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Prologue
 

Deception is bitter pill to swallow.  As difficult as it was for me to fathom, I had to face the reality that the Council had been dismantled in a well-executed attack. Adolfo and Lenora’s futures were unreadable to me, utterly black.  Their void could only mean one thing: they had met their final death.  There was no other option.  Sofia had been badly injured in what was being labeled as an unfortunate gas explosion by the media at the Carriage House in the Upper East Side.

Truth be known, I had come close to meeting my own death that day as well.  If not for my last minute vision of the building exploding into a fireball, Nigel, Amir and I would have perished, disintegrating into a pile of ash. We had all been lured to the Carriage House under the guise of an emergency meeting.

There had been no meeting for us to attend.  Only death had been there to greet us.

Logically, I knew there was only one person that could have been responsible for the destruction of the Council.  They had everything to gain and nothing to lose.  It was the very same vampire that wanted their secrets to burn along with the building, the written logs of their disturbing experiments and lies being consumed by the fiery inferno. The mastermind behind this would be facing an unpleasant surprise when he would learn of our survival.  He would have not expected any of us to walk away alive.  This is what happens when greed and the need for power overtakes common sense.  I had watched my own maker succumb to the same sort of madness hundreds of years ago.  Many were not suited for immortality.  Centuries of death could destroy the strongest of minds and resolve.

There is no secret, no reason I should not lay it on the line.  I knew exactly who masterminded this entire fiasco.  It was none other than my beloved’s father, Kian Ahearne.

Unbeknownst to Kian, I had copies of his journals and tomes locked away for my own safekeeping.  Someday soon, we would need this proof.  He had grown sloppy, careless with his authority.  His arrogance would be his downfall.  I had insured Josephine's safety by his own recklessness.  At some point, this safely hidden evidence would be his final demise and if I were lucky, he would die at my hands.  It would be a sort of poetic justice that he would meet his end at the same hands that had killed hundreds, if not thousands of innocent vampires at his final command.

Revenge would be sweet; however, it would be a pittance to the turmoil he’d caused over the centuries.  It kept my mind focused as we spent hours navigating through the underground tunnels to make it to the surface to safety.  The only thing that kept me motivated to return was Josephine.  Amir’s presence may have broken our bond, but I could feel my love for her urging me to continue, the promise of her survival my motivation.

Josephine.  The love of my existence would soon be mine in every way possible: my lover, my mate and my wife.  My dead heart sang with the knowledge as I trudged through the bowels of the city.

Kian had disappeared after the fire, leading us all to believe he too had perished.  I found it difficult to believe he was truly dead.  He was much too crafty to not have had an escape plan in place.  Yet even as his daughter lay motionless on our bed, changing into her true mortal existence, I was on guard as he had not been seen for nor heard from for two days.  Like a cockroach, he would show himself under the cloak of darkness when he felt it was secure.  He would have formed a safety net of some sort.  He had vampires assisting him.

Kian’s power gave him the upper hand.  He was a powerful shield, much like Josephine.  While her power could manifest physically, he could shield himself and his intentions quite well.  We were playing a dangerous game of Russian roulette.  Each time we met, the barrel was spun.

For now, we had to remain vigilant.  We could not let our guard down for a moment.  He would be ready to pick off each of us, one by one.  As I sat at Josephine’s bedside, my long dead heart was heavy with the knowledge that we would be at the top of his list.  If he separated or killed one of us, the other would simply wither away.  The bond that tied us together so strongly could ultimately be our biggest vulnerability.

There would have to be revenge.  There were many ways to achieve it and equally as many ways to pay for it.  I had witnessed the evil one man was capable of carrying out.  It was now my choice to act and pay the hefty price for keeping those I love safe.

 





Chapter 1
- I Was Dying To Get To You
 

"I'm dying to be with you..."

The words were on repeat in my mind like a broken record...an endless echo of my hastily spoken promise played through my mind.

It could have been hours, days, months, years...time ceased to exist.  Or at least the way I recalled time existing. As I drifted between consciousness, I vividly remembered telling Stefan I was dying to be with him... and the desperation of feeling his arms enclose around me, the soul crushing sounds of his dry sobs wracking his strong body.  Even as I slipped away into this state of in between, neither human nor immortal, I thought it unfair and cruel that this beautiful, strong man was suffering because of me.  It was then I became enveloped in all compassing darkness, the searing pain of my body making its immortal changes, my new reality.  Underneath the agony was my driving desire to be back at his side.  It was an obsession that was like a fever, burning me up inside.

 My heart had long given up the battle.  It lay silent in my chest, my body held in place as if it was restrained with wire cables, keeping me tethered to this strange version of reality.  My lungs felt heavy, sluggish.  Every raspy breath I drew was a struggle, like making the attempt to breathe underwater.  It was then I realized I no longer had the need to do it.  But I focused on simply trying to inhale and exhale because it was something concrete and normal I could feel and do.  And I wanted to feel something...anything.

Anything.

I'd fade in and out of consciousness, lost in a dream like state as I lay immobile.  I'd awake occasionally to feel Stefan's hand on mine, only to drift further into a blackness where nothing existed except the strange flashes of memories.  Laughter. The smell of salt water.  Cool, crisp wind running through my hair.  Loving, calloused skin on my own.  The taste of his sweet kisses...running into strong arms that were open wide, waiting for me.  In this dream, the sun glinted off his much longer blond hair.  His human, steady heart strummed against my chest when he swept me in his arms.

Was I dead?  Had I found a heaven that reunited me with a human version of the love of my life?

Just when I'd grown accustomed to the lulling sense of numbness and bright flashes of memories, the true brunt of my pain began.  It settled over my chest and with every labored, unnecessary breath I took, the agony spread over my shoulders and into my neck, each surge spread the pain further into my limbs.

There were times when the pain was unbearable and I simply wanted to scream out for relief.  Yet I had no release; I couldn't find my voice to even whimper.  Eventually the agony spread lower until my entire body was engulfed in pain, a blazing wildfire of flames that seemed to have engulfed me entirely.

My new existence was one of compete and utter misery.  Had it been this way for Stefan, for Lukas or Anna?  Not one had mentioned this sort of blinding, never-ending agony.  Relying on my ability to meditate, I focused, becoming attuned on the things I could hear and smell around me.  Soon, I was able to isolate the rush of Stefan speaking to me, his smooth, lilting voice the only constant calm in the storm, keeping me anchored to some sort of reality.  And my mind clung to him, petrified that I would never find relief from this turmoil I was in.  Unable to understand his words, I was happy that his voice alone seemed to soothe me.

I would find a way back to him.  There was no other option.

Seconds, minutes, possibly hours passed and the never-ending pain raged on, seemingly with no end in sight. I heard the quick footsteps of Lukas enter the bedroom.  I was amazed to find that already my sense of hearing and smell had improved dramatically.  Lukas smelled of leather and the comforting smell of parchment.  I knew instinctively I'd be able to pick out the sound of his footfalls easily, even in a crowded room.

"Stefan, ze zal perfect zijn. Je maakt je teveel zorgen," his voice assured him, sighing loudly. “Je moet niet om haar heen blijven hangen als een of ander lulletje rozenwater.”

They spoke in an odd language; one I'd never heard them converse in before.  It was obvious they'd chosen an unfamiliar dialect so they could talk over me in their attempt to communicate and keep me blissfully unaware of their conversation.  But even though I couldn't understand them, my mind could picture a vivid image of Lukas with his hands on his hips and his eyebrow raised in mock aggravation at what he perceived Stefan's 'hovering' to be.  Stefan's entire demeanor would be stoic and solemn; his broad shoulders would be tense and his chiseled face grim.  Part of me wanted to laugh at Lukas and reach for Stefan to reassure him…however, my base instincts told me that any movement would be like daggers in my tender flesh.

“Ze is mijn levensgezel en mijn leven. Het is mijn taak om me zorgen te maken over haar veiligheid," Stefan argued, the words booming through the room.  His deep voice seemed to curl around the strange words.  "Ik voel haar pijn alsof het de mijne is. Wij hebben nooit deze onverdraagelijke pijn gevoeld tijdens onze transformative.  Wat als er iets mis is? Ik weiger het om haar te verliezen.”

“Oh Stefan, verdomme. Luister dan naar haar hart. Ze is aan het veranderen en er is niets mis."  I heard Lukas' heavy exaggerated exhale.  “Het zijn dagen als deze dat ik me afvraag wie de meester is in deze relatie, en wie het kind."

"Dat is genoeg Lukas." Stefan commanded icily. "Jij maakte je ook zorgen om Anna tijdens haar verandering. Waarom maak je je niet evenveel zorgen om Josephine?"  

"Anna was different and you know it.  Josie is a fighter.  She's strong. You should've known Josie would be different," he said, switching over to English as he chuckled.  "She's more than human.  Are you sure you're ready for this, Stefan?  The human Josie will be gone."

I could only listen and mentally agree with him.  Lukas was right.  Leave it to me to make the immortal change different and difficult.  Another wave of pain washed over me and at the same time, the scent of Stefan hit me, comforting me.  I always knew he smelled good to me, just not this delectable. I could never pinpoint exactly what it was, but now I could. He smelled like home; earthy sandalwood and now I could clearly smell the distinctive smell of the ocean...brine and sand mixed with the sweet aroma of honeysuckle.

As I breathed in his scent, I could feel a slacking of the pain starting in my neck and shoulders. My fingertips were free from pain as well, and I moved them slightly to test my pain. That was the last movement I made, instantly regretting my impulsive move.  Even that small movement caused a roaring surge of pain to course throughout my body. I decided that remaining still was better.

Soft footsteps entered and the scent of cinnamon flooded the room.  Anna.

"Jesus, Stefan," she gasped. "And I thought she was beautiful before.  It's not fair, you know," Anna admonished, taking my hand.  Her touch felt like shards of glass pressing into my sensitive skin.  I wanted to scream at her to let me go, but I couldn’t find my voice or the energy to protest her well-meaning touch.

“She will always be the most stunning creature I have seen in my long life,” Stefan chuckled.  Upon hearing the deep, throaty sound of his voice, I thought that there couldn't be a more beautiful sound. I heard myself gasp out loud before I could stop myself.

"Josephine?" I heard softly at my ear, but there was no way for me to answer him.  "I miss the sound of your voice.  Come back to me, vackra.  Jag förlorade utan dig här."

"She's going to fine," Nikolaus said, his heavy boots scraping over the wood floor as he joined us in the room. "She's managing the best she can.  Surely you know this, Stefan.  You can feel her in your bond."

Stefan’s silence was shocking.  It was the shock of my brother’s words that made me realize I couldn’t feel the link to Stefan.  The hum of his mind was silent, his emotions and thoughts ripped from me, leaving behind yet another gaping hole in my aching chest.  Even though I couldn’t speak, my mind screamed out to him. “Stefan!”

"I’ll be glad when she wakes up," Lukas complained.  I heard him shift from foot to foot, the floor creaking under his weight. "I can't wait to see her in action.  Not to mention all of this moping around is depressing as hell.  What’s the worst thing that can happen…"

"God, Lukas.  You need to shut it.  Now."  Anna's voice scolded.  “She’s going to be fine, Stefan.”  She paused and I heard her draw in a deep breath.  I heard her clear her throat uneasily.  “Stefan?”

The sudden hush in the room was deafening.  I could hear four sets of breaths, one strumming heart and foreboding silence.

When he finally spoke, his voice was laced with anguish. “I can feel her pain.  I cannot sense anything else, Anna.”

My heart broke at the defeat in the subdued, almost fearful timbre of his voice.  My mind exploded in fear and my desire to reassure him.  “I’m here…I love you.  Don’t give up on me…on us.”

I heard everyone and I missed them.  I missed Stefan. I knew I was in the room with them, yet I wasn't, not really. I wanted to be curled in his lap, wrapped in the security of his arms instead of being lost in this labyrinth of darkness and agony.

"I think Josie’s in enough pain.  We shouldn’t worry her more," Nikolaus’ quiet words cut through the silence. From the sound of his voice, I could tell now that he was sitting by Anna. He smelled like spice and citrus, his slow heartbeat keeping an odd measure of time.  I found myself counting his heartbeats.  It was an odd distraction, especially as the realization washed over me that my heart would never beat again.

"Nikolaus, can you hear her?" Stefan asked, his lilting voice sounding ragged.

"Only images, really.  She misses you and doesn’t want you to give up on her," Nikolaus murmured.  "She'd never admit it, but she misses us all."

It was hard not to smile at my brother’s words.  Our time together had been short, but we were so much alike that it was frightening.  We were both frightened of revealing our true feelings; so terrified that we’d get hurt.  Stefan had broken that wall down with his love and devotion…would Nikolaus let Anna do the same?

“I will never give up on her.  I would follow her in death to be with her.” Stefan insisted, the hitch in his voice interrupting my inner thoughts.  He sighed in relief and I felt the softness of his fingers stroke over the top of my hand.  Like a reassuring caress, I wanted to hear Stefan’s voice reassure me again and again.  It seemed like all I could focus on was the resonating cadence of his words and the gentleness of his touch.

Losing myself in the contentment of being with Stefan, the hours dragged and bit-by-bit, the pain continued to recede, sluggishly pulling away from my arms and legs.  It was little relief.  All of the pain seemed to have radiated to my torso.  Everyone was still in the room and I could hear them all drift closer. Focusing on Stefan's steady breath, I used his scent as a comforting blanket.  I let it wrap around me, blocking everyone and everything else except him.

"I’m not trying to be a prick, Stefan but why did you change her now?  Did she ask you to do it?"  Nikolaus' voice broke through the silence of the room again.  His accusing question brought an eerie quietness to the room as every one awaited Stefan's answer.

"I did not change her willingly," he said, his normally smooth voice sounded stilted as he stammered over his words. "After the explosion…we exchanged blood and her body began the change on its own accord.  She told me she was dying to be with me.  Just as we were destined to be."

"A vampire with no true maker."  Lukas piped in.  "She could be uncontrollable.  Christ, she’s already unpredictable and hotheaded.  But now…now we may need to disappear until she is under control."

NO!  My mind screamed out in disagreement.  I didn't want to go into hiding.  There were things I needed to do, dammit. I wanted to find Garrett’s journals; I wanted to handle my unfinished business with my father.  I even wanted to marry Stefan.  My fingers clenched into a tight fist before I realized what I was doing.  Searing pain shot through my chest with the intensity of a lightning bolt strike. Red-hot agony ran down my spine, blinding spots of light shooting behind my eyelids.

"Hmm," Nikolaus whispered.  He moved closer, his footfalls echoing in my ears. "Obviously she didn’t like that idea."

"Vackra." Stefan's voice was at my ear again. "We will do whatever you want. I promise."

His gentle words calmed me and as time passed, the others grew restless and would move in and out of the room, but Stefan never left. At one point, he started humming softly, either out of habit or at some attempt to calm me or himself.

Nikolaus came in a final time. "Not long, Stefan.  The pain is subsiding."

"Leave us."  Stefan's strained plea sounded hoarse and gruff.  "Please."

"She'll be fine, Stefan," Nikolaus said.  I heard his voice grow softer as he stepped farther and farther away.  "If you need us, we'll be close by."

The room grew quiet again.  My pain increased and involuntarily my back arched off the bed and my entire body tremored. I released a final, shuddering gasp and the pain...the agony that had consumed me was gone, leaving me feeling strangely empty as my body slumped back on the mattress.  Our bedroom was silent, except for the reassuring sound of Stefan's steady breath.  Yet all around me, the vivid sounds were deafening…I could distinctly make out the sounds of four people breathing, the continual ticking of the clock on the wall, the shuffle of Lukas’ feet as he excitedly jumped up and down, the soft murmur of Anna talking to Nikolaus and the rumble of cars on the street below.

I took silent inventory of my body.  I still felt like me.  But everything was different.  I could hear more; smell more than I ever had before.  Even the clothes on my body felt strange.  Normally, the soft cotton of my t-shirt would feel comforting.  Now it simply felt foreign, the fibers rough and scratchy against my newly sensitive skin.

Finally gathering the courage, I opened my eyes to my new reality.  It was like seeing the world through the eyes of a newborn child.  Everything was bright, in perfect focus and exquisite detail.  I could see tiny dust particles floating in the air above me, the tiny, almost imperceptible cracks in the ceiling above me now stood out in sharp detail and the ticking of the clock was so very, very loud for my sensitive ears.

But it was the heaviness of Stefan’s sigh that made me search out the anchor that had held me to this reality and helped me weather the agonizing storm my body had endured.  For a moment, I simply listened to him, trying to search for his presence in our bond.  I was shocked at the silence of my mind and the absence of his.

The bond that tied us together was gone.  The emptiness that filled me was staggering.

He didn't know I was conscious.  I was sure of that when I heard his whispered prayer, spoken in his native tongue. "Odin, far-wanderer, ge mig vishet.  Mod och seger. Vän Thor, ge mig din styrka.  Och båda vara med mig."

With those words, I realized he was on the verge of falling apart...something Stefan would never knowingly let anyone, even me, witness. He wouldn’t want to let me see how much my change was affecting him.  I almost didn't move from the bed, knowing he would attempt to mask his feelings and try to shield me from his turmoil.  But the urge to go to him was much too great and impossible to resist.

His large, normally imposing frame sat hunched over in a chair.  His elbows were braced on his thighs with his hands folded behind his head. His blond hair fell over his forehead, shielding his eyes.  When I eased the covers aside and sat up, he showed no sign of noticing my movement, his gaze still fixed upon the floor.  As I stared at him, I was shocked to see his fingers trembling.

My stomach knotted tightly.  With the link between us frayed, I couldn't feel his emotions or access his thoughts, leaving me at a disadvantage. Silently, I approached his side.  When I cautiously touched his shoulder and spoke his name, he jerked as if I'd struck him.

Before he could reject my comfort, I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tightly, burying my nose in the comforting smell of his neck and simply breathed him in.

He was rigid as stone underneath me at first.  He gradually relaxed, sweeping me into his lap and holding me with a fierce protectiveness.  My throat clogged with unshed tears as he held me firmly.  I gulped them back; my tears were the last thing he needed right now. I pressed my lips against the thickness of his shoulder in silent communication.

After a long while, I felt him loosen his hold. "I am sorry..." he began.  I cut him off by touching a finger to his lips and shaking my head to stop his words.

"Uh-uh.  You’re not going to do this because I’m not sorry for changing.  No one can keep us apart now.  This is the way it was destined to be."  I reminded him gently.  "Right now, I need you to just hold me and let go of everything else," I insisted, knowing he wouldn't be able to refuse offering me comfort.  As if our touch alone restored it, the bond between us opened completely, the electricity between us humming with renewed strength.

His immediate sense of relief caused silent sobs to shake his shoulders.  I was speechless at seeing this strong man that had ripped creatures apart with his bare hands fall apart like this.  Did he regret that I'd no longer be so fragile?  Would he miss the small remaining human part of me…my blood, my heart beat?

"Never."  He vowed, reading my unspoken worries.  He tilted my head back to gaze into my eyes.  His face was streaked with pink tears, standing boldly out against the paleness of his handsome face.  "I was terrified that you would not wake. I could only sense your pain in the bond until you touched me.  You were a complete void to me."

I felt my lips tug up at the corners.  "As if you could get rid of me so easily.  You're stuck with me, Stefan.  Forever."

His face relaxed and the soft smile he reserved for me relaxed the tenseness of his lips.  "There us nothing I want more than that.  Jag alskar dig."

His large hands smoothed my hair away from my face as his bright blue eyes searched my face.  "I did not think it would be possible for you to be more beautiful.  Yet you are."

His soft words made me smile, and if I could have blushed, I would have.  Looking up at him through my eyelashes, my vampiric eyes took him in.  I saw details I couldn't have seen before with my much weaker human vision.  He was more beautiful than my human eyes and mind could ever comprehend.  The flawless skin of his face glowed, the intense blue of his eyes sparkled.  The prominent arch of his high cheekbones tapered to the sharp square of his jaw.  My fingers traced the contours of his face, relishing the satin of his skin under my fingertips.  My thumb dragged across his lower lip, aching to feel the powerful sensation of his mouth against my own.

"I love you too," I whispered.  He was always perfect to me, but he'd never looked this stunningly gorgeous. Studying his face even closer, I could see more than the light blue of his eyes; there were tiny flecks of green that I'd never seen before.  I noticed the feathery laugh lines that seemed more prominent.  His flesh was smooth, his once hard body pliable under my hands.  I placed my fingers against his cheek and smiled as he leaned into my touch.

"You are back with me.  The way it should be." He touched his lips to mine, slowly, tentatively.  I melted against his powerful body, my lips working in tandem with his.  Wrapping my legs around him, I squeezed him closer and heard him grunt softly in pain. “You are stronger now.  Unbreakable.”

“Unbreakable?”  I echoed, loosening the grip my legs had around him.  My mind whirled into overdrive as I thought of all the things I no longer had to fear.  No illness could touch me and I’d walk away from a car crash literally unscathed.  No human death could take me away from him.

“Yes.  You are unbreakable.”  His mouth began a slow descent down my neck.  His tongue circled over the now silent pulse point.  “And you are perfection.”

A moan slipped from my lips at his words.  As his mouth continued to nip at my throat, his hands roamed over my clothes, lingering over the heaviness of my breasts.

“You know what I want, Stefan.  I want you to take your time with me…I want you to show me what you’ve been holding back from me.”  I laced my fingers through his and squeezed his fingers around mine, tightening his hands around my breasts.  My head rolled back and hot desire clawed at me, sharp and begging to break free.

I heard muffled conversation from the other room and the knowledge that visitors were close by seemed to snap me back to the present.  I did my best to put a damper on the desire that swirled in my veins. “I know they’re out there waiting to see me.  Let’s go see them and then you can have me.  All of me.”

His familiar growl rumbled deep in his chest.  His mind suddenly veered sharply away from the assembled vigil just rooms away.  He was already planning…scheming.

My head snapped up and our eyes met.  His were hooded and dark as his gaze seemed to pierce my heart. "We have an eternity, right?  I want you too, but I at least need to see them." I finally said softly and gently caressed his stubbled cheek with my fingertips.   His skin felt so different now...or was it me that could feel things differently? My mind was struggling to stay focused.  I sighed and traced the outline of his arched cheekbone.  "I’m sure you know, but I heard everything that went on while I changed.  It was easier if I was quiet...for me and you.  And I…I’m sorry that you thought you’d lost me."

Stefan didn't reply, but instead grasped my hand with his own and slowly moved it down his face to his mouth. He wearily closed his eyes and kissed my palm with his warm, gentle lips. The softness of his mouth and the tenderness of the gesture caused me to close my eyes and gasp. Smiling crookedly, he turned my hand around and brushed his lips across my knuckles. Slowly, I pulled my hand from his grasp and placed it on the back of his head, gently rubbing the crown of his scalp. He moved his entire body forward and met my lips in a yet another hesitant kiss, moving slowly and deliberately. He reached his left hand around the back of my neck and pulled me even closer, his large hands tangling in my hair as the kiss deepened and the energy humming between us reached a fever peak.

Normally his kisses would leave me breathless.  Without the necessity to breathe, it seemed as if the kiss would never end...nor did I want it to.  Teeth nibbled at lips, tongues twisted together in a sensual symphony.  The need and want between us almost spiraled out of control, even Stefan's kisses seemed different once the tentativeness and hesitation melted away. His lips, while tender, were much more demanding than they’d ever been.  We’d been separated much too long.

He had been holding back on me.  The realization washed over me, my stomach clenching in the most delicious of ways, a warm, primal need settling over me.  If his kisses were so wild and untamed, what else would be?

I’d already forgotten about the worried group assembled in the next room, lost in him.  He reluctantly pulled away and rested his forehead against mine.  "I am not ready to let you go and as much as this pains me to say, your brother is waiting.  As is Anna and Lukas.  They have been worried as well."

Oh.  Each of their faces fluttered though my mind, the images fuzzy and hard to focus on.  It was as if I was looking through my human memories with a Vaseline covered lens, glimpsing at out of focus, hazy pictures.   I ruffled his soft hair between my index and middle fingers as my mind refocused.  "Right.  My mind..."

"Is jumbled and confused."  Stefan finished knowingly.  His sea blue eyes glittered in understanding.  “I promise, it will get easier to balance what you are feeling.  It will not always be so overwhelming."

Blinking at his words, I couldn’t help but wonder if I wanted to discover a balance?  How easy would it be to let my primal instincts take over and only worry about Stefan?  We could just forget everything else for the next century.  No sooner had the thought began to unfurl alluringly in my mind, I realized how cruel and selfish that would be to the others standing by, waiting for me to emerge.  We were a family, regardless how dysfunctional.  We’d be together for an eternity.

"Promises, promises," I whispered.  I dropped a kiss on the end if his nose and reluctantly rose from his embrace.  Stretching my arms above my head, I took silent inventory of my body.  I felt stronger; any small aches or pains I'd had disappeared, my muscles strong and powerful. "The sooner we do this sooner I have you to myself, right?"

A sexy smile twisted his lips and a blond eyebrow cocked arrogantly.  He knew where my mind…and libido was currently hovering.  It was somewhere between sizzle and inferno.  "That would be the plan.  Are you ready for this?  How is your thirst?"  Stefan questioned.  His mind probed mine even as he asked.  I could feel his worry and concern.

Swallowing, I considered my thirst and bloodlust.  Honestly, my throat simply felt dry.  I felt no insane, all consuming need for blood.  I was anxiously waiting to see my ‘family’.

"It's fine.  C'mon," I urged, pulling Stefan to the door.  I reached for the doorknob when I remembered that Nikolaus was still partly human and I spun to face Stefan with fearful eyes. "Wait!  Shit…what if…"

Stefan stared down at me with a look of understanding on his handsome face.  He knew that my biggest fear would be that once I smelled my brother’s sweet blood coursing through his veins, hear the enchanting wet thump of his heart I’d lose control.

He knew me better than myself.  Beautiful bastard.

“Anna easily controlled herself around Nikolaus from the very beginning.  You are his sister.  Any desire you might feel for blood will be tempered by the knowledge you would be killing your sibling, yes?”  Stefan reminded me, brushing the backs of his fingers down my jaw and lingering across my throat.  “You can do this, Josephine.  If there is anyone that can overcome desire for blood, it will be you.  I know this.  If I doubted you, I would not let you see a human to tempt you, vackra.  I would not be so cruel to hurt you like that.”

Taking in a deep breath of courage, I gave him a sharp nod and let him intertwine my fingers with his.  “I know you wouldn’t.  You have more trust in me than I deserve.”

He chuckled; a strained smile graced his lips.  “There is one final thing we need to discuss before we leave this room.”

That sounded ominous.  I simply stood and waited for him to continue.

“Your shield.  I am sure it is stronger now that you have made the change.  You must promise me if I need to restrain you for any reason…you cannot use it on me.  If you hurt an innocent it would destroy you.”

A makerless vampire.  Lukas’ earlier words resonated in my mind.  I could be uncontrollable.  If I was unable to control myself and acclimate to being around humans, we’d be forced to go into hiding.  I couldn’t let that happen…not with so much at stake.

“I promise.”  I sighed and squeezed his hand tightly.  “I won’t use my shield on you if we are among humans.”

“Or vampires as well.  You cannot reveal this gift you have to anyone else.  Your father knows, as does the three in the other room.  The more people that know, the more of a threat you will be seen to be.  We have enough enemies that would like nothing more than to see us eliminated.  We need no more than what we have already.”  Stefan advised.  A familiar image of a man floated to the forefront of Stefan’s thoughts as he spoke.

“Amir?” Saying his name made the hazy face of the strange, amber eyed man that I’d met only days earlier come into sharper focus.  He was Stefan’s vampire brother…and Lukas’ lover.

“He knows nothing.  He will remain in the dark about this ability,” Stefan retorted sharply.  I could tell by his tone and sense of resolve that our conversation regarding Amir was over.  And for now, I’d give him that.  However, this topic was far from closed.

Narrowing my eyes, I peered closer at him.  Amir was supposedly on our side, an ally for the greater good.  Had something happened to make Stefan distrust Amir?

Stefan glanced up at the ceiling and he heaved a heavy sigh.  “You will never let anything rest.  He has done nothing per se, vackra.  Amir is my brother.  You must remember I have not seen him in many years.  I cannot read him to know of his true intentions and for many years, he harbored much resentment about his existence as an immortal.  He is a concern and he will continue to be a loose cannon until he fully earns my trust. His cloaking ability makes him as blank to me as Kian and that will always worry me.”

Fucking Kian.  Just thinking about my birth father made the hair on the back of my neck stand up in attention and my blood boil.  Evil, cunning and deadly, he would kill either Stefan or myself if given the chance.  If I had anything to do about it, he wouldn’t come close to touching Stefan or me.  The next time, I’d let my shield crush him.  I’d feel no remorse at seeing him die.

“You have my word.  I won’t use my shield in front of humans or vampires and I’ll let you restrain me if I lose it.  Please, I want to see them.  I want to see them so we can have some time to ourselves.”  I pleaded softly.  I hated to beg, but my body and my mind were at war, each wanting the same thing and both equally annoyed because they were being denied of what they wanted: Stefan…and Stefan naked in our bed.

“Go.”

His soft mental command made me reach for the doorknob once again.  My free hand tightened on his out of reflex as I pulled the door open and I stuck my head out the door into the hallway, surprised to see weak sunlight spilling through the large windows.  I’d totally lost track of time and had no idea what time it was, let alone the day.  I held my breath, not trusting myself to breathe in the one thing that I knew I’d want more than anything.

Blood.

Stefan followed closely behind me as I crept down the hallway.  All conversation from the other room had quickly ground to a halt as they heard my hesitant approach and awaited my appearance.  I glanced over my shoulder and exchanged a smile with Stefan.  His rugged face was filled with encouragement, love…and trust.  Feeling his rush of confidence through the bond gave me the courage to let down my guard and inhale a deep breath, waiting for the allure of Nikolaus’ blood to overtake me.  Bracing myself, my spine stiffened and my eyes clenched shut as I waited to lose control.

Exhaling softly, I felt no wild blood lust.  Sniffing softly, each of their unique scents blended together in the spacious room.  And I could hear the wet thump of Nikolaus’ heart as I stood on the other side of the room.  While tempting, it was manageable.  I cleared my throat and opened my eyes, glancing around the room at the people that I valued above all others.  All of their eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for me to address them.  Lukas seemed the most excited.  He was bouncing on the balls of his feet, his icy blue eyes glittering.

I did my best to swallow my nervousness and try for nonchalance.  “Don’t you all have something else better to do?”

They all seemed to move at once, moving quickly to embrace me.  Their sudden movements frightened me and instinctively, I crouched defensively and felt my fangs drop for the very first time.

The emergence of my fangs was the tension breaker and distraction I needed.  I was suddenly fascinated with the razor sharp teeth, running my tongue over the long, needle like points.  Only Nikolaus had the presence of mind to step back, pulling Anna with him as he gave me the space to let me gather myself.

“Ah, your fangs.  Let me see you.”  Stefan blurred to stand before me, urging my mouth open.  His thumb brushed over my lips, softly stroking the plump flesh until they parted.  His index finger traced over each fang, causing a hot flood of need to unleash deep in my stomach.  “Beautiful.”

“Biased.” I shot back, innocently letting my tongue flicker out to playfully lick his lingering fingertip.

Lukas seized the opportunity and stepped to Stefan’s side.  His perceptive eyes appraised me as they always did, his head cocking from side to side.  He pursed his lips and nodded happily.  “Awake for less than an hour and you’re already like rabbits.  Typical.  Someone should write a smutty romance book about the two of you.  It would all be sex though since you’re obviously unable to control yourselves.”  His fisted hands rested on his waist and he tapped his foot impatiently.  “Tell me Mr. Romance showed you what you looked like.  He gave you a few minutes with a mirror, right?”

“A mirror?” I repeated, looking between Stefan and Lukas curiously.  “Why would I need time with a mirror?  I know what I look like.”

Lukas sighed heavily.  He shook his head and his eyes went skyward in bored exasperation.  “Hello…you’re a vampire now.  You still look like Josie, but it’s a much-improved version.  You need to see this…” 

Lukas grabbed at my hand, attempting to tug me along with him.  Normally, he was much stronger than me and I had no choice but to follow.  But now…now I could hold my own with any of them.  A smug grin settled over my face as Lukas lost a winning fight to drag me away.

“I think the days of you dragging me around are over, Lukas,” I advised, arching an eyebrow at him.  Mumbling under his breath, he walked across the room and plopped on the couch, his arms stiffly crossed under his chest.

Anna and Nikolaus stood back against the wall, cautiously watching me.  Neither had made a move to approach me, giving the opportunity to face them when I was ready.

My gaze landed on my brother’s face first.  His emerald eyes were guarded, but his steady heartbeat let me know he wasn’t afraid of me.  He was simply waiting for my acceptance, knowing I needed my space and didn’t want to intrude until I was prepared and willing.

Jutting my chin, I opened my arms wide enough for both Anna and Nikolaus.  “I know you both want to do it.  Let’s get this over with so we’re not hugging all night.”

They both wrapped their arms around me at the same time.  My head rested at the base of my brother’s throat, his pulse strumming strongly against me.  I could smell his warm blood, coursing through his veins temptingly.  I realized sooner than later, I’d need to feed.  But it wouldn’t be on my brother.

As if he’d read my mind, his grip on me only increased, leaning to whisper in my ear.  “You won’t hurt me, Josie.”

I nodded and hugged him back for a moment.  Not wanting to press my luck, I pulled away and let Anna pull me closer.  “I was so worried.  Don’t do that to me again.”

Laughing softly, I squeezed her and playfully nudged her with my shoulder.  “Anna.  You’re not going soft on me are you?”

She huffed and tossed her brown curls over her shoulder.  “You were out for three days, Josie.  Stefan couldn’t feel you in your bond.  You were in pain…” Her voice faded out and she shuddered.

“Three days?  I was out for three days?”  I looked around the room to each of them.  My eyes met Stefan’s steady gaze.  His blue eyes looked haunted and the still fragile bond between us ached with its need to reconnect. “That explains so much.  Now I understand why you were worried.”

“I was never worried, Josie.  You always have to be difficult.”  Lukas retorted sarcastically.  He examined his nails and shook his head dramatically.  “Why would your change to a vampire be any different?”

“Enough.”  Stefan’s voice thundered through the room.  He walked to the door and opened it, his patience and his self-control frayed.  “Tomorrow, we have much to discuss.  There are decisions to be made that require planning.  But for now, I need to be with Josephine.  As you can see, she is fine.  She needs to feed and there are things we need to discuss.”

For a moment, no one moved.  Everyone was surprised by Stefan’s sudden outburst.  Once again, it was Nikolaus that had the presence of mind to tug at Anna’s hand and slap Lukas on the back of his head.  They each stopped and hugged me goodbye as they filed out of the apartment.  Stefan slammed the door shut behind them and pressed his hand against the heavy wood, swallowing and breathing heavily.  I stood motionless, watching as his shoulders moved with the effort of his ragged breathing.

When his eyes swung over and connected with mine, I could feel his desire as strongly as if it was my own.  His fathomless stare seemed to pin me in place and leave me vulnerable as if his eyes alone could strip me naked.

His voice was raspy and guttural. “I have had enough of making small talk.  You need to feed.  And then…and then I need to fuck you.”

 





Chapter 2 - Bloodlust
 

Stefan strode through the room, disappearing into the kitchen.  Unsure of what to do with myself, I wandered to the floor to ceiling windows and pressed myself against the cool glass in the living room, staring into the city that was just out of reach.  Life went on around me: cars passing by and people dodging through the traffic on the street below.  My new eyes could see the smallest detail; pick out the slightest flaw.  I could see the tiny cracks in the sidewalk from this much higher vantage point.  More sensitive to the sunlight than before, I found myself squinting at the weak beams of fading light from the evening sun filling the large windows.  My open palm slapped against the glass in frustration.  I felt out of control, my emotions fluctuating from confusion, to curiosity to extreme arousal.  My forehead fell against the glass, overwhelmed at the warring sensations building inside of me.

I jumped when two massive arms wrapped around me, pulling me back against his chest.  His head lowered to leave a blazing trail of kisses down my neck. Shivering from his touch, one arm reached up to bury my fingers in his soft blond hair at the nape of his neck. His thoughts were cautious, bordering on worry.  He'd felt my rapidly fluctuating moods and simply reacted to pacify me, attempting to temper his mood to accommodate me.  My change, while expected, had happened so quickly even he hadn’t had time to prepare.  He was out if his element, and Stefan didn’t like to be out of control.  He hadn't predicted or seen the change.  He was anxious to reconnect, our bond screaming out for one another.

"What is it they say? A penny for your thoughts?" The deep timbre of his voice had surprised me.  Nestling deeper in his arms, I closed my eyes against the burning tears that threatened to spill over.

I couldn't slow my mind down enough to focus on one thought.  I was worried about bloodlust, Stefan's own brush with death, my father...the worry of our growing bond. I was almost immobilized when our bond was severed.  How could we ever be apart?

His hold on me tightened as he read my frazzled thoughts.  A rush of strength flooded through me, his own assurance bolstering my flagging spirits.

His lips tickled my ear.  "It will work itself out, Josephine.  I will not let you fail.  You are stronger than you think."

He always knew what to say.  Twisting in his arms, my fingers caressed the planes of his face.  I was still amazed as I took him in, so much more beautiful than my human eyes had ever been able to perceive.  His deep-set sea blue eyes twinkled brightly, his prominently arched cheekbones standing out sharply only to taper to his strong, chiseled jawline.  Light sandy blond stubble darkened his face, tickling my fingertips.

He captured my hand in his and brought them to his lips.  His warm breath was ragged against my skin as he kissed each finger softly.

I closed my eyes as his mouth ghosted over my skin.  "Your strength is the only thing holding me together right now.  I feel so much more than before.  It's..."

"Overwhelming?  Frustrating? I have been there before. It will get easier.  You are hours old."  Stefan finished reassuringly.  "Come."

He tugged at my hand and led me into the kitchen.  As soon as I stepped away from the window, my throat was on fire.  The most alluring smell filled my nose, my mouth almost watering as I inhaled the intoxicating elixir.   My mind began to shut down, instinct threatening to take over.

Blood.  It was all my mind could think about.  I wanted it...I needed it.  I began to pull at Stefan’s hand, struggling weakly against the much stronger vampire.

The one time I thought I might be able to match him in physical strength and I still came up short.  Figures.

"Enough.  Focus."  His mental voice was sharp and was like a much-needed slap across the face. I stood with my mouth gaping, wide-eyed and cautious. He pulled me to a sudden stop and his hands rested heavily on my shoulders.  My eyes skittered to his face.  His expression was soft, a contradiction to his harsh mental command.

"I know it is difficult, Josephine.  Your mind is fragmented and it is difficult to concentrate on the smallest of things.  You must focus.  Learn how to control your urges.  Direct it as you do your shield."

Nodding quickly, I remembered my old trick of pretending to bring a curtain down over my mind, instead directing it to my sense of smell.  Once shielded from the temptation, my mind cleared and my mood settled.  I licked my dry lips anxiously. "It’s much better.  I'm ready."

His lips curled into a proud smile as we resumed our trip to the kitchen, his hand firmly holding mine.  I swallowed roughly as I noticed the large glass sitting on the counter, my fingers tightening around his.  My sense of smell was closed, but my mouth still watered as I imagined the soothing liquid rushing over my parched throat.  When our eyes met, his eyes were pitch black and I’m sure mine was as dark as his.

“Fuck," he suddenly hissed, his eyes squeezing shut as he rocked back on his heels. His golden hair fell forward as his lips brushed across my cheek. "I vowed to be strong for you and keep my desire in check until you were ready.  But I find watching you like this makes me want you, Josephine...in ways I can't even articulate.  You must feed first."

The carnal cadence to his voice made me want to fall to my knees. I knew that tone, and despite the fact that we were literally unbreakable as immortals, I had a feeling that walking the next day was going to be difficult.

"A goal I would love to achieve," he teased, shifting me until I was between him and the counter. "Drink," he purred against my shoulder as his nose traced along my skin and up to my ear at the same time, his hands guided me closer to the cup filled with warm blood.

His chest grazed my skin as I shakily lifted the glass to my mouth.  Closing my eyes, I drank deeply, my eyes rolling back at the taste of the blood and the sensation of Stefan's never-ending caresses that ran a circuit over both breasts, down my stomach, across my ass, and along my spine. When he reached my yoga pants, strong fingers gripped the waistband, tugging them down to my knees along with my panties.

His hands moved between us.  I heard the rustle of denim, the tug of the metal zipper and finally, the sound of his jeans falling to the floor.  He parted my thighs and I felt his cock slip between my legs as my back came into contact with his hard chest. Two flexing, strong arms braced on either side of me, but it was the voice in my ear that caused me to lose all reason. The rational Stefan and Josephine were gone, only to be replaced with mated predators that just couldn't get enough: enough blood, enough of each other, enough of anything.  We were beyond conscious thought and reason.

"Drink.  Drink all of it." I heard his command in my ear just before teeth nipped at my earlobe. "Take it all and then I am going to fuck you. Just like this."

His words were like waving a red flag in front of a bull.  The appeal of blood forgotten, my head fell back as a keening moan escaped my lips. When his cock slipped into me and he was buried to the hilt, my mouth broke away from the rim of the cup to cry out in pure pleasure.  It slipped from my fingers, shattering to pieces in the basin of the sink.

“Josephine,” he growled, his forehead falling to my shoulder.  He ignored the broken, bloody glass in the sink as I felt my t-shirt being ripped from my body, leaving me naked against him. "I do not tell you enough how much I adore you." Teeth scraped against my shoulder blade as his breath came out in hot bursts across my skin. "I love that you are mine in every way.  And now that you are indestructible you are perfect..."

I moved back to meet his thrusts, my answering cry echoing in the apartment around us. The loving vampire I knew had taken a backseat to this untamed version of himself. And if his thoughts were any indication, he wasn't going to hold back anymore.

His fingers linked with mine, but his other hand tugged at my hair, holding my neck back so that he could thrust deeper and deeper into me. He filled me over and over, his mouth leaving stinging kisses along my back and shoulders. When he finally let go of my hair, he pushed gently on my back until I was bent over the countertop.  My breasts pressed against the cold granite, causing another gasp to fall from my lips.

With the blood gone, strength surged through me...I'd never felt so alive, or more powerful.  If I thought my desire for Stefan had been intense before, what I felt now made my previous feelings seem weak in comparison.  Every part of me wanted more, needed more...craved more.

Our minds merged, the overwhelming feeling of being one connected us in new ways I never thought possible.  His blood now ran through my veins along with my own, and I could feel him in every part of my being.  We were one in every way.

Stefan released my hand and spread me open wider, thrusting deep within me with a swivel of his hips. Smiling wickedly, I met each of them with vigor.  The sound of our immortal bodies meeting filled the room, along with our animalistic grunts and moans.  His fingers could play me better than any instrument, bringing me to the peak of bliss. He'd then slow down, plunging harder, and then start all over again.  It was a torturous dance of desire, each time bringing me closer and closer to release.

With one hand, his talented thumb swirled over my clit and my other entrance, while his calloused fingertips skated down my spine, and his palms slapped at my skin just to make it that much more sensitive, leaving it stinging and needy.  My climax came out of nowhere; hitting me hard and making my eyes burn with the need to shed tears.

Suddenly, I was pulled away from the counter.  We fell in a tangled heap of arms and legs, sprawled across the kitchen floor.  Not even close to being sated, I moved quickly, straddling his lap and slowly lowering myself over his hard cock. My back met the muscles of his strong chest as he sat up against me.  He wasted no time in moving me to ride him slowly.

"Come again, älskare," he whispered in my ear as his fingers slipped teasingly down my stomach, swirling across my hipbone. "When your pussy grips me like this, it is telling me it never wants me to leave..."

Moaning wantonly in response was all I could manage as my hips worked over him. It was slow, graceful, and more grinding than riding, but already his touch was winding the coil in my stomach tightly. The combination of his teeth on my neck, his hand cupping my breast, and his long fingers circling my clit sent me over the edge one more glorious time.  A million lights lit up behind my eyes and the scream that I unleashed sounded wild and animalistic.

"Min gudinna," he praised, giving a growl when my hand reached back to weave into the silk of his blond hair once again.  I wasn’t finished with him yet.

Rolling my hips harder, I could feel him harden a bit more inside of me. His fingers that gripped onto my hips held me with a strength that would have bruised or broken my bones before.  We no longer had that problem.  His breathing came in panting bursts, and the most delicious language spilled from his sexy lips. "Det sätt du knulla mig är som inget annat. Min kärlek, mitt liv.  Knolla mig!" he rumbled, lifting me up and down to bring him to his own climax. The sound of our lovemaking was the second most erotic thing I could recall hearing after listening to him speak in his native tongue.

His thoughts floating through my mind even sounded devastated as his lips brushed my neck.  "This...this is bliss.  Valhalla."

His fangs elongated and he latched onto the spot where my shoulder met my neck, his long growl vibrating against my back as he came with a muffled roar.  As he drank from me, he offered me his wrist.  Without hesitation, my fangs dropped and sank into his skin.  As the circuit completed, it was if an explosion detonated inside of me.  We were joined in every way possible: mind, body and blood.  We were no longer two separate beings.  We were truly one in blood.  Nothing could separate us, the bond unbreakable and complete.

Stefan stilled me by wrapping his arms all the way around me, breathing heavily into my neck. "You will be the death of me," he teased in a whisper, smiling when I huffed a breathless laugh at the old joke. "Come, vackra.  Tell me how you are feeling.”

 Without moving from his lap, I turned my head to nuzzle his strong jaw with my lips.  "Like it’ll never be enough.  I just want to stay here and close us off from the rest of the world.  Or even run away and just disappear.  Is that wrong?”

He chuckled against me.  He rubbed his lightly stubbled cheek against the top of my head.  “No, it is never wrong to feel this way. With us, I think it is to be expected. I am not ready to let the real world back in either.  Soon, there are things we must discuss.”

My brow wrinkled as I sorted through my memories to focus on the night I changed. Many of my recollections of that night were fuzzy, distorted as if I was staring through a dirty window.  Bits and pieces of thoughts floated through my mind.  If I could get a headache, I'd have one now.  I could feel his presence in my mind, gauging my reactions.  Sympathy flooded our bond, letting me know he understood what it was like to be so overwhelmed by memories and sensations.

"Is it always like this?"  I rubbed my forehead with the palm of my hand as if that motion would ease my troubled mind.

"Yes.  Human memories will always be difficult to remember and recall." Stefan answered simply.  His lips drifted over my temple. "Tell me your last vivid memory."

My eyes closed and I drew in a sharp breath. When I exhaled, it caught in my chest.  "It was of you.  You cried in my arms.  I was changing and you kept saying you didn't want it this way.  You were sorry…and you’d almost died."  A harsh series of sobs shook my shoulders.  “You almost died…I thought I’d lost you forever.  And then you thought you might lose me.”

His blue eyes had glazed over, deep in thought.  When they focused back on me, I could see the pain of the memory flash through his mind.  It was crystal clear, like watching a movie.  It drew me in, wanting to see my final human moments from his mind.

Tumbling into the memory, I watched myself collapse against him, hugging his shoulders and brushing my lips across neck.  I could vaguely remember feeling the uncontrollable urge to bite him, intent on possessing him in every way.  His skin ripped open under my teeth, his thick blood rushing into my mouth.  He’d stiffened and pulsed again inside me again, bellowing out my name as I swallowed greedy mouthfuls of his blood.  The wound began to heal and I’d kissed his neck with bloody kisses.  His hands wound in my hair, pulling my head back slightly.  A drop of his blood fell from my lips into the water, sinking to the bottom of the tub in a lazy ribbon of red.

"You are exquisite."  He released my hair and ran his hands soothingly over my back.  " Min gudinna.  Min vän.  Min älskare."

With those words, he’d crashed his mouth to my lips, wrapping his arms around my waist.  I didn't hold anything back from him, returning his kiss like it was the sustenance I had been missing for months instead of hours.

As our frantic kiss continued, his blood pushed itself through my veins, forcing itself into every crevice of my body.  I could feel it like it was its own being, melding with my own blood, changing me.  My sluggish heart thumped frantically and my body stiffened against him.

His sharp eyes had immediately known something wasn’t right.  His panic was still strong, even in the memory.

“Josephine!”  Stefan had bellowed.  He had us both out of the bathtub and had me wrapped in a towel in a blur of motion.  He cradled me to him on the bed.  “Talk to me.  What is happening?”

My hands clutched at his forearms, my nails sinking into his flesh.  My heart continued to beat out its frantic pace, my body seizing and pushing against him.  I watched my own eyes lose focus and struggle to stay in the present with him.

“I- I’m changing,” I stuttered.  My green eyes stared blankly into his.  “I’m changing to be with you.  You wanted me to take your life when you were human.  Now you’ve given me yours.”

“Vackra, I did not want it to happen this way.  Not like this, not now.”  Stefan’s head fell against my breasts.  His tears soaked my naked skin as he held me and sobbed.

“Wait for me.  We will truly be equal soon,” I uttered weakly, shaking against him.  It was as if my heart was fighting the last of the battle for me.  It pounded out an impossibly fast rhythm until finally, it pulsed a few final erratic beats until it sputtered and my heart ceased to beat.

My exhausted body could take no more.  I went slack in his arms with the knowledge that when I awoke, nothing could tear us apart.

His voice was soft and filled with sadness and it brought me back to the present.  "I never wanted to change you against your will.  I should have ceased the blood exchanges.  I let my feelings and emotions cloud my decisions and you paid the price for my carelessness."

My fingers gripped both sides of his face, forcing him to meet my stare. "I was already changing.  We both knew it was happening.  It was inevitable.  I want to be with you as an equal in every way.  Now there's nothing to take me from you.  I'm yours in every way.  And if what we just did was any indication, you've been holding back."

His thoughts turned dark and sensual as I mentioned being his in every way. I’d chosen those words carefully, knowing that it would appeal to his possessive nature.  His tongue licked across his lower lip as he considered the benefits of my now unbreakable body.  His lust rushed over me, hitting me like a sledgehammer.

"I was helpless, vackra.  Your words haunted me.  You told me that you were dying to be with me."  Stefan shuddered as he recalled my final human moments.  "You reminded me of words I spoke almost 1,000 years ago.  There is much for us to find out."

I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders and peppered wet kisses down his neck.  "Only if you promise me that you won’t blame yourself for any of this, Stefan.  I can’t live an eternity with your guilt between us.  And I don’t want you to either.”

His lips found my forehead and his eyes averted mine.  His thoughts were heavily guarded, as I sat wrapped in his arms.  “Stefan, I’m serious about this.  You have to let this go or this…this weirdness,” I gestured between us. “It will always be here.  We knew I’d change.  If I remember correctly, I bit you.  I drank from you.  So if you’re going to blame anyone, blame me.”

Honestly, I was starting to get irritated with his self-pity.  It was unlike Stefan to let anything bother him the way my change was disturbing him.

“I do not regret that you have made the change.  I only regret that it has made you more of a target.”  

I was confused.  “No one has to know.  At least for the time being.  There really isn’t a Council left to worry about.”

Stefan wrapped his arms around me and sprang to his feet with me securely against his chest.  He carried me down the hallway into our bedroom, and sat me down on the bed.  I scooted over to allow him to stretch his long frame out beside of me.  Once he settled, I immediately moved to drape myself over him.  My fingers drifted over the soft hair on his chest and the sharp outline of his collarbones.

“Amir is determined to run the Council.  He is hell bent on creating a new order.”  His face was like stone as he spoke, only his lips moving.  “I love my brother, but I do not agree with his principles.  There will be no mercy for anyone that is deemed to be a betrayer of our kind.  There will be no questions, only death.”

“What does he consider a betrayer of our kind to be?”  I asked softly.  Honestly, I was afraid to hear the answer.

“If a new vampire exposes our kind to humans, they are considered to have betrayed our kind.  Revealing ourselves to humans without the intent of turning them would be another. Amir thinks there should be no judgment or leniency.”  Stefan turned on his side and tucked one of his long arms under his head on the pillow.  His other hand trailed through my long hair.  “Power.  It can change a person, either immortal or human.  Solveig suffered from the same affliction.  Once she had a taste of it, she let it consume her until it drove her mad.  She never should have turned Amir.  She knew of his abilities and wielded his gift like a tool for her own personal gain.  She could move undetected with Amir at her side; no one knew of her true plans.  It was not until Amir learned to control his gift that her deeds were discovered.  She was shown no mercy in the end and Amir…Amir watched her die with a smile of satisfaction on his lips.  Solveig was many things and made many horrible choices.  Yet her own child watched with glee as she met her final death.”

His blue eyes traveled over my face as he spoke.  His pain was like a dagger in my chest and I selected my words cautiously.  “Amir only saw that her death meant his freedom.  You were free too.  She used you as well, Stefan.”

Stefan nodded.  “Yes, we were both released.  For the first time in his life, he was free.  Yet he hated his immortal cravings and loathed his desires.  He had wanted nothing more than to be a man of his God.”  He chuckled wryly.  “He was a man of God that preyed upon the people he had once wanted to save.  He found himself to be the worst kind of hypocrite.”

I thought back to the amber-eyed man that I barely knew.  “It must have been torture for him.  He either killed or injured those that he’d wanted to save.  He must have thought himself to be evil.  And what about you, Stefan?  How did you feel?”

Those baby blues never left mine.  Ancient and steely, they seemed to burrow into my very soul.  “I felt nothing.  Not happiness or sadness...not even relief.  I carried on as I had for centuries and he watched me flourish, vackra.  I cared little then.  I had lost everything: my family, my life, my heritage… I accepted this immortal life over death.  I had no choice.  Yet Amir clung to his humanity, fighting his true nature.  It is a futile struggle.  We are all vampires.  We feed off of another to survive.  Animals are killed to provide food for humans, plants are grown and then harvested for ones survival.  What we are is not much different than humans.  We simply watch the world change and adapt to loss.”

There was a bitterness to Stefan’s tone when he spoke.  My eyes swept over his face, taking in the tense set of his mouth and clenched jaw as I considered his statement.  I’d never thought of comparing human life to that of a vampire.  And now I knew better as to his struggle with loss.  “You lost me when you died.”

His blond eyebrow rose.  “There is that.  It saddens me that I do not fully remember.  I only have flashes of memories…it has been too many years.”

“I saw us together in a memory with my mother.  You begged me to take you before I appeared.  It was while you were missing...after the explosion.”  I whispered.  I leaned closer until our lips barely touched.  “I lost you too.  A thousand years is a long time, Stefan.  I want to remember.  I want to remember it all.”

“You will.”  His impatient hand wove into my hair and pulled my mouth to his.  Our lips met and time stood still.  It was as effortless as when I was still human.  My fingers tugged at his hair, our hips grinding against each other eagerly. My lips parted against the demanding crush of his mouth, his kiss raw and seductive. Our tongues slipped languidly together as we fell into one another, losing ourselves into our kiss.  I savored the taste of him and the feel of his body against my own.  The familiar touch of his flesh against my own ignited the sweet pull of desire, leaving me restless and impatient for more.

Stefan raised his mouth from mine, his lips moist and kiss swollen.  He pulled back and rested his head on his hand, hovering over me.  His fingertips traced along the side of my cheek and down the curve of my jaw as he studied my face carefully.  When his blue eyes finally met my gaze, his hand cupped my chin.  His gentle touch made my breath catch and my bottom lip caught between my teeth.  His thumb tugged at my lower lip, pulling it loose.  “I fear things, Josephine.  I do not know how it is possible to remember something that has been forgotten.  And if I do remember, how do I begin to live with myself knowing I forgot about you…about us?  How does one disregard such an important memory?”  He sighed and his hand dropped to drift down my neck.  “You have given up so much of yourself already...you have given up your life.  I do not want you to lose yourself in this mission to remember.  What will happen if what we discover is too much for you to bear?”

His words stunned me for a moment.  My emotions, already harried, were warring between agreeing with him and pure anger.  Did he think I would walk away from discovering something so important to us both, regardless of the outcome?

Pushing away from him, I sat up, letting the sheet drop to my waist.  "I won’t lose myself.  And Stefan, I’m still the same person and I will be regardless of what we find out. I’ll still be the same woman that melts when I hear your voice say my name; that aches to feel your skin against mine and has loved you for longer than we both know.  But if I do lose myself, you'll be right beside me to bring me back.  There is no you and me, Stefan.  We're one being, one soul...en själ.  That much I know."

"En själ."  Stefan murmured thoughtfully.  He seemed surprised to hear his own language roll from my lips so easily.  His cerulean blue eyes became glassy, gleaming in the soft lighting.  He blinked twice, but they stayed locked to mine.  "One soul.  Ett hjärta.  One heart."

He placed his hand between my breasts and I intertwined my fingers with his.  His pink tongue swiped across his lower lip as he echoed his own words, barely louder than a whisper.  "En själ.  Ett hjärta. Evinnerligen."

One soul.  One heart. Forever.  Months ago, I would have been petrified to even think those words, let alone utter and agree with them.  But now…now I knew it was true.  There was no reason to deny the truth.  I was created for him, as he was created for me.  You could come up with a million corny ways to describe the bond we share, but we were two halves of one whole, only complete when together.

I fell back into the soft cocoon of blankets, dragging Stefan back with me.  I burrowed my head into his chest, inhaling deep, greedy breaths of his heady scent.  I’d given up trying to focus on his mind anymore.  His mind was like a beehive, humming with thoughts and out of control emotions.  We’d both been silent for quite some time, content in each other’s arms.  When he finally spoke, his deep, lilting voice startled me.

“From the first moment I saw you, my heart knew you.  I do not need a memory to know this much.”

His love and adoration barreled through the bond, encasing me in contentment and happiness.  Raising my head from his chest, I moved to cover his body with mine.  Despite his hulking size, we aligned perfectly, my soft curves molding against the chiseled, hardened muscles of his body.

“Your love for me never has wavered, Stefan.  It took me awhile to get there, but honestly, it’s always been you.  And it always will be.”

Without another word, he rolled me to my back and I sank into the soft bedding.  He loomed over me, his narrow hips sliding between my thighs.  I wrapped my legs around his waist, my heels digging into the cheeks of his firm ass.

We both moaned as our kiss reunited us. It was a frenzy of lips, tongues, and gasps as he pinned me to the bed with his weight.  He tenderly kissed the corner of my lips.  "As you changed, I missed the sound of your voice."

I moaned at the feeling of his mouth and the emotion behind his words, weaving my hands in his hair.  He was like the sweetest addiction, impossible to resist and always left me craving more. 

His tongue laved at my flesh, capturing my nipple with his lips, and my hips bucked against him. "Patience," he warned, wearing a wicked smile. "I missed the way you feel," he whispered against my breast, running his hands up my sides and down, lightly squeezing my ass roughly.  I couldn't stop the groan that slipped from my lips even if I tried.

He pulled back, gripping one of my ankles in his hand. I heard him inhale, skimming his nose from my knee to the innermost part of my thigh.  "Ah, I missed the way you smell," he muttered sexily, his warm breath fanning over my skin. "Especially when you are ready for me."

His long fingers slid between my folds, ghosting across my sensitive clit.  He smiled cunningly as I cried out wantonly for him, for more. "I think..." he murmured, dragging his tongue at an achingly slow pace through my wetness.  "I think that I missed the way you taste the most." He slid a finger into me, sensuously sucking my swollen clit,the tip of his tongue circling it gently.

The sensation of his hot mouth against me caused my back to arch sharply, my hips jerking upwards unforgivingly.  Unprepared for my newfound strength, he lost his leverage and his grip on me. Giving him a light shove, he slid to his back and I sat astride him.  Staring down at the beautiful man underneath me, I leaned over him, running my tongue over his chest.  My blunt teeth nipped at his nipples and over the soft flesh of his ribs.  My fingers and mouth moved lower on their exploration until I gripped his cock in one hand and his ass with the other, bringing him closer to me. I laved my tongue around the tip, smiling haughtily as I heard him groan in pleasure.  I took as much of him into my mouth as I could and pumped him with my hand.  He gasped my name when my tongue twirled around and my teeth lightly grazed against his hard cock.

His hand knotted loosely in my hair and his hips rocked gently as my mouth plunged over his length.  "Vackra…I want to taste you." Stefan growled.  "Turn around."

His hands were rough as he pulled me over his skin, flipping me around until his mouth once again met the slick wetness of my pussy.  His fingers spread open my folds and his tongue drove deep inside.

Without a second thought, I cupped him with one hand, my fingers circling his impressive length, the other bracing against his thigh.  My mind had splintered, making it difficult to focus as his mouth and lips seemed to devour me.  My tongue snaked out, slowly tracing over the velvet-covered steel of his cock.  He moaned, the speed of his tongue and fingers increasing.  I was dangerously close to climax.  Licking my lips, I sank my mouth down over him, my hands still gripping his thighs.  His hips involuntarily thrust against me as my lips moved over him, pulling him deeper and faster inside of my mouth.  I groaned around him as I felt him twitch against my lips.

When he came, I took it all and relished the flavor of him.  His fingers circled my clit, pushing me over the edge and I shattered into a million pieces, collapsing over his body.

Spent, neither of us moved.  I heard his soft laughter and his hoarse words. "I take everything back.  I missed that…you and me.”  

I giggled softly and smiled against the skin of his thigh, kissing it lightly.

He gathered me up into his arms, kissing me urgently. I wrapped my legs around him again, and he broke away from my mouth, covering my neck and collarbone with his eager mouth.

"For three days I thought I had lost you," he gasped into my skin. "I cannot be away from you.  I need you too much...and the only thing I fear is my love making you a target."

I smoothed the worry line between his eyes with my finger.  Pressing kisses over his face, I nuzzled my nose against his.  “Stefan, we can’t worry about the unknown.  We’ll handle what happens.  You didn’t survive for 1,000 years by worrying about ‘what-ifs’.”

Nodding, he snuggled under the covers.  Stefan wrapped me in his strong embrace, refusing to let me go. As the dark night sky lightened into the early dawn, we held each other, simply reconnecting.  It was healing a wound we both had from my unexpected change.

I’d almost drifted to sleep when I heard his voice.  “I also did not have to worry about losing you during those years.  There is much more at stake for me now.”





Chapter 3 - Learning Curve
 

At some point, we’d fallen asleep.  As my eyes cracked open, I blinked slowly.  I reached for Stefan, only to find his side of the bed empty.  The sheets were cool to the touch, looking barely untouched.  Had he waited until I fell asleep to leave?

Stretching languidly in the bed, I snuggled deeper into the covers.  I’d expected to feel different when I awoke, expecting to feel like a vampire, to become insane with bloodlust and be uncontrollable.

Instead, I simply felt like Josephine.

I knew I was alone in the apartment.  Stefan’s presence was humming in the back of my mind, but I could tell he was a short distance away.  Listening closely, I could hear his voice.  It was slightly muffled, but I could hear him easily.  He was next door with Lukas, but they weren’t alone.  Concentrating, I could make out the sound of at least two others, all involved in a terse conversation.  This couldn’t be good.

 A burst of anger roared through the bond and it spurred me into action.  Jumping up from the bed, I struggled into a pair of jeans and an oversize sweatshirt.  I didn’t bother with shoes or even to take the time to brush my hair.  I hurried out if the bedroom to find Stefan before things spiraled totally out of control.

I’d reached the living room when his voice hit me.  He’d sensed me coming and his deep voice was sharp in my mind.  “Stay where you are.  Trust me.”

I wasn’t happy about being ordered to do anything.  But I had to trust that Stefan knew what he was doing.  Inching closer to the wall that separated us, it was easier for me to listen in on their conversation.  It was almost as if I was in the room with them, separated by the safety of wood and drywall.

Almost.

"I requested time, Amir.  It is too early for her to be evaluated.”  Stefan’s voice was steady and precise.  He kept his tone low and calm, doing his best to diffuse an already difficult conversation.

Amir’s bemused chuckle rang out.  "And I have given you time, my brother.  It has been nearly a week."

"She is not ready.  She is only days old.” Stefan paused and I felt a smugness settle over his thoughts as he switched gears.  “I am your elder, Amir.  She is my mate and my responsibility.  She is nothing to you.”

“Perhaps another time would be better.”  Nigel’s heavy Australian accented voice entered the conversation.  It was apparent he was the peacemaker of the group.

Shifting closer, I pressed my hand against the wall.  The wood floor creaked softly under my silent feet.  I froze in place, catching my lower lip between my teeth as I waited for their conversation to continue.

“No, Nigel.  We have been delayed long enough.  Let us ask her ourselves.  My brother, what do you have to hide?  You must understand the longer you refuse to let us see her how it appears to the Council?”

How it appears to the Council?!  Stefan had been right when he said that Amir was determined to be the new face of the governing board of all vampires.  I’d been hoping Stefan might be mistaken.

He never was wrong.  Not about how the political angles of the vampire world worked at least.

Standing up straight, I swallowed with a sense of resolve.  I couldn’t let Stefan continue to be badgered when I was fully capable of dealing with Amir and Nigel. “I’m coming over, Stefan.  This has to stop.”

“Josephine…”

“Enough.”  I cut him off.  “This has to end and it won’t stop until they see me.”

“Do not say anything that can be used against you.  Rely on mental communication if you have a question.”

I crossed the room with determination, pulling open the door and closing it softly behind me.  My bare feet made no sound on the plush carpeting in the hallway between the apartments.  I’m sure they heard my approach, but when I pushed the door open, four sets of eyes all met mine at the same time.

I’d been prepared for Stefan’s fury.  He was seething; infuriated that I hadn’t listened to him.  He crossed his arms over this broad chest, the buttons of his blue button down shirt straining.  His sea blue eyes were cold and glittered angrily as they seemed to hold me in place.  Offering him a smile of apology, I tore my gaze away from him.

As I faced Amir and Nigel, they both appraised me.  While Nigel’s eyes were filled with kindness and curiosity, Amir’s amber eyes were calculating and heavily guarded as he took in my changes.

 I knew what he was looking for had nothing to do with my physical appearance.  He was curious of my possible abilities and how it would benefit his plans for his new world order.

“Nigel.  Amir.”  I nodded to them both.  Padding to stand at Stefan’s side, I managed a small smile.  “You wanted to see me?”

Amir’s broad grin seemed forced, his white teeth shining against the ebony of his skin.  A heavy eyebrow cocked and his eyes flickered between Stefan and myself.  “You have made the immortal change.  It was imperative you were assessed.”

“Assessed?  Like a parcel of land?” I queried.  I buried my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and rocked slowly on my heels.  “Are you afraid I’ll expose the vampire world to the oblivious humans?  I was already immortal before this and I managed to keep my mouth shut.  Stefan is my maker, Amir.  You don’t have to worry about me running out into the streets and draining all of New York dry.  I saw my brother with no issue. And if I am tempted, Stefan can command me to stop.”

I was amazed at how easily the lie slipped from my lips.  Stefan was my mate, but he wasn’t my maker.  I wasn’t about to let Amir or Nigel in on that information.  It was better for few to know of my makerless status.

Stefan’s shock registered in the bond, yet outwardly he nodded in agreement.  “She is no danger.  I give you my word.”

Amir sat down on the arm of an overstuffed chair.  His crisp, black Italian suit gave him an air of authority over the rest of us in the room.  His golden eyes never wavered from mine as his head turned to the side.  He simply studied me, waiting for me to make the wrong move.  He was ready to take over as self-appointed leader with an air of arrogance one would have after a well-executed coup.

Authority he didn’t have since he has no idea if Kian is even dead, I reminded myself.  What if he knew?

“What can you do?” Amir asked, interrupting my inner musings.  His strange, accentless voice broke through my thoughts.

Blinking in confusion, I looked at him through narrowed eyes.  “Excuse me?”

He chuckled again and straightened his tie.  “Your abilities?”

Ah, now we were getting somewhere.  It was time for me to put on Stefan’s poker face.  “I lost my psychic ability as I started to become more vampiric.  My empathic talent is gone as well.  I suppose it was only there while I was human.”

I shrugged and cleared my throat.  Amir pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers and was silent.  My eyes shot between Stefan and Nigel standing behind them.  They were both poised and tense, ready to spring if Amir made the wrong move.

Amir dropped his hand and I shifted my attention back to him.  He heaved a sigh and stood, smoothing a hand over the front of his suit.  “It is a pity.  I would still like to offer you and Stefan a position on the Council.  Stefan has been by proxy for many years.  I would like to make it an official position.  You are the daughter of Kian Ahearne, a rightful heir to a position.  It is only fitting.”

I simply stared at Amir for a few moments. “Do we have a choice in this?” I sent to Stefan mentally.

“There is no refusing a Council position.  You know this, vackra.”

“I’m not going to speak for Stefan, but I need time to think about this, Amir.  I am only days old,” I attempted to stall, using my transition time as the little bit of leverage I had left.

Amir smiled, exposing every single white tooth in his infuriating grin. “Stefan has agreed already.  You see, it is an honor to be chosen for the Council.  You will make the rules for our world.”

I met Stefan’s gaze across the room.  He nodded in acknowledgement, his blue eyes filled with helplessness.  As I stood among the room of men, I felt as if Stefan and I were being dragged unwillingly into a tangled web we’d be lucky to escape from unscathed.

“Will I have a say in how things are decided?  Or will I be there simply because of my bloodline and for show?” I asked boldly.  I knew I was heading down a dangerous road by even verbalizing and questioning Amir, but there was no stopping me when I was on a roll.

“Of course you will have a say.  We all will.  It will be different this time.” Amir stated, extending his hands palm up as if to show his sincerity.  “It is opportunity to change how our world is governed.”

  Even as he spoke, I heard the insincerity in his words.  Stefan had told me of how Amir wanted to run things.  The Council would only be there for show.

“Then I guess I have no choice, do I?” I replied quietly.  I started to turn away and stopped when my fingers touched the door.  It was then I faced them all again.  “There are things I need to attend to before I can devote my time to the Council.  And Stefan is my mate and maker.  I’ll need him to help me.  If you offer me a position I can’t refuse, you must give me the time I need to settle my human affairs.”

Amir stood taller and inclined his head.  “Of course.  Take as much time as you need.  If you need the Council’s assistance…”

“That won’t be necessary, Amir.  But thank you,” I murmured, quickly cutting him off.  “I will see you all soon.”

Opening the door, it was Amir’s voice that stopped me.  “Just remember that you are needed here.  Please do not linger in your travels.”

I made no offering to look back.  I simply nodded and slipped out the door, closing it with a quiet push.  Drawing in a ragged breath, I rested against the solid door and did my best to calm my frazzled nerves.

I knew now that there were things we needed to do that couldn’t be put off anymore.  And now they were more important than ever.

***

I’d stripped out of my clothes and made a beeline for the shower.  I took my time washing my hair and scrubbing at my skin, as if soap and water could remove the encounter with Amir away.  Something had changed with him since the explosion at the Carriage House.  Had his near brush with death hardened him, or was he simply an opportunist with an ax to grind?

Frustrated, I turned off the shower and stepped out, grabbing a soft towel and drying off.  I wiped down the steamy mirror and my appearance shocked me.

I hadn’t seen myself since my change.  Taking another pass at the mirror with my towel, I leaned closer to look at my reflection.  I was amazed at the differences in my face.  My green eyes appeared bigger, sparkling like emeralds and were fringed with thick, dark eyelashes.  My skin was like porcelain and my dark, reddish blond hair seemed to be richer and thicker, hanging is loose waves past my shoulders.

And it wasn’t just my face.  As I jerked back from the mirror, I noticed the subtle differences to my body.  My breasts were higher and fuller, the already toned muscles of my arms and stomach more defined and tapered.

I’m not sure how long I spent just staring at myself in the mirror, shocked and amazed at the minute, yet significant changes that would make me unrecognizable to humans that had known me.  It was the one time that being a loner had paid off.  I wouldn’t have to avoid many people in fear they’d notice my transformation.

I ran my fingers through my damp hair and turned away to hurry to get dressed.  I couldn’t stand around all day staring at myself in the mirror.  I’d love to spend the day lounging around and without a worry in the world, but that wasn’t my life anymore.  In fact, it hadn’t been for a long time.

Poking around my closet, I grabbed at the first long sleeve t-shirt I could find and pulled it over my head.  Picking up my discarded jeans, I slipped them on.  My throat tingled, more of an irritation than a worry.  I knew I’d need blood, and I’d need it soon.

Yet another new reality to deal with, my need for blood.  No more espressos, no more wine.  Blood would be the only thing that would sooth my thirst and hunger.

My thoughts became focused on my thirst, and suddenly it was all I could think about.  I suddenly realized I had no idea how to feed.  I was totally and utterly dependent on Stefan.  Huffing angrily at being dependent on anything or anyone, I hurried down the hallway and into the kitchen.  I opened the refrigerator, opening and closing various drawers within the nearly empty appliance.  There were bottles of water, a bag of coffee, a few bottles of wine.

No blood.

Slamming the door shut, I stormed into the living room and was surprised to see Stefan sitting in the chair closest to the window.  My thirst had overridden everything, including my awareness of Stefan.

He was pitched forward slightly, his elbows bent and his fingers steepled under his chin.  His blue eyes were watching me intently, a single eyebrow cocked.  His mouth slowly and effortlessly curved into a small smile.  “You are thirsty?”

“Yes,” I murmured softly.  The tiny tickle that had been a mere annoyance just minutes ago had bloomed into full-fledged inferno.

He stood and swaggered unhurriedly towards me.  Once he reached me, I looked up into the endless blue of his eyes.  His hand reached up and stilled my hand, his long fingers wrapping around my wrist.  I’d been unconsciously stroking the outside of my throat, as if that alone could soothe the ache.

“Come.  Let me show you what you need to do.  I know you do not want to rely on me to help you.”

Smoothly, he turned and led me down the hallway into his office, his calloused fingertips drifting over my skin.  As soon as we entered the room, he motioned for me to sit in his desk chair.  He walked over to a small closet and opened the door.  It was then that he faced me again.

“The blood is kept here.  Lukas also keeps a supply, but it cannot be kept where it could be easily found.”  Stefan explained.  “Let me show you how to access this.”

In a blur, I was at his side.  He pointed to what looked like a large wall safe.  His fingers flew over a keypad, yet I was able to discern every number he pressed.  Once he pressed the final key, the door popped open an inch and a cool blast of air surprised me.

“It is a refrigerator.  In the beginning, two bags should suffice.  As you age, your thirst will weaken.  I now can get by on a bag every three weeks unless I am injured.”

His words barely registered.  I’d developed tunnel vision and all I could focus on was the blood.  Neatly stacked bags filled the surprisingly large space.  My eyes never left his hands as they removed two of the bags and he closed the safe.  His fingers tilted my chin up and he cleared his throat once to get my attention.

“I know that you are thirsty, however you need to stay calm for me.  Can you do this?” Stefan’s voice was calm and soothing, his movements slow and steady.  He knew my control was teetering and the agony I was suffering knowing blood was so close, yet so far away.

My mouth was suddenly as dry as the Sahara desert.  It was difficult to swallow, so I simply nodded, barely paying attention to the words.  I could only see the blood. 

“Good.”  His gentle fingers wrapped around my wrist again as he led me back into the kitchen.  He only let me go long enough to retrieve a glass from the cabinet and he tore open the bag with his teeth.  He emptied the contents of one bag into the glass and tossed the empty bag into the trash.  My stare was fixed on the glass, watching as he placed it into the microwave.  “It can be consumed cold.  Warm is better.”

The microwave hummed softly and I watched the glass rotate on the small turntable.  I’d stopped breathing, simply watching and waiting.

When a soft beep sounded, I almost sprang from the seat in anticipation.  Stefan stepped in front of me and pushed me back, his blue eyes wary.  For a moment, I struggled against him, my shield barely under control.  Everything was tinted in a red haze and I wanted nothing more than to wrap it around him, simply because he stood in my way of what I wanted.  It wasn’t until Lukas’ soft words repeated in my head about disappearing that I snapped out of my daze and I stared at my feet in shame.

“Stefan...how can I do this?  I feel like I’m going to let you down.  Do you even trust me?” I questioned hoarsely.  His fingers slipped under my chin and he tilted my head up.  His ageless eyes stared into mine and a knowing smile curved his lips.

“I trust you with my life.  You will do this, just as you have handled everything else.  Think of what you have accomplished in such a short time.  Now is not the time for self doubt or pity.”  Stefan stated simply, his large hand cupping my cheek.  His eyes never faltered as he continued.  “You are a survivor.  You are my equal, Josephine.  You will overcome this thirst and you will flourish.  You only feel out of control when you see blood.  Anna is the same.  It will pass; it is you that needs to learn to control it.”

He turned away and I heard the clinking of metal against glass, dinging softly as his shoulder moved effortlessly.  The sharp metallic clang of metal sounded in the sink as he dropped the spoon he’d used to stir the blood.

“It is a matter of mind over matter.  Now drink.”  Stefan handed me the glass and my hands were shaking as I gripped the glass tightly in my hand.  Part of me wanted to savor the blood, letting the rich liquid soothe the rawness of my burning throat.  But the primal side of me wanted to drain the glass in one greedy swallow…just because I could.

In the end, it was somewhat of a combination of both.  My greedy gulps turned into smaller, more controlled swallows as I drank and my thirst was sated.  Stefan stood like a silent sentinel, his imposing frame a silent reminder of his stealth-like strength and power.

It wasn’t until I finished the glass and licked my lips that he moved.  He took the glass from me and methodically rinsed it out at the sink, seemingly lost in the menial task.  His thoughts were muddled, his mind purposely warded from my intrusion.

Hurt panged in my chest, like a knife in my heart.  He hadn’t said a word since I’d taken the glass from him and it appeared he was in no hurry.  Still uncomfortable in my new skin, I simply waited for Stefan to talk.

Grasping at my wrists, he held them above my head with one hand while the other cupped my face and traveled along the long expanse of my neck as he pinned me against the wall.  His fingers tweaked my nipples until they pebbled under his expert touch.  As he gazed down at me, his eyes were glittering pools of warring emotion.  I could see the love and lust that battled for dominance.

In that moment, I'd take either.

Even when I was partially human, I'd trusted Stefan.  When I thought back to those early days, I was amazed at my blind naiveté.  I had been and was still willing to allow myself be restrained by a vampire that wanted nothing more than to surrender himself to me...in more ways than one.  My eyes never left his face, and I watched him longingly.  He smiled widely, exposing his white, perfect teeth and his sexy lips that curled up deviously.  He nuzzled my nose with his own, his lips like gentle whispers against my cheek.  My long legs wrapped around his narrow hips, holding him close and firm against me.  I was no longer weak; I could easily break away from the hold he had on me.  I could easily use my shield to control the situation, to take control.

But I didn't want to break away and I didn't want control.  I wanted to climb inside of him, to know him from the inside out.

He rose up on one arm, the disarming look on his face surprising me.  "You are beautiful, vackra," Stefan whispered.  Reverent hands worshiped my skin, his truthful admission hanging in the air between us.  "This…this is the beginning of forever."

My brow furrowed at the brutal, honest truth of it...and at the words I wanted to reassure him with. I wanted to let him know I loved him and that I trusted him, but I couldn't find the words.  Instead of speaking, I flooded our bond with those heartfelt emotions.  I smiled and relaxed, letting his strong hands restrain me and watch with inquisitive eyes as he smiled drunkenly at my outpouring of adoration.

"'Yes," I sighed breathlessly.  When his lips captured mine and his hips brutally bucked against me, the electricity between us only increased.  His hard cock pressed against my stomach, making his need known.  "Stefan..." My voice sounded desperate, pleading.

"Vackra," he groaned, dropping his forehead to mine. "I feel it as well."

It was absolutely impossible to fight that devastating feeling of wanting to consume each other.  It was a tidal wave of emotion, want, and need.  I had no frame of reference to compare it to; the closest would be a magnet was drawing us together.  The feeling made everything else around us insignificant, fading into the mundane background. There was no warning when the desire for one another would overtake us.  More than once we had we lost ourselves in an airplane bathroom, a darkened limo, or even at the Carriage House.  We were powerless against it.  It would be unnerving if it weren’t so honest and pure.

"Stefan," I whimpered, capturing his lips in a searing kiss, only to pull away needlessly breathless. "Promise me you won't stop…ever.  I can't lose this…us."

"Never.  I would rather die."  He shook his head and his honesty plunged us headfirst into passion.  To turn back now, despite the threats that loomed around each corner, what secrets needed to be discovered, would physically tear us apart.  It would wreck us both to stop the roller coaster of lust and love that had immobilized us.  We needed each other more than air, more than blood.

I couldn't find it in me to be apologetic when his impatient fingers ripped and tore at our remaining clothes, when skin finally met skin, and when the sigh of perfect contentment ghosted across my face as he sank as deeply as he could inside of me, joining us as one.  One of his long, muscular arms held me tight to him while the other braced the wall.  My head fell to his shoulder and I glanced between us.  It was difficult to tell with our immortal flesh where one of us ended and the other began, with our hips and legs pressed so tightly together.

Leaving wet mouthed kisses up his neck, I only pulled away to meet his stare.  I loved the tousle of his golden, sex-wrecked hair, the gleam of his obsidian eyes, the kiss-bruised lips, and the heat of his breath over my flesh. "I want more," I groaned hoarsely.  I was overcome with the feel of him inside of me, surrounding me, caging me against the wall with his powerful body.

"You have become insatiable," Stefan murmured seductively.  His muscles rolled smoothly under his pale flesh as he drove into me. "I love it."

Slipping his fingers into my hair at the nape of my neck, he gripped hard, letting me know that this would not be gentle, that he needed hard, fast and deep.  Using the wall and his shoulders, I braced myself, crying out his name when he began a deep, thrusting pace.  Stefan’s lips roved down my neck, roughly sucking my flesh into his mouth as he continued to take me against the wall.

I couldn't help the long, low growl I released; nor could I stop myself from clenching rhythmically around him.  It was when his fangs grazed along my jaw at the same time his velvet voice purred, "Mine," that I completely shattered, totally forgetting everything but the feeling of being wrapped in his arms and the pleasant, boneless sensation that spread over me.

He wasn't far behind me.  His head fell back and the roar he released vibrated through our joined bodies.  His arm tightened around me and my fingernails sunk into his shoulders, leaving behind tiny crescents.

Stefan offered a hoarse laugh as his lips brushed over mine.  “How is it that you manage to destroy me?”

His handsome face was relaxed, the tiny worry lines smoothed away.  Wrapping myself around him, I locked my feet around his hips.  Affectionately, I nudged my nose against his.  “It seems like we both have the same problem.”

He raised a single blond eyebrow as his hands cupped my ass.  He carried me into our bedroom and we fell to the bed in a tumble of arms and legs.  I managed to right myself and I sat up, my hands twisting nervously in my lap.

Stefan silently watched me, his mind probing mine.  He knew what I wanted but was waiting for me to voice my request.  Drawing in an unnecessary breath, I blurted it out before I lost my nerve.  "I want to go home."

Stefan blinked twice and his blue eyes looked confused.  "You are home.  Our home."

"No.  I want to look through my uncle's belongings.  The last time..." My voice broke and I looked away.  "I was mourning and didn't pay attention or know what to look for.  I may have missed important things…”

His index finger slipped over my lips before I could say more.

"Only mental talk.  Follow my lead."  His voice rang clearly in my mind.  He dropped his finger and traced my lips with the tip.  "Then we go.  We tell no one our exact destination.  We fly into the biggest airport and drive.  We will hide in plain sight."

Aloud, he spoke softly.  He sat up beside of me and his hand stroked my arm quietly.  “Of course.  There are parts of your human life you need to attend to.”

"I hate this.”  I moved to snuggle against his side.  "Is it safe for us to leave?"

"It would be no safer if we stayed."  Stefan looked at me pointedly, switching to mental talk. "After all, the tracker is dead."

I remembered Adolfo's tracking abilities. He'd been killed in the explosion that had nearly killed Stefan.  I went still in his arms, our bond churning from fire to silk. He kissed the top of my head and mentally spoke the words I'd been dreading as he placed me back against the headboard of the bed so he could easily face me. "Your father is likely waiting us out.  He will strike when we least expect it. He will choose to attack the weakest link."

The weakest link.  Was that how he saw Stefan?  Or me?  We were one complete being.  If one of us were to perish...the other would as well.

Or was it Anna and Nikolaus?   My brother’s abilities were dangerous and he was close to bonding to Anna.  She'd shown no discernible talent, but killing her would destroy my brother.  And then there was sweet Lukas...

"Lukas will be fine.  I have taught him everything I know.  He knows where to hide and how to do it.  We have been hiding for over a hundred years."  Stefan rested his chin on the top of my head. "But we will need to change locations.  It is no longer safe here."

"Where..." I blurted out, not thinking.  My heart sank as I though about leaving this apartment.  I’d come to think of it as the first real home I’d had since Garrett had died.

Stefan cut me off with a swift shake of his head and a tap to his temple.  "This apartment could be bugged.  Nothing but mental talk when it comes to strategic planning."

He'd advised mental talk during Nigel and Amir's strange visit.  Nigel seemed uncomfortable as he stood with Amir, his eyes boring into Stefan's as Amir addressed them.  Nigel didn't trust Amir.  He was obviously trying his best to warn Stefan of something…but what?

Amir was now next door at Lukas' apartment.  When we chose to leave, our departure would have to be discreet and quick.  There could be no lengthy goodbyes.  The more miles we put between us, the better. 

"What's happened, Stefan?" I whispered.  His shoulders were tense as he stretched across the foot of the bed, sleek and almost cat-like in his movements.  It reminded me of those first days together in Bali when I'd tried to deny that I loved him then.  But I'd known that very moment...that very first night my heart knew it had found its soul mate.

His eyes flickered up to mine, his handsome face lined with concern.  He simply shook his head and rested his cheek against my thigh.  On reflex, my fingers shot to smooth through his silky blond hair, attempting to sort through his thoughts.  He knew Nigel was hiding something; however, Amir was sticking close to him for a reason.  Amir's presence alone muddled Stefan's psychic ability, leaving him only to strategize and speculate.  Unless Amir told Stefan his plans, he'd be in the dark.

"I do not know.  Something has changed now that Lenora and Adolfo are gone.  Power struggles and mistrust are not good bedmates." His voice floated through my mind.  He relaxed marginally underneath my touch and I continued to absently stroke his head.

"Then we should stay.  See this out."  I mused mentally.  “I don’t want anyone to suffer because of me.”

Stefan sprang up and kneeled beside me on the bed.  His eyes searched mine for the longest time.  "No.  We need to know what your abilities truly are and the truth.  Your uncle's notes may hold the answers.  You deserve to know the truth. We deserve to know the truth.  I could not live with myself if I kept your heritage from you.”

I licked my lips nervously.  My mind slipped back to the odd, detached way Amir's amber eyes had passed over me.  He'd been appraising me, attempting to look for obvious changes.  Something wasn't sitting right.  His impassioned pleas seemed insincere...and rehearsed.

I didn't look away when I voiced my biggest fear.  "And if they don't?"

He sighed heavily, but his unblinking gaze never faltered.  "Then it does not.  Will it change how you feel about me?  About us?"

Beautiful bastard.  He didn't need to ask me.  He was goading me, wanting a reaction.  Hoisting an arched eyebrow, I pretended to think about it for a moment or two.  I pursed my lips and tapped my chin as if I was really considering the possibilities.

"You.  You drive me crazy," he said as his thumbs caressed my cheekbones.  He chuckled darkly. "You make me forget reason."

Shooting him a startled look, I ran my hands over the rippled muscles of his stomach. They clenched under my touch and a low moan rumbled in his chest.

"Oh really?  Join the club," I sighed, stretching to place a light kiss on the dip between his collarbones.  "Does it worry you?"

He wound his fingers through my long hair and pulled my head back, exposing my neck.  He placed a combination of tiny nips and soft kisses over my exposed skin.  His blazing blue eyes were fierce as they met mine.  "Yes.  You cloud my judgment.  My life centers around you, Josephine.  Your safety and your happiness is all that matters now.  Yet I do not consider this a weakness.  We are stronger together."

I smiled at his deliberate choice of words, knowing they came from his heart.  “I love you.  It’s important that I talk to Nikolaus.” My fingers dragged over the stubble on his face.  “And we need to talk to Anna and Lukas.  I guess it’s time to move.”

Stefan nodded in agreement, his handsome face solemn. “Tomorrow.”

 





Chapter 4 - Line in the Sand
 

"Do you want to explain why Lukas and Anna are both frantically working the phones next door?  What's going on?"  Nikolaus asked.  He glanced between Stefan and myself for an answer.  We were both stone faced, refusing to give anything away.

I knew this wouldn’t be easy with my brother after I’d made the call to see him this morning.  I’d anticipated his reaction, carefully planning out my answers.  We were cut from the same cloth.  We were both difficult, argumentative and stubborn.

Stefan left my side and lowered his large frame in the chair by the window.  He didn’t relax; he simply sat and tapped out a nervous rhythm on his thigh as his blue eyes followed my every move.  He was giving us our space, yet still close enough to intervene if the questions became too difficult to answer.  Honestly, I was on my own.  Stefan and I could easily communicate telepathically because of our bond, but he didn’t have that advantage with Nikolaus.

Focusing back on my brother, I studied him briefly.  I could see his agitation building as he waited for my answer.  His wild, dark hair was rumpled from frequent passes of his fingers and his lips were tense. "Long version or short?" I finally asked, exhaling loudly.  I was hoping he’d go for the short version and this could be over quickly.

His fingers brushed through his dark hair, making it stick up in all directions.  "Fuck, Josie.  Why is it always complicated?  I just need facts.  Something concrete."

Tapping my temple, I thought to Nikolaus instead of talking.  "Anna is arranging for movers.  It's not safe here.  The walls may have ears."

His green eyes tightened and I caught him looking over the living room of our apartment.  I almost expected him to start lifting vases and looking behind the artwork on the walls for bugs, but he simply waited for me to explain.

Verbally, I spoke.  "Anna's settling things.  Human things.  She's never had the chance since her…change.”

His dark eyebrows rose until I thought they’d disappear into his hairline.  He rubbed his lips with his fingers. "Safe for who?  You?  Or all of us?"

Shrugging, I flipped my long hair over my shoulder.  "All of us.  I'm not willing to chance it, Nik."

Nikolaus began to walk around the room, lifting up sculptures and pulling books from the bookshelf, just as I thought he’d do.  He glanced over at me with a half-smile. "And what is Lukas up to?  He’s acting like he’s on a party line."

Oh boy.  This was going to be the part where things were going to become difficult for him.  "He's making travel plans for Stefan and myself."

He froze with a heavy book in his hand.  He didn’t make any effort to move.  He simply stood, his shoulders slumping. "You're leaving?"

Nodding, I stepped closer to my brother.  Once I was close enough, I placed a gentle hand on his tattooed arm.  "I have things to wrap up at Garrett's house.  There will be a day I won’t be able to return.  You know this."

He slammed the book on the shelf with a loud thump, causing me to jump from the impact.  "It’s settled.  I’m going with you.  You need to tell Lukas to add another person to your party."  

Stefan's finger tapping stopped abruptly, drawing our attention to him.  His voice was gravelly and deep when he spoke.  "The fewer involved is best."

Nikolaus ignored Stefan and spun so he could grip my shoulders.  "Garrett was my uncle too.  Please, Josie.  I need closure too."

His words cut like a knife and guilt crept in through the wounds his words inflicted, gripping my chest like a vice.  "I know he was your uncle.  But you need to stay here with Anna and help her.  Some of this won’t be easy for her to handle.”  Silently, I pled with him to understand.  “If Kian finds her alone...who knows what could happen.  I need you here to handle things and support Anna.  She needs you now more than ever."

I wasn't playing fair.  I watched him flinch at the thought of our father and Anna together.  I just needed him to understand he couldn't come.  This was something Stefan and I had to do alone. We couldn't travel with a huge entourage.  That would draw attention to us and we needed to fit in, disappear in the crowd.  Four ethereal immortals and a half-human hybrid would not allow us to just ‘fit in’.  We’d be remembered, regardless how many memories we wiped with our influence.

His green eyes hardened as he stared into my eyes.  He nodded and squeezed my shoulders softly before releasing me and letting me go.  "You're making me feel guilty and it's not right. Anna needs me and I need to be there for her."

Some of the tension lifted from my shoulders.  This had gone easier than I anticipated.  I’d expected much more fight from my brother.

“Come and sit, Nikolaus.”  Stefan’s voice broke through the silence of my thoughts.  Nikolaus looked at me and I gestured for him to sit on the couch.  Without a word, I took my place on Stefan’s lap, curling up against the hardness of his chest.

Stefan reached around me to pick up a cell phone.  It was nothing fancy, a basic model with no bells or whistles.  He handed it to me and I looked up him, confused.  His voice floated through my mind.  “Give this to your brother.  It is a disposable phone.  All of our numbers are loaded into the phonebook.  It cannot be traced to anyone.  It is only to be used to contact one of us.”

His fingers lingered over mine as he passed off the small phone.  I nodded and stretched over to Nikolaus, repeating Stefan’s orders.  “This phone is untraceable.  Only use it to call me, Stefan, Anna or Lukas. All of our numbers are programmed in. We just don’t know who’s listening…this will keep us all safe.”

Nikolaus flipped the cell phone between both hands and shook his head in disbelief.  “It’s come to this.  Fuck.”  I could barely make out his mumbled words.  He was talking to himself more than he was to either of us.  Stefan’s chin pressed down against the top of my head, his chest rising and falling as he inhaled deeply.

Nikolaus rose and managed a weak smile.  He crouched down and took my hand in his.  His thumb traced over the top of my hand affectionately.  “I suppose this is goodbye then.”

Swallowing back the huge lump that had taken up residence in my throat, I held his hand tightly.  “It’s not goodbye.  It’s just a see you soon.  We’ll be back before you know it, Nik.  There are just a few things I need to take care of.”

Nikolaus stared off vacantly, his eyes unfocused.  His mind was closed, his thoughts heavily safeguarded from my attempts to peek into it.  He was still somewhere else when his words came out brokenly. “Stefan, take care of her.  With the exception of Anna, she’s all I have left in this world.  I just need your word.”

Stefan’s heavy hand came to rest on my brother’s shoulder.  He waited until Nikolaus’ shell-shocked eyes met his own.  “With my life.  Without her, there is nothing.  She will always come first.  You have my word.”

Nikolaus stood and tugged on my hair.  “Then I’ll see you soon.”

Rising from Stefan’s lap, I pulled my brother to me tightly.  I hugged him closely, my lips at his ear.  My voice was barely audible, coming out like in a raspy hiss.  “Keep them safe.  You know him better than anyone else.  Do whatever it takes.”   I felt his body twitch but it only made me grip him tighter.  “Whatever. It. Takes.  Ask questions later.  Do you understand?”

“Yeah…I understand.” Nikolaus’ words faded out.  I knew I’d overwhelmed him.  Like me, he’d have to internalize everything before he could fully accept it and move on.

Releasing him, I watched him as he walked to the door.  He looked back a final time, his striking face filled with resolve.  He’d been given a task, one I knew he’d take seriously.  With a final jut of his chin, he slipped out of the apartment, his steps burdened with a weight he hadn’t had when he’d entered.

Heaving a heavy sigh, my eyes closed.  I was second-guessing everything I’d said, everything we were doing…everything I’d requested.

Comfort flooded our bond and Stefan’s fingers danced over my shoulders.  His thumbs pressed against the tight muscles of my back, kneading the tension away.

“You can not be filled with regret.  What was said needed to be discussed.  You did what you needed to do,” Stefan advised.  His magic fingers continued to glide over my spine, leaving a trail of goose bumps over my skin.  “It will be fine, yes?  We will be back from our trip soon.  No more worries.”

My teeth bit at my lower lip.  Leaning back against him, the solid wall of muscle was calming and I managed a soft nod.  “At least I don’t have to worry about worry lines anymore.”

“Yes, there is that I suppose.”  Stefan chuckled and his arms wrapped around me, one across my chest and the other went lower to rest around my stomach.  That strange magnetic pull between us leapt to life at our closeness, reassuring me in way his words couldn’t.

I swayed against him for a moment, my hands covering his.  “There’s no going back.”

His hold never faltered, nor did the comfort he sent through the bond.  “No.  There is not.”

Unwittingly, I’d drawn that invisible line in the sand; the line that you can’t come back from.  There were no words I could say to change the outcome, nothing I could do to change course.  I’d declared war on my father.

***

I’d spent the remainder of the afternoon packing suitcases.  We’d planned on staying a week in my hometown, hoping that I’d find the journals and we could be on our way home.  And in a perfect world with no complications, it might work.  However, nothing ever came easy for me.

The weather was growing warmer and the nights shorter as spring slowly faded into summer.  Temperature didn’t matter to me anymore.  I could walk around in a winter jacket in 100-degree temperatures and not be the least bit uncomfortable.  My life was now all about appearances and fitting in with the human world.  I’d have to learn how to fade into the background.  With Stefan at my side, I knew it would be impossible to do.  His six-foot-four inch height and supernatural Nordic beauty turned heads wherever he went.  It wasn’t everyday you saw a man that was more beautifully designed than Stefan, and you’d be hard pressed to forget him if you saw him.

Folding up a fourth pair of jeans, I heard light footfalls head down the hallway.  I’d just looked up as Lukas stuck his head in the doorway.

“Knock, knock,” he sang out loudly.  He joined me at the bed and surveyed my suitcase.  His mouth turned into a frown.  “Have I taught you nothing?  You can lead a horse to water…”

He flitted off to the closet and returned with his arms filled with clothes.  He began methodically folding blouses and shirts, artfully arranging them in the large suitcase.  I went to reach for a hanger and he playfully smacked at my hands.  “You’ll only wrinkle them.”

Releasing an unladylike snort, I sat on the edge of the bed and watched Lukas as his hands blurred through the motions of packing.  He caught me staring and flashed me a smile.  “It’s been awhile since we’ve talked.”

Losing myself in memories, I struggled through the murky recollections until I remembered a distraught Lukas sitting by my bedside.  “It was the night of the explosion.”

He never slowed as he continued to pack.  “You were right to trust he’d come back.  I gave up.  I gave into my fear.”

Lukas looked up and his face took on a faraway expression.  “I didn’t realize how much he meant to me.  I love him, Josie.  Not in a romantical sort of way of course, but I’ve been with him for over a hundred years.  He was my friend as a human and saved me from certain death.”  He shifted uncomfortably and I saw him swipe at his eyes.  “As I sat here that night, I realized that if I lost him, I’d lose you.  Granted, you have your faults and have questionable taste in clothing…”

I swallowed back a laugh and watched him fondly.  He tried so hard to keep up his bitchy façade.  “Sweet talker.  Lukas, if you’re not careful someone might overhear you and think you care about me.”

His head snapped up and our eyes met, icy blue to emerald green.  He jerked his head once and he smiled, exposing his even white teeth.  “Tell anyone and I’ll track you down and force you to wear H&M for the rest of eternity.”

“Oh, the torture.” I joked back, placing the back of my hand against my forehead in mock horror.  “Lukas…”

He shot me a sharp look and shook his head vehemently.  “No.  Don’t you dare do what I think you’re going to do.”

Ignoring his plea, I stood and hugged him.  It wasn’t the same sort of hug I gave my brother, but it served the purpose of what I needed to do.  Again, I used the opportunity to speak without being overheard.  “When we leave, you’re the eldest.  You have to take care of Anna and Nikolaus.  I already spoke with him.  I told him to do whatever he needed to do.  You know where everything is…the financials.  If for some reason we don’t make it back…”

“I said not to do this.”  He hissed back, the warning clear in his words.  “Don’t talk like this.  It’s like asking for bad luck.”

“Feel free to stock my closets with whatever atrocities you feel fit.  We need to all be on the same page.  One more thing, Lukas.  You can’t tell anyone what we’re doing.  No one.”  I released him and took my perch on the end of the bed.  His eyes were slits as he stared at me.  It was easy to see the unanswered questions that were forming in his mind.

Lukas stepped away from the bed and crossed the room to find a small notepad on Stefan’s dresser.  I watched as he scribbled away on the piece of paper.  With a sigh, he handed the pad to me.  I scanned the paper quickly.  When you say no one, you mean Amir?  Do you know something I don’t?

Grabbing the pen from his hand, I wrote back a simple answer.  Yes, I mean Amir.  And no, I don’t know anything.  It’s simply a matter of keeping our destination a secret.

Lukas read the note and resumed packing until the suitcase was filled and he started in on Stefan’s luggage next.  As he packed, I ripped up the note into shreds and headed into the bathroom, flushing them down the toilet.  I watched them swirl like confetti until they disappeared, leaving clear water behind.

As I stepped back into the bedroom, Lukas was zipping up Stefan’s suitcase.  He managed a smirk as he turned to face me.  “You’re flying commercial.  I’d suggest making sure you aren’t hungry before you leave.”  He glanced at his watch dramatically.  “Which is in precisely five hours.  You need to talk to Anna too.”

He walked to the door and blew me a kiss.  “See you soon, sweet cheeks.  I’ll send Anna over.”

Lugging the packed suitcases to the front door turned out to be an effortless process.  I’d have struggled with the task before, but this was as light as carrying my purse.  I was placing the second piece of luggage down when the front door cracked open and Anna’s riotous brown curls peeked in the doorway.  She was surprised to see me at the doorway and her eyes widened.

Putting my hands on my hips, I blew back an errant strand of hair as I stood up. “Hey.  You’re the last one on my list to say goodbye to, you know.  It took you long enough.”

She rolled her dark eyes and smirked.  “I’ve been busy.  I never thought I’d say I was tired of talking, but after my marathon phone festival today, I’m officially over it.”

“Thanks for taking care of everything.  I didn’t mean for you to get stuck with the grunt work,” I sighed and shoved my hands in my back pockets.  “I don’t know where to begin…”

“Nikolaus told me everything.”  Anna waved me and shot me a knowing look.  “I hope your business goes smoothly.”

 Our eyes met and she nodded, looking around the living room.  She knew to avoid certain subjects and was letting me know she understood.  I admired Anna’s ability to adapt so quickly to a life style she didn’t even know existed outside of books and legends.

“Me too.  I just want to get in and get out.  There’s going to be too many memories in that house.”  My voice sounded small as I thought back to my childhood home and memories of Garrett.  They meant so much more now because I now knew the truth as to who he really was.  I just wish I’d known when he was still alive…

“It’s always hard.  If anyone can do it, you can,” Anna said.  She plopped down on the couch and smiled.  “I still can’t get over the change.  You look like a new person, girlfriend.”

I’d have to be careful going home.  Athens was a close nit community and everyone knew each other.  Most never left, choosing to remain in the quaint town.  When I’d left, I’d cut all ties to the few people I knew.  News would spread fast that my old home was occupied, at least temporarily.

“No more yoga for me.”  I joked weakly.  Sitting down beside Anna, I suddenly felt insecure.  “How did you do it?”

“Do what?” Anna was confused.  Her nose wrinkled as she placed her hand on my leg.

“Keep it under control.  I feel like my emotions are like a pendulum.  One minute I’m high, the next I’m low.”  I rubbed my forehead with the heel of my hand.  “Now I’m getting on an airplane with humans.  I’m scared shitless.”

Anna was quiet.  When she spoke, her voice was comforting.  “I was a mess.  Stefan and Lukas kept me sane those first few weeks.  Listen to him and don’t try to do it your way.  You don’t always know best.”

I barked out a dry laugh.  “Yeah, yeah.  No running off.  I think I’m past that, Anna.”   Leaning back into the couch, I folded my hands in my lap.  “Who’d have ever thought we’d end up like this?  Immortals.”

“Mythical creatures.”  She snorted.  “At least I found Nik.”

Smiling broadly, I swatted at her arm.  “Anna Wilson is in love.  Stop the press.”

Anna burrowed back on the couch next to me.  She rested her head on my shoulder.  “It proves miracles happen.  Georgia said I’d never…”

Her voice wandered off as she mentioned our friend’s name.  We hadn’t been able to contact her for a few weeks.  It was if she’d disappeared off the face of the earth.

Clearing my throat, I rested my head on Anna’s soft hair.  “I hope she’s happy.  Wherever she is.”

The mood in the room had become gloomy.  Both of us were lost in our thoughts and memories.  I vaguely remembered my last conversation with Georgia.  It was stilted and strained.  She sounded odd, as if she’d been drinking.  I worried about her and the lack of communication had me worried.  It nagged at me, making me wonder if there wasn’t something more that I could do for my friend.

“Alright.  Enough of this.  I’m not going to spend my last bit of time with you moping around over things we can’t change.”  Anna turned to face me.  “Just promise me you’ll be safe and you’ll get your ass back here soon.”

Anna’s spitfire personality broke through the melancholy.  I couldn’t stop the smile that broke over my face.  “I promise.  I won’t linger any longer than necessary.  You can always call.”  

“True.”  Anna agreed.  She leaned over and gave me a hug and I was shocked to feel her arms quaking as she held me.  “I want you back.  I want this over…Josie, something’s not right.”

“It’ll be fine.  And we’ll be back as soon as possible.  I promise.  You have Lukas.  He knows what to do,”  I murmured in her ear.  I was tiring of the clandestine meetings and secretive conversations.

The door opened and Stefan entered the apartment.  My eyes shot to him, watching the softness of his sea blue eyes as he watched us from the doorway.  His chiseled face had lost its harshness as he met my gaze. “I hate to break up this happy moment but Josephine needs to feed before our flight.”

Anna released me and winked one of her sparkling brown eyes at me.  “You two be safe and hurry back to us.  Our family won’t be the same without you both.”

As she left, I realized for the first time in a long time, I had a family.  A real family that cared for each other, tied together by blood and love.

Stefan joined me on the couch.  He took my hand and pressed feather light kisses over each finger.  “Yes.  Vår
familj.  Our family.”

***

Anxious about the upcoming plane ride, I didn't read one page of the magazine I held in my hands.  I aimlessly flipped through the well-worn pages as I waited for Stefan to work his magic to get our seats upgraded to first class.  Lukas had made the executive decision for us to fly commercial this time.  He’d given Stefan and me both the lame excuse that it would be better to be in large groups of people until we were safely out of New York City.  We were hiding in plain sight.  It would make my father or his henchmen less likely to attempt to do anything with human witnesses everywhere.  I suppose he had a point.

I knew he was headed my way before I saw him.  It wasn’t only the bond that told me, it was the sudden hush of conversation around me grinding to a screeching halt that made me look up from the magazine I was paging through.

I shielded my thoughts as I dragged my tongue over my bottom lip.  Immediately, Stefan's head snapped to zero in on me, his sharp eyes staring holes through me. Apparently, he had been listening to me quite intently.  I grinned, arching an eyebrow at him and watching his leg muscles flex with each long stride. I could practically feel what those muscles were capable of doing when I was wrapped around them. The thought caused my breath to catch and I barely bit back my groan.

He was gorgeous.  Black jeans and a charcoal gray, long sleeved shirt accented everything about him that made my mouth water. When he ran a hand through his blond hair and increased the speed of his sexy strut, this time I could hear the heartbeats throughout the crowd increase.

He slouched down in the chair beside me, his long legs stretched in front of him.  He eyed me with sparkling blue eyes.  He leaned over and captured my lips in a light, teasing kiss.  I heard a few disappointed groans and heavy sighs.

"Our luggage is checked?" I asked innocently.  I closed the magazine and tossed it aside, my hand brushing over his powerful thigh.

“Yes.  How are you doing?”  Stefan questioned.  He grabbed my errant hand and twirled my engagement ring around on my finger.  He’d been carefully monitoring my moods and knew I was fine.  I think he just wanted to hear me speak the words for myself.

“Good.  I just keep the curtain down and I’m fine.  I’m not sure if Lukas’ idea was the smartest though.  Everyone is looking at us,” I whispered, glancing around the crowded waiting area.  People had given up on being discreet, now they simply stared.

“We look too perfect to them.  They know we are something more, yet cannot figure out what else we could be.”  Stefan continued to turn the ring on my finger.  “You will not notice it after a century.  You will expect it and worry when they do not stare.”

Watching as he stroked the diamond and ruby ring with his long finger, I leaned against his muscular arm.  “When I was changing, I was afraid I’d lost you.  There were so many things I wanted to do.  I wanted to marry you.”

His face remained impassive, but I felt the change in his mood.  Surprise and happiness surged through him at my words.  I could also feel a bit of his possessive nature purr with satisfaction at being able to claim me in every way possible.

“I still do, you know.  I still want to be your wife even though…even though things are different,” I mumbled against his bicep.  It was impossible for me to blush, but it didn’t stop me from feeling embarrassed at my admission.

“It is yours.  We will plan for it, yes?”  Stefan kissed my forehead softly.  He intertwined our fingers and his thumb rubbed over my hand softly.

Overhead, I heard our flight being called.  Stefan stood and pulled me to my feet.  Drawing in a nervous breath, my teeth tugged at my lip.  I didn’t want to let him down.

“You could never let me down, vackra.  You can do this,” Stefan encouraged, a crooked smile alighting his face.  “Come.  Let us start our adventure.  We have days of uninterrupted time together.  We may never want to leave.”

As I followed along behind him, my mind was deluged with all of the things we could do without someone walking in or waiting for us.  We’d be completely alone, free to our own devices.  Suddenly I didn’t dread the short airplane ride nearly as much as I had before.

He leaned down, his warm breath tickling my ear.  “And you call me shameless.”

***

The airplane ride had been monotonous and I found that there were only a few times I found myself to be uncomfortable.  Stefan had sensed my control falter and had pushed strength my way, giving me a much boost when I needed it most.

We’d rented a car at the airport in Columbus and had driven the hour and a half into Athens.  I watched the scenery pass by in a blur as Stefan drove down the interstate, my eyes taking in the familiar landmarks of my youth.  Everything was green and lush, the rolling hills a welcome change from the concrete and asphalt that surrounded us everyday.  As we got closer to Athens, I found myself nervously clenching my hands.  I hadn’t been back since the death of Garrett and Meredith.  It was sensory overload and all of my emotions had rushed to the surface, raw and painful.

Once we’d turned onto the country road that would lead me to my uncle’s home, my breath came out in ragged pants.  As we came to the crest of a small hill, I pointed at the house with a shaky hand and Stefan steered the car up the long driveway.  He pulled to a stop beside of an old, but well maintained farmhouse.  Painted a gleaming white, I’d seen to it that everything was updated and kept in order on the off chance I’d want to come home.

And here I was after so many years away.  Home.

As if in a trance, I shoved open the door and stumbled out of the car.  I headed up the remainder of the driveway, inhaling deep breaths of clean, sweet air as gravel crunched under my feet.  I turned in small circles, taking everything in.

Stefan stopped at my side and offered me a smile of comfort.  His hand reached out for mine.  “It is getting late.”

Blankly, my eyes swept the property, noticing the shadows that hung over the dark house.  “You’re right.  C’mon, let’s go in.”

I started to lead him to the door but he pulled me back.  Confused, I craned my neck to stare up into his handsome face.  It was etched with worry, his sea blue eyes stormy.  I could sense his unease and apprehension.  “Vackra, are you ready to do this?  Can you handle confronting your past?”

Swallowing, my eyes slid closed.  Inhaling sharply, I reopened them and nodded.  “I have to do this, Stefan.  We didn’t come all this way to stand in the yard.  If there’s something here, I want to find it.  For us.”

His fingers ran up my arm and shoulder, his large hand swallowing one side of my cheek with his palm.  “I will be with you.  Wherever you lead, I will be behind you.  If you feel the need to turn around, there is no shame.  You have to know your limits.”

My much smaller hand covered his as it cradled my face. “I know.  I couldn’t do this without you.”

Reluctantly pulling away, my boots stomped up each step until I stood on the wrap around front porch, still scattered with the familiar Adirondack chairs that had been here during my last visit. My feet were heavy as I shifted from foot to foot, hesitantly heading to the screen.  Slowly opening it, for a moment my fingers drifted over the heavy wood door, flicking the cool brass doorknocker with my fingertip.

Sighing, I had to stop stalling.  I’d made it this far; there was no turning back.  It was now or never.

Digging the key out of my jean pocket, I swiftly unlocked the door and pushed it open, unprepared for the deluge of memories to hit me like a punch to my gut. 

Crossing the threshold, my eyes took in the darkened room.  Overwhelmed at the emotion of being back in my childhood home, my legs swayed for a moment. My keener sense of smell was able to pick up the faint scent of my aunt and uncle in the house after five years of vacancy. Squaring my shoulders, I reached over and flipped on a light switch, flooding the room with bright light.  Like ripping off a band-aide, I knew the faster I did this the better.  But it didn’t stop the pain that gripped my silent heart as I walked from room to room.

During my slow exploration of the familiar house, I was never alone.  Stefan shadowed behind me, his soothing presence the only thing that kept me from coming completely unhinged and kept me tethered to reality.  He was my safe harbor, the calm in the storm that raged within me.

The rooms were mostly empty, the remaining furniture covered with heavy sheets.  They each brought back a different memory, some more difficult to bear than others.  By the time I reached my bedroom, I was close to losing my feeble grip on my emotions.  This was the only intact room in the house.  My double bed was stripped and covered with the same heavy drop cloth, but seeing the bookcase lined with books, the trinkets from my childhood, the faded candid snap shots of myself with Garrett and Meredith caused a broken sob to catch in my throat.  I’d left them behind, wanting to leave the hurt along with them.  Now they were like a slap in the face, reminding me of what I’d lost.

There were so many memories and they all seemed to hit me at once. I was trying my best to remember only the good; but in the back of my mind, rage was throbbing like a toothache.  One vampire had destroyed the only family I knew and it was my own father.

Bitter and seething, I dropped on the edge on the bed, sending a fine mist of dust to scatter in the air around the room.  Stefan went to the window, pushing the curtains aside and opening it, letting clean, fresh air flow into the stuffy room.  He only lingered at the window a moment before he slowly approached me, stopping only to stand before me, towering over me.  Twisting my hands carelessly in my lap, I stared vacantly up into his concerned face.  His blue eyes were locked on me.  He crouched down at my feet and I reached for him, sighing as I felt the comfort of his arms encircle my waist tightly.  His warm breath tickled my neck and his soft lips kissed the soft, sensitive spot behind my ear.

I knew he wanted me to say something, to verbalize the pain I felt as I toured my childhood home, but I simply didn't have it in me at the moment.  He sensed it and wisely just held me, allowing me to have my moment and was willing to wait for me to speak.

"I feel like an outsider here.  I didn't expect to feel like this, Stefan," I said in a halting rush, pressing my forehead against his and squeezing my eyes closed.  “This was my home.  And somehow Kian has managed to taint every memory I have.  Every. Fucking. Memory.”

Seething inside, my fingers gripped the shoulders of his shirt as I fought with the last bit of restraint I possessed.  He rose so our faces were almost level and the tender, yet brief brush of his lips across mine set fire to my soul.

"Confronting your past after your change is always difficult.  Your knowledge that Kian was responsible for their death makes it worse.  We will not talk. You do not have to worry," he crooned softly against my lips, his voice laced with understanding and comfort. "Tell me what you need, vackra.  Whatever I have is yours.  You know this."

His selfless offering diffused my pent up anger and my body trembled as I let out a rush of air.  I knew that I sounded needy, but I didn’t care.  I finally begged him for what I needed.  "Kiss me.  And don't stop…I need to feel something real.  I want to feel like I belong somewhere."

A muscle in his chiseled jaw clenched and the intensity in his eyes gleamed brilliantly.  His hands gripped my hips.  “You do belong somewhere.  You belong with me.  Your place is at my side, for an eternity.”

Releasing a breathless moan, his words did nothing but incite me.  “Then show me I belong.”  My lip trembled as my voice wavered.  “Show me…”

Sliding closer, I leaned over him as he did exactly as I asked.  He kissed me with a gentle, languid kiss, trying to slow my frantic pace down.  He knew what I needed better than I did.  He was willing to put me back together after helplessly watching me fall apart, piece-by-piece. 

His hands held my waist, but they glided up my sides to the inside of my jacket, which he effortlessly pushed off my shoulders.  I let go of him just long enough to shirk out of it, only to reach for his face again, slipping my fingers into his hair to secure him to me.  Firm hands cupped my ass, giving it a squeeze over the outside of my jeans, tongues danced, swirled, tasted as I loomed over him, and finally, I grasped the bottom of his T-shirt.

"Skin," I whispered against his lips. "I need to feel your skin.  Now."

He switched to speak to me telepathically.  His lilting voice was like velvet-covered steel. “You are playing with fire.  Can you take the heat?”

 





Chapter 5 - To Have and to Hold
 

He smirked at me sexily as he licked his lips, his tongue dancing across his lower lip.  He pulling back just enough to grasp the thin material that hugged his skin like a glove and wrenched it over his head.  Before I could fall back into him, he reached for the hem of my own shirt, gathering it up and tugging it off.  My hair spilled over my shoulders in a disheveled mess as my mind mapped out a plan of attack.

Wrapping my shield around him securely, I pushed at him until he fell back with his head at the foot of the bed.  I held him immobile until I had safely clamored on top of him, straddling his hips with my thighs.

“Now who’s playing with fire?”  I draped my body over him, running my nose over the curve of his cheek to drift over the shell of his ear.  “Maybe I’ll show you instead.”

His blue eyes narrowed and his voice slipped into my mind.  "Let me go, vackra. It is not wise in your state."

His mental words brought me back to reality.  Of course.  I was a young vampire, unpredictable and lead only by instinct.  With Kian missing, it wasn't safe for me to immobilize him, even as tempting as it was to have him at my mercy.  I pulled back the shield and his fingers meticulously began working at the clasp of my bra to quickly remove it, smiling as my breasts spilled free.  After lavishing a slow, sensual kiss to first one nipple and then the next, he went to work on the button and zipper of my jeans. He loosened them just enough so his rough hands could slip into the back to grip my ass firmly, grinding me down over his hard cock.

The sounds of our ragged breathing filled the room. I could only focus on the man beneath me, the satin of his skin, the hardness of his muscles and the grace of his flexing biceps.  Wrapping my hand around the latter, I grasped against the firm, tight bulges, pinning him to the bed.

My hair created a curtain around us.  Stefan stayed quiet and let me have this moment. He could hear every thought I was having, and most were almost obscene in nature.  He cracked a quick smile, his fingers delving deeper into my jeans to find out just how desperate I was to reconnect.

"Josephine," he whispered, locking gazes with me.  I'm sure our eyes matched, black to black. "So wet…for me?"

I couldn't answer him aloud.  Most likely if I’d tried, it would've come out as a string of nonsensical words, not making a bit of sense to either of us.  Driven by desire and the growing need swirling in the pit of my stomach, it was easier to let my mind guide him because more than the physical desire, my heart yearned to be joined with him in every way.  As he read my mind, my jeans shredded beneath his hands and my panties were destroyed, all while I sat astride him.

"Come here," he whispered, guiding me up his torso until my knees were planted on either side of his head.  As I stared down at him, I almost came undone at the love and lust that had darkened his handsome face. "I love you, min hjarta.  Let me take care of you now."

His mouth met my heated pussy without warning, his tongue, lips and teeth all working to bring my frantic feelings down a notch or two.  My head collapsed against my back as Stefan worked thoroughly and rapidly to bring me to the peak of ecstasy.  He let me ride his face, grip his hair and cry out his name.  My wanton enthusiasm earned me the most glorious of growls against my pussy, inciting me further.

He let me take and that was exactly what I needed.  His hands gripped, his mouth kissed and his lips suckled until I thought I'd go mad.  My insides wound tighter and tighter until my thighs were practically vibrating around his head.  When the coil finally snapped, his name fell from my lips in a wild shriek.

Before I had a chance to come down from my high, I found myself planted at the head of the bed, Stefan crawling over me like a large, sleek cat.

"You are perfection," he crooned, his tongue traveling over the length of my neck. "To hear you cry out my name is something I will never tire of hearing." He dropped a deep, toe-curling kiss to my mouth, his teeth tugging at my lips.  "I want to feel you.  All of you."

His lips met mine again, and I lost myself to my own flavor and the sweet taste of his tongue.  The edge was gone, but my moment was far from over.  I could feel it in my chest, the grip of my hands as I pulled at his broad, strong back, and the twist of my stomach when his hips pushed forward, gliding his cock through what seemed my never-ending wetness.

Stefan lowered himself just a little, allowing a bit more of his weight to lie against me. His cock was hard, heavy as he continued to grind between my folds, but when he slipped just inside of me, he stopped.

Holding himself as still as a statue, he gazed down at me.  He was wearing a mixture of emotions all over his face…longing, reverence, possessiveness, and tenderness.  The most beautiful of smiles curled at the corners of his mouth. "Beautiful, Josephine.  Now… Now, I can take my time with you…"

With that, he slipped slowly inside of me, filling me and taking away the ability to think.  The whole world could've ended, and we'd never have known it.  The feeling of him inside if me made me want to rip the bed apart with my clenching hands.  Knowing I could easily do that now made it that much more exciting.

He flipped me to my stomach.  Possessive hands pushed my breasts to the bed and pulled my ass higher, his fingertips drifting over the small of my back and curve of my cheeks.

"If you could see yourself like this...."Stefan growled.  He slammed into me, his cock filling me completely.  All I could feel was his hips meeting the curve of my ass.  He was relentless, pounding into me until all I could do was meet his thrusts with abandon.  I was truly his equal and there was no need for him to be gentle.

"Stefan...harder!"

His fingers tightened on my ass.  "How much more do you want?"

"Make me forget it all...make me only think of you…" I buried my head into the bed and the mattress muffled my cry.  The sound was keening and filled with desperation.

His answering growl rattled deep in his chest.  My hips rolled back to meet every deep plunge and I felt myself tightening around him, my inner walls pulsing around him.  Tumbling into ecstasy, my nails ripped into the heavy sheet covering my bed.  I heard the bed groan ominously under the force of our lovemaking as Stefan inched near his own climax.

   “Knulla! Du
är för
jävla
perfekt!!” His fingertips dug into my flesh as his hips thrust erratically.  His orgasm was loud and powerful, his body crumpling over me, his heavy breath fanning over my shoulders.  For the first time, he made no effort to move.  He let me accept the comforting weight of his powerful frame as we laid in the silence of my old bedroom.

He withdrew and I immediately missed the connection, reeling at the emptiness I felt.  He rolled to my side and pulled me against him.  My fingers absently traced patterns over his chest.

“Thank you,” I whispered.  I snuck a glance up at him through my eyelashes.  “You’ve stood by me through everything.  You’ve never faltered once…and tonight…tonight you knew what I needed and you took care of me again.  I’m afraid I’ll never be able to live up to that.”

His stunningly sculpted face was peaceful.  His fingertips brushed my hair back from my forehead and the back of his hand swept down my cheek reverently.  “You never have to thank me for loving you.  There is nothing I would not do for you.”

I heard the truth ringing clear in his words.  “Stefan?”

He chuckled softly and leaned closer, his lips against my temple.  “Ask.”

“We’re going to be safe, right?  I hate being scared.”  My voice cracked.  “Even if it’s a lie, just tell me we’ll be alright and I’ll believe you.” 

His mouth smiled against my skin.  “We will be fine.  I promise you.”

The bond between us hummed and I detected no deception in his words.  He honestly believed that everything would work out.  He’d move heaven and hell to keep that promise.

“Sleep, vackra.”  His gentle command was the last thing I remembered as my eyes lost their struggle to stay awake.

***

"You were watching me again," he accused lightly.  He hadn't looked up from his chore.  He was crouched down, sorting through yet another chest tucked away in the attic. His tight t-shirt stretched across the firm muscles of his back and his faded jeans clung to his powerful thighs. "Since I have met you, I have spent more times sorting through boxes and books.  It is bordering on becoming a bit of a joke. Your non stop eye fucking me is not helping matters."

"I can't help it," I answered guiltily.  I bit my lip, pausing.  "Stop looking so irresistibly sexy and I won't stare so much."

He snickered under his breath and rose to his full height.  He slid his hands in his pockets.  "I found nothing of interest.  What are we missing?"

I knew by his racing thoughts that the question was more of a musing.  He was growing frustrated.  He wasn’t used to not getting his way and it was showing.

"We'll find it.  It has to be here." I reassured him, absently rubbing the front of my jeans pocket.  Tucked safely away was the key from Garrett's book.  We had to find the journals.  Our past and future depended on it.

Turning back around to my box, I’d knelt back down and was digging when I heard his voice.

"You are convinced these journals will explain...our missing link?"

My hands stilled and I nodded swiftly, glancing over my shoulder at him. "Yes.  My mother told me...in the vision I saw you as a human.  And I saw myself...but not as a human.  I need to know what I am...who I am."

Stefan rubbed the toe if his boot on the attic floor.  His mind searched mine for the vivid memory of my vision.  "I wish I could recall that memory you have.  After the change, our human recollections fade when we do not actively attempt to remember them," he said bitterly and looked up, meeting my stare.  "I loved you then.  It was apparent in your vision.  I do not need a human memory to remember that kind of love.  I can feel that in my soul, my very bones."  He pressed his hand against his chest for emphasis.

The faintest of smiles tugged at the corners of my lips.   I stood up and brushed off my hands. “And I loved you.  Stefan, I don’t need reassurances.  I just want to know the truth.  The good and the bad.”

His mind whirled angrily.  His frustration filled the bond between us.  His eyes closed and he sighed deeply.  When they reopened, his mood had settled.

"We are miles from humans, yes? Perhaps you should see how fast you can move.  We should clear our minds and stretch our legs." He caught my lips with his own before taking my hand, leading me down the steps from the attic.  He stood on the porch, listening to the night sounds of the country, the wind dancing through the trees, rustling the leaves.  

“We should stay close to the house.  It feels like rain.”  Squeezing my hand, we took off in a sprint to the edge of the woods.  Once we'd reached the safety of the trees, we blurred through the heavy foliage at a speed I'd never imagined possible.

The moon was high in the night sky, illuminating our path as it slipped from behind a cloud.  Neither of us needed the pale light, yet I found it reassuring to see where my feet landed.  Rich green passed in a blur as my eyes easily focused on my surroundings as if I was walking instead of streaking through the trees, so fast my hair streamed out behind me like sails snapping in the wind.

As I glanced at him, our eyes met and his happiness seemed to radiate from within him.  My mother's words echoed in my mind, "See, he loved you even then.  He doesn't remember the love you shared then, Josephine.  The key for you both to remember is in the journal."

I ran at his side, my mind reliving the memory of being with him when he was human.  I had been with him for months and my feelings and my need for him only grew stronger with each passing day.  I couldn’t help but wonder what our bond would be like in 50 years…or 100.  I’d still not adjusted to the idea of eternity.  It was mystifying to think in 100 years we’d still be standing together, our love growing stronger.  I worried that our connection to one another would deepen, meshing us together until we were unable to be apart, even for a moment without feeling the crushing blow.

He stopped abruptly and turned, crashing his lips against mine with a brutal intensity that he'd never used before.  I clung to him just as fiercely, only dimly realizing that he'd brought us to a clearing.  All of the emotions that I'd been trying to force down grew too great to bear. As I broke our kiss, I sobbed into the night.  He crushed me to him, holding me tightly as we sank to the soft grass.

I must have sounded like a wild animal. There weren't words to express what I was trying to say, but throaty wailing and half-choked cries escaped my throat as I tried to tell him what I needed him to hear.  All the frustration from the last few months unleashed with no end in sight.  He caught my face in his hands and leaned down, his lips ghosting over my brow, his softly accented voice a whisper. "Do not worry about what we cannot change.  Many would be envious of what we share, the bond we have.  And I will be here beside you.”

Stefan had been expecting me to snap.  And selfishly, I let him comfort me.

My outburst ebbed and we sat wrapped around each other.  Our foreheads pressed together and I stared into his blue eyes, seeing the same fear and concern reflecting back to me.  We were both tumbling over and over in the slipstream of fate, grappling to hang on to each other.

His lips crushed mine again, and I opened myself to him as we poured out our fears and desires in wordless communion. His hands gripped me roughly, his lips and tongue desperate against my own. My hands clawed against his flesh, as if I were trying to pull off pieces and bring them into myself.  I couldn't bring him close enough, couldn't hold him tight enough to my heart.

Our desperation began to merge into passion, and I was swept up again in my need for him.  It began to rain, the drops streaking our faces like tears in any other circumstances. I wound my fingers into his hair, melding myself to him.
His mouth moved along my neck, and I whimpered as he nipped at me with his teeth. I felt an urge to possess and be possessed by him that I had never felt before.  If I could have climbed inside his skin, I would have.  My hands moved feverishly against his chest.  I stroked muscles that I'd already memorized, following with my teeth and tongue as I made my way along his body, tasting and touching him. The rain enhanced his natural scent, and I buried myself in him, practically wallowing in his arms. And it still wasn't enough.

We didn't need to speak.  The bond between us had exploded, blowing any remaining barrier wide open.  I could decipher every emotion flooding from him.  His lust and passion was strongest, but the undercurrent of love was powerful.  I felt the strings that tethered me to the world begin to loosen.  Gravity ceased to exist, and Stefan was the only thing that was keeping me from flying away into nothing.

The sky opened up and rain poured over us. It did nothing to stop the desire coursing through me; I was consumed by fire. No need for blood had ever been or could ever be as strong as my need for him at that moment. 

He gave and I took.  I offered and he accepted.  Without him I’d lived a half-life; with him I found my true existence.  I gave myself willingly to him, feeling as if my soul opened up and I found hope there, in the center of everything where I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began.

My fingernails raked down the sculpted muscles of his back, my hands gripping his ass and pulling him into me.  He wordlessly answered my request, his lips demanding more.  I pulled my mouth from his and I cried out into the clearing, the rain washing over me. As if on instinct, words fell from my lips that were foreign to me, yet strangely familiar. "Vilja muna orr elska."

I wanted and needed him to be willing to remember our love.  I told him in the only way I knew would make the biggest impact.  I spoke to him in his ancient language.

His entire demeanor changed.  His strong hands laced through my wet hair, his blue eyes boring into mine. A flash of recognition shadowed his handsome face.  "It was you.  Minn sal, minn if. Minn muna hjarta ykkarr."

"Stefan...it always has been," I whispered.  When my fingers touched his skin, his flawless pale skin began to glow as the night on the rooftop in New York.  I let my hands trail over the features of his face, mesmerized by the white light that illuminated us "It always will be."

His voice was barely audible, yet filled with emotion and wonderment. "Min mystiska gudinna. Du är verkligen fantastiskt ... du är mer.”

I climbed him like a tree, wrapping my legs snugly around his hips.  "I want to feel you.  All of you."

His eyes were transfixed on mine, our bodies lighting up the darkness like lightning flashing across the night sky.  Our lips met again and every nerve short-circuited and for one brief moment, I could feel my silent heart come to life and beat a single time.

Our trembling bodies lay in a heap on the wet grass, rain pouring over us.  Stefan's face was buried in my neck, his heavy frame draped over me.  I held him tightly, physically and emotionally spent.  We could have been in the clearing for minutes or hours; time had no meaning. My fingers drifted through his wet hair aimlessly, his massive body shielding me from the pelting downpour. 

The sound of Stefan's voice brought me out of my almost trance-like state.  "You spoke to me in my native tongue."

"Hmmm?" I murmured.  “It was how you used to speak to me.  The memories…they come and go.  Something about this moment, this setting seemed familiar in some way.”

Stefan was silent and non-committal.  I could feel his apprehension about uncovering his past.  Our past.

Taking a deep breath, I chose to change the subject.  “I want to marry you.  And I don’t want to wait.”

In one of the few times since Stefan and I had been together, I’d stunned him speechless.

***

The smell of freesia and roses filled my nose.  Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes and smiled softly.

Hesitating in the doorway of the living room, I wasn't sure I'd ever seen anything so beautiful.  I'd seen Stefan so many ways: dressed up, completely nude, and seen him come to my rescue like an avenging angel, but never was his face this stunning.  Every bit of his nearly 1000 years faded away from the hard edge of his eyes and the tension in his shoulders. It left him relaxed, appearing so young and beautifully angelic.  His hair fell heavily over his forehead like a golden waterfall.  He was dressed from head to toe in black: an expensive black suit, a crisp black dress shirt and leather shoes.  It made his pale skin luminous, his blue eyes striking as he watched me walk towards him, stepping over blood red rose petals.

My ivory dress was the softest cashmere, the simple lines of the dress clinging to my curves.  My hair hung on loose waves over my shoulders.  My heels clicked over the wood floor softly.  Knowing he was waiting for me made it difficult to keep up the charade of being human.

It was the knowledge that my other half stood waiting at the fireplace that made me want to rush to him.  Even a moment away from him seemed too long.

Surrounded in an arch of flowers, I joined him and took his outstretched hands.  Our fingers wound together, the joy flooding the bond threatening to bring me to my knees.

"Stefan Lifsten and Josephine Anderson, you wish to be joined in marriage?"

Neither of our eyes faltered as we gazed at each other lovingly. Our voices rang out in unison, my clear alto blending with his deep lilting baritone.  "Yes."

Somehow, Stefan had managed to find a justice of the peace willing to marry us at a moments notice.  He'd arranged everything, making a spur of the moment dream a reality.  I’d woken up this morning to his absence and a note, followed by a steady stream of deliveries and strict instructions to avoid the living room until I received his signal. 

Who said chivalry was dead?

"Before the witnesses in attendance, I ask Stefan.  Will you take Josephine to be your wife and love her in distress and pleasure?

"Yes," Stefan said.  He squeezed my fingers.  His blue eyes were soft in the late afternoon sunlight.

"Before the witnesses in attendance, I ask Josephine.  Will you take Stefan to be your husband and love him in distress and pleasure?

I didn't hesitate for a moment.  I'd never been more sure of anything in my life. "Yes."

"Mr. Lifsten said you'd recite your own vows.  Go ahead, Mr. Lifsten."

"I, Stefan Lifsten, take you, Josephine Anderson to be my wife.  I ask that you stand at my side during both joyful and sorrowful times.  I promise to devote myself to you until we are parted in death.” With those heartfelt words, his blue eyes shimmered with unshed tears.  He slid a plain, platinum band over my finger and his crooked smile of happiness nearly broke my heart.

 “And Josephine, it is your turn now.”  The justice of the peace nodded at me kindly.  He held out Stefan’s matching band and I took it with unsteady fingers.

Staring up into his handsome face, I took Stefan’s hand.  I took a deep breath and repeated the vows back to him. "I, Josephine Anderson take you, Stefan Lifsten to be my husband.  I promise to stand by you in good times and in bad, to love you and cherish you until death parts us.”

As my fingers pushed the ring over his long finger, my eyes met his again.  I'd never seen him so happy.  Pure joy radiated from his face.  If I had to pick a moment I wanted frozen in time, it would be this brief second that I’d want to capture to remember for an eternity.

"I now pronounce you man and wife.  You may kiss your wife."

The pride he felt at those two words was apparent when his hands reached for my face.  His soft lips met mine as my arms circled his neck.  He rose up and lifted me off my feet in his arms.  His tongue swept across my lower lip, tangling with mine.

I could have lost myself forever in that kiss.  The knowledge that we were tied together in every way possible way filled me with a happiness I thought was unimaginable.

It took the gentle cough of the justice of the peace and our witnesses for us to part.  We signed all of the necessary paperwork in record time.  Stefan was hurrying them along.  It seemed he was anxious to get me alone.

We followed them outside, waving our goodbyes.  We watched them disappear down the driveway in their sedan, waiting until their taillights disappeared into the distance.

In a blur, he had me in his arms.  I started to protest until I realized what he was doing.

He was carrying me across the threshold, honoring the human tradition of marriage.

Once inside, Stefan set me on my feet and cradled my face in his hands.  His lips were as light as feathers against mine.  I felt his fingers and lips travel down to my neck, caressing my skin softly.  My body trembled at each little kiss, relishing every touch…simply because each one touched my very soul and his love was evident in every kiss and in every move he made.

When I raised my hands to touch him, he immediately took ahold of them.  Struggling against him, his hold on me was gentle but firm.

"I have indulged your sexual appetite for far too long, Josephine.  It is something I mean to rectify from this moment on." A playfully wicked smile was on his lips, his painfully beautiful face sinister in the glow from the fireplace.

"Play nice, Mr. Lifsten." I whispered.  Ripples of his desire flitted over my skin and sank into me.

"Ah, you should know I never make promises.  Inga löften, vackra.  All I ask is that you hold on to your energy, draw out the release as long as you can." His lips were so close to mine, I felt each word as he spoke.  His fingers moved to unzip my dress, letting the fabric lay at my feet in a pool of white cashmere. "Will you try?"

As he awaited my answer, he moved on to the task of unbuttoning his dress shirt. It fell open, exposing his broad, muscular chest.  He smiled his sexy, crooked smile, shrugging his jacket and shirt off over his shoulders and down his arms, throwing them to the side in a heap on the floor.

The heat from the fire raging through my body made me feel as if I were blushing all over.  His blue eyes stopped roaming when they locked onto mine.  The passion reflected in his swirling sea blue eyes made him look as if he were burning inside.  And there it was.  It was the look, the smile that Stefan only gave me.  It was the feeling I was waiting for.  It barreled through the bond and if I was human, I'd never have survived it.

His unbridled lust hit me with a force I'd never felt from him before. His hands were a blur on my waist, moving upward slowly against the soft planes of my stomach. His hungry eyes strolled longingly over my body. As his hands reached my breasts, he ran his thumbs gently back and forth over the lacy fabric, my nipples pebbling under his firm touch.  All my muscles seemed to contract within me, sending waves of lightning shooting through my veins, but I held it back as he had requested.

His mouth was on mine, as if he couldn't kiss me deep enough, hard enough or long enough.  There was no way I would be able to hold the intense energy inside much longer. When I thought I couldn't take another second, his mouth was gone and I was left gasping for breath.

"Stefan, please!  Du spelar inte rättvist." I leaned into him trying to recapture his mouth, but he pulled away, his only response his infuriatingly beautiful smile. He enjoyed my easy transition to pulling his native tongue from his mind and relished my futile attempts to break him.

"Ah, Josephine.  I never play fair.  You have destroyed me with your love.  I shamelessly covet it.  One day in the next century you will accept that fact." He smiled again softly as one of his hands released me.  I heard the sound of his belt unbuckling, sliding through the fabric and falling to the carpet.

Finally.

"Close your eyes, vackra.  If you open your beautiful eyes I will stop."  His voice was pure sex, lilting and husky.  "And I do not want to stop."

Reluctantly obeying his request, I was suddenly swept off my feet and on my back of the thick rug in front of the fireplace.  Closing my eyes, I heard the unmistakable sounds of rustling fabric.  My breath hitched in impatient gasps until I felt his naked legs against my own. His rough fingers grasped my silky panties and with a gentle tug they were ripped, pulled from under me in one swift movement.

Kissing his way up from my stomach to my breasts, I arched my back and wrapped my legs around his.  My hands slid smoothly down his velvet skin to rest upon his ass.  He teased me unmercifully.  He would touch me, pressing his powerful body against mine.  He'd come so close and then at the last moment, would retreat.  I tried to pull him closer, but he was much stronger in strength and sheer will.

"Stefan," I moaned.  I was pleading and desperate.  "Please! I can't…"

"I need you as I have never needed you before."  His voice was smooth like honey, causing an icy shiver to move down my spine.  His mouth feathered kisses over my cheek and down my neck, eagerly kissing and licking his way down my throat until his mouth touched the crook of my neck.  I gasped at the sudden icy feeling that swept through me.

"You miss the human part of me don't you?" My voice wavered.  I frantically searched his mind for his answer before he spoke.  Rage built inside of him, his face contorting in his fury.

His flashing eyes met mine.  His powerful fingers gripped my chin, trapping my face so I couldn't look away.  "Why would I miss something that made you fragile? I have you for an eternity. Why would I regret having the other part of my soul forever?  Foolish woman.  You are the love of my life.  I merely existed prior to meeting you.  When will you understand?"

His angry lips devoured mine, as if his kiss alone could prove the depth of his conviction.  His fingers slid into my hair and he wound them into the thick waves.  His tongue was relentless as it swirled inside, entangling with mine.

One of his hands traveled the length of my leg, placing it in the crook of his arm.  Silently and effortlessly, he slid inside of me.  We'd made love more times than I could count, but the sheer size of him never ceased to take my breath away.

"Let your shield go.  Now."  His mental voice commanded me.

I released the barrier that held the energy back.  It blasted him, his arms shaking from the sheer power as it coursed between us.  We were wrapped in a bubble of energy, entirely encasing us from the real world.  The speed of his thrusts increased, his lust and need overtaking any lucid thought he had left.  His blue eyes were now onyx, his handsome face one of an animal intent on claiming his mate.

I was no better.  I welcomed each of his thrusts with impatient rolls of my hips, answering them with wild abandon, spurring him on with my loud moans and raking fingernails.  The only sounds were the crackle of the fireplace, our wanton cries of pleasure and the sound of our immortal skin meeting in our haste to satisfy our hunger for one another.

I flipped Stefan to his back with the strength of my shield.  It wrapped around him like invisible tethers, holding his wrists and ankles immobile.  His inky eyes furiously met mine, his teeth snapping at me angrily.

"See, you're not the only one that doesn't play fair.  I'm going to fuck you now," I whispered in his ear.  My tongue snaked out and traced a path along his ear, down the sharp line of his jaw until finally, I reached his mouth.  Ghosting tiny kisses along his tense lips, I felt them relax under my touch until they were soft again and I could see some of the blue eclipsing the black.

It didn't stop his arms and legs from tugging at his invisible bonds.  He didn't like to be helpless.  It went against his very nature.

He was equally furious and ecstatic that he'd met his match.  My mental power was stronger than his physical strength and it equally thrilled and frustrated him.

My index finger traced over his sculpted muscles of his chest, letting the rest of my fingers fan across his skin.  Leaning over him, my lips took one of his nipples into my mouth, alternating between kisses and bites.  A low growl rumbled in his chest as his head arched against the floor.  "You want more?  Tell me."

His mental voice boomed in my mind.  "I want to feel your pussy.  Do not make me beg."

"This is what you want?"  I rubbed the wetness of my folds over his cock.  I felt it throb and stiffen under the wet heat that coated it.

He didn't answer.  He jutted his hips and easily slid inside.  Even though I was supposed to be the one in control, my shield slipped and my hold on him slipped.

Moving in a blur, his hands grasped my hips with his punishing strength.  He moved me over him in a blinding speed, until my head fell back and the intensity of my release gripped me.  I tightened around him, shaking and vibrating with the power of my climax.

Stefan's satisfaction was palpable in the bond.  He'd broken me again intentionally. And I'd willingly surrender to him a million times to feel this blinding completion, this all-consuming pleasure.

My inner thoughts crushed him and he exploded inside of me, his yell of gratification echoing through the house.

Sated and boneless, I slumped against him.  His massive arms crushed me against the solid wall of his chest.  We said nothing, our minds filled with only thoughts of love and pleasure.

"You know they will be furious with us," Stefan murmured.  His fingers traced along the curve of my spine, his breath warm against my hair and scalp.  His mind was filled with visions of Lukas stomping around the room and Anna's loud voice rattling off a list of her complaints due to being left out of the ceremony.

I shifted slightly and rested my chin over his silent heart.  Raising an eyebrow, I pursed my lips.  "This was for us.  They'll get over it, Stefan."

He smiled and his chiseled face beamed as if lit from within.  "They will, Mrs. Lifsten."

Closing my eyes, I savored the sound of those words in his lilting, deep voice.  "Say it again."

“Mrs. Lifsten?”  Stefan asked happily.  “I never thought I would utter those words.  Only for you.”

I studied his face for a moment in the fading light from the fire. "Nothing will separate us.  When Kian decides to scurry out from whatever hole he's hiding in, he'll have to deal with me.  He almost killed you in the explosion and…"

His finger pressed over my lips, effectively cutting off my tirade.  "Vackra, let us not talk about this now.  I want to enjoy this night.  I have waited almost 1,000 years to marry you.  Now you are my mate in every way possible: body, blood, love, and in the eyes of the human world."

His words stopped my building anger, replacing it with the depth of his love for me.  His fingertip traced over my lips.  "It is not everyday one meets the other half of their soul."

"Den andra halvan av sin själ."  I murmured, repeating the last of his words in Swedish.  How often in life were you lucky enough to meet someone that you loved more than your own life, that completed your heart with their essence? He was the other half of my soul, so intertwined I didn't know where he began and I ended.

"Yes."  He nodded in agreement.  His blue eyes were liquid, rimmed in pink.  "Let us go to bed.  I am no where close to being finished with you."

In a dizzying blur, he leapt from the floor with me wrapped securely in his arms.  It seems he wasn't willing to let me go for a second.

“I am not willing to risk it.  I have waited too long for you…for this moment.”

Those were the last words that were spoken the rest of the night.

 





Chapter 6 - Keeping Secrets on My Pillow
 

We sat in a comfortable silence as the sun set slowly beyond the horizon.  Wrapped in Stefan's embrace, we barely left any space between us.  Each moment, my frustration at spending another day fruitlessly searching for journals grew, as did the growing unpredictability of my shield.  In a fit of anger, my mind alone had shattered a window and broken a table.

And Stefan has been stoically supportive.  He had kissed me lovingly and without a complaint had arranged for the window to be replaced.  I envied his 1,000 year old patience.

Even though I'd never admit it, I was going stir crazy.  We'd been secluded in my childhood home for three days, only venturing into the surrounding woods to explore when the walls felt like they were closing in on me.

His lilting voice was quiet, content with reading my thoughts. "You are doing beautifully.  You are a newborn, yet you exhibit the control of an immortal much older.  Remember that when you grow frustrated, vackra."

I snorted humorlessly, but placed a kiss on his neck at his supportive words. "Tell that to the table and the window."

"Each time I saw your frustration building.  I helped you direct it towards those things instead of the house.  A window and table can be replaced without curiosity being raised.  If you had destroyed this house...that would have been troublesome."  He pulled me closer and kissed my forehead.

Sighing, l pressed myself against his broad chest and snuggled into the familiar strong arms that held me.  Even though our minds were basically open books to one another, Stefan had the advantage over me.  His age and strength aided him to shield portions of his mind, withholding the things he didn't want me to know.  He'd still not fully explained what had happened the day of the explosion.

Gripping his t-shirt in my fingers, I plunged in. "Tell me what happened at the Carriage House."

His entire body tensed against me. The bond between us grew strained and his mind became even more guarded.  "There was an explosion.  You know this."

Pursing my lips, I tried another tactic. "You keep stalling and putting me off.  You told me that there shouldn’t be secrets between us.  Please tell me what happened with you that day.  Stefan, I almost lost you."

I could almost picture wall after wall in his mind sliding into place, shutting me off from his memories. He was struggling to keep his emotions balanced for me. Guilt flooded me; I knew the strain my instability was placing on him.

"I will admit a new vampire with no true ability is easy to manage.  Anna has been effortless. Lukas felt free upon his change and claims to have no ability, yet he has what I consider to be a mental talent.  Call it a sixth sense; he has what he calls "hunches"." His fingers traced soothing trails up and down my arms.  "But you...you are amazing.  It is taxing at times, yet I love the challenge of not predicting your next move.  It's equally frustrating and fascinating."

Stefan was still unable to predict my future.  He could see muddled images but it wasn’t enough and the lack of foresight to keep him on his toes.  The only advantage he had was my mind and the bond.  It kept him alert to my moods and hunger.

"You're still avoiding my question.  We all thought you were dead.  And if you die, I wouldn't make it.  My chest felt empty, like my..."

"Soul had been ripped from within you?"  He finished.  Nodding, I looked up into his mysterious sea blue eyes.  They churned with emotion as they searched mine. His long fingers pressed between us, rubbing where my silent heart lay.  "I felt the same.  Tell me, why do you want to know so badly?"

Swallowing hard, I turned to straddle his lap.  Turning my face up to the sky, my new eyes could see things they'd never seen before.  The stars lit up the dark sky, the hazy shape of each cloud pronounced.  And even the crescent moon seemed brighter.  As I refocused on Stefan, it turned our pale skin silver in its white luminance.  His immortal beauty almost made me lose my train of thought.  As a mostly human anomaly, I'd been shattered by his perfection.  His striking Nordic good looks could cause an entire room to focus on him, his formidable presence awe-inspiring.  It wasn't until after my change that I realized I hadn't been able to see his true beauty.  Even his tiny flaws made him more handsome; the almost imperceptible crookedness of his nose added to his looks.

I couldn't stop my fingers from exploring the sharp curves and planes of his face in the moonlight.  They traced over his high cheekbones, down his jaw and followed the curve of his lips. The lower was slightly fuller than the top, another flaw that added to his attractiveness.

His pale eyes watched me curiously as my hands explored his face.  When my thumb lingered on his lip too long he caught it between his teeth, his warm tongue wrapping around it sensuously.  I watched as his eyes darkened in the moonlight, his amorous mood barreled through the bond like a freight train.  My own need was simmering and the addition from his nearly sent me over the edge.

Breathing unsteadily, I pulled my thumb away.  I shook my head.  "Not until you tell me what happened.  And not the sanitized, 'safe for Josie's temper' version either."

Stefan grinned at my serious tone, dragging his tongue across his bottom lip.  "Why is it so important that you know?  Explain it to me."

Shrugging, I ruffled his silky hair with my fingers.  "Because I know there's more to it.  And you know who's behind it. You aren't telling me because you either fear I’ll shut down or you don't want me to think about it because I'll be angry and want revenge."

He glanced down at the gold pendant around my neck, his first gift to me.  He stared lovingly at it, his brow puckering slightly, putting a tiny crease between his eyebrows.  "Perhaps it is both.  For all intents and purpose, I am not your maker even though we now share the same blood.  I cannot use my influence to command you to stay calm.  Your shield at best is...volatile."  He rubbed his calloused hands over my arms.  "You must promise to not use it to restrain me."

Unblinkingly, I stared at him as he spoke.  He was building the reveal up, staging the scene so I was prepared.  I'd been right.  I wasn't going to like what he was going to tell me.  "I promise, Stefan.  Please tell me."

Our eyes met and we exchanged a long look.  He was gauging my control.  Reluctance flooded the bond between us; he really didn't want to tell me but our link kept him honest.

He opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted him, my voice barely audible.  "It was Kian, wasn't it?  My father did this, didn’t he?  He almost...he almost killed you.  But why?"

He breathed in sharply through his nose, closing his eyes.  "Yes, it was your father.  And as for his reasoning, I would assume he thought he could destroy evidence against him.  Amir received a message that all Council members were to convene at the Carriage House.  I was requested to join them as well due to my appointed position."

He opened his mind to me, so I could vividly see the scene unfold as he spoke.  It was similar to watching a movie with Stefan's deep, lightly accented voice narrating the story.

"We were all waiting.  The longer we waited, the higher the tensions between us grew.  Accusations were made. You see, each Council member was deceived; they each thought a different member had called the meeting.  Amir had been told Nigel had requested our appearance.  Lenora had been told Amir had called and so on.  It was chaos.  A group of irate vampires is dangerous, even in the most controlled of situations."

Fascinated, I let my eyes close and watched the angry recollection.  Flashes of angry faces flickered through his thoughts.

"It did not take long for us to see that we had been deceived.  Once the confusion cleared and I could focus, it was then I saw a glimpse of Lenora's future: a flash of fire, the agony of searing pain and then...then there was nothing but darkness.  I knew our lives were moments from being over.  I attempted to warn everyone but with only seconds worth of warning, everything happened in an instant.  Amir, Nigel, Sofia and I were able to avoid the worst of the explosion.  Lenora and Adolfo...as you know they did not survive the blast."

His shaky fingers stroked my face.  My hand instinctively reached to grip it protectively.  He had spoken of chaos, and right now his mind was a riotous storm of emotion and memories.  His recollections led me through mazes of underground tunnels, climbing through decrepit passages, digging through dirt to reach a viable exit to the city.  Once they emerged, they'd been forced to stick to alleys and less traveled streets so as to not draw human attention.  Four filthy, bloody people would have drawn unwanted attention.  Sofia had been badly injured and had been in grave danger.

His lilting voice continued. "As I dug my way through filth and through partially sealed passageways, I only thought of returning to you.  Amir's presence had severed the bond and I could not sense you.  I have grown so accustomed to feeling your presence that once it was gone, I almost went mad.  The pain I felt...I would gladly endure years of torture other than face that kind of suffering again.  My chest felt as if my heart had been ripped from inside, leaving an emptiness that could have brought me to my knees if it was not for the knowledge you were likely in comparable pain.  I had to find you to make us both whole."

My eyes burned with unshed tears.  I vividly remembered the pain of our severed bond, the terrifying worry of his fate as if it was yesterday.  It was impossible for us to be separated. The tie between us was that strong, tethering our hearts together.

"One complete being," I mused bitterly.

"Yes.  What is it you say?  It is a blessing and a curse?"  Stefan caught my chin in his hand, tilting my head back to look into my eyes. The conviction shining in his eyes was powerful.  "To have this connection, this feeling is a blessing.  Du är mitt liv, min anledning att leva."

Before, I would have needed a translation.  Since my change, I could easily tap into his mind to translate or if needed, talk to him in his native tongue.  A weak smile broke over my face.  "You are my life and reason to live too, Stefan.  It's just difficult to accept if something happened to me, your life would be over. It doesn't seem fair."

His precious life could be wiped away with something as simple as my final death.  The very thought clenched my silent heart. And if Stefan perished, I would wither away until there was nothing left.

There would be no reason to survive without him.

"Ah, Josephine.  I would rather live a final one day of utter bliss with you than face another thousand years without you.  Do you understand?  My life was empty without you."  His mouth lowered to mine, his lips capturing mine in the lightest of kisses.

Miles away from the closest house, our clothes were carefully removed.  Our hands worshiped one another reverently and kisses were placed on lips, shoulders and necks. Our foreheads touched as we lay naked on the blanket we'd spread on the grass.  The spicy smell of Stefan was almost overwhelming.  All I could feel, see and taste was him in the air around us.  As he hovered over me, the feel of his arousal pressing against me was tantalizing and heady.

As he pressed me down among our discarded clothes, the kiss never broke.  Heavy exhales pushed out against cheeks, tongues tangled and lips glided wetly against each other. The knowledge that he was mine and the sensation of his need filling the bond was strangely satisfying. I wasn't alone.  Pulling him closer, I needed to feel every inch of skin against mine.  My fervent hands branded his flesh from his firm ass over his muscled back, finally gripping his wide shoulders desperately.

I could hear every thought in his beautiful mind.  His love for me was breathtaking, but his need to touch, to memorize, to lose himself in us if only for a moment made my chest ache.  I'd made him remember too much tonight.

"We'll stay together, Stefan," I vowed in a whisper against his lips in order to soothe his unspoken fears. "No one can separate us now.  Forget it all for now, lover.  Be with me."

A strangled whimper escaped him as he pressed further into me, turning his head to kiss me. There was no preamble for this kiss; it was desperate, loving, and full of the things that words couldn’t say because what we shared...it was deeper than spoken feelings. Skimming my hands down his back, I wrapped my legs around his hips and wound myself around him.  A low growl rumbled out of me when his hard cock slid erotically over my wet, swollen folds.

My mind met his. "Be gentle later.  I just need to feel every inch of you, Stefan. Vänligen älska med mig."

I wasn’t playing fair.  I was using his own words against him.

He didn’t bite.  In fact, he disentangled himself from my arms and legs until he was between my parted thighs.

“Stefan…this isn’t what I meant.” I moaned wantonly, my hips rising against him.

 I felt his smile against my hipbone, but he merely dragged his tongue over my navel and grazed his lips long the crease of my leg.

"Ah, vackra..." he started, but then paused long enough to open my legs wider and lick me from one end to the other, making sure to swirl the tip of his tongue around my clit teasingly. "I could spend hours between your legs."

Another blanket disintegrated under my clasping hands as he licked again, not bothering to wait for my answer. Not that I could manage much more than a harsh moan. A handful of cotton fluttered to the ground beside of me as my fingers laced in his golden hair.

Stefan was moving slowly, his tongue languid and wet against my pussy. Gripping him harder, I wanted to grind against him as I chased my next orgasm.

Again, I felt another smile against me, and warm breath from his mouth rushed across my swollen clit.  "Open wider for me, Josephine.  I know what you want to do.  Do it...fuck my face."

I didn't have to be told twice.  My hips jutted hard against his mouth as he licked, sucked, nipped, causing a growl of satisfaction to erupt out of me at finally getting the friction, the feeling that I needed.  His hands had given up holding me down.  They slipped under my legs and traveled up to my breasts, his rough hand palming them, squeezing and rolling my nipples between his fingertips.

Not able to articulate what I needed, or even if I knew what I needed, only his name came from my mouth.  My back arched, and I continued to grip his hair while my other hand sought out something else. A large, warm, gentle hand engulfed mine, linking our fingers together.  The contradiction that was Stefan growled low and feral against my folds, but his thumb made soothing circles on the skin of my hand and I shattered into a million pieces.

He gave my clit one more kiss before looming up over me. His long fingers swiped at his mouth, slinging the moisture away before his mouth descended upon mine. Something about that drove me absolutely wild, and I accepted his kisses hungrily. It was masculine and sexy, and I moaned shamelessly.  But it also meant that my arousal covered him.  I could smell it on his skin, taste it on his tongue.  My shield wrapped hungrily around him, pulling him closer.

"That is one, vackra," he pointed out, his forehead dropping down to mine as he braced over me. "You owe more than that, yes?"

He was strength and possession, predator and protector, love and want all rolled into one beautiful, angelic creature.  My hands had to touch him, slip up his chest, over his shoulder, and around to the back of his neck to pull and tug him closer.

"I want another from you," he stated, almost sounding harsh, but he softened it all with a sweet sweep of his lips across my own. "I cannot promise to be gentle," he warned, begging me with his eyes to understand when he suddenly sheathed himself fully inside of me.

"Oh fuck...yes!" I hissed, my head pressing back into the pillows beneath me.

"Fuck," he groaned, his eyes squeezing shut as he drove into me.

Every sensation that my mind registered, he countered it again and again. He buried his face into my neck, the bond completely open between us.  His mind was filled with thoughts about how good I felt, how tight I was, and how nothing was as good as this. My shield wavered around us, but I couldn't help but grip him with it and my hands, which caused the most delicious string of curses to push out into my ear.

"So good..." he panted, growling low when my hands gripped his ass, but my shield pressed down on his back. "You cannot hold me back forever."

Had I been coherent, I would've known what he was trying to say, and I might've laughed. But any humor I might've found evaporated with the next swiveling thrusts he gave me.  I knew it felt like more than just one pair of hands on him, but as it was, I needed to see this unhinged Stefan come.  Soon.  And hard.

Fingernails raked down his strong, flexing back.  My legs wrapped around his hips, and my voice urged him to come, because there was no way in hell I was able to hold my shield around us much longer.

"Stefan, I can't..." I sobbed, gazing up at him. "Please... You have to come..."

"Then let go.  Let go, min gudinna," he chanted in a whisper against my lips, but his teeth dragged across my bottom lip. "Let it all go. But I need one more from you." As he said that, his hand slipped beneath my ass, lifting me up just enough so that he shifted inside of me, sliding deeper.

There was no holding back.  Everything inside of me let go, my shield included. As the orgasm tore through my body from the tip of my toes to the top of my head, the ecstasy of its wake halted my lungs and froze my tight muscles in place.

"I could watch you come like this for days," he muttered, but his rhythm faltered.  His breathing stopped, and with a few more thrusts, he came hard.  His braced stance over me failed him, and he fell to his elbows instead. "My beloved," he whispered breathlessly against my lips as my whole body was wracked with an earth-shattering shiver.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," I chanted, feeling his smile as he brushed my hair from my face. "I couldn't hold it... hell, I don't think I can get it back."

He snickered softly. "Shh, vackra.  It was perfect."

It was then that I chanced a look at his face.  The dark mask of need was gone, and in its place was smug but very happy and sated Stefan.

I groaned. "You wanted to fuck the shield out of me?"

A roaring laugh shook his chest as he rolled us to our sides. "No, not precisely," he said slowly. "Consider it a test to see the conditions it can withstand."

I raised an eyebrow a fraction of an inch.  "And?"

"You and your shield passed inspection.”

***

Standing in the open French doors leading out to the patio was my beautiful husband, completely nude.  The setting sun made his satin skin glow, his tall frame casting a shadow on the floor around him. His muscled back sloped at an angle as he leaned casually against the door, his blond hair gleaming up in the red glow of the setting sun.

The words still sounded strange, even in my mind.  My husband.

He turned slightly to face me, a smile on his lips.  He extended a hand to me, jutting his chin in my direction.  "I have been waiting to hear those words a thousand years, my beautiful wife.  Mrs. Lifsten, come join me."

In a blur, I was across the room and wrapped in the comforting embrace of his arms.  The moment our skin touched, I felt our connection pulse between us.  It had been that way since I’d turned.

"How did you know I don't want to keep the last name of Anderson?  Maybe I'll be one of those feminist types hell bent on keeping my last name," I teased, poking him in the ribs with my elbow.

"You forget I can read your mind."  He pressed a kiss to the top of my head and resumed staring into the distance.  "It is beautiful here.  Quiet."

"That's why Garrett chose to live here.  It was calming for me.  When I was young, my ability was out of control.  And now...it's gone.  I enjoy the silence, but I didn't realize how much I relied on seeing things, predicting behavior.  I'm learning to live again."

A single finger brushed my hair away from my face.  His blue eyes bored into mine as if he was trying to stare straight through me.  "I have a theory about your abilities."

Turning my head to the side, I gave him a sideways glance.  Of course Stefan would have a theory.  His mind was constantly working through theories, situations...if I let myself sink into his mind, it was like sinking into a swirling pit of snakes.  His thoughts were dark and reminded me of things that slithered in the night.

"Snakes?  Interesting."  He waggled his eyebrow and gestured for me to follow him onto the patio.  He pulled me into a chaise lounge chair and wrapped us in a blanket.

Twisting to face him, I relaxed into his lap.  "Your mind is scary.  Even my vampire mind can't keep up.  Tell me your theory."

He exhaled and his fingers curled over my hipbones.  "Your abilities changed when we met.  Your transformation began in Bali.  You could not see Anna or Georgia.  The more blood we exchanged, the more your abilities adjusted to your vampiric nature.  You do not need the psychic ability nor do you need to feel emotions.  You have your shield to protect you."

My eyes slipped shut as his hands drifted lower to grip my denim covered thighs.  "I'm not just a vampire.  Armes told me I'm some sort of daemon.  To unlock that side I need to find the book.  Nikolaus is the same..."

Stefan cut in. "He is still human and vampire."

"Unless Anna changes him.  Then he'll be like me.  Or some version of me.  The journals..." I blew out a frustrated breath and shook my head.

The shrill ring of Stefan’s phone interrupted us.  We knew it was important if someone called us on the disposable phones.

“I need to take this,” Stefan murmured apologetically.  I untangled myself from his lap and watched him grab his phone.  When he answered, I could hear the loud chatter of Anna’s voice over the phone.  She sounded upset, and I wanted no part in that.  Period.

I got up from the couch and stopped by my bedroom long enough to retrieve a small battered case and headed towards my uncle's study. I hovered in the doorway for a split second before I took a deep, calming breath and entered the room.  I'd avoided this room on purpose because of the feelings I knew this room would unleash.  Even now, it felt as if I was intruding on hallowed ground.  If I closed my eyes, I could still smell the smell of old books and his citrus cologne.  I was expecting to see him at his desk, his shoulders hunched over, lost in a book.  Instead, the room was empty, the polished mahogany floors gleaming in the sunlight.

Walking from window to window, my fingers drifted over the wooden frames, dragging through the curtains.  I kept waiting to hear the rustle of papers, the squeak of Garrett's desk chair...but the only sound was the echo of Stefan's voice and the chatter of birds outside.

"Garrett, I'm so sorry.  If I'd known...I'd never left you and Meredith.  You died because of me...for nothing except greed,"  I whispered into the emptiness of the room.  I headed towards the mantle over the fireplace, leaving the leather glasses case on the lacquered wood.  My hands gripped the mantle tightly. "These belong here.  And I'll make him pay for the things he did to you and to Armes."

Anger churned beneath my skin and my hand clenched the wood.  "I don't believe in a heaven or hell.  But if there is a heaven, you'd be there.  You sacrificed everything for me.  I'm supposed to find your journal.  I've turned this house upside down.  I could use a little of your guidance."

Garrett always had advice for me.  But I'd been too young and too spoiled to listen, thinking I knew it all and had all the answers.  I'd do anything to hear one of his stories, listen to his sage words of advice right about now. If he was here, he'd pull a random quote from one of his beloved books that would perfectly fit the situation.

I was losing it, talking to the ghosts of my past; hoping they'd solve my problems.  Smacking my hand against the mantle, I listened to the wood shift and felt it move under my fingers.  Pushing against it, the top of the mantle opened, similar to the lid of a jewelry box.  As I propped it open, I noticed another wooden box inside.  Similar in size to a humidor, it had a tarnished brass lock on the front.  It stared back at me and with shaking fingers, I sank to the floor.  I dug the key from my pocket and sat cross-legged on the floor, simply taking turns staring at the key in my fingers and the wooden case.

"Josephine?"  Stefan's voice jolted me from my stupor.  My eyes met his, but I didn't answer him.

"What did you find?"  Stefan questioned softly.  He sat beside of me, his long legs folded awkwardly underneath him.

"I...I don't know."  My teeth chattered together.  "I'm afraid to look."

Stefan leaned closer.  His hand began a comforting path up and down my back.  "Open it.  What if this is the answer?  Our search is over, yes?"

I managed a weak nod.  Did I want it to be over?  Was it easier to look for something or have to confront it?  "Yes."

I hated that I was this frightened of a book.  We'd searched for it, and now that it was within reach, I was gun shy.

A surge of confidence surged through the bond.  My hands were still shaking, but I slid the key into the lock, turning it clockwise until I heard it release.  My eyes shot up to his and he gestured with a roll of his wrist to open it.

The lid creaked open and a thin, leather bound journal was nestled inside the red velvet interior.  I sat the box on the floor and pulled the book out gently.

Tucked underneath was a folded letter with my name written on it.

I passed the book to Stefan and reached for the letter next, opening up the yellowed paper.

Josephine,

If you have found the journal, you are with your mate by now.  Armes was never wrong.

You are so much like her, headstrong and difficult.  She made many wrong decisions in her life, yet she convinced me her destiny was complete.  You are her legacy, Josephine.  Take comfort in knowing that we are both watching over you now, guiding you on your journey.

You will be unable to translate the journal.  It is yet another safeguard in case you are not the one to stumble upon this.

Contact my trusted colleague at the university to assist you in the translation.  Liev is trustworthy.

There are things we didn't get the chance to discuss in this life.  You were as dear to me as if you were my own.  I love you and wish you only happiness in your long life.

All my love,

Garrett

I held the letter to my chest and willed myself to stay strong.  We’d searched, found the journal and we still had no idea what secrets it held.  Stefan was paging through the book, his brow wrinkled in confusion.  "This was written in some sort of runes.  My people used something similar, yet I cannot decipher this."

"You won't be able to.  Garrett said it would need to be translated."  I replied.  Folding the letter, I placed it back inside and closed the lid with a soft click.

"By whom?"  Stefan asked suspiciously.  His blue eyes narrowed above the arch of his cheekbones.

"A colleague of his at the University.  Liev Banin."  I trudged through the fuzzy memories to see if I could remember the man behind the name.  I remembered a shock of black hair and pale skin...the rest was blurry.  "Garrett said we could trust him."

Stefan squeezed his lower lip between his thumb and index finger.  He seemed skeptical.  "And how do you feel?  Can we trust him?"

Standing up, I brushed the back of my jeans off.  I rocked back on my heels and shrugged.  "I don't think we have a choice, do we?"

Stefan rose up, his tall frame towering over me.  He held on tightly to the journal, staring at it with a look of distrust.  "There is always a choice.  I trust few for a reason."

Reaching up, I smoothed his blond hair back from his face.  "I feel like this is part of a bigger plan.  There's more to this, Stefan.  I know you trust your visions.  You need to let me trust my gut."

"I cannot trust my visions.  They shift as decisions are made.  I cannot see what is not concrete." He reminded me.  He purred like a contented cat as my nails massaged his scalp.

"Then we see Liev.  What's the worst that can happen?"  I asked, placing a kiss on the cleft of his chin.

His free hand wrapped around my waist.  "Mrs. Lifsten, you know the possibilities.  We could be walking into a trap."

He was right of course.  We could be strolling into a clever ploy, shrewdly devised.  Or it could be just as innocent as it sounded. "I'm glad you're on my side," I retorted with a grin.  "We'll go tomorrow."

He sighed reluctantly, his expressive face resolute.  "There will be no convincing you otherwise.  It is a date."

“I know you don’t want to do this, Stefan.  I understand why,” I murmured.  My head found a place in the crook of his neck.  Silence filled the air and I sensed Stefan’s turmoil.  It was more than just meeting Liev.  “Stefan, what did Anna want?  Lukas is the one that always calls.”

It was then I heard his broken sigh, felt his worry flood the bond.  “Lukas is missing.  He did not come home last night.”

My mind whirred through possibilities.  Lukas was flighty, but he was predictable.  “He could be with Amir.  He’s fine, Stefan.  Would you know if…”  

I didn’t want to think it, let alone say it.

“Would I know if he had met his final death,” Stefan answered for me.  “Yes.  He is still alive.”

 I pulled away and our eyes met.  His blue eyes were wide, worry lining his face.  My hands smoothed over his face before I wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly.

“He’s fine,” I assured him softly.  “He’s taking care of a lot of things.  I’m sure he’s with Amir and we’ll hear from him in the next day or two.”

His arms crushed me tightly against his chest.  His voice was a whisper in my ear, “I hope you are right.”

 





Chapter 7 - Black
 

Journal in hand, we set off to find Garrett's trusted friend.  I'd met Liev Banin a handful of times when I'd tagged along with Garrett to study at the University library.  I remembered him to be a brilliant man, much younger than my uncle.  His image was unclear in my mind; but then again, it had been nearly ten years since I'd seen him, not counting the funeral.  But that day had been a grief stricken blur where nothing made sense.

Stefan's hand squeezed mine softly and he pulled me to a stop under a tree on the University campus. He pushed his sunglasses aside and stared down into my eyes.  "We do not have to do this.  The memories..."

"Are our memories." I pushed my sunglasses on top of my head, enjoying the cool breeze that rustled the leaves on the giant oak we took shelter under.  I drew in a deep breath and stood on tiptoe to kiss the corner of his mouth. "I have my husband at my side; my mate.  With you, I can do anything.  I want to understand what I am, Stefan."

He took advantage of my closeness to wrap his arms around me, crushing me against the strong security of his chest.  "I can not bear to see you hurt or feel your pain."

I nestled my head against him, relishing the comfort of his embrace for a moment.  I listened to his steady intake of breath, felt his soft exhale against the top of my head.  "I know.  But I have to do this.  We need to do this.  I want our past back.  I'm greedy.  I want our past and our future, min krigare."

Laughter rumbled deep in his chest, the pleasant vibration reassuring against my cheek.  "I will never grow accustomed to hearing you speak my language, vackra.  Let us see your friend.  But I am not happy about this.  There are so many variables."

He reluctantly let me go.  Not only did I know how Stefan's inner mind worked, I knew there were things he didn't want me to know.  Not out of fear that I'd leave, but the concern of how I'd handle his long past.

"Variables, schmariables."  I reached out to link our fingers together as I led him into Ellis Hall.  Liev was a philosophy professor, but from Garett's notes and instructions, he had degrees in psychology and parapsychology from The University of Edinburgh.

He was also a powerful witch.

The discovery of this fact alone made Stefan's teeth set on edge, making him nervous about the power this man could wield, both mentally and metaphysically.  His mind was constantly at work, never resting.  He was always calculating, worrying, planning.

"C'mon.  Garrett would not steer us wrong.  I trust him." I stressed the fact that I trusted Liev.  I hoped that my voice sounded more confident than I felt.

Through the bond, I felt rather than heard his disgruntled acceptance. Even though he'd never met my uncle, Stefan trusted me.  He also understood my lack of confidence.  We were going out on a limb, relying on a man I barely knew to lead us to the truth.

Liev's office was buried in the bowels of the large brick building.  We walked down a long hallway, our footfalls silent as we approached his office.  We were both on guard, our predatory nature taking over as we crept towards the unknown.

We came to a stop outside of his office door.  I snuck a glance at Stefan.  Every muscle was tense, his powerful body slightly crouched as he stood at my side.

"Ready?"  My thoughts reached out to him.  The better question was if I was ready?

He gave me a swift nod, his pale blue eyes unblinking as they focused on the door.  He was envisioning scenarios, planning strategy.  His thoughts became confused as his mind began to see muddled visions of our meeting play out in his mind.

"How long has it been since you've seen this man?"  His mental voice had an uneasy edge to it.

My eyes snapped to his.  "Ten years...well, four if you count the funeral."

"Liev is not human, Josephine."  Stefan’s mental voice continued bluntly.  His eyebrow rose slightly.  "He is a..."

Not human?  Before I could fully comprehend Stefan's comment, the door swung open, revealing my uncle's trusted friend.  He was of average height and thin, his black hair falling around his intensely handsome face in a tumble of curls.  His hazel eyes sparkled as he glanced between Stefan and myself.

"You've discovered my secret, I see.  I'm in good company.  Josephine Anderson…it's been much too long.  And Stefan Lifsten.  Your name precedes you.  It is an honor and a privilege to meet you.  I've been expecting you both.  Come in."

He stood aside and let us enter his cramped office.  The walls were lined with shelves of journals, books and clutter.  He picked up file folders off of two chairs and moved them to a credenza by his desk, dropping them with a thump, sending a flurry of papers flying in the air.  Stefan and I both sat down, two identical images of suspicion.

Liev slumped into his desk chair, leaning his lanky frame back into the worn leather.  His eyes traveled first over Stefan, then glanced at the journal I clutched to my chest.  His hazel eyes met mine.  "I see you've found it.  You wouldn't be here if you hadn't of course.  I knew it would be a matter of time.  You can't fight destiny."

Neither Stefan and I moved an inch.  We sat rigid in our chairs, facing Liev Banin.  We were both on the same page, waiting for him to continue.

He tented his index fingers under his lower lip as he eyes drifted over us both.  "Congratulations are in order. You are no longer Anderson.  At least under human laws."

"I haven't been Anderson under supernatural laws for quite some time, Liev."  My lips parted in a tight smile.  "But we're not here to play catch up.  I...we need your help."

"Garrett advised me 15 years ago I would have the honor of assisting you in the part of your journey," Liev began.  His heavy gaze locked on me.  "Do you understand the ramifications as to what you are doing?"

"The ramifications?  Explain."  Stefan's gruff voice cut in, his already tense muscles tightening, standing out sharply through his thin t-shirt.  His brow was furrowed, his mouth a thin line of worry.

Liev shrugged and stood, perusing a shelf for a book.  He pulled the heavy text out and brought it to his desk.  He resumed his previous slumped position and studied us both intently again.

"When we go back to unlock our past, we discover things about ourselves that can be detrimental as well as helpful.  You may see things you don't want to remember, Josephine.  You have been a watcher for many centuries.  Your spiritual body was waiting for this form to complete your destiny.  Even though this life has blocked those memories, they will return with the reading of the runes in the journal and a simple ritual."

Stefan's body was coiled as tight as a spring, ready to pounce on the man behind the desk.  He was beautifully tragic, my passionate lover and fierce protector.  He wouldn't be willing to risk my happiness or his own.  I placed my hand on his muscular forearm, feeling his tense body relax under the touch of my skin against his.

"You said I was a watcher for centuries?  What does that mean?"  I questioned.  I finally felt comfortable enough to sit back in the chair and face Liev without feeling the urge to attack.

"Let me tell you what I know of you, Josephine.  Garrett and I had many discussions about your genealogy.  You are a daemon.  Daemons are good or benevolent nature spirits, beings of the same nature as both mortals and gods, similar to ghosts, chthonic heroes, spirit guides, forces of nature or the gods themselves.  Walter Burkert suggests that unlike the Judeo-Christian use of demon in a strictly malignant sense.  This is where I disagree, but I digress.  The general belief in spirits is not expressed by the term daimon until the 5th century when a doctor asserts that neurotic women and girls can be driven to suicide by imaginary apparitions or  ‘evil daimones’. How far this is an expression of widespread popular superstition is not easy to judge… On the basis of Hesiod's myth, however, what did gain currency was for great and powerful figures to be honored after death as a daimo.  Daimon is not so much type of quasi-divine being, according to Burkert, but rather a non-personified “peculiar mode” of their activity."  Liev took a deep breath and paged through the heavy text.  "You are a Eudaemon.  You…"

I sighed and raised my hand.  My head was spinning from the overload of information he’d just spouted.  "In layman's terms, Liev."

He pursed his lips and closed the book with a slam, rustling the papers on his desk.  "You would be looked at like a guardian angel, a good spirit.  And your mate," he glanced at Stefan briefly.  "When he was human, he would have been afflicted with Eudaimonia, loosely translated into having an Eudaemon.  He would have had a sense of well-being or happiness.  In layman’s terms, I could compare what you are to the Roman concept of a genius who accompanies and protects a person or presides over a place."

"Continue."  Stefan made a rolling gesture with his fingers.  He was still lunging towards the vampire behind the desk.  I could hear the faint, rumbling growl in his chest.

Liev's full, expressive lips broke into a smile.  "He's a bossy one.  You have your hands full with him."

I snorted and rolled my eyes.  "Yes.  And let’s not poke the beast.  I’m sure if you asked him, he would say the same about me.  Please, Liev.  Can you tell us more?"

He swiveled in his chair, the metal of the chair creaking like fingernails down a chalkboard.  "The Hellenistic Greeks divided daemons into good and evil categories: agathodaimMn 'noble spirit', from agathós  'good, brave, noble, moral, lucky, useful', and kakódaimMn 'malevolent spirit', from kakós 'bad, evil'. They resemble the jinn of Arab Folklore and in their humble efforts to help mediate the good and ill fortunes of human life, they resemble the Judeo-Christian guardian angel and adversarial demon respectively."  His fingers tented again and he glanced longingly at the journal in my hands again.  "As I stated, you are a Eudaemon.  The word eudaemon in Greek means having a good attendant spirit, happy. It is constructed by the prefix eu, which means "well" or "good", plus the suffix daemon, which is divinity, spirit, divine power, fate, or god.  Also daemon is the Greek derivative for the term demon, in which case "demon" means "replete with knowledge". In Greek Mythology you were a type of daemon or genius, which in turn was a kind of spirit. As I explained earlier, a Eudaemon was regarded as a good spirit or angel, and the evil Cacodaemon was its opposing spirit.   Without doing an incantation, I'm going to make the broad assumption that you were able to take on a human like form for Stefan while he was human.  It was likely you were romantically, if not sexually involved then."

Sitting expressionless, I refused to either confirm or deny his assumption.  It wasn’t until I felt Stefan’s gentle push through the bond that I began to relent.

Stefan's fingers laced with my own.  "Tell him, vackra."

"I have one strong memory.  During a dream like state, I met my deceased mother.  She took me to the past to see so I could remember.  It's confusing."  I rubbed my temple with my free hand.

Liev's eyes sparkled and he leaned forward, as if anxious for new information.  "Please.  If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear your memory."

Closing my eyes, I recited the dream.  "It was after the explosion.  Our bond was severed and I wasn't sure if Stefan was alive or dead."  I swallowed against the lump in my throat.  "I fell asleep and my mother took me back to see Stefan as a human.  I heard him cry out for me ‘Skjarr kvikindi.  Hitta minn hlið síða. Elskaminn, dveljask innan minn fold.  Fá minn lífdagar, fagr víf’.   He wanted to die to be with me then.  And then I saw myself.  We were happy.  We were in love"

Liev’s voice came out as a whisper.  "What did he say?  I do not know Old Norse."

Smiling bitterly, I translated his words.  “’Shy creature, come to my side.  Love me, stay within my world.  Take my life, beautiful woman’.”

He nodded and glanced between Stefan and myself.  Stefan’s eyes were fixed on the floor, his mind frantically searching for the human memory.  He was growing increasingly frustrated that he couldn't remember his human life.

"May I see the journal?"  Liev asked gently.

Extending the journal to him with a shaky hand, I abandoned my chair and moved to curl up on Stefan's lap.  My fingers fanned through the golden silk of his hair, my lips brushing over the length of his neck.

Liev was silent as he poured over the journal.  Several times he blurred to the bookshelves, pulling texts and paging through them for the answer he was seeking.  He would then scribble on a note pad, his fingers streaking across the page.

"I love you, Stefan.  No matter what happens, we are supposed to be together."  I reassured him, inhaling the unique smell of him.  He always smelled like woodsy sandalwood and the ocean.  "We loved each other then.  We love each other now."

He stared down into my eyes, the harshness of his cerulean eyes softening as he stared into mine.  "I know.  I am not worried about this."  He tapped my chest with his fingertips.  "I am worried about what will happen here."  His fingers moved to my temple.

Liev's voice broke into our silent communication.  "I can translate if you are ready."

I sprang from his lap and moved to stand at Liev's side.  "Please."

Liev took a deep breath and slowly began to translate, his finger running between his notes and the journal. "What was buried will now be seen. The third eye does not deceive.  The truth will be seen. The Visions of the past, the truth of the future.  Powers revealed, powers revoked. A new life begins with the blood of eternal life and once silent hearts will beat again. An eternity of undead immortality when two lives forge. Two souls become one. Be vigilant for untruth.  Be prepared for strife. Forged as one, your power is unity."

That was it?  A paragraph of some sort of incantation?  The book was filled with writing.  “There has to be more?”

He handed me back the journal and a small smile played at the corners of his lips. "The rest is basically what I explained to you about what you are.  If you need more information, you know where to find me.  I can help you regain your memories.  They don't have to stay in the past."

"We can trust him?" Glancing up at Stefan, he nodded a hesitant reply to my silent question.  He cocked a blond eyebrow and wrapped a possessive arm around my waist.

"It's something Stefan and I need to discuss.  How long will you be here, Liev?  You can't keep up the charade here forever." I looked around the cramped office and I pressed closer to Stefan, shifting my weight from foot to foot.  He'd been here for nearly 20 years and he looked the same.  Surely someone had noticed.  "You've been here awhile.  Too long..."

He pushed back his black hair and grinned widely.  "You are new to the world of the supernatural, Josephine.  I was a witch a long time before I was a vampire.  Humans see what they choose to see.  I simply help them along."

I studied him for a few more seconds before I managed an answering smile.  I still struggled reading people.  I'd relied on my psychic abilities and they were long gone.  Would I ever trust my gut instinct to learn to trust someone at face value? "Could you come to New York if we decide to proceed?"

Liev sat back down in his leather chair, the leather creaking under his weight.  He folded his hands and met my stare before focusing back to Stefan.  They exchanged a long look.  "For you and for Garrett, I will.  He was a good man."  He opened a desk drawer and fished out a card.  "This is my personal number.  Call when you need me."

I slid his card in my back pocket.  "Thank you." 

Stefan inclined his head and led me towards the door.  He opened it a crack when Liev's voice rang out.

"You'll be getting many surprises. Trust few and look within your inner circle.  You have a wolf within the flock."

Stefan and I both froze.  He found his voice before me.  "A wolf?  Explain."

Liev’s lips twisted into a somber smile.  "Someone within your inner circle will betray you.  You have a Judas in your midst."

"How do you know?"  I sputtered.  Yanking myself from Stefan's grasp, I was at Liev's desk in a blur.  "Is my father..."

"I read your cards.  As for your father...he will not stop.  He has a mission, just as you do."

 

***

"Hello, Josie." I couldn't see through the darkness to the person speaking, but I could feel him there as if he was all around me, as if he was hidden in the darkness.

"Garrett?" my voice was coarse but quiet.

He stepped out of the shadows.  Slim and well dressed in a dark suit, his brown hair was wavy and sprinkled with grey.  His blue eyes were covered with his metal-framed glasses, the ones that always slipped down his nose when he was bent over a book.

"You're a little late if you're here to offer advice," I bantered.  The lightness drained from my voice. "I found the journals.  And your note."

"I wish I could reassure you," Garrett stood an arms length away, giving me room to breathe. "You look like you need someone to talk to."

"I..." I paused.  "I feel like the only person I can trust is Stefan.”

He took off his glasses and polished them with a cloth he pulled from his pocket. "I know.  And for that, I am truly sorry."

I watched him pocket the small square and slide his glasses back on.  "Why is that?" 

"This is not what I wanted for you.  You were born into a life you didn’t ask for." He sighed loudly. "Josie, I should have told you who I was.  I'm trying to right that wrong."

On cue my stomach clenched and a cold shiver ran up my spine. "It's funny.  I said almost the same thing yesterday.  If I would have known...I could have prevented this."

"You couldn't have stopped Kian.  He would have killed us regardless." His voice had a hint of sorrow to it, and in that moment I felt weight lift from my shoulders.  "Stefan had been waiting a long time for you.  It was time."

Nodding, I stared down at my feet.  I didn't know if I'd have this chance again.  "Garrett, I'm sorry. You were a wonderful father...I realize that now.  Things are going to get harder, aren't they?"

His hand clasped my shoulder, and even though it was freezing to the touch, I could sense the compassion. His voice dripped in empathy. "Things always look bleakest before the storm."

I looked into his kind eyes. "What do I do?"

He turned, walking into the growing shadow. "You do whatever it takes to protect your family.  You avoided death with immortality, but eternity is a long time to carry regret and grief."

Our time was over.  He was slipping away.  "I know."

Garrett advanced into the black flames of the darkness as I was pushed towards the light. Just before I braced myself, I heard him speak again. "Now for my sage advice.  Let the guilt go and regret nothing you do if it means you live to see another day.  One day soon, you'll pass those words on to one that you love.  Goodbye, Josie.  I love you."

I awoke with a gasp.  It was early morning and I was up long before the sun.  Stefan was asleep, his legs tangled in the sheets.

Brushing my hand over his hair, I stretched and climbed from the bed.  Grabbing jeans and a faded t-shirt, I headed down the hallway without making a sound.  As I entered the kitchen, I made short work of preparing my breakfast.  A month ago, I'd be brewing coffee.  This morning I was drinking bagged blood.

Potato, potahtoe.

I was draining the glass when a loud knock brought me back to the present.  My mind scanned through the people that knew we were here.  Lukas, Anna, Nikolaus, the caretaker of the house...who would be dropping by for an early morning visit?

Dragging the back of my hand over my mouth, I rinsed out the glass and set it in the sink.  By the time I was heading towards the door, a rumpled Stefan had met me in the hallway.

His mental voice hit me; at the same time, his beautiful smile lightened his handsome face.  "It's Liev.  He wants to know our decision.  And he has information for us."

“You know this for sure?” I asked, watching as he strode towards the door, bare chested in low-slung jeans.  

“When someone is this definite in their decision, it is crystal clear.”

Stefan yanked open the door and I saw Liev standing on the front porch.  His austere face was gloomy and melancholy.

"Good morning.  I know the reason for your visit, Liev.  We have not decided."  Stefan blocked the doorway with his large, imposing frame.  "We advised you we would contact you."

"I know.  Give me ten minutes to explain why you need to know."  Liev paced the porch nervously like a caged animal.  “I’m only asking for ten minutes.”

I walked to stand behind Stefan.  I placed my hand on his bicep, squeezing it lovingly.  "He can't hurt us by talking.  Let him in."

Stefan sighed heavily.  "Against my better judgment, come in.  You have five minutes."

He stepped aside and let Liev pass.  Liev nodded to me in greeting and followed me to the living room.  His eyes took in the barren room as Stefan protectively stepped between us.

"This...this is temporary.  I thought you might stay after all," Liev murmured.  His fingers combed through his black curls.  "I have information that might help you make a decision."

"You knew we'd be leaving soon.  And it couldn't wait until afternoon?  What information do you have that can help? We have things under control," I replied tartly.  I crossed my arms defensively and felt Stefan's apprehension in the bond.  

He shook his head. His face was grim.  "Not if you want to win."

"Win?" I repeated.  I widened my stance and locked my knees, narrowing my eyes.

Stefan's shoulders tensed as he approached the much smaller vampire.  "Enough with the cryptic banter. Explain what you are hiding."

I could feel Stefan's barely concealed fury.  He was wary of outsiders by nature, and the fact that Liev was a witch made him even more of an untrustworthy adversary in his eyes.

"You both need to let me help you remember the past you shared. Josephine has already started to have memories and if you both remember, it will make you stronger.  It will help Josephine handle her gifts better if she knows why she has them."  Liev continued to pace the room.  He was a blur, zipping from one side to the other in a blink of an eye.

He'd started to make yet another pass when Stefan moved to grab his arm.  He held it tightly, his long fingers wrapping around it and squeezing it with increasing force.  Those hands could be loving and sweet.  They could also be deadly if necessary.

"No one spoke to you of any powers. Whom are you working with?"  Stefan asked.  A deep growl reverberated in his chest as he searched Liev's face.  His eyes glazed over as he searched Liev's future.  "Who are you protecting?"

If possible, his pale face blanched even more.  His dark eyes stood out in sharp contrast to his pale skin.  He swallowed tightly and his shoulders slumped.  "Protecting is a strong word."

"You are wasting time.  Your life means nothing to me.  The runes have been translated.  You have become a threat to me and my mate."  Stefan's eyes darkened and he pulled Liev closer until he loomed over him menacingly.

"Let him go." I thought to Stefan.  Stefan released his grip and I let my shield wrap around him in the place of his hands.  Striding across the room, I smiled at my uncle's friend.

"I have no loyalty to you.  I owe you no explanations. I appreciate that you helped me out with Garrett's journal, but I won't risk Stefan's life or my own.  I have two questions.  How much do you know about me and are you working with my father?" I asked.  He thrashed against my hold, but his efforts were futile.  "You can struggle all day long and I can crush you.  Or you can answer our questions and we can move on.  It's entirely up to you."

Liev exhaled loudly.  "I know you're gifted.  Garrett told me about your psychic abilities when you were younger.  If you weren't extraordinary, you wouldn't be alive.  Kian only kept the talented ones alive."

I loosened my hold on him slightly.  He had my attention.  "You know about the others? There are more?"

Liev nodded.  He glanced between Stefan and myself.  "Your brother Nikolaus.  He's still a hybrid?"

"For now.  He may make the change." Stefan leaned against the doorframe.  Our eyes met and his blue eyes softened slightly.  "Love makes you reevaluate everything."

"You're right.  It does.  The love of my life was burned at the stake in 1692.  I'd been turned already and it wasn't enough to save her,"  Liev whispered.  He lowered his head and I felt the struggle leave him.  "Nearly 200 years ago I was approached by a young man.  He was neither a human nor a vampire.  He begged me for safe harbor.  He was being hunted, you see.  He had escaped his prison and had been sent my way by a mutual acquaintance."

His words hung between us, ceasing all conversation.  Stefan pushed off the wall and came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and resting his chin against the top of my head.  "This hybrid you speak of...it is the one you are protecting, yes?  Do you know where he is at this moment?"

"Yes.  I know where he is," Liev answered brusquely.  He fixed his dark eyes on my face.  "If I let you meet him, how do I know I can trust you?  Are you still the same Josie that visited Garrett at the library, or has he changed you completely?  He is your maker and he can command you to kill me.  I can't leave him unprotected.  I've kept him under a cloaking spell for nearly 200 years.  I can't hand him over only to watch him die too.  He's like my son."

Releasing my hold on him, Liev dropped to the floor.  Pulling reluctantly away from Stefan, I crouched down beside of him.  "My father tried to murder me when I was still partly mortal.  If not for Stefan, I'd be dead...." My words wandered off.  I licked my lips and shook my head.  "He then tried to kill Stefan less than a week ago.  He killed two vampires and injured another.  I want him dead, but I'm not stupid enough to put anyone's life at risk.  Who is the hybrid’s father?"

He considered my words for a while before he stood.  He walked to the door and tipped his head backwards, staring at the ceiling.  "I will reveal that information later.  It’s on a need to know basis. Call me tonight at 7 o’clock.  We'll set up a meeting point."  He yanked open the door and turned to face me a final time.  "Don't make me regret this, Josie."

His feet crunched across the gravel.  By the time I'd followed him outside, he was in his car, a black older model sedan.  He noticed me standing at on the porch and rolled down his window.

I did my best to appear non-threatening.  "You won't regret this, Liev.  If it makes you feel better, I have no maker.  No one controls me...not even Stefan.  He is my mate but he doesn't control me. Your friend is safe, I promise."

He pounded his fist against the steering wheel and stared blankly out the window.  He jutted his chin and put the car into gear without looking at me.  "7 o'clock."

I watched his car reverse out of the driveway and disappear down the road.  I sighed and started to turn, stopped by Stefan's arms.  Falling against his chest, I let him envelope me in the security of his arms.

"It seems we have much to discuss, you and I.  Come," Stefan murmured.  He tugged me along behind him, leading me back into the house.  Once we'd stepped inside, his lust hit me like a ton of bricks.  The sheer intensity almost made me swagger backwards.  "You were magnificent.  And you are mine."

"Stefan," I said, my emotions catching in my throat. "I…"

“We will talk later.  Come back to bed.”  Stefan ordered.  He hoisted me over his shoulder and I dangled upside down until we made it to the bedroom.  With a gentle toss, I bounced on the bed.  Stefan was already unzipping his jeans, pushing the worn denim over his narrow hips.

Not this time.  I wasn’t going to let him placate me with mind-blowing sex.  Smoothly, I made a dash for the door before he could convince me otherwise.

“Josephine.  You want this as much as I do.  Come back to bed and we will talk.”

When I glanced back, I immediately regretted it.  He was deadly, flawless naked skin and muscles, lying there on the bed without a care in the world.  His head rested on his hand, his long, beautiful body looked like a work of art against the backdrop of deep blue sheets.  He arched a blond eyebrow and curled a finger, beckoning me to him.  "Come.”

Desire coursed through me as my eyes scanned over his body.  Feeling myself give in, I leaned against the door, arching my back slightly and bending one leg at the knee.  I tossed my tousled hair over one shoulder and felt my lips curl up into the smallest of smiles.  "We should talk first."

His blue eyes darkened as they swept over me and his want became my own. It burned through my veins like scathing flames, my arousal tightening in the pit of my stomach.

He rose up in the bed, watching me with a tilted head and a sexy smirk.  "We could.  But it would clear both of our minds if we just made love first.”

Every nerve in my body was suddenly vibrating in need.  I felt more, needed more. I thought I'd loved Stefan before, but my mostly human body couldn't have contained the love I felt for him now.  And my desire for him had increased tenfold.  We could make love for days and never tire, our bond feeding one another’s almost desperate need.  I needed release from the worry plaguing me, the implications of the journal…the meeting with Liev…

Letting my hands slide over my jeans, I flicked open the button and lowered the zipper.  They fell around my feet and I stepped out of them.  I dragged my t-shirt over my head and let my fingers linger over my breasts and slide down my stomach.  My back was bowed, my head thrown back.  I was inciting him and I knew it.  His primal need for me was a pulsing throb, his mind a snarling pit of pure lust.

"What if I don’t want my mind to be clear?” I purred.  Closing my eyes, my fingertips dipped between my thighs.

His mental moan was pure sex.  He still hadn't moved, but I could feel his eyes marking my skin like his hands, caressing and visualizing everything he wanted me to do to make him scream.

"I would say you are lying to me.”  His voice was like silk.  "Vackra, you look sinful.  The things we can do...there are no limits."

"No limits?"  My eyes were narrow slits as I considered the implications of having no limitations.  He could keep me aroused for hours, days with no relief.

Reading my thoughts, he used my preoccupation to his advantage.  He sprang from the bed and had me pinned to the wall, my legs around his hips.  He entered me with agonizing slowness, letting me feel every inch of his glorious cock completely fill me.

"I could do that.  There would be no joy in that, Josephine.   Seeing you come apart at the seams is what I live for."  He increased his speed as I dug my fingernails into his shoulders.

Using my shield, I pushed him back onto the bed.  Still connected, I moved over him and threw my head back.  My hips rose and fell over him at a speed I'd never been able to achieve before my turning, our movements a blur of perfect rhythm.

"Min gudinna," he muttered, his rough hands gripping my ass possessively.  "Fuck me like you mean it."

Pressing my palms against his chest for leverage, I ground down hard against him. His hips bucked sharply, meeting my frenzied pace. With every frantic movement, I felt the unease of being out of control lessen.

Our bodies moved as one.  He rose up and pushed me back onto the bed.  Clamoring to his knees, he yanked my hips higher and shoved pillows underneath me.  My hips were elevated and when he withdrew and plunged back inside, I couldn’t contain my cries of pleasure.  He was so deep this way, and I knew I wouldn’t last long.  He withdrew again and hovered over me, his muscles tight and flexing with the effort.

“Stefan…”

He palmed my cheek, ensuring me he wouldn't break eye contact. He finally rocked his hips forward, burying himself deep in my satiny wetness. Pausing for a moment, he held his breath as he got lost in the depths of my warmth.

"Stefan…" I whispered as I tried to encourage him to start moving. "It's always been you…" I reached up and wrapped my hands around the nape of his neck, pulling him down to meet my lips.  More than anything, I wanted Stefan to not feel obligated to hold back.  We were truly equals. "Take me, Stefan…like only you can," I breathed into his ear.  His entire body shook, shivers coursing through his body.

"Josephine…" he began moving slowly, pulling out then pushing in, deliberately and methodically. "Min hjarta…" He supported his weight by leaning on his elbows, caging me in his imposing embrace. He wrapped his forearms around the crown of my head, holding me tenderly as he quickened his pace, tucking my face into the crook where his neck met his shoulder. "Mine…No other man can touch you…”

I lowered my fingers from his neck, raking them gently across the backs of his shoulders, dragging my fingernails across his pale, silky skin. "There isn’t another I want.  Don't hold back, Stefan…Let’s lose ourselves together."

Our bodies gave into my plea.  My inner walls clenched around him and he pulsed inside of me as we rode out waved after wave of our climax.  I was lost in pleasure until I felt his chest move against mine.

He laughed shakily, tracing his fingers over the curve of my cheek and down the soft skin of my neck.  "Now that I have had you, we need to talk.  We need to decide...the ritual and meeting the hybrid.  It is your call."

I flipped him to his back and stretched my body over his, every inch of our flesh touching.  "I want to know everything...and then there is the matter of this hybrid.  He might have insight we don't have that might be key in defeating Kian.  I'll take any risk to assure your safety.  I can't be without you."

He interrupted my words with a kiss, his lips soft and supple against mine.  "Nor can I be without you. We will meet with Liev.  We will figure this out."

My eyes searched his baby blues.  His love and confidence spilled through our bond, filling me and pestering me.  "We will."

 





Chapter 8 - Welcome to the Family
 

We were meeting in a clearing not far from Garrett's home.  We'd traveled on foot, running through the woods at a blurring speed.  As we approached the clearing, Stefan's voice floated through my mind.  "He is close.  And he is not alone."

"A vampire?" I questioned.  I had a feeling Liev was going to bring his hybrid ward with him tonight.

Stefan shook his head as we ran. "No.  It is the hybrid.  I cannot read him."

We slowed to a walk and Liev stepped out of the edge of the woods into the field.  "Josie.  Stefan."  He inclined his head in greeting.  "I'm putting us all out on a limb by doing this."

"I know you are.  It is appreciated and will not be forgotten."  Stefan agreed.  He took my hand as we stopped in front of him.  "We would like to meet him."

Liev nodded in assent.  He cupped his hands around his mouth and called out into the night towards a thick grove of trees.  "Come out.  It's safe.  You can trust them." 

We heard leaves and underbrush rustle as a lanky, lean man stepped out of the tree line into the clearing.  Gasping softly as I watched him approach, I could hear the slow, steady rush of his heart as he warily came closer to us.  I eyed him critically as he purposefully crossed the field.  His short, shaggy dark brown hair framed his angular face, sweeping across his forehead.  Dressed in faded jeans and a tight, long sleeve t-shirt topped with a worn leather vest, he trudged through the deep grass with his heavy motorcycle boots.  He stopped ten feet away before he looked up to meet my inquiring gaze.  Narrow, piercing deep-set green eyes met mine.  They were a distinctive, yet familiar shade of jade, wary and filled with distrust.

I'd had those very same cynical eyes only months ago.  My heart ached for him because I knew the pain he was harboring behind those guarded eyes.

He was dangerously handsome, rugged and wild. The side of his mouth quirked up in a smile as recognition washed over his face. He knew exactly who I was, just as I knew him without either of us uttering a single word.

It was true.  Everything Liev had said...it was all true.  What did this mean for me and for Nikolaus?

But the million-dollar question was even more of a concern.  What would this discovery mean to Kian?

I couldn't think of that right now.  I had to stay focused.

"Liev?  Is this..." I mumbled.  I staggered backwards until my back met the safety of Stefan's chest.

He sank down in the tall grass and looked off into the distance.  "He is your half-brother.  Kian is his father."

"Good god, I can speak for myself, Liev."  The man snapped gruffly.  His voice was gravelly and raspy.  He stepped closer and eyed me from head to toe. He rubbed his heavily stubbled cheek and let out a sigh.  "She's my sister all right.  If I had any doubts, they were gone once I saw her eyes.  It's a marker."

I inched closer and extended my hand.  "I'm Josie.  I'm your sister."

He raised both eyebrows in agreement and ignored my outstretched hand.  I dropped it and clenched it at my side.  I didn't expect him to shower me with love, but I hadn't expected this level of detachment.

His narrow, heavy lidded eyes watched me as he dug in his pocket of his leather vest.  He fished out a pack of cigarettes and tapped one out, sticking it between his lips.  A flash of silver and a butane flame illuminated his face as he lit his cigarette, taking a deep draw.  As he exhaled a stream of smoke into the night air, he glanced to Stefan behind me.  "After all these years, I find I have a living sister that is mated to a member of the fucking Council I want dead.  He kills our kind.  He's a vampire executioner."

Stefan stiffened and I felt his anger and pain at his sharp words.  They were cold and cut him like a knife.  Stefan had been a pawn in my father's twisted game.  He was a victim to my father's machinations and was much as a victim as the innocents he slaughtered.

"Only because he was ordered to do it.  He only kills those found guilty by the Council that no longer really exists."  I shot back sharply.  It was true.  The Council was broken.  Stefan's hand on my shoulder instantly calmed me.  "Who are you?"

He took another long drawl and flicked the cigarette away. Smoke streamed from his nostrils, hanging in the air between us. "Fletcher.  Fletcher Ahearne."

His words stunned me.  Another brother. "I thought Nikolaus and I were the only ones left."  Instinctively, I blurred to his side and wrapped him in my arms.  He stiffened underneath me at first, but relaxed against me after a moment.  I felt his hand pat me on the shoulder awkwardly.  He'd obviously had enough of my overactive emotions.

I pulled away slightly to stare into eyes that were so much like my own it frightened me.  Were there more of us? Could there be?

"You're a vampire now.  Did he change you?" Fletcher asked gruffly.  "I've been this way for 228 years.  Liev refuses to turn me.  Says he doesn't want to be a maker."

"No, I did not change her.  Our mutual exchanges triggered the change.  We are bonded."  Stefan took a cautious step closer and raised his hands in a non-defensive gesture.  "I am nearly 1,000 years old and I have only two progenies.  Most vampires do not want anyone beholden to them."

"You killed you own kind," Fletcher grunted.  His eyes tightened into slits.

"I did.  Not by my choice.  The Board and Council are corrupt and I was appointed to do a job.  It was kill those found guilty or die myself," Stefan replied calmly.  "I can see the future, but I cannot change the past. Your future can go two ways.  This is your sister before you.   She has an older sibling…your brother.  You can trust us or choose not to.  That is your decision.  For Josephine's sake, I hope you are worth the trouble."

Fletcher's eyes flickered between Stefan and me.  He turned and started to walk away, only to spin around and face us both again.  "Trusting people can get you killed, man."

Stefan wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me against him.  He placed a kiss against my temple.  "You are correct.  It can also save your life."

Fletcher closed his eyes and raised his face to the sky.  The moon illuminated his sharp features for a moment before it slipped behind a cloud, casting shadows over his face.

"Liev, what the fuck?  What are we supposed to do?" Fletcher asked.  He closed his eyes and both of his hands clutched his hair.  He dropped to his knees at our feet.

Liev stood and walked to my brother's side.  "That's what we have to decide.  It's time, Fletcher.  We knew it would come.  She's more powerful than I imagined she'd be."

Sudden anger flared inside of me, unfurling and warming me from head to toe. My teeth ground together and when I spoke, my voice didn't sound like my own. "You knew when I was a child that I had at least one sibling, yet you kept him from me?  Did my uncle know about Fletcher?"

Liev's eyes widened as he sensed my sudden anger.  "I did, but he didn't know.  No one knew.  Kian knew of your whereabouts and I couldn't risk him finding out about Fletcher.  He was being hunted."

My breathing became shallow as I battled my anger. The glare I shot him was filled with venom.  "So it was fine for Kian to come after me but not Fletcher?  What kind of fucked up reality do you live in?"

"Josephine.  You have to control your anger.  You could kill them both."  Stefan’s mind voice was soft.  He continued to lovingly hold me, attempting to ease my building fury.

It wasn't working.

"It wasn't like that.  I had no choice." Liev pleaded his case.  He had wrapped an arm around Fletcher's shoulders.  "He's like my son and your uncle was protecting you.  He knew one day you'd have a mate."

"My uncle was killed by Kian, you fool.  My uncle and my aunt were murdered because of me.  I was alone and on the run for years.  And you still didn't fucking care enough to tell me.  You came to their funeral.  You consoled me and paid your respects.  You knew I was alone," I spat angrily. "You could have helped me.  You had my brother.  You helped him but left me on my own anyway?”

I broke free of Stefan and my shield unleashed on the forest.  Like a hurricane, it uprooted trees and snapped them in half like brittle twigs.  The wind howled around us as my fury dissipated and I could once again control it.

I crumpled to the ground, my shoulders shaking with sobs.  Stefan was at my side instantly and I reached for him, clinging to him desperately.  He spoke softly to me, but I couldn't understand the words.  I could only feel his arms holding me and his hands stroking my hair.  I wasn't sure how long we sat like that until I heard Fletcher's long whistle and awed voice.

"Holy fucking hell."

Pulling my head from the comfort of Stefan's chest, I looked at my brother.  He had stood and was taking in the scene around him with a look of admiration.  The smell of fresh timber and turned over earth was heavy in the air.  He looked at Liev for a moment and then he glanced back at me.  I saw the familiar gleam of anger flicker across his face.  He was going to snap...and it was going to be soon. 

"You knew about her and you didn't tell me?" Fletcher screamed.  His ferocity matched my own. "You left her to her own devices after I told you what he was capable of.  She’s my blood, Liev."

"I thought I was doing what was right.  You have to understand..."

"I fucking get it.  She fucking gets it.  Her fucking vampire mate gets it.  But don't tell me to fucking understand it." His voice was shrill in the night air.  "Know this, Liev. I'll never, ever fucking trust you again.  It's done.  It’s DONE!"

Fletcher crouched down until he was level with me. Releasing a resigned sigh and a soft, shy smile, he pulled out a pen and grabbed my hand, scrawling numbers on my palm.  "I'm going now.  When you're ready to talk, call me.  I'll be around until I decide where I'm heading.  There’s no place for me here anymore."

He held my hand for a moment.  He looked up at Stefan and a small smile pulled at his sharp features. "I'm sorry about bring a dick earlier.  I didn't..."

"Your apology is unnecessary.  She will contact you," Stefan cut him off and placed a hand on his shoulder.  "Decisions have to be made.  You have a large one to contemplate."

My brother stood and tossed a defiant look over his shoulder.  "I'm fucking done with his lying ass.  He lied to me about my blood.  He knew how important it was to me to know I had someone out there like me.  He knew how much it would mean to me and he played fucking God."

Stefan kissed my forehead and sighed.  "He could have chosen not to tell you that he met with us, yet he told you now.  That must count for something, yes?  We all keep secrets, Fletcher. Sometimes our interests cloud our decisions.  Josephine had no idea that supernatural creatures existed.  Her uncle attempted to protect her from this world.  He died trying to keep her safe."

Fletcher kicked at the soft ground with the toe of his boot.  "You're right.  He could have worked some spell and protected her too, but he left her to fend for herself.  I could have kept her safe." Fletcher said with a defiant sparkle in his jade eyes.  "I have to go.  I can't do this anymore.  Not tonight."

He broke off into a sprint across the clearing, disappearing into the darkness of the woods.  It seems my half-brother shares my trait of running away when the going gets tough.  Genetic…or self-preservation?

“Possibly both.”  Stefan picked me up into his arms, cradling me against his chest. My head fell against his collarbone.  I was too weak to even raise my head.

"Wait!"

Stefan turned slightly to look at the broken vampire in front of him.  "Now is not the time for regrets.  What is done is done. Liev, I must attend to my mate now.  If it were solely my decision, I would rip you limb from limb for what you have done to my wife and her sibling.  But once Fletcher's anger calms, he would hate me for it as would Josephine.  Do not contact her.  She has been betrayed enough already.  If she chooses to reach out to you, I will not prevent her.  I only ask as her mate and her husband to respect and honor my request."

His arms tightened around me as he carried me through the clearing.  Once we hit the trees, he was a blur, running at full speed through the heavy foliage.

"Can we trust anyone?"  I murmured weakly.  My fingers wrapped around his t-shirt and I snuggled deeper into his chest.

"We only trust one another and those closest to us.  Our bonds to one another cannot lie."

It was then I realized I hadn't taken the time to see if I could read Fletcher's mind.  The shock and surprise of meeting him had completely overwhelmed me.

***

 Two bags of blood later, I was feeling stronger and clear-headed.  The combination of my outburst in the woods and the meeting with my stepbrother had depleted me of my strength.

We sat curled on the couch, each lost in our thoughts.  I heard the distant rumble of thunder and the sound of rain pinging against the window. I disentangled myself from his arms and walked to peer outside.  My mind was a million miles away as I stared into the darkness.  Was Fletcher out there?  Was he safe?

"We will call him tomorrow of it will make you feel better, vackra."  Stefan said.  He hadn't moved from the couch.  "He will be fine. He seems...resourceful."

Thinking back to our meeting, if I'd been human, Fletcher would have frightened me.  He was handsome; however, it was in an untamed, outlaw sort of way.  If he walked into a room, you'd notice and remember him.  I'm sure Kian hadn't forgotten his son that escaped either.

"I'm worried about Kian.  We still don't know where he is.  We're all at risk."  I let out an unnecessary breath.  I glanced over my shoulder and gave him a rueful smile.  "When will it be our time?  I want to be with you without siblings popping up, without Kian lurking over our shoulders.  I want to remember everything, Stefan.  The good, the bad...even the ugly.  I know I'm being greedy, but I'm ready for our life to begin.  You and me."

I heard the creak of the floorboards as he moved to encase me in his arms.  He pulled me into his broad chest, dipping his head to my shoulder.  I watched our reflection in the window as he held me, admiring the golden glow of his hair against the darker strawberry blond of my own.  His sea blue eyes met my wide green in the reflection and he kissed my neck softly.

"It is always our time.  There will always be a secret to hide or an enemy to face.  It is our life, either as a vampire or a human.  If we were mere mortals, we would have lives that would require secrecy.  We would have conflicts to face.  We simply have different conflicts and lies to bury." He nuzzled my neck with his nose.  "I would prefer peace, but I would not give you up to have it.  Do you understand?"

Nodding, I let my head fall to the side so his lips could continue their exploration.  "I wish I had known you when you were human...when we were both human.  I know what I was, but I only took on a human form to be with you.  And you died..."

"It took me nearly one thousand years and I found you."  His voice was hoarse and sadness filled the bond between us.  "Yet it was always you, my love.  You were made for me and I am a servant at your feet, unworthy of such love and beauty."

A sob caught in my throat and I turned in his arms to face him.  I held his beautiful face in my hands, my eyes searching his.  "Never say that.  Never say you're unworthy of our love."  I captured his lips with mine, swallowing his words.  I tugged at his lower lip with my teeth.  "You showed me what it is to love.  I'd be lost without you...without us."

Lightning lit up the sky and the resounding rumble of thunder shook the windowpane.  The energy between us increased, as if the storm was feeding my lust.

"Do you feel it?  Surely you must feel the energy," Stefan’s lips brushed against mine.  I heard the soft click of his fangs as they dropped.  "I want to make love to you, yet I want to claim you.  I want to stake my claim that you belong only to me."

My mouth dropped to his neck and my own fangs dug into my lower lip.  I dragged them over his satin skin.  I stretched my neck and offered myself to him.  "I want you to fuck me and then I want you to make love to me.  I want it all, Stefan.  But most importantly, I just want you."

The bond between us turned into a swirling chaos of need and want.  Love, desire and lust had clouded coherent thought.  With impatient hands, his t-shirt was ripped away and my blouse in shreds on the floor.  My jeans met a similar fate, torn in pieces around my feet.

He released me long enough to remove his jeans when another burst of lightening flashed.  The power flickered once before it went out, leaving us in darkness.  Seeing my opportunity, I darted away from him.  I was out the French doors and into the woods before Stefan had realized I'd left him.

The pelting rain drenched my skin and was loud against the overhanging branches and leaves.  As I ran deeper into the forest, I knew he'd find me; I couldn't hide from him even if I tried.  I wanted him to find me because I knew he'd be angry when he found me.  A shiver of excitement ran down my spine as I ran silently through the rain, my feet barely touching the sodden earth, clad in only my bra and panties.  I was anxious to see the true predator side of Stefan in action.  The last time he’d pursued me I’d been partially human.  This time…this time I wanted him to treat me as his equal.

His unbreakable equal.

Slowing my speed, I listened for any sign that he was following close behind.  My eyes darted around the darkened woods and I turned from side to side nervously.  Every sense was on alert, waiting for any rustle of leaves or the crackle of displaced branches as a warning of his approach.  It wasn't until I felt his hands on my arms and I felt the impact of his body pinning me against a moss-covered tree that I realized the hunter had been victorious.  He had found his prey.

"Ah, you ran only for me to find you. You have no idea the dangerous game you are playing."  Stefan pressed me harder against the tree, the bark digging into my skin.  He towered over me, rain dripping from the ends of his golden hair.  The dark of his pupils had eclipsed the blue of his eyes, his handsome face seemed carnal and dangerous.  His fingers snapped open the front of my bra, my breasts spilling into his hands.  He pressed them together, lowering his mouth to pull first one nipple and then the other into his mouth roughly.  "You drive me to the point of insanity."

With those words, he slid my panties down my legs, leaving me naked against him.  He slid between my open thighs, his cock twitching against the hot slickness of my pussy.

Drops of water dripped from his face in rivulets onto my neck, the coolness a scorching contrast to the burning of my skin against his.  I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him to me.  My arms encircled his shoulders, my nails digging into his back.  "Don't talk, Stefan.  You caught me.  Claim what’s yours."

Another flash of lightning sparked over us, lighting up the woods for the briefest of moments.  I could see the intensity in his eyes, the lust that had clouded his reason.  He buried himself inside of me in one swift stoke, his hips setting a punishing, exquisite rhythm.

My loud, keening cries and his grunts echoed around us.  The pouring rain made our bodies slick, our skin moving easily against each other. Rolling my hips, I met each stroke and begged him for more.  "Don't stop! Don't ever stop!  Fuck!"

An animalistic growl fell from his lips as he claimed me.  He was taking what I willingly offered him: my body, my soul and my love.  It belonged to him, just as he belonged to me.

"You are mine.  MINE!"  His thrusts increased and he slid even deeper than before.  My eyes fluttered closed and I lost myself into just feeling…pushing every stray thought and worry from my mind, if only for the moment.  I could feel the coarse hair on his chest rubbing against my sensitive nipples, his warm breath against my neck.  If I was a human, I couldn't have kept up with the speed and power of his thrusts.  He had filled me completely and we still weren't close enough.

I felt myself tighten around him as I spiraled towards my release.  It was when another strike of lightning crackled across the sky that I fell over the precipice, my screams drowned out by the rain and the roaring thunder.  Stefan pumped a final time before he exploded inside of me, the force of his body against mine cracking the tree behind us.  As it shifted behind me, he pulled me to the forest floor, his fangs sinking savagely into the side of my neck.  Instinctively, my own fangs dropped and buried themselves into his throat, his thick blood filling my mouth.

The bond between us flared to life, its energy burning us alive from the inside out.  As our blood mingled, our skin glowed a pale, ethereal blue, similar to the moment we'd exchanged blood on the rooftop in New York.  But this time, it was different.  The power had intensified and the force was like an atomic bomb, blowing us apart from each other.  We landed nearly 20 feet away on opposite sides, shaken and confused.

I seemed to come to my senses quicker than Stefan.  I crawled across the forest floor to him, ignoring the ragged sticks underneath my knees and palms.  He was flat on his back, one arm thrown across his face.  His legs were tangled among the tall grass and leaves, his rain sodden body motionless.

Frantically, I brushed his hair back from his forehead.  My trembling fingers ran over the contours of his handsome face, over the arch of his eyebrows, down his temple and across his highly arched cheekbone.  There was no response.

"Stefan?  You have to come back to me.  Stefan?"  I whispered shakily.  I gently shook him.  "Baby, please."

Closing my eyes, my head fell back as the rain poured down on us.  "You can't take him from me.  No!  I refuse it.  I refuse it!"

Placing my hands on his chest, I closed my eyes.  If I concentrated, I could still feel his presence in the bond. It was muted, as if we were separated by many miles.

"You're coming back to me," I whispered.  Biting my lip, I concentrated on the bond, the fragile link that tied us together.  When I spoke, the words spilled out on their own accord.  "Nådig Gud Balder.  Gracious Goddess Arianrhod.  Jag ber att ni visar oss vägen. Visa honom vem vi var och vad vi hade. Välsigna våra ögon så att vi kan se. Må det ske att ingen skada sker.  Så ska det bli."

My hands glowed a pale purple, lighting his skin until his entire chest was shining brightly.  The light spread over his body, encasing my own in the soothing light.  A rush of memories flooded my mind, a virtual onslaught of images, moving at a blinding speed.  It was like looking at a confusing blur of pictures, snapshots of long-forgotten memories.  It would take time and effort to make sense of them all.

Slumping over him, I panted with the effort of the experience.  I wanted nothing more than to simply lay here with him until he awoke, but I knew it wouldn't be safe for us to be exposed like this, regardless of how remote and secluded we were here.

"It looks like you could use some help."

Snarling, my head whipped around and I protectively covered Stefan with more of my body.  Fletcher stood behind me, averting his eyes from my nude flesh.

Still concerned about Stefan, my voice was ragged and defensive.  "I'm fine.  And I'm naked."

He snickered dryly.  "I can see that.  You're my sister.  I could care less about your state of undress…or how it happened."  He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over my shoulders.  "You need help…and I can do that.  Grab one side of him and I'll get the other."

Fletcher draped one of Stefan's massive arms around his neck and I followed suit.  We were easily able to maneuver Stefan through the woods.  Neither of us spoke as we trudged through the rain.  It wasn't until we reached the backyard of Garrett's house that Fletcher came to a sudden stop, causing me to pitch forward.

"Garrett was your uncle?" He questioned softly.  He looked over Stefan's back to meet my curious gaze.

"Yes.  I didn't know that until recently though.  I thought I was adopted by strangers until I met Kian and Nikolaus."  I started walking again, hoisting Stefan up the deck steps.  Fletcher followed inside and we carried Stefan through the house, carrying him into the bedroom and we dropped him on the mattress.  Satisfied he was safe, I peered up at Fletcher.  "I'm going to get dressed and I'll be out in a minute.  Wait outside in the living room.  You obviously were headed this way to talk.  Give me a few and we’ll talk."

He gave a sharp nod and turned on his heel, closing the door behind him.  I shrugged out of his jacket and hurriedly pulled on a pair of jeans and one of Stefan's t-shirts.  I kneeled down on the bed beside of him, smoothing his damp hair back from his face.

"It'll be ok, Stefan.  I promise you," I murmured.  I wasn’t sure if I was doing it to reassure myself or to comfort Stefan. I placed a kiss against his soft lips and was standing up to leave when his large hand wrapped around my forearm, pulling me back to the bed.

"Iosiphina?" Stefan’s question came out as a mumble and his weary blue eyes struggled to focus.  "Du har kommit tillbaka till mig? Eller har min önskan går i uppfyllelse? Har du tagit mig till din värld?"

My mind struggled to translate his words.  My Swedish was still shaky, even with the luxury of tapping into his mind to do quick translations.  Long sentences were still difficult for me.

"Stefan?  It's Josephine.  Can you talk to me in English?"  I smiled gently, continuing to smooth his hair with my fingers.  “Do you know what and where you are?”

"I am confused, but I know what and who I am. I am a vampire.  You were Iosiphina.  Now you are Josephine."  He gradually pushed himself up on one elbow.  "A different time and a different life."

"Yes."  I whispered breathlessly.  He was remembering! My stomach leaped with excitement.  My hands stroked his face, running the backs of my fingers over his cheek.  He reached up and grabbed my hand, pulling it away to study my fingers intently.

“You touched me many times like this.  When I was a human.  Where did you go?”

My eyes welled up with tears.  “I had to go away when you…changed.  I’m back…we’re together again.  Nothing can take me away from you.”

“You are like me now…a vampire.”  Stefan’s voice sounded weak and hoarse.  He looked tired, his handsome face drawn.  Dark shadows smudged the skin under his eyes.  He was still staring at my hand and I took it between both of mine, squeezing it tightly.  “It took centuries to find you.”

“I never make anything easy, remember?”  I joked lightly. My expression turned much more stern. “You need to rest.  Fletcher is downstairs waiting to talk me.  He helped me tonight.”

His brow furrowed.  His blue eyes searched mine as he struggled to remember the night’s events.

“We glowed again.  Only this time, you lost consciousness.  Fletcher stumbled upon us and he assisted me in getting you back here safely.”  I supplied.  I saw recognition flicker on his face as my words jogged his memory.

He attempted to rise up again, his massive body collapsing against the bed.  “I should go with you.  Make sure you are safe.”

“Stefan!  You barely have the strength to move.  I think I can hold my own against a hybrid.  I am stronger than him.”  One of my eyebrows arched smugly.  I didn’t need Stefan to fight my battles.  I was fully capable of handling myself against a half human.

He relaxed into the pillow, his blond hair rumpled and messy.  “Do nothing foolish.  Promise me.”

“I promise.” Dropping a parting kiss on his lips, I stood and grabbed Fletcher’s jacket.

Hurrying down the steps, I found my brother by the French doors.  He was a handsome man.  He had rugged, angular features with a stubbly goatee and dark brown hair framed his tanned face. However, his deep emerald eyes were his most striking feature.  They were clear and bright.  They were the kind of eyes that could see right through you. I found that it was difficult not to stare at them.  Of course, it was even harder to believe I had a brother that had not only survived Kian's torturous experiments, but also managed to escape.  Thinking of those journals Kian kept made me nauseous.  I shook my head and rubbed my forehead as if that action alone would clear my thoughts.

I tossed Fletcher his jacket and he caught it swiftly with little effort.  He gestured up the stairs with his thumb. "Is he gonna be ok?"

I glanced up at Fletcher.  His words were barely a grunt.  His eyes shot around the inside of the house nervously, as if he was frightened something was going to jump out and grab him.  Imagining what he’d been through, I couldn’t blame him.

Sighing deeply, I pulled my t-shirt tighter around me.  "Yes...I hope.  He's...confused and exhausted."

He scratched his chin and his clear green eyes narrowed to slits.  "You hope? You better do more than hope.  The man couldn't fucking walk.  What did you do to him anyway?"

Looking away from his penetrating stare, if I was capable of blushing, my face would have been on fire.  The last thing I wanted to do was confide about my sex life with my half-brother I barely knew.

"Fletcher, I don't think I'm ready to confide those kind of things to you."  I shot back.  "We'll save that for once we know each other better."  Like never, I silently added.

"Like never, huh?" Fletcher smirked.  He leaned against the doorframe and picked at his bitten down fingernails.  "Can you read my mind too?"

Staring down at the floor, I smiled apologetically.  "I haven't tried."

He stepped closer and squatted down in front of me.  Those emerald eyes of his were impenetrable.  "What're you waiting on? Anyone else would have tried already."

I huffed and closed my eyes, concentrating on Fletcher.  My mind was instantly bombarded with a flurry of images I never wanted to see.  Pools of blood as dark as motor oil, rusty chains, dank cells.  Agonized faces and piles of discarded bodies...and finally, Kian's gleeful, maniacal face loomed.  It was the stuff nightmares were made of.

The harder I struggled to pull myself out if his memories, the deeper I was sucked in.  I was helpless to watch the horror and cruelty unfold, like a twisted string of paper clips unfolding unmercifully before my eyes.

And just as suddenly as the memories began, his mind closed off to me.  Shaken and panting, I could only stare wide-eyed and slack jawed at my brother.

"I see you can.  This is what I didn’t want.  I don’t want to be looked at and pitied," he muttered, brushing his shaggy hair from his face.  "I stayed hidden for more reasons than just our father, even though he killed my sister, brother and mother in front of me.  I knew that once my past was revealed what the reaction would be.  Even when Liev looks at me…I’m not sure if he pities me.  Or maybe it’s contempt?  Remorse?  Love?”  Fletcher paused reflectively.  “My mother was simply a vessel, a means to an end.  My siblings had no talent.  I was valued and kept alive because I did.  In fact, it’s similar to what you can do on a smaller scale.  My shield shoots out in short bursts.  It was a…"

"Blessing and a curse." I smoothly cut him off.  I walked to stand on the opposite side of the doorway so only inches separated us.  "I can’t answer those questions for you. Kian loved my mother.  For a while, she kept him entertained.  But she grew tired of his power struggles and infidelities.  She fell in love with another vampire and was going to leave him.  I was only a baby when Kian killed her, so I have no memory of her.  My brother…our brother was told she ran away.  He knew better though.  Nigel…the vampire that loved my mother took care of Nikolaus and Kian left me with Garrett and Meredith."

Fletcher listened intently, his eyes never leaving my face.  I took a deep breath and kept going. "I can't begin to understand what you've gone through and I think I know you well enough to know you don't want my pity...at least if you're anything like me.  In fact, I admire you.  But I can offer you a safe place if you want it.  You have a family if you want it, Fletcher.  I know what it feels like to not fit in anywhere.  But since I've been with Stefan, I found my place.  I have a family…now I have people that would lay down their life to assure the safety of any one of us."

He frowned and picked at his nails again.  "I don’t feel like a survivor.  I hid for years.  That’s not to be admired.  I trusted Liev, and he betrayed me.  He knew you were my sister.  He kept that a secret from me and you were on your own for years.  So you gotta understand why I'm having trouble believing anybody."

Nodding, I put my hand over his.  His hand stilled and he looked up at me with a mixture of sadness and curiosity.  "There’s so much you don’t know.  I was a recluse and I ran from place to place after Garrett died.  Liev thought he was doing what was right.  I can't say I'm happy with him or the way he handled things, but he was protecting you.  I can’t blame him for that.  In fact, I owe him a thank you.  He saved you, Fletcher. “

We were both quiet.  Fletcher chewed absently at his thumbnail and would shoot an anxious look up at the ceiling every few minutes.

“So, you gonna fill me in on what happened in the woods?  You were glowing.”

Pursing my lips, I averted my gaze from his and admired his smooth subject change. “I think it has to do with our bond and what I am.  Or was.”

He looked puzzled, his already narrow eyes becoming slits.  “What were you?  You were like me and I sure as hell don’t glow.”

“Before that…I was a Eudaemon.  Stefan and I were together when he was still human.”  I tossed my hair over my shoulder and resumed talking.  “Once he became a vampire, our tie was severed.  For some reason, the time was right for us to be reunited and I was reborn.”

Fletcher stood and simply fixed his piercing green eyes on mine.   “Go on.”

Chuckling at the matter of fact way he handled himself, I continued. “Out in the woods, I said some sort of incantation and we both started glowing.  My mind was flooded with memories of things I haven’t even been able to process.  And Stefan…well, you saw what happened to him.”

“You still love him though?” Fletcher asked, switching to nibbling on his fingernail.

I gave my brother a soft smile.  “There aren’t words to describe how I feel about Stefan.  Love…love isn’t a strong enough word.  It doesn’t come close.”

No sooner than I’d spoken those words, I heard the familiar tread of Stefan's feet coming down the stairs.  He was moving slower than usual, his footsteps sounding uneven and loud.  When he wandered into the living room, he looked sleepy and rumpled, his blond hair sticking up in tufts all over his head.

“I only came to retrieve my wife.  You are welcome to stay with us, Fletcher.  For however long you need,”  Stefan said, inclining his head.  He beckoned to me and draped a heavy arm around my shoulders.  “We can continue our talk tomorrow, yes?”

I nodded and smiled at Fletcher.  “There are blankets in the closet.  It’s not much, but the sofa is yours.”

“It’ll do.  Night, Josie.”  

I watched him for a moment as he ran his fingers through his shaggy hair.  It wasn’t until I felt the gentle tug of Stefan’s arm that I left the room, leaving my brother to his own devices for the night.

 





Chapter 9 - Some Unholy War
 

The early morning light filtered in through the curtains.  I'd considered curling up against the comfort of Stefan's body, but the soft chime of my cell phone interrupted my plans.

Inching off the bed, I found my phone in my bag.  I was surprised to see the sender of the message.

Liev: "Please.  Meet me in the clearing.  I promise to explain everything.

I read his text with a roll of my eyes.  I typed out a quick response.  There is nothing to discuss, Liev.  This is up to Fletcher now.  He said he's moving on.

Liev: There is more at stake.  Josie, I beg you.

Biting my lip, I peeked over at Stefan's prone body.  I should wake him...but surely, I could handle myself against Liev, right?  My shield had held him before; it could hold him again.  Tapping out a reply, I huffed loudly.  “Fine.  I’ll be there soon.”

I grabbed my jeans, a Henley shirt and my boots.  Dressing silently, I crept down the stairs and tiptoed past Fletcher who was sprawled across the sofa, sound asleep.  Grabbing a piece of paper, I scrawled out a note.  ‘Out to meet Liev in the clearing.  Be back soon.’

Without a sound, I opened the French doors and hurried across the yard, breaking into a full speed run, streaking through the woods at breakneck speed.  I made it to the clearing in no time and I anxiously watched for Liev to appear.

I didn't have to wait long.  He stepped into the field with heavy feet, his face a mask of contrition. It was clear I'd make a huge mistake.  I'd wandered into a trap, like a lamb to the slaughter.

Liev's eyes were glazed over in fear and regret.  "I had no choice.  Forgive me."

Alarm bells sounded in my head and I started to back away.  "You bastard!  What have you done?"

Before he could answer, the trees rustled and my mouth gaped as Amir stepped into the clearing, his dark hand wrapped around Lukas' throat.  Lukas was not here willingly.  He was here as collateral. 

"Amir?  What's going on?"  I sputtered.  Lukas had a nasty cut over his eyebrow that was already healing, but he looked petrified.  This explained why Lukas had disappeared.  Amir had taken him for reasons still unknown.

Amir's golden eyes gleamed as brightly as the amber tie around his neck.  "Josephine.  You have something I want.  I have something you want.  It's simple really."

Crossing my arms under my chest, I took on a defensive pose.  "I have no idea what you want, Amir.  I have nothing to offer you."  I insisted vehemently.  "Let Lukas go, Amir."

"The hybrid.  Turn him over or Lukas dies."  Amir's smooth voice had no inflection.  He was almost robotic in his speech pattern and movement.  Something inside of him had snapped, leaving behind this cruel, cold version of the man in front of me.

"Nikolaus?"  I questioned innocently.  Fighting back a smile, I was buying time, just as I had with Derek back in Bali.  I had to keep Amir talking and hoped that Stefan would find my note.

He’d be angry with me for doing this alone.  Hell, I was mad at myself for not thinking things through clearly.

Amir laughed loudly, but it lacked any depth or feeling.  Amir had seemed strange at our last meeting, but now…now nothing remained of that man.  Smooth and polished, he was like my father.  Lukas' icy blue eyes bored into mine, imploring me to help him.

"Don't be foolish.  You know which hybrid I mean.  It is not Nikolaus I am after or we wouldn’t be bargaining."  Amir advanced and shoved Lukas to the ground, inches away from my feet.  "It does not have to be this way.  Turn over Fletcher and this ends now."

"Fletcher?"  I echoed innocently.  My eyebrows furrowed as my mind desperately searched for a way out.  I’d have to keep stalling as long as possible and hoped I’d be strong enough to kill Amir on my own.

I knelt down to check on Lukas.  His breathing was ragged, and he was trembling as I gripped his shoulders.  I wished we shared a mental link, so I could talk to him like Stefan and reassure him this would be over soon.  This would make things so much easier.

Amir strode closer and pushed me backwards, away from Lukas.  I tumbled back, falling backwards in the grass. "Enough of your fretting.  Lukas is unharmed for now.  Turn over Fletcher in exchange for Lukas, Josephine.  Do it for Lukas and Stefan."

As I got to my feet, I caught a glimpse of brown hair and black in the trees.  Fletcher!  I wasn't a praying person, but I was willing to pray to any god that if Fletcher was nearby, Stefan was as well, planning his attack.

Amir's presence had severed our bond.  His ability managed to negate every one of our talents, leaving us to rely on brute strength and our ability to think quickly.

Amir towered over me, his hostile presence oppressive.  He arranged his features into a smile, trying a new tactic with me.  Kindness.  "Kian only wants his children together.  You, Nikolaus and Fletcher.  You could be a family."

Hatred spiked deep within me, filling me with a rage that made everything around me take on a red tinge.  This must be what bloodlust was like.  Without thinking, I gave Amir a violent shove, sending him sprawling to the ground.  I’d stunned him with my strength and I took advantage of his momentary weakness.  "I have a family, Amir.  A family that doesn't include Kian.  You don't get it, do you?  He'll kill you too.  He talks the good talk, doesn't he?  He's smooth, convinces you that you'll have a place with him.  He'll give you a taste of power and then…and then Amir, when your usefulness is no longer needed, he'll destroy you.  Just like the Board members.  Just like Lenora and Adolfo. Just like all of his children. You're no different to him."

Amir's amber eyes burned through me, the hatred palpable.  "I am different to him.  He promised me power.  I was given carte blanche to control the Council with an iron fist.  Insubordination like this would mean a certain death."

Sneering, my lips turned up in an evil smile.  “It’s too bad you chose the wrong side.”

I saw Stefan’s shoulders moving through the brush before I heard his battle cry, breaking the tense silence.  He burst through the tree line and was a streak across the clearing, grabbing Amir and holding him to the ground by his throat.  Stefan held him with an iron like grip.  It was brother against brother.  Good versus evil.

"You would betray me?  Betray my mate? And for what, Amir?  A promise of power from a liar?"  Stefan hissed angrily.  His hand tightened around Amir’s throat.

"I did what I had to do, brother.  A few will have to die for the betterment of us all,” Amir choked out.  He didn't struggle with Stefan.  He'd accepted his fate and refused to fight back.  He was going to be a coward and let Stefan kill him, leaving the guilt over his death for Stefan to carry with him for an eternity.

"What has happened to you? You stopped fighting the good in yourself and let yourself be fooled by a lunatic,” Stefan growled.  He raised Amir from the ground and with a quick movement, smashed him into the ground again, his skull cracking from the impact.  “And for what gain?  To kill innocent people?  To threaten the only thing in my existence that ever mattered to me?”

Amir coughed weakly and closed his eyes. “You do as you wish, Stefan.  I accept my fate, Stefan.  My death will not stop this.”

The heaviness from his words hung in the air, stagnant and putrid.  Stefan stiffened and blurred into action.  An arm landed near my feet, the skin slowly shrinking and turning into ash before my eyes. Then there was more tearing of flesh, the wet sound of bloodied skin and muscle separating from bone.  I stood back, paralyzed as the man I loved killed his own brother, ripping him apart piece-by-piece.

Amir didn’t beg for mercy and he never once cried out.  Only Stefan’s breathing and the sounds of death hung in the air.

Finally, when I didn’t think I could take any more, there was nothing but silence in the clearing.  Fletcher stood stoically, his thoughts filled with shock and respect for Stefan.  He admired him, unsure if he'd be able to do the same if things were reversed.  Lukas was huddled in a ball on the ground, his face twisted in agony and despair.  The man he loved had betrayed him and in turn, died before his eyes.  And Liev... he wore an expression of guilt as he met my stare.  His cowardice had caused this.  All of this bloodshed was caused by his fear and weakness.

I knew it was time to focus on Stefan.  I took a few steps closer to him.  He was a shell of himself, covered in Amir's blood.  His blue eyes were staring absently on the ground and his mind...his mind was in a disarray.  He was filled with rage, guilt, fear...and revenge.

Vengeance would do no good. Unless he fought it, its pettiness would fester inside of him.  Of course, I wasn't the one sitting with my brother's blood on my hands.  However, it added to the growing arsenal of hatred for my father.  He wouldn’t stop until he destroyed us, one way or another.

As I watched Stefan’s internal struggle, every fiber of my being wanted to console him.  I thought about the things I could say.  I could blindly assure him that it would be okay, or I could tell him he did what was necessary to protect us.  Both seemed hollow and I just couldn't bring myself to do it.  For every impulse to hug him there was this voice screaming at me that he needed time and space.  He needed to come to terms with this on his own.  He’d let me know when he was ready.

So I stood in silence.  I just watched the horizon; I watched the sun rising in the sky. I stood and I waited for Stefan.  I’d stand here for an eternity if that’s what it took to get him back to me.

The bond between us reopened, and I knew that was my cue to go to him. I took the final few steps and sat down beside him.  He turned his face to mine and his blue eyes were dead.  Lifeless.  I couldn't blame him.  He'd single handedly killed his brother.  And Amir had taken the easy way out.  He refused to fight, to beg, to ask for forgiveness for his behavior.

"Stefan?"  I whispered. Tentatively, I reached out to him, resting my hand on his arm.  The blood on his arm had turned a dark red, staining his pale, flawless skin.

"I killed the wolf," he muttered.  His head tipped back and he stared into the bright, cloudless sky.  "I killed my brother, Josephine.  I had no choice.  I had no other option."

My heart shattered into a million pieces as he begged for some sort of absolution.  I would have told him anything to lessen his pain, to ease his guilt.  "I know.  You did what you had to do, Stefan.  He was like Kian."

His head snapped back and those blue eyes gazed back into mine.  "Did I?  When did everyone change sides?  When did this become a battle to exist, to survive?"

Swallowing hard, I shook my head sadly.  "When you found me.  Everything was set into motion because of who I am and what I can do."  I looked down at my hand.  It was still gripping his arm, holding on to the one thing that still made me feel alive.  "He would have killed us, one by one.  Fletcher, Lukas...then he would have tried to kill us.  My shield isn't perfect.  Certain abilities interfere and it doesn't work.  Kian will find a way around it."

He was quiet and a still hung in the air between us.  "His blood is on my hands.  He let me murder him because he lacked the courage to end his own life.  He chose greed over honor.  He deserved to die for his crimes.  As does his accomplice."

Glancing over my shoulder at Liev, I noticed his uneasiness and eagerness to flee.  If Fletcher hadn't restrained him, he'd have bolted.  I nodded to my brother and he stepped away, letting me wrap my shield around him, keeping him securely in place.

"He was a pawn. Stefan.  Amir only used his weakness to get what he wanted…what my father wanted." I gritted my teeth and my voice sounded harsh when I spoke. "He'd been working with him all along, at least since the Council meeting.  Amir killed Lenora and Adolfo.  He would have killed us without a second thought or care.  He wasn't the same man you knew all those years ago."

His blond head bowed and he looked at the pile of ash and clothes, which was all that remained of Amir.  "You are right. I noticed the difference in him, the restlessness and deception is his eyes but I chose to overlook it.  He had turned into the thing he feared the most."

My breath caught in my throat.  "What was that?"

He raised his head and our eyes locked.  The sparkle was back, but he remained solemn.  His mouth settled into a thin line.  "He turned into our maker."

Solveig.  Amir had turned into the same power hungry vampire, hell bent on dominance at any cost.  He had learned nothing from her death.  His arrogance made him think he was invincible.

I scooted closer and pulled him to me, ignoring the blood that tainted his skin and clothes.  Burying my nose into his chest, I hugged him tightly.  It was then that I voiced his unspoken fear.  "It won't happen to you, Stefan."

He breathed deeply and his voice was barely audible.  "You sound so sure.  There are no guarantees.  Not anymore."

My embrace only grew tighter.  My arms ached from holding him so tightly, but I refused to show him any weakness.   A feeling of calm washed over me as I remembered the dream I’d shared with Garrett.  Who knew I’d be using his words of wisdom so soon.  "I am sure.  You're everything Amir could never be.  You're good, Stefan.  To your very core, you're a good man.  My uncle would have given you this advice if he was here, but since he isn’t, I’ll share it with you instead.  You need to let the guilt go…and regret nothing you do if it means you live to see another day."

His mouth brushed against my forehead and I felt relief flood his body.  His tense muscles relaxed and he melted against me.  It was time for me to take over, to handle things and let him deal with the grief and guilt that plagued his heart.

"We need to go.  Regroup and go home."  I whispered.  I gave him a final squeeze and stood, facing the group of men, each dealing with their own demons.

"I'm going to let you go, Liev.  Don't take my forgiveness as a weakness.  If you cross me or my family again, I will end you."

I drew back my shield and faced Fletcher.  "We're leaving tomorrow.  There will be a seat for you, if you decide to come with us."

He jutted his chin and his sharp eyes narrowed.  "Thank you."

"You saved Lukas' life today.  I should thank you."  I looked at him curiously.  “How did you know to follow me?”

“Call it brotherly intuition that you needed backup…and you left a note.  And about the rest…we'll agree to disagree.  You see, you gave me back something I'd lost.”  Fletcher fiddled with his jacket and shifted uncomfortably.  "You gave me back hope.  I didn't have much left until I met you."

My eyes welled with tears.  He didn't like to be touched, but I launched myself at him anyway.  I was surprised to feel his strong arms return the embrace.

“I hope you'll come with us,”  I whispered in his ear.  “I’ll be making arrangements to leave tomorrow.  Be at Garrett’s tomorrow morning if you’re interested.”

He tipped his head and offered me a wide smile, the first I’d seen from him. "Goodbye, Josie.  I'll see you soon."

Fletcher went to Liev and they headed out of the clearing together.  All that remained was Lukas, Stefan and myself.

“We need to help him, Stefan.  He’s a mess.” My mind reached out to Stefan.  He slowly stood and walked across the clearing to his child who was slumped in the grass, still curled up into a tight ball.

“Lukas.  Come.  It is not safe not stay out here.”  Stefan commanded gently.  He knelt down on one knee beside Lukas.  “I am sorry you were pulled into this.  I did my best to keep you safe.”

Lukas struggled to sit up.  He refused to look at either of us, keeping his eyes to the ground.  He wrapped his arms around his legs and rocked back and forth.

“I’m sorry, Lukas.  Amir…” I began.

“He used me.  He fucking used me.  How do you think that makes me feel?  I was nothing to him except a bargaining chip.”  He spat bitterly. “I loved that man.  He wasn’t easy to love…but I fell for every word he said.  I must be the most gullible man alive.  He had me cock whipped.”

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to not laugh.  Even in his moment of angst, Lukas still managed to make me chuckle with his over the top antics and dramatics.

“You had no reason to believe anything different.  He had me fooled as well,” Stefan muttered.  His large hand patted Lukas on the shoulder.  “You had to watch me murder the man you love.”

Lukas smiled and he and Stefan exchanged a look.  No words were exchanged, but their silent communication brought Stefan relief.  The heavy shadows of his face lifted and he managed a small smile.

Lukas fixed his icy eyes on me.  “And you.  You are a bigger bullshitter than me.  You can ramble on when you need to.”

Shrugging, I smiled crookedly.  “It worked with Derek.  I figured it would work with Amir.”

I noticed that Lukas cringed when I said Amir’s name.  Lukas was angry and hurt, but he had lost a lover.  It would take time to heal those wounds.

Stefan’s deep voice was soft as he spoke.  “Enough of this.  We need to get back to Garrett’s house.  It is time to go home.”

***

I’d zipped up my suitcase and I gave the house a final walk through.  I didn’t know if I’d be back.  There was really no reason.  I’d come to terms with my past and had only my future to look forward to discovering with Stefan.

I slipped out onto the wrap around porch and was surprised to see Fletcher lounging in one of the Adirondack chairs.  His long legs were stretched out in front of him, a large duffel bag at his feet.

My hand flew to my chest.  If I were still human, my heart would have been racing.  “Fletcher?”

“You have room for one more?” Fletcher asked meekly.  He pulled off his Ray Bans and balanced them on his knee. 

Smiling, I nodded and crossed my arms.  “Of course.  You’ve decided to come back with us then.”

“There’s nothing here for me anymore.  I figured I’d be better off with my sister,” he admitted.  His hand reached up to stroke his scruffy goatee.  “You’re the first real family I’ve had in a long time.”

We were so similar.  We may have different mothers, but we were both new to discovering what it meant to have a family.  It was a foreign concept to us; hard to swallow when you’ve been deprived of it for so long.

I sat in the chair next to him.  “Fletcher, I didn’t go through what you did.  But I’ve seen first hand what Kian is capable of.  I’ve read his sick journals.  What we have back in New York is the closest thing to a family I’ve had since Garrett and Meredith.  And even then, I never felt like I fit in.  But now…now I have someplace I belong.  And for the record, I’m glad you’re coming with us.”

He nodded and fiddled with his glasses.  Lukas and Stefan began carrying luggage to our rental car, stacking the luggage inside.  Fletcher hoisted his duffle bag over his shoulder and sauntered towards them.  I couldn’t hide my smile when I watched Stefan’s quiet acceptance of my brother.  Lukas simply eyed him in silence, undoubtedly trying to figure out how best to annoy him.

Getting to my feet, I pulled the front door closed and locked the deadbolt.  My fingers brushed over the brass doorknocker.  I was saying goodbye again, only this time, I wasn’t alone.

Bounding down the steps, I joined them at the edge of the car.  Grabbing the keys from Stefan’s fingers, I headed towards the driver seat.  I ignored his protests and simply got in, adjusting the seat and fixing the mirrors.  Stefan sulked as he folded his tall frame into the passenger seat.

“Don’t worry, we’re not going far.  I decided to take advantage of the credit cards in my wallet and chartered a private plane out of the University Airport.”  I glanced at Lukas in the rearview mirror.  “We won’t be flying commercial anymore, sweet cheeks.”

Cranking the engine, I sped down the gravel driveway, leaving a cloud of fine dust in the air behind me.  As I watched the farmhouse grow smaller in the mirror, I could have sworn I saw Garrett on the porch, waving goodbye.

***

Our arrival in New York brought back the apprehension of Kian lurking around every corner.  I could sense he would be making an unwelcome appearance in our lives.  It was a feeling deep in my gut, heavy and nagging at me for attention.

We’d hailed a cab and headed for the Flatiron District in Manhattan.  This would be our new home; yet another property that Stefan owned.  He felt the other address in Chelsea was too well known and was a risk for us.

The taxi slid to a stop in front of a 12 story, limestone building on E 22nd Street.  My eyes widened as I looked up at the building.  This building made the other pale in comparison.

I felt Stefan’s warm breath on my neck.  “Come, my beautiful wife.  It is time to see your new home.”

Stefan greeted the doorman with an incline of his head and we headed towards the elevator.  He extended a long finger and pressed the up arrow on the panel.

“You don’t do anything half way, do you?” I questioned.  I looked up into his handsome face and saw a glimpse of the jovial Stefan peeking through the gloom that had surrounded us all for the last day.  He was still carrying guilt, yet I could see his charming arrogance fighting to break free.

“I never do anything half way.  You should know that, vackra.” Stefan waggled his eyebrows suggestively as the elevator door opened.  We’d squeezed into the cab and Stefan pressed the number 12 button.  

“There are two apartments on this floor.  Anna, Lukas and Nikolaus are on one side.  Fletcher, you are welcome to stay with us if you feel more comfortable.  We have four bedrooms so there is plenty of room with us.” Stefan explained as the elevator ascended.  “Take a look at both places and then you can decide…”

“Back up the train, Mr. Romance.  Did you call Josie your wife?”  Lukas interjected.  I could hear his toe tapping and the irritable edge to his voice.

Stefan turned slightly and fixed a stony stare in his direction.  “Yes, I did.  She is my wife.  We were married during our visit to Josephine’s hometown.  There will be no further discussion about this matter.”

Fletcher stifled a laugh as the doors slid open.  We spilled out into the carpeted hallway, each of us lugging our suitcases behind us.  Stefan directed me to the right as Lukas veered to the left, muttering angrily under his breath about being left out of everything and stuck with the grunt work.

“I think I’ll be sticking with you,” Fletcher mumbled.  He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck as he glanced up and down the hallway of the expensive apartment building.  “How much does one of these cost, anyway?”

Stefan unlocked the door and looked back at my half-brother with amusement.  “An apartment smaller than this sold for over $3 million dollars last year.  My investment company purchased this building in the early 1900’s.  It was an industrial building and was converted to apartments in 1910.”

I started to step in but Stefan blocked my path.  “It is tradition for the groom to carry their wife over the threshold.”

With that, he swept me up into his arms, bridal style.  Giggling, I smacked at his chest.  “You already did this in Ohio.”

“We should not risk any bad luck.”  Stefan carried me into the apartment and took me from room to room.  Much more spacious than the apartment in Chelsea, it was decorated in a similar style with its crisp, modern lines and light, polished wood.  Sleek leather furniture adorned the living room and modern appliances sparkled in the kitchen.  Like the apartment in Chelsea, this apartment also had wide, open windows with a great view of Madison Square Park.  The tour was complete as we passed a formal dining room with a blond wooden table with sleek upholstered chairs.  Two of the four bedrooms and bathrooms were on one side of the apartment, separated by the living room and kitchen.  Fletcher had chosen a room on the other side of the apartment, quietly closing the door behind him.  It appeared my overwhelmed brother needed some time alone to decompress.  I couldn’t blame him.

“You can put me down now,” I chided softly.  Actually, I was enjoying being in the comfort of his arms.  After the events of the last few days, it was nice to see him act so much like the Stefan I fell in love with.

“If I put you down in bed, can we stay there?” Stefan’s voice was as smooth as silk and enticing.  His blue eyes were blazing and dark, heavy lidded as they stared into mine.

Wetness flooded between my legs at his words…and darts of desire shot through my veins. “As much as I’d like to, I think we need to get settled in.”  

Disappointed with my answer, he feigned rejection as he set me on my feet.  “There will always be time to settle in.”

He always had to give it another shot because he knew my resolve crumbled easily.  “I promise.  I’m all yours later.  Besides, I want to explore.”

He followed me along as I searched room to room, peeking my head in the room next door he’d claimed as office space.  It had the same dark, heavy furniture on one side of the room and the other was a more modern, airy desk space.  “I thought it would be nice for you to have your space in the office as well.  I can change it if you do not like it.”

I looked up into his handsome face and couldn’t stop the cheek-splitting grin on my face.  “I love it.  Thank you.”

Turning to face him, I cupped his face in my hands.  My thumbs traced along his high cheekbones and down the curve of his jaw.  His kissable lips were soft and moist, his sparkling eyes filled with happiness.

“I have made you happy.  Your joy and your happiness is all that matters to me.” Stefan gripped me by my shoulders and lowered his head to capture my lips with his.  Stefan’s blue eyes flashed with a burning intensity as they swept over my face.  His poor mind was a frenzy of long forgotten memories, his emotions so out of control he was shuddering as he held me. “I remember…I remember everything.  I can recall the feel of my heart as it raced when I made love to you the first time.  For nearly 700 years, I was robbed of my memories, a single recollection of what we shared.  And I spent 200 years searching for you, incomplete until I found you.”

“Stefan, I didn’t remember either.”  My voice came out in rush.  “I didn’t remember until my mother came to me…”

“I wanted nothing more than to die on that pyre.  I knew that if I were to perish, we would somehow be together.  Solveig found me and deprived me of those years with you.”  His fangs had dropped in his anger, digging into his lower lip.  His exquisite control was slipping in his growing fury.  His voice grew softer, became unsure as he spoke again.  “You know everything?”

“Not everything.  I remember our past together,” I murmured.  I pulled my arms from his firm grasp and stretched up to clasp his face in my hands.  “You’ll just need to fill in the blanks for me.”

“You want to know it all?” Stefan questioned cautiously.  Every muscle in his body had tightened, his body coiled tightly…like a snake ready to strike.

My eyebrow rose slightly and I nodded, nibbling on my bottom lip.  “Yes.  I want to know it all.  But not tonight.  You’ve been through enough the last two days.  We have an eternity, right?”

Some of the tension left his body and he grinned, his white teeth gleaming.  “That we do.  An eternity to remember.”

Standing on tiptoe, I pressed my lips against his impossibly perfect mouth.  "You remember me,
Steafedn.  That is enough for me now."

I felt his soft, firm lips turn up into a smile against mine. "Yes, Iosiphina.  I remember you."

His hands twisted into my hair as his mouth devoured mine possessively. His tongue playfully tangled with mine as our kiss deepened.  And once again, I gave into the passion of our kiss.

And as I lost myself in him, the air shimmered around us.  It was no longer the same man holding me in his arms.  He had the same angelic face, but his heavy heartbeat thudded against my breasts.  His hair was much longer, sweeping past his shoulders.  My fingers tangled in the golden strands as my arms wrapped around his broad shoulders, pulling him closer.  But his kiss...his kiss was still the same.

He lowered me to the ground softly, his firm grasp never faltering.  When his lips pulled away, my eyes met the familiar sparkle of his sea blue eyes.  His face was soft, his face sun kissed from his time in the sun.

"Iosiphina," he murmured, his fingers trailing over the bodice of my dress.

My hungry lips covered his before he could utter another word.  We fell back to the grass with his heavy body covering me.  His human hands gripped my hips possessively and I responded to his fervent touch.

" Steafedn," I moaned softly, opening my eyes.

The moment my eyes opened, I was ripped from the memory and the strong hands holding me now meant so much more.  He'd survived centuries, perfectly preserved for me...

Stefan said nothing.  He could feel every emotion coursing through me as if it were his own.

I buried my face in his chest, fisting my hands in his shirt. "We were there together in that memory just now, weren't we?"

I felt him nod in assent.  "Yes, vackra.  Even then, it was only you."

He was simply holding me when Anna appeared in the doorway.  She cleared her throat nervously.

“Anna.  Come back later.”  Stefan ordered sharply.  His arms tightened around me, holding me closer to his strong, muscled body.

“Uh, this can’t wait.  I’m sorry, but you have to come.  Now.”  Anna didn’t wait for us to follow; she simply spun on her heel and scurried from the apartment.

“This can’t be good,” I muttered.  Stefan took my hand and we headed down the hall and out of the apartment.  As we approached, I heard Nikolaus’ slow, sluggish heartbeat and two human heartbeats.  One was as fast as the wings of a hummingbird, while the other was the normal, human sound of a heart beating.

“How is your thirst?” Stefan asked quickly.  He gripped my hand tightly as we approached the door.

“F..Fine.  I can put down my shield, just in case.”  I assured him.  Adrenaline spiked through by body.  I had to remain in control.

“Put down your shield.  We go in…but do not leave my side.  Do you understand?” Stefan questioned.  His eyes searched mine, concern flashing across his face.

I nodded and he dropped a kiss to the end of my nose.  He pushed open the door to Lukas and Anna’s apartment, and I staggered back against Stefan when I saw Georgia sitting on the couch.  Her dark hair looked longer, her blue eyes looked foggy, so unlike the crystal clear eyes I remembered.

But that wasn’t what shocked me the most.  It was the man standing behind her.  My eyes took in the bright red hair and emerald eyes of my father.  He had a protective hand on Georgia’s shoulder. 

“Josephine!  How wonderful to see you!  It appears congratulations are in order for you as well.  Lukas mentioned that you and Stefan are married.  And I see you have made the change.”  

My father’s false levity made my hand clench harder around Stefan’s, so tight I heard his light gasp and I felt his bones grind together from the force of my grasp.

“Kian.  What are you doing here?”  I choked out, my eyes darting between Georgia and my father.

“I wanted to see my children.  I presumed that there was no time like the present for them to meet their new stepmother.  We also have more exciting news…” Kian smiled widely, his white teeth gleaming.  “You and Nikolaus are going to have a sibling soon.  Georgia is with child.”

 

The End
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Translations
 

Translations for Chapter One

"Stefan, ze zal perfect zijn. Je maakt je teveel zorgen," his voice assured him, sighing loudly. Je moet niet om haar heen blijven hangen als een of ander lulletje rozenwater.”  = "She's going to be perfect, Stefan.  You worry too much, " his voice assured him, sighing loudly. "You need to stop hovering over her like a pussy whipped fool." 

“Ze is mijn levensgezel en mijn leven. Het is mijn taak om me zorgen te maken over haar veiligheid," Stefan argued, the words booming through the room. "Ik voel haar pijn alsof het de mijne is. Wij hebben nooit deze onverdraagelijke pijn gevoeld tijdens onze transformatie. Wat als er iets mis is? Ik weiger het om haar te verliezen.” =  "She is my mate and she is my life.  It is my job to worry about her safety," Stefan argued, the words booming through the room. "I can feel her pain as if it is my own.  We never felt agony like this during our change.  What is there is something wrong?  I refuse to lose her."

“Oh Stefan, verdomme. Luister dan naar haar hart.  Ze is aan het veranderen en er is niets mis. "I heard Lukas' deep exaggerated exhale. “Het zijn dagen als deze dat ik me afvraag wie de meester is in deze relatie, en wie het kind."  =  "Oh for fuck's sake, Stefan.  Just listen to her heart.  She's changing and nothing is wrong."  I heard Lukas' deep exaggerated exhale.  "There are days like these I wonder who's the master and who is the child in our relationship."

"Dat is genoeg Lukas." Stefan commanded icily. "Jij maakte je ook zorgen om Anna tijdens haar verandering. Waarom maak je je niet evenveel zorgen om Josephine?"  = "Enough, Lukas."  Stefan commanded icily.  "You worried about Anna during her change.  Why are you not giving Josephine the same concern?"

“Jag förlorade utan dig här.” = “I am lost without you here.”

"Odin, far-wanderer, ge mig vishet, Mod och seger. Vän Thor, ge mig din styrka. Och båda vara med mig."  = “Odin, far-wanderer, grant me wisdom, courage, and victory. Friend Thor, grant me your strength. And both be with me.”

 

Translations for Chapter Two

Älskare = Lover

Min gudinna = My goddess

Det sätt du knulla mig är som inget annat. Min kärlek, mitt liv.  Knolla mig! = The way you fuck me is like nothing else I know. My love, my life. Fuck me!

Min gudinna.  Min vän.  Min älskare. = My goddess.  My friend.  My lover.

En själ = One soul

Ett hjärta = One heart

Evinnerligen = Forever

 

Translations for Chapter Four

Vår
familj = Our family

 

Translations for Chapter Five

Knulla! Du
är för
jävla
perfekt. = Fuck!  You are fucking perfect.

Vilja muna orr elska. = You will remember our love

Minn sal, minn if. Minn muna hjarta ykkarr. =

Min mystiska gudinna. Du är verkligen fantastiskt ... du är mer = My
mysterious
goddess.
You are truly
amazing ...
you are more

Du spelar inte rättvist =
You do not play fair

Den andra halvan av sin själ = The other half of his soul

 

Translations for Chapter Six

Vänligen älska med mig = Please make love to me

 

Translations for Chapter Seven

Min krigare = My warrior

 

Translations for Chapter Eight

Nådig Gud Balder.  Gracious Goddess Arianrhod.  Jag ber att ni visar oss vägen. Visa honom vem vi var och vad vi hade. Välsigna våra ögon så att vi kan se. Må det ske att ingen skada sker.  Så ska det bli." =
Gracious
God
Balder.
Gracious
Goddess
Arianrhod. I pray
that you will show
us the way.
Show him
who we were
and
what we had.
Bless
our eyes
so we can
see.
May it
happen
that
no harm is done. So mote it be.

Du har kommit tillbaka till mig? Eller har min önskan går i uppfyllelse? Har du tagit mig till din värld? = You have come back to me?  Or has my wish come true? Have you taken me to your realm?

 





Sample from Tempted: -The Dark Hart Chronicles Book 1
 

Nine Years Earlier…

No matter how many times I do it, being jammed in an airplane was comparable to being stuffed in a sardine can.  Albeit an expensive sardine can layered with the strong smells of perfume and cologne, sweat, and last but most important...the alluring aroma of sweet blood.  It overpowered everything.

Closing my eyes, I held my breath and struggled to keep my mind focused on anything except the dueling odors engulfing me.  And if it wasn't the scent assaulting me, it was the sound of whispered conversations that were as clear as if they were next to me.  Add in the sound of wet heartbeats, the steady rush of blood flowing through veins…it was difficult to contain over 140 years of pure instinct.

"I’ve told you this before, Nick.  It makes it easier if you would read something.  You need to keep your mind focused on something other than the humans."

Malcolm's voice broke into my musings.  I opened my eyes and glanced down at his lap.  I grabbed his ‘distraction’ from his hand and glanced at the cover.  "Rolling Stone? This is keeping your mind focused?  I suppose small minds are easily occupied."

Snorting, he grabbed it back and opened the magazine back up.  "Would you rather read American Way?"

Enjoying the banter but keeping with the façade of hating it, I closed my eyes and rested my head against the leather seat.  "Did anyone ever tell you that you're a flaming asshole?"

Malcolm chuckled under his breath and adjusted the dark lensed glasses he insisted on wearing, partly out of necessity.  "You do every day without fail."

Breathing in a shallow breath of recycled air, I fought the burning in my throat.  I shifted in my seat, willing the plane to go faster.

"This...this is a shame."  Malcolm clicked his tongue against his teeth.

"Being stuck on this overcrowded airplane with an asshole?" I shot back sarcastically.  His tone had caught my attention.  Very rarely did Malcolm express any sort of sympathy for humans.

"Ha.  You missed your calling as a fucking comedian." Malcolm flicked a finger over the slick magazine pages.  "No.  It's this girl."

I let out a heavy exhale.  "You have my attention and I’ll bite.  What girl?"

"Humor me.  First look at this." Malcolm flipped back a few pages and turned the magazine towards me.  The advertisement was provocative and had the intentional grainy look of being shot in someone’s basement.  I’d seen many unmentionable things in my many years but this…this made me feel slimy for even looking at it.  It featured a much too young girl naked from the waist up, her breasts barely covered with her arms.  Clad only in skimpy panties, she was the focal point with a much older man posing as the photographer taking her photo.  Who in their right mind would let someone so young be exploited like this?

And yes, the girl was pretty.  In any other setting, she would be stunningly beautiful with her long blond hair, wide innocent sapphire blue eyes and high cheekbones.  But this…this was wrong.  Dirty.  She was much too young to be photographed like this.  I may be immortal, but I still have standards.  I pushed the magazine away in disgust.

Malcolm nodded in agreement.  "Now look at this." He flipped back to an article with the same girl.  Her lovely face looked haunted in the photo, her image caught by a random paparazzi photographer in Los Angeles.  "This girl is being made the poster child for every anti-child pornography group.  It's sad, really.  Humans.  They never...learn do they?"

"They never do.  Fucking idiots." I eyed the photo a final time.  Her long blond hair spilled over her narrow shoulders and her tiny frame looked as fragile as porcelain.  And her face...there was something behind those baby blues that intrigued me.  It had been years since anything or anyone caught my attention.

The chime of the overhead seat belt sign pulled my eyes away from the magazine and I strapped it on for the sake of appearing human.  It was tiring on my best days but today it was mind-numbingly monotonous.

Malcolm closed up the magazine and rolled it up tightly.  He tapped it against his knee nervously, a human trait he’d never been able to lose.  "So what's the plan this time?"

I grinned widely at my old friend.  "We need to learn how to fit in with the masses.  It's time to change how we operate.  It’s time to hide in plain sight."

He ran his fingers through his wavy hair.  His eyes were filled with curiosity.  "Do tell."

"All in good time, Malcolm." I reassured him and stretched my legs out in front of me.  "What was her name?"

"Who?  The girl from the…uh, ad?”  He opened the magazine and paged through the article.  “Savannah Wood.  You're not going soft on me are you, Nick?"

"You wish.  I just hope her parents have a shrink on retainer.  She's going to need it." The plane began its descent.  Sucking back another deep breath, I welcomed the relentless burn.  "Welcome to Los Angeles, my friend."

 

Chapter 1-One Look Was All It Took

Nine years later….

Siobhan had dragged me to yet another Hollywood party.  They were typically boring, filled with egotistical actors, spoiled actresses and the occasional arrogant music industry type that had been lucky enough to mingle with the so-called Hollywood elite.  Personally, I think these events border on the ridiculous.  But I might be a tad biased since I grew up attending these parties, plastering on fake smiles and going through the motions of acting as if it all mattered.  Really, in the grand scheme of things it really didn’t.

I'm not an actress or a singer.  My name is Savannah Wood.  I've lived a relatively privileged life as the daughter of a high-profile divorce attorney to the stars, Carlton Wood.  Between my father and Siobhan, I know more dirt about celebrities than I really ever wanted to know.  And trust me when I tell you this: the celebrities that are marketed to be ‘America's Sweetheart’ or The ‘Boy Next Door’ usually have more secrets to hide than the train-wrecks you see in the tabloids.  And sadly those splashy rags in the checkout lanes at grocery stores are usually right on.

If I chose to, I could likely spend my time star fucking my way through Hollywood, cashing in on the sizable allowance my father sent me each month.  That wasn't who I was.  I didn't want to be famous for being a STD-riddled, D-list slut famous for nothing except how many celebrities I could bed.  I suppose I was the exception, not the rule.

It was bad enough that my mother had forced me into a brief modeling stint after my father divorced her when I was 16.  She thought it would be fun to live vicariously through me.  I'm probably best known for a series of controversial underwear ads for a famous designer known for his blue jeans.  They were only scandalous because I was 16 at the time and photographed in semi-compromising positions with a much older male model.

Draining the last of my lukewarm champagne, I placed it on a passing server's tray, smoothly grabbing another.  With a bored sigh I glanced around the room, barely paying attention to the conversations going on around me.

"You could at least pretend to look like you're having fun," Siobhan muttered under her breath.  She popped some sort of puff pastry in her mouth and nudged my arm with her elbow.

"Why would I want to do that? Bored is the new black," I grumbled back grouchily.  "You know I hate this ass kissing crap."

Siobhan Winters had been my best friend since we were both in diapers.  Our fathers were college frat buddies, both ending up in the entertainment industry.  It was ironic that Siobhan and I had followed in their footsteps in the business.  She ran a successful gossip blog, Private Eye.  I'd chosen to be a Personal Assistant, working my way to becoming an agent.

If I could find a job, I mused to myself.  More on that depressing subject later.

Siobhan shook her head and took a drink of her champagne.  "Whatever.  No one forced you here.  By the way, you have an admirer, Blondie.  2 o'clock."

Attempting to be nonchalant, I looked slightly to my right.  Slouching against the wall was Nick Hart.  Known for his reserved, charismatic appeal, he wasn't like other singers in the business.  Not only was he sharp and witty, he managed to avoid the paparazzi at all cost with some sort of second sense.  He was a mystery, which made him more appealing to the public.  Add in his beguiling smile and dark, handsome boy next-door looks, he was a PR wet dream.  He didn't need photo ops or gossip sites.  He was hot, sexy and everyone wanted him.

"I'm sure he's not looking at me," I shot back.  I took a nervous sip and cleared my throat.

"Denial ain't just a river in Egypt," Siobhan quipped.  She tossed her long red hair over her shoulder.  "Seriously dude, he's been watching you for at least 20 minutes.  Why wouldn't he look at you? You're fabulous.  Go talk to him."  She gave me a sharp shove.

My mouth dropped.  I turned to face her, staring at her as if she'd lost her mind.  "What am I supposed to do? Just saunter up to him and say what exactly?  Something like 'I've noticed you staring, would you like to take me home and have your way with me?’"

Siobhan attempted to clap with her champagne flute in one hand.  She then pretended to wipe a tear away with her finger.  "Mama's so proud.  You're growing up."

Huffing, I rolled my eyes towards the ceiling.  "It's not happening, Von.  Sorry."

"He's a saint by Hollywood standards and he's fucking beautiful.  Can you imagine that body naked? I mean, look at the size of his..."

I cut her off before she could go any further.  "Yeah, yeah.  He's gorgeous.  And he doesn't date."

"Who said anything about dating? I'm talking about a much more casual type of encounter." Siobhan's eyebrows waggled suggestively.  "He's still staring and I can tell he is most definitely interested.  And what a coincidence - I see one of my contacts.  I gotta get the scoop.  I’ll be right back.  Make me proud!"

She sashayed across the room in a silver streak, leaving me alone to ogle Nick Hart over my cheap glass of champagne in my overpriced cocktail dress.

He hadn't moved from his spot on the wall.  I watched curiously as he took an occasional swallow from a whiskey glass, his dark eyes surveying the room with as much enthusiasm as I had.  His body language and look of disgust on his face gave it away.  I liked him better already.

He caught me staring, his lips curling back to reveal a mischievous smile and a set of deep dimples.  Even from across the room, I could see the bright gleam of his white teeth against the pale luminance of his skin.

With a pounding heart, I quickly looked away.  I focused intently on the floor before peeking up to see his eyes still piercing through me, his cell phone at his ear.  My fingers combed through my blond hair and I nervously tapped the side of my glass with a fingernail as I waited for Siobhan to return.

A few people I knew passed by and we exchanged casual hellos.  When I glanced back to where Nick had been standing, he was gone.  I couldn't help but be a little disappointed.  I'd enjoyed our brief flirtation, even if it had been mostly one-sided.

It was that exact moment Siobhan rejoined me.  She clicked her tongue in mock disapproval as she picked up on my obvious disappointment.  "You missed your chance.  You could have been the only woman in Hollywood to fuc-"

"I got it," I admonished her with a hiss.  "Are you ready to go?"

Her hazel eyes glittered with excitement.  "Yep, I have a story to write.  Wait until you read my post later tonight.  My photographer caught Marley Cirran snorting a certain white illegal substance up her nose like she was a Dyson vacuum."

"Another former child star gone bad? Color me shocked," I deadpanned.  I placed my half-empty glass down on a table and we headed out of the building towards the valet.  Siobhan fished her ticket out of her purse and extended it to one if the attendants.

"This is huge.  Savannah.  Like big, big.  Every media outlet is going to pick up my story.  Marley Cirran and her father have been pushing her goody-goody act down everyone's throats for the last four years.  He even paid off The National Inquisitor five months ago to stop them from running the real reason she was fired from her TV show."

The valet returned with her bright blue Porsche.  He leapt from the driver’s seat, darting around the car to open the passenger side for me.  Offering a nod of thanks, I sank into the soft leather seat next to Siobhan.

"This will ruin her career, you know," I advised softly.  As much as I disliked the annoying twit, she was only 18.  This exposé would kill her professionally.  No studio would insure her with the reputation she was earning with her out of control antics.  I knew what it was like to have the lens of a camera in your business 24/7.  Any miscalculated step would be broadcasted everywhere for everyone to see and judge.  And my experience had been nine years ago.  The Internet had made any kind of news available instantly – and the paparazzi moved like a pack of vicious hyenas, picking for any scrap of gossip.

Siobhan turned her hazel eyes my way, flashing me a sympathetic smile.  She knew from experience I was thinking of the hell I went through for six months after my modeling experience.  "This is nothing like you went through.  And I know what this will do to her career, if that’s what you want to call it.  She was sitting at a patio table at a restaurant in the Valley when she chose to publicly snort a vial of coke.  It's the way of Hollywood, Blondie.  Think of it like Darwinism, Los Angeles style."

"Survival of the fittest, huh?" I mused bitterly, my hands clenching in my lap.

She squealed away from the curb, dodging through traffic.  "Exactly.  Well, maybe like survival of the celebrity with the best agent and most brain cells.  You made it through and all you did was pose in some panties for a closeted gay designer.  No one was upset with you.  The paps were after you because you're gorgeous and were so naive.  You were like a breath of fresh air.  It was your mother they hated."

I knew Siobhan was right.  The media had systematically destroyed my mother.  She'd been called everything from a pedophile peddler to a vile opportunist.  After the ordeal, my mother and I rarely spoke.  I'd gone to live with my father shortly after the photos went live in every magazine from Vogue to Rolling Stone.  Not to mention the billboard on Times Square...

We drove in silence, neither of us speaking until she pulled up in front of my townhome.

"I'm sorry this upset you.  It's my job, Savannah," Siobhan said.  She patted my arm softly.  "I'll try to be nice when I write up the story."

Opening the car door, I swung my legs out and stood.  I stuck my head back inside the car.  "Von, do what you need to do.  It just hit close to home.  End of story.  Be careful."

Closing the door, I tapped the roof lightly.  She pealed away, her taillights disappearing down my street.  Tossing my keys in the air, I made my way up the sidewalk to my house.

I had quite the surprise waiting for me inside.

***

I hadn't expected to have a voice mail like this one waiting for me.  I was exhausted, kicking off my heels as soon as I'd locked the door behind me.  The light flashing on my phone alerted me to a message.  I pressed the button for my voicemail and let the message play through the speaker.

"Savannah, this is Elliott Winters.  I'd like you to stop by my office tomorrow around 11.  I have a job opportunity I'd like you to interview for...one of my clients is in need of a personal assistant.  This interview will be a two step process."

The message droned on to give me other basic information about the meeting.  The client’s name was never revealed.

And that is how I came to be standing in the bathroom of Elliott Winters office building, adjusting my blouse in the mirror and leaning in closer to apply a thin coat of nude lipstick.  Rubbing my lips together, I smiled widely at my own reflection.  My blond hair was expertly tousled and my make-up was impeccable.  It was important...no, it was a must that I looked perfect for this interview.  I knew I wasn't taken seriously in this business for quite a few reasons.  My blond hair, blue-eyed good looks and plentiful curves made me seem like every other bubble headed actress wannabe.  God knows I'd been approached more than I could count on both of my hands twice.  The casting couch didn't just apply to actresses.  It also applied to washed up teenage models who wanted a career instead of being a mindless, needy fool.

I'd been the personal assistant to up and coming singer, Sam Stricker for nearly three years.  After his fourth failed, highly publicized stint in rehab had crushed his fledgling career, I'd had no choice but to walk away before he managed to drag me down with him.  He was a nice guy, but he'd let his addiction to alcohol, cocaine and hookers demolish the good-guy image he'd tried so desperately to construct.  It crumbled around him faster than a house of cards in an earthquake.

That was Hollywood for you.  Being famous was a smoke and mirrors game.  It was fickle, fleeting and if you weren't careful, you'd be yesterday's news in the blink of an eye.  Personal assistants were on first name basis with the paparazzi.  We knew when we needed to call to arrange a ‘surprise’ photo op to help bolster your employer's image.  I was lucky to have a best friend in the business.

You either played the game or threw in the towel and went home.

When I called Elliott early this morning to confirm, he refused to tell me who his client was, only telling me they needed a new PA and he wanted to know if I was interested in finding out more.

Of course I was intrigued and Elliott was savvy enough to know I would be.  I had to land this job for more reasons than one.  My self-inflicted unemployment had me burning through my savings.  And yes, I could live off my Daddy's money, but I'd never wanted a free ride.  And this job could propel me career-wise.  In five years, I wanted to be representing clients.  This job was an all around win/win for me.

With a final sigh, I turned away from the mirror and glanced at my watch.  I had five minutes to spare before my interview.  Plastering on my emergency smile, I pushed the butterflies down and smiled a final time at my reflection.

I could do this.

Let's get this over with.  I have to get this job, I thought to myself.  Yanking the door open, I strode purposely down the hallway to Elliott Winters office.  The initial interview would be between Elliott and myself.  If I passed the crucial first phase, the next step was to meet with the mysterious client, hoping I'd be able to win their approval as well.

Drawing a deep breath, I entered the agent's office.  A gaunt faced receptionist glanced up and did her best to arrange her mouth into something that resembled a smile but made her appear constipated.  Another case of too much Botox and more than likely, too much Adderall.

"Can I help you?"

"Savannah Wood to see Elliott Winters." I replied confidently.  I didn't let women like this intimidate me, even though they always tried.  I'd played the game long enough to know everyone had a role to play.  She was the going to be the self-important gatekeeper to her boss.

"Is Mr. Winters expecting you?" She sneered coolly.  She made a production of scrolling through her computer, squinting at the screen absently.

I heard a door open and a loud voice ring out into the reception area.  "Regina, I'm expecting Ms. Wood.  Cut the shit."

I glanced up to see Elliott Winters approach me from his office.  He was a 50-something man that was thin and wiry.  His pale blond hair was thick and his hazel eyes were constantly roaming between two iPhones and his watch.  Dressed in an expensive Italian suit, he was still an impressive, handsome figure.

He was also my godfather.  In many ways, Elliott was more like a father to me than my real dad had ever been.

"Ms. Wood, let's get this show on the road, shall we? I have a tee time with another client in an hour and a half, " Elliott said sharply.  He spun and headed back into his office, motioning for me to follow.

He held the door for me and leaned in to peck me on the cheek after he closed it behind us.  His severe face softened into a fond smile.  "How's my favorite goddaughter?"

I rolled my eyes and jabbed him in his side with my elbow at the use of his favorite joke.  I played along to humor him.  "I'm your only goddaughter, Elliott."

He snorted and adjusted his tie.  He gestured to a chair across from him as he sat behind his desk.  "You got me again, Savannah."  Elliott smiled broadly, glancing at one of his phones that buzzed.  He pushed it aside and fixed his gaze back on me.  "This is simply a formality.  My client only wants me to meet with who I deem are the best candidates.  You're the best."

"Flattery will get you everywhere, Elliott," I retorted, crossing my legs and sitting back in the leather chair.  "Seriously, what's the story?"

"My client is looking for a personal assistant plus.  You'll be his right hand man so to speak.  You and I would work closely together with him," Elliott replied.  He tented his hands on the desk.  "Listen, he's an easy going guy, but he's very particular and private.  If he hires you, you'll have to sign a NDA."

I’d be required to sign a non-disclosure agreement? While not unusual for a celebrity to request a PA to sign one, it added to the client’s mystique.  What could they possibly have to hide?

"Not an issue." I waved him off and pushed my suspicions aside for the moment.  "Please tell me this isn't going to be another Sam Stricker, Elliott.  What's your clients big bad?"

A deep, slightly clipped voice sounded from behind me.  "I have no big bad."

I spun in my chair to see Nick Hart leaning against the wall behind me.  Much more handsome than photographs and from across a crowded room, his disheveled black hair was cut short and his dark brown eyes were sparkling brightly.  His wide grin revealed straight even teeth and those sexy dimples.  Dressed in all black, his tight jeans clung sinfully to his long legs and his t-shirt hugged his chest like a second skin.  I knew at that moment this interview hadn't been a coincidence.  I was willing to bet he was talking to Elliott last night at the party, setting up this entire little charade.

Siobhan had been right last night.  We'd danced around each other at the party, neither of us attempting to approach one another.  Even as my cheeks burned in embarrassment, I couldn’t resist getting in a little dig.  "Mr. Hart, it's a pleasure to finally meet you.”

A single black eyebrow rose at my subtle jab.  He didn't move from his position at the wall, nor did his disarming smile fade.  "Savannah Wood.  I can assure you, the pleasure is mine.  Ms. Wood, I assure you this will be the easiest job you've ever had."

His seemingly innocent words burned my embarrassment away and my temper reared its ugly head, my voice raising an octave in anger.  "I don't need easy, Mr. Hart.  I'm not stupid.  I just prefer not to have to pick my employer up out of a pool of his own vomit again."

My mind recoiled when I thought of the morning I’d found Sam unconscious in his bathroom after overdosing on alcohol, a bottle of Xanax and cocaine.  It still made my blood run cold as I recalled performing CPR on him until the paramedics arrived.

"You’re a feisty one.  I like it," Nick shot back, bringing me back to the present.  He exchanged a knowing look with my godfather.  "Elliott, she has the job.  Give her whatever she wants.  Ms. Wood, I need you to start tomorrow.  Is that an issue?"

"Uh, not at all," I stammered.  I wasn't expecting carte blanche.  I was just hoping for a second interview.

"Then it's settled.  Elliott, give her the details.  Until tomorrow, Ms. Wood.  " Nick said.  His brown eyes lingered on me before he nodded at Elliott, slid on a pair of Ray Bans and offered me a salute as he left the office in a blur of black.

My eyes met Elliott’s across the desk.  I know my mouth was gaping as I tried to make sense of what occurred in less than five minutes.  "What the hell just happened?"

Elliott chuckled.  He handed me a manila folder and snuck a peek at his Rolex watch.  "You've learned what it's like to do business with Nick Hart.  This is your NDA and directions to his house.  Sign it and drop it off to me on your way there tomorrow."

Opening the folder, I leafed through the pages quickly.  "What's my salary?"

He drew in a deep breath, exhaling softly.  "He is willing to pay $175,000 a year.  You'll be provided with a new vehicle, wardrobe and you'll be expected to travel with him to concert venues during his upcoming tour, many of which are international dates.  It's all in the paperwork."

"$175,000? And all my expenses will be covered?" I was stunned as I sat back in the chair and tossed the envelope on Elliot's desk.  I felt like I'd won the lottery.  "Kevin is going to hate this."

Kevin Miller was my on again/off again boyfriend that was a paralegal for my father.  Good looking in a metrosexual sort of way, he only had an opinion when it really didn't concern him and had no issue being quite vocal when he simply needed to shut up.  I only kept him around for plus one functions and an occasional booty call.

It would be easy to judge me.  I have needs and a hectic schedule.  Dating is not a luxury I have time for in my life.

"Walk me out." He motioned towards the door and I quickly collected my purse and the folder.  "When are you going to dump that twerp?"

We were back to Kevin again.  We breezed past reception and headed towards the lobby.  I fidgeted and smiled weakly.  "It's nice to have someone around.  Give me a break."

Elliott snorted and crossed his arms.  "You're too good for Kevin.  Promise me you'll consider putting him on the persona non grata list."

I smiled and reached over to brush the lapels of his suit jacket with my fingers.  "I'll take it under heavy consideration.  He means well."

"Savannah, I've known you for 25 years.  You're beautiful, smart and intelligent.  He's a pretentious asshole with an ego bigger than most of my clients.  You're headed places and he'll hold you back by being a liability.  Mark my words." Elliott arched an eyebrow.  He glanced at his watch again.

"Go! I'll drop the file off tomorrow morning." I flicked my fingers at him.  He grinned and squeezed my arm.

He dropped a quick peck to my forehead and I watched as he sprinted across the parking lot to his Mercedes.  We exchanged a brief wave as he zoomed out of the lot.  Clutching the folder closer to my chest, I headed towards my own car, a much less prestigious Saab.  I was startled to see Nick Hart leaning against the driver’s side door of my car.  When he saw me approach, he turned on his megawatt smile, complete with the panty dropping dimples.  I felt my stomach tighten tightly from that single look.

This was not good.  Not good at all.

"Mr. Hart? Is there something I can do for you?" I asked nervously, my voice coming out in an uneasy squeak.

"Call me Nick, please.  I see you're taking the job." His sunglass covered eyes lowered to the folder in my hands.  "I'm glad.  I felt like we got off on the wrong foot.  I insulted you in there and that's not what I meant to do."

"Mr., I mean Nick, you were fine.  I overreacted.  Sam Stricker was a great guy, but working for him was a nightmare in more ways than one," I replied quietly.  That was the understatement of the century.  As his personal assistant, I was nothing more than a glorified babysitter.  I'd had to deal with his almost daily drug and alcohol fueled temper tantrums, clearing the house of groupies and hookers all while trying to keep him on track to do his public appearances.

"If the rumors are true, I think you're being much too kind to him." Nick flashed me another one of his boyish smiles.  He rubbed the toe of his Doc Marten against the concrete.  I had the sudden urge to see his mysterious eyes that were hidden by the dark tint of his sunglasses.  "Hollywood is a small town, Ms. Wood.  Everybody has a secret and everybody talks."

He gracefully pushed off the side of my car and stepped closer to me.  I could smell the scent of his cologne, musky and spicy.  He reached in his back pocket and pulled out a business card, extending it to me with long, elegant fingers.

Guitar playing fingers, I mused to myself as I plucked the card from his hand.  I read the card twice in confusion.

"Thompson BMW?" My eyes shot up to his face after reading the card.  Why was he giving me the business card to a car dealership?

"Your car is nice, but you need something better.  Tell Michael Thompson that Nick Hart sent you," Nick said, knocking on the trunk with his hand.  "I'll call and set everything up."

I could feel self-righteous indignation rising inside of me and my cheeks grew hot.  "I can't..." I began.

"You can and you will.  Consider it a signing bonus.  Is that better?" Nick asked.  He lowered his sunglasses and his brown eyes were imploring.  "Humor me, Ms. Wood.  I like to take care of my people.  Let me."

He was going to be a hard one to say no to.  In the brief 15 minutes I'd known him, I'd already accepted an extravagant salary and now a car.  His cool persistence made me worry about my own self-control.

"Alright, alright! And call me Savannah." I couldn't help but smile at his puppy dog eyes.

"Much better.  You have a car to pick out and I'll see you tomorrow morning, Savannah.  It was nice to actually meet you today." Nick winked and readjusted his sunglasses, running his hand through his short black hair.  It glistened in the sun like the feathers of a raven's wing.  I wanted to wind my fingers through his soft hair, caress the sharp chisel of his jaw.

Damn it, Savannah.  I needed to get myself together.  This was my boss, not a potential hook up.

Without another word, he turned and sauntered away.  His broad shoulders filled out the snug t-shirt and his tight jeans clung to his long legs as he walked.  He stopped beside of a sleek black Ferrari.  Our gaze met across the parking lot and he offered me another one of his killer smiles before disappearing inside, gunning the engine and speeding out of the lot.

I realized two things.  My life had just gotten very surreal and it was going to be nearly impossible to resist Nick Hart.
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