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        Remember when I said that secrets never stay buried?

        Well, neither does the past...

      

        

      
        Someone from Crispin's human life reemerges

        leaving us both reeling in shock.

      

        

      
        If that wasn't enough-

        My mate was dying,

        and I was hiding a secret that would change our lives forever.

      

        

      
        Suddenly,

        the threat of someone dethroning all the leaders became very real.

        We were in for the fight of our lives to save all vampirekind.

      

        

      
        Just another annual Conclave at the Citadel, right?
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      I stretched and groaned, reaching across the bed for Crispin, feeling nothing but the cool sheets. I frowned, but I wasn’t surprised. With so much preparation going on for our trip to the Conclave, he was bound to be busy. But I missed my vampire king.

      He, unlike me, was able to stay awake during the day, though it took a toll on his energy. He still needed at least a couple of hours of sleep daily to keep from feeling the fatigue. I just wished he would stay in bed with me until I woke up. It was such a silly, small thing, but I loved his face being the first thing I saw every night.

      I let out a sigh and decided to pack in my pity party. Once this trip was over, I knew we would get back to our regular schedule. I also knew what my mom meant when she teased my dad about becoming a football widow. Every year, especially closer to the Superbowl, my dad would be glued to the tv. My mom was a good sport, though. She took his mental absence as an excuse to do things she enjoyed, usually reading a book.

      I climbed into the shower and let the hot spray wash away my melancholy. I had just finished washing my hair when I felt him.

      Large hands slid around my ribcage to land over my breasts. He rubbed his palms over both globes, my nipples turning hard in an instant.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t with you when you woke up,” his deep voice was in my ear and caused shivers to run up my spine that had nothing to do with being cold.

      I placed my palms against the decorative rock wall of the shower and moaned at the feeling of him plucking at my nipples. “I know, Crispin. It’s okay.”

      He growled and spun me around to face him before he lifted me off my feet. I instinctively wrapped my legs around his waist and held on to his shoulders even though I knew that he would never, ever drop me or do anything that would cause me pain.

      I looked into his gray eyes. Currently, they were darker, like a stormy sky. Sometimes, though, they were lighter gray. But when his wolf, his inner beast, was pushing through, his eyes were a bright mercury silver. But this stormy gray? He was bothered by something.

      “Hunter, I could feel your sadness.” His voice was a low growl tinged with regret.

      “Oh, Crispin. I told you before, I understand, and I meant it. You don’t have to feel bad. You have a very important job to do. Sometimes it will have to come first even if you don’t want it to.” I placed a kiss on his strong jaw. “I know you will make it up to me.” I gave him a saucy wink that I knew would make him forget about my sadness at waking up alone and instead focus on that heavy, hard rod that was currently pulsing against my belly. I brushed the wet, dark hair off of his forehead.

      “Still, I will strive to be better at meeting your needs. Being busy is no excuse for neglecting my mate.”

      The wink didn’t work, or at least not as well as I had hoped it would. He was too apologetic to catch the hint I was throwing his way. I knew I had to step it up if I wanted to feel the bliss I knew was waiting for us both. I arched my back against the wall while successfully thrusting my breasts out to brush against his chest. He glanced down and growled, and I watched as his stormy eyes flashed to bright silver before flashing back to a less dark gray.

      I almost had him, but I’d have to pull out the big guns.

      I rotated my hips, causing my center to slide over the base of his cock and myself to moan wantonly.

      “Please, stop beating yourself up, Crispin. But if you’d like to make it up to me, I won’t mind.” I barely had the words out before he had me adjusted at the perfect angle that allowed him to glide into my channel with ease. I threw my head back to thunk against the wall and gasped out at the delicious fullness. “Yes!”

      Crispin growled and leaned forward, pressing me firmly into the wall. We were connected fully from pelvis to chest, and not even the water could get between us. I knew what he wanted and tilted my head to the side, bearing my neck to his hungry gaze. He didn’t wait another second before he struck, sending his sharp fangs deep into my neck. Stars danced behind my eyelids as he pulled on my blood, the ecstasy enough to have me fall over into bliss.

      He withdrew his fangs, not bothering to seal the wound since it would be fully healed within seconds anyway. Instead, he waited until I came down from my release before tilting his own neck to the side and growling deeply, “Drink!”

      I sank my fangs into the soft flesh of his neck and tightened my hold on his arms. I knew that, just as always happened, Crispin would go wild. He loves to fuck me, and he loves when I drink from him. But when I do both at the same time? He goes crazy. All I could do was hold on for the ride. Oh, what a delicious ride it was, too.

      He sped up his pace, and his growls grew louder as the seconds ticked by with each thrust. Until he lost his rhythm, and I could feel him as he grew larger inside of me. I took one last sip when I couldn’t handle it anymore and pulled my fangs out. Instead, I placed my mouth against his shoulder to muffle my screams as another climax tore through me as he ground his pelvis against mine and his heated release filled me to overflowing.

      I panted as he gave slow, lazy thrusts, prolonging both of our pleasure.

      “That was…” I couldn’t finish. There were no words that could do justice to what he and I had together.

      “Everything,” he finished for me and kissed my lips tenderly. “You are my everything, Hunter. Don’t ever forget what you mean to me. I love you.”

      My eyes welled up at his words. He had said them to me in one form or another many times, but for some reason, hearing them now made me feel overwhelmed in a good way.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered and snuggled my face into the crook of his neck.

      He chuckled. “Are you finished in here?” he asked with humor lacing his tone. He wasn’t forcing me to let go of his waist with my legs, seeming content to continue to let me hang off of him like a barnacle.

      “Um-hmm,” I nodded and let him carry me out of the large shower stall. He pulled a giant, fluffy towel off of the warmer and wrapped it around my back before setting me gently on the counter. He took both ends of my towel and pulled it securely around me. I didn’t feel like moving my limbs, but I did anyway so I could hold onto the towel. It was warm and soft, and I felt like I could just snuggle into it and sleep for the rest of the night.

      I watched his butt as he walked back over to the towel warmer and grabbed his own towel. He quickly rubbed it over his naturally tanned, olive skin tone and his dark hair, making it stand out in every direction. I knew that very few, if any, had ever seen him this way. He was vulnerable, his guard was down, and he was just himself without needing to be the king. I didn’t know which I loved more.

      “Open,” he commanded, and I obediently opened my mouth, letting him place my toothbrush against my teeth. He hummed contentedly as he brushed my teeth for me, and I let him, just staring up at his male beauty while he concentrated on taking care of me. Knowing his background when he was still human, I could easily envision him as a mighty gladiator with a spear or sword, fighting animals and other men for survival. His physique was just so muscular and lean, with no extra fat anywhere on him. I could trace each groove and dip with my fingertip, and I had.

      He was tall and strong. His beauty wasn’t anything less than masculine with his firm, square jaw. His lips weren’t plush, but they were well-shaped. His nose was straight and maybe just a tiny touch big, but his face supported it easily. His black eyelashes were thick enough to make most women jealous, and his black eyebrows were straight slashes above his usually serious gray eyes.

      Everything about this vampire drew me in. I was still in awe that he was mine forever. I didn’t know how or why, but I wasn’t going to fight it. He loved me as much as I loved him, and that was all that mattered.

      “Spit,” he said, and I leaned over and spat my mouthful of minty foam into the sink. “Good girl,” he smirked and then reloaded the toothbrush with fresh paste before popping in his own mouth. It didn’t take him long to complete his task as we stared at each other.

      After he spit and rinsed, he picked me up again and carried me through our bedroom and into our closet. He set me down on the large island that was in the middle of the room. The island held things like socks, underwear, ties, watches, and jewelry. It was where he often placed me if we were getting ready for the night together.

      Crispin loved taking care of me, and I loved every second that he did. I felt cherished and loved. For so many years, I had worked myself to exhaustion taking care of my sister. He knew that and vowed at the beginning to always cherish me. I would have protested how much he did for me, but he swore that it was what he wanted. He was doing what he loved most. He didn’t always do every little thing for me, but there were times, like tonight, when he sensed I needed just a little bit more.

      I didn’t know exactly why I was feeling clingy, but I was thankful that he understood. I was also grateful that he was comfortable showing this side of himself to me. While with the rest of the world, he stayed stoic and severe. With me, he was vulnerable and open. He hid nothing from me, and that, more than anything, made me trust him and love him more than I would have ever thought it would be possible to love another human being.

      He slipped on a pair of boxer briefs and walked over to my side of the closet, and looked through the offerings. I could swear that I still hadn’t worn at least half of what was in there, and there seemed to be more that magically popped up periodically when I wasn’t looking.

      He held out a dress in each hand and lifted a brow. I tapped the tip of my finger against my lip and hummed, looking back and forth, back and forth, until he growled and rushed towards me, dropping both dresses on the floor and wrapping me up in a big hug as I screamed and laughed. He nuzzled his nose into my neck and hummed as I sighed with pleasure and still occasionally erupted into giggles.

      “What am I going to do with you, Hunter?” He murmured.

      I watched as he sauntered back over to the discarded dresses and bent over to pick them up. My eyes stayed glued to his very finely formed backside and sucked on my bottom lip to stop myself from drooling.

      I wasn’t able to school my face quick enough when he turned around and was caught red-handed, practically panting after my mate. He smirked before holding out a navy blue maxi dress to me. I huffed in feigned annoyance.

      “You’re lucky that’s the one I was going to choose anyway.”

      He said nothing and just looked at me in that way of his that made everyone in his presence want to confess their sins. I just grinned wide and slipped the soft jersey material over my head. When I popped my head through the hole, I hadn’t expected him to be suddenly right there in my face.

      He growled and nipped my lip as I laughed. “Never change, mate. You are the one thing in this world I could never live without.”
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      “I’m not sure about this…” Jenna said for the fiftieth time as the SUV pulled to a stop on the tarmac next to Crispin’s private jet.

      Just like he did with the house and all the vehicles, the jet was completely kitted out in all manner of protective measures. But just like the luxury that he surrounded himself with when it came to his house and cars, the jet was like a mini-mansion with wings.

      “You’re going, and that’s final!” I turned to Jenna, Jared’s mate, and raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want to be separated from your mate for days?”

      Jenna was new to the mansion. She hadn’t been living there long, but she and Jared met long before he was turned into a vampire. At the same time, I needed to quit my job at the diner so I could concentrate more on becoming a Hunter. Jenna showed up on the run from a bad situation. Unfortunately, that situation managed to find her and follow her back here. He started going on a bloody killing spree, offing anyone that had helped her get away from him.

      Honestly, it was sheer luck that her mother managed to survive. If it weren’t for the bad guy using her for leverage, she probably would have been just as dead as the rest. It was also pure luck that Jared finally decided he was ready, with a slight nudge from Crispin, to go claim his mate. The night he showed up was a night that could have gone so much different for Jenna. But luck, fate, or whatever term a person chose to call it, Jared ended up in the right place at precisely the right time. He saved the girl and, with the help of the rest of us, got rid of the bad guy once and for all.

      That same night that he killed the bad guy also happened to be when he accepted his gift. Or his gift was ready to be accepted. The details were slightly fuzzy from when Crispin tried to explain. Regardless, Jared is now the proud owner of a deadly wolf, much like Crispin’s wolf. Secretly, I find it interesting the two people from the same house were given the same gift. Especially when having a wolf is considered very rare.

      Jenna was huddled into her coat. Since she was human, the weather affected her much more than it did to us vampires. I felt the chill of the early evening breeze, but I could get away with just a long-sleeved shirt. Her cheeks were almost as pink as her strawberry blond hair.

      “No,” she pouted.

      We stood outside the jet with her arm through mine. “Look,” I lowered my voice even though everyone was likely to hear every word we were saying. “I know it sounds scary, and I can’t promise that there won’t be drama, but vampires there are pretty much the same as vampires here.” I hoped, really hoped, I wasn’t talking out of my ass because I really didn’t know. I knew a few Councilmembers through teleconferences, but I hadn’t been to the island where the Citadel was located.

      “There are assholes in every group, so I’m sure that there will be a few of those there, too. But overall? I doubt there will be any issues.” I looked at her to see that she was biting her lip. “What is it you are really worried about?”

      She shifted from foot to foot and looked down. “They are like royalty, right?”

      Ahhh. She wasn’t scared to travel or be around vampires. She was worried about being inferior. “I wouldn’t call them royalty. I mean, Crispin’s a king, right? I’d say they are more like royal advisors. Their job is to oversee all vampire kind by ensuring the laws are upheld. They also make new laws or, in the case of Sean,” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder, “they ensure that punishment is dealt out.”

      She looked past me to where the car was pulling onto the tarmac and turned to drive this way. “Why didn’t Crispin just discipline him? He was one of his sentinels, and it is his territory.”

      “Oh, trust me, Crispin would have been happy to rip his head off for what he did. But because this is a big issue that concerns all vampires and because he has information that I may not have been able to extract from him yet, the Council needed to get involved. But more than anything, they plan to punish him.”

      We watched as Sasha and Rhys, two of Crispin’s sentinels, took Sean by the arms and walked him towards us. He was wearing chains on his ankles and his hands, but he wasn’t going anywhere. He would stay docile as a lamb until I told him differently.

      There wasn’t an official name for what my gift was. It was a compulsion, but it went much further than simply telling someone what to do. Nearly every single vampire in existence had at least a minor form of compulsion. It was necessary for when they needed to drink from a human. It was against vampire law to drink from a human without forcing them to forget afterward. Humans weren’t ready for the truth that was out there. They may never be.

      I was able to tell someone to do literally anything at all. Whereas compulsion is a very strong suggestion, and the ones with a weaker gift couldn’t force a vampire to do anything, mine was impossible to ignore. When I used it on somebody, anyone, they were like a mindless zombie. Because I had him under a compulsion to do nothing, I had to tell Sean to use the restroom, to eat, to sleep. I hated it. I have only had my gift for a few weeks, so I was still learning about it. I had been practicing with different commands. It seemed some were more extreme than others. If I told Sean to behave, it was too broad of a request. He could be hateful and violent without hurting anyone. If I told him to keep his mouth shut, he would starve to death. At this point, it was easier just to make him sit and do nothing, even if I did have to tell him to take a daily shit.

      I watched as they escorted him up the stairs and into the interior of the plane before turning back to Jenna. “Come on. The guys are waiting for us to get settled in. Are you going to be okay?” I asked as we took the stairs side by side.

      She nodded her head, though it seemed a little reluctant. “Yeah. But is there any way I could just stay in the hotel room the whole time we are there?” She sounded so hopeful, and I laughed.

      “I doubt we’d be able to get away with it, honestly. Too many people will be there when we arrive. There is no way they wouldn’t realize that we have a human with us. I don’t know. Maybe Jared could just say you are his personal meal on wheels.”

      She gasped and turned to me, smacking my arm as I couldn’t stop laughing. By the time we were up the stairs, and inside the jet, we were both laughing hysterically. I wiped my eyes when I saw Crispin and smiled at the humor that was dancing in his eyes when he looked at me. Then, I saw him slide his eyes over to Jenna and then back to me with a question in them.

      

      She’ll be okay—just some nerves about being around super important people.

      

      He snorted quietly, which drew several eyes his way. After being with him for so many years, most of his sentinels had never heard Crispin laugh, had never seen him in any way that wasn’t strictly quiet and serious. They were still getting used to the occasional smile or chuckle coming from him.

      

      We will need to keep an eye on her, though I don’t think she will be much of an issue.

      

      I settled into my seat beside Crispin and snuggled into his side. Truth be told, I was probably just as nervous about going to the island as Jenna. Maybe even more. The Council was intimidating to begin with, but being face to face with them was a whole new level of terrifying. Not to mention, all the other royal leaders would be there as well, along with their own entourages.

      I thanked the flight attendant for the steaming cup of coffee he placed in my hand. I took several sips before setting it onto the table between our seats that were facing Jared and Jenna’s. They were talking quietly and looked so sweet together.

      Once we were in the air, I turned to Crispin. “Maybe you should tell us what to expect during this trip.”

      My words caught the attention of everyone, including the sentinels sitting across the aisle from us. Ariel, Rhys, Dom, and Matthew all pivoted in their seats to show they were paying attention. Of course, though, since this was an annual thing, I was sure they’d all accompanied Crispin to the Conclave at least once before.

      Crispin took a drink from his coffee cup before beginning. “The Conclave is mostly a lot of meetings with the leaders and the Council. We will discuss all manner of things such as territories and complaints. In addition, there will be discussions about the revenant activity. Obviously, we will be spending a great deal of time discussing the recent issues with the takeover attempt. Beyond that, there will be an opportunity for the leaders to propose new laws or request changes to the current ones.”

      “That sounds boring,” Jenna said with a frown. “An entire week of sitting in meetings that could probably be held on a conference call?”

      Rhys snickered from across the aisle. Crispin gave him a look with a raised eyebrow.

      “I’ve had to sit in those meetings with Crispin in the past. Trust me, while it can be extremely boring, having that many people in one room with giant egos and inflated sense of self-worth, it can get pretty entertaining.”

      Crispin grunted in agreement. “Only one other person from each of the leader’s group may sit in on the meetings, though they are not allowed to participate in the discussions. Luckily none of you will have to accompany me since Ivy will be expected to attend with me.” He teased.

      I let out a groan. “Do I have to?” I whined. Crispin gave me a little squeeze on my thigh, his eyes laughing at me.

      “I am just teasing. But, Jeanne will be there.”

      “Hmmm, while I’d love to meet and talk with her face to face, I’m not sure it will be worth it,” I said honestly.

      He leaned over and whispered in my ear so low only I could hear him. “What if, at the end of each night, I reward you?” His deep voice against my ear nearly put me in a state of bliss.

      “Well...maybe?” I mean, he wouldn’t be able to hold himself back from me anyway. He hasn’t been able to keep away from me since the moment he claimed me.

      “But, the first night and last night there,” he continued after sitting back in his seat again, “There will be a formal gathering that every person will be welcome to attend regardless of status. The one tomorrow night will be a dinner. One of the Council will give a speech welcoming everyone to the Conclave. The final night will likely be drinks and finger foods while everyone mingles and, again, there will be a speech thanking everyone for attending.”

      “What if someone doesn’t want to attend the formal events?” Jenna asked with her hand raised as if she were in school.

      Crispin inclined his head. “I would understand if you aren’t comfortable in a strange environment.”

      “Thank you. I just...well, I didn’t bring anything to wear to a formal dinner.” She sounded embarrassed, so I had to reassure her quickly.

      “Don’t worry. I actually brought you some formal wear. It was going to be a surprise, but now you know.” I smiled at her.

      “That’s so sweet! Thank you, Ivy.”

      “Of course. That’s what besties are for.” I gave her a wink, and she laughed.

      “Well, I appreciate it,” she insisted.

      “You’re welcome,” I said softly. I turned back to Crispin. “So what is everyone supposed to do while you are doing boring things?” I grinned.

      “There will be different events that you can choose to go to. The sentinels will be able to attend seminars for training as well as have opportunities to spar with others. Each day there will be luncheons and, at the end of each night, there will be a cocktail hour to allow you to unwind before sunrise.”

      “Will there be other humans?” Jenna asked with a frown.

      Crispin inclined his head. “You would be surprised. A couple of the leaders have human consorts. Several will have brought their favorite humans as a source of nutrition.”

      I laughed. “That’s an interesting way of saying they brought their own lunch with them.” Everyone else snickered.

      “Do you know what other activities there will be?”

      “Where we are going is a tropical island. So you can spend your time on the beach or exploring. There are also a few different pools and even some shopping you can do. It is basically a small city with all the conveniences of one.”

      “Oh wow. That sounds interesting.” Jenna finally looked less apprehensive.

      “I assure you, Miss Caruthers, you won’t be bored.”

      She nodded her head and leaned it to rest on Jared’s shoulder.

      “Is there anything else that we should know?” I asked.

      “Stay out of trouble.”
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      After a long but uneventful flight, we were finally taxiing down a runway. I couldn’t see much outside the window but trees and a hint of the ocean. I was weirdly apprehensive. For so long, I had known that this trip was coming and, though I wasn’t really eager to go, I hadn’t felt this level of trepidation. It was almost like a foreboding. I didn’t know what was bothering me, though, so I tried to shake it off.

      Once we came to a complete stop, we each stood and stretched out our muscles. The co-pilot came out of the cockpit and greeted us, asking about the flight and if we were all doing okay after the long journey. We all thanked him for his concern.

      He tipped his hat. “I’m going to go pull your luggage out. If you give me just a few minutes, I will have you all sorted out so you can be on your way.” He exited out through the door and left us to gather what belongings we carried with us onto the jet. The sentinels went first, followed by Jared leading a tired-looking Jenna by the hand.

      I turned to Crispin. “Are you sure everything will be okay while we are here?”

      He placed a large palm on my cheek and leaned down to rub his nose alongside mine. “Everything will be fine, Hunter. No one is allowed to break the laws on this island and live. No one will hurt you or anyone else we’ve brought with us. Not unless they want to die.”

      I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before nodding. “Okay,” I whispered.

      He swiped his thumb over my bottom lip with heat barely banked in his eyes before he took a step back and held out his arm for me to slide mine through.

      “Shall we?”

      “As long as you are with me, I can go anywhere,” I said, even though I knew it sounded cheesy. It was the truth.

      His eyes showed how much he wanted to take this moment between us further, but we both knew it wasn’t the time or place. He stepped back from me, making my body shiver at the loss of his heat. He took my hand and led me out of the plane.

      My first sight of the island wasn’t that impressive. There was just the airfield we were standing on visible and the trees that were obscuring the beach. The air was cool but definitely not cold like it had been back on our mountain.

      The rest of our group was standing next to a small, nondescript black bus. It looked like it couldn’t hold more than 12 people, which was fine. It was my understanding that there was a limit of no more than ten people in any leader’s party. I was sure that most would bring the limit, whereas Crispin decided the rest of the sentinels would be better off staying back home and keeping an eye on things. Honestly, he wouldn’t have brought Jared and Jenna if I hadn’t asked him to.

      We walked over to the bus after thanking the pilot and crew. All of our luggage had been fully loaded into the back of the vehicle. The flight crew had accommodations at a hotel-like building that was just off the airfield. Jared had explained that they weren’t allowed to go to the center of the island where the Conclave was being held, but they would have full access to the beach, and other entertainment had been set up for them.

      The sentinels started climbing inside as we approached, leaving Crispin and myself to take the front seats. The ride was surprisingly smooth. I had been on public transportation many times in my past, and they were almost always dirty, smelly, and the ride was bumpy. This bus looked like it was brand spanking new off the showroom floor. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was because the Council wanted to impress the vampires or if the vampires expected or demanded it.

      Once we stopped outside of a building, we each exited as several valets rushed to the back of the bus to offload our luggage and whisked it away before I could even ask Crispin where they were going. A tall, thin man stepped up to our group with a polite, reserved smile.

      “Good evening, Lord Decius. My name is Frederick, and I will be honored to show you and your guests to your rooms.” He gave a respectful bow. Not too shallow as to appear disrespectful, but not too deep to look like he was being flippant. The man had his bows down. I wondered how old he was and how long he’d been working this job. And then I felt bad for him because if a vampire lived all eternity as a bellhop or a valet, then that meant they had pretty much zero Power and would likely never become more.

      “They will have everything delivered to each of our assigned rooms,” he explained and gestured in the direction that the bellhops went with the luggage. “You are assigned to the fifth floor.” He gestured to the row elevators across the way.

      The room we were in was just one large open space. It was flawlessly amazing. The floors were gray and white marble with threads of silver. There were two sets of columns in rows of three that looked like pure white marble. The only decoration in the entire room was a large round table just past the entrance where we were all still standing, trying to take in the grandeur of the place.

      The floor-to-ceiling windows had long filmy curtains that draped delicately across the floor where they hung. I wondered if they were treated the way Crispin’s were to avoid any vampire from being caught in the sunlight.

      “What is the purpose of this giant room?” I whispered.

      Crispin grunted. “There is no purpose. This room is simply the entry hall for the guest’s castle. Ostentatious, isn’t it?” This was coming from someone who expected the finest furnishings and decor in his own home. I snickered.

      I walked towards the large round table and saw the maps that had been thoughtfully arranged for the guests to take. “This is convenient.” I handed one to everyone else and looked at my own to study it. “Holy shit!” I whispered in awe. The guest castle was huge! Even from the picture I was looking at, it was apparent that the room we were currently standing in, though very large, was nothing compared to the overall size of the building. It could have been a mop closet; that was how large the castle was.

      I turned to Crispin and held up the map, and pointed. “You...he said the fifth floor.”

      He inclined his head, one black eyebrow raised in question.

      “There are probably fifty rooms on that floor!”

      “Quite possibly,” he responded with a tip of his lips. “But I do not believe there are quite that many.”

      “I’m going to get so lost,” I moaned.

      “Maybe we should utilize the buddy system. You know? Never go anywhere alone?” Jenna asked.

      “Actually,” Crispin responded with a finger pointed towards Jenna, “that is an excellent idea and one we should think about utilizing. Now, let’s get up to our rooms before settling in for the rest of the night.”

      Crispin took my hand and pulled me to the bank of elevators before pushing one of the buttons.

      “It’s a little strange seeing an elevator inside of a castle,” I remarked as I watched the tick by much quicker than what I would have seen in the average business building.

      Frederick decided that was the perfect opening for him to help us learn more about the castle we were staying in for the next week. “Since the castle is so old, constant work is being done to manage the upkeep. However, it continues to be modernized throughout the years.” He looked down at me with a somber look, but he couldn’t hide the amused twinkle in his eyes. “You will be pleased to hear they have indoor plumbing.”

      I huffed at him and crossed my arms over my chest in faux indignation. “Well, the joke’s on you, buddy. It just so happens that I am elated that they have indoor plumbing.”

      Everyone was laughing as we piled onto the elevator car. After Frederick pressed the button for the fifth floor, we ascended so swiftly I was concerned that we left my stomach on the bottom floor.

      “Oh no!” A panicked cry came from Jenna, and we all turned as one to look at her. I watched on helplessly as she doubled over, hands on her knees, and was breathing deeply in and out. Jared was rubbing soothing circles on her back, trying to be helpful but looking very unsure as to what he should do for her.

      Finally, she stood up and fanned her face with her hand. “That was awful. I will be happy to take the stairs in the future.” Her face was starting to get some color back into it, and Jared was finally beginning to relax again now that his mate was no longer on the verge of vomiting all over the burgundy plush and polished chrome elevator car. I wondered what Fredrick would have to say about that?

      “Alright, everyone, let us get to our rooms so we can all settle in.” Crispin looked up at the plaque in front of the elevators and turned to the right. Based on the map that I was still holding in my hand, the guest living quarters were in one long line on each floor. The elevators were on one side of the corridor and the rooms on the other. Considering I could barely see the end of the hallway, it could possibly be a very long walk.

      “Each floor has its own amenities,” Frederick started as he led us down the never-ending hall. “There will be a small cafeteria at the end of each hall, as well as a gym for both sparring and weapons training. But the other places you will want to visit, such as the library, bar, restaurant, shops, and beauty salon, are all on the bottom floor.”

      He stopped in front of a door and held out an actual key to Crispin. “This is one of the five rooms that has been assigned to your party. This happens to be the largest suite, so I assume you will want to take this room for yourself.” Crispin took the key and inclined his head in thanks. Frederick held up the remaining keys. “The rest of these rooms are, of course, right here in this section. We do not wish to force your group to separate. Your luggage would have already been delivered to your rooms. However, I have to apologize ahead of time, as they might not be in the rooms you prefer.”

      “That is quite alright, and we appreciate the help regardless.” Crispin thanked the guy after taking the rest of the keys. We all repeated thanks as he went into another perfect bow before turning back towards the elevators we had come up on.

      I turned to look at the rest of the group. “Ummm, should we make plans to meet up before the dinner tomorrow night?” I turned to Crispin. “Do you know what time it starts?”

      “I will have to double-check the agenda for any late changes, but it should start at 2 a.m.” He walked over to the closest door and pulled the numbered key from the pile in his hand. The door swung open soundlessly on well-oiled hinges to reveal a room dominated by blues of every shade. Surprisingly, it wasn’t overwhelming. Their interior designer was outstanding. I was actually looking forward to a peek in the other rooms now.

      There were two sets of matching suitcases sitting just inside the door. I turned to look at who’s they were when Ariel stepped forward and glanced around. “Not bad.” She turned to eye both Crispin and me. “If I’m right next door, you guys will keep it down, right?”

      I felt my face heat and cleared my throat. “Of course.”

      She snickered. “I’m just giving you a hard time.”

      We continued down the corridor, Crispin unlocking the doors and distributing keys along the way. Each room was similar in style and layout and had a different color theme, which I thought was interesting. They each had a sitting area, three doors leading to bedrooms, and a shared bathroom. There was a small dinette set to go with the kitchenette. They all looked comfortable. Definitely a step up from any hotels I had ever been in.

      When we reached the last door, we had made it to the end of the hallway. There was a small table sitting under a window with heavy drapes and a large crystal vase of roses. The remaining two doors opened to a small gym with all the necessary equipment for a decent workout and a kitchen with a lounge area. The lounge was comfortable looking, with a large sectional and several cozy chairs sitting in front of a mounted television. Closer to the kitchen was an arrangement of tables and chairs. There were enough that it was clear two groups would have to share the area. That could prove interesting, depending on what group was settled in next to ours.

      “Nice,” I commented. Crispin’s mansion had a similar setup for the sentinels to hang out in when not on duty.

      We walked back out into the hall and noticed a door across from the recreational room. It was the only door on that side of the hallway. Jenna walked over to it and turned the knob before peering inside.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she sighed with relief. “It’s a stairway. I won’t have to worry about getting sick every time I go up or down in the elevator.” Jared grinned and placed a kiss on her head.

      Crispin looked at his watch. “It’s an hour before sunrise. Explore if you desire, but make sure you are in your rooms soon.” He took my hand and began leading me back in the direction we came from.

      I waved over my shoulder. “Bye, guys! See you tomorrow night!”

      A round of ‘goodnights’ sounded from behind me, and soon we were back in front of our door. We hadn’t been inside yet, and after seeing the other rooms, I couldn’t deny that I was seriously curious about ours. I couldn’t hold back the laughter as we stepped in and looked around.

      “Are you sure you don’t have the same interior designer that they used?”

      Crispin smirked and looked at me. “It’s a distinct possibility.”

      The suite was much larger than the other rooms with a sunken living area, but the rest of the layout was similarly set up, except with only one door leading to a bedroom. But the color scheme could have been taken from the sitting room we used most often at the mansion. The reds and golds were nearly identical.

      Crispin scooped me up to carry me bridal style through the spacious room. “Let’s see if the shower is the same as well.”
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      I woke up and stretched my arm out, and smiled sleepily when my hand encountered a warm body next to me. I turned over onto my belly to see Crispin typing on his laptop.

      “Hey,” I said, watching him. He was so handsome he took my breath away. He was reclining against a pillow dressed in nothing but a pair of silky black lounge pants. “Whatcha doing?” I asked before snuggling closer to his side.

      He reached over and rubbed a large hand over my arm. “Sleep well, my Hunter?“ he queried.

      “It’s not home, but I really wouldn’t know the difference since I’m dead to the world while I’m sleeping. I wonder if it would make a difference if I slept on a cement floor.”

      “Likely not, but you might not feel completely rested if your body stayed uncomfortable the entire day.” He closed his laptop and set it on the bedside table. “I was just returning correspondence with my Regionals.”

      He turned to me and gave me the sweetest kiss, making my toes curl, and my heart speed up. “That’s nice,” I said dreamily, relishing in his attention. “I should get up and brush my teeth,” I said while accepting another sweet kiss, tasting the mint on his lips.

      “You could,” he agreed, reaching out to my breast and giving the hardening nipple a swipe with his thumb. “Or, you can just lie there and allow me to have my wicked way with you.”

      He rolled me over onto my back and fit himself over me, falling into the juncture of my thighs when I opened my legs. There was a sheet covering me, but it didn’t stop me from feeling the proof of his desire for me. I would never get used to being with this man and the feelings he evoked in me.

      It wasn’t long before he scooped me up and carried me into the bathroom to wash himself off of me. My body was languid, relishing the feeling of euphoria that was always there after he thoroughly made love to me.

      I hummed in satisfaction while he washed my skin. “What’s the plan for tonight?” I asked when he set me down on the built-in shower seat.

      “First meal, with the others, and then we will have a few hours to explore the grounds. There is a rather extensive garden filled with night-blooming flowers and a hedge maze that we can find ourselves lost in.”

      “Oooh, a maze would be fun!” The idea of wandering around, just the two of us, sounded like heaven.

      “Then that’s exactly what we will do.” He nipped my full bottom lip playfully.

      Once we were dressed and ready to face the night ahead, at least until it was time to prepare for the formal dinner, we left our suite and made our way past all the other doors to the kitchen and lounge area.

      Everyone else was already there, eating from an array of breakfast foods that were provided by the staff.

      “This all looks delicious,” I commented as I walked over to the buffet and grabbed a plate. I selected a waffle and dressed it with plenty of butter and syrup, making sure there was a bit of syrup in each square.

      I carried my plate over to the large table where everyone was chatting and smiled at Crispin when he placed a mug of coffee in front of me. A minute later, he was sitting with his own plate of an omelet and hash browns.

      “Oh, that looks good, too,” I commented, looking from my plate to his and back again. The sweetness of the waffle sounded divine when I grabbed it, but now I was wondering if something saltier would be better. Crispin slid my plate towards him and then carefully cut me off a piece of his omelet and scooped some of his hash browns onto my plate before sliding it back in front of me.

      I stared at him for a moment before blurting out, “I love you.”

      He smiled softly, leaned over for a quick kiss, and went back to his plate.

      I moaned at the first bite of food and then dug in as if I hadn’t eaten in days. I was famished for some reason, and the food was cooked to perfection.

      After I had eaten several bites, I slowed down enough to take a sip of my coffee. “So, how did everyone’s night go before heading to bed?”

      “Ariel met someone,” Rhys teased, and Ariel nudged him with her elbow hard enough to make him grunt.

      I smiled at her. “Really? Already?”

      “I was walking down to the elevators when a new group arrived. They are the ones that are right next to our rooms. Most of them seemed nice, but the Master seemed pissed off.” She shrugged. “Anyway, one of the guys bumped into me and apologized. We just started talking until we realized that the sun was going to come up any minute. He had to rush to find out which room he had been assigned.”

      “So, do you like him?” I teased.

      She shrugged again, trying to act nonchalant. “He was nice.”

      Rhys snorted. “That’s not what you said earlier to Jenna.”

      She glowered at him, and he shrank back while grinning devilishly. She turned back to me. “He’s handsome, and yes, he is nice. I wouldn’t mind spending more time with him, getting to know him while we are here. We discussed joining the same workshops.”

      “Who was the Master?” Crispin asked.

      “I don’t know, but the guy, Amos, said that he is stationed in Europe,” Ariel replied, taking a bite of her delicious looking chocolate muffin.

      Crispin grimaced. “That’s Gerard.”

      “Is there something wrong?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “We just don’t see eye to eye on many issues. For one,  He believes that vampires are the superior beings on Earth and as such we should rule over all others.”

      “What about humans?” Asked Jenna.

      “He thinks vampires should make themselves known to the human population and take over, making vampires the leaders in all branches of government.”

      “Wow,” I said. “And during the day when we can’t be around them? Humans could easily destroy us if they find themselves threatened.”

      Crispin nodded. “That has been the argument against coming out to the humans for the last several decades. But, unfortunately, he’s not the only one that believes that way. We will likely be discussing it again during this Conclave for days on end.”

      I shook my head. “How do they expect to take over and hold their positions as rulers of the world?”

      “He believes that we can establish power and hold it during the day with human guards, similar to what we do on our compounds.”

      “I see the possibilities, but I still think it’s a terrible idea.”

      Crispin smirked. “Agreed.”

      There was a commotion at the door, and several vampires walked into the room. I saw Ariel raise her hand and give a small wave at a tall guy with wavy blond hair and green eyes. He was cute in the boy next door kind of way, someone I could have seen being the popular quarterback in school.

      The group gave respectful nods, looking surprised to see Crispin sitting with everyone else. I supposed if their Master was as superior to his own people as he seemed to believe he was to the rest of the world, he likely didn’t share meals with them very often.

      The group quietly went to the buffet and filled their plates before settling down at the other table in the room. They were talking quietly to themselves, no one joking or teasing. I frowned.

      Turning back to Crispin, I asked, “are there any people we should try to avoid while we are here?”

      He drank the last of his coffee and set his cup down. “I think it’s safe to say that you can use your best judgment. The rules are rather strict while at the Conclave. There is no violence allowed amongst the guests. There are to be no challenges outside of the battle arena. Formal requests for trade only may be made to or by a ruling leader. No poaching another Master’s sentinels.”

      My mouth was agape at his words. “Battle arena? Nope. You know what? Never mind.” I poked a finger in his chest. “You and I need to have a discussion about what information you deem important enough to share with your mate!”

      He took my finger and raised it to his smiling mouth, kissing the tip. “I look forward to it, Hunter.” He winked and stood up, pulling me to my feet by the finger he had yet to let go of. “You all have four hours before the dinner later. I expect to meet you all here at a quarter til so we may arrive together.”

      Ariel looked sheepish and glanced at the other table where Amos was looking her way, smiling. “I, uh, agreed to go to the dinner with Amos. Was that not okay?”

      Crispin frowned. “It is customary to arrive as a group as each group is announced.” He shook his head. “I do not mind you being with him tonight, but it might seem strange if you enter with his Master instead of your own.”

      She quickly apologized. “It’s no big deal. I can catch up with him once we are there.”

      He nodded. “That sounds like a plan.” He inclined his head to the table as everyone said their goodbyes, and we left, heading to the elevators. My stomach took a nasty turn during the swift descent but luckily evened out after a few seconds of heavy breathing.

      “Are you well, Hunter?” Crispin’s concerned face was watching me as I held my stomach.

      I blew out a gust of air and grimaced. “Yeah. I probably ate too much or something.”

      He looked doubtful but didn’t argue with me, just waited until I got myself together. We walked out of the giant lobby, smiling or nodding at the few others that were mingling around on the gleaming marble floor. I felt bad for whoever had to polish it, though they did an excellent job. I was sure I’d be able to use it as a mirror if I got down on my hands and knees.

      The night air had a slight breeze that felt good against my face as I let go of the last of my nausea. It smelled fresh and clean, not a single hint of exhaust or any of the other odors that seemed to permeate cities. The paths were clear of any debris, the lawns so perfect they looked fake. There were old fashioned light posts dotted everywhere that were more for ambiance than lighting as vampires didn’t need them, but it made for a pretty picture.

      “This place is so nice. Quiet.” I mused.

      “I have been asked to move here and become a Councilmember many times,” Crispin said quietly. “Is that something you would want? To live here instead of our mountain top?”

      I was already shaking my head. “And deal with pompous jackasses who think they are better than everyone else? Listen to complaints day and night? Be expected to handle petty squabbles and make decisions for grown ass adults that are hundreds of years old but act like they are 19? Nope. You would be grumpier than you are now, and I don’t want to deal with a grumpy Crispin, no matter how cute you are when you pout.”

      “I don’t pout,” he pouted.

      I poked his cheek. “Right. We will agree to disagree.”

      I gasped as we turned a corner and entered the gardens. The flowers were absolutely wonderful. The blinding white petals almost seemed to glow under the moonlight. Everywhere I looked was a sea of luminescent white flowers, their heads tilted directly at the full moon overhead.

      “This is beautiful,” I whispered reverently.

      “Yes. It is,” he answered softly, but when I looked up at him to thank him for bringing me to such a magical place, he wasn’t looking at the flowers around us. Instead, his eyes were intent on my face.

      “Crispin,” I blushed and whispered.

      “I can’t wait to make you my wife,” he said, palming my cheek and running the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip, something he always seemed to do.

      I blinked back the moisture that was threatening to invade my eyes and ignored the tingling in my nose. “I can’t wait to become your wife,” I smiled and lifted my lips for a kiss which he swiftly obliged in giving me. It was soft and sweet, a caress of lips, innocent but filled with a wealth of meaning and emotion.

      When he finally broke off the kiss, he stared at my face as if memorizing every feature, each freckle and eyelash. Then, he gave me a dazzling smile that took my breath away. He held out his arm for me. “Shall we take a turn around the maze?”

      I giggled at his formality and could easily picture him in 18th century London attending the events. All the young girls would have competed to gain his attention at the balls and formal dinners.

      “Why, yes, kind sir. I would love an escort through the maze.” I leaned into him and whispered dramatically, “But, you must remain a gentleman. I would not want my reputation to be sullied if someone were to see us in a compromising position.”

      Crispin grabbed me by my hips and jerked me up against his torso. “Oh, believe me, sweet lass. I would never dream of sullying your reputation.” Then he spun me around and spanked my ass, making me scream and laugh as I ran away from him and straight into the darkness of the hedge maze.
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      I stood back and looked at myself in the full-length mirror, carefully studying my reflection. The dress was an icy blue that made my eyes look lighter. It had thin straps crossing my back and showed off all of my curves before flaring out at my thighs and falling in soft folds to the ground. When I had tried it on at the boutique, I had fallen in love with it. It was elegantly beautiful. I turned to the side. It was impossible for a vampire to gain weight, right?

      Crispin appeared in the mirror behind me, his silver eyes lighting with appreciation. “You look magnificent, my Hunter.” He nuzzled my neck under my ear, and I shivered at the small lick and kiss he placed there. There would never be a time when my body didn’t respond to his lightest touch.

      I frowned and smoothed my hands over my hips for the hundredth time. “Are you sure?”

      He took a step back and lifted my arms out to my sides, and looked at me carefully from head to toe. I had left my long brown hair down in soft waves even though the saleswoman had told me at the boutique that an updo would be best for the dress, along with fancy chandelier earrings and a heavy necklace. It just wasn’t me, and I wasn’t any good at them anyway. So instead, I wore simple diamond studs at my ears and a matching diamond pendant. My only other jewelry was the gigantic engagement ring that Crispin had placed on my finger without me knowing several months ago.

      “You look incredible. Every single eye will be on you. You will turn heads wherever you walk this evening.” He frowned. “Maybe I should ask you to change? Maybe into something with long sleeves? And a turtleneck?” He tilted his head, looking hopeful.

      I laughed softly. “Sorry, your lordliness. I didn’t bring anything meeting that description. Maybe next time.”

      But I couldn’t get the self-doubt to leave my mind. I saw some of the women today. They were stunning. I felt like the frumpy waitress I used to be compared to them.

      Crispin placed his hands on my hips and gently turned me to face him. He stared straight into my eyes and devastated me with his words. “There will never be a universe where I don’t find you the most incredible being I have ever known in my entire existence. You are more than just beautiful. Your beauty runs down to your very soul. You are generous and compassionate. You put everyone before yourself.” He growled. “Too much, to the point that you sacrifice yourself for others.” He placed a gentle kiss on my trembling lips. “And you are forgiving. You forgave me for being an ass when we first met and your mother for abandoning you for so long.”

      He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into his embrace. I placed my cheek against his chest and listened to his strong, steady heartbeat. “I can’t wait to marry you. I’ve already joined my soul to yours, but I want it in writing, so everyone knows that you belong to me, and I belong to you.” I couldn’t even say anything since my feelings were overwhelming me.

      “I love you,” I finally managed to choke out.

      “And I love you,” he said softly but with so much conviction that no one would be able to doubt his words.

      Once I had myself under control, I pulled away and gave him a watery smile. “I should go clean myself up a bit before we go.” I gave a small embarrassed laugh. “Thank you for everything, Crispin.”

      He smiled at me and wiped a tear from underneath my eye that managed to escape. “Take your time. I will walk down to the lounge and wait for you there. The key is on the table by the door.” He gave me another soft kiss and walked away. I watched the doorway even after hearing the front door open and close. I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer for whatever gods or deities might be listening, thanking them for putting Crispin in my path.

      

      I walked into the lounge a few minutes later, thanking vampire genes for my eyes losing their redness and the puffiness in my face fading so quickly. It didn’t take me long to fix what little makeup I had on, and I was ready to walk out the door. I ignored the mirror as I passed it. The only person whose opinion about me mattered was Crispin’s. And he just did a phenomenal job making sure I knew exactly what he thought.

      I smiled as I took in our group. Everyone looked amazing. Ariel looked drop-dead gorgeous in a flowing red gown with a slit up to her thigh. Jenna looked excited and scared at the same time, wearing the dress I had brought for her. It was a simple gown in a pale teal that looked fantastic with her strawberry blond hair.

      Each of the guys was in similar styles of tuxedos. Nothing fancy; they were basic tuxedos but made with the finest materials. I assumed that Crispin handled their clothing since I doubted the guys would have even known where to find a tux if asked.

      “Ivy!” Jenna squealed. “You look so beautiful!” She came over to me and gave me a hug. “Thank you so much for my dress. It is perfect. I don’t know how you did it!” She ran a finger over the sparkling gemstones that covered the corset-type bodice. “I feel like a princess.” She said with a dreamy smile.

      I smiled back. “You look like a princess.”

      Crispin walked over and put an arm around my hips. “Is everyone ready to go?”

      I let out an unsteady breath and nodded as everyone else walked over. I accepted the kiss on the cheek from Jared and the small hug from Ariel. Crispin only glared at Jared for a second before letting it drop from his face.

      We weren’t the only group walking to the dinner right then. It was somewhat of a traffic jam when we exited the elevator. A couple of other groups were walking off their own elevator cars, and everyone was waiting patiently for the group before them to leave through the front doors so they could make their way out.

      We stepped back further into the entry hall to wait out the rush patiently without being stepped on or pushed. I looked over all the different gowns the women were wearing and was impressed by a few of them and almost scandalized by one or two. I was worried about the integrity of the fabric holding one woman’s breasts in.

      Once the last of them were going through the door, we finally followed. The night sky was darker than it had been earlier. Cloud cover had moved over the area, and a breeze had kicked up. It wasn’t much, just enough to make my hair blow around a little bit. I gathered my hair in one hand over my shoulder to keep it out of my eyes.

      “Do you think it’s going to rain?” I asked as we followed the groups ahead to a large building that was lit up and had music coming out of the open doors.

      Rhys said, “There’s a possibility of a storm in the morning. It’s not expected to hit until daylight, though.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Ariel muttered, looking up at the clouds with a glare.

      I shrugged. “It won’t stop the scheduled meetings for the Conclave, will it?” I asked Crispin.

      He shook his head. “No. The Conclave will continue as scheduled regardless of the weather. There was a tropical storm once. Trees were uprooted, debris flying everywhere. We nonetheless continued. We just stayed in the meeting hall until the storm was over.”

      Jared snorted. “Now that’s dedication.” Jenna giggled at his side.

      We had to wait for the other groups ahead of us to clear the doorway when we arrived. I leaned over to whisper to Crispin. “Is it always like this?”

      He whispered back, “you mean the crowds of people you have to wade through just to get where everyone is headed anyway? Yes.” He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry. We’ll be inside soon enough. Then you can be bored in there instead of out here.” I smacked his arm as his tiny smirk tried to make a showing even though we were in public.

      “At least we can be bored in there with a drink,” Rhys grumbled from behind me. Crispin slowly turned his head and gave his first in command a death glare. Rhys coughed into his hand and said, “sir!” Before nervously tugging a finger under his bow tie.

      I felt Crispin try to hold onto his laughter. “That wasn’t nice!” I hissed but was unable to keep myself from grinning.

      Finally, we were able to cross the threshold, and I found out what the holdup had been. There was a man standing stiff as a board holding a clipboard. As soon as he lay eyes on Crispin, he flipped a couple of pages and bowed deeply. It seemed all the staff here at the Citadel were impeccably trained.

      “King Crispin, and guests. May I check off each of their names?”

      Crispin pointed out each of us in turn as the man eyed each one of us briefly and ticked off the names on his list.

      “Very good, sir. Drinks are being served at the bars to your left. You may go to your table, which is number 5, and become acquainted with your seats at any time. The Council members are receiving at the head of the room. Do you have any questions for me?”

      “No, thank you, Stephan.” Crispin inclined his head regally.

      “As you wish, sir. Have a lovely evening, and thank you for coming to the Conclave.”

      We moved forward to clear the doorway for the next group waiting behind ours. We all moved to the bar that was less packed than the other. Thankfully, the wait was less than expected, and we each had a drink in hand and wandered over to our assigned table. Crispin found our seats quickly, and I set my glass of deep red wine next to my waiting plate.

      “This is oddly exactly as I had pictured it,” I said nervously as I attempted to keep myself from fidgeting.

      The whole room was done in an elegant style with gold vases and red roses in the center of each table. They were short, designed to allow everyone to see across the table instead of their view being blocked. There were a dozen crystal chandeliers hanging on the ceiling, casting sparkles of light and making all the jewelry the guests were wearing sparkle just as bright.

      “Would you like to meet Jeanne now?” Crispin asked me.

      I definitely wanted to meet her; I just didn’t care to meet the others. Well, one in particular. Marcus was a nasty man and has had a one-sided feud with Crispin for over 1000 years. Even though he was on the Council and Crispin was just a king in charge of a large territory, everyone knew that Crispin could have easily been the one on the Council instead. He was older, wiser, and significantly outranked Marcus in terms of sheer Power.

      Councilwoman Jeanne was definitely the one I wouldn’t want to miss meeting, though. There were other interesting characters, but Jeanne seemed genuinely good and kind. Her story happened a bit differently, like many other stories that the history books have taught us. She definitely fought for her country at a time when young women weren’t allowed. But it wasn’t her that was burned at the stake. She had been rescued against her will, and another woman had volunteered to take her place.

      As we approached, I must have caught her eye because she glanced over me as if she were searching the crowd for someone. Then her eyes snapped back onto my face. A huge grin lit up her face making her go from merely beautiful to absolutely radiant. I couldn’t stop my own delighted grin from taking over.

      Before I could make it to her, she left her spot in the receiving line, leaving the person she was talking to with their mouth open. “Ivy!” She nearly shouted in her happiness, making heads everywhere swivel to see what the commotion was. I started to reach out my hand for a shake when she ignored it and pulled me into an enthusiastic embrace.

      I was numb for all of two seconds before I eagerly hugged her back. She squealed as if I were her best friend that she hadn’t seen in ages. I couldn’t deny that it felt terrific to be acknowledged in such a way. Warmth filled me that she genuinely liked me as a person.

      She stepped back but didn’t release me completely. Instead, she held both of my hands in hers and looked me over. “Oh my goodness!” She exclaimed. “You are even more breathtaking in person. She pulled me in for another quick hug before turning to Crispin. She inclined her head as he did the same as a show of respect to each other. She was a Councilwoman, and he was technically beneath her in status, but there was only one other on earth that could meet him in Power. The way Jeanne recognized that and showed him the respect she saw as his due only made me like her more.

      Crispin leaned down and brushed a light kiss on her cheek in a show of affection. “Jeanne, you look lovely as always,” he said before putting his arm low on my back.

      “Crispin.” She smiled warmly. “You look just as dashing as ever.” She turned back to me. “Is he still treating you well?”

      I grinned up at my mate. “Always,” I said, absorbing the warmth in his eyes as he looked back at me.

      “We need to have lunch. How about tomorrow evening at midnight? We can have it in the garden. Did you have a chance to explore the garden yet?”

      “I did! It was absolutely amazing. Then we took a stroll through the maze and only got turned around once or twice.” I laughed.

      “Crispin got lost?” She snorted. “That man knows that maze as well as his own home. I would guarantee you if you got lost, it was only because he wanted to keep you in there longer.”

      I looked up at Crispin with narrowed eyes. “Is that true?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      He looked absolutely unrepentant when he just grinned and shrugged one shoulder. I huffed, looked back at Jeanne, and rolled my eyes. “Figures,” I said while she laughed. I turned to look for Jenna and beckoned her forward. I took her hand and drew her closer. “I’d like you to meet Jenna. She’s Jared’s mate.”

      “Oh, aren’t you so sweet?” Jeanne took both her hands and squeezed them gently. “I’m so happy to meet you, Jenna. Will you come to lunch with us tomorrow?”

      Jenna looked to me and back to Jeanne. “Oh, I couldn’t impose…”

      “Nonsense! Any friend of Ivy’s is a friend of mine. I insist!”

      “Well, if you say so.” She said hesitantly with a shy smile.

      “Absolutely.” She looked back at the receiving line with a frown. “I really must get back over there. Tomorrow at midnight in the garden.” She raised an eyebrow, waiting for my confirmation.”

      “Yes, definitely. I look forward to it.” I agreed.

      She hugged me one last time, accepted another cheek kiss from Crispin, and hurried back to her post.

      “Who was that?” Jenna breathed in awe.

      “That,” I turned with a huge grin. “Was the legendary Joan of Arc.”
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      Crispin took my hand and said, “I have to go pay my respects to the Council. Would you like to come with me?” He chuckled at the grimace I couldn’t hold back. “I thought not. However, you will have to meet them at some point this evening. You do realize that, right?” He lifted an eyebrow at me, and I sighed dejectedly.

      “If I have to,” I grumbled.

      He grinned. “That’s my Hunter.” He placed a quick kiss on my lips and walked away towards the receiving line. I watched as he went and exhaled softly. I happened to glance around and caught several others, both male and female, watching him as well. Some had looks of envy, but many had looks of lust clearly on their faces. I saw one woman in a deep red dress the color of blood with a particularly voracious look on her face. What caught my attention, though, was the hint of calculation there as well. I had no idea who she was, but that wasn’t a surprise. I didn’t know who 99% of these people were.

      I turned to the group to see that our numbers had dwindled to four. Jared and Jenna were whispering; obviously people watching and commenting on who they saw. Rhys was standing close, likely acting as a guard since Jared, being my personal sentinel, was off duty, seeing as he had his own woman who would be his priority whenever she was near.

      “I think I’m going to head to the washroom,” I told Rhys quietly, and he inclined his head. As we headed in that direction, I reminded him that I was safe here. “If you’d like to mingle, I’m sure I will be fine.”

      He scoffed. “There is no one here that I haven’t talked to before. I have no desire to mingle with them.” His tone had a hint of aggression in it.

      I raised my eyebrow and side-eyed him. “Is something wrong?”

      “These gatherings are nothing but ways to show off and flex your muscles for a sentinel. The ones with the most experience like to show off and try to prove they are the best. There will be challenges, regardless of what the rules dictate.”

      “What kind of challenges?” I asked, curiosity eating at me.

      He shrugged. “Strength, agility, cunning. There is a battle arena for close-quarters combat, with or without weapons. But there is an agility course further out on the island from here.”

      I thought of the agility course back at home. It had flames and spikes, along with other obstacles that would be downright deadly to humans. I shuddered. “Have you participated in these tests?”

      He snorted in derision. “I used to. I get challenges constantly even now, though. But, I have no interest in proving myself to anyone.”

      We arrived at the restrooms, and I was glad to see there was no waiting. I hadn’t even drunk my wine, and I already needed to go. I slipped inside and nodded to the woman who was washing her hands. She nodded back and left without a greeting, which was fine with me. Making small talk in the bathroom was awkward.

      I quickly took care of my pressing need and heard the door open as I flushed. The toilets had old fashioned pull chains on them, and it was kind of fascinating.

      When I exited, I saw the woman in the red dress that had been eyeing Crispin like he was a bottle of the finest blood. She was even more beautiful up close. Her hair was nearly luminous with the big, shiny mahogany curls. Her makeup was as if done by a professional, the colors suiting her perfectly. Her dress was not one I would have chosen or been comfortable wearing as it was so revealing I would have been constantly on edge, afraid that I’d show a part of me that was only intended for my mate to see. But, like everything else about her, she wore it well, and I couldn’t help but admire her confidence.

      I smiled at her through the mirror as she inspected her blood-red lipstick and washed my hands. I was ready to sigh in relief that I could escape without talking, but as I reached for a folded towel that was sitting on a neatly folded stack, she spoke up.

      “I’ve never seen you before.” She said, her voice low and husky. Everything about the woman screamed sex.

      I smiled again and shook my head. “No, it’s the first time for me.”

      She grinned. “It’s my first time, too.” She turned to me and held out her hand. “I’m Rina, consort to Gerald, the King of most of Europe.”

      She said it as if being a consort was her title and not just a relationship status. I didn’t know much about the way the rest of the vampire community was, but I was learning quickly that it was constantly a show of status. The higher elevated in rank you were, the more status you had. I didn’t think being the girlfriend of anyone, in particular, should be a status symbol, but what did I know?

      “He seems...nice.” I floundered for a minute, unsure of what to say about the man that I had been told was a greedy tyrant, determined to rule the world.

      She laughed, her husky voice making it sound sexual. “He’s awful. But I have goals. He’s a stepping stone to the real prize.” A gleam entered her eyes. “You’re young. I can tell. You also have a different scent about you.” She closed her eyes and sniffed the air as I stood there just as awkwardly as I knew I would while having a conversation in the bathroom. “It’s kind of sweet.”

      My blood hadn’t changed much after being turned. I was still a Hunter, and my blood was still intended to draw in revenants. That would never change. I shrugged a shoulder, not intending to tell this woman my secrets.

      “Have you gained your gift yet?” She queried, not hiding her interest. If anything, she seemed rather eager to know.

      “Compulsion,” I said quietly. It was the most Crispin warned me to tell anyone. Unfortunately, my gift was so powerful that some may have wanted to use me for nefarious purposes.

      She frowned at me in sympathy. “Oh, that’s too bad. Everyone has a bit of compulsion. No one wants to be given such a minor gift.” I felt my face flush. She wasn’t precisely condescending; however, her tone definitely made me feel like she thought I wasn’t worth much. I didn’t know if her intention was to make me doubt myself, but had I not known the truth, I definitely would be. “I also don’t sense any Power from you. That’s such a pity.”

      No, she wouldn’t. Crispin was the master at masking his Power. His was so strong that humans and vampires alike would be terrified of him everywhere he went until he learned how to control it. The humans wouldn’t understand why, but the vampires knew. No vampire wanted to have the full force of anyone’s Power focused on them, which was why those with significant Power were the ones that led the vampire race. Only those with Power could control others. A leader couldn’t be Powerless. All it would take was a servant with more Power than them to force them to their knees.

      Crispin had more Power than any vampire in existence other than Kane himself. When Crispin turned me, he passed on that character trait. I was nowhere near his level, but I was definitely higher than the average vampire.

      I could feel the tendrils of her Power snaking out, attempting to wrap itself around me. I shuddered at the feeling and watched as her grin turned just a tad malicious. She had a mean streak in her that she hid with her beauty. I knew someone else who did an even better job of hiding her evil. But Katerina was dead now. I wasn’t going to let this other woman play games with me.

      I stiffened my spine and narrowed my eyes. She laughed lightly as if she were just playing a game and sucked her Power back in. She winked at me, trying to seem like it was just a little fun between friends. I didn’t want to make enemies while at the Citadel, so I just looked down at the sink in front of me. I knew it would be perceived as submission, but I had to hide the irritation. I wanted to show this woman she was nothing, that I could challenge her and beat her easily, but this wasn’t the place or time.

      “So, tell me, if you are here at the Conclave, you must have come for a reason. Are you a sentinel or a consort?” Her tone suggested that those were the only possible reasons for me to be here at all. I was out of patience and didn’t feel like playing her game anymore.

      As politely as I could between clenched teeth, I replied, “I am a mate.” I held up my hand with the diamond that sparkled brightly under the bathroom lights. “And a fiance.”

      A look of shock passed over her features so fast I wasn’t sure if I had imagined it. This was a woman confident in her ability to be the best in the room. As someone that placed so much weight on status, she wouldn’t be happy that I was a mate and she was just a consort.

      “Oh, how lovely to find a mate so quickly after being turned. May I ask who the lucky guy is?” she tried to sound happy for me, but the tone was not genuine, and she knew that I knew.

      “Crispin Decious.” I didn’t bother to state that he was a king or that his was the largest region in the world.

      Her anger made her lose control of her Power for just a second. The weight of it battered against me, wanting me to cringe, cry, or fall to the floor in submission to her. But I was stronger than she realized, and I didn’t even flinch. The feeling came and went away so quickly that my shoulders felt tense from the sudden lack of pressure. I rolled one to relieve the ache left behind.

      “Oh,” she forced a laugh. “I was under the impression that Crispin had been pining for his long lost love for nearly two thousand years. I couldn’t imagine that any woman would be able to compete with dedication such as that.”

      I sighed. “Crispin told me all about the story of his past as a human. The woman you were thinking of betrayed him and left him for another man while he was trying to make enough money to make her happy.”

      “Perhaps the woman didn’t have any other choice. Perhaps he was taking too long, and she wasn’t getting any younger while waiting for him to make his fortune.” Her words snapped out, and I raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, regardless, that time of his life has been long over. We are together now.”

      She smiled serenely and looked back into the mirror again, checking over her perfect makeup one more time. “Yes,” she said, looking back at me, “you are absolutely right. I suppose the only thing you would ever have to worry about is if he found his true mate.” She turned to walk to the door and paused, her hand on the handle. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ivy. I wish you to find happiness.”

      Her words sounded genuine, which confused me. She knew I was mated, and I had already found happiness. Why would she wish me to find something I already had? I shook my head and looked back at the mirror again. I didn’t look any different after our strange conversation. I was never going to compete in a beauty contest with that woman. She could try to make me feel like I was less than she was, but only I could allow myself to feel that way.

      I walked to the door and saw Rhys standing a few feet down the way, leaning against the wall. I walked up to him and shook my head. “I am so sorry I made you wait so long. I just had the strangest conversation with that woman who just left.”

      He looked in the direction she had walked, and we both saw her at the bar, one hand on Gerard’s shoulder, leaning against him, laughing. But her eyes weren’t on her consort. Instead, they were in the direction where Crispin was speaking to a woman with dark skin and long braids hanging to her hips. I narrowed my eyes. She said she had her eyes on a bigger prize. If she thought she could take my mate, I would have to show her I wasn’t a weak newborn vampire.

      Rhys escorted me over to Crispin, whose eyes flashed silver for the briefest moment before he smiled at me, and the silver faded back to a smoky gray. He held his hand out for me, and I gratefully took it, needing to feel our connection after such an awkward encounter.

      “Ivy, I’d like for you to meet Zia. She’s the queen of northern Africa and a very good friend of mine.”

      I smiled at the woman. “It’s lovely to meet you, Zia. I positively love your hair.” Small gold bands were wrapped around the braids throughout her hair, making small tinkling sounds whenever she moved her head. The gold reflected the light and matched the gold dress she wore.

      “Thank you so much. I am honored to meet the mate of Master Crispin. I have known him for a very long time, and I have never seen him smile so much as he does when around you. If you ever need anything, please feel free to come to me at any time.” Her accent was thick, making her words sound exotic. Her sincerity and kindness were just what I needed to allow the last of my tension to ease from my shoulders.

      “I will keep that in mind, Zia. Thank you.”

      A chime sounded from the front of the large room.

      “Ahh, the sound of dinner being served,” Zia said and turned to Crispin. “If I don’t see you later this evening, I will speak to you tomorrow evening.”

      “Of course. You have a good night.” He kissed her cheek, and she turned to me.

      “Remember what I said.” She winked and walked away towards her table.

      “She’s nice,” I commented as he led me towards our table, where the others were already waiting.

      “She is,” he agreed. His hand on the bare skin of my back where the dress didn’t cover had goosebumps popping out on my arms.

      When we arrived at the table, we quickly found our seats, and Crispin held out my chair for me to sit. Before he could move over to his own chair, a voice interrupted.

      “Crispin! It’s good to see you, my friend! I noticed you only have eight people at your table. Would you consider allowing my consort and myself to sit with you? I’d much rather have good conversation with a peer than to listen to my sentinels bickering about nonsense.”

      I turned to see who the heavily European accented voice was coming from and had to clamp my teeth together to keep from letting my mouth drop open. That bitch! That dirty rotten snake. I was going to pop her head off her shoulders.

      Crispin was looking at Gerard, shaking his hand. I could tell he wasn’t thrilled with this turn of events, but I doubted he would ever be outright rude to another leader.

      “Of course, Gerard. It would be an honor.” Crispin inclined his head.

      “Good, good! My consort mentioned that you two are old friends. She convinced me that you wouldn’t mind. Said she had a lovely chat with your beautiful mate, and they’ve become fast friends.” He looked at me with a grin, looking down at my chest for just the briefest of seconds before looking back at my eyes. “Is this true, my sweet?”

      I wasn’t his anything and never wanted to be, but I played along because that’s what you had to do at these things, even though I wanted to get into a catfight in the worst way. “It’s true. We did meet and have a chat.” I left it at that. I would never admit to anything as ridiculous as her and I being friends.

      “Excellent! Rina, dearheart, come say hello.” He took her arm to pull her closer from where she had been standing, half turned from us. When she looked up at Crispin, her eyes looked dreamy, like a school girl crushing on her favorite movie star.

      “Crispin,” she breathed.
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      Beside me, Crispin went stiff as a board. I looked up to see what was wrong, but everything about him was closed off. If I didn’t know him as well as I did, I would think he had no idea who she was. But I could tell his jaw was locked tight, and there were signs of strain around his eyes. I could feel his shock through our bond before that shut off with a snap.

      The feeling of being cut off from his emotions was like a smack to the face, and nothing could have startled me more.

      “Verina,” he said in an even tone that showed no hint of what he was actually feeling.

      He turned to me. “I’m going to get a drink from the bar. Do you want anything?” He placed a chaste kiss on my cheek and turned without waiting for an answer. I watched him stride away after a brief, “I’ll be right back,” to the rest of the table.

      I turned back to see Gerard and Rina taking the two empty seats across the table. She had a smug smile on her face, glancing from me to the retreating back of my mate. Verina is what he called her, not Rina. I knew I had heard that name somewhere. When it came to me, my eyes darted back up to her, but she wasn’t looking at me; she still had her eyes glued to Crispin’s every move.

      I reached for my glass of ice water, needing the soothing liquid to cool my suddenly itchy throat. My mind was a jumbled mess. Verina. Crispin’s fiance from nearly two thousand years ago was here. How? Why? Seriously, why now after all this time? Where the hell had she been hiding? If I was this confused, I couldn’t even imagine what Crispin was thinking.

      When he returned, he was carrying a glass of something, probably scotch, and set it down a little harder than he usually would. He was always so controlled in everything he did. Except with me. He always let go with me. I looked up at the side of his face, but he didn’t look at me. Instead, he was staring at Verina. I blinked a few times before looking down at my plate, realizing I had a salad sitting in front of me. I had no idea when it had been placed there.

      I gingerly picked up my fork and moved a crouton around, coating it in the dressing. I realized that I had no desire to eat a bite of it. While I was attempting to pretend I was somewhere else, Verina’s voice caught my attention.

      “I spent most of my life mostly in isolation. I needed the solitude to get over what happened before I was changed.”

      “What happened?” Crispin ground out. If anyone noticed the tone of his voice, they didn’t let on.

      “My marriage was horrible. My husband beat me daily. Nothing was good enough for him. He was angry about everything all the time. The last beating, the one that almost took my life, was because I hadn’t given him an heir yet. What he didn’t know was that I was pregnant. His fists are what killed his own son.” She sniffed and wiped a tear that was falling delicately under one eye.

      “Why did you marry him?” I blurted out. She could have had Crispin, but she wasn’t satisfied. Her actions are what caused Crispin to become a gladiator. He wanted to prove himself worthy and make enough money to make her happy. And she threw him away.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” Her chin wobbled. “My father received an offer for me he couldn’t or didn’t want to refuse. I don’t know which. I just know that back then, women, especially young women, didn’t have the luxury of choice.” She reached forward and picked up her glass of wine, making me remember my own glass.

      I picked it up and put the glass to my lips.

      “But at least I know I can have a do-over with who I should have been with. Then we can have children together since we are true mates.”

      Her words made me choke. I coughed and spluttered, the red wine spilling over my ice blue dress. I watched as it seeped in immediately, looking exactly the way blood would have looked. I grabbed my white linen napkin and dabbed at my mouth and chin, still coughing. My eyes were watering as I looked up at Crispin to see what he thought about her words.

      He was looking down at me with concern. “Are you okay, Ivy?”

      I nodded, unable to speak yet.

      “Maybe you should go have that beautiful dress taken care of before that stain sets in?” Verina asked in faux concern. Her voice was sweet, but her eyes were venomous.

      I looked back at Crispin and cleared my throat. My voice was raspy when I said, “I need to go.”

      He nodded and looked conflicted. He needed to stay since there were to be announcements at the end of dinner he was required to be there for. I put my hand on his knee. He placed his hand on mine and squeezed gently. He looked up at Rhys and tilted his head to indicate that he was to follow me. I knew I couldn’t argue; he would never allow me to walk alone when he couldn’t be assured of my safety, even if I could handle myself just fine.

      “I’ll see you in a bit?” I asked quietly.

      He inclined his head and absently brushed his lips over my cheek when Verina started talking again about whatever she had been up to for the last few hundred years. I sighed and stood up, giving a shaky smile to Rhys before walking out of the banquet room and into the night.

      

      It was getting close to morning, the night sky turning a light gray on the horizon. Everyone else had returned a while ago, but Crispin still hadn’t come back from the dinner. It was possible that he had to remain for kingly business; I just wished he had said something. I looked down at the phone clutched in my hand and noticed, again, that I had no messages or missed calls. Not that I actually expected any with the horrible reception on the island.

      The dark clouds that had been gathering for the last hour suddenly opened up and immediately drenched the ground. The sound was loud enough to hear five stories up. I wondered if it would let up by nightfall.

      As I stared at the gathering puddles, movement caught my eye. A flash of black and red was rushing through the downpour. Crispin was holding his tuxedo jacket above his head, shielding Verina from the rain as they ran together down the path.

      The breath stalled in my lungs as I watched them together. A sudden, sharp pain sliced me from my chest to my stomach, making me double over with a gasp. I looked down to see the blood that would be pouring from me, but there was nothing there. The pain was inside of me. I cried out and fell to my knees, violent sobs shaking my whole body.

      Why?

      Why now?

      Why her?

      Why him?

      I couldn’t breathe, but exhaustion was pulling at me so hard I couldn’t ignore it. I looked up, and through my tears, I could see the edge of the sky was a pale gray. The sun was coming. It was the one thing that I couldn’t run from. Yet it was the one thing I needed at that exact moment.

      I crawled over to the side of the bed and pulled myself up with shaky arms until I was lying on the cold mattress. I reached down and fumbled with the blankets until I managed to pull them over me. Over my head, until only my eyes were exposed. Then, with one last blink, I watched as the sun that was hidden by the storm clouds breached the horizon, and I fell into blissful nothingness.

      

      I woke in the dark and reached my arm over, finding nothing but coldness. I turned my head until I could see Crispin’s side of the bed. There was an indention where his body had lay on top of the blankets. He hadn’t even gotten under the covers.

      I turned my body back to face the window. It was dark, with thousands of brilliant stars dotting the sky. It was magnificent. I had never seen so many stars at once before, not even on top of Crispin’s mountain.

      I turned on to my back and stared up at the ceiling. The suite was empty. I would have been able to sense if anyone else was with me.

      I didn’t know how long I lay there thinking—well, trying not to think. Eventually, my body’s needs forced me out of bed, and I shuffled my way into the bathroom. I used the toilet and then turned on the shower to heat up while I brushed my teeth. My eyes caught on the blue dress from last night. I had left it in a pile on the floor, intending to throw it away. It wasn’t possible to fix, regardless of what Verina had said about saving it. But Crispin must have picked it up and folded it neatly on the counter. Seeing it made my emotions rush back to the surface, but I pushed them down quickly while shutting off the water and spitting out the toothpaste in my mouth.

      I purposely ignored the dress and opened the shower door, tested the water, and gingerly slipped under the nearly scalding hot water.

      Tomorrow I would fight. Tomorrow I would prove to myself that I am strong. Today, though? Today I was going to let myself be sad.

      While I was washing my hair, the events of last night started flashing through my mind. I started replaying the words, expressions, and emotions. By the time I was done washing, conditioning, and scrubbing every inch of my body, I was also done scrutinizing every memory, and I was ready to cry again. This time, though, it was because I had allowed that scheming, vengeful, spiteful woman to play me.

      I should never have doubted Crispin for even a second. He had proved over and over how much he loved me. Of course, he would have acted off last night. A woman he hadn’t seen in nearly two millennia just appeared out of nowhere. He wasn’t staring at her because he was fascinated. He was staring because he was shocked and confused. He was probably trying to figure out how and why.

      That was a puzzle, though. One that needed answers right away. How could she have stayed completely hidden for so long? And what the hell was she doing showing up now? With the threat of the super revenants still hanging around and not knowing who was in league with Katerina, this wasn’t the time to be thrown off balance by a clearly unstable woman.

      I sighed and placed a hand on the shower wall, and hung my head, letting the water cascade over my head and back. I was being unfair. I didn’t know the woman at all. Verina could possibly be a very nice person. I might be making her out to be a monster because I wanted her to be. If she were the bad guy, then I wouldn’t have to feel bad for hating her. And, my god, did I hate that woman. I thought I hated my mom when she left us all to die in that car accident, but that was nothing compared to how I felt about Verina. It actually kind of scared me a little, how I could feel the violence bubbling up inside of me.

      I just knew that it wasn’t over with her. Deep in my bones, I knew that she had something planned that would break up Crispin and me. She was going to try to drive a wedge between us. Yet, I had to believe we would be strong enough to withstand anything she would try. I frowned and blinked down at the drain. I needed to talk to Crispin. We needed to be on the same page. If we weren’t, there was a possibility that she could succeed.

      I heard the alarm on my phone go off and pushed away from the shower wall. I finished up quickly, toweling off and wrapping my hair up. I had an hour before my lunch date with Jeanne, and I didn’t want to be late.

      I slipped into a pair of black slacks and a flowy lavender blouse. I dried my hair and brushed it until it was slick and straight. I paid careful attention to my makeup. I wanted to look nicer than I usually cared to look. Crispin would love me no matter what I wore or what makeup I put on, but Verina would perceive anything less than perfect as a flaw. She would be digging for anything she could find; any chink in my armor would be where she started picking. So that was what my makeup and clothing were - armor.

      There was a knock at my door that had to be Jenna. I grabbed my phone and the key to the door. I paused to peek out the peephole to see Jared standing there. I plastered a smile on my face, one that I didn’t really feel, and swung the door open.

      “Hey, guys!”

      Jared looked at me a little weirdly, but Jenna greeted me back enthusiastically. I locked the door behind me, slipped the key into my pocket, and turned around.

      “Ready for lunch? Have you seen the garden yet?”

      Jenna started telling me all about their visit to the garden earlier this evening and gushed about how beautiful it was. She wasn’t wrong; I was just having a hard time coming up with the proper amount of enthusiasm.

      When we exited the building, I took a deep breath of the fresh air. It went a long way towards clearing some of the lingering pain and doubt. But we definitely needed to talk. I needed an explanation as to what I had witnessed last night in the rain. I wouldn’t be able to let it go until he told me why he was alone with that woman.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists, then opened my hands up, spread my fingers, and shook both hands. It was a technique Sandy had taught me to let go of the stress your body is carrying. I didn’t know if it worked, but Sandy was worth listening to.

      “You okay there, princess? You don’t seem quite yourself,” Jared asked me softly as we walked up to the garden entrance.

      I blinked hard a couple of times, his concern making me lose my tight hold over my emotions. Then, finally, I looked up and smiled at him, the first genuine smile I’d had tonight. “Not yet, but I will be.”

      “If you need anything…” he trailed off, but he didn’t need to make the offer. I knew he would always be there for me.

      I reached out and squeezed his forearm. “Thanks, Jared. Really.”

      Then there was no more talking because we had reached the gardens.
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      I could see Jeanne sitting at a small round metal table sitting in an area with others exactly like it. They were all full, guests taking advantage of the mild night air filled with the scent of jasmine and other flowers that I couldn’t identify.

      Jeanne rose when we approached and smiled wide. She held out her arms, and I gladly went into them. “Ivy, you look so lovely.”

      Jeanne was an interesting woman. She was approximately my age in looks, but she was almost 600 years old. She had a very matronly demeanor for someone that appeared so young, one that would make someone think of their grandmother or elderly aunt. In an older person, you would think that they saw much in their years and were full of wisdom from their experience. I was learning with vampires; you can never assume. There could be a middle-aged man who had only been turned a year ago standing next to a young man who looked no older than 20 who was 800.

      After giving me a tight embrace, Jeanne turned to Jenna. “Oh, sweet girl! You are such a doll, aren’t you?” She pulled Jenna into a quick hug while Jenna blushed at the attention. “Alright, ladies, let’s sit down and eat before they send someone out here to find me.”

      Jeanne took her linen napkin and placed it over her lap. “I ordered some hot tea. I’m sorry I should have asked first. It’s been a habit for so long, and it’s second nature. I can have them bring you both something else if you like?”

      Both Jenna and I were shaking our heads. I wouldn’t want to do anything to make this generous and kind woman feel bad.

      “No, tea will be just fine for me.” I turned to Jenna, “Are you okay with tea?” She nodded with a smile.

      “Wonderful!” Jeanne beamed at us both.

      Jeanne stirred her tea and sighed. “Truthfully, I am so glad to be out of there already, and it has only been a few hours since we officially started the Conclave.” She looked up with a grimace. “I shouldn’t bore you with the details. I’m sure you didn’t come out here to hear me complain.”

      I looked at her with wide eyes. “Jeanne, if you need to talk, we can listen. I will listen any time, even after this Conclave is over.”

      She smiled, “Thank you, that is incredibly sweet. It’s just that everyone is so on edge right now. We still don’t know if that whole Katerina issue is completely over. The prisoner hasn’t told any of our interrogators anything that you weren’t able to pull from him, Ivy. If she has someone that was working for her or with her, we don’t know who it is. That is very dangerous for us all.”

      I nodded as I blew on my cup. They wouldn’t be able to do what Katerina had planned by taking over the vampire nation in North America before moving on to the rest of the world. Though the plan was ambitious, it was too flawed. But, it was dangerous and would cause too many human lives to be lost. With as many casualties as there would be, it would be impossible to keep the existence of vampires from the humans. Honestly, it would play right into what some of the vampires wanted, including Gerard.

      “Jeanne?” I cleared my throat since I was about to throw an accusation out there that involved at least one king of vampire kind. “How many leaders believe that vampires should be revealed to the humans?”

      She sat back and looked at me with a thoughtful look on her face. “I see where you are going with this, and while I agree with you, I truly don’t think those that agree with exposure would be involved in this scheme Katerina concocted. But, to answer your question, two of the Council and three of the royals.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock. “Wow! I wasn’t expecting that many.”

      She nodded her head. “You have to understand, after being such a powerful being for so long, watching humans live and die in a blink of time, some begin to wonder why such a weak race should be allowed to rule us all.”

      “Ummm, are you…”

      She laughed softly. “No, I don’t think it would be wise. I’ve read enough books and seen enough movies to get an idea of what could happen.” That made me grin. “However, I have listened to the arguments for centuries now. I get where they are coming from, but in their eagerness to no longer have to hide away from who they consider insignificant, they aren’t acknowledging how many lower-level vampires would be lost. Fear is a powerful tool, and humans naturally strike out at those things they fear.”

      “They would do everything within their power to destroy vampires, and they have the advantage of being able to move around in the daylight,” Jenna said.

      “Precisely!”

      “I just have to know,” I shouldn’t ask. I could easily ask Crispin to satisfy my curiosity, but I needed to know. “If you don’t mind me asking. You can tell me no if you want.”

      Jeanne smiled and patted my hand. “Just ask.”

      I grinned, “Okay. So is Marcus one of the ones that want to expose vampires to humans?”

      “I had a feeling that was what you were going to ask.” She paused to take a sip of her tea before setting it back down. “Marcus is a very unlikable person. Mostly. He does have some good features, however. There is a reason, after all, that he became a member of the vampire council. His experience as an aristocratic leader during the Roman era is beneficial for advising on running this species. Also, believe it or not, his contradictory attitude helps everyone come to more balanced agreements.”

      I sat back and just stared for a long minute while Jeanne calmly finished her tea. Jenna merely looked confused as she attempted to follow the conversation and nibbled on one of the finger sandwiches that had been delivered to our table.

      “I never thought of it that way.” I finally grudgingly admitted.

      She gave me a wink. “With age comes wisdom. And patience.” She blew out a heavy breath. “Lots and lots of patience.”

      We all laughed with the broken tension and began eating the sandwiches. They were delicious. The bread was obviously freshly made here on the island and was so much better than anything I’d had from a store.

      When we were finishing our meal, Jeanne cocked her head and stared at me long enough to make me wonder if I had a spot of dressing on my chin. I was about to ask her what was wrong when she said, “I sense that there is something deeply troubling you. It’s not the baby, is it?”

      My mouth opened and closed several times, but I couldn’t get anything to come out. Instead, my breathing sped up as my mind spun with everything that had been happening recently. The nausea, the mood swings. The having to pee so often. Holy shit. I was pregnant. I turned to look at Jenna, who looked like she was ready to burst through her skin with happiness, and back to Jeanne, who looked increasingly worried by the second.

      Jared, who was sitting at a nearby table to give us women an illusion of privacy during our lunch outing, jumped from his table where he had been devouring his own plate of finger sandwiches.

      Jeanne rose from her chair quickly. The tip of my nose was tingling, and my cheeks started to go numb. Black spots began to swim around in my vision, and my body swayed. Pregnant.

      I was pregnant.

      Holy fuck.

      Holy shit.

      A baby.

      With Crispin.

      I burst into tears, finally allowing my body the oxygen it needed. Was it even possible for vampires to faint? I didn’t know, but I almost found out. A baby. That meant…

      “Crispin is my true mate?” I asked dumbly and blinked through my tears. Jeanne passed me my linen napkin and took another to wipe at my tears gently.

      “Oh, sweet, sweet girl. Of course, he is your mate.” Jeanne cooed as she wiped the tears that wouldn’t stop falling.

      “But I thought Verina…”

      She glared at me - the first time I had seen any emotion from Jeanne that wasn’t serenity, patience, or happiness. “That woman is nothing but a snake in the grass. I don’t know what her end game is, but she had to know before she started that Crispin would never fall for her shit.”

      I gasped, and then I giggled. “You swore,” I stated the obvious, attempting to get myself under control, but I was so overwhelmed. I dabbed at my nose as delicately as I could in front of one of the people I respected most in the world.

      She sighed in defeat. “I suppose I did. Crispin explained about that woman this morning. Told me about their past history. I just don’t get what she thought she would accomplish.” She shook her head. “It is an unspoken law that you never come between mates. It should be a law that it is unquestionably forbidden to come between true mates in any manner.” She looked thoughtful. “I think I will bring that up in discussion this week. We are due for a new law, I believe,” she declared with a sniff.

      “Thank you,” I told her seriously.

      “Any time. Please, I mean that. And don’t worry about Crispin. That man is going to be over the moon excited once he finds out.”

      I smiled wanly. I believed her; he would love the idea. But, unfortunately, we needed to get past this little hiccup, and we couldn’t if he didn’t make time to see me.

      We started our goodbyes; Jeanne definitely needed to get back to the meetings. As I was about to stand to leave, my ears picked up a familiar deep voice. The same voice that had a way of making goosebumps rise on my arms every time I heard it. I couldn’t make out what he said, but as they came closer, I could finally clearly hear Verina speaking to my mate.

      “Please, Crispin! Just a few minutes.”

      Immediately my face felt hot, and a buzzing sounded in my ears. I clenched and unclenched my fists, taking deep breaths to calm down so I would be able to hear the conversation. They had stopped just outside the garden and were partially hidden by a large bush.

      “Verina, I don’t think…”

      “Come on, Crispin! You know you need it! I need it too.”

      He sighed and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. It was a move he made when he was stressed and thinking about the problem.

      “I will give you no more than five minutes.”

      A satisfied purr of a response, “You won’t regret being with me, Crispin.”

      “Verina…” His answering growl told me he wasn’t happy, which did a lot to ease my emotions.

      “You know she is purposely trying to make it sound worse than it is, right?” Jeanne spoke softly beside me. “That man would never betray you.”

      I swallowed thickly. I thought about the rain last night and that he left before I woke up. I trusted him in my heart, but my brain was flashing all the warning signs at me. Finally, I closed my eyes and blew out a breath. “I know. I just can’t see her right now,” I whispered before giving her a brief hug and telling Jenna I would catch up with her later.

      I slipped out through a side entrance and headed down a path with no destination in mind. I just wanted quiet and solitude. The trail was long and winding, and it seemed to twist around the entire inner island. I only saw two people walking on the same path, a pair of women that gave me the barest of nods as we passed each other.

      Eventually, I came to a pond that was small but beautiful. A bridge crossed over it with an inviting bench in the center to allow a person to sit and watch. I gratefully took a seat and sighed deeply. I sat there for a long time, admiring the pair of black swans and just taking in the quiet of the night. Out here, I could smell the salt from the ocean much clearer than I could further inland where all the buildings were.

      I could also see a couple of what looked like warehouses a little further away. The path didn’t go that way, and I could only assume they were accessed by the docks. There were no guards anywhere that I could tell. I was a bit surprised by that. I knew that the Citadel was isolated, and there were strict rules with heavy penalizations, but I still would have expected patrols.

      Movement caught my eye over towards the buildings, but I didn’t see anything when I looked up. I figured I must have imagined it and suddenly realized how hungry I was, and fatigue was starting to weigh on me. I looked to the sky and noticed the faintest of lightning at the horizon.

      With a heavy sigh, I rose from the bench. I didn’t want to leave the serenity I had found there, but it was time for me to leave. I certainly wasn’t looking forward to going back to the room. Either Crispin would be there, and we would have to have an uncomfortable talk about Verina, or he wouldn’t be there. I wasn’t sure which I dreaded the most.

      I hurried up my steps much quicker than the pace I had meandered in earlier. The very last thing I needed was to get caught outside when the sun rose.

      The lobby was empty when I passed through to the elevators, and I was able to get to the room with only a small amount of discomfort from the swift elevator ride. I placed a hand to my belly. I had a baby growing inside of me. It was something I had resigned myself to never having a chance to experience. I had been alright with that; as long as I had Crispin for the rest of my life, I could be happy. To have this treasure was a gift beyond measure. I wondered what he or she might be like. I had no idea how children of vampires were, whether they would be born a vampire or a human. Whether it would need blood to thrive the way vampires did. Would it have an average human length of life, or would it live much longer, perhaps forever?

      I opened the suite door and tiredly removed the key from the lock before placing it down on the table beside the door. The suite was empty with no sign of life. There was a plate sitting on the kitchen counter that had a delicious-looking pasta dish on it when I went to investigate, but the thought of eating it made my stomach protest.

      I rubbed my stomach a little and placed the plate in the small refrigerator after snatching a roll from the edge of the plate. I wondered if Crispin had ordered the food for me or if one of the sentinels had brought it over.

      I nibbled on the roll as I made my way to the bedroom, noting that nothing looked disturbed from when I had left earlier in the evening. If Crispin had come back to the room, he hadn’t spent any time in the bedroom or bathroom.

      I was fading fast, the sun pulling me towards the bed. I let my clothes slip to the floor and took one last bite of the roll, placing the rest down on the bedside table. I didn’t bother looking out the window tonight. I just slipped under the covers and hoped that tomorrow would be better.
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      I walked into the shared kitchen area, following my nose. The smells were heavenly, especially since I had barely eaten anything the night before.

      This morning, I had a note from Crispin folded in the pocket of my jeans. When I woke up just a little bit ago, it was to see the same thing as the previous evening. The bed had an indent where Crispin had rested for a short time before leaving again, not waiting for me to wake up. When I had walked into the bathroom, I found a note sitting on the vanity by the sink, right where it couldn’t be missed. His note had said that he had looked for me last night, hoping to catch me still at lunch with Jeanne, and was sorry that he had missed me. At the bottom, he had written that he would see me tonight and we would have a quiet dinner, just the two of us. I sincerely hoped that we would.

      “There she is!” Ariel smiled at me and waved. “You must have found somewhere to go last night, huh?” She asked while sipping her coffee.

      I walked over to the buffet and looked at all the offerings, trying to decide what I was hungry for and what I would be able to stomach without feeling nauseous.

      “I was exploring. There is a lovely little pond a way out with a pair of adorable black swans.” I picked up a plate and placed a croissant on it. Then, I grabbed a couple of little jelly packets and went over to make a cup of coffee. “You should go check it out if you are looking for something to do.”

      I sat down my plate and my cup and looked around the table. Rhys was the only one missing, likely shadowing Crispin again. Crispin had suggested that I join him in the meetings, but he knew I wasn’t interested. Now, I’m not sure if I would have been better off going with him instead of feeling so listless.

      I smiled at Jenna and Jared, ignoring the pitying look that Jenna couldn’t hide. She had witnessed everything at lunch yesterday and knew I was pregnant. I thought she also might have caught on that I was having a bit of an uncomfortable...thing with Crispin. Not to mention the snake in the grass that was doing her best to push me away from him. I had no doubts that she was the reason that Crispin hadn’t come back before sunrise last night. Both of them were the same age. If he were able to stay up most of the day and withstand the sunlight for short periods, it was only obvious that she would be able to as well.

      “What are everyone’s plans for tonight?” I asked between sips of coffee. I frowned at the bitter flavor. I had put the same amount of flavored creamer in as I usually did, but it didn’t taste good for some reason. I got up to add a bit more to my cup. I stirred my coffee and took another sip before adding a little bit more. Once I was satisfied, I sat back down and started putting jelly on my croissant.

      “Ummm, Jared and I were going to find the beach that we were told about last night. It’s somewhere to the east of the buildings. Do you want to come?” Jenna asked.

      “Oh, no!” I declined. “You two go have fun. You should have a night to yourselves. It would be like a mini honeymoon.” I said with a suggestive eyebrow wiggle that made Jenna laugh. Jared growled and leaned over to nip her earlobe.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said with a smirk.

      “I have plans with Amos.” Ariel cleared her throat and turned red when all of us stared at her. “What?” she asked defensively.

      “Nothing,” I said and hid my smile behind my cup.

      She huffed. “We are just friends. We are going to hang out together and go to one or two of the seminars. I think there is supposed to be an open sparring event later tonight.”

      “Oh?” It sounded interesting. “Do you know where? That sounds like it could be fun to watch.”

      “If they do have it, it will be at the arena. It’s on the other side of that building we were in on the night of the formal dinner.”

      “An arena? Like a gladiator ring with sand and stadium seating?” I frowned, thinking of Crispin. He never said he had negative feelings about his time as a fighter, but I didn’t think he’d like the reminder.

      “Actually, yeah. That’s pretty much what it is. Vampire fights can get pretty brutal, even without weapons. I think they use sand because it’s easier. No blood to have to clean up.” Ariel chuckled.

      “Well, that sounds...disturbing,” I muttered.

      “We are a race of people that can be violent. Sometimes we have to let out our aggressions.”

      I nodded. I realized that it was actually a good idea to allow them an outlet. With so many sentinels around one place, there were bound to be ego clashes. “Is that what Rhys meant when he said he used to be challenged a lot?”

      “Oh yeah,” Ariel nodded. “I mean, it was before my time as a sentinel, but I’ve heard stories of his fights. He never lost a single one, but that didn’t stop the others from constantly sending him challenges. Now, though, we aren’t supposed to challenge others directly. Everything is supposed to be done in the proper channels, through the leaders.” She snorted. “Like that actually happens, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If someone wants to send out a challenge, they just do it quietly, instead of walking up to another person and calling them out, it is usually like when you are in school and notes are passed around, or someone whispers it in an ear until it makes it to the one it was intended for.”

      “Sounds juvenile,” I remarked.

      “Oh, it absolutely is.” She agreed with a laugh before standing up, gathering her plate and eating utensils. “I better run. Amos is going to be waiting for me already.”

      “Have fun with Amos,” I called out with a snicker.

      Once I was alone, I stared into the distance, just thinking about what the future might hold. There was one thing for certain, Crispin needed to get Verina to leave us alone. I was under no illusion that she would stop her campaign to get him back once we went back home. There was a determination inside of her that spoke to her tenacity.

      I sighed as I rose and cleaned up my mess. A door opened behind me, and a staff member entered the room, bowing slightly to me. “No worries, miss, I can do that,” she said with a light accent that spoke of french origin.

      “That’s okay. I’m good with picking up after myself.” I reassured her.

      “Thank you, miss.”

      I placed my plate in the sink. “Thank you for the service.” I smiled warmly at her.

      “Of course, my job is to serve.” She bowed again. I wanted to tell her it was unnecessary, but I was sure it was part of their training, so I just thanked her and left.

      I glanced down at my phone. I continued to carry it even though there was no signal on the island most of the time. We had discovered that as soon as we had landed and powered our phones back on. It didn’t surprise me; we were out in the middle of nowhere. Honestly, I didn’t even know which ocean we were on. But I carried it with me regardless. Very occasionally, it would catch a signal, and a few texts would come in from my mother giving me updates or asking how the trip was going. I never had a chance to reply because the signal would disappear again almost instantly. I never received anything from Crispin, though.

      I pulled the map that I had found on our first day out of my pocket and studied it for a minute as I waited for the elevator to arrive. The arena was just a short way past the large meeting hall that doubled as the formal entertainment venue. To the east was the beach area that Jenna had mentioned. Even though the Citadel was located inland, that area of the beach came in a lot further than along the rest of the island, making it the ideal place to swim and relax.

      I located the pond with the swans in it and realized just how far out I had actually walked last night. There were spots marked that indicated the warehouse type buildings I had seen, but there were no labels for them. I was right; they were not far from the docks. It was likely where all the needed supplies for the island’s inhabitants were delivered and stored.

      I stepped onto the elevator as I continued to peruse the map, trying to decide where I should wander to when the elevator swiftly descended and nearly had me throwing up my breakfast. It seemed my new found motion sickness was becoming worse with each trip. I was going to have to start using the stairs with Jenna.

      I decided to head in the opposite direction from the night before, even though I wanted to circle around eventually and find my way back to the swans. It was quiet and peaceful there, and I was able to relax and let go of some of the tension that was continuing to weigh on my shoulders.

      I took the path that would lead past the beach and circle around to the Council chambers, where all of the leaders were having their meetings. There was a building similar to the guest house we were staying in but quite a bit smaller. Crispin had mentioned that, while the guest house was a replica of the original castle and still very old, the Council quarters were where the actual castle was located. It was over seven centuries old and had been renovated many times over the years while still keeping with the original design.

      I was just past the beach after I had peeked into the area to see an inlet with a perfect setup with plenty of lounge chairs and even a bar when I heard voices up ahead. As I turned the corner past a small copse of trees, I nearly groaned aloud. Verina was there with another woman, one I had seen with the rest of their group a few times. She never acknowledged any of our group, just kept her eyes straight ahead, even when they had entered the dining area the other night.

      Both women looked up when they saw me and put their heads together, snickering and whispering. I rolled my eyes at their juvenile antics. I hadn’t liked mean girls when I was in school, and I certainly didn’t care for them now.

      I planned to walk straight past them. I had zero desire to interact with either of them, but most especially wanted to keep my distance from Verina.

      “Following me, baby vamp?” Verina sneered.

      I tried to ignore her, but as I was passing them, the other woman grabbed me by the upper arm and swung me around almost violently.

      “Don’t touch me,” I snapped, yanking my arm back.

      “You would do well to listen to your superiors,” she snapped at me with a glare.

      I laughed without humor. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Neither one of you are superior to me. Now excuse me.” I turned to leave but was stopped again by the same woman. “I said don’t fucking touch me!” I yelled.

      “Little girl, you don’t know who you’re messing with.” Verina sneered at me and took a step forward. “If you were smart, though I think you are dumber than you look, you wouldn’t continue to play this game with me. You won’t win.”

      I growled back, “I’m not playing any games here. I just want to continue my walk and never see you again.”

      “Oh, but you will be seeing me again—a lot of me. You see, after our little...get together early this morning while you were passed out from the sun, Crispin agreed to let me come to his house. I’ll be leaving with you in a few days.” She couldn’t have looked more smug.

      All I could do was stand there, shaking with fury and despair. Why would Crispin allow this woman into our home? It made no sense. I needed to talk to him desperately.

      I shook my head. “You are either lying or delusional. Crispin would never…”

      “Oh, but he would,” she nodded condescendingly, “and, he has. You see, we have more to our pasts than you could possibly imagine. We have a connection that you would never be able to understand.” She folded her arms over her chest, making her breasts nearly spilling out of the revealing blouse she was wearing. “If you were smart, you would grow a brain and realize that you and him, you’re over. You just don’t know it yet.”

      I took a step back and shook my head. “Take your friend and leave me alone.” I couldn’t keep the command out of my voice. I desperately needed her to stop talking. I was seconds away from a breakdown, and I would die before I allowed her to see my weakness.

      I was looking at Verina, but it was her companion that took Verina by the arm this time and started to drag her away from me. Verina glared at the girl and back at me while being ushered down the path I had just come from. “This isn’t over, baby vamp. But your time by Crispin’s side is!” she called out as they turned the corner that led to the beach.

      I couldn’t hold in the sob and turned on my heel to run.

      I ran blindly down the path until I stumbled and fell, landing on my hands and knees. I couldn’t see through the blurring of tears, and I just stayed there as my emotions ran out of control.

      It was a long time before I was finally able to sit up and wipe my eyes. I looked at my palms. They were dirty, but there was no sign of the scrapes that I had felt when I landed. I sniffled pathetically and buried my face in my knees, taking deep breaths. She had confirmed what I had been afraid of when I went to sleep last night. She and Crispin had been together instead of him coming to me before I went to sleep.

      I hadn’t seen him in two days now. Not face to face. There were no spoken words between us, just a letter that said he wanted to have dinner with me tonight. And that he missed me. I was feeling sorry for myself enough to wonder if he had really. He certainly didn’t seem to be trying very hard to see me. I knew he was busy, there was so much to discuss with the others, and they needed to figure out exactly what was happening with the threat that Katerina had started. But he didn’t seem overly worried about spending any time with me.

      I stood up and dusted off my jeans, noticing the small tear in one knee and cursing. It was my second favorite pair, and now they were torn. I put my hands in my pockets, my right hand feeling the note tucked away there. I hunched my shoulders and started walking again.

      I wanted to go home and forget this island even existed.
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      I had walked for quite a while. The path that I had been on led through the trees. The foliage was beautiful, and the jungle-like vegetation was lush and green. There were no animals that I was aware of, but I wasn’t too surprised. Animals tended to stay far away from vampires, sensing that we were the apex predator.

      The greenery had thinned out gradually until I was back at the center of the island again, behind a row of buildings. I wasn’t exactly sure where I had ended up, but as I looked around, I could see a number of people heading to a large, round structure. Curiosity got the better of me, so I headed in that direction, too.

      Once I got closer, I realized that it was the arena that everyone kept talking about, and it seemed to be drawing a lot of people. I could hear loud, excited chatter going on inside. I couldn’t help but follow the crowd as I remembered the conversation from breakfast.

      Inside, it wasn’t as large as I had pictured. It was only about triple the size of a boxing ring but filled with sand. The stands rose in a semi-circle around the arena floor, several levels high. The seats were made of cement and were wide and spacious, allowing plenty of room for the spectators to relax and spread out.

      I went to a set of stairs and climbed to the top, sitting near a few people. We exchanged polite nods and proceeded to ignore each other as they went back to talking amongst themselves. The place was filling quickly. By my count, there were close to one hundred people, most of those consisting of the entourage of the visiting kings and queens.

      I spotted the ones from my group fairly quickly. They were mostly sitting together, with Ariel sitting down a few seats next to Amos and his group.

      “Excuse me, may we sit here?” I looked up and saw a beautiful dark-skinned woman smiling warmly.

      “Of course,” I replied, standing up and moving out of the way so she and her companions could take a seat. I stood there in shock as they revealed a little girl when they moved to sit down.

      “Thank you so much. Giselle loves to watch from the top.”

      I nodded dumbly and watched as the little girl sat down last, and I carefully took my seat back, sitting gingerly as I could barely take my eyes from the sight of a young vampire child. She was definitely a vampire. But I could sense there was more to her than just being a mere vampire.

      The adorable little girl with a curly ponytail set high on the back of her head turned her head and looked right at me. I smiled weakly at her, my curiosity and emotions getting the best of me.

      “Hi, I’m Giselle.” She stuck her little hand out, and I slowly raised my hand to hers, glancing at the mother to see if it was okay. She gave me a slight nod and smile, so I lightly clasped Giselle’s hand. She gave a no-nonsense, businesslike shake. Then she nearly knocked me on my ass when the color in her eyes started swirling. My breath caught in my lungs as I watched.

      “Your baby is like me. She’s unhappy that you are unhappy.” The swirling color stopped, and she tilted her head, studying me. “Why are you unhappy?”

      I cleared my throat and tried to calm my breathing. “I...ummm…” I was saved from trying to come up with a kid-appropriate response when a loud cheering began from below. We both turned our heads to watch two men step into the sand. They both bowed, and then in a flurry of movement, they began throwing punches.

      I looked down at the little girl, eyes wide, and then at the mom. Should she be watching? I didn’t know much about children, but I assumed you shouldn’t subject them to that kind of violence. Both of them had their eyes glued to the arena floor, so I turned to look as well in time to see the slightly smaller man sweep out the other guy’s feet.

      “They make the rules before each match.” The little girl informed me. “Sometimes it’s the first one on the ground like this one. But other times, it’s the first one that makes the other one bleed that wins.” She said matter of factly.

      “Ummm, you like watching these types of things?” I asked her.

      She nodded her head emphatically. “When I grow up, I want to be a sentinel. That means I need to be fast and strong.” She looked up at me. “Are you a sentinel?”

      I shook my head. “Uh, no. Not exactly.”

      She nodded again. “But you are fast and strong. You are also very Powerful.”

      I was shocked that she knew that, “How do you know?”

      She shrugged one tiny shoulder, “I just know things.” She just knew things. How very interesting. I wondered if it had anything to do with that swirling thing that happened with her eyes.

      I looked around at the people in the rest of the stands as another match began and spotted two more children and even a woman holding a baby. My heart clenched at the sight. That would be me one day soon.

      The crowd started to murmur and point towards the entrance. I glanced over to see what the big deal was and watched as Crispin entered the arena. My heart gave a happy lurch at the sight of my mate, and I swallowed thickly. I needed to be held by him. It had been way too long since I’d felt his arms around me.

      “That’s King Crispin,” she told me, pointing her sparkly pink fingernail at my mate. “He’s the most Powerful vampire. Kane doesn’t count because he never comes out of hiding. Some people think that he is just a myth.”

      “Is that so?” I asked with a smile. If you ever want to learn what the rumors are, I guess it’s wise to ask a child. However, my smile dropped when I saw Gerard and Verina following closely behind Crispin. Verina reached forward and tapped Crispin on the shoulder, and pointed to a few open seats where their group was sitting. Crispin looked around and found our group that was trapped in the middle with no seats available nearby. He frowned at the group and then started scanning the seats again. I held my breath. I was sure he was looking for me. I began to raise my hand to wave at him, but Verina caught his attention by taking his arm and pulling him towards their seats while laughing.

      “Do you know who that is?” I asked Giselle, figuring she was the best place for information I had at the moment.

      She shook her head. “I’ve never seen her before this year. Mommy said she’s a bi-”

      The girl’s mother jumped sideways and quickly placed her hand over Giselle’s mouth. She looked over at me with an embarrassed and apologetic look. Then, she spoke to Giselle in an overly patient voice that I was sure every parent learned how to use by the time their kid learned to talk in complete sentences. “Sweetie, what did we say about repeating adult words?” She asked with amusement tinging her voice.

      “Not out in public?” She looked up at her mom with puppy dog eyes.

      “Not exactly,” she said before kissing her daughter’s nose. “No adult words until you’re an adult.”

      Giselle pouted her lip out and crossed her arms. Her mother and I smiled at each other over her head until she said, “Hey, look!” pointing her finger at the arena floor.

      Crispin was sitting beside Verina with as much distance as he could get with his arms folded over his chest. There was a man on the sandy floor pointing at him and yelling. Crispin shook his head and waved him off, but the man spread out his arms and did a slow turn, looking at each section of the stands and yelling.

      There was too much noise and commotion for me to be able to tell what he was saying, but the intention was clear. The man wanted to fight Crispin, and Crispin declined. Now he was trying to get the spectators on his side. It seemed to be working, too. A chant had started up with more and more people joining in calling out Crispin’s name.

      I looked back at my mate, and I could tell he was not pleased from here. His jaw was tightly clenched, and he looked like he had every muscle tensed. Verina was encouraging him, patting and rubbing his leg. I stared at the hand that was touching him and had a violent urge to rip it off of her body and slap her across the face with it.

      After at least a couple of minutes of nearly everyone chanting his name, Crispin finally stood up to an almost deafening roar of approval from the spectators. The man that had bullied him into fighting did a deep, mocking bow with a grin. I hoped Crispin wiped the stupid smirk off his face. I could have sworn that Ariel said it was against Conclave rules to challenge others at the arena.

      I knew Crispin could fight; he was the one that taught me, after all. He was fast and agile, and he seemed to know every move you were going to take before you even knew it yourself. So I had zero worries that he would win. He used to be a motherfucking gladiator. But I did hate that he was essentially being forced into it.

      “He’s the best fighter ever!” Giselle declared with her hands raised in the air in victory, even though the fight hadn’t even begun yet.

      I chuckled at her enthusiasm. “Is that so?”

      “Oh yes.” She nodded emphatically.

      “You’ve seen him fight before?” I asked, curious why she would be so certain about his fighting ability even though he didn’t participate in events like this. Not that I was aware anyway. I was sure that it was a bit of information that would have come up prior to us arriving on the island.

      She shook her head and pouted. “No, but my daddy said he has seen him fight. He said that King Crispin is so good that no one will ever be able to defeat him.”

      “That’s really nice of your daddy to say.”

      I watched in disbelief as the man was handed two swords and offered one to Crispin. “Oh my god. Why?” I whispered.

      Throughout the arena, there were gasps and excited shouts.

      “Do they normally duel with weapons?” I asked, not taking my eye off the floor as Crispin took off his suit jacket and folded it, laying it on his seat. I nearly growled when Verina took it and laid it over her lap. Crispin must have said something to her because she set it back down with a frown. Then he started to unbutton his black dress shirt. I wanted to cover every single person’s eyes, men included. No one should see what was mine. He and I were going to have a very long, serious talk after this.

      Once his shirt was off, he carefully folded it and laid it on top of his jacket. Then he slipped his shoes and socks off, tucking the socks into the shoes. I wanted to laugh. He was doing it deliberately. The crowd was demanding his participation, so he was going to teach them some patience. Finally, he stepped down onto the sand and picked up the sword that was left leaning against the retaining wall for him.

      He took several swipes through the air, testing the weight and balance. Even from where I was sitting, I could see his condescending look with one raised eyebrow. He was not impressed with the offering he was given. The other guy, he had to have been a sentinel of Gerard’s, shrugged both shoulders in a ‘what are you gonna do?’ gesture.

      This time it was Crispin that gave an exaggerated bow towards his opponent before straightening, and gestured with his free hand, palm up, fingers curling, saying ‘come and get me’. Anyone with half a brain would be able to look at him and see that they were already outmatched. But the sentinel charged anyway. Quicker than a blink, Crispin spun around and slapped the broad side of his sword across his opponent’s ass. The whole arena erupted in loud cheers and guffaws. The other guy was nowhere near as amused as everyone else, though. His face turned thunderous, and he quickly advanced again.

      Once again, Crispin was able to dodge the attack easily and responded with a smack of his blade against the other guy. This continued to happen repeatedly, with Crispin looking relaxed and bored and the sentinel red-faced and ready to commit murder. Finally, Crispin allowed some weapon to weapon sparring. The clanging of the blades was loud and rang out over the cheers of the crowd.

      Then Crispin swung his blade out and made the man trip and land on his back. Crispin pointed his sword at his throat and said something I couldn’t hear but could only assume was to the effect of ‘do you yield?’ The sentinel angrily shoved the blade away and climbed to his feet, and Crispin held out his arms. The man angrily nodded and then rushed Crispin again.

      The result didn’t change, but Crispin was becoming more aggressive, going on the offense instead of just batting away the thrusts of the sword that was coming at him. He soon had the guy on his knees again, but again, the sentinel shoved Crispin’s blade away. This time Crispin was the one to spread his arms out and appeal to the crowd. Should he give the guy one more chance or say the game was over?

      There was a distinct mix of cheers and jeers, but before a decision could be made, the man attacked Crispin from behind. Crispin grinned the most blood-thirsty grin I had ever seen him wear and spun around to avoid the thrust aimed for his back. The battle had begun in earnest, and Crispin wasn’t playing defense anymore.

      He forced the sentinel backward with every thrust and clang of his blade. The worst thing about watching, though, was that it was obvious Crispin still wasn’t even trying. If it were a real battle for life or death, the man’s head would have been lying in the sand 15 minutes ago, probably seconds after Crispin stepped inside the arena floor.

      Then I noticed Crispin was acting strange. He shook his head as if he was trying to clear his vision. I thought perhaps he had gotten sand in his eyes, but I didn’t think that was it. He was also weaving more and more. At first, it was just a sway as if he had lost his balance. Except, Crispin never, ever loses his balance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ivy

      

      

      

      He staggered back, dropping his sword arm, making me jump to my feet in horror. Crispin managed to get his arm back up to block the blow, but the effort sent him to his knees. The entire stadium was on their feet but silent as they watched the greatest warrior vampire kind had ever seen fall to his knees for a man that was obviously an inferior fighter. Every person present was in shock.

      The sentinel grinned maliciously and raised his sword high over his head. Crispin couldn’t even see that there was a blade coming for his neck, his head was hanging down, and he had one hand braced in the sand, and the other was clutching at his chest.

      As the sword started making its way down, I screamed out as loud as I could, “Stop!”

      Immediately, every single person in the crowd stilled as if frozen in place. Tears were pouring down my cheeks as I ran to the bottom of the stands and jumped down into the sandpit. I ran as fast as I could through the soft sand and dropped to my knees in front of Crispin.

      I looked up and saw how close the sword had come to taking his head and shoved as hard as I could at the blade, making it fly out of the sentinel’s hand and several feet away, half-buried in the sand.

      I looked back at Crispin and cradled his face in my hands. He was blinking his eyes. He had been practicing and was learning how to resist my compulsion for months now. Before this, he probably would have already been on his feet, having shaken my compulsion off within a minute. That he was only blinking so far scared me just as much as seeing a blade inches from his neck.

      “Hunter?” His voice was pained and rough.

      “Crispin! What’s wrong?” I cried out.

      “I-I don’t know. My heart feels like it is about to explode.”

      “We need to get you to a doctor. Do they even have a doctor here?” I looked around frantically, not knowing what I should be doing but knowing that I needed to do it immediately.

      “There is a clinic. Help me up?” His voice was laced with residual pain, but he seemed to be gaining strength back. I stood up and grabbed his arm, leaning back to allow him to use my weight as leverage. Once he was upright, he swayed and shifted his feet. “Let’s get out of here,” he growled out.

      “Should we grab your things?” I asked as we moved through the sand slowly.

      “I’m not leaving any of my things here.” I nodded. Neither one of us said another word until we made it to the edge of the sandpit.

      “Lean against the wall here.” I gently pushed him to the wall, where he all but sagged in pain and exhaustion.

      I ran to his seat and grabbed his belongings, not bothering to look around at anyone else. I had more important things to do, like get my mate somewhere safe. I ran back over to where it looked like he was going to crumble to the ground in a heap and once again placed my arm around his back.

      “I doubt you want to get dressed right now, right?” I asked as we made our way out of the entrance. He grunted and shook his head. We continued to walk slowly until we came to a bench that was near the guest building. “Stay here.” I gently shoved him onto the bench and set his stack of things next to him. “I’ll be right back.”

      I turned and ran back to the arena. I didn’t stop to look around at all the frozen bodies. If I did, I have to think about how eerie it was. The place was full of people, but it was completely and utterly silent.

      I just shouted as loud as I could, “Continue!” and after a half-second to ensure that the people were, indeed, coming out of their frozen state, I ran back to Crispin before anyone could notice me standing where no one had been before. When I compel someone, I’ve been told they don’t remember anything. From the time I gave them a command until I released them from whatever I had told them to do, it was a blank slate in their minds. Most of the time, it would be as if no time at all had passed. The people inside the arena would be extremely confused right about now. They had been less than seconds away from seeing a man they all admired beheaded. Now, in what seemed like only a blink of time for them, he was gone and the man holding the sword no longer even had it in his grasp.

      I made it back to Crispin to see him leaning his head back against the seat with his eyes closed.

      “Crispin,” I said softly. He blinked his eyes open and looked at me.

      After a long moment of intense staring, he said, “I love you.”

      I sobbed out a breath and threw myself into his arms. I was crying so hard I was shaking with it, and I couldn’t breathe right.

      “Y-you w-ere go-going to d-d-d-ie!” I wailed into his neck as he slowly patted my back. He didn’t even try to deny it.

      “I know, Hunter. I’m sorry,” he sighed. His words just made me wail harder.

      “Master!” Rhys came to a stop next to the bench as the rest followed. “What the fuck happened?” He demanded, his voice betraying his fear.

      The others crowded around, each of them asking their own versions of the question while I continued to sob onto his bare skin.

      “I don’t know,” he said, his voice sounding tired and weak. “Everything was fine; I was sparring with the idiot that couldn’t take the answer no. I was teaching him a lesson in respect. Then, I suddenly started feeling weak and dizzy just out of the blue. I started having trouble seeing, and there towards the end, it felt like my heart was one beat away from exploding in my chest.”

      I hiccupped into his neck as everyone else took in his words.

      “Do vampires have heart attacks?” Jenna asked quietly. Everyone was quick to reassure her that it was impossible for that to happen. “So what did happen then?” She wondered, and everyone went quiet with dread.

      I sat up and wiped at my eyes as I continued to let out the occasional hiccup. “We need to get him to the doctor. I have no idea where that is.”

      Rhys immediately took over, helping Crispin to his feet and allowing him to use his body to lean on for support. With Rhys helping instead of me, we made much quicker time and entered the clinic within a few minutes.

      In the time that we took to get there, Crispin was already starting to regain his strength, which relieved me immensely.

      “How may I help you?” The young woman in a set of yellow scrubs with tiny bright pink daisies looked up from her computer, and her eyes immediately widened to the same shock everyone else had felt at seeing Crispin looking weak. I knew he had to be hating the attention. Not to mention having so many people seeing him in such a vulnerable state.

      “We need to see the doctor, please.” I all but got down on my hands and knees, pleading with the girl to help us.

      She jumped up and ran towards a door behind her. “Of course! Just one second while I go get him!” She opened the door and started to go through it but paused. “Oh! Please bring him through that door and take him to room 1. I’ll be right back!”

      Rhys took him through the door while I followed along behind them. I looked back at the rest of the group to see they all looked scared. I knew they wanted to be there to find out what was wrong, but there wouldn’t be room, and Crispin deserved some privacy. “I’ll try to keep everyone updated if it takes too long, okay?”

      Jared walked over to me and gave me a brief hug. “It’s okay. You take care of our man in there and yourself.” He gave me a pointed look, and I glanced over at Jenna, who looked sheepish. I sighed. I probably wouldn’t be able to keep any secrets from my mate either.

      “Thanks, Jared, I will.”

      It was only a few steps inside the door to room 1. The hallway was short and looked like it consisted of two separate patient rooms, a restroom, an office, and the doorway to the receptionist desk. I had never been in a doctor’s practice that was so small before. But then again, vampires really had no need to see a doctor usually. So I imagined that the clinic was primarily used for the humans on the island as well as any children.

      Rhys was helping Crispin lay down on the bed when I walked in. He backed up and said, “I’m going to be in the waiting room with the others. Yell if you need anything from me.” He started to leave, but he paused and looked back at his boss and best friend. “As soon as we find out who did this to you, I’m going to take pleasure in ripping them to pieces. Slowly,” he growled and then stomped out of the door.

      I stood there and just stared. I would never have guessed from looking at him now, but he had never been so vulnerable in so long. I was still trembling with residual effects of the fear that had been pumping through my system.

      “If I hadn’t been there…”

      “I’d be dead right now, Hunter, if it wasn’t for you. You already own my heart. Now I owe you my life.” He moved his hand off of his eyes and turned to look at me. “I have no problem owing you, though. Out of anyone in this entire world, I would only want it to be you.”

      I cleared my throat, uncomfortable at the thought of him being so close to death. “Well, let’s just call us even. You saved my life, too. More than once, and I have no desire to even the score. As soon as we figure out what happened to you, the better I’ll feel.

      The doctor rapped on the door twice before peering inside. His eyes got wide before stepping into the room and shutting the door behind him.

      “Mary said you were here, but I couldn’t believe it until I saw it with my own eyes.” He bowed his head and said, “Lord Crispin, how may I be of service?”

      He sat quietly as we both took turns explaining what happened. He became increasingly alarmed as the retelling progressed. Finally, he sat back on his rolling stool and was silent for several minutes when we were done.

      “Well, this is highly unusual,” he said finally, rubbing his thumb over his mouth as he thought. “I am going to start with a full exam and then take some blood if you have no objections?” He raised an eyebrow at Crispin and waited for his permission.

      Crispin grunted. “Do whatever you must. I need to know as soon as possible.”

      According to his name tag, the doctor, Dr. Reynolds, nodded his head, stood up to wash his hands, and put in a pair of gloves. He was older than most vampires tended to be, looking to be in his late 40’s, with salt and pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard.

      “Now, if you feel comfortable sitting up? I’d like to listen to your heart and lungs.”

      I moved back away from the bed and watched from a chair across the room as a man I had come to think of as invincible had a medical examination. I was still fighting back tears every time I pictured that moment in my head of the sword making a path right for his neck.

      When he sat back and placed the stethoscope back around his neck, he blew out a breath.

      “Well?” I asked anxiously as the seconds ticked by loudly from the clock on the wall.

      “Well, young lady, what I’ve found is absolutely nothing,” he said with a sigh. He looked at Crispin. “You are exactly as healthy as a vampire should be. Your heart and lungs sound perfect. I’d like to hook you up to an EKG machine. You said it felt as if your heart was about to explode?”

      Crispin growled. “The pain was excruciating.”

      Dr. Reynolds nodded. “If there was any damage to your heart or if it is beating abnormally, the EKG should pick it up. I didn’t detect anything from listening other than a perfectly normal vampire heartbeat, but this could show something I couldn’t hear.”

      He stood up and walked to a large cabinet. He took out a small machine and set it on a rolling tray, and wheeled it over to the bed.

      “Go ahead and lay back down for me. This will only take about five minutes.”

      He quickly attached wires to Crispin’s chest in multiple places and flipped a switch. Then, he sat back on his stool and began to talk.

      “At this point, I don’t know what happened, but I have a couple of guesses.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “One guess would be a quick-acting poison that was designed to weaken you during the battle and make you vulnerable to losing. The second…” he trailed off.

      “How much do you know about witchcraft and curses?” He asked, looking deadly serious.
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      Crispin stiffened, and I gasped. “Witchcraft?” I whispered.

      The doctor nodded. “Either option could be the one responsible. If it was poison, it likely worked its way through your system already, your vampire blood forcing it out. But a hex or a curse would be challenging to figure out. First, you would have to find out when and how you were cursed. The only ways to break a hex placed by a witch are to destroy the spell or the witch themselves.

      “A hex isn’t always as easy as that, though. Sometimes they could be something physical, like a bag or a bundle of herbs and sticks. Sometimes it is a spoken curse on an object that, once touched, basically infects the intended victim.”

      “Is it possible that the hex or curse was intended for someone else, and I was unlucky enough to be in the wrong place and wrong time?”

      Dr. Reynolds shook his head. “That is very unlikely. Curses and hexes are very specific for the intended target. So, no, if it was, in fact, something placed on you by a witch, it was deliberate.”

      Crispin cursed as I sat numbly in the chair. The doctor stood up and picked up the long sheet of paper that had been steadily exiting the machine. He only took a few seconds to look at it before flipping the machine off and started removing the wires from Crispin’s chest.

      “Well, the good news is there appears to be no damage to your heart. The bad news is, I’m afraid we are back to the witch thing.” He wheeled the cart back over to the cabinet. Instead of putting it away, he took out supplies for taking blood. “I’m going to test your blood. Hopefully, if it was poison, I will be able to detect any traces of it that are still remaining in your blood. The fact that you haven’t recovered fully yet makes me believe that whatever has affected you is not gone.”

      After taking several vials of blood, he sat back on his stool and looked at Crispin and me. “I do not recommend that you share your blood with your mate until we rule out what is wrong. Do you need to feed, my dear?” He asked me.

      I blushed, looked at and away from my mate. I nodded my head.

      “Okay. Let me retrieve a few bags of blood for you both. Perhaps taking blood will help your body push out any remaining poison. But I do not suggest you take your mate’s blood in case it’s possible for you to pass it on through your saliva accidentally.”

      Crispin jerked his head in a nod and sat up, reaching for his shirt. “When can I expect results from the blood work?” He asked gruffly, jerking his arms roughly through the sleeves.

      “My lab equipment is much better and more advanced than what humans are still working with. However, it still takes time. Therefore, I ask that you come to see me tomorrow before sunrise. I should have an answer for you then.”

      He stood and held out his hand to Crispin. As Crispin shook it, a play of emotions ran over his face. There was gratitude, but there was a heavy dose of fear.

      I stood up and handed Crispin his shoes. As he sat down to put them on, I turned to Dr. Reynolds. “How do you know so much about witchcraft?” I asked, tilting my head.

      He smiled in amusement. “My mother was a witch.”

      “I see,” I mumbled.

      Before the doctor could leave, a loud commotion came from the lobby. I couldn’t make out the words, but it was evident that someone was screaming, and a deeper voice was yelling.

      The doctor jerked our room door open and then opened the door to the lobby. As soon as he had it opened, we could clearly hear an argument between Rhys and Verona. She was screaming about wanting to see Crispin, and Rhys was telling her to get the fuck gone.

      “I have a right to see him!” She screeched. “When we become mates, all of you are going to be sorry that you have treated me this way! I will make sure he gets rid of all of you!”

      Crispin growled and turned to me. “I don’t know where her delusions have come from, but I swear to you…”

      I placed my finger over his lips. When he stopped, I removed it and rose to my tiptoes to place a light kiss there. I didn’t say a word; I just looked at him until he saw what I was feeling in my eyes.

      He grunted and wrapped his arms around me. “When we get back to our room, we are having a talk that is well overdue.”

      I nodded against his chest as I listened to the great Dr. Reynolds put the screaming banshee in her place and kick her out of his office.

      When he returned to let us know the coast was clear to leave, I walked up to him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for seeing him so quickly.”

      “My dear, I am a doctor on an island in the middle of nowhere in a city of vampires and only a few humans and a handful of children. Most days, I feel as useless as a snow cone machine in the middle of a blizzard.”

      I laughed and stepped back. Crispin reached out to shake his hand again and said, “I trust anything that happens in here will remain confidential.” He said it as a statement and not a question. The doctor looked affronted.

      “Lord Crispin, I can assure you that Kane, himself, wouldn’t be able to torture the information from my dying corpse.”

      Crispin grinned for the first time since the battle. “I can assure you that will not be necessary.”

      Dr. Reynolds cleared his throat and said, “That’s good to hear.” He handed us a bag that had several pouches of blood in it.

      We agreed to return late tomorrow night to allow his testing to be completed and walked out into the night together. When we stepped outside of the clinic, I paused and turned to Crispin.

      “I think I left my phone in the chair I was sitting in. I’ll be right back!” I turned around and hurried back into the office before anyone could follow me.

      I knocked on the office door where Dr. Reynolds was sitting at his desk making notes on his computer.

      I knocked lightly on the open door and called out, “Excuse me, sir?”

      He turned around and smiled. “Did you forget something?”

      I fidgeted with the bottom of my shirt. “Not exactly. I was…I ummm. Can I come back tomorrow night early to be seen for a personal issue?”

      He gave me a look full of concern but said, “Of course. I will be here about an hour after sunset. Come by anytime after that.”

      I smiled and thanked him before rushing back to Crispin, holding up my phone that had been in my pocket the entire time. Crispin held out his hand to me, and we began the walk back to the guest quarters.

      “What are you going to do about your meetings tomorrow night?” Rhys asked as he walked just a step behind Crispin on the opposite side from where I was. He was in the perfect position to help Crispin should he need it but was far enough back to be respectful and not show any weakness to the rest of the vampires around that might see.

      “I still need to go,” Crispin gritted his teeth. “If I don’t show up, there will be too much speculation.”

      “After the fight tonight, people will be watching closely for any weaknesses.” Rhys reminded him.

      “I know that, damn it!” Crispin took a few deep breaths. “I am trapped here. I can’t avoid going because I will be seen as weak. When I do go, I need to project confidence and strength. After a good rest, I should be able to handle it.”

      “Gerard has always been greedy for more territory. Do you think he could be behind this? That was his man that challenged you, wasn’t it?” Rhys asked.

      Crispin grunted. “Yes, it was his lead sentinel. I wouldn’t put it past Gerard. But there’s just one small problem. There isn’t a king or queen that isn’t greedy for more territory and power. So if we were looking for that type of motivation, the list is quite extensive.”

      “Except you,” I whispered.

      I felt the weight of his stare as he looked down at me, and I looked up at him, noticing the faintest of circles under his eyes, denoting the tiredness and pain he was feeling. My heart flipped as I looked over his face. Vampires shouldn’t show any signs of fatigue.

      “I have no desire to have more territory. I never wanted this position to begin with.”

      “Why did they give you the most when you didn’t want to have anything to do with being a king?” I asked.

      He sighed. “I had vowed to lead a territory several years ago after ignoring commands of the Council for centuries. When I finally agreed, I would only consent to a small area. Then the king died six years ago, and someone capable of controlling a large territory was needed. Some arguments nearly went too far over the lost king’s land. In order to stop the fights, I was all but ordered to take the position.”

      “You don’t seem to mind the job too much,” I commented.

      “I have to make the best of the situation.”

      “I suppose so.”

      We walked in silence the rest of the way to the guest building. The moment we stepped inside the lobby, Crispin was nearly knocked backward with the impact of Verina throwing herself in his arms.

      “Oh my god! I thought you were going to die!” She wailed dramatically while wrapping around his body like a fucking octopus. Rhys marched over to bodily remove her from around Crispin’s waist, but the moment he grabbed her arm, she turned around and practically hissed like a feral cat.

      “Don’t you touch me!”

      I raised one eyebrow at the display. I was pissed as hell that she was acting like she had any rights at all where it concerned my mate. But on the other hand? I was fighting a grin for the predicament that Crispin had found himself in. I took a few steps back and crossed my arms, prepared to watch the drama unfold as he attempted to get the octopus of a woman off of his body.

      “Woman…” Rhys growled before he was cut off by another voice booming from near the elevator doors.

      “What in the fuck is going on here?”

      We all turned as one to look at the beet-red face that was scrunched up in anger. Gerard started stomping over to our group as Crispin, once again, tried to pry all of Verina’s limbs off of him.

      “Good, you’re here. Maybe you can get control of your woman,” Crispin grunted in frustration.

      “Verina!” Gerard growled, “Come here!” He demanded, reaching for her as she seemed to plaster herself even tighter. He grabbed her by the waist, and with a strange yet amusing tug of war, he finally managed to pry her off as she started sobbing.

      “No, Gerard!” As she reached with grabby hands towards Crispin. “He’s my mate! I don’t want you anymore!”

      Crispin straightened his clothes; the exertion of the ordeal had visibly taken more of the strength he didn’t have.

      “That would be quite the accomplishment, considering I already have a mate, and I don’t even know you anymore,” Crispin grunted and stalked over to me, yanking me in his arms as if he wanted to erase the feeling of her body and replace it with mine. “I’ve told you for the last time, woman, you and I are not mates, never would have been and never will be.”

      “But last night…” she started, causing my body to lock up tight. I began to pull away, but Crispin yanked me back with a grunt.

      “Last night,” he interrupted with growled exasperation, “I allowed you to tell me your story, nothing else.”

      She turned her teary eyes to me. I saw the wicked gleam of smugness enter her eyes before she wiped it away and looked back at Crispin. “But when you kissed me, that had to mean something to you.” She sniffed delicately and swiped a finger under her eyes. “It meant everything to me.”

      With a hard yank, I pulled myself away from Crispin and took several steps towards the elevators. I had no doubt she was lying somehow, I could see the anger pouring off of him, but I could also see, though she was living in a world of her own made-up reality, there was a grain of truth there as well. It wouldn’t have happened at all if he hadn’t agreed to meet with her. He should have been in bed with me. Instead, he decided to meet with her secretly. He didn’t know that I had overheard their conversation. What I knew, more than anything else, was that he had allowed this viper to infiltrate our lives. That was on him. He should have been with me, but he chose to go to her instead.

      I took one long look at Crispin as he glared at me and then turned around. When I stepped into the first elevator door to open, I could hear his angered yell but ignored whatever words he was saying. As the doors closed, I wiped a tear away.
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      As I watched my mate walk away with a disappointed look on her face, I growled and ran both fists through my hair, resisting the urge to give it a good yank of frustration. Instead, I turned back to look at the woman that had done nothing but cause me needless amounts of irritation.

      “I’ve had enough with you!” I yelled and pointed a finger at Verina. We had drawn quite the crowd, and everyone around us was staring in fascination. This wasn’t me. I didn’t do drama. I didn’t lose my temper, and I certainly didn’t yell in public. But I was past my breaking point. If this woman caused me to lose my mate due to her lies and manipulations, I was going to kill her with my bare hands and accept the punishment gladly. “I pushed you away the second you shoved yourself on me. I agreed to let you tell me your story. It was only because of our ancient history that I even allowed that much. But no more! Do you hear me? Stay away from me. Stay away from my mate.”

      I spun on my heel to chase after my mate, not wanting another second to keep us apart.

      “But, Crispin…”

      “No!” I turned back around and stalked over to her as she shrunk back, finally seeming to grasp how serious I was. I looked her in her eyes, needing her to hear me and take my words to heart. “Stay away, Verina, or I will rip your head from your body and gladly accept the consequences.” I looked her up and down with a snarl and then around the room. “It will be worth it for the pain you have caused my mate.”

      With her gasping sob echoing behind me, I stalked to the elevator and punched the button so hard it cracked. I didn’t care how she took my words. There was only one thing I cared about, and it was the woman I had seen leaving with tears in her eyes.

      The ride was swift, but it still took longer than I cared for. I needed Ivy like I needed the air to breathe. When I came to our door, I reached into my pocket to retrieve the key but didn’t find it where I remembered putting it this evening when I left just before twilight. I patted each of my pockets, not finding it anywhere. Finally, I sighed and reached out to pound on the door.

      I could hear Ivy moving around the suite, likely getting ready for bed, and my cock started to harden despite the appropriateness of the situation. It had been too long since I had her under me, and my unruly cock didn’t understand that now wasn’t the time. I probably shouldn’t anyway. If saliva was forbidden, then being inside her sweet body was likely off-limits as well.

      I knocked again right before the door cracked open, and Ivy’s beautiful face appeared. She looked so forlorn I was tempted to march right back downstairs and make good on my promise to remove Verina’s head.

      I placed a hand on the door frame and leaned in closer to the face I loved more than life itself. “Hunter,” I breathed out, feeling better seeing her after the way she walked away.

      She backed up and pulled the door wider as she went. She then let go of the door and turned to walk back into the bedroom. I slammed the door behind me and grabbed her hand, and yanked her to me, not wanting a single footstep to separate us. I lifted her and nearly shouted in victory when she wrapped her legs around my waist and lay her head on my shoulder.

      I carried her into the bedroom and through, crossing into the bathroom. I turned on the shower with her still in my arms and then turned to place her on the vanity. I put my forehead against hers and breathed out her name. I had a lot to fix. I would need to explain everything to her before she would fully accept the apology I needed to give her. But right now, I just wanted to hold her close.

      I leaned back and started divesting her of her clothing and then attacking mine with much less finesse than I had with hers. Once we were completely naked, I picked her back up and carried her into the steaming shower. Neither one of us said a word as I washed her as well as I could while still wrapped around me. My cock was fully hard, throbbing, trapped between our bodies, but I ignored its presence.

      I had finished rinsing out her hair when I noticed the slight movements of my mate against my body. Her breathing had picked up, and she was subtly moving her hips against my erection, rubbing her little clit against my rigid length. I groaned deep in my chest and leaned her body against the tile of the shower wall. If my mate needed me to get her off, then I wouldn’t disappoint her. I didn’t hold back as I began to thrust against her core, making sure that I hit her clit with the head of my engorged shaft with every movement. It wasn’t long before she called out my name and threw back her head in a silent scream. I watched in devoted fascination as she shook with the pleasure only I could give her.

      I slowly rocked against her until her breaths started to calm, and she opened her eyes to look at me. The sadness and tears in her eyes were enough to nearly make me fall to my knees. I quickly rinsed the mess I made on her belly away. I slowly rubbed my hand back and forth along her abdomen, silently wishing for the one thing that would tie us irrevocably together for all eternity. We were already mates, but to conceive a child together would tell the world what I already knew deep in my soul. This woman was my true mate.

      Child or no, she was mine. Forever. But having a child? It was a blessing I’d never thought to wish for throughout the millennia I had been alive. But with Ivy, I wanted everything.

      I turned off the water and reached out for the fluffy towel hanging near the shower door. I carefully wrapped the towel around her petite body. Every day I tried to show her how much I loved her with my actions. I wanted nothing more than to worship her. I wanted to be the one that provided for her and take care of her every little need. I got pleasure from doing the little things for her that most people took for granted every day. I would forever be her faithful servant. The only person in this universe that I would get down on my knees for.

      After drying her off and quickly braiding her combed, wet hair back from her face, I ran the towel over the wet drops still clinging to me. I picked her back up, relishing in the feel of her snuggled against me. Never had I held a woman like this. I had never attempted to get close to any woman before. With her, it came naturally.

      I pulled back the covers with one hand and gently laid her down on the bed, laying down beside her and pulling her into the curve of my body. I stared at her beautiful face before placing a gentle kiss on her forehead. I took a breath and began to speak.

      “I was overwhelmed.” I shook my head. “That is a small word for what I truly felt. Seeing her the first time? I didn’t even know who she was. My memories of that time of my life are so faded. It’s like a dream that you wake from, and you can’t quite grasp the wisps of the dream you’d just had.

      “When it clicked for me who she actually was, I was stunned. All I could think of was what I had lost from that time. My family has been gone so long they are nothing but dust. The only one that even knew who they were and what they were like was me. Now, this woman that I knew for such a blink of time in my long life is here, and all I could think of were my sisters. For a brief moment, I wished that I could have them standing there as vampires.”

      She reached up and gently ran her fingertips over my forehead, where I knew a line would be creasing my skin. Understanding and sadness shone in her eyes. I reached up and took her fingers in my hand, and kissed the tips in a silent thank you.

      “I hid from you, from myself, because I was having difficulties containing my emotions. No one else would have been able to see it, but you know me better than anyone. You would have been able to see it was there, and I wasn’t ready to acknowledge the hate for myself I was feeling.”

      She frowned, not understanding what I meant.

      “I left my family behind for that woman,” I growled. “I allowed her to control me, to convince me that I needed to be more than I was. I should have stayed and helped with the farm. Instead, I went in search of fortune and glory, trying to prove I was worthy for a woman that tossed me aside for the first man to bring her a promise of dresses and jewelry.”

      I cupped both her cheeks and looked into her eyes. “I don’t care for that woman. I never did. I was a weak man that needed to prove himself. In doing that, I lost everything. I hate her for that. I hate her for all but one thing... it brought me to you.”

      I kissed the lone tear as it clung to the tip of her nose. “When I agreed to speak with her last night, it was for no other purpose than hoping I could hear anything at all about my family from someone that knew them. I suppose I was also hoping she would be done turning up everywhere I was if I heard her out as well.” I chuckled ruefully. “That backfired, I suppose. As for the kiss…”

      I ran my fingertips over her back to calm her when she stiffened in my arms. “It’s probably what you imagine.”

      “She threw herself at you without warning, and you had to push her away and tell her you weren’t interested and never to do it again?” She asked sardonically with a raised brow.

      “Precisely,” I answered with a grimace, remembering how awful it had been to feel another woman other than my mate touch me so intimately. It had been like a thousand fire ants crawling up my spine.

      She kissed both of my cheeks. “My poor, sweet king. Attacked by a woman with no morals.”

      “Call me that again,” I growled against her mouth.

      “My king,” she whispered.

      I growled again, louder, and turned her onto her back before placing my forehead on hers. “If only I could show you with my body and my mouth what that does to me.”

      She wrapped her arms tight around me and put her face on my shoulder. “I’m scared, Crispin,” her whisper was muffled, but I could clearly hear the fear as well as feel it through the bond that I had unknowingly opened back up between us at some point tonight. I had closed it off because I didn’t want to share the turmoil I had been feeling. I was such a fucking idiot.

      I placed my face into her hair and breathed in her scent. “I know, baby. But we will figure out what is happening and put a stop to it.”

      She moved her head, making me lift mine to look down at her worried gaze. “But when Crispin? If anyone finds out how weak you are…” she trailed off, knowing as I knew, being the most Powerful vampire second only to Kane put me in the position of being envied and hated. There were vampires close by that would take any opportunity to destroy me forever. Marcus came to mind, the vampire that was as old as I was, though he was a Roman patrician and elite member of the Roman political society who could trace his ancestry to the Roman Senate. It was just another example of how Power distribution could change a person’s status in a heartbeat. I came from nothing, was a farmer and then a gladiator, fighting and killing for the coin that would be tossed my way while he was practically royalty. He was rich beyond comparison. Once we both were turned and came into our Power, the difference was startling. His Power was significant at best. It was just enough to allow him a spot on the Council due to his age and experience. He outranked me in status, but only because I allowed it, and he and everyone else knew it. Yes, Marcus would likely be the first in line with the beheading if he knew.

      “I will be careful. The only ones that know are loyal to us, and I trust the doctor.”

      “How could you have been hexed or cursed? Wouldn’t everyone know if there was a witch on the island?”

      I turned us back on our sides, the fear and worry of my current predicament an excellent way to douse any flames of desire that had briefly flared. “I don’t know a lot about witches,” I admitted. “I don’t know how one would be spotted if they were here. There are several humans on the island, including our own in our group. I also don’t know if a vampire can also be a witch. It seems we have much to discuss with the good doctor if I am, in fact, cursed or hexed by a witch. Perhaps a vampire had a hex made by a witch before even coming to the Conclave.” It was all speculation that led us nowhere at the moment.

      I could feel the sun preparing to rise over the horizon. It pulled at me sharply in a way I hadn’t felt in more than a thousand years. It was a harsh reminder of my vulnerability. For the first time in my vast memories, I was scared for my own life.
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      I kissed Crispin on the cheek as he walked out of the door to head to the first of his many meetings of the night before we planned to meet up at the doctor’s office. As soon as the door snicked close in front of me, I hurried back to the bedroom and quickly got dressed. I was going to skip out on having breakfast with the rest of the group, and I didn’t want anyone knowing what I was up to. The first person I planned on learning about the baby was Crispin.

      I managed to sneak out while no one was in the hallway, but I had to take the elevator again since the door to the stairwell was across from the dining area. Last night when I had taken it, I had to run to the suite. I had barely managed to get the door unlocked before I made a mad dash to the toilet. It was a close call, one I didn’t plan to repeat.

      As I stood in front of the bank of elevators, I debated with myself, and I just couldn’t bring myself to take the steps needed to board the waiting car. As the doors closed, I looked down the hall to the opposite end from where our group was eating. There had to be another stairwell for safety reasons.

      Mind made up, I walked quickly down the long hall, hoping with each step that no one from our group would walk out of their rooms or the kitchen to see me so far away from where I should be. As I made it to the door, I was so thankful to see the sign on the wall I nearly cried. I swung the door and quickly started to descend, one floor at a time.

      When I hit the second-floor landing, I heard a door above open and slam shut. I paused, my hand gripping the rail, and listened for any movement. When no sounds echoed down to me, I shrugged my shoulders and continued down. Then, just a few steps down, I heard loud footsteps, the sound bouncing around the stairwell. I repressed a shiver of unease and turned back to look at the steps in front of me. The steps above seemed to be increasing in pace, my heart speeding up along with the ominous sound.

      I couldn’t explain why I was so panicked all of a sudden. If I tried to explain it to someone, they would think I was being childish, but I didn’t care at the moment. All I knew was there was something sinister about whoever was in the enclosed space with me, and my instincts were telling me to get the hell out immediately.

      I nearly ran the last flight of stairs to the ground floor, my heart beating out of control and my breaths coming out in ragged pants that would have hurt my lungs had I been human.

      I stumbled on the second to the bottom step and landed at the base of the stairs bypassing the last step altogether. I was unprepared for the rapid descent to the floor, so I threw my hands out to help stop my face from slamming into the floor. I let out a sharp scream as my ankle went sideways and my hands slapped harshly against the concrete floor. The speed of the fall didn’t allow me to do much more than bracing my body for impact, which I knew would only make my landing worse but instinct was a bitch.

      My hip and shoulder took the majority of the impact. My breath was knocked out of me momentarily, but as soon as I could breathe again, I let out a low moan. I took stock of my body, but it seemed the only thing that was damaged was my ankle. I knew it would be fully healed in just a few short moments, but it didn’t keep the injury from hurting until then.

      And then a deep chuckle from somewhere above me floated down,  raising the hair up on the back of my neck. I caught my breath, prepared to jump up and dart to the exit door when the sound of a door in the stairwell above opened and then slammed shut. I squeezed my eyes closed. I wasn’t making it up. Whoever had been up there had purposely frightened me.

      I sighed as I got up on my knees and then put my good foot on the floor to heft myself up. I hopped to the wall and braced my hands against it as I calmed my racing heart and breathing. I gingerly moved my ankle around in a circle, and as the pain dissipated, I set it down on the floor and leaned my weight on it. I sighed in relief when there was no pain or weakness.

      I looked back up the stairwell with one hand on the door handle and wondered who it was that had chased me. Whether there was intent to harm me or just scare me, what he had done was pretty shitty. I turned the handle and walked out of the stairwell as calmly as I could. I wanted to appear as if I wasn’t disturbed by what had just happened. Fuck whoever that was.

      I walked through the lobby, my feet making little noise in my simple ballet flats. The sound of the elevator doors sliding open caught my attention, and as I reached the exit door, I saw Gerard step off the lift. He looked up, and his eyes caught mine, a glare trying to send me to an early grave. The glare quickly faded, and a look of contemplation settled over his features.

      “Miss Moore! Will you give me a moment of your time, please?” His thick accent rolled over me, his voice deep. I paused, wondering if he could have been the one to scare me. I looked down at his feet. He was wearing a pair of loafers that went with his pristine suit. I didn’t think it would be possible for those types of shoes to make the loud steps that had echoed so loudly.

      I stood with a hand on the door, waiting to see what Gerard could possibly want. From the first look he had given me before it switched to a more calculating one, he didn’t put me in the innocent category when it came to this whole drama.

      I nodded politely, “Gerard. What can I do for you this evening?” My voice was reserved, I had no desire to be friendly with this man, but I was curious about what he had to say.

      “Shall I walk you to your destination, my dear?” He held out his arm like a gentleman from eras gone past.

      I gave a small smile and shook my head. “I am only going to the health clinic. We have a human in our group, and she had an unfortunate... accident.” I sent up a silent apology to Jenna for throwing her under the bus.

      His smile grew strained. I guess he expected me to fall into a simpering mess at his feet. “I was hoping that the two of us could have a conversation regarding our…” he paused and glanced about as if he would figure out what term wouldn’t offend me too bad by seeing it on a bush or wall. “Partners.”

      “Oh?” I asked in a completely clueless tone. “Why is that?”

      His smile was looking more like a grimace by the second. “Surely, you know that they are seeing each other?”

      “Oh, I know that! They are old friends and see each other often to say hello. Kinda like we are doing now. Right?” I all but batted my eyelashes, trying to make myself look as dumb as I felt right at that moment. I had a giant smile pasted on my face and the blankest look in my wide eyes I could achieve. “Did you still want to walk me to the clinic? My friend needs tampons. She started her period at breakfast and just had blood all over the place! Poor thing got it all over the chair and her clothes…”

      He looked at his wrist, which had nothing on it except scraggly hairs and a few freckles. “Oh, would you look at the time! I am already late for my next meeting with the Council. I better be on my way. You’ll make it to the clinic alright by yourself, dear? Great! I’ll see you later then!” He was gone before I could blink, and I had a difficult time containing my laughter.

      I finally made my way to the clinic and paused with my hand on the handle. I was about to find out information that had the potential to change my entire life. My humor from the last few minutes was gone entirely, and instead, a feeling of terror and excitement took up an equal place inside of my belly.

      The door closed softly and soundlessly behind me, and I walked slowly up to the window to see the same woman from the night before sitting behind the counter. Before I had a chance to clear my throat or say a single word, she looked up at me with a big, friendly smile.

      “Ms. Moore! Lovely to see you again. The doctor told me to expect you. You can go right on into the same room you were in last night.”

      I murmured a thank you and attempted a smile that I was sure was a failure. A look of pity crossed her face so quickly I almost missed it, but she never lost her smile.

      I slipped into the room and closed the door behind me. I started pacing and shaking my hands to loosen some of the tension I felt creeping into my shoulders. While I was mumbling to myself that everything would be okay no matter what, the doctor knocked lightly on the door. I stopped in my tracks and swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.

      As the door pushed open, I dropped into the chair that was, luckily, right behind me. “It’s good to see you again,” Dr. Reynolds shook my hand and sat on his little rolling stool. “Crispin is good, I hope?”

      I nodded and gave a weak smile. “Yes, he is doing good. Still weak, but good for now.”

      “That’s excellent to hear. I hope to have the answers we need within the next few hours.”

      I blew out a relieved sigh. “That’s good.”

      “It is, but the answer may not be easy to hear. However, knowing the answer will give you the tools to fight.” He smiled and placed his warm hand over my knee that was bouncing like crazy. “Why don’t you tell me why you wanted to see me? I assume you want to keep it a secret from your mate?”

      My cheeks burned, and I rubbed the back of my neck absently. “I-” I stopped to clear my throat and started again. “I have something going on with me.” I finished weakly. I didn’t know why I was having trouble admitting I was pregnant to the doctor of all people. Maybe I still didn’t want to be the reason anyone else found out before Crispin. Damn it! I shouldn’t be here. I should have had Crispin come with me! I can’t believe that I didn’t tell him yet. I am such a terrible-

      “Ivy,” he called out gently. “Do you want to tell me what is happening with you? Would you like to start with your symptoms?”

      I slumped back in the chair. “I have been very nauseous.”

      He frowned. “Well, while that’s unusual for a vampire, it’s not completely unheard of.”

      “My emotions are all over the place.”

      “Your emotions?” he asked slowly as if verifying the words that I had just said.

      “One minute I’m okay, the next I am crying. It’s making me crazy.” I took a deep breath and then just blurted it out. “A person told me I was pregnant two days ago.”

      “Ivy,” he asked gently. “Do you want Crispin to be here with you?”

      A tear slipped down my cheek. I thought about it, really thought hard about whether or not it was a good idea for my mate to be here with me. To learn about the thing that would change both of our lives together. Did I want him here? Abso-fucking-lutely. But I was afraid that it might be a bad time to tell him. He had real problems to deal with. The meetings were eating up all of his time. Someone was trying to kill him. And he had a terror of a woman that was utterly delusional.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. I want him here more than anything, but I’m afraid that telling him would make him distracted, and he needs to keep his head on straight right now with no distractions.” I took a deep, stuttering breath. “I think it might be best to wait until we get back home.”

      His voice was soft and understanding as he took a shaking hand in his own large, warm hands. “It’s okay. No matter what you choose, it’s your right. I will support you no matter what you decide.”

      He was so kind and calmed me down so easily I blurted out, “Will you be my doctor all through my pregnancy?”

      He grinned. “I would be honored to be the obstetrician to King Crispin’s true mate.” He patted the table in front of us, the same one where Crispin had lay while barely able to lift his head. I swallowed thickly and climbed up onto the table, and lay down, wiggling back and forth until I found a comfortable position.

      “I’ll be right back, Mrs. Decious.”

      The name startled me out of my attempt at being comfortable. “I-I’m not…” my mouth opened and closed as I sputtered.

      “Oh, sweet girl.” He chuckled. “If you think that man would wait for another second to have you tied to him in every way imaginable the moment he knows that you are, in fact, his true mate, you haven’t been paying attention.” He chuckled again and pointed to my finger with the big fat diamond that took over most of my upper digit. “How long before he placed that ring on your finger after he claimed you as his?”

      I turned red and smiled because it was really sweet, even though he had done it without even talking to me about it. I just woke up and saw it shining there. I hadn’t bothered to question it or get upset over his lack of proposal because why would I doubt the one man in the world that was made for me?

      He didn’t even wait for me to respond. Instead, he just patted my knee, gave a knowing smile, and walked out the door. Then, before I could agonize too much over the pros and cons of waiting to tell Crispin, he was back with a machine on a rolling cart.

      “This is a little more streamlined than the clunky ones in human clinics.” He plugged it in and started pressing buttons until a screen lit up with numbers and other information that I had no idea what was used for. “Unfortunately, this gel will be just as cold as theirs would be.” He gestured with a bottle if you could lift your top, dear. Tuck those pants down as far as you can.” He handed me a small towel. “Tuck this into your waistband to keep this gel off your clothes.”

      I followed his instructions and sucked in a breath at the cold gel he squirted all over my belly. Seconds later, there was a loud static sound as he picked up the doppler wand and pressed it to my abdomen. He moved it around for several long seconds as my eyes stayed glued to the screen. And then there it was. The doctor didn’t have to tell me what I was seeing. It was as clear as I could ever hope for.

      I sniffled, not even realizing I had started crying.

      “Well, there is no denying there is a little bean in there,” Dr. Reynolds chuckled. He pressed several buttons, moving the wand then pausing to click on the keyboard a few times, repeating the process for a few minutes while I stared at the face of my child. Crispin’s child. Oh god! Crispin and I were going to have a baby.

      “He should have been here,” I whispered.

      “There’s no doubt he would have been over the moon, Ivy. But you know him better than anyone. You’re the only one that can decide for the two of you. If I may say so, no matter what you decide in the end, that man loves you beyond reason. He will just be happy when he finds out. Nothing will change that.”

      What he didn’t say was how mad Crispin would be first. Or how long he would hold on to that anger.

      “Okay, Ivy. You can wipe that mess up and put your clothes back together. I took several pictures for you to have. I’d like to tell you to come back to visit me in a few weeks, but the logistics are a little much. Perhaps I could spend a few months visiting the states. It’s been a while since I’ve been off this island.”

      I stared at the black and white face of my baby and lightly traced my finger over the picture. “Oh! Dr. Reynolds?”

      He turned to me from where he was wrapping the cord around the machine. “Yes?”

      “How old is my baby? I mean, how far along am I?”

      “I’m so sorry, Ivy. You are 12 weeks pregnant. Already into your second trimester.”

      I looked at him in shock. “So far already?” I did the mental math and came to the conclusion that Crispin worked fast.

      He chuckled. “I told you that man wasn’t going to let moss grow under his feet. You’ll be Mrs. Decious before you can blink.”

      I nodded numbly and thanked him. I walked out of the room in a daze but had the presence of mind to stop by the front desk before I walked out the front door.
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      I was only feet away from the clinic when I heard voices coming from the path to the right. I quickly tucked away the sonogram pictures like I was hiding contraband from my mom as a teen. Verina was walking with her friend again. Once she saw me, she paused before stepping closer. She was giving me a calculating look, and when she looked back at the clinic and then to the pocket I had hastily stuffed my pictures in. her eyes narrowed.

      I yanked the tampons I had asked the receptionist for on my way out of the clinic, out of my pocket, thankful I had thought of a cover up story in case I was caught by someone who knew me. Too bad I didn’t have a better idea.

      “Too bad becoming a vampire doesn’t stop you from having a period. Am I right?” I was waving the tampons around like they were a lottery ticket with the winning numbers. “We have to deal with this for all eternity? Seems like a punishment to me!” I could hear the desperation in my tone and internally cringed. I couldn’t have been more obviously trying to cover something up. I wanted to smack my own face.

      The friend lifted her lip in disgust and pulled on Verina’s arm. “Come on, let’s leave the weirdo alone.” She looked back at me and scanned me up and down in my jeans and t-shirt with my cute ballet flats with the little sparkly bow at the toe. “Whatever is wrong with her might be contagious.” She spun around, her long, elegant skirt floating around her legs.

      Verina didn’t look convinced but dropped the speculative look for a glare and let the friend pull her away. I waited for a minute, shocked that they hadn’t attempted another confrontation like the previous night, especially after Verina’s performance in front of everyone. I thanked the stars above and then power-walked down the path. It took several minutes until I finally came across the pond again.

      I slowed down, taking in the view and the peaceful atmosphere. I strolled to the bridge, leaning over the rail, my elbows taking my weight, and just breathed. Then, after several long minutes of keeping my eyes closed and taking measured breaths through my mouth and nose, I opened them slowly. The black swans floated lazily on the surface of the dark, still water as they occasionally groomed their partner.

      I didn’t know how long I stood there watching as I let my mind blank on all my worries. I didn’t think about Crispin and his current situation, about how vulnerable he was. About how easily one of his many enemies would be able to destroy him. Nor did I think about the baby that I wanted to be excited for, but, truth be told, I was scared to death about it. Until sounds broke me from the trans-like state I had been in.

      I tensed every muscle and turned my head, dreading what I would see behind me but quickly relaxed so completely I nearly fell to my knees. I gripped the rail so tightly that the metal dug into my fingers painfully as I watched the little girl from last night come skipping up the path with her mother following sedately behind while keeping a close watch on her precocious little girl.

      My hand drifted absentmindedly to my abdomen, rubbing gently there as I pictured a little girl with long black hair and silver eyes, laughing as she bent down to pick a wildflower. Then, in my mind, I saw as she brought it up to show her father and me with unabashed joy showing in her eyes. Crispin leaned over to kiss my lips softly before letting go of my hand and bent down to pick up the tiny girl and blew raspberries into her neck, making her squeal in delight.

      The vision was so startling that I closed my eyes tightly, my breathing escalating with the raw need that felt like a punch to the stomach. I wanted to keep that vision with me always, a promise that everything in my world would be alright and that whatever we were going through right now would pass. I didn’t know yet if there would be a battle or if it would be easily defeated, but as long as we made it through to see that little girl looking up at us with joy and love, it would be okay.

      “Are you alright?” The woman asked as she walked up to me, concern showing on her lovely features. “I’m Deirdre.”

      I opened my eyes and swallowed. I tried to shake off the dread and melancholy that tried to suffocate me by clearing my throat. I nodded and smiled weakly, but her concern only seemed to grow at my feeble attempt of reassurance.

      “I’m fine. I’m Ivy. It’s lovely to officially meet you.” I looked to find the little girl tossing what looked like oats into the water. “Your daughter is absolutely beautiful. Ummm…” I didn’t know how to start the questions that I had rolling around in my mind.

      Her low laugh had me looking back at her. “You want to know about vampire children.” She said it as a statement, my yearning for answers obvious. She glanced down at my hand that was still protectively covering my belly as if to protect it from my fears. “You’re pregnant?” She looked up at me with a huge grin. “Congratulations! How exciting!”

      I nodded again and dropped my hand. “I know nothing about children born from vampires.” I hesitated and then asked, “are they vampires, too?”

      She smiled gently, took my hand, and gently led me over to the bench behind us that gave a clear view of the swans and her child, Giselle, who was still tossing small fistfuls of food to the birds.

      “Have you heard of dhampirs?”

      She waited until I nodded.

      “Right. Human lore states that a dhampir is a half-human, half-vampire creature. Sometimes they say that a dhampir is more vampire-like but can walk in the sun. Other lore states that they have all the strengths of vampires but none of their weaknesses. The stories are close, just like most lore people come up with to explain the supernatural. It’s so strange how close they always get but never quite have the full truth. It has always made me wonder if there was a vampire out there sharing secrets.” She waved her hand as if waving away the thought.

      “So, as we know, a vampire can mate a human. But it isn’t really taught that they can’t reproduce with them.” The thought made me think of Jared and Jenna, who was adamant that she wasn’t sure if she would ever be ready to be changed. “You already know that only true mates can conceive?” She lifted an eyebrow to make sure I was following, so I nodded.

      “A vampire’s child won’t hit their maturity until they are somewhere between 19 and 25. Until then, they are almost like a half-vampire. They need the occasional blood but are otherwise more human-like than not. Though they do seem to have gifts from an early age that are mostly precognitive.”

      I thought about last night when Giselle was telling me that my baby was a girl and that my baby was unhappy that I was unhappy. “That must be interesting at times.

      She laughed and agreed. “Sometimes she tells us things about others on the island that they would probably like to stay private.”

      I grinned at the thought and then immediately sobered. I had a question that I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer to. I swallowed thickly and tried to speak twice before I could get the words out of the tightness of my throat. “Are they immortal, or will they have normal lifespans?” It was one of my greatest fears, the one that weighed on me the most. I dreaded ever watching another loved one die. What happened to my father was terrible, but watching my twin being turned into a revenant and then being the one to kill her was the worst thing that I had ever had to do. I just knew that if I had to watch my child die, even if it were after a long and happy life, it would destroy me. It was bad enough that I wouldn’t want to go on if Crispin were to die.

      “They are stronger than human children and heal faster, but they are more vulnerable than a vampire.” She said softly, looking over at her daughter with love and just a hint of fear that she couldn’t hide. “Every vampire that conceives is invited to live here at the Citadel until the child reaches maturity for safety reasons. We are offered a place to live and a job. Children are the highest blessing from the deities, a promise that we are not fully cursed, but actually somehow blessed.” She looked back at me briefly with a knowing smile. “But, yes, our children will be immortal.”

      My breath left me in a rush with the relief I felt, not realizing I had been holding it in until she said those words. A lone tear rolled down my cheek that I swiped away as discreetly as I could while she continued to keep a close eye on her daughter.

      We sat for a while longer, her telling me about what it was like to raise a vampire baby. We laughed together as she told me about the time she was afraid that she would lose her nipple completely one day while she was nursing a teething Giselle. At times she had me laughing so hard I had to wipe away tears of laughter. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had been so relaxed and just enjoyed my surroundings and the company.

      I pulled out my phone and reluctantly looked at the time. I saw what I had expected, that I would need to meet up with Crispin soon to discuss his prognosis with Dr. Reynolds. I stood and reached out my hand. “Thank you for speaking with me. You have no idea how much I needed the reassurance. And thank you for sharing your stories with me.”

      She smiled back at me and stood up with me. She grasped my hand lightly but held on when I had expected her to let go. “I understand your worry. Please, if you need to talk or have more reassurance at any time, don’t hesitate to call me.” Then she pulled me into a warm hug.

      After we exchanged numbers, I started to leave, but a motion caught my eye. I turned to look, seeing the warehouse. I looked closely, peering into the darkness surrounding the warehouse, but again, there was no sign of life out there in the night.

      “Deirdre?” I called out softly. “Do you know what that building is over there?” I pointed at the building in the distance that had been bothering me, like an itch in the back of my mind since the last time I had seen it.

      “Yes, that’s one of the warehouses that store the supplies needed on the island.” She frowned. “I don’t think that one has been in use, though. My husband works down there on the docks. He’s one of the workers that offload the supply ships. We recently had newer, larger supply buildings built that are climate controlled and much nicer than those older ones. Unfortunately, they used to attract pests and wild animals. I’m fairly certain they were supposed to tear them down. Is there something wrong?” She asked, moving over to me.

      I shook my head after one last glance at the building sitting in silence. “No. No, it’s nothing. You two have a wonderful night.” I smiled and waved at Giselle as she danced around in circles on the grass, her offerings to the swans finally depleted.

      I left them there and made my way towards the main building, where the Conclave was being held for the leaders of the vampire race.
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      Crispin was already standing outside of the building dedicated to hosting the Conclave meetings. He was speaking to a small group of the Council members that included Jeanne and Marcus. I had yet to speak to the deplorable man, and I wasn’t looking forward to doing so now.

      As I walked up slowly, I eyed Crispin and was so glad to see him looking as healthy and strong as he always did that I nearly broke down in tears of gratitude.

      As I walked closer, a man wearing the uniform of the Citadel guard ran past me and skidded to a stop at their circle, and gave a quick bow. He seemed anxious and almost scared. I could pick up on some of his words, and as I put together what he was saying, my heart started beating faster.

      “-three dead and several missing.”

      Crispin held his hand out to me without looking behind him from where I was approaching. I took it gratefully and leaned into his body, listening as he asked the guard questions about whatever he had come to tell the Council.

      “What about the security cameras?” His tone was brusque, and the guard immediately bowed his head in deference.

      “They had been tampered with, Lord Crispin. The video feed had been playing on a loop. It wasn’t until one of the guards noticed the same bird landing in the same spot again that it was discovered.” His face was red, as if he were taking personal blame for the entire team being fooled.

      “What time did the discrepancy start?”

      “It was at-”

      “Now wait just a minute here!” Marcus interjected angrily, causing everyone to stop and look at him. “You!” He pointed at the guard. “You should know better than to share secrets and Citadel information with an outsider. Expect a serious punishment for your treachery.”

      The guard blanched and started to bow in submission to Councilman Marcus, but Jeanne interrupted by placing a hand on Marcus’ shoulder. “Now, now, Marcus. I don’t think any of that is necessary.” She smiled at the guard. “Be at ease, Henry. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Marcus started to interrupt, but Jeanne easily spoke right over him without once raising her voice. It was easy to see why she had been chosen as one of the Council even though she was one of the youngest in the group. She had a way about her that put everyone at ease, and she never raised her voice or showed anything other than patience or a bit of humor.

      “We all know that Lord Crispin is invited at any time to our meetings and has always been invaluable when giving advice. This situation is a perfect example of when Crispin’s expertise would be needed most. Don’t you agree, Stephano?”

      Councilman Stephano tucked a flyaway strand of his long black hair behind his ear before tilting his head to the side and surprised me by winking at me. I not only heard the growl coming from Crispin but also felt it as he yanked me closer to his side. Stephano chuckled as I turned red from embarrassment.

      “Yes, of course. We all know that he would have been first in line as a candidate for the Council if he would stop being so stubborn.”

      Marcus cleared his throat, straightened his back, and puffed out his chest. “Be that as it may, he is not part of the Council, and we didn’t choose to give him the information. It was simply blurted out without thought to the ears that could be listening.” He pointedly stared at me. His haughty patrician nose was turned up as if he were smelling something foul. When he had first met me over a video meeting, he had acted concerned about my welfare, attempting to have me removed from Crispin’s side. Now, though, he seemed offended by my presence. I stiffened and tried to back away from the group so they could talk privately, but Crispin once again yanked me closer.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he growled in my ear.

      “But, I should really let you guys talk privately,” I whispered back to him, trying to avoid making eye contact with any of them while also checking the rest of them for matching irritated glares.

      “Ivy,” Jeanne called out quietly.

      I stopped my not quite so subtle struggle to get away from Crispin and looked up.

      “You don’t have to go anywhere.” She smiled at me. “You are Crispin’s mate, and that affords you privileges that others wouldn’t have. You are trusted here and are welcome in our circle any time.”

      I stood there dumbfounded before I managed to close my mouth and bowed my head as I had seen others do. I heard a chuckle and glanced over to see Stephano hiding a grin with his hand as he ran his thumb back and forth over his top lip. I narrowed my eyes, wondering if I was the cause of his amusement or if it was the whole situation in general. I gave up when he winked at me again. I quickly diverted my eyes, not wanting Crispin to get all growly again.

      Crispin spoke back up, and his rough tone couldn’t hide his anger. “Now that we have established who can hear this news, can you please tell us what time the video started running on a loop?”

      “Yes, sir. It was at 1 p.m. earlier today, Lord Crispin.”

      Silence fell on each of us as we absorbed the meaning of his words. There were no vampires, not even Crispin, who would be able to go into the sunlight in the middle of the day.

      “There are humans on the island,” I gasped in shock.

      “It appears so,” Jeanne replied, the most serious I had ever heard her voice.

      I looked up at Crispin to see his jaw muscles working as he ground his teeth. If humans were on the island, then potentially, we were all in danger. “The children!” I gasped at the realization. I doubted every single pregnant vampire or every child was sequestered here, but I was sure it had to be a significant amount.

      “We need to send out patrols to cover every area of this island from the water’s edge to the ground we are standing on. If a vampire is helping, then they could easily be hiding them. There are enough sentinels on this island to complete the search within an hour or two. We don’t have time to sit back and wait.”

      “I agree,” Stephano said, as Jeanne also nodded her assent. It was the first time that I had seen him so serious.

      For once, Marcus didn’t argue or put up any kind of roadblock to Crispin’s suggestion. It was the only viable plan that would help stop whatever was coming. Nothing good, that was for sure.

      Crispin turned back to the guard once he had agreements from the Council and swiftly gave detailed instructions on what his expectations were for the search across the entire island.

      “It needs to be done quickly and efficiently—every inch. If there are any hidden tunnels, caves, or treehouses that anyone is aware of, those need to be searched even more thoroughly. Do you understand?” The guard nodded and bowed before running back the way he came.

      “How are we going to get all the sentinels together?” I asked, confused as I watched the guard disappear.

      “In a few minutes, Henry will make an announcement for the visiting sentinels to meet in the arena. I wish we had a silent alert system, but without the reliable use of cellular phones, we have to resort to more basic means. So it’s either an announcement over the PA system, or we go back to the days of a town crier.”

      Crispin looked at his watch. “There are three hours until dawn.” He looked at me, his eyes showing concern. “If we are going to make that appointment, we should probably head there now. We should be done by the time all of the sentinels are assembled and they are given their orders. I want to be there to supervise.”

      “I’m sure you aren’t needed. We are perfectly capable of handling a search on our own island.” Marcus’ words practically dripped with the disdain he felt for Crispin.

      “Don’t worry, Marcus, I won’t get in your way.” Crispin gave a mocking bow and backed up a few steps. “I will be there soon.” He warned, and then we were walking away with his hand against the small of my back.

      “Well, it’s good to see that the two of you are getting along.” I joked. His grunt was his only response to my teasing. “What was the guard saying?”

      “Three of the day dock workers were killed sometime before nightfall.”

      “Oh no! What happened?”

      “That’s what we need to find out. They were humans, of course, assigned to the docks to accept shipments that can’t or won’t wait until night to be delivered. The timing is suspect because the island wasn’t expecting a delivery yesterday. When there are no deliveries, the human workers are there to patrol in case anyone decides to arrive unannounced.”

      “That’s awful.” A ball of dread was taking up residence in my stomach at what it could mean. “Why were they just now reporting something like that?” It’s already late, around 3 a.m., and it would have been hours ago that they were murdered.

      “Apparently, they were hidden inside one of the warehouse storage closets.” Crispin sounded frustrated, and rightly so. It all meant that humans were hiding somewhere on the island. There was a possibility that they had left already, though.

      “I wonder if it has anything to do with the revenants and Katerina’s plan.”

      Crispin glanced down at me, his jaw hard. “If it does, then we’re all fucked if we can’t find them in the next three hours.”

      I swallowed hard and waited for him to jerk the clinic door open. As we entered, the cool air of the room swept over us, causing me to shiver. Though, that could have been the dread.

      The receptionist looked up and smiled at us, her gaze only lingering an extra second on Crispin though I couldn’t blame her. He was a magnificent specimen of male. And all mine.

      “Good evening. Dr. Reynolds is expecting you. Go right in,” she said with a friendly smile.

      He nodded at her and guided me through the door separating the waiting room from the rest of the clinic. As we both took our seats side by side in the patient room, Crispin took my hand and held it tightly. As I looked up at him, I could finally see the signs that I had missed earlier. Either that or he was just very good at masking.

      There were stress lines around his eyes and slight, dark circles beneath his eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days even though I knew he rested with me all night. But, of course, I wouldn’t know if he had actually slept.

      “Did you sleep last night?” I asked softly.

      He grunted and gave a sharp nod. So it was whatever he’d been infected with. I could feel my hand that he wasn’t gripping and clenched my fist so he wouldn’t see my worry. I needed to be strong for him. He had to be strong so that he could fight this. Worrying about my feelings would take too much of his energy that he didn’t have to spare.

      Just then, the door to the room swept open after a quick cursory knock, and the doctor strode in. His face looked grim, his mouth in a straight line, all the friendliness gone from earlier.

      Dr. Reynolds nodded his head once in greeting and took his stool while looking down at the small laptop that he held in his hands.

      “I’m going to get right to the point,” he said when finally raising his head to look Crispin in the eyes. “Your bloodwork is clean.”

      I let out a breath of air at the relief that it wasn’t some type of poison. But then I realized that, based on his demeanor, the news was much worse than potential poisoning. My eyes immediately began filling up.

      “I am assuming it has something to do with this.” Crispin held out his open palm, the one that wasn’t clenched around my hand. My own hand spasmed in his when I got a look at what he was showing the doctor. He squeezed my hand once to...I didn’t know. Either to comfort himself or me.

      Dr. Reynolds leaned forward to get a good look at the black spider webbing that had spread from the space between his thumb and forefinger. The tiny lines were about two inches long and were spreading out towards the center of his palm.

      “Shit,” said the doctor as he sat back and rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes, it has to do with that.”

      He turned his computer around to face us after scrolling down a bit. It was on a screen that showed similar pictures.

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice coming out much shakier than I wanted.

      “This,” he said as he pointed to one of the pictures, “is an enervation curse.”

      “One meant to cause weakness,” Crispin said with a flat tone.

      “Yes. If left to fester and spread, it will eventually drain the host of all vitality until they are nothing but an empty husk. As it continues, the person that cast the spell will gain the strength, or in the case of a vampire, possibly the Power of one.”

      “What?” I breathed out.

      “And the only way to stop it is to, what? Kill the witch?” Crispin asked, seemingly unworried on the surface, not letting any of his concern show.

      “That is the easiest way, yes.” Dr. Reynolds sighed. “The fact that you are still sitting here and not laying in a bed somewhere unable to lift your head tells me that your body is fighting it hard.”

      He pulled his laptop back and scrolled a bit more down the page before turning it back around to face us. “This is one day after being infected by the curse for a normal human.”

      I gasped and lifted my trembling palm to my mouth. The picture was of a person lying on a bed. Those same black lines that were on Crispin’s palm were covering every inch of visible skin. Even their eyes had the tiny black lines snaking through the whites of the eyes and irises, heading towards the person’s pupils. But what was even scarier was the sunken appearance of their body. It was as if they were being deflated.

      “I called my mother an hour ago to consult with her,” he said with a shake of his head. “There is no cure besides either the witch removing the curse themselves or killing them.”

      “How did it happen?” I asked, needing that answer at the very least. “If we knew how it happened, then maybe we could figure out who did it.” My voice was pleading, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t and didn’t want to even imagine Crispin looking the way the person did in the picture.

      “The sword,” Crispin ground out. When I picked it up, it felt like there was a sharp piece of something on the handle that pricked my skin. I thought nothing of it at the time. But when this,” he held up his hand, “started showing after I woke up this evening, I started to piece it together.”

      “Either the person that cursed you wanted you weak in the fight so you could be easily killed, or they were hoping that it would take over after.”

      “You said that the person would gain his strength and Power. If he had been killed yesterday, would that person have immediately gained all that?”

      Dr. Reynolds shook his head. “I’m not certain. It’s a question I would have to ask my mother when she gets here.”

      I perked up at that. “Your mom is coming here? Is she going to help us?” I asked eagerly. If I weren’t so worried, I would have been excited to meet a witch. Instead, I had to wonder how old she was with a son that was a vampire that looked like he was in his late 40s when he was turned.

      “That’s the plan. She won’t be able to reverse the damage done, but she will be able to slow it down until we find the answer to who did this.”

      I looked up at Crispin, but my smile fell when I saw that he didn’t seem excited. “What’s wrong?” I asked quietly.

      He shook his head and looked down towards the floor. “What is the payment going to be?” He asked when he looked back up at the doctor.

      Dr. Reynolds cleared his throat and closed his computer. “I’m not sure.” He adjusted himself on his stool and looked uncomfortable. “She can be...unpredictable.”

      “Whatever it is, we will pay it!” I rushed to say. It didn’t matter how much money the woman wanted, and if she could keep my mate alive, I would be willing to give her every cent. It was just money. Nothing could compare to what Crispin’s life was worth.

      “She doesn’t usually ask for money.” Dr. Reynolds smiled weakly.

      “What does she ask for then?” I asked, confused.

      “Favors, sometimes if the person is in a position of high authority. A night or more with them if they are attractive and she fancies them. Land, homes, jewels. She is over three hundred years old and is wealthy beyond belief. She has no need for more money.”

      My mouth was gaping open in shock, and I blinked several times. I looked at Crispin, who sat looking grim, staring at the wall ahead of him. He had known, it seemed, that the witch might ask for something he was unwilling to give. A night with him? More than a night? Could I accept that as his payment if it allowed him to live? I snapped my mouth shut with an audible click of my teeth coming together. It would kill me inside. I knew that I would have a hard time accepting such a thing. Hell, it would be so much worse than just a hard time. Even visualizing him with another woman, touching her intimately the way he did me…

      “Maybe we don’t need her help? You said his body is fighting it. Maybe in another few days, it will be gone.” I said hopefully.

      “Or,” he nodded towards where Crispin was holding his hand open, staring at his palm, “it will get worse, and he will be dead in a few days.” I could barely see the lines through my tears. The thin black lines had spread further in the short time we had been at the clinic.
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      The door to the room opened, and a woman came striding inside with a man following behind her. She was amazingly beautiful with a natural sexuality that exuded from every inch of her. She was wearing a pair of black leather pants and a deep red corset that was cinched up tight. Her breasts were pushed up, the pale round globes like small mountains sitting high on her chest with a heavy looking pewter and ruby pendant hanging right in the crevice her breasts made. She had deep red hair that somehow looked natural as it fell in long waves down to her hips. Her lips were painted the same color as her corset, and her ice blue eyes took the whole room in with the cunning of a predator. I knew who she had to be immediately. If it weren’t such a crazy situation, I would have laughed at my thought of her being an old woman.

      She stopped her gaze on Crispin and licked her lips. “Crispin Decious?” Her voice was like warm melted chocolate, sinful and decadent. There wasn’t a man, or woman, alive that wouldn’t find this woman the finest temptation. Who would ever be able to turn her down if she asked for a night in payment?

      We stood up as she stepped forward, her hips swaying with each step of her high-heeled feet. She held out a hand that was tipped in blood-red fingernails towards him. “I’m Madeline. I hear you’re in need of my services?” The words seemed to imply a much different need than a cure or something to slow down the spread of the curse. The implication was something so much more intimate.

      “Madeline.” Crispin tipped his head in acknowledgment and reached for her outstretched hand. I knew he couldn’t afford to be rude to this woman, and refusing a handshake when offered by someone who could potentially save your life was the very definition of rude, but I wanted to slap her hand away before their skin could touch.

      He grasped her hand lightly and started to pull back almost immediately, but she snapped her other hand out to take his in both of hers. “So much strength in you, so much...everything. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone with such raw power.” She purred as she stroked his hand but then turned her head and her smile went from sexual predator to sweet adoration.

      Dr. Reynolds stood up and cleared his throat, breaking through the thick tension. “Mother, it’s good to see you.” She let go of Crispin’s hand but not without running her fingertips over his skin in a caress as she went. She turned to her son, and I saw true love there in her eyes.

      “Oh my sweet boy,” she crooned and lifted her hands to cup his face and placed a kiss on both of his cheeks, leaving faint lipstick smudges but wiping them away gently with her thumbs. The motherly love she was showing was enough to bring tears to my eyes. Damn pregnancy hormones. “You look dashing as always.”

      “You made good time.”

      “Indeed. It helps when you have your very own teleporter, I suppose.” She turned and winked at the man that had walked in with her. I was able to sense it then. He was a vampire, one that obviously had the rare gift of teleportation. The woman really did collect things. I wondered if he was indebted to her in payment for services rendered or if she was just that magnetic to the male species.

      She finally turned to me, one brow raised. I didn’t feel like it was in challenge or like she was trying to piss me off the way Verina had acted pretty much every single time I had come in contact with her. No, I got only a sense of curiosity from her.

      “And who is this lovely creature?” She asked, holding her hand out in greeting as she did a quick sweep down my body and back up again, stopping on my face with a crooked smile.

      I swallowed quickly and tried to wipe my hand on my jeans inconspicuously before taking hers. “Hello, I’m Ivy,” I said with as much confidence as I could infuse into my voice.

      As our hands connected, I felt a shift in the room and swayed just a bit while closing my eyes for the briefest of seconds. When I looked back into her eyes, she gave me an apologetic smile and gently squeezed my hand. I expected her to let go, but she didn’t; she just looked at me as if she were able to see deep into my soul. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, feeling uncomfortable under her intense scrutiny. I tried to casually seek out Crispin’s eyes to get his help in rescuing me from the beautiful, weird lady but gasped out loud when I realized he was frozen in place. A quick glance towards the doctor showed that he, too, was frozen.

      “Wha-” I started, but she cut me off by placing one of those long elegant fingernails against my lips, and I felt my eyes go wide in alarm at the sudden invasion of my personal space by a complete stranger.

      She took her finger away and put that hand over our still clasped hands and closed her eyes, her lips moving quickly and silently. We stayed that way for several long minutes as I tried to reign in my growing agitation. I had no idea what this woman was up to, and even though I didn’t get an evil vibe from her, that didn’t mean I liked the fact that she froze my baby daddy without one single warning or explanation.

      I was really getting myself worked up, ready to give her a piece of my mind when her eyes popped open, and she looked down at my midsection with a soft smile.

      “Your daughter is absolutely beautiful.”

      I swallowed thickly and blinked rapidly, attempting to quell the tears that were quickly forming. “I-is she?” I paused, cleared my throat, and attempted to speak again while Madeline stood there with a patient look. Finally, when it was apparent that I wasn’t going to be able to get the words out without breaking down, she took pity on me and stated the question that I desperately needed to know.

      “Will she live? Will she be okay after going through this most recent drama?” She paused, cleared her own throat, and then said in a softer, almost hesitant tone, “Will she survive the pain of you losing your mate?”

      A sob tore from my mouth before I pressed my fist against my lips, desperately hoping that I could continue to stay strong for just a while longer. I couldn’t break, not now when I needed to stay strong for Crispin. If I let even one crack open up, the rest would come flooding out. No one needed that right now.

      I took several deep breaths, blowing them out slowly through my mouth. Then, when I felt calmer and more in control of my emotions, I blinked up at Madeline.

      “Ivy,” she started gently, “the future is a fluid thing. Rarely is a future ever set in stone. Think of it as a lake; any ripple from any pebble can cause an effect. Multiple pebbles cause ripples in different places that intersect with other ripples.”

      I shook my head, irritated at the non-answer. “Are you telling me that I may not lose Crispin? Or that I may lose our child?”

      “I’m telling you that even knowing the future, the future can easily change by any number of small actions.”

      I clamped my mouth shut. It was clear I wasn’t going to get a clear answer from her, and it would do us no good if I were to call this woman what I was really thinking of her right at that moment. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      “I will do what I can for your mate. As for payment,” I stiffened and narrowed my eyes at her before I could stop myself. “I won’t be asking for one. Not for this, not for you or your child. I only ask that you keep in touch.” She smiled again and reached out to gently swipe her hand over my flat stomach. “I very much want to meet Iliana.”

      “Iliana…” I whispered. It was a beautiful name. It was my sister’s middle name. It was perfect. There was no holding back the tear that slowly slid down my cheek. I quickly swiped it away and pushed back all the visions that immediately started swimming through my head, of a beautiful little girl with dark hair and gray eyes, eyes that matched precisely with the man that held her sweetly as he read her a story at bedtime.

      “Are you ready to continue?”

      I looked back at Madeline and then at the rest of the room, the figures still frozen in time, my gaze stopping on Crispin. I would do anything to see that he met his daughter. I would find the pebble that would change his immediate future. I nodded.

      She stepped back, and in one blink to the next, everyone began moving again. “It’s nice to meet you, Ivy.” She turned back to Crispin. “Now, if I may have a look at where the curse began?”

      Crispin glanced at me, one straight black eyebrow raised in question. He knew something had happened even though the change for him had been seamless. “Yes, of course,” he said in his deep voice.

      He held out his hand, the black spider webbing having spread to cover his entire palm, and was inching up over the sides and between his fingers. He must have kept it closed and hidden all day in order to keep anyone from seeing.

      Madeline reached out and took his hand in both of hers and looked at it closely, bringing it so close to her face it nearly brushed the tip of her nose. Her eyes grew wider as she studied it, and then she gasped, shoving his hand away and nearly tripping over her feet as she hurried to step away from him.

      “I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.” Her voice trembled and was laced with fear.

      Dr. Reynolds stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder to steady her. “Mother? What’s the matter?”

      “That curse, the shadow that is siphoning your power and life force,” she said, pointing a red tipped nail at the hand that was still held aloft in front of Crispin as he stared down at it, “I’ve seen it before. There was a witch, a friend of mine, that died about fifty years ago, or so. She had an apprentice that was a vampire. She had been held prisoner for nearly 2000 years. The vampire somehow escaped, and my friend found her wandering in Romania. She took her in and began to teach her.

      “As an apprentice to a witch, you are bound to their service for 100 years in payment for everything you are taught. The vampire learned too much, I think,” she whispered. “She used the curse on my friend. She stole all of her power.” She looked at me. Her eyes were blazing with anger and hatred. “I think being a vampire amplified the gifts she was taught to use because the curse was so strong it destroyed Bellina within days. After that, she used the curse on everyone else in the coven. An entire coven of witches, all their power, stolen by one vampire woman.” She clenched a fist, and I watched as a tear fell and her lips trembled. “The others died within hours once she took Bellina’s power. I can’t imagine how strong she’d be now. It wasn’t a forbidden curse, just frowned upon, until her.”

      She stared at Crispin’s hand. “It’s her. And no one will be able to stop her.” She spun around, her eyes wild and frightened. “I have to get out of here. Now!”

      I stepped forward. “Madeline! Please! Is there anything, anything at all, that can be done? Anything that we can do to help Crispin?”

      She paused as she reached the vampire that had teleported them in. She looked at Crispin, and for a brief second, a look of awe passed over her face before it vanished into sadness. “There is no way to break the curse other than to kill the vampire that gave it to you. The fact that you are still alive and that,” she pointed at his hand again, “is all that has happened in over 24 hours tells me you are very strong.” She reached into the bodice of her red corset and withdrew a small glass vial of dark purple liquid. “This won’t do anything other than to amplify your own power. If it is helping you fight, then it might buy you a little more time. No more than hours, I would think.” He reached out and gently took it from her trembling hand. “It could make things worse, I’m afraid,” she whispered.

      “Why?” he asked softly.

      “Because you could be feeding her exponentially more power than she already would have gained from you. No one would be able to stop her. She could become invincible.”

      She then turned to the vampire and took his hand, and they disappeared, leaving us standing in stunned silence at all she had revealed. I turned to look at Crispin and shook my head, refusing to believe that he was doomed to die.

      “You know who she was talking about.” It wasn’t a question because the answer was obvious.

      Crispin gave a jerk of his chin and turned to Dr. Reynolds. “Thank you for your help.”

      The doctor was still staring at the spot his mother had been standing in just moments before. “I’m sorry she didn’t help you.”

      “You did what you could. She had the right to refuse.” Crispin tried to reassure Dr. Reynolds.

      “She’s always made all of her decisions based on what suited her most.” He looked at me and gave a wry smile. “I look older than her because I had refused her offer to find someone to change me for years. I was content to be a human. But she took that decision out of my hands one night. So now I’m a vampire, and she won’t have to live without her little boy.” He shook his head in disappointment. “I understand that she was scared, it sounds like the vampire that cursed you is a real piece of work, but she could have put someone’s needs in front of her own for once in her damn life.”

      His words were harsh, but his tone was just disappointed. Crispin held up the vial, and Dr. Reynolds nodded without a question needing to be asked.

      “She may be selfish, but her magic is real. You can trust that the potion will do what she claimed.”

      “We should go.” Crispin reached for my hand, and I took it gratefully. “Morning is coming quickly, and we have very little time to figure out what is going on with the murders and finding the humans.”

      “Yes, I did hear about that. I was going to join the search as soon as my duties here were done.”

      “Thank you, doctor. We would appreciate any additional help we can get.” With those parting words, Crispin led me from the clinic and back towards where we had last seen the Council members.

      There was one more person that we needed to keep an eye out for. And I would bet every cent I owned that she was responsible for everything.
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      I held Ivy’s hand with the hand that wasn’t visibly infected. Just the thought of touching her beautiful skin with the filth that was running through my veins was enough to make me feel like ripping someone’s head off.

      Now I knew exactly who’s head that would be.

      I couldn’t deny that Verina had been on my short-list of suspects. There was just something odd with her behavior since the moment we saw her. I had been trying to figure out her end game, and now it seemed fairly obvious. She was trying to lure me into her web, likely because it would make it that much easier to take what she wanted from me. I thought for a moment about Gerard and wondered if he realized how much danger he was in. I was going to make sure I dropped a warning the moment I saw him next.

      “Has there been any word from the patrolling sentinels?” I asked as soon as we stepped up to the huddled Council members. I wasn’t in the mood to be polite. We were running out of time, and I was worried about what could happen to the island’s inhabitants and visitors if we all had to sleep soon with humans invading. They had already shown that they didn’t have good intentions with the murder of the human dockworkers during the day.

      I was surprised when it was Marcus that answered, and his frustration wasn’t aimed at me, personally, for once. “No,” he growled, running a hand through his already messy hair. He was the type of person that was vain enough to always make sure he was properly groomed in public. Showing frustration was similar to showing weakness, which was something else that the man refused to ever do. It seemed we were all starting to lose our tenuous grip on our control.

      “A few have caught the faint scent of humans, but that isn’t helpful since we actually have several that work here and a few visiting, including the human female in your own party, Crispin.” Councilman Stephano commented softly. “We have several boats out patrolling a few miles out, searching for any suspicious looking crafts that may be out on the ocean, waiting for an opportunity to sneak back on the island.”

      “How many humans do you have here at the Citadel that are trained for protection?” I asked while I paced a few steps away, my fists shoved into my pants pockets, and stared out towards the docks. I tried to think of what we could have been missing, a place that we were failing to consider.

      “The planes.” Ivy’s voice was quiet, as if she were working out a solution in her head and speaking it out loud without realizing it.

      I took two long steps until I was in front of her and lifted her chin with a finger, careful to use my non-cursed hand. “What, did you say?”

      She blinked at me for a second or two before blurting out, “Has anyone checked the planes for the missing people?”

      I turned my head to look over at the others and watched as they reacted with various degrees of frustration.

      “I hate to say it,” began Jeanne, “but we are out of time for most of the vampires on this island. “There are so few that can stay awake more than a few minutes past dawn.” She shook her head. “If nothing else, this situation has taught us a valuable lesson on protection and preparedness.”

      “We will gather the human guards and have them work as an all-hands-on-deck situation today. We will send several to check each plane while keeping the rest patrolling the inner island. We can’t take the chance that this is a planned ambush to kill the vampires while they are sleeping.” Marcus was already lifting a two-way radio to start relaying orders.

      I felt Ivy shiver below my hand and looked back down to see her looking up at me with fright in her eyes. “It will be okay, I promise.” She gave a slight shake of her head, and I held back a frustrated growl at her denial, but I couldn’t blame her.

      I turned to look at the members of the vampire Council. Each of them had been chosen because of their age, their Power levels, and their experience in both their vampire lives as well as in their human ones. They were considered the best when it came to knowledge, and they all put the well-being of vampirekind before anyone else. Yet, each of those Councilmembers was worried.

      “There is another thing. You should look for the woman named Verina. I have reason to believe that she might have something to do with the attacks, if not being directly responsible for everything.” I looked at each Councilmember to make sure I had their full attention as well as to make sure they saw how serious I was. “Including the planned attack to overthrow the leaders with the super-revenants.”

      I gave another look around, hoping but knowing that I wouldn’t spot Verina, that it wouldn’t be that easy to end this wicked game of cat and mouse she was playing. “I’m going to take my mate to my room and check in with each of my sentinels. I will see you at dusk unless you need me sooner.”

      Jeanne shook off her stunned silence and stepped forward to brush her lips against the stubble on my cheek, “Thank you, Crispin.” She turned to Ivy, drawing her into a deep hug, “Thank you, Ivy. Get some rest. You both look like you need it.”

      I nodded and led Ivy away while calling my sentinels to me telepathically. I had my fist balled up and stuffed into my slacks, which is something I never do. It pissed me the fuck off that I was reduced to this…this hiding away, pretending to be something I wasn’t.

      Once we made it back to our building, the sentinels were already arriving. I nodded to each of them, noting that Ariel was flushed and her hair was mussed, random hairs sticking out from her braid. For the usually serious female, it was an interesting sight. Other than one raised eyebrow, I chose to ignore her flustered state and turned to the rest of the group.

      “We have yet to find the humans or any other creatures that are responsible for the murders yesterday. I want everyone to be careful today. Barricade your doors, keep your windows covered. Do whatever you have to do to keep yourselves safe in the event of an attack while you are sleeping. We don’t know yet what we are up against, and we are at a significant disadvantage.”

      Rhys ran his hand over his face and shook his head. “I never thought I would have seen the day that the Citadel was under this kind of attack. I had always seen it as impenetrable. But, this goes to show nothing is invulnerable.”

      I gritted my teeth at the reminder of my own vulnerability and clenched my fist tighter in my pocket. I relaxed fractionally when I felt Ivy’s soft touch on my forearm and looked down. She looked at me with such love and trust that I could almost believe that everything would be okay.

      Ariel took a small step forward before clearing her throat. “If it is okay with you, Master, I would like to invite Amos to stay in my room with me today.” She darted her eyes up at the sentinel that belonged to Gerard and back to me as her face grew redder than I had ever seen it. “For added protection.” She attempted to clarify as she fidgeted. She continued to maintain eye contact with me even through her discomfort. She made me proud at all times as my sentinel. But it was times like these when my sentinels were placed in uncomfortable situations but continued to hold their heads up and not show the weakness they likely felt inside that made me thankful to call these sentinels mine.

      I inclined my head, keeping my thoughts to myself. “Of course.”

      She gave a quick nod of her own and looked back up at the young sentinel beside her, who couldn’t suppress his grin as well as she had. I cleared my throat and looked to the horizon.

      “Alright, let’s get settled in for the day. You have about 15 minutes to get yourselves sufficiently barricaded and safe. In the event something terrible happens, and you die because you took chances, I will bring your souls back and punish you myself.”

      “Of course, Master.” Rhys gave a mocking bow that no one else would dare attempt, and they each sauntered off towards the front doors, headed for the elevators as Jared picked up his mate and carried her to the stairwell.

      “Ah, Crispin, I wanted to walk up the stairs with Jenna. Do you mind if I meet you up in the room?” Ivy hesitated, looking after where Jared and Jenna were striding towards the door further down the long wall that held the elevators.

      I narrowed my eyes at the way she seemed to be trying to hide her distress, but I could hear the way her heart rate was picking up speed. “Of course,” I murmured and watched as she gave me a quick, relieved smile and ran to catch up with the others.

      I walked over to the bank of elevators as I continued to watch Ivy until she disappeared through the doorway of the stairwell. My mate was hiding something from me. I had no doubt she was likely keeping it from me because of the situation we currently found ourselves in, but I didn’t like secrets between us. I looked at the floor of the elevator as I stepped on and gritted my teeth. I wasn’t one to talk. I had spent the last few days keeping truths from my mate and hurt her because of it.

      Once I disembarked the elevator and began strolling down the hall, I walked straight past our room door and kept walking until I reached the stairwell door. As I opened it, I could hear the heavier footfalls of Jared as he carried his mate next to the softer ones of Ivy. They were laughing, sounding genuinely happy. I couldn’t be upset that she had practically fled from me downstairs.

      Once they turned the last corner to the final flight of stairs, Ivy smiled at me with genuine warmth in her eyes, which did a lot to reassure my fragile ego.

      I swept her into my arms and nodded at the other couple before striding back down the hall to our room. Ivy reached out a hand with the room key to unlock the door, and as we stepped in, she wrapped her arms around my neck, burying her face into the flesh there. I felt her tremble and knew the pain she was feeling. I wish I had a way to reassure her. But honestly? I had no reassurances. I didn’t know if I was going to live past the next sunset. I didn’t know if I would still be the same person I was if I did survive.

      I gently sat her on the vanity in the bathroom and stepped back to turn on the shower for her. I wouldn’t be joining her, not tonight. I had to do everything I could to ensure that she would be safe during the coming daylight hours. She would be completely vulnerable in her state of unconsciousness. At least I would be able to wake up, even if I would be much weaker. I looked down at my hand that was stretched out under the spray of water. Weaker.

      Ivy hopped down off the vanity and ran her hands up my back over the black dress shirt I was wearing. “You’re not joining me, are you?”

      I shook my head and turned to face her. “Not this time, Hunter. I have to secure the room.”

      She nodded in understanding, and for that, I was grateful. “I was under the impression that the buildings on the island came installed with security blinds that would close if anything happened to protect the inhabitants?”

      I smiled. Clever girl. “True. But those blinds won’t keep out an intruder.” I kissed her forehead. “And I trust myself more than their blinds.” I turned her towards the shower and tapped her ass. “Get in there. By the time you get out, the room will be ready.”

      She covered her rear end and glared at me over her shoulder but immediately began disrobing. I left the room like it was on fire, just to avoid the temptation seeing my beautiful mate stripping would cause. Until this curse was lifted, I couldn’t enjoy her the way I desperately needed to.
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      While she was showering, I moved the television cabinet in front of the window and wedged the heavy desk chair under the door handle. Of course, it wouldn’t do much in the way of protection if someone were desperate to break into the room. Still, it would offer a few precious minutes to get Ivy to a safer location inside the bathroom so I could better deal with the threat without worrying about her unconscious form.

      The sound of the bathroom door opening broke me out of my worried pacing. I could feel the weakness invading every cell of my body. I didn’t have much fight left in me. I knew that I was quickly reaching the end of my endurance. I hadn’t told Ivy all that my body was going through... the pain that had started eating away at my flesh as the darkness took a firmer hold inside and out.

      I turned to face my beautiful mate. She was soft and naked, practically glowing with health and vitality. The thought of losing her so soon after having just found her was enough to bring me to my knees. It was pure strength of will that kept me on my feet as I stared at her. Inside, my chest felt like someone was trying to crack open my ribs to get at my heart. I knew I loved her with every breath, with every beat of my heart, but now, knowing that we were on the verge of being separated forever, my soul wept within me. I had never felt so lost, so…mortal, as I did at this moment.

      I stalked to her and cupped her face in my hand, keeping my other hand clenched tightly to my side. She was so lovely. Her delicate features were only enhanced by the pure love it was impossible to miss in her eyes. I swept my thumb over the slight crease in her plump bottom lip that had fascinated me since the moment I fished her out of that river such a short time ago.

      I watched as her eyes grew glossy as she stared up at me in return. I closed my eyes, stealing myself against the pain that was radiating off of her. I clenched my teeth so tight I could feel my jaw ache and lay my forehead against hers.

      “Shhhh,” I breathed.

      In one swift move, I swept her body into my arms and carried her to the bed, gently laying her down and covering her with the blanket. Then, I walked around the bed to the other side after turning off the light and undressing. When I climbed in, I immediately pulled her body flush against mine. Distance was not welcome here. If this was my last day with my mate, I was going to spend it touching every inch of her skin with mine.

      “I’ll love you until the end of eternity,” I whispered through her quiet crying and pulled her trembling body even closer.

      I held her that way until her sobs cut off suddenly and knew that the day had taken her. I wanted to rail at the sun, angry that it dared separate us for even a moment when these could be the last minutes we had together.

      I gently rolled her onto her back, needing to keep my gaze on her for as long as possible. I didn’t want to waste any time I had left sleeping when I could be looking at her instead.

      I ran a fingertip over her soft cheek and down her chin, over the center of her chest, pausing to feel the strong, steady beat of her heart, sending a thankful prayer to the gods for sparing her and taking me instead. It could easily have been Ivy that Verina had targeted. It would have been the most effective punishment possible if her goal was to see me suffer.

      I brought my hand down on her abdomen and let it rest there. I would hold her like this for the rest of the day, feeling her life and vitality and feeling grateful that she would survive this.

      A soft prodding against my mind startled me out of my morose thoughts. I was a bit surprised that Ivy was able to have any sort of consciousness at all, even if it were just a simple mind-to-mind brush.

      I reached out and gently brushed back to let her know I was there when I realized that something felt wrong. It wasn’t Ivy’s mind touching mine. I leaned up with a growl starting to rumble in my chest, my elbow propping me up next to Ivy as I concentrated on following the path of the mind. I would not allow this person to violate my privacy or intrude on my intimate moments with my mate. I closed my eyes and concentrated, following the faint trail of energy. It was pale gold in color, delicate and pure. I felt no malice or ill-intent as I locked on to the energy signature.

      The growl died to a sudden silence as I realized the presence was coming from Ivy. I wrinkled my brow. No, that wasn’t correct. It was coming from inside her.

      “What the fuck?” I rumbled under my breath.

      I leaned down to her face and inhaled, searching for who or what was doing this. Why was there someone hitchhiking inside my mate? Regardless of the entity’s intentions, it was unacceptable.

      Not finding anything, I slowly ran my nose along the same path I had taken earlier with my finger, breathing in her familiar essence and not finding any taint. Then, down her stomach, I paused. There. Right there was something different. I reached out to move the hand that was resting lightly against her lower abdomen and was shocked at the brief stiffening of her fingers in her unconscious state before they relaxed again and allowed me to gently slide her hand to the bed beside her. It was as if she were unconsciously protecting her abdomen.

      No, she was unconsciously protecting our child.

      My breath left me on a sharp exhale—a child. My mate was pregnant. I closed my eyes and tried to regulate my breathing that had grown quick so suddenly that I felt lightheaded. I leaned down and placed my forehead where her hand had been resting only seconds before. I was going to be a father.

      I let out a shuddering breath and just took in the moment until I felt another gentle nudge against my mind making my lips tip up in a small smile.

      “Hello, little one,” I whispered before clearing my throat and starting again. “You don’t know me yet, but you will,” I said with a conviction I hadn’t felt until this moment. “I’m your daddy.”

      I spoke quietly, sometimes out loud in quiet tones, other times in gentle nudges, mind to mind. My mate had been hiding this secret for a while. Had I not been so wrapped up in my past, I might have noticed sooner. But, instead, she was scared, and she didn’t have me to turn to. And now, her future was in turmoil. I felt like I didn’t deserve her or our child. But I was going to do everything within my power to make sure that for the rest of eternity, I never let her down again.

      With that thought in mind, I closed my eyes and used every ounce of my waning energy to send out a call to the one person on this planet that might have the ability to help me survive this curse.
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      I was startled awake by an insistent knocking at the suite door and was unsure why I was laying with my arms wrapped tightly around my mate’s hips and my face resting against her side. There was a brief moment of confusion until the revelation from dawn flashed through my mind, and my eyes jerked down to Ivy’s flat abdomen. I reached out my hand to trace over the soft skin there when another knock sounded at the door, reminding me why I was awake so early.

      I climbed off the bed and snagged a pair of sweatpants off of the chair sitting in the corner, and made my way towards the front door after quietly closing the bedroom door behind me. Of course, Ivy wouldn’t wake up from being disturbed, but it was a matter of principle. No one was allowed to disturb her rest, nor were they allowed to see her at her most vulnerable.

      When I reached the door, I was reminded of the night before and why I had barricaded the door.

      “What is it?” I growled out, already wishing I hadn’t left the warmth and comfort of Ivy’s body under mine.

      “Lord Crispin, sir,” called out a professional sounding voice that I recognized immediately. “The Council has requested your presence. You are to meet them at the auditorium in fifteen minutes.”

      I let out a long breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. If the situation we were in weren’t so dire, I would have been tempted to ignore the summons and go back to bed. I wanted nothing more than to spend the entire night with Ivy, just the two of us. But I needed to find out if there was any word on the search for the humans. I also needed to find Verina and kill her.

      “I will be out in a few minutes. You may continue on with your evening.” I turned back to the room when I heard him say that he was instructed to escort me. I snorted in derision. The guard was one of the Council’s chosen elite, and he had a background as a warrior during his human years. He was taller, broader, more muscular than I was, and if I were meeting him in the battle arena 2000 years ago, I would have been a bit more cautious about how to win than I usually was with the other fighters. The guard was good at his job. Unfortunately, when he was turned into a vampire several hundred years ago, he did not turn with any discernible Power. Being an elite guard was the most someone with his lack of Power could ever hope to achieve. It was more than most would have, and that was primarily due to his size and pure strength. In a fight with a truly Powerful vampire, though, he’d be as worthless as a toddler.

      I quickly changed into a pair of black slacks and a black button-down but chose to forgo a suit jacket and instead grabbed my leather jacket, slipping it on and sliding on my shoes. I noticed the vial that the doctor’s mother had given me and reached out for it where it was sitting on top of the dresser. I paused for a minute before pulling the cork out of the top, then quickly swallowed the purple liquid down. I had expected it to taste vile but was surprised that it had no flavor at all. I hoped that it would help with whatever waited for me tonight.

      I took an extra minute to place a soft kiss over the resting spot of my little one and followed it up with a kiss to their mother’s cheek. I looked back one more time before closing the bedroom door behind me and walking over to the suite door to remove the chair still wedged there.

      I wasn’t happy leaving Ivy unguarded, but I knew she would be awake within the next hour. I had a feeling that whatever I was going to be walking into this evening was not going to be good. I could only hope that I could control the situation and that Ivy stayed far away from it.

      I walked quickly through the waning sunlight, not wanting to admit that the rays were affecting me much worse than they had in over a thousand years. I could feel the heat as if I had stepped into a man-sized oven. If the guard that insisted on escorting me noticed any strange behavior on my part, he didn’t show it.

      I was more than relieved to step into the cool lobby of the auditorium just a few minutes later. The building was mostly used as a movie theater for the island’s children and their parents. Occasionally, there was a need for a large auditorium, though. At those times, the screen was stowed away with a simple flip of a switch and a mechanical whir.

      I walked through the lobby to the double set of doors leading into the main seating area but was stopped in my tracks when Marcus’s loud and belligerent voice called out.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      I turned around to snarl at him that I didn’t want to be called out of my bed and made to spend another night joined with the Council I refused to officially be a part of when I realized that he wasn’t even talking to me.

      Two other Council members were walking through the doors. Everyone looked confused.

      “I thought you called us here?” Jeanne stepped through the doors and immediately caught on to the anger and confusion of the rest of her peers.

      “Oh, dear,” she whispered.

      “Fuck!” I growled out. I had a feeling before I even left that I wasn’t going to like how today went. This was a time I would have been happy to find out I was wrong.

      “Hello, everyone!” The sexual purr was enough to make me want to poke my eardrums until they bled just so I wouldn’t have to listen to her anymore.

      I turned around to see Verina was posed dramatically in the doorway of the theater. Standing next to her was the young vampire that had rarely been missing from Verina’s side since I had seen her the first night. I could finally see the hero worship that was shining from her eyes. Verina was her goddess, and she would do anything to keep her mistress happy.

      I turned back to look at the Council that was gathered throughout the lobby and looked towards the doors to the outside of the building. I wasn’t surprised to see the majority of the elite guard was blocking the doors. Each guard was brandishing a rifle as well as having a sword strapped to their hip. Verina was prepared. She had carefully plotted out each step of her plan and had led each of us straight into her trap.

      I threw out a blast of my Power, expecting to see her fall to her knees in submission, but was shocked to see it had no effect on her at all. Instead, there were some faint sparks that flew out from near her body. I then realized that she had erected some kind of shield. It was likely a spell of some sort that she had learned from her time as a witch’s apprentice. There was no telling what other tricks she had. She had just removed my greatest weapon—the whole reason for the hierarchy of the vampire race.

      She smirked and raised her hands into the air in front of her face. Then, she began chanting and weaving her fingers into intricate patterns as if she were painting a picture with her fingertips. As we all watched in horrified fascination, a stream of green light began to slowly grow in brightness and size. Whatever her intentions were with that stream of light, I didn’t plan to sit back meekly and allow her to complete them.

      I stepped back and edged towards Jeanne, the only one I cared enough about to be concerned for their safety. Ivy would want me to help her in any way I could. As soon as I was within a few feet, I took her hand and jerked her to my side as I tossed out another wave of my Power towards the guards blocking the way. The blast sent each of them to their knees with their heads lowered. A rifle had been dropped and skittered across the floor to stop next to Marcus.

      I watched as he bent down to pick it up, and he glared at me, his usual malice seemingly enhanced with the weapon in his hands. I clenched my teeth and dared him with my eyes to turn that gun on me, to prove to me that he was not only a traitor but a coward as well.

      “Well?” he said mockingly, “Are you going to lead the way out or not? I don’t want to be stuck here with this she-demon all night.”

      I let out the breath I wasn’t aware I was holding and felt Jeanne pat my arm. She had always told me that there was more to Marcus than his hatred of me. She had tried over the centuries to convince me to give him a chance, but I could never bring myself to consider that he had any humanlike qualities. It seemed I was wrong.

      We stormed to the doors as Verina’s companion was screaming out for us to all stop. Jeanne had her hand on the door when she came to an abrupt stop. We all did. It was obvious why we were frozen in place when I noticed the tendrils of green energy floating over and around our bodies.

      Verina had completed her spell.
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      I woke up with a jerk, halfway to sitting up before I fell back against my pillow with a groan. I didn't know what caused me to wake up in a half-panic state, but something felt…wrong.

      I gingerly sat back up and slowly swung my legs over the side of the bed. I waited several seconds for the rolling in my stomach to subside enough for me to at least make it to the bathroom to pee.

      All while getting ready for the night ahead, I couldn't shake the dread that was forming into a tight knot in the pit of my stomach. When I finally left our suite to head to the dining room, I was almost shaking with a deep sense of foreboding.

      The sentinels were all gathered together, chatting quietly. It was unlike their usual cheerful, teasing banter. They all looked up as I entered the room, and each of them had grim looks on their faces.

      "Hey, guys," I murmured as I walked over to the coffee carafe. I picked up a mug and held it under the spout for a long second before setting down the coffee and picking up the orange juice pitcher instead. "Is Ariel still with Amos?"

      Rhys grunted and attempted to hide his scowl behind his coffee cup. "I hope she knows what she's doing."

      "Well," I cleared my throat and sat down with a plate of toast and strawberry jam. "She's a grown woman and doesn't need anyone's approval." I stared pointedly at Rhys for a long minute before he grudgingly shrugged one shoulder.

      "I just don't trust the fucker." The guys snickered while Jenna covered her mouth to hide her giggles.

      I sighed and took a sip of my ice-cold orange juice, relishing the sweetness. "Honestly, it's the whole group I don't trust."

      "We get it," nodded Dom. "That Rina bitch has been really trying to dig her claws in where they don't belong."

      I shook my head. "It's not that…" I paused when I saw the raised eyebrow that Rhys was aiming my way. "Okay… it's not just that. They all belong to Gerard, and I get creeper vibes from him. I'm not sure I could be convinced that Amos wasn't sent directly into Ariel's path to try to use her as a spy, or…I don't know," I shrugged helplessly. "Like maybe they are going to try to pump her for information on Crispin? Not that I believe Ariel would ever let that happen, of course!" They all nodded their heads in understanding what I was trying to get across. "I just really don't want her getting hurt." I finished lamely and took a large bite of my toast.

      I jumped and winced when a loud chime sounded from somewhere in the ceiling. I grabbed a couple of cloth napkins to mop up the spill of my orange juice as a voice started speaking and cursed under my breath as the juice began dripping onto my pants.

      "At this time, the Council asks that all residents of the island, as well as all visitors, head to the auditorium for an important announcement."

      We each sat there and stared at each other in wary surprise.

      "Do you think this has anything to do with the humans yesterday being murdered?" Jenna whispered as Jared put his arm around her shoulders.

      "I hope so," I murmured as I took a large swallow of my orange juice. We all started standing up, straightening our respective areas, but I paused. "Jared?" When he looked at me, I could see the same concern there that I had. "I think Jenna should stay here. And you should stay with her."

      He grimaced and glanced back and forth between Jenna and me. "Crispin would do worse than kick my ass if I didn't protect you, Ivy. It's my job."

      I held up my palm. "I'm not being a martyr here, Jared. You know I am capable of protecting myself. But you know who isn't super strong, super fast, and can't control people with her mind?" I looked over at Jenna, who was blushing and studying her fingernails. "I'm sorry, Jenna. I don't mean to insult you. But, as much as I hate to admit it, it's the truth. Jared needs to stay with you to protect you from danger. Any enemies we have will target you first."

      "Because I'm the weakest link. I get it." She looked up at me with a spark in her eyes. "Kick ass, Ivy."

      I grinned, but it fell the second I looked back at Jared, and he spoke. "If you get hurt, I swear, I will kill you before Crispin has a chance to kill me." I walked around the table and looked up at him.

      "Thank you," I whispered. "You've been there for everything. You are my best friend, and I don't know how I would have survived the last few months if you hadn't been there with me." I squeezed his arm and turned to face Jenna. "You need him more than I do. Make sure he knows that."

      I hugged her tight, holding on for an extra few seconds. I was scared shitless. I didn't know what I would be facing later. Hell, it could be absolutely nothing, though my gut was telling me that it was definitely something. But I would never want to be the reason that someone loses a mate. I also didn't want to lose my mate, and for me, that was the most pressing issue we were facing at the moment.

      As for our little girl? I ran a hand lightly over my abdomen and closed my eyes.

      

      Please, please, please keep her safe.

      

      I didn't know who I was praying to, but I was willing to lay myself in front of the devil himself if it meant my daughter and my mate survived this day.

      "You ready?" Rhys called from the doorway.

      I looked down at my hands and grimaced. "My hands are sticky, and my pants are wet from the orange juice I spilled. Let me run to my room and wash up. I'll be right behind you."

      He looked a bit uneasy at my words and glanced over to Dom and Matthew, who were still waiting for him before reluctantly looking back at me and giving a quick jerk of his head. They all turned to leave, but Rhys stopped abruptly before turning down the corridor. "You better hurry up. I don't want to have to report to Crispin that you decided to go rogue and got yourself hurt."

      I threw out my hands in exasperation. "Seriously? You guys don't seem to understand that I don't want to get hurt! I don't want to hurt Crispin, and I certainly don't want to hurt our-" I cut off immediately and brought my arms up to fold them stubbornly across my chest and jutted my chin up in the air. "I'm not going to do anything stupid. Damn!"

      Rhys gave me a look with his eyebrows furrowed in confusion at my strange outburst, but in the end, he seemed to buy it and simply grunted before leaving down the hall.

      I blew out a breath and let my arms fall while staring at the floor. That was close. If anyone knew I was pregnant, they would never allow me to place myself in danger. Normally I would agree; however, I was also the best chance for Crispin to get through this curse. No one knew about my Power level, and very few people knew about my mind control powers.

      "Ivy? Are you...okay? I know that you-" I looked over at his voice and saw Jared looked concerned but confused. I let out a quiet laugh.

      "That I am stressed and concerned about what's going on with Crispin? That I want to just get over this drama and go back home? That I just want to sit in front of a fireplace with a good book for about a week with my very own carafe full of hot chocolate and a warm, fuzzy blanket tucked around my legs?"

      Jenna raised a hand and said, "Oh! Can I get one of those, too?"

      I smiled ruefully before rubbing my hands over my face and then frowned down at them. "I need to wash my hands and get over to the auditorium." I turned to leave but stopped and snapped out, "Where the hell is the auditorium?"

      I ignored Jared's chuckled response and walked down the hall back to my room to quickly change into a fresh pair of jeans and wash the stickiness off of my hands. I took a minute to breathe at the bathroom counter and brush my teeth. I knew I was delaying the inevitable. I couldn't put it off any longer, so with determination, I pulled from deep inside me a whispered promise to my little hitchhiker. I left the room and walked down the stairs. No people were wandering the walkways, and no one was taking in the sights of the night blooming gardens, just silence until I got closer to the auditorium.

      I expected to see a crowd of people waiting to enter and was surprised to hear only silence. At first, I was confused and wondering if I got the location wrong, but as I quietly entered, I realized how I wish that were the case.

      The auditorium was almost packed to capacity. Everyone was sitting quietly, and they all seemed to be in some type of trance. I quickly sidestepped the doors and into a shadowy corner in the back. I had to hold in my gasp of shocked anger to see all the Council members in chairs sitting lined up across the stage. With them was Crispin. He wasn't moving, seemingly in the same trance as everyone else.

      As I studied the stage and looked around the rest of the room, I noticed a glowing green mist. It seemed to be wrapped around everyone like ropes. I couldn't see Crispin's sentinels at first. But I got angrier the longer I took in the audience. There were women and children as well as the men of the island. Most of these vampires were just the average person who worked to keep the island running smoothly. The families that lived here were only there to keep their children safe until they came of age.

      Her voice caught my attention, and I finally noticed Verina on the stage. She had her eyes closed and had her hands wrapped around Gerard's head from behind. She was murmuring something too low for me to make out but was evidently some kind of spell. Gerard was sitting behind the row of Council members and Crispin, and as I watched, the natural color of his skin drained to a sickly white until tendrils of black started slithering across his skin until his whole face was covered in black lines.

      Verina threw her head back and let out a gusty sigh, and wavered on her feet. It was then I noticed the same woman that had been with her each time I had encountered her on my walks outside. How had I never learned her name? She reached out to steady Verina until she shook her off and straightened her shoulders. When she let go of Gerard, he slumped in his chair until I could no longer see him but heard a thump as his body slid off the chair and landed on the floor with a sick thud.

      "Yes!" Verina cried out, and as she did, I watched as the magical green ropes glowed a little bit brighter than they had just a moment before. She had just killed a vampire king in front of the entire audience. My stomach roiled with nausea that she planned to take the life force from every single person in the room.

      She turned to the person who was sitting next to where Gerard had been and smiled evilly. "Are you ready to join me? My Amos wants to keep you. He's taken a special liking to you, sweetheart. With you on our side, you will be so much more than just a Sentinel serving your Master." She made a pulling motion with her hand that seemed to control the green magic. It slowly unraveled from around Ariel's body, leaving only small tendrils to hold her in place.

      "I'd rather serve as just a Sentinel than be a servant to a homicidal bitch like you!" Ariel snarled and yanked her head away from Verina when she reached out to run a fingertip over her cheek.

      "Oh, god," I whispered as I watched Verina turn an ugly shade of red at Ariel's words.

      "You made your choice then," Verina said with a nod and stepped behind her. "I'm going to enjoy taking every single Sentinel from Crispin. And then I am going to find out where his bitch of a mate is and make her watch as I drain every ounce of Power from your Master. Haven't you seen it yet? You can't win. I will have control over all vampirekind. Everyone will bow to me."

      She walked around the row of Council members and stood in front of them. It was then I realized these people weren't in a trance; they were simply being held immobile by her magic. They were glaring at her with hatred and impotence. Crispin managed to move his head enough to follow her movements.

      "You all left me to suffer at the hands of a monster for over a thousand years! Not one of you did anything to help me escape! Instead, some of you in this very room were there and used me!" She walked over to one of the Council members I didn't know and had never spoken directly to. She grabbed the hair on the back of his head and jerked his head roughly while he attempted to keep a passive, bored look on his face and failed. "You raped me!" She screamed in his face. "Why? Because you could? Because my Master," she spits the word out like it had a horrible taste, "allowed me to be used?" She wrapped her hands around his head and started chanting again.

      His death happened much quicker, the black tendrils seemed to rush across every inch of visible skin, and within minutes he was nothing but an empty husk of a person laying in a heap on the floor like an outfit that someone removed and discarded. I watched as the other Council members watched with a mix of emotions in their eyes. There was pity as well as condemnation, but not one of them looked particularly sorry. I couldn't say I was very sad either. If what she claimed was true, it was reprehensible. She may be in the wrong for what she was doing here tonight, but that was one death that no one would be able to hold against her.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to swallow back the vomit that was threatening to rise. But they popped open as soon as I realized she was talking to Crispin.

      "You abandoned me!" She screamed. "Did you think I wanted to marry that man? My father picked him out since you left and were taking too long to return. Because of you, I was married off to a man twice my age that enjoyed beating me. I thought becoming a vampire was going to save me from that life. Instead, it made me a sex slave, a pet to a worse monster, for more than a thousand years." She ran a fingernail over his face, and I watched as it dug into his skin and left a trail of blood behind. "I am going to take everything from you. Starting with your sweet little Sentinel and ending with your precious mate."

      She stepped back, and I breathed a quiet sigh of relief that quickly turned to a lump of dread in my lungs as she took a step back to Ariel.
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      I didn’t know what to do, and I was starting to panic. I couldn’t rush the stage. I couldn’t fight her, and I had no weapons. I could try to scream at her to stop. My gift could end all of this; I just had to be careful.

      I slid through the shadows and slowly, carefully, made my way to the side of the room and crouched down until I was below the line of chairs. I glanced around and spotted Gerard’s Sentinels stationed throughout the room, holding large rifles. If one of them spotted me, I was as good as dead. However, if I could get close enough to them before they could see me, I would be able to command them to stand down and not hurt anyone else.

      I got on my hands and knees and started crawling quickly to where the closest guard was standing, luckily facing the stage. He was about halfway down the aisle against the wall. I had to move quickly before Verina could take any more lives, especially Crispin, Ariel, or any of his other Sentinels.

      “Stand still and don’t hurt anyone else,” I whispered just loud enough for him to hear and watched as he stiffened, his back becoming rigid as someone that was unnaturally still. I sighed with relief and carefully removed the blade I saw strapped to his belt. As weapons went, it wasn’t going to help me much, but it would do the job in close combat.

      I turned and carefully crawled across the feet of the people in the row that led to the next Sentinel under Verina’s control. I could hear her taunting Ariel and tried to pick up the pace before Ariel could lose her life. A tear slipped down my cheek. I wasn’t going to make it.

      “No!” came a shout, and I froze before trying to see through the seats to the stage at what was happening. Amos had grabbed the hand that Verina had placed on Ariel’s head, stopping her from starting the spell again.

      “You dare to stop me?” Verina whispered with deadly menace.

      “You can’t hurt her. You promised me!” He roared.

      Verina threw back her head and laughed.

      While they were arguing, I hurried my pace, thankful for the momentary distraction their fighting had caused and quickly disabled the second man that I realized was actually one of the Council’s elite guards.

      I took the opportunity to scamper across the aisle and over the feet of the next row while all Verina’s men’s eyes were on the fight on stage. Once I reached the end, I realized that the guard I had been aiming for had taken several steps closer to the stage and cursed. I crawled out into the open, and just as I was about to give him a command, he turned around. I must have made a sound, maybe scuffed my shoe across the floor just loud enough for him to hear me. It was a good thing that Amos was struggling to convince Verina not to kill him or Ariel because his “What the fuck?” was a lot louder than the command I gave him to stand still was.

      I sat up on my knees and looked around the room, trying to spot any other guards or Sentinels, but the remaining six - including Gerard’s head Sentinel, seemed to be up on the stage with Verina. I noticed that most of them didn’t look happy to see Verina threatening Amos’ life.

      Amos turned to Ariel and pleaded, “Please! Tell her that you’ll work for her!”

      “Yes, sweetheart, tell me that you return loverboy’s affections and that you will work for me. And then I might only punish him a little bit for thinking he could say or do anything to stop me.” She snarled as she looked back at the man.

      “Had I known that he supported a monster like you, I would never have given him the time of day.”

      Verina laughed. “I really wish I could keep you. I’ve never been as entertained as I am with your smart mouth. I collect things, you know. When you aren’t allowed to own anything for millennia, including a single scrap of clothing, you tend to want to hoard as much as possible. One of those things is other women. That’s how Katerina and I became friends. You see, she was actually the only one that tried to save me from my enslaver. After she helped me escape, we planned how to take over the vampire kingdom for ourselves. I really hate that you guys killed her.” She shrugged one elegant shoulder. “As you wish.” I started to leap up, needing to stop her from killing my friend, when she turned back to Amos and grabbed his face in both of her hands.

      Her chants grew louder as she stared into his eyes as she watched the blackness take over. As we all watched, he shriveled as his skin blackened, and the eyes that stayed glued to Verina’s face turned just as dark until all life was gone. I looked back at Ariel and watched as she struggled with her emotions. I had never seen her with anyone before Amos. My heart went out to her as she watched the man she had seemed to genuinely like die in front of her eyes.

      I darted my eyes over to Crispin to check on how he was doing and swallowed thickly when I realized that his gaze was pinned directly on me. “Shit,” I breathed. He looked pissed. But how could he not realize that I was never going to allow Verina to kill or even hurt all these people?

      As I watched, he seemed to be trying to communicate something with his eyes. He was trying to move his head subtly, and as I watched, he managed to move his fingers. I just couldn’t figure out what he was trying to say. I strained to try to reach him telepathically, but it was as if there were a static barrier between our minds. Finally, I shook my head in defeat, and he closed his eyes in frustration.

      It looked like he could have been pointing at something or just randomly waving his finger around. I turned my head in the direction I thought he was pointing and gasped as I realized there was a balcony above the back of the room. Rhys was up there, just the top part of his head visible. I couldn’t see Dom or Matthew, but if Rhys had thought to hide, then it was likely that the others had as well.

      I turned back to Crispin to see him staring at me again, trying to communicate with his eyes again. It was then I realized he was trying to signal me to leave. “What the fuck?” I mouthed to him. “No!”

      His jaw hardened in his usual show of irritation when he didn’t like something, and he really didn’t like that I was putting myself in danger. Well, it couldn’t be helped. I wasn’t going to watch my baby daddy and the rest of the vampire leaders die because a crazy bitch had PTSD and was ready to destroy everyone. Of course, we could try to send her to rehab later because her traumatic story really sucked, but she needed to be stopped.

      “Tell me something, Ariel…tell me why it’s only the ones with Power that are allowed to have a say in this world? Just because someone is turned without Power, they are nothing? They have nothing? They are worth nothing?”

      Verina stepped over to one of her Sentinels and took the cloth that he held out. It was then I noticed that her nose was bleeding. It seemed that she was overloading on Power and the life force that she was draining from everyone. That was a new development, one that might just save everyone else in this building.

      It seemed that she was realizing that she was almost out of options if she wanted this little demonstration to end the way she was hoping it would because, in the next minute, she waved her bloodied handkerchief at the guard and said, “I tire of this game already. Just let my pets in.” She then turned her back to the room, her shoulders drooping, not able to hide the evidence of her failure from everyone.

      At first, I hadn’t given a thought to what she meant when she said “pets”, but I should have. As soon as the door swung open at the back corner of the stage, an incredibly potent stench of death wafted throughout the entire interior of the auditorium. It had been such a short time; how was it possible that I could forget how genuinely awful revenant smelled?

      I heard whimpers starting to break through the silence, and while I was glad to see that Verina’s magical hold was falling apart, the last thing I needed was a stampede of a hundred frightened vampires racing towards the doors as the bloodthirsty revenants gave chase.

      “Come on!” Rhys’ angry voice hissed in my ear, and he started dragging me behind him, back to the stairs that led to the balcony seating area. Before he could pull me more than a couple of feet, I reached forward toward the Sentinel’s hand that I had put in a trance and snagged the rifle out of it.

      “Rhys!” I hissed back. “I can’t run and hide. She is weak. If I don’t stop this now, later might be too late! Seriously,” I yanked on my arm to get him to listen to me. “She has to be stopped, you know it, and Crispin knows it. I don’t want to be in danger, I get it, really, but she needs to be stopped!” I paused my struggle for a second, allowing him to drag me a few more feet. “Wait a minute! Are you and Crispin able to talk?” I was going to be super pissed.

      “No,” he growled. “I just know him. There is no reason why you have to be the one to stop her. You realize that, right? You can do a whole lot of stopping from the balcony where you will be in less danger. Besides, if she manages to get a hold of you, then we might as well bow down to her because Crispin will do anything to keep you safe, even hand the bitch the world on a silver platter.”

      I didn’t even bother to answer because he was right. I swallowed hard and nodded my head. I started to follow him without any struggle this time.

      Once we got to the top of the stairs, he pulled me down to a crouch beside him and found out that Dom and Matthew were right there with him.

      “So,” Dom growled while staring at his dagger. “What’s our plan?”

      Rhys ran a large palm over his face and sighed before looking at me. “Can you use your control on all of her Sentinels at once?”

      I thought about what I had done at the arena a couple of days prior and nodded my head.

      “Okay, good. Then that’s what you’re going to do. We need to stop those revenants before they can hurt anyone. Can you tell them to stop the revenants?”

      I grinned. “I can make them do the hula if I wanted to.”

      “Well, I don’t think the hula would help us here,” Dom drawled, “But if you can get them to stop the revenants, that would be kinda perfect.”

      “I can do that,” I agreed. “Then what?”

      “We need to stop Verina, of course. But what is the best way to do that?”

      Matthew looked at Rhys, then at the gun I was still holding. “Shoot her?”

      I handed the rifle over. “If that’s something you can do, great, but I’d more likely shoot Crispin by accident instead.”

      He shook his head. “We all can shoot, but we train with our swords more than anything. We could threaten her, though, to get her to stay still long enough for one of us to get close enough to her.”

      I raised an eyebrow and gave him a pointed stare. He looked at me before grinning. “What? Because I’m the one that can teleport, it’s up to me?”

      I sighed. “Dom, I know you don’t want anyone to know about your gift, but this is more important than hiding what you can do. There’s already one dead Council member, and I don’t want to see any more die tonight.”

      He grunted. “I never said I wouldn’t do it.”

      “Okay, good.” Rhys rubbed his hands together and said, “Alright, here’s the plan…”
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      Every second I was trapped in the magical bindings was another second I was closer to death. I could feel her bindings sapping my energy, and I could imagine that I could feel the darkness crawling over my skin and digging deeper into my organs.

      When I hadn’t seen Ivy with the rest of the vampires crowded into the auditorium, I was thankful enough to just relax back into my chair and bide my time until I had a chance to fight back, if an opportunity ever came. I was not willing to go down easy. I had too much to live for. But I was taking my time until the perfect opportunity arrived.

      I nearly gave in and showed my hand too early when Verina threatened Ariel. I would never have been able to live with myself if she had been killed without lifting a finger to stop it. Luckily, I didn’t have to.

      And then I saw my beautiful, infuriating Hunter crawling across the floor, incapacitating the Sentinels. She was magnificent and foolish. Verina would want nothing more than to get her hands on my mate. She had already done so much trying to drive a wedge through our relationship with little success. Though, I had to admit, if I hadn’t dragged my head out of my ass, I would likely still be pushing her away, thinking it was for her own good.

      I glanced up to the balcony where I had seen Ivy disappear with some of my closest Sentinels. If I had to take a guess, Rhys was directing them in a planning session on how to stop the disaster we were sitting in from escalating beyond what we could all endure. Verina needed to be stopped above all else.

      Between my Hunter with her mind control, Dom and his teleporting, and Rhys with his super speed and agility that even a vampire couldn’t match, there were few situations that they wouldn’t come out as winners.

      I didn’t see Jared or Jenna, but if I knew Ivy, she told them to stay safe regardless of the announcement Verina’s friend had made.

      I glanced over towards Verina and watched as she held the cloth to her nose. She obviously had never expended the kind of energy that she was using tonight all at once before. It seemed her body was fighting her. Not only was she using too much magic, but she was also taking in too much Power that her body wasn’t used to. Her plan had failed her.

      I tried to push out just a bit of my Power to see if I could and wanted to growl out in frustration that it swelled inside of me but wouldn’t ease out of me the way I was trying to tell it to.

      I felt a tingling in my hand that started to burn like I was holding a hot coal in my hand. I gasped and started to pull the Power back in; the pain was excruciating. But when I looked down at my hand, strapped to the arm of my chair, I expected to see my hand engulfed in flames; instead, I was shocked to see the black lines slowly retreating from where they had spread over the top of my hand and up my forearm over the day while I was sleeping next to my unborn child.

      I took a deep breath, gritted my teeth against the unbearable pain, and pushed out more Power. I had only tried a small trickle before. This time I was going to push a flood out.
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      I stood up to start step one of our plan and opened my mouth but froze when my eyes went to Crispin.

      “What is happening?” I whispered.

      “Oh, shit,” Rhys murmured under his breath as he stood up next to me to see what had gotten my attention. “I don’t know what is happening right now, but, Ivy, we have to go through with the plan! Now, Ivy!” He snapped when I stayed glued to the sight of Crispin with his head thrown back and his body locked in what was obviously agony.

      I looked around and saw the revenants had moved throughout the auditorium floor. They were snapping at the vampires that were gaining mobility more and more quickly as Verina lost her grip on the magic that was apparently too much for her to handle.

      Then I saw that Verina had finally realized that something was going on with Crispin. The hand that she’d had pressed to her face dropped to her side as she turned to look at the commotion.

      “What the hell is happening?” She walked over to Crispin and gasped as she looked down at him, clearly seeing the black lines on his hand for the first time. “The curse did work on you! How are you still alive?” She demanded. “I should have gotten your Power days ago! I would already own this island if you would have just died!” she screamed at him as she reached out and grabbed his face with both hands and began to chant.

      “No!” I screamed. No! This wasn’t supposed to happen! She couldn’t take my mate from me.

      “Now, Ivy! Do it now!”

      Verina looked over her shoulder, pausing in her chanting long enough to see that I was, indeed, in the building and that I was watching her kill my mate in front of my eyes. Her evil, satisfied grin had a black haze slide over my eyes. I was going to kill that woman with my bare hands.

      I pushed all the energy I could out into my voice as I commanded the Sentinels and guards that Verina had under her control. “Kill the revenants!” I demanded.

      It was my turn to smile when Verina realized that her vampires were killing her pets. Gunshots rang out inside the enclosed building, and it was loud enough to make my ears ring, but I grinned as revenant after revenant dropped and began to dissolve.

      Screams rang out, barely audible over the rapport of the gunfire. Mates huddled together, holding their children between them, trying to keep them safe from any stray bullets. But my commands were absolute. If I didn’t order it, it wouldn’t happen. The ones under my control would kill the revenants and not harm anyone else.

      “No! Stop this instant!” Verina dropped her hands from Crispin’s face, and I almost collapsed in relief as she stepped up to the edge of the stage and screamed in fury at the carnage of her pets.

      “Crispin,” I whispered as he looked up at me and then threw his head back and his body bowed. An agonized cry broke from him. I reached out and grabbed Rhys’ arm, not realizing I was digging my nails into his flesh or that he wasn’t attempting to stop me. “What’s happening to him, Rhys?” I cried out. “I need to get to him!” I sobbed and turned to look at Rhys, “Please!”

      “Okay, Ivy. Let us take care of Verina, and then we will see what’s happening. Okay?”

      I could only nod my head as I watched through my tears as his body collapsed back into his chair, and he went still.

      Dom took Rhys’ arm, and they both teleported together directly behind Verina. Rhys’ plan was simple enough, just grab Verina and secure her so she couldn’t get away and to make her stop using her magic to hold everyone in place. If that didn’t work, then Matthew would kill her. He didn’t have a special gift, but the man was the best with a blade.

      I watched in horror as Verina spun around and threw out her hands. Both men went flying backward across the stage. She snapped at her friend, who had been huddled at the side of the stage. The woman held up her hands and, even though she looked frightened and overwhelmed by the turn of events, she stepped forward while her hands sparked in the air in front of her.

      I ran down the balcony stairs as quickly as I could with Matthew hot on my heels. We jumped over puddles of revenant goo and dodged Verina’s henchmen. Matthew saved me from falling on my ass as my heel hit the edge of a puddle, and my foot tried to fly out from under me.

      Finally, we made it to the stage, and in my haste, I didn’t take the time to look for the stairs, I simply jumped up to the edge and pulled myself up the rest of the way.

      “Stop!” I yelled. The woman stopped just as she was going to throw whatever kind of electric ball of death she had conjured. The sparks died out as she stood there like an empty bobble-headed doll.

      I turned to Verina. “Stop all of this! Let everyone go!” I commanded her but stumbled back a step as she started laughing and then started prowling towards me. No one had ever been able to fight my compulsion before.

      “So the kitten has claws, after all. How much have the two of you been keeping from the rest of us?” She tilted her head as she studied me. “What else have you been lying about?” She glanced down at my midsection, and my hands immediately went protectively across my abdomen.

      “Oh! Isn’t this precious?” She laughed. “I couldn’t have planned this better had I known. Thanks to you, I will have absolutely everything I ever dreamed of while I was rotting away in that god-forsaken chamber.”

      “No,” I shook my head and backed up a step. “You will never take over the vampire world.”

      “Is that so?” she asked with a knowing smile.

      I swallowed and nodded my head.

      “Oh, sweet, little innocent Ivy.” She tsked at me and shook her head. “What do you think the mighty, all-powerful Crispin Decious would do to keep his mate alive? What do you think he would do for his…child?”
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      “You will never touch my child!” I growled.

      I straightened my shoulders and took a step towards her. If I didn’t stop her, she would ruin everything. She would enslave the vampires that she didn’t kill. She had every right to be upset and demand retribution against everyone that had a hand in what happened to her. But what she was doing was just as wrong as what the man had done to her.

      “Look around you, Verina!” I waved my hand at the audience that sat huddled together, the sounds of whimpers and crying easily heard since the fighting had ended with all the revenants dead. “What happened to you was awful. But do you really want to turn into the same kind of monster that held you captive?”

      Her beautiful face twisted into something ugly. “How. Dare. You!” she snarled as she raised her hands and let her green magic start weaving around her fingers. “You have no idea what it was like being a sex slave to the sick and depraved vampires that visited me for hundreds of years!”

      “These people didn’t do that to you, Verina! They are as innocent as you were! But if you keep this up, you will be an even bigger monster. He took your innocence, but you plan on taking a hundred lives or more! Look at the children! What are they guilty of?”

      “You can’t be that naive, Ivy,” she scoffed. “You honestly think those children are going to stay innocent? No.” She shook her head, her curls sliding around her shoulders. “Those children out there,” she jabbed her finger in the direction of the audience, “will grow up to be as sick and depraved as their parents. It’s a good thing I am stopping them before they have the chance to hurt anyone.”

      She was so sure. Adamant that she was right and this was the path that she should stay on. I frowned. It was a sad, depressing situation. Verina needed help, not death, but was she already too far gone? I didn’t want to be the one that had to make that decision. Then I thought about Crispin and the curse that she had placed on him. We had been told the only sure way out was to kill the witch that had cursed him. I couldn’t help but be sad for the life that was lost, though. Had Verina ever really had a chance to live?

      I watched as she lifted her hands and directed her magic towards me, and I sighed for the young woman that never had a chance. Then, I closed my eyes and opened up the box inside of me, the one that Crispin had taught me how to build. The box that kept my Power hidden from the world. I pried the lid off the box and allowed that Power, every bit of it, to flood every inch of my body, and then I directed it at Verina.

      It was a chance that I had to take. She wasn’t affected by my gift, but I had a feeling that Power was different. There was a reason why all the Council members and Crispin were the first ones that she had incapacitated. I was certain that she was as vulnerable to Power as anyone else would be, no matter how much she managed to steal from others.

      “Kneel, Verina,” I whispered sadly and watched as she dropped to her knees, her magical bonds breaking instantly from all the people in the building. I watched with my heart torn in two as she started crying with her head bowed.

      “Please!” She cried out to me but was unable to lift her head. “Please, don’t do this to me! I can’t handle it. I would rather die than to be a prisoner again.” She was sobbing uncontrollably, her shoulders shaking as she leaned forward and pressed her forehead into the floor.

      I hesitated and struggled with my conscience and what was right and wrong. I wondered if it was enough of a lesson. I wondered if she could be trusted to be let go. I thought that I would die a little bit inside if I were personally responsible for delivering this broken woman into her own, personal hell.

      “Don’t do it, Hunter.” Crispin’s hand slid into mine, and he gently pulled me against his body before he slid his other hand across my hip and over my lower abdomen, where he stroked softly. “She would have imprisoned you for nothing other than being my mate. She would have taken our child and used her. She doesn’t deserve your pity.”

      I turned in his arm and looked up at his beautiful face as the tears slowly slid down my cheeks. “I know,” I whispered. And then lay my face against his chest so I could listen to his strong heartbeat.

      I watched as the Council members together took Verina into custody. Jeanne gently lifted her off the floor while Verina continued to weep. They put on a pair of shackles that would inhibit her magic and any gift she owned along with any Power she had.

      “How did you know?” I asked quietly as I watched them lead her away.

      “She tried to communicate with me just after dawn yesterday.” He nuzzled into my hair and pulled me a little tighter against him.

      I smiled softly. “Is that so?”

      “Umm-hmm, it seems our daughter is going to be as headstrong as her mother.”

      “She’ll need to be to keep up with her father.” I lifted my head and looked into his silver eyes that were glowing like liquid mercury. “I love you,” I whispered.

      He didn’t respond with words. Instead, he lowered his head and took my lips with his in a soft kiss that quickly grew heated and passionate. By the time he lifted his head to gaze back into my eyes, I was out of breath and desperate to be alone. Then I remembered why he hadn’t kissed me like that in days, the longest we had gone without intimacy since we became an us.

      “Crispin?” I gasped and grabbed his hand. I turned his hand palm up and ran my fingers over the unmarred skin there before dropping his hand and grabbing the other one. Then, when I saw how it was clear as well, I grabbed both hands and held them side by side as he chuckled and closed his hands over mine, ending the inspection.

      “It’s okay, Hunter,” he said and placed a kiss on the backs of both of my hands.

      “But, how?” I cried out.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” he said and looked over my shoulder as he thought about the possibilities. “Maybe the potion Madeline gave me helped. I took it this morning. I don’t know. I tried to see if my Power would work while she had us all immobile, and it acted differently than it ever had before. I felt like it was burning me alive.” He looked down at his hand and flexed his fist while turning it over. “It burned away the curse.”

      I took his fist in both of my hands and kissed his knuckles before looking up at his face. “Good.”

      “You feel sorry for her, don’t you?” He asked me quietly.

      “How can you not? What she went through…” I shook my head. “I couldn’t imagine. And for so long, too. I am glad we didn’t have to kill her.”

      “But she may not thank us for allowing her to live. She will be in a cell here on this island for a very long time.”

      “But maybe, one day, she will be able to be set free.” I insisted.

      He ran his thumb over my cheek. “You always see the best in everyone.”

      “No, I don’t. Not really.” I looked over to Verina’s friend and watched as the guards cuffed her and began to lead her away. As I looked around, I saw that there were several of Verina’s Sentinels being escorted outside. Most of the vampires that had been spectators in the audience had already left, and the auditorium was close to being empty. “I noticed that she seemed to only allow other women to get close to her. And only those with no Power. If we could ask him, I’m sure Gerard would say that she was a difficult woman to get close to.” I shrugged. Maybe he never really tried. He struck me as the kind of man that never made close relationships with anyone.

      “Are you ready to go home?”

      I looked up at Crispin as my heart sped up in excitement. “Home-home? To our home?”

      He chuckled and pulled me close to his side before turning us to face the nearest exit. “I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary. But, unfortunately, we will have to hang around for a few more days.”

      My shoulders drooped. “I figured as much. You just got my hopes up.”

      “Sire.”

      We stopped and turned to see the sentinels all in a line. The guys seemed to be offering Ariel support as she stood there wringing her hands.

      I took a step forward. “Don’t. Don’t you dare apologize for anything that has happened, either today or the last few days. Not one of those is your fault. So don't blame the victim, alright?”

      She smiled a small, grateful smile and nodded once before tipping her head back and taking a big gulp of air. She brought her head back down and blew out the air slowly. Her color was slowly returning to normal. She looked behind me. “Sire?” her voice was still low and unsure, and it broke my heart.

      Crispin put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “My mate is right; we all know it. Including you.” She nodded again and looked back at Rhys.

      “I need to get back to my room. I need a shower. Or a soak in the tub. I definitely need a bottle of wine.”

      “We will see you in a few hours.” Crispin nodded to the four Sentinels as they each gave him a respectful head bow. “Thank you for all your help.”

      “Thanks, guys, really. I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said seriously.

      “No worries, Ivy. That’s what we are here for.” Rhys winked, and the group of them moved towards the front of the building. We stood there and watched as Jeanne stopped them and said a few words before patting Ariel on the shoulder and giving her a warm smile. Then she looked up at the stage where we were still standing.

      She made her way up the stairs that I hadn’t seen earlier when I was in a hurry to climb up the stage, and I shook my head at myself. Had I known where the stairs were, I likely would have still climbed up anyway.

      “Ivy,” Jeanne held out her arms and didn’t give me much time to brace myself before I was pulled into the tightest hug she’d ever given me. “Thank you so much for doing what so many of us couldn’t.”

      “Jeanne, I just happened to arrive late to the show. If I hadn’t been clumsy at breakfast, I would have been here at the same time everyone else was.” I paused and then closed my eyes. “Pebbles,” I breathed out.

      “Well, we will be grateful for your clumsiness, then.” She smiled sadly. “This has been an eye-opening experience, and we have much to discuss.” She looked up at Crispin. “It seems we also have an opening on the Council. Someone should give that some thought.”

      She turned to walk away but paused. “Take the rest of today to be glad that this entire event ended the way it did. Then, tomorrow at dusk, we will ask that both of you join us in the Council chambers. We have a lot of things that need to change in the vampire nation, it seems.” She shook her head and walked away, joining a couple of the other Council members that were directing a group of vampires in putting the large room to rights.

      Crispin turned to me. “Bath?”

      I sighed and leaned heavily against him.
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      We entered the giant foyer of the guest building, and as Crispin began leading me to the bank of elevators, I held back, lightly pulling on his arm.

      “Ummm…” I looked towards the door to the stairwell and looked back at Crispin, a sheepish look on my face. “I need to take the stairs.”

      He didn’t say anything, just raised one straight black eyebrow and turned in the direction of where the little alcove was hidden from sight. No words were said when we reached the door, and I entered as he held the door open for me, a small smile on my face as thanks for the understanding, even if he hadn’t asked me why…yet. I knew that conversation was coming, though I was sure he already knew why.

      I let out a small squeal of surprise when he swept me off my feet and carried me with an arm under my legs and across my back. I put my own arm around his neck and snuggled into his warm body, and enjoyed the ride as he took the stairs at a quick pace.

      It wasn’t until we had made it safely into our room with no interruptions that he finally spoke, and it was to say something that brought immediate tears to my eyes.

      “I missed you,” he growled right before he put his lips on mine. The growl I felt start in his chest rumbled against me as I felt him drop my legs and slowly slide me down his body to the land gently on the floor. But that was the last of the gentleness I had from him in a while.

      As soon as I was planted firmly on the ground, he shoved me up against the wall and ground his pelvis against me.

      “Do you feel how much I want you, mate? You are everything to me.” He pulled away, leaving me panting. “I was furious at you.”

      “I know,” I whispered. “You didn’t like seeing me in danger. If she would have caught me, I could have ruined everything.”

      He put his forehead against mine. “How can I yell at you if you are going to agree before I can even start?”

      I giggled and kissed the stubble along his jaw. “I’m sorry?” I asked.

      “I’ll show you sorry,” he growled and took the neck of my t-shirt in both of his large hands and pulled it apart like he was tearing tissue paper. In seconds, my shirt was in a torn heap on the floor, and he reached for the button of my jeans.

      “Wait!” I cried out before he could go horny caveman on my favorite pair of jeans. “Let me take them off. I like this pair. They make my butt look good.” I popped the button and slithered the tight denim over my hips and thighs while his eyes glowed bright enough that they mesmerized me.

      “Everything you wear makes your ass look good enough to eat.” He lunged for me the second I kicked the second leg off my trapped foot, and I eagerly wrapped my legs around his hips.

      “Shower!” I pleaded with him. As much as I wanted him inside me right that second, I couldn’t forget that I had been crawling around on a filthy floor just a short time ago.

      “What my queen demands,” he murmured against my lips as he expertly walked us through our living area, bedroom, and through to the bathroom. He didn’t set me down as he reached into the shower enclosure and twisted the gleaming brass knob to scorching. He didn’t pull his mouth from mine until the entire bathroom was filled with the humidity of the hot water.

      He finally set me down on the vanity, but only long enough to tear his own clothing off, scattering buttons and rending fabric. His slacks would never be able to be worn again, but I doubted he cared. When he reached for his boxer briefs to free the giant erection that was making my mouth water, my brain finally came online enough to take off my bra and panties.

      When I got tangled in my bra straps, I nearly fell off the vanity but was saved from the indignity by a firm hand on my chest. I grinned at him, but my smile fell as I watched the hand that was wrapped around his length, slowly stroke himself. A large droplet of pre-come was beaded at the tip, and I was so tempted to drop to my knees for a taste. It had been so long since we’d been intimate.

      I glanced at the shower and the steam that was filling the room and lifted my arms towards him. “Shower?” I asked with a pout.

      His grin was enough to make me clench my thighs together. This man that never laughed in public, that was always so stoic, found his pleasure in the simplest of things with me. It was more of a turn on for me than a striptease. Though I had to admit, that was pretty great, too.

      He let go of his shaft after one last leisurely pump and reached for me, grabbing both of my butt cheeks in his large palms and squeezing. He then slid one of his hands up my back for support while leaving the other hand there to tease the firm flesh of my backside.

      He felt the water temperature with his elbow and nudged the knob back just a bit before stepping in with me wrapped around him like a vine. I never wanted him to put me down, ever. I would eat all my meals in his arms, sleep snuggled up against his hard chest, and would enjoy every second of my life.

      I sighed with relief when he turned me to allow the hot water to sluice over my back and soothe my muscles. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, allowing the water to cascade over my hair, and thoroughly wet the strands until they could be washed. The smell of the shampoo filled the stall as Crispin expertly opened the bottle with one hand and squirted a handful directly onto my head.

      The rest of our shower was done in silence, both of us realizing we needed to talk but not wanting to break our current bubble of contentment. Underneath the contentment was a buzzing current of electricity that was our eagerness to be joined together as one. To renew our commitment to each other in the most primal way.

      By some miracle, I managed to ignore the throbbing length that was trapped between our bodies, and he managed to ignore the warmth of my center pressed snugly against the underside of it.

      By the time we were both soaped and cleaned, I was sagging in his arms. The heat of the shower, the knowing that our biggest battle was finally over, and the relief that my mate was no longer in danger of dying were nearly too much for me to take, and the dam finally broke.

      I was dragging in great gulps of air as the sobs wracked my body. Crispin had set me on top of a folded towel on the vanity and dried my body while I let the stress flow out of me. All the days that I had been worried about him, about whether or not he would live. The worry over Verina and if he would allow her to get her claws into him. I had convinced myself that I knew him, that he would never betray me. But in the end, I was only human…ish, with vulnerable feelings.

      The tears had mostly tapered off to a trickle by the time he was done brushing out my hair, and when he lay the brush down on the counter, he leaned his forehead against mine and sighed.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. I will never give you a reason to doubt me again. Not for as long as I live.” He kissed both of my wet cheeks and put his nose into my neck, and inhaled. “I should have known sooner that you were carrying my child. Your scent is slightly different. Sweeter. If I had been paying better attention instead of allowing myself to be distracted by this Conclave and the duties that are expected of me, I would have known.”

      He picked me up as I sniffled and carried me out of the bathroom, and carefully laid me across the bed. He leaned back up and stood there for several moments, just staring at me. I didn’t have it in me to be self-conscious. Not when his eyes were glowing silver, and the hunger deep inside them couldn’t be hidden.

      He reached out and caressed my still flat abdomen. “I did this,” he rumbled.

      “If you are planning to beat your chest in victory, can you do it later?” I moaned out as I started having trouble keeping myself from writhing on the sheets.

      His chuckle was decidedly dark as he leaned down and placed a single kiss on my lower belly before going lower to place a second kiss right at the junction of my thighs. I gasped in pleasure and then gasped in shock when he took both of my legs and jerked them open wide.

      He dove in and didn’t stop. He used his tongue, his teeth, and his fingers to bring me to the highest point before plunging me into the abyss of pleasure when he struck with his sharp fangs, penetrating my inner thigh as his fingers worked to wring out every drop of pleasure he could.

      Before my heart rate could slow down, my eyes flashed open as I felt him enter me in one complete, swift thrust. The pace never slowed down as he took his own pleasure that had been denied for far too long. His strokes were long, firm, and fast. It wasn’t long before he had driven me back up to that peak, and as I was ready to fall again, he turned his head and bared his neck to me.

      He didn’t have to say it, I knew exactly what he wanted from me, but his demand was still a sharp growl.

      “Bite me, Ivy, now!”

      I struck deep with the certainty that he wanted me to, that he would never be satisfied until he was finally able to fully provide for me again. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was for him. Not just for his blood, but for the closeness that we could only achieve when we were like this, at our most vulnerable, at our most desperate. Only for each other.

      I let his blood seep into me and felt the warmth coat my throat as it made its way into my stomach and then into my bloodstream. I screamed against his throat as the orgasm took over my body, having not realized that the tension had built to such high levels again while I was distracted.

      I felt his deep, satisfied groan as he stiffened for several long seconds, only his hips able to continue short movements, and then he relaxed. When I felt his satisfaction as he held himself above me, as well as the happiness through our bond, I sighed against his throat. Then, I carefully removed my fangs and licked the twin punctures that were already healing before kissing the unmarred skin.

      “I love you, Crispin.”

      I felt featherlight kisses across my closed eyelids, “I can’t live without you, Ivy.”

      He rolled us over until I was sprawled across the top of his heated body. I wiggled around until I was satisfied with my positioning and laid my chin on my hands so I could look at Crispin comfortably. I closed my eyes and practically purred as he ran his fingers through the still damp strands of my hair. He cupped my cheek, and I nuzzled into his palm.

      “I want to go to the clinic and have Dr. Reynolds take a look at you.”

      I had expected the demand, so I didn’t bother to argue that I felt fine. Instead, I just kissed his palm and told him that he needed to be looked at, too. In the end, we both agreed that, for each other’s peace of mind, we would go to the clinic and have Dr. Reynolds perform whatever tests he deemed necessary to pronounce each of us healthy.

      We took our time, touching and teasing as we were getting dressed. I nearly had another emotional breakdown due to the absolute beauty of the moment. It had been much too long since we were able to just enjoy each other without needing to rush to a meeting, appointment, or conference call. I knew being a vampire king was a busy, important job. But I was going to put my foot down, so he knew how I felt. We needed us time.

      “So, can you explain why we are taking the stairs instead of the elevator, which is closer, more efficient, and overall more convenient?” Crispin asked as we began our trek down the stairs.

      “Ugh,” I moaned, “don’t even talk about the elevator!”

      Crispin forced me to stop with him on the stairs. We were almost eye to eye, but he still had a couple of inches on me as I stood one step higher than his. “Is there something wrong? Are you okay?” His concerned eyes took me in from head to toe.

      “Relax,” I said with a small laugh. I took his hand and started leading him down this time instead of following behind. “I’m okay, honest. I just discovered a bit of unexpected motion sickness. Actually, come to think of it, being nauseous was the first clue that I might be pregnant. But after the last time I attempted it, I’d rather just take the stairs until we can pop our little gremlin out.”

      As we walked out of the stairwell and into the lobby, Crispin was indignant. “Our daughter is most definitely not a gremlin. A princess, a warrior, a-”

      “A librarian, a race car driver…” I interrupted, adding in my own opinion that our daughter can be anything she wants to be.

      “Right,” he gave me a side-eye. “I don’t know where the race car driver came from, but if that’s what she wants to be, then fine. But, what our daughter is not is a gremlin.” He stated with a nod.

      “And if she wants to be a gremlin?” I pushed.

      “I will do my best to dissuade her?” He shrugged his shoulders. “We will give her plenty of options for life, and she will stay away from the worst of them.

      I giggled as he walked us out into the cool moonlight.
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      Even though it had only been a day or so since I had seen our baby, I was eager to get another look. So I didn’t argue when Dr. Reynolds practically ordered me to hop onto the table as he wheeled over his portable ultrasound machine. Apparently, he had heard about the events of the morning and was less than pleased about the danger I had placed myself in.

      When the screen lit up, and the whoosh whoosh of the heartbeat started, I reached out my hand blindly for Crispin’s. When he slipped my hand into his larger one, I squeezed and held on tight.

      “That’s her, Crispin,” I whispered with awe and excitement. When I didn’t get a response from him, I reluctantly tore my eyes away from the screen and looked over at Crispin to see him staring intently at the screen. His eyes were shining a bright silver, but I didn’t think it was just the silver that made them glossy. I smiled and turned back to the screen to watch as the doctor carefully looked over our little girl.

      “Did you fall?”

      “No,” I insisted when the interrogation started up.

      “How about any impacts? Did you get hit with anything at all, especially around your midsection?”

      “No, nothing,” I shook my head.

      “Did you jump down more than a foot off of anything?”

      I paused and thought for a minute and shook my head when I felt Crispin’s hand tighten around mine. “Sorry, no.”

      “Okay, that’s good. Everything looks great, and the heartbeat is nice and strong and easy to find. Do you have any concerns that I didn’t ask about?”

      “I have a question,” Crispin finally spoke for the first time since Dr. Reynolds turned on the machine.

      “Of course, Lord Crispin. Whatever questions you have, I will be happy to answer for you anytime. I will make sure you have my number, both here at the clinic as well as at home, so that I can be reached at all times.” He stopped typing notes into his laptop and looked up. “We have a large time difference, don’t we?” He shook his head and looked back down to finish typing before closing the lid and pushing it away from him. He leaned forward and clasped his hands together between his legs, and looked at Crispin. “The time difference is definitely going to be a problem. What was your question?”

      Crispin cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. He glanced at me while I slowly wiped the gel off my belly with a warm towel. My eyes widened once it dawned on me what he would ask, and I couldn’t stop the blush that heated my cheeks. I started shaking my head, hoping that he would get the hint and not ask what I just knew was going to be the next words out of his mouth…and groaned.

      “Is it safe for the baby for us to have sex?”

      Dr. Reynolds chuckled and sat back. “Of course. There’d be some awfully cranky mothers to be walking around if she couldn’t have sex.”

      “Even if I’m extra large? That won’t do any damage? We had rigorous intercourse earlier. That won’t hurt my mate or our baby?” He paused for a second before seeming to take a mental step back and cocked his head while his eyes seemed to sharpen and focus squarely on Dr. Reynolds’ smirking face.

      “Please, any gods that are listening, just put me out of my misery now!” I pleaded under my breath as I covered my face with both hands.

      “What did you mean by there’d be cranky mothers?”

      I was going to find a way to strangle the good doctor in his sleep if he continued his chuckling. Nothing about this conversation was humorous.

      “The first thing I am going to do is suggest that you buy yourself an expectant father’s book. There will be some great information in there that you will need to navigate the next six months.” Crispin’s back straightened like he’d been zapped with a cattle prod. Dr. Reynolds held up a palm to pause whatever Crispin was about to say next and continued speaking.

      “I will send you a link to the one I suggest the most in an email. As soon as you get off the island, order it. Now, to answer the first question, a woman goes through many hormonal changes while she is pregnant. Not every woman experiences the same symptoms, and some can go through an entire pregnancy without feeling different at all. However, the majority of women tend to have a higher sex drive while they are pregnant.”

      “And there is no way to hurt the baby or my mate while having rough sex, even with a larger than normal cock?” Crispin seemed so invested in the answer that I didn’t know if I wanted to slink out of the door and disappear for a good long while until my cheeks returned to their natural shade or if I really wanted to learn the answer to that question, too.

      “I can guarantee that as long as you are not putting pressure on the abdomen, like say, against a countertop, for example, hard sex is okay. The baby is protected by the cervix, which will keep the penis from entering the womb. Even if you were the largest man on earth, you wouldn’t be able to penetrate the cervix and bop the baby on the head, which brings me to reason number two. The amniotic sac acts as a cushion. Until the baby runs out of room, it will be floating in a nice warm pool free from jarring impacts.”

      “If the baby is fine from being jarred, then why were you asking so many questions about Ivy getting hit or falling?”

      “I wasn’t worried so much about the baby as I was worried about Ivy. It’s not uncommon for a heavy impact, like a car accident or a fall, to cause the placenta to tear away from the wall of the uterus. If that were to happen, the mother could die without medical intervention. The thing I love the most about being a doctor to a bunch of vampires is how fast everyone heals. I haven’t lost a vampire patient yet. Unfortunately, though,” he sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, “I saw it happen too many times with my human patients. It’s heartbreaking.”

      “What about when she is further along, and there isn’t so much room for the baby?” Crispin insisted. I gave up on being embarrassed. They were going to have this conversation regardless. Honestly, it was kind of fascinating. I wasn’t going to tell Crispin that, though. So instead, I closed my eyes and let the conversation flow around me.

      I didn’t know how long I lay there and pretended that two men weren’t having a frank and open conversation about my sex life, but I must have completely zoned out because the next thing I knew, Crispin was squeezing my knee. I looked over and saw that Dr. Reynolds had taken a couple of new vials of blood from Crispin. I sat up quickly and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked and immediately grabbed Crispin’s hand so I could study it again for any signs of the returning curse. When I didn’t find anything, I reached up and took his face in my hands and looked into his eyes, remembering what Gerard and Ariel’s friend had looked like as they died. I sighed in relief when all I saw were clear eyes and healthy skin.

      “I’m fine, I promise.” He said patiently, allowing me to give him a thorough once over to satisfy my worry.

      “Can you explain what you did to break the curse?” Dr. Reynolds asked as he wrote on the labels for the vials. “My mother is usually not wrong about magical things. She would no doubt appreciate an update for you, too.”

      “I wouldn’t say I broke the curse so much as destroyed it completely.”

      Dr. Reynolds stopped what he was doing, freezing in place and staring at Crispin with rapt attention. “Explain,” he demanded. “I don’t think you understand what a big deal this is. That curse is considered one of the most powerful curses, not only because of what it does by stealing someone’s power or magic and giving it to someone else but that it is considered unbreakable except with the death of the caster.”

      Crispin gave the doctor a hard stare, obviously irritated at being commanded to do anything, but relented quickly.

      “When I woke up this evening, I noticed the potion vial sitting on the dresser. I had forgotten to take it the night before, so I figured I might as well take it. It couldn’t hurt anything, and if it helped, well then, that would be great. Anyway, we had walked into a trap, and I used my Power to get out of it until it was too late to escape Verina’s spell. I honestly don’t understand why it would work later unless your mother’s potion took time to work.”

      Dr. Reynolds nodded his head. “Potions are similar to human medicines in a way. It takes a little bit of time to get into your bloodstream and reach the location in your body that it is meant for. In the case of the potion she gave you, I think she said it was for enhancing your abilities?”

      I thought back to last night, trying to remember what she had said when she gave it to him. “Amplify his Powers!” I blurted out. “The exact words she used were that it would amplify his Powers. She mentioned that it might help him fight the curse off and buy him a little extra time until he could kill Verina.”

      “I don’t think she meant my vampiric Power, though.” Crispin looked thoughtful and then shook his head. “Regardless, if it was the potion or not, when I was contained in her magical bindings, I couldn’t use any gifts, let alone my Power. It was later when I watched Ivy trying to save everyone, that I tried to see if I could access my Power again. I definitely wasn’t able to communicate with anyone. It was highly frustrating.”

      “I bet,” the doctor murmured as he stared at Crispin in fascination.

      “So I attempted to push out a small amount, just to test if it was possible. Before that, I could feel the darkness seeping into my organs and my bones. I knew I wouldn’t have much longer. The last thing I wanted was to let my mate down when she needed me the most.” He reached out and laid his hand on my belly.

      “When I sent out the pulse of Power, it was just enough to fill up my own body, and I wasn’t attempting to project it anywhere at that time.” He paused and took a deep breath, and I knew I wasn’t going to like hearing what he had to say next. “It hurt. A lot. But after I realized that my Power was literally burning away the curse, I forced myself to continue.”

      “That’s why you looked like you were in so much pain,” I whispered.

      He nodded once. “Yes.”

      “I’m so glad it worked.”

      Dr. Reynolds picked up both of the labeled vials and stood up. “As am I. You don’t mind if I relay this information to my mother, do you? I know she refused to help you out of fear, but she will be glad that it all worked out in the end. I don’t think she would have abandoned your cause if she knew that you would have been able to overcome the curse. And defeat the caster, too, of course.”

      Crispin stood up as well and took my hand, bringing me to my feet. “I understand why she did that. From the story that she told, an entire coven of strong witches couldn’t do anything to stop her. She was right to be wary. If I hadn't been able to burn the curse away, there is a good possibility that I would be dead right now, and Verina would be too powerful to be stopped by anyone.” He looked down at me, the lingering concern and fear still strong. It would probably be a very long time before either one of us was able to forget the kind of danger we had all been in.

      “Verina had a solid plan. What she hadn’t planned on, though, was how the intake of Power so quickly was overloading her system. I am sure vampires are quite a bit different from witches. Her body wouldn’t have handled the intake the same.”

      “Once again, I agree with you.” He turned to me and took my hand. “Ivy, I’d like for you to return to me again before your birthing time if it’s at all possible. You might also want to seriously consider moving to the island. There is a reason why families live here while their children are young. It is the safest place. Especially since the child will not have the same pull of the sun as you will. It can be dangerous if they get into mischief while you are asleep. Most vampire couples have a human nanny, even here, to keep an eye on the child. Obviously, they keep to the normal active-at-night schedule, but just like human children will wake during the night, dhampirs tend to do the same.”

      “I honestly hadn’t given that any thought. But, now that you mention it, it does make me a bit concerned for her safety.” I said.

      He smiled. “You are certain it is a girl then?”

      I smiled back, “I have it on good authority.”

      “Well then, you should be able to start considering names.”

      I looked up at Crispin. “Names,” I said softly, remembering what Madeline had told me.

      “I think we will be able to come up with the perfect name in, what had Dr. Reynolds said? Six months?” He lifted one eyebrow.

      I laughed. “Yes, well, apparently, you managed to knock me up pretty quickly. I’m already 12 weeks along.”

      We left the clinic with Crispin looking mighty pleased with himself.
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      I woke to Crispin walking into the bedroom, rubbing a towel over his wet hair, and admired the lines of his magnificent body as water droplets clung to his skin. I watched as one slowly slid over the center of his chest and down the valleys of his abdominals before disappearing into the plush terry cloth of the towel wrapped loosely around his waist. It was a sight I would never get used to if we lived another thousand years together. Seeing as Crispin was already nearly two thousand years old, I supposed it was a very real possibility.

      “How much time do we have before we are due to arrive at the meeting?” I asked as I stretched out my body. Of course, as a vampire, I didn’t wake up sore or with kinks that needed to be worked out, but old habits die hard. Besides, nothing beats a good stretch first thing in the morning.

      He looked at the clock on the table. “Sorry, baby, you only have a few minutes. Do you want a quick shower?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I’ll just do a quick bathroom run and brush my teeth. Will they have coffee at the meeting?”

      He frowned. “Didn’t I hear something about pregnant women not being allowed to drink coffee?”

      “Well, first of all, I’m not exactly a woman anymore. But, yes, women can have a small amount of caffeine while pregnant. I can have a cup without hurting the baby.”

      He sat down next to me and ran his palm over my hair. “I need to get this book the doctor mentioned. I need to know what to expect. There will be coffee, juice, and breakfast pastries. Pretty good ones, too. The Council doesn’t like to suffer with less than the best.”

      I laughed and kissed his cheek as I scooted off the bed. “Of course, why should they?” I called over my shoulder as I made my way into the bathroom.

      We were on our way to the meeting as the sky darkened. There was very little activity outside; most of the vampires were likely just getting started on their night, sharing breakfast with their families or coworkers.

      We entered a building that was built similarly to all the others, reminiscent of the castles from a few hundred years ago. The entire island was charming, and even though it looked ancient, it was clear to see that the construction was mostly new or very well kept up.

      Inside were more marble floors and pillars. Leafy green plants adorned the space giving it a warmer feel than the cold marble alone would have allowed. The lamps and wall sconces were gleaming gold, and the heavy drapes that hung from the windows were a deep red color. They actually reminded me quite a bit of Crispin’s home. I was definitely convinced that the same decorator that took care of the island was the same one he used. The coincidences were just too uncanny. And, I was starting to think she needed to learn a new trick because why always red, white, and gold? Get a new pallet already. Geesh.

      Crispin walked me towards a set of double doors down the hall, and as we passed closed doors on either side of the corridor, I saw gleaming nameplates attached to the wall. These were the individual offices of the Council. We passed one that read Keeper Chen, and I paused for a second while I replayed the conference call from a few months ago in my mind. “He’s the record keeper?” I pictured the small man that, by all appearances, seemed ancient - except for the skin on his face. His face was smooth of any lines or wrinkles even though his hair was white with age.

      “Yes. He’s a good ally to have. A fair man. He was turned at an advanced age by his daughter, who couldn’t bear to see him age further and die. I’ve heard he wasn’t happy learning that he would live forever. But he eventually accepted it and ended up making the perfect record keeper.”

      We passed a couple more doors on the left and right and finally came to the double doors at the end of the hall. Two guards were standing at the doors and gave respectful bows to Crispin before each of them took a handle and swung the doors inward. It was pretty interesting to see. They were so in sync that I could imagine they had been the ones with the job for centuries.

      The noise inside the room reached us immediately as the doors swung open, indicating that the room was soundproof, either by modern technology or by a spell. I was learning that even though vampires and witches tended to stay out of each other’s way, their services could easily be bought.

      “Crispin, Ivy! So glad to have the two of you join us this evening.” Jeanne walked towards us with a welcoming smile on her face and quickly took my hand in both of hers and gave me a warm squeeze before turning to Crispin and brushing a quick kiss on his stubbled cheek.

      “Councilwoman Jeanne,” Crispin murmured and bowed his head slightly in deference to her title.

      “I’m going to ignore that.” She gave Crispin a mock glare and tucked my arm in hers. “I’m guessing you didn’t have much time to get coffee or have anything to eat yet?”

      “Not yet,” I confirmed and widened my eyes at the selection of breakfast offerings. When Crispin had said that there would be pastries, I had thought he meant donuts and bagels. There were definitely those as well, but there were so many more choices that I didn’t even know where to focus.

      “It’s a bit much, isn’t it? I mean, there are usually less than ten of us in an early evening meeting. How much do they think less than a dozen vampires eat?” We stood side by side, staring at the table that I could practically hear groaning at the weight of the food.

      “I suppose that depends,” I replied as my eyes centered on a particularly delicious looking apple fritter. “Where do you send all the extras?”

      She laughed quietly. “Most of it goes directly to the school from here, so they stay fresh. I’ve heard there are never leftovers.” She handed me a roll of utensils wrapped in a cloth napkin and a small white plate. “Please, help yourself. While you are selecting your choice, you can tell me how Crispin took the news of his impending fatherhood.”

      I smiled as I took the gleaming silver tongs resting on a plate and picked up the pastry that was making my stomach rumble. “He figured it out all on his own. But he seems to be incredibly happy.”

      “I bet he is,” she said as she led me over to the drink station, where I eyed the fancy coffee carafe but turned decisively towards the orange juice.

      “It’s very sweet. Did you know that I was already three months along when you felt my pregnancy?”

      “3 months!” She exclaimed. “My goodness. How did neither one of you figure it out before now?”

      I sighed as I poured the ice cold orange juice into a tall glass. “He’s been so busy getting ready for the Conclave that I rarely saw him for more than the time it took to eat a meal together. Between that and questioning Sean for information about Katerina’s operation, Jared’s situation with his mate…” I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s amazing we found as much time together as we did.”

      Jeanne shook her head. “I get that your relationship is still rather new and that Crispin has never actually had a real relationship in all his years, but he needs to learn when to focus on work and when to focus on family.” She sighed. “I know how stubborn he can be when he’s determined to do something. I bet that he’s already made it a priority to be around more. I doubt you will have the same issues as in the past.”

      I silently agreed with her.

      We walked back towards the group, and Jeanne passed me back to Crispin with a smile and stepped back in line with her fellow Council members. Marcus stood there looking like he had just sucked on a sour grape, but he wasn’t being, saying, or doing anything rude. I almost wanted to ask him if he was okay. Maybe the ordeal was a little too much for him yesterday.

      “We will begin the meeting in five minutes. Please take this time to gather your refreshments or take your seats if you are ready to do so. The guests will sit at the guest table.” Keeper Chen turned to Crispin and gave a nod of respect. “Lord Crispin, you know where. I will leave you to lead your mate.” He turned and headed to the large semi-circular table that I remembered from the video calls and took his seat at one end.

      Crispin took my glass of orange juice in one hand and threaded our fingers together as he led me to a table that was just to the side of the Council’s. It was much smaller and was rectangular instead of rounded. It wouldn’t hold more than four people on one side, and I was sure that no one ever sat on the inside of the tables. That would have put their back to the others in the room.

      Once he had sat me in my designated spot and gently pushed my chair in, he kissed the top of my head and left for the coffee. I looked up and took in the table and chair that was directly across from where I sat. It was the same type of furnishings, the table was white, and the chair looked just as plush with armrests. But as I looked at it, I realized that something was different. I tilted my head, and that’s when I realized what was different. The chair I was in was on rollers. That chair was bolted to the ground. The table was similarly bolted down.

      “It’s for prisoners when they need to be interrogated,” Crispin said quietly as he took a seat to my right with a cup of coffee and a bagel with cream cheese and salmon. I licked my lips and then looked back at my apple fritter. It was no contest. I rolled out my silverware and placed the cloth napkin in my lap.

      I started cutting a bite-sized piece off the giant pastry before asking what I was afraid was going to happen. “Will they be bringing Verina in today?” I asked quietly.

      I had such a mixed range of emotions when it came to her. She had a horrible life, there was no doubt about that. But she chose to kill so many instead of seeking help once she escaped. I didn’t want to hate her, I honestly didn’t think I really could, but a small part of me was glad she was being punished. She tried to take my mate away from me, and she had children trapped in that audience with revenants prowling around. She was ready to sacrifice everyone for her cause, regardless of their innocence.

      “I believe that they will, yes.”

      “There’s no chance that they will set her free, right?”

      Crispin stopped my hand from cutting my pastry into even smaller bites by placing his over mine. “They will never let her go free. Maybe in several hundred years, if she can prove she’s been rehabilitated and sees a psychologist, perhaps.”

      I frowned. “Several hundred?”

      “Her crimes are great. She attempted to overthrow the vampire government and would have succeeded if it wasn’t for you. There are likely many more things that we don’t know about. Don’t forget, she has killed many innocent people over the years, and every single revenant that she created was a human that died the moment she attempted to change them.”

      I nodded my head but frowned. “You’re right. I can’t help but wonder if death would be a better punishment for her. She was imprisoned for so long already. Being locked up could drive her over the edge into madness that even the best psychologist couldn’t help with.”
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      The meeting started off with a bang.

      Everyone wanted to know if the others knew about the vampire master that had held Verina captive, but nobody seemed to have a name. Then they started arguing about whether or not they knew that Councilman Horis had been associated with such a terrible monster.

      I sat there fascinated, my eyes bouncing from person to person as they argued while Crispin just looked bored. Finally, I leaned over and quietly asked if this was common for the Council and wasn’t really surprised by his response of, “All the damn time.”

      “Bring in the prisoner! If we want to know what happened at the events and where they were held, we have to go to the one that knows.”

      “Yes, Marcus, by all means. Let’s cause the victim more pain to find out the details of what her dead captor did to her. He's gone, and good riddance, I say.”

      “Well, Margaret, one would think you’d want to know who all was involved so they could be accountable even if it were a couple hundred years ago. But, unfortunately, it’s not as if those types of people really change for the better.”

      “Is that so? You are suggesting that if someone were an asshole, they would always be an asshole?”

      Marcus turned red but refused to comment further to his fellow Councilmember. She seemed rather smug that she got in the final word in their little spat.

      “Actually, I have to side with Marcus here…”

      “As do I,” Stephano interjected as Jeanne finally spoke up.

      “...if we don’t hold those involved accountable, it will show vampirekind that we don’t care. Plus, this entire affair offends me. I would love to see each and every one of them pay dearly for what they’ve done. It’s important that we are seen to stand strong and united on this.”

      “And you think torturing a woman that has already been through so much is the best way to go about it?” The woman asked Jeanne with one raised eyebrow.

      “I never said anything about torture, Margaret. You are putting unnecessary words in my mouth.” Jeanne raised her nose with distaste. I leaned over to Crispin and whispered, asking if he could get me some popcorn, but he ignored me other than to squeeze my knee. I didn’t know if it was in warning or in agreement that the show we were witnessing was the most entertaining we had seen in ages.

      “What do you think it would do to that woman if you force her to talk about the things that drove her to do what she has done?” Margaret shouted in frustration.

      “I understand your concern, Margaret. I feel for her, too. But we will be able to get all the answers without her psyche even needing to be involved. But, I have to say, Margaret, even if Ivy didn’t have that kind of ability, I would still want to interrogate Verina. She went through a horrible time I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, but she made some pretty horrible choices once she was freed. She knew she could have come to us. We would have destroyed the operation, and her Master would have been made an example of. We also would have gotten her all the help she would have needed.” She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Everything about this entire situation just hurts my heart.”

      “I get what you are saying, Jeanne. It hurts mine, too. I guess I just don’t want to see her suffer more than necessary after everything she’s been through. But you are right. The ones involved need to be punished for what they’ve done. I sincerely hope that Horis was the only one of us that was involved. For all of vampirekind’s sake.”

      “It’s definitely something that should be asked. I’d think,” Stephano drawled.

      “Alright. Let’s put it to a vote. Are there any Council opposed to interrogating Verina for the names of all involved in her imprisonment and subsequent… mistreatment?” Marcus asked brusquely.

      The room stayed silent other than the soft scratches of Keeper Chen's pen as he wrote furiously, trying to take down every word spoken at the meeting. It was the quietest it had been since everyone had sat down with their cups of coffee and plates of pastries. The arguing had started almost immediately. It was a relief to know that the Council that the whole of vampirekind relied on for their rules and regulations could come to an agreement on something. I was honestly getting a little worried as I watched the show.

      “Alright then. Since we are all in agreement, we will call in the prisoner for interrogation.” He paused and looked over at Crispin, who he had done a relatively good job of pretending didn’t exist for the last hour or so. “We also have another matter of business to discuss.” He cleared his throat and sat back while crossing his arms over his chest. “Perhaps you’d like to continue, Councilwoman Jeanne?”

      She just shook her head slightly with a small smirk on her face. “Of course, Councilman Marcus. I’d be delighted.” He just scowled in response. When she turned towards us, I sat up straighter and put my hand over Crispin’s on my knee. I had a feeling that whatever was said would be important enough to be life changing.

      Jeanne leaned forward eagerly, and as I looked around the table of Council and other high ranking members of the vampire government, I noticed similar smiles on several faces.

      “Crispin Decious.”

      Crispin’s entire body went solid, though I doubted anyone else in the room would have been able to tell. He had an absolutely fantastic poker face. “Council,” he acknowledged the group as a whole with a nod of his head.

      “Will you please stand before the Council?” She asked with a small grin as if she were enjoying the situation.

      Crispin stood stiffly and made his way from around the table and to the center of the floor in front of the large Council table. He widened his stance and crossed his hands behind his back with his shoulders straight and his chin held high. He looked like a soldier, or actually, no. He went beyond that of the simple stature of a well disciplined soldier. His bearing was regal, and he looked like he could be king of everything. He made me so proud to be his mate. I would be honored to stand by his side for the rest of eternity.

      “Miss Ivy Moore.”

      I jerked my head from admiring Crispin to Jeanne so fast I nearly broke my neck. “Yes?” I asked with eyes wide and a fast beating heart.

      “Would you please stand with your mate?”

      I gulped and stood up slowly, unsure of why I was there at all, let alone being called to stand up with Crispin in front of everyone. As I walked the few short feet to where Crispin had turned and was watching me with that familiar tick in his jaw, I dragged my feet like I was headed to the gallows. “What’s happening?” I couldn’t stop my whisper as I stopped next to him and looked up into his eyes.

      “I don’t know, but I suspect we are about to find out,” he said and held his hand out to me. I took it gratefully and squeezed it hard, hoping the firm grasp would be enough to ground me in case it was some kind of terrible news that we were going to be given. What, I didn’t know. I seriously couldn’t think of anything bad that we had done. I mean, I suppose we let Katerina get killed on our watch, and she was supposed to be delivered alive to stand trial for trying to overthrow the government.

      “I must confess that I shared information that wasn’t mine to share,” Jeanne started with an apologetic look on her face. “I promise, I did it only for your benefit. I’m not usually a gossip.” She cleared her throat. “Also, you know, as will the rest of the nation soon, that we have lost a member of the seven. It is imperative that we replace them posthaste, as I am sure you understand.” She paused and looked around the table as if looking for the approval of the other Council members.

      “We offered you the position once before, Lord Decious, and you turned us down in record time. This time, I am hoping that you will reconsider since you have a mate…and a baby on the way.” Jeanne sat back, and I could see the mix of emotions playing across her features. She was worried that he would still turn down the position, yes. But she was more anxious that she offended one or both of us. She was likely concerned that she may have lost our friendship.

      I waited until she met my eyes, and when her worried ones finally locked with mine, I gave her a small smile of reassurance. She was only trying to do what was best for everyone. And it seemed the entire Council agreed, including Marcus. Would Crispin be able to work with Marcus on a daily basis? I looked up at Crispin to see him already looking down at me.

      As the silence ensued, Jeanne started to let her nervousness show. “If you aren’t interested in a permanent position, perhaps we can talk and come to an agreement about a temporary length of time. Ivy will need to be in a safe place for her pregnancy and birth, not that you wouldn’t be able to keep her safe, of course. But so many come here to the island for the peace of mind they get of not having to worry about humans or other supernaturals coming after a dhampir child.” She paused and took a glance around and pleaded with big eyes for any of her fellow Council to help her out,

      “I accept.”

      Crispin’s voice was deep, strong, and sure. It might have been my gasp that was the loudest of everyone else’s in the room. Clearly, no one expected him to accept. Including me.

      “Crispin?” I whispered. “Are you sure this is what you want to do? You were never interested before.”

      “I know that you and our child are more important than anything else on this planet. I know that I will do anything, be anything, to keep you both safe and happy.” His hand caressed my cheek, and then he looked up to clearly show the Council his confidence. “I will accept a position on the Council with three conditions.”

      Jeanne sat forward, eagerness shining in her eyes. “We are all ears, Counsilman Crispin.”

      He fought a grimace at the title and lost before straightening his shoulders with determination. “I ask that each of my Sentinels be offered a position as an elite guard.”

      This time it was Marcus that spoke up. “Considering we have lost several guards in the last 24 hours, I don’t think that would be a problem. What’s next?” He asked, seemingly bored.

      “My mate’s mother is a Hunter in my territory. I would like to ask permission for her to move here to the island if she chooses. I’m sure you remember that she was one of the Hunters that had been held captive by Katerina for over six years.”

      “We understand the maternal bond, and we also understand that the Hunter, Miriam, has earned the right to retirement here if she so chooses.” Jeanne cocked her head. “Crispin, if I may, we have,” she pointed to the Council along the table to both sides of her, “discussed the situation at length…” she leaned forward across the table to put emphasis on her words, “weeks ago.”

      Weeks ago? But that would mean they were planning on adding him to the Council even though it was already full.

      “So, if I ask that my mate’s personal guard remain so and that his human mate stays with him, that would be acceptable as well.” Crispin didn’t bother posing it as a question. These were stipulations that he didn’t even need to discuss with me because I was on board wholeheartedly with each of those requests. However, I wasn’t sure if Jared would be happy being my personal bodyguard when he was set to become a Sentinel instead. But I knew he wouldn’t be able to be offered an elite guard position. He had been a vampire for only a few months, just like me. Even though he’s had years of experience, it would never compare to the centuries that most of the elite had or even most Sentinels.

      There were no reassurances that time, just a few responses of “of course” and another bored hand wave from Marcus.

      “Then I accept,” Crispin repeated.
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      Even though Crispin had just been elected as the newest Council member, we re-took our seats separate from the much larger Council table. Crispin would never have allowed them to separate me from his side.

      A loud knock came from the double doors that led into the meeting room a few seconds before one of the guards that were standing next to the doors on the inside cracked the door open and then swung it wide a few seconds later.

      “Sirs, ma’ams, the prisoner has arrived,” he said with a bow and backed up to the position he’d taken up at the door as soon as the meeting had started.

      The second door was opened as well, widening the doorway to allow two guards to escort a very subdued looking Verina down the center of the room and over to the small table across from Crispin and me.

      She never looked up from the floor, her head remained down, and her shoulders slumped. I was surprised to see her looking so defeated. She didn’t strike me as the type of person that could so easily be conquered. I would have thought she would continue to fight until she was dead. I mean, she was held as a captive sex slave for well over a thousand years, and she still came out swinging. She didn’t allow the captivity to crush her, but she was defeated now?

      I supposed it could be possible that being put back into a cell as a prisoner could have finally broken her spirit, but I wasn’t convinced.

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that she is acting like such a kicked puppy all of a sudden?” I whispered to Crispin. He looked back at me with a shocked look on his face which surprised the hell out of me.

      “She’s been locked up today after being a slave for a millennia, and you think it’s strange that she looks sad? I am surprised by your lack of empathy, Hunter.” Crispin’s tone was admonishing and surprised me more than anything else had in the last week.

      “What the hell? Why are you sticking up for her?” I demanded as quietly as I could, trying to keep my temper in check with so many people around.

      He put his hand on my balled up fist and rubbed lightly, likely attempting to calm me down. “I am not sticking up for her. I am simply pointing out that she could probably use some kindness instead of mockery.” This time his tone was patient as if he were trying to talk sense into a stubborn kid - or his pregnant mate. I gritted my teeth, sat back in my chair, and pulled my hand out from under his. I would have scooted my chair over a few inches to prove a point, but I figured that would be acting a little too childish.

      

      Hunter…

      

      I slammed down my mental shields to prevent him from communicating with me. I needed a minute or two before I would be calm enough to have a conversation with him. I resisted the urge to fold my arms; instead, I kept my hands folded demurely in my lap and watched as the guards secured Verina to her chair.

      She was wearing thick metal cuffs on each wrist. The cuffs looked as if there were runes or symbols etched into them, and I assumed that it was to prevent her from being able to use any magic or vampiric Power. The cuffs had thick chains attached by a large loop in each cuff that allowed the chain to slide through as she moved. Those chains were then attached to a large loop that was bolted to the floor on either side of her chair. It all seemed very secure, and knowing what type of magic she was capable of wielding, I was glad to see it.

      I frowned as I watched one of the guards give Verina’s forearm a quick brush with his fingertips as he stood up from his crouched position of securing his side of the chains to the floor loops. I glanced over at the other guard as he finished securing the chain, and as he stood up, he put his hand on her shoulder. At first glance, it would seem as if he were using her shoulder as support to aid him in rising up from his crouched position, but there were two things that stopped me from buying that load of bullshit.

      

      
        	He’s a fucking elite guard; he should be one of the fittest individuals on the planet.

      

      
        
        and

      

      

      

      
        	Her shoulder didn’t move at all. Had he used her, even a little, her shoulder would have moved.

      

      

      No, this guy was either feeling genuinely sorry for his prisoner, or he was in love with her. Possibly both? I could see Verina having that kind of hold on a man. She was extraordinarily beautiful in a classic, movie star kind of way. Even in her baggy outfit of a scrub top and pants with no makeup and her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, every other woman paled in comparison to her.

      “Verina, you have been brought in here today for answers. We are aware of what you have been through. At least, we know what you have imparted so far. Now we need to know the entire story. This will not make your sentence any lighter. The crimes you have committed can not and will not be excused. Though we do understand your need for revenge, we can not allow your acts of treason, nor the murders of hundreds of human beings, vampires, and that of a Council member go unpunished. But we can locate any other vampires who assisted or participated in the atrocities you suffered. The only way we can do that is for you to tell your story here today. We need names, locations, and acts so that we may proceed accordingly to punish the guilty as well as to stop anything like what you have suffered from falling on anyone else.” Jeanne leaned forward and softened her tone.

      “Verina, will you please help me find you justice?”

      There was silence for several moments while everyone in the room waited patiently for Verina to decide whether or not she would tell her story. I honestly had no idea which way she would go. There was a very real possibility that she would refuse to speak at all.

      A sniffle broke the silence, and she finally lifted her head to look up at Jeanne. Her eyes were glassy with tears, and there were tracks on her face. I felt a tug pull at my heart at seeing such a strong woman looking so weak and miserable. When she spoke, her voice was soft and cracked on several words. If it weren’t for my enhanced hearing, I doubt I would have been able to hear her at all.

      “I-I don’t know if I can. It’s s-so hard. I don’t want to remember.”

      Jeanne sat back in her chair with a sad look on her face and opened her mouth to speak, likely to ask her to reconsider, but Verina started to talk again and turned to look at me.

      “But, maybe…I was told that you can control people's minds?”

      I looked up to the Council table for permission to speak, and when Jeanne nodded her head in encouragement, I turned to look back at Verina. “I can control people, yes,” I said hesitantly. I was interested in knowing who was talking about my gift. No one was supposed to say anything. I supposed it could have been Sean if they were held too close together in their cells. I didn’t like my secrets being exposed.

      “Can you make me tell? Can you make me not know what I am saying?” She pleaded.

      “I-” I started but was interrupted by Crispin’s interjection.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, and I whipped my head around to look at him with my mouth hanging open.

      “Why?” I asked, astounded that he had just told me to have empathy but now saying that he didn’t want me to do the one thing that only I could.

      He leaned forward and spoke softly to where only I could hear. “I don’t want you involved in this. Maybe you should go back to our room and rest.”

      “You have got to be kidding me! Why on earth would you not want me to help?”

      “It will be too much for you,” he insisted.

      “Crispin,” I said with my teeth clenched as I looked up at the Council that was all watching us closely with rapt attention. “I have no idea why you would say that. I am pregnant, not an invalid that can’t handle a difficult situation. And, I think you need to think carefully before you say another word.” I growled when he started to interrupt me.

      “You’re right,” he sighed. “I just wish you were nowhere near that woman. I know I said she deserved our empathy, but she certainly doesn't deserve our trust. But, yes, you are capable. Just promise me that you will excuse yourself if it is too much, too overwhelming, or too tiring. I’m sure everyone would understand.”

      I sighed too, “I will.”

      I turned back to Verina and said, “I can basically place you under a trance and ask you questions. You will be able to answer truthfully, but when I pull you out of the trance, you shouldn’t remember anything.”

      She started nodding. “Yes, that is what I want.”

      “Excellent,” said Jeanne, looking relieved. “We can get started right away. Ivy, you may begin.”

      I nodded and looked back at Verina, who suddenly had a worried look on her face. “Wait! I- can I tell you privately? Even if I’m unaware, I don’t think I can agree unless it’s only you I’m speaking to.”

      Everyone in the room seemed uncomfortable with the request, and I could feel Crispin’s agitation even though I had closed off our link. He was about to object vehemently.

      “Why don’t I just go over there and sit by you? Would that be okay? We can talk quietly, and it will be fairly private. It will be like we are all alone.” I knew it was a lie, there would be no way to pretend we were alone with a dozen pairs of eyes on us the entire time, but I knew there was no way that I would be allowed alone with her for any length of time regardless of if she were in a trance or not.

      “Is that the only way?” She sniffled and sounded so pathetic that I wanted to reassure her but instead, I looked first at Crispin and then up at the Council. Finally, after a beat of silence, Jeanne nodded her head.

      I got up and rolled my chair across the marble floor until I reached her side and sat down. I looked up at the two guards that flanked her and nearly cringed at the glares they gave me. I didn’t know why they’d be angry at me; I was only trying to help, and only because I was asked to.

      I folded my hands in my lap and looked at Verina. Her head was back down, seemingly staring at her lap. I opened my mouth to start the command to sleep. I figured if it worked for hypnotists, it would work for me when Verina suddenly twisted her arms and the cuffs fell to the floor with a clatter.

      Several things happened in quick succession and all at once. First, Verina’s hands clamped down on my wrists in a painful grip, her nails digging into my flesh and causing a burning sensation to start sliding up my arms. At the same time, the guards stepped back a pace and withdrew guns from behind their backs, hidden under their shirts, and aimed them at the Council and at Crispin. Then Verina started chanting, and Crispin jumped to his feet, ignoring the gun pointed directly at him.

      When Crispin refused to stop after the guard yelled a warning, a loud shot sounded, making me jump even while the burning grew so intense I wasn’t sure how much I could take without screaming or crying. I turned my head from Verina’s hateful glare and turned my head to watch Crispin clutch at his stomach as blood seeped from between his fingers. He didn’t slow down, though. He kept advancing until the guard shot him three more times, the final bullet hitting Crispin in the chest, making him fall to his knees.

      I gasped in shock and started to scream his name when the pain from whatever she’d had under her fingernails became too overwhelming, and my scream went from the pain of seeing Crispin falling to the burning pain of what I assumed was poison.

      Verina kept chanting, the words muffled in the rushing of blood through my head. I couldn’t think; I could only cry out in agony. Finally, I opened my eyes that I hadn’t realized were closed to look back at Crispin only to see him lying face down on the floor, a puddle of blood spreading out from his body. As I watched, I felt my heartbeat slowing down. I didn’t know if it was matching his or if Verina was already killing me. My head turned so slowly it felt like I was trying to move through cement. I knew I was dying when I could finally see my arms where she was holding on to me. My hands were already black, and the black lines were snaking up my arms and had almost reached my shoulders. Once they hit my chest, I knew it would be over.

      I felt a tear slide down my cheek. My beautiful baby girl. My mate. Our future.
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        Ivy

      

      

      

      A flash of memory shot through my sluggish mind. Crispin had explained how he was able to defeat the curse. I struggled to hold on to the memory as my head felt heavier by the second. Then, it finally came to me.

      Power.

      Crispin had essentially burned the curse away by using all his Power. But it wasn’t just using it, was it? He kept it inside off himself instead of pushing it out. But, if I push it out, then she would have to release me, right? I felt my head loll while I contemplated whether or not I would have enough energy to push her away as well as burn the curse. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure if I had enough Power to do what he did. Although, I was dead if I didn’t even try.

      I took a deep breath and did what I could to center myself and then imagined a vase being filled with water. I allowed the Power to be released from the hidden place in my mind where Crispin had taught me how to hide it. I choked on a sob as I thought about Crispin but breathed in to re-focus. I would have to mourn my mate later. Right now, I needed to save our child.

      Once my body was halfway filled, the burning began. I could barely contain my screams of agony, but I was determined to not let even a whimper loose. Verina would be thrilled to know I was in pain, and I would never willingly give her the satisfaction.

      I gave myself another push and hoped it would be enough because I was already done. But, unfortunately, I had no more energy. I let my head drop and continued to breathe through the pain, though it had significantly subsided. I tried but couldn’t get my eyes to open to check on the progress of the curse or hopefully see that it had lessened.

      In the haze of my mind, I could hear a loud commotion. My head lolled to the side as my body was jerked by Verina, her sharp fingernails still embedded in my flesh. I heard her scream out something but couldn’t tell what it was, and really, I didn’t care anymore. All my mind could concentrate on was everything that was slipping away right at that moment.

      I wanted, more than anything, to feel Crispin’s arms around me again. I wanted to feel his warm skin against mine and smell his scent as it washed over me. I wanted him to run his hands through my hair and kiss my lips. I wanted to hear him tell me he loved me one more time.

      I felt wet warmth wash over my face and frowned.

      “I do love you, my Hunter. Come back to me now.”

      It couldn’t be real.

      “Hunter, open your eyes. I need to see that you are alright.”

      “I don’t want to see you dead,” I whined.

      His chuckle was music to my ears. I cracked first one eye open and then the other when I was convinced that what I was seeing was real. I lifted a hand to his cheek and caressed there as my eyes filled with tears. “What happened?” I whispered and then looked down to check his chest. I had seen him shot, lying on the floor. I gasped when I saw the blood soaked fabric that used to be his white dress shirt.

      “You’re covered in blood!” I shrieked and then located one of the holes and stuck my finger through it, and wiggled it around before taking my other hand and ripped the hole open wider so I could see the damage, but there was none. Only smooth, healthy skin was underneath the layer of blood.

      “You should see yourself.” He ran his hand over my face and showed me his palm covered in thick blood. “And I’m a vampire, baby. I heal fast.”

      I didn’t know how I could overlook a fact like that. “Not again! Why do I always have to be the one to get covered in the bad guy?” I looked down, and the first thing I saw was the detached head of one of the guards and then the other head a couple of feet away. I didn’t realize at first that I was seeing Verina’s since it just looked like a ball of bloody hair. How did this become my life? I looked back up at Crispin. “What happened?” I asked again.

      He gestured with his head, so I turned to look. “He happened, thankfully. He actually answered a summons for once in his existence. He entered just after Verina pulled her stunt with the guards and immediately handled the situation.” His words were harsh, but the admiration and respect were clear.

      The man could easily have been mistaken for Crispin’s brother; they were so similar. He looked to be just as tall, hair as dark, face as strong and handsome. The only significant difference I could see at a glance was his eyes that were green instead of gray. However, there was an intensity that I had never felt from a single other person in my life, except for maybe the demon king that I had met a few months ago. The magnitude of the man’s dominance was enough to make me want to immediately slide to the floor on my knees.

      It could only be one man.

      “Lord Kane,” I whispered and bowed my head when Crispin’s arms tightened around me, not allowing me to bow properly.

      He straightened from where he had been reclining against the head table with his arms folded across his massive chest. Then, he strolled forward with animal-like agility that could only be described as prowling. My breath caught, and my heart started beating frantically. It was an innate reaction that all humans are born with - to fear the apex predator in the room.

      He held out his hand to me and smiled, his straight white teeth and fangs gleaming in the overhead lighting. “Ivy. I’ve heard so much about you. Thank you for giving my favorite progeny a reason to live again. I had feared that he had come to be disillusioned with life.”

      I looked at Crispin and blushed before turning back to Kane. “I don’t know about that, but I do know that the feeling is definitely mutual.” I relaxed slightly in his arms with our first interaction, putting me at ease a touch, but my heart hadn’t slowed much if any.

      I looked towards the head table and realized that the Council was no longer gathered there. After a quick scan of the room, I saw them standing close together near the refreshment table surrounded by elite guards. Most of them looked bored, and a couple seemed almost worshipful of Kane, staring at him with eagerness. Jeanne looked irritated with her arms crossed and her foot tapping in front of her.

      “Why are they over there?” I asked.

      Kane snorted, and Crispin answered, “Because they aren’t supposed to be involved in dangerous situations. Last night was the worst they’d been caught up in since they’d been made Council. As soon as the conflict started, their guards whisked them away to keep them safe.”

      “But the danger is over now. Why are they still over there?” I asked, confused why they were still being corralled.

      “Because they are scared of Kane.”

      “But…why? I mean, no disrespect, sir, you are intimidating as hell, but I don’t think you are going to murder anyone.” I peeked at Kane to make sure I hadn’t offended him. Maybe they had it right after all? He was scary. Kane just smirked and quirked an eyebrow. I shrugged my shoulders. “What? You don’t seem like a murderer that goes around lopping off heads willy nilly.” Then I swallowed and looked down at the three heads at our feet. “Innocent heads,” I amended.

      Kane laughed and slapped Crispin’s shoulder. “I like her. You picked well, my friend. And, congratulations are in order for the both of you. More great news! I have to ask, though, why haven’t you married her yet?”

      “Well, actually…” Crispin began, but Kane just cut him off.

      “Not to worry, we can have it done and over with. Chen!” He called out to the record keeper. The huddle of Council shifted as the small man made his way out of their midst and walked forward. He shook off the hand of a guard that attempted to detain him and came towards us with his large leather bound book clutched in his arms as always.

      When he reached us, he bowed deeply, his long white hair just a hair's breadth away from the bloody floor, and spoke while still in his deep bow.

      “My lord Kane. How may I be your loyal servant this evening?”

      I watched the tip of his snow-white beard as it danced as he spoke and held my breath when it seemed as if he was going to dip it onto the floor there for a second.

      “You can open your giant notebook there and mark a new passage. Kane certifies that Crispin Decious and Ivy Moore are now husband and wife. Ms. Moore will decide on her own last name. Their child will be under the protection of myself as long as I continue to exist in this world.” He paused and turned to me and asked, “am I missing anything? Wait!” He looked back at the Keeper Chen. “Make it known that Ivy, last name to be determined, is also under my protection. I believe that is it for now. Unless you two end up having more children, then we can write an addendum to that.”

      Chen bowed. “Very good, my lord,” he said without inflection.

      Kane looked at both myself and Crispin. I couldn’t respond; my mouth was wide open and probably very unladylike at the moment. Crispin answered for the both of us, though.

      “Thank you, sire. We are both honored.” He bowed his head as Kane growled.

      “Don’t start that formality shit, or I will kick you out of my protection circle.”

      Crispin grinned and stood up from the table that he had been resting against and gently set me on my feet, waiting to make sure I would be steady, before turning back to Kane and embracing him. They did the typical manly back pats that every man everywhere seemed to be fond of.

      “Seriously, though. Thank you. You know how much it means to me.”

      “Of course, I told you, you’re my favorite.” He winked at me, making me grin. It was heartwarming to see the admiration they both had for each other. Crispin had told his story as someone that spent most of his vampire life on his own, but it was clear that his sire had not abandoned him. It was my guess that Kane realized how capable Crispin was, and he would have hindered his vampiric growth if he’d tried to baby him too much.

      Kane straightened up and reached out for my hand again, startling me when he tugged me forward and gave me a hug. Crispin’s growl was menacing, but Kane just laughed, kissed my cheek, and said, “I will be by once the baby girl is ready to arrive.”

      Then he turned to the huddle of Council, gave them a mock salute, and vanished.

      I turned to Crispin. “That was fun.”

      “Was it?” He grinned and took my hand, and began leading me towards the exit just as the guards finally allowed the Council to leave their spot.

      “That was humiliating and embarrassing,” Jeanne hissed at the guards. “Kane already thinks we are idiots. Now he’s going to think we have no spine as well!”

      The guards bowed at her and mumbled their excuses, but she spun on her heel and strode over to Crispin and me before we could escape through the doors.

      “Ivy! I am so glad you are okay!” She looked horrified by all that had happened, and I knew that she would feel as if she carried some blame. She passed over a couple of thick cloths to clean my face with. One of them was damp, and I took them all gratefully. I began rubbing furiously at my skin and was appalled at the sight of the cloth when I pulled it away. Then, after folding the towel to get to a clean spot, I resumed swiping all over my face.

      “I’m fine, and everything is okay.” I glanced up at Crispin, but I knew he could feel my tension. I had been close to death, and I had no idea how that had affected my baby. Our first stop was going to be to Dr. Reynolds. Bloody clothing and all. I looked back at her and frowned. “We didn’t get any answers from her.”

      She nodded and grimaced. “All I can hope is that she took care of most of them herself. But, at least she killed her captor.”

      I hesitated to ask, but it had to be said, “Are we sure that she did? Kill him, that is? Maybe we could interrogate her friend. She might have confided everything in her.”

      Crispin interjected and began pulling on my hand to get me to move along with him. “The interrogations can be led by perfectly qualified individuals, Hunter. You’ve earned your rest. You aren’t getting anywhere near anyone involved with this situation again. We. Are. Done.”

      I waved the cloths at Jeanne and called out that I would return them to her later. She just grinned at me before turning back to the rest of the room. I could hear her demand the guards find mops and cleaning supplies just as the doors closed behind us.

      I took in a large gulp of cool, fresh air. “It’s over?”

      “Well,” he said as he pulled me closer to his side. “I would say it’s just beginning.”

      I grinned up at him as he led the way down the sidewalk. “I think we are discussing two different things here.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said.

      I lifted an eyebrow and pulled to a stop. “What, exactly, doesn’t matter?” I demanded with a mock glare.

      “Nothing.” He lifted the hand that wasn’t clasping mine and threaded his fingers through my hair before grasping tightly to the strands and gently pulling my head back until he was all I could see. “Absolutely nothing matters except you, me, and our little girl. We are just beginning the rest of eternity tonight, right here and right now,” he growled against my lips.

      “Well, when you put it that way,” I lifted up on my toes enough to allow me to press our lips firmly together. Then, when we separated, I grinned and whispered, “...husband.”
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        Six months later

      

      

      

      “Is everyone decent?”

      I looked up from the baby that Crispin had cradled carefully in his arms to see Kane standing in the center of the room facing the corner with one hand covering eyes that were squeezed shut tight. Under the other arm was a giant pink teddy bear with a huge silver bow.

      “Everything is fine, sire, you can look,” Crispin murmured softly as to not disturb our sleeping daughter.

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that shit. Shit! I am so sorry I swore. Damn it, that’s hard as hell not to do.” Kane was flustered and muttering what sounded like profanity alternatives under his breath.

      Crispin looked up with a huge grin. “Why are you even worried about it? You rarely curse. Ivy has more of a potty mouth than you do.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s true, I do.”

      “I don’t know! It’s like they want to come out just because I am thinking hard about not saying them.” He shrugged helplessly and then finally walked towards the bed where we were all lounging. “Well, would you look at that?” He said with a touch of awe in his voice.

      “She’s perfect,” I said smugly. I glanced back down at my new daughter, unable to keep my eyes off of her for more than a few seconds at a time.

      “Yeah,” he whispered as he continued to stare, “she is.” Then, he seemed to shake himself out of some kind of trance and held up the pink bear that was at least ten times the size of the baby.

      “Ummm….” I glanced around for a spot to set it down and finally pointed to a chair in the corner.

      We were in a back room I hadn’t known existed in Dr. Reynolds’ clinic. He had specialized patient rooms for both vampire pregnancies and dhampir pediatrics, and he made sure the rooms had every high-tech gadget and convenience for both the patient and the doctor. So even though I was only expected to remain in the bed until tomorrow evening, I was glad to have such a comfortable bed to lounge in all night.

      Kane dropped the bear in the seat and then adjusted the bow before turning to face us. He rubbed his hands up and down on his jeans, then finally screwed up enough courage to close in on the tiny newborn in my husband’s arms.

      He peered down at her face and blurted out, “Oh, wow! She’s not ugly!”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out, and once I got started, I couldn’t stop. I crossed my arms over my abdomen because even though I wasn’t in pain, it didn’t mean that my brain wasn’t telling me I should be cautious. I had to wipe the tears away with the edge of my sheet and grinned up at Kane’s scowl.

      “What? Have you seen most newborns? They are red and have smashed faces.” He looked back at our daughter and smiled, “She’s perfect.”

      Well, of course, I thought she was perfect; she was my baby after all. But why would Kane think she’s so perfect?

      “Would you like to hold her?” Crispin asked, and Kane swallowed thickly before nodding.

      “Yeah, sure. Just let me…” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the sink and took a couple of steps backward before turning around to walk the remaining few steps. “So, what did you end up naming her?” He asked while he scrubbed his hands as if he were about to go into surgery.

      “Iliana,” we both said and smiled down at her sweet face.

      He walked back over to us and said, “That’s beautiful. There are several meanings to it, depending on its origins. I think the most popular is that Iliana derives from Helen, as in, Helen of Troy. Helen comes from Helios which means the sun or ray of light.”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea how you would just have that random knowledge rolling around in your brain. We named her after my sister. Iliana was her middle name,” I said softly and smiled sadly. “Iris would have loved her niece if she were alive today.”

      Crispin looked at Kane and squinted. “How long has it been since you’ve held a newborn?” He demanded.

      I snorted. “How long has it been since you held a newborn? Give him the baby, Crispin. He’s not going to drop her.” I paused and then tilted my head to give Kane warning eye glares. “Right?”

      “I swear on my immortal soul that I will never bring harm to Iliana as long as I exist,” he vowed solemnly with a palm placed over his chest.

      “A simple ‘yes’ would have been fine,” Crispin grumbled while he slowly and methodically shifted the baby into Kane’s waiting arms.

      Almost immediately, Kane stiffened - or managed to get stiffer once her weight settled into him. I watched as he leaned forward and sniffed her hair. He whispered a few words to her that were too low for me to catch, and when I turned to Crispin, he seemed just as oblivious as I was.

      After just a few short, quiet minutes, Kane carefully handed the baby back over to Crispin. “I might not be around much for the next twenty years or so,” he began without taking his eyes off Iliana as she slept on. “But I want you to know that if she ever needs anything, no matter how big or small, feel free to contact me.”

      When he was done talking, her eyes slowly blinked open as she came out of her doze. The hazy blue of her newborn eyes seemed to try to focus for the briefest second, flashed gold, before quickly returning to the same hazy color. She continued to blink and stare for another few seconds, and then her eyelids became droopy again and finally stayed closed.

      Kane backed away and once again said, “Anything she needs.” He looked at me and gave me a slight bow. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered as he disappeared from sight.

      I turned to Crispin. “Is he going to be alright?”

      My husband looked at me, and even though his jaw was tight with irritation and there was a small tick in the outer corner of his eye, he nodded. “He’ll be fine.”
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        25 years later

      

      

      

      I laughed as I ran through the woods on our private area of the island.

      I hadn’t known when Crispin was first made a member of the Council that they each had separate homes that weren’t all in one building like most of the island. Being a leader had its perks, I supposed. Not that the rest of the Citadel’s inhabitants didn’t have perfectly wonderful living areas. They just didn’t have private stretches of the forest where their mate could hunt them down and have his wicked way with them without the worry of being overheard, or worse, seen.

      I darted around a fallen tree and lept over a small stream while trying to keep my laughter in. He didn’t need a superior sense of smell while in his wolf form; all he needed to do was listen as I gave myself away. I couldn’t help it, though. Every time he chased me, my heart felt light and happy. He made me feel loved and cherished.

      I was just about to double back and was biting my lip hard enough to break the skin when I was knocked off balance from the side. Strong arms swiftly changed from furry wolf legs to the muscular, tanned ones I would recognize anywhere.

      He wrapped his body around me and made sure that he was on the bottom when we landed on a pile of leaves. He was so careful that I didn’t even feel the wind get knocked out of me. I was breathless for a whole other reason, though.

      I was always breathless when he pressed his magnificent body against mine.

      “One day,” he nipped at my ear while whispering low and deep, causing shivers to run up my spine, “you will learn to be chased properly. You aren’t supposed to let your stalker know exactly where you are.”

      I flipped over, so I was straddling his narrow hips and ground my pelvis down on his large erection, and giggled. “You don’t have fun chasing me?” I pouted and then rolled my hips in an exaggerated circle. “You don’t like your prize when you win?”

      He snarled and then sat up quickly, making me almost tumble off backward. “I will always love my prize as long as it is you.” He took my lips in a deep kiss that seemed as if he were possessing every part of me. His arms wrapped around me and twisted our bodies until I was flat on my back, and his large body loomed over mine. He never let go of my lip as he brought his hands down between our bodies.

      In what felt like only seconds, I was throwing my head back and doing my best to hold in my scream of ecstasy as Crispin plunged inside of my body in one swift thrust.
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        * * *

      

      “No starting fights,” I reminded as we walked up to the house that sat down the beach from ours. They were far enough away that we wouldn’t have any issues bumping into each other on a walk, but close enough that we could easily babysit for each other and have dinner together every week.

      “I won’t start one,” Crispin began his usual mantra in his typical grumbling tone that I would never admit to him I thought was adorable. “But if he starts it, I won’t have a problem finishing it.”

      I sighed in defeat. It was as good as I could ever expect to get. But, unfortunately, both men were stubborn as hell. No matter how much they respected each other and loved each other, they also loved to rile each other up. Honestly, I thought they might actually enjoy it the most about dinner each week.

      “Mommy!”

      Our three year old son ran to the gate and started banging on it in excitement.

      “Daddy!”

      He screamed in delight when Crispin reached over the fence and plucked him up, and began to pretend to eat his belly.

      “Were you a good boy for your sister?” Crispin asked sternly as he carefully set Greyson on his feet and clasped his tiny shoulder gently.

      Greyson started nodding his head emphatically. “Uh huh, daddy, I dids.”

      “That’s my good boy,” Crispin said proudly and then asked with a grumble, “where’s your… brother?” He looked like he had swallowed something incredibly sour.

      “Ilwiana needed help, so he went inside. He said he heard you coming and that I be otay alone for a minute.” He jumped up and down excitedly. “I is a good boy! I stay in yard.”

      “You are very good, my handsome little prince,” I said and bent down to place kisses all over his chubby cheeks. “Let’s go in the house. I need to help your sister with dinner.”

      “Otay, mommy!”

      I didn’t know why it seemed literally everything excited him as much as it did, but it was adorable to see. We walked up the two steps to the porch and paused when the screen door was opened wide from the inside.

      “Mom. Dad. Glad you could make it.” Iliana’s mate grinned his huge teasing grin while leaning up against the doorframe. I wanted to punch him in the stomach for purposely pushing Crispin’s buttons. But, instead, I placed a hand on Crispin’s chest and felt the rumbling of the growl that he wasn’t doing very well holding back.

      “Why?” Was all I could ask in exasperation as I lifted up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Where’s my daughter?” I asked and shoved him back so that I could enter the house. “Is she okay? Greyson said she was calling out for help?”

      He chuckled and ruffled Grey’s hair affectionately. “She’s fine. She just needed to take the roast out of the oven. I told her not to lift anything anymore and to call me if she needed lifting done.”

      Crispin’s grunt was the closest to an approval that he would ever allow. As he walked up behind me, he clasped hands with our son-in-law, and they both did their usual manly back slaps of affection before Crispin stepped back and crossed his arms back over his chest to continue his glare.

      I didn’t even bother sighing. Instead, I just rolled my eyes at their typical ludicrous behavior and walked towards the kitchen, inhaling the wonderful aroma of roasted meat and potatoes.

      “I told you I would come early to help you cook, Ily!” I admonished as I walked in and gave my daughter a huge hug that I refused to let go of for several seconds.

      Every day I was reminded of how she was no longer my baby girl. I had nearly lost her to a madman, and then I did lose her to her mate.

      I leaned back and put my hands on her cheeks, and studied her face. Now that she was frozen into her immortality, she looked as if she were my age. We could have been sisters; we looked so much alike. It had been a very long time since I had lost Iris, but I was finding out that the years didn’t fade memories as quickly when you were a vampire. Every time I looked into Iliana’s familiar blue eyes, I wondered what Iris would have thought of her niece.

      “Are you feeling okay? You only have three weeks, right?” I crouched down on my haunches and placed my hands on either side of her huge belly. “Hey there, little one,” I whispered softly, “Be good to your momma, okay?” I rubbed one more time and laughed when the baby kicked my hand.

      Before I even tried to stand back up, Crispin was there, lifting me effortlessly.

      “Hey, daddy.” Iliana leaned over where Crispin had lowered his face to allow her to place a kiss on his cheek.

      “Hey, princess. Your mate being good to you?” He asked gruffly, and as usual, she rolled her eyes and leaned into her husband and smiled up at him, her eyes sparkling.

      “Of course, daddy. He’s perfect.”

      Crispin grunted but didn’t say anything, which was progress. Usually, at this point, he would have threatened to dismember him. At the very least, he would have threatened to tie him out in the sun. Everyone knew that was an empty threat, though. It wouldn’t do any good if the sun didn’t even hurt the person.

      “Mommy! I’s hungy!” Grey started jumping up and down again in one of the only modes of animation he seemed to currently be able to function in besides sleeping.

      “Okay, sweetheart. Let’s go wash our hands, and then we can all eat, okay?”

      “Otay!” He turned around and ran towards the hallway bath, and I started heading after him before he got the foaming hand soap all over the walls and ceiling again. I stopped to give Crispin a warning look, but the guys were in a perfectly normal discussion about who knew what. I smiled and looked to see Iliana watching her mate and her father act like the friends they were with a pleased smile on her face and an idle hand rubbing her belly.

      Contentment sat warmly in my chest as I turned away to help my son wash his hands.

      

      
        
        The end
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      I am so honored that you have chosen to read my book. Thank you for putting your trust in me.
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      Jared - book 2.5 of The Hunter series

      

      Jared

      The reluctant vampire...

      

      This wasn’t supposed to be my life

      I never asked to become a vampire

      Falling into this world of monsters turned out to be the best thing to happen to me.

      The transition from human soldier to vampire sentinel was one of the easiest things I had ever done.

      Now I was in for the fight of my life, convincing my mate to take a chance on me.

      The mate in danger...

      

      I couldn’t return home no matter how much I missed it.

      My mother forced me to leave for a reason.

      There was an evil man after me, willing to kill anyone who got in his way.

      Then a man walked through the door and set my soul on fire.

      He said I was his mate.

      I wanted to say yes.

      But, how, when I had to save my mom from a killer?

      

      The fight for their future...

      I swore I would defeat all of her demons.

      I wasn’t going to let her go...ever.

      I wanted to keep my mate safe, but what if I was the monster she needed saving from?

      

      Cry For Me

      Cry For Me

      Paige

      Loner

      Outcast

      Charity case

      Orphan

      I was all those things.

      Years after my parents died, I was still being bullied, and it was all led by my

      cousins.

      They hated me for years as children, and moving into their house didn't make

      

      them change their minds about me.

      I was counting down the days until I could finally get away from every single person in this town.

      Until there was one person I wasn't so sure I wanted to leave.

      Reid

      My life since age 7 revolved around football and what it would take for me to get into the NFL.

      I didn't have time for girls or parties.

      I had never been tempted by anything that could take my mind away from the sport.

      Until I walked into my new school on my first day of senior year. One look was enough to change every plan I'd made for my future.

      It wasn't long before we both realized that someone didn't like that we had found each other.
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