up at the setting sun as a soft breeze caressed her cheeks, blowing the ends of the ribbon
tying back her hair againgt her neck. Her gaze returned straight ahead, to where Nicholas and the priest
waited for her. She held asmall leather bag in one hand, and the other clutched a handful of the McCairn
plaid arisaid covering her.

As shedrew closer, Erin saw Nicholas wore a satin damask vest over awhite shirt with puffed deeves.
He hadn’t bothered with ajacket. The autumn wind had disheveled his short hair, but he didn’t seem to
redizeit. He held out hishand as she neared. “ Y ou are beautiful.”

She amiled and took his hand after dropping the bag near their feet. She turned to the priest and
curtsed. “ Father Gilgerney.”

“LassMcCairn.” He cast anervous|ook over her shoulder. “Doesyour papaknow...?’

She shook her head, cagting off atwinge of regret that her family wouldn't be present her wedding.
When she ran away thisevening, she had cut al tieswith them. She looked at her intended from the
corner of her eye. Histender expression renewed her resolve about her decision. Sheloved Nicholas,
and if her father couldn’t accept that, she would live without his approva.

The priest nibbled on hislip. “Perhaps you should wait. | could spesk to Laird McCairn, lass.
Mayhap—"

“It will do no good.” Nicholas spoke firmly, locking eyes with the priest. “Her father will not agree to our
marriage because he does not want Erin to go with meto England.”

Father Gilgerney wiped his brow with hisarm. “With good reason, m’lord. Thelassishischild—"

Nicholas' seyesdidn’'t waver. “Erin wants to be my wife. Y ou will perform the ceremony and tell no
one”

The priest’ s brow furrowed, and he shook hishead. “I will not speak of it,” he whispered. He frowned.
“Can you not stay in the Highlands, Lord Valsade?’

Hedidn't deign to answer the question. “Marry us.”

Nicholas s harsh, impatient tone caused Erin to flinch. Sheforced asmilefor the priest. “Please, Father,
marry us”

With aweary sigh, the priest opened his Bible and began to read. Sweat continued to pour down his
face, and helooked nervoudy over their shoulders every few minutes.

Erindidn’'t sharethe priest’ sfear of her father catching them. She had gone to bed early with one of her
headaches, knowing no one would miss her until morning that way. By then, she and Nicholaswould be



away from her father’ s holdings. She kept her eyeslocked with Nicholas' s as she repeated the sacred
words that would bind them. She experienced no hesitation when the priest told them to knedl for the
final blessing. She grasped hishand and knelt with him in the rich green grass. Before bowing her heed,
she met hiseyes and smiled at the love she saw there. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t been married in the
church near the keep, and that her mother and sisters hadn’t attended. She hardly missed the music, gifts
and guests. All she required was Nicholas slove, and she was secure in the knowledge she had it.

The priest crossed himself and indicated they should rise. Nicholas pressed asmall bag of coinsinto his
hands and said, “ Tell no one of thisunion, priest.”

The priest was pale, and his eyes were wide. The wind tossed histhinning red hair about as he nodded
vigoroudy. “My discretion is assured.” He cast one last look at Erin. “I do hope you have not broken
your father’ sheart.”

She swallowed thickly. “I cannot deny what my heart wants out of consideration for his.”

Father Gilgerny trudged away from them, shaking hishead al the while. When he disappeared from
sght, sheturned to Nicholas and hurled hersdlf into hisarms. “My husband.” She caressed hissilky black
hair, running her fingersthrough the short strands.

Helowered his head to kiss her, and hislips were gentle on hers. He pulled her tight against him ashis
tongue eased through the barrier of her closed mouth.

Her knees grew wesk as his tongue explored her mouth. Erin pressed hersalf against him, eager to learn
all about her new hushand. She let him support her as she grasped handfuls of hisvest and ardently
returned hiskisses.

He broke away with agasp. “We must depart, dearest. By morning, we haveto clear Lachlorn’sland,
or your father will catch up with us” He pushed back escaping strands of hair the shade of whesat and
smiled down at her. “I cannot defegt his soldiers.”

She nodded, aching to lay with her new husband, but alowing necessity to overcome her desires.
Nicholaswhistled for hishorse, astrong stallion as dark as her sster Agata s hair, with glistening dark
eyes and aproud demeanor. He was muscular and rugged, much like his owner, and would have little
trouble carrying the two of them across McCairn and Lachlorn land by morning.

Nicholas lifted her onto Fury’ s back first, and then mounted. Once seated on the sturdy horse, he
wrapped hisarms around her waist and pulled her into the curve of hisbody. “ Seep, my beloved. The
journey islong.”

She snuggled againgt him, fedling not at al deepy. How could she when she was so excited about
garting anew life with Nicholas? A new lifeasavampire. A small shiver worked itsway up her spine,
and she wondered again if he spoke the truth. Could he redlly be the creature he claimed to be? Was it
truly not an evil abomination to become one? Would she damn her eterna soul to Hell if shelet Nicholas
change her?

She gnawed on her lip, confronting the issue she had pushed to the back of her mind. Part of her was
skeptical of hisclaim, yet she had seen him revitaized after feeding from awarrior who didn’t remember
the incident. Could she drink the blood of othersto live?

Despite her mord turmoil, she knew she would alow Nicholasto convert her to avampire. If hetruly



wasimmortal, she wanted to be aswell, so they would never be apart. Hefilled avoid in her she hadn’t
recognized until she met him. Deep in her heart, she knew he spoke the truth about what he was, because
she had remembered her other lives, having experienced the dreams. She knew who he was. He was her
other half, the missing piece of her soul.

At the edge of the valley, nearly two hours later, she touched hisarm and tilted her head so he could
hear her. “ Can you stop Fury and turn?’

He pulled sharply on the reins, and the ebony stallion whirled around and reared hisfront legsas he
voiced hisdispleasure. Two firm pats from his master calmed him, and he snuffled as he settled his
hooves back on the ground.

Erin stared at the border of her father’ s land, fedling a sadness she hadn’t expected. All her life, she had
longed to escape Scotland and the marriage contract to Brouden, her father’s most skilled warrior and
heir-agpparent, since her brother was killed seven years ago.

When Lord Nicholas came to the Highlands two months ago on businessfor George I11, she had taken
onelook at the regal baron and fallenin love. He had regularly appeared in the visons accompanying her
strange headaches for as long as she could remember. In addition to recognizing her lost love, she had
also seen away to escape ablesk future. She made the mistake of confiding in her bubbly younger sister,
who was her best friend, but also too impetuous at the tender age of fourteen. She hadn’t been ableto
guard Erin’s secret for long before her tongue betrayed it.

Laird McCairn hadn’t been pleased to hear of his daughter’ s affections for the baron. He had tried to kill
Nicholasin afit of rage, and he was further enraged when Nicholas bested him. His subsequent
forbiddance of Erin seeing Nicholas had done nothing to separate the lovers.

During their long nights of talking and touching, she hadn't truly reslized what it would mean to leave her
home. Papa was an austere man, and he wouldn't forgive her betraya. She would never see her mother
or sgtersagain, would never ride full-tilt acrossthe wilds of the Highlands, hunting rabbits with her bow.

Perhaps her melancholy thoughts clouded her perception, but there seemed to be adark shadow
shading the land they viewed, evenin thelight cast by the tumescent moon. Thevalley lay beforethem, a
massvewall of towering trees and rich greenery. Was England so inviting? Would it ever fed like home?

“Erin?’

His voice was gentle, and he was asking if she was certain. She could tell by histone of voice, and the
way he stroked her arm. She put her hand on his and nodded. “L et us continue.” When he turned the
horse, she hit back tears and refused to try to look back. Her future lay with Nicholas, and her past must
stay behind her.

It was near dawn when they passed Lachlorn’sland, into the MacDonads' territory. Erin knew Laird
MacDonald harbored no love for her father, and he wouldn’t assist him by alowing McCairn and his
soldiers passage across hisland if they pursued her. Nor would he hesitate to dit the throat of his
enemy’ s daughter and her new husband if he discovered them trespassing.



Nicholas had found the secluded glen she had told him about, and they would deep herefor the day.
They would continue their journey across MacDonad land that night, when there was |ess chance of
discovery. Hetook her hand after lifting her down. “Isthisthe glen you spoke of, Erin?’

She nodded, nearly too exhausted to speak. “Aye. Agataand | often sneaked here as children. Mother
used to havefits, and she would stir up everyoneto find us.” A sad expression flitted across her face.
“That was before Daniel was murdered on MacDonald land, and the feud began.” Her eyes darted
around the glen, before settling on alarge tree with branches sweeping the ground. 1t had matured and
bent under its own weight during the eight years since she had passed thisway. “ Fury should be hidden
there, if you can get himto stay.”

Nicholas took the reins and dropped her hand, moving toward the sheltering tree. Before he took the
horseinto the thick growth, he removed aroll from Fury’ s back and stroked his muzzle, while staring into
his eyes. He whispered something, and the horse' s earstwitched. Its eyeslooked glazed asit voluntarily
walked through the limbs. After Nicholas smoothed down signs of Fury’ s passage, it was a perfect
shelter for the horse.

When hereturned to her, she bit her lip. “ Should you tie him? If he wanders away and is discovered, we
will have noway of leaving.”

Nicholas shook hishead. “I commanded him to stay in the canopy of the treelimbs until | come for him.”
Shelifted abrow. “Y ou...commanded a horse to stay?’

He nodded, looking amused. “ There are many things you find unbelievable now, but will soon accept as
commonplace.”

She bit back further protests, assured by the confidence in Nicholas s posture. Shefelt thefirst stirrings
of nerves as shefollowed himinto the cave. It was dim inside, but she could vaguely see Nicholas aslight
cast by the rapidly risng sun filtered into the cave. Shelooked over her shoulder, wondering why she and
Agata had loved this place as children. She remembered their games of rescued princess, where they
took turns daying the dragon to save each other. They must have been obliviousto the dangers as
children. No wonder Mother had been so worried by their disappearances. If she had ever discovered
where they went on their adventures, she probably would have locked them in the highest room of the
McCairn keep and never |et them ouit.

“Wearedone,” he said while spreading the bedroll on the hard ground before he removed asmall
leather bag.

She couldn’t help another look over her shoulder, unable to remember how far the cave extended down
the passage behind them. “How can you be certain?’

Hetapped afinger againgt histemple. “I can senselife, or alack of it. Nothing with a heartbest is
nearby, asde from usand Fury.”

She alowed hisreassurance to assuage her fears as she crouched on the thin blankets he had unrolled. It
was cold in the darkness, making her shiver. Shelooked at Nicholas, who was removing asilver flask
from the bag, along with aloaf of bread and awedge of cheese. He didn’t seem bothered by the cold.

Heremoved aknife from his bag and diced ahunk off the bright yellow cheese, then torethe bread in
half and extended her share, dong with the cheese. “Eat,” he urged. “Y ou need your strength for the



journey. It isthree more days until we reach the border, and another two days’ journey to Valsade
Manor from there.”

Shetook the food and bit into the flaky bread, surprised to find it fresh. Her ssomach rumbled as she
devoured the meager medl, and her mouth was dry when she had finished. She reached for the flask
Nicholas had been sipping from, and her eyes widened when his hand came down on hers and squeezed.
Shefrowned.

“That isnot wine, Erin.” Hisvoice was soft and smoky. “Itisblood.”

She snatched her hand away, repulsed by the thought of drinking blood. “Where did it come from?’ she
whispered.

“I imposed upon awoman to provide sustenance for our journey.” Hismouth curled into afera amile. “I
took more than bread and cheese she offered in exchange for the silver.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “ Y ou killed her?’

He shook hishead. “Nay, | merely took enough for ameal this morning. Blood does not last long, and
there was no point in draining her snce most would waste.”

She breathed asigh of relief. Nicholas had aways been honest with her, and she knew he usualy killed
hisvictims. Asmuch as sheloved him, she didn’t know how she could sustain hersdf with thelife of
others. She was resolved to never kill, though he had bluntly told her it was amost impossible to
overcome the compulsion, especidly thefirgt few yearsfollowing the change.

Heleaned forward and took her hand. “ Be sure you can share my life, Erin,” he said gruffly. “If you
cannot, | will return you to your father.”

Tearsdid down her chegks. “Y ou would do that?’

He hegitated. “1 would try,” hefinally said. “I would try to do what is best, but | have waited so long to
have you with me again.” Hetightened hishold. “1 do not want to lose you thistime. | cannot bear to
watch you grow old and diewhen | can prevent it. Y ou must be certain, my beloved.”

She bit her lip as her light green eyes explored his. Could shewak away from him, loving him as she
did? How would she live with the emptinessin her soul if they parted? Somehow, she would find away
to overcome her revulsion to taking blood. Perhaps the change would assist her by dulling her conscience
with insatiable hunger. “I am certain, my love.” Shetilted her head and removed the bow that now hung
haphazardly in her hair. Erin pushed the hair away to expose her neck. “Take me.”

He amiled, and his eyes were gentle. “Not yet. We will wait until we arrive a Valsade Manor.” Hiseyes
darkened with passion, and he reached for her, pulling her onto hislap. “However, thereis another
passion we can indulge.”

She mdted into his embrace, eager to belong to him completely. Soon, she would be hiswifein every
sense of theword. She experienced no hesitation when his mouth danted over hers. Erin parted her lips
to dlow histongue insde her mouth, shyly touching it with her own. Her body tingled with warmth, and a
pit of lavaburned in her somach, sending heat spirding through her body. Her thighs quivered when
Nicholas rested his hands on them, anticipating him seeking out her pussy.



He stroked the woolen materid of her arisaid, fashioned from her clan’ startan, gradualy pushing it up
her legs, until her calveswere reveded. Erin undid the buttons of his damask vest, running her fingers
aong the smooth satin. When it hung open, she went to work on the shirt, until it was opened to his
waist, where the hem disgppeared into histrousers. She had touched him like this many times, but never
below thewast. He hadn’t pushed her to make love before their marriage, although she would have been
morethanwilling.

Her fingers remained steady when she unfastened his trousers and reached inside to stroke his cock
through his drawers. She met his gaze, wetting her lips when she saw the heet in his eyes. Erin leaned
forward, till palming his cock, to kiss him, exploring hislipswith her tongue, before easing through them
to explore his mouth, darting her tongue across his, prior to retresting.

Nicholas s hands trembled dightly when he unfastened the brass brooch at her breast to let the arisaid
fal to her waist. His hands were warm through the thin cotton of her yellow blouse, and she arched her
back, offering him more. He dipped his head to suckle one of her nipples through the cotton, abrading
the tender pesk in amanner that had her close to screaming at the gratifying sensation.

When helifted his head, he rubbed the wet materia against her nipple, further agitating the bud, making
Erin bite her lip. Their hideaway was secure enough for the day, but she couldn’t scream her pleasure for
risk of aMacDonad soldier hearing her. “ Stop teasing me.”

He grinned at her, letting his hand drop to her belt with sensuous downess. “Very well, beloved.” He
made quick work of undoing the belt and tossing it over his shoulder. Without the support of the brooch
and belt, the arisaid pooled around her legs, revealing her blouse and petticoat. “What shdl | do next?’

Shefrowned a him. It wasn't like Nicholasto be so playful, especidly since he must have redized how
she was yearning to complete the lessons she had learned in hisarms during their solen meetings. “Make
meyour wife.”

His grin faded, and he pulled her more snugly onto hislap. “Y ou dready are, Erin. Y ou have been since
| first laid eyeson you in 1212, at the age of fourteen.”

She shook her head. “No, make me your wifein every sense of theword.” Erin stroked hisface. “I
want you in thislife, not in some past life | barely remember.”

With tender urgency, Nicholas stripped off her blouse and chemise. “Lean forward.” Bracing her hands
on his shoulders, Erin lifted her bottom into the air to dlow him to strip off the petticoat. When she sat on
his lap again, her bare buttocks rested on the wool of histrousers. A laugh escaped her when she looked
down to see she gill wore her brogues, and nothing else. With aflip of each ankle, she kicked them off,
before clamping her thighs around hiswai<. “Y ou wear too many clothes, husband.”

He grunted. “Aye, but | have no wish to part from you to remove them.”

“Allow my assstance.” Erin pushed off hisvest before tugging his shirt from his opened trousersto undo
the last button and dideit off aswell. She nibbled on her tongue, considering the logistics of removing his
trouserswith him seated and her sitting atop him.

Nicholastook over, diding her from hislap so he could remove his boots and strip off the trousers and
drawers. When he was nude, he beckoned her close again, and she settled back onto hislap. Heat
flooded her pussy when his cock brushed againgt it. Sitting on him without the barrier of clothing was
much more intimate and invoked atrace of fear. Not of him, but of the unknown that was coming.



She gasped when Nicholas |eaned forward, laying her on the ground in one smooth movement. Erin
clutched his shoulders as he shifted to kned between her thighs, and hisface nestled againgt her sscomach.
She loosened her grasp and moved one hand to his head, to stroke his short locks. “What are you
doing?’ she asked, when he kissed her sscomach.

“Tagting you.” Her somach quivered under the teasing touch of hislips as he kissed her again, gradually
moving lower.

She caught her breath when histongue sept around her bellybutton, moving south. Releasing his hair,
fingernails digging into her hands, she had to rein in the impulse to stop him. Part of her said what he
planned couldn’t be proper, but the rest of her didn’t care. Her pussy convulsed with anticipation as his
tongue probed the curls shidding it. When histongue swiped down her dit, she couldn’t entirely hold
back a cry of shock and pleasure that emerged as a squeak.

“Becam, love. | will never hurt you.” His breath whispered againgt her dit as he spoke his assurances,
inflaming the swollen flesh further.

“I know,” she managed to whisper. Her mouth was dry, and her somach clenched with nervous
expectation just as histongue delved inside her, to taste her clit. She dug her nails degper into her palms
to hold back another cry when his appendage swept down her dit to probe her opening. Her body was
one quivering mass, and she couldn’t focus on a single thought, too lost in sensation. “ Nicholas”

Heignored her crying hisname, continuing to lick every inch of her, inciting pleasure beyond anything
she had ever imagined. Erin thrust her hips againgt hisface, wanting more of histongue, ashe dipped it
ingde her. Tears streamed from her eyes, brought on by the frustration of being unable to give voiceto
her ddlight.

The convulsonsincreased in strength, seemingly radiating from her pussy throughout her body. Her
thighs clenched around Nicholas s head, and a gasping sob escaped Erin as an orgasm swept through
her. She continued to tremble under the ondaught for severa moments, unaware of anything until shefelt
asmal| stabbing sensation in her inner thigh.

She rose up to see Nicholas, eyes wide when she saw he was feeding from the veinin her thigh. The
pain had faded quickly, replaced by incredible bliss that flooded through her in warm waves. Shelaid
down again, losing herself in the soft sounds of his sucking, the faint copper odor of blood mingled with
the mossy smell of the cave and her arousd, and the beating of her heart lulling her into asemi-trance asit
dowed.

When helifted his head afew minutes|later, atrickle of her blood marred his chin, but there waslittle
elseto prove he had been supping from her. Erin held out her arms, too content to speak, and he came
to her.

Hekissed her lips, merdly brushing hisagaingt hers, but Erin lifted a hand to hold him againgt her while
she deepened the kiss. Thefirst taste of her essence, mixed with blood, was unpleasant, but she kept
kissing him, sweeping her tongue around his mouth, determined to show she accepted him for what he
was. When shefindly choseto bresk the kiss, she said, “Make love to me now, my love.”

“It hasbeen too long.” His hand dipped between their bodies to guide his cock to her pussy, hovering at
the entrance. “I do not want to hurt you...”



Erin touched afinger to hislips. “Do not fret.” She braced hersdf for pain when he surged insgde her,
finding it uncomfortable, but not intolerable. Soon, histhrusts incited more pleasure than pain, and her
hips rose to meet each one. Their rhythm was easy to find, asif they had established it long ago. They
had lifetimes ago, she reminded hersdlf, before the ability to form coherent thought left her.

Her body geared up for release, shaking with the strength of her impending orgasm. Nicholasfilled her
with his satisfaction seconds before another orgasm overwhemed her, more intense than the last.
Convulsions swept from deep inside her, radiating outward, contracting her pussy around his cock. Erin
bit hard on her tongue to restrain a cry, somehow managing to breathe as her world fell gpart and
reformed in the space of afew minutes.

Afterward, they lay together in contentment for along time, with Nicholas careful not to brace hisfull
weight upon her. Erin rested her head on his shoulder, bresthing in his scent, and contempl ating how
complete she was. How had she lived eighteen years without him? Her mind couldn’t comprehend how
Nicholas had managed to survive six hundred years without her, except for al-too-brief incarnations.

She pulled away to stareinto his eyes, as her fingers played with the hair a histemples. “1 love you.”

“I would diefor you,” he said with utmost seriousness.

Tearsblurred her vison, and she smiled at him. “1 want to die for you. Make me yoursforever,
Nicholas”

He hegitated. “1 cannot. The journey—"
She put her finger to hislips and brushed her thumb across one of hisfangs. “Do it now. Please.”
“Erin—"

She sighed. “Y ou have my permission. | know how important that isto you, after what happened with
Err]m”

He looked startled. “How did you...?’

“I have dreamed of the past. | know you did not change me again, after thefirst time. Each time, | was
lost to you.” She caressed his cheek. “Ensure nothing can take me from you again. Change me,” she
begged with quiet desperation. She doubted the change would ater the future, but dared to hope.

With agroan, he moved his mouth to her neck. Histeeth did into the skin of her neck, as his cock
pressed againgt her thigh. Shefdt aflash of pain, and then desire surged through her once more. She
clutched Nicholas's shoulders and pulled him closer. Asweakness overcame her, she managed to
whisper, “If anything happensto me, promise you will find me again and make meyours.”

He pulled away long enough to Stareinto her eyes, looking haggard. Her blood colored hislips. “I will
not loseyou again, love.”

“We were not meant to live apart. Promise me.” Her head spun, and blood trickled down her neck.
He hesitated before nodding. “I will dwaysfind you.”

“Change meimmediately next time. Do not take any chances.”



Nicholas shook his head. “ Do not speak of this. Nothing will happen to you again, Erin. Soon you will
change, and | will not let harm cometo you.”

Sheamiled. “Thenfinishit, my beloved.” Ashishead returned to the bend of her neck, shetried to
ignore atwinge of sadness, knowing Nicholas would have to find her again. Shadowy dreams of the
future occasionally came to her when she had the headaches. Like the other visions, they had haunted her
al her life. Even before Nicholas found her, she had seen thevisions. They weren't clear like the others
she experienced, but she knew they werejust asredl. In each of those mental flashes, she was herself,
but didn’'t look like hersdlf at dl. She was adifferent person, athough shewasdso thesameon a
fundamentd leve.

Erin held tightly to him as her strength ebbed under the ondaught of hisfangs, wishing she could impart
strength with her blood, knowing Nicholas would need it. He would be devastated when helost her
again. If the change didn’t sharpen her gift enough to revea her own fate, she hoped it would blind her
third-eye. Her grandmother had been proud Erin was born with the Gift, but Erin was moreinclined to
agree with her father, who aternated between ignoring and denouncing it. Her flashes of the future werea
curse, because nothing she' d ever tried had changed what was supposed to happen.

Thetime she dreamed her baby brother would drown, she had convinced her mother not to let him from
the house. They had watched him constantly, but in the end, the nanny had fallen adegp while bathing
him, and he drowned in three inches of water.

When shetold her father the MacDonalds would ambush his soldiers when they left McCairn land,
kidnapping Daniel, he had ignored her. She had warned Daniel, who had tried to indulge hislittle sster,
but went dong with the raiding party anyway. In the end, his blood had flowed into theriver.

The future was immutable, so what was the vaue of receiving brief glimpses of events she couldn’t ater?
As Nicholas pressed her mouth to his bare chest, where he had opened the vein near his heart, shetried
to concentrate on the present and tell hersdf the future wasn't set, while drinking deeply of her husband,
praying his strength would somehow give her the power to dter the course destiny had set for her.

Emily’ s neck throbbed when she awoke, so she touched the spot, amost surprised to not find wounds
where Nicholas had bitten her. Hers had healed long ago, but those from the dream had been fresh. The
rest had been so vivid that she wouldn’t have been shocked to find physical manifestations.

How much of the dream could she trust? Had she truly begged Nicholas to change her at their next
meeting? Could she believe Erin had been mildly psychic, or was the dream the result of subtle
suggestions imparted by Nicholas? She assumed he could control her dreams, if he wished. Washe
manipulating her agan?

With asigh, she did from bed. Her head ached, and she was dizzy. Shelooked down at the crumpled
black dress, then at the clock on the nightstand. Although she had dept less than five hours, shedidn’t
think she could fal adeep again.

She went into the bathroom to shower. After she returned to the room and dressed in a short black skirt
and red shirt, she sat on the bed, trying to muster the nerve to leave the bedroom. She had to face
Nicholas some time, but was frightened. His rage last night had scared her, and the dream had confused
her. What if Erin was correct, that they weren't meant to be apart? How could she reconcile her



supposed destiny with what had become of her life, what he had made of her life?

Eventudly, she made hersdlf leave the bedroom. The door had been unlocked, though she had
half-expected him to confine her to the room. She hesitantly entered the living room, which was empty.
She went into the kitchen and froze when she saw Tremont scrubbing the counters. Her skin crawled,
and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She started to turn, but his voice stopped her.

“The master had a business gppointment.”
Her eyebrow lifted. “Nicholas had an appointment?’

Tremont put down the sponge and clambered from the stepladder. He made a pathetic figurein the
overly long apron, with acheerful yelow glove on hishand. “Y es, mistress. He shdl return by sx.”

It seemed ridiculousto fear him, as he wasin his present form. Perhaps Michael and Nicholas wereright
about him. He was no longer an object of terror, but pity. She leaned cautioudy against the doorframe.
“Wheat kind of busness?’

“Master Valsade runs an import-export business, and he consults for universities and collectors from
timetotime.” Hislast word was nearly lost under the snapping sound when he pegled off the glove by
using histeeth to grip the reservair tips hanging over his stubby fingers.

“What does he consult with them for?”

“Higtoricd artifacts. HE' s somewhat of an expert, especially on objects dated within the last eight
hundred years,” Tremont said in alight tone.

“Oh, | see.” For somereason, it hadn’t occurred to her that Nicholas did something so mundane asrun
abusiness or work. Had she imagined he maintained the lifestyle he lived with his mental powers? She
shrugged, not having thought about it a al until now. “Am | dlowed to leave the apartment?” Shedidn’t
have a destination in mind, but was curious to seeif she was under house arrest.

Hefrowned. “I do not know, mistress.” His eye darted around the room, avoiding hers. “1 can have
many things ddivered—"

“I want to shop.” She eyed the short skirt and grimaced. “Nicholas s clothing selections aren’t to my
tagte”

He sagged. “| would be happy to drive you, mistress.”

She groaned when practicality interfered with her plans. “I don’t have any money. Darniit.”

A smile curved across Tremont’ s grotesque face, bringing a previoudy unrevealed depth. There was
genuine amusement in hisexpression. “ That is not a problem, mistress. | know where the master keeps

his credit cards.”

A giggle bubbled from her, and she shared alaugh with Tremont. The edgy sensation she had
experienced in his company dissipated, and she rdlaxed. “Wdll, let’ s hit the town then.”

Tremont nodded. “1 shall fetch one of his cards from the safe.”



Emily followed him down the hal into Nicholas s office. She hadn’t been in this room before, but wasn't
surprised to see the same red and black decorating scheme. A huge antique desk took up about a
quarter of the room, and three of the walls were dominated by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, stuffed full of
books ranging from businessto classic literature to dog-eared paperbacks written by Peter Straub, Ray
Bradbury, and Stephen King. Shefelt aflicker of amusement when she noted no Anne Rice books
adorned hisshelves.

Shewaited afew feet from Tremont as helifted a print from the wall and awkwardly conveyed it to the
desk. Sheturned her head when he returned to the safe and entered the combination. “Nicholas must
trust you.”

He nodded. “Master relies on me greatly. Once | proved my loyalty, he gave me more responsbilities.”
“How canyou...” Shetrailed off, biting her lip.
He removed something from the small safe and closed the door. “What, mistress?’

“How can you stay with him? After everything that happened, how canyou...” She shrugged, unableto
articulate what she wanted to ask.

“The magter ismy life,” hesaid smply. “I would dieif our connection was severed.”
“That' swhy—"

He shook his head. “ Thereismoreto it, mistress. Nicholasand | shared an intense hatred for each other
for more than ahundred years.” As he spoke, he bused himself with returning the print to thewdl. “We
hurt each other deeply.” His eyes seemed to avoid hers. “I did what | did, and Nicholas destroyed mein
retdiation. Hetook everything | had worked for in my life as master of Tremont Plantation. He took my
family.” His voice softened to awhisper. “I begged him for degth, you know, but he refused. He linked
me to him as adeeper punishment.”

She frowned with confusion. “1 don't understand how you can be so loya to him, or how he trustsyou.”
Tremont blinked, asif the question was equaly confusing to him. He seemed to havetrouble
understanding why she couldn’t grasp their relationship. “We need each other, migtress. Nicholasisa
man who has suffered greet pain. | contributed heavily to the anguish he endures.” He bowed his head for
amoment, and then took a deep bresth before continuing. “In caring for him and acting as his
companion, | found redemption. Without him, I would not have become theman | am. It isdifficult to
comprehend, but he saved me from what | had become.”

She assumed he wasn't speaking about his physical appearance, but didn’t really understand what he
meant. “l...” She shook her head. “| guessit doesn't matter.”

“Perhaps you will understand intime.”
She nodded, though the rel ationship seemed too complex. “ Can | ask you another question?”
“Of course, misiress.”

“How do you drive?’ She winced, hoping he wouldn't take offense a the insengitive question.



“The Lincolnismodified, mistiress”

“I see” Sheturned and left the office, with Tremont trailing at arespectful distance. “One morething.”
“Yes, mistress?’

“Can we dispense with this ‘ mistress' nonsense?’ She shook her head. “It'sso archaic.”

He hestated, but findly said, “If youwish.”

“l do.”

“What shdl | cal you? Miss Swesso?’

“Jugt Emily will do.”

“Uh, well, | do not know if the master will alow such forwardness.”

Sherolled her eyes and stopped in mid-step. She turned to face Tremont, looking down a him with a
firm expression. “1 want you to cal me Emily. Don’t be so concerned with Nicholas swishes.”

Helooked skeptica. “We shall seeif you find that as easy to do as say, mistress.”
“Emily,” shesadimpatiently.
He nodded. “Emily.” He sounded uncertain, but stopped protesting.

* % % % %

They returned to the apartment later than she had anticipated. The shops had been busy, and she had
searched through severa before she found casud clothes at what she considered an affordable price.
Tremont had just put the key in the door when the knob twisted, and the door wrenched open.

She swallowed down asurge of fright when she saw Nicholas framed in the doorway. He wore awhite
business shirt, date dacks, and a charcoa vest, having discarded the jacket and tie. He looked elegant,
until she met his eyes. Then she redlized he was a seething mass of fury, barely restrained. Another
emotion waslessidentifiablein hisgaze.

“Go,” he hissed to Tremont through clenched teeth.

Tremont’ s shoulders hunched, but he lifted his hand. “Master—"

Emily lightly touched his shoulder as she shifted the bagsin her hand. “Go on.”

He shot her alook before scurrying down the hallway.

They stared at each for severd seconds without speaking. She was attempting to assess his expression,
while he seemed to be trying to rein in his temper.

The sound of Tremont’ s door closing broke the silence.



Shetook a deep breath and entered the apartment. She had to pass near Nicholas, and with the bagsin
her hands, it was difficult to navigate the narrow space. Her body brushed againg his, and he made no
move to step aside for her. Sheforced ashaky smile and dipped past him, while her heartbegt
accelerated, and her body started tingling. When she wasiin the living room and severd feet separated
them, she dropped the bags, taking a deep breath in preparation for facing him, while mentally schooling
her expression to hide her physica responseto him.

“Where wereyou?’ He sounded uninterested, but the coiled way he held himself revealed histrue
fedings

Emily looked at the bags strewn on the floor before looking up at him. “1 went shopping.”
Helifted abrow. “Y ou have clothes”
She shrugged. “1 don’t like dresses.”

“Hmm.” Hetook a step toward her, but didn’t seem too menacing. “Y ou should have said so sooner. |
would have been happy to order thingsfor you.”

She shook her head. “I don’t really know what | like until | seeit. Moreto the point, | was going
dtir-crazy here in the gpartment.” Sheforced a cardess grin. “Tremont was kind enough to offer to drive
me, and he knew where you stashed the credit cards. Oh, that reminds me,” she dug into her pocket and
pulled out his Platinum card, “I should return this.”

“Keepit,” hesaid.

Nicholas covered the remaining distance between them, but she didn’t cower. He was clearly angry, but
the other emotion in his eyestempered her ingtinctive urge to escape. She il hadn’t identified it, but
thought it might be well-concedled fear. No doubt, he had assumed she had somehow convinced
Tremont to help her flee.

“I would prefer you don't leave the gpartment without me.”

Shefrowned. “Do you plan to keep me your prisoner forever?’

He sighed, running a hand through histied-back hair, causing strands to work loose from the elagtic
band. “1’m not overly concerned with you running away. Y ou have nowhereto go.”

“1 could—"

He waved a hand impatiently. “Word reached me today that Koss has arrived in New Y ork. He can
only be herefor one reason, and that’ sto torment me.”

Shelifted abrow. “Why?What isit between you two?’

His eyes avoided hers, and he shifted hisweight from one foot to the other. “Never mind. | just want you
to be cautious. One of the easiest ways for him to hurt meisto hurt you.” A shadow crossed over his
eyes. “He sruthless. | don't want you unprotected in the city, vulnerableto him.”

She shook her head. “He doesn’t even know me. How would he—"



“Kossisgifted, love. HE Il find you easily enough, if he' s determined.” Nicholas sighed.

“Gifted?’ Like Erin , she dmost asked, but called the words back in time.

“He' samodt five thousand years old. His powers are formidable.”

“Fvethousand...” Shetrailed off, unable to comprehend his age. She sensed Nicholas s discomfort
with the topic and forced hersdlf to change the subject—for the moment. “ So, you were worried about
me?

He made anoncommittal sound as he crossed hisarms. He didn't seem overly fretful, though he till
appeared angry.

She dared a him uncertainly. “Areyou gtill angry about last night?”

“Yes” hesad without hesitation.

“And about finding me gone today?’

He nodded.

She frowned. “Why aren’t you more. ..emotional? Y ou usualy don’t hesitate to show your anger.”
Hesighed again. “1 had little room to be angry when | came home and found you gone. Fear for your
safety overwhelmed my other emations. | didn’t like having you gone and worrying about you.” The

confession sounded like it was painful for him.

A smal smileformed on her lips. “1 see.” Two steps separated them, and she took one toward him.
“Can | ask you aquestion and have you answer honestly?’

Helooked irritated. “I wouldn’t lieto you.”

“But you don't dwaystdl me everything,” she muttered under her breath. “ Can you manipulate
dreams?’

Heblinked. “Yes, if | concentrated, and | knew the dreamer very well.”

“Have you ever manipulated any of my dreams?’ She held her breath, waiting for his answer.

He shook his head, and his gaze didn’t waver from hers. “No. | have no reason to. If | wanted to
control your thoughts, it would be much easier when you' re awake. Eye contact isthe most effective way

to manipulate someone smind.”

Her shoulders sagged, and she took another step forward, until their bodies were touching. Emily
stroked his cheek, caressing away the line of worry shefound. “It’sdl true then.”

His brow furrowed as his frown deepened. “What is?’
She touched hislipswith her fingers. “It does't matter.” Erin had known he would find her again. She

had given him permission to change her upon their reunion. She had spoken for her future sdf. Did that
mean Emily had acquiesced to Nicholas? A small headache formed behind her eyes when shetried to



figureit out. She decided—standing so close to Nicholas, hearing his dow heartbest reverberating in her
ears, feding hislipsunder her fingers—it didn’t matter right then. In each of her past lives when they had
met, she had recognized him. She did now too. He was the other haf of her soul. She didn’t know if she
loved him yet in thislife, but could see aday when she would. The thought was intoxicating and scary.
“What' sgotten into you?’ Her fingers muffled hisvoice.

She smiled, but didn’t answer. She wasn't ready for him to know she knew about the promise Erin had
extracted from him. Right now, she only wanted to feel hisarms around her. She didn’t want to haveto

think about how accepting him would change everything she had been certain of before. She didn’t want
tothink at dl. Shejust wanted to fedl.

Emily leaned forward to kisshim.

Chapter Twelve

Nicholas gtiffened as he pushed her away. “What are you doing?’

She stared a him with wide eyes. “| just wanted to touch you,” she whispered, finding it difficult to
maintain eye contact in the face of hisrgection.

“Why?’ His eyes searched her face, and he was clearly puzzled. “Mogt of the time, you don’'t want me
near you. What' sdifferent?’

She shrugged. “Never mind, okay?’ Emily walked past him, averting her eyes. Didn't he redize how
difficult it had been for her to reach out to him?Why did he have to makeit so hard for her?

He sighed and touched her arm. “Don’t go.”

She kept her head turned away. “I’' m sorry about last night. I ve dready apologized. | told you why |
didit. If you can't forgive me for something so harmless, there’ snothing else | can do.”

Nicholas stepped closer to her, nudging her chin around to meet hisgaze. “It didn’t fed harmless. You
hurt me”

She looked up at him, her eyes shining with unshed tears. Unconscioudy, she touched her cheek. “You
hurt me too.”

Henodded. “I know.” Nicholas ran ahand through his hair, mussing the tight ponytail. “I can’'t ssemto
control my anger around you. | think it would be better to let you go.” Hiseyeswereflat, and hisvoice
wasfull of pain.

Her heart stuttered, and she shook her head. Something had changed after the dream, and she didn’t
want him to send her away. She touched hisarm, astears broke free. “Please don't.”

“You would be safer.” He shook his head. “With Koss here, you shouldn’t be near me. I'll arrange—"

“No!” Emily threw hersdlf against him. “1 won't leave. Y ou can’'t send me away. Not now, when...”



He frowned as his arms settled around her, seemingly automaticaly. “Why? | thought you' d be pleased
when | decided to do thisearlier. Y ou can stay at Vallsade Manor for atime, until it's safe for you to go
home.”

She pressed her face againgt his chest, ignoring his ftiff resstance. “I don't want to leave you.”

“You'll be safefrom him...and me.” Hisvoice was gruff. “Y ou bring out the best and worst in me,
Emily. | never should have changed you. Y ou’ re much too young, and things have changed since the last
time we were together. It stimeto let thisunnaturd love die”

“Erin,” she whispered. He stiffened even more, and shelifted her head. Hisfeatures had formed into a
scowl, but his eyeswere moist. “ She made you promise.” She knew she was exposing her weaknesses
to him, but it didn’t matter. The only important thing was to dissuade his streak of nobility. Shewould
never figure out what her destiny was with Nicholasif he sent her away. She touched his cheek. “ Imade
you promise.”

A harsh sound ripped from Nicholas, and it sounded like a sob. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to
step away from her.

Shefollowed his movements. “ She knew—"
“That wastoo long ago...”

She moved her hand from his cheek to hislips. “1 don’'t want to leave now that things are Sarting to
make sense. Y ou have no right to make these choices for me.”

He nodded, didodging her finger, and his eyes opened. “Exactly. | had no right to do this. Y ou should
gowhile | have the strength to let you.” He bowed his head, and his voice was shaky when he said, “I
don't know how long | can do this. Leave. Now. Tremont will drive you anywhere—"

She cupped hisface with her hands and urged him to lift hishead. Their eyes met, and the air crackled
with eectricity. She stared into dark pools of pain and confusion, and al she wanted to do was ease his
auffering. Emily tilted her chin and pressed her lipsto his once more—softly, hestantly, waiting for him to
push her away.

He groaned as hisfingerstangled in her hair, and his mouth pressed againgt hers. Histense muscles
relaxed.

Emily let go of hisface and wrapped her arms around his shouldersto pull hisbody closer to hers. She
dipped her tongue through hislips, sensing she wasin control, and he would wait for her to set the pace.
She stroked histongue lightly, unsure of hersdlf, even though there was a sense of familiarity about each
action, asif she had touched him thisway many times before.

Sheflicked her tongue againgt thetip of hisand amost giggled when hisbody jerked. Her surge of
feminine power weakened when Nicholas' s hands framed her waist and pulled her more tightly against
his lower body, bringing her in intimate contact with his hard cock. He wanted her. Her pussy quavered
at the knowledge.

Shemight have been more afraid if she hadn’t witnessed his vulnerability. Emily ran her tongue across his
fangs as she nudged him toward the couch. She thought briefly of Tremont seeing them, but didn’t care.



When Nicholas reversed their stance and pressed her back againgt the sofa, she stared up at him and
licked her lips.

He stood above her, bent forward at the waist so they were till touching. His dark eyes burned with
liquid heat, and his cock pressed against her thigh. His hands moved to the buttons on her shirt.

She amiled a him as hisfingers fumbled with the tiny buttons of the white shirt she had changed into at

one of the stores. She grinned, imagining his frustration when he found the same buttons at the hip of the
matching pants. She could see hisfrustration growing and put her hands over histo stop him. “I’ll doit.”
Emily’ seyeswidened a the husky note of passion in her voice. She couldn't recdl ever feding likethis.

She had burned for Nicholas before, but aways with an urgency born from feeding. Shedidn’t fed the
same pressing need for release thistime. Her movements were unhurried, and she saw tendernessin his
eyes as she unfastened the tiny buttons one at atime. They had connected on more than aphysica level
now, and the timing wasright. She dipped off the shirt and dropped it over the couch to land on the
cushions.

Nicholas brushed hisfingers againgt the lacy cup of her white bra, and his breath hissed through histeeth.
He seemed to be moving with deliberate downess too, as he dipped the bra strap down her shoulde.
Hislipsfollowed the path, and he pressed kisses againg her flesh, without a hint of histeeth grazing her
in.

Emily put her arms around him, pulling him closer. Hisfangs scraped againgt her shoulder, and she
winced at the dart of pain. Heimmediately pulled back to ook into her eyes, and she summoned asmile,
trying to hide her nervousness.

Hetangled hishand in her hair. “ Are you sure thisiswhat you want?’
Sheignored the quivering in her somach and nodded twice, rapidly. “Yes.”
He stood up and lifted her into hisarms. “ There' samore gppropriate place.”

Emily put her arm around his shoulder, but didn’t hold tightly. He wouldn’t drop her. She cuddled closer
to him, breathing in the scent of him. Underlying his expensive cologne and soap, she caught afaint whiff
of blood. It reminded her she hadn’t fed, and her ssomach growled. However, the hunger wasn't urgent
enough to supplant her desirefor Nicholas.

He strode down the hallway and kicked open his bedroom door, placing her on her feet before closing
the door behind them. Emily took the opportunity to examine hisroom and found it much the same as
hers. Hisbed was larger, with four posts and a privacy screen. His furniture was more masculine and
built larger, but it was as black as the carpet. Touches of red and silver contrasted with the black. The
only deviation from the bland décor was the zebra-printed comforter on the bed, in dternating stripes of
slver and black.

When he returned to her, he swept her into hisarms. “Y ou don’t know how long I’ ve waited for this.”
His voice had become arough growl, but there was a hint of tenderness undernesth.

“I think | do.” Her stomach lurched again when her gaze skittered to the bed and settled on the
comforter. She had an image of the two of them writhing on the bed, and she shivered. The thought
excited and darmed her amultaneoudy.



Ashislips brushed againgt hers, the phone rang. Emily started to pull away, but he tightened his hold.
“Ignoreit.” He buried hisfacein her neck asthe phone rang again. “It’s not important.”

She closed her eyes and tilted her head, waiting for histeeth to sink through the skin of her neck.
Instead, helicked her. She frowned, and then remembered the blood in her veins was now tainted.

The phone rang again, and she stiffened. “Nicholas...”

He sighed impatiently and lifted his head. “ Tremont will handleit.” Ashe spoke, the phonetrilled again,
but cut off in mid-ring. Hislips dashed into asmile that revealed ahint of histeeth. “There. All’squiet.
Wewon't be disturbed again.”

She nodded and laid her head on his chest, unable to prevent awhimper when his hands moved to the
clasp of her bra. When he stopped moving, she lifted her head. “What?’

Hesghed. “1 don't think we should do this.”

She swallowed down an ingtinctive dart of relief. Emily shook her head. “1 want to. | want you. I'm
just...” She hesitated and licked her lips. “I’m kind of nervous. I’ ve never...” Shelooked down, trying to
suppressthetinge of pink blossoming on her cheeks.

“I know. That'swhy we should wait.” He stepped away from her. “Y ou're ftill confused. Inafew
days—"

“No. | don’'t want to wait.” Shetook a step forward so they were touching again. “1’m ready now.”

“Emily—" A knock interrupted whatever he might have said. He strode to the door wearing afrown.

Emily darted behind the bed and drew the privacy curtain across her upper body to hide her bra.
Tremont didn’t comein, but hisvoice carried to her. She didn’t catch the words, but caught his sense of
urgency. When Nicholas closed the door, she sensed their interlude was over for now, but not for long.
She was determined to make him understand she was ready, despite her fear. He hadn’t let her fearsin
other livesdissuade him.

She stepped away from the curtain and walked over to him. He was Straightening his appearancein the
mirror on the wall when she brushed a hand down hisarm. “What' swrong?’

“My warehouseisonfire.” He spokein clipped tones. “| need to get down there. My insurance agent is
meseting methere, and | know the police will want a statement.” His movements were stiff and jerky, and
his eyes sparkled with rage.

“What caused thefire?’ she asked softly.

He shrugged as he walked to the door. “ The man Tremont spoke with didn’t say, but | don’t doulbt it
was Koss.”

She gasped. “Why would he? Please tell me what' s happening, Nicholas.”

He hestated at the door, with his hand on the knob. Nicholas sighed. “I don't have time right now, but
I"ll tell you everything when | get back. | promise.”



She nodded, knowing she couldn’t delay him, no matter how badly she needed an explanation. “Be
caeful.”

He opened the door. “You'll be safe until | return. I'll shield the apartment, which should fool just about
anyone.” He hesitated once more, as his eyes moved over her, drinking her in. “ Stay in the gpartment,
okay?’

She nodded. His demeanor brooked no argument, and hisfear transmitted itself to her.

He cursed softly as he stepped back through the bedroom and strode to her, pulling her into hisarmsto
press akissto her mouth. When helifted hishead, his eyes caught hers. “1 don’t want to leave you, but it
isn't safeto take you with me.”

“I know.” Sheforced her armsto let go of him and made her legstake a step back. “1'll be waiting.” He
nodded once more and | eft, this time without hesitating.

She watched him go, biting on her tongue to beg him not to leave. She didn’t understand why Koss
tormented Nicholas, but she was terrified the other man would hurt him tonight. The sooner he was back,
the sooner she could relax. The timewould drag until hisreturn, and she knew her thoughts would insst
onimagining various tortures Kass might inflict upon him.

* * % % %

After dipping on alight blue shirt from Nicholas s closet and rolling up the deeves, Emily walked down
the hal to return to the living room. She found Tremont in the kitchen and let out astartled gasp. She
clutched her chest, trying to dow her racing heart.

Hefrowned. “What' swrong?’
She shook her head, panting to catch her breath. “1 thought you' d gone with Nicholas. | was Sartled.”

Tremont gave alopsided shrug. “| don’t dways accompany the master. There can be...awkward
questions. He asked meto stay with you tonight.”

She smiled when she noticed he was making hot cocoa from scratch. “My mother used to make cocoa
when | was sick, but that was years ago.”

“If youwould liketo st in theliving room, I’ll bring it through directly.”

She turned and walked into the living room, curling up on the burgundy sofa. A blush swegpt through her
cheeks when she saw her blouse negtly folded on the coffee table. Tremont obvioudy knew what they
had been doing. Her lipstwisted into atiny smile as she glanced down a Nicholas stoo-large shirt
covering her. If Tremont hadn’t figured it out by seeing her in Nicholas s room, her wearing his shirt was
another clue. She leaned back and tried to pretend it didn’t embarrass her. Tremont didn’t seem
bothered by the knowledge, and Nicholas certainly wasn't. She smply had to be more adult about the
gtugion.

Emily was surprised at her ease of fighting back aflush when Tremont carried in the tray of cocoaand
gingersnaps. She blinked back tears asamemory of Stting in bed and drinking cocoawith her mother
flashed through her mind. She cleared her throat, reminding hersaf those times were over. “Thank you.”



Heinclined hishead. “Itismy pleasure, MissEmily.”

She sghed a hisingstence of using “Miss’ in front of her name, but knew he wouldn’t change hismind.
After usng her given namejust once, he had taken to addressing her asMiss Emily. At least it wasn't
Midiress.

“If there snothing else, I'll retireto my room.”
“If | need anything, | can get it.”
He looked scandalized. “It ismy job to seeto your needs.”

She chose not to answer. Instead, she lifted the mug of cocoa and sipped it through the layer of whipped
cream. “ Ddlicious. Thank you.”

He nodded and I eft her without another word.

When he was gone, Emily sat on the sofa, wondering what she would do with hersalf. A few weeks ago,
she might have watched a TV program, but didn’t think any would keep her atention now. Still, it was
background noiseto blot out her thoughts. She didn’t want to dwell on what Nicholas was doing right
then, nor think about how things had changed between them tonight. However tacitly, she had accepted
her new future. Even though they hadn’t made love, there was no going back now.

Shedill didn’t know how shefelt about that. Being close to Nicholas was intoxicating, exciting and
dangerous. Her old life had been safe and predictable. She had known exactly where it would lead her,
at least through college. She wasn't ready to embrace the new enthusiasticaly, and couldn’t quite turn her
back on the old. Shewasin limbo, trapped between her choices.

Emily sghed deeply. Her weighty thoughts made no difference. No matter what course of action she
decided on—if she could manage to choose one—she knew she would react to Nicholas, not act. She
didn’t seem capable of rational thought around him. Wasthat because her actions had aready been
predetermined by fate, or smply because she reacted so strongly to him asaman?

She sighed again as she reached for the remote. She was determined to clear her mind and tried to
concentrate on adrama she vaguely recognized.

She must have had limited successin focusing her attention on the attorneys' plight, because the doorbell
ringing caught her by surprise. She doshed the remains of her cocoa down the side of the cup and stained
the hem of Nicholas s shirt. With amuttered curse under her breath, she stood up and put the cup on the
tray before lifting and carrying the serving dish from the living room.

The doorbell rang again as she entered the kitchen. She put the tray on the counter and turned to the
front door. As Tremont gppeared in the hallway and walked to the door, Emily froze. The hairson the
back of her neck stood up, and her stomach churned with nausea. As he reached the door, she said,
“No, don’'t openit.”

Tremont looked back at her with an expression of surprise. “But Miss Emily—"

She shook her head, struggling to remember something Nicholas had said. Her eyeswidened. “Nicholas
shielded the apartment before he left. How is someone at the door?’



Tremont’ s hand fell from the door, and he rushed toward her asfast as his squat legswould carry him.
“Run to the fire escape, out the kitchen window.” He fumbled in his pocket and withdrew acell phone.
“I'll cdll the master—"

Before Tremont finished the sentence, the door started shuddering. The wood groaned, and the door
rattled in the frame. With ascreech of protest, it tore free from its hinges and dammed againgt the wall of

the entryway.

Emily’ sfeet froze to the spot as Tremont placed himsdf in front of her. He was trembling badly, and the
phone fell from his hand to the floor. She wanted to push him aside, but couldn’t seem to move.

Seconds after the door opened so forcibly, four people stepped through the doorway. There were two
men and one woman standing in front of another. He wastaller than the others, but by atrick of thelight,
or his own powers, shadows obscured hisface.

The two men infront of him were astudy in contrast, except for their nearly identical jeans and dark
coats. One had blond hair, withicy gray eyes. Helooked to bein hislate forties, on the chubby sde. The
younger man was dark—Hispanic or Mediterranean—uwith black hair, olive skin and smoldering dark
eyes. Hewas short and dight, but held himsdlf in way that suggested he was more than capable of
handling any Stuation.

The woman'shair was as dark as the short man's, but her features were completely different. Her skin
had a golden tinge to it, and she had oddly shaped amber eyes. Only atiny diver of sclerashowed on
either side of her large irises. She wore aflowing red dress topped with ablack bolero jacket. She
looked like shewas dl dressed up with no place to go, and her planned outing had been more than a
hundred years ago.

Emily’ s pardysis broke as the man hidden behind them moved to the front of the group. The others
stepped aside for him with the same gracefulness inherent in Nicholas's movements. She guessed they
were al vampires, and dl older than she. With amuted cry, she turned to run, desperate to avoid meeting
Koss face-to-face. She had no doubt it was he approaching her.

“Hat amoment, Emily.” He spoke with arich baritone, and it held atrace of an accent shedidn’t
recognize,

As he spoke, her limbs turned to stone. She couldn’t move, no matter how she struggled to lift her feet.
She couldn’'t even wiggle her fingers. The only part of her ill responding to her brain’s commands was
her eyes. They darted around the room, searching for escape.

When Kosswalked toward her, the light in the halway reveded him more clearly. He was shorter than
Nicholas, but muscular, giving him asolid presence. He had bronze skin, dark eyes and black hair,
shaved closeto his skull. His nose was alarge beak, and hislips were thin. She searched for the perfect
way to describe him, but the only word that came to mind was foreign. There was something alien about
him.

As he stopped afew feet from her, she gasped and was surprised when her body cooperated to make
the sound. Even her tongue seemed frozen. The cause of her shocked gasp was the scar on hisface. It
was cross-shaped, but decorative like an ankh. The scar was ragged, with knots of white flesh on faded
pink skin. It was obvioudy old, but it hadn’t disappeared. He must have been marked before his
transformation to avampire.



Tremont threw himsdlf in front of Koss. His desperation was clear in the set of his shoulders.

Kossdidn't even pause. He waved his hand, and the diminutive man went flying against the wall. He hit
with aloud cracking sound, followed by acry of pain. Within seconds, the three who had lingered near
the door rushed to him, ripping at him.

Emily watched with horror, unable to move, asthey tore at Tremont’ s clothes and skin. She couldn’t
clearly see what they did to him from her angle, but could guess from the sounds he made. He continued
to scream with agony as hetried to defend himsdlf. It didn’t take long for them to subdue him and for the
screamsto fade to silence.

“No one heard him cry out,” Koss said with mock sympathy. “Nicholas did an excellent job of shidding
thisresdence. It wasdifficult forme to find. His power hasincreased. He isto be commended.”

Sheglared at him, still unable to speak or move. As distressing as was the sound of the three feeding on
Tremont’ sremains, thisman’s gaze wasinfinitely more disturbing. She tore her eyesfrom his, pointedly
averting them from the eager soundsissuing from the pack of animals consuming their med.

“Do they scken you, Emily?” A cold smileflashed across hisface. “ Surdly, you felt no fondness for
Tremont after what he did to you?’

Sherefused to look at him.
He crooked hisfinger. “Look a me.”

Her frozen musclesloosened, and her neck turned so she was facing him. Emily squeezed her eyes shut,
praying for the strength to avoid his gaze.

He chuckled. “Y ou're strong for ayoung one.” Koss' s voice dropped to awhisper. “But not strong
enough to resst my commands. | could make you scream as loudly as Tremont.”

“I wouldn't give you the satisfaction,” she bit out, shocked to be able to speak.

Helaughed again. “ There are more efficient ways, dear, and | want you fresh for the night’ s activities.”
She held her breath when he walked up to her, stopping less than an inch from touching her. She swayed
asaroaring filled her ears, and her eyes popped open of their own volition when he touched her cheek.
She whimpered as she found her gaze locking with his.

“Do you recognize me yet? We ve met before.” He caressed her cheek. “ Remember, dear? Do you
have that sense of d§ja vu yet, like we ve donethisdl before?’

His soothing tone was seductive, and his eyes were like whirlpools, sucking her in. Emily felt her
consciousness flowing from her into him, but couldn’t break eye contact. Shetried to resst as her body
relaxed, but was unable to stand upright. As she crashed into hisarms, blackness overwhelmed her, and
adream violently overwhelmed her.

1831, England (Valsade Manor)



Erin blinked back tears and tried to give her husband abrave amile. “It isonly three nights, Nicholas”

He caressed her cheek, pushing back her blonde hair. “1 hate to leave you for three minutes, beloved.”
His other hand cupped her distended stomach. “With the birth so close...”

She shook her head. “More than amonth, love. Y ou will return in plenty of time.”
Nicholas sighed. “I do not want to leave you. What difference will my vote make?’

Shefdt aflutter of panic and struggled to suppressit. She knew Nicholas must leave. “ Aslong asthe
Tories are S0 vehemently opposed to the Reform Act, even one Whig vote might make dl the difference.
Y our party needs your voice. The people need you.”

Hesighed again. “| know you areright, but | have not spent one night away from you in eighteen years.”

She smoothed the full skirt of her loose dress and managed to avoid hiseyes. “1 will be here when you
return.” She nearly broke down sobbing, but somehow found the strength to continue her pretense. She
must protect Nicholas. With atilted chin, she met hisgaze. “All will bewdl.”

Nicholas nodded briskly and took the reins Tremont extended for him. Unmindful of the staff milling
about the courtyard of the manor, he pulled her into hisarms and kissed her degply. When he reluctantly
pulled awvay, he said, “1 shdl think of you every moment.”

She nodded, unable to respond for the lump of moisture in her throat. She touched his cheek. “ Travel
carefully, my love,” she managed to choke out hoarsely.

He mounted the chestnut stallion as Tremont scrambled into the saddle of atame gray gelding. Nicholas
lifted hisarm in awave before turning the horse toward the lowered drawbridge.

Erin drank in the Sght of her handsome husband astride his horse as he galloped out of her sight. When
he had reached the end of the path, where it turned a bend, and he was no longer visible, she squeezed
shut her eyes. She wanted to savor her last glimpse of him. It would fed like an eternity before they were
reunited.

As she had dreamed countless times, a disturbance woke her early in the morning. Erin was surprised to
have dept at al, with knowing what was coming. She grasped the ornate brass handle of the dagger
tucked under her pillow and did out of the bed that was too large without Nicholas's presence.

She briefly wondered if she should have told him what would happen tonight, but quickly shook her
head, knowing if he had stayed, he would have died too. When Koss came for her, hewouldn't let
anything stand in hisway. His obsession with Nicholas was bound to spill over to her a some point. She
was an easy way to hurt her husband.

Would it have made adifferenceif she accompanied him to the townhouse in London? Would that have
stopped Koss from carrying out his plan? Would Nicholas have been able to protect her if he camefor
her anyway, or would he have died with her and took any chance of them being reunited with him?

A sharp pain shot through her stomach, causing her to gasp and bend over at thewaist. It reminded her



of why she hadn’t gone with him. The pains had bothered her off and on for the last two days, and she
knew their daughter was eager to make her gppearance. Tears streamed down her cheeks at the thought.
It was no solace to know her baby would havelife again in the future. Shelonged to hold her daughter in
thislife, even though her visonstold her that wasn’t to be.

Asghelit two of the candles, she heard footsteps on the stairs, and then someone shouting. A cry of pain
and the sound of someone tumbling down the stone steps followed the shouting. It sounded like the
butler, Eves. If her vison proved correct—as they always did—he would survive the night’ s events.

Before she knew it, someone was pounding on her bedchamber door. Erin backed into the shadows of
the room and waited for a man she had never met to enter her room to kill her.

Sherecognized him ingtantly. He was the third to enter, following Nina, the perfidious bitch, a
blond-haired man in hisforties and a dark-haired man who kept hisface in shadows. The scar on hisface
was the same she had seen repeatedly in her dreams during the last eighteen years. She didn’t doubt he
was Koss.

Erin tensed as he scanned the room, knowing he saw her when his eyes moved in her direction. She
struggled not to move, hoping she was wrong, but still twitched when she saw him turnin her direction.
Erin pressed the dagger againg her leg, hiding it in the voluminous folds of the linen shift. Every vison
she' d had showed her attemptsto defend against Koss were futile, but she wouldn’t give in without a
fight. Not only did she have a child to protect, but she a so wanted to be there when Nicholas returned.
She had too much to loseto yield easily to her fate.

Koss chuckled. *Y ou think you can fight me, Erin?’
She swallowed heavily, but didn’t answer.

“Do you think you can hide from mein the corner?’ His eyes bored into hers. “I see you.” He crooked
hisfinger in her direction. “Cometo me.”

Her feet moved forward against her will. Erin tried to stop walking forward, but couldn’t control her
own body. Her hand on the knife loosened, and she bit down hard on her bottom lip. The flash of pain
helped collect her thoughts, dlowing her to tighten her grip.

He met her halfway. Asthey stopped before each other, Ninalit the last candle on the bedside table,
providing moreillumination. The scar on his cheek caught her eyes, and she shuddered.

He nodded, touching it asif by reflex. “It ishideous, isit not?’
Shedidn’t answer.
Koss s mouth twisted. “How | cameto get itisalong story. Has your husband reveded it?’

She shook her head. In the early days of their marriage, Nicholasrarely spoke of Koss, and hadn’t at al
for some years. He seemed to think the other man had finally decided to leave him done. Erin had never
corrected hisassumption. If she had told him about her visions of Koss, it would have meant admitting to
him that she could see the future. She had kept her secret dl these years, fearing he would pressure her
for glimpses of the future, and she hadn’t wanted to tell him what she saw. He would have tried to change
it, and in doing so, he would have died too. She was certain of that.



Koss spoke again. “That isjust aswell. He doesn't know al of thefacts.” He laughed as his eyes swung
in Nina sdirection, but it was a cold sound, lacking any humor. “It is not a pleasant tale, and better
reserved for another time” A cruel smiledashed hislips. “Then again, your timeislimited, isit not, Erin?’

A frisson of fear darted up Erin’s backbone. He committed violence without a second thought. She
knew he wouldn’t have mercy for her or the child she carried.

Koss shook his head. “Enough of the past. It isthe present | am interested in, m’lady.” His repectful
tone was mocking. “Whereisyour husbhand?’

She kept her silence. He was toying with her. His goa was to cause Nicholas pain, and Koss had
deliberately waited until he was away. She had no doubt he knew exactly where Nicholas was and when
he was due to return to Vallsade Manor.

“Hewill be heartbroken, will he not?” Kosstouched her shoulder. “1 do hope you understand thisis not
persond. Y ou could be anyone.”

Shefound her voice ashe drew her nearer. “ And my child? Does her life mean nothing?’
“No,” Ninasnarled, her face contorted with rage. “ Destroy them both, Koss.”

Koss hesitated for a brief second before shaking hishead. “1’ll admit the child makes me second-guess
myself. Something...” He shrugged. “| do not tolerate indecision in anyone, especidly mysdlf. | can find
no pity for your child, whatever my ingtincts might tell me.” His eyes fastened on her somach. “Nicholas
must be punished.”

She brought up the dagger in one smooth motion and plunged it deep into his heart. Erin let out ahoarse
cry of triumph when his eyes widened as he clasped his chest. Blood poured from the wound, soaking his
hands.

He coughed as hefdll to his knees, and atrickle of blood appeared at the corner of his mouth. He
grunted with effort as he ripped the dagger from his chest and flung it away.

Erin’ smouth fell open when he struggled to hisfeet. He grinned at her, and a sob broke free from her
throat. The dagger had been ineffective, despite the magica charm placed on it by the witch she had
consulted with.

Kosswiped his mouth with the deeve of hisblack greatcoat. “1 commend your usdless efforts, m’lady.”
He bowed mockingly. When he stood again, he seemed as strong as he had before she stabbed him. “ Al
for naught, | fear.” He gestured to those who had accompanied him. As silently asthey had been since
arriving in her room, one man and Ninamoved forward to flank her. The shorter man remained hiddenin
the corners of the room.

Erin watched them warily, waiting for one or al to lunge a her. She wondered why neither had
appeared in her visons. Would she have been prepared for them if they had? Why hadn’t she redlized
Ninawould have such aprominent role in her execution? She could have told Brannon. ..

The man moved first, with careless haste. He made aroaring sound as he rushed her, with his hands
extended. His nailswere sharp, and they gouged into her upper arm as he grabbed her with hisleft hand.

She waited until he was close before thrusting up her knee as high as the bulk of her ssomach would



alow and connecting with his genitals. He howled as he backed away from her, swaying.

Before she could turn to face Nina, shewasin her arms. Erin struggled to throw off the brunette's
tenacious grip, but didn’t have the leverage or strength to didodge her. In desperation, shetried levitating
to free hersdf, but couldn’t summon the required energy to lift her own body, let alone break free of the
other woman’shold.

“You are aswesk as Brannon,” Ninataunted as she tightened her grip.

K oss stepped around the man cradling his testicles and walked to Erin. He looked over her shoulder
and nodded at the woman. “Well done, Nina. Hold her.”

Erin screamed as Koss flipped open his coat and withdrew a sword. She recognized it asthe one from
the dreamsthat had haunted her. It had the same carvings on the dender silver handle, and the same
dight curve to the sharp blade. She renewed her effortsto twist away from Nina s hold while he brought
back hisarm.

“I would say death ispainless, but that isalie.” He smiled, but his eyes remained without expression. “I
will ensureit is permanent by severing your spina cord, so you will not suffer overly much.”

“Please do not do this.” She knew begging was usdless, but had to try. The baby kicked vigoroudy, and
apain rippled through her somach. Had her daughter registered her fear?

Hedidn't acknowledge her plea by so much asaflicker of hiseyes as he swung the sword.

Erin closed her eyes and prayed that just once, one of her visionswould be wrong, and this man would
have nothing to do with her daughter’ s future when she was reborn. As the blade dashed through her
neck, leaving afiery trail of pain, she caled out Nicholas s name without sound. Her eyes snapped open
as pain flooded her, and her last sght was of Koss standing before her with asmile of dark joy on his
face as helicked her blood from the blade of his sword before offering it to Ninato cleanse.

Chapter Thirteen

Emily awoke to find her hands bound behind her back. She was on her knees, and her upper body had
dumped forward. Her forehead rested against something hard. Nausea churned in her ssomach, caused
by fear and heightened by the lingering emotions from the memories. She shuddered.

“Emily?

She turned her head at the sound of her name whispered close to her ear. Her eyes widened when she
saw Michael beside her, bound in the same fashion. “Where are we? What' s happened?’

Michael scowled. “ They burgt into the rectory this evening and overpowered me. | didn't stland a
chance.” He shook hishead. “| fear for Nicholas.”

As he spoke, Emily lifted her head and redlized she had been propped againgt the chancd railing. The
kneeler pads cushioned her knees, and she frowned at the thought of Koss making she and Michael
comfortable. It seemed ominous. “Arewe & your church?’



“Yes, St Peter’s” He closed hiseyes. “It' sno longer asanctuary, | fear.”

She swallowed the lump of fear in her throat. “What will they do to us?’

He shrugged awkwardly. “I haven’t had the courage to contempl ate the thought.”

Hisfear fed her own, and she closed her eyes, struggling to regain amodicum of control. Shewasless
than successful, because she couldn’t hold back ayelp of alarm when someone approached her right side
and knelt beside her.

“Open your eyes and look at me.” Hisvoice wasfirm, with ahint of sted that dared her to refuse his
commeand.

With awhimper, Emily turned her head to meet Koss s disturbing gaze. She licked her lips. “Why are
you doing this?’ He has no pity for anyone , she reminded herself, remembering what he had doneto
her as Erin when she was pregnant. “What do you want with us?’

He amiled, but it didn’t reach hiseyes. “ Y ou know the answer to that.”

“Y ou want to hu-hurt Nicholas,” sheforced hersdf to say, having theirrationd fear that voicing the
wordswould give them power.

“Yes” Hisstark answer lacked emation. “Tonight, we play.”
Sheleaned her head againgt the chancd railing again, bregking eye contact. “Why do you hate him so?’
Helaughed, but the sound held no amusement. “I don’t hate him. | love Nicholas.”

She gtiffened when Koss's hands stroked her hair. She struggled to turn away when he cupped her chin
inoneof hislarge hands. “Please.”

“I love him as much as he surely loves you, sweet Emily.” Ashe spoke, hishand twisted her head
toward him with unrelenting pressure. His gaze was dark with desire. “| can hardly fault histaste, can 1?7’

She twisted her head, crying out with pain as he tightened his grip enough to force her tongue against her
fangs and cause her mouth to flood with her own blood. “What do you want from me?’ Hisgrip madeit
difficult to spesk at al and distorted her words.

“Very little” He loosened his hold and stroked hisfinger down her cheek. “I only want to use you to
causehimpan.”

“Why?" It didn’t make sense. From everything she had learned about K oss, she had thought he burned
with hatred for Nicholas. Y &, he claimed to love him. Why did heingst on torturing Nicholas?

“Itismy right.”
She shook her head as he read her thoughts, wondering how she could block him ouit.

Helaughed. “You can't.”



| can try. Shewinced as hisfingersreflexively tightened. “ Can’t you just leave him done?’

Koss blinked, and his eyes clouded. He hesitated, but finally shook his head. “No. Of al who belong to
me, none have been so well loved as Nicholas.” His brow furrowed, and a hint of anger crept into his
eyes. “None has betrayed me as he did. He has to be punished.”

“Haan't it been long enough?’ Michadl interjected angrily. “Y ou’ ve tortured him for nearly eight hundred
years.”

K oss shrugged as he looked at the priest. “It can never be enough. It won't cease until he returnsto
me.” His eyes narrowed as his gaze shifted back to Emily. “I could even share him with you, if he would
come home where he belongs.” He leaned closer, pressing hislipsto her ear. “He could share you too.”

The puckered flesh of his scar touched her cheek, causing her to squirm away. Emily stiffened as Koss
nipped her earlobe. “Don’'t touch me.”

“Jugt think of it. One big, happy family, my dear.” His chuckle was alow, oily sound that dithered down
her spine. “Y ou' re beautiful. Erin had afey, childlike quaity about her, but not you.” Koss' s other hand
cupped her breast, and he pinched forcefully. * Y our beauty isageess.” He sniggered. “ Of course, it will
never mature now, will it?’

She closed her eyes and tried to endure his assault on her body and senses, knowing he wouldn't stop
until he had finished. She was determined to ignore him, though bile burned a path up her throat as her
mind insisted on plying her with disturbing images of the three of them in various passionate embraces,
surdly transmitted from Koss smind to hers.

She cried out when Koss jerked her to her feet as he stood up. Despite her vow to block him out, she
asked, “What are you doing?’ There was a sharp edge of panic to her voice.

Helifted and carried her to the communion table, where the woman was splashing holy water on the
candles burning there. Once she extinguished them, she swept her arm across the altar and knocked
everything to the floor.

Emily knew there was more to the woman'’ s actions than a hatred of religious symbols. She screamed
and kicked out with her feet as Koss dropped her onto the wet dab.

“It'stimeto consecrate the dtar, dear Emily.” Kosslicked hislips. “I1t' soverdue for avirgin sacrifice.”

“No,” she screamed as loudly as she could, praying someone on the street would hear her and burst into
the church to invedtigate.

The woman laughed. “Make dl the noise you want. Koss has shielded this place. Y our precious
Nicholaswill belucky to bresk through the barrier in timeto save your life, let alone your innocence.”

“Nina,” he snapped. “Y ou spesk too fredy.”

She bowed her head and backed away. Her posture suggested she was chastened, but her eyes glowed
with excitement. She watched avidly as Koss tore open Emily’ s shirt.

“How cozy, wearing your lover’ sshirt.” Koss quirked abrow. “But then, heisn't your lover yet, ishe?
How does he find the willpower to resist your nubile young body?’ He chuckled.



If she had thought it would do any good, Emily would have pleaded for him not to touch her, but knew
he had no pity. The best she could do was stoically endure whatever he did to her, refusing to give him
the satisfaction of areaction.

It was easier to think than do when he ripped off her bra, causing the elastic to bite into her skin before it
broke. She took a deep breath and tried to pretend his hands didn’t cup her breasts and twist her nipples
vidoudy.It won't be so bad , she repeated repeatedly to hersdlf. Nicholas would arrive intime to save
her.

If hedidn’t?
Sherefused to let her thoughts go down the road. She would survive whatever he did to her.

Animage of Kosslicking the blood from the sword he used to murder Erin insisted on invading her
mind, and shewhimpered quietly.

Shetook a deep breath, trying to console herself with the thought of Nicholas not resting until he found
her again. Dying now would only mean atemporary separation. That thought didn’t bring her much
comfort as Koss bent his head to lick her nipple.

“Don’t bearobot. Cry for me, Emily.” Hisfang penetrated the sengtive peek. “Let Nicholas hear your

pain.

Emily gritted her teeth and shook her head. She closed her eyes and focused on the pain of lying on her
bound arms, enabling her to block out the agony of what he did to her breasts. She struggled to recall
happy memories of her marriage to Nicholas when she was Erin. She must have dipped away, because
when she opened her eyes again, her pants were off, though she still wore her underwear. She didn’t
know what had brought her back to awareness until she heard the steady hum of Michael repesting a
prayer. Shame burned in her when she redlized the holy man would bear witnessto her defilement.

“Kosd!”

Her eyes widened at the sound of Nicholas' s voice thundering from the nave and redlized his presence
was what had brought her back to the present. She made alow sound of relief in her throat, earning a
cuffing from Kossfor her optimiam.

He pressed hisface against hers, and his expression was one of rage. “Do you think he can save you?
He can only dowhat | dlow himto.”

“You' rewrong.” Emily forced hersdf to meet his gaze without flinching. She expected to see evidence of
insanity, but he appeared collected and rationd. She didn’t give voiceto her terror, but it was more
frightening to redlize he acted of hisown volition, and no demons of hismind controlled him.

Hedidn't bother to refute her as he stood up, withdrawing from her. He appeared jovid when he turned
to Nicholas. “Welcome to our gathering, dear Nicholas.” He swept out his arms to encompass those
assembled around him. “We ve been waiting for you.”

“Emily?’ Nicholas s voice shook with anger, but there seemed to be athread of fear underlyingit. “Are
you hurt?’



“No.”

“Michad?’

“I'mfine, boy.”

Nicholas nodded, and he walked toward them. He moved with hisinnate grace, but therewas a
predatory gleam in his eyes, and he seemed to have the pent-up tension of apacing tiger trappedina
cage. He stopped afew feet from Kaoss, facing him with his head held high. His dark eyes burned with
rage. “ Thisendstonight, Koss”

Koss shook hishead. “No. It never ends. Not until you return to me. Tonight isjust agame.” Helicked
hislip, and he glanced briefly at Emily. “Y ou’ ve interrupted the pre-game show, but the main event
awaits”

Nicholas stiffened. “What isit you want from me?’

“Y ou know the answer to that. Accept your place.”

Hetossed hishead, causing his ponytail to swing fregly. “1 belong to no one, and | won't be your dave.”

“Then bemy equa.” Therewasadmost ahint of pleadingin hisvoice.

Emily frowned as she eased into aSitting position. She froze when she felt the sharp tip of ablade against
her throat. Her eyes widened as shelocked eyeswith Nina.

Nicholas crossed him arms. “Rdease them. Thisis between us.”
Koss seemed to hesitate. “Will you come back to me?’
“No. Never.”

His shoulders sagged, and he shook hishead. “If you won't give mewhat | want, | can’t relent. They
remanin my possesson.”

Nicholas s eyes narrowed asthey rested briefly on hisfather before moving to Emily.

She gasped at the pain she saw reflected there, sensing he was close to giving in to whatever Koss
wanted of him. “No,” she mouthed, wincing when Ninajabbed her with the point of the dagger. Blood
trickled down her neck, and the wound burned like fire.

“Youdon't own any of us, Koss. Miched isfree, asisEmily.” Hiswords held specid significance when
he met her eyes and said, “ She has no master.”

Koss threw back his head and laughed. “How naive you are, Nicholas. It was one of your most
endearing qualities.” Hisvoice hardened. “| have only to utter one word, and they both die.” With aflick
of hiswrigt, the dark-haired man walked to Michael, pressing asword againgt the base of his brain where
it met the pind column. “ Shall | paralyze the man you hold in such esteem? Just aflick of uarez' swrist
would be enough to mangle the cord. The injury might be permanent for aslong as he remained
dive...however long that might be,” he added silkily.



Nicholas hed hissilence, but his eyes were wide with apprehension.

Kosssghed. “Very well. | had forgotten how little joy you take in games, unless of your own devising,”
he said with evident bitterness, before shrugging. “We shdl dispense with the pleasantries. Here are the
terms of thegame.”

Emily saw Nicholas gtiffen, asdid Michael. She was aware of her own sharply indrawn breath and the
fear that swept through her.

“Youwill choose onewho may leave with you tonight.” Kaoss glanced at the priest, and then met Emily’s
eyes. He smiled unpleasantly. “The other will be my possession, to useas| seefit.” He turned back to
Nicholas. “I will toy with them until their cries of agony ceaseto amuse me. Then | will kill whomever you
leave behind.”

Nicholas shook his heed. “I won't choose.”

Koss shrugged. “In that case, they’ll both die now. Nina, Juarez, kill them.”

Emily cried out as Ninanicked her again with the dagger. She heard Michad’ s stifled cry, but was
unableto turnto look at him.

“Wait,” Nicholas demanded. “Fine, I'll choose”

Koss chuckled. “I thought you would see it my way. Who shdl be my plaything? Shdl | torture the
priest until he renounces hisgod?’ He paused, turning once moreto eye Emily. “Or shall | defile your
lovein athousand different ways? 1’ [| have her begging for me by thetime I’ mfinished.” Hisvoice
dropped to ahusky whisper. “She'll die from the pleasure and the pain.”

Nicholaslooked ill, and there was the sheen of swest on hisforehead. “I pick mysdlf.”

Kossfrowned. “What?’

“I chooseto let Emily and Michael leave, and I'll take their place. Y ou can torture me to death, and |
won't fight you.”

The other man flinched. “ Unacceptable. Y ou must choose the priest or the girl.”
“Nicholas”

Emily twisted her neck, degpening the cut from the dagger, to look at Michadl. Something in histone
derted her to what he planned. She wanted to plead with him, but her tongue remained frozen.

Kossand Nicholas eyed him just asintently. “Y ou can’t volunteer, old man,” Koss said.

“Y ou didn’t choose this. Remember that, son.” With alunge, Michael threw himsalf back on the sword
pressing againg his spind column. His momentum caused the sword to penetrate al the way through his
throat, severing his spina column ingtantly. Deeth, rather than paralysis, was the outcome of hisactions.
His body dumped forward, held up only by Juarez’' s hold on the sword.

Koss shouted his anger as he rushed toward the priest, wrenching the sword from Juarez and jerking it
from the priest’ s body. He shook Michadl, but there was no life remaining in the body. He tossed aside



the corpse and turned hisbaleful glare on Emily. “That wasn't in the rules, Nicholas. You'll lose them
both now.” He turned back to him. “You’ll watchit dl, as| kill her dowly.”

Nicholaslunged forward. “I’ll never let you touch her.”

“How will you stop me?’ Hejerked Nicholas against him. “Y ou aren’t strong enough, and sheistoo
new, too weak, to help you. You're aone.”

“That’ snot quitetrue,” Nicholas said. As he spoke, an arrow fired from the balcony, penetrating
Juarez' sheart. He pulled away from Koss shold as hisminion fell to the floor of the church.

Emily pushed away from Ninawith aburst of strength. To her surprise, the woman didn’t try to restrain
her. Instead, she rushed to her fallen companion and turned him over. A wail of anguish broke from her.
“He' sdead, Koss.”

Koss shook his head. “How can that be? It was only an arrow.”

“Tipped with the venom of the beaked seasnake,” avoice said from the shadows of the balcony. “A
sngledropislethd to humans. With the amount saturated into that arrow, hislungs seized, and he
suffocated ingantly.”

Nina dtiffened at the voice, asdid Koss. Emily didn’'t pause to seek him out. She coaxed aburst of
gpeed from her shaking legs and sought the safety of Nicholas s side. She was past Koss before he
redlized she had dipped away.

“I have plenty more,” thevoice said camly. “Y our heart isin my sghts, Koss.”

Emily’ s eyes widened when she redized K oss was frightened, dthough he made agood show of hiding
hisfear behind bravado. “Brannon, show yoursdlf, and | might let you live to walk away.”

“I don’t think so. I’ll remain right where | am until Nicholas and Emily have fled to safety.”

Emily redlized Nicholas was tugging on her bound arms and fell into step with him. Koss seemed to have
trouble splitting his attention between them and the threat in the balcony. “Y ou'll never leave here dive,
dhampir,” he hissed. “ Already, Chadwick hunts you. Hewill find you.”

Thelaugh that came from the shadows caused Emily to pause in mid-step. She shivered at the cruel
sound, wondering if this person really was on their sde. A gasp escaped her when abundlefdl from the
bal cony and landed with athud on the tile floor. She barely bit back a scream when sheredized it was
the body of the blond-haired man.

“Two down...” Thevoicetrailed off.

Koss hurried forward, pulling Ninafrom the floor and pressing her againgt him. “Now what will you do?
Will you murder your wifeto kill metoo?

Emily missed the conclusion of the melodrama as Nicholaslifted her over his shoulder and ran from the
church. Ashe moved, he tore |oose the ropes around her wrigt, freeing her arms. He didn't stop running
until they were a the Forester, and he put her insgde with haste rather than gentleness. Then hewas
behind the whed quickly, and they sped away from the church.



She turned her head to look at him, alarmed by his color and the suppressed tearsin his eyes. She
reached out to touch hisleg. “Nicholas—"

“Not now,” he snapped. As he spoke, he briefly squeezed her hand. His voice cracked when he spoke
agan.“l can't talk...not yet. Let me get through thisfirst.”

Emily held hishand in atight grip and subsided into silence. She could sensethelow hum of hisgrief in
the back of her mind and knew he was close to losing control. She was shaky aswell, and tears burned
at the back of her eyes. She turned to stare out her window at the night, wondering if it could possibly
match the blacknessin Koss s soul. Upon remembering histouch, she shivered.

Nicholas sfingerstightened gently. “ Y ou' re safe now.”

Shehit back the ingtinctive question at thetip of her tongue: For how long? Instead, Emily put her head
againg the window, allowing the cool condensation on the glassto seep into her flushed cheeks.

How could she have ever imagined Nicholas was evil ? He had the potential for evil, and hewasn't a
saint, but he could never match the malevolencein Kaoss. She shivered again, unableto rid her mind of
theimages of the night. She bit back a cry when the sounds of the three devouring Tremont replayed
through her mind. Did Nicholas know? She opened her mouth to ask.

“I found him,” he said before she could speak. “1 arrived at the warehouse to find everything in order.
Immediately, | realized he had tricked me. On my way back to the apartment, | called Brannon.” He
took adeep breeth. “ There wasn't much left of Tremont when we found him.”

Shelicked her lips, trying to keep her mind from supplying probable images of his battered body. “What
did you do with him?" Nicholaswas slent for so long she began to wonder if he had heard her question.
She wondered if she should ask again, or was his silence his answer? Wasit better not to know?

“Therewasn't alot of time, Emily. Wewon'’t be returning to the gpartment any time soon, if ever. |
couldn’t leave the evidence there...” Hetrailed off, and atear streaked down his cheek. “He deserved
better.”

She stroked his hand with her thumb.

“I put him in the furnace in the basement, aong with the rags we used to wipe off the blood K oss used
to leave hismessage.” Hisvoiceturned icy. “Hewrote‘ St. Peter’s on the wallpaper with Tremont's
blood, using alittle heart in place of the apostrophe.” His voice broke again, and he drifted back into
slence.

She closed her eyes, stuffing her fist in her mouth to avoid giving voiceto her anger and pain. The
thought of Tremont being disposed of in such afashion nauseated her, as did the image of wordswritten
in blood on thewalls. She was relieved they wouldn’t be returning to the apartment, but where would

they go?

“A hotdl for now. I’ ve arranged to meet up with Brannon at the DoubleTree Guest Suites. We' re near
there now.” Nicholas turned onto Broadway. “ Tomorrow, we fly to England. Valsade Manor isthe only
place where | can hope to keep you safe.”

“He doesn’'t want me,” she said softly. “It’ syou he' s after.”



Nicholas nodded once, but didn’t respond as he merged with traffic. After afew blocks, he pulled into a
parking garage attached to the hotel, where he took aticket from the attendant and drove up to the third
floor to find aspace.

When he shut off the engine, Emily said, “I can’'t go in there.”

“Why not?’

She waved ahand at the shirt with the ruined buttons and her missing pants, bra, and shoes. “ Someone' s
going to notice I’ m wearing aman’ s shirt with dl the buttons ripped off and nothing else except panties.
They won't let mein anice placelikethis.”

Nicholas nodded. “You'reright.” He did out of the Forester. “Come on.”

Shelifted abrow. “ But—"

“Emily, I'll make sure everyone who looks at you sees arespectably dressed young woman. We don't
have any clothesfor you, so there' s no other solution.”

She shook her head, bunching the materia of Nicholas s shirt closer to her. “No.”
Hesghed. “I promise you no one will see how you look. Please trust me.”

She wanted to continue to resst, but could see his tenuous control was closeto dipping. Hewas pae
and trembling. Tears shonein his eyes. They needed to get insde where it was somewhat safe. She
hoped he could maintain hisfocus well enough to keep her clothed in public. She did out of the SUV and
joined Nicholas, trying to pretend she wore an e egant evening gown, keeping her head held high as she
took hisarm to walk with him to the devator.

Her confidence fatered when they entered the elegant foyer and found severa guests till milling around.
There was ashort line, and she stood giffly beside Nicholas, keeping her eyes averted from everyone.
She saw an old man eyeing her from the corner of her eye, but when shelooked at him directly and
frowned, he looked away.

The line moved quickly, and Nicholas was soon filling out aregistration card while the clerk processed
his credit card and examined his driver’ s license photo.

She smiled at him, and her expression was a bit more than friendly, Emily thought sourly. The twinge of
jedloudy surprised her, and she shifted uncomfortably.

“We would like a three-bedroom suite,” he said as he signed the card.

“I'm sorry, but we only have two-bedroom suites available,” she glanced down at the card and looked
up, brightening her smile another kilowaitt or so, “Mr. Valsade. Will that be acceptable?’

He ran ahand through his hair and nodded. “Y eah, | guess. Someone will bejoining us. I'd liketo leave
akey card here a the desk for him.”

She nodded and lifted apen. She held it asif Nicholas was about to spout the meaning of life. “May |
have his name?’



“Brannon Vdlsade”

Emily’ s eyeswidened at the name, and she shot alook at Nicholas. He wasn't paying attention ashe
scooped up the eectronic card the clerk did to him, along with hisdriver’ slicense and credit card.

“Have apleasant stay, Mr. Valsade.” Her smpering tone disappeared when she glanced at Emily.
1] M d a,T.L”

Emily waked with Nicholasto thellift, barely ableto restrain her questions until they were safely
ensconced in the meta car and the door had closed behind them. “Who is Brannon Valsade?’

“The man who saved us,” he said with apparent weariness. He leaned againgt the padded wall and
closed hiseyes.

“But thelast name...Vdlsadeisn't common.”
“No, itisn't.” Herubbed his eyes, and then looked at her. “He' s my nephew.”
She frowned, trying to puzzle that out. “ He savampire?’

“Dhampir.” Nicholas didn’t say anything else as the elevator opened on the third floor. He took her hand
and led her to their suite, not speaking as he opened the door and gestured for her to precede him.

“What's adhampir?’ she asked as soon as he dropped the card on the spindly-legged entryway table.

“The product of a human-vampire coupling. Usualy male offspring, and they’ re particularly adept at
hunting vampires. Since they have only one vampire parent, dhampirs are still subject to aging, abet a a
much dower rate. Whether or not they have full vampire gifts depends on the strength of the vampire
parent, how long the dhampir lives and whether they choose to honetheir abilities.”

Emily shook her head, tuning out most of his explanation while following Nicholasinto the suite. She
paused briefly to eye the Sitting room decorated in tones of peach and beige with the large fireplace
reached by walking down afew steps. Two doors led off opposite ends of the room. Her mind remained
focused on only one thing he had said. “But how can he be your nephew?’

“HewasWilliam'sson.”
Sheblinked. “Did William have ardationship with avampire?’

Nicholas paused by the phone, but looked &t her before lifting the handset. “No. Williamwasa
vampire”

11 But h(]N—"

He held afinger to hislips and lifted the phone. He spoke quickly, ordering rare steaks and baked
potatoes from room service, pausing to ask Emily if she wanted anything different. She shook her head
and waited impatiently for him to hang up. As soon as he had, she asked, “How could he be avampire?|

don't undersand.”

He sighed deeply and took a seat on the peach sofa. “Koss has been torturing me since shortly after he
turned me, Emily. When | returned to marry you...Emma, he followed me, dthough | didn’t redizeit



then. Hewaited until William arrived home and told him | had caused Emma s death—and | had.” He
stared off into gpace, seemingly lost in thought. It took him amoment to continue. “He offered to change
William so he could regp his vengeance for al eternity, prolonging it. My brother was afoolish hotheed,
and he accepted Koss s bargain.”

She responded to his haunted gaze and sat beside him on the couch, putting her head on his shoulder.
“What happened?’

“William pursued a campaign of revenge againgt mefor far too many centuries. Inthe end, | wasforced
to destroy him.”

She gasped. “Did Brannon hate you for killing hisfather?’

Nicholas snorted. “Hardly. William never acknowledged his existence. His mother had the misfortune of
surviving being William’ s sustenance and ended up with achild she didn’t want.”

“What happened?’

“Brannon fended for himsdlf until hewas eeven, living in Marsailles. Then he tracked down hisfather,
who turned him away. It happened William had followed meto Pariswhere | had settled for atime, and
the boy saw ustogether when my brother made his move. He approached me, redlizing | resembled his
father.”

Shesroked hisleg. “Y ou took himin, didn't you?’

He nodded, not saying anything else for along moment. “It was nice not to bedone,” hefindly said. A
knock at the door signaled the arrival of room service, and he got to hisfeet. “We need to eat.”

She nodded.

He stared down at her. “1 mean feed, Emily. It's been too long since we had blood.”
Her mouth parted. “Y ou mean the server?’

He nodded. “Y ou can't take too much. We can't have the boy die”

She stood up and followed him to the door, hanging back afew feet as he opened the door to admit the
server.

The boy nodded &t her asherolledin thetray. “Where would you likeit, Sr?’

“By thewindow isfine,” Nicholas said. Asthe boy turned his back to fold out the leaves of thetray, he
lunged forward and pinned him in hisarms. Before the boy could cry out, he spun him around and stared
into hiseyes. “Y ou won’'t make asound.”

The kid’ sface went dack, and he nodded asiif in adaze. He didn’t make any noise as Nicholas buried
hisfacein histhroat and drank for a couple of minutes. He did emit asmal whimper when Nicholas
raised his head, and the boy saw his own blood on his chin.

“Shh,” Nicholas said. He waved Emily over, passing her the boy. “Remember to focus on making it
pleasurablefor him.”



She nodded, sinking her fangsinto the holes Nicholas had created. She kept her thoughts on erotic
images as she fed from the server, finding her thoughtsincreasingly sensud as his hot blood flowed into
her mouth. Her hunger seemed to intensify rather than dacken, and she could fed hersdf losing contral.
With acry, shethrust him away so hard hefell to the floor. She rushed into the Sitting room, knowing she
had to escape the sight of his open wound lest she jump on him and drain him completely. Convulsions
shook her body, and her heart raced. She was vaguely aware of Nicholas speaking softly to the boy
before closing the door behind him.

By thetime hejoined her in the sitting room, she had regained a semblance of control.
“You did better. Y ou were able to stop yourself.”

She looked up, meeting hiseyes. “I won't dways be ableto.”

He shook hishead. “No, youwon't. It sinevitable you'll kill sometimes. It's our nature.”

She bit back protests about it not being her nature. She knew it was. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t
chosen it. She dtill had to deal with the bloodlust and compulsion to takelife.

“Areyou hungry?’

She shook her head, unable to imagine eating the rare steak while menta pictures of Tremont still flashed
through her mind.

“Nether am|.” He sounded strained. Y ou should get some deep. Brannon will need the other room, so
I"ll take the couch.”

She glanced at the short sofaand then at hislong frame. “1’ [l take the couch.”

He shook hishead. “No. | ingst—"

Sherolled her eyes. “Chivary’sdead. Practicdity’ sin. It makes sense for me to take the couch. I'm
shorter—"

His mouth tightened. “No.”
She shrugged, gathering her nerve. “Fine, we' |l both share the bed. We' re adults.”

He hesitated before nodding. “Okay. Y ou' re safe from my desirestonight.” His mouth trembled. “I’ve
never fdt lesslike making love.”

Emily rushed to Nicholas, embracing him, as hisfirst sobs broke free. He didn’t attempt to hide his
emotions or push her away. Instead, he drew her closer and buried hisfacein her hair. His body shook
with the force of hisemotions. He cried without sound, but she till heard hispain. She could fed itin her
mind, and soon tears rushed from her eyesaswell.

They collapsed together in aheap on the floor. Emily cradled Nicholas s head against her chest astears
dripped down her cheeks. She stroked his disheveled hair and murmured soothing words, rocking him
gently. He still didn’t speak, but his emotions transmitted to her, battering againgt the pathetic barrier she
tried to erect. She soon couldn’t tell where hisfedlings ended and hers began. She had never experienced



anything like it and briefly wondered what it would be like to share such a connection when the fedings
were happy.

They might have stayed that way for minutes or hours. Shelost al track of time. They probably wouldn't
have moved from the floor of the hotel room if the sound of the door opening hadn't roused them.

Nicholas pulled away from her, and Emily was physicaly bereft. Her hands shook as she wiped her
cheeks and tried to restore a bit of order to her appearance. She remembered her state of undress and
marveled that it hadn’t occurred to her while she held Nicholasin her arms.

She hastily covered her exposed breasts as she heard soft footfalls. She started to get to her feet as
Brannon joined them, but froze when she saw him. Hewastdl and muscular, wearing dl black. Large
sunglasses covered his eyes, even a night. He had blond hair.

She knew him.

Hewasthe FBI agent who had chased her when she returned to Huxley after fleeing Nicholas. She shot
afearful look at him before switching her gaze to Nicholas. She wondered if her confusion showed.

“Let meexplan—"

Sheglared a him as the explanation presented itsalf. He had completely manipulated her, right from the
beginning. And she hadn’t seen it, until now. She didn’t know which one she was angrier with as she got
to her feet and stormed from the Sitting room—Nicholas for twisting her redlity, or hersdf for not thinking
things through and examining aspects bel ow the surface.

Chapter Fourteen

Nicholas followed her. She attempted to dlam the door of the bedroom on hisfoot, but he wedged his
fingersinsde and pushed it open with little effort. She took a step back, releasing her weight so quickly
he ssumbled inside, thrown off-baance. Her hands found purchase on her hips as she confronted him.
“Damnyou. Y ou’ ve done nothing but manipulate me since the minute you kidnapped me.”

He closed the door before turning to her. His shoulders were dumped, and he nodded. “1 know.”

Shelifted abrow, having expected an argument or justifications. “ That' sal you have to say?’

“| owe you an gpology. From the moment | found you again, I’ vetried to have thingsmy own way.” He
ran ahand through hishair. “I was so desperate...” Hetralled off. “ Asyou must have figured out by
now, | sent Brannon to Huxley. Hewasn't thrilled at the idea, but helped me.”

“Oh, so he’ sinnocent in this deception?’ She tossed her hair and abruptly remembered her bared
breasts when his eyes darted low before returning to her face. She clasped the shirt together, still glaring
a him. “How much of it wasred ?’

Nicholas shrugged. “ Y our friend’ sfunerd, of course. The vampire paranoiawas red. Brannon hasa
phenomena wdl of psychic powers. Manipulating an entire town wasfairly easy for him.”



She swallowed back the tears pricking her eyes. “I see. So | can’t go home because of him.”

Hewas dlent for along moment, and then his shoulders dumped further. “Hecanfix it al. HE Il be able
to make the townspeopl e forget about the vampire paranoia. In fact, he can make them forget you were
ever gone.”

Her eyeswidened. “Y ou mean, | can go home?’

He nodded, and his eyes seemed to darken before he closed hislids. “As soon asit’s safeto do o, |
promise I’ |l take you home. Kosswon't leave you done right now, but once I’ ve dedt with him, I'll let
you get back to your life without me.”

She shook her head, unable to believe hiswords. “ So | can pretend like nothing happened?’ Shedidn’t
like the screech in her tone, but wasn't able to regain full control. “Never mind I'm afucking vampire.”
She saw him flinch, but pressed on. “Never mind | haveto kill peopleto live. How am | supposed to
hide that? How can | go back to my life?’

He sighed. “It won't be the same, but at least you'll be home. | wish | could undo everything I’ ve done
toyou, but I can’'t. All I can do is make amends by fixing what | can. Once you're safe, | swear to you
I’ll never bother you again.”

She glared at the nobletilt of hischin, not missing the faint trembling of hislips. She knew now wasn't
the time for a confrontation, but couldn’t seem to stop hersdlf from pressing on. “ There you go again,
making al my decisons. Y ou' re such an arrogant pig. I’m not achild, Nicholas”

Hiseyeswidened. “I thought that’ s what you' d want.”

“How about you ask mewhat | want...just once,” she said with exasperation.

He took a step back, and afrown marred hisfeatures. “Don’'t you want to go home?’

She opened her mouth, but no answer emerged. She stared at him. Her brow furrowed, and she bit her
lower lip, wincing as her fang pierced the swollen flesh. She sghed.

“Emily?’ Therewas afaint shadow of hopein hiseyes, but it disappeared quickly, asif hemade a
conscious effort to will it away. “What do you want?’

Shedill didn't answer. Earlier, she had told him she didn’t want him to send her away, but that was
before she redlized she could go home. A tear streaked down her cheek as she imagined deeping in her
own bed, waking to the smdll of Sunday breskfast wafting up the stairs, studying for the term’ sfinds,
fighting with her little brother. ..

Never seeing Nicholas again.

Shedrew in aharsh breath. “1 don’t know,” she whispered.

Hisfrown deepened. “What?’

Emily turned away from him. “1 don’t know what | want. | haveto think about it. Let’sjust go to bed,
okay?|'m exhausted, and now redlly isn't thetimefor this”



He nodded and walked to the door. “ Good night.”

She sighed heavily and turned around. “Where are you going?’
Heturned partidly to face her. “I’m going to bed. The couch...”
Sherolled her eyes. “| thought we had settled that.”

He hesitated. “ But what about—"

“I don’t want to think about it right now.” She brushed tangled strands of hair off her forehead. “I don’t
want to think about anything right now. Nor do | want to be aone.”

He nodded. “Very well. Let me spesk with Brannon, and I'll join you shortly.”

“I'll take ashower.” Emily watched him go, wondering at the odd dart of pain near her heart. She should
be furious with him, not inviting him to share her bed. She went into the bathroom, a mass of confusion.
Shewas angry, but aso remembered their connection in the Sitting room, the way he had shared his grief,
and the way their emotions entwined. She didn’t know how she should fedl after an experience like thet.

Perhaps the smplest way to ded with her emotions tonight was to ignore them al. She nodded her head
emphatically as she dropped Nicholas s ruined shirt on the floor and started the shower. Y es, that was
theright course of action to take. Maybe tomorrow, once the terror of the evening faded, she would be
ableto focus on what she had learned tonight. Maybe she could come to terms with her conflicting
emotions and decideif she wanted Nicholas out of her life forever.

She stepped under the stinging spray, remembering with some nostalgia how easy that decision would
have been just afew days ago. She wouldn't have hesitated to return home when he first changed her.
Shewould have gladly stayed in Huxley if she hadn’t returned to find hersalf amurder suspect. It hadn’t
been nearly so complicated before she began faling in love with him.

She hdted in the act of reaching for asample bottle of shampoo, shaking her head, trying to dispdl the
disturbing thought, but it refused to leave her done. With aweary shrug, she lifted the shampoo and stuck
her head under the stream of water. It was too much effort to sort through her fedingstonight, and it
wasn't asif she could make hersdlf fal out of love with him by her thoughts alone, if she had begunto dip
down that precipice.

* * % * %

When she returned to the bedroom, she found Nicholasin bed waiting for her. The covers rested around
hiswaist, and his bare chest caused her to catch her breath. She wondered what he wore under the
blanket, if anything. Her mouth got dry just thinking about that. Emily gestured at the bathrobe she had
wrapped hersdlf in. “Um, can you turn your head or something? | can't deep in this”

“The hotd provides pgamas.” He gestured to a set lying at the foot of the bed on her sde. He turned
over on hissdewith hisface averted.

Emily scooped up the pajamas and returned to the bathroom. She changed quickly and draped the
damp robe over the hook on the back of the door, ignoring atwinge of nerves as she returned to the
bedroom. What would it be like to deep with Nicholas? Would he try to make love with her? She
scowled, looking forward to setting him straight on that idea.



She couldn’t help asmal frown when she climbed into her sde of the bed and found his back till to her.
Shewaited for him to turn around and take her in hisarms, but he didn’t. Cautioudy, she scooted a bit
closer, until her hand brushed againgt his back.

“Good night.” He sounded distant. He didn’t turn to her after he extinguished the lamp on hisside of the
bed.

Emily followed suit before attempting to settle into acomfortable position. Nicholas had taken the side of
the bed she dways dept on, and she glared at his back. Well, he certainly was comfortable with the
arrangement. He hadn’t even turned to look at her.

A sound at the window caused her heartbesat to accelerate and forced her thoughts from her irritation.
Sheturned to look, but saw nothing. She touched Nicholas s back. “What happensif Kossfinds us
here?’

Hedidn't speak for along moment. When he did, he gave a half-answer. “Brannon and | have created a
strong shield to hide our presence. He shouldn’t be able to detect us here.”

“But if he does?’
His slencefilled the room. It grew oppressive before he said, “I’ll die to protect you.”

She shivered, knowing what he didn’t say told her more than what he had. She couldn’t quite choke
back asob, but pressed her fist againgt her mouth to muffleit.

He heard anyway and turned around, taking her into hisarms. “Don’t be afraid. Koss has a pattern.
He |l typically strike, doing as much damage as possible, and then retreat for atime. Just when | think
he' sfindly died or decided to leave me aone, he gppears again.”

“How long had it been since you last saw him?” Her voice was thick with tears, and she rubbed her
cheek againgt his bare chest. She could fed the cotton of his pgama bottoms against her feet when she
experimentally tested hisleg.

“I hadn’t seen Koss since he took you from melast time.” Hisvoice broke. “I returned hometo find you
and the babe dead. He and his entourage had waited.”

She squeezed her eyes shut a hiswords.

“They restrained me, watching while K oss toyed with me for awhile. He described Erin’ sdeath in
detail, including how William took our baby...” Nicholas s voice was raspy, indicating he held back
tears. “Hetold meit was my fault for ressting...” Hetraled into slence, and it was long moment before
he spoke again. “ Then heleft, but William stayed behind.”

Her eyes popped open at the second mention of his brother’ s name. She concentrated, remembering the
man who had remained in shadows during Koss s murder of Erin. It must have been hisbrother. Her
hand found his under the covers, and she squeezed it. “What happened?’

“He was an adept pupil. Koss had trained him well in the art of pain. William spent severa hours
torturing me with fire, holy water, and awhip he soaked in more holy water.” Nicholas expelled aharsh
bresth. “I logt the last remnants of my faith that night.”



She wondered how much of hisdisillusonment had come from losing her again, and how much had been
sef-presarvation to avoid the brunt of the pain from William' storture.

“Hedidn’t expect meto get free. He definitely didn’'t expect me to be stronger than he was. | don’t think
he had Koss's permission to kill me, but he tried anyway.” Hisvoice grew thick, asif he was suppressing
tears. “What kept me fighting was knowing what they had done to you and our daughter. | knew | had to
find you again. | hadtolive, so | killed him.”

Histone had been neutra, but Emily knew it must have cost him dearly to murder his own brother, even
under those circumstances. She scooted closer to him, laying her cheek on his shoulder. Shefelt the mass
of scarsthere, roking it with her fingers. “William?’

“Yes.” Hepulled her closer. “Rest now, beloved. Try to clear your mind of al these thoughts.”

Emily closed her eyes and curled againgt him. Despite the exhaustion shefelt in every cdll of her body,
shedidn’t see how either of them would be able to deep, but could tell hedidn’t fed like speaking. What
would he say if he did? Would he explain why Koss wanted him?Would hetdl her about hisfather and
how he grieved to havelost him again? Would they form that same connection they’ d had earlier? She
sighed, not knowing what she wanted, aside from an excuse to evade deep.

Her thoughts drifted, and she found herself remembering backyard BBQs, summer nights spent in her
tree house, her firgt kissin ninth grade and shared secrets with Sara. Inevitably, athough she had decided
not to think about it tonight, her thoughts turned to the choice Nicholas had offered her. Did she want to
go home, or was her place with him now? Maybe she didn’t belong anywhere anymore.

A part of her longed to return to her old life, to attempt to recapture those moments, but she knew that
wasn't possible. She had outgrown the tree house. Next year, shewould beliving in adorm in the city,
so there would be precious few days a home for backyard picnics. She could never have back that first
kiss, and after Nicholas had kissed her, she didn’t know if she would want another man to anyway. And
there was no way to see Saraagain. Her friend was gone forever, murdered at the hands of the man
snoring softly next to her.

Shetilted her head to look at hisfacein profile. Evenin deep, hisface ill bore marks of pain, and he
groaned softly now and then. The night had followed him into his dreams.

Shetried to view him harshly, forcing herself to imagine him murdering Sara. She closed her eyes,
concentrating on supplying al the details. Even when she was convinced she had captured the incident in
complete Technicolor gore, she wasn't able to summon more than amixture of anger and pain.

Hewas amurderer, but so was she. It was their nature. She had reveled in killing those peoplein the
aley, who had surdly been someone' s best friends, once upon atime. She hadn’t even thought about
their lives or the people affected by their desths, such astheir disabled son.

Whenever she fed from someone, she would dways have to fight the urgeto kill her victim. He had
probably murdered countless peoplein eight hundred years, but how many would she have killed in that
time? How many would shekill in her future?

Could her family accept her if they knew what she had become? Did she have a place at home? Could
she hide what she had become? What if she turned against someone she knew, someone she loved? Her
parents or her brother, even.



She whimpered, trying to convince hersdlf that couldn’t happen, but unable to assuage theworry. Inthe
grip of hunger, she might do anything to anyone. Evenif it weren't amember of her family, would they
gtand behind her if she murdered someonein their smal community?

Would she ever find anyone who could understand her struggle other than the man beside her? He
wouldn't revile her for what she was, because he had created her. He was the same as she was. She
would find acceptance with him.

She sghed, not knowing if that was enough. Maybe she would be better off leaving everything behind.
She could move somewhere where no one knew her and start over. It would have to be abig city to hide
her 1apses more easily. She would have to remain aloof from everyone. No one would be able to get
closeto her, including men, and she would have pushed away Nicholas.

Emily firmed her mouth, doing her best to rid hersdlf of the thoughts weighing on her mind. She couldn’t
make afirm decision tonight. It did no good to dwell on maybes. She closed her eyes and tried to will
hersdf to deep. To her surprise, shefelt consciousness dipping from her grasp within afew short
minutes

1214, Arsuf (the Holy Land)

Emily knew she was dreaming, but it didn’t fedl the same as her previous memory-dreams. Shedidn’t
seem to fit, and there was a sense of confusion asto where shewas. At firgt, she assumed it wasjust a
regular dream, with no significance, before redizing she was on a battlefield. Shelifted her head to
examine the area, frowning when she saw an ocean of sand surrounding her.

Amid the sand was the carnage of battle. Hundreds of men—English, French and Middle Eastern—Iay
Sdeby sde, unified in desth asthey had not been in life. Scattered among the dead and dying were the
horses. Some men and animas il cried out their anguish with pitiful screams and neighs, but most had
fdlen slent hoursago.

Shelay propped against her horse, she realized. She craned her head and saw a spear sticking out its
throat. A wave of nausearolled in her somach, and she heaved on the ground beside her.

A fierce pain flashed through her ssomach as she vomited, and she cried out, leaning forward.
Cautioudy, Emily examined the wound under her chain mal, lifting her handsto look a them under the
harsh light of the sun and gasping at the blood coating her hands. The wound must befatal.

Sowly, she became acclimated to the body she was viewing this from and redlized she was sharing
Nicholas smemories. Emily fet hersdlf drifting, until she hovered at the back of hismind, still ableto see
what he saw and fed what he fdlt, but without the sensation she was the one experiencing it. Shewasa
bystander and unable to affect the outcome.

He knew hewas dying. There couldn’t be any question of that. Two days ago, when William saw the
sword gticking through his scomach, he had ordered asquireto pull it out. Then he had knelt beside
Nicholas, touched his shoulder, and promised to look after the Valsade estates once Father passed on.
Along with the rest of the army, they had ridden from Arsuf, flush with the victory againgt Sdadin, and
prepared to continue their march on Jerusalem.



Never once when planning to embark on the Crusades had he imagined he would end up dead in a
foreign land, and without having laid eyes on the Holy City. Nicholas cursed his arrogance as he cradled
his ssomach. He thought of his sweet Emmawaiting at homein England, wheretherainfdl plentifully, and
his life would have been happy, if rather mundane. She would never be his bride now, would never know
he had redized how foolish his quest was.

What had he been thinking, to leave her done and join in the fight to reclaim the Holy Land? He hadn’t
even stopped to ask her if she minded him going. He had blithely assumed she would be waiting for him,
aswas her duty. He had never doubted his return as the conquering hero.

“Emma,” he said doud, wishing he could touch her beautiful face once more. Helonged to stroke her
dark hair and kiss her soft lips. He cursed himsdlf yet again for the lost opportunities when he had chosen
to honor the rules of chivary rather than so much as hold her hand. She should have been the last lover of
hislife, not the whore he had paid for on their march through France.

If he could, he would throw himsdlf at her feet and beg for her forgiveness. When he should be spending
his last few minutes of life praying, histhoughts remained centered on her. “Forgive me,” he whispered as
he fell back against Falco’' ssde. The horse stank of decomposition, as did the wound in his scomach. If
the blood loss didn’t do him in quickly enough, the rot would. He could fed hislife fading and began to
pray to God to send an angd to ease his suffering. His eyes closed, but continued to move hislipsin
dlent prayer until he drifted off into arestless deep.

He awoke sometime | ater, aware of the stedlthy sound of footsteps coming in hisdirection. When the
man approached, Nicholas thought he was an angel of mercy, until he stepped closer. He wore the armor
of the enemy, and he had the same darker skin and weapons of a Saracen, although his features were
different. He must have come to finish the job, not content to |et nature subject Nicholasto atorturous
desth. He fumbled for hissword, but it wasn't beside him. With hislast bit of strength, he spat at the
enemy. “Go on, infiddl, run me through with your curved blade. It will beablessng.”

“Such pain,” the man said, but hislipsdidn’t move. “Y ou drew meto you.”

“Aye, it hurts.” He frowned. “How isit you speak in the Lord’ stongue?’

The man laughed. “1 am not redlly spegking to you. | am in your mind, dear Nicholas.”

His eyes widened. “How do you know my name?’

The man crouched beside him. *“Y our suffering is abeacon, and it drew meto you. It is not your physical
pain | sensed, for that surrounds us from many sources even now, two days after Richard’ sarmy
withdrew. No, it isyour emotional anguish | fed so strongly...and something e selessdefinable” He
touched Nicholas s cheek. “How may | ease your suffering?’

“Kill me.” Hedidn't likethe hint of pleading in histone, but the man offered away out of historment.
“Do not let my anguish draw out any longer.”

“How would you like your precious betrothed by your side?’
Nicholas nodded. “One day, in Heaven—"

The man scoffed. “Y ou have no need to wait for eternd reward. | can grant you eternd life.”



He scowled. “Do not toy with me, infidel.”

The man’ s hand tightened on his cheek, causing hisnailsto dig in painfully. “Do not cal me any name but
magter, young one. | offer you what men would kill for. Do not rebuff me.”

“How?’ Nicholas managed to ask asafiery pain burned through hisbelly and up to histhroat.
“Y ou do not need to know how. Y ou only need to accept one condition.”

He bent forward as the burning turned to ice. His head spun, and he knew death sat beside him, ready
towhisk him away. “Wh-wha-what?’

“Youaeminefor aslong asl want you.”

He screamed asthe pain returned, and it drained the last of his strength. He fell back againgt his dead
horse, eyeing the man uncertainly, noticing hisugly scar for thefirgt time. “Emma...1 need her.”

“Youwill haveher...eventudly. If you agreeto my terms, you shdl live forever.”
“Emma,” he said again, hisvoice amere whisper.
“Yes” theman sad impatiently. “ Shewill beyours. | swear.”

Anything was worth it—even his soul, if that was what the man wanted. He briefly wondered if he was
making a bargain with Satan, but couldn’t muster the energy to care.

Helaughed. “No. | do not want your soul, young one.”

He frowned when the man read his thoughts. Nicholas stared up at him, fascinated by the scar, wanting
to ask where it came from. Hisvison grew dim, and he thought he felt Emma s hands on hisbody. His
head dumped forward, and he yel ped when the man jerked on his hair.

“Do not deep yet. Give me your answer. Will you pledge an oath to belong to meif | save you?’
He nodded, barely able to move his head.
“1 know how you knights are bound by your word, so | must have your verba promise. Swear to me.”

1] SIVHI”

The man moved so quickly Nicholas didn’t see him. One second, he was afew inches away, and the
next, the man’ sface was againg histhroat. He cried out at aflash of pain, but it quickly faded to pleasing
warmth that encompassed his body. He stiffened, thinking desth had findly come. “Emma,” he
whispered.

“Madter,” the man corrected in astedly tone. “Y our first loyalty lieswith me now.”

His eyes closed as the warmth faded to ice. Nicholas dumped sideways, amost against the man.
Nicholas wanted to push away the wrist Koss offered, after ripping it open with his own teeth, but didn’t
have the strength. As blood pooled into his mouth, instinct took over, and he feebly sucked on the gaping
wound, taking in the sustenance as quickly as he could in his weskened Sate.



The man tilted up hishead. “ All will bewell. Soon the transformation will begin. Rest now, love.”

Nicholas s eyes widened as the other man pressed hislips againg his. He wanted to protest when a
tongue dipped into his mouth, but his body refused to cooperate. He couldn’'t move at dl. He could only
endure the ondaught of the foreigner’ s mouth on his and wonder what kind of bargain he had forged.

1215, England

“No,” he screamed, rushing toward Emma as shefdl to the stone floor. Frantically, he lifted her into his
arms and turned her to face him. The cross protruded obscendly from her chest, and he pulled it out,
barely registering the pain touching it brought him. He tossed aside the symbol of her faith and touched
the wound. Tears burned in his eyeswhen he redlized her heart had burned away. She had believed so
grongly in the cross s power that it had ended her lifein an instant.

From what Koss had told him, he knew there was no way to revive avampire whose heart was gone.
“No,” he cried again, refusing to believeit. He brought hiswrit to his mouth and dashed it with hisfang.
Surely, blood would revive her. He smeared it againgt her lips, waiting for her to begin drinking. When
shedidn’t move, he forced hisweeping wrist into her mouth, but she didn’t suck. Nor did the blood
pouring down her throat seem to affect her.

Nicholas kept the blood flowing into her until his head spun with dizziness. With asob of defest, he
brought the wound to his mouth and sucked until it began to close. He cradled her body againgt his,
weeping into her soft hair.

What had he done? He had murdered her as surely asif hishand had guided the cross. What right had
he to force her into becoming like him? He should have known she would never be happy living thelife
helived now. If only he had thought about her reaction before he changed her, Emmawould still be dive.

But he hadn’t thought &t all. Escaping Koss s apartments at the palace and returning to Emma had
consumed histhoughtsto the extent that he hadn’t stopped to imagine what she would think of his new
form.

He cried out as a sharp pain flashed through his chest. He had never imagined she would turn to his
treacherous brother for comfort. How could she have married William?

Because she thought | was dead. Would he redly have wanted her to be doneif he had died? He
squirmed at hishonest answer of yes.

What could he do now? Helooked down at her, smoothing strands of hair off her pale cheeks. Any time
now, her attendant would come to wake her, and she would dert the household when she found Emma’s
body. He had to be gone before then.

The thought of leaving her brought another sharp pain to his chest. Helaid her on the ones and got to
his knees, searching for the cross he had discarded. He saw it and stretched to reach it. He hissed asiit
burned his hand, but held onto it, bringing it closer, until it rested againgt his chest.

Heturned back to look a Emma, wondering if she would welcome himin Hell, or if shewould still hate
him. If God were just, he wouldn't send Emmato eterna damnation for suicide, although Nicholaswas



certain that would be hisfina degtination. If suicide didn’t incur God' swrath, surely the murders he had
committed the last few months had done so.

He hesitated. The cross burned even through his tunic, and sweat beaded his brow. He longed to hold
her again and beg her forgiveness, but what if he spent eternity without her? Wasiit better to suffer in
Hell, or to suffer on Earth?

Nicholastried to force the crossinto his heart, but didn’t have the strength. With acry of frustration, he
flung it away and inched back to Emma, knegling beside her to kiss her cooling brow. “My love, | tried.”
Tears stregked hisface. “I cannot doiit. | do not have your courage and conviction.” He kissed her
parted lips and got unsteadily to hisfeet, taking onelast ook at her before hurrying from the chamber. He
couldn’t believe his actions had lost her to him forever. He didn't deserveto live, but wastoo afraid of
what awaited himto die.

1426, England
“I know what haunts you,” the gypsy woman said in ashaking voice, as Nicholas drew her closer.
Helifted his head to stare down at her. “What?’

“I know what drives you to the acts you commit. Y ou are adesperate man.” It was difficult to tdll if the
trembling in her voice came from fear or the shiversracking her half-dressed body. “Y ou punish yoursalf
for what you did to Emma. Y ou think she would want it that way, but she would not. She loved you.”

He gtiffened at the sound of hislove' s name on the gypsy’slips. “What? What did you say?’ He shook
her when she didn’t answer quickly enough.

“Shelives again. Rdease me, m'lord, and | will tell you how to find her.”

Nicholas reded away from the woman in shock, dropping his hold on her. He watched her with
narrowed eyes, waiting for her to attempt escape. He stood between her and the only exit of her wooden
wagon, and none in the encampment would hear her cries, because he had sent them dl to deegp when
choosing her ashisvictim erlier.

In the pale light from the candle, her resemblance to Emma startled him anew. In hisgrief and madness,
he had forgotten hisoriginal purpose of feeding from her and started having sex with her. He didn't stop
until he redized he was about to rape her. She wouldn’t have been thefirst sncelosing Emma, but he
couldn’t do it when he looked into her face and saw hislove once more. It would be like taking her
innocence dl over again, and he had pushed the woman away, disgusted by his actions that night and
during the past centuries.

Still, shewas convenient, and he needed sustenance. He had returned to hisorigina plan of feeding from
her, until she spoke.

Her eyes remained wide, and the fear on her face caused him to squirm with atrace of guilt, an emotion
he thought he had banished during the past two hundred years frittered away on acts of wickedness.
“Speak, woman. Tell me of Emma.” Helistened carefully as she spun atde of spiritsreincarnated. His
eyeswidened when shetold him he would find Emmaagain in 1511, inhabiting the body of anativegirl in
the New World, whatever that was.



When she had finished speaking, she took astep back. “I have kept my word, m’lord. Y ou shal find

Helifted abrow. “We shall seeif your words prove accurate. Y ou speak of eventstoo far in the future
for meto have much faith.”

She shook her head. “But, m'lord, | do not know which body she possesses now. It isonly because |
sense greet violence in Erukan’ slifethat | am able to pinpoint where she will be one hundred years from
now. Her liveswill be uneventful until then.”

Heinclined his head. “If you have given metrue information, | am indebted to you.”

She sagged, and her trembling eased visibly, until he stepped closer to her, causing her to stiffen again,
and the heady perfume of terror wafted from her pores. He enjoyed the tang the fear gave blood and
deliberately sought to increase hers by flashing hisfangs before speaking. “However, | would like
something more tangible, if | am to bein your debt, madam.”

She screamed as he reached for her, fighting with al her strength.
Nicholas easily subdued her. “Rdax. Y ou will enjoy this.”
She shook her head, continuing to fight him.

“Look into my eyes.” He spoke so forcefully she couldn’t hopeto resist him. Her head rose dowly, and
then he was staring into deep pools of liquid fear. “Y ou want to give me what | need, do you not?’

Slowly, she nodded, despite the fact her eyeswere till large with fear.
He caressed her hip. “ Anything | want.”
She nodded once again and relaxed againgt him.

Nicholas buried hisface against her neck, seeking out her carotid artery as his hands cupped her bared
breagts. “In return, your death will be quick,” he said softly, before sinking hisfangsinto her skin. After
the disaster with Emma, he had vowed never to create another vampire. The next best thing to eternd life
he could offer thiswoman was aquick degath. It didn’t even occur to him to walk away and leave her in
pesce. He hdld little hope in her predictions of Emma s reincarnation, which more likely camefrom a
flash of psychic ability and her desperation, and he had to feed. She was convenient.

1511, San Juan Batista (Puerto Rico)

The burned bodies of Erukén’s people surrounded him. The carnage wasterrible, but he had no eyesfor
any of the suffering, beyond hislove' s. Her headless body had still been bound to the pole when he found
her. He had cut her down and held her in hisarms while sobbing againgt her chest. It had been along
time before hewas able to lay her aside to prepare agrave.

Now, he kndlt by the hole he had dug with his bare hands. She lay beside the mound of sand, her body
findly reunited with her head. It had taken him nearly an hour to find it. With agentleness shewasfar



from being aware of, he placed her body and head in the hole, staring down at her for along moment
before pushing the sand back into the hole, hiding her from hissight.

AsNicholas covered the grave first with sand, and then with large rocks to protect Erukan from wild
animas, hismind insisted on replaying the horror of what had happened to her. He should have been
there to save her. It should have been him, if either of them had to die. He should have stopped this
massacre. He shook his head, trying to force away his recriminations, as he fortified her grave.

At lagt, when he anchored the last rock in place, he stood over her makeshift marker, searching for the
proper words. None came to him, and he shook his head, scrubbing at his eyes when they began
dreaming again.

“1 wastoo late to save you,” he whispered. A harsh sob broke from him. “But | swear to you, | shall
punish as many of those who were responsible as| can track down. They will pay for your life with their
blood, beloved.”

Hetook a deep breath and turned away. Nicholas took two steps before halting and turning back to
her. “Next timewill be different. | will not lose you again.” He knew he wouldn’t be content to wait to
seeif fate reunited them. He must make it hismission to seek her out again. Already, somewherein the
world, her soul had probably been reborn into anew body. He wouldn't rest until he found her again,
evenif it took lifetimes. “Until next time.” He forced himsdf to turn away and wak toward the Spaniards
settlement. More blood would spill before this night was over, but thistime, it wouldn't belong to
innocents.

1665, Virginia

Nicholas vomited as he saw the burned body of Elspeth hanging from the rafters of the barn. Tremont’s
unpleasant laughter sounded behind him, and he whirled to find the other man smiling snidely.

“Y ou dared touch what was mine. She paid for allowing your filthy hands on her body.” He stared up at
her body with glee on hisface before returning his gaze to Nicholas. “ Y ou shdl join her, Valsade”

Nicholas paid little attention to the two men coming at him. He rushed forward, pausing only to snap the
neck of one and rip out the heart of the other before reaching Tremont. The other man’ s arrogant facade
shattered when confronted with the heart Nicholas shoved againgt hisface as he jerked him closer by the
ruff of hisshirt. “I would love to make you eat your own heart, Tremont.”

Tremont began to quake with fear. “My men will kill you—"
He shoved the bloody heart into the other man’s mouth, effectively slencing him. “None will bedive

when | havefinished with this place.” He threw Tremont into the corner, impaling him on a pitchfork tine
through the shoulder. “Y ou shall bethelast to fed my wrath.”

The other man spat out the heart and a mouthful of vomit before struggling to regain hisfeet. He
screamed as the tines worked their way deeper into his flesh.

With asmple thought, Nicholasimmobilized Tremont before beginning his bloody work. The sweet
sounds of Tremont's sobs followed him into the night as he | eft the barn.



He got lost in amindless haze of blood, stopping only when everyone on the plantation who wasn't an
innocent was dead. He returned to Tremont, bearing his gift wrapped in abundle.

The other man had pissed himself, Nicholas noted with disgust, as he returned to the barn. Tremont was
atrembling mass of nerves as he towered over him. “Now, it isyour turn, Tremont.” He smiled down at
him. “However, | will not kill you. I have thought of a better punishment for you. Y es, you shdl livewith
your pain each day, as| must now live with mine.”

“Wh-wh...” he suttered before faling silent.

Nicholastossed the bundle at him. It spilled open, reveding the lifeless body of Tremont’s son. His
garment was soaked in blood from the wound at his neck.

He screamed and reached for the boy, forgetting Nicholas' s power didn't alow him to move. Thetines
of the pitchfork embedded more deeply into his shoulder, but he didn’t seem to notice as he struggled
againgt Nicholas smenta command without effect. “My son. Y ou killed my son!”

Nicholas kndt beside him. “ And you killed the only woman | have ever loved.” He touched an edge of
the bloody blanket wrapped around the dead child. “Nonetheless, it wasn't | who killed your child. His
frantic mother denied me that pleasure. She thought it better for him to die by amerciful cut of her dagger
than by my hand.”

“Johanna,” he whispered. Tearswelled in hiseyes. “Barty. Please, let me hold him.”

The note of pleading in the man’ stone gratified Nicholas, but he was't finished torturing Tremont yet. “|
redly must tell you something esefirst.” He leaned closer, dropping hisvoice an octave. “ Asevil asyou
are, | would never have murdered an infant to punish you. Shekilled your son for naught.”

A keening wail broke from the man, as surely as his spirit broke right then, but Nicholas was beyond
seeing the man’ s surrender. He had learned saverd things under the crue tutel age of Koss, including how
to create an eternd dave. He wanted to relish in Tremont’ s suffering every day for the rest of hislife.
With luck, that would span millennia

1831, England (Vallsade Manor)

With asavage shout, Nicholas plunged the sword through his brother’ sthroat, pinning him to the stone
steps. He saw William' s eyes widen with surprise before they grew dim as he passed from the world
forever.

To ensure he did the job properly, Nicholas severed the head with one clean swipe and impaed it on the
sword. He tossed aside the sword, separating the head and body by several feet.

Then he rushed up the sairsto the chamber he shared with Erin. In his heart, he knew Kaoss had killed
her, but had to make sure. Perhaps she wasn't completely dead. Maybe he could till save her, dthough
it had been more than aday since her murder.

When he found hiswife, laid peacefully across the bed and cuddling the body of their daughter against
her chest—dightly above the gaping cut in her abdomen where William had cut out the baby—his cry of
agony rebounded throughout Vallsade Manor.



Chapter Fifteen

Emily awoke with the sound of Nicholas s suffering till echoing in her ears. Theimages of the dreams
whirled through her mind, and shelay absolutely ill, struggling to comprehend al she had learned about
him through hismemories.

When shefindly found the ability to move, she turned her head to look at him. He watched her with a
brooding expression, not attempting to evade meeting her eyes, but there was atinge of red in his cheeks,
asif their shared intimacy embarrassed him. She licked her lips, wondering what she should say, if

anything.
He put hisfinger to her lips before she could part them. “Y ou know my secrets now.”
She shook her heed, pulling away from hisfingers. “Not dl of them.”

Hislipstwisted. “What isit you want to know? Do you want an account of every atrocity | committed
for nearly three centuries, punishing the world and mysdlf for your desth? Do you want to hear how |
lived without hope, how | loathed happinessin any form, going so far asto destroy it each chance | got?’
He lunged toward her, settling on top of her and pinning her to the bed with her wrists above her head.
“Do you want meto tell you about the women | raped and murdered? About the debauched acts |
committed?’ He shook her lessthan gently. “Well, do you, Emily? Do you want to know how evil | am?’

She shook her head, disconcerted to redlize she found his proximity more arousing than shefound his
anger frightening. “1 don’t need the details. | know very well you aren’'t asaint.”

He scowled. “ Of course you do. Poor, innocent Emily subjected to whatever | choose to do to you.
Y ou’ re another of my victims, aren’t you?’ he asked hitterly.

She held her silence, not certain what he wanted from her. If she agreed with him, she risked provoking
his anger further and having it directed at her specificaly. However, that thought didn’t frighten her as
much asit might have once. What she found most darming was the thought of his tenuous control
dipping, making him unableto function a al. They couldn’t afford for him to fal gpart while they were

dill indanger.

She knew why he was attacking her. She was atarget for his conflicting emotions, away to ded with his
grief and the discomfort of her having seen so much of the real him. The question was, how did she
respond to hislashing out at her? Wasit better to counter his statements or ignore them and pretend they
didn’t hurt?

“You'reso quiet. Do | frighten you?’

Shedidn’t respond while struggling to hide her fear.

Nicholas released one of her wriststo caress her breast through the cotton pgjamatop. “Or maybe you
aren't afraid. Maybe you like me being in control.” He lowered his mouth to her cheek, and when he

spoke, hislips brushed againgt her skin. “Maybe you want to pretend you don’t want me so you can live
with yoursdlf after we have sex. Y ou can convince yoursdlf | forced you into this, too.”



Sheglared up a him. With asurge of strength, she broke free of his hold and cupped hisfacein her
hands. “Y ou scare me. Isthat what you want to hear?’ Before he could respond, she pressed on.

“There sadarknessin your soul that you will never overcome completely. That does frighten me, but not
like it should. Maybe because | know the same dark compulsons areinside metoo. | could say
everything that’ s happened to meisyour fault, but there’ s no reason to go down that road again, isthere?
| can accept what' s been doneto me, or | can hidefromiit, but thereisn’t any point in blaming you.” Her
brow furrowed. “ After dl, you were honoring a promise you made to Erin when you changed me.”

His eyes darkened, and he opened his mouth.

Emily interrupted before he could speak. “And I’m not having sex with you. Not likethis.” She glared up
a him. “If—when—we make love, it will be because I’ m ready, not because you' re hurting, and you
want to hide from your grief for awhile.” Shelowered her voice to awhisper. “Make love to me because
you want me, hot because you want meto hurt, too.”

Nicholasflinched and pulled hisface from her hands. Herolled off her and didn’t look at her as he got
out of bed. Histone was bland when he said, “ Get ready. Brannon will have booked us on the earliest
availableflight by now.” He padded to the door, pausing to scoop up his clothes from the chair where he
hed folded them. “I’[| shower in his bathroom to savetime.”

The resounding dam of the door behind him made Emily wince. She resisted the urge to run after him
and offer comfort. She knew hewasin pain, but refused to alow him to take it out on her. Nor would
shelet hisanger and heartache overshadow her first timewith him. With along sigh, she got out of bed
and went into the bathroom to shower, hoping they would have both calmed down by the time they

spoke again.

* % % % %

Thirty minutes later, Emily |eft the bedroom and entered the sitting room, clutching the lapels of the robe
closed with her hands as she searched the sitting room for Nicholas. She grimaced when her gazefdl on
Brannon, who still wore his sunglasses. Sherolled her eyes at the affectation before turning to go back
into the bedroom.

113 Errily?l
She halted in mid-step. “ Y esh?’
“Areyou looking for Nicholas?’

“No. Yes. Actudly, I’'m looking for clothing.” She waved ahand at the robe. “I don’t want to wear this
totheairport.”

He nodded. “ There were some boxes delivered this morning. | guess Nicholas made arrangements last
night.” He pointed toward the main door of the suite. “They’ re by the entryway table.”

She waked over to the small stack and opened one at random. Lifting thelid revealed apair of ecru
linen trousers. The next box yielded ablack sk shirt with afrilly yoke. The next box held underwear, and
the last box contained apair of black dip-on shoes. They weredl in her size.

She lifted the stack and turned back to the bedroom. A few feet from the door, she stopped and turned



toward him, gtriving for acasud tone. “Whereis Nicholas?’

Brannon shrugged. “He went out. He probably went to see about Father Michadl’ s burial arrangements
or to say goodbye in private. It will be awhile before we return to New York.”

She shifted the boxes. “How long isawhile?”

“Until we stop Koss. It could take years. Nicholas has begun preparing Vallsade Manor for along
habitation, just in case.”

She grimaced. * Soundsterrific.”
He shrugged. “It’ snot so bad, athough thereisn’t much to do out in the middle of nowhere.”
Shetilted her head. “Don't the people nearby find it strange, having Nicholas never age?’

Brannon shook his head. “Nicholasis careful to resde at Valsade Manor no more than oncea
generation, and for no longer than fifteen or twenty years. Before he moves away, he dways announces
the birth of the next in hisline. Nicholasisthen ‘reborn’, keeping hisfirst and last name, but changing his
middle name. That's how most vampiresdo it, although it’ s gotten tougher since everyone' slives started
getting tracked eectronicaly from the moment they’ re born.”

“No on€' s ever been suspicious?’ she pressed.

He shrugged again. “In the old days, people might have redlized what he was, but no one pays much
attention now. The village near the castle is aghost town these days, with economic conditions the way
they are”

She nodded and turned back to the bedroom. Emily paused. “Do you redly think it will take yearsfor
Kossto act?’

He hesitated. “I’m not certain. He has ahistory of prolonging thetorture, but | can’t imagine him
alowing Nicholasto be happy with you for long. Nicholasis preparing for theworst.”

She grimaced as she went into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. While dressing quickly, she
mulled over Brannon's dour assessment. By the time years had passed, there would be no way for her to
return home without people redlizing she had been gone. They would naturaly expect an explanation, if
they even wanted to see her. Everyone would have forgotten about her by then, or at least moved on,
including her parents and Jeremy.

She wondered if Nicholas aso thought it might take years. Had his offer to let her go home been an
empty promise to placate her? Was he gill manipulating her, even now?What if Kosswasn't redly his
enemy, but wasingtead his ally? Would he stage this elaborate charade to keep her with him?

Animage of Tremont’ storn body rosein her mind, followed by the memory of Michagl impaed on the
sword. Coupled with the dreams she’ d had through Nicholas s eyes, there could be no doubt that Koss
truly meant her harm, smply because Nicholasloved her.

For now, her safest course was to remain with Nicholas and his nephew. She only prayed it wouldn’t
take yearsto ded with Koss. She couldn't tiptoe around Nicholasthat long, let done prevent faling in
lovewith him...if it wasn't aready too late to avoid doing that.



* k %k *x %

The flight from JFK to Heathrow had been unremarkable, save for theincident with her passport in New
Y ork. When they arrived at the counter to check in, Emily realized she didn’t have one. She had pulled
Nicholas away to tdl him, but he waved aside her concern. She had watched with amazement ashe did
his and Brannon’ sto the clerk, who had given Emily apuzzled look, but after meeting Nicholas s eyes,
stamped their passports and a Post-It note on the counter before sending them on their way, handing the
Pog-It to Emily.

She had spent most of the plane ride napping, or at least pretending to. Nicholas had ignored her, and
Brannon’ s handheld video game held his atention. She had disregarded her hurt fedings and retdiated by
pretending neither of them existed.

Now, asthey |eft the huge hanger to hail a cab, she fumbled in her purse for sunglasses when the bright
sun seared her eyes and saw Nicholas do the same. Brannon had never removed his.

As shewaked, the stiffnessin her legs began to disspate. She hardly noticed the sting of returning
circulation as she gazed at the people milling about. A babble of different languages mixed
disharmonioudy, and her eyes widened when they fell on aman about her age wearing akilt. She
couldn’t help but appreciate his muscular legs. When he winked at her, she blushed and |ooked away,
graight into Nicholas seyes.

Helooked angry, but didn’t spesk when opening the door to a cab and indicating she should dide
insde. Emily did o, surprised when Brannon sat beside her, and Nicholastook the front seat. She
frowned when he got on the driver’ sside, until she remembered they drove on the wrong side of the
street in England—although she supposed the residents of the UK didn’t consider it the wrong side.

“Probably not,” Brannon murmured out the side of his mouth. He had his head cocked sideways and
didn’t seem to have his eyes on the game, but continued to play.

Sheglared at him as she leaned closer, keeping her voice low. “Do you aways read my thoughts?’
He shrugged. “I try not to, but you don’t have agood shidld in place yet. You'll learn.”

“If I livelong enough,” she muttered under her breath, asthe driver pulled away from the curb. She
would have been reassured if Brannon had offered even atoken platitude, but he held hissilence. She
leaned back against the seat and watched the city of London pass through the window without reglly

seding anything.

* % % * %

She frowned in confusion when the driver pulled up to atal red brick and cream stucco townhousein
the heart of Mayfair. From her recollections as Erin, she knew this couldn’t possibly be Valsade Manor,
but had no chance to ask questions as Brannon and Nicholas did from the cab. Instead, she followed
suit, pausing to admire the small section of garden she could see through the wrought iron fence
surrounding the property. The flowers had a disorderly appearance that she suspected was carefully
designed and maintained. She wanted to ask what the purple bloomswere, but they hadn’t waited for
her.

She quickened her pace and fell in line behind them. As she walked after Brannon, she glanced up at the



second and third stories. Ddlicate shutters with carved hearts covered the windows, but they didn’t seem
like much of adeterrent for Koss. This place couldn’t be safe from Koss. It wasn't afortress, likethe
manor was. Perhaps they were stopping by to visit someone?

Nicholas unlocked the door, removing any doubt that he owned the place. Emily trailed behind them,
removing her sunglasses and dipping them into her bag as she walked. Shelooked up and caught her
breath when she entered the foyer. The highly polished hardwood flooring absorbed the click of her
shoes hedls. The vaulted ceilings seemed to go on forever, as did the endless vistas of the white-papered
walls. She frowned at the décor of varying shades of white, having expected red and black like his
gpartment in New Y ork.

The colors blended well to form an elegant design, but the pale shades seared her eyes. She cupped a
hand over her brow to shadow her eyes, noticing Nicholas did the same. Brannon seemed unaffected,
and she assumed his sunglasses protected him, or maybe he wasn't sensitive to bright colors, being only
haf-vampire.

“WE |l freshen up here before heading to Valsade Manor,” Nicholas said, seeming to be addressing
both of them, dthough hedidn’t turnin ther direction. “I haven't yet been in thishouse, but | viewed it on
the Internet before purchasing it. I'm familiar enough with thefloor plan to find the rooms. The Saircase
should be through here...” Hetrailed off asthey |eft the foyer and entered asumptuous living room. It
contained only the bare bones of necessities—awhite sofa, wingchair and tables—but the room still had
an elegant air because of the ceramic tilesand arched celling. The staircasein the corner wasitself an
artistic masterpiece of carved blond maple and plush white carpet.

Emily followed behind them, pausing to admire the cherubs carved into the bal ustrades. When she
realized they had reached the second landing, she increased her pace to catch up.

Nicholas stopped before a door and opened it. “Why don’t you take this one, Brannon? It has an open
design, and the decorator hasn't added more than abed and a dresser. She was waiting for instructions
fromme”

Brannon inclined his head and dipped past Nicholas. He closed the door behind himself.

Hedidn’t look in her direction as he resumed waking. Emily couldn’t help being miffed at his a oof
attitude. She shook her head at his continued stubbornness while following him down the carpeted hall.
Was he dtill angry at her for refusing to deep with him yesterday, or was his cool ness motivated by
something more?

He paused before another white door and pushed it open. “Here s your room. There s anen suite
bathroom, of course. There should be plenty of clothing.”

Shefrowned. “Why? Has some other woman stayed here?” She winced at the whining tone that came
from her. Shewasn’t covetous, was she? She squirmed, recognizing an emotion that was akissing cousin
of jedousy, if it waan't outright envy.

Hesghed. “1 imagine they have, sncel’m not the original owner. However, | have never beeninthis
house before. | bought it as an investment, and | certainly never expected to stay here. It'sbeen on the
market for months. | ordered the clothes yesterday morning, before we left New Y ork. The property
management company sent out someone to sign for the delivery. That person was given alist of what
arrived and told where to place the packages in each bedroom, as per my ingtructions.”



“Oh.” Shefdt very samdl at that moment, and his visible contempt did nothing to restore her confidence.
She turned away from him and entered the room, closing the door behind her. Her eyes widened when
he knocked a scant second after the latch clicked againgt the jamb. She opened the door afew inches
and peered out a him. “Y es?’

“Wewill travel at night. Rest afew hours.” He glanced at the Rolex on hiswrist. “We |l leave around
midnight. .. about ten hours from now.” He hesitated for amoment before turning away.

She nodded and closed the door again, leaning againgt the wood, wondering if he was on the other side,
unableto leave. Was he waiting for her to walk away first? Maybe he had hisfingers pressed to the
wood this very minute, longing to reach out for her. Emily held her bresth, waiting to seeif hewould
knock again. Her heart fdlt likeit sank into her ssomach when her keen hearing picked up the sound of
his shoes walking across the carpet, away from her room. She rested her forehead against the wood,
sghing. Wasit hisintent to ignore her completely until he was ableto get rid of her? After loving her for
eight hundred years, could he so easily turn off hisemotions?

* * %k * %

Shewasjust finishing zipping her jeans when aknock came a her door around eeven-thirty. “Comein,”
she called. Sherefused to acknowledge the dart of disappointment when her visitor turned out to be
Brannon instead of Nicholas. “Yes?’

“Nicholaswantsto leave as soon as you both feed.” He grimaced. “I’m not sure if you' ve redlized it, but
the suitcases are for the clothes. Hope you' ve packed, because your dinner waits downstairs.” He
couldn’t seem to hide hisdisgudt.

She nodded. “1 assumed as much.” She gestured to the suitcase by the door, but he didn’t glance in that
direction. “I’'m ready.”

He nodded and I eft the room. Emily lifted the case and followed him down the staircase. When they got
downgtairs, she realized why Brannon was disgusted when she saw what Nicholas had on the menu.

The girl was young—yprobably not even seventeen—but had ajaded look in her eyes. A scar marred
her brow, but it didn’t detract from her wild beauty. She gazed up at Emily and Brannon from her perch
on thewingchair and deliberately parted her legs, reveding her lack of underwear under the short skirt.
She glanced at Nicholas. “If they’re playing to boat, it'll cost ya extra.”

Nicholasinclined hishead in Brannon'sdirection. “ Histastes are different than ours.”

She shrugged. “Too bad. He' s cute.”

Brannon cleared histhroat. “I’ll bein the kitchen.”

Emily stood awkwardly once Brannon had |eft. Hunger pounded through her veins, and she had the urge
to grab the girl and rip open her throat. She took a deep breath and released it in arough exhalation,
finding it did little to ease her raging thirs.

“Emily?” Nicholas held out his hand, showing a hint of warmth.

She stepped closer, grasping the hand he offered for support as she looked down at the girl. She
experienced astir of guilt, but forced it away. Aslong asshe didn’t kill the girl, therewould be no



permanent harm inflicted. She assumed Nicholas had paid the progtitute well, which was more
compensation than others she had fed from had received.

Thegirl smiled up at her. “What do you like, love?’ Her accent was as thick as molasses.

Emily surprised hersalf when she reached out to caressthe girl’ sfrizzy dark curls. She kndlt on her knees
and pulled the girl closer. The prodtitute licked her lips, and she briefly thought about kissing her. At the
last minute, she changed her mind and moved her face againg the girl’ s neck, inhaling deeply and finding
no telltale odor to indicate the girl was unhedlthy.

She was vagudly aware of the girl reaching past her to cup Nicholas s cock in her hands, and her eyes
widened as she imagined for amoment the things the three of them could do with each other. She blotted
out the notion, disconcerted by the direction of her thoughts, and focused on the girl’ s carotid artery,
which shelicked cautioudy, tracing it with her tongue. The girl Sghed with pleasure, and Emily’ s panties
dampened.

Nicholas stepped up behind her, and his hands joined hersin the prostitute’ shair. He pressed the girl
closer to her, and she ddlicatdly pierced the skin of her victim. The girl whimpered, but didn’t seem to be
inpain. Rather, it was asound of arousal, and Emily redlized her erotic thoughts had automaticaly carried
to the girl, making the feeding pleasurable rather than painful.

Shewas aware of Nicholas crouching beside her and lifting the girl’ swrist to hismouth. The girl
shivered, and she bit down harder, relishing in the blood flooding her mouth, lapping it greedily, asthe
sounds of Nicholas s sucking increased her own hunger—for blood and sex. Shetightened her hand in
the girl’shair, digging her nailsinto the progtitute’ s head.

She heard the girl cry out with pain, but Emily ignored her distress. She pressed closer, eager for more
blood, ignoring Nicholas pulling on her arm for aslong as she could. When he pried her away, sheturned
and hissed a him. Hiseyes held ahint of red, but he appeared to bein control.

“Nomore.” He spokefirmly.

Shetried to pull away, anxiousto consume more of the girl’ slifeblood, but he held her effortlesdy. Emily
released the girl’ shair and raked her nails down Nicholas sface. She gave him atoothy grin when he
expdled aharsh breath. The sight of blood dripping from hiswound heightened her bloodlust, and she
lunged forward. He hadn’t expected her to do that, she knew, and he fdl to the floor. She leaned
forward and licked the blood from hisface before grinding her lips on his, kissng him open-mouthed.

For asecond, he returned the kiss, but then pushed her away. “We need to be going.” He spoke
without emotion as he got to hisfeet and turned to the girl in the chair. He touched her neck and nodded.
“Shelll befinewith alittlerest.” Nicholas reached into his pocket to extract hiswallet.

Emily watched as he pedled off another bill and tucked it in the girl’ s bra, where acorner of the folded
bills he had aready paid her peeked out. She tried to keep the hurt from her eyes as she took deep
breathsto regain her control. She was ashamed of her behavior, but couldn’t deny her body till burned
with desirefor blood and sex. For amoment, her eyesrested on the girl’ s pussy, dick with arousa, and
she speculated how the progtitute would taste. Her pussy spasmed at the thought, even as her somach
churned with disgust.

It was with some effort that she got to her feet and turned away from Nicholasto go to the nearest
bathroom and wash her face. Emily looked at her reflection in the mirror as she turned on the faucet. The



sight of the blood smeared across her pale skin should have disgusted her, but it didn’t. Instead, sheran
her tongue around her mouth, lgpping avay as much of the precious fluid as she could. She brought her
hands to her face and rubbed at the bloodstains before taking them to her mouth to lick each clean, until
she met her own eyesin the mirror. They burned bright-red, and it was enough to sicken her. She
wrenched her gaze away and hurriedly washed her hands and face before returning to the living room.

Nicholas and the girl were gone. Brannon stood by the unlit fireplace, gazing into the bare grate.
“Where—" she started to ask.

“Hé sreturning her to hermanager ,” Brannon said with ahint of mocking. “ She'll recover by
tomorrow, athough I doubt the man will be thrilled to give her the night off.” Heturned in her direction.
“I"'m glad you managed not to kill her.”

Sheflinched, wondering if he meant her specificaly. Did he know Nicholas had to wrench her away
from the girl to get her to stop? Shetilted her chin and strove for a cool tone, but her voice trembled. “I
take it you don't approve.” Instead of sounding like she didn’t care, she sounded like she was begging
for hisunderstanding.

His brow quirked visibly behind the lens of hissunglasses. “I'm fortunate | don't haveto Say aiveat the
expense of others. But, no, | don’t gpprove of murder. You'll find few who do, if they aren’t vampires.”

She sighed, not bothering to offer any justifications. What could she say, other than it was necessary for
her to live? He must know that. Her pathetic argument would be unlikely to change hismind. Infact, he
was liable to retort that she could choose death and save countless lives. There was no way to counter
that, because it was the truth. She just wasn't noble or brave enough to make that choice.

* * % % %

As soon asthe Mercedes topped therise of alarge hill and Vallsade Manor sprawled before them,
Emily recognized it. She knew the layout of the structure, knew where to find the kitchens, and
remembered how much she used to love spending time in the library in the tower, curled up in the
window segt, immersed in her collection of books.

It was as though she had been inside the rectangular structure built from white stonesjust yesterday, she
thought with awe. Asthey passed through the gatehouse built into the curtain, not having to exit the car to
lift the raised portcullis, she couldn’t wait to explore the castle. She wanted to seeif it wasas she
remembered it. How much had it changed in alittle less than two centuries?

In the courtyard, Nicholas parked the car. Emily didn’t wait for them to get out as she opened the door
and did from the backseat. She rushed to the tall doors barring entrance and touched them. Surely,
Nicholas had replaced the weathered wood since Erin’ slifetime, but it felt just as she remembered it. As
he neared, bearing aheavy key tofit in the old lock, she couldn’t hide her excitement. “1 remember this
place”

Hiseyeswidened. “Y ou remember the keep?’
She nodded. “ Oh, yes. | remember everything about the castle—how we used to take horses from the
gablein the middle of the night and ride recklesdy.” She grinned at him, remembering the wild sensations

those adventures girred in her. “I remember how those rides often ended.”

He looked uncomfortable as he dipped the brass key in the lock and turned it with a protesting click. “I



guess the caretaker’ s been using the smal door in the kitchens, behind the castle. Thislock needs ailing.”

She touched his hand, getting him to look up again. “Do you remember renewing our vows in the chapel
after we settled here at Valsade Manor? | wanted to make sure God would recognize our union. | didn’t
know how he would fed aout us being married outdoors without witnesses.”

“I remember,” he said gruffly. * Erin was dways worrying about what God thought.” He met her eyes.
“But you aren’t Erin, and the chapel isn't here any longer. | had it torn down decades ago.”

Sheflinched a hiswords, not redizing until he spoke how easily she had dipped into “1” when referring
to the memories circulating through her brain. “But—"

“Come on. | want to check the furnace before we get settled for the night.” He turned away and pushed
againgt the doors. They resisted with asquedl, and the musclesin his arms corded when he shoved them
open with an extra spurt of strength.

Emily hung her head, hiding her tears, jumping when shefelt ahand on her arm. She looked up to find
compassion in Brannon's expression.

“A lot of memories haunt thisplace,” he said softly, as Nicholas entered the keep without them. “1 don't
think he meansto hurt you.”

“It' smore than that.” She cast aglance at Nicholas's departing back as the doors started to close. “I
think he hatesme.”

He shook his head. “He doesn't hate you. He' s having trouble coping with his emotions—"
“Areyou two coming?’ he bellowed from insde the castle.
Emily sghed. “Why is he pushing me away? 1 thought he loved me.”

Brannon pushed open a door and indicated she should precede him. As she dipped past him, he
whispered, “How can you doubt he loves you? He' s looked for you for eight hundred years.”

She shook her head. “He' sfound me again, but doesn’t seem to want me now, does he?” She took
Brannon’ s silence for assent as she walked into the castle, gasping with dismay at how much it had
changed. The walls had been stripped of the tapestries, including the one she had made of amedieval
woman in atower that used to hang above the huge fireplace. There was a decrepit-looking table tucked
in the corner, surrounded by rickety chairs. There were no cobwebs or accumulated dirt, but it lacked
any 9gnof life

Nicholas stood to the Side, near the winding stone staircase. He waved  it. “ Since you remember
where everything is, you can get yoursalf settled. Y ou don't need me holding your hand.”

She nodded, trying to keep her tone coal. “I can take care of mysalf.” Sheignored his snort of disbelief
as shewaked past him up the stairs, keeping her spine stiff until she was certain he couldn’t see her
anymore. Then sheran up the remaining stairs and turned to the right, going on autopilot to another set of
steeply angled stairs. Two steps up, she remembered there was a section missing from the fourth step,
and it could be dangerousif stepped on wrong. She skirted the damaged section and continued climbing,
emerging into another halway stripped bare of decorations. Not even atable or picture lined the

passage.



The double doors at the end of the wing summoned her. Emily opened one, finding the knob turned
eadly under her hand. The caretaker obvioudy kept the castle ready for occupation a amoment’s
notice. She wondered why Nicholas had stripped the castle of persona possessions. Wasit to save
work for the caretaker, or could he not bear to see reminders of what he had lost?

Emily wasrelieved to see the four-post bed frame—certainly with a different mattress—remained in the
room, athough it lacked sheets, pillowcases and a spread. She went to the room that used to be a
dressing room and found new packages of bed linenslining the shelf. A thin coat of dust clung to them,
indicating they had been waiting for usealong time.

She busied hersdlf with preparing the bed, trying not to think about how it hurt to have Nicholas keep
pushing her away. Was he angry with her for rgecting him, or was he fill grieving over theloss of his
father? Would he have chosen to sacrifice her to Kossinstead, knowing he would find her again? After
al, he had found her four times before, but had only found hisfather oncein eight hundred years.

She plumped the pillows and shook her head, knowing that wasn't right. He wouldn't have chosen either
of them. He had offered himsdlf in their stead. She suspected she had wounded him with her blunt words,
but more than that, she thought he was avoiding her because she had seen through his eyes. Shedidn't
know everything he had done, but he must be concerned that she couldn’t look past what she did know.
Was he pushing her away before she could push him away?

“What the hell are you doing in thisroom?’

Her heart Suttered as he shouted at her from the doorway. She turned from stacking the pillows to look
a him. “What?’

He stepped into the room, though with obvious reluctance. “Why did you pick this room?”

She frowned with confusion. “Why shouldn’t 1?1 remember it was our room...” Shetrailed off, blushing
when she looked back at the bed. She had made it exactly as he preferred, with two pillows plumped on
his side, the covers turned back and the privacy curtains parted. “1’m sorry. | didn’t mean to be
presumptuous.” Shelet out agtartled cry as he came up behind her, turned her toward him and grabbed
her armsto shake her. “I’ll get another room—"

“No oneever usesthisroom. Do you understand?’ There wasawild look in his eyes, and he seemed to
have lost any semblance of control. “Never.”

“Why not?’ sheforced out through her clacking teeth, as he continued to shake her.

“Because you died here.” The words seemed torn from him, and he abruptly let go of her astears
flooded hiseyes. “1 found you lying on that bed, holding our babe...” Heturned away from her, and his
shoulders stiffened. “ Sleep wherever you want.” He seemed to be struggling to sound asif he didn’t care,
but hisvoice wobbled. “1 don’t care.”

Shereached out to touch hisarm. “I'll pick another room. | didn’t think about that.” Though shefelt his
pain, her heart rejoiced at hiswords. He hadn’t made the distinction between her and Erin. He wasn't
pushing her away as successfully as he thought.

He shrugged off her touch. “No, don’t. Y ou dready have it made up now.” He waked to the door
without looking back.



“Nicholas?’
He stopped walking, but he didn’t turn around. “What?’

“Y ou can’'t push me away forever, you know.” She licked her lips, awaiting his response, longing for him
to turn back and gather her in hisarms. She didn’'t even care if he apologized for his boorish behavior, so
long as he showed some sign of still wanting her.

He stiffened. “It doesn’t have to be forever.”

She waked closer to him, reaching out to touch his shoulder, but stopping an inch away and dropping
her arm. “Redlly?| thought this eternd life busnesslasted eterndly.”

He shrugged. “It does, for the most part, but that’s not what | meant. | only have to keep you out of my
way until you' re safe from Koss. Then I’ m sending you home.”

She bdled up her figts. “What gives you the right to make my decisonsfor me?’

He spun around so quickly she didn’t see him move. “1 don’t want you anymore. Don't you get it,
Emily?You aren't as| thought you'd be. A lot has changed since 1831. | wasblind to believe | was ill
inlovewith you.” Hiseyeswere cold as helooked at her. “Y ou’ re nothing like Erin. Y ou don't have to
go home, but you aren’t staying with me when thisisover. It'stime | moved on.”

Tears pricked her eyes, but sherefused to let them fdl. “1 don’t believe you. Y ou kept searching...”

“Anobsesson,” he dismissed. “No worse than Koss' s obsession with me. | suppose| can even
understand his need. Like me, he’ sdriven by athirgt to possess, but it has nothing to do with love.” His
eyesraked over her from head to toe. “He can't let go, but I’ ve discovered | can.”

Thetearsrolled down her cheeks, but she shook her head, stubbornly clinging to the memories of their
times together, and the way shefelt. “You'relying. Y ou don't want to get hurt again, so you're

deliberately pushing—"

Nicholas made a scoffing sound. “Believe what you want. Y ou' re too naive to see the truth. How could
| have ever imagined you were a substitute for my dead wife?” He spun around and | eft the room,
damming the door behind him.

The sllence he left behind him broke under the sound of Emily falling to the floor in a sobbing heap. She
buried her face in her hands, wanting to deny hiswords. In her heart, she didn’t really believe him, but
couldn’t stop crying. How could she love him so passionately one moment and hate him just as
passonately the next?

Chapter Sixteen

Emily made her way downgtairs later in the day from the master bedroom. There had been little reason
to change rooms after her confrontation with Nicholas, and she had eventually fallen adeep inthe
gpacious bed. To her surprise, only amild nightmare of Koss s grinning visage intruded into her dreams.



Mostly, she had dreamed of happier times as Erin, when Valsade Manor had been her home, and her
husband had loved her.

Shefound aflurry of activity in the hal. Strangersrushed in and out, carrying parcdls, furniture and bags.
Brannon sat on one of the rickety chairs, immersed in his Game Boy. She brushed past two men

bal ancing an oversized chair, heading for the halway at the end of the hall that she knew led to asitting
room.

Shetook aseat beside him, cautioudly testing the chair before letting it abosorb her weight. He looked up,
but not quitein her direction. “What's going on?’ she asked.

“Nicholas had some stuff brought up from London.” He did abowl of applesto her. “Breakfast, until
after everyone leaves. Then I'll whip up something. Nicholas has stocked your. .. provisonsin the cooler
in the basement, so you won't need to hunt.” He spoke blandly, but the set of his shoulders was tense.

She took one of the red apples and polished it on her shirt. “Who brought up my luggage? It wasinside
my room when | woke up.”

He shrugged. “Wasn't me. Probably Nicholas.”

She sghed. “Don't you ever put that thing away?’

Heclicked it off and looked up. “Yes.”

She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “ And those sunglasses—don't you ever take them of f?’
Hefrowned. “Y ou're certain you want me to?”

“Why wouldn’'t 17’

“Hmm.” He brought up a hand to dide the sunglasses onto the top of his head. “ Satisfied?’

Her breath hissed through her teeth when she saw hiseyes...rather, hislack of eyes. Empty sockets,
marred with scars, stared back at her. “You're blind.”

He returned the sunglasses to the bridge of hisnose, hiding hiseyesagain. “Y ou didn’t know?’
She shook her head. “How could I?'Y ou don't seem blind. Y ou' re dways playing that game—"

“It'samatter of sound and logic. I’'m not that good at most of the games, but practicing keegps my
senses sharp.”

“How do you get around? Y ou seem so capable.”

Brannon shrugged. “Again, it' samatter of usng my senses. I’ ve been blind for dmost two hundred
years. My senses of hearing, touch, taste and smell have compensated. Not to mention my psychic
abilities.” Ashe spoke, one of the gpples lifted from the bowl and twirled through the air. “It' snot alot
different from having my sght.” He grinned at her. “For example, | can tell you exactly what ingredients
areinthe perffumeyou rewearing.Charlie Red , in't it?’

She nodded before redlizing he couldn’t see. “Uh, yesh.”



“Don’'t worry about your gestures. Y ou' re easy to read.” The apple floated back to the bowl. “It's
actualy an effort to block out your thoughts right now. 1t’'Il probably be like that for another century or
0."

She sghed. “1 doubt I'll be around that long.”

“Hedidn't meanit.” Brannon reached for the handheld game again. “Nicholasis stubborn as hell, and
he' s decided the only way to get Kossto leave you aone isto make him think he doesn’t love you.”

“That' snot it. He would have said something—"

“Y eah, ‘ cause you' d be convincing if you knew,” he said with mild sarcasm. He touched her hand
casudly. “Look, he' s not an easy man to get close to. He' s doing his best to push you away, because
he strying to convince himself he doesn’t love you any longer. It’ sthe safest thing for you.”

She set the gpple on the table, finding her appetite gone. “ That’ s stupid. Kosswill hurt me either way.”

He nodded. “ That’ swhat Nicholas has't redized. Evenif he didn’t love you anymore, Kosswould
know he had loved you once. And he'll do anything to hurt him. If he can’t have Nicholas, he doesn't
want him to be happy with anyoneelse”

“Why can't helet Nicholas go?’ She clenched her hands together. “Would heif | left Nicholas? If Koss
knows Nicholas can’t have me, won't he—"

“No.” Brannon spoke abruptly. “Part of torturing Nicholas includes watching him suffer each timeyou
die. He promised Johanna he could make her mistress of Tremont Plantation if she betrayed Elspeth’s
secret. Whom do you think twisted Tremont’s mind to convince him spend ayear torturing Elspeth, a
woman hewasin love with? He convinced Tremont to marry Johanna, and he was the one who planted
theidea of Tremont killing her right before Nicholas returned. It took Nicholas yearsto bresk Koss's
hold on the man and discover hewasn't as evil as he had seemed. He loved Elspeth, and in the end, he
wasavictim, just like the rest of us. That’ swhat alowed Nicholas and Tremont to form arapport
despite the anguish they had caused each other. Their common hatred of Koss united themin away |
wouldn’t have imagined possble”

“What about Erukan? Did he influence her desth?’

Brannon shook his head. “No, Koss didn’t know about you then. He knew about reincarnation, but
didn’'t know Nicholas had found out about it. | have no doubt he would have been involved with killing
you inthat lifeif he' d had the chance, but the conquistadors beat himtoit.” He gave her asardonic grin.
“Poor Koss.”

She didn't respond to his black humor. “He wasn't content to wait for someone else to harm Erin, |
gu%ll

“No, | guessnot.” Brannon sighed. “1 should have been here to protect you.”
Her eyeswidened. “Y ou knew Erin?’

He nodded. “ Oh, yes. Shewasabonny lass,” he said in aterrible Scottish accent. “Though | was
aready older than her when she married Nicholas, shewaskind of like amother to me.” His mouth



drooped. “ She was the only one who didn’t try to dissuade me when | went after Koss.”
Emily’ sbrow furrowed. “Why would you go after Koss?’

He touched his sunglasses. “He took my eyes the same night he took my wife. | thought it wasto hurt
Nicholasin thebeginning.” A bitter laugh escaped him. “Can you believe it? The sick bastard became
infatuated with Nina, and he just took her.”

She darted at the mention of hiswife s name, remembering the woman from the church. She didn’t need
to ask the outcome.

“No, | guessyou don't.” He sounded weary. “By thetime | caught up with them, he had her convinced
shewasin lovewith him. Shetold meit wasdl her ideg, but | knew that wasalie. If you remembered
Nina...”

She shivered, recaling the cold woman from her memory of Erin’sdesth.

“Shewaan't like that before he twisted her mind,” he said in ahard voice. Brannon’ s mouth straightened.
“I gpologize. | have no right to read your thoughts and then argue with them. I1t' smore difficult to maintain
adistance when I’'m distraught.”

A memory dtirred at the back of her mind, and she frowned, struggling to focusonit. A flash of
Brannon's face—severd years younger and not lined with the cares of the world—cameto her. She
remembered them laughing together as they stood in the chapel. She knew theimage must be from Erin’'s
lifetime, because the church was long gone. She scrunched her brow. What were they doing in the
chapel ? Had he witnessed her wedding? No, that didn’t seem right.

Animage of Ninacameto her aswell. Shewasn’t smiling like Brannon. Rather, she looked tired and
strained, and there was a sullen set to her lips. She held achild in her arms. “What happened to your
son?’ she blurted out without thought.

Brannon flinched, but didn’t shy away from answering. “I wish | knew. Ninatook him with her the night
Koss attacked us, but when | caught up with them, he was gone. Koss nearly killed methat night.” His
mouth twisted. “ Do you know why he spared my life?’

She shook her head, leaning forward.

“So | could live with the agony of not knowing what they had done with my son, not knowing if he was
diveor dead”

Theraw painin histone made Emily reach out to him. She grasped his hand in hers and squeezed,
rubbing her thumb across the back of his hand. * Oh, Brannon—"

“If you two are through cozying up in the corner, | could use your help,” Nicholas said, approaching the
table. “The suppliesarelaid in, and we need to ensure the perimeter is secure before we lock down the
castle with ourselvesingde. | want to be certain thisredly isafortress before we close it to the outside
world.” Helooked angry, and his eyeslingered on their joined hands.

Shelooked up a him, pushing back the twinge of guilt. Holding Brannon’ s hand was innocent, but even
if it wasn't, she didn’t owe him any explanations. She was afree agent snce he didn’t love her anymore.
She met his gaze defiantly, not relinquishing his nephew’ s hand.



Brannon snorted softly as he moved his hand and got to hisfeet. He seemed to have cast off the bad
memories haunting him, but for the dight dumping of his shoulders and grim lines around his mouth.

* * % % %

They met back in the hdl after examining each section of the castle, nearly two hourslater. Nicholas
sepped into the faling rain, wearing alight jacket, and ran to the gatehouse. The portcullis came down
seconds after he stepped inside the small stone structure, and Emily assumed it worked by some
electronic means. As heran across the courtyard, the lightning flashed, and the rain began faling with
moreforce.

He entered the castle, shaking out hiswet hair, not bothering to take off the jacket before he and
Brannon closed the doors. He glanced at both of them before turning the key in the lock. “No one gets
in, and no one gets out until thisisover.” Thelock clicked, and he dipped the key back into the pocket
of hisjeans. Their eyes met briefly, but he looked away without speaking, then turned and walked to the
staircase without looking back.

“Hungry?’ Brannon asked.

She darted to shake her head, but her somach growled. “Yeah, | guess.”
“Youlike pizza?

“Of course, but | thought no one could get in.”

“I'll makeit.” He offered her hisarm. “1’m pretty handy in the kitchen, and Nicholas ordered enough
suppliesto last months.”

Shelooped her arm through his and walked with him into the kitchen. At some point in the last decade,
Nicholas had upgraded the kitchen. Anindustrid size dishwasher and refrigerator nestled into an acove
near the stove, built into the cabinets. Somehow, the mix of ancient and modern |ooked more right than
shewould have bdlieved.

Brannon gestured to the idand in the center of the kitchen. “Hop up on one of those stoals. Y ou can
help me chop vegetables.”

She went to astool and clambered up, watching as he walked to the fridge and opened the crisper. “Do
you need hep?’

“Nah, | know which vegetable I’ m holding by touching it. If dl sefals, there sawaysmy nose” The
opened sted door muffled hisvoice, until he turned to face her, bearing an armful of produce bags. “Are
therekniveson theidand?’

She glanced at the block of knives with wooden handles. “Uh-huh.” She extracted a chopping knife,
noting how sharp it was. Would it make a good weapon?“Um, if Koss comes—"

“When,” heinserted quietly as he set the bags on the Formica surface.

She cleared her throat. “When he comes, how will | defend mysdlf?’



His brows drew together, and he made a sound low in histhroat. “Good question. Guns against
vampires are mostly ineffective. They hed too fast, and it'samost impossible to do permanent injury.”

She reached for abag of bell peppers, extracting ared one. “1 don’t know how to use agun anyway.”
“Hmm. How about a sword?’
She shook her head. “No.”

Brannon unwrapped a carton of Portobello mushrooms and took out two large ones. “Are you aquick

Sudy?’

“It depends. Ask my parents about academics, and they’ d probably say no. | had ahigh GPA in high
school because the work was easy, not because | applied myself. Samewith college.” She grinned,
remembering how frustrated her father had been when she hadn’t been able to decide on acollege, let
aoneamgor. “They were annoyed when | decided to go to thelocal junior college with Sarafor a
couple of years. They thought | was wasting my potentia, or something like that.”

“Why' d you go there?’ Brannon popped a bite of the mushroom in his mouth, chewing it before saying,
“Nicholastold me you’ ve been accepted to NY U. Y ou' re going next semester.”

“I didn’t want to go to college at dl. It was acompromise.” Shetried to be casua when she asked,
“When did hetell you about NYU?’

“When hetold me| had to fix everything I'd messed up for you. He said it was important to dedl with
Koss before you had to be at college.”

She stabbed the knife through the pepper with more force than was necessary. “He' sdecided I’ m going
and that’sit, isit?’

“Y ou know Nicholas. He s stubborn.”

She dashed at asmall section of the pepper, thinking it yielded too eadly to the knife. “Soam 1.” If he
thought he could go on making her decisions, he had another think coming. Rather than yell a Brannon
for something Nicholas had done, she shifted the topic back to Koss. “How will Nicholas get Kossto
come into the open? The way | understand it, he likes to draw out his games.”

“Wewon't haveto lure Koss.”

“Y ou sound positive about that, but you weren't surethe last time | asked.” Her eyeswidened at his
confident tone. “What changed?’

“I know he'll cometo us, and soon.”

She stopped chopping and looked up a him. “How do you know?’

“I had avision. It wasn't clear enough to pinpoint exactly when, but it happened here. We al wore
about the same style of clothes, and | didn’t look any older. It sjust afeding, but | think it'll only bea
meatter of days. Weeks, at most.”

How could he sound so calm about it? She swallowed the lump in her throat. “ Have you ever been



wrong?’
“No.”
“What happened in the vison?’ sheforced herself to ask.

He hesitated, and even hisfingers stopped chopping the tomato he had moved on to after finishing the
mushrooms. “It was obscure—"

“Brannon?’

Hetook a deep breath and looked in her direction. “He held asword to your throat. | got the sense
neither Nicholas nor | could stop him.”

Her heart rate, aready dow, seemed to still completely. It was along second before her heart began
besting duggishly again. “He sgoing to kill me?’

“No, wewon't et that won't happen.”
“But you're never wrong,” she said stridently.

Brannon shook his head. “Nicholasand | will both do our best to protect you, but | won't let you go
into the situation helplesdy. | may not be able to teach you much in the time we have, but you won't be
completely defensdess”

“Soit’'ll just takelonger for meto die.” Emily didn’t like the stark acceptance in her voice. She wanted
to be in afighting frame of mind, not weak and powerless. She didn’t want to be dependent on Nicholas
and Brannon, but what chance did she have againgt Koss?

Brannon apparently couldn’t find an answer to her statement, because he picked up the knife again and
gtarted chopping the tomato without looking up. They worked in silence, moving mechanicdly.

She wondered how she would manage to eat, knowing this mea might be her last. If not thisone, then
surely some med would be in the coming days. Knowing she had aready died and returned severd times
should have brought her comfort, but she knew there would be no coming back thistime, not as Emily
anyway. Kosswould seeto that. And if Nicholasredly didn’t love her any longer, he wouldn’t bother to
look for her again. She would live the rest of her lives with no memories of ever having loved him or
being loved by him, because he wouldn't be there to remind her. That thought worried her more than
facing death.

“This sword should work for you. Notice how plainitis, but sturdy too?’

Emily stood in the center of the round wegpons room, located in one of the castle€' s four towers, holding
the sword Brannon had handed her. She was barely ableto lift it, more due to its length than weight. “It's
awkward.”

“Yes, but it does major damage—see how sharp the double-edge blade is? That one dates back to
Nicholas sancestor. He carried it into battle when the Normans invaded Briton.”



“It looks sort of like along meta club.” She grunted as she tried to lift the heavy sword. The only
decoration was the crest etched into the brassferrule. “Was he a Saxon?’

Brannon laughed. “No. He was part of the invading force. In case you hadn’t noticed, Nicholas doesn't
exactly have the Saxon look.”

“No, | guessnot.” Shefdt her wrist weakening, and she was relieved when Brannon stepped behind her
to support her arm. “Y ou do though.”

“My mother was French. | get my coloring from her.” He spoke aboruptly, indicating he didn’t want to
gpesk about that topic. “ There are five basic movesin sword fighting.”

He cupped his hand over hersand helped her raiseit fully. Together, with him guiding, they swung the
sword inatiny arc. “That’ s the cut. The objective isto connect thetip of the sword with your opponent’s
body. When you’ ve done so, you make asmall swing to leave acut. The preferred placeisalocation
where the enemy will bleed to death.” He helped her repegt the motion. “When dedling with avampire,
the cut isineffectud unless you manage to sever the spina column completely.”

She swung the sword again, growing used to itsweight. “The cut,” she repegted.

He kept his hand over hers. “Usually, the cut won't have enough force to get through the spind column.
Y ou haveto usethe swing.” He brought her arm all the way back, and then swung forward with alot of
force.

Emily’ sarm protested as the sword diced through the air, wrenching from her hand to clang against the
stone floor. She rubbed her wrist and looked up at him. “ Sorry. Maybe | should start with asmaller
sword.”

“Go get it.” He stood there, speaking as she walked to retrieve the sword. “Normaly, I’ d start you with
apractice sword, but it would take months to teach you anything. Y ou need asolid sword if you're going
up againgt Koss, and | don’t have time to baby you.”

She nodded. “I understand.” Emily stepped in front of him again, and he cupped his hand over hers,
lining up their arms. She was ready for the brunt of the swing thistime, and her arm moved more
gmoothly. “Thisisfor cutting the spina cord?’

“And hacking off limbs, cutting deeply into trunks, and lopping off heads.” He spoke matter-of-factly. “If
you get the chance, take off hishead. Vampires can't sprout anew one.”

She shuddered, picturing cutting off Koss's head. Despite some of her darker impulses, she couldn’t
embrace that image. “Y ou mentioned five.”

“Yeah.” He supported her wrist when he brought the sword near her side. Suddenly, he pushed her arm
forward, extending the sword out pardld to the ground with vicious force. “ The thrugt. If the enemy
leaves himself open, that' s your best bet. Aim for his heart and twist the sword. Once he' sdown on his
knees—and even avampire can't withstand that kind of pain easily—you cut out his heart. Quick and
brutal. He won’t show you any mercy.”

She nodded, imitating the movement again. “What e s?’

“Thelast two are defensve moves.” He paused. “Thetruthis, | don’t think you' Il have much need for



these. If you get in aposition of asword fight with Koss, it'sal over. You can't beat him. Y our best
chanceisto take him by surprise”

“Show me,” she said forcefully. She didn’t even want to imagine facing Kossin battle with asword as
her only protection, but was determined to learn everything she could.

He nodded. “ Thisisthe block. It’s hard to show it to you without another swordsman. Basically, you
just anticipate your opponent’ s move and try to block his sword with yours.”

She gave the sword an experimenta swing, grimacing asit pulled on her wrist. “And the last one?’

“The parry.” He positioned her in front of him. “Put your sword down, tip first. Y eah, that’sit. Line up
the tip with the hilt. Y ou wait until your opponent moves, and then you move your sword, just as his point
draws near your blade.” He stepped away from her. “Let me show you.”

Emily held the sword at her sde as Brannon walked to awall of the weapons room where arack of
swords hung. He picked up the hilt of one unerringly before returning to her. “ Go dow and easy, okay? |
don't think you can kill me, but I’'m not abig fan of pain.”

She swallowed her nerves and grasped the sword. “I’ m ready.”

“Okay.” He swung hissword inasmall arc.

Emily brought up the sword and blocked him, pleased by the clang of stedl againgt stedl. When he came
at her from the other direction, she blocked again. As he thrust at her, she dropped her sword into the

vertica position to parry. She moved too dowly, and thetip of hissword diced her arm. With ahiss of
pain, she dropped the weapon.

“I’'m sorry. How badly are you hurt?” Brannon laid his sword on the floor before approaching her.

“I'll live.” Thewound burned, but it was already closing. More damage had been done to her sweater
than anything. She knelt to pick up her sword again. “Let’'sgo.”

“Areyou sure? Maybe we should take a break.”

She shook her head. “No. | want to learn this.”

With a shrug, Brannon returned to pick up hissword. He stood till. “ Thistime, you attack me.”

Emily went at him with a.cut, which he blocked easily. She tried swinging from the other direction, and
he blocked again. She was soon caught up in the rhythm of moving the siword and became accustomed
to the weight, losing track of time as she kept swinging at Brannon, looking for an opening.

Shefinaly saw one and brought back her arm to swing, not putting much strength to the swing since
neither of them wore protective clothing. Her intention was to stop the point against hisleg, but the sword
clanged against another blade as she brought it forward. The shock caused her to drop the sword, and
she turned to see Nicholas holding aweapon.

“What are you thinking?’ he asked, anger evident, as he faced Brannon. “Do you know how
irrespongblethisis?’



“She'sdoing well,” Brannon said inamild tone.

Nicholas scoffed. “It' sarecipe for disaster, pairing anovice with ablind swordsman. Y ou're going to
get killed, or shewill.”

“Thet' || save Kossthe effort, won't it?” She brought her handsto her hips, forcing his attention back to
her by stepping into hisline of vison. “I guessyou planned to let me go into this defenseless. At least
Brannon'stryingto hedp me”

“Brannon’ sgoing to get you killed. HE |l fill your head with stupid confidence, and you' |l be convinced
you can take on theworld.” Helowered hissword. “Don’'t beafool, Emily.”

“Should | wait for you to protect me? Look how well you’ ve done that job for the last eight hundred
years.” Even asshe said it, Emily longed to cdll it back. She saw how white his complexion got and the
way he swayed. She reached out to steady him, but arrested the motion upon seeing the anger in his

eyes.
“Leave us, Brannon.”
“Nicholas—"

“Now! If shewantsalesson, I’ll give her one.” Hisvoice was barely above awhisper, but it vibrated
with anger.

Brannon crossed hisarms over hischest. “I’m not going to let you hurt her.”

“Thisis between us. She'll walk away.” He turned his back on his nephew to meet Emily’ seyes. Rage
burned in hisblack depths. “Tdl himto go, Emily.”

She swallowed her fear and nodded. “I'll befine.”
“Emily, you don’t know—"
“Please.” Fear hummed in her veins, but 30 did a curious sense of excitement. “1 want to do this.”

He left the weapons room, muttering under his breath. When he had gone, Nicholas gestured toward
her sword. “Pick it up.”

She pursed her lips and bent to retrieve the sword. With afalse sense of bravado, shelifted it and faced
him. “I’'m rea—" Before she had finished speaking, he thrust forward with his sword. She barely
deflected it in time, and didn’t get a chance to counter his cut. He diced through her shoulder in the blink
of an eye, causng tearsto wdl in her eyes.

Emily retdiated by thrusting the sword at him, but he parried easily and countered with ahard swing.
Her hand broke under the stress of the blow, and she dropped the sword, cradling her hand against her
chest. She could fed the bone reforming, and the pain brought tearsto her eyes. Before she could
surrender, he diced her leg with his sword. She cried out and fell to her knees.

“That’ s how fast it would be over for you. Look at you.” His tone was scathing, aswas his gaze when it
raked her. “Y ou’ re bleeding and two seconds from collgpsing. | haven't even broken into a sweset.”



“Yeah, you'reamazing,” she said, maintaining her front of courage as her hand finished hedling, and the
pain faded. She tossed her head, sending waves of chestnut hair cascading down her back. Her eyes
widened when he brought thetip of the sword against her throat. She leaned back automatically ashe
pressed closer. Even when she fell backwards onto the stone floor, he didn’t let up. Instead, he pressed
thetip in deeper. She raked her fangs over her lipswhen she drew in abreath as hot pain flared in her
neck. “Please.”

“If | were Koss, you'd aready be dead.” He kept the sword steady against her throat. “He has no pity.
Don't you understand? If he gets past Brannon or me, you' re as good as dead.”

She swallowed as he jabbed her once more before withdrawing the sword. She touched her throat and
found awound oozing blood. “ Y ou want me to be defensdess?’

He held out a hand to help her up.

She accepted it warily, wondering if he would attack her again. Instead, he pulled her to her feet, and
she stood beside him. She was s0 close she could smell the trace of copper on his breath, indicating he
had fed recently. Shelicked her lips without thought as she stared at the artery pounding in histhroat.

“You are helplessagaing him.”

Shewrenched her gaze from his neck to meet his eyes, not missing the dart of desirein hiseyeswhen
she stepped closer. “ Show me something. Anything. | want to be able to defend myself.”

He cleared histhroat as he stepped away. He stopped to lift her sword and Brannon’ s before carrying
al threeto thewall and returning them to their positions. Then he moved to arack of daggers, studying
them for amoment before lifting a short one with athin blade. He returned to her and held it out.

Emily looked down at the dagger doubtfully. Shelifted it from hishand. “A dagger didn’t help Erin.”
He looked startled. “What dagger?’

Sheturned over the dagger, examining the intricate design of the handle as she spoke. “She'd had a
witch put aspell on the dagger, but it made no difference. Kosstook it through the heart and pulled it out
eadly enough.” She looked up when Nicholas s hand fastened on her arm.

“Why?Why would she do that?’

She licked her lips, remembering Nicholas hadn’t known about Erin’ s gifts. “ She had avision about
Koss. She knew hewould come that night and tried to be ready. She didn’t tell you about her abilities
because she knew she would haveto tell you about her fate.” She couldn’t keep the pleading from her
voicewhen shesad, “Don’'t leave me as vulnerable as shewas. | don’t want to die that way.”

He looked stricken as he redled away from her. “ She knew he was coming. Why didn’t shetell me?’

“She thought you would be killed aswell if you Stayed at Valsade Manor.” Emily bowed her head. “ She
didn’t know they would stay around to torture you after her death.”

He shook his head. “How could she keep it from me all those years? | had no idea. | was surprised
when shedidn’t develop even aniota of psychic ability, but she said she must not be suited for it.” A
harsh laugh escaped him. “ Shelied to mefor eighteen years.”



Emily took astep toward him. “ She was protecting you.”

“Shedidn’t even give me the chance to save her or our daughter,” he said with asnarl as heturned on
her, gathering her in hisarms. “ Shewas a blind fool. She should have known she didn’t stand a
chance—"

“Shedid,” Emily interrupted. “ That' s why she made you promise to change me, before she even cameto
Valsade Manor. She knew how shewould die. Erin knew things...things| can't begin to remember.”

He sagged againgt her, and his chin rested on the top of her head. “How could she have made that
decision without me? She chose her fate and our daughter’s.”

“ She thought she was making the right choice.”

“Shewaswrong.” Histone lacked the anger of before. In its place was weary acceptance. “ She had no
right.”

“So you're saying it waswrong of her to make choices without consulting you, even if she thought they
were for the best?” Emily tried to be gentle with her prodding.

Helifted his head to meet her eyes. “What are you getting at?’

“I know you think you' re doing what' s best for me, but it should be my decision whether | want to go
back to New York, or if | want to stay herewith you.” She touched his cheek, waiting to seeif hewould
push her away. “Y our pretensewon't fool Koss. All it will do is hurt both of us.”

Heflinched. “What pretense?’

She pressed herself closer to him. “1 know you' re trying to convince yoursalf you don't love me so Koss
won't hurt me, but it’ stoo late. HE Il kill me anyway, even if you make yourself believe our loveisdead.”
She wrapped her arms around hiswaist, taking achance. “1 don’t want to spend my last few days
fighting with you or hurting because of you. | want to be with you.”

He remained stiff in her embrace. “ Emily, we can't do this. Y ou have to go home. | can’t loseyou
agan.”

She pressed her cheek againgt his chest, clinging to him when hetried to push her away. “What do |
have to go hometo? My placeiswith you now. It took me along timeto redlize that, but now | know

who | anandwho | was.” Shelifted her head to meet his gaze. “I know how | felt about you, and |
know how | fed now, although you’ ve done your best to dissuade methe last few days.”

“Emily—"
“l love—"
He pressed hisfingersto her lips. “No, don’t say it. You'll sedl your fate.”

Sheturned her head to free her lips. “1 love you. I" d rather spend aweek in your arms than an eternity
away from you. If my love for you means my degth, | can accept that.”



He shook his head. “Y ou don’t know what you' re saying. Y our life' s been turned around. Y ou’ ve gone
from hating meto loving mein afew days?’ he asked with more than ahint of skepticismin histone. “I
don't think s0.”

She nodded forcefully. “1 know how | fed. Once the piecesfdl into place, it al made sense. | just
needed to regain my memory.”

He shook his head more emphaticaly. “It' sfear, that’sdl. Y ou' vereaized thereismore evil inthe
world than just me. | seem safein comparison to Koss, so you think you have to adign with me. You
don't. I'm prepared to let you go if we defeat Koss. Y ou don’t have to buy my protection. After what |
did toyou, I oweyou—"

She sghed at his stubbornness. “ Answer one question for me.”
He eyed her with obvioustrepidation. “What?’

“Do you love me? Or did you mean it when you said you wanted to move on? | can't ever replace Erin,
because though | have her soul, I’'m not her. I’m not Emma, Erukan, or Elspeth either. I’'m just me.
Emily. If you can't love measme, then I’ll leave. But if you do love me, tell me, for God' s sake. Don't
waste what may be our last few daystogether.” Shetightened her hold on him. “Am | enough for you?’
She held her breath, awaiting his answer.

Chapter Seventeen

He cupped her facein his hands. “Do you know what you' re doing to me?’

Emily nodded. “Yes. At least, | hopel do.” She pressed her body closer to his, feeling proof of his
arousa againg her hip. “Do you want me?’

He groaned, but didn’t answer.
Shelowered her voice to awhisper. “Do you love me?’

“You know | do.” Nicholas sounded asif the admission hurt asit was wrenched from him. “ Jesus,
Emily, you know | loveyou.”

She sagged against him, so relieved by his admission that tears came to her eyes. She began sobbing,
and he patted her back in an awkward display of comfort. Burrowing closer, sheinhaed, enjoying the
smdl and fed of him.

“Why areyou crying? Are you upset? Isn't thiswhat you wanted?” There was anote of confusion
mingled with disressin hisvoice.

She shook her head, unable to speak. Instead, she clung to him until she was able to stem the flow of
tears and catch her breath. Shelifted her head and gazed into his eyes, seeing his concern, but more
importantly, fedling it. Their minds were bonding asthey had the night hisfather died, but thistime their
common link was pleasure, not grief. She stretched on her toesto press her lipsto hisas she saw him
picturing her do that. He didn’t pretend to resit, she noted with satisfaction, as her mouth moved over



his. Emily softened her lipsagaingt his at the same time as she brought up her handsto tanglethem in his
hair.

Hislips seemed determined to mold themselves to hers as he crushed his mouth on hers. Emily moaned
under the ondaught, as she pressed closer still. Warmth spread through her ssomach and moved to her
pussy. Her nipples hardened as his tongue stroked hers, and she responded in kind.

She lowered her handsto his shirt, tearing at the cotton pullover to pull it free from thewaist of hisjeans.
She pushed up the red material and stroked his firm skin, pausing to trace his abswith her fingertips.
Emily broke the kissto lower her head to taste him, licking his ssomach and up hislightly furred chest, to
the vein above his heart.

With more leisure than hunger, her fangs penetrated his skin. Nicholas s blood flowed into her mouth,
and she lapped it away as each drop beaded on her tongue. His hands were at the hem of her swester,
pushing it up. As his nails dug into the flesh of her back, she arched againgt him, lifting her head to meet
his gaze, seeing the red burning in hiseyes. She knew hers must reflect the same thing, and reveled in her
lack of control.

“My room,” he said in ahusky tone as he pushed the swesater over her head, snagging her amsin the
deevesfor amoment before he was able to work it free. He threw it away from them.

She shook her head. “It’ stoo far away. | want you now, Nicholas.” Emily pulled off his shirt and tossed
it into the corner to join hers. A line of blood oozed down his chest from the wound she had made, and
she caught it at hisnipple, licking it away before pausing to lave the rigid peak. He gasped, and her pussy
tingled with spreading warmth.

With an impatient growl, Nicholas unhooked her braand ripped it away, breaking the strapsin the
progress. She winced at the brief pain, but he soon distracted her by lifting her into hisarms, and Emily
locked her legs around hiswaist as he walked. She jerked with surprise when her back touched the cool
stone of the wegpons room, having thought he was taking her to hisroom. She kept her legslocked
around hiswaist as his mouth dipped down to taste her nipple. The bud tightened under histongue, and
she groaned when hisincisor raked across her sengtive flesh, leaving ashallow furrow. Thetang of her
blood on histongue flooded her mouth, increasing her arousal even more, and she rotated her hips
againg hishard cock.

Emily pressed her back againgt thewall and splayed her arms, offering her breasts for his consumption.
As he continued suckling, one of his hands cupped the neglected breast, and hisfingerslightly pinched
that nipple. Emily ground her pussy againgt his cock, fedling it spasm againgt the confines of hisjeans.

She brought her hands to his waistband to unsnap the jeans before undoing the zipper. His cock pressed
againg the cotton barrier of his briefs, and she stroked him, fedling him harden even more under her
fingers. A cry escaped her when Nicholaslifted his head from her breast as he pushed her againgt the
wall, holding her againgt it with hislower body pinned against hers. Her pussy fluttered when he pushed
his cock againg her.

Emily wanted to fed his skin againgt hers, and she wiggled her fingers. Her hands had been trapped
between their bodies, and she eased them out. Immediately, she ventured to the elastic band of hisbriefs
to dip her fingersinsde, caressing his smooth cock. Stroking his cock was asfamiliar to her as bregthing.
She closed her eyes, remembering how it was to have his cock thrusting inside her pussy. In her mind, his
pleasure mingled with hers, causing her clitoristo swell as her arousal increased.



“Emily?’ Her name on hislipswas more of arasp than an actua word.
She opened her dragging eydlidsto meet hisgaze. “ Y es?’

“Areyou surethisiswhat you want?” A frown marred hislips. “1 won't be ableto et you go if you give
yoursdf tome”

“I know.” Shefondled his cock, grinning when he moaned. “I'm not giving mysdif to you.”

Swesat beaded his brow, and he looked to be in pain as he started to ease her away. He nodded, and his
bland expression almost succeeded in hiding his discomfort and disappointment. “I understand.”

Emily pushed more firmly against him and leaned forward to brush her lips againgt his ear while pressing
her finger to hislips. “I’'mtaking you insde me. Thisismy choice.”

In seconds, she was lying on the floor, not even noticing the hard stone under her. She focused soldly on
asssting Nicholasto remove her pants and his. When he returned to her, she held out her arms, drawing
his skin againgt hers. She parted her thighs and nestled his cock with her pussy, waiting for him to enter
her, but he didn’'t move. Shefrowned. “I’m sure. Y ou don’t have to worry—"

“It' snot that.” He pushed back long strands of his hair that had escaped his ponytail during their
passionate embrace. “1 don't have any protection.”

The lessons she had learned in Sex Ed flashed through her mind, but they weren’t compelling enough to
make her stop. She couldn’t focus on trivia thingslike STIs and pregnancy when she wasthis closeto
joining with Nicholas. Now she knew how people could be so irrespongble. “I don't care” Shelifted
her hips, taking his cock insgde her. A burning sensation caused her pussy to contract, but it faded as
quickly asit came. As Nicholasthrugt into her, al shefdt was pleasure. His and hers, whirling together
ingde her mind, so red she could dmost seeit. She arched her back and matched his rhythm, not caring
about anything in theworld at that moment besides belonging to Nicholas.

He sought out her clit between their fused bodies, rolling it between histhumb and forefinger. Emily’s
passion escaped in aloud cry, uncaring right then if anyone heard her. She arched her hips, frantic to
match his movement and get more of histouch. Nicholas surged inside her with equa fervor, dso voicing
his pleasure. As his cock spasmed inside her, her pussy contracted around him, and the orgasm swept
over her, stedling her breath and dl ability to think.

Ashecameingde her, Emily held tightly to him, feding complete for thefirst timein thisincarnation.
Now, she knew how their love had endured eight hundred years for him, how it had become an
obsession he couldn’t break free from.

His entire body trembled as he braced himsdlf on his arms and bent his head to kiss her on the mouth.
“Thank you.”

She looked up a him with dazed eyes. “Why?’
“For making this choice, for coming back to me.” He closed hiseyes. “1 can’'t loseyou again.”
“Youwon't.” She uttered the assurance automaticaly, while wrapping her arms around Nicholasto pull

him down into her embrace. As helay with his head buried against her chest, she Struggled to fight back
tears, not wanting to reveal the sadness overtaking her. In dl her other lives, their moments of happiness



had been dl too brief, despite their earth-shattering intensity. Would thistime be any different?

* k % * %

Emily awoke with her heart pounding in her ears. For thefirst timein the Six days since she had moved
into Nicholas sroom, she had a sense of disorientation at waking so abruptly, and it took severa
secondsfor her to redize where she was. She pulled the covers higher across her shoulders and turned
her head to look at Nicholas. He dept on his side, turned away from her, snoring softly. What had
awakened her?

“Emily.” Her name was a soft whisper, but the voice held anote of menace.

She sat up in bed, looking around, searching for the voice. It hadn’t been Nicholas's. “Brannon?’ she
asked, athough she knew it wasn't his voice either.

“Emily, my love, let uscomeinto play.”

She shivered as the voice spoke again, redlizing she didn't hear it from an externa source, but rather
from inside her head. She clapped her handsto her ears, shaking her head, wanting to deny what was

happening.
“We want to have fun, Emily. Won't you let usin?’

“No,” she screamed. Nicholas didn’t even flinch at her raised voice. She turned to him and shook his
shoulder. “Wake up. HE sin my mind. Nicholas? Nicholas!” She shook him frantically, but he dept on.

“Hecan't hear you, Emily. It'sjust you and |, dearest. Open for me.”

Koss svoice dithered through her mind like asnake. The way he kept saying her name was amost as
creepy asjust having himin her thoughts. “No,” she said again, but with lessforce.

“Emily, let mein.” He spoke more forcefully.

She shook her head, whimpering when she redlized her feet were out of the bed, touching the cold stone
floor.“l won't doit. You can't comein.” Shetried shouting, hoping to drown him oui.

“Let mein, Emily. Do it. Now!” His voice reverberated through her skull.

Emily cradled her head as she got to her feet. A blinding light flashed behind her eyes, and blood poured
from her nose. She fumbled on arobe without thought as she shuffled to the window, pressing the deeve
to her leaking nose. Shetried to turn around, but her feet wouldn’t cooperate. When she reached out to
touch the stedl lock on the shutters, she screamed again. “Help me, Nicholas.” She closed her eyes,
struggling to reach hismind and wake him. “ Please,” she said with awhimper as her fingerslifted the bolt.
Shetried to stop hersdlf, but her hand moved independent of her brain in loosening the lock. With alight
push from her, the shutters opened.

“Look down, Emily.”

She leaned out the window at the voice' s command, looking down at the courtyard. She saw Kossand
Ninastanding there. Tears flowed down her cheeks, and shetried to lift her arm to close the shutter

again.



“No, no, dearest. Invite usup.” His voice had changed to atender croon.” You need to break the shield
Nicholas and Brannon put on Vallsade Manor. Tell usto come up, and we can play.”

“No,” shesaid under her breath, struggling to force her arm out to grab the shutters. Pain seared through
her, and her hands dripped blood from thousands of tiny cuts that spontaneously appeared. With acry of
shock, she fell away from the window, stuffing her bleeding hands in the pockets of the robe.

“Emily, don't displease me. Say theword. It's so smple.” He sounded like her piano teacher, who had
been frustrated when she couldn’t grasp scales.” Open your mouth, Emily.”

Unseen hands pried open her jaws. She bit down hard on her tongue, trying to keep in the word.
Though blood flooded her mouth, the word emerged anyway. “Enter.” The hands released her, and she
collgpsed on the floor, sobbing. “Nicholas,” she screamed with al her strength.

The door to their room burst open, and Brannon stepped inside. His hair was disheveled, and he wore
pajamas. The sword in his hands meshed incongruoudy with his nightwear. He turned pale and swayed
when he saw the open window. “Did you invite him in?’

She nodded. “I tried to stop—~
Hewaved his hand as he rushed toward the window. “Help me.”

Even as he spoke, Koss and Nina gppeared at the glass, seemingly hovering in midair. Ninawaved, and
acold smile twisted her lips, giving her countenance a predatory appearance.

They didn’'t seem bothered by Brannon closing the shutters and engaging thelock. He didn’t seem
reassured by placing abarrier between them and the chamber as he rushed to Nicholas s side, touching
hisforehead with a scowl. “Kaoss has him in adeep deep.” He closed hiseyes, seeming to befocusing dl
his thoughts on hisuncle. He didn’t even look up when the shuttersrattled in their frame.

Nicholas's eyes opened with agasp, and he sat up in bed. His eyes darted between Brannon and Emily.
She made it to her feet and backed away from the clattering shutters. As she gained her footing, she
broke into arun and rushed to his sSde, touching hisface, unaware of smearing her blood on his skin, to
reassure hersalf he waswhole. “Darling? Can you hear me?’

He nodded, till looking dazed, but his eyes were dert. They fastened unerringly on the shutters, and he
hurried from the bed, trading looks with Brannon as he did on jeans before reaching for his sword. He
didn’t bother with ashirt as he turned to her and pulled her into hisarmsfor along kiss.

She resisted the urge to cling to him when he pulled away. “I’'m sorry. | tried to stop mysdif...”

He brushed hislips against hers once more. “1t’ snot your fault. | should have redized he would use
you.” He met her eyes. “1 loveyou, Emily.”

She swallowed the thick lump of moisturein her throat. “I love you too, Nicholas.”

“Whatever happens...” Hetrailed off, tucking astrand of hair behind her ear. “If something happensto
you, I'll find youif I can.”

“If something happenstoyou...” Sheswalowed. “I'll find youiif...if | can.”



“Nicholas.” Brannon's frantic tone drew theair attention back to the window as the shutterstore freeto
go spinning into the night, followed by the pane of glassripping from the stone casement intact, to join the
shutterswherever they might land.

Koss and Nina stepped inside, seemingly not &t al bothered by their hostile reception. They didn’t
speak, and neither Nicholas nor Brannon seemed anxious to break the eerie silence that accompanied
them.

Emily stuffed her hand against her mouth, discovering the cuts had hedled, but traces of blood remained
on her hands. She touched her nose, rdlieved to find it was no longer bleeding. Unconscioudy, she wiped
her hands against the front of the robe as she fell back into the shadows. She didn’t want to appear timid,
but knew Nicholas and Brannon would do better if they didn’t have to worry about her being in the way.
She dipped her hand into the pocket of her robe and clutched the handle of the silver dagger Brannon
had given her, glazed with the venom of the beaked sea snake. She would have just one chance, and only
if Kossgot near enough for her to saizeit.

Ninamade the first move, lunging toward Brannon after she removed a sword from the sheath in her
coat’ slining. Brannon blocked her swing, and their swords sang to each other at first contact. He moved
warily, seeming to wait for her to attack.

Emily held her bresth as Nina s sword came within a hairsbreadth of Brannon's neck before he
Sdestepped her. She bit her lip when he swung his sword at the woman, dicing through the thick leather
of her coat and into her ssomach.

“I don’'t want to hurt you, Nina” He spoke camly, but his hand seemed dightly unsteady on the hilt of
hissword. “That doesn’'t mean | won't.”

“Oh, good.” She touched her arm and then brought her hand to her lips, licking it clean. “Because | want
to hurt you,husband . | want you to die. Y ou’ ve been an abatross around my neck for far too long.”

Brannon stepped back and parried as she thrust her sword at him, not bothering to speak again ashe
continued to defend himsdlf, without taking the offensive. He seemed to do just enough to keep her at
bay, without trying to hurt her.

Emily had gotten so caught up in watching Brannon and Nina spar that she jumped with surprise when
she heard Nicholas s blade clang against Koss ' s. Her eyesinstantly settled on them, and she watched as
they took turns swinging at each other. Their movements were graceful and precise. If she hadn’t known
better, she might have assumed they were fencersin an exhibition match.

She couldn’t hold back a cry when Koss made thefirst cut on Nicholas, dicing halfway through his bare
stomach before withdrawing his sword. She wanted to rush to him, but held herself back, knowing she
couldn’t help him. She balled her handsinto fists and pressed her back against the wall, watching as
Nicholas struggled to stay on his feet and hold his sword.

The stifled cry escaped her when Kosslifted his sword and swung down on Nicholas swith al his
strength. In hisweakened condition, Nicholas couldn’t hold the sword, and it fell from hishand. Pressing
his advantage, Koss cut the sde of Nicholas sleg, shredding his jeans, and causing him to fall to his
knees.

She heard Brannon grunt and turned to glance at him, finding Nina had disarmed him. Brannon was



pushing againgt her wrist, but wasn't making much headway in inching away the knife sheheld a his
throat. Her strange eyes gleamed when she pressed the blade deeper, causing aribbon of blood to
stream down his neck. She held the sword in the parry position at her side.

“Nina, love,” Kosssaid in awarning tone.

With aglarein hisdirection, she pulled back dightly. “On your knees.”

“Noway.” Brannon reached for the knife, but in doing so, he exposed historso. A hissof air escaped
him as she plunged her sword through his upper body, narrowly missing his heart, and lodging the sword
between hisribs. His complexion paled, and he collapsed onto the floor, hugging his somach ashe
curledinto abdll.

“Brannon,” Emily shouted, rushing forward.

“Stop, dearest.”

Koss svoice drew her up short, and she turned to gaze at him with frightened eyes, unableto holdina
whimper when she saw Ninapull her sword from Brannon’s chest and approach Nicholas.

She brought the tip againgt the back of his neck with more force than was necessary, causing Nicholas
to grunt, but he didn’t cry out. Ninalicked her lips, and her eyes shone with anticipation.

Kosswithdrew the sword he had held against Nicholas's chest and crooked hisfinger at Emily. “Come
tome, Emily.”

“Don'tdoit,” Nicholas said. Nina gouged the sword deeper into hisflesh when he spoke.

Emily couldn’t make her feet move. She glanced at Brannon, surprised to see hewas Sitting up dowly.
Her gaze swung back to Nicholas, taking in the lines of pain on hisface as he maintained his strong
facade in the face of Nina' s knife and sword. Her heart wrenched as she moved her eyesto Koss. He
caught her gaze, and her feet were suddenly moving. Shetried to resist, and ablinding light flashed
behind her eyesagain.

“If you comewillingly, I'll let him live”
“Don’'t,” Brannon managed to say as he bent forward, clutching hismiddle. “He I kill you.”

She swallowed down her fear and let her feet take over. Too quickly, they carried her to Kaoss, pausing
only once as Nicholas reached for her ankle before Nina s sword caused him to stop.

When she stood before Koss, shetilted up her chin, determined to meet him on her terms, not cowering
at hisfeet.

He chuckled as he brought his sword to his side and used his other arm to draw her against him.
“You'revery brave and very foolish to come so willingly. Y ou must beimagining dl theterrible things 'l
dotoyou.” Hismouth twisted into apatronizing smile. “Y ou think I'm going to kill you.”

“You'regoing to try.” She was proud of the way her voice remained steady. Inside, she was a mass of
quivering nerves, but knew she appeared fearless—as long as he couldn’t smell her fear.



Koss shook hishead. “No, not thistime. I’ ve thought of something better. I’ m going to keep you, dear
Emily. Y ou see, each time | do away with you, Nicholas aways managesto find you once more.” He
dropped his sword on the floor so he could still hold her againgt him while caressing her cheek. “This
time, hewon't be ableto find you again—not if | keep you dive.”

“I'll never let you take her,” Nicholas bit out through clenched teeth, with obvious difficulty, asNina
used her knifeto draw designson hisback. “You'll haveto kill usdl first.”

He made a clicking sound with histongue. “Y ou were ways so stubborn, Nicholas. That’ s unbecoming
in acompanion. Y ou could have been my partner, my lover, but you threw away that chance when you
crept out of my gpartmentslike arat in the shadows. Y ou had me convinced of your love and loyaty
before you betrayed me.”

Nicholasglared up a him. 1 never loved you. Everything | did waswith the goa in mind of getting back
to Emma”

Emily frowned as she saw a hint of pain darken Koss' seyes. Could it be he truly loved Nicholas, or had
at one point in the past? Had more than adesire to punish Nicholasfor daring to leave him prompted his
campaign of vengeance?

“Very perceptive.” He pulled her into hisarms, bringing his mouth close to her ear. “I’ ve searched
through nearly five millenniato find my soul mate. | thought Nicholas was the onefor atime, but now |
know heisn't. | was confused, you see. HE sjust apiece of the puzzle...” Hetrailed off, seemingly lost
inthought. “1t' sup to meto bring it al together.”

She shook her head, confused by his statement. “Why can’t you just let him go?’ She despised the note
of pleading in her voice and forced her spineto stiffen. “ Can't you let us be happy?’

A drange expression flashed across hisface. “Why should you be happy when I’'m dlone?’

She closed her eyes, seeing the futility of trying to reason with him. Emily dipped her hand into the
pocket of the robe to grasp the dagger and steeled hersdlf to plunge it through his chest. She tightened
her hold on the handle as she pulled it from the robe and aimed for his heart.

He captured her arm hafway through her thrust. He didn’t seem upset. Only mildly amused. “Y ou must
learn to hide your thoughts, dear one.” He kept histone light as he applied bone-breaking pressure to her
hand, forcing her to drop the dagger. He didn’t stop until she was on her knees before him.

When he released her hand, Emily cradled it againgt her chest, fighting back the tears swvimming in her
eyes. Sheforced hersdlf to meet hiseyes. “I’ d rather die than be your captive. Just kill me.”

He patted her head. “I think you'll learn to love me. | know | look forward to loving you.” Heflashed a
look at Nicholas. “ Share and share dike, right, Nicholas?’

Nicholastried to get to hisfeet, but Nina pressed the sword deeper. “Go ahead,” sheinvited. “| would
loveto plunge this through your neck and berid of you forever, Vadlsade.”

“Don't,” Emily cried. “Please don’t hurt him. I’ ll do anything you want,” she said as she turned back to
Koss.

Koss sarrogant expression had changed to one of confusion. He stared at her intently, making an



ambiguous sound low in histhroat as helooked down at her. Findly, he knelt beside her, but didn’t reach
out for her, other than to take her hand. “Close your eyes.”

“| want to watch death coming,” she said with false bravado, fearing the tremor in her voice betrayed her
true emations.

“Closeyour eyes, or I'll cut them out.” Histone was coal, but his eyesreflected his determination.
“Brannon can tdll you the processis painful, especidly if you don't hedl asquickly asavampire. Since
you're one of us, your eyeswill grow back, but it will hurt more than anything you' ve ever endured.” He
brushed afinger againgt her lid.

Emily closed her eyes, preparing herself to fed a sword at the back of her neck. She whimpered when
Koss' s hands dropped on her shoulders, then did down her body, pausing to lightly caress her breasts
before moving lower. His hand lingered on her ssomach, pressing gently, and she fought to leave her
pleasfor mercy unvoiced. If he planned to defile her in front of Nicholas, she wouldn’t show her torment.
Shewould be strong for his sake.

To her surprise, he withdrew his hands and stood up. She cautioudy opened her eyesto stare up at him,
finding him facing away from her with his eyes closed.

“After dl thistime, it dl becomes clear,” he murmured under hisbreath, ill not turning toward her.
Emily’ s gaze swept across the floor of the chamber, alighting on Koss s sword, lying just afew feet from
her reach. She closed her eyes, concentrating on it with al her might. She didn’t know if she had any
telekinetic abilities, but needed that blade. She pictured it gliding through the air to the hand she extended.
A rattling sound had her opening her eyesjust in time to see the weapon knock against the stoneson the
floor beforeit propelled itsdf through the air, Straight at her. She cried out as she caught the blade, rather
than the hilt, absorbing the pain of the cut as she legpt to her feet and turned the sword to grasp the hilt.
AsKaosswhirled around to face her, Emily plunged the sword through his heart and twisted with al her
srength. He screamed as he fell to his knees, with blood streaming from the wound and trickling down
his mouth. She continued twisting, until she heard Nicholas cry ot.

Sheturned at the sound and saw Ninashoving the knife through hisneck. “Let him go, or I' Il kill Koss”
Nina s scream echoed through the room. It wasn't one of fear, but rather one of rage. Shelet go of the
knife and kicked against Nicholas s back with her thick boot, causing him to dump to hisside. She
stormed at Emily, but froze when the sword twisted another inch.

“I"'m close to cutting out his heart. If you want himto live, you' |l both leave now.”

Nina's eyes darted between her and K oss as she made her way to her lover. She knelt beside him.
“What do | do?’

“Leave,” Kosssaid inaraspy voice.

Emily pushed the sword in another inch. “1 want your word you won't return. Swear to meyou'll leave
usaone”

With what seemed like a huge effort, Koss, managed to get to hisfeet, though the sword remained in his



chest with Emily grasping it in her trembling hands. “1 release you, Nicholas. It was never you. | seethat
now,” he added with marked ambiguousness.

Nicholas had gotten to hisfeet, and was now knedling beside Brannon. He didn’t acknowledge Koss's
wordswith so much of aflicker of his eyelashes, concentrating instead on Emily. She met hiseyesand
amiled before turning back to Koss. Still fedling Nicholas s gaze on her, she drew strength fromit. 1’1l
release you now. Y ou' re bound by your pledge.”

“Can you trust me, sweet Emily? 1 may have no honor.” He still sounded wesak, but not as drained as he
had a moment ago.

She nodded. “1 know that, but | remember you forcing Nicholasto bind himsdf to you with his
declaration. | assume your word isyour bond.” Hesitantly, she withdrew the sword, but didn’t drop it.
Instead, she kept it pointed at them as Koss lost his strength and leaned against Nina. “ Get out.”

“Wewill meet again,” Koss said, seeming to muster his strength. “ Different circumstances...” Hetrailed
off, eyeing her with astrange glint in hiseye. “ Take care of your daughter. She will be preciousto me.”

“What?" Emily took astep forward, but Nicholas' s hands on her shoulders restrained her as he drew
her againg his chest. “Y ou swore—"

Koss walked with Ninato the window, pausing once to look back. Already, he appeared to have
regained mogt of his strength. “1 will honor my promise. Nicholas has been released from hisvow.” Then
he turned away, and they stepped through the window, hovering in midair for amoment before beginning
to float down with the speed of afeather.

Brannon was on hisfeet and ssumbled to the window to watch them leave. He seemed to have trouble
moving, but had survived the dash of Nina ssword.

Emily turned and buried her face against Nicholas s chest, sobbing. Now that she didn’t haveto be
strong, she wanted nothing more than to curl up in hisarms and have him hold her for ahundred years.

When Brannon limped over to them, Emily turned from Nicholas to embrace him too. After she wept
into hisbloody pgamashirt for amoment, she lifted her head. “How can you live through that?’

“I'm adhampir, Emily. Part of my strength comes from the foul blood in my veins.” His eyes softened.
“Y ou were amazing. So strong and confident.”

“Foolish,” Nicholas said in agrowl. “He could havekilled you. | told you—"

“Hush, darling,” Emily interrupted, turning back to him to put her arm around hiswaist. She touched the
cuts on his back, finding most aready scabbed over or healed completely. She glanced up a him. “Did
he meanit? Areyou free?’

Nicholas hesitated before nodding. “I think so. I’ ve never known Kaossto bresk hisword. He placesa
high vaue on honor, which was part of the reason he’ s nurtured his anger with me for eight hundred
years. | seduced him and left him when he didn’t expect it. | broke my word, and he’ sfelt the need to
punish me ever since.” He frowned. “I don’t know what' s changed.”

“He said something about it all coming together...” Fear surged through. “ And what was that about our
daughter? What did he mean?’



Nicholas appeared equally puzzled. “1 don’t know.”

Brannon sighed. “|1 keep forgetting how inexperienced you are, Emily. How attuned you still need to
become to your powers. I'm surprised you haven't redized it yourself yet.”

Sheturned to frown at him. “Redized what?’
“Can’'t you fed the new lifeforming inyou?’ He gave her asmile. *Y ou' re expecting alittle girl.”
Emily eyed Brannon with sad eyes several weeks|later. “ Are you sure you fed strong enough?’

Henodded. “ Y eah, I’'m heding well. 1t's hardly more than a scratch now, and | have businessto teke
careof.” He gave her acrooked smile. “After al, you'll want to visit your folks soon. After they yell at
you for eloping, they’ll bethrilled by the news of the baby.”

She couldn’t hide the sadness from her expression. “ They’ || have the sad duty of telling me about Sara,
thinking | didn’t hear about it before running away.”

Henodded. “It' sthe best | can do to fix things for you.”

She nodded. “1 know.” Emily turned to Nicholas, clutching ahandful of hisshirt. “ Can’t you make him
gtay awhilelonger? We can vist my parents|later in the summer.”

He shook his head. “ Brannon needsto go, love. After he dealswith the Situation in Huxley, he hasto
find the answers he seeks.”

She bit her lip. “But if Koss hurts him—"

“Right here, remember?’ Brannon teased. Histone grew more serious when she turned back to him. “I'll
gtay intouch, and I'll be homein timefor her birth.” He patted her gtill-flat somach. “ She hasto meet the
only normd family shehasonthe Vdlsadesde”

She wasn't able to muster even awan smilefor his comment, but tried to keep the concern from her
eyes as she hugged him. “ Come back safely to us. Our daughter needs a protector.”

“Shehastwo,” he said againgt her hair before drawing away. “Y ou and Nicholas are aformidable pair.”
Sadness shadowed his expression. “ Y ou' Il keep her safe, with or without me. I'll help keep her out of
harm’ sway when the time comes, if you need me, but there’ s something | need to settlefirst.”

She nodded, knowing how she would fed if her daughter disappeared. She wouldn't stop until she
found out what had happened. “1 hope you find what you' relooking for thistime.”

“Sodol.” He pressed akissto her cheek before turning to embrace Nicholas. Then, with ajaunty
wave, he did into the backseat of the taxi waiting in the courtyard. Asit drove away, he didn’t turn back
intheir direction.

They watched him go until hishire car disgppeared from sight. Emily turned to Nicholas. “Do you think
he'll find what he' slooking for?”



“I don’'t know.” He pulled her againgt him. 1 only hope he/ saslucky asme.”

Shelifted abrow. “What?’

Hekissed her forehead. “ After dl these years, | findly found you again. Thistime, I'm keeping you
forever.”

She waked with him into Valsade Manor, where they had decided to settle for the next few years. She
tried to block out her worried thoughts, but her mind kept circling back to Koss' swords and the
memory of Erin’s concerns. She hadn't told Nicholas about Erin fearing their daughter’ sfuture lay with
Koss, but knew she would have to soon. They would have to dways be vigilant if Koss wanted their
daughter. Emily couldn’t even begin to imagine what he would do with her if shefell under his power.

She shook her head, struggling to cast off her bleak thoughts. Now wasn't the time for worry, but for
joy. Regardless of what the future held, they had this happy moment to themselves, and she intended to

enjoy it. Sheonly hoped their eternity wasfilled with more happiness than sadness. They’ d had enough
sorrow to last ahundred lifetimes, but thistime would be different.
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