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   When her boss brought her to the party of the season, Mr. Ward’s birthday bash, Angelina thought she had slipped on Cinderella’s shoes. 
 
   Now that she is compelled to remain in the mansion, trapped with a host who was only pleasant to her in a shared fantasy, the dream abruptly turns sour.
 
   Under other circumstances, she might enjoy staying in an opulent guest suite, with a butler waiting on her every desire. But her cage, as gilded as it may be, remains a prison, and her host, even if he wishes she were gone, is still her warden.
 
   As she struggles to get used to the situation, she can’t figure out what to think of Morgan Ward, a man who claims to be a vampire, who at times ignores her and at times shows himself unexpectedly thoughtful. A man she’s attracted to despite her better judgment.
 
   However, an unexpected conversation with her boss may give her no choice but to get much closer to Morgan than she’s ready for…
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   “I won’t kill you.”
 
   As far as reassurances go, that one didn’t do much for me. I doubt it would have done anything for anyone, not when it was uttered in Mr. Ward’s cool, emotionless voice and he was barely looking at me, already turning away.
 
   A few hours ago, before setting foot in his mansion as a guest of Miss Delilah—his sister and my boss—for his birthday bash, all I’d known of Morgan Ward was his voice, which I had heard on the phone a few times, and the gossip I’d read on blogs and in newspapers. Now, I knew a lot more.
 
   I knew how dark his eyes were: darker than endless wells.
 
   I knew something was different about him. Not different like a reclusive millionaire bachelor can be, but different in a not quite natural way. Not quite human maybe, but I had a hard time wrapping my mind around that idea even after seeing him and Miss Delilah move with speed that should have been impossible.
 
   I also knew how soft his skin was, the feel of his lips on mine, and the way he moved when he made love. Except it had all been a fantasy; that was what he’d called it. But no fantasy, daydream, or dream of mine had ever felt that real. I’d almost died on that balcony. I’d also experienced two very intense orgasms. That, at least, was no fantasy.
 
   The most important thing I knew, however, was that none of it made sense.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said before he could walk away.
 
   He turned the faintest of smiles back at me. “How could you?”
 
   “Explain to me.” It wasn’t the first time I’d asked him to explain, and I suppose, if I’m completely honest, I can say he’d tried. But every word of explanation had only confused me more. Still, I insisted. “What happened here tonight?”
 
   His smile faded. “Which part? The part about you intruding where you weren’t wanted? Or the part about my dearest sister giving you to me as a gift, also very much unwanted?”
 
   “I’m not anyone’s gift,” I started, and Mr. Ward laughed.
 
   This, believe me, was not a happy laugh. It chilled me down to my bones. For a moment, it was like we were back on that balcony where I’d sought refuge from the bustling party. The December night air had been cold, but my host even icier. At least, at first he’d been icy. In my fantasy, not so much.
 
   “Also true,” he said. “But since, as I told you, I am not inclined to kill you, and since you can’t leave, I guess the semantics don’t matter much. I’ll have Stephen show you where you can sleep.”
 
   And with that, he left the room.
 
   I had a dozen, a hundred questions, but when I said his name, he didn’t stop or look back. He just left me alone.
 
   I tried to leave again, to tell my feet to move toward that same door he’d gone through so I could go down the staircase and back to the party. Back to where Mr. Ward’s guests were still celebrating. Back to where a door opened onto the street and beckoned me to freedom.
 
   As hard as I tried, however, I soon had to resign myself to the fact that, like he’d reminded me, I couldn’t leave. Miss Delilah’s words were trapping me in this house.
 
   “Don’t leave without me,” she’d said. “Not tonight. Not ever.”
 
   I didn’t know how that was possible, how simple words could bind me better than ropes. It was another one of these ‘not so natural’ things I wished Mr. Ward had explained better to me. But I couldn’t deny it was true.
 
   A discreet cough drew my eyes away from my unmoving feet and up to the door again. An African-American man stood there, clad in the livery suit of the staff, observing me through eyes that glinted with amusement, although his expression remained perfectly neutral. I’d seen him downstairs: Stephen.
 
   “Mr. Ward asked me to show you to the guest suite,” he said with a small inclination of his head. “If you are ready, Miss?”
 
   “No, I am not ready.” I couldn’t help the hint of hysteria creeping into my words. “I don’t want to go to the guest suite. I want to leave.”
 
   His steps didn’t make a sound as he crossed the room to the liquor cabinet. He poured a generous measure of the same golden drink Mr. Ward had offered me earlier and I’d refused. This time, when Stephen held out the glass to me, I took it gratefully and downed the alcohol in one go. It burned my throat and made my eyes water—better to tear up because of the drink than because I felt so helpless.
 
   “I understand that you are unnerved,” Stephen said in a slow, calm voice. “But it is also my understanding that you are not able to leave the premises. So unless you intend to sleep in an armchair until Mr. Ward can persuade Miss Stanford to release you, a guest suite seems appropriate. Don’t you think?”
 
   When explained like that, it sounded perfectly reasonable for me to accompany him. Call me stubborn, but I still tried to find a reason not to. I didn’t come up with anything. He took the empty glass from me, set it on the cabinet, then went to open a door on the other side of the room.
 
   “If you would, Miss?” he said in that polite voice again, inviting me to follow him.
 
   “You can call me Angelina,” I said as I walked with him into what turned out to be a corridor.
 
   We passed several closed doors and as many paintings, all of them set in elaborate frames. The length of the hallway was covered by a long rectangular carpet that stopped a few inches from the walls, exposing the gleaming wooden floors.
 
   “Stephen?”
 
   He looked at me, an eyebrow raised questioningly.
 
   “You know what’s going on, don’t you? I mean, you know I can’t leave.”
 
   We’d reached the end of the corridor, or rather, what I’d thought was the end. Instead, a new hallway started on the left, mirrored by another one on the right. Steven turned right, and I followed.
 
   “Mr. Ward informed me of your predicament, yes,” he said.
 
   “How is it possible?” I asked, and the edge of plaintiveness in my voice made me cringe. “No one can just order someone to do things like that. It’s just not possible.”
 
   When he glanced at me again, I could see that the amusement was back in his eyes.
 
   “Not possible,” he repeated, “and yet, here you are. I take it you do not know what Miss Stanford is?”
 
   The turn of phrase startled me. What, not who. What could she possibly be? At that moment, my mind was blank.
 
   “She’s my boss,” I said, confused.
 
   My boss, a woman accustomed to only the best life had to offer, a socialite, an occasional model, the head of a multi-national company, a patron of the arts, the widow of Emmet H. Stanford the Third, the sister of Mr. Ward… What else was she?
 
   “That’s not what I mean. And it’s probably best if Mr. Ward tells you himself. Here we are.”
 
   We’d reached the end of this corridor, and he opened the door in front of us. He walked inside, turning on the lights before moving out of sight. For a few seconds, I remained in the doorway, unable to make myself step forward. If I went inside, that was it. I was admitting to myself, Stephen, and Mr. Ward that I accepted my situation. I accepted my captivity.
 
   And it was captivity. Isn’t that the very definition of being detained against one’s will?
 
   I was a prisoner in Mr. Ward’s mansion.
 
   And yet I wasn’t Mr. Ward’s prisoner.
 
   Not really.
 
   He’d made it clear that, if it were up to him, I’d be long gone.
 
   If anything, I was Miss Delilah’s prisoner. She was the one who had ordered me to remain in his house. But ‘ordered’ is the wrong word. She had compelled me to stay here. That was what Mr. Ward had called it: compulsion. I could have refused to obey an order. She was my boss, sure, but this, whatever this was, didn’t fall under my duties as her personal assistant. I couldn’t refuse to obey this compulsion. I physically couldn’t, as I proved to myself every time I so much as thought of leaving and found my feet frozen in place.
 
   When it came down to it, though, whether I was Mr. Ward’s prisoner or Miss Delilah’s, it didn’t really matter. I was here, and I didn’t want to be.
 
   “Miss Angelina?” Stephen came back to the door. “Something wrong?” After a beat he added, “Other than the obvious, that is.”
 
   “I want to talk to him,” I heard myself say. “I want to talk to Mr. Ward. I want him to explain… to explain everything.”
 
   “I’m sure he’d be delighted to ignore you,” Stephen said deadpan. “But I’m afraid he left the mansion.”
 
   “Left?” The word felt strangely alien on my tongue, like I didn’t know the meaning of it anymore. “Where to?”
 
   “If I were to venture a guess, I’d say he went to try to talk Miss Stanford into releasing you. Between you and me, I wouldn’t count on him returning with good news. Now, will you come in?”
 
   I did.
 
   I didn’t want to, but what else could I do? Spend the rest of the night in the hallway?
 
   He showed me around the suite. Part of me recognized that the furniture and art on the wall were as expensive and classy as the pieces I’d seen in the lower floors of the mansion. Another part only saw the sitting room, bedroom and en-suite bathroom for what they truly were: a cell. The gilding merely hid the bars.
 
   The one thing that reassured me was that the bedroom locked from the inside, and I was quick to turn the key once Stephen had left.
 
   I dropped my shoes on the floor, my clutch purse and Mr. Ward’s jacket on an armchair, and headed for the bathroom. I tried to freshen up a little, but the woman who stared back at me from the mirror looked dazed. Even washing away my raccoon eyes and the mascara trails on my cheeks didn’t help much.
 
   Returning to the bedroom, I climbed onto the plush, queen-sized bed, right on top of the coverlet, and didn’t care one bit about the state the gown would be in if I slept in it. I certainly wasn’t going to sleep naked, and I didn’t have anything else to wear.
 
   I grabbed a corner of the coverlet, pulled it over me like a cocoon, and went to sleep like that, with the bedside lamp still on, curled up like a kid in a strange bed. Even as uncomfortable as the gown and corset were to sleep in, I was mentally exhausted and asleep in just moments.
 
   I slept until almost noon the next day. That was more than ten hours. I might have slept longer if someone hadn’t knocked on my door.
 
   Normally, I don’t need that much sleep. Give me six, seven hours tops and I’m good to go. Seeing how my job with Miss Delilah didn’t usually require me to be at the office before noon and rarely to stay after eight, that left me plenty of time both in the mornings and at night to enjoy everything the city has to offer.
 
   Coming to New York from a small town, I spent my first weeks terrified of getting lost, mugged, kidnapped, or all those things that happen on TV. Then I made a friend, born and raised in the city. She showed me how to get around, be safe, and have fun. She taught me to love New York. These days, getting lost was something I did on purpose to find new places.
 
   Being confined to the mansion was going to put an end to that.
 
   Another round of knocking finished waking me up.
 
   “Miss Angelina?”
 
   When I recognized Stephen’s voice, it all came back in a flash. Where I was. Why I had slept in a pricey gown. Why I felt like I had a bad hangover even though I hadn’t drunk that much.
 
   “Yes?” I called back.
 
   “Will you be having lunch?”
 
   At the mere idea of food, my stomach rumbled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten more than a couple of canapés the previous night. They’d been delicious, but not particularly filling.
 
   “Lunch sounds good,” I said, loud enough that he’d hear me. I felt a little silly talking through the door, but I didn’t want to open it and let him see that I’d slept in my clothes. Then again, he’d seen me with my raccoon eyes, so did it really matter?
 
   “Would you like anything in particular?”
 
   I had no idea what to reply. I’m not a picky eater, and I’ll try anything at least once, but the whole situation was just so weird that my mind was utterly blank.
 
   “I was going to make myself a chicken breast sandwich,” Stephen said after a few more seconds of silence. “Would that be acceptable for you?”
 
   “That’d be great.”
 
   “Very well. I’ll bring it to you in a little while. There are clothes in front of your door if you would like to change.”
 
   As I sat up in bed, I heard steps outside the room, then a door closing. He was gone. Some part of me was annoyed; I had questions, so many of them, and no one to ask them to. However, when I stood and caught sight of myself in the mirror above the dresser, I was glad no one was there to see me in my bedraggled state. Changing clothes sounded like a terrific idea, although I couldn’t help feeling some trepidation as I wondered what kind of clothes he had brought me. A striped uniform to match my prisoner status, maybe?
 
   When I opened the door, I found two things. Right on the threshold was a suitcase. My first thought was that it looked just like mine, red with black zippers and buckles. Then I realized it was mine. On my trip to New York, the front pocket had been ripped in transit. I’d fixed it with a few uneven stitches and an apple-shaped ‘I love NY’ patch.
 
   It was my suitcase. The same one I kept at the back of my closet in my apartment.
 
   I was still trying to wrap my mind around that when I noticed the other thing in the room. The other person.
 
   Across from the door, against the wall, was a loveseat. And on that loveseat, still wearing his tuxedo minus the tie and jacket, Morgan Ward sat, watching me.
 
   My heart just about stopped.
 
   I don’t know how long we stared at each other. I didn’t even care that I looked like I’d been on an all-night bender. I simply couldn’t turn away from him and those bottomless eyes that had held me captive the night before. It was different now, and yet, there I was, spellbound again.
 
   He blinked first, and somehow that helped me pull back. I grabbed the handle of my suitcase to drag it inside. Never mind all the questions I had; I’d face him once I was presentable. I meant to close the door again, but a few words from him stopped me.
 
   “Lilah is gone.”
 
   “Gone?” I blurted out, my gaze flying back to him. “What do you mean, gone?”
 
   “She took her private jet last night. By now she could be anywhere in the world. Until she comes back to this house and walks you out…”
 
   He didn’t finish. I didn’t need him to. I understood quite well.
 
   Until she came back and walked me out of the house, I was stuck inside.
 
   Even as I realized that, something else occurred to me.
 
   “She had me clear her schedule until the end of January,” I said, breathless. “She was planning this.”
 
   “Of course she was planning this. She must have been planning this from the moment she hired you. How many years ago was that?”
 
   Close to five years… Had she really been planning all of it for that long?
 
   I remembered the orchids she’d wanted me to find for her, and how she’d authorized me to fund the development of an hybrid that would take years of research. It wasn’t hard to imagine she’d kept me close all those years waiting for the right time. Why she had chosen last night, however, was a mystery. Was it because of Mr. Ward’s birthday? Was there more to it? It was frustrating how much I didn’t know—and even what I knew, I barely understood.
 
   But five years by her side also meant something else, and that realization sent my heart to the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Did she…” My throat was so tight, the words were painful to get out. “Did she do that compulsion thing on me the entire time? Has she been ordering me around for five years?”
 
   He didn’t even hesitate before shaking his head. “I doubt it. She might have done it a couple times, given you a suggestion to be loyal or something like that, but probably not much more.”
 
   My mind flashed back to our first talk after she’d hired me. She had been rather emphatic about how much she valued discretion in her employees. I’m not one for gossip as a rule, but I had been reluctant over the years when my friends asked about my boss. I talked easily enough about what I did, but once the conversation shifted toward her, I had much less to say. Had that been an effect of compulsion or just my own ethics?
 
   “How do you know she didn’t do more than that?” I asked, trying to look through the past five years to find anything out of the ordinary.
 
   That day trip to Paris, maybe? No. I’d been more than willing. I’d been thrilled.
 
   “Because you wouldn’t have much of a mind left if she’d been doing it regularly for that long. The more someone is compelled, the less independent they become. And besides—”
 
   He cut himself off so abruptly that it took my mind off what he’d said to focus on what he wasn’t saying instead.
 
   “Besides what?”
 
   He didn’t reply.
 
   “Besides what?” I said again, more loudly now. “Why won’t you explain anything to me?”
 
   “Besides,” he said with a heavy sigh, “it would have been in poor taste for her to give me a mindless pet.”
 
   I couldn’t have been more shocked if he’d slapped me. I wavered a little, and he sighed again. I seemed to draw a lot of sighs from him, and not for any good reason.
 
   “You asked,” he said in a blank voice. “And those are her words, not mine.”
 
   “So she… she gave you… pets? Before?”
 
   I felt a little lightheaded and had to press a hand to the doorjamb next to me. The dress suddenly felt too tight for me to breathe properly. Long seconds passed before he answered.
 
   “Not for a very long time.”
 
   He pushed himself to his feet and came to me until all that stood between us was the suitcase. I watched him the entire time, my heartbeat accelerating as he drew nearer.
 
   “Turn around,” he said.
 
   I didn’t move. I only stared at him. I could feel my pulse thudding in my ears. Just from being near him and smelling the discreet scent of his cologne—of him—my mind flashed back to last night. I wanted his hands and his mouth on me again. His cock inside me. His body sliding against mine. And at the same time I wondered how I could have slept with a perfect stranger like that.
 
   I’d felt a connection to him, but that didn’t change the fact that we’d met mere moments before becoming intimately acquainted. Except… it’d only been a fantasy, like he’d told me. But what did that mean, exactly?
 
   “Last night,” I started, but lost my words and had to try again. “Last night, on the balcony. Was it… was it real?”
 
   An eternity seemed to pass before he answered—and his reply, yet again, didn’t explain anything.
 
   “Define real.”
 
   I didn’t want word games. I didn’t want games, period. Miss Delilah had played enough with me already. I grabbed his wrist and raised it, exposing the blood-red gem of his cufflink.
 
   “I remember this being lost over the edge of the balcony last night.” Even as I said it, I could feel my cheeks grow warmer as the memory of losing the cufflink flashed through my mind; or rather, the memory of what we’d been doing at the time. “But obviously it didn’t happen. Did it?”
 
   “What you mean is, did you and I have sex on the balcony?” His voice was so flat, he might have been commenting on the weather. “Our bodies did not, no. But in your mind, it happened.”
 
   It still made no more sense than him calling it a ‘fantasy’ before. If it had happened only in my mind, how did he even know about it? I started to shake my head, but before I could ask anything else, he pulled his wrist free and continued.
 
   “When you disobeyed Lilah’s compulsion and stopped breathing, I entered your mind. I gave you a chance for a do-over. You would have died if I hadn’t.”
 
   It was the same explanation he’d given me the night before, and it was all still so strange—so damn impossible—that I stumbled over every other word.
 
   “So you… you made me… have sex with you? In our minds?”
 
   He clucked his tongue. “That’s not what I said. I reset your mind back to when you first stepped onto the balcony. Everything you did from that point was your own choice. I just played along.”
 
   When I stared harder, he rolled his eyes. “Like I said, it was a fantasy. Fantasies are where we can let ourselves do what we usually wouldn’t.”
 
   His voice didn’t change one bit, but his eyes seemed to flare to life on those last words. They were still just as dark, but at the same time… How can I convey what they looked like? It was like flames were dancing behind his pupils, gleaming, burning—and inescapable.
 
   “How is this all possible?” I murmured. “How can she order me to do something to the point that my body shuts down if I disobey? How can you… get into my mind, like you said? How can you move that fast?”
 
   It won’t come as a surprise to you, because I’ve already given away that he and Miss Delilah weren’t humans. I know, I get ahead of myself sometimes, but really how could I have kept something like that to myself for so long?
 
   Still, try to imagine my surprise when he said in that same cool voice, “We can do all that because we are vampires.”
 
   No, it was more than surprise. Shock. Incomprehension. Disbelief.
 
   I wanted to laugh in his face, call him a liar, and ask how stupid he thought I was, trying to tell me tales of supernatural monsters.
 
   But facts—simple, irrefutable facts—kept me quiet. Like the fact that my body refused to obey me every time I so much as thought of breaking Miss Delilah’s order not to leave. Like the fact that I’d almost died on that balcony. That Mr. Ward had entered my mind and shared my ‘fantasy.’ That, when he’d told me to accompany him the previous night, I’d been unable to resist him.
 
   I could refuse to believe him, but what would that help?
 
   “You’re a… a…” I gulped, and without thinking brought both hands up to cover my neck. “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   I’d asked the previous night, and he’d said no. Now that I knew what he was and what Miss Delilah had meant when she told him he could ‘feed’ from me or kill me, I had to ask again.
 
   “I already answered that question,” he said in a low voice. “The answer hasn’t changed. Now. Turn around. Please.”
 
   He wasn’t using that compelling voice of his, but I obeyed anyway. Stupid, I know, to turn my back to a vampire even if he’d said he wouldn’t kill me. I think I just needed to look away from his eyes. They made it hard to think.
 
   Of course, when I did turn away, I still couldn’t think clearly.
 
   I gasped when I felt his fingers at the small of my back and held my breath after that, wanting nothing more than to move but unable to do so as the memory of his touch on my body slid over me again, raising goose flesh on every inch of my skin. In my fantasy, he’d said he hated corsets, and never got around to getting me out of my dress. Now, he was unknotting and unlacing, and as the corset loosened, my heartbeat grew faster again.
 
   When his hands left me and the dress started to fall, I caught it, pressing a hand between my breasts to keep the bodice in place. Very slowly, I turned back to him. My lips felt dry, so I licked them.
 
   “You’d have had a hard time getting out of that thing by yourself, Angelina,” he said without the smallest flicker of a smile, but I thought I heard his voice waver a little when he said my name.
 
   His eyes were still burning, and they dropped to my mouth when I licked my lips again. I took a step toward him. Not even that much: half a step. A minuscule shuffle of my feet until my bare toes met my suitcase between us. I couldn’t tell you what I was doing or thinking.
 
   And then he was gone.
 
   As quickly as when he’d run after Miss Delilah, he left the suite. The door banged shut behind him, and I was alone again. Alone with my thundering heart, my falling dress and my damp, very uncomfortable panties.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Half an hour later, having taken a long, skin-scalding shower, I came out of the bathroom wrapped in the fluffiest terrycloth bathrobe I’d ever worn. I felt a little better, although I was still very aware that the nice surroundings didn’t make this room any less of a cell. I returned to the bed, where I’d left my suitcase. When I opened it, I felt an odd mix of comfort and annoyance.
 
   My suitcase was, as might not be completely unexpected, filled with my clothes. Jeans, shirts, sweaters, and dresses from my closet. Tee-shirts, socks, and my flannel pajamas from my dresser. Underwear, too. The thought of a stranger being in my home, rifling through my things long enough to match up my bras and panties…
 
   It was creepy. I felt extremely uneasy about it. Whoever it was had been trying to help, sure, and they hadn’t been looking at my unmentionables for their own enjoyment, but still. Would you be fine with a random person looking through your underwear drawer?
 
   Even worse: I keep my vibrator in that drawer. That’s not something I care for anyone to see.
 
   The vibrator wasn’t in the suitcase, but a lot of other things were. My beauty bag was wedged on the side, filled with the various make-up brushes, powders, and tubes I had left spread out on my bathroom counter. There was a prescription bottle for migraines, which had been in my medicine cabinet. This month’s supply of the pill. My hairbrush. My toothbrush and toothpaste. The half-finished book that had been on my night table, its bookmark still in place. My netbook computer.
 
   Whoever had packed hadn’t just thrown in a few clothes haphazardly. They’d tried to see my place through my eyes, tried to guess what I would take if I’d packed for myself. They’d done a fairly good job of it, too.
 
   So, creepy but considerate. The jury was still out on whether the considerate part won over the creepy one.
 
   I brushed my hair. Fifty strokes with one hand. Fifty more with the other. When I was done, every curl Miss Delilah had put in my hair before pinning it up was gone, and it fell on my shoulders, damp and straight. I felt a little more like myself.
 
   I brushed my teeth. I slipped on black underwear. Jeans. A shirt. I even brushed a bit of color on my cheeks and dabbed on lipstick, the same way I’d have put on armor, I guess.
 
   And then I realized what my mystery packer had forgotten: shoes. All I had to wear were the sky-high, peep-toe stilettos I’d worn at the party. The shoes Miss Delilah had chosen for me.
 
   Now, I’d always rather liked my boss. She was demanding, that much was true, and took things for granted. Praises from her or words of thanks were few and far between, but they were that much more meaningful for it. I guess what I liked most about her was how she marched to her own beat, leading the way and never following. She was strong. I knew myself enough to realize I didn’t have it in me to be strong in the same way she was, and maybe I didn’t even want to be, but I did admire her for it.
 
   At that moment, that admiration was buried beneath mounds of resentment. I remembered all too well what she’d told Mr. Ward.
 
   Kill her. I don’t care.
 
   She’d trapped me in this house with someone she thought would kill me. And she might have been planning it for years.
 
   I left the shoes where I’d dropped them by the door and walked out of the bedroom. My gaze flew to the loveseat. A tiny part of me—all right, maybe not so tiny—had hoped Mr. Ward would be back. And only because I had more questions for him, not for any other reason. No reason like deep, fathomless eyes, lips soft as a dream, large hands, or an equally large—
 
   No. No other reason at all.
 
   The sitting room was empty, however. On the loveseat, rather than Mr. Ward, I found a silver tray with a metal dome covering a plate, a tall glass of water, a smaller one of wine, and a slice of chocolate cake.
 
   My stomach gave a growl of approval. I was almost proud of myself when, rather than falling to my knees in front of the loveseat and wolfing down every bite of food, I managed to control myself long enough to sit down next to the tray and spread the napkin on my lap.
 
   Only then did I wolf it all down.
 
   I was just finishing the last bite of richly decadent cake and wishing there’d been another slice when a light knock on the door startled me.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   My voice wavered at the thought that it might be Mr. Ward. And yes, I was little bit disappointed when Stephen walked in. He was still wearing the same suit and gloves as the previous night, but now his shirt was crisp and his jacket flawless. He must have changed into an identical outfit. Was this what he wore every day? I’d assumed he’d only put on that elaborate livery for the party, but there he was.
 
   “Miss Angelina,” he said, inclining his head as though in greeting. He eyed the empty tray and asked, “Did you enjoy your lunch?”
 
   I set the cake plate down on the tray. “Very much. It was all very good. Thank you. And you can call me just Angelina.”
 
   When he replied, “Of course, Miss Angelina,” I assumed it was his way of saying he would do no such thing. I didn’t insist. I had bigger problems than what he wanted to call me.
 
   I always introduce myself as Angelina, but it rarely takes long before people start shortening my name. To my father, I was always Angel. To my mom, Lini. My friends call me Angela. Miss Delilah, early on, decided to call me Lina. It was actually nice to have someone call me by my proper name, even with the unnecessary ‘Miss.’ It’s a pretty name, and I do like it.
 
   I liked the way Mr. Ward said it even more, with the trace of an accent and that rumbling voice of his…
 
   “Was it enough?” Stephen asked, interrupting my trip down memory lane. “Or would you like anything else? Another serving of cake, maybe?”
 
   “Tempting,” I admitted. “Maybe later.”
 
   With a thin smile, he inclined his head again.
 
   “Was there anything you needed?” he asked.
 
   To go home. To find a new job. To get far, far away from people who claimed to be vampires and could control me with just a few words. To forget any of this had happened.
 
   Well, all right, maybe I didn’t need to forget my fantasy on the balcony. It was pretty harmless, after all.
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to know where I can find shoes, would you?”
 
   His gaze flicked down to my feet.
 
   “I could give you…” His voice trailed off and he appeared to change his mind about what he’d been about to say. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t have anything for you. I’ll ask Mr. Ward about getting you some appropriate footwear. I’m sure his omission was accidental.”
 
   His omission?
 
   “Mr. Ward is the one who broke into my apartment?”
 
   A slight smile curled his lips. “Broke in sounds so crass. Let’s just say he let himself in. And only to bring you a few necessities.”
 
   I crossed my arms, meager protection against the discomfort I felt. How could I be so annoyed, and yet grateful for the care Mr. Ward had put into bringing me those ‘necessities’?
 
   “Does he do that often?” I asked. “Break into people’s homes? How did he even know where I live?” A thought occurred to me, probably born from watching too many vampire movies and TV shows. “How did he get in? I thought v-vampires needed to be invited inside a home?”
 
   A flicker of surprise lit Stephen’s eyes, but it was absent from his voice when he said, “That’s a myth. One I suspect vampires like to propagate through popular media.”
 
   “So… you’re not a vampire, then?”
 
   The thick relief in my voice surprised me, but really, it was good to know I wasn’t the only human around. He seemed to understand, because he gave me a thin, wry smile.
 
   “I am not,” he confirmed.
 
   “But he is.”
 
   I didn’t bother explaining whom I meant by ‘he.’ Stephen caught on easily enough.
 
   “Mr. Ward is, yes.”
 
   “And Miss Delilah?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   I couldn’t explain why, but Stephen confirming what Mr. Ward had told me somehow made it seem more real. Maybe because he looked so prim and proper in that uniform, like he was above any nonsense—any lying. That might also be why I asked him the same question I’d asked Mr. Ward twice already.
 
   “Is he going to kill me?”
 
   He didn’t even blink at the question, which comforted me in my belief that it was a good question, worth asking. The fact that he didn’t answer right away, on the other hand, was not so comforting.
 
   “Did you ask him?” he said after far too long.
 
   “I did. But why should I believe anything he says?”
 
   “Why should you believe me?” he shot back. “Being human doesn’t make me any more trustworthy. My loyalty is to Mr. Ward. And if I may speak frankly, he’s less likely to lie to you than I am. He might refuse to answer your question, but if he does answer, it’s doubtful he’d bother lying.”
 
   Until that moment, I’d sort of seen Stephen as an ally. He worked for Mr. Ward, the same way I worked for Miss Delilah, and somehow I had assumed that put us on par with each other. Now, I realized I’d been wrong. There was one major difference between us: he knew what his employer was, and, as he’d just noted, he was loyal to him. I, on the other hand, had never had the smallest inkling that anything was different about Miss Delilah.
 
   Stephen inclined his head once more, picked up the tray, and walked out. He left me alone with my jumbled thoughts. I tried to think back on the last five years for any clues I might have overlooked, strange things that, in hindsight, should have set off alarm bells in my mind. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t come up with anything.
 
   I’d seen Miss Delilah in the sun. For that matter, I’d seen her in the sun just about every day. Her office was at the corner of the building, and two walls were made entirely of glass. Sometimes, it got so bright in there that I had to blink a few times to adjust my vision when coming in. Sunlight clearly didn’t bother her, the way it did vampires in movies.
 
   I’d also seen her eat regular food. Very little of it, which I’d always assumed was because she watched her figure, but I’d definitely seen her eat.
 
   I’d seen her reflection in a mirror. On that day when she’d walked on the runway, I’d been backstage with her, and I’d watched the stylist and make-up artist do her hair and touch up her lips and eyelashes. There’d been mirrors all around us. I remembered noticing she wouldn’t look at herself, but she did have a reflection. Now that I thought about it, it occurred to me how strange it was that there was no mirror in the dressing room in her penthouse. With an entire room dedicated to clothes, it seemed like a necessary feature.
 
   I tried to think of what else I knew, or thought I knew about vampires. The aging thing… well, five years isn’t really enough to realize someone isn’t growing any older. What about the people who’d worked with her longer than that, though? Did they notice? Or did they simply believe she had an excellent plastic surgeon? Come to think of it, I didn’t know how old she was. Her late husband had been a lot older, but I had no idea how long they’d been married by the time he passed away.
 
   Her ability to compel… That wasn’t actually something I associated with vampires. It was in some movies, sure, but not enough that I’d have recognized it as a vampire thing, even if I’d known she was doing it to me. For that matter, how often had she done it to me? Could I trust what Mr. Ward had seemed so certain of?
 
   She undoubtedly had used that trick yesterday when she’d had me play dress-up for her, but even then I hadn’t realized what was happening. When else had she compelled me to do something? I still couldn’t remember any other instance when I’d thought I didn’t want to do something but found myself doing it anyway.
 
   And then, of course, there was the blood issue. I couldn’t have failed to notice if my boss had taken blood breaks instead of coffee breaks. So what did it mean that I’d never suspected anything? Was she careful when she drank blood? For that matter, what kind of blood did she drink? Did she bite humans? Did she kill? Did she prefer animal blood? Even more importantly… what about Mr. Ward?
 
   A line from his invitation came back to my mind. He’d told her he’d organize the whole thing, including the refreshments. Had he meant blood?
 
   The more I thought about it, the more questions I had, and with Stephen’s obvious reluctance to talk about any of it, there was only one person who could answer my questions.
 
   Was I silly enough to go hunting for my vampire host and pester him for answers?
 
   That sounded like an incredibly stupid idea, even if he’d said he wouldn’t kill me.
 
   But then, what was I supposed to do? Stay in this suite until Miss Delilah finally came back to free me?
 
   The thought made me jump to my feet. With a decisive gesture, I opened the door Stephen had closed behind him and stepped out.
 
   And then, I stilled.
 
   For a few seconds, I wiggled my toes into the plush carpet and tried to decide what to do.
 
   Should I explore this floor? The doors Stephen and I had passed last night had all been closed. I didn’t really want to open them at random and maybe intrude on Mr. Ward. How badly would he take that?
 
   The lower floors, on the contrary, had been wide open, each room flowing into the next one. As long as I told myself I wasn’t trying to leave, I should be able to go down there, shouldn’t I?
 
   I tried. I convinced myself that I wouldn’t attempt to leave the house. Of course I wouldn’t; after all, I was barefoot. All I wanted was to look at all that artwork again and see it all better in the light of day, without so many guests around me.
 
   I was working so hard at convincing myself that I missed my first turn, and instead of going left to the hallway that led back to the first sitting room where I’d talked with Mr. Ward, I continued straight on. The doors, all of them closed, didn’t give me a clue that I was on the wrong path. Another intersection, going left and right, did. Realizing I’d goofed somewhere, I retraced my steps to that first intersection and went down the new corridor.
 
   The place was very different from Miss Delilah’s penthouse, but it was just as much of a maze. I found myself wondering if it was something all vampires did: live in maze-like places to confuse their prey.
 
   Of course, I was all too aware that I was the prey.
 
   The last door was the right one. I crossed the sitting room without looking at the armchair where I’d been sitting when it dawned on me that my entire existence had been turned upside down. Another small room, and finally I reached the staircase. I didn’t run down the steps, but it was a close thing.
 
   I kept expecting my legs to start refusing to obey me again, so I continued to repeat to myself I didn’t want to leave, I was just going downstairs. It was like a chant in my head. And I think the worst part is that I believed it. I had to believe it, or I wouldn’t have been able to move.
 
   When I finally reached the second floor and pushed the door open, the taste at the back of my throat was very much like triumph.
 
   It turned to fear when I came face to face with Mr. Ward.
 
   We both froze. For the briefest of instants, I thought I saw the same surprise I felt reflected on his features. He quickly schooled himself, however, and shifted his hold on the stack of papers he held to his chest.
 
   “Angelina,” he said. “Going somewhere?”
 
   His question took a few seconds to percolate in my mind. He’d said my name. Again. He’d said it with that slight trace of an accent I couldn’t quite put my finger on. And just like that, my heart was racing and my knees felt a little weak.
 
   I’m not usually that much of a pushover, but there was something about him that made my mind short-circuit and my body discover hereto unknown swooning tendencies. At that moment, both mind and body did not care in the slightest that he was a self-proclaimed vampire.
 
   “I… huh… I’m not leaving.”
 
   As you can see, I sometimes have a gift for stating the obvious.
 
   “So I assumed,” he replied without even the beginning of a smile.
 
   He took a small step to the side, and I realized he was giving me space to come forward. I did, but didn’t go much further, and turned to watch him go through the door I’d just passed.
 
   “Is that it?” I said, and I’d be hard pressed to explain what came over me. “You’re going to let me roam through your house?”
 
   He stopped past the door and looked back at me. In the poor light of the stairwell, his eyes were darker than ever.
 
   I know I keep telling you how dark his eyes are, and you’ll have to forgive me for it. It’s just that I don’t think I can really convey how dark they truly appear to be. You could imagine entirely black eyes, with the pupil drowning in black, but that wouldn’t be quite right. It’s more like an absence of light than a true color or shade. Even when something gleamed inside them, it only served to accentuate that darkness, that absence of everything.
 
   His voice was quite as empty when he asked, “And what else am I supposed to do? Confine you to your suite? Put a guard at your door, maybe? Isn’t it enough that my home is your jail? Do I really have to act as your warden?”
 
   The words felt like an insult. I was the one trapped there. I was the one in jail. And he had the audacity to make this about him!
 
   I didn’t stop for a second to think about whom I was talking to—to let myself acknowledge what he was. The time for swooning was past, and I was back to that moment when we’d first met and I’d called him a jerk. My fists closed of their own accord, and my spine was suddenly ramrod straight. Without heels, I was a good five inches shorter than he was, but I certainly didn’t feel small when I glared at him.
 
   “Boo hoo. Poor you. Stuck in a freaking castle with someone you never even invited here. Oh, wait. You’re not stuck here. You can go out. Go to my apartment, for example, and snoop through my things. You can go anywhere you damn well please and do whatever the fuck you want, and I’m supposed to feel sorry for you because your sister dumped me in your lap for a laugh?”
 
   He walked toward me again so that he was standing right in front of me, and suddenly I remembered what he was. I remembered he’d said he wouldn’t kill me, but he’d never promised, and even if he had, what was his word worth?
 
   He looked down at me and spoke in a slow, deep voice.
 
   “I went to the trouble of finding where you live and going there because I believed you’d be more comfortable in your own clothes than wearing a gown you can’t even take off without assistance. Please, Angelina, do forgive me for trying to be helpful. I’ll try not to let it happen again.”
 
   My throat was tight, maybe because both my heart and my stomach suddenly felt like they’d taken residence there. But still, I managed to say something silly.
 
   “You didn’t bring me shoes.”
 
   He blinked and took a step back. His gaze dropped to my feet, then came back up to my face, and he did the very last thing I expected.
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Really?” he said after he’d calmed down. “With all that’s going on, that’s what you’re going to complain about? Shoes?”
 
   I tried to hang on to my annoyance, but what can I say, he had a point. I couldn’t help shrugging, embarrassed.
 
   “What would it help if I complained about anything else?”
 
   His amusement vanished in a blink. He looked down at my feet again.
 
   “What size are you?”
 
   The question took me by surprise, and a beat passed before I answered. “Seven and half. Why? Do you intend to do like your sister and make me wear whatever you please?”
 
   His head snapped up. The emptiness was back in his eyes. He leaned in toward me, and my heart missed a beat or ten.
 
   “Lilah and have one thing left in common,” he said very low. “Just one. We were remade by the same vampire. You’re lucky I am not more like her. If I was, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”
 
   It was clear what he meant by that. We wouldn’t have been talking because I would have been dead.
 
   Because he would have killed me.
 
   Only after he’d turned on his heel and disappeared up the staircase did I manage to calm my heartbeat.
 
   I made myself a promise in that moment: I wouldn’t talk back to him anymore. I wouldn’t talk to him at all unless he asked me a question. I’d stay out of his way as much as possible, and I would definitely try not to antagonize him, regardless of how frustrated I was with my situation or how much I needed to vent. He’d said he wouldn’t kill me, yes, but his eyes, every time they became so empty, said something else altogether.
 
   I’m pretty good at holding the promises I make to myself. I promised myself I’d graduate with honors, and I did. I promised myself I’d get out of my small town, and I did. I promised myself I’d never let a boyfriend treat me badly, and I held on to that one, too.
 
   The promise I made to myself that day lasted only hours.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I started on the second floor and unconsciously retraced my steps from last night. I found myself tiptoeing around so I wouldn’t make a sound and break the peace. The mansion looked extraordinarily different without a couple hundred social butterflies fluttering from room to room, without the chatter, the laughs, and the music.
 
   The artwork looked different, too, now that the drapes that covered the windows were drawn and sunlight poured in. I didn’t know when the party had ended, but whoever had cleaned up had done such a good job that there was no hint left of what had happened hours ago.
 
   I felt a pang when I entered the first-floor room with the two oversized paintings where I’d talked with the artist. I hadn’t known then that my life had changed. Miss Delilah had already ordered me—compelled me—not to leave the house, but I hadn’t realized how tightly her words would bind me.
 
   With too many thoughts bouncing through my head, I sat in a carved-wood armchair, whose red velvet seat, armrests and back were set with brass rivets. I wanted to draw my feet underneath me and curl up on it, but it was one of these ancient-looking pieces of furniture that would have been right at home in a museum, and I didn’t dare get too comfortable.
 
   Because of all the free-time I had working for Miss Delilah, I owned yearly passes to a few museums in town and usually spent a morning or two every week looking at the art. From the first time my third-grade teacher took our class to a museum, I’ve enjoyed the peace that can be found there. I love to sit down in front of a piece and let it wash over me.
 
   That’s what I did that afternoon: sat in front of the painting, remembering what the artist had said about sketching in the park for weeks and taking hundreds of pictures in different types of weather and at different times of the day to get color references.
 
   Looking at the painting now, letting the autumn colors and minute brush strokes take a life of their own until I could almost see the leaves shifting under a light breeze, I could imagine I was outside, under a blue sky speckled with white in the crisp, cool air.
 
   It made me feel better for a little while, but eventually the awareness that I couldn’t go outside began to weigh on me. I started to feel like I was suffocating. It wasn’t at all like what had happened on the balcony. That had been completely physical, my lungs unable to function anymore. This was in my head. There was air around me, I could breathe, but I craved something more. Fresh air. Open skies.
 
   Freedom.
 
   By now, I knew better than to think of how close the front door was; finding myself paralyzed would only make things worse. So I went back to the second floor to the one place I had avoided during my trip through the house: the balcony.
 
   In the full light of day, everything looked different. The stone balustrade, which had seemed so dark, was pure white in the sun. The tiles under my naked feet felt smooth but icy. I wrapped my arms around myself and leaned against the balustrade, rising to my toes.
 
   On the other side of the street, so close I could almost have touched the bare branches of a tree if I’d reached out, Central Park sprawled like a cat sunning itself. The sky was perfectly blue without a single cloud marring it. I breathed in deeply and already felt better.
 
   I’ve spent countless hours in the park since I moved to New York, but I don’t think I’ve discovered every bit of it yet. I’d always told myself I had time. Why rush things when I could keep surprises for myself to unwrap later? I planned to spend the rest of my life in New York, after all.
 
   Now, watching life go on just on the other side of the street, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d ever set foot in the park again, or even outside this house. My heart tightened at the thought of never leaving. What had I done to deserve this? Why had Miss Delilah chosen me, out of all the women in town—in the world—for this fate?
 
   Right here on this balcony—or rather, in my mind, in my fantasy—Mr. Ward had said I was his type. But really, I wasn’t anything special. There are hundreds, thousands of women like me in the city. Shoulder-length brown hair, unremarkable brown eyes, average height, a few nice curves… What made me special?
 
   “Isn’t she perfect?” Miss Delilah had asked Mr. Ward the previous night.
 
   But perfect how? Why?
 
   More questions. No answers. Not that I was going to find answers on the balcony. Still, being there calmed my thoughts. My mind insisted that right on this spot, Mr. Ward had been nice to me instead of abrupt and cryptic. Right on this spot, we’d made a connection, and it went a lot deeper than the pleasure we’d shared. Right on this spot…
 
   I had almost died.
 
   He could have let me die.
 
   But he had saved me. I still didn’t understand how, and I certainly didn’t know why, but as distant and rude as he tried to be, he’d cared enough to save a stranger with whom he’d only exchanged unpleasant words.
 
   Then he’d cared enough to go to my place and bring things that might make my stay a little easier.
 
   How could the same man be at the same time so infuriating and so… considerate?
 
   I still was no closer to finding an answer to that question when the cold finally chased me off the balcony. My confusion grew worse when I entered the next room, thinking I’d go back up to my cell—I mean, the ‘guest suite’—to warm myself. Every surface in the room was covered in shoes. There were shoes on the two plush armchairs set together as though for conversation, on the low table next to them, on the desk against the wall, on the round table in the middle of the room, on the chairs, and even on top of stacked-up shoe boxes.
 
   And when I say shoes, what I mean is every shape and color, going from flat sandals in earthy tones to brightly colored high heels, from closed ankle-high winter shoes to dominatrix-style, thigh-high leather boots. It was like a shoe store had sprouted in the middle of the Ward mansion. The only thing they all had in common was that they looked like the highest quality.
 
   Oh, and as I soon found out, each and every pair was size seven and a half.
 
   Once I got over the surprise of entering shoe-land, I noticed the woman standing there, hands clasped in front of her. She looked a little older than me, or maybe it was just the effect of her strict skirt, fitted blouse, and tight bun. She’d been talking with Stephen, although both of them fell quiet when I entered the room.
 
   “And this would be the young lady?” she asked him.
 
   “Indeed.” Stephen’s eyes were on me, a slight frown pulling at his brow. “Your lips are turning blue, Miss Angelina. Some tea to warm you up? Coffee? Cocoa?”
 
   Any of those would have been heavenly, especially now that his words had made me realize just how cold I was.
 
   “Coffee, please?” I said hopefully.
 
   He nodded once, then turned back to the woman. Only now did I notice the small bronze name tag on her chest: Camille.
 
   “Go ahead,” he told her. “I’ll return soon.”
 
   “Of course,” she said and, as he left, turned her polite smile to me. “Where would you like to begin, Miss?”
 
   Confusion, thy name is Angelina.
 
   I couldn’t fathom what she meant, and I told her as much. Her smile never wavered. She indicated the room with a wide gesture.
 
   “It is my understanding that you need shoes,” she said. “Do you have a preference? Something to wear indoor or outside? Business or pleasure? Something comfortable or sexy?”
 
   I gaped at her. I must have looked like an idiot, standing there with an open mouth, wide eyes, and still shivering from the cold. After a moment, she took matters—and my feet—into her own hands, quite literally. She removed the two pairs of sandals from one of the armchairs, set them on the floor instead, and came to me. She took me by the arm and led me to the armchair, inviting me to sit down. I did, because it was finally starting to dawn on me what this was all about.
 
   I’d complained to Mr. Ward about my lack of shoes.
 
   So he’d brought a shoe store to me.
 
   It was at the same time the sweetest and the most ridiculously outrageous thing anyone had ever done for me.
 
   “Why don’t we start with these?” Camille suggested. She pulled a low stool in front of me and sat down. In her hands were ballet flats in a very pretty shade of turquoise. “May I?” she asked, indicating my feet.
 
   When I nodded, she slipped the shoes on my feet in a practiced movement that hinted she’d put shoes on many other people before me. Scooting out of the way, she said, “Give them a try. See how you feel in them.”
 
   I did.
 
   By the time Stephen came back carrying a tray with a coffee pot, a porcelain cup, and small jars filled with cream, milk, and sugar, I was trying on my seventh pair. He wedged the tray onto the table, pushing shoes out of the way and earning himself pursed-lips disapproval from Camille.
 
   “How do you take your coffee?” he asked.
 
   At my answer, he poured coffee and added milk and sugar. I was sitting again when he handed me the cup. The porcelain warmed my hands. The coffee was hot but not burning, strong and flavorful.
 
   “Thank you. That hits the spot.”
 
   I was acutely aware that I was the only one drinking, but what could I do? Offer a cup to Camille? There wasn’t another one on the tray. The coffee was for me, like the improvised shoe store was for me. After spending five years as a personal assistant taking care of the needs and whims of Miss Delilah, being on the other side of things was, to say the least, odd. I was used to fetching coffee for people, not having people fetch it for me.
 
   When Stephen asked “Any progress?” I wasn’t sure if the question was for me or Camille, and even less certain what it was about.
 
   “We’ve found two pairs so far,” Camille said, pointing at the ballet flats and a pair of black, kitten-heel shoes that had felt like walking on a cloud.
 
   “Very well. I’ll leave you to it, then.”
 
   I guess watching me try on shoes wasn’t exactly Stephen’s idea of a fun afternoon. Or maybe he had other things to do, like clean Mr. Ward’s vampire cape or perform whatever duties the butler of a vampire might have.
 
   I couldn’t have cared less where he was going, because I was in Shoe Heaven.
 
   No, I’m not one of those women who spend more than they should on shoes. But I don’t judge them. Not at all. Because it really wouldn’t take much for me to be one of them. My problem is that I can’t rationalize spending hundreds of dollars on footwear or clothes or… well, on most things, really.
 
   I splurged a couple of times when I first arrived in New York, bought two pairs of high heels to die for. But then, every time I thought of wearing them, I’d see the price tag again, and tell myself I didn’t want to scuff them or damage them in any way, not unless the occasion was truly special.
 
   I’ve been in New York almost six years. I’ve never worn those two pairs. The extra special occasion never came.
 
   I’d learned to stay away from expensive shoe stores. Even when I went to Miss Delilah’s penthouse, I forced myself not to look at the shoe wall in her dressing room. I’d trained myself into avoiding temptation, like I’d trained myself to hold my breath when I passed by someone who was smoking. It worked better for shoes than for cigarettes.
 
   But today there was no avoiding anything. After all, what else was I going to do? Sit in my room until Miss Delilah returned to New York? Call 911 and report that my boss had ordered me to remain in her brother’s house and that he was trying to buy me shoes? Who would take me seriously? And what could they do to help, anyway?
 
   So, I let Camille put pair after pair on my feet, walked around the room in all the gorgeous shoes, and talked with her about what clothes or accessories would work best with any given pair.
 
   She didn’t have to insist much to get me to put on the dominatrix boots. It wasn’t something I’d ever wear in ‘real life,’ but just for kicks it was fun to try them on. They were tighter than they should have been because I was wearing jeans and, according to Camille, “Usually these are worn with a mini skirt, or even shorts. In an intimate setting, with a leather corset and a nice thong, they’d make any man fall at your feet.”
 
   She said it in such a matter-of-fact tone that it took a second or two for the visual to strike me. And when it did, it wasn’t just any man I saw at my feet. It was Mr. Ward, of course. He’d knelt in front of me on the balcony, and…
 
   I shook my head and stopped that train of thought. No, he hadn’t knelt in front of me. He hadn’t ducked under my dress or made me come with his mouth and fingers. It hadn’t happened at all.
 
   It hadn’t, even if every inch of me remembered exactly how he’d made me feel when it had.
 
   “You don’t like these, then?” Camille asked when she saw me shake my head.
 
   “Oh, they’re gorgeous,” I said as I sat down again. “I just don’t think they’re my style.”
 
   She made a little sound, half chuckle, half snort, and didn’t look up as she unzipped the boots and pulled them off me. “Would you say they are my style?”
 
   It was hard to imagine such a severe-looking woman in those boots—or even in the corset she’d mentioned a minute ago. But when I caught her slight smile, I had a feeling she hadn’t randomly guessed what would work with the boots. She knew from personal experience. She’d had a man, men, maybe, kneeling at her boot-clad feet.
 
   Stephen’s return saved me from answering her question. And from giving more thought than I was comfortable with to Camille’s personal life.
 
   “We’re just about done,” Camille informed him. “Only this last pair to try.”
 
   And what a last pair it was!
 
   I’d loved most of what I’d tried on, but these… They weren’t shoes. They were art. I knew right away that it wasn’t a coincidence I was trying them last: Camille had kept the best for the end.
 
   Sky high heels, of course, narrow and elegant. A raised platform that didn’t look chunky. A rounded toe. All that in a gleaming, metallic, red shade that caught and reflected every bit of light in the room. And on top of it, they were more comfortable than a pair of high heels had any right to be.
 
   I had no idea what anyone would wear with them. Not even my gown from last night would have worked, because the shoes would have been hidden the entire time, and these were too out-of-this-world to hide.
 
   As I took a few steps and back, I found myself thinking of Dorothy and Oz. They weren’t anything like her ruby slippers, but maybe if I clicked my heels together…
 
   I had a hard time resisting the urge to try.
 
   When I sat down again, I kept both feet on the floor rather than giving the shoes to Camille to take off, just so I could wear them a little longer.
 
   “I trust you know where to send the bill?” Stephen asked, addressing Camille.
 
   “Of course. And please convey my thanks to Mr. Ward for thinking of us today.”
 
   She stood and started to pack the pairs I hadn’t liked back in their boxes. And only those pairs.
 
   The entire time I was trying on shoes, I hadn’t let myself wonder about prices. I’d figured I’d be asked to pick a pair or two, something to wear around the house. The ballet flats or kitten heels would have worked fine. But now I realized I had picked a lot more than that without even realizing I had. Every time I’d said something favorable about a pair of shoes, Camille had set them on her right. On the ‘yes pile,’ although instead of a pile, they were all lined up next to each other.
 
   I counted them, afterward. Thirty-two pairs. Including the dominatrix boots and the ruby slippers.
 
   When I finally understood what was going on, I tried to protest and tell Camille and Stephen this was too much and I didn’t need so many pairs of shoes. Camille told me it’d been lovely to work with me and left, carrying the few rejects with ease. Stephen gave me one of his small smiles.
 
   “Technically,” he said, “you don’t need any shoes at all until the restrictions on you are lifted. I’ll get these up to your suite. Will you need anything else?”
 
   I didn’t. And I wouldn’t let him carry them all on his own. Despite his protests, I helped him bring my—thirty-two!—new pairs of shoes upstairs. Or rather, thirty-one. I was still wearing the last pair.
 
   When Stephen turned to leave my suite, I blurted out the words that had been running through my head for the past few minutes before I could talk myself out of it. I was about to break the promise I’d made to myself, but really, I had to. When someone buys you thirty-two pairs of shoes, the least you can do is thank him. Even if he is a vampire or your reluctant jailor. Or both.
 
   “Would you please show me where I can find Mr. Ward?”
 
   Stephen gave me a long look, and for a moment, I thought he’d ask if I was sure or even tell me that it wasn’t a good idea—the same things I was telling myself. All I knew from vampires I’d learned from movies, TV shows and books, and even if some of these things had already been disproved, I was certain of one thing: vampires were dangerous.
 
   Despite his claim that he wouldn’t kill me, so was Mr. Ward. He had to be. And that was certainly why Stephen was hesitating now.
 
   In the end, though, he nodded and said, “This way.”
 
   The corridor wasn’t paved in yellow bricks, but I followed it with the same trepidation Dorothy must have felt when she went looking for the wizard. It seemed like we walked for miles before stopping in front of a door, but it couldn’t have taken more than a few moments.
 
   To be honest, I had hoped that Stephen would come in with me. Not that I was afraid, exactly. Just... wary, I guess is the best word for how I felt. I didn't know what to expect from Mr. Ward. Would he be pleasant this time? Or would he be the rude man I'd first met on the balcony?
 
   Stephen, however, left without a word. I guess he didn’t have to report on the monetary damage of my shoe-shopping spree—not that he'd asked Camille for an actual number. Would Mr. Ward want to know? What should I say if he asked? Suddenly coming here felt like an even worse idea.
 
   I considered the door in front of which I was standing. It was no different from the dozen doors we'd passed in the corridor. Nothing to say that this was a vampire's lair. Or maybe it was an office? A gym? Did vampires need to exercise? Mr. Ward’s abs certainly hinted that he took care of himself.
 
   Shaking off that mental image, I looked back, but Stephen had already disappeared down the hallway. I wished I had asked him where he was leading me exactly. What was I stepping into with my fancy new shoes?
 
   I raised my hand to knock. One inch from the door, I froze. This wasn't a bad idea. It was a terrible idea. Better to go back to my room and write Mr. Ward a thank you note nice enough to make Emily Post and Dear Abby proud. Yes, better that than to face him with my damp palms, my dry mouth and my heart trying to jump out of my throat.
 
   I was about to turn on my heel and return to my room when the door opened. Mr. Ward stood there in a dark room, bare-chested and blinking repeatedly. It was his low-riding, draw-string pants and bare feet that clued me in. He'd been sleeping.
 
   “What do you want now?” he asked in a gruff voice.
 
   I tried to keep my eyes on his face; tall order when my fingers were prickling with the phantom feel of his skin. I'd caressed his chest and back. I'd pressed my body against his. I'd—
 
   “Angelina? What do you want?”
 
   Him. I wanted him again, and not merely in a fantasy. Or rather, I wanted the man from my fantasy. Not the annoyed, annoying, short-tempered man from this reality.
 
   “I wanted to thank you,” I said, standing stiffly. “For the shoes.”
 
   He blinked again, then looked down at my feet. Whatever he thought of the stilettos, he didn't say. He looked up again and raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   “So, you've been standing here making all this racket for five minutes just to say thanks?” He snorted. “You're welcome.”
 
   He started to push the door closed, but I reacted without thinking. And let me stress again how unlike me that is. I am not an impulsive person. I'd even say I have a tendency to over-analyze things. But all that flew out the window whenever I was in front of him. I threw my hand out and stopped the door.
 
   “What is that supposed to mean, all this racket?” I tried not to wince at how high and loud my voice was. “I didn’t make a sound! I didn't even say a word to Stephen!”
 
   “Your heartbeat,” he said blankly. “It's as loud as drums.”
 
   I must have looked as confused as I felt because he added, “Vampire. Extra-sensitive hearing, among other things. Now if you're done shouting at me, I'll go back to bed. Unless you wanted anything else?”
 
   Extra-sensitive hearing... Other things… What about his other senses, I suddenly worried. Could he smell me? Was it why his eyes were boring into me as intently as when we'd been on the balcony?
 
   When I was in high school, I once did a biology project on pheromones in animals, and I'd furthered my research with a few articles about what humans can smell without really being aware of it. Desire has a scent. So does lust. Need. Arousal.
 
   What can I say, I was standing in front of a man that part of me was convinced was my lover... and he was half naked to boot! As unpleasant as he was at times, he could also be considerate and—dare I say it—thoughtful. The two sides of him were hard to reconcile. I certainly knew which side I liked best. Which side I was attracted to.
 
   Looking at him, I had no doubt that he knew the effect he had on me. What he thought of me, on the other hand, was well hidden.
 
   Not that I wanted him to make a move on me, mind you. Like he’d said, what had happened on the balcony had only been a fantasy. Nothing more. Just an expression of desires I’d never have acted upon in my right mind. Desires I certainly wouldn’t do anything about now.
 
   Not even if a little voice I’m not proud of kept reminding me what an attentive lover he was.
 
   Little voice be damned, I stood my ground and held my chin high.
 
   “No, I do not want anything else,” I said, and turned away.
 
   I could feel his eyes on me all the way down the corridor, long after I’d heard his door close again. No, I wasn’t disappointed that he didn’t call me a liar or try to stop me. Not at all.
 
   Or at least, not very much.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I returned to the guest suite and as I was reaching it, I came across Stephen.
 
   “Miss Angelina. Is there anything special you would like for dinner?”
 
   Mr. Ward on a platter, preferably with a gag over his mouth so he wouldn’t say something irritating again.
 
   “Actually, yes,” I told him. “I’d like you to show me where the kitchen is. I can cook for myself, you know. And I’d really prefer if you called me Angelina.”
 
   “I’m afraid it wouldn’t be appropriate,” he said with the faintest of smiles. I wasn’t sure which part he meant—both, probably—but I knew a lost cause when I saw it. “Soup, maybe, since the weather is so cold?”
 
   I shrugged, defeated. “Sure,” I said halfheartedly. “Whatever is easiest.”
 
   I didn’t think I’d ever get used to being catered to like this; it felt too strange.
 
   Back into my gilded cell I went. I was taken aback when I entered the first room and all my shoes were gone. I found them again when I entered the bedroom: a shoe rack much like the one in Miss Delilah’s dressing room had been installed near the dresser, and the shoes were set on it. Only the high boots were missing, but I found them quickly enough: they were attached to a specially made hanger, I assume to preserve their shape, and hanging in the nearby open closet. The suitcase, which I’d left on the bed, was now on the chair by the door. Mr. Ward’s jacket was gone, as was my gown. The bed was pristine again.
 
   I really needed to talk to Stephen about this. Sure, someone picking up after you can be nice, but the situation was already weird enough. I needed my own space.
 
   I spent a little while putting my clothes away in the dresser and closet and placing the rest of my belongings around the room. By then, I had accepted I would be Mr. Ward’s ‘guest’ for at least a few days. I didn’t like it, but not liking it didn’t make it any less true.
 
   When I was done, I took my netbook to the ancient-looking desk in the corner of the room and sat there. I found an open internet connection and checked my email. I ran through the list of names in my inbox twice before I realized I was looking for Miss Delilah. I could have kicked myself for it. What was I expecting from her? An apology? A description of what I had to do exactly for her to release me from this compulsion? I was just being silly.
 
   I saw that my parents were on and tried to make up my mind. I’d been planning to go home for a couple of days at Christmas, but now those plans looked compromised, to say the least. Should I give them a call? I’d have to at some point. But what could I possibly say? If I told them the truth, they’d think I was crazy. Neither of them believes in supernatural things. Neither did I, in fact, not until the supernatural kind of took over my life.
 
   Before I could decide whether to call or not, a knock on my door pulled me away. It was Stephen with the food he’d promised me on the same silver tray he’d brought for lunch. He’d set it on the low table in the sitting room. As I came out of my room, he asked if I needed anything else, and I steeled myself for what I wanted to say. He hadn’t been exactly forthcoming with information, but he was only doing his job. I didn’t want to offend him.
 
   “Listen,” I started, “this is not an easy situation for me. I don’t want to be here, but I don’t have much of a choice about it. I appreciate you cleaning up my room and all but… Could you stay out of the bedroom from now on? I mean… I kinda need a place that’s mine. I don’t want to be rude, I just—”
 
   He raised a hand to interrupt me. “You’re not rude at all. I understand. I should have realized. And I’ll be sure to stay out from now on. Would you like me to serve your food in the dining room? That way I wouldn’t need to come into the suite at all.”
 
   There was nothing in his voice or expression that indicated he was upset, but I was still worried I had insulted him without meaning to.
 
   “Only if it’s easier for you,” I said. “Really. I’m not used to any of this. And I wasn’t joking when I said I’d just as well prepare my own meals. I don’t want to be any trouble.”
 
   His expression softened a little. “It’s been a long while since Mr. Ward had a human guest and I had to prepare anyone’s meals other than my own. It’s no trouble. I enjoy it.”
 
   “A human guest?” I repeated. “Who?”
 
   Immediately he looked like he regretted his words. He stiffened a little.
 
   “Unless you need anything else, I’ll leave you to your dinner before it gets cold.”
 
   He left without another word. Yet again, I had more questions and no one to get answers from. I thought about writing down a list, and next time Mr. Ward asked if I needed something, I could shove it in his face.
 
   I ate in the sitting room. The soup was a classic—tomato basil—but there was a twist to it, some ingredient that added heat without making it too spicy. It was delicious, as were the toasted triangles of brioche. Like at lunch, I had a glass of water and another one of wine, and dessert was more of that delicious chocolate cake. The thought fluttered through my mind that I’d need a few more minutes of exercise to make up for the cake… but it wasn’t like I could go for a run or to the gym.
 
   It was a nice meal. It would have been even better with someone to share it with. I would have to try again. If Stephen really wanted to cook for me, then fine, I would let him, but maybe if I pushed enough he would take his meals with me. And maybe if he did, I could get more information from him about Mr. Ward.
 
   I now knew he’d had a human guest in the past; had the circumstances been the same as mine? He had mentioned something about Miss Delilah’s gifts. Had she played this game before?
 
   Call me crazy, but I felt a little miffed at the thought I wasn’t the first one. Or the only one.
 
   And I was more than a little scared to learn how my predecessors’ stay in Mr. Ward’s care had ended.
 
   When I was done, I returned to my computer, intending to call my parents. Instead, a flashing icon let me know that someone was trying to contact me. Someone whose nickname was ‘Lilah_1753.’
 
   Later, I wondered about that screen name. Was ‘Lilah’ Miss Delilah’s actual name rather than the nickname I’d believed it to be? What did 1753 mean? Was it a date? January 7th 1953? Or was it just a year? The year of her birth, maybe? It was a while before I dared ask Mr. Ward those questions.
 
   At that moment, though, I didn’t stop to think about anything. I only hoped.
 
   I held my breath and clicked the flashing icon. Miss Delilah’s image came up.
 
   “Hello, Lina dear. How is Morgan treating you?”
 
   “Please let me go. Miss Delilah, please, I—”
 
   “Let you go?” she cut in with an exaggerated look of surprise. “Oh, Lina, don’t tell me my brother hasn’t been taking good care of you. I know he can be a little prickly at times, but he’s really quite the charmer when you get to know him.”
 
   “But I don’t want to get to know him. Please, you’ve had your fun, let me go.”
 
   “My fun?” She laughed, throwing her head back. “Oh, we’re only starting.”
 
   I should have known.
 
   I should have realized that talking to her like this, watching her perfectly made-up lips and eyes on the screen could be dangerous. I’ve kicked myself mentally a thousand times about it. And even if I didn’t get it right away, when she leaned forward so that her eyes filled the screen, I should have guessed. I should have shut down the computer. Closed it. Muted her words.
 
   Anything rather than let her say, “Listen closely, Lina. Tonight, you will share a bed with Morgan.”
 
   “You can’t do that!”
 
   I blurted out the words before I could even think.
 
   “Excuse me?” Miss Delilah’s plucked eyebrows rose in surprise. “I thought you were questioning my orders, but that can’t be right. It wasn’t a suggestion. You will sleep in his bed, or something very bad will happen. Something like your heart beating faster and faster until it just gives up. Or your lungs suddenly failing to process air. Or your body being completely paralyzed until you do as you are told. It varies, but it’s never pleasant. So please, do be careful. We don’t want anything bad happening to you, do we?”
 
   I gripped the edge of the desk with both hands. My heart was beating faster, and I wasn’t sure if that was an effect of the compulsion or simply my anger.
 
   “Why would you care? You told him to kill me!”
 
   Someone off screen said something I couldn’t make out, and her gaze briefly drifted to the side. She nodded once before looking back at me. Behind her, through a bay window, I could see lights. And not just any lights: the lights that line up the Eiffel Tower and make its shape as distinctive at night as it is during the day.
 
   “No,” she said, drawing my attention back to her. “I did not tell him to kill you. I merely mentioned a few things he might do. It’s been a while since my brother killed anyone. I seriously doubt he’ll break his vow for you. Now be a good girl and remember what I said. You’ll be sleeping with him tonight.”
 
   I recognized her tone of voice and the intensity of her gaze. She was compelling me again.
 
   “No.”
 
   Voicing that one word took every ounce of strength of will I had.
 
   I didn’t know how I even managed to say that word. Was it because she was behind a computer screen rather than right in front of me? Did it diminish the power she had on me? Or maybe, having been under her compulsion already, I was building up a tolerance to it? Maybe I was even learning to fight it back, and with time I’d get beyond her order not to leave the Ward mansion. I liked that last option a lot.
 
   What I liked a lot less, however, was how my breath suddenly hitched in my throat.
 
   It wasn’t the same as the previous night when I had realized I had broken her order to be nice to her brother. That time, I simply couldn’t breathe, not any more than if I’d been under water. This time, there was air around me, and I could get to it, but I had to work hard for it. In seconds, I was breathing heavily, and sweat was already beading on my forehead.
 
   “Don’t you get it?” Miss Delilah said with a small sigh. “You don’t have a choice. Come on, Lina. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it needs to be.”
 
   If I could have replied, I’d have told her that, no, I wouldn’t go to anyone’s bed just because my boss was ordering me to. I’d have told her I quit. I’d have said… I don’t know. I’d have said no, again, that much was certain. But I couldn’t spare enough breath for words. I remembered all too well what it had felt like to slip into darkness from the lack of oxygen the previous night. I was terrified it would happen again. And this time, no one was there to save me. But I still refused to obey.
 
   If Mr. Ward had been nicer to me when I’d gone to thank him, maybe…
 
   No, not even then.
 
   It’s not that I wanted to die, of course not. But what was my life worth if I didn’t have control over anything, from where I lived to whom I slept with? Call me stubborn. Call me crazy. I held on to the desk, struggled to breathe or even remain upright, but I didn’t yield.
 
   Moments passed. An entire lifetime. My ears were buzzing a little, but I could hear Miss Delilah’s voice again. She wasn’t talking to me. I blinked a few times until I could focus on the screen again. She wasn’t in front of her computer anymore. Instead, she stood in front of the window in the back of the room, looking out at the night in Paris. She was talking into a phone.
 
   “Hello, Morgan. Why do I have this feeling—”
 
   She sighed into the phone.
 
   “No, I can’t tell you that, and you should know better than to ask. Why can’t you just be thankful for my gift?”
 
   After a brief pause, she laughed.
 
   “You don’t give up, do you? Where I am is none of your concern. What should concern you is where Angelina is. And what’s happening to her right now.”
 
   She came back to the computer then and did something so that the angle shifted, now straight up rather than horizontal. She looked at me as she said, “Well, since you’re asking, she’s turning a rather alarming shade of purple. I asked her to do one little thing for me, and she thought she’d say no. As you can imagine—”
 
   Whatever he said to her, she shook her head. “Ask her yourself.”
 
   She frowned, then shrugged. “Fine. I told her she’d sleep in your bed tonight. With you in it, or it’s cheating.”
 
   She was still looking down at me, her frown deepening even more. “Of course I can’t force you,” she said, still talking into the phone. “It’s up to you what you decide to do. But decide soon because she looks like she’s about to pass out.”
 
   Her image was becoming a little fuzzy on the screen as she hung up the call. Well, really, everything was becoming a little fuzzy. I closed my eyes for a second or two. When I opened them again, the video chat window was empty, showing only a gray ceiling. I was alone. Alone with the pounding in my ears, the cold sweat running down my back, and the fear gripping my heart.
 
   Was this how I would die? Alone in a room I’d been forced to live in, trapped by orders coming from thousands of miles away?
 
   When I heard a door open outside the bedroom and hurried steps, I knew at once who was coming. And even if he’d been rude, even if he scared me, even if I absolutely did not want to spend the night with him, part of me was overjoyed that Mr. Ward had come to help.
 
   I almost fell off the chair when he tugged it away from the desk to get a look at me. He caught me, his hand gentle as it gripped my shoulder and kept me in my seat. His eyes roamed my face, and he swore under his breath. Or at least, I assume he swore. By the tone of his voice and the anger he put in those two syllables, it sounded like a swearword. It just wasn’t any language I knew.
 
   “Angelina. Can you hear me?”
 
   I tried to nod, but my head sort of flopped to one side. The next thing I knew, he was picking me up and carrying me out of my suite. I could guess where he was taking me, of course.
 
   “Don’t… want.”
 
   My body felt as heavy as lead, but I managed to move a little in his arms. He held me closer to his chest, and as hard as it was to breathe, I could smell his intoxicating scent, a hint of cologne and something masculine and enticing and so very much him.
 
   “Neither do I,” he said without looking down at me. “But it doesn’t look like either of us has a choice. Unless you want me to let you die?”
 
   No, I didn’t want to be left to die, but at the same time I couldn’t let him think he had a free pass to my body.
 
   “Please. Don’t force—”
 
   Don’t force me to have sex was what I meant to say, but he looked down at me, and when our gazes met, I lost my voice. His eyes were full to the brim with anger, but somehow I knew, even in the state of agitation I was in, that he wasn’t mad at me. He was angry for the same reason I was, and his anger was directed toward the same person: Miss Delilah.
 
   “I won’t force you to do anything,” he said in a low, growling voice. “I won’t lay a finger on you. Lilah told you to sleep in my bed, didn’t she? So that’s what will happen. That’s all that will happen. Sleep.”
 
   Could I believe him? I wanted to, but I was also afraid to. In my state, if he wanted to take advantage of me, there really wasn’t much I could do to stop him, which wasn’t a pleasant realization.
 
   And yes, I know, I’d had naughty thoughts about him. There had even been that shared X-rated fantasy in which we’d done a lot more than ‘sleep’ together. But fantasizing about him was very different from being compelled to have sex with him. I’ve had fantasies about a few movie stars or artists over the years, but I’d never get in their bed if the occasion presented itself. Not without a few dates and clear mutual attraction. Just like I would never have had sex with Mr. Ward on that balcony in reality. Or at least not mere minutes after we’d met.
 
   In moments, we reached his room. It was a bedroom, not a suite like mine. The bed was unmade, and he set me down right on it, pausing only to slip the ruby slippers off my feet. He then drew the sheet and blanket on top of me, walked around the bed and climbed in on the other side—on top of the covers. The bed was large enough that there was room for a third person to lay down comfortably between us without any elbows touching.
 
   I turned my head on the pillow. I could move a little more easily now. And breathing wasn’t so difficult. I watched him for a few seconds. His arms were folded behind his head, and he was staring straight up at the ceiling. I didn’t know what to say or even do.
 
   “Can you breathe better?” he asked in a cool, almost careless voice.
 
   My throat felt dry. I swallowed hard before I answered.
 
   “Yes. Does that mean I can leave now?”
 
   “You can try. My guess is, you won’t get far. She said sleep, didn’t she? Take a nap. When you wake up, you’ll be free to go.”
 
   A laugh burst out of me; it sounded dry, brittle—and a little hysterical.
 
   “Nap?” I sat up, and the covers fell into my lap. “You think I’ll be able to fall asleep? When I’m in some strange man’s room and he’s a …”
 
   I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t say the word vampire. I’d have felt absolutely ridiculous if I had.
 
   And my fear would have ratcheted up, too.
 
   “You think I want to be here?” he shot back. “I just got out of bed. I have more pressing things to do than just lie here.”
 
   “Yeah? Like what? Breaking into someone else’s apartment?”
 
   He sat up as well, turning a thunderous expression toward me. For a few seconds we glared at each other. And I tried very, very hard not to let myself fall into his gaze again.
 
   Finally, he hissed, “I should compel you to sleep. That way I wouldn’t have to hear you complain anymore.”
 
   “Why don’t you?” I shot back. “If I’m that much of a burden, why did you even bother saving me?”
 
   “Because whether I want you here or not,” he snapped, “you’re still my guest. As for compelling you, out in the hallway you were scared I’d force myself on you. How is compelling you any different?”
 
   I opened my mouth. And closed it again without a word. After a second or two, he lay back down against the pillows. I remained sitting a little longer, my eyes running over the room. I’d have expected it to be furnished as decadently as the rest of the house, but instead it was rather plain.
 
   The walls were painted a deep teal that made the room feel smaller, more intimate, although it was scaled perfectly to fit the oversized bed. There was no art on the walls. A window was covered with dark drapes. Two identical closed doors faced each other on opposite walls, and nothing indicated what they might open to.
 
   The clean lines of the wooden headboard and matching dresser felt a lot more modern than the carved furniture in my room or in the rest of the mansion. It was odd, like doing a puzzle and finding one piece whose color and shape didn’t fit anywhere with the rest. I wondered what it meant, but I didn’t ask anything. I knew he wouldn’t answer.
 
   I finally lay down again and pulled the covers back up. My fingers clutched the edge of the sheet, and I looked straight up at the ceiling. Maybe it would have been easier to find sleep if the light, as muted as it was, had been turned off, but I wasn’t going to ask. This was uncomfortable enough; I didn’t want to be in the dark with Mr. Ward.
 
   He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t even breathing. I could almost have forgotten he was there, right in the same bed I was.
 
   Almost, but not quite. He had a presence, some sort of… I don’t know. An aura, I guess. It was impossible not to be aware that he was there, inches away.
 
   According to the alarm clock on the bedside table, an hour passed. It felt like at least ten.
 
   “I can’t sleep,” I muttered, addressing the ceiling.
 
   Mr. Ward made a sound in his throat. Agreement, maybe? Or frustration?
 
   “What will happen if I don’t get any sleep at all tonight?”
 
   “The same thing that happened on the balcony last night. The same thing that started to happen in your bedroom. Your body stops working, and then you die.”
 
   Delivered in that cool, level voice, it sounded like he didn’t care if I died. I knew better than that. He’d saved me twice, hadn’t he? And in the bedroom, before he’d picked me up, he’d looked worried. Why did he try so much to pretend that it didn’t matter to him? Why did he play the unfeeling, jaded act? And it was an act, I was sure of it.
 
   If he truly didn’t give a damn about me, he wouldn’t have gone to grab my things—gone himself, I might add, rather than sending a lackey. He wouldn’t have arranged for my shoe-shopping afternoon, either. And when Miss Delilah had called him, he wouldn’t have rushed to my room to check on me.
 
   All of those things made me think of the sweet, lonely man I’d met in my fantasy. It would all have been very different if I’d been in the same bed as that man. And in fact… maybe I could be.
 
   I turned my head on the pillow and watched him for a moment, working up the courage to speak. Why was it so much easier to talk to him when we were getting in each other’s faces?
 
   “Closing your eyes might help with the whole falling asleep thing, you know.”
 
   As quiet as he was, he startled me enough that I shuddered.
 
   “You know what else might help?” I said, stumbling a little on the words in my haste to get them out. “You… you could do that mind thing again. Make me believe that I’ve fallen asleep, like you made me believe I… I hadn’t been rude to you.”
 
   He looked at me, then. His expression was inscrutable.
 
   “It’s not that easy. To fool the compulsion, it must be something that feels true to you. Something your mind will have trouble distinguishing from reality.”
 
   I knew exactly what he meant by that, because I’d had to remind myself all day that nothing had happened between us.
 
   “So?” My voice was shaking a little. “You can make it feel true, can’t you? You did last night.”
 
   He let out a quiet huff and looked away again. “You have no idea what you’re asking from me.”
 
   “Is it any worse than being forced to sleep in a vampire’s bed?”
 
   He sat up abruptly, and I thought he’d get out of bed. Instead, he shifted toward me and cupped my face in his hand. His fingers were soft but strong, like I’d known they would be.
 
   “Are you sure this is what you want?” he said very low.
 
   Our gazes met. I couldn’t look away, couldn’t even blink.
 
   “Yes,” I breathed.
 
   “Just remember you asked for it.”
 
   He leaned forward like he would kiss me. His eyes were as dark as the night and wider than the sky. I fell in.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I raised my hand, took a deep breath, and knocked on Mr. Ward’s door.
 
   Mere seconds passed before he appeared, his hair tousled and his eyes heavy with sleep. Add to that the pajama bottoms he was wearing—and they were all he was wearing, a part of me noticed with very keen interest—and I realized my mistake. Of course. If he was a vampire, as I was slowly coming to terms with, then he’d sleep during the daytime, wouldn’t he?
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I blurted out, covering my mouth with my hand. “I didn’t realize you’d be sleeping. I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m sorry. Really. I’ll go now.”
 
   He stopped me with a word. One low, rumbling word that felt like a caress down my spine. My name.
 
   “Angelina.”
 
   I froze and met his eyes. They were fully awake now and as deep as ever.
 
   “I was just resting for a while,” he said. “With what happened last night, I didn’t get a chance to lie down.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said again.
 
   “You have no reason to be. Truly.” His smile made it easier to believe his words, and I relaxed. “Was there something you wanted?”
 
   A couple of seconds passed before I remembered why I had come to his door.
 
   “Oh. Yes. I mean, I wanted to thank you. For the shoes.”
 
   The corners of his eyes crinkled when his smile deepened. “Did you have fun shopping?”
 
   I smiled back. “It was… unexpected. You didn’t have to do that for me, but yes, I had a lot of fun.”
 
   “Well, that’s all that matters. And it was my own fault for not thinking about shoes when I packed for you.” He shook his head ruefully. “I assure you, I am familiar with the concept of footwear. I even wear some on occasion.”
 
   I chuckled with him. “I know you do. Your shoes last night were very… dapper. As was the rest of you.”
 
   I swear I was only talking about his clothes, but heat crept up in my cheeks anyway. He leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb, and his lips took on a knowing curve.
 
   “Dapper, huh? I can live with that. And if I haven’t mentioned it yet, let me say that you, Angelina, were a vision.”
 
   I ducked my head, but I was pleased. He’d complimented me several times on the balcony, but it was nice to hear him say it again.
 
   Actually, the whole conversation was nice. I’d been afraid things would be difficult after everything that had happened. Our two quick exchanges earlier, in my suite and down on the second floor, had been awkward. This was a lot better.
 
   When I peeked up at him again, he was looking down at my shoes and smiling yet again. I was beginning to enjoy his smile a lot. It made him seem much younger. Carefree. Quite simply happy.
 
   “So… should I start calling you Dorothy?”
 
   I couldn’t stifle the burst of laughter that came to my lips.
 
   “That’s exactly what I thought when I first put them on!” I said. “They’re gorgeous, aren’t they?”
 
   His gaze came back up to my face. “I don’t think I’ve ever called any kind of footwear gorgeous,” he said in a teasing tone. “But you do look gorgeous wearing them, yes.”
 
   If he continued to make me blush, I might end up permanently beet red…
 
   “I trust you got more than these?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, and now my blushing was veering toward embarrassment.
 
   “I did, yes. A few more. Actually…” I took a breath and plunged in. I might as well admit it now. “These make thirty-two pairs.”
 
   He didn’t even bat an eyelash. “Good. I’m glad you found something you liked. Maybe you can show me some of the others. How about at dinner time?”
 
   My heart suddenly started doing a very good rendition of a drum roll.
 
   “Dinner?” I repeated weakly.
 
   Granted, I had tried not to give that much thought to what exactly my host ate. But hearing him say that simple word—dinner—brought back to mind Miss Delilah’s suggestion that he feed from me if he wanted. Was I going to be dinner?
 
   My fear must have shown on my face, because he reached out his fingers to delicately cup my chin and tilt my head up.
 
   “Angelina,” he breathed, and that wasn’t fair. How was I supposed to think with his voice like a caress and his fingers touching me so innocently, yet so intimately?
 
   “You have nothing to fear from me,” he murmured. “I’d never hurt you. I promise.”
 
   Relief washed over me. I believed him. The truth was as plain in his expression as it was in his voice. I nodded and opened my mouth to say—I don’t know what, really. But then his fingertips trailed down my jaw to my neck. They rested there, pressing against my pulse point as he added, “Not unless you asked for it.”
 
   Right away, I knew with the utmost clarity what he meant: he wouldn’t bite me unless I invited him to. A frisson coursed through me, and I couldn’t have said if it was from fear or something else. Something I was afraid to name even in own mind.
 
   “So… Dinner?” I said again, my voice shaking as much as my knees.
 
   “At seven?” he offered. When he dropped his hand to his side, it was all I could do not to protest the loss of contact. “In the small dining room?”
 
   The ‘small’ one? As in, there was more than one? I supposed it shouldn’t have surprised me. After all, I had toured his home.
 
   “I have no idea where that is,” I admitted with a small shrug.
 
   “No matter. I’ll pick you up.”
 
   The thought, strangely enough, made me happy. He’d pick me up, like this was a real date. Like I wasn’t trapped in this home. Like this was all a normal developing relationship rather than… What was this, really?
 
   I was about to ask, but when I started with a quiet, “Mr. Ward?” he shook his head and said, “Please, call me Morgan.”
 
   “Morgan,” I repeated, trying the name. It felt as heady as a sip of strong wine. Suddenly, I didn’t want to question what was happening between us anymore. I’d know soon enough. Actually, I looked forward to figuring it out—with him. “Seven. I’ll be ready.”
 
   Before I could leave, he took my hand and pressed a kiss to my knuckles, causing my heart to race yet again.
 
   As I started down the hallway, I could feel his gaze on me, and it was a struggle not to turn back.
 
   I returned to my suite, and only when I reached it did I start to panic. Dinner with Mr. Ward—with Morgan…
 
   What on Earth was I going to wear?
 
   I had unpacked the whole suitcase, and I knew exactly what my options were. Mostly, he’d packed comfortable things for me, and I couldn’t imagine going to dinner—a date?—in jeans. There was one thing, though…
 
   I pulled out my little black dress. That was it. Even better: I already knew he liked it. It had been at the back of my closet. It was very much a ‘wow him on the first date’ dress, and I hadn’t had a first date in a long while. Clearly if he had packed the dress for me, it had to mean something.
 
   It wasn’t even six, but I didn’t have anything else to do, so I started to get ready. I freshened up, got dressed, put on some make up, then tried a few pairs of shoes to decide which one looked best with the dress.
 
   It’s useless for me to pretend I’m a fashion expert. But working with Miss Delilah and a handful of designers she trusted exclusively to dress her, I’ve picked up a few things over the years. I’d bought this one dress from a sample sale from one of those designers.
 
   Narrow straps opened on a modest V neckline. I’d had the dress fitted so that it fell just right on my hips, giving me a perfect hourglass shape. It stayed snug down to my thighs then flared in gentle folds that danced around me with each step I took. The black chiffon wasn’t merely flattering: it looked great on me. I know, it sounds immodest, but that wasn’t my opinion: it was what I’d been told every time I’d worn it.
 
   I tried the ruby slippers with it and looked at myself in the floor-length mirror attached to the closet door. These shoes would look gorgeous with anything. Morgan had seen them, however, and he’d said he wanted to see another pair I’d chosen. The black kitten heels were next, and they looked fine, but they didn’t have the same ‘wow’ factor as the dress. The third pair was the charm: white shoes with a black, rounded toe and a matching black back and high heel.
 
   The hardest part was waiting for him. Ten minutes before seven o’clock, I was in the sitting room, pacing, then sitting, then pacing again, getting more nervous than before any first date I’d ever been on. Which, on one hand, was weird, because we’d already slept together. On the other hand, I had since learned that he was a vampire, so maybe being jittery was a more appropriate response.
 
   Of course, I wasn’t nervous because he was a vampire. I was nervous because he was handsome. Because I liked him. Because I wanted to get to know him better. Because I wanted to get close to him again. Intimately so. Even if I knew it was all going too fast.
 
   Well… too fast was relative. That antique clock on the wall certainly seemed to be going at a snail’s pace.
 
   At long last, the knock I’d been waiting for came. I stepped forward, smoothed my hands down my dress, and pulled the door open.
 
   Morgan stood there, wearing black slacks and a light gray shirt. He blinked once, then let his gaze trail over me. It felt like it was his hand running over my shoulders, hips, and legs.
 
   “You look beautiful,” he murmured in a rumbling voice.
 
   Are you getting tired of hearing me say he made me blush?
 
   “Well, you picked the dress,” I said, ducking my head and looking at him through my eyelashes. “I mean, you packed it for me.”
 
   A hint of darkness crossed his face. All right, maybe reminding him—and myself—of the circumstances that had thrown us together might not have been the best thing to do.
 
   “Shall we?” he said, offering me his arm.
 
   It felt oddly formal, but I took it. I thought we’d go down to the second floor to one of the gorgeous rooms there, but instead he led me to a room on this floor. If this was the ‘small dining room,’ I was rather curious to know what the large one looked like.
 
   An intricate and enormous rug on the floor, two French windows opening onto a view of Central Park, paintings on all four walls: the room was as finely furnished as the rest of the mansion, which, granted, wasn’t much of a surprise anymore. The massive wood table could have seated ten guests with plenty of elbow room. The chairs were carved, the seats upholstered in crimson velvet.
 
   Two white, linen placemats had been set opposite each other near the end of the table. On each, a gold-lined plate, silverware, and two sparkling glasses were arranged just so. A single, tall candle burned on one side of the table next to a red rose in a thin vase. Opposite them, a bottle of red wine and a pitcher of water were each set on round coasters. It all looked lovely. I’d dined in fine restaurants where the decor wasn’t half as nice.
 
   Morgan led me to my chair and held it for me while I sat. Only when he sat across from me did I notice Stephen. He was standing by a side door, gloved hands clasped in front of him; once we were both seated, he said simply, “Sir?”
 
   With a glance toward him, Morgan nodded. “Please.”
 
   Stephen inclined his head and left the room through a swinging door. I watched him go, slightly bemused.
 
   “What is it?” Morgan asked as he poured wine for both of us, then filled my water glass as well. “You seem surprised.”
 
   I looked back at him. The table was wide enough that he felt very far from me, and as nice as everything was, I couldn’t help but wish we were closer.
 
   “Not surprised,” I said. “Just… I don’t know. It looks like you’ve done this before. Had someone for dinner, I mean.”
 
   “And what made you think I hadn’t?” he asked with a faint smile.
 
   The door swung open again and Stephen entered with a wide tray balanced on one hand and his shoulder, and one of those folding supports like in a restaurant. He came to my side first, set the tray down on the support, then uncovered a bowl which had been under a metal dome and placed it on the plate in front of me.
 
   “Tomato and lobster bisque,” he announced in a discreet voice before picking up his tray and moving to the other side of the table. Instead of a bowl, he placed an unmarked porcelain mug, black and shiny, in front of Morgan. He didn’t say what was in it, but I had a sneaking suspicion.
 
   From where I sat, I couldn’t see inside the mug, but what else could it be? After all, Morgan had told me he was a vampire.
 
   “Is that blood?” I couldn’t help from blurting out.
 
   Behind Morgan, Stephen flashed me a startled look before schooling his features and exiting the room. Morgan’s expression was as inscrutable as his voice when he said, “It is. If it bothers you, I’ll abstain.”
 
   Did it bother me?
 
   No, let me turn that around. Would it bother you?
 
   A lot of people are scared when they see blood, whether their own or someone else’s. And at the same time, we watch movies in which buckets of fake blood are used on innocent victims, villains and heroes alike. People from our blood are our family. As children, we swear blood oaths with our friends or siblings. Girls start their road to womanhood with a few drops of blood. We used to refer to people as ‘common blood’ or ‘high blood’ to indicate their station in life. We’re asked to donate blood to save lives. When doctors want to know if something’s wrong with us, they often take a close look at our blood. Blood is life, but it’s a lot more than that, too.
 
   The thought that there was blood in that mug was a little off-putting. Or maybe even more than a little. But at the same time, if that was what he ate, how could I deny that to him? It wasn’t like it was my blood—like he was hurting me. Plenty of humans eat things that someone else would think is gross. As long as he didn’t ask me to try it…
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, trying to sound like I meant it.
 
   I took a spoonful of my soup to give myself time to put my thoughts in order. I almost moaned at how good it was—thick, flavorful and just a little spicy.
 
   “I just… When you suggested dinner, I thought we’d share the same food. Do you ever eat real food? I mean, human food?” I gave him a rueful smile. “You know what I mean.”
 
   He smiled back and raised the mug to his lips, taking a small sip. It felt like a test that it truly didn’t bother me that he was drinking blood. I told myself it was coffee in there and focused on my own delicious soup.
 
   “We can eat small quantities of human food,” he said. “It’s one of the things that allow us to blend in. But we don’t gain anything from it. What we need is blood.”
 
   His sip, this time, was a little longer. When he lowered his mug again, a corner of his lips was stained dark red. He picked up the napkin from his lap and dabbed at his mouth. I was getting used to the idea, I realized.
 
   I was also quickly reaching the end of my delicious bowl of soup.
 
   Setting the spoon down, I dabbed at my mouth like he had and wondered how much he was ready to share with me about what he was. So far, he hadn’t said much, even with my repeated pleas for explanations. He seemed more open tonight. Was it because we were sharing a meal? Because I’d said his diet didn’t bother me? I tried another question.
 
   “Is it…” I meant to ask if it was human blood, but suddenly I couldn’t form the words. I tried again. “What kind of blood is it?”
 
   “Human,” he replied without hesitation.
 
   He must have noticed my small flinch because he added, “Not all blood donated during blood drives is suitable for medical purposes. We have ways of acquiring what would otherwise end up as medical waste. We can drink animal blood, too, but it’s… less pleasant. Like the difference between a gourmet meal and fast food.”
 
   Thinking over his words, I picked up my glass of wine. I took only a small mouthful. For a few moments, I watched Stephen come in with his tray again. He took away my empty bowl and set a plate in front of me: filet mignon dusted with herbs along with an array of roasted vegetable bites. When he went to Morgan’s side of the table, he had a terra-cotta pitcher in hand and refilled the mug. I waited until he had left the room again before I started to say, “Do you ever…”
 
   I cut myself short. How much could I pry? And did I really want to know?
 
   “Do we ever what?” he asked, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips.
 
   “Is this okay? Me asking questions, I mean. I don’t want to… to be nosy or something.”
 
   I kept my eyes on my plate as I spoke, cutting a small piece of meat. It was so tender it practically melted in my mouth. This was turning out to be the best meal I’d had in a while; too bad no one was sharing it with me.
 
   “If your questions bothered me, I wouldn’t hesitate to let you know. Go ahead. What were you going to ask?” When I didn’t answer right away, he took a guess. “Do we ever drink directly from humans?”
 
   I gave a small nod. My mouth felt suddenly dry. I took another drink—water this time. The wine was strong, and I wanted to keep a clear head.
 
   “Most of us do. It’s the normal order of things, you might say. Lilah does, in case you were wondering. She’s very good at keeping her donors alive and coming back to offer her more.”
 
   I nodded again and tried to focus on my food; the truth was, I hadn’t been about to ask about vampires in general or even Miss Delilah. I wanted to know if it was something that he did. At the same time, knowing for sure scared me a little.
 
   For a few seconds, the only sounds in the room were that of utensils, glass, and porcelain. Then he said, in a decidedly toneless voice that didn’t reveal anything about how he felt, “I have done it in the past myself. Not in a while. And it’s been even longer since it was from someone unwilling.”
 
   When I looked up at him, his gaze was on me, but it didn’t meet mine. He was staring at my neck. I could have sworn I could feel the touch of his fingertips on my pulse point again. I swallowed hard, then took a deep drink of wine, closing my eyes for a second as I tilted my head back.
 
   “Angelina,” he whispered. “Please don’t be afraid of me.”
 
   I met his eyes and shook my head. “I’m not afraid of you,” I said, my voice trembling a little. “Just the opposite. I’m scared about what it means that I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   He was about to say something when Stephen returned. He took away my empty plate and Morgan’s empty mug, and asked where we’d take dessert.
 
   “How about the sun room?” Morgan mused aloud.
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was a question for me. I offered a questioning, “All right?” and already Stephen was moving away.
 
   “You have a sun room?” I asked, too surprised to hold back the words.
 
   He stood and came around the table, helping me out of my chair.
 
   “I do,” he said with a smile. “And again with the surprised tone.”
 
   He offered me his arm again and I took it, although I made a light huffing sound.
 
   “Well excuse me for being surprised that a vampire would want a sun room. I thought you couldn’t go into the sun.”
 
   He led me out of the room, gently patting my hand on his arm.
 
   “Of course you think that. A lot of work has gone into establishing vampire myths as you know them. The sun thing is mostly that. A myth.”
 
   My curiosity was piqued. How could I not want to know more when I was walking side by side with a vampire?
 
   “How can it be ‘mostly’ a myth?” I asked.
 
   He opened another door, revealing a staircase, and we went up together.
 
   “We don’t burst into flames when we’re exposed to sunlight,” he explained. “But it does weaken us. We move like normal humans in the sun, and our senses are duller. If we remain in it for too long, with no shade and no respite, we get what humans might think are really bad sunburns, and they take much longer to heal than any other type of wound. That’s why those of us who hunt do so at night, when they have a physical advantage over humans.”
 
   Not a particularly reassuring thought, but then again he’d said he didn’t feed from humans, and he kept making a distinction between himself and vampires who did.
 
   “What else is a myth?” I asked.
 
   We reached the top of the stairs, and he freed his arm from me to step ahead and open the door.
 
   “What about the mirror thing? I know that’s a myth because I’ve seen…”
 
   I’d meant to say I’d seen Miss Delilah’s reflection, but words failed me. He’d led me ahead of him into a dark, warm room. When I stopped two steps inside, he turned on the lights, and suddenly I was in the middle of a tropical forest.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   When Miss Delilah had sent me on the quest for an elusive black orchid, I visited quite a few greenhouses to talk to the artists—really, that’s what they are—who try to marry beautiful plants to create new, even more beautiful hybrids. It had all happened in the middle of summer, and walking from the hot, humid streets into the hot, humid spaces the plants required was an exercise in endurance.
 
   Morgan’s ‘sun room’ was just as hot and humid, but somehow in the middle of winter and even though I’d come from inside a warm house, it felt much more comfortable. Or maybe I was too stunned to pay much attention to any discomfort.
 
   As far as I could tell, the room covered a large part of the roof of the building. Glass panels were everywhere. So were flowers.
 
   Now, it wasn’t merely flowers in their pots, lined up on shelves. When I said I entered a tropical forest, I wasn’t exaggerating, or at least not much. The trees were planted in pots—pots so large they had to require a crane to lift them, but pots nonetheless. And while the trees would have grown much taller in their natural habitat, they still climbed a good fifteen feet up to the glass roof. The orchids clung to the bark, like they would have halfway across the world, the aerial roots exposed and sucking in moisture from the environment. A sweet smell permeated the air, like a hundred different perfume notes melding into an olfactory symphony.
 
   “This…” I turned on one spot, my gaze unable to settle down from all there was to see. My voice dropped to a tone I’d used in churches as a child. “This is amazing.”
 
   Morgan was all but beaming.
 
   “Of all the art in this house,” he said, reaching to touch a flower with his fingertip, “this is the one that is truly priceless. Nature didn’t create these shapes for recognition or fame, and it didn’t pick these colors on a whim. It took centuries or more to perfect each flower. And they will continue to evolve when both of us are long gone.”
 
   When our eyes met, he blinked and looked away. Of all things, he seemed embarrassed. Did he feel he’d said too much? Revealed a part of himself he’d rather have kept hidden?
 
   It reminded me of the balcony when his words and eyes had given me a glimpse of what a lonely soul he was. He’d just granted me another peek, and this time all I’d seen was beauty.
 
   I didn’t let myself think. I took one step toward him. A second one, and we were toe to toe. With the most delicate of touches, I brought a hand to the back of his neck and pulled gently. For a second, maybe not even that long, he resisted. But then he yielded and tilted his head down, his arms coming up to encircle my waist and draw me closer. Our lips pressed together.
 
   As far as kisses go, this one wasn’t half as hot as the air around us, but it was sweeter. I hadn’t started this for heat. I just wanted to let him know I’d heard him—his words and how they resonated against his soul—and that he had nothing to be embarrassed about.
 
   It could have turned into something else, like on the balcony, but a discreet cough behind Morgan broke the moment.
 
   “My apologies,” Stephen said. “Will you still be wanting dessert?”
 
   Morgan and I pulled apart. Stephen was standing five feet away, his eyes averted. He was holding a different tray from the one he’d served dinner with, on which a single plate carried a generous slice of chocolate cake and two flutes of champagne were filled almost to the brim, topped by a layer of bubbles.
 
   Morgan looked at me; he must have noticed that the cake had caught my attention because I could hear the grin in his voice when he said, “We do, yes. Thank you Stephen.”
 
   Stephen inclined his head and passed us. Morgan smiled at me and, with a gesture, invited me to follow Stephen. We passed more trees, more orchids, even some large boulders that served as support for yet more flowers.
 
   At the center of the green house, a circle had been left open. Three paths radiated from it into the trees, including the one we’d followed. A rug of woven grass softened the concrete, with a chaise lounge and two armchairs, all made of weathered wood, set around a low, rectangular table of solid wood. The tree it had come from must have been massive.
 
   Stephen set the tray on the table and gave Morgan a questioning look. At Morgan’s nod, he retreated.
 
   “Will you take a seat, Angelina?”
 
   I did, sitting in one of the armchairs. Morgan picked up both glasses and handed me one before taking the seat next to me.
 
   “Would you be offended if I suggested a toast to Lilah?” he asked.
 
   I’d been about to take a sip, but I froze and turned my eyes to him.
 
   “She’s not my favorite person at the moment,” I said, unable to keep the anger I felt toward her out of my voice.
 
   “I guess not,” Morgan said quietly. “And I understand, of course. I’ll keep trying to get her back here to release you, and I’m sorry you have to endure this… captivity.”
 
   His mouth twisted on the last word as though it tasted foul.
 
   It was true that I was trapped in Morgan’s house against my will, and I resented Miss Delilah for it. But at the same time…
 
   “It is captivity,” I agreed. “But the company makes it easier to bear than I’d have thought possible.”
 
   I couldn’t help but finish with a smile. Morgan reached toward me, took my free hand, and led it to his lips.
 
   “The reason I am grateful to her,” he said, holding on to my hand, “is that even though she was deeply… misguided in the methods she used, she did allow me to meet you. For that, you’ll have to forgive me, I am glad.”
 
   “Forgive you for being glad we met? Hmm, I don’t know, let me think about that.”
 
   His chuckle rumbled like the deep purr of a big cat. It vibrated down my spine and made me shiver.
 
   We clinked our glasses and each took a sip, but as good as the champagne was, it wasn’t quite what I wanted. I started to reach for the cake. Morgan got to it before me.
 
   “Let me,” he said simply, his voice still rumbling.
 
   He cut a small piece of cake with the fork, speared it, and held it out to me. When I leaned forward, he pulled back slightly so that I’d have to lean even closer. The spark in his eyes told me he knew exactly what he was doing.
 
   Well, if that was the game he wanted to play…
 
   I crossed my legs and rested an elbow on the armrest. I licked my lips and held his gaze as I leaned toward the chocolate goodness.
 
   He’d been grinning, but his smile faltered when I closed my lips over the tines of the fork, pulled back slowly, dropped my eyelids to half-mast, and made a humming sound low in my throat.
 
   The cake really was good—it was the same delicious treat Stephen had offered me at lunchtime—but yes, I was exaggerating a little.
 
   Only a little.
 
   Come on, if he was going to tease me, I had the right—no, the moral obligation—to tease right back!
 
   The hunger in his eyes as he cut and speared another morsel of cake had nothing to do with chocolate. He held my gaze and presented me with a second bite. I ate this one with a loud, happy sigh. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, and he moistened his lips, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Don’t you want to try some?” I said when we’d gone through half the cake like that. “It really is very good.”
 
   “I know it is,” he said with a half smile. “It’s my birthday cake, after all.”
 
   I felt silly that that hadn’t occurred to me. I had caught a glimpse of the cake last night: it had been in the main foyer, surrounded by a crowd admiring the different tiers and sugar sculptures.
 
   “Did you do the whole ‘song and candle blowing’ thing?” I asked. “I’m sorry I missed it.”
 
   “No, you didn’t miss anything. I wasn’t really in the mood last night.”
 
   A shadow passed over us, shaped like Miss Delilah. He turned the fork between his fingers and handed it to me, handle first.
 
   “I wouldn’t say no to a bite now.”
 
   I cut a small piece and offered it to him like he’d done for me. I expected to be teased like I’d teased him, but even so a wave of warmth spread through me as I watched him shut his eyes and close his mouth over the fork. He held it so tightly between his lips that when he pulled back, the fork and my hand followed.
 
   He caught my wrist and held it in his hand as he finally released the fork and swallowed the piece of cake. His eyelids opened, and he dipped his head again, watching me from under his eyelashes as he pulled the fork from my suddenly nerveless fingers, set it and the plate aside, then turned my wrist up and pressed his lips there.
 
   A jolt of electricity flashed through me at that delicate touch.
 
   “Delicious,” he whispered, kissing my wrist again.
 
   I’m not quite sure whether he tugged on my hand to invite me to join him or if it was my doing entirely. Whichever it was, I stood from my chair and let him draw me into his lap. I couldn’t straddle his thighs in the dress, not without it riding up to my hips, so I sat sideways with my back to the armrest. I curled an arm around his neck. He freed my wrist to twine his fingers with mine. His other hand was on my waist, stroking lightly.
 
   He waited for me to lean down for a kiss. I took my time, back to teasing him, but I was teasing myself, too, because I craved the feeling of his mouth on mine again. And soon, there it was, with the deep flavor of dark chocolate clinging to his tongue and making me want more.
 
   I freed my hand from his and ran it over his chest, seeking the light bump of a nipple under his shirt. When I found it, I teased it with a few flicks of my thumb before pinching it between two fingers. Morgan hissed into my mouth and kissed me harder still, stealing my breath. His own hand was playing on my legs, drawing circles and arabesques and slowly moving upward, where my thighs were pressed tightly together but only waiting for a caress to open for him.
 
   Things were growing heated, and I found myself imagining making love up here, in the warm, humid environment, with those flowers all around us—Morgan’s very own paradise island in the middle of New York City. He, on the other hand, had something else in mind.
 
   “Last night,” he murmured against my ear lobe, “you said you’d want a bed next time. Do you still want that?”
 
   Did I?
 
   God, yes.
 
   “Please,” I said, and the word was barely out of my mouth before he was already standing. His arms settled around my back and legs, and my feet never even touched the floor as he carried me out of the sun room and down to his bedroom.
 
   I curled my arms around his shoulders and couldn’t help but draw in closer and kiss his neck, jaw, cheek, even his lips. Every few seconds, on the way down, he stopped and captured my mouth, kissing me deeply before taking a few more stumbling steps. It’s a miracle we didn’t end up sprawled on the floor.
 
   Finally we reached his room. He pushed the door open, carried me right in like a not-at-all-blushing bride, and kicked the door closed again. It was the first time I’d been in here, but somehow the decor, so different from the rest of the house, did not surprise me. I couldn’t put it into words, really, but the clean, simple lines suited Morgan.
 
   Regardless, I wasn’t there to analyze his style choices.
 
   I pushed away from him just enough that he understood I wanted to be let down. He released me but held on as I wobbled a little. I started to reach for him and the buttons and zipper that hid him from me, but he stopped me with a few words.
 
   “Wait. May I undress you?”
 
   I nodded yes.
 
   How could I have said no?
 
   Wait. I don’t mean I couldn’t say no. I wasn’t under compulsion or anything. I just didn’t want to say no. I wanted this as much as he did—and judging from the fumbling of his fingers as they sought the zipper at the back of my dress and the way his eyes darkened a little more, he wanted it a lot. He tugged the zipper down one slow inch at a time, and I held my breath when he finally reached for the straps of the dress and pushed them off my shoulders.
 
   The dress fell down, and Morgan murmured, “I’ve wanted to do this since last night.”
 
   He stepped around me and gently unhooked my bra before guiding it down my arms. When I looked back, he was kneeling, hooking his thumbs into the sides of my panties much like he had on the balcony, and pulling down. He lowered them to the floor and helped me out of them, picking up my dress and panties off the floor and setting them on a nearby chair with the bra. When he stood again, he took my hand and made me twirl in front of him, wearing only my shoes.
 
   I started to feel self-conscious, and it was all I could do not to cover myself. Yes, his mouth, fingers, and cock had been on me, inside me, but he hadn’t seen me out of my clothes until this second, and the intensity of his gaze as it swept over me made me feel like he could see even beneath my bare skin, all the way down to the core of me. It didn’t help that he was still fully clothed.
 
   “You know,” he said in a husky voice, “those shoes are really amazing.”
 
   His words were the very last thing I had expected, and they drew a burst of laughter out of me.
 
   “But not half as beautiful as you are,” he continued, and the laugh died on my lips.
 
   I inhaled sharply and toed off the high heels before stepping closer to him.
 
   “One of us is grossly overdressed,” I pointed out.
 
   He kicked off his shoes while I worked on his shirt. I am proud to report I did not rip this one.
 
   “You know,” I said as I tugged it off his shoulders, “there is something I wanted to do last night but never got the chance.”
 
   He didn’t ask, but curiosity filled his eyes. Curiosity and desire, matching the hardness now pressing against my fingers.
 
   He stood still as I unfastened his pants and pushed them and his boxer briefs down his thighs. His cock immediately leaped to attention, flushed and needy, beckoning. I resisted the impulse to take hold of it and rested my hands on his hips instead. I guided him a couple steps backwards, and when his legs touched the edge of the bed, he understood what I wanted and sat down.
 
   I knelt in front of him and finished tugging off his clothes until he was as bare as I was. Then, with a hand on each of his knees, I pushed his legs apart so I could fit between them as close as possible.
 
   It had been dark last night, and while I’d seen enough of his cock to think it was lovely, now I could tell just how beautiful it was. I can’t say I’ve seen many of them in person, and I’ll admit that to me they’re not always the most appealing part of human anatomy. But there was something about Morgan’s dick, the subtle curve of it, its light, pink color, how silky his flesh was when I trailed my fingers along the length, even the tight fullness of his balls…
 
   If anyone had told me I’d be waxing lyrical about a man’s cock someday, I’d have laughed at them. And yet, here I am.
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d done this, but two things were new. For one, Morgan was watching me hungrily, but his hands were on the bed at his sides, not trying to end my exploration to get my mouth touching him. For the other, I could really touch him and only him, with no condom between us; I was sleeping with a vampire—somehow, other risks didn’t seem important anymore, or at least not enough to interrupt the moment and raise the condom issue.
 
   When I was satisfied I’d touched every millimeter of his dick with my fingertips, I swiped my thumb along the clear wetness at the tip and brought it to my mouth. The taste was bland, but not unpleasant. I wrapped my hand at the base of his dick and looked up at him while I leaned in. His eyes were wide, and his nostrils flared right before I closed my mouth over the tip. The shudder that rocked his body made me feel powerful and proud. Such a strong man, different from other men and not only because he was a vampire, but here he was, moaning quietly at the first touch of my mouth.
 
   The sheer power of it made me giddy, made me want to go fast, to make him come in moments, when seconds ago I’d been ready to take my sweet time and make it last. There’d be other times, other occasions to make it last—to tease him until he was begging for me to let him come.
 
   Wouldn’t there?
 
   I gave up on finesse and might even have been a little sloppy, but honestly I doubt he minded. I bobbed my head up and down, hollowing my cheeks, taking as much of his cock into my mouth as I could and stroking the rest with my hand.
 
   In seconds, one of his hands flew to the back of my head. I was ready to shake it off. I hate it when guys try to push me; I usually end up gagging and having to pull back. But he didn’t force me forward. He just rested his hand there, his fingers tangled in my hair, accompanying my movements without trying to guide them. I rewarded him by redoubling my efforts, inexorably pushing him to the end.
 
   He tasted… Well, okay, if it was a choice between his come and another slice of that sinful chocolate cake, the cake would win. But the margin would be pretty narrow. I’d never tasted semen before; I didn’t know if this was him or all guys. But I won’t lie, I enjoyed the taste of him enough that I sucked and licked until I was sure I had taken every last drop he had to offer.
 
   When I pulled back and opened my eyes again—I didn’t remember when I’d closed them—I looked up and found him shaking, his lips parted on harsh pants, his free hand, the one that wasn’t holding my hair so carefully, fisted in the sheet.
 
   The torn sheet.
 
   He hadn’t said a word the entire time, but now he did. Just one. My name.
 
   Before a shiver finished coursing through me, he’d pulled me up and pressed me onto the bed, quickly enough to startle me. His mouth was already on mine, and he swallowed my gasp of surprise. He devoured my mouth as though trying to reclaim every bit of flavor I’d stolen from him. His hands were flying over me, barely touching here, kneading there, pinching and stroking and caressing. Worshipping.
 
   I tried to emulate him, but somehow my hands couldn’t leave his arms and shoulders. I might—just might, mind—have a thing for a nice, strong set of arms and thick shoulders. And Morgan definitely had those.
 
   When I broke our kiss to gulp for air, he didn’t lose a beat. His mouth pressed against my cheek, licking my earlobe, then drifting down to my breast to suck on a nipple until I cried out and grabbed his head to force him away. He gave me a wicked grin before plunging down again, and this time lavished one areola then the other with broad swipes of his tongue. I closed my eyes and arched up against his mouth.
 
   And froze, my eyes snapping open again, when his teeth raked over the swell of my breast. A flash of sheer, animal fear tore through me, and there was nothing I could have done to control it. As it was, I only realized why warning bells were ringing so loudly in my head when Morgan rose again.
 
   Teeth. Vampire. That couldn’t be good, right?
 
   “Hey.” When he lay down alongside me, his expression was pained. “Don’t be scared of me, please. I’m not going to hurt you. Or bite you. I swear.”
 
   “Not unless I wanted it,” I said shakily. “Isn’t that what you said earlier?”
 
   A shadow darkened his eyes, and he looked away.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said that,” he breathed.
 
   I laid a hand on his cheek and led his gaze back to me.
 
   “Because you didn’t mean it?” I asked. “Or because you did?”
 
   He covered my hand with his own. “Honestly? I don’t know.”
 
   I kissed him, and this time it was only a peck, as brief as it was chaste
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured.
 
   He frowned and shook his head. “For what?”
 
   “For being honest. For talking to me. For trying to answer my questions even when you don’t know what the answer is. You could just… I don’t know, shut me out and refuse to explain. But you don’t.” Somehow, I could imagine all too well how lonely, how scary it would have been if he had tried to keep more distance between us. “It makes things easier.”
 
   He pulled back and broke eye contact with me. He looked troubled for some reason.
 
   “Angelina…” He sat up a little straighter and took my hand in his. “What we’re doing here… You’re not… You don’t believe you have to do any of it, right? You’re stuck in this house, but that doesn’t mean… I wouldn’t want you to think… And I certainly don’t want to take advantage—”
 
   I shut him up the best way I knew how: with another kiss, brief but deep.
 
   “All right,” I said when I pulled back, “stop before you say something I will misconstrue in a wrong, insulting way.”
 
   He remained quiet, but from the way he looked at me, I knew he was still wondering. And still worried. On one hand, it was sweet that he’d worry about it; given the situation, I suppose it was a legitimate concern. On the other hand, the simple fact that he believed I’d have sex with him despite not really wanting to only proved that he didn’t know me. Not yet. I intended to remedy that fact, starting right now.
 
   “No, I’m not here because I feel I owe you anything. All I owed you was a thank you for the shoes, and I gave you that this afternoon. Anything else…”
 
   I could feel a blush spreading over my face and neck. As though attracted by the heat, Morgan touched my cheek, cupping it.
 
   “Anything else?” he repeated in a lulling voice.
 
   I pushed into his fingers like a cat butting her head into a petting hand.
 
   “I told you last night,” I murmured. “I feel like there’s… something between us. Even knowing what Miss Delilah did, I still feel it. She has nothing to do with it. And you have everything to do with how I feel.”
 
   His thumb ran underneath my eye, brushing along my eyelashes. “So when you kiss me, it’s just because you want to kiss me.”
 
   “Yes.” I tried not to smile but couldn’t help it. “And because you’re a very good kisser, too.”
 
   He grinned. “Why, thank you.”
 
   “You’re very welcome,” I said, matching his prim tone.
 
   We shared a quiet laugh, then a slow, toe-curling kiss that proved my claim about his kissing abilities. Too soon he pulled back again.
 
   “And when you let me do this?” he asked in a whisper.
 
   The very tip of his fingers caressed down my neck, over my collarbone, then down the swell of one breast. He flattened his hand so that every inch of it, from his fingertips to the heel of his palm, pressed against my tight nipple. Sparks of sensations flared through me, and my breath hitched in my throat.
 
   “It’s… It’s because you have gorgeous hands, and… and I love feeling them on me.”
 
   His hand continued downward over my stomach, slow enough to be torture as well as a caress. I squirmed a little, goose bumps rising all over my body.
 
   “I don’t know about gorgeous,” he said, still as quiet, “but they’re definitely cold. I’m sorry about that.”
 
   Truth be told, I hadn’t noticed until now, but yes, his hands were cooler than my skin. It hadn’t been obvious on the balcony because I’d been cold myself, and in the sun room the fabric of my dress had been between us, but now I could feel the temperature difference. Vampire, my mind whispered, but this time no fear came with that warning.
 
   “Not cold,” I said with a little hum, shifting under his touch. “Perfect. It makes everything… more… intense.”
 
   I finished with a sigh when his hand slipped right where I wanted it between my legs. He traced my folds with his fingertips, gathering wetness before sliding back up to my clit and pinching it between two fingers.
 
   I canted my hips to press into his fingers, but he sat up and rested his free hand on my stomach, pressing softly.
 
   “Let me,” he asked.
 
   I tried to relax—hard when he was teasing the entrance to my body with a slick finger—and reached for him, touching his side and leg before moving up his chest, but he captured my hand, kissed it, and said again, “Let me.”
 
   He led my hand back to my side and leaned closer against his forearm, touching me with nothing more than those clever fingers. He wasn’t watching what he was doing, letting his fingers do the exploring. His gaze was on my face, deeply intense.
 
   “What…” The word came out like a whimper. I started over, but couldn’t steady my voice, not when he was playing my body like he was learning a new musical instrument. “What are you doing?”
 
   Amusement touched his lips but did not stop his fingers. They continued to alternately flick my clit back and forth and tease my entrance until he finally pushed in a single long, thick finger.
 
   “I thought it was obvious. I’m trying to make you come. Maybe I need to try harder.”
 
   As he spoke, he pressed his thumb hard against my clit and slipped a second talented finger inside me. My hips arched up of their own accord to meet his touch. I realized I was clutching the sheet and made myself let go to reach for his cock instead. I’d already forgotten his request.
 
   “Maybe you could try with this,” I said, giving it a few fast strokes.
 
   So soon after coming, he was already hard and ready for more. And yet, he clucked his tongue and sat up so he could pull my fingers off him.
 
   “Not yet,” he said, and I didn’t hear the promise in his words, only the denial.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I was losing my breath, and the question was buried in a moan, but Morgan heard it anyway.
 
   “I want to watch you come,” he murmured.
 
   I closed my eyes, back to clinging to the sheets. Pleasure was close, so very close, and as delightfully sinful as his fingers were, dancing on me, inside me, I knew all it would take was a thrust of his hips, that beautiful cock back where it belonged, and I’d come.
 
   “A—again? You did. Las… Last night.”
 
   His rhythm never faltered as he asked, slightly bemused, “Are you saying you don’t want me to make you come, Angelina?”
 
   The way he said my name… That small lilt in his voice… The sound that felt like a caress…
 
   I shook, a full body shudder that lifted my hips off the bed and into his hand.
 
   A slow, sensual grin curled his lips. “I think,” he said in a tone of deep confidence, “that you like it when I say your name. You like it very much. Don’t you, Angelina?”
 
   I shook harder this time, too hard to even manage a coherent word. All I could offer was a breathless moan. I was poised on the edge, ready to fall into that gleaming abyss of pleasure I could see opening in front of me. I only needed a few more strokes of his fingers. Or maybe only another word.
 
   He leaned in close, and our eyes met when he murmured, “Come for me, Angelina.”
 
   And I did.
 
   His fingers never stopped moving, intensifying the pleasure that was flashing through my entire body. Before long, it became too much, and I closed my thighs over his fingers, trying to stop their maddening dance. At the same time, my hands flew to his wrist, and I tried to push his hand away from me.
 
   “Let me,” he whispered yet again, resisting my efforts.
 
   “It’s too much!” I gasped, squirming against him.
 
   “Angelina… Let me, please. Show me just once more.”
 
   My ears were buzzing, and I barely heard his last words. I wanted to protest again, tell him I couldn’t bear more, my clit was oversensitive almost to the point of pain and, surely, if he didn’t stop, I would break apart into a million pieces.
 
   I didn’t manage to say any of it. I didn’t force his hand off me, either. I let him push me further and further, beyond that point I had thought was the limit of what I could take—beyond what I’d ever felt before.
 
   I think I remember crying out. Or maybe I only wanted to cry out? It all became kind of blurry and… I almost said dark, but that’s not the word. There were lights in my head, colors, shapes, but none of it was anything I could put a name to. It was like flying in a maelstrom of sheer sensation.
 
   I had to blink a few times before my vision cleared again. When it did, I found that Morgan had moved to kneel between my legs. He was stroking his cock with a lazy hand—the same hand that had brought me so much pleasure—and watching me with eyes darker than the deepest recesses of space.
 
   “May I?” he asked, his voice low and husky.
 
   A slow, contented smile spread over my face. I felt too languid to even lift a hand and pull him closer. “Well, since you ask so politely…”
 
   Before I finished, he grabbed my hips with both hands and drew me toward him. I gasped. It only took him a second to line his cock up to my entrance; half a second later, he was deep inside me and reigniting my body.
 
   My inner walls, my labia, and clit were all still hypersensitive, pulsing with blood and pleasure from my last orgasm. The simple act of Morgan entering me, my flesh yielding to his thick cock, pressing tight all around him, sent another small, quicksilver orgasm flashing through me.
 
   Moaning, I gripped his biceps with both hands, telling him by touch what I couldn’t say in words: wait, slow down, let me cool off a little. He must have understood because, while he did start moving on top of me, it was slowly, gently, just enough to draw moans from him.
 
   I didn’t need to say a word when I was ready. His eyes met mine, he dipped his head for a quick kiss, and then he picked up the pace of his thrusts. I clung to his arms, moved with him, and before long I was moaning continuously, a breathless, low-pitched ‘Oh’ that spurred him onward.
 
   It started to become too much again, too intense, and I opened my mouth to tell him—and again he seemed to read my mind. He slowed down, gentle enough that I could catch my breath while he caressed my sides, breasts,  and neck with his hands and lips. It was his cue to accelerate again.
 
   I don’t know how many times we repeated the cycle. I just know that every time I thought this was it, it was too much, too intense, and still he managed to push me a little higher yet. I almost wanted him to stop, but if he had, I might have screamed and fallen apart.
 
   I realized something then. Something so obvious that I didn’t know how I had failed to notice before: he was holding back.
 
   From his thrusts to the way he gripped my hips, each of his movements screamed of his restraint. I had the fleeting thought of asking him to let go, to give me all he had, but I couldn’t manage a word. How could I say anything, how could I ask for more when he was already breaking my mind apart with pleasure and putting it back together with each slip and slide of his cock?
 
   No, this was quite enough for me.
 
   Or at least, it was enough for this time. Next time, however…
 
   Yes, I was already hoping for a next time. How could I not when we fit so well together, when he made me feel so sexy, so special, just so damn good?
 
   Both my hands slipped from his shoulders to the back of his head, and I pulled him down at the same time as I raised myself up. Fire burned in his eyes. Our mouths met, our tongues entwined, and that one touch was what pushed us both into a chasm of pleasure.
 
   I had to wrench my mouth off his to cry out my joy and my orgasm—and his name. I clung to him, though, drew him tight against me, and I felt each of his quiet moans, buried against the crook of my neck, and the last of his jerky, uncoordinated thrusts as his body took over and he came inside me. His chest was still against mine, but my heart beat fast enough for the two of us.
 
   Too soon, he rolled off me, and I made some inarticulate sounds of protest as I tried to hold on to him.
 
   “Shh…” His voice came from a little higher on the pillows. I could feel his body alongside mine. “I’m not going anywhere. I don’t want to crush you.”
 
   Being crushed was the very least of my worries right then. I half turned toward him, rubbing my cheek against his shoulder and enjoying the coolness of it.
 
   “In a bed is a lot better,” I babbled. I knew I was babbling. I couldn’t summon enough brain cells to care. I’d just shared great sex with him. I was allowed to babble. “Not that the balcony wasn’t fun,” I continued, pressing a hand to the center of his chest where the skin was silky smooth and pale. “It’s definitely more practical than… I don’t know. The back of a car.”
 
   “The back of a car, hmm?” he repeated, brushing his fingers through my hair. “Are you speaking from personal experience?”
 
   I pressed a grin against his shoulder. “I might be. Don’t tell me you’ve never had sex somewhere stranger than a balcony. I absolutely would not believe you.”
 
   So, yes, I admit, it was a lame attempt at getting him to share about his past. It didn’t work. At all. His fingers stilled in my hair for a second before starting to comb through it again. He didn’t say anything, and I was afraid to look up to see his expression.
 
   “Just…” I went back to safer subjects. “You’ve got to admit, a bed is a lot more comfortable.”
 
   “It really is,” he said in a tone that conveyed that he both agreed and was humoring me.
 
   “And you know what else?” I said, hiding a yawn behind my hand before resting it on his chest again.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “We can just… lie here. No fear of anyone walking in on us or anything.”
 
   He caressed my forehead with his lips. “True.”
 
   “I could even… sleep here. I mean, unless you—”
 
   Unless he didn’t want me to, but I knew, a certainty as deep and powerful as his eyes, that he wanted me to sleep right here, next to him. And I wanted it just as much. I even felt like I needed to or something bad might happen. What a silly idea!
 
   “Do you sleep at night?” I said instead. “You don’t, do you? I mean, vampires—”
 
   This time, my voice didn’t shake quite as hard when I said the word. But I didn’t get to finish the thought. He shifted lower on the pillow and brushed a kiss against my lips.
 
   “No,” he murmured, “I’m not going to sleep now. But that doesn’t mean you can’t.”
 
   I felt his grin against my mouth more than saw it.
 
   “Or at least,” he continued, “you could rest for a little while, until you’re ready for more. The night is still young.”
 
   I was smiling when I closed my eyes. As light as feathers, his fingers settled on my cheek, cupping, caressing ever so gently. I drifted into sleep with that touch anchoring me to him.
 
   I don’t remember dreaming, and I have no idea how long I remained asleep, but his hand was still there when I woke up. Still cool, too, like he’d just laid it on my skin. I opened my eyes and was startled by how close he was—close enough that I could have drowned in his gaze. Or kissed him.
 
   Before I could do either, he did one small, innocuous, meaningless thing that changed everything.
 
   He blinked.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Morgan—No. Not Morgan.
 
   Mr. Ward blinked. For a second, his eyes didn’t seem quite as dark, like an inner light brightened them.
 
   My heart was racing, my mind swirling even faster.
 
   Like the previous night, two realities were battling in my head. I knew which one I was in and which one I liked best, and they definitely weren’t the same. But why couldn’t they be the same?
 
   I had fun with Morgan. I liked him. I liked him a whole lot. Maybe we’d had sex a little fast—all right, there was no ‘maybe’ about it—but I didn’t regret it, not in either reality. He hadn’t pushed me into it. Both times, I’d been the one to initiate things. Not that he hadn’t been enthusiastic, but that first step had been mine to take.
 
   Maybe…
 
   Maybe if I took that first step now, Mr. Ward’s icy demeanor would melt and Morgan would emerge. Maybe he was only waiting for me.
 
   It was crazy, I know. Like I said, things had happened too fast in that alternate mind world or whatever you want to call it. Going too fast in the actual world couldn’t possibly be good. Add to that Mr. Ward’s antagonism toward me—or rather, our continued mutual antagonism toward each other—and the fact that there was an underlying element of coercion to everything I did since I was trapped in this house against my will…
 
   Crazy, yes. I must have lost my mind somewhere between reality and that lovely fantasy. Or maybe I had Stockholm Syndrome.
 
   Whatever the case, after a few seconds when he still hadn’t moved, I leaned forward, ever so slightly, until our lips brushed together. I watched his eyes close and was about to deepen the kiss when they snapped open again and he bolted out of the bed. And when I say bolted… Think bolt of lightning. That fast. And not just out of the bed, either. He was out of the room before I even knew what had happened.
 
   Clearly, only one of us enjoyed our fantasy meetings. The realization was about as pleasant as being drenched in icy water on a cold winter day
 
   With the shame and embarrassment of rejection flooding me, I could only be glad he wasn’t there to watch me leave his bed. And yes, I could leave, I realized after I had picked up my shoes and left the room, barefoot. I had no issues breathing or trouble controlling my body.
 
   The compulsion was apparently satisfied that I’d followed Miss Delilah’s order: I had slept in his bed. I have this weird mental image of a miniature-sized Miss Delilah sitting in my brain and commanding my lungs or legs to stop functioning properly if she didn’t like what I did. Not a pleasant image.
 
   I had been on my way back to my room when I passed the door that, in the fantasy, had led to the dining room. Feeling suddenly curious, I opened it, just enough to peek inside. The decor was the same as in the fantasy, except that the table was bare, with no placemats, candle, or rose. I closed the door again and tried to figure out what that meant. I had never set foot in that room, so its image had come from Mr. Ward.
 
   Which brought up the question: how much of the whole daydream was his doing? Last night, he’d said I made my own choices. They’d certainly felt like my own choices. But would I have known if they’d been forced on me?
 
   My head was reeling with the uncertainty of it all. I was beginning to feel trapped again, claustrophobic like I had that afternoon. I could have gone back down to the balcony. Instead, I went up to the sun room.
 
   The smells, the moist feel of the air on my skin, the heat, all of it slammed into me as soon as I pushed the door open. They brought me back to the fantasy—and erased the feeling of entrapment. I stopped a few steps in and turned to the flower Morgan had touched.
 
   Right here on this spot, we’d kissed, and there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that it had been my own doing. After all, he’d been surprised when I brought our mouths together. And if he’d only wanted us to have fantasy sex—sensual, soul-searing fantasy sex—he wouldn’t have needed to do the whole dinner-and-date charade; he could have made me enter his room when I’d gone to thank him for the shoes. The same shoes now dangling from my fingers.
 
   Feeling reassured, I continued along the concrete path, thinking I might sit for a while in the center of the room—not to fantasize about my fantasy, no, I’m not that pathetic. Really.
 
   Except, when I passed the curve in the path and the armchairs and chaise lounge came into sight, I realized I wasn’t the only one who had sought refuge here. Mr. Ward slouched in the same chair he’d occupied in our minds, his feet up on the coffee table in front of him, his gaze fixed straight ahead of him. A bottle of alcohol was on the floor next to him.
 
   I froze when I saw him. Very slowly, a little afraid that a sudden movement would attract his attention, I took a step back. I was about to turn around and walk away when he said, low enough that for a second I wondered if he’d spoken at all, “I’m sorry.”
 
   Was he speaking to me? He hadn’t moved or given any indication that he knew I was there. Should I reply and risk intruding? But if his words had been meant for me, what was he sorry about?
 
   I hadn’t decided yet whether to ask or just leave when he answered.
 
   “I’m sorry you got caught in this. This is a… family matter, and you’re being used like a pawn by someone trying to make a point. It’s not a fate I’d wish on anyone.”
 
   The echo of Morgan I could hear in his voice drew me forward. And yes, I knew that technically he was Morgan. But how else could I distinguish between those two sides of him—the one I wanted to kiss and the one that mostly brought snark out of me?
 
   Very slowly, I approached the sitting area. My first instinct was to sit by his side, like in the fantasy, but I changed my mind halfway through. Better to keep some distance and remember this was a different situation altogether. If I forgot, I might try to do something stupid again, like I had in the bedroom. So I sat on the chaise lounge, sideways to keep my feet on the ground, on the other side of the table across from him.
 
   He picked up the bottle from the floor and held it out toward me without a word. I shook my head.
 
   “What point is Mi… is Delilah trying to make?”
 
   In my head, I couldn’t think of her as anything other than ‘Miss Delilah,’ but aloud at least I could refuse her the honorific.
 
   Mr. Ward shrugged. “Nothing that would matter to you,” he said, and even though I was right across from him, he wasn’t looking at me.
 
   “Well, it’s the reason I’m here, so excuse me for thinking it does matter. A lot.”
 
   My voice turned harder with each word. It had absolutely no effect on him. My irritation grew a little deeper.
 
   “In the… in the fantasy? You said you were still trying to convince her to free me. How can you do that when you’re here and she’s in Paris?”
 
   He frowned at that. “Paris? How do you know she’s in Paris?”
 
   “When she called, I could see the Eiffel Tower behind her.”
 
   He nodded thoughtfully, his frown deepening a little more as he took another swig from the bottle and set it down again. Supporting himself on one arm, he raised his hips off the chair—a move that wasn’t suggestive in the slightest and didn’t cause my breath to hitch in my throat, not at all—and fished a half crushed pack of cigarettes from the back pocket of his pants.
 
   “Well?”I said, watching his every move as he pulled a cigarette from the pack and brought it to his lips. “Are you going to go there and drag her back here?”
 
   My fingers twitched. I couldn’t wait for him to light up. I hadn’t craved a smoke as much as I did right then in a long, long time. Was I under that much stress? Of course I was. And it wasn’t just the whole compulsion and captivity thing. It was also about the two sides of the man facing me, and how conflicted I was about him.
 
   He’d pulled a metal lighter from the pack, but he only played with it and didn’t even flick it open. Tugging the unlit cigarette from his lips, he answered without looking at me. “It’s useless. She’d be gone by the time I got there.”
 
   I watched him play with the cigarette and lighter. He was avoiding my gaze. What was he not telling me?
 
   “So… We’re just going to wait for her to come back?”
 
   He stood. “I told you, I’ll do my best to get you out of here. But I don’t know how long it’ll take.”
 
   Before I could say a word, he stepped away, not toward the staircase but in the opposite direction. As I watched him go, I wasn’t sure what annoyed me more: that once again he’d left me with no real answer, or that he’d taken away that damn cigarette without allowing me one whiff. Or maybe I was annoyed at myself for wanting to follow him so much —and not only for a hit of nicotine.
 
   I went after him, following the path between tropical trees and blooming orchids, some flowers bigger than my closed fist. I didn’t catch up with him, and soon I was standing in front of a glass wall. I must have missed a fork in the path or the way to an exit, because I couldn’t see any door. Instead I saw Mr. Ward on the other side of the glass, leaning against a security wall and looking out to the lights of the city.
 
   A red pinprick of light told me he’d finally lit up his cigarette, and again the need for nicotine flared through me. I was thinking about joining him when he pulled a cell phone from his pocket, pushed several buttons, and brought it to his ear. Who was he calling? Part of me hoped it was Miss Delilah, and that he really was trying to talk her into letting me go, as he had promised. Another, treacherous voice wondered if it would be so bad if I spent a few more days in the mansion.
 
   Those fantasies were obviously not doing much for my sanity—or my self-control.
 
   I was strong that night. I didn’t go after him or that cigarette, and instead I went back to my room.
 
   But I can’t say the same was true all those other nights until Miss Delilah finally came back to New York.
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   In her dream, Vivien had run. Now, she remained frozen, unable to move as time flashed before her.
 
   It made no sense.
 
   None of it did.
 
   The dead man, still as a rock, with a knife in his chest, blood soaking into the ground under him. The other one, his knives twirling and gleaming as he attacked Brad. Brad’s very presence on this trail when he had had no way of knowing where she would be. The knife that he, too, handled effortlessly. Or rather, knives. The killing blow had come from behind her—from where Brad had been. Had it really been Brad, the same shy man who thought dating her would not be proper, who had killed that first man? It had to be, since he suddenly pulled the knife out of the dead man’s chest to better counter his opponent.
 
   What was going on?
 
   Vivien wanted to run away, go home, and escape this madness. Or maybe wake up; this had to be another dream—another nightmare. The alternative was too outlandish. Yet she remained there, standing in the middle of the trail, watching sparks fly whenever Brad’s knives clashed against his opponent’s blades.
 
   A tiny part of her, the part that remembered six years of fencing lessons, was in awe of the two men’s technique, of the speed and agility with which they handled their weapons. Silver flashed faster than her eyes could follow, but still neither of them seemed to be hurt, at least not yet. It was bordering on incredible, actually. Who could be that fast in wielding a weapon—any weapon?
 
   All of a sudden, a thought struck Vivien, emerging from the haze of confusion. She had a phone! Why wasn’t she calling the police already?
 
   With trembling hands, she fumbled to unzip her pocket and pulled her phone out. She had time to dial 9-1 before a strong, cold hand closed over her phone and gently tugged it out of her hands. She gasped and looked up into Brad’s steely eyes.
 
   “Please come with me,” he said in a low voice. “You are not safe here.”
 
   The second man was nowhere to be seen.
 
   She hung on to the phone for a second, but when she saw the two knives sheathed on either side of Brad’s belt, the line of blood on his cheek, her mind turned blank, her fingers nerveless. He pulled the phone out of her hand and made it disappear into one of his pockets.
 
   “Not safe?” she repeated, feeling a little numb.
 
   “You will be, but not here. We have to go.”
 
   He curled an arm behind her back and steered her away while barely touching her. In just moments they were out of the park.
 
   Vivien couldn’t stop shaking. She wrapped her arms around herself, but it brought her no comfort. She wished Brad would talk to her, reassure her, explain what had happened—or say anything, really. Instead, he led her onward, his hand brushing against her back without ever settling there, urging her forward whenever she started to slow down.
 
   “What...what’s going on?” she finally managed to ask. “Who were those guys? Why do you have knives?”
 
   “I carry knives for occasions such as this one. Please hurry. We need to get you inside.”
 
   The loop of images going through her mind suddenly stopped on that first snapshot: the black-clad man falling to the ground with a knife in his chest. She stilled, unable to take one more step, and stared at Brad with wide eyes.
 
   “You killed a man,” she breathed, her disbelief shattering in front of simple facts.
 
   Brad considered her with eyes that had never seemed so cold before. “Two. They were going to take you, so I killed them. I will do it again any time I have to, this I swear to you. Now please, I need to get you to safety.”
 
   His arm pressed across her back, pushing lightly until she started to walk again.
 
   Should she run? Vivien couldn’t decide if she ought to try. Brad would catch her easily if she did, but there were a few people on the street, cars driving by, houses where she could ask for help. Was it worth taking the risk?
 
   She eyed the knives at his waist. He’d proved that he knew how to use those and had no qualms in drawing blood. What chance did she have when she had no weapon of her own?
 
   And still, even after witnessing his fight, Vivien could hardly believe that Brad could or would hurt anyone, let alone her. Could it have been a prank? Fake blood, retractable blades, some elaborate act... The university had a very active role-playing group; she’d seen them on campus before, wearing realistic helmets and carrying swords as though they had been on their way to kill a dragon rather than off to attend a chemistry lecture. But why here, why now, why involve her?
 
   Before she could make up her mind to run, it was already too late. They had reached an apartment building, and Brad guided her to a first-floor apartment. He reached to open the door, and as she watched his wrist when he turned the key in the lock, she realized it was all even worse than she had thought.
 
   The skin on the inside of his wrist was pale and clean, free of any tattoo.
 
   It wasn’t Brad. This man—this killer—had Brad’s face and voice, but he wasn’t—couldn’t be—Brad. Were they brothers? Twins? Or was it only a mask? An extraordinary coincidence?
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
   She jerked back, finally knowing what she had to do, if not what was going on. The only reason she had followed this man was because she had thought she knew him, and part of her had believed him when he said he had been protecting her. But if he wasn’t Brad, how could she believe anything he said?
 
   She turned around, finally ready to escape, and gasped when she almost ran straight into Brad. Or was it someone else who only looked like Brad? Needing to know, she took hold of his hand and turned his wrist upward. The familiar tattoo gleamed under the hallway lights. She breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Brad’s gaze flew between Vivien and his doppelganger.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Inside,” the other man grunted, at the same time as Vivien said, “Help me! He killed two men!”
 
   Brad’s reaction was nothing Vivien could have expected. His hand twisted in Vivien’s grip so that he captured hers and pulled her in through the open door.
 
   “Only two?” he asked the other man. “Are there more coming?”
 
   Never before had the sound of a closing door seemed so ominous.
 
   “Probably. He sent us to get her, but knowing him, he sent another unit as back up.”
 
   Stunned, Vivien let herself be led to an old, battered sofa that had seen better days. Her knees all but gave in under her and she sat, clutching her hands in front of her, watching the two men standing in front of her like mirror images of each other. Brad reached for the other man’s face and rubbed off the dried blood on his cheek with his thumb. The cut underneath was little more than a pale line, as though it’d been healed for days.
 
   “Do you think they’re vampires, too?”
 
   Vivien frowned, now certain she had heard wrong—either that, or it was all just a big game. Not-Brad never even cracked a smile at the word ‘vampire.’
 
   “Probably. A unit usually has two vampires and a channeler. You did shield—”
 
   “This place? Of course. With all the Quickening I could gather. She’s safe here. But if they’re looking for traces of channeling, they’ll find us fast. We should get her home and soon.”
 
   At that, they both turned to look down at her. Yet again, Vivien was struck by how similar they looked. Still...something in the way they held themselves set them apart. Brad seemed more relaxed, while his double stood straight, his shoulders squared. He seemed ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice. And then, there were their eyes. Brad’s eyes were a pale blue, like a bright sky. The other man’s were blue-gray, almost metallic looking.
 
   “What’s going on?” Vivien breathed. She hated how much her voice trembled, and tried to firm up her words when she said, “If this is all just a joke, I swear—”
 
   “Vivien, no.” Brad stepped closer and sat on the sofa near her, his body angled toward her. “This is not a joke. You are in danger, and Aedan—” He nodded at the other man, who had retreated to stand by the wall. “—and I want nothing more than to keep you safe.”
 
   “Safe from who?” She shook her head. “Who is he?” she gestured at—Aedan, was it? “Why did he kill those men rather than just call the police?” And speaking of the police... She held her hand out toward Aedan, palm up. “I want my phone back.”
 
   Aedan didn’t move. His eyes were on her, as cold as ever, but he didn’t seem to have heard a word of what she said. He was as immobile as a statue, his hands at his side close to the knives. He was so still, in fact, he didn’t even appear to breathe.
 
   “Safe from a very powerful man called Rhuinn,” Brad said, drawing her attention back to him. “He’s the ruler of our world. Aedan is my twin. He killed those men because they were after you and the police couldn’t have done a thing to stop them. And that is also why we are not going to call them.”
 
   Annoyance coursed through Vivien, chasing away what remained of her fear. He had answered each of her questions, and still he hadn’t explained anything. She closed her hands into fists and stood. At once, both brothers tensed.
 
   “You’re not making any sense,” she said as calmly as she could. “I’m going home.”
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