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CHAPTER ONE


I hadn’t heard from my sister in years, and
when I finally did, it was over two continents and four-thousand miles. It
wasn’t by phone or email or text or even snail mail. 


I heard Lily screaming. 


My sister’s cry came like a shockwave,
passing through me with a shuddery blast of heat. I dropped my camera with a
small scream of my own, then swore silently to myself—silently, because I had
the sudden feeling the pack of wolves I was photographing had heard me. 


From my vantage point, I couldn’t see them without
the aid of technology. Late November in the Alaskan tundra had brought the dark
days with it, and even at noon, the landscape was little but shadow. As an
albino, with my light-sensitive red eyes and white-blonde hair, I was happiest
in the dark. 


But with no sun to light my way, to spy on
the wolves, I had to rely on night vision. The wolves, on the other hand, had
built-in night vision, and even though they were a relatively safe football
field away—I had an amazing zoom lens—their eyesight and hearing were far
keener than mine. I found my camera in the snow and quickly brushed it off. 


Although I was concerned about the wolves
and their whereabouts in the dark after giving away my position—situational
awareness was a life-or-death thing for an Alaskan wildlife photographer—the
scream still echoing in my head shook me more. 


You’re dreaming. You’re hallucinating. You
should have taken that stupid phototherapy Doc Downing wanted to write you a
prescription for. So what if you felt ridiculous wearing it? Maybe you wouldn’t
be hearing voices now…


But no rationalizing could stop the
shivering that had nothing to do with cold.


I lifted my camera and peered through the
viewfinder, looking for movement. The wolves were gone from where they’d been.
So they had heard me. Probably went underground into their den for safety’s
sake. The pups weren’t full grown yet, but they were big enough to travel.
They’d been roughhousing outside the den, the alpha and his mate watching like
proud parents when—


Poppy!


I kept ahold of my camera this time, but my
heart squeezed at the desperation—the fear—in my sister’s voice. I sat,
pulling my knees up against my chest, trying to control my suddenly-frantic
breathing.


Everyone said that twins had a special, “psychic”
connection—especially identical ones. But we were fraternal twins, and as
different as two people could possibly be. To think we were “connected” in some
way was crazy. Even if we were, how come I’d never had an experience like this
before? I hadn’t seen Lily since we were little, never heard a peep from her,
whether inside my head or through any other medium.


But if it wasn’t really Lily’s voice in my
head, then… well, what else could it be?


“You’re going bonkers,” I muttered,
checking my camera and trying to shake off the sense of overwhelming dread. I
had gloves on, so it was hard to tell, but everything felt okay. Hopefully
there were no hairline cracks. I’d have to check with a flashlight when I got
back to camp. “Completely off your nut. Been out in the damned cold too long.”


Poppy, please! He’s going to kill me!


My head snapped up. “Lily?” I whispered,
looking around in the darkness—as if I’d just missed a figure walking toward
me, waving their arms and screaming. That’s really what my rational mind
expected to see—my sister on the Alaskan tundra, calling for help. “Is it
really you? This is Poppy…”


But there was no one. Just me and the wind–and,
somewhere out there, the wolves. 


And yet, there came an answering voice in
my head. Yes! Yes, Poppy, it’s me! Oh, thank God, listen, I need you to
come. I’m—


That’s when I heard a low growl somewhere
to my left, close—too close. It was a sound that made goose flesh prickle my
arms and my whole body tingle. Sound receded—including Lily, if it had really been
her at all—and I was suddenly very aware that I was completely alone out here.
Thankfully, I wasn’t only armed with a camera. I had my .308 Weatherby—and it
was big enough to kill a polar bear. 


I’d never killed any living thing with it.
But I realized that today, I just might have to. 


Damnit, Lily, you always got me into
trouble…


If it hadn’t been for the distraction, I
would have noticed the wolf’s approach. And I knew it wasn’t alone. Wolves in
packs hunted in packs. The alpha and his mate had probably heard me, caught my
scent and had come to check out the threat to their den.


I was in real trouble. 


I put my camera down and felt beside me for
the cold steel of my rifle. It was the only thing that might get me out of
this—and I wasn’t sure it could do the job. Yes, it could bring down a polar
bear. A single polar bear. But four or five adult wolves at close range? I
wasn’t Annie Oakley, by any stretch of the imagination. I would probably have
time to shoot one wolf before the rest of them were on me. 


My hands trembled as I slowly rolled to my
side, taking the rifle with me. Squinting in the darkness, I saw the
night-flash of two eyes. 


Four. 


Six. 


Eight. 


And I knew there was at least one wolf
behind me, the one that had growled. 


That’s not right. There are only four
adults in the den. They wouldn’t bring the pups out. Where did the other wolf
come fr—


The attack came so fast, I wouldn’t have
had time to even get one shot off. The full weight of a wolf’s body, giant paws
stabbing my gut, was like being hit by a train. I couldn’t even scream. In the
darkness, I could only see the flash of its eyes, but I could feel the heat of
its breath on my face, and I did the only thing I could think of—I reached up
to push against the wolf’s chest and rolled. It was like trying to roll a
boulder off me, but somehow, I managed to unbalance the animal and tip it into
the snow. 


Five wolves. I was surrounded by five
wolves in the middle of the Alaskan tundra, and there was no way out of this I
could see. But my survival instinct was strong, and I clutched my gun and kept
rolling. I knew I was headed in the direction of the wolf who’d given that
scary, low growl, but at least it was away from the four others. 


I was on my belly when the wolf I’d tipped
off attacked me again. This time it was no exploratory pounce. He was out for
blood, teeth ripping at my parka, looking to sink into my flesh. His jaw
snapped onto my shoulder and I screamed, the sound small and pathetic across
empty miles of land. I was so far from town, so very far. The local sheriff
knew where I was, but right now that was no comfort except that they’d know
where to find my body. 


I struggled to crawl in the snow, grasping
blindly for my useless rifle, and then I remembered the knife in my boot. My
fingers closed on the hilt just as the wolf turned, his teeth closing around my
thigh. 


Some part of me was out there, watching
this all unfold in a dream-like haze. I’d seen wolves take down prey enough to
know what was happening. The alpha would pin and paralyze me—and the rest of
the wolves would move in to tear at my brachial and femoral arteries with such
precision, you’d think they’d taken an anatomy class.


It was over. 


I had seconds, not minutes, before I was
going to die, and the only thing I could think of was Lily, my sister—her voice
in my head a distant memory. I couldn’t “feel” her anymore, like I had before.
Whatever connection had been there—if it had been there—had been broken.



But I called out to her anyway. Not out
loud, because I couldn’t breathe with the two-hundred-pound wolf on my back,
and I couldn’t see anymore, either. Even in my head, my voice felt far away,
distant, as if my “self”—everything I’d ever associated with “me”—was slowly
slipping away. 


Lily, I love you. I’m sorry. It should have
been me.


Then the weight of the wolves became
unbearable, but there was no pain. Just an impossible weight, paws digging into
my back and thighs. I could feel jaws clamping down around my body, teeth
worrying the thick parka that shielded me from the cold, and there was nothing
I could do to save myself.


Then, suddenly, I could breathe again. The
snarl and growl of the pack moved off me and, with great effort, I rolled onto
my side, my breath coming in big, whooping gasps. As soon as I could see more
than the black stars dotting my vision, I tried to get to my feet. 


It wasn’t an easy task. I stumbled, head
spinning, as something hot ran down my leg. The wolf’s teeth had punctured my
skin, even through my thick gear, and I was bleeding inside my heavy suit. I
hadn’t felt pain at the time, but I did now. I couldn’t stay upright—the world
was spinning too fast, tilting on its axis, spilling me onto my hands and knees
in the snow. 


Snarls and yelps of pain came from nearby.
Something was different about the wolves—they were fighting in earnest—and as I
squinted at their moving shapes in the darkness, it finally clicked.


The wolf that had growled beside me wasn’t
part of this pack. It was a lone wolf and his growl hadn’t been for me, but
aimed at the pack of four who had been hunting me. It had been a
challenge—maybe a warning—and now they were fighting over the prey.


Me. They were fighting over me. 


I had to get the hell out of there. 


For a moment, I actually considered
grabbing my camera and the rest of my equipment, but the epic wolf battle going
on near it changed my mind. My rifle was lost somewhere in the snow under the
wolves’ feet. I decided that all those things, however expensive, were
replaceable. 


I was
not. 


As much as I wanted to bolt across the
snow, I crawled away on my hands and knees, still too woozy and nauseous to
trust myself upright. My first foray into standing hadn’t gone too well—I
definitely wasn’t ready for running–and creeping away while they were all
distracted seemed like the best way to stay unseen. 


I glanced back in the twilight, frowning at
the flash of eyes and the writhe of fur. The lone wolf that had growled beside
me seemed to be winning, as far as I could tell. The other wolves were easier
to see, their fur silver or gray, but the giant black wolf was like a shadow
that swallowed them all. 


I’d been following and watching these
wolves for weeks, photographing their pack interactions and getting to know the
individuals from afar, and despite the fact they’d attacked me, part of me felt
bad they were being hurt on my account. It wasn’t natural that one lone, large
wolf could take down an entire pack, but from the howls of pain I was hearing,
that’s exactly what seemed to be happening. 


That’s when the black wolf looked back at
me and snarled, as if telling me he hadn’t forgotten I was there. That once he
won the fight, he was coming for me. 


That gaze, and the threat of my own
imminent death, finally propelled me to my feet. Limping through the deep snow,
I moved as quickly as I could away from the sounds of fighting, knowing that to
the victors–or victor–would go the spoils.


Namely, me.


The natives said a lone wolf wouldn’t
attack a human—although a pack might, if it felt threatened. I knew that
firsthand now—I’d been the idiot who’d alerted them to my presence. I was miles
from Barrow—which had recently been rename the native Utqiaġvik, although
it hadn’t quite caught on yet—and had hiked out here and set up camp so I could
watch the wolves. 


But now I was injured. 


And being hunted. 


When I’d stumbled far enough away that I
couldn’t hear them anymore, I stopped, sitting back on my heels and catching my
breath. I still felt dizzy and lightheaded, and my leg was sticky. Blood.
How much, though? I had a long way to go back to town. It would be just my luck
to bleed out before I reached the town line. 


I sat in the snow, pulling one of my gloves
off with my teeth and wincing at the bone-chilling cold. I inspected my snow
pants, seeing the puncture marks. Blood was already staining the fabric. Sharp
damned teeth, I thought bitterly, feeling the wet, stickiness on my thigh. I
could smell it, sharp and tangy, like sucking pennies, something Lily and I had
done as kids. 


I supposed it wasn’t strange I’d turned to Lily
in that moment before possible death. The memory of her French-braiding my hair
at night, her fingers small and skilled, her touch tender and gentle, came back
with a painful twinge. Would I have thought of her at all if I hadn’t heard her
in my head? She was the last person in my life who had really loved me.


A howl split the air, jarring me back to
the present. Get your ass moving, I told myself, sniffing and blinking
away the water from my eyes before it froze on my cheeks. Or you’re not
going to have one to move. 


I reached into my pocket, my fingers
already numb from cold, and found several of the cloths I used to clean my
camera lens. I folded them into a thick rectangle and slid them down my snow
pants, pressing hard against the wound on the inside of my thigh. If he’d
bitten any harder, he could have pierced my femoral artery. But considering I
was still alive—if a little dizzy—I knew he hadn’t. 


Something caught my eye and I lifted my
head to see four shadows moving in the distance—the wolf pack slinking back to
the den. That meant the big, black wolf had either been killed—or had won. 


The latter thought made me shiver—never
mind the cold. I left the cloth on my thigh and yanked my glove back on. It
didn’t matter how much I was bleeding now if I ended up dead. Struggling to
stand—keeping warm out here meant a whole lot of layers, making it tough to
move—I made it to my feet, my gaze searching the flat, frozen landscape for
cover, but nothing grew here except lichen.


There was no way I could outrun a wolf. I
had to pray that he’d lost the fight with the pack—which seemed reasonable,
given it had been four on one. My breath streamed in front of me as I trudged
through the snow, trying to ignore the ache of the pain. 


It wasn’t just the wound in my leg—my bones
felt like liquid under my skin. Nothing was broken, but I hurt all over. My
ribs were on fire and I hoped the weight of the wolf hadn’t caused any internal
damage. The way he’d jumped on me, I imagined organs popping inside of me like
grapes. 


Not that any of that mattered—I would
either make it back or I wouldn’t. Doc Downing could take care of the rest,
either way. 


I might have made it all the way back—I was
pretty determined when I wanted to be—if Lily hadn’t called me again.


This time it was the psychic equivalent of
a nuclear bomb. It wasn’t just a flash of heat—this was like dynamite going off
in my head. There was no message—nothing but noise and pain like firecrackers
or a thousand angry bees trapped inside my skull. I grabbed my head, dropping
to my knees and writhing in the darkness, unable to help the rising cry
escaping my lips. The pressure in my head was a trapped echo, a strident scream
for help without words, and I knew it came from Lily. 


Maybe if I answered her, it might make her stop.



Lily, it’s me. It’s Poppy. What is it?
What’s the matter?


I wanted to ask where in the hell she
was—but one thing at a time. I waited, wondering if I could talk on this
psychic line like she could. Would she hear me, like she had seemed to before? 


You must come, Poppy. You have to. Alaric
is going to kill me if you don’t. Please. Please. PLEASE!


The name Alaric made my breath turn
to glass in my throat. 


Not Alaric. Anyone but him. 


POPPY!


“Okay, you don’t have to scream.” I moaned
and squeezed my head harder, hoping my brains weren’t leaking out my damned
ears. Come where, Lil? Where are you?


There was just silence. Only the sound of
my rapid heartbeat in my ears. I listened to it thudding, waiting quietly for a
response. The silence stretched too long. Had our “connection” been cut? How?
By what?


Sighing, I opened my eyes, and found myself
face-to-face with the big, black wolf, his upper lip drawn back in a silent
snarl. 


Then it was my turn to scream. 


 







CHAPTER TWO


“Don’t eat me,” I whispered, as if the
animal could possibly understand my plea. 


I held perfectly still, the wolf’s shaggy
head hanging low over mine. His black lips drew back, and he sniffed at my wound.
I let out a little whimper, but I didn’t move. He could smell the blood on me.
I was done for. 


The wolf circled, sniffing along the length
of my body, down to my boots and back up again to my face. He cocked his big,
shaggy head, his dark eyes, gold-rimmed and strange in the dimness, peering
into my face. He seemed more curious now then menacing but I still wished I had
my rifle.


Or my camera. 


My last, dying shot would be of those
gold-rimmed eyes that seemed to hold the answer to every question, every
mystery ever known to man or beast. Those eyes held me still, even as my mind
told me to bolt. They pinned me to the cold, frozen ground, but instead of
cold, I felt warm. Warm all over. 


I gasped when the wolf put one paw on the
other side of me, sinking a few inches into the snow next to my shoulder. Then
his body straddled mine, locking me underneath his gigantic frame, and he
lowered his big head to sniff underneath my parka. There was hardly enough room
for the two of us, but as he nosed further, my zipper came down, exposing my
neck to the cold—and to him. 


“Please,” I pleaded, although who I thought
I was talking to, I didn’t know. 


As if he’d heard me, the wolf lifted his
head, but he was licking his chops, those glittering, gold-rimmed eyes meeting
mine. I should have been terrified—and part of me was—but another part of me
was completely engaged by this giant, ferocious creature. I had the desire to
reach out and touch him, but I didn’t. 


Then, the big, black beast threw his head
back and howled. There was no moon to howl at—just a dark velvet sky sprinkled
with a million glittering diamonds—and further away, there came an answering
call. One howl, two, three, more—joining the black wolf’s song. 


The animal lowered his head and he shook
it, like a dog does when he comes out of swimming in a lake, but instead of
water spray, there was light. I cried out, holding my hands in front of me as
if it might protect me from the radiant shower of sparks but nothing rained
down on me. It was as if the golden color in the animal’s eyes had traveled
through his body all the way into his fur. It shook itself furiously as I
squirmed in the snow, trying wiggle away from the display, closing my eyes
against it. 


“Poppy.” 


The sound of my name made me gasp and I
opened my eyes to see a man in a dark black parka propped over me. 


What the hell? 


Where did he come from? And how did he know
that name? I hadn’t been called Poppy by anyone in years. Legally, my name had
been changed to the plain and boring “Sarah” long ago.


Then I remembered Lily’s call. She’d spoken
that name. The only name she had ever known me by.


I tried to sit, but my head swam when I did,
and I sank back again with a little moan. 


“Wh… who are you?” I whispered, almost
afraid to hear the answer. 


Because some distant part of me already
knew. 


“Should I change back?”


Everything in me stopped. I stared at the
man who threw off his fur-lined hood. 


“The wolf?” I swallowed, shivering. I
didn’t know if it was from cold, now, or something else. “You’re a… shifter?”


There were strange things in the world—like
twin sisters who could talk to each other over long distances. The natives had
spirit animals and swore some of them could shift into their likeness. But I’d
never met a shifter before. 


“No.” His white teeth—they were just as
white as the wolf’s—flashed in a smile. “Not a shifter. Something else.” 


“What then?” I stared at him, amazed that
he was traveling in just a parka—no scarf, no hat. Not even any gloves, I
noticed, when his face drew closer to mine, and I turned my head away with a
little whimper. “Who… what are you?”


His cheek was cold against mine as he
scented me again, like the wolf had done. I knew I should have been
terrified—maybe more terrified of the man than I had been of the wolf—but it
was those eyes. Those same, gold-rimmed eyes of the wolf. I stared into them as
he pulled back to look at me. I got lost in them somehow, forgot myself, forgot
everything, even the fact that I was miles from civilization, alone with some
man-beast. 


“How do you know my name?” 


He just tilted his head and looked at me.
He made my body feel soft, fluid, like I was melting underneath him, despite
the cold. Those eyes… those strange, hypnotic eyes. They drew mine back to his,
and the more I looked, the deeper they became. They were bottomless. I could
drown in those eyes. 


“I said it, didn’t I.” I flushed,
remembering talking out loud—to Lily, but he couldn’t have known that. I must
have looked like a raving idiot. 


He nodded slowly at my response, glancing
down at my neck, exposed now, my parka unzipped. “You’re injured?” 


“The wolf.” I blinked up at him, the
realization sinking in. “You… you were protecting me?” 


He gave another short nod. I shuddered,
trying to look away, but I couldn’t. 


“Who are you? What… what are you?” I
asked again.


This time, he gave me a full smile, and
even in the dimness, I could see the answer to my own question in the sharp
points of his incisors. 


I might not have been familiar with
shifters, but I knew his kind well. They’d enslaved my mother and had taken my
sister—it should have been me, Lily, it should have been me—and of the
many reasons I’d come to Utqiaġvik, the most important had been the desire
to never see one of his kind again.


He’s a vampire. 


Well, that was just my luck, wasn’t it?


I’d escaped the jaws of a wolf only to be
saved by another—who was really just a vampire in disguise. A bloodsucking
bastard who wanted to feed on me, who would keep me, like a fine wine, locked
in his lair, so he could use me again and again at his whim.


I would have preferred to be eaten by
wolves. 


“Don’t touch me,” I hissed, pushing at his
chest with my hands—he was like a rock, an immovable object. “Get off me!” 


“I won’t hurt you.” His mouth turned down,
brow knitting in clear confusion. “I saved you. Remember?”


“For what?” I snapped, twisting beneath
him, trying to wriggle away. “So you can have a blood slave? No thank you. I’d
rather be killed by wolves.” 


He chuckled, that smile revealing more of
those gleaming fangs. They were retractable, I knew. He was showing them to me
on purpose. 


“I’ve been clean for three years.” 


“Clean?” I raised my eyebrows at that. 


“I haven’t had blood in three years,” he
clarified.


“Three… years?” My eyes widened and my
pulse quickened. I felt it fluttering at the hollow of my throat like a
butterfly trying to escape. “Don’t vampires die without blood?” 


“We’re immortal.” His dark eyes were like
burning embers in the dimness. “We don’t need blood. We just… crave it.”



I didn’t like the way his eyes glittered
hungrily even in the sparse light. I felt like a juicy steak pinned under a
lion’s paw. And I really didn’t like the way my body seemed to respond to being
trapped beneath him. His shoulders were so broad, they entirely blocked out my
view of the stars, and his weight was painfully pleasant. He was one, big, lean
mass of muscle poised above me, a presence larger than the entire universe. I
tried to remind myself not to fall for the whole “vampire thing,” but I was way
out of practice and it wasn’t easy. 


“Well, good for you, for controlling your
cravings.” I tried once again to get him off me, but pushing against his bulk
was futile. “I’ll just be on my way, so I don’t trigger you or anything…”


He rolled quickly off me—for a big man, he
was incredibly graceful—standing and offering his hand. 


I just glared at it—and him. 


“You won’t make it back today,” he told me
matter-of-factly. “I’ll help you collect your equipment. Your tent. Your
camera.” 


I frowned at that. “I can do it.” 


“Yes, but can you also defend yourself
against a pack of wolves?”


Ugh. His logic was… too logical. 


“How many times do I have to tell you?” The
vampire sighed. “I’m not going to hurt you. Will you please let me help you?”


Why? That was the question I wanted to ask, but didn’t. He’d saved
me from a pack of wolves but was he any better? Because this creature holding
his hand out to me was just another wolf in vampire’s clothing. How could I
trust him?


“Because you’re out here alone,” he said
softly, reading my mind. Damned vampires and their literal mind-reading
capabilities. Some of them were better at it than others, and this one was
clearly good at it. “And it’s not safe.” 


I contemplated his statement—and
him—weighing my options. Slowly, I took his bare hand with my gloved one, still
marveling that he could survive out here without proper clothing. Then I
remembered—he was already dead. Or undead.


“I’ve never heard of a vampire being able
to turn into an animal,” I said as we headed back toward where I’d been camped.



“Most of them can’t.” 


“So that’s… what? Your special super-power?”
I snuck a quick glance at his profile. He’d left his parka hood down but mine
was up and I had to peek around it to look at him.


“Something like that.” He saw me looking
and smiled, not revealing fangs this time.


But that’s how vampires were—they could
blend into our world. You’d never know they were vampires unless they wanted you
to know. Aside from the whole frying in the sunlight thing…


I gasped, stopping in my tracks. The
vampire stopped, too, looking quizzically at me.


“No sunlight.” I blinked at him,
incredulous. Why hadn’t I thought of it before? “You came up here because
there’s no sunlight.” 


“Yes.” He nodded, and his jaw tightened,
his lips drawing into a thin line for the briefest of moments. “That’s one
reason.” 


“Stupid me.” I smacked my forehead, rolling
my eyes. “And I came up here to avoid vampires.”


“Did you?” His eyebrows went up.


“How many of you are up here?” 


He laughed, a sharp, bright sound. “Just
me.” 


“How do you know?” 


“Trust me. We know.” 


We’d reached the site where the gray wolf
had attacked me, and I shivered involuntarily. The vampire put his arm around
me and I shrank away. He frowned but let me go as I gathered up my camera,
stringing it around my neck. Then I slung my rifle over my shoulder. It
couldn’t kill the vampire, but I felt safer with it anyway. 


“Thanks for… everything.” I cleared my throat,
not looking at him, but rather down the incline where I’d pitched my tent. I
could barely make it out in the dimness. “I’ve got it from here.” 


“I don’t think you do.” 


My head came up sharply and I glared at
him. “I don’t need your help... anymore.”


I added the last as a reluctant
afterthought. 


“Who’s Lily?” 


His question took the breath from my body.
I sputtered but didn’t answer him. 


“Is she your sister?”


How did he know? I might have said her
name—and my own—during that whole weird psychic-hotline experience, but I was
sure I hadn’t mentioned our relationship. At least, I was pretty sure. 


“Has she been calling out to you?” He
touched his temple, looking at me so knowingly, I wanted to smack him. 


“It’s none of your business.” I
straightened my shoulders and drew myself up to full height—barely five-feet,
even in my boots—and turned to go. 


“She’s a redhead,” he called after me and I
hesitated in my defiant stalking away. “Pale. Freckles. Green eyes. Smooth,
gorgeous curves—like a racetrack. About up to here on me.”


I turned to see him holding a hand about
shoulder height. 


“I hear she’s an acquired taste.” His eyes,
with those gold-rims, had found mine again and I felt frozen in place. “A little
like… licorice?” 


“Absinthe,” I whispered, swallowing hard. “You
know Lily. How do you know Lily?”


“Paris.” His gaze didn’t leave mine, and
even though it was twenty-below, I felt like I was sweating under my parka.
“About three years ago. Before I got clean.”


Clean. That word again—as if blood was some kind of addiction he’d
managed to kick.


“Is she still there?” 


He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 


“She’s in trouble.” 


“So I gathered.”


I bit my lip, remembering her screams for
help. Had this vampire heard them? But, of course, he had. Vampires could read
people’s thoughts. They could also bind you to them and compel you to do
anything they wanted. All they needed was to give you a little of their blood. 


I’d wondered for years where my twin had
disappeared to, after we’d been separated. I’d prayed she got away from our
life as blood slaves, as I had. I’d hoped she hadn’t been sucked into the world
of the blood courtesans—women who voluntarily offer themselves to vampires for
money. 


It was an entirely different thing from
being a blood slave—our own mother had been a blood courtesan for years—but my
experience with vampires had never been the greatest, and I didn’t want to have
anything to do with their kind anymore. 


I’d hoped Lily, too, had gotten away, and
was living her life far away from vampires.


Had she escaped and been pulled back in by
Alaric? I wondered. Just thinking about him made me feel nauseous. If Lily was
with Alaric, she was in trouble. Whether she was living the life of a blood
courtesan or not. Alaric didn’t pay attention to vampire “rules,” such as they
were. He did what he wanted. He took what he wanted. Consequences be damned. 


“You can trust me.” The vampire—I didn’t
know his name and I didn’t want to—spoke softly, startling me out of my
reverie. “I can help you. Let me help you.”


“I don’t want your help.” My chin rose,
defiant, and my mother’s voice—I hadn’t heard it in years—filled my head. Poppy
would cut her nose off to spite her face. 


I
swallowed, looking around, glancing at the vampire, wondering if he’d heard
that, or if it was just my mind playing tricks on me. He didn’t give any
indication that he’d heard anything. He approached me slowly, like a man edging
toward a wounded animal. 


“You
may not want my help.” He had caught up to me now but made no move to
touch me. “But I think you might need it. Your sister, too.” 


“How
can you help?” I pondered this question even as I asked it. He’d given
me an idea of where to look, but what good was he to me otherwise? As far as I
was concerned, letting a vampire “help” me was like having a Rottweiler guard a
pot roast. 


“I
speak forty languages,” he told me. “Including French. If she’s still in Paris,
I know exactly where to look. And if she isn’t, I know who to ask to find out.”


I
didn’t say anything to that. What could I say? He had a point. About forty of
them. 


“And…”
he added casually. “I have enough money to fly us around the world a few
thousand times if that’s what we have to do. So, let me help you.” 


Why? 


That
question popped up in my head again as I stared at him, wondering what in the
hell I should do. I didn’t ask the question out loud, but he answered it
anyway.


“Because
you’re alone,” the vampire said again. “And it’s dangerous out there.” 


I
kept up my strong, proud ruse a moment longer before my shoulders drooped. I
didn’t know where Poppy was, didn’t have a clue how to help her, even if I
could find her. This vampire said she was in Paris—or that was the last place
he’d seen her, at any rate. But that didn’t mean she was still there. I could
ask her, maybe, via that supernatural sibling connection, but then what? What
could I do, if she was being held?


Especially
if she was being still held by Alaric. 


I
shuddered involuntarily, and the vampire’s hand came down on my shoulder,
squeezing gently. 


I
looked up at him and nodded. “Okay. What do you suggest we do?”


“First,
you come home with me.” 


 







CHAPTER THREE


When he said “home,” I thought he meant
back in Utqiaġvik. I imagined he had a little house like mine somewhere,
up on stilts and mostly impervious to the ice, snow and shifting permafrost.


But when he told me to climb onto his
back—shifting into the great black wolf once more—and headed in the opposite
direction, I wondered where “home” could possibly be. There was ninety-five
thousand miles of tundra in that direction but no civilization that I knew of.
The only thing north of here was the North Pole and I had a feeling we weren’t
going to be visiting Santa Claus. 


I don’t know how long we traveled. A half
hour, maybe an hour. Time blurred in the darkness, the tundra a vast, endless
expanse around us, stretching in all directions. He ran hard and fast,
tireless, without hesitation—he knew exactly where he was going. I buried my
face in the scruff of his neck to block the wind and clung to his fur, the
giant animal carrying not only my weight but the weight of my pack and gear,
too. 


When he stopped, and I slid off, he was
panting from exertion like any dog might, his tongue lolling. Then he shook
himself, changing quickly back into a man in a parka, a transformation I found
both incredible and unsettling. The man flashed me a smile before reaching past
me and pulling at something in the snow. I turned to see him opening a round
metal door, painted white to be invisible on the frozen ground. I could see
that much in the dimness.


“Ladies first.” 


“Are you crazy?” I looked down into the
black hole, shivering and backing slowly away. “I’m not going down there… with
you…”


The vampire sighed. “I’m not going to hurt
you.”


“So you keep saying.”


“You’ve come this far,” he reminded me. I
reached into the pocket of my parka and pulled out a flashlight. My gaze
followed the beam of light to the hole and I saw the top of a ladder. “It’s
warm down there. I have food. Water. It’s very comfortable.”


“What would a vampire need with any of
those things?” I scoffed. “Food? Water? Warmth? Comfort?”


“This place was intended for the living…
not the…”


“Dead?”


“Undead.” He shrugged. “I can stand out
here all day, but night will come, and you need protection from the dropping
temperatures.”


“I can pitch my tent.” I hugged myself,
trying to keep my teeth from chattering. “I’ll be f-fi-fine…” 


“Do you really want me to force you?” The
vampire tossed his hood back and his eyes pinned me to the spot, gold-rimmed
and glowing, even in the dimness. I knew very well he could, if he wanted to.
The thought made me shiver even more. “I will, if I have to.”


“Okay, fine.” The thought of Ulrich forcing
me got me moving. I went past him toward the open door. He took my flashlight
and shined the light on the ladder, giving me a hand as I negotiated it, my
pack and gear still on my back. 


I made my way slowly down into the
darkness, feeling like Alice in Wonderland—only I was climbing down instead of
falling—down, down, down. The rungs on the ladder seemed endless. Above me, I
heard a great clang and then the sound of a bolt being drawn. I gasped, looking
up, but it was all blackness. The vampire had stowed the flashlight. After all,
he could see just fine. 


“Are you there?” I heard the tremble in my
voice. 


Then he was there, somehow, beside me,
putting an arm around my waist and guiding me down the ladder as if it wasn’t a
ladder at all. My feet no longer touched the rungs and the sensation was
terrifying. It felt as if I was free-falling into nothing and I fought the urge
to scream. I couldn’t help myself. I clung to him.


“Almost there.” His voice was low, right
next to my ear. 


Then we were on solid ground again. I moved
away from the vampire in the blackness, waves of cold coming off the ground. He
didn’t feel it, but I did. Still, it was warmer down here than it had been on
the tundra. 


The vampire flicked the flashlight on
again, illuminating a tunnel in front of us, seemingly carved out of the stone.
It was wide enough for us to travel down it side by side, but I let him lead the
way. I felt better when I knew where he was, and I could see where he was
going. 


“What is this place?” I wondered aloud,
gasping when we came to the end of the tunnel and, like magic, there was
suddenly light, yet there were no fixtures that I could see. The walls,
ceilings and floor were made of some sort of old, very dark wood, the ceiling
high and vaulted. There were several chairs and sofas for sitting, very antique
by the look of them. Underneath it all, I heard a gentle humming sound, like
machinery buried deep in the earth.


How? I wondered, shaking my head. Impossible! 


How had this place come to be? 


“Home.” The vampire turned, suddenly pushing
the hood of my parka back and pulling off my head covering to gaze at me. 


I pushed my hair out of my face with gloved
hands, looking back at him. He was quite solemn, and I cringed, waiting for him
to comment. Vampires could walk among people and blend in if they wanted to—but
I couldn’t. My white-blonde hair and red eyes were a dead giveaway to my
condition. I’d worn contacts for a while, trying to blend in, and had even dyed
my hair—red, like my sister’s—but once I’d moved to Alaska, I hadn’t bothered.
Everyone in Utqiaġvik knew I was an albino. 


The vampire studied me so long, I couldn’t
stand it anymore and moved to pull my hood back up, but he stopped me. 


“Moon flower,” he murmured, rubbing an
escaping strand of my hair between his finger and thumb.


“Excuse me?” 


“Have you ever seen it?” he asked softly. “Ipomoea.
She only blooms at night. Pale, white beauty. Thrives in the moonlight.”


“No…” I swallowed hard, wondering if it had
been a mistake to trust him. He had that hungry look in his eyes again, the one
that made me feel warm and cold at the same time, as his gaze swept over me.


Then the vampire frowned, looking down at
the dark stain on the fabric of my snow pants. 


“I need to dress your wound.” 


I’d almost forgotten about the wolf attack.



Shivering, I let him lead me through a door
into another room, this one clearly a bedroom with a black, wrought-iron canopy
bed up on a raised pedestal, the curtains and bedclothes made of thick, black
velvet. Again, the room was illuminated the moment we entered it, the soft
light coming from somewhere behind the wooden slats, recessed somehow. The room
behind us went dark at the same time. 


The vampire sat me down beside the bed in a
high, black, wing-backed chair. I shrugged my pack to the floor, my shoulders
aching, keeping my boots away from the velvet-covered footstool. The snow was melting
off them. I studied the room as he went into yet another one that lit up the
moment he entered. A bathroom? For a vampire? This place clearly hadn’t been
built with only the undead in mind. 


“Take off your gear,” he called, rummaging
through a drawer. 


I stood again, shrugging off my parka. Then
I pulled off my boots, wiggling my toes in my three pairs of wool socks. They
were still a little cold but slowly starting to come back to life. It was
surprisingly warm down here. Finally, I slid down my snow pants, wincing. The
wolf bite hurt more now that I’d been reminded of it—and the numb of the cold
was wearing off. My snow pants had torn where the alpha had attacked and there
was more blood than I had expected drying on the material. 


“There must be another way in,” I mused to
myself, looking at the enormous bed. 


“No.” The vampire gave me a small, fangless
smile as he returned, carrying first-aid supplies. 


“Then how?” I wondered aloud. “This giant
bed…?” 


“This was all carved out and then sealed
in.” He shrugged off his own parka, tossing it aside as he sank gracefully down
to the stool in front of me. For such an imposing figure, it was rather
shocking to find his movements so fluid. A man that big, you’d expect to bumble
around like a giant in a dollhouse. 


It made me wonder what he was like—before
he became a vampire. He wore just a well-cut pair of trousers—nothing thermal
against the cold—and a white button-down shirt. His hands were smooth and cool
as he moved my hair aside to look at my neck and I noticed he was wearing a
pair of silver cufflinks shaped like wolves. 


“Why?” I winced in pain when his fingertips
brushed the wound on my thigh. The fabric of my pants was torn. “What were you
sealing out?”


“Vampires.” He smiled again when I gave him
an incredulous look. “We did not all ask for this life, you know. Will you
remove your pants, please?”


I glanced down, seeing that blood had
seeped into the material of my dark gray sweats. Underneath that was a pair of
yoga pants and, beneath that, a creamy silk thermal pair of pants. The latter
kept me incredibly warm out there. 


“I can do it,” I told him, holding my hand
out for the first-aid supplies. 


“I won’t hurt you,” he assured me softly
for the umpteenth time. “I only want to help.” 


I sighed, standing and sliding my sweats
down my legs. “Fine.” 


Slowly, I peeled off my layers, tossing my sweats
and yoga pants aside. The last layer was my silk thermal underwear and I gasped
when they stuck to my skin, the blood there dried. The wolf’s teeth had only
punctured my inner thigh. 


When I sat back down in the chair and
leaned back, now only wearing a pair of panties on the bottom—along with three
layers on top, including a hoodie, a turtleneck and a creamy silk thermal
long-sleeved shirt. 


“Moon flower,” he murmured again, watching
as I leaned back in the chair. 


When I put my foot up on his thigh, to give
him better access to the bite, I heard his sharp intake of breath. I looked up,
seeing his eyes had gone almost completely black. I felt myself starting to
tremble like a rabbit, paralyzed at the sight of a predator, as he stared at
the puncture wound on my thigh. 


“Maybe this was a bad idea,” I whispered,
mostly to myself. 


“I told you, I abstain,” he said gruffly. 


I held completely still as he cleaned and
dressed the wound. I studied the room and wondered at this strange, underground
lair outfitted more for humans than vampires. This vampire wasn’t like any of
the others I’d ever encountered, and I found myself more curious about him than
I wanted to be. I told myself to focus on the important thing—helping Lily. This
vampire had seen her in Paris and he claimed he had the means to get me there.
But what were his real motives? 


“Your hair… your skin… is that why you
choose to live here?” the vampire asked quietly, drawing my attention back to
him again. 


I nodded. “Land of the midnight sun.” 


“You came up here to hide yourself away.”


“Look who’s talking.” I snorted, and one
side of the vampire’s mouth quirked into an almost-smile. 


“Kindred spirits, you and I.”


“I wouldn’t go that far.” 


“Done,” he announced, standing up to take
the first-aid kit back to the bathroom. He gathered up our parkas along with my
clothes and boots and took those, too. 


In profile, he didn’t seem quite as large
and intimidating. Those broad shoulders and his towering height were mitigated
from this distance and angle. I watched him put the first-aid kit away and wash
his hands. When he came out, he didn’t look at me. 


“Here, go put this on.” He opened an
armoire, pulling a shirt off a hanger—clearly one of his—and handed it to me,
not meeting my eyes. “I imagine you’re hungry?” 


“You have food?” I stood, blinking in
surprise. “Why?”


“Go change.” He nodded toward the bathroom,
crossing two meaty arms over his broad chest. “I’ll get you something besides
dried jerky to eat.” 


I had to admit, something besides
freeze-dried food sounded good. Just thinking about it made my stomach rumble.
I stood, and the vampire moved out of my way, heading out of the room. I wanted
to call after him—but I had no idea what to say. I didn’t even know his name!


“Hey!” 


He stopped, his big frame filling the
doorway, and glanced back at me.


“You know my name. What’s yours?” 


“Ulrich,” he said. “Ulrich von Helgrim.” 


My stomach revolted, even though I hadn’t
eaten since very early that morning. 


I ran to the bathroom, barely making it
before I retched. 


I was still on my knees, shaking all over,
when Ulrich moved in behind me, holding my hair away from my face. 


“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “Are you all
right?”


“No,” I whispered, leaning back and wiping
at the tears in my eyes. He loomed over me, and it only then that I saw the
resemblance. “I assume Alaric von Helgrim is some relation?”


He nodded, offering me his hand. I took it,
wary, and he helped me up. But my knees didn’t want to hold me, so Ulrich
supported me as he took me back into his bedroom and sat me in the chair where
he’d dressed my wound. 


“Who are you?” I asked him, for the umpteenth
time, demanding a real answer this time.


“Alaric is my brother.” He sat across from
me again on the stool. 


“Is he coming here?” I looked around, still
trembling. I couldn’t help it. “Is this some sort of trap?”


I’d walked right into it. I could have kicked
myself for my own stupidity. Living in Alaska had made me wary of wolves and
polar bears, but generally, humans were quite kind to each other out here. We
had to stick together.


But Ulrich wasn’t human. He was a vampire.
And while I’d never met Ulrich before, his brother, Alaric, had kept me and my
sister as blood slaves, once upon a time. 


And Alaric still has Lily. 


That thought broke my heart like nothing
else could have. 


“No, Poppy, you’ve got the wrong idea.”
Ulrich’s brow knitted, and he reached for my hand. I tried to pull it away, but
he held it, determined. “I haven’t seen my brother in many, many years. We are…
estranged.”


“Estranged.” I echoed his word, frowning. 


“He hurt you?” Ulrich tilted his head,
searching my face with those gold-rimmed eyes. “And he still has your sister?” 


Damn that mind-reading ability. 


I closed my mind to him like slamming a
door. It had been years since I’d had to protect my thoughts from vampires, but
it was like riding a bike. I got right back on and started pedaling. I didn’t
want Ulrich to start digging and find out just what role Alaric had played in
my past. Thankfully, those were memories I’d buried deep.


“He’s… evil.” It was the only word that
felt strong enough to describe a vampire like Alaric.


“Yes.” Ulrich nodded. His hand swallowed
mine as he squeezed. “He is. And powerful.” 


I nodded, feeling my lower lip trembling,
even though I tried to stop it. The thought of facing Alaric again made my
stomach clench and roil and I closed my eyes against it. 


“You will need my help, Poppy.” Ulrich’s
words were true, even if I wanted to deny them. Pitting human against vampire
was comparable to human vs. semi-truck. It was a losing proposition. If I was
going to find Poppy and get her away from Alaric, I would need a vampire’s
help. 


“Why do you want to help me?” I studied him
as I opened my eyes, wishing I had some of that mind-reading ability. 


His mouth tightened. “I have my reasons.” 


“You… don’t like your brother?” I guessed. 


“I loathe him.” The vampire’s eyes grew so
dark they were almost all pupil, with just that strange gold rim around the
iris. 


“You want to kill him.” Another guess. But
I knew I was right, even if I didn’t have the ability to read his mind. 


The smile that ghosted Ulrich’s face was
brief but terrifying. “It’s the only thing I would leave this place to do.” 


I nodded, looking down at my hand in his,
mine warm, his cool. I knew the hand that held mine was capable of ripping a
human being in half. Of decapitating another vampire with one blow. I didn’t
possess nearly that kind of strength. And I was going to need it, where I was
headed. 


Where are you headed, Poppy? What are you
going to do?


But I knew. There was nothing else to do. I
didn’t have a choice. Lily was out there, and she needed me. She’d called out
to me, for the first time in years. And my worst fear had been realized. 


She was still with him, still his prisoner.



His blood slave. 


I had to save her. 


I’m so sorry, Lily. It should have been me.



“You got a deal, Ulrich von Helgrim.” I
squeezed his hand to keep the tremble from mine, turning it sideways in an
official, businesslike handshake. “We’ll find my sister—and your brother.” 


“You will save her,” he said,
pressing his other hand over mine, reassuring me, clearly knowing it was something
I wanted very much.


“And you will end him.” I met his
dark eyes, seeing in them just how much he wanted that.


What I didn’t tell him was just how much I
wanted that, too. 


 







CHAPTER FOUR


After Ulrich left to rustle up some food
for me, I dug through my bag for some clean clothes. I hadn’t brought a lot,
but I did have an extra pair of yoga pants. Then I went into the bathroom to change,
putting on the yoga pants and the vampire’s shirt. It hung to my knees. I left
one pair of socks on.


Then I searched for a hairbrush and found
one in a drawer. I did my best to brush out all the tangles. My stomach was
really growling now, and I headed out of the bathroom, following my nose through
the living area, where there was a set of double doors. The lights went on
whenever I entered a room and went off when I left it.


Bacon! 


I pushed the double doors open, finding Ulrich
cooking at a stove. He’d set the table with one plate. 


“You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” He
glanced over as I slid into a chair. 


“Big time carnivore,” I admitted. I was
practically drooling. “That smells amazing.” 


“Sorry, I don’t have anything fresh,” he
apologized, holding his hand out for my plate. I gave it to him, watching him
pile it with food. 


“I wouldn’t expect you to.” I glanced
around the kitchen in wonder. What in the world would a vampire need any of
this for? Then I remembered him telling me this place had been made to seal
vampires out. Except… he was a vampire. 


We did not all ask for this life…


“Thank you.” I took the plate from him, full
of bacon and pancakes, and reached for the syrup. 


“You’re welcome.” He sat across from me,
impassive, as I chomped on bacon and cut up my pancakes. They were fluffy and
delicious with just a hint of vanilla. 


“Okay, this is weird.” I spoke through a
mouthful of pancakes, reaching for the bottle of water he’d placed by my plate
to wash it down. “You, watching me eat, I mean…” 


“I can go.” He moved to rise but I shook my
head. 


“No, no, it’s okay.” I waved him back in
the chair. “Since we’re in this thing together, we might as well get to know
each other a little, yeah?”


He inclined his head slightly in
acknowledgement to my rhetorical question.


“So.” I chewed thoughtfully. “You’re a
vampire who doesn’t drink blood?”


Another slight nod. He seemed to be the
opposite of his brother, Alaric. I’d never met a more blood-thirsty vampire in
my life. It was strange to me, the idea that a vampire would abstain. 


“You didn’t want to become a vampire,
then?” 


Again, just the slight incline of his head
in acknowledgement. 


“But…” I took another swallow of water.
“Don’t… most vampires… I mean, even if you get turned against your will,
eventually you end up … feeding… right? Sort of, you know, embracing your
vampireness? Isn’t it kind of inevitable?” 


“Indeed.” A muscle moved in his jaw, but
nothing else. 


“So…” I took a bite of bacon, cooked
perfectly, halfway between crispy and limp. “Somewhere along the way, you
decided… what? You just didn’t want to be a vampire anymore?”


“Unfortunately, that’s not an option.” One
side of his mouth twisted slightly as he said this. “But yes… I made the
decision to abstain.”


“Huh.” I mopped up the rest of the syrup on
my plate with another slice of bacon. I’d made quick work of the pancakes. “So,
you’re like… a vegan vampire?” 


He chuckled. “Something like that.” 


“So weird.” I shook my head, contemplating
this. I’d never heard of vampires who didn’t drink blood. Sure, there was a
market for bottled blood among vampires—human and animal—but abstaining
altogether? It was beyond me.


The vampire stood, taking my empty plate
over to the sink to wash it. I stretched, my eyes drooping all on their own.
Too many carbs. 


I yawned, covering my mouth with the back
of my hand as he came back over to the table. I met his dark gaze, suddenly
thinking about the great big bed sitting in the middle of his bedroom,
wondering if the mattress was soft or firm. The thought of sleeping in an
actual bed, instead of in my sleeping bag, was incredibly enticing. 


My thoughts flitted briefly to the vision
of him undressing and slipping his big frame between those black silk sheets,
but I shut that down as fast as I could. 


“I have a room for you.”


It was like he’d read my mind. Then, I
blushed, remembering that he could, in fact, do just that. 


“I am tired,” I confessed, standing
and covering another yawn, avoiding his gaze. 


He led me back into the living area, this
time through another door, the light going on immediately, as it did in all the
rooms. This room was similar to his own, with another big, canopy bed, this one
decorated in a soft, rose-colored silk. 


“The bathroom connects.” He pointed to a
closed door. “To my room.” 


“Ah.” I nodded, looking longingly at the
bed. The fight with the wolf and the long journey across the tundra—even if I
hadn’t been the one doing all the work—was catching up with me. My head hurt
and so did my leg where I’d been bitten. 


“I only have aspirin.” The vampire went
over to the bathroom door, opening it, the light magically going on. “But if
you take four of them, it should help with the pain…”


Damn. He really could read my mind. It was
disconcerting, to say the least. Some vampires were better at it than others,
of course. Some of them could hardly do it at all. I hadn’t been around
vampires in years and I hadn’t practiced blocking them in a long time. Since
the last time I saw Lily, I realized. 


Thinking about her made me remember the
reason I was there in the first place. I felt a sudden pang of longing at her
memory, and another, sharper stab of fear, thinking about her crying out to me
for help. Lily was in trouble and, even if I hadn’t seen her since we were
young, she was still my sister. 


I had to help her, if I could. 


“Thank you.” I took the glass of water and
four tablets. He watched me swallow them all in one gulp as I sat down on the
bed. My head was pounding now, as if the pain was finally catching up to me,
too. 


“Get some rest.” He went over to the door
that connected our rooms through the bathroom. It made me wonder who this
second room had been intended for. Glancing over his shoulder, he said, “We’ll
find her, Poppy—your sister. Lily. We’ll find her.”


“Thank you,” I said again, feeling a slight
lump in my throat as I swallowed. He gave a brief nod, turning to go. “Wait!” 


He glanced back, eyebrows raised in
question. 


“Um…” I swallowed again, that lump a little
bigger now as I stuttered. “I don’t… know… what’s… what’s the plan?” 


“The plan?” His dark gaze pinned me in
place. I squirmed a little, wondering if he could read my mind right now,
praying he couldn’t. I was going to have to work at getting myself under
control. I’d been very good at it once. “The plan is to find your sister.”


“But… how?” 


“Trust me.” The corners of his mouth
quirked just slightly in a smile. “We’ll be on a plane to Paris within the day.
Just get some rest and let me handle the details. It’s something I’m good at.” 


I felt relieved. The clock was ticking. 


I nodded, biting my lip, although I was
doubtful. I had an uneasy truce with this vampire, since we now had similar
goals. But could I trust him? I wasn’t quite sure. For the first time in years,
I was glad I kept a little vial of holy water in my pack, no matter what, even
out on the Alaska tundra. I’d never needed it—and had never expected to need
it. Until now. 


“Thank you, Ulrich,” I said softly. He had,
after all, done nothing but help me. So far. 


“You’re welcome, Poppy.” 


He shut the door quietly between us and I
climbed under the covers, my head a whirl of confusion. Lily was on my mind,
but so was my strange, shifting vampire rescuer and his even stranger
underground Arctic lair. 


Ulrich von Helgrim. 


It had been the last name that tipped me
off. But who was this vampire, really? He was Alaric’s brother. Was evil
genetic? Ulrich didn’t seem to have the same qualities as his brother. But then
again, I’d never known a vampire who didn’t have ulterior motives and just
because this one was “abstaining” didn’t mean he was any different.


When I closed my eyes, I saw Ulrich’s—dark
with gold rims. I saw him as a wolf, towering over me, and then as a vampire,
fangs bared and eyes hungry. I saw him watching me, everywhere I went, his gaze
following me around the room. And I felt the tender way he’d touched me as he’d
bandaged my wound. I didn’t like the way I responded to him—on the inside. My
body was betraying me, and I didn’t like it at all. I was going to have to make
my mind a fortress, impenetrable. 


Stay out of my head. 


That was the last thought I had before I
drifted off to sleep. 


* * * *


I’d never been one for tourist destinations.
I had no desire to go to Disney World or even Disneyland, for that matter—too
much sun in either place for me and far too many people. 


My decision to move to Alaska had been
based both on climate and population. Especially vampire population. Six months
out of the year, I could go out without worrying about exposure to the sun,
which was almost as deadly to me as it was to vampires. And Utqiaġvik was
so sparsely populated, even with the advantage of no sunlight for six months,
it wasn’t prime vampire territory. Not enough food. 


I hadn’t considered that a vampire might
want to take advantage of the darkness to escape from blood-drinking altogether.



But I’d never met a vampire like Ulrich
before. 


“So, that’s Paris,” I mused aloud out the
oval airplane window. The Eiffel Tower, which seemed so large in photos, looked
like a little model made of fiery toothpicks in the fading light of the setting
sun. 


“You don’t sound impressed.” The vampire
beside me stirred at the sound of my voice. 


Like all vampires, he had fallen asleep,
like a clock winding down, the moment the sun appeared over the horizon.
Luckily, we’d already been buckled in on the private flight Ulrich had
chartered. We were the only ones on the plane, aside from the crew. He’d slept for
the whole flight, which had given me time to study him and think about my
current predicament. Now that the sun was setting, he was awake. 


“I’m not here to sight-see,” I reminded
him, sliding the window shade closed and locking my tray table in its upright
position in preparation for landing as the flight attendants had asked—in both
French and English—just moments before. “I’m here to find my sister.” 


Closing the window shade, making the Eiffel
Tower disappear, gave me a pang of regret. 


That was Paris down there—the city of
love—a place I’d probably put at number one on my list of places I wanted to
see before I died. Sebastian had promised to take me one day. That had never
happened. But he’d promised me a lot of things that had never materialized. I’d
given two years of my life to a man who promised me the moon but did nothing
but take. I thought my dreams of Paris had died when we’d broken up and I’d
moved to Alaska for good. 


Now, I was here, and I was far too upset to
even think about enjoying the experience. The closer we got, the more my
stomach roiled and heaved, thinking about Lily, somewhere out there, in serious
trouble. 


If she’s not dead already…


I pushed the thought away. I had to hold
onto hope. Even if I hadn’t seen her in years, she was still my sister—my
twin—and I loved her. Maybe I’d been trying too long and too hard to shove that
feeling away, to bury it, but the moment she’d called out to me, my love for
her had returned and had begun to overflow. I felt like a tree that had been
tapped for sap, a spigot suddenly turned on that I couldn’t control.


Just thinking about her made me want to
cry—another thing I hadn’t done in years. 


“We’ll find her.” His voice was low,
reassuring, and I gave him a sharp look. 


“Get out of my head.” I folded my arms and
turned my face away from his, looking at the closed shade as if I could see
through it. It was one of the many things I’d always hated about vampires—the
way they could delve into your thoughts, any time they wanted. 


“Nine times seven is actually seventy-two.”
Ulrich sounded amused. 


I flushed. I’d been reciting times tables
in my head—an old trick left over from childhood, a way to keep my mind busy on
the surface, a sort of distraction from everything going on underneath. And
there was plenty going on in my head that I didn’t want him to know. Not the
least of which was how affected I was every time he turned those dark,
gold-rimmed eyes on me. 


“And F is fluorine, not fluoride. The
latter isn’t actually an element.” Ulrich looked so amused, it made me simmer
with anger. “Did you really memorize the whole periodic table?”


“I memorized a lot of things. If you really
want boring, I can run down the list of f-stops on a camera…”


“Please.” He held up his hand, rolling
those dark eyes. “Spare me. I’ll refrain from delving further into that
fascinating mind of yours.” 


“So, what’s the plan?” I asked, buckling my
seat belt. 


I’d been on airplanes plenty of times—the
only way in or out of Utqiaġvik was by plane—but they were mostly little
puddle-jumpers. And I’d never flown first-class before, let alone on a private
flight in a plane we had all to ourselves. It was a luxury I hadn’t even considered,
one that involved champagne and hot, moist towels after a meal and chairs so
large, my hips didn’t even touch the armrests on either side. 


“Paris at night is vampire heaven.” He
spoke softly as one of the flight attendants walked by, her gaze checking our tray
tables and seat belts. “We’ll start at Salle de Sang. If she’s not
there, we’ll work our way down.”


“The Blood Room?” My eyebrows went up and
instantly, I thought of Alaric. Lily had said his name in my thoughts, bringing
back more memories I wanted to stay buried. “Let me guess—blood courtesans?”


“Tu parle Francais?” 


“Un peu.” My hand see-sawed. “Just a few
years in high school—I’m not fluent or anything. So, what’s at the Blood Room?”


“Madame Darrieux.”


“Oh right, I should have known. The all-knowing,
all-seeing Madame.” 


“La Salle
de Sang is very high-end.” 


“A brothel is a brothel.” I wrinkled my
nose. “Everything sounds so much better in French, doesn’t it? Blood
courtesans instead of blood prostitutes. Madames instead of pimps.
It can even make something as horrific as ‘the blood room’ sound sexy.”


I looked up to see Ulrich’s gaze on me.
That damnable, hypnotic vampire gaze. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. There
was something in his eyes akin to real emotion. Pain, maybe? Whatever it was,
it kept my eyes fixed on his, even though he didn’t say anything at all. 


“So, you think we’ll find my sister there?”
I couldn’t stand the silence any longer.


“I hope so.” He frowned. “I saw your sister
the last time I was in Paris.”


“Saw her?” I scoffed. “Drank
her, you mean?”


“No. I didn’t partake.” 


“I thought you hadn’t gotten clean
yet?” 


“True.” His gaze never left me. It
infuriated me, how unruffled he seemed, even after the sarcastic verbal barb
I’d thrown his way. “But I never tasted your sister. She was bound to someone
else.”


“Who? Alaric?” My spine straightened as I
turned toward him. The thought of Lily being with him—still with him—was
beyond painful. My throat felt tight and it was hard to swallow. 


“I’m afraid I don’t know.” Ulrich shrugged,
and his casual dismissal infuriated me. “I only caught a glimpse. To be honest,
I scented more than I saw. She… intrigued me…”


His gaze fixed on mine and his nostrils
flared as he scented me. I knew what he was thinking, for once, instead of the
other way around. We weren’t identical twins—she was fire and I was ice—but
fraternal twins shared very similar blood. I’d heard it more than once. We
tasted very much alike. 


“But you didn’t drink from her?”


“I inquired with Madame Darrieux,” he
admitted, clearing his throat. “But I was informed she was unavailable.”


“And you don’t have any idea who she was
with?” 


“I did ask.” This confession brought a
rather sheepish look to his face, which pleased me a little bit. “But her
master remained a mystery.” 


“Master?” I choked in disgust. Had she been
with Alaric then? I wondered. The thought made me sick to my stomach. “Kidnapper,
you mean.” 


Ulrich looked bewildered. “You really hate
vampires, don’t you?” 


“You have no idea.” My jaw was so tight, it
ached. I gripped the edge of the armrests and looked straight ahead again,
avoiding those smoldering eyes of his. 


“Blood courtesans enter their contracts
quite freely you know,” he reminded me softly. “And they’re very
well-compensated.”


I wanted to scream at him. I knew there was
a difference between being a blood slave and a blood courtesan. But, as far as
I was concerned, they were practically the same thing. And Lily was still a
captive, whether she was being “well-compensated” or not. Blood slave or blood
courtesan—I didn’t have to imagine what sort of torture she was being subjected
to. I knew. 


“It’s all perfectly justified,” I snapped
at his argument as the plane began its descent into the Charles de Galle
airport. “Strippers are well-compensated, too. So are porn stars—and a lot of
escorts and prostitutes. It doesn’t take away from the fact that most of them
are women who have been forced by circumstance into a system that thrives on
using and, often, abusing them.” 


Ulrich was quiet for a moment. Then he
chuckled. “I don’t have to read your mind—you just lay it all out there, don’t
you?” 


“Vampires are parasites.” I kept my voice
down so the flight crew didn’t overhear, but I couldn’t keep the tremble of
anger from it. “They’re human-sized mosquitos. And if we had something
equivalent to DDT to get rid of vampires? I’d spray the whole damned planet
myself.” 


“That would be quite an undertaking.”
Ulrich suppressed a smile when I looked his way—his mouth pressed briefly into
a thin line. “It’s a simple transaction, you know. More symbiotic than you
might want to believe.” 


“From the perspective of the parasite,
maybe.” I glared at him. “But the host doesn’t think it’s so great, trust me.” 


I stiffened when I felt his hand on my
shoulder. It was cold but the way he squeezed me was gentle. 


“Who was the vampire who hurt you, Poppy?”


A face appeared instantly in my mind, fangs
and blood-stained lips twisted into a snarl, before I shoved it away. 


Alaric. 


It was a face I saw only in my nightmares
now but, if it was true that Lily was still trapped with him, it would be one
I’d have to see again. The thought filled me with both fear and anger. 


And Ulrich, this man—this vampire,
this blood-sucking parasite—was related to him! 


Okay, so it was true, he didn’t drink blood
anymore. And, so far, he had done nothing but try to help me. I had no logical
reason to hate him—aside from the fact that he was a vampire, and I hated all their
kind—but it was hard to keep my animosity contained, hard not to let my enmity
for Alaric bleed into my feelings about Ulrich.


When I looked at Ulrich, I saw he was
studying me carefully. He had that mind-reading look on I detested. I refused
to let him dig into the deepest well of my memory. No one was allowed to go
there. Not even me. I glared at him, crossing my arms and working hard not to
let him in, employing the only defense I could manage. 


“Okay, okay.” Ulrich put his hands over his
ears with a roll of his eyes. “Enough with the f-stops!” 


“So, we’re going to La Salle de
Sang first?” I asked, changing the subject, although another vampire’s face
still lingered in my mind as much as I tried to chase it away reciting f-stop
and the times tables. Alaric’s face would forever be burned into my memory, no
matter how much I tried to blot it out.


“First, the hotel. Fouquet’s Barriere.
Presidential Suite.”


“Of course.”


“I thought you’d enjoy it.” He raised one
eyebrow. “Five minutes from the Arc D’Triomphe, twenty from the Eiffel Tower…”


I hated that he was right—under normal
circumstances, I would have been thrilled with all of this. Flying first class
to Paris, staying in the presidential suite in one of the city’s best hotels,
it was like some romantic dream. It would have been great, except I was
traveling with a vampire who looked at me like I would make a good midnight
snack and I couldn’t stop thinking about my sister’s life hanging in the
balance. 


“I told you,” I reminded him coldly, doing
my best to keep him out of my head. “I’m not—”


“…here for sight-seeing.” He finished my
sentence, ignoring my dark look. “Yes, I know. But there’s much more to Paris
than the tourist attractions.”


“Like La Salle de Sang?”


“Vampires do know how to have a good time.”



“That’s not what I’d call it.” 


He grunted and scowled when I shifted in my
chair, nudging him hard with my elbow in the process, but he didn’t say
anything else.


 







CHAPTER FIVE


“Is this really necessary?” I
looked down helplessly at the blood-red crushed velvet gown that plunged
dangerously low to reveal more cleavage than I ever realized I had. The thing
had slits so high, it went up almost to my left hip. Thankfully, that was my
unbandaged one. 


When I stepped off the
pedestal, the gown brushed the floor. Underneath, I wore just a pair of black
silk panties and a pair of thigh-highs, all of them provided for me by a short,
fussy, French woman, who circled me slowly like a tiger waiting to pounce.


“If you want to go with me,
it’s necessary,” Ulrich called from behind the bi-fold bamboo screen. I scowled
in his direction but, of course, he couldn’t see me. “You don’t walk into La
Salle de Sang in jeans and a t-shirt.” 


He was intimating that this
was all my fault—and, in a way, he was right. I’d demanded to come with him,
and in order to come with him, he’d insisted I play the part. 


“Chaussures.” Madame Lavigne
snapped her fingers and one of her assistants—they were all pristinely-dressed
women with smoky-eye make-up—rushed to open one of the many armoires that lined
the room, revealing shelves neatly lined with hundreds of pairs of shoes in a
rainbow of colors. 


“I’ll kill myself in those,”
I protested as the assistant—a redhead named Bridget who reminded me a little
bit of Lily—rushed over with a tray full of red heels. I tried to mime my death
by hanging to Madame Lavigne to bridge the language gap, hoping she’d
understand my fear. I wasn’t keen on the thought of my demise—death by
high-heels—but the woman just blinked at me, impassive.


“Chaussures,” Madame Lavigne
insisted, snatching a pair from the tray and dropping them on the floor in
front of me. “Mettre sur. Rapidement!” 


“Oui, rapidement,” Ulrich
agreed with a groan. “The night’s wasting, cheri.” 


“Put them on,” Bridget
encouraged me in a thick, French accent, setting the red heels up in front of
me. 


I sighed, lifting the dress
and stepping into them. I wobbled, reaching for something to hang onto, and
Bridget steadied me. I filled my cheeks with air and blew out a breath, shaking
my head as she led me back over to the pedestal. I nearly toppled again going
up the stairs but at least the heels made me tall enough, so the dress didn’t
trip me up anymore.


“C’est facile.” Bridget laughed,
showing me in her own four-inch black stilettos as she circled the pedestal.
“Easy. No?”


“No.” I shook my head,
lifting it to look at myself in the mirror. 


I scowled at my exposed
cleavage and the heavy makeup the women had applied before dressing me. They’d
put in colored contacts to make my eyes look blue. I didn’t even recognize
myself. They’d all clucked over my colorless hair, but Ulrich had growled a
very vocal protest from the other side of the divider when Madame Lavigne had
suggested dying it. 


“Tu es belle, cheri.” Bridget
stopped to tilt her head at me and I blushed at the compliment.


Me? Pretty? 


I was glad for the rouge that
hid the flush in my cheeks as Madame Lavigne approached, fussing over me,
adjusting the gown, then the clips in my hair. Her assistants had curled it
with hot irons and put it all on top of my head in some complicated shape. My
neck felt almost too fragile to hold it up. 


“Can we go now?” Ulrich
called, his voice growing closer. 


“Oui.” Madame Lavigne gave me
another once-over with her dark eyes before calling out to Ulrich. “Viens!
Voir!” 


Come. See.


I was afraid of his reaction,
although I wasn’t sure why. I held as still as I could, feeling my knees
wanting to knock together under the dress. I wasn’t very steady in the stupid
shoes they’d chosen, and I hoped wherever we were going, I wouldn’t have to
walk much. 


Ulrich poked his head around
the divider—I could see him in the mirror—a scowl on his face because Madame
Lavigne had made him wait so long. Not that I could blame him. But I’d been the
one getting scrubbed and rubbed with lotion and coiffed and dressed like a
Barbie doll! 


“Prêt à partir.” Madame
Lavigne gave a satisfied nod, looking at Ulrich for his approval.


Ready to go? 


Hardly, I thought, swallowing
as I met his gaze in the mirror. 


The moment our eyes met, my
body filled with heat. How could someone so cold, so dark, so downright…
brooding… have this effect on me? But I knew it was just the vampire in him
again. That same old mesmerizing trick. It made me mad just thinking about it, but
I still couldn’t look away. 


He approached slowly, almost
like he was the one in the trance, but I knew better. I bit my lip just to keep
it from quivering as he neared. He moved behind me, up onto the pedestal, more
than a full head taller than I was. He didn’t touch me, but I felt his
presence. It wasn’t body heat—although mine was on fire. It was more like stone
or marble, something smooth, solid, unyielding. He stood as still as a statue,
only his gaze moving up and down in the mirror, taking in my new visage. 


“Elle est jolie, oui?”
Bridget asked, the other assistants crowding behind her now. They clearly
couldn’t take the suspense any longer—and frankly, neither could I. 


“Oui. Tres jolie.” Ulrich
swallowed and lifted his hand. I held my breath as he ran one finger down the
side of my neck, dipping into the curve of my shoulder. When his gaze met mine
in the mirror, I saw a naked, undeniable hunger there, and for a moment, I found
myself wanting exactly what he wanted. I knew he was reading my mind, seeing my
thoughts. 


I saw it so clearly in my
head—Ulrich’s fangs flashing, two needle-sharp white points, before he lowered
his head to taste me. I could almost feel it, the sudden head rush, my heart
beating like a bass drum in my ears as he drank from me, his fingers digging
into my shoulders to hold me up when my knees started to buckle. I could even
hear his soft, pained groan in my mind, a thirsty man drinking greedily once again
after spending so long in an arid desert, my whole body singing one, long,
throbbing note as he took his fill from me. 


He probed my head, his eyes
darkening as he saw what I saw, felt what I felt. 


Every part of me tingled and
my skin prickled with heat. 


Ulrich’s nostrils flared, his
eyes flashing. Then, he turned quickly away, breaking our connection. I stood
there, trembling, looking at myself in the mirror, but I didn’t recognize the
woman staring back at me with wide, blue eyes, her painted mouth slightly
agape. 


Ulrich turned to address the
stern, little French woman, who stood, still studying me, arms crossed over her
chest. She looked at me like I was a cake she’d just decorated, and she wasn’t quite
sure it was finished. 


“Merci, Madame Lavigne. A
superb transformation, as always.” Ulrich took her hand and bowed to kiss it,
giving the woman all the credit for the way she’d shined me up. 


Ulrich bent his dark head to
say something to the Madame, who laughed throatily and nudged him. This made my
throat tighten and my face flush, although I didn’t move or show any other sign
of my feelings. Ulrich was standing there, an abstaining vampire in a room full
of blood courtesans, women who were paid to offer themselves to creatures like
him, who clearly had no problem doing so. In fact, given the way the Madame
looked at him, her hand gently squeezing his forearm—the way all the girls, who
were practically drooling and falling over themselves, looked at him—it was
clear they all wanted to spend the night as Ulrich’s personal blood bank. 


The woman spoke to him in
very fast French, so I only caught some of the conversation. Something about
when and where he could return the dress and jewelry. I was still trying to understand
what had just happened when Ulrich hurried me out the door, into a waiting car.



“I hope she didn’t say I turn
into a pumpkin after midnight,” I grumbled, trying hard to regain my composure as
I gathered my dress around me, trying to minimize the gape on one side, which
revealed way too much, exposing the lacey top of one thigh-high. “Although to
be honest, I’d feel more at home in a pumpkin patch than I do in this dress.”


“You wouldn’t know it to look
at you.”


I glanced up at the strained
tone in Ulrich’s voice, narrowing my eyes at him, wondering if he was teasing
me. But the way his gaze lingered at the slit up the side of my dress gave me
pause. He looked more pale than usual and I doubted his so-called sobriety more
in that moment than I had since I met him. 


“Ulrich…?” 


His eyes lifted to meet mine
and I saw—felt—that hunger there again. I should have recoiled. After
all, I was like a buffet laid out in front of a starving man. Something about
the dress—why had that stupid woman chosen red?—had transformed me in his eyes
from “friend” to “food.” 


Instead, I felt drawn to him.
I wanted to sink to my knees and bow my head in offering, a feeling that both
excited and appalled me at once. It had been years since I’d been taken that
way, and while I’d always thought of it as something to be tolerated, something
I had to endure at the time, the way Ulrich looked at me made feel something
else altogether. 


I’d never actually wanted a
vampire to drink from me before, but I was thinking about it now. It had
flooded my mind and I couldn’t push the thought away, no matter how hard I
tried. And I knew he was seeing it. I could feel him in my head, a presence so
large it drowned out anything else. My mouth went dry and my hands trembled as
I tried to hold my dress together over my thigh. 


“Are you going to be okay,
doing this?” I managed to ask. My voice was high and reedy, almost a squeak. 


Ulrich gave me a slow nod and
then looked away as the driver entered one of those crazy European turnabouts.
The vampire’s eyes had changed, his emotions suddenly veiled. That connection
had been broken again. 


“I mean…” I cleared my
throat, feeling breathless, liked I’d just run a mile, even though I was
sitting completely still. I found myself needing something from him—some sort
of reassurance. “Aren’t you afraid of relapsing or whatever you call it?” 


“It’s like craving anything.”
Ulrich’s voice remained low, revealing nothing. “It’s always there. Even alone
in the Arctic, with no blood around for miles—it’s still there.”


For a moment, I felt it. That
constant craving—a gnawing hunger, an unslakable thirst. A longing so deep it
went straight to my bones, turning them to ice. Ulrich had been denying himself
something so essential to his being, it would be like me going on a hunger
strike. For three years. Except that I would show physical signs—I’d be skin
and bones. Ulrich, on the other hand, looked fine.


On the outside. 


I studied him in profile,
wondering what the effects might be on a vampire who didn’t drink blood. It was
the first time I really felt some sort of compassion for him. The first time
I’d thought of him as a being who was suffering—and not just a monster with a
bloodlust. 


I’d been so worried about
Lily, my focus on finding and saving her, that my vampire companion and his
plight had been background noise. But I had to admit, he’d gone well out of his
way for me. He’d flown us out of Utqiaġvik, all the way to Paris. He’d
made all the arrangements. He’d even paid to dress me up like a blood courtesan,
so we would blend into the background while we searched for my sister.


And I knew why. He’d been
honest about that—he wanted to kill his brother. 


Alaric.


How could there be such
unmitigated evil in one brother, and such incredible restraint in the other?


It made me think of Lily, and
our differences, both physical and otherwise. We were twins, and we’d always
have that connection, but we were as different inside as we were outside. 


Unless you counted our blood.
That was quite similar—and valuable. Especially in vampire circles.


I knew that was why Alaric
had kept Lily—or perhaps he’d lost her and found her again? Either way, he had
her now. And he wanted me, too. 


I knew I was walking into a
trap. Because while Lily’s blood was valuable—mine was even more so. I’d kept
that thought buried, and was keeping it buried still, daring only to think
about it while Ulrich was distracted and not probing my mind. 


I’d watched this vampire,
surrounded by blood courtesans, all of them desperate to be with him, and he
had no problem abstaining. The only time I saw hunger in Ulrich’s eyes was when
he looked at me. 


He seemed confused and
bewildered by his own response, but I wasn’t. I knew something he didn’t. 


My blood was… different. It
always had been. It was an acquired taste, something strange, unusual. He could
sense that—I could tell. Even if he didn’t quite understand why he craved my
blood over the others, I could see it was hard for him to resist the
temptation. 


And still, he hadn’t given
in. If he was going to drink from me, I reasoned, he would have done it already.
Wouldn’t he? What would be the point of waiting? If he wanted to, he could have
taken me on the tundra. But he hadn’t. That, alone, made me trust him more than
I normally would. 


It was true, I didn’t like
vampires, as a general rule—and I had plenty of reasons for that—but this
particular vampire hadn’t tried to hurt me. In fact, he’d done the exact
opposite, from the very beginning. 


Yes, he had his ulterior
motives. But he’d been a perfect gentleman by anyone’s standards, human or
vampire, despite his clear thirst. And still, I doubted him. Which made me feel
awful, given how much he’d gone out of his way to help me. 


Maybe my past experience with
vampires had been clouding my vision of this one, I thought, feeling myself
soften toward him. Ulrich looked so lost and alone, staring out the tinted
window at the night, that my heart ached for him. 


“Don’t alcoholics usually try
to avoid bars?” I asked, in an effort to draw his attention back to me again. I
saw his head turn toward me just slightly as I talked. “Shouldn’t abstaining
vampires avoid brothels full of blood courtesans?”


“Yes.” He nodded, looking out
the tinted windows. The lights of Paris sped by, as did any opportunity for me
to really see it. “But I can’t avoid it, if we’re going to find your sister.”


I felt a lump growing in my
throat. I didn’t know if it was because I was thinking about Lily—or Ulrich’s
sacrifice to find her. 


I covered his hand, resting
on the seat between us, with my own. In my previous life, I never would have
voluntarily touched a vampire. But this one… Ulrich was different. I didn’t
understand how or why, and I didn’t necessarily like it, but I couldn’t deny
it. 


His hand was cool to the
touch, smooth under mine, and I shivered as I squeezed it. 


“Thank you, Ulrich.” I
swallowed, managing to get my words out. “For helping me.”


He inclined his head just
slightly in response as the car came to a stop, but I saw the ghost of a smile
appear before it was gone again.


“Let me do the talking.”
Ulrich stepped out of the car, holding his hand out to help me—and I needed it,
in these heels. Instead of recoiling, like I usually did, I took it and let him
pilot me toward our destination.


I nearly tripped on the curb,
but he held me up by the elbow, guiding me through the wrought-iron gates and up
the stairs—so many stairs! 


When Ulrich rang the bell,
the door opened to reveal a woman in a long, black satin dress. She was made up
like me—the make-up, the dress, the heels, the hair on top of her head—and
while she gave me a narrow-eyed look, she let us in, anyway. Ulrich kept me
close, his hand at my elbow, steering me into the foyer. 


He’d asked me to let him do
all the talking but I couldn’t speak anyway. I was too busy gawking at all the
splendor, from the gilt-framed mirrors and the double spiral staircase with
black, wrought-iron railings, to the crystal chandelier hanging above our
heads. I craned my neck, squinting to see if those were real candles or
electric lights meant to look like candles. I’d almost forgotten why we were
there in the first place.


“Madame Darrieux?” Ulrich put one finger
under my chin, closing my gaping mouth as he turned to the woman who’d let us
in. “Où est-elle?”


“Elle est occupée,” the brunette told him
in clipped French. “Qu'est-ce que tu veux?”


I bristled at her tone. Apparently, the
“madame” was busy and this woman was asking what we wanted.


“Je veux parler avec Madame Darrieux,”
Ulrich told her quietly. “C’est tres important.” 


The brunette looked up at him
through her sooty lashes, speculative. “Qui es-tu?”


“Ulrich von Helgrim.” If his
penetrating gaze hadn’t been enough to decide her, his name clearly was. She hurried
away, telling us to wait there in the foyer until she returned. 


“Not very friendly, are they?”
I crossed my arms and leaned back against the wall. My feet were already
killing me in heels. 


“She’ll want to see me
alone.” Ulrich held a hand up when I protested. “I won’t keep anything from
you, Poppy. I’ve known her a long time. Besides, she’ll be more honest with me
if we’re alone.” 


“Why, so you can compel her?”
I scowled. 


“Let me do my vampire-thing,
as you’d say.” He chuckled when my scowl deepened. “There’s a bar you can sit
at, through those doors.” 


He pointed to a set of tall,
wide double doors, black with gold trim. 


“Order something
non-alcoholic,” he instructed. “Nurse your drink. Wait for me. And don’t talk
to anyone.” 


“I can’t order a drink
without talking to anyone.” 


He sighed. “You know what I
mean.” 


“Viens avec moi.” The brunette
appeared again from down the dark hallway. I straightened, ready to follow her
and ignore Ulrich’s instructions. Lily was my sister, after all. I
wanted to be privy to any information we could glean about her whereabouts. 


“Non.” The woman frowned and
shook her head at me. Then she crooked her finger at Ulrich. Clearly, she only
wanted him, not me. He’d been right. Damnit. “Viens.” 


“Through these doors.” He
guided me toward them, almost whispering. “Remember what I said.” 


“Yes, Sir.” I snapped him a
salute, which made the brunette’s eyebrows rise. 


I knew I wasn’t acting like
the typical blood courtesan, but I ignored the dark look on Ulrich’s face as I
opened one of the heavy black doors. The knobs were in the middle, also gold,
and it wasn’t until I pushed my way into the room that I realized how
soundproof it really was. 


There was a party going on
behind those doors, but you never would have known it, standing in the hallway.



 


 







CHAPTER SIX


A few heads turned when I
entered the room, their attention drawn by my presence, but most were too busy lounging
on settees and drinking wine to notice. I felt incredibly conspicuous even
though I was dressed similarly to every other woman in the room. Ulrich had
been right—I would have felt more awkward wearing jeans and a t-shirt, even if
it would have been more physically comfortable. 


I managed to walk in a
straight line toward the bar—I probably look like a drunk in these damned
heels, I thought—where I wiggled myself up onto a bar stool. The bar itself
was an oblong affair in the middle of the room, clearly the centerpiece. There
were two bartenders working on either end, one woman and one man, but they both
wore white shirts, black vests, and burgundy-colored bow-ties. 


The male bartender with the Flock
of Seagulls haircut—for being the center of fashion, French vampires seemed
a little behind the times—came over and asked me what I wanted to drink.


“Coke,” I said, wondering how
I was going to pay him. I didn’t have a purse. Everything I owned was back at
the hotel. The bartender stared at me blankly for a moment and I prompted him
again. “Le Coke?” 


“Oui.” He was still looking
at me funny as he filled a glass with soda from the nozzle. “Le rhum et le
Coke?” 


“No.” I shook my head,
remembering Ulrich’s admonition to order something non-alcoholic. For all I
knew, they put something in the alcohol to make the courtesans more compliant.
“Just the Coke, thanks.” 


“You speak English.” 


“Yes.” I sipped my Coke
through a thin red straw. I didn’t taste any alcohol. 


“American?” the bartender
asked. 


I nodded. 


“Is it you?” The voice beside
me was soft, incredulous, and I turned to look at a woman about my age, her
dark, curly hair a cloud around her head, her dress a form-fitting white velvet
with fur trim. “Poppy, is it really you?” 


I stared at her, searching my
mind for any recognition. She spoke clear English with no accent—clearly
American. Where did I know her from? I had to be from my former life—before I’d
taken the boring name “Sarah,” which was now on my driver’s license. 


She slid up onto the bar
stool beside me, leaning over to whisper, “Cora.”


Cora. It rang a distant bell.


Then, she whispered something
else that got that bell clanging in my head, penetrating my memory like nothing
else could have. “Hell House.” 


“Cora.” I leaned back,
searching her face. The same upturned nose with a spattering of freckles, in
spite of the make-up, the same bright hazel eyes. “It’s you. It’s really you?”


“That’s my line.” She
laughed, crooking her finger at the bartender. When he came over, she ordered
wine, holding it up when he handed her the glass. “To us. We made it.”


I held my Coke up, clinking
glasses with her, although I was doubtful about the toast. 


“Once a blood courtesan,
always a blood courtesan, huh?” She took a sip of her wine, putting the glass
down on the bar. “It gets in your blood. So to speak.” 


I sipped my Coke, so I didn’t
have to reply.


“But it’s different now.” She
turned to face me, her eyes bright. “Now, I get to choose. And there’s nothing
better than the life of a blood courtesan, am I right?” 


I just nodded, playing along.
I was dressed the part, after all. 


“I mean, seriously.” Cora
shook her dark head, looking distant. “We went through hell. But we came out
the other side. And here we are. This is the life!” 


I didn’t know how much more
rah-rah I could take about the life of blood courtesans. Granted, they were all
around us—women dressed to the nines, lounging on settees, sitting with
vampires, laughing and chatting and looking like they were all having a good
time—but I wasn’t part of their group. I had never been a blood courtesan—I’d
been a blood slave. I’d had no choice in the matter. And once I did have a
choice, I’d made the choice to leave. I couldn’t imagine making a different
one. Why in the world would Cora make the choice to continue?


“I’m so glad to see you.”
Cora reached over and squeezed my knee. “How’s Lily?”


I didn’t say anything, using
my Coke as an excuse to regain my composure. The mention of my sister’s name
had my heart racing.


“I saw her a few years ago,
but I didn’t get a chance to talk to her,” she told me. “I assume you keep in
touch?” 


“We… uh… who was she with?” I
asked, swirling the straw in my Coke. “When you saw her?”


“She was just visiting.” Cora
shrugged. “She never worked here, with Madame
Darrieux. If she’d been one of our girls, I’d know
her Master.” 


Her Master. That
phrase made the tiny hairs on my forearms and the back of my neck stand up. 


“Who’s your Master?” she
asked, looking at me curiously. Then she perked up, asking excitedly, “Or… are
you going to be working here?” 


“No.” I shook my head, putting
a quick kibosh on her sudden enthusiasm. “I uh… I won’t be working here. I’m
here looking for Lily, actually.” 


“Oh.” She blinked, surprised.
“Well, she’s not here. At least, not tonight, anyway.”


“And you don’t remember who
she was with?” I asked. “When you saw her?” 


“Sorry.” She frowned, shaking
her head. “But I can ask my Master. He knows all the Paris vamps. He might know
who she’s with?” 


There was that word again. Master.
I swallowed my own bile just thinking about calling someone Master. But I
looked to where Cora was pointing, at a vampire who was surrounded by quite a
little harem of women, all blood courtesans. They were drinking wine, all of
them listening with rapt attention to the vampire at the center of their
circle. He was clearly telling some dramatic story, using big hand gestures,
and all of the girls were smiling, laughing, hanging onto his every word. 


“That’s Simon.” Cora sounded
so proud, I wanted to cringe. Instead, I kept my face impassive. “We all serve
many masters here, but Simon has taken quite a few of us under his wing.”


“I can see that.” I smiled
when Cora gave me a strange look, hoping to soften the tone of my words with
the gesture. “Has he been in contact with Lily, do you think?”


“If he hasn’t, he’ll know who
has.” Cora sounded so sure, I wanted to believe her. She slid off the bar
stool. “I’ll be right back. 


I watched her approach the
vampire she’d called Simon, glancing around, trying to remain situationally
aware. I was in a room surrounded by vampires, which made me nervous, but
playing the role of a blood courtesan made me even more anxious. 


This is for Lily. I kept reminding myself of
that fact as I observed Cora. She seemed perfectly comfortable sidling in and
getting right up next to the vampire at the center of the circle. 


Cora pressed against his
side, leaning in to whisper something into the vampire’s ear. I worried my
lower lip between my teeth as I watched them, feeling hope rising in my chest.
Was it possible that he knew where my sister was? Finding her couldn’t be this
easy, I thought. But if Simon had information about Lily, if he even had some
lead on her location, all of this would be worth it. And I couldn’t help feeling
a little proud that it would be me, and not Ulrich, who had found her. 


Simon turned his head to look
at me—Cora had pointed me out in the crowd—and I felt the vampire’s gaze moving
up and down as he looked at me, laser-focused. He was handsome, wearing a dark
blue suit. His eyes, now lifting to meet mine, were a shade lighter than his
jacket, his hair a slicked-back, dirty-blond. His goatee was trimmed neatly and
the smile he flashed me didn’t hide his fangs. He had no need to hide them
here, among all these courtesans. 


I felt my stomach clench when
the vampire stood and came toward me, remembering Ulrich’s admonition to sit
quietly and not talk to anyone. Speaking to Cora was different—we’d known each
other, way back when. But letting a vampire approach and start a conversation
was something else altogether. Especially considering that I was dressed as a
blood courtesan. What was he going to expect of me in return for information
about my sister? And was I ready to pay that price? 


“Simon, this is Poppy,” Cora
said by way of introduction as they approached. “Poppy, Simon. As I said,
Poppy’s looking for her sister, Lily.” 


“She’s a blood courtesan?”
Simon asked. His English was good, but his accent was very pronounced. 


“She… was.” I stopped myself
from saying ‘blood slave’ out loud. “She may still be. I’m not sure. I… we’ve
lost touch.” 


He gave me a nod, reaching
out to wrap a hand around my wrist. I felt my spine stiffen at his touch, but I
didn’t resist as he leaned in closer, dipping his head so his mouth was near my
ear. I heard him breathe in deeply and it took everything in me not to move
away. 


“You have the most enticing
scent,” he whispered. “Quite… unique.” 


“Thank you.” It was all I
could manage to say. 


I reminded myself that this
vampire could have useful information about my sister, and I needed to do
whatever I could to get it. If that meant playing the part of a blood
courtesan, well—I knew how to do that. So what if what I wanted to do was put a
knee in his crotch and splash him with holy water from the vial I had stashed
in my cleavage? That would only draw undue attention to myself and get me
thrown out the front door. 


I was going to have to be
subtle, even submissive, the way a vampire would like. But it wasn’t going to
be easy because the blond vampire was now leaning in close enough that his lips
brushed the back of my exposed neck as he breathed in my scent. My breath
caught but I was pretty proud of myself for not punching him in the throat. 


“There’s something so
familiar about it.” He leaned back to look at me again, his gaze sweeping over
the tight-fitting dress, hovering at my cleavage. “But I know I’ve never seen
you before. I would remember a courtesan like you.” 


“It could be you’ve tasted my
sister.” That thought gave me goosebumps, but I managed to keep any animosity
from my voice. I didn’t even move away when he slid up onto the bar stool
beside mine. 


Lily. Do it for Lily. Did this vampire really know
her? 


For the first time since I’d
heard her call, I had some real hope that she was in Paris and this wouldn’t be
a wasted trip. The thought of Lily made me push on, despite the way my skin
crawled, being seated next to this blood-drinker. 


“Who are you with tonight?”
Simon inquired, ordering a whiskey from the bartender. 


“I… uh…” I couldn’t tell him
I was with Ulrich. But if I didn’t, wouldn’t he think I was free? I didn’t want
that either. 


“She’s just visiting, looking
for her sister,” Cora interjected as she slid up on a stool on my other side. I
smiled a surreptitious thanks as she ordered herself another glass of wine, but
her next comment let me know that she hadn’t spoken entirely altruistically.
“Don’t you have enough women yet, Simon?” 


“I can never taste enough
women.” Simon grinned, his fangs gleaming. 


“But have you tasted my
sister?” I asked again, turning toward him on the bar stool. This forced the
slit in my dress to widen, revealing a very long, pale stretch of leg, which
looked even longer with my feet in heels. Thankfully, most of my thigh was
covered in black stocking and topped with lace. I saw his gaze linger there. 


“Perhaps.” He nodded, his
face thoughtful as his gaze moved up. Our eyes met, and I saw the hunger there.
“Lily… Lily… and you’re Poppy?” 


I nodded. Hearing her name
spoken out loud made me want to tear up. 


I’d tried calling her again a
few times on that twin psychic hotline, but had received only silence. We were
disconnected again, and I felt more alone than ever. I kept trying to keep hope
alive, but it was hard when there had been no more communication from her. 


I looked away from the
vampire, using my drink as an excuse, taking a sip as the bartender set down
the man’s shot of whiskey and Cora’s wine. 


“Hm. Poppy and Lily.” The
vampire drank his shot fast, silently, putting the glass back on the bar. He
turned fully on his stool to peer at me. “Strange, it should be opposite, no?
With her red hair, and your…”


The vampire’s fingers moved
to brush a bit of my white-blonde hair from my forehead. I inwardly recoiled,
but fought the urge to physically shrink away from his touch. I had to stay and
find out what he knew. If he remembered that Lily was a redhead, then he had
seen her before. 


Hope beat at the hollow of my
throat, fast as a hummingbird’s wings. 


“Forgive me, Poppy.” His
finger rounded my ear, touching the dangling diamonds hanging from the lobe,
making the earring swing. “You’ve so enchanted me, I can’t seem to think of
anything else...” 


I didn’t speak or move. I
really didn’t want to play the submissive, but if I could keep him on the hook,
maybe I could squeeze some information about my sister from him. 


“She’s got red hair,” I said,
trying to jog his memory. “Green eyes. Taller than I am. More… curvy.” 


“Mmm.” He nodded as I shifted
on the stool, not protesting when his fingers trailed down my neck, playing
over my collarbone—although I wanted to. Part of me wanted to run, as far and
as fast as I could, away from him and this place filled with bloodsuckers. Fear
clawed up my throat, threatening to choke me, making me want to gag. It was
only the memory of my sister’s face, the last time I’d glimpsed it as I looked
over my shoulder at her, that kept me from bolting. “She sounds lovely…”


“She has the same scent,” I
told him helpfully. “Well… similar. Kind of like—”


“Black licorice.” His gaze
took the same path as his fingers, eyes darkening as they settled on the pulse
at the base of my throat. I swallowed. “Yes, I remember now.”


“So, you did taste her?” 


He shook his head. “She was a
tempting morsel, but too rich for me.”


“How long ago?” I didn’t want
to seem too eager, even though I was. 


“A month, maybe a little less?”



A month. They could still be
in Paris, then. 


“Too rich?” I mused. “How
much was he charging for her?” 


Had she been with Alaric? I
wondered. 


That would be my next line of
inquiry. 


“Half a million.” Simon let
out a little laugh at the preposterous sum. 


I gulped. “How much?”


“The rumors about her run
rampant,” he said, meeting my eyes. There was a light there I didn’t much care
for. His memory of my sister had clearly returned. “Something about her blood
giving vampires the ability to stay awake during the day?”


My blood turned cold, like
ice water moving through my veins, sending goosebumps down my arms. I worked
hard not to let my fear show on my face, to not give Simon any indication that
the rumors he’d heard were, in fact, true. 


Alaric knew exactly how
powerful Lily’s blood was—and he knew that mine was even more powerful still.
I’d been afraid to come here, despite Lily’s desperate call, because while Lily
was a prize—like winning ten thousand on a scratch-off ticket in the lottery—I
was something else altogether. For a vampire, I was like winning the Powerball
jackpot. 


And Alaric knew it. 


But I couldn’t let this
vampire believe the rumors. 


“Ridiculous,” I scoffed, adding
an eye roll for emphasis, hoping he’d buy my ruse.


“Indeed.” Simon dropped me a
wink and I breathed an inward sigh of relief. “I’m sure it’s just something
he’s claiming so he can inflate her price.”


Thankfully, he believed me.
It was a crazy idea, anyway, like the vampire holy grail—a woman whose blood
could keep a vampire from falling asleep during the day. Vampires were a slave
to the sun, and their bodies simply stopped when it rose, like computers
powering down. It was probably a self-preserving mechanism, because going out
into the sun fried them to a crisp. 


If this vampire knew that he
had a woman sitting beside him whose blood would not only keep him awake during
the day, but would allow him to walk out into the sun without being harmed,
what would he do? 


It was a secret I kept
closely-guarded, but now I had to be even more vigilant, because I was in a
room surrounded by vampires. They had to all remain unaware of what my blood
could do for them. 


I glanced at Cora, who was
drinking her wine spritzer and looking around, but I knew she was listening to
everything we said. Thankfully, even Cora didn’t know my secret. 


“Sorry I couldn’t help you.”
Simon’s tone was truly regretful. 


“It’s okay.” I smiled. “Do
you remember—who is she bound to these days?” 


His brows went up in
surprise. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”


“You know sisters and their
squabbles.” 


Stay cool. Keep it casual, I told myself. 


“I never actually met the
vampire.” He shrugged. “She was being shown down on La Courneuve by his handlers.”


Well, that’s a clue we can use,
I thought, turning
to glance around the room, seeing if I could spot Ulrich. I wondered if he was
getting any more useful information from Madame
Darrieux.


“Excuse me,” I said to Simon,
slipping off my stool. He clearly had no more information for me, and it had
been long enough—I was going to find Ulrich on my own.


“I’ll come with you.” Cora
slid off her stool and took my hand. I gave her a puzzled look but didn’t
protest as she led me away from the bar. “La salle de bain is this way.” 


Oh—the bathroom. She thought,
of course, that I was excusing myself to use the restroom, and like most women,
she assumed I couldn’t accomplish that task alone. 


“Cora, I…” My words trailed
off as she led me through a swinging door with the universal figure of a woman
on it.


It was like walking into a
womb—everything inside was pink and soft and feminine. The walls were papered
in pale pink silk. The chairs and lounges were upholstered with cream-colored
silk or satin. And the room was filled with courtesans, in various stages of
dress, talking and laughing together, putting on makeup and fixing their hair,
or checking the seams in their stockings in the full-length mirrors. 


In one corner, I spotted a
vampire—a woman—feeding on a petite blonde courtesan whose head was thrown
back, eyes closed, her neck and cleavage exposed. The brunette vampire had her
fangs buried in the blonde’s breast. It was an intimate moment, like watching
someone have sex in public, and I couldn’t help the redness that crept into my
cheeks as I looked quickly away. 


“I didn’t have to—” I
started, looking at Cora, who squeezed my hand and pulled me over to one of the
long settees. 


“Oh, I know.” She sat,
patting the seat beside her. “I just wanted some time alone so we could catch
up.” 


I sank down beside her,
nervous now. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do any “catching up”—especially with
someone I’d known so long ago. There were plenty of memories I kept buried that
I didn’t particularly want to unearth. My gaze skipped over several of the
courtesans, settling again on the woman vampire feeding in the corner. The
little blonde clung to her mistress, her mouth slightly open, her body
trembling. She looked exactly as if she was having a silent, quivering orgasm,
and the sight of it made my body react, even though I tried to fight it. 


“I couldn’t walk away
either,” Cora leaned in to murmur this into my ear. “I couldn’t ever give this up.
Once you’ve had a vampire’s fangs buried in your flesh? There’s just no going
back…”


I
opened my mouth to protest, to tell her that you certainly could get out of
this life, but then remembered how I was dressed—and why we were here. I had to
keep up the ruse. My
gaze skimmed back to the corner where the vampire was feeding and I couldn't
help the way my body responded, a low burning sensation spreading through my
belly. I couldn't agree with Cora, exactly, but watching brought my memories to
the surface, and it seemed that while my head was horrified, my body had a
different reaction altogether. 


“So, what have you
been doing since...” Her voice trailed off and I knew why. She didn’t even want
to say his name, and I couldn’t blame her. 


“Oh, a little of
this, a little of that.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, although I didn’t want to
tell her the truth, either. She was under the impression that I was a blood
courtesan, and I wasn’t going to do anything to dispel that myth. “How about
you?”


“I graduated and
went to college,” she told me with a shrug, her gaze shifting to the feeding
vampire, too. I couldn’t seem to look away, either. “Got a liberal arts degree.
Worked in retail for a few years. Then I met Theresa over there at the gym.”


She pointed to a
courtesan wearing a deep blue velvet dress with a plunging neckline. Theresa was
a beautiful woman with long, thick, dark hair that she left partially flowing
down her back and a physique that showed she worked out on a regular basis. She
was touching up her makeup in the mirror and when saw Cora looking at her, she
winked and gave a little wave. 


“We’re roommates
now,” Cora said. “She thinks she introduced me to this world.”


“You didn’t tell
her?” I raised my eyebrows. “About before?”


Cora’s cheeks
reddened. “I don’t talk about it to anyone. Do you?” 


“No.” I shook my
head. I couldn’t blame her. “I never have.” 


“Anyway, Theresa
goes by Tiffany, and she’s paying for med school,” she went on. “She’s got a
long-term plan. Most of the girls here do. They know their days as a blood
courtesan are numbered. You know how vampires like young blood.” 


I nodded, making a
face. The younger the better, in some cases, I thought with a shiver. 


“Kendra—I think her
real name is Catherine?—she’s going to be a chiropractor.” Cora nodded at the
blonde standing next to Theresa-slash-Tiffany, both of them applying thick,
dark eyeliner. “Brooke is pre-law. She kept her own name. It was exotic enough.” 


Vampires liked
their girls with unusual names, too. It was probably one of the reasons our
mother had named us Lily and Poppy, keeping with the flower-theme—her own name
was Dahlia. While some women, like Tiffany, Kendra and Brooke, had plans after
their lives as blood courtesans, others—like my mother—were addicted to the
life. Most of those eventually became madames, ushering in new courtesans every
season, like debutantes in coming-out balls. 


“What about you?” I
asked Cora. “What are your plans... after?”


She shrugged, a
smile playing on her lips. “I’m hoping Simon will be part of my future. We’ll
see, I guess.”


I didn’t say
anything, but I felt sorry for her. She had gone back to a life I’d done
everything I could to not only escape, but to stay far away from. I couldn’t
understand it, or her reasons for returning. Although, when I looked back to
the vampire feeding in the corner, some part of me did understand it. 


When the
dark-haired vampire lifted her head and met my eyes, wiping blood from her
lips, I actually gasped out loud. 


“Cora,” I
whispered, swallowing hard and nudging her, but it seemed she already
knew. 


“I’ve been waiting
for her to finish,” Cora said, finding my hand and squeezing it. “I thought you’d
like to see Trinity again.” 


My knees were too
weak to stand, let alone run, as the vampire in the corner rose and seemed to
float toward us. Her eyes were a luminescent green, her face flushed from her
recent feed, her lips full and red. She smiled as she approached, not hiding
her fangs, and for a moment, I felt like I was going to faint. It was
old-home-week here in Paris, of all places. I never would have expected to meet
Cora again, and especially not Trinity. 


“Poppy.” Trinity
stretched her hand out and caught mine. Hers was warm, an unusual state for a
vampire, but she’d just fed. “So good to see you.”


I just nodded. I
couldn’t say the same—not exactly. 


“Although I have to
say, I’m a little surprised.” Trinity’s dark brows arched, her eyes searching
mine.  I felt her probing my mind and resisted, pushing back. “Are you
here alone?”


Her question hung
there and I remembered Ulrich, who might be out at the bar looking for me right
that very moment. I let his image fill my mind, seeing Trinity’s brows rise
even more, an understanding flickering over her features. 


“Ah, you have a
master, then?” 


I had to work hard
not to dispel that myth. It wasn’t hard to stay quiet, but it was a lot harder
to keep my mind focused on Ulrich in a positive light, as my “master.” 


“I dragged her in
here.” Cora smiled at Trinity. “So, we could catch up.” 


“I’m actually
looking for my sister,” I confessed, doing my best to keep my mind closed
otherwise. Trinity was probing gently, clearly curious. Good thing I was a pro
at reciting f-stops in my head. “You remember Lily?”


“Of course.”
Trinity’s smile widened. “You were both very... special.” 


To say the least, I
thought, feeling another little shiver go through me at the way Trinity’s gaze
moved over my throat and down to my cleavage. Back then, she’d been restricted
from feeding from us, but we didn’t have that barrier between us anymore. 


“Do you know... I
mean, have you seen her?” I tried not to appear too eager or to give too much
away. She’d probably already gleaned too much already. 


“The last time I
saw Lily...” Trinity’s pale brow crinkled just slightly. “I guess it was about a
month ago… in New Orleans.”


I perked up at
that, my breath caught in my throat. 


“I went to an
engagement party for an acquaintance,” Trinity went on. “Turns out your sister
was the bride-to-be.” 


I couldn’t have
been more surprised. I sat there, gaping at her, as she continued. 


“I never thought
anyone would tie that particular vampire down,” Trinity laughed, then wrinkled
her nose. “I’ve never understood vampires marrying humans... but your sister—well,
Lily’s special, isn’t she?” 


I just nodded,
still not sure I could breathe. Lily had married a vampire? Which vampire, was
the question? I looked at Cora and saw the same fear reflected in her
eyes. 


“So, she... was she
with...” I tried to say his name and couldn’t, quite.


“Did she happen to
marry Alaric?” Cora managed. 


“No. God, no!”
Trinity shook her dark head and I felt relief flood my limbs. “His name was Aron,
if I remember correctly. I was kind of hoping to see you there...” 


I wasn’t about to
tell her that I hadn’t see my sister in years. 


“And I’m so sorry
about your mother… and your aunt.” I couldn’t handle the sympathetic look on her
face. Finding out they were both gone had nearly ended me. 


“Lily and I are...
uh... kind of estranged.” That was as much as I was willing to share.


“But you’re looking
for her now?”


That probing again.
I tried to shut her down—and she knew I was doing it. 


“She...” I
swallowed. “I think she might be in trouble.” 


The fact that my
sister had married someone was information I was still processing. I was glad
that it hadn’t been Alaric, although the fact that it was a vampire union didn’t
thrill me. 


“Alaric?” Trinity
guessed, given Cora’s inquiry. “He’s bad news.”


Of course, all
three of us knew that. We’d all escaped from Hell House. Yet, here we were. 


“Do you have any
contact info for Lily?” I asked. “Or even... for Aron?” 


If I could find
Lily’s husband—it was so weird to think of her as having a husband—maybe I
could find her. Or at least ask him some questions about her whereabouts. 


“Sorry.” Trinity
shook her head. “I just went last-minute as a favor to a friend. He needed to
bring a date.” 


“What about him?” I
asked. “Your friend, I mean. Can I have his name and info?”


“He’s back in
America, I believe.” Trinity shrugged, reaching into her pocket and pulling out
a cell phone. “But I can text you his info if you want.” 


My phone was back
at the room, but I gave her my number and she forwarded her vampire friend’s
information. It was the closest I’d come to finding out anything about Lily and
I was grateful for any leads I could gather. I wondered how Ulrich was
faring—and if it was out in the bar, looking for me. I knew he’d be angry, if
he found I hadn’t followed his instruction to stay at the bar and not speak to
anyone. But I wasn’t sorry I’d disobeyed. 


“Cora!” A courtesan
burst into the bathroom, calling her name. “Simon’s looking for you.” 


“I’ve got to get
back out there.” Cora stood, glancing down at me. “You coming?” 


“Yes.” I stood,
wobbling only a little in my heels. “Thank you again, Trinity.” 


“I hope you find
her,” the vampire said, putting a hand on my arm, her eyes looking truly
concerned. 


Cora’s hand slipped
into mine. I felt her comforting presence, and I leaned against her just a
little for support. It was strange to find her here, someone who not only knew
the truth, but who had lived it. There weren’t many who did know, and far too
many were willing to look the other way once they did find out. 


“Thank you for the info about Lily,” I told
Trinity, and I meant it. I could have been angry at her, but it was hard to
hold a grudge against a vampire who had been enslaved by Alaric, just as I had.
She’d gone her own way, when she’d gotten the chance. “It’s good to know she
found someone. That she was…” 


What? Happy? Had she been? I wondered. With
this vampire she’d married? Had he turned her—or perhaps, he intended to? Or
had he been using her, like vampires had tried to use the both of us, all of
our lives? Had he sold her out to Alaric, in the end? All of these thoughts
were rising to the surface and I didn’t have time to turn each one of them over
to examine them thoroughly. They were all a jumble, confused and tangled. 


But part of me—the best, deepest part of
me—truly wanted her to have known happiness. Even if it had been with a
vampire. However briefly. 


“She was,” Trinity assured me, squeezing my
forearm. Her hand was still warm from her fresh feed and her eyes were full of
sympathy. “She was very happy on her wedding day.”


I nodded, trying to swallow around the lump
in my throat. “Thank you.” 


“If I hear anything, I’ll let you know,”
Trinity assured me as we turned to go. “I promise.” 


“Thanks,” I said again as Cora led me out
the bathroom door and back into the bar. 


“You okay?” Cora murmured, squeezing my
hand. 


“Fine,” I lied, giving her a fake smile.
Thank God, Cora was human—she couldn’t read my mind. “I really appreciate your
help. More than you could know.” 


“At least Trinity knew something,” Cora
said, her gaze scanning the room and finding Simon. She smiled and gave him a
little wave. “Sorry Simon wasn’t more of a help. He knows everyone—I thought
for sure he’d have heard something.” 


“You go ahead,” I urged, nudging her toward
her vampire master. “I’ll just have a seat at the bar and wait for my… friend.”



Cora’s fair brows went up at that, but she
squeezed my hand and pecked my cheek before heading over to the group of
courtesans that surrounded Simon. 


I slid onto a bar stool, facing away from
them, and ordered another Coke from the bartender. My mind was still reeling
with this new information and I sipped my drink, trying to process it. I’d
spent years trying to find my sister after we were separated, although my
resources had been severely limited. I’d never forgotten her, although over
time, I’d been forced to accept the fact that she clearly didn’t want to be
found, wherever she was. Either that, or she’d been taken underground, where no
one could find her…


Maybe this marriage of hers meant it had
been the former, not the latter. That, at least, was a relief. 


But it made the fact that Alaric was
somehow back in the picture much more alarming. Because he’d found her again.
Maybe this new vampire husband of hers had sold her out. Or maybe Alaric had
stolen her out from under her new husband’s nose. It wouldn’t have been the
first time Alaric had taken what he wanted, damn the possible consequences or
the people he might hurt. 


What I did know now, almost for certain,
was that Alaric was using Lily to bring me to him. Lily was a prize, but I was
the jackpot. 


“Are you really as valuable as your
sibling?” Simon’s breath smelled like whiskey as he leaned in to ask his
question, his mouth near my ear. I worked hard not to stiffen against him and
pull away. 


I didn’t look around for
Cora, although I had the feeling she was watching. Simon had called her out of
the bathroom, but now that he had moved in beside me, I wondered if this had
been his motivation all along. 


“More.” I gave him a tight
smile as he slid up on the bar stool beside me.


“More than half a million?”
He looked incredulous—and curious. I knew I should keep my mouth shut. This
wasn’t something to brag about, especially here, where I was playing the role
of a blood courtesan and trying to blend in. 


“More than double.” I wasn’t
lying. 


Alaric had always charged
more for me than he had for Lily, and with good reason.


He gave a low whistle,
standing so he towered over me. He was long and lean, not thick and rugged like
Ulrich, but body type didn’t matter with vampires. They were all incredibly
strong, capable of far more than humans. I managed to stay perfectly still, not
flinching or moving away from him as he gazed down at me, but my heart
thundered so loud in my chest, I was afraid he would hear it. 


“Are you really worth more
than a million dollars?” His hand moved to the side of my neck, tilting my
head. I felt slightly nauseous, but I let him do it, going along—the ultimate
sign of human submission to a vampire. He gasped when I did that, his gaze
going to the hollow of my throat where I could feel my heart, beating so hard
and fast, surely he could actually see it.


“That’s a bargain.” I felt
his thumb pressing, taking my pulse, trying to keep my thoughts hidden. 


If this vampire had any idea
what my blood was capable of, I knew he’d sink his fangs into my neck right
there in front of everyone. 


That image paralyzed me with
fright. But there was another feeling, one I’d rarely let myself feel in a
vampire’s presence, that fought my fear for dominance—and that was anger. If I’d
had the means, in that moment, to separate this vampire’s head from his neck, I
would have used it. Maybe it was really my anger at Alaric that was coming out,
but regardless—it was real, the feeling.


“What are you doing here, all
alone?” He leaned in, his body parting my thighs. 


I knew then that I’d made a
mistake, bragging about my worth. This vampire had grown far too curious. I had
the feeling that Simon wanted me now—whatever the cost. And maybe, if I was
alone and unprotected, he thought he could do so for free? 


But I wasn’t about to let
that happen.


My hands, clammy and
trembling slightly, clenched into automatic fists. I didn’t know if he meant to
kiss me or taste me, but I wouldn’t allow either. The holy water tucked into my
cleavage was my last resort but, the minute he showed his fangs, I was going to
use it. 


“She’s not alone.” 


My quivering hand hovered
over my cleavage when I heard his voice, and I’d never been so glad to see
anyone in my life when Ulrich appeared, growling at the French vampire. 


“Keep your goddamned fangs in
your mouth.” Ulrich grabbed Simon by the lapels, peeling him away from me as I
sagged against the bar in relief. I suddenly felt boneless, and if I hadn’t
held myself up, I might have ended up sliding off the stool, puddled on the
floor. 


“Excusez-moi.” Surprised at
the sudden onslaught, Simon held his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t know she
was yours.” 


Ulrich let him go suddenly,
turning to grab me, and I found myself being passed from one vampire to another
like a piece of meat. Heads turned as he dragged me out of the bar, his thick arm
around my waist, squeezing me so hard I could barely breathe. He slammed the
big, black doors behind us and pressed me against them with the full weight of
his body as I squirmed, trying to get away.


“Let me go.” My words came
out in just a hiss of air, my heart beating double-time against the solid wall
of his chest. 


“I told you not to talk to
anyone.” I saw the flash of his fangs as he sneered at me. He was so close, I
could smell the fruit of wine on his breath. He’d obviously been drinking
upstairs with Madame Darrieux. 


“But Ulrich,” I squeaked,
trying to wiggle away, but he had me completely pinned. “I found out—”


“I don’t care what you found
out, if that’s the way you had to elicit the information,” he snarled, his big
hand rising up to encircle my neck. I gasped, my head tilting to the side without
a second thought, the same sign of submission I’d shown to Simon. 


Ulrich’s eyes met mine. They
were on fire, lit from the inside, burning with something bigger than both of
us.


“Where did you learn that?”
he whispered. 


I felt his body trembling
against mine, but I didn’t know if it was from rage or desire. 


I shook my head, too stunned
to speak. 


“You offered yourself to him!”
His grip tightened around my throat. I could still breathe but barely. 


“Is that what this is about?”
I panted. “You’re jealous?” 


He let out a howl that send
gooseflesh up and down my arms. I cried out when he bent me back, his thick arm
wedged against my lower spine, the other forcing my head to the side. His lips
moved over the soft skin of my throat and I felt the graze of his teeth. Not
his fangs but his teeth. He nipped at me, nosing my ear and letting out a low
groan of pain. 


“Ulrich?” I whispered when he
stopped, just holding me tight. His arms shook, as if I weighed a great deal. I
gave a little whimper, afraid he wouldn’t let me go—and more afraid that he
would. 


I felt the press of his thickly
muscled thigh between mine, and wondered if he might just collapse on top of me,
taking both of us to the floor. And in that moment, I wanted exactly that. My
anger at being paraded around like a blood courtesan and dragged out of the bar
like I was a child simply dissolved the moment I was in his arms. His mouth
moved against my throat and I knew he was saying something, but I couldn’t
understand him. Not that it mattered. In that moment, our bodies were speaking
some other language.


My arms went around his neck
without a second thought and I knew he could read my mind. But I didn’t care. I
wanted him to. Despite myself, I wanted him—inside me, fangs and all. God help
me, but I did. For a moment, I gave into the feeling, helpless, my body melting
against him. I could feel him probing inside my head, like he was turning my
carnal thoughts over in his hands, and then dropping them as if he’d been
burned. 


“No,” he croaked, pulling
away. He let me go so suddenly, I almost went to my knees. I would have, if he
hadn’t caught my elbow. But he kept me at arm’s length, shaking me, making my
teeth chatter. “Goddamnit, Poppy—no!” 


“No?” I breathed, looking up
at him with wide, confused eyes. It felt as if I was in a trance. Had he
compelled me somehow? The longing I had for him lingered, like a scent in the
air, making me feel heady. 


His face was a cloud of
anger, brows drawn, gaze narrowing at me, like this was all my fault. 


I shivered. What had I been
thinking? The fact was, I hadn’t been thinking at all. I had offered myself to
him, just the way a blood courtesan would. 


A sudden wave of guilt and
shame washed over me. 


The reason I had grown so
fond of this vampire in the first place was because he was different. Because
he abstained, when it was so difficult, to fight those constant cravings, his basic
instinct, his very nature.


And I had tempted him. 


Who was the real monster
here? I wondered, shrinking back against the door when he reached for my hand.


“We need to go,” he said. 


Then he turned and stalked
toward the front door. 


I stayed there for a moment,
trying to catch my breath, regain my composure. 


Then I followed, trying not
to trip in my heels down the stairs, back into the limo. 


I tried to talk to him a few
times as the car sped through the streets of Paris, but he just held his hand
up to silence me, glowering out the window. I managed to calm down a little,
trying to make sense of what had just happened. 


Then it came to me—when I had
tilted my head, offering myself to him, it had been the last straw. He’d been
upstairs with the blood courtesans, with the Madame herself, unable to slack
his thirst. I could imagine him in the midst of them all, clamoring for his
attention and affection, while he tried to ply Madame Darrieux for
information about my missing sister. 


Here he was, doing this all
for my benefit, and then he comes back to find me in the arms of another
vampire—never mind the reason—trying to take something from me that Ulrich
couldn’t have. No wonder he’d been so frustrated and angry. I couldn’t blame
him. 


And what did I do? Instead of
having any sympathy whatsoever, I pretty much just waved myself in front of him
like a bone in front of a hungry dog. 


I closed my eyes, feeling a
little sick to my stomach, and it wasn’t the motion of the car. This, too, had
been another reason for my move to Alaska. When there were no other people
around, I didn’t have to think about or deal with things like feelings. They
were much easier to hide and bury when it was just me, alone on the frozen
tundra. 


Because every time I let them
in, the biggest, most overwhelming one that settled like a weighted mantle
around my shoulders, was shame. And guilt. The two of them mixed together like
noxious fumes, making me dizzy and sick. 


I touched the window, leaning
in to look out at the blur of the city, wondering if Lily was out there, if we
would ever find her. Please don’t let it be too late. Another wave of
guilt made my stomach ache. 


“Ulrich…” I decided to try again,
sliding across the seat, a little closer to him. 


“Poppy, stay over there.” He barely
glanced at me, his voice strained. “Please.” 


“Sorry.” I slid back, biting
my lip. “I didn’t realize… it must have been very hard for you, being at La
Salle de Sang…” 


He let out a strangled laugh,
his eyes closing for a moment, rubbing one finger between his furrowed brow. 


“I mean, being surrounded by
so many courtesans,” I went on, doing my best to let him know I was trying to
understand what it must have been like for him. “All that temptation… I get it…”


“Poppy.” My name in his mouth
stopped me as he turned away from the window. “It wasn’t being back at La Salle de Sang.”


I blinked. “I just mean… I
understand, it must have been hard for you.”


“No.” He was beside me so fast
it made my head spin. It was instantaneous. His hands gripped my upper arms, and
I almost yelped in pain. “It wasn’t hard then. It’s hard now. Right. Now.” 


“Oh…” I swallowed.


“It’s you.” He lowered his
forehead to mine, making my vision swim. 


“Me?” I breathed.


“I’ve never had a blood call
I couldn’t resist…” He closed his eyes, looking pained. “But this… you…”


“Me…” I whispered again,
hanging my head, feeling awash with guilt.


Of course, it was me. 


Then the car stopped in front
of our hotel and he was gone. 


 







CHAPTER
SEVEN


Ulrich had booked the
penthouse suite, so I needed a key card for the elevator—which I didn’t have—to
get up to the room. Thankfully, the porter remembered me, and eventually, after
a lot of hand gestures and stumbling, he understood my broken explanation in
French. He swiped his key card for me and sent me up to the penthouse. The door
opened into a comfortable foyer with a gas fireplace that was lit. The chair
beside it looked so inviting, I was tempted to just curl up and take a nap
right there. The anxiety and stress of the past few days—and the jet lag—was
all catching up to me. 


But I was too eager to get to
my phone. Maybe the lead Trinity had left me in a text would lead me to Lily, I
thought, taking a deep breath and opened the door to our suite. 


The penthouse was the whole
top floor. I didn’t even know if Ulrich had come back to the room. I listened
for him as I shut the door quietly behind me. The living area was decorated in
typical French overkill—lots of cream colored satin and silk brocade. No
Ulrich, I observed, stepping out of my heels and rubbing my sore feet as I
leaned back against the door. 


The thick, plush, white
carpet felt amazing on my bare feet as I walked through the sitting area, past
the kitchenette, and headed down the short hallway. The door at the very end
was the bathroom, which connected my room to Ulrich’s, a setup strangely
similar to the one at his place. I hesitated outside the door to my room. The
bed inside was calling my name. But some part of me just couldn’t resist. I
opened the door to Ulrich’s room. 


The bed was still made. No
sign of him. 


Just to make sure, I called
out. “Ulrich?” 


I couldn’t shake the memory
of the way he’d grabbed me and scented me, the feel of his lips against my skin
which had made me weak at the knees. the look in his eyes when he’d confessed
how hard he was finding it to resist me. 


To be honest, I felt awful
about it. I had no love for vampires, but this one—he was different. Ulrich had
made a very painful choice and here I was, getting in the way of his “sobriety”.
If he had been an alcoholic, I was like a walking bar, constantly right under
his nose. 


I sat down on the bed,
rubbing the arch of my foot with my thumb—I was so not used to wearing heels—as
I grabbed my phone off the night stand. There was a text from Trinity, as
promised. The contact information was for a vampire named Liam. I started
composing a text, then decided that wouldn’t be personal enough, so I called
instead. 


The phone went to message,
and I started talking. I told Liam I was Poppy’s estranged sister, that I
thought she might be in trouble, and wondered if he wouldn’t mind giving me her
husband’s contact information. I gave him my number and asked him to call or
text me as soon as possible. 


With a sigh, I put my phone
back on the charger, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror over the
bureau. I didn’t look like myself and I didn’t feel like myself, either. I sort
of felt as if I’d been in a dream-state since that fateful moment on the tundra,
when my sister had reached out—somehow—to tell me she was in trouble. Saved
from wolves by a wolf—who was really a vampire—taken down into his underground
lair, and now, here I was in Paris, searching in vain for a sibling I hadn’t
seen in years. 


What in the hell was I doing?
I’d abandoned everything—including the wolves and my assignment for National
Geographic—to fly to Paris with a stranger, a vampire no less, on a wild goose
chase. For a sibling I hadn’t thought about in a very long time. 


That was a memory I’d worked
hard to forget. But when I’d heard Lily cry out, in real pain, it had brought
it all back. Instantaneously. I was a little girl again, sobbing, calling out
for my sister, feeling her, like a missing part of me, as the bus pulled
away.


It should have been me, Lily.


“Poppy?” 


I startled, looking up to
find Ulrich standing in front of the open bathroom door, water running in
little rivulets down his broad chest, a towel wrapped around his hips. It didn’t
cover much—it was like a dish towel on his big frame—and I quickly averted my
gaze. I’d been so lost in thought, I hadn’t even heard the bathroom door open.


“Sorry,” I mumbled,
practically tripping over my dress, wondering how I was going to get past him
and escape. “I didn’t know you were here.” 


“No, I’m sorry.” He took me
by the upper arms as I tried to edge by him. His hands were wet and my arms
were bare. That was the reason I shivered when he touched me—at least, that’s
what I told myself, as I finally looked up to meet his gaze. “I shouldn’t have…
I didn’t mean to leave you. I just… I had to take...” 


“A cold shower?” I suggested
when his words trailed off. 


He chuckled. “Something like
that.” 


“I don’t mean to be… a
temptation.” I swallowed, shivering again, although this time I wasn’t so sure
it was from cold. “I can’t… help it. It’s always been this way.”


“Been what way?” He cocked
his head at me and I noticed how much his hair curled when it was wet. 


I looked away from him,
biting my lip, trying to keep old memories from surfacing. 


“Hey.” He squeezed my arms
gently, getting my attention. “No more f-stops. Tell me.”


I shook my head, trying to
avoid his eyes again. “It doesn’t matter.”


“What if it does?” He let me
go when I sighed and shook him off. 


I went over to the window,
looking down at the most romantic city in the world, feeling decidedly
unromantic. Behind me, I heard him getting dressed in the silence between us.
Somewhere out there was my sister. I could almost feel her, if I closed my eyes
and concentrated hard enough, like a second heartbeat running next to my own.
Like we’d been in the womb, side by side, separate, but always together. And as
opposite as we seemed on the outside, strangely similar on the inside. In so
many ways. 


“I just want to help.” Ulrich
moved to stand behind me and I could see his reflection in the glass. Part of me was still wary of
this vampire—of any vampire—but another part of me said he could be trusted. He’d
proven that, saving me from the wolves, taking me to his underground lair,
flying me out here to help me find Lily. But could I trust him with my secrets,
with the things I kept hidden from everyone, the things I’d run away from?


All the things that had come
back to me tonight, seeing Cora and Trinity again.


“Hemingway said you have to
be careful about absinthe. It tastes exactly like remorse, yet it takes it
away,” I said softly, looking past his reflection in the window at the lights
of the city below. “It’s an acquired taste. But once you taste it… it’s
powerful. And very addictive.” 


“Indeed.” His reflection
nodded. “Bottled at 70% alcohol. But it’s the thujone in the wormwood it’s made
from that makes it a hallucinogen—and so addictive.” 


“Right.” I swallowed. “Lily
is my twin. We’re not identical, obviously. But… we share the same blood, to
some degree. The same… taste.”


“I could smell you a mile
away.” His eyes, even reflected, were dark and hungry and I felt my knees
wanting to buckle. Vampires were like sharks in that way—they could smell a
drop of blood miles away, and differentiate it, too. “Black licorice.”


I nodded, slowly, in
agreement, wondering how much I should tell him. How much I could tell him. My
throat felt tight, constricted, like my body was resisting my confession. But I’d
trusted him this far, hadn’t I?


“Statistically speaking, most
people hate black licorice,” I told him. “But… some people love it. And those
people… well, they really love it.”


“So, you and your sister… you’re
like black licorice for vampires?”


“Sort of.” I chewed my lower
lip thoughtfully. “We repel most vampires. But for those who find us appealing,
I guess we’re a little like heroin.” 


“That explains your sister’s
high price point.” Ulrich sighed. “Madame Darrieux
said she’d heard rumors of a courtesan being sold
at half a million a night.” 


“She’s very valuable,” I
agreed, feeling my chest constricting at the thought of my sister with Alaric.
I didn’t want to tell Ulrich the full extent of why we were so valuable. Not
yet. I just let him believe we were just more addictive than most. “More
valuable than most vampires realize. If your brother has her… he knows her real
worth—and I think he wants me, too.” 


“You?” Ulrich’s spine
straightened at my words. “Why?”


“I think…” I closed my eyes,
leaning my forehead against the glass, finally saying out loud what I’d been
thinking all along. “That maybe this is some sort of trap. A way to lure me
back…”


“Back?” Ulrich’s hands on my
shoulders, turning me abruptly to face him. “Back where?” 


I couldn’t look at him, so he
grabbed my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.


“Poppy!” His voice was no
longer gentle or coaxing. He was demanding now. “Tell me! Back where?”


“Back to the life.” An
involuntary shudder went through me. 


“You were a blood courtesan.”
His face showed this revelation, a sort of dawning horror. “That’s how you knew
what to do… how to offer yourself…” 


“Not voluntarily.” I jerked
my chin out of his hand, trying to escape, but he gripped my upper arms,
keeping me close. “Some of us don’t choose that life. Isn’t that what you said?”



“You were a blood slave?” His
look of horror deepened, fingers digging into my flesh. “Oh Poppy…”


I didn’t object when he
pulled me even closer, my cheek against the buttons of his shirt. His big arms
enveloped me, his body solid against the soft press of my own. 


“I’m so sorry,” he whispered
into my hair and I felt his lips brush coolly against my forehead. “No wonder
you hate us.”


“You have no idea.” My voice
sounded small and far away to me. Maybe it was the safety of his arms around me
or the jetlag and my exhaustion wearing me down, or maybe it was just the last
vestige of my defenses finally falling away, but I suddenly found myself
telling him things I’d never told anyone before. 


“I was five years old the
first time a vampire fed from me,” I choked out. 


Ulrich growled something in a
language I didn’t recognize, his arms tightening around me. Then he gathered me
up and carried me to the bed, folding me into his arms as he sat on the edge.
His lips brushed the top of my head and he rocked me, slowly, like a baby. 


“You can tell me,” he
whispered hoarsely. “You’re safe here. I promise you.”


I’d never felt safe in the
presence of a vampire, but with him, it was different. He was different. And I
was tired of mentally keeping him at arm’s length. It was exhausting.


“Our mother was a blood
courtesan,” I began. “But I didn’t know that until I was five and we were
supposed to start kindergarten. Until then, I just knew our mother worked at a
job that kept her away from us for long stretches at a time.”


“Who raised you?” 


“Our aunt, Marigold. We just
called her Mari.” If I closed my eyes, I could still see her sweet, smiling
face. She’d been the one who told us stories and tucked us in at night, who
taught us how to read by the time we were four, who kept us safe and secluded
from the world outside. They’d been identical twins, and Mari was like my
mother’s kinder, gentler doppelganger, someone as completely present and
devoted to us as our mother was absent. 


“Another flower-sister,”
Ulrich murmured, his lips against my forehead. 


“Yes.” I nodded. “My mother’s
name is Dahlia. But it was my aunt who named us.”


“She was like a mother to
you?” 


“My first mother.” I felt a
lump growing in my throat. I hadn’t thought of Mari in years. “I had many after
her. But none of them were ever really mine.” 


“Dahlia gave you both up to
continue her life as a blood courtesan?” Ulrich guessed. 


I shrugged. “She didn’t know
anything else.” 


“But a pregnancy would
automatically break her contract. How could she hide it—especially with twins?”
Ulrich sounded doubtful. “The minute she started showing, she would have been
replaced. No Madame would allow a pregnant woman in her charge.” 


“Mari took her place, once my
mother started to show,” I explained, lifting my head to look at him. “They
were identical twins, my mother and her sister.” 


His eyebrows went up at that.
“And your mother went back to the life after giving birth?”


“When we were about five or six
weeks old. That’s when they switched again.” 


“And no one ever questioned
it or found out?”


“Eventually, yes... someone
discovered their secret.” I shuddered, closing my eyes again and leaning my
cheek against his shoulder. Ulrich gently smoothed my hair, still held up by
pins and clips put in by Madame Darrieux and her crew. “That’s when they took us.” 


“She must have known the
consequences.” His voice sounded pained. “Any blood courtesan who hides a
pregnancy knows what will happen if she’s discovered.” 


“She knew,” I said. “But I
think, to the two of them—my mother and my aunt—it seemed like the perfect
solution. Mari couldn’t have children—and Dahlia couldn’t keep any, because she
was a blood courtesan.”


“You must know the standard
rule.”


“Termination or
termination.” I made a face, quoting an oft-repeated phrase in blood
courtesan circles. 


The fact was, vampires couldn’t
get humans pregnant, so if a blood courtesan conceived, they’d already broken
their contract by having human-to-human relations. All blood courtesan
contracts came standard with a pregnancy clause. If a blood courtesan did get
pregnant, she would be allowed to terminate that pregnancy and continue as a
courtesan. But only once. If it happened again, she would be removed from the
program forever. And, buried in the fine print, was the consequence I knew
Ulrich was referring to—if she somehow managed to hide a pregnancy and give
birth while still working as a blood courtesan, that child would be forfeit.
She would be forced to give it to the Madame, who would then place the child to
be raised into vampire-service. 


“What about your father?” he
asked. “Where was he in all this?”


I shook my head. “I never
knew him.” 


“So, who discovered you?”
Ulrich prompted me softly. 


“One of my mother’s regular
clients.” I felt his arms tighten around me, as if he knew telling him this
required an even safer place. 


The vampire’s face loomed in
my mind, his name surfacing, although I didn’t say it. 


“Alaric,” Ulrich breathed,
his body going stiff with anger. “He was the one who took you?”


I nodded miserably. “I saw
him for the first time at the park. Mari took us there while all the other kids
were in school and let us play on the empty playground.” 


He didn’t press me when I
paused, the memory like bile in my throat I had to swallow past. 


“We were playing hide and
seek,” I remembered. “Lily was ‘it,’ and I went to hide up in the high tower on
the play structure. That’s where he was hiding, too.” 


Ulrich rocked me, just a
slight movement, back and forth, as I told him what happened. 


“I’d never seen a vampire
before,” I confessed. “But I knew not to talk to strangers. He grabbed me when
I tried to escape and put his hand over my mouth so I couldn’t scream. There was
a little window in the tower and I could see Lily facing a tree down there on
the ground, counting up to one-hundred.”


I could see Mari, too, I remembered.
She was on a park bench, glasses perched on her freckled nose, reading a
paperback and glancing up occasionally to check on us. I knew she couldn’t save
me from this man, this stranger. And I knew, too, that if Lily somehow managed
to look for me up there, that she would be in just as much danger as I now
found myself in. 


My five-year-old perspective
made the man seem huge. He filled all the available space in that enclosed
place, his arms around me in an impossible-to-break grip. I didn’t know at the
time how true that was—how strong he was, how difficult to escape from or
resist vampires really were. Their strength was inhuman, their appetite
insatiable, and their ability to bind you to them inescapable. 


“Did he taste you?” Ulrich’s
voice seemed very controlled, like he was having a hard time keeping it low and
even. 


I nodded, my face flooding
with the heat of shame. I didn’t understand it, not then. I just knew I couldn’t
breathe, with his big hand over my mouth and nose, and then I felt something
hot and horrible, the sharp prick of his fangs, like the sting of a bee. And
then… a sort of sweet euphoria. 


I could see Lily outside
through the distorted glass, looking behind trees, heading toward the play
structure, but it all felt very far away. I still couldn’t breathe very well
but it didn’t seem to matter anymore. I stopped struggling. I stopped trying to
scream. I went limp against the man, like a rag doll, as he drank his fill from
my helpless body. 


I remember him letting out a
groan when he stopped, holding me so tight I thought my ribs would break. I
heard him swear, words I’d only heard a few times before Mari changed the cable
television channel. And I felt his hand, the one that had been covering my
mouth, moving down my torso. Something in me had woken up in that moment.
Somehow, I knew I only had one chance to get away from him, while he was still
dazed by what he’d done to me. 


“I ran away,” I told Ulrich. “I
don’t know how. I think maybe he was in a kind of stupor, after drinking from
me. My blood seems to have that effect…”


“A vampire who would drink
from a child…” Ulrich swallowed, his throat clicking audibly. “Is the worst
kind of vermin. You have to know, that’s against every vampire law. No vampire
should ever drink from or turn a child. It’s absolutely forbidden.” 


“Yeah, well… who was going to
stop him?” I let out a little laugh, one that almost sounded hysterical. “It’s
not like you guys have vampire-police or anything.” 


“Actually, we do.” He met my
curious gaze. “There are all sorts of vampires, Poppy, just like there are all
sorts of people. But most vampires, if they came across that… thing… who
violated you…” His hold tightened around me as he talked. “He’d lose his
fucking head in a heartbeat.”


“Ulrich,” I managed, squirming
in his lap. “Can’t breathe…”


“Sorry,” he apologized,
loosening his hold around my ribs. “I just… my God, Poppy, five-years-old… My
brother doesn’t deserve to live. He doesn’t even deserve to be undead.” 


I felt a smile creeping over
my face, one that felt very twisted and strange. “At least we were only sold to
the highest bidders—once we’d gone through our training.”


Ulrich swore again in a
language I couldn’t identify—how I knew it was profanity, I don’t know, but I
did. The dark look on his face was enough to convey what he was thinking. 


“How long?” he finally asked.
I could see a muscle in his jaw working when he paused. “How long were you…?”


He couldn’t even finish the
sentence. 


“We were ten, almost eleven,
when we were rescued.” 


When I was rescued. But Lily…?


“Your sister… she went back?”
Ulrich asked after a moment’s silence, like he was reading my mind. Damned
vampire psychics! I tried to block him out again, shutting the door on that
memory as fast as I could.


“She…” I bit my lip, trying
not to remember the stricken look on my sister’s face the last time I’d seen
her. “She got left behind…”


“So, she never left?” Ulrich
asked, sounding defeated. 


“I don’t know,” I confessed,
and that was the truth. I had a lot of survivor’s guilt I still carried around.
I wouldn’t have come all the way to Paris to find her, knowing she was in some
kind of trouble, if I didn’t feel something for her. She was still my sister—my
twin—and would always be a part of me. Even if I had run as far away from the
life we’d been abducted into as I could, once I was free. 


The truth was, after she’d
made her sacrifice for me, I hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with
vampires, ever again. Yes, I’d looked for her—but had I looked hard enough?
Long enough? I should have kept looking, combing the planet, to the ends of the
earth.


Instead, I’d given up.


In the end, had my freedom
meant more to me than my own sister? And if so, what did that make me?


A monster.


“Poppy, you’re not a monster.”
Ulrich’s hands cupped my face, turning me to look at him. His eyes glinted in
the low light. “I’m a monster. Alaric is a monster. You’re… you’re just
human. You were a little girl. You had no power.”


“I do now.” I swallowed past
the lump in my throat. 


“And you’re here,” he
reminded me, using his thumbs to swipe at the tears I was trying to will not to
fall—but they fell anyway. “You came when she called for you.”


I shuddered, turning my face
into him, putting my arms around his neck and letting my tears fall onto the
collar of his clean, white shirt, smearing it with mascara. 


“It’s going to be all right,”
he murmured into my hair, holding me even closer. “We’ll find her.”


“I don’t know what I would
have done if you hadn’t been there that day on the tundra,” I sobbed, feeling a
weight on my chest, an immovable object. 


“You don’t have to thank me
again.” He kissed the top of my head, rocking me gently. “I’m glad I was there.”


“No, I mean it!” I sniffed,
wincing at the words forming in my mouth, but I had to say them out loud. I had
to confess to someone. “Ulrich, I think… if you hadn’t been there, if you hadn’t
offered to bring me to Paris... I don’t know… would I have just ignored her?” 


He didn’t say anything but
his hand stroked my hair, soothing. 


“I know it sounds awful,” I
choked out. “I think I blocked most of it out. I had to… what we went
through… it was so… awful…”


“I can’t even imagine.” His
voice was thick with emotion. 


“And to think of her… growing
up there…” I shuddered again, squirming in his lap as if I could physically get
away from the surfacing thoughts. “I guess I’d always hoped… prayed… that she
had escaped somehow. But now… if it’s all she’s ever known. How can I save her?
Even if we find her, how… how can we reach her?”


All I could hope was that
Lily had escaped. That this vampire she married didn’t have anything to do with
Alaric. And that we could find her before Alaric did something awful to her.
That reminded me, I hadn’t told Alaric about meeting Trinity and Cora, or
relayed the information I’d gleaned about my sister’s possible whereabouts. 


“She called for you,
remember?” he reminded me softly. “She wants you. She needs your help.”


“Or Alaric forced her to call
me.” That horridly pragmatic part of me had surfaced, the part that had forged
my own path into the Alaskan wilderness. “If she spent her life as a blood
slave, Ulrich. By now… she’s learned to love her chains.” 


“Perhaps.” He sounded
thoughtful. “Or perhaps she’s opened her eyes and is ready to be free of them.
We won’t know until we find her.”


“If we find her.” 


“We’ll find her.” He sounded
so certain. “But we’ll have to be more careful. You may be right—knowing my
brother, it could be a trap. You’ll have to stay here at the hotel while I—”


“Oh no, you don’t!” I
protested, pushing against his chest with my hands, trying to break free from
his hold. “She’s my sister. If we’re going to find her, I’m going to be
involved!” 


“I didn’t say—”


A knock on the door startled
us both. 


“I ordered room service.”
Ulrich met my wide-eyed gaze. “I thought you might be hungry.” 


“Oh, thank God.” I wasn’t
sure which I was more thankful for, the fact that it was food at the door or
the fact that it wasn’t danger knocking. 


I slid off his lap as he
stood and headed down the hallway toward the foyer. I took the opportunity to
slip into the bathroom. I glanced at my reflection in the still-steamy mirror
and cringed. My face was streaked with mascara, my complicated hairdo askew. I
washed the makeup off my face. Then I took all the bobby pins out of my hair
and brushed it until it hung, long and smooth, down my back. I didn’t have a
case for the contacts, so I just tossed them out, since they weren’t
prescription lenses. 


My room was through the other
door, so I went to get changed, leaving the red velvet dress carefully arranged
on the bed. I knew Ulrich would have to return it to Madame Darrieux, along
with the jewelry I’d taken off and placed on the night stand. 


“Poppy?” Ulrich called,
knocking on my bedroom door. 


“Just a minute!” I was
hopping into a pair of jeans, buttoning them quickly before yanking a
sweatshirt over my head. I opened the door, seeing Ulrich’s big frame filling
the doorway. 


“Food here?” I asked, pulling
my hair out from under the back of my hoodie. I could smell something
delicious, although I couldn’t quite identify it. “I’m starving.” 


“I know the feeling.” His
hungry gaze swept over me, although how he could find me appealing in jeans and
an old grey sweatshirt was beyond me. 


When Ulrich led me into the
sitting area, where there were three full carts with covered silver trays, I
sort of understood. My donning jeans and a sweatshirt was sort of like covering
up all that delicious food with a silver cover. It might hide it from view but
I could still smell it. And it made my stomach growl. 


I had to keep reminding myself
that I was like a walking buffet around this man—although, to be fair, he’d
shown incredible willpower so far. I wasn’t sure, if the situation had been
reversed, if I could have chosen to abstain. Hunger was a powerful force—even
for humans. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for a vampire. And I found
it both strange and unsettling that I was even considering that fact at all. 


“Did you order everything on
the menu?” I lifted one of the covers to find a hearty breakfast underneath,
including scrambled eggs, bacon and sausage. Although, instead of toast, there
was a buttery French croissant with what looked like marmalade on the side. 


“No.” He grinned, making the
settee he chose to sit on look like doll’s furniture. I thought it might
splinter under his bulk. “Just breakfast, lunch and dinner. I didn’t know what
you’d be in the mood for.” 


“Thank you,” I said through a
mouth full of croissant, taking off another cover to find a roast beef
sandwich, French dip of course, with au jus.


“It pleases you?” He leaned back,
an arm resting over the back of the cream upholstered settee. 


“Steak!” I exclaimed,
uncovering the last tray. “Oh my God, I haven’t had a steak in so long!” 


Out on the tundra, I lived on
jerky, but steak was outrageously expensive in Alaska, even when I was home.
Everything had to be flown into Utqiaġvik and our little grocery store
marked everything up. We were a captive market, because they served all four-thousand
residents. Seafood was cheapest—especially anything that had been brought in or
hunted locally. 


Ulrich watched me with a
bemused smile as I cut into the juicy piece of meat, finding it a perfect
medium rare, before bringing it over to the little table in the corner to eat.
From there, I could look out the sliding door that opened up onto a balcony
with a beautiful view of the city below. 


“She won’t blame you.” Ulrich’s
words brought me out of my reverie. I’d been thoughtfully chewing, thinking
unguarded thoughts. Glancing over, I saw him looking at me. 


“Maybe she should.” I watched
him walk to the cart and pour a glass of wine. He came over and handed it to
me, putting the bottle down and sitting across from me at the little bistro
table. 


“Why do you blame yourself?” 


I took a swallow of the red
wine—it paired perfectly with the steak—pursing my lips, then licking them.
Ulrich didn’t say anything. He just sat back in his chair, his gaze never
leaving my face. 


“It should have been me,” I
said softly, pushing my plate away with half of the steak left. I’d suddenly
lost my appetite. “Everyone else had the chickenpox—everyone but me and
Lily—because he kept us separated from them.” 


Ulrich’s brow knitted as he
listened, but he didn’t interrupt me. 


“The place we lived, at
first, it was like…” I paused, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. “Kind
of like Pleasure Island in Pinocchio. You know, they promise you the world, and
when you get there, it seems great… and then...” 


I took another sip of wine,
the memory rising up in my mind like a cloud, something misty and moist and too
opaque for me to see very far. But I remembered the feel of Lily’s hand in
mine, her fingers gripping me tighter as we got off the bus with the other
children. The house looked like a mansion to me, rising, spinning spires—red
and white, like a barber’s pole—capping each end. It reminded me of the witch’s
house in Hansel and Gretel, something made of candy and sweetness—something
that would appeal only to children, designed to draw them in and trap them
inside. 


“It was all an illusion.” I
lifted my gaze to glance at Ulrich. His attention was still on me, quiet and
focused. “A vampire’s glamour. You know how they can do?”


He nodded, giving me a brief
smile, and I realized I hadn’t included him in the reference. Vampires were “they”
when I talked to him, now—no longer a collective “you”. 


“But at first, we were all
fooled,” I went on, dipping my finger into the wine and rubbing it idly along
the rim. “What kid wouldn’t want to live at a place like that? We could eat
anything we wanted, any time of day. There were stables with ponies, a huge
playground we could play on, even a merry-go-round with lights and music. It
seemed like a dream come true—even if we all missed our families.”


I paused then, a lump grew in
my throat. I remembered my tears most of all. I’d cried myself to sleep so many
nights, my head resting in my sister’s lap, her hand stroking my hair. She’d
missed them, too—our aunt, Mari, and our mother. But I’d never seen her cry,
not once. She was always the one who’d been there to comfort me. 


“At first, they let us stay
with the rest of the kids,” I told him. That was when I’d met Cora. “But it
wasn’t long before they separated us. We were different—me and Lily. Special.
We ended up in a room of our own, away from everyone else. That’s why we didn’t
get it.”


Ulrich cocked his head
quizzically. 


“The chickenpox,” I
explained. “One of the little kids in a new batch brought it in and it spread
like… well, you know, germs. They had to quarantine the whole ward. No feeding,
no vampires in or out. Except for us—our regulars. Mine and Lily’s, I mean.”


“Your… regulars…” The
restrained rage in his voice made it actually shake when he said it. 


“I told you.” My gaze lifted
to meet his across the table. His eyes burned into me, making my bare toes curl
against the thick, white pile carpet. “We’re addictive.” 


“I can only imagine.” 


I tried to ignore the way my
body wanted to respond to him. He didn’t have to do anything at all to make me
feel that way. He just looked at me, quiet, unblinking. And still, it made me
want… something. More. 


“We had vampire nannies on
the ward,” I went on, hearing him give a little disgusted snort at that fact. But
it wasn’t fair to judge them. Trinity had been one of those nannies—and she’d
been as much of a prisoner as we had. A slave to Alaric, who had bound her to
him. But she’d also been instrumental in rescuing us, and herself, from that
place. So I really couldn’t blame her too much. 


Besides, we were all just
kids who missed our families and wanted someone to take care of us. For me and
Lily, that was our nanny, Zaida. She was the one who brought us our meals and
made sure we had clean clothes and took care of us when we needed something. “I
don’t know if it was all of them, or just a few, but I know it was our nannies
who arranged to get us out of Hell House.” 


“You called it Hell House?”


“Well, what would you call
it?” I shrugged. “They’d been planning it… I don’t know how long. Maybe they
even planted the kid with the chickenpox. But I don’t think anyone thought
about us, being separated from everyone else. We didn’t get sick—and so we
weren’t quarantined when the rescue team was sent in.” 


“They sent in a team?” Ulrich’s
eyebrows went up. 


“Two.” I nodded. “It was like
a military operation in the middle of the night. Except all of the soldiers
were vampires—and they were armed with holy water and crossbows instead of
guns.” 


I finished the last bit of my
wine, feeling the alcohol warming me from the inside out. I didn’t drink
much—Sebastian used to call me a “lightweight”—so one glass had an effect. I
probably wouldn’t have slept with him that first night, if he hadn’t gotten me
drunk. 


“Who’s Sebastian?” Ulrich sat
forward, scowling. 


I looked at him and
suppressed a laugh. “Do you want to hear the rest of this story or not?”


“Go on.” He frowned, crossing
his arms over his chest.


The memory was clear in my
mind now—sharply focused. I knew he probably could have just tapped into it—he
probably was—but I was telling it now, and I had to finish. I had to say it out
loud to someone. I’d kept it locked up for far too long. I’d never confessed
any of it to Sebastian. He didn’t even know I had a sister. I’d even kept the
fact I was an albino from him for an entire year, hiding the fact that I was
different from everyone else. 


“I like your eyes.” 


“Will you get out of my head?”
I mock-scowled back at him and he smiled, giving me that slight head-incline,
just a brief acknowledgment, I’d come to expect from him. 


Ulrich reached over and
poured more wine into my glass. “Finish your story.”


I sipped the wine, maybe to
delay the ending of my tale, maybe for courage, maybe both. But I liked the way
it made me feel—more relaxed and open. It made my words come a little easier. 


“I was with a client.” I
swallowed, putting my glass on the table, the memory making me feel cold all
over, although the room was quite warm. 


“Ten years old…” Ulrich
muttered, that muscle in his jaw working. 


“I wouldn’t even have known what
was happening, if Lily and Zaira hadn’t come pounding on the door.” I went on,
ignoring his comment about my age. I couldn’t change the past, no matter how
hard I tried. “Zaira was our nanny. She told the team they were missing two
children and came to unlock the wing where they kept us.” 


My second glass of wine was
making me feel a little sleepy—or maybe it was the jetlag. 


“He hadn’t touched me yet,” I
said softly, remembering. “I was still kneeling, offering myself…”


Ulrich swore again, getting
up and stalking toward the sliding glass door, pulling it open to the cool
night air. He just stood there, facing the night, while I told the rest of my
sordid tale. 


“He went to answer the door.
They were pounding and pounding, and I heard Lily screaming my name. I thought
the place must be on fire or something.” 


When the vampire at the
window looked back at me, his face was full of rage. Strange, in the moment, I
felt numb about the whole thing. Impassive. Like I was watching it on a stage,
with someone else playing my part. 


“He was so mad at being
interrupted.” I shook my head at the memory of the snarling vampire opening the
door. I could see Lily’s face, her eyes so big, afraid. I knew then it was some
sort of emergency. “Zaira pushed her way in and grabbed me. But… the vampire
hadn’t tasted me. He’d paid for me and he wasn’t going to let me go. Not
without a fight.”


“Where were the armed soldiers?”
Ulrich interrupted. “The vampires who’d come to rescue you?”


“Putting all the other
children on busses,” I told him. “It was just Zaira and Lily and me. And the
vampire. Zaira fought him. But she wasn’t anywhere near as strong.”


That memory hurt. The image
of our nanny, the only one who’d shown us any kindness in that place, with her
head torn off, her body collapsing at my feet, still twitching, made my chest
ache. We’d lost another mother-figure that day, me and Lily. My sister reached
for my hand at that moment, tears filling her eyes, and I’d taken it, letting
her pull me into a crushing hug. 


She’d whispered into my ear, “They’ve
come to save us. We have to hurry.”


It didn’t make sense to me,
not then. Not yet. 


“The vampire killed Zaira
when she tried to take me away.” I looked up and Ulrich reached a hand out,
beckoning me. I went to him, feeling the night air against my face as he pulled
me close, tucking my head under his chin. 


“They fought but he won,” I
explained, knowing Ulrich was seeing exactly what I was seeing in my mind’s
eye. “And we ran. Lily grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hall. I was
terrified, confused. I didn’t know which end was up. But Lily seemed to know
where she was going. Until…” 


The vampire wasn’t going to
let us go. And he was much faster than two little girls in plaid skirts and
saddle shoes. His bulk blocked the open door—he leaped to get ahead of us, so
fast he was a mere shadow over our heads for only a moment.


“Lily gave herself to him.”
The words choked me. “She knew the vampire wasn’t going to let us go.”


My sister had faced the angry
vampire without any fear. I remembered him swearing at us, threatening us,
saying that Alaric would punish us both for trying to run away. That made me
wonder where he was—and why he hadn’t already arrived to stop this attempted
rescue. Everyone was afraid of Alaric, even the vampire nannies. 


“Lily told him she tasted
better than me.” I felt Ulrich’s arms tighten around me as I managed to get the
words out. “She pushed me away, telling me to run—and then she offered herself
to him.”


I could still see the fierce
look in Lily’s eyes, the determination. I saw the vampire lower his head to
taste her, unable to resist the slender bend of her pale throat, her pulse
beating fast and hard. 


Run! Lily had mouthed. 


And I had run.


The vampire had been
distracted by her just long enough for me to escape. I ran and I ran, until I
had a stitch in my side and I could hardly breathe at all anymore. When I burst
out the front door, seeing a team of vampires loading all the children onto two
separate busses, I finally understood what my sister had been trying to tell
me. 


“My sister,” I’d gasped,
grabbing one of the vampire soldiers by the arm and shaking him. “She’s still
inside… please!” 


And then, I think I
collapsed. I remembered the vampire picking me up, handing me off to another
before heading into the house. I felt such relief, knowing he was armed, that
he would save my sister. I staggered to the very back of the bus, finding an
open seat so I could turn around and watch what was happening out the window. 


“He’s coming!” one of the
vampires called to another. They were all dressed in black and moved quickly in
the dim light. “Go! Go! Go!” 


I screamed when the bus
started driving away. They had to hold me down in my seat to keep me from
opening the emergency exit in the back. I screamed my sister’s name until I was
hoarse, until everything went black and I couldn’t scream anymore. 


“I’m sorry, Poppy.” 


I shook my head, closing my
eyes. “It was a long time ago. I did look for her. Once I was free. They put me
in foster care, they changed my name.”


“What about your mother? Your
aunt?” 


“They were dead by then,” I
managed to get out. 


“How?” 


“Murdered.” I shivered. Of
course, it had been Alaric, or one of his henchman. I was sure of it, although
nothing had ever been proven. He couldn’t have them looking for us, laying
claim on something so valuable. 


“I’m going to kill him.” The
steel in his voice was terrifying. “I had plenty of reason before. But now? I
may have to kill him twice.” 


“I just want to find my
sister.” I lifted my head to look at him. “Hey, speaking of which, I did get
some information when we were at La Salle du Sang.”


He scowled. “From Simon?” 


“From his courtesan, Cora.” I
corrected him with a roll of my eyes. “And a vampire named Trinity. She used to
work at Hell House.”


His scowl deepened. “What did
you find out?”


“My sister married a vampire
down in New Orleans,” I said. “Not Alaric. Thank God. Some vampire named
Aron. I couldn’t get his contact information, but I left a message with someone
Trinity says knows him.” 


“Good.” Ulrich nodded. “I got
some information myself. I’m expecting a call from—”


Just then, his phone buzzed.
He slid a hand into his pants pocket, pulling out his phone. He left me to go
answer it, walking out onto the balcony. 


I leaned against the doorway,
listening to half the conversation. I was exhausted after telling my tale and
confused by Ulrich’s reaction. 


“I have to go,” Ulrich said
as he hung up, putting the phone back into his pocket. “That’s the call I was
waiting for.”


“Oh no, you don’t!” I cried
as he pushed past me. I followed him, catching up. “I’m coming with you!”


“Poppy—” He turned, glaring
at me. “You said it yourself—it’s a trap. You need to stay—”


“No!” I shoved him with both
hands—although he didn’t move an inch. “You heard what happened. I got out—but
Lily stayed. What if she’s been trapped ever since, and it’s all my fault!” 


“Poppy, don’t—” Ulrich’s face
softened and he shook his head. “She’s married now… perhaps…” 


“Don’t tell me no!” I
snapped, trying to twist away from his hold. “She’s my sister. I’m
coming!” 


“All right.” He sighed,
relenting. “But you do exactly what I tell you to do, no matter what. Do you
understand?”


“Fine,” I agreed.


I didn’t tell him I was
crossing my fingers behind my back. 


 


 







CHAPTER EIGHT


“Sanguinarians Anonymous?” I snorted at the
handwritten sign taped on the door. The last place I’d expected vampires to
congregate was the basement of a Catholic church. It was almost two in the
morning, a time when I’d expect the church to be locked up for the night, yet
here we were. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 


“It’s not a joke.” Ulrich gave me a dark
look as he put his hand on the doorknob. “Not behind this door. I’d advise you
to keep close, let me do the talking—and if I were you, the last thing I would
do is laugh.” 


I nodded, humbled, wondering what in the
world I was walking into. A room full of vampires who hadn’t eaten in
months—or, like Ulrich, perhaps years? That thought gave me a shiver and
I stuck close to Ulrich’s side as we entered the room. He’ll protect me,
I told myself. 


Against a whole group of desperately hungry
vamps?


Thank God there was only one vampire in the
room. He stood near the coffee machine—I could smell the delicious aroma,
something exotic and sweet—arranging cups. He glanced up when we walked in and
I saw recognition on his face when he saw Ulrich. 


The room was set with folding chairs, a
small podium at the front, florescent lights flickering overhead. I’d been to
one Alcoholics Anonymous meeting in my life—Sebastian had tried, at the end, to
placate me by going to AA, as if attending meetings would fix what was broken
between us—and this was pretty much what it had been like. There were even thick,
dark blue copies of “The Big Book” scattered around on chairs and tables, as if
it universally applied. 


“Who’s Sebastian?” Ulrich frowned, giving
me a sideways look. 


I was grateful when the other vampire
headed toward us—a welcome distraction. 


“Good to see you, old friend.” Ulrich
flashed a fang-filled smile. 


The two vampires shook hands and
half-embraced, clapping each other on the back. Ulrich dwarfed the other
vampire, who was only about as tall as I was in my sneakers. The other vampire
was thin, almost emaciated, very pale, his dark hair slicked back. He glanced
at me as they both spoke in fluent French, much too fast for me to discern more
than a few words. 


One phrase the other vampire said did stand
out to me, though—before the others arrive. 


Right. I couldn’t have agreed more. I hadn’t
realized, when I’d insisted on coming with him, that Ulrich would be taking me
to a meeting for abstaining vampires. Bringing me was like carrying a giant
bottle of vodka into an AA meeting. 


“Poppy.” Ulrich’s hand moved to the small
of my back. “I’d like you to meet my old friend, Gregario.” 


“Greg.” The vampire shook my hand, his
smile tight-lipped and perfunctory. “Would you like some coffee?”


“No, thanks.” Not that it wasn’t tempting.
It smelled like something gourmet—definitely not your average out-of-the-can
stuff they’d served when I’d accompanied Sebastian to that one meeting. 


“We abstain from blood—and wine,” Gregario
explained, although I could tell by the way he looked at me, he was thinking
about not abstaining. “But not coffee. We vampires are connoisseurs, in
everything, I suppose.”


“Not that it quenches our thirst,” Ulrich
added darkly. “But most of us do give up wine when we give up blood.”


“Gateway drug?” I guessed. 


“The Catholics were on to something with
the whole idea of transubstantiation.” Gregario nodded sagely. “Wine into
blood.”


“Do you have a lot of… members?” I couldn’t
help my curiosity. Up until now, I’d believed Ulrich’s abstention was some sort
of anomaly—an antisocial statement, coupled with his move to such a dark,
remote part of the world. I’d just assumed his brooding nature had led him to
withdraw from everything.


“Quite a few,” Gregario said. “Only about
three percent of the vampire population has quit blood altogether.”


“Some just go off human blood,” Ulrich
chimed in. “Pig’s blood is often used as a substitute.” 


“Or blood banks.”


“How is that abstaining?” I wondered aloud.


“It isn’t.” Ulrich snorted. 


“Some vampires don’t believe in consuming
their blood directly from the source,” Gregario explained. “To them, abstaining
means not harming humans. But it doesn’t necessarily mean going thirsty. You
have to understand, a vampire’s need for blood is paramount.”


“But you don’t die without it?” 


“No. We suffer but we don’t die,” Gregario
said. “That’s why some vampires will still take in blood—to curb that thirst.
But that’s simply to fill a biological need. Some of us have more willpower
than others.”


“And some of us are fooling ourselves.”
Ulrich gave another snort. “There is no half-way clean. You’re either
abstaining or you’re not.” 


“Everyone has their own way.” Gregario’s
spine straightened. He looked at me, his next words clearly meant to change the
subject. “I hear you’re looking for your sister?” 


“Yes. Have you seen her?” As much as the
topic of vampire abstinence intrigued me—and I had more questions than answers
about the whole thing—I knew a meeting was about to start here soon and I didn’t
want to still be there when it began. Besides, finding Lily was the reason I’d come
to Paris. I could debate the fine-points of vampire sobriety with Ulrich later.



“I’m afraid not.” He shook his dark head,
glancing toward the door, presumably wondering when the first members might
arrive. I was worried about that, too, since I was standing there like a
hamburger in a dog kennel, just waiting for the flood of hungry beasts. “But as
I told Ulrich, we did have a member in last week who talked about a blood
courtesan—a very expensive one—who fit the description of your sister. He said
her name was Lily.” 


“I need to talk to him.” I waved Ulrich
away when he tried to interrupt. “Can you give me his name? Do you know where
he lives?”


“I’m afraid I can’t divulge that
information.” Gregario gave that thin-lipped smile again, the one that said I
didn’t understand anything because I was a human. 


“That’s the anonymous part of the program,”
Ulrich explained dryly. 


“Then what are we doing here?” I snapped,
glaring up at him. “You know, I might as well just start asking strangers on
the street if they’ve seen her, for all the good your ‘vampire connections’
have done me.”


Ulrich glared right back at me and I knew
that was a little unfair. He’d arranged and paid for this trip—something I
would have been unable to do on my own. And we’d been looking for my sister
pretty much non-stop since we’d arrived. 


“I can tell you where he met her,” Gregario
quickly offered and I perked up immediately. His next words were so ominous, I
actually got goosebumps. “L’Empire de la Mort.”


The Empire of the Dead. 


“The Catacombs?” Ulrich eyebrows rose.


“Yes.” Gregario gave a grave nod, turning
to Ulrich. “That’s what I couldn’t tell you over the phone. There have been
rumors that your brother has been living down there. And I hear he’s putting
together some sort of vampire army.” 


Alaric. My blood felt like ice water running through me, my limbs
instantly cold. If he had Lily down there, then he was using her blood. It
wasn’t much of a stretch to believe that he’d had her call me, somehow, because
he wanted mine, too .


I only hesitated for a moment. I knew by
reputation how dangerous the tunnels under Paris were. But if that’s where Lily
had last been seen, then we’d just have to take that chance. 


“Let’s go then.” I turned to leave, feeling
Ulrich’s hand on my shoulder, holding me back as he talked to Gregario in
French again. I waited impatiently, tapping my foot, eager to go now that we
had a destination. 


“Sois prudent,” Gregario warned us both as
I pulled at Ulrich’s sleeve, heading toward the door. “Et bonne chance.” 


Be careful and good luck. I had a feeling it was too late for the
former—but we were going to need a lot of the latter, if we were ever going to
find my sister. I had hope that this tip from Gregario was the lucky break we
needed. 


Ulrich pulled me to his other side, keeping
me close as we passed another vampire in the hallway. I glanced back, seeing
the vampire open the door with the “Sanguinarians Anonymous” sign, his nostrils
flaring as he met my gaze. For a moment, I felt dizzy, a little weak, transfixed
by the heat in his eyes. He was a young vampire—had been young when he was
turned and hadn’t been one long, although how I knew that, I couldn’t
say—rather handsome in a boyish sort of way. He reminded me a little of
Sebastian. 


“Arrêtez!” Ulrich snarled at the younger
vampire to stop, steering me around the corner and down another hallway.
We flew up the stairs—my feet touching them not at all, Ulrich’s hand at my
elbow—and out the front doors of the church. 


The street was dark and deserted. Ulrich pulled
me against the brick wall of his chest, crushing me to him and pressing his
mouth against my ear. 


“You are irresistible,” he breathed, words
so soft I felt more than heard them.


“Let me go.” I struggled in his grasp,
suddenly afraid. 


He did, so quickly I almost fell, catching
myself on the railing of the stairs leading up to the church.


“Who is Sebastian?” 


“You can read minds.” I smirked. “Shouldn’t
you already know?”


“You keep him close.” Ulrich frowned. “Many
of your memories are locked away from me.”


“I had years of practice,” I reminded him
softly. “Keeping my thoughts away from vampires.” 


“He wanted you.” His face was a dark cloud
of anger. I wasn’t sure if he was talking about Sebastian or the vampire we’d
passed in the church hallway.


“It doesn’t matter.” I shrugged, heading
toward the waiting car. “Let’s go.”


“You can’t come with me to the catacombs,”
Ulrich called after me, sighing when I whirled around and stalked back to face
him. He grabbed my wrist as I made a fist, aiming to punch his bicep in
frustration when words failed me.


“I mean it this time, Poppy,” he said
softly. “Gregario cautioned us for a reason. The catacombs are far too dangerous.
I can’t let you come with me this time.”


“Stop saying that!” I stood up to him as
tall as I could manage—although I barely reached his shoulder—defiant. “I’m
coming and you can’t stop me.”


“Yes, I can.” A patronizing smile crept
over his face and if he hadn’t grabbed my other wrist, I would have smacked it
off. 


“You think you’re so superior to humans,
don’t you?” I struggled uselessly to wrench myself out of his grasp. “But you’re
not! You even think you’re better than them—your own damned kind—just
because you don’t drink blood. Do you think that changes anything? Do you
really think that makes you so high and mighty? We must seem so small and
insignificant to you. Like ants—trundling along, living our short little lives.”



Ulrich’s grip tightened. I gasped, feeling
the bones in my wrist grinding together. But that didn’t stop me. 


“You think you’re above it all, but you know
what, Ulrich? The truth is you’re hiding. You’re afraid of who you are—of what
you are.”


Always pale, his face was like alabaster
now in the moonlight at my words. 


“You can’t escape it, you know. No matter
how hard you try, no matter how far you run. You can’t get away from the truth.”


“And what is the truth?”


“You’re no better than they are.” I nodded
at the other vampires arriving for the meeting, going past us as they went up
the steps into the church. “Whether you’re drinking human blood or pig’s blood
or aardvark blood—or no blood at all.” 


“I never said—”


“You didn’t have to.” I was on fire now,
blazing at him. “You’re not a hero—you’re a martyr. You’re denying yourself and
you claim it’s for humankind but you’re not saving anyone. Least of all
yourself.” 


“It’s far too late for me.” The flash of
his smile was grim in the dimness. “I can’t be saved.”


“It’s too late for all of us.” I blinked at
this realization, thinking of Lily. “Everything alive is going to die. You
couldn’t stop it even if you wanted to.”


“You’re wrong.” He let go of my wrists. “I
have the power to bring you death. Even greater, the power to condemn you to my
singular existence—to being undead. To force you to watch everyone and
everything you love wither away and die, year after year, century after
century…”


The pain on his face was palpable. I
suddenly ached for him. 


“You’re right that I can never escape what
I am. But make no mistake—I don’t feel superior.” His gaze had transfixed me to
the spot where I was standing. I’d never seen into him as deeply as he was
letting me now and it both intrigued and terrified me. “There are plenty of
vampires who feel like gods among mankind, who take what they want, when they
want. Like the one who took your innocence.” 


His jaw tightened, the muscle there working
when he paused, looking thoughtful. I couldn’t help cringing at his words. I
didn’t like to think about that time. I didn’t even like another being—human or
vampire—knowing about it at all. It made me far too vulnerable. 


“Believe me, humans are the lucky ones,” he
continued softly. “I don’t feel superior to you. I envy you. Humans can be
released from pain, even if it means death. What I wouldn’t give to rest in
peace. What a relief that would be.” 


I rolled my eyes. “Oh my God, what a
martyr.” 


“I’m not a martyr, Poppy.” He shook his
dark head, looking sad, the pain in his eyes so real, for a moment he seemed
almost human. “Martyrs are saints—and they’re mortal. They sacrifice and die
for what they love. I’m… I’m a monster. Something twisted, dark. Fallen from
grace. I’m not dead—I’m undead. That makes me eternally damned. I will forever
long for that which I cannot have. And yes… for those I could not save.
Including myself.”


I couldn’t help but feel for him even if I
couldn’t fully understand that empty part of him, the one where his loved ones
had once resided. For a brief moment, I saw the man he must have been before he
had turned into this and I couldn’t help but wonder at it. Who had this man
loved? Who had he lost? How much time had passed since? 


Maybe I didn’t understand the pain of his
immortal existence, but I did know human loss. I’d been taken from my mother
and my aunt when I was far too young—and I’d lost every mother figure I’d
managed to glom onto since. 


For a long time, I’d only had my sister—my
twin, my other half, my constant—and then I was separated from her, too. I’d
buried that agony so deep that unearthing it now left me with a raw, gaping
wound I felt everyone must be able to see. 


I was afraid we’d never find her, that I
wouldn’t get to tell her how sorry I was, how much I’d missed her. Her
sacrifice had set me free, but I wanted her to know, I would have given
anything, even my freedom, to be with her again. 


“I’m sorry.” The tears threatened to break
past the dam in my throat and I swallowed them back, reaching out to take his
hands in mine. “I didn’t mean it. Any of it. I just… I have to find Lily. I
know she’s out there and she’s in trouble. She needs me.” 


I felt my lower lip begin to tremble and
bit down to stop it. His big hands engulfed mine, pulling me close to him. I
looked up into his face, seeing the concern there, wondering how it could seem
so real, the emotion in his eyes. 


“You say you’ve loved… and you’ve lost…” I
swallowed again past that growing lump in my throat. “Ulrich, I love my sister
more than I could ever say and we’re connected in ways I don’t even understand.
I tried, for a long time, to deny that bond between us, because it was so
painful to be separated from her…”


I choked on my own words, hesitating before
finally managing to force more of them out of my throat. 


“I went to the ends of the earth to escape
that pain. And now I know you did, too.” I saw my own feelings mirrored in his
eyes. He’d hidden himself away in that ice cavern to escape the pain of losing
someone. I didn’t know who, or what the circumstances might be, but I knew it
was true. “But I know now that I can’t run away from myself. And you can’t
either.”


“I am no longer myself.” Ulrich’s pained expression
broke my heart. “And I never will be again.”


“Maybe not. I don’t know.” I shook my head.
It was too much to contemplate, how much humanity might be left after the
change from human to vampire. “I lost myself, too, somewhere along the way. But
don’t you see? We both went to the ends of the earth to get away from
humanity—and we found each other. That can’t just be a coincidence.” 


Ulrich’s brow creased as he frowned down at
me. “What are you saying?”


“I’m saying…” I hesitated, asking myself
the same question, afraid of the answer. Before I’d met him, I’d loathed
vampires as a species. But now? His very existence had changed something in me.
“I guess I’m saying… there has to be a reason. You saved me out there on the
tundra and you brought me here to help me save my sister. I keep asking myself
why… why are you doing this? I mean, aside from your need for vengeance.”


Ulrich’s brows went up in surprise. “That’s
not enough?”


“I think you came here to save yourself.”


“No.” He denied it with a sad shake of his
head. “I can’t be saved, remember?”


“Maybe not. I don’t know.” I sighed. The
existential question of vampire existence was too much for me in the moment. “But…
you could be redeemed.”


His hands moved to cup my face, tilting it
up to his in the moonlight. His eyes searched mine, something strange and
quizzical in them I didn’t understand. I felt him probing me, looking for
something deeper, something buried, and I didn’t know what it was. 


“Perhaps you’re right,” he said softly, his
thumbs wiping gently at tears I hadn’t even known were falling until that
moment. “Maybe I can be redeemed.”


“Ulrich…” His gaze was so penetrating, I
felt run-through, weak and dizzy from the sensation. “Please… will you take me
with you to the catacombs? I have to find Lily. It has to be me.”


Without a word, he pulled me into his arms,
cradling my head against his chest. Where a flesh and blood man’s heart would
beat, there was silence, and yet I found more comfort in the solid press of his
flesh, the cool stroke of his hand down my back, then I ever had in a human man’s
arms. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t question it either. I’d never felt
safer in my life than I did when I was with him. In the two years we’d been
together, Sebastian had never once seen me cry, but here, in the circle of
Ulrich’s arms, I could feel everything I’d never allowed myself before. 


In the middle of the night on a side street
in Paris, I sobbed in Ulrich’s arms, and without a word, he comforted me like
no other. He didn’t try to stop or shush me. He just held me, stroking my hair,
wiping the tears from my cheeks as they fell, cradling my head against the vast
expanse of his chest. More vampires passed us, going into the church. Most of
them glanced at us, curious, surely some of them thirsty, but I didn’t care. I knew
I was safe with Ulrich. 


Finally, I drew a shaky breath and dared to
lift my swollen face to his. 


“Please,” I whispered, my throat thick with
my tears. “Please help me save her.” 


He nodded, the tender press of his lips
brushing the top of my head before he pulled me close again.


“You have to know…” His hands smoothed down
my back, his voice full of pain and regret. “If she’s down in the catacombs...
she may be beyond our help.” 


“She’s still alive,” I insisted, drawing a
long, shaky breath. Closing my eyes, I knew it was true, somehow. Maybe it was
that twin-connection. Maybe it was just wishful thinking. But it was enough,
for now. “I know it. I can feel it.” 


“All right.” Ulrich pulled back to look at
me, his face growing serious in the moonlight. “But if I take you down into the
catacombs, you have to promise to stay close to me—”


“Yes, yes, I know,” I interrupted
impatiently. Every moment we spent here was a moment lost. “Let you do all the
talking—”


“Listen to me.” Ulrich’s hands gripped my
upper arms, all business now. He shook me hard enough to make my teeth rattle,
jarring me, waking me up. “I can’t prepare you for the catacombs. It will be
vampires at their absolute worst. It’s like nothing you’ve ever experienced.”


I blinked at him, surprised. Even he looked
a little afraid of this place and that was so foreign to me, I couldn’t help
but be a little afraid, too. But I squared my shoulders anyway, straightening
my spine and lifting my chin at him. 


“I was a child prostitute for pedophile
vampires,” I reminded him with a grim smile. “I can’t imagine it’s much worse.”


I didn’t have any idea then how wrong I
was. 


* * * *


I shivered in the cool night
air, hugging myself and leaning my back against the brick wall, watching Ulrich
and another vampire named Lazarus discussing something in very fast French in
the light of the full moon overhead. I stayed in the shadows of the train
tunnel, the tracks rusty from disuse, overgrown with brush, afraid of the other
vampire’s tone and the few French words I’d managed to discern. Apparently, our
would-be guide into the catacombs wanted more for showing us the way through L’Empire
de la Mort and to the secret unmapped tunnels used by vampires for
centuries. From what little I could understand—and from the way Lazarus kept
looking hungrily at me—he wanted more than money. The word “amuse-bouche”—a
little taste—made me bristle. The word “enclave de sang”—blood
slave—forced a little bile up my throat. 


Clearly Lazarus thought I was
Ulrich’s blood slave. Why else would he be taking me down into the catacombs?
That realization made me ache for Lily. Things had happened so fast, I’d hardly
had time to contemplate what her life up until now must have been like. Had she
been living as a blood slave down in the catacombs? Some part of me had always
hoped that she, too, had eventually escaped. The thought that her whole
existence since we were children might have been that of a blood slave, made me
equally sad and furious. I wanted to cry and punch something. Really hard. 


I still held out hope that,
perhaps, her being down there with Alaric was something new. Both Simon and
Trinity said they’d seen her about a month ago. Trinity said she’d been in New
Orleans. But then Simon saw her in Paris. So what had happened between those
two events? 


The heated words between the
two vampires ended as Ulrich took more paper money from his wallet, handing it
over to Lazarus. That seemed to settle the matter. Ulrich stayed between me and
the other vampire as they came toward me down the overgrown tracks. The deeper I
peered into the tunnel, the darker it appeared. If it was this dark up here,
how dark must it be down in the tunnels, where vampires had perfect night
vision, but humans could see nothing? I shivered, clutching Ulrich’s bicep as
he approached, keeping him between me and the other vampire. 


“Have her wear this.” Lazarus
spoke good English, but his French accent was thick. He pulled something out of
his pocket, handing it to Ulrich. 


“What is it?” I let him slip
it over my head, something cold dangling between my breasts on a chain. Slowly,
a greenish light began to emanate from the stone around my neck and I lifted
it, staring in wonder. 


“Don’t lose it,” Lazarus
warned. I could see his face now, the light casting an eerie glow over his
features. He’d clearly been a handsome man in life, which made him an alluring
vampire, with his full lips and big, blue eyes, his brown hair long enough to
brush his shoulders. “If we get separated—”


“We won’t.” Ulrich pulled me close
to his side. 


“There are as many tunnels in
the catacombs as there are streets in Paris.” Lazarus went on as if Ulrich hadn’t
spoke, taking time to pull his hair back into a ponytail. “We’re going down
into four hundred miles of unmapped labyrinth in complete and utter darkness.
One wrong turn and you could wander forever on the bones of the dead until you
joined them.” 


I shivered, and Ulrich
squeezed my shoulder reassuringly. 


“There are many twists and
turns. In some places, we will have to crawl through. In others, there is water
in the tunnels up to here.” Lazarus held a hand up to his waist—which was far
higher than my own. He looked at Ulrich. “You should carry her through most of
it. It will be faster for us to travel at vampire speed. If we travel as
humans, it would take us until mid-day tomorrow.” 


“Ten hours?” I gaped at him 


“There are seven known levels
of the catacombs,” he told me. “La Caverne du Sang is much deeper than
that.”


The Blood Cave. Of course, what else would
they call it? 


“How many levels are there?”
I asked. 


“La Caverne du Sang is
in the ninth level,” Lazarus said. “That’s as deep as I’ve gone.”


“Ninth level of hell,” I
muttered, glancing up at Ulrich. 


“You sure you don’t want to
go back to the hotel?” Ulrich asked softly. 


“No.” I shook my head,
thinking of Lily down there, lost in that maze of darkness. “I’m going with you.”



“Come on then.” He went to
one knee, pointing to his back. “Climb on. “


I tucked the glowing jewel
under my shirt, checking to make sure I still had the bottle of water and jerky
Ulrich had insisted we bring in the small pack on my back, before climbing onto
his. He lifted me easily, hooking his forearms around my shins to steady me as
he stood. 


“Good?” he asked over his
shoulder.


“Great,” I agreed, wrapping
my arms around his thick neck. “Let’s go.” 


What would have taken me an
hour to walk down those dark, endless train tracks took them less than five
minutes. It was the most nauseating five minutes of my life, but I managed not
to get sick all over Ulrich’s head by closing my eyes and concentrating on my
breath—in and out, nice and slow. It seemed to mitigate the speed at
which we traveled, at least a little bit. Still, my stomach heaved and roiled
while the two vampires sped like bullet trains down that open, empty track. 


I was dizzy and wobbly on my
feet when they stopped, and Ulrich let me slide off. He steadied me at my elbow.


“We crawl through.” Lazarus
pointed to a small hole in the ground, dug into the rock under the side of the
tunnel. He looked at me. “I hope you’re not claustrophobic.” 


I shook my head. I wasn’t,
thank God. 


“Are you going to fit through
there?” I whispered to Ulrich, glancing up at his bulk.


“I’ll manage.” He smiled. 


We watched as Lazarus went
first, shimmying his way down into the hole. I couldn’t help but think of Alice
in Wonderland—more like Vampireland in this case—as I got down on my belly and
started to squirm my way through. There was enough room for me to crawl through
on my elbows and I pushed myself along the rock with my feet, moving down,
deeper underground with every movement. The green light from the stone tucked
under my shirt gave me enough to see by until the tunnel opened up into a
cavern. 


Lazarus gave me a hand up as
I crawled out onto the hard rock. The tunnels were tall enough to stand in here
and I gazed around in wide-eyed wonder. Graffiti lined the rock walls, layers upon
layers of it, so individual words were mostly unrecognizable. Ulrich grunted as
he landed behind me, quickly moving to his feet and inserting himself between
me and the other vampire, a protective gesture. 


There was no light at all
except for the stone Lazarus had given me. Otherwise, it would have been pitch
black. Any humans down here would have to be equipped with flashlights—and God
forbid if the batteries ran out. The vampires had no problems seeing in the
dark, though. Which would make hunting here quite easy, I thought, with a
little shiver. 


“Humans use these tunnels,”
Lazarus warned, as if reading my mind. And he likely was, I realized with a
jolt, telling myself I’d have to be more careful to cover my thoughts while we
were down here. “They call themselves ‘catophiles’ and pride themselves on
coming down here alone. Some of them never return.” 


“How ominous.” I felt Ulrich’s
arm move around my waist, pulling me close to him. “Easy pickings, I guess?” 


Lazarus chuckled. “Vampires
don’t usually hunt at this level. We prefer to go deeper, and like the humans
who visit here, we usually bring our food with us.”


Blood slaves, I thought, and the smile on
the vampire’s face told me he’d heard me, even though I hadn’t spoken a word. 


“We’ll be traveling too fast
for humans to see us,” Lazarus told me as he pointed down the length of the
tunnel. “We won’t bother with the catophiles and they shouldn’t bother us. Our
destination is secret and unknown to most of them.” 


I nodded, glancing up at
Ulrich, wondering if Lily was one of the few humans who had seen the vampires’
inner sanctum, buried so deep under the city. I desperately wanted to find her,
to take her out of this place, out of this life. My greatest fear was that she
wouldn’t want to go. That her message to me had been some sort of trap, a way
to lure me back. I felt Ulrich’s hand squeeze my waist and knew he’d heard what
I was thinking. 


“She will slow us down.”
Lazarus looked at me and sighed. “But we should still make it within the hour.”


“Well then, let’s go,” I
urged, eager to begin. While I didn’t relish the thought of an hour-long hike
at vampire-speed—I should have taken Dramamine before we left, I thought—I was
desperate to see if Lily was down here under the city somewhere. 


Ulrich once again took a
knee.


“You sure you can do this?” I
asked, doubtful, as I situated myself on his broad back. The tunnels were so
low he had to bend over to carry me without hitting my head on the rock.


“I’ll be fine. But… are you
still sure you want to do this?” he countered, glancing over his shoulder. 


“Last chance to back out,”
Lazarus agreed. “You know, it’s illegal for humans to enter these tunnels.
Tourists wait in line to see the catacombs, but they get to see the lighted
version. Not this endless labyrinth filled with rats and sewer water and—” 


“And vampires.” I scowled at
him. 


Lazarus looked amused at my
consternation. “At the start of the official tour, there is a sign. Do you know
what it says?”


I shook my head. 


“‘Arrete! C’est ici L’Empire
de la Mort’.” 


Stop! Here is the Empire of
the Dead. 


“I’m not afraid.” I glared at
Lazarus around Ulrich’s dark head, his eyes almost silver in the grey-green
light emitted by the stone around my neck. I knew he was just trying to scare
me, giving me the usual tourist-trap line. Even so, I shivered a little. I told
myself it was the cold, damp air in the tunnels. 


“Perhaps not. But you should
be.” The smile slowly faded from his face, his eyes glinting. “I am not taking
you to a tourist destination.” 


“Well, good.” I sniffed,
lifting my chin in the air, defiant. “Because I’m not a tourist.” 


This was definitely part of
Paris I’d never imagined visiting.


Lazarus turned, heading down
the tunnel so fast I had to throw my arms around Ulrich’s neck to keep from
falling off as he ran to keep up with the other vampire. 


 


 







CHAPTER NINE


“You’re cold,” Ulrich murmured as I slid
off his back. 


It was true, my teeth were chattering, and
I was shivering all over, despite the warm jacket he’d made me wear to go down
into the catacombs. But I wasn’t sure it was the drop in temperature that was
the cause. I actually felt kind of numb all over, in spite of the cold
emanating off the tunnel walls. 


Lazarus had told me, on one of our
crawl-throughs to another, deeper level, that the tunnels themselves had
originally been part of a quarry. Miners in the thirteenth century had come
down here to dig out the limestone. It wasn’t until the 1700s, when mass graves
in Paris began to cause health issues, that someone got the bright idea to
exhume all the bodies and put them down here into the old limestone mines. 


We were down in the catacombs with the
remains of six million people. It was that thought that had been so chilling
for me—especially after I’d come face-to-face with half a human skull as I
crawled my way through one of those crevices. I’d managed not to scream at
that—probably because it had shocked me so much—although I hadn’t been so
reserved when a rat scampered across my foot. Lazarus had rolled his eyes and
given me an, “I told you so,” look. Ulrich had just gathered me up, although I’d
felt him give a silent chuckle when I proceeded to climb him like a tree, so my
feet were no longer touching the ground.


“Here.” Ulrich started to slip his jacket
off. 


“I’m fine,” I told him, but I smiled my
thanks and leaned against him for support. My stomach was still doing flips
from the last leg of our trip through the tunnels at speeds that would have
left Usain Bolt in the dust. 


“Through here.” Lazarus called back over
his shoulder as he turned a corner to the right. There were so many twists and
turns down here, it made the labyrinth in The Shining seem like a cake
walk. 


“Remember, stay close to me,” Ulrich
warned, keeping his voice low. “Even if we find her here—it may be complicated.
Let me do the talking.” 


“Okay.” When I acquiesced so easily, he
paused and raised an eyebrow at me. 


“Okay?” he repeated, sounding doubtful. “That’s
it?”


“Yes. That’s it.” I nodded, looking up at
him in the greenish light from the stone around my neck. I’d asked Lazarus what
it was made of, but he just smiled at me and shook his head. It was sort of
like one of those luminescent things they sold at the fireworks, the kind you
shook to activate, and they glowed for a few hours. But this one seemed to be
activated by my body heat. If I removed it from my neck and held it out in
front of me—which I’d done once when we’d been forced to walk through a narrow
section of the tunnel—it stopped glowing altogether. 


“Who are you and what have you done with
Poppy?” he asked, frowning, which made me giggle. 


“Are you two coming?” An exasperated
Lazarus poked his head around the corner to peer at us. 


“Yes, we’re coming,” I called, slipping my
hand into Ulrich’s as we followed our guide around the corner. 


The tunnel narrowed again, barred by a very
rusty gate. I expected it to be locked, but Lazarus swung it open and slipped
through. Ulrich followed, pulling me behind him. When I looked up, I saw
something in French carved into the stone. 


Vous Qui Entrez, Laissez Toute Espérance.


“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” I
whispered, a shiver going through me. That famous phrase was etched above the
gates of hell—according to Dante’s Inferno. “It’s official. We’re
entering the ninth level of hell…”


“What did you say?” Ulrich glanced back at
me. He was distracted—obviously thinking about the task that lay before us. If
we found Lily down here, I wasn’t sure how we were going to get her out. Ulrich
said he had a plan, and I hoped it was a good one. I was supposed to let him do
all the talking, and for once, I’d agreed. Being down here in the catacombs,
entering a secret vampire lair somewhere deep under Paris, surrounded by the
bones of millions of the dead, I finally realized that I couldn’t do this
without Ulrich. 


I shook my head, trying on a reassuring
smile. “Nothing.”


The tunnel narrowed again, and we had to go
through sideways. It surprised me that Ulrich fit into such small spaces, given
his size, but the man seemed incredibly malleable. Vampires were graceful and
adept by nature—kind of like cats. They always managed to land on their feet. The
tunnel opened up into a wide, circular space, benches made of stone lining the
perimeter. The graffiti here was less tagging and more high art. We’d seen some
amazing pictures and carvings drawn into the walls on the way—most done by the
catophiles, Lazarus told me—but there was something different about these. 


The rock walls were alive with images, one
bleeding into the next. A Madonna image—woman nursing her child—except this
child had fangs. Blood seeped from the woman’s breast as she looked lovingly
down at her child. The blue skirt of the woman flowed into a river where
animals grazed on the banks. The river itself turned slowly from blue to red,
going over a sharp drop, thunderous falls being swallowed by the enormous mouth
of a demon. 


I could have followed each image in the
round forever, one to the next. It was hypnotizing. 


“The entrance is quite high.” Lazarus
pointed at the cavern’s ceiling, drawing my attention beyond the artwork to a
faint crevice about fifteen feet over our heads. 


“How do we get up there?” I mused, but
Lazarus was already scaling the wall like Spiderman. He wiggled through the
hole and I gasped when he disappeared. 


“Can you do that?” I gaped at Ulrich who just
grinned back at me 


“I’ll carry you up,” he said, going down so
I could climb on his back once again. “You go through first. I’ll follow.”


I clung to him as he scaled the wall, my
eyes closed tight. The rest of the entryways we’d had to crawl through had all
been down low, taking us deeper and deeper into the catacombs. The height of
this entrance would make it practically invisible, unless you knew it was
there—and virtually inaccessible to humans without the help of some sort of
ladder. Or a vampire. 


I crawled over Ulrich, boosting myself up
on the rocky edge of the crevice and using his shoulders as a place to steady
my feet. He helped push me into the tunnel and I wiggled my way through. The
stone around my neck glowed, giving me a foot or two of sight, but there was a
light at the very end of the tunnel, much to my surprise, and I followed it,
using my elbows to propel me forward. I could hear Ulrich behind me, moving his
way through, slowed up by me. 


While the hole in the rock had been high
and hard to reach, it exited at ground level and I crawled out, quickly
standing and taking a step back, away from Lazarus, who was leaning against the
wall, arms crossed, waiting for us. Ulrich slithered out of the hole behind me,
rising gracefully to his feet beside me, always between me and the other
vampire. I looked around at the cavern—we were surrounded by painted rock on
all sides—finding the source of the light. A pool of water glowed in the
darkness, giving the cave an eerie glow. 


I wondered at it but didn’t have time to
ask as Lazarus led us down a hallway. My necklace gave me enough light to see
by and I followed Ulrich closely, hanging onto his arm and pressing myself
against the solid bulk of his back when we stopped. I peered around him, seeing
Lazarus out ahead of us, talking quietly with another vampire. Clearly a guard
of some sort. He let us pass, although I heard him scenting me as I went by.
Ulrich reached back and took my hand, squeezing it and pulling me in front of
him as we squeezed through the rock. 


“Keep her near you,” Lazarus warned. 


“Yeah,” was all Ulrich replied, but I felt
him tighten his hold on me as we went around a rocky corner. The light around
my neck gave me a dim view of the graffiti on the walls. Down here, it was less
tagging and more art. Depictions of vampires, rivers of blood, humans
sacrificing themselves to blood-sucking demons. 


Entranced by the stories, I moved slowly,
reaching out to touch the rock—a circle of bald-headed vampires devouring the
flesh of the young, drinking their blood. I shivered, not sorry when Ulrich
pushed me forward, past the horrible sight. Then we were inside the vampire caves—the
true Empire of the Dead—and the art on the cave walls hadn’t prepared me
for what was in there. Not even close. 


“Ulrich,” I whispered, stopping short and
feeling his arms go protectively around me. 


There was no light—we were in utter
darkness. My little glow light only gave me a few feet of sight, although there
were a few more like mine glowing around the necks of others in the dark.
Bodies writhed on the rocky floor around us, the sounds of pain mixed with
pleasure echoing off the walls. I cringed back against Ulrich, turning my face
into his shirt, gagging at the smell of fresh blood and rot. This place made La
Salle du Sang seem like a palace. Was Lily really down here? Was she even
still alive?


“It’s okay,” Ulrich murmured, propelling me
forward. “I’m here.” 


“This way.” Lazarus directed us—I’d almost
forgotten about him in my shock—and Ulrich followed, taking me with him. I put
my arms around his neck, letting him hold me close and carry me that way, my
feet not touching the ground at all as we zipped past sights and sounds and
smells I didn’t want any part of. I hid my face against his shirt, trying to
breathe only through my mouth. 


The first thing that changed was the
sound—no more moans and screams. Instead, cheering and the sounds of a crowd.
Then, there was light. It was dim, but I could see as we moved through another
section of the rock, this one carved out to be wide and deep. In the center,
two men, bloody and beaten, in the middle of a ring. I stared, wide-eyed, the
crowd around them cheering as one of the men—no, not a man, a vampire—moved in
on the other, baring his fangs and seeking the other man’s neck. 


“What is this?” I wondered aloud. Vampire
fight club? But the other man, he was human. It seemed an unfair fight—like
playing with your food. Cat and mouse. Then the man grabbed something out of
his pocket and liquid went flying. The vampire howled, burned by the holy
water, retreating to the other side of the ring. That’s when I saw the wooden
stake in the man’s hand. 


“Why?” I wrinkled my nose, looking up at
Ulrich as we moved around the edge of the crowd. 


“There is nothing more exciting to a
vampire than the very edge of mortality,” he told me softly, quickly following
Lazarus around the vampires, most of them men, although there were a few women
vampires, and some blood slaves, I noticed. The latter were chained or
collared, at their masters’ feet. “They crave everything extreme. They will
never experience death, so they do so through others.”


I shuddered, hearing the crowd cheer when
the man jumped on the back of the vampire, attempting to drive the stake into
his chest. It was a ridiculous venture, of course. They’d given the man
something symbolic, but the truth was, the man didn’t have the strength to
pierce the vampire’s skin with that stake. It would require something like the
force of a crossbow to do that. 


The vampire, incredibly strong, threw the
man off, tossing him like a rag doll against the ropes. I wondered, as I saw
the defeat in the middle-aged man’s eyes, who he was. Did he have a wife? A
child? How did he come to be here, naked and alone, fighting a vampire to his
inevitable death? I couldn’t imagine that humans won these fights. Not very
often. Especially when they were given such inadequate weapons.


“They’re vampire hunters,” Ulrich
explained. “If a vampire catches one, this is where they’re taken. And yes,
sometimes they do win.”


“Then what?” 


“Then they live to fight another day.”
Ulrich pushed me through the crowd, trying to keep up with Lazarus up ahead. “It’s
only at the moment of your own death that you truly feel what your life meant.”


I didn’t have time to contemplate this as
we moved through the next chamber of horrors—this one truly beyond anything I
could have imagined. The smell made me gag, my stomach protesting, and I covered
my mouth and nose with one hand. I was immediately reminded of the paintings on
the rock I’d seen on our way in. The darkness was complete and even the dim
glow of the light around my neck made the vampires here cringe and hiss, moving
away from us. 


But I could see enough—horribly twisted
creatures squatting amidst a pile of human remains, tearing the flesh from the
bones with teeth that were all fangs. If these were vampires, or if they had
been at one time, they were now something twisted and deformed. Completely
bald, their eyes shiny, blind or nearly so, clawed hands reaching through the
mass of bloody leavings to find more flesh. I let out a little yelp when
something alive touched my leg.


“It’s okay,” Ulrich assured as I quickly
climbed up to wrap my legs around his waist, clinging to him. “They only eat
the dead. This is where they toss those who are defeated—once they’re drained.”



“How efficient.” I shivered, burying my
face in his neck. 


“This is where we part ways.” Lazarus
pointed down a long tunnel lined with vampire guards as far as I could see in
the dim light from my necklace. “I don’t have the price of admission.”


“Do you?” I tilted my head at Ulrich,
quizzical. 


Lazarus snorted a laugh, his gaze lighting
on me. “He doesn’t need it.” 


I wanted to ask what he meant
but I was too stunned as Ulrich made his way through the tunnel and the guards
all went down to one knee as we passed. Before I could ask him about it, we
reached a crack in the rock, a makeshift doorway. Ulrich slipped through,
setting me down as we entered the room. This was no dank cave—someone had spent
a great deal of time carving furniture out of rock here, covering it with
cushions and draping the walls with tapestries and veils. 


It reminded me of the old
movies I’d seen depicting harems, where beautiful women lounged everywhere, and
the sweet, floral smell of perfume hung in the air. My gaze moved over the
figures in the dimness—it wasn’t dark here, not completely. There was a gentle
glow coming from another one of those pools. This one bubbled and steam rose
from it. I saw a few vampires in the water, surrounded by nude women serving
them wine. 


There were women everywhere,
in various state of undress, and I searched their faces, looking for a glimpse
of my sister’s red hair. Ulrich seemed to know where he was going, which was
strange, since he claimed to have never been in the catacombs before. Beyond
the harem room, where the vampires and the women looked at us as we passed, but
then turned away, disinterested, was another doorway, this one wide and high. 


We passed through it, Ulrich
taking my hand, pulling me close. 


“Poppy,” he said in a low
voice. “Let me—”


“Do all the talking,” I finished, rolling
my eyes. 


We were close, now. How I knew that, I
couldn’t say. But somehow, I could actually feel my sister’s presence here. I’d
been searching the faces of the harem women, but I didn’t have to. I glimpsed
Lily the moment we entered the room—my sister sat on what could only be
considered a throne, wearing a black silk and lace gown that fit her like a
second skin, a literal crown of what looked like rubies and diamonds sitting on
top of her red hair. 


On my sister’s left was a vampire, dark
haired and dark eyed. 


Alaric.


I could only see him in profile, but he was
devilishly handsome and horribly familiar. I hated the way the red slash of his
mouth twisted into a cruel sort of smile, his laugh too loud and strident as he
leaned in to whisper something into Lily’s ear. My sister smiled in response to
whatever he said but the moment he looked away, Lily’s smile faded, her eyes
going dark again. My heart ached just looking at her. The last time we’d been
together, we were just children. Now, both of us were women, grown up and
greatly changed. 


But Lily was still my sister—the only
family I had. 


It was too much for me to process. I looked
around, seeing vampire guards lining the walls, stationed in between cages.
Inside those cages were women—blood slaves—naked, collared and chained. Most of
them were quiet, sleeping. Some hugged themselves, rocking back and forth. One
of them was literally gnawing on the steel bars of her cage, a sight I had to
look away from, it hurt my heart so much. Some part of me had expected to
arrive and find my sister in a similar situation. Instead, she was bejeweled
and enthroned. I didn’t know if I should feel happy or sad about that. 


I’d expected another fishing expedition,
asking more questions of strange vampires, gathering clues about Lily’s
whereabouts. I thought, perhaps, we might get lucky and find her down here in
the catacombs, that with Ulrich’s help, his vampire powers and strength, we’d
have a chance of breaking her out of her prison and taking her somewhere safe. 


I hadn’t counted on being welcomed as if we’d
been expected, on Lily being treated like a queen.


“What’s the plan?” I whispered, feeling
suddenly unprepared for this moment. I had put my trust in Ulrich but now I
wondered if, perhaps, that had been foolhardy. Looking around, I felt as if I’d
walked into a trap, something prepared and planned. No one seemed surprised at our
presence. In fact, it almost seemed as if they’d known we were coming. But how?
Then I remembered all that French Ulrich and Lazarus had been speaking. Had
Lazarus somehow warned Alaric we were coming?


“Ulrich!” The dark-haired vampire rose from
his place next to Lily, beaming, his mouth twisted with the cruel smile, beckoning.
“Come, brother. I knew you would bring her to me. We have much to discuss.” 


I blinked. That’s all I could do. My body
wouldn’t let me do anything else. The breath had left my lungs, my heart
stuttering in my chest. As Alaric came toward us, I recoiled with such force I
probably would have collapsed if Ulrich hadn’t grabbed my elbow to keep me from
going down. 


I realized, in that moment, I was stepping
away from one monster into the arms of another. 


I knew you would bring her to me. 


Was it true? Had Ulrich been bringing me to
his brother all along?


I stared at Alaric, realizing he was my
worst fear come true, standing right in front of me. He’d been the one to
kidnap us so many years ago and, while I’d managed to escape, he still had my
sister. I glanced at Lily, only peripherally feeling Ulrich’s protective arm
slip around my shoulder, wondering how much of her was really left. Was she
even still in there, after so many years with this parasite? Had he sucked her
completely dry? 


When Ulrich extended his other hand out to
shake Alaric’s, I shrank from him, from them both. It hadn’t fully sunk in yet,
but it was beginning to. Alaric’s words echoed in my mind—I knew you’d bring
her to me—even as I wanted to deny it. I looked between them, seeing the
similarities. They were both big men, the same build, the same dark hair and
eyes, the same full mouth—although Alaric’s was twisted into an evil sort of
smile that Ulrich’s face didn’t mirror. In fact, Ulrich wasn’t smiling at all,
but he was shaking the vampire’s hand and to me, it sure seemed as if this
meeting had been…


Planned all along. 


“You bastard,” I whispered, pulling away
from Ulrich and glaring up at him. “You brought me here… on purpose?”  


He shifted his gaze down to me briefly, as
if he’d almost forgotten I was there, and he frowned, moving to put his arm
around my shoulder again, but I yanked away. 


“Don’t you touch me!” I hissed, looking
between the two of them. 


Alaric folded his arms over his chest,
watching the scene with great amusement. I wanted to scratch his eyes out. The holy
water I had tucked in my cleavage felt like it was burning a hole in my chest.
I couldn’t kill him with it, but I could hurt him. Holy water to vampires was
mostly what mace was to humans—a good deterrent. You could use it to kill a
vampire if you had a good enough delivery system—but it would have to be shot
directly into the brain.


“Poppy…” Ulrich’s voice was low, his eyes
full of warning.


Not that I cared. I was a fool and I stood
there shaking with that realization. How stupid I’d been, thinking he was
helping me out of the goodness of his cold, dead vampire heart. He’d really made
me believe it—that he was different from all the others. But Ulrich was just
another bloodsucking tick, a scourge on the face of humanity, just like his
damnable brother. As far as I was concerned, the two of them deserved each
other. 


All I cared about now was Lily. 


“Don’t you ‘Poppy’ me,” I snapped, reaching
down to retrieve the holy water and holding it out in front of me. It was no
little vial—it had a trigger and could spray up to ten feet, exactly like mace
or pepper spray. “Don’t you ever come near me again, you two-faced,
back-stabbing… dog!” 


It was the best insult I could come up with,
given his vampire-shifter-power. I saw Ulrich’s eyes change, a strange light in
them as he looked between me and the little spray can of holy water. 


“I’ll burn your face off, I swear to God!”
I held the sprayer out toward them, glancing back at the guards, knowing they
could all overpower me in an instant if they wanted to. Or if they were ordered
to.


“So spirited, just like her sister.” Alaric
laughed, a sound that made me take another step back from the two of them. “I
like ’em with a little fire. They taste so much better when they’re struggling.”



“You leech.” I felt my whole body shaking,
from rage or fear, I wasn’t sure which. 


“And I’ve tasted you, haven’t I, Poppy?” Alaric’s
eyes were alight with the memory, the hunger in them almost palpable. “So
sweet. I can’t wait to taste you again…”


“You know damned well I didn’t bring her
here for you.” Ulrich glared at his brother, putting his body between the two
of us. “I’ve come for her sister. And you’re going to give her to me.” 


Alaric’s attention shifted away from me to
Ulrich, their eyes locking, glittering in the low light. 


“Same old Ulrich.” Alaric shook his head,
giving his brother a pitying look. “Denying your own basic nature. You’re a
walking betrayal to the whole vampire race, you know that, right?” 


“And you’re a walking betrayal to all of
humanity,” Ulrich sneered. 


“Now, boys, there’s no need to bicker.” A
gentle voice behind me made me whirl around to see a female vampire moving
toward us out of the dimness. She had been an older woman when she was
turned—her dark hair was long and thick, but greying at the temples—still,
clearly beautiful. And the family resemblance was startling and unmistakable. I
didn’t have to be told who she was, although that fact was revealed in the next
moment. “We are family, after all.” 


“Mother.” Ulrich’s voice broke, hoarse and
incredulous as the woman came out of the shadows to put her hand on her son’s
thick forearm. “You… you’re…”


“Alive?” The woman gave a little laugh.
“Still undead? Yes. And, thanks to your brother, now we’re all together again.
One big, happy family.” 


“I don’t know about big or happy.” Alaric
snorted, flashing a fang-filled smile at his mother, who gave him a
close-lipped one back. “But I suppose we’re still family. And don’t thank me—without
our mother’s particular talents, I never could have contacted Poppy. So, I
guess I’m glad we’ve mended fences. Right, mother dear?” 


 







CHAPTER TEN


I stood there, too stunned to move, unsure
of what sort of vampire family drama was unfolding in front of me. Whatever was
happening, it had Ulrich completely disarmed. He was staring at his mother like
he’d seen a ghost. He’d clearly forgotten all about our reasons for being there
in the first place. But I hadn’t. I had my own family drama to worry about.
Glancing over, I saw Lily was watching this all unfold, too, but she didn’t
seem too surprised. 


“Where have you been?” Ulrich’s voice
recovered a little as he addressed his mother. “I looked for you…”


“I...” The woman looked pained. “I was—”


“Don’t beat yourself up too much, brother.”
Alaric clapped him on the back. “I just found her myself, and I’ve had people
looking all over the world for centuries.” 


“You should have let me stay buried.”
That’s what she said under her breath. I don’t think Alaric heard her. But
Ulrich did. He turned toward her, frowning, looking concerned. 


“I’m just glad you’re here,” she told him,
looking at Ulrich, her gaze shifting to Alaric. “That we’re all together again.
I never thought, when he asked me to call for her, that we’d locate you as
well…”


For the first time, the vampire turned her
eyes on me. I felt her assessing me, probing, looking for something, and I did
my best to keep her at bay, although my surprise at this turn of events limited
my abilities somewhat. 


“You’re the one who called me?” I looked
from the vampire to my sister, frowning. “But…” 


“It was your sister’s voice,” Alaric
assured me. “My mother just… amplified and directed it.” 


“Your vampire superpower?” I guessed,
making a face at the woman. She didn’t answer me. 


“But now we’re all here!” Alaric threw his
arms wide, laughing. “It couldn’t have turned out better if I’d planned it.
I’ve got my mother back, my brother back—”


Alaric put an arm around each of their
shoulders. I noticed they both shrank away from him. 


“And the twins!” Alaric’s fangs flashed at
me, then he looked toward Lily, who hadn’t moved from her perch. “You know what
that makes us, don’t you, brother?” 


“Stop calling me that.” Ulrich ducked out
from Alaric’s arm, taking his mother’s and pulling her away from his brother. 


“Oh, but this is a joyous reunion.”
Alaric’s mouth curled into an evil little smile. “There’s someone you haven’t
had the chance to get reacquainted with yet.”


Alaric turned and walked toward the cages
lining the opposite wall. I watched, horrified, as he unlocked one of them,
holding his hand out to a woman inside. She was the most beautiful woman I’d
ever seen. Her thick, long dark hair hung in curls down her back. Unlike most
of the other caged women, this one wore clothes, a long, flowing purple dress,
with a jeweled belt high on up the empire waist. She was very well-kept, her
blue eyes sparkling like ice chips as she looked up at Alaric. 


It was then that she hissed at him and I
saw her fangs. 


This wasn’t a courtesan—it was a vampire.


“She tried to run away.” Alaric sighed,
shaking his head. “I had to lock her up for her own safety.” 


I couldn’t blame her, I thought, seeing her
give Alaric the side-eye as she finally took his hand, letting him help her out
of the cage. 


“Look, brother!” Alaric grinned as he put
an arm around the woman’s waist, guiding her toward where we all stood,
watching. “It’s old-home week here in the catacombs. A vampire version of This
Is Your Life! Say hello, man!” 


I glanced up at Ulrich and saw he was
visibly shaken. I’d never seen him look quite so unsure of himself. 


“Go give him a kiss, darling.” Alaric
nudged the woman forward, pushing her toward Ulrich. “He deserves it, after
waiting a thousand years to see you again.” 


The vampire took a step toward Ulrich and I
felt the hackles rising on the back of my neck. Who was this woman? Who was she
to Ulrich? A sister? He hadn’t mentioned one, but maybe, I thought, given how
much Alaric was talking about a family reunion. 


“Still lovely as ever, isn’t she?” Alaric
reached a hand out to pat the woman’s behind, nudging her forward even more. 


The vampire whirled her head around to
glare at him, baring her fangs. She moved so quickly I almost didn’t see it. It
was just a blur, and then she was on Alaric, with a screech that put the
supersonic sound of bats to shame. 


Ulrich’s mother screamed, “Bryn! No!” 


I shrank away from the turmoil, watching
Alaric’s men moving in to help him—despite the fact she was half his size, the
vampire woman was getting the best of him—when I heard Ulrich roar. 


One minute, he was beside me, the next, he
was leaping over the crowd. 


“Move away, brother.” Alaric had managed to
roll the woman off him and had her in a headlock. He stood, taking her with
him, backing slowly away from his brother. “Or I’ll end her right here.” 


Ulrich took a step back as Alaric circled
around. He kept Ulrich in front of him, using the woman vampire—Bryn—as a
shield. It wasn’t until he moved closer that I saw he had something pointed at her
chest. It wasn’t a gun—that wouldn’t kill a vampire—but rather a small, mini
crossbow. Aimed straight at her heart. 


“Aren’t you happy to see her again?” Alaric
asked. 


Ulrich was clenching and unclenching his
fists, glaring at his brother as Alaric edged closer toward me. I would have
moved away, but his men were there, blocking any exit. 


“No?” Alaric tilted his head, glancing at
the vampire he had pulled tight against him, her back to his front, his arm
wrapped tightly about her neck. 


I could see her face in profile—a stunning
beauty—her eyes full of fear. 


“Ah well, she’s of no use to me anymore.”
Alaric moved out of the way of the arrow as he depressed the trigger on the
crossbow. 


“No!” Ulrich roared, heading for his
brother, the vampire woman’s body collapsing to the stone floor. 


“Not another step.” Alaric reached out an
arm and grabbed me by the hair, yanking hard. I yelped, struggling as he pulled
me into his arms. He quickly reloaded the crossbow, pointing it at his brother.
Then, he turned the thing toward me. “It’ll stop a beating heart as well as a
vampire one.” 


Ulrich, who had been coming at him
full-steam, stopped short. Alaric back away again, keeping me in front of him.
I could see Ulrich’s gaze moving around the room, assessing the situation, and
hoped he had a plan, because this whole thing had gone south faster than I ever
could have imagined. 


“You know, that one is incredibly
valuable.” Alaric nodded toward Lily, ignoring Ulrich. “But this one. This one
is priceless.”


“Let me go!” I snarled at Alaric, who had
my arms pinned to my sides. The holy water I’d pulled out was still clenched in
my hand, but I couldn’t raise my arms to use it on him. 


“Oh, my sweet girl,” he purred, enveloping
me in his grasp, pressing against me from behind, keeping my arms pinned,
crossing them in front of me. At least he didn’t have the little crossbow
pointed at me anymore. “You’re mine again, and this time, I’m going to take full
advantage of you…” 


“Let her go.” Ulrich pushed his mother
behind him, taking a step toward his brother.


“You haven’t fed from her, have you?”
Alaric guessed, chuckling and sidestepping his brother as Ulrich lunged for us.
“You don’t know what her blood does, do you?”


I felt myself suddenly trembling in Alaric’s
arms, seeing the puzzled look on Ulrich’s face. 


“Do you want me to tell you?” Alaric’s
fangs grazed my throat and I shivered. He was scenting me, breathing in deeply,
his strong embrace making it impossible for me to move away. 


“Let me go,” I said again, not able to keep
the quiver out of my voice. Being this close to Alaric again was making me
nauseous and a little dizzy, especially after seeing what he’d done to the
vampire woman.


I looked at Ulrich, pleading at him with my
eyes. My fears that he’d planned this whole thing had been completely
dispelled, but we’d fallen into the trap that Alaric had set for me. He’d just
managed to catch his brother at the same time—a lucky shot.


“Oh, no, I’m never letting her go again.”
Alaric’s voice had a bit of steel in it, and so did his hands as they traveled
over my body. “Her blood’s going to make me the most powerful vampire in the
world.”


Alaric glanced up at his brother, who
looked blind-sided. And he was. He had no idea what my blood actually did. 


“If you drink from that one, you can stay
awake during the day,” Alaric told his brother, nodding at Lily. “But this one.
Oh, this one. Her blood will let you walk in the sun unharmed. Come drink from
her, brother. We can all be the most powerful family in the world again.” 


Ulrich stood unmoving, looking between me
and Alaric, and I saw the realization dawning on him. It was true, what Alaric
was saying. I saw what he was thinking, as clearly as if I could read his mind.
What Alaric said had to be true—it fully explained what made us so valuable in
the first place. 


“You’ll never get another drop of my
blood,” I protested, twisting in his grip, which had loosened as his hands
explored me. I knew I didn’t have long, but I’d managed to escape for a moment,
and that was all I needed. 


“You’re mine!” Alaric insisted, grabbing
for me again. 


I was about to scream at him—over my
dead body!—getting ready to spray Alaric in the face with my vampire-mace,
but I didn’t have the chance. Ulrich pulled something from his sleeve with a
deftness only a vampire possessed, something that looked like a handle or a
club, until suddenly it lit up, a round disk of golden light spinning like a
blade at the end of it. 


Ulrich grabbed my arm and whirled me out of
the way, swinging the disk at his brother’s head. I screamed—I couldn’t help
it—but I wasn’t alone. Lily screamed in my ear, clutching me, as I found myself
tossed right against her. For the first time in years, we embraced, holding
each other tightly and crouching down to stay out of the way of the vampires
fighting around us. 


Because the minute Ulrich swing his
light-axe, the room was full of vampires who came to defend Alaric. The only
problem with that was that every time one of them got close, the light-axe
would swing, and after the first vampire-guard had been beheaded, the rest of
them were much more careful about approaching the fighting brothers. 


“Come with me.” Ulrich’s mother tugged at
my sleeve, keeping her voice down. “Both of you, come with me.”


“I’m not going anywhere with you.” I jerked
away from her, peeking over the edge of the throne-like chair to see Alaric and
Ulrich locked in a battle for possession of the deadly light-axe. 


“It’s okay,” Lily whispered. “This is Nadia—she’s
not with him.” 


“She’s his mother. And she was the
one who helped call me here, remember?” I snorted at my sister, then narrowed
my gaze at her. “Why did you call me here, anyway? You don’t exactly look like
you’re in danger.”


“You don’t know anything about me.” Lily
curled her lip. 


“I know you married Aron.”


“Aron?” Lily grabbed my hands in hers,
squeezing hard, a wild look in her eyes. “Is he here? Oh, God, please tell me
he’s okay.” 


“I don’t know…” I bit my lip. “I tried to
contact him, but I didn’t get through…” 


“Alaric found us,” Lily said. “I never
dreamed he was still looking for me, after all this time… but he found us. We
came here to Paris on our honeymoon. I didn’t know he was here.”


“Oh Lily…” I put an arm around her shoulder.
“I’m so sorry.” 


“It wasn’t me he really wanted.” She
leveled a look at me. “It was you. 


“I know.” I nodded miserably. 


“Can we talk about this later, girls?” Nadia
nudged us further into the shadows, to the other side of the raised chairs that
stood like thrones. “At a less dangerous time, perhaps?”


I peeked over the side of the throne again,
seeing that Alaric had wrested the weapon from Ulrich and was now wielding it
against him. My heart clenched in my chest as I saw Ulrich duck, avoiding the
blow, but just barely. The two of them were surrounded by Alaric’s vampire
minions, but they were hanging back, not moving in to intervene, watching the
two big, powerful vampires fight. 


“I know a back way,” Nadia whispered. “I
can get you both out, if we can slip away…”


“What about you?” Lily asked, moving to
follow the vampire. 


“I can’t.” Nadia shook her head, reaching
for my hand. “It will be dawn, soon.”


“Oh, we can fix that.” Lily smiled, meeting
my eyes, but I shook my head, hanging back. 


“I’m not going without Ulrich.” 


My sister looked at me, aghast. “I thought
you came here for me?” 


“I did… but…” I hesitated, wondering if I
should trust Nadia—was she leading us further into Alaric’s lair, deeper into a
trap? Lily seemed to trust her, though. And the vampire said she had a way out.
Without vampire guidance, I knew I would never get us out of the tunnels. Lily
and I could wander forever before dying alone in the darkness to make a meal
for the rats. 


“Come on!” Lily reached out and
grabbed my hand, yanking my arm.


Our eyes met, and my heart felt like it was
breaking again. I’d just found her, and I was going to let her go. Except this
time, it would be Lily who escaped. There was something horribly poetic about
that, and I couldn’t help the memory that rose up in my mind—the last time we’d
been separated like this. 


“You go.” I pulled out of her grip and
pushed her toward Nadia. “Find your way out. Find Aron. Go, Lily. Now—while you
still can.” 


“I won’t leave you.” Lily shook her head,
reaching for me again, but I stayed out of her reach. Nadia was pulling at her,
trying to get her to follow. “Poppy, no! Come with me!” 


“Please. For me. Just go.” I swallowed,
feeling tears stinging my eyes. “It’s okay, Lil. You know it should have been
me.” 


“No,” she breathed, and I saw tears
glittering in her eyes, too. 


I nodded, pushing her toward Nadia, toward
freedom. “You said it yourself. It’s me he wants. Now go.” 


Lily kept looking back at me, her eyes
pleading, and it took everything in me not to follow her down into the darkness
of the tunnels. The bond we shared was unbreakable, I realized, and always
would be. I would always feel connected to her, no matter where we were, no
matter how far apart. I could have gone with them, but if I stayed, I thought,
perhaps, she could make it out.


After all, she’d sacrificed herself for me
once—this was the least I could do for her. 


And then, there was Ulrich. 


I didn’t know why I cared. He was a
vampire, for God’s sake. What did I care what happened to him? I shouldn’t have
cared whether he or Alaric cut each other’s head’s off. But I did care. I
realized, in that moment, that I cared quite a lot. 


“Don’t let them escape!” Alaric yelled this
to his minions when he glimpsed Nadia and Lily disappearing around the corner
and into the tunnels. I could see the hulking figure of Ulrich out of the
corner of my eye as he fought with his brother, the two of them rolling on the
stone floor, struggling for possession of the weapon. 


“I’m right here, Alaric,” I called,
straightening as I strode toward them, the holy water still cupped in my hand.
“I’m the prize, right? So, come get me.” 


“Get her!” Alaric gasped, avoiding his
brother’s fist connecting with his face by just inches. “Don’t you dare let her
get away!”


I found myself suddenly faced with a wall
of vampires and my confidence sank like a weight in the pit of my stomach. The
only thing that propelled me forward was knowing they wouldn’t harm me, not
really. Alaric wanted me alive. He needed my blood still pumping through my veins
for his evil plan to work. 


One of the vampire minions grabbed my arm
as I tried to dodge past them. I saw the brothers still in a tangle, both of
them using all of their strength, trying to overcome the other. And I saw
instantly that Ulrich was in trouble. 


“Ulrich!” I screamed his name, seeing
Alaric swinging the light-axe toward his brother’s head once again. Except this
time, Ulrich was on the ground, his back was to him, and there was no way for
him to see it coming. 


Ulrich’s head came up at the sound of his
name and his arm shot out. He grabbed the axe handle, wrenching it away from
his brother as he rose to his feet. The disk of light whirred and hissed,
nearly decapitating him as he pulled it back, but he managed to keep his head
down. 


I yanked my arm nearly out of its socket
trying to get away from the vampire holding me, doing a quick tumble roll
toward the two brothers. I aimed the spray at Alaric’s snarling face, taking
great pleasure in his howl when I depressed the trigger and shot vampire-mace
right in his face. 


The minion had me in his grip in an
instant, pulling me back from the fray. I screamed, kicking and biting, trying
my best to get him to let go, but he held me fast. Ulrich saw the vampire
dragging me away, and I saw where he was headed—one of the empty cages against
the wall. My heart dropped to my toes and twisted and bucked, screaming
Ulrich’s name, although I saw him standing over his now incapacitated brother,
that disc of fire spinning in his hand. One blow, and Alaric’s head would be
separated from his shoulders. 


“Kill him!” I screamed hoarsely, seeing the
hesitation on Ulrich’s face. “Do it now!” 


There was only a moment to make the
decision before the other vampires came to their master’s rescue. Ulrich let
out an anguished howl, leaping over his brother’s writhing body. Alaric was
still in pain, clutching his eyes, the holy water clearly making them burn. I
hoped it hurt like hell. His vampire guard had him up by then, moving him away
from Ulrich’s deadly blade.


But Ulrich’s attention wasn’t focused on
his brother anymore. He was up and swinging the fire-axe in front of him as he
headed toward me. It was a weapon like I’d never seen before, cutting through
the vampire guard who stood in his way like they were made of tissue paper. 


The vampire who held me wasn’t letting go.
His master had given him an order and he clearly knew the stakes. He picked me
up like I was a sack of sugar and carried me under his arm. He wasn’t heading
toward the cages anymore—he was beelining for the tunnels where I’d seen Nadia
and Lily disappear. My stomach revolted at the thought of being down in the
dark tunnels with this strange vampire. 


“Poppy!” Ulrich’s voice boomed, echoing off
the rock as he followed us. 


“Let me go!” I kicked the vampire as hard
as I could, but it didn’t even slow him down. So, I screamed, hoping to let
Ulrich know which way we were going down the tunnels. 


“Ulrich! Ulrich! Where are you?”


 







CHAPTER ELEVEN


We were moving fast—too fast. I was already
nauseous from the speed, and I was afraid Ulrich wouldn’t be able to follow. I
couldn’t even see the hint of the burning axe blade in the dimness. 


“Stop!” I cried, feeling the vampire’s hand
digging into my ribs, trying to keep his hold on me as we moved deeper into the
tunnel. “Goddamnit, you leech, let me go!” 


The vampire just grunted and readjusted
when I did my best to knee him in the crotch. This time, he tossed me over his
shoulder, continuing down into the tunnel. Where were we going? I had no idea,
but clearly the vampire knew where he was taking me. I wondered if Alaric knew,
too? Of course, Ulrich wouldn’t know. He would have to follow us, using his
vampire senses. But what if he lost our trail? Then what? 


“Ulrich!” I cried, listening intently,
trying to hear if he was still behind us. Distantly, I could hear Alaric
barking orders, although I wasn’t sure exactly what they were. Probably sending
more minions to follow us down into the tunnels. 


The thought of being in Alaric’s possession
again made me go cold with terror. I hoped and prayed Ulrich was following,
that he hadn’t been caught, that somehow, we would get out of this together,
but mostly, I prayed Lily was being led to freedom. 


I had pushed Lily into the tunnels with
Nadia, sacrificing myself so she could escape. I prayed that Nadia had done as
she promised, that she knew a secret way out of this empire of the dead, into
the light. I didn’t understand why Nadia would help us, since she’d clearly
been the one who had called me into this trap in the first place, but I had to
trust Lily’s judgment. 


“Ulrich!” I screamed again, hoping he could
hear me, that he was following us at this breakneck pace. The vampire that held
me sped up, just when I thought that was impossible, and I gagged, trying to
keep myself from throwing up, my head swimming. If he went much faster, I was
going to pass out. His careless treatment made me realize just how careful
Ulrich had been with me during our descent.


We rounded a corner and came into the
light. The vampire came to a halt, and my eyes adjusted slowly as he set me on
my feet. The sudden stop was almost as bad as the breakneck speed and I leaned
against the tunnel wall, trying to regain my balance. It took me a moment to
realize that I was hearing voices, although they sounded distant, like I was
underwater, but that was probably because my ears were ringing so loudly. 


“Thank you, Leo,” Alaric said, giving a
name to the vampire who had spirited me away so quickly. “Your reward will be
the first taste of her, I promise you.” 


“She’s unharmed,” Leo said, pointing to me.



I didn’t know about that. I felt quite
broken, to be honest, although I couldn’t identify exactly why. I couldn’t seem
to think or make sense of much. Had we come in a full circle? Where were we? 


I tried to run—I really did—but my legs
refused to work. In my mind, I bolted, running wildly into the darkness, but in
reality, my body just lurched forward, and I collapsed to my knees. Alaric had
me then, my back to his front, his mouth grazing the side of my throat. I tried
to struggle, to get away, but again, my body refused to obey. I just hung there
in his arms like a limp noodle. 


“She is a sweet reward,” Alaric purred into
my ear, making the hackles rise on the back of my neck. 


“Sir, we have the other one,” another
vampire reported, stepping into the light. “And your mother.”


“Ah, good.” Alaric chuckled, his hands
moving up to cup my breasts. I winced and tried to move away, but couldn’t.
“Bring them.” 


I saw Lily’s bent, copper-colored head in
the dim light as a vampire pushed her forward. Then he pushed Nadia forward,
too, and the two of them clung to each other, going to their knees in front of
Alaric like supplicants begging for forgiveness, although neither of them said
a word. 


“My lovely pets.” Alaric held onto me with
one arm and reached down with the other to stroke Lily’s thick, red hair. It
had come undone and tumbled down her shoulders in messy waves. The crown was
gone. Then he lifted Nadia’s chin, forcing her to look at him “Where did you
think you were going? You can’t escape me. I see everything, know everything.”


Nadia’s eyes flashed but there was
surrender in them. She knew it was true, and so did I. Nadia and Lily were
bound to him, and soon, I would be bound to him, too, and there would be no
escape. I tried to focus. My nausea was ebbing, the dizziness fading. My body
was coming under my control again, but I held still, waiting for the right
moment. 


I met Lily’s eyes and saw the pain and
frustration there. It had been years since we’d seen each other, but it didn’t
matter. We were sisters, now and forever, connected by blood. And it was our
blood that was the problem, that made us slaves to these creatures who wanted
us for it. 


She’d been so close to escape—or so I’d
hoped. But here we were again, both of us caught in Alaric’s web. For years,
we’d only had each other, and when we’d been forced apart, I thought I would
die without her. But I hadn’t. My will to survive had been stronger than I
thought possible. I looked at my sister and saw the same strength in her eyes. 


“Have you found my brother yet?” Alaric
asked the vampires gathering around us. “I want that blade. He still has the
Axe of Freyr, mother dear, the one that father had forged.” 


This last was directed at Nadia, who
avoided his gaze. 


“What a perfect day.” Alaric sighed happily
in my ear. “My brother’s brought me not only you, but the Axe of Freyr, too!” 


I could only assume the Axe of Freyr was
the thing Ulrich had been wielding. Some ancient vampire weapon? I guessed. It
had certainly been effective. I just wished Ulrich had managed to make contact
with Alaric’s head. I felt bad that I’d misjudged Ulrich, that I’d believed,
even for a minute, that Alaric’s words were true about his brother. Ulrich
hadn’t brought me here as a sacrifice—that much was clear now—he’d come to kill
his brother, just as he’d said. A goal I could certainly get fully behind. 


“There’s no sign of him so far in the
tunnels,” one of the vampires told Alaric with a shake of his head. “But we’ll
find him.” 


Or he’ll find you, I thought, my chest swelling with hope I
knew I shouldn’t be harboring. What was one vampire going to do against all of
these others? Even if he did have some magical vampire-killing axe?


“Don’t worry, I’ll get him to come around,”
Alaric said, putting a hand on Nadia’s bent head. Then he chuckled. “Or I’ll
kill him, if he doesn’t. Either way—I have what I need, now.” 


No, please, no, I thought, closing my eyes tight against
it as Alaric bent his head to scent me. His excitement was apparent, and I
shrank away, wishing I was somewhere else, anywhere else. 


“Find him,” Alaric ordered, suddenly
propelling me forward. “And bring the axe to me. I’ll be in my chambers.”


He ordered Lily and Nadia to follow him and
they did. We were moving quickly through the darkness again, Alaric pushing me
out in front of him, my feet not touching the ground. When we arrived at his
chambers, it was much more luxurious than I had expected, with a large bed as
the centerpiece, sheer black curtains drawn around the four-poster
construction. 


My stomach revolted the minute I saw it,
and when I met Lily’s eyes, I glimpsed a truth I’d feared there. She’d been
forced into that bed, more than once. And now I was going to be forced there,
too. No amount of begging or pleading would prevent it. 


“Don’t worry, I’ll take my time with you,”
Alaric murmured, clearly sensing my distress. “You won’t be harmed. You’re far
too valuable for that.” 


“You should leave her to us for a while,”
Nadia suggested, stepping toward me. I shrank from her too, but her touch was
gentle as she pushed my hair out of my eyes. “We’ll bathe and ready her for
you.”


“You want me to trust you alone with her?”
Alaric’s gaze narrowed at his mother. “After what you just did?”


“Forgive me.” Nadia bowed her head, sinking
to her knees in front of her son. “I’ve grown fond of Lily, and she simply
wanted to be reunited with her husband. I thought, since you have this one now,
you wouldn’t need her…” 


“You thought wrong,” Alaric snarled. “You
have no right to take what’s mine!”


“Of course,” she agreed softly. “You’re
right. I apologize.”


“You’re lucky I haven’t put you in a cage.”



“Let me make it up to you,” Nadia murmured.
“We’ll ready this one for you. Besides, Ulrich—” 


“I don’t want to hear about him anymore!”
Alaric sounded like a child having a temper tantrum.


“I just wondered if you should be out
there?” Nadia suggested. “Directing your men? Ulrich does have the Axe of
Freyr…”


She let that hang there and I felt Alaric’s
spine stiffen at her words 


“Prepare her for me,” Alaric instructed, as
if it had been his idea, letting me go. I barely kept my feet under me, it was
so sudden. “She needs cleaning up, anyway. I’ll be back.”


Nadia and Lily appeared on either side of
me as Alaric went toward the tunnel entrance. 


He glanced back, frowning, and said, “There
will be guards posted. Don’t try anything.” 


“Of course not.” Nadia bowed her head again,
her gaze on the floor, until her son had disappeared.


“Oh Poppy.” Lily’s arms were around me
then, and I collapsed in them, shaking uncontrollably. 


Lily was shaking too, and crying, and I
found my own cheeks wet with tears. We were in a heap on the stone floor, which
was cold even covered in a thick tapestry, both of us holding onto each other
like we never wanted to let go again. 


“I’m so sorry,” Lily apologized, cradling
her head against my shoulder. Funny, how we were twins, but she always acted
like she was the oldest, even if it was only by minutes. “I didn’t want you to
come. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.” 


“It’s my fault.” Nadia was there kneeling
beside us, stroking my hair, then Lily’s. “Alaric forced me to use my powers to
call through Lily, to reach out to you…”


“It doesn’t matter,” I said, sniffing back
my tears and pulling away so I could look my sister in the eye. There was so
much love there, it overwhelmed me. “You needed me, and I came.” 


“You should have stayed away.” Lily
sniffed, wiping tears from my cheeks. “Stayed safe. I’m not worth it. You’re
the important one, Poppy. You’re the one—”


“No!” I shook my head, putting my arms
around her and holding her close. Our hearts were beating fast and hard,
together again, like we’d been in the womb. “You’re my sister. My twin. You
mean just as much—”


“We both know that’s not true.” Lily’s arms
tightened around me. “Nadia, how can we get her out of here? We can’t let him
have her.” 


“I know.” Nadia’s voice was thick with fear
and I saw it in her eyes. “But there will be guards at the door. Too many for
me to overpower.” 


“Is there another way out of here?” I stood,
looking around in the dimness for some sort of miracle answer. 


“No, I’ve looked. And Bryn tried—more than
once.” Lily made a face. “It’s escape-proof.” 


Bryn. The woman vampire Alaric had killed.
Clearly Lily and Nadia had known her. But who was she? I wanted to ask, but
this wasn’t the time. 


“There has to be a way…” I looked up at the
sound of shouts in the tunnels. I couldn’t hear any words, just noise. Had
Alaric’s minions found Ulrich? My heart thudded hard in my chest at the thought
of him being captured. If he was still out there, I was holding on to a glimmer
of hope. 


“Well… there is one way.” Nadia looked at
Lily, her fangs grazing her lower lip, and I perked up. Then she told us her
idea. “I could turn her. Perhaps that would make her blood useless to him?” 


My eyes widened at her words and I took a
step back, my hand going to my throat. 


“No!” Lily stood, coming over to stand near
me protectively. “Not that.” 


I looked up at her, surprised. “Didn’t you
marry a vampire?” 


“So?” My sister rolled her eyes. “Poppy,
I’m not going to let her turn you. Not unless you want to be turned…”


“Never.” I shuddered at the thought. 


“That won’t be necessary.” I let out a yelp
when Ulrich’s big frame filled the entrance to the room. He was still carrying
the axe and the handle was dripping blood down his arm. 


“Oh, thank God,” I whispered, so relieved
at the sight of him, my knees almost gave way. I reached out and steadied
myself against the bedpost. 


“Let’s go,” Ulrich said, urging us toward
him. “Hurry!”


“It’s nearly daylight,” Nadia said beside
me, meeting her son’s eyes as he staggered into the room. “You can’t last much
longer…”


I hadn’t noticed the sluggish way Ulrich
was moving until then. Vampires went to sleep when the sun came up. They
usually sought out a quiet, dark place to rest during the day, because they
were rendered helpless, their bodies powering down, all the energy drained from
them. 


How long had it taken us to get down into
the tunnels? Clearly, Lazarus had misjudged the time.


“Alaric and his men don’t need to sleep,”
Nadia told him, and although she didn’t tell him why, I knew. They’d all fed
from my sister. And now, I saw, looking at him, he knew it, too. He knew what
I’d been keeping from him. “You need to get out of here. Now.” 


I looked between the two of them, feeling
utterly trapped. Here was Ulrich—he’d found us at last—but we were miles and
miles beneath the city. Where in the world could we go? Nadia was pushing us
out into the tunnels, where the vampire guard had been beheaded, thanks to
Ulrich’s axe. 


“Stay by me.” Ulrich grabbed my arm,
pulling me in close, and Nadia did the same with Lily. 


Nadia led the way, hurrying through the
maze of tunnels, my feet once again not touching stone. It was all cold and
darkness again. I still had the amulet around my neck, which helped light the
way a bit. Ulrich struggled to keep up with his mother’s pace—I could feel his
strength beginning to flag—and she drew further ahead. We were rising
steeply—far more steeply than I expected, given the laborious path we’d taken
down into the tunnels in the first place—and I hear the faint sound of Nadia
calling back to us, urging Ulrich onward. 


Then, when I looked up, I saw light. It was
faint, just a pinprick, but it was real. We were heading toward an entrance—an
exit. Toward daylight, and for Ulrich, death. Nadia, too. Neither of them could
go out into the sunlight. 


What was she thinking? 


“Ulrich!” Alaric’s cry shook the tunnel
walls and I gasped, turning my face against Ulrich’s neck. “Bring Poppy to me,
or I’m going to tear our mother limb from limb! It won’t be quick, like it was
with Bryn. I promise you!” 


Did he have them, then? I couldn’t see him,
not in the darkness, but I heard him, somewhere up ahead. Ulrich moved toward
the sound of his brother’s voice—a suicide mission. 


“Stop,” I begged him softly. “Please, stop.
You can’t go on.” 


Ulrich groaned, lifting the Axe of Freyr,
the blade coming to life. 


“No!” I grabbed the handle, still slick
with blood. “You’re going to hurt yourself. Give me that.” 


The blade retracted again when Ulrich
surrendered the weapon. With some trepidation, I slid it into my pocket. It was
about the size of a night stick.


“We have to find somewhere to hide,” I
whispered, touching his face in the dimness. I could see his eyes, half-closed,
in the green light from my necklace. “Until nightfall…”


“Poppy,” he croaked, moving again, jerkily,
trying to continue on down the tunnel. “I have to keep you safe…” 


Somewhere up ahead, I heard Alaric howling,
“Mother! Mother, get back here!” 


Ulrich staggered, nearly dropping me, and I
clung to him, feeling the tremble in his big body. 


“You can’t fight anymore.” I bit my lip,
knowing I had to do it—it was the only thing I could do that would help him.
“Ulrich—drink from me. Just a little.”


He pulled back, staring into my eyes,
horrified. “No…”


“Do it,” I urged, turning my head to the
side, offering my throat to him. “It will help you—I promise. It’s okay. What
Alaric said about my blood was true. Please, Ulrich, just—”


I cradled his head in my hand, pulling his
mouth down toward my neck, and heard him groan, felt his body begin to relent. 


Then, suddenly, Nadia was beside us again,
appearing out of nowhere, interrupting us before Ulrich could get his fangs
out.


“Come on,” she hissed, pulling on her son’s
hand, then on mine. “Alaric has Lily—he’s heading topside. I know a place where
you can hide.” 


Ulrich stumbled, nearly falling, and it
took the two of us to keep him from going down. When I glanced up, I could see
shadows moving toward that pinprick of light in the distance and I just knew it
was Alaric. He had Lily and they were heading toward daylight, a place Ulrich
couldn’t go. 


And I couldn’t leave him—not now, any more
than I could have before. I just couldn’t. 


Thankfully, we didn’t have to go far. There
was a crack in the rock, hardly big enough for me to get through, let alone
Ulrich. I shook my head at Nadia, protesting. but she shoved me through, and
then she pushed her son through, too, defying physics altogether. It was small
and dark inside, no bigger than a closet, but I thought there would be room
enough for three of us, even if it would be a little cramped. 


“Nadia!” I called, reaching out my hand in
the darkness. “Come on!” 


“Quiet!” Her eyes flashed at me, sparking gold
in the dark—just like her sons—and I heard then what she must have heard long
ago—vampires coming up the tunnel toward us. 


Then she used all her vampire strength to
close the crack in the wall, muffling the sound of the vampires coming up on
her in the tunnel. Then I heard her screaming, something about, “He took the
girl and ran that way!” Throwing them off the trail, I hoped—because, in truth,
we were close. Far too close.


“Poppy…” Ulrich’s voice was fading, but his
arms went around me, holding on tight. “Stay… stay with me…”


“Shhh.” I put my fingers to his lips,
shaking my head, whispering, “I’m not going anywhere. Sleep.” 


I clung to Ulrich, knowing his sudden
stillness meant that he’d finally given up and had fallen into a deep, vampire
sleep, leaving me alone in the darkness. I listened to Leo giving orders just
beyond the wall, having Nadia taken to a cage, while the other vampires
continued to search the tunnels for any signs of us. 


My heart galloped in my chest—surely, they
could hear it? Would they smell me, just below the rock? Sense my body heat
somehow? Vampires had incredible senses—extrasensory senses. Would a layer of
rock between us be enough to keep us safe?


And what if it wasn’t? What would I do,
then? 


I reached into my pocket, feeling the
weapon there that Ulrich had wielded. I wasn’t exactly sure how it worked, but
I steeled myself, knowing I would do what I had to. I’d come all this way to
find and save Lily, but now… things had changed. I didn’t understand it, but I
couldn’t question it. The feelings were real, the ones I was having about this
man—this vampire—sleeping helplessly beside me. 


I kept one hand on the sticky hilt of the
weapon, listening intently, breath held, as I rested my head on Ulrich’s broad
chest. If we were somehow found out, there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. I
knew that now.


If I had to, I’d fight my way through all
of them to protect this vampire in my arms. 


What in the world was wrong with me? 


* * * *


Ulrich
woke up as quickly as he’d fallen asleep, his arms tightening around me so much
I actually squeaked, clapping a hand over my mouth immediately, afraid I’d
given away our position. I’d only just awakened myself, completely disoriented.
It took me a few moments to remember where I was—and why. As soon as I
remembered, I started listening for any noise or movement beyond the rock wall,
but there was nothing I could discern. 


“Poppy?”
His voice was clear as could be, as if he’d been awake all along—although I
knew he hadn’t. 


“I’m
here,” I whispered, putting my arms around him in the near-dark. “They don’t
know where we are.” 


“Good.”
His hand moved in my hair, almost imperceptibly, stroking gently. “My mother?”


“I…
I think they took her.” I chewed on my lower lip, remembering. “She put them
off our scent somehow. Alaric took Lily out of the tunnels.”


“He’s
keeping her as bait.” His voice turned hard at the mention of his brother. 


“It’s
me he wants.” I knew that now, if I hadn’t been sure of it before. 


“Why
didn’t you tell me?” 


I
knew exactly what he was asking about and felt a stab of guilt. 


“Poppy,
don’t you know by now that you can trust me?” he asked softly. “I could have
prepared better, if I’d known what your blood could do, what Lily’s blood could
do…”


“If
you’d known what my blood could do, you would have used me, just like every
other vampire I’ve ever known.” 


“Do
you really believe that?”


I
swallowed. “No… I’m sorry… no, Ulrich… I just…” 


“I’m
not Alaric,” he said. “I don’t want you for your blood.”


“What
do you want me for?” I asked, answering my own question. “Oh, right, I
remember… you wanted me, so you could get close enough to your brother to kill
him.” 


“You
wanted that, too, if I remember correctly.” 


He
was right—why was I arguing with him? 


“I’m
sorry I didn’t tell you,” I confessed. “I should have. I was just afraid it
would tempt you even more….”


“Not
possible.” His lips brushed the top of my head. “No wonder I find you so
irresistible.” 


“It’s
always my blood.” I sighed. “Never me.” 


“You
are your blood, Poppy. And your blood is you.” 


“I
just meant… that’s not all I am.” 


“No.
Hardly all.” He chuckled. “I just wish I’d known. Everything makes so much more
sense now. I had no idea my brother had such an advantage.”


“Well,
he won’t for long.” I lifted my head to look at him. “Now that you’re awake,
you can feed from me. It will make you as powerful as he is.”


“No.”
Ulrich’s jaw tightened. “I won’t use you like that.” 


I
rolled my eyes. “You’re not using me if I’m offering.” 


“I’ve
got the Axe of Freyr—” His eyes widened, and he reached down to pat his pocket.
“Please tell me you still have it?” 


“I
do.” I reached for my own pocket. 


“Don’t
pull it out in here,” he warned. “It will kill us both.” 


“Where
in the world did you get such a weapon?” I’d never seen anything like it. 


“It
was given to me by my father.” 


“To
kill vampires?”


“Yes.”


I
contemplated this. “Was your father a vampire hunter?”


He
laughed. “No. He was a king.” 


“A
king,” I mused. “Does that make you a prince?” 


He
chuckled. “Once upon a time.” 


“You
lived in a fairy tale?”


“Until
I was turned…” His voice trailed off. Then he said, “I suppose I did.” 


“Was
there a princess?” I asked, curious.


“I
didn’t have a sister,” he said, dispelling my idea that the mysterious Bryn had
been related to these two brothers. “Just Alaric.”


“You
know what I meant.” I nudged him with my elbow. 


“Was
there a woman?” He sighed. “Yes. Yes, there was a woman.” 


“And
you loved her?”


“Very
much.”


Why
did that give me such a pain in the middle of my chest? It made it hard to
breathe. 


“Did
you marry her?” I asked softly, not sure I wanted to know. 


“No.”
He smiled, but it was grim. “There’s no happily ever after in this tale.”


“Just
an ever after…” I frowned, wondering how it all had happened, so long ago, when
this man had been made immortal. “Forever.”


He
nodded. “Indeed.” 


“Well
you tell me?”


“Tell
you what?”


“What
happened?” I asked softly. “How… how it happened?”


He
stiffened. “Shhh.”


“What
is it?” I cocked my head, listening. 


“Someone
passing in the tunnel.”


“I
didn’t hear anything,” I whispered. 


“You’re
not a vampire.” His arms loosened a little as he relaxed. “They’re gone.” 


“I
told you,” I prompted, nudging him again. “What happened to me.”


He
snorted. “You left out a pretty important detail.”


“Still…”
I shrugged. “I told you.”


He
sighed. “What is it that you want to know?”


“How
did you go from a prince to a vampire?” I paused. “Does that make you a vampire
prince?”


“Our
royal line ended long ago.” His face darkened. “Thanks to my brother.”


“So…
it was Alaric who turned you.” Why wasn’t I surprised?


“No.”
Ulrich swallowed. “He turned everyone I loved.”


“Your
mother?” I guessed. 


“My
father, my mother… my…”


“Woman?”



He
nodded. “Her, too.” 


“What
was her name?”


“It
doesn’t matter anymore.” He shook his head, looking away. So, he wasn’t going
to tell me. Clearly, that part of his life remained under lock and key. I tried
to imagine what it must have been like, for him to lose everyone he loved that
way. It made my heart ache for him. 


“Who
turned your brother?” I asked.


“A
very powerful vampire who had his eye on my father’s throne,” Ulrich said. “Kylan
saw an opportunity in my brother and he took it. Along with my father’s
kingdom.”


“And
where was this kingdom?” 


“Askiham.”



I
didn’t recognize it. “Where’s that?” 


“Back
in the eleventh century, it was right about where I found you, photographing
the wolves.”


“The
ice cavern,” I breathed. 


“My
father had it built.”


“A
safe place from vampires?” I mused. I wondered at the undertaking. Clearly,
Ulrich had modernized it, but his father had created the vampire safe-haven in
the first place. 


“My
father had it consecrated. No vampire can enter there—without permission,” Ulrich
told me. “He thought he was protecting his family from Kylan. He didn’t suspect
for a moment that his son would betray him.” 


“Did
Alaric turn your father into a vampire?” I asked.


“No…”
It was clear from Ulrich’s face that talking about this was painful. “He
drained him. So that Alaric could become the king.” 


“He
was the heir? The oldest?”


“I
am the younger son, yes.” 


“Didn’t
this Kylan want to be the king?” 


“No…
he wanted to control the king.”


“And
Kylan was Alaric’s master?” I asked. Ulrich nodded. “Why didn’t he turn you,
too?” 


“I
wouldn’t let him.” Ulrich gave me a grim smile. “I had the Axe of Freyr. Even Kylan
was afraid of it.” 


“Why
didn’t you kill them both?”


“Alaric
declared me a traitor,” Ulrich explained. “I was banished. Besides, my mother…
she was… ill. I took her with me to the ice cavern while I planned my revenge.”


“Ill?”
I frowned. “Wait… you said she was turned… oh no.”


“Oh
yes. He’d turned her by then,” he said, bitterness in his voice. “I spent a few
days down in the cavern, taking care of my mother, until…” 


“Until?”
I prompted softly when his voice trailed off. 


“She…
 she started to get better. I thought. And then… she woke.”


I
lifted my head. “Woke…?”


“And
she was thirsty.” He rubbed his hand absently on the side of his neck. 


I
stared at him, aghast. “She fed on you?” 


“I
was the only food available.” 


“But
she didn’t kill you…”


“Worse.”
He grimaced. “She turned me.”  


“Oh
Ulrich, I’m so sorry.”


“It
was a long time ago.”


“But
she’s still alive.” Nadia had been the one to push us in here, hiding us. “Did
you know?” 


“No.”


“She
did her best to help Lily. To help me. And you,” I said. “She’s down here
somewhere. We could save her.” 


“She
belongs to him,” Ulrich said with a shake of his head. “And we need to get out
of here, before Alaric returns and he discovers where she’s hidden us.” 


“But
she’s your mother…” I understood feeling ambivalent about the woman who had
given birth to you. I certainly felt that way about mine. But I don’t think I
would have given up a chance to save her life, if I’d had one. 


“She
was. Once,” he agreed, his face hard. “And he was my brother. Now, he is only
my enemy.” 


I
couldn’t blame him for feeling that way, considering what Alaric had taken from
him. But it seemed to me that Nadia was just a victim in all of it, like he
was. 


“We
need to get out of here.” Ulrich moved to sit up. 


“Are
you sure it’s safe?” I asked, sitting up beside him. “Has the sun set?” 


“I
wouldn’t be awake if it hadn’t.”


I
reached out to touch his face, turning his chin so he had to look at me. My
necklace was the only light, casting a greenish glow to his face. 


“We
can fix that,” I reminded him softly, tilting my head to the side and reaching
down to pull my shirt away, exposing my throat. “All you have to do is drink.” 


“Poppy,
no.” He shook his head. “I told you no.”


“You
said it yourself… he has the advantage. Let’s take that advantage away from
him.” 


“I’m
not going to use you for my own gain.” His eyes glittered in the dim light.


I
sighed. “But—”


“I
have my father’s axe,” he reminded me, reaching out and pulling my collar up.


I
straightened with a sigh. “You had your father’s axe yesterday and you didn’t manage
to kill him.” 


“I
didn’t know he and his men could stay awake when the sun rose,” he snapped. “Or
go out into the sunlight.” 


“That’s
what I’m saying!” I cried. “Let’s put you both on equal footing, at least!” 


“Alaric
wants to use you and your sister to create some sort of invincible vampire
army—but I’m not stooping to his level.” Ulrich pushed against the rock wall
and, incredibly, it began to move. Vampire strength never ceased to amaze me. 


“But
Ulrich…” I protested, putting a hand on his broad back. 


“No
more buts.” He glanced back at me, frowning. “You’ll need to climb on my back.
It’s a long way out of this hell hole.” 


“We’re
near a shortcut,” I said, remembering the place where Alaric had escaped with
Lily. 


“Let’s
go,” Ulrich said, pushing his way out of the crevice.


I
sighed and followed him.


 







CHAPTER TWELVE


The bathtub in the hotel suite was bigger
than my whole bathroom at home. I sat in the hot water, soaking off the dirt of
the catacombs, hoping I could scrub away the memory of Alaric’s hands on my
body. The one thing I couldn’t get rid of was the memory of Ulrich’s mouth on my
neck, the way he nuzzled my throat, the hungry sound of his groan as he pulled
away, denying himself. That particular memory stuck with me, replaying in my
head over and over, no matter how many times I pushed it away. 


Outside, it was full dark, the sky dotted
with distant stars. I could see a sliver of the moon through the skylight
above. For the first time since Lily had called me on that weird psychic
hotline—with Nadia’s help, I now knew—I thought about my wolves and wondered
how the pack was doing. They were out under that moon tonight on the tundra,
and despite the fact that I was soaking in a bathtub in Paris, I wished I was
out there with them. 


I closed my eyes and sank down deeper into
the water, trying to relax. The hot water should have helped, but it wasn’t,
not really. My muscles were still tight, my whole body on-edge. I couldn’t stop
thinking about Ulrich. Our trip out of the catacombs had been as silent as the
one back to the hotel. He’d dropped me off at the room, not looking at me when
he ordered me to stay put, telling me he would be back in a few hours. 


I took in the pained look on his face, the
hard set of his jaw, and didn’t ask him where he was going. I guessed that it
probably involved Gregario and a Sanguinarians Anonymous meeting—maybe just a
call to a sponsor. He had valiantly managed to resist the siren call of my
blood in the catacombs, but I knew my close proximity wasn’t helping. I’d offered
myself to him twice now, and he’d turned me down both times. I understood his
reluctance, given the circumstances, but I thought he was being both stupid and
stubborn. 


Alaric had already proven what a huge
advantage he had. His entire vampire guard had fed from Lily—meaning all of
them could stay awake during the day. Alaric himself had fed from me, years
ago, making him able to go out into the sunlight without any harm coming to
him. Ulrich couldn’t do either of those things, and that put us at a serious
disadvantage. We’d lost a whole day down in the catacombs, waiting for sundown.
We’d managed to escape without being caught, but now we were no closer to Lily
that we’d been before we made the trip down into the Empire of the Dead. 


I sighed, giving up on the whole relaxing
bit, and pulled the plug on the tub with my toe. The water started to drain,
and I stood, reaching for one of the big, fluffy bath sheets as I stepped out,
wondering what we were going to do now. Ulrich seemed to think he could defeat
Alaric with the Axe of Freyr, but I wasn’t so sure about that. Especially given
the fact that Alaric had managed to escape it once already. The weapon was only
as powerful as the man wielding it, and while I didn’t doubt Ulrich’s ability,
he couldn’t go out during the day like Alaric could. 


And Alaric would use that advantage as much
as he possibly could, I had no doubt.


Which meant that I was going to have to
convince Ulrich, somehow, that he needed my blood. We just didn’t have any
other choice, not matter how much either of us wanted to protest. The irony of
the situation didn’t escape me. Ulrich didn’t want to drink from me—or
anyone—and I didn’t want to offer myself to a vampire again. But if I didn’t…
if he didn’t… we had no hope of saving Lily from Alaric. 


I didn’t understand Ulrich’s abstinence,
but I did respect it. And him. He was the only vampire I’d ever known willing
to make such a sacrifice. His abstinence had made me feel safe around him. It
had made me grow to trust him, if I was being honest with myself. So now that
it had become obvious—at least, to me—that Ulrich needed the advantages my
blood would give him, I just needed to convince him of that. Somehow. 


I dried off and pulled on one of the long,
cream-colored silky robes with the hotel logo on it hanging on the back of the
door. The room was quiet—too quiet—so I found a music station on the television
and went to the mini-bar to find myself something to drink. After our trip down
into the catacombs, I needed something to relax me. The hot bath had failed in
that regard, so maybe a little alcohol would do the trick.


I’d already ordered and eaten room service,
so I wasn’t drinking on an empty stomach. There were tiny bottles of almost
everything. The selection would have sorely tempted Sebastian back in the day,
I thought, choosing two little bottles of whiskey.


I didn’t bother with a glass, twisting off
the caps and drinking both, two gulps each, wincing at the hot burn in my
throat as the alcohol went down. That fire stayed in my chest, warming my
cheeks. I walked over to the sliding door, looking out at the balcony and the
view beyond. The Eiffel Tower was stunning from here, sparkling with light. I
didn’t care if it was just a stupid tourist attraction and looked down upon by
most Parisiennes. I thought it was beautiful. The alcohol was starting to work,
giving me a warm, floating feeling. 


Somewhere down there, Alaric had my sister.
Had he taken her somewhere to hide her before going back to the catacombs,
looking for us? What was he planning? We’d lost the advantage of surprise. He
knew we were here, he knew we were looking for Lily. He’d drawn me in, using
Nadia to call my name, using Lily’s voice. He’d known I couldn’t stay away,
that I would do anything to help her, once I knew she was in trouble. 


I had been his goal all along. Lily was
just the bait. 


I startled when my phone went off in the
other room. It was on the night stand and I slid the button to unlock it,
finding both a voice message and a text message—they were both from Aron. The
text was just: I’m catching the next flight from L.A. to Paris. Tell
me where and when to meet you. The phone message, on the other hand, was
long and rambling. He started out telling me he got my number from his friend,
that he was incredibly excited to hear from me, relieved that I was involved in
the process, going on about how he’d been looking for Lily since she disappeared.
He sounded so hopeful about our leads in Paris, I almost wanted to cry. He
thanked me a million times, told me how much he loved my sister, that he would
do anything for her—and then told me he was coming to Paris on the next
available flight. 


Poor Aron. I wish I had better news, I thought, as I started to text him back. 


That’s when the door to the suite opened,
and I got another sort of message at pretty much the same time—except this one
wasn’t on my phone, it was a line direct to my head. 


“Poppy!” Ulrich called my name as I went to
my knees, cradling my head in my hands, my phone dropping to the floor.


His big arms went around me, and I moaned
in pain, leaning against his chest, the sound of my sister’s voice, panicked,
screaming, out of control, filling my head. 


“Lily,” I whispered, clinging to him.


“Shhhh.” He rocked me, stroked my damp
hair, and I felt something pushing back inside my head. It took me a moment to
realize that it was Ulrich—he was hearing Lily’s call, trying to mitigate it
for me. Like taking a psychic message. 


“Tomorrow,” I groaned, shaking my aching head.
“Before sunrise… okay, okay, I got it—stop, it hurts!” 


Maybe it was because the origin of the
message was so much closer, because the force of the message was enough to snap
my head back and make my body jerk uncontrollably in Ulrich’s arms. He held me
close, whispering something, although I couldn’t hear him. My head was far too
full of Lily. 


Then, as quickly as it had come, it was
gone again. If it had felt like a spike was being driven through my head the
moment before, now, suddenly, the pain simply disappeared. I gasped in sheer
relief, feeling my body trembling all over. 


“Did you… hear…?” I could barely get the
words out. 


“Yes.” His response was gruff. “He wants to
meet you at the Metro, La Défense station, just before sunrise. But I’m not
waiting until then.” 


“Ulrich, no!” I put my arms around his neck
to make myself a weight, to keep him from rising. It didn’t work. He stood
anyway, taking me with him. 


“It’s another trap.” He scowled down at me,
eyes glittering, full of fire. “He knows I can’t come with you, if the meeting
is at sunrise. I’ll find him tonight, and end this.” 


“You can’t.” I grabbed onto his jacket,
trying to keep him from going. “Ulrich, please—I’ve been thinking about this
the whole time you were gone…”


I wrinkled my nose, sniffing the air around
his face—we were up close and personal—and asked, “Have you been drinking?” 


He sighed. “Yes.” 


“I thought… you weren’t supposed to…?” I
tilted my head, narrowing my eyes at him. “Where have you been, anyway?”


“I went back to La Salle de Sang,”
he confessed softly.


I stared at him, aghast. “Did you… did you
drink… blood?”


“No.” He growled, his arms tightening
around me, pulling me even closer and burying his face in my hair. “They didn’t
have what I wanted.”


I rested my forehead against his neck,
feeling his hands moving down to my lower back. 


“You smell like absinthe,” I said.


His voice was pained. “So do you.” 


“I’m sorry.”


He took a deep breath. “You shouldn’t be
sorry for being who you are.”


“Neither should you.” I turned my face up
to look at him.


“I want you,” he confessed, his voice
hoarse, his eyes searching mine. “God help me… I do. I left you here tonight
because I knew, if I stayed…” 


“If you stayed…” I prompted softly. 


“I went back to La Salle de Sang with
only one thing on my mind.” 


I grimaced. “Blood.” 


“You!” He grabbed my shoulders, holding me
away from him, his face twisted in pain. “I can’t… Poppy, I can’t get you out
of my head. I went La Salle de Sang to drown out the scent of you, and I
sat at the bar and drank an entire bottle of absinthe, still unable to escape
you.”


“Ulrich…” I put my hand on his chest, over
his heart—where it used to beat, hot-blooded and strong, so long ago. He’d been
a man once—with a family he loved. A woman, too. But he’d lost all of that. And
yet here he was, standing in front of me, still full of honor and integrity,
fighting against his very nature to remain true to his own principles. 


“I told you that I came here to kill my
brother.” Ulrich closed his eyes, giving a slow shake of his dark head. “I want
my revenge—it’s true.”


He opened his eyes to meet mine. “But the
truth is, I want you more. From the first time I scented you, out on the
tundra… I wanted you. And I knew I’d follow you to the end of the world, if
only I could taste you… just once…”


His words made me melt. I’d spent my entire
life avoiding creatures like this, and as many times as I’d had a vampire leech
at my throat, I’d never once longed for or wanted one to taste me. 


But I did now. I wanted this man—this immortal—to
sink his fangs into my neck and drink until he was full of me, intoxicated by
me. I’d tried to convince him before—that he should do it for our cause,
because drinking from me would make him just as invincible as his brother. But now,
I realized that was just an excuse. The truth was—I wanted him, too. 


“Poppy,” he whispered, watching me take a
step back. There was a hungry light in his eyes. “What are you…?”


“I want this.” I pulled the silk tie at my
waist, my robe falling open. He let out a low groan when I let it slip from my
shoulders to pool at my feet on the floor. “I want you, Ulrich.” 


“No…” he breathed, but I was already
sinking to my knees, pulling my hair to one side so I could tilt my head,
offering myself to him. “Poppy, no…” 


I lifted my gaze to meet his eyes, nodding.
“Yes, Ulrich. Yes.”


He closed his eyes, as if that might make
temptation disappear. He sank slowly to his knees before me, like a man trying
to pray, but when he opened his eyes, I was still there. When he reached a hand
out, brushing my hair away, his fingertips grazed my collarbone, and I
shivered. 


“Are you cold?” he asked, pressing his
thumb at the hollow of my throat. I knew he was feeling my pulse, the hot beat
of my heart, growing faster every minute. 


“No.” I shook my head, although my nipples
had hardened the moment the robe fell to the floor. It wasn’t from cold. 


“Scared?” His thumb ran up the side of my
throat, his big hand moving behind my head, cupping my neck.


“No.” I was trembling, but I wasn’t afraid.



It was excitement coursing through my body,
a sweet anticipation. It had been years since I’d done this, and I’d never in
my life offered myself voluntarily to a vampire. But I couldn’t deny the
feeling that rose up in me, the longing ache that started between my legs,
spreading outward, warming my limbs, making them feel like liquid. 


“You’re sure?” Ulrich hand quivered, his
eyes on mine. “Poppy… are you really sure?”


“Yes.” I swallowed. I’d never been surer
about anything in my life. This wasn’t about my blood, or what it could do for
him. This wasn’t about saving Lily. This wasn’t about Ulrich’s revenge against
his brother. 


This was about us.


“Please,” I whispered, biting my lip to
stop it from quivering. “Don’t make me beg. Don’t make me wait. Please.” 


Ulrich’s arms went around me, his hands
sweeping down my back, cupping my bottom, as he lowered his head to my neck
with a low groan. His mouth was soft and wet, sucking at my flesh as if he
wanted to eat me alive. I let out a little moan, my arms going around his neck,
the soft pulse between my legs growing more insistent. 


“Oh God,” I cried, arching my back and
pressing my breasts against the hard wall of his chest. “I want you… I need
you… Ulrich, please…”


“Sweet moonflower,” he murmured, nipping at
my earlobe. “I can’t resist you any longer.”


I gasped when he stood, taking me with him,
his hands under my behind, lifting me. I wrapped my arms and legs around him as
he carried me into the bedroom, burying my face against his thick neck. He put
me down on the bed and I squirmed as I watched him unbutton his shirt, then tug
the ends out of his trousers and shrug it off his big, broad shoulders. Then he
was unbuttoning his pants, sliding them down his hips before climbing on top of
me. 


My hands moved over him, his skin smooth
and cool, his body like chiseled granite. 


“I won’t hurt you,” he said, as he lowered
himself onto me, his weight crushing—but I welcomed him, wrapping my arms
around his neck, my legs around his waist, pulling him closer. 


“Please,” I whispered, delirious with
wanting him. “I can’t wait another minute…”


He groaned, running a hand through my
still-damp hair, making a fist and yanking my head back, exposing my throat to
him. I saw his fangs appear and felt the hard press of his cock against my
thigh. His eyes flashed as he lowered his head, breathing in deeply, nuzzling
the slender slope of my throat. I trembled with anticipation, digging my nails
into his shoulders, holding him tightly. 


“It’s been… so long,” he said hoarsely. “Oh
God, Poppy… you smell so good…”


“Please, please.” I whimpered, wiggling
under his weight, aching all over for him.


The moment his fangs sank into my flesh, I
was his. My pulse quickened, my heart moving from a trot to a gallop. He let
out a low moan when my blood began to flow. I could feel it, hot and thick, a
sweet, red elixir filling his mouth. He began to drink, slow and steady,
slaking an impossible thirst. I threw my head back in ecstasy, moaning softly,
my whole body on fire as he continued to draw my life’s blood into him. I felt
his body warm under my touch, my hands moving down from his shoulders, over his
abdomen. His heart began to beat with mine, fueled by my blood, and when my
hand reached between his thighs, that, too, was hard and filled with blood. 


“Ulrich,” I cried, calling his name,
feeling him get even harder in my hand. “I need you.” 


He didn’t hesitate, pushing my thighs wider
with his. I aimed him as he drove his hips forward, taking him inside of me in
one thrust. I couldn’t help the moan that escaped my throat, my heart beating
so loud, I could hear the rush of blood in my ears. 


“Oh Poppy, you feel so good…” he moaned, withdrawing
his fangs from my throat and pulling his head back so he could look down at me.



I moved my hips up to meet his, arching,
wanting more. He lowered his mouth to mine and I tasted salt. It was my own
blood on his lips, blood that was moving through him, giving him life once
again. That thought filled me with an incredible sense of power. The moment our
eyes met, I felt him probing me, and not just physically. Instead of pushing
him away, I opened myself to him, slowly unfolding beneath him, giving him all
of me, bit by bit.


“You’re so beautiful.” He wrapped his arms
around me, rolling to his back, still inside of me. I sat up on him, running my
hands down the hard slope of his chest, sliding my thumbs over each ridge in
his abdomen. 


Then, I began to move, making slow, easy
circles with my hips. Ulrich moaned, his hands sliding up my ribs to cup my
breasts. I cried out when he thumbed my nipples, sending hot, electric sparks between
my thighs. His cock throbbed in time with my own pulse, faster and faster, his
hips moving with mine, driving him deep into me. He was inside of me, but I was
also inside of him, filling every part. 


“I want more,” he said hoarsely, sliding a
hand behind my head to bring my mouth down to his. 


His fangs were out and grazed my mouth. He
sucked gently on my bloody lip, moaning softly. Then he licked it clean and
wrapped his arms around my back, pulling my breasts to his mouth. My nipples
hardened under his attention, making my juices flow, thick as honey, between my
thighs. 


When he sank his fangs into my breast, I
cried out, moving on top of him. My heartbeat overtook everything, faster and
faster, our bodies moving in unison, as Ulrich drank his fill of me again. I
wouldn’t have cared if he took it all, because even as he drained me, I felt a
fullness I never had before. It made me feel whole, as if having him in me, his
mouth suckling at my breast, completed some electric circuit, making me come
really alive for the first time. 


“Ahhhh God, I can’t… I can’t hold back,” he
moaned, arms tightening around me. I felt him throbbing between my thighs,
hard, insistent. 


“Don’t stop,” I murmured, running a hand
through his hair and pulling his mouth back to my breast. “Come for me.” 


He let out a low, pained groan and buried
his fangs in my flesh, his cock driving up between my legs, threatening to
split me apart. I cried out and clung to him, feeling the wet pulse of his
seed, every sweet blast of it filling my womb with heat. I held him to my
breast, letting him suckle and take his fill, until I felt so lightheaded, I
thought I might pass out on top of him.


“I can’t get enough of you,” he growled,
grabbing my hips and rolling me onto my back.


Then his mouth was between my legs, his
tongue lashing and mashing and licking up and down in my wetness. I grabbed
onto his head, bucking my hips, my breath coming faster and faster, making me
dizzy. 


“Oh! God! Make me come,” I cried, looking
down to see his mouth fastened over my mound, his tongue making delicious
circles. “Oh Ulrich! Nowww!” 


My orgasm rocked through me, jolting my
body, and I shook the whole bed. I felt his fangs sink into my flesh as he
licked me, piercing the skin on either side of my clit, and the sensation sent
me flying. Ulrich drank me in, all of me his hands on my hips, trying to keep
me from bucking off the bed as he sucked me dry. 


When I finally stopped trembling, he slid
up beside me and cradled me in his arms. 


“Cold,” I murmured, and he grabbed the
coverlet, pulling it over me. I’d started to shiver. 


“Blood loss,” he said, sounding sad. “You
might feel dizzy when you get up. I’ll help you.”


“Ulrich…” I reached up to touch his cheek,
thick with stubble. “Please don’t be sorry. I’m not.” 


“I should.” He sighed. “I should be heading
to a meeting right now. But the truth is… I’m not sorry.”


“Really?” I sat up on my elbow, feeling my
head starting to swim. He was right—blood loss made you dizzy. I’d forgotten
about that. 


“How could I ever regret you?” He lifted my
chin, leaning in to kiss me. “I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you.”


“I’ve never given myself like that before,”
I confessed, feeling heat fill my face. 


“It’s a gift.” His smile was soft, his
fingertips gentle, stroking my cheek. “You’re a gift. My moonflower. I can
still taste you. Sweet. Like licorice.” 


“And tomorrow, you’ll be able to see the
sun rise,” I said. 


He blinked, looking surprised. “I’d almost
forgotten…”


“That’s the reason we did this, silly.” I
laughed, snuggling closer. 


“No, love.” His arms tightened around me,
his lips grazing my forehead. “I didn’t do this because of that.” 


“Of course, you did.” I scoffed, resting my
cheek against his chest. His skin was warm, his heart beating in time with my
own. “I mean, yes, of course, you were thirsty… but we did it because you
needed—”


I gasped when Ulrich grabbed me, rolling me
onto my back and pinning me on the bed. His eyes were full of fire. 


“Listen to me,” he said, his face just
inches from mine. “I didn’t do this because I needed you or your blood.
I did it because I wanted you.”


“But…” I swallowed, my heart stuttering in
my chest. 


“You, Poppy.” He kissed me, his lips soft
but insistent. “Not your blood. You.” 


“But I am my blood, remember?” 


“That’s only part of you.” He lowered his
head to my neck, nuzzling me, pressing his lips to my ear. “I want all of you.”


“You have me,” I confessed, feeling tears
stinging my eyes. 


There was no point in denying it anymore,
or pretending that this was about anything else. I was falling for this man—this
vampire—and I couldn’t keep that a secret anymore. From myself, or from him. I
could feel him inside of me, probing my mind, and I let my tears slip down my
temples. 


“No more f-stops,” Ulrich said, pulling
back to smile at me. 


I sniffed, smiling back. “No more f-stops.”



Then I put my arms around him and kissed
him, letting him into my head completely, showing him in my mind exactly what I
wanted to do to him next. 


Ulrich chuckled and said, “Give me ten more
minutes.” 


I slid my hand into his hair and pressed
his head slowly down, seeing the light growing in his eyes when I murmured,
“Well let’s give you something to do while we wait.”


 







CHAPTER THIRTEEN


It was no wonder he’d managed to abstain
from blood for years—Ulrich was the most stubborn creature I’d ever met. 


“He’ll be expecting me!” I called
from the shower where I was rinsing shampoo from my hair. “If anyone should
stay behind, it should be you!” 


Ulrich snorted at that. I could see him
through the clear shower door, despite the water beading on the frosted glass
surface. He rubbed a towel through his hair before wiping steam off the mirror,
meeting my gaze in it. That nonsense about vampires not being able to see
themselves in mirrors was just that—nonsense. 


“I’m not arguing with you about this.” He
scowled. “I’m going. You’re staying here.”


I rolled my eyes, turning off the shower
and stepping out under the heat lamp. 


“You can’t stop me from going.” I took the
towel he handed me, purposely using it to wrap my hair up, standing there in
front of him naked. His gaze moved down, and I saw both hunger and lust in his
eyes as he reached for me. 


“Poppy, I’m just trying to keep you safe,”
he murmured against my ear. The press of his body was warmed from my blood last
night and from the heat lamp we were standing under.


“I went down into the catacombs with you,”
I reminded him, putting my arms around his waist. “I can handle it.”


“I’m not worried about your ability to
handle yourself.” Ulrich frowned. “I’m worried about Alaric getting his hands
on you.”


“He won’t.” I rested my cheek against his
chest. His heart was beating again, with the rush of my blood. It wouldn’t
always be so, but for now, it was a comforting sound. “Because you’ll be there
to protect me.” 


He groaned, kissing the top of my wet head.
“I can’t argue with your woman’s logic.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I took a
step back from him, raising my eyebrows. “Are you saying that women can’t be
logical?”


“You might have missed your calling,” he
said with a chuckle. “You should have been a lawyer. What you lack in actual
facts, you make up for in persistence.” 


I punched his shoulder, but he just
laughed. 


“I’m going to get dressed—we should get
there before sunrise.” 


“Pack your things,” he called after me. 


I gave him a puzzled look over my shoulder.



“This ends today,” he said softly 


My heart soared at his words. I could only
hope what he said would turn out to be true. I hoped we could deliver Lily to
Aron, who was due in on an afternoon flight, and all of us could have a happily
ever after, of sorts. 


I knew Ulrich was reading my thoughts when
he said, “By tonight, we’ll be on a plane back to Alaska.”


I nodded, giving him a little smile, and
heading into the bedroom to pack. 


* * * *


La Défense was at the end of Line 1 on the
Metro—the very first to open back in 1900. At least, that’s what the historical
plaque said. I stood there, waiting, slowly translating it the best I could. I
was nervous and needed to distract myself with something. Ulrich stood behind me,
at the ready, his usually heightened senses even more attuned. 


It was very early morning, a little before
eight—sunrise, according to Google, wouldn’t be until 8:43 a.m. in Paris—but
the Metro was crowded already with people headed to work. The La Défense
station was in a bustling section of town, located amidst towering skyscrapers
and attached to a major shopping center that would be opening to tourists soon.
I’d imagined, when the message came over the psychic hotline, that meeting at a
Metro station would involve dark tunnels, just bigger than the catacombs. I
couldn’t have been more wrong. 


“He couldn’t have picked a busier place,” I
said under my breath. No one could have heard me anyway, as the train was
roaring into the station, but I felt Ulrich’s hand slide into mine.


“He did it on purpose.” Ulrich had to
practically yell for me to hear him. “He needs all these people as cover.” 


Cover? For what? I wondered. But if Ulrich was right—he
suspected that his brother’s plan was to kidnap me right out from under
him—Alaric would spirit me away onto a train, where he’d change stations too
often for Ulrich to keep up. Either that—and I suspected this to be more
likely—or Alaric planned to take me up the escalators and out into the
sunshine, where he believed Ulrich couldn’t follow. 


And there was the Axe of Freyr to consider.
Ulrich couldn’t exactly pull it out in the middle of a crowded train station
without causing a huge uproar. Not that I believed that would stop him, if he
got a chance to wield it against his brother. In fact, I thought he was looking
forward to it, however it went down. The air was charged around us with
excitement and anticipation. 


I had to admit—I was kind of looking
forward to seeing Alaric’s final end, too. 


So, when Lily stepped off the train,
followed by Nadia, both of them running over to meet us, it was a little
anticlimactic to find Alaric wasn’t with them. If I was disappointed, Ulrich
was absolutely furious. 


“What is this?” Ulrich demanded, pulling
his mother aside, out of the way of the people crowding forward to get on the
train. “Where is he?”


“Nadia got us both out,” Lily explained
breathlessly, her face shining with hope. They’d made it this far, hadn’t they?
“Alaric doesn’t know where we are or where we’re going.” 


“Aren’t you bound to him?” Ulrich asked,
frowning at my sister. I put my arm around her shoulder and she smiled at me.
“He’ll know exactly where you are. He’ll be following you.” 


Ulrich’s gaze scanned the crowd, already
searching for his brother. 


“I’m bound to Nadia now,” Lily told him,
her green eyes blazing. “He doesn’t have any hold on me anymore.” 


“Oh Lily.” I hugged her, and she hugged me
back. My body flooded with relief. Then I turned to Nadia, hugging her, too.
“Thank you so much for bringing my sister back to me.” 


“It was the least I could do.” Nadia’s gaze
settled on her son. 


“How do you know he didn’t follow you?”
Ulrich hadn’t given up his stance. 


“No one followed us,” Nadia assured him.
“No one even knows we’re gone yet. Alaric and his men are on the way to Rome,
even as we speak.” 


“Rome?” I blinked. “Why?”


“Because that’s where he thinks you’re
going, dear.” Nadia winked, tapping her temple. “Having a little psychic
ability can be useful.” 


“She can influence thoughts,” Lily
explained at my confused look. 


“Humans, not vampires,” Nadia interjected. 


“So she had some of the catophiles tell
Alaric that Ulrich was taking Poppy to Rome to keep her safe.” 


“I am taking her somewhere to keep her
safe,” Ulrich said, looking between the two of them. “We’re going back to
Alaska.”


“And you’re both going to come with us.” I
gave Ulrich a sharp nudge with my elbow in the ribs when he started to protest.



“I can’t,” Lily said looking at me, so
hopeful. “I need to find Aron.”


The last time I’d seen Lily, I hadn’t been
in contact with Aron. He was currently flying into Paris that afternoon, but I
wondered if Ulrich would be willing to wait, even knowing that Alaric had been
thrown off the trail. Rome wasn’t that far from Paris, and once he found out
the truth, Alaric would be back. And he’d be furious. For that reason alone, I
knew we had to take Lily and Nadia back to the ice cavern, thousands of miles
away. At least until we could decide what we were going to do about Alaric. And
if I knew Ulrich, he would have a plan. Probably one that involved separating
Alaric’s head from his shoulders. 


I would tell Lily, soon—but now wasn’t the
time to tell her I’d been in touch with her vampire husband. 


“We shouldn’t be discussing this here.”
Ulrich glanced around the train station, as if he still expected Alaric to
appear at any moment. “Let’s go somewhere more private.” 


“Back to the hotel room?” I suggested. 


“No.” Ulrich shook his head. “The plane.” 


“Now?” I gaped at him. “Right now?” 


“The faster we get to the plane, the faster
we get you to safety,” he said, guiding me toward the escalators, with Nadia
and Lily following close behind. 


It was still morning-dark when we got into
the car that would take us to the airport. 


Lily couldn’t stop looking out the windows,
afraid we were being following, which I think was making the chauffeur nervous.
He kept glancing in the rearview. But there was no one behind us that I could
see, and both vampires in the car didn’t seem alarmed. They would know, long
before we humans, if anything was amiss.


But Ulrich was so quiet, staring out the
window, that I slipped my hand into his.


“Everything all right?” I asked, leaning my
cheek against his shoulder.


“We need to get to the plane before
sunrise.” His gaze moved to the horizon, where just a touch of lavender was
showing. 


I smiled. “Ulrich… you don’t need to worry
about that anymore.” 


His arm went around me, pulling me close so
he could plant a kiss on my forehead. Then he lowered his mouth to whisper in
my ear, “I don’t, thanks to you. But she does.” 


I looked up to see Nadia watching us, and
understood. 


I opened my mouth to tell him that I would
be happy to offer myself to her, so she wouldn’t have to worry about it
anymore, either, and I saw a sweet look of comprehension on his face. He’d read
my thoughts already. And that prompted a soft, gentle kiss from him on my lips.
I saw Lily watching us, bemused, when we parted, and I flushed. I’d once judged
my sister for marrying a vampire, and here I was, with one myself. 


Thankfully, we did make it just before the
sun began to rise. While the plane was being refueled, Ulrich had the crew drew
all the shades, so his mother would be safe. She and Lily sat together, while I
went with Ulrich to the front of the plane. He knocked on the cockpit door and
when the pilot opened it, an orange light flooding the entryway, Ulrich took a
reflexive step back. 


The look of wonder on his face when the rosy
light of the sun touched it reminded me of a child coming down the stairs.
seeing the gifts that had magically appeared under the tree on Christmas
morning. The pilot asked what Ulrich had knocked about, but whatever it was
seemed to have gone out of his head altogether. He looked down at his hands,
pink in the light, and then at me, incredulous. 


I don’t know if he read my mind, but I was
thinking it, and somehow the action followed—both of us headed to the
airplane’s door. He was careful to make sure the curtain was pulled, so his
mother wouldn’t be exposed, before opening the door and stepping out onto the
rolling stairs. I followed him, breathing in the cool morning air as he put an
arm around my shoulder and we watched the sky go from pink and purple to a
soft, glowing orange. 


“It’s the first sunrise I’ve seen in a
thousand years,” he said, his mouth against my ear. “You are a precious gift.
Thank you…”


I turned my face up and kissed him. 


Inside, we made our way to seats in the
“first-class” section—which we had all to ourselves again, and I quietly
reminded Ulrich about Aron. 


“Can we wait for his flight to arrive?” I
asked softly, afraid Lily might overhear. I didn’t want her to know—not quite
yet. “Then we can all go home.” 


Ulrich checked the time, considering, then
shaking his head. “We’d have to wait for sunset for him to be able to transfer to
this plane without harm… I don’t think so, Poppy.” 


I chewed my lower lip, looking at Lily, who
was sitting near a window, nervously buckling and unbuckling her seatbelt. I
knew, if I told Lily right now that Aron was flying to Paris, she’d jump off
straight away to go meet his plane. 


“There has to be a way…” I shifted my gaze
back to Ulrich, putting my hand on his arm. “I don’t know, can’t the plane taxi
in next to us or something? What about those gateway tube things? The ones that
look like Habitrails? Can’t he go through one of those, from one plane to
another?”


“Poppy…” Ulrich shook his head, looking
doubtful. “I know you want them to be reunited… and they will be, I promise.
We’ll call and tell him where we’re going. I’ll even meet his plane in Barrow
and bring him down into the caverns.” 


“Look at her.” I sniffed, nudging him.
“She’s so sad, so worried. We’ve come this far. It’s just another few hours. We
can figure out a way to get him on the plane. Please?” 


He lowered his head for a moment, grimacing,
looking thoughtful. Then he raised it again, meeting my eyes, and giving me a
curt nod. 


“All right. I’ll make it happen.” 


Delighted, I squealed and hugged him,
laughing when he admonished me not to get Lily all worked up, but it was too
late, because she was watching us anxiously. I had to rush over to tell her,
while Ulrich went to the front of the plane to make the arrangements. 


“I can’t believe it,” Lily gasped, grasping
my hands in hers. “I was so worried about him. I thought for sure Alaric had
done something to him.”


“He’s been looking for you,” I told her.
“This whole time. He jumped on a plane the moment he heard you might be in
Paris." 


“You’re going to love Aron.” My sister sat
back with a little smile on her face. She lit up when she talked about him.
Before I’d met Ulrich, I would have balked at the thought of being introduced
to my sister’s vampire husband, but things had changed. 


“How did you meet?” I asked, looking over
at Nadia, who was leaning in across the aisle to catch our conversation. She
hadn’t fallen asleep when the sun came up, so I knew she’d fed from Lily at
some point. I remembered Ulrich saying what a gift it was and smiled. It wasn’t
something I’d ever considered before, the affect my blood had on vampires. I’d
always thought of it as a curse, but if it was freely given, maybe that was
different. 


Lily started telling me all about Aron,
which led into sharing more about her life before she met him, and I soaked it
all, like Ulrich watching a sunrise again for the first time in a thousand
years. This was my sister, my twin, someone I thought was out of my life
forever, but here we were, together again. I could have listened to her talk
forever, telling me she had escaped Alaric, too—three years after me—but had
returned to the world of the blood courtesans. If I hadn’t heard from Cora
about her experience, hadn’t known that she, too, had returned to that life, I
might not have understood, but now I did. 


Besides, Lily hadn’t returned as a
courtesan herself—she’d become a Madame in her own right, down in New Orleans,
something our mother had always talked about doing but never got the chance. We
both cried a little when we talked about our mother—and our Aunt Mari, the
gentle woman who had mostly raised us. 


“It was Alaric.” Lily’s words come out like
bullets, tearing me apart. 


I knew they were dead—I’d gone to see them
once I’d reached adulthood, and the woman living in my childhood home told me
they’d been murdered, a fate I couldn’t even imagine. And yes, I’d suspected
Alaric, but couldn’t prove anything. 


“He told me he killed them both,” Lily went
on. “He was looking for us. For me and for you. Mostly you, Poppy. I’m glad I
didn’t know where you were, so I couldn’t tell him anything.” 


“He managed to find me anyway.” 


I felt Nadia’s hand on my arm and looked
over at her. 


“I didn’t want to do it,” she told me
softly, looking up as her son appeared from the front of the plane. 


“I know. It’s okay.” I smiled at her. “You
saved my sister. That’s more than made up for it. Besides, I got to see Paris.”



Lily laughed at that, and she was beaming
when Ulrich told her that he’d been in touch with Aron. His plane would land in
a few hours, and Ulrich had made arrangements to get him onto our plane. 


“Thank you so much,” she said, getting up
to hug Ulrich. He was surprised by that and stood, blinking over Lily’s red
head at me, but then he patted her hair and told her it was going to be all
right. 


“You actually live in Alaska?” Lily
wrinkled her nose. “Why?” 


“No sun six months out of the year,” Nadia
said. “It’s kind of perfect for vampires.”


“Except there’s very little vampire food,”
I said with a snort. “Not too many people live in Barrow.”


“Well who could blame them?” Lily rolled
her eyes. “No sun and sub-zero temperatures? No thanks. Can’t we go somewhere
tropical?” 


“The ice caverns are protected,” Ulrich
said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Alaric can’t get in, even if he can
find them.” 


“Well, we can’t stay there forever.” Lily
pouted. “What’s the long-term plan?”


“It’s actually quite nice,” I said,
defending the place. 


Ulrich’s face darkened at Lily’s words.
“The short-term plan involves killing my brother. After that, you can go
wherever you like.” 


I saw Nadia wince at that. Ulrich noticed,
too. 


“I know he’s your son.” He went down to one
knee, so he was face to face with his mother. “But he killed my father. He
turned you into… this. And if he hadn’t…”


“You don’t have to say any more.” Nadia
swallowed, reaching out to touch his cheek. “Alaric was dead to me as a son a long
time ago. I won’t shed any tears when he’s gone, and the world will be better
for it.”


“I will kill him.” Ulrich rose to
his feet, looking down at his mother. “If it’s the last thing I do.” 


The determination in his voice made me
shiver. I think we all believed him. I saw a sadness in Nadia’s eyes, despite her
words. It was hard to imagine, being the mother of both Alaric and Ulrich. They
were as opposite as I could imagine two men being.


“I know you’ve been waiting a long time for
your revenge,” Nadia said softly. 


I looked between the two of them, mother
and son. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about it yet, but I wondered how Ulrich
could forgive his mother for turning him in the first place. Perhaps he
considered her actions blameless, considering Alaric was the one who had turned
her. Nadia had simply done what vampires do. She had fed on the first human she
found—and made another vampire out of him. He just happened to be her other
son. 


“Speaking of waiting…” Lily looked
anxiously toward the drawn curtain. “How much longer before Aron gets here?” 


It turned out we didn’t have to wait too
long at all. Aron arrived, a little disheveled from a ride in a covered baggage
handler cart. Lily ran up the aisle the minute he appeared, throwing herself at
him with a force that would have knocked a normal man to the ground. He just
laughed and kissed her, long and hard. There were more tears and laughter and
quick introductions. Aron had been a very handsome man in life, with deep,
chocolate eyes and long dark hair that brushed his shoulders. He had a
disarming smile and a charming way about him that instantly put us all at ease.



Ulrich shook Aron’s hand, sizing him up
from the minute he came on the plane, but I saw Ulrich slowly, visibly begin to
relax as Aron and Lily reunited, talking about their life in New Orleans, how
Lily had been kidnapped by Alaric and his men—mid-day, of course, when Aron
couldn’t immediately follow—and how he’d been looking high and low for her ever
since. 


When the flight attendant came back and
told us we needed to take our seats, I sat next to Ulrich, taking his hand in
mine. Things had come full circle. We had started on this plane together,
searching for my sister, and we had found her. Now, we were taking her—and her
husband—home with us. Ulrich’s mother, too, had joined our little family.
Somehow, out of all of this, something good had happened. 


And the best thing was Ulrich. 


I couldn’t open my window shade because of
the vampires on board, but when the plane slowly began to move, I knew we where
heading toward the runway. Toward home. I squeezed Ulrich’s hand, excited to
finally be on our way, leaning my cheek against his arm. His bicep was as hard
as a rock and the hand in mine squeezed, tightening to the point that the bones
in my hand starting to grind together and I yelped. 


“Ulrich!” 


He looked at me, but he wasn’t seeing me—he
looked right through me. 


“Where are you going?” I wrinkled my brow
at him as he unbuckled his seat belt, practically bolting over me into the
aisle. “We’re supposed to stay buckled. Ulrich!” 


I unbuckled, too, following him up the
aisle, my heart thudding hard in my chest. 


Something was wrong. 


Ulrich pounded on the cockpit door, calling
out for the pilot. When the co-pilot cracked the door, a puzzled look on his
face, Ulrich practically pulled it off its hinges yanking it open. The
afternoon sun was blazing, a fact that would have previously reduced a vampire
to dust, but Ulrich stood there, unharmed. 


I wasn’t sure which surprised the men in
the cockpit more, the fact that their vampire client was standing in full
sunlight, or the fact that he had burst into the cockpit making demands. 


“We need to get off the ground.” Ulrich
looked directly at the pilot, who wasn’t a vampire. “Now Right fucking now.” 


“I… I’m waiting for a lane.” The pilot
nodded out the plane’s front window, where other planes were taxiing into
position. “We’re fifth in line. Only another ten minutes, tops.” 


“We don’t have ten minutes.” Ulrich lurched
forward, between the pilot and co-pilot, leaning his hands on the instrument
panel to stare out the windshield, craning his head to see below. 


“Wh… what are you doing?” The co-pilot half
stood out of his chair, but Ulrich pushed him back into his seat with one heavy
hand on his shoulder. 


“There are men trying to access this plane.
Vampires. At least half a dozen. Maybe more” 


“What?” The pilot was an older man, in his
sixties probably, with a Dr. Phil half-moon haircut that was almost completely
grey. He looked at Ulrich like he’d gone insane. “Vampires? I’m sorry, but
that’s impossible—”


“Do you see me standing here?” Ulrich
barked, throwing his hands wide. “Trust me—these vampires are impervious to
sunlight. And they are, right now, somewhere underneath this plane, trying to
gain access.” 


The co-pilot was checking his
instrumentation. Then he flicked a switch, and a camera feed showed the
underbelly of the plane. Ulrich had been right—it showed two vampires clinging
to the bottom of the plane as if their limbs were made of suction cups. There
were more vampires on the ground below. 


“Sonofabitch,” the pilot swore. “We can’t
take off. Get on the radio—get security out here!”


“No! There’s no time.” Ulrich swore softly
under his breath, grabbing the radio out of the co-pilot’s hand. “I knew
waiting for Aron was a mistake.” 


I squinted at the screen, looking at the
vampire closest to the camera, and a shiver went through me. I knew that
face—pitted and scarred, his white-blonde hair, almost as light as mine, pulled
back into a slick ponytail. It was one of the men Alaric had allowed to drink
from me, so long ago. My gaze moved to another vampire, then another. I
recognized most of them. I’d tried to torch those memories over the years, but
they wouldn’t be purged. I remembered every single man who sank their fangs
into my neck. 


And I understood, in that moment, just how
dangerous what Alaric had been doing really was. His most loyal henchmen were
here, trying to get on this plane, because they were impervious to sunlight.
They could walk during the day, and that gave them immeasurable power. 


“Where are you going?” I cried, as Ulrich
turned and headed out of the cockpit, pushing past me. 


“Don’t give up your place in line!” Ulrich
yelled back at the pilot. “We need to take off as soon as possible!” 


“He’s crazy,” the co-pilot murmured. “We
can’t take off with those things on the plane.” 


“Yes, you can,” I insisted, hearing Ulrich
barking out orders to the flight crew and our few passengers. “And you will.
Can’t you… I don’t know… cut in line or something?”


The pilot stared at me, blinking. “Uh… no,
ma’am, I’m sorry. You wouldn’t want me to do that. We’d end up colliding with
another plane.”


“I guess that wouldn’t be good.” The sight
of those vampires prying on the underside of the plane, looking for a way in,
made me nauseous. 


The plane began to move, and I startled,
grabbing onto the door frame. 


“Are we going?” I asked, wishing the plane
was smaller and lighter and could move much, much faster. 


“Getting in line,” the pilot said, glancing
back at me. “I think you should go, ma’am. Go sit down and tell the rest of the
passengers to buckle up. 


I couldn’t take my eyes off the camera
feed. It looked as if the vampires were working together now, using all their
strength—which was considerable—trying to pry the plane open like a can of
sardines. 


The co-pilot did something and the camera
angle switched. “Shit, we’ve got some of them on the wing.”


“Ulrich,” I whispered, recognizing him
immediately. “No.” 


I bolted out of the cockpit, running
through the first-class section toward the middle of the plane. Lily called
after me and then followed, but I wasn’t paying attention to her. 


Throwing open the window shade, I saw
Ulrich wrestling with another vampire on the wing. They were locked into a
near-embrace, fangs showing, and I screamed. I don’t know if he heard me, but
Ulrich’s head came up, and suddenly the other vampire was being tossed off the
wing, onto the pavement below. Not that it mattered—it didn’t kill him. It just
waylaid the creature for a minute or two. And there were more of them, climbing
up onto the wing, to take his place. 


“Ulrich!” I called, pounding on the window.
I was so mad at him I could have wrung his thick, bull neck. “Get inside!
Hurry!” 


Another vampire went over the edge. Ulrich planted
his boot in the face of yet another vampire crawling over the side of the wing.
That only knocked him back, though, not off, and when Ulrich turned to tackle
an intruder on the other side, the vampire with the boot print on his forehead
heaved himself up onto the wing. 


“Behind you!” I screamed, pounding on the
plane’s little window. 


Thankfully, Ulrich turned and saw the
vampire just getting to his feet.


“Poppy, come on,” Lily said, trying to pull
me away. “The plane’s moving… I think we’re going to take off soon.” 


“I know that!” I snapped, glancing back at
her. “And Ulrich’s outside on the wing!” 


“He would want you to be safe,” she said,
tugging gently on my sleeve. “He’ll be fine. He got out there—he’ll get back
on.” 


But I knew he wouldn’t. The way he was
fighting them, the rate the plane was moving, taxiing in position, I knew. He
was going to sacrifice himself so that we could get off the ground safely. 


“Ulrich!” I screamed again, pounding hard,
calling his name over and over. 


He turned, giving me a dark look, and I
realized why when the vampire he’d been fighting with turned and bolted toward
the plane. 


Heading straight for me. 


I screamed, scrambling backward, and saw
the plane’s window crack when the vampire hit it with his forehead. I could see
the boot-print clearly there, jagged ridges etched in filth. His fangs were
bared, his eyes wild. I felt Lily’s arms go around me, trying to pull me away,
as the vampire smashed his head against the glass again, letting out an inhuman
scream that sent shockwaves through my body. 


“Come on! Hurry!” Lily was dragging me now,
although I was fighting her with all my strength. “Poppy, let’s go!” 


I saw the sudden surprise on the vampire’s
face, his eyes widening, when he was jerked back away from the window, a big
hand coming down on his shoulder. Then Lily reached over and snapped the window
closed, insisting I follow. 


“Nooooo!” I wailed, still reaching for the
window shade, when someone picked me up by the waist, someone incredibly
powerful, carrying me like a child down the aisle. “No! No! No! No!”


I kicked and screamed, but Aron didn’t
stop, putting me in a seat up front and buckling me in. 


“Let! Me! Go!” I struggled with the buckle,
trying to undo it, unable to see much through my tears. 


“Poppy, Poppy, little poppet, shhhhh.” It
was Lily, her voice soothing, as she moved in to sit beside me. “Come here,
come here. Shhhh. Don’t cry. I’m here.”


I was instantly a child again, sobbing in
her arms. Lily cradled my head in her arms, rocking me, kissing the top of my
head. She was singing something, a song from long ago, and that just made me
cry harder. I let my sister hold me, a strange sense of deja-vu tingling my
limbs. This had happened before. Except then, it was my twin who had been
ripped from my side. Now, it was a man who felt closer to me than even my own
twin. My whole body shook with the force of my emotion and I lifted my head,
seeing everything through prisms, my stomach lurching. 


The plane was picking up speed. We were
taking off. 


“Hold onto me,” Lily whispered, keeping my
head tucked against her chest. “Hold on, Poppet. Hold on.” 


“Nooo0o!” I wailed, memories flooding me,
seeing Lily’s face for the last time as they dragged me toward the bus. I’d
escaped Alaric, but I had left her behind, unable to do anything to save her.
It couldn’t happen again. I wouldn’t let it. I wasn’t that little girl anymore.
“I can’t leave you! I can’t!” 


I tried to stand, but the seatbelt kept me
in place. When I reached for it, Lily grabbed my hands. I felt the plane
rising, my stomach jolting, feeling like it was floating for a moment. 


“I left you,” I whispered, looking into my
sister’s face. “I didn’t want to go.”


“Shhh.” I felt Lily’s body shaking, too,
and when I looked at her, I saw she was crying. “It’s not your fault. It was
never your fault, Poppet.” 


The sobs that rose up in me came from
somewhere deep inside, some dark place that hadn’t seen light in years. I put
my head in her lap, unable to control the pain roaring through me, and I felt
her sobbing, too, although she never stopped stroking my hair, my back, petting
me like she used to when we were young, when we were the only people in the
world we could count on. 


“Poppy.” His voice. I was dreaming. He’d
come back for me, in my dream. He was stroking my hair, different from Lily,
but still soothing, comforting. I didn’t want to open my eyes and wake up. I
wanted to stay here forever, in a world where Ulrich existed. 


“Poppy.” Lily’s voice this time. “Poppet.
Open your eyes.” 


I couldn’t. If I did, I’d open them to a
world without Ulrich. I couldn’t face that. Not now. Not ever.


“Moon flower…” I felt a hand in my hair
again. 


Slowly, I opened my eyes, and met his.
“Ulrich? Are you real?” 


He was squatting beside us in the aisle,
his face battered, his clothing torn. He reached for me and I quickly unbuckled,
moving into his arms, letting him envelop me. He tightened his grip on me as he
moved into one of the seats, pulling me into his lap. 


“How?” I asked, lifting my tear-stained
face to his. But he was kissing me then, and I didn’t care how—I was just
grateful he was here. But where were all the other vampires who’d been trying
to get on the plane?


“Alaric’s men,” I said, my voice shaking.
“Are they—?”


“Gone. We’re going home,” he said, tucking
my head under his chin. “Where you’ll be safe.”


“But…” I swallowed, remembering all the
vampires on the wing, trying to get into the plane. “They know… do they know
where we’re going?”


“Probably. But we’ve got a head-start. And
once we’re in the caverns, we’ll be safe. No vampire can enter them without my
permission. “


I breathed a sigh of relief, and when I
opened my eyes, I saw Lily across the aisle. She was watching us, tears still
on her face. She took my hand when I reached for it, and my heart swelled at her
touch. 


I fell asleep that way, in Ulrich’s arms,
holding my sister’s hand.


Despite the turmoil, the possibility if
imminent danger, knowing Alaric’s henchmen and, eventually, Alaric himself,
would follow, I closed my eyes and slept. 


I’d never felt more content. 


 







CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“I’m scared,” I confessed, reaching for
Ulrich’s hand. 


“Just because she decided to do it, doesn’t
mean you have to.” He squeezed my hand gently, pulling me toward him on the
settee. It wasn’t the most comfortable furniture in the world, although Nadia
didn’t seem to have any problems on it at night. I much preferred our big,
canopied bed. Aron and Lily had taken the other room—and the other bed—but they
wouldn’t stay, not forever. Eventually, Nadia would move into that room next to
ours. 


Was it weird that we’d have my vampire
mother-in-law living with us for all eternity? Maybe. But I’d grown to like
her, and I thought she liked me too, despite the fact that I was still human—a
state of being that my sister, Lily, at this very moment, was changing. With
Aron’s help. 


“She’s going to be so hungry.” I shivered,
pressing myself against his side. “I’ve never been fed on by a new vampire.” 


“I won’t let her hurt you.” He frowned,
stroking my hair. “Just enough to slack her thirst. And hopefully, give her the
ability to walk during the day.” 


I nodded, swallowing, remembering the night
I’d allowed both Nadia and Aron to feed from me. Ulrich had been right there,
holding my hand, looking into my eyes, and instead of feeling horrible and
ashamed, I’d felt light and actually happy. It truly felt like giving them both
a gift, offering something precious and valuable. Part of myself, given freely.
It was an entirely new experience, more empowering than I ever could have
imagined. 


Glancing into the hallway, wondering when
they would appear. I knew how it worked, turning someone into a vampire, but I
didn’t know how long the process would take. I had no firsthand experience with
it. Although I was considering it for myself, letting Ulrich turn me. I very
much liked the idea of being with him forever, instead of just being with him
for the rest of my little mortal life. That alone was a great incentive, but it
wasn’t just that. It was the possibility that it would free me, not just from
my mortality, but from being a vampire-target. 


Nadia had been the first one to suggest it,
back in the catacombs. Paris felt like forever ago, but it was merely weeks.
She brought it up again, once we’d been down in the ice cavern for a few days.
The question was, if we were to be turned, would Lily’s blood, and mine, lose
its power? No one knew how it would affect us, once we were turned into
vampires, but at least, then, no vampire could feed on our blood to become
all-powerful. We wouldn’t be so sought after anymore, and we’d lose our human
vulnerability altogether. 


So it was Lily who decided to go first. She
said she’d been thinking about it, anyway, since she’d met and fallen in love withAron.
This way, they could be together forever. She’d asked me if I would let her
feed from me—her first taste of blood as a vampire—and of course, I’d agreed. 


I hadn’t told her how afraid I was, how
unsure. I’d grown to love Ulrich, and I cared about Nadia and Aron, after
having lived with them for several weeks. But they were still vampires—and
their hunger scared me. Letting them feed from me had been both exciting and
terrifying. Once Lily was turned, I would be the only food source down in the
caverns, surrounded by four vampires. 


At least, until I decided to let Ulrich
turn me, too. 


“Where’s my poppet?” Lily called. 


I heard her voice coming from down the hall
and shivered. It was my sister’s voice—but it was different somehow. And it was
my twin who came toward me, Aron following behind, but she was different, too.
There was a light in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, something strange
and supernatural. 


“There she is.” Lily stretched a hand out
to me, her fingers long and delicate, and I took it, letting her move in beside
me on the settee. I stiffened when she leaned in to nuzzle my ear, breathing in
deep. She was scenting me, just like any vampire would. 


“Did it hurt?” I asked, hearing the tremble
in my voice. On my other side, Ulrich’s hand tightened in mine. 


“No.” Lily moved back to meet my eyes. I
could see her in there, still, my sister, the one who had drawn hopscotch grids
for me in sidewalk chalk and meticulously sewed the arms back on my rag dolls. She
slowly stroked her hand down my bare arm—I was wearing only a tank top and a
pair of yoga pants—sending little sparks flying all through my body. She had a
vampire’s way about her now, though, seductive and compelling. I wondered if
she could read my mind. 


“I can.” Her eyes lit up as she answered my
unasked question, and I gulped. “Don’t be afraid, Poppet. I would never hurt
you. Never-ever-ever.” That phrase was a holdover from our childhood. 


“Promise?” I bit my lip as she leaned in
closer, her eyes dark, swirling with her hunger. 


“Promise,” she breathed.


I saw her fangs for the first time, felt the
blood rushing through my veins, and despite my fear, I tilted my head, leaning
against Ulrich and offering myself as my sister lowered her head to my throat
to feed for the first time as a new vampire. 


Closing my eyes, I drifted, the sound of
our hearts beating loud in my ears. Lily’s hands moved to my throat, kneading
gently, like a kitten trying to ease out more milk. I heard the soft sounds of
her drinking, swallowing, and shuddered involuntarily. We were connected again,
like we had been in the womb, hearts beating in tandem. I felt warm and safe,
sleepily floating away. 


“Enough!” I heard Ulrich’s voice, but it
sounded so far away. Aron’s voice mixed in, and I heard Nadia, too, the tone of
her voice high, concerned. None of those things mattered. The world had shrunk
to include just me and my sister, linked together as we always had been,
forever connected. 


When Lily’s fangs retracted, I felt her go,
and the loss of her was almost too much to bear. I cried out, but my voice was
small and weak. 


“I’m sorry!” Lily gasped. I heard her
crying. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Poppy, are you okay?”


“Let her go,” Ulrich growled, and he was
lifting me, carrying me in his arms. I was too weak to even wrap my arms around
his neck. 


When he laid me on the bed, I managed to
open my eyes and I saw him hovering over me, his eyes full of concern. 


“Lily?” I tried to lift my head and got a
swimmy feeling, my stomach turning over. 


“She’s fine.” Ulrich’s hand smoothed my
hair. “She fed from you. A little too much.” 


His face darkened and I reached up to touch
his cheek. 


“It’s okay.” I smiled, taking a deep,
shuddery breath. “I’m fine.”


“Are you sure?” He reached over me to the
nightstand, grabbing a bottle of water. “Drink this.” 


I let him lift my head and put the bottle
to my lips, drinking greedily. I was so thirsty, thirstier than I’d ever been
after a vampire had been at my neck. 


“Easy,” he said as I gulped and gulped,
sucking the bottle dry—it crinkled as I emptied it—with a satisfied sigh.
“You’ll probably be dehydrated for quite a while.” 


“I could feel her,” I said, still wondering
at the sensation. “It was like seeing inside her. Being her. It was so strange.
So amazing.” 


“A new vampire doesn’t know how to control
themselves.” Ulrich flashed me a smile that included his fangs. “They can
overwhelm their first feed. Usually, they end up draining them. That’s why I
said we’d have to protect you. Lily’s thirst would have just overtaken both of
you.” 


“I have to tell her I’m not mad.” I started
to rise, but Ulrich held me down with a hand planted in the middle of my chest.



“She knows,” he said with a shake of his
head. “She’s with Aron. He’ll guide her through.”


I nodded, biting my lip, looking at him in
the low light. 


“Ulrich…” I reached up to run a hand
through his unruly hair. He had four days’ stubble on his cheek and I rubbed
it, liking the scratchy sensation on my fingers. “I want to do it, too.”


His eyebrows went up. “Are you sure?”


“Yes.” I nodded, sliding a hand behind his
head, pulling him closer. “I want to be like you. And Nadia, and Aron… and
Lily. I want to be with you.” 


“You are with me. I took me a thousand
years to find you,” he said. “I’m not going to let you go. I’ll keep you safe,
Poppy. Always.” 


“But turning me… it solves everything,” I
told him, getting excited at the thought. “It means we can be together forever.
And it means my blood can’t be used anymore. Alaric won’t want me. No vampire
will.” 


“I will.” He lowered his head, kissing my
throat.


“I want you to do it.” I wiggled under him
as he shifted his weight on top of me. “I want you to make me a vampire.” 


I tilted my head to the side, offering him
the unmarked side of my throat. 


“Not now.” He chuckled, nuzzling my throat.
“You’re already too weak from Lily’s feed.” 


I pouted. “But I want you.”


“You can have me.” He parted my thighs with
his, giving me what I wanted in one glorious thrust. 


I moaned and wrapped myself around him as
we moved together, our mouths meshing, our bodies rocking in unison. I thought
I could hear the sound of my sister’s moans down the hall and wondered if she
could hear me—but I didn’t care. She was happy—and so was I. I’d never been
happier in my entire life. 


“Oh, God!” I cried, moving my hips up to
meet his. “Ulrich!”


He gave a low grunt, moving faster into me,
and I reached my hands down to grab his ass, feeling the muscles there working,
his hips making delicious circles. 


“Don’t stop!” I begged, forcing him deeper,
grinding him against my clit. “Oh yes! Yes! Now!” 


He let out a pained moan, and I felt his
teeth sink into my throat just as his seed burst forth, bathing me deep inside
with heat. My climax shuddered through me. Already dizzy from blood loss, I
felt like I was floating, pleasure pulsing through my whole body. Ulrich
emptied himself into me as he suckled at my throat, growling and rutting like
an animal. 


“Ulrich,” I panted, pushing at him. “I
can’t… no more.” 


He shuddered and lifted his head, licking
blood from his lips as he looked down at me. 


“I hate to turn you,” he said with a little
groan, rolling onto his back. “I want to drink you forever.” 


“You don’t have to.” I nudged him with my
elbow. “But… it does solve a lot of our problems.”


“I know.” He reached an arm out and grabbed
me, pulling me to him. “You’re going to make a glorious vampire.”


I smiled at that, snuggling close to him as
he closed his eyes. My blood was coursing through his veins—just a little bit,
but enough to make him feel euphoric and sleepy. I let him drift, trying to
imagine our life together. So many years ahead of us. It made me incredibly
happy to think about it. 


I found myself parched—between the blood
loss and the sex—so I crept out to get more water, leaving Ulrich in bed. He
didn’t need to sleep anymore, not like before, but my blood did have an affect
more like heroin than cocaine. I didn’t run into Lily and Aron—I assumed they
were in their bedroom, especially now that Lily didn’t need food as sustenance
anymore—but Nadia heard me and came into the kitchen. 


“Are you all right?” she asked, looking
concerned. 


I nodded, and finished draining the water
bottle, reaching for another one before closing the fridge. “Just dehydrated.”


“She’s a new vampire.” Nadia sat at the
table, watching me drain the second one. “They’re very… thirsty.” 


“That’s what Ulrich said.” I gulped down
the rest of bottle number two and tossing it into the trash before taking a
seat across from her. 


“She probably would have turned you, if
she’d been alone.” Nadia had a pained expression on her face and she looked
down at her hands resting on the table. “That’s why Ulrich and Aron were
there—to protect you.”


I nodded slowly, wanting to talk to her
about it, wondering if I should. 


Finally, I just asked, “That’s how it
happened with you and Ulrich?” 


“Yes.” Her gaze lifted to meet mine. “I was
still turning when Ulrich brought me down here to the caves. He didn’t
understand, not then, what was happening to me. He thought I was just… ill.”


“But you turned?” I tried to imagine what
it must have been like, seeing his mother turning into a vampire, attacking him
with such hunger. 


“And I turned him.” She closed her eyes for
a moment, sighed, then opened them. “I would do anything to take it back.” 


“You weren’t in control,” I told her, a
little surprised by my own sympathy for this vampire. For vampires in general.
My ideas about them had been changed so much since meeting Ulrich. “Like Lily,
today, feeding from me.”


“The thirst is uncontrollable at first,”
Nadia agreed. “No new vampire can resist feeding. Bryn drained the entire
king’s guard at her first feeding.” 


“Bryn…” I said the name softly, remembering
the beautiful woman vampire in the cage under the city. Alaric’s blood slave.
“You knew her… before?” 


“Oh yes.” Nadia gave me a fangless smile.
“After the kingdom fell—after Ulrich exposed Alaric to the people for the
vampire he was—Bryn and I escaped.”


“Like you escaped with Lily…” I looked at
her, feeling admiration for this woman who had survived a thousand years on the
planet. 


“I just wish Ulrich had come with us.” The
look of sadness in her eyes was palpable. “Instead of going after his brother.
But he wanted his revenge.”


“He still hasn’t gotten it.” 


“No.” She sighed. “But he’s still trying.”


“Where were you?” I asked. “All that time?”



“Bryn and I went to the south of France.
She didn’t care where we ended up—her heart still belonged to Ulrich.” 


It was hard not to react to that, so I got
up and went to the fridge to keep her from seeing the look on my face. 


Bryn had been the woman he was in love
with. Of course, she had. Why hadn’t I guessed?


I didn’t like to think of Ulrich in love
with another woman. Especially when he was a man, and not a vampire. Bryn got
to touch him when his heart was beating on its own. A stab of jealousy went
through me as I grabbed another bottle of water. 


“I took her a long time to get over him,”
Nadia went on as I twisted the cap off. “I’m not sure she ever really did.” 


“Why didn’t you come back here?” 


“At first, I was afraid Alaric would find
us. I wanted to get as far away as possible, as fast as we could. But…” Nadia looked
down at the table again. “I confess, I was selfish. I never told her about this
place. I was afraid, if we ever came back, that Ulrich would welcome Bryn with
open arms—but he would reject me. 


“His mother?”


“The vampire who created him. “


I guess I could see that. Although Ulrich’s
reaction had been the opposite. He had accepted Nadia back into his life
without a word. That made me think about Bryn—and Ulrich’s reaction to her
death. We hadn’t talked about it at all. He hadn’t even told me about Bryn when
he’d told me his history and how he was turned. He probably didn’t even know
that I now knew who she was. Who she’d been to him. 


He’d conveniently left her out of the
discussion altogether. 


“Ulrich has a big heart,” I said, tossing
the third empty water bottle into the trash. 


“He was always the good son.” She sighed,
sitting back in her chair. “I often wished he was the oldest, so he would be
the one to inherit.”


“I’m sorry.” I stood, still lost in my own
thoughts, as I passed her, putting a hand on her shoulder. The woman had been
through a great deal. 


“I wish Alaric had never come to Paris. But
we lived happily until Alaric found us,” she said, looking up at me with a
smile, but there were vampire tears glittering in her eyes, making them red at the
corners. “I’m glad I got your sister out. I just wish we’d been as lucky with
Bryn.” 


I nodded, although I had to swallow past
the lump in my throat. Because a very selfish part of me was glad Bryn was
gone. And what kind of person did that make me?


I went out of the kitchen, heading back to
the bedroom, but I stopped halfway down the hall. I wanted to go back to bed,
to climb in with Ulrich and pretend no one else existed in the world. But my
mind kept going over and over what Nadia had said. I knew she hadn’t told me
out of spite. She was truly grieving the loss of her companion, and I couldn’t
begrudge her that.


But Bryn had been Ulrich’s love. The love
of his life. Alaric had taken her from him, and he’d spent years looking for
the brother who had taken his woman and enslaved her. Did we have a love like
that? A love that would last, forever? How could I compare to a woman he’d
loved for over a thousand years?


Instead of going into our bedroom, I
backtracked down the hallway, into the living area. Nadia was still in the
kitchen, and I was quiet, moving past her. I gathered all of my gear, pulling
on my snow pants, my boots, my parka. I made sure my gloves were in my pockets,
and then I grabbed my camera off the table in the corner. It had been sitting there
for ages, unused. 


I needed to get away for a while. Clear my
head. And heading out onto the tundra with my camera was the best way I could
think of to get a beautiful vampire named Bryn, and how much my Ulrich had
loved her, out of my mind. 


The air was cold, and I breathed in deep,
pulling on my gloves as I came up out of the hole. I shut the door, searching
the white-painted surface for the metal rod that Ulrich had shown me. It locked
into an upright position with a clip, a way to mark where the door was from a
distance. I wouldn’t go far, but I didn’t want to get lost out here. 


It felt good to be outside, a camera
hanging around my neck again. 


Would I still be able to take pictures when
I was a vampire? Would I have the same eye? Would I even want to? I put the
camera up to my eye and scanned the landscape. It was still dark days in the
Alaskan slope, but even mid-day was lighter than it had been just a month ago.
The sun would rise once more soon, and stay up for six months.


I started walking, taking photographs when
the mood struck me. The snow wasn’t as hard-packed as it had been, and it was
slow going. I’d come out there to get my mind off things, but all my mind
wanted to do was wander back to Ulrich. I couldn’t stop thinking about him and Bryn.
He’d been looking for his brother for years and hadn’t found him—because Alaric
had gone underground, into the catacombs. But had he been searching for his
mother as well?


Had he been looking for Bryn? 


I remembered his reaction down in the
catacombs when Bryn had died. I had thought, at the time, that he was just
being Ulrich, big-hearted and angry he couldn’t save her, too. But he’d been
mourning the loss of a woman he knew. A woman he’d loved. 


For a thousand years. 


I knew I couldn’t compete with that. And if
I allowed Ulrich to turn me, would I spend the rest of my vampire-life trying
to? Would I always be in Bryn’s shadow? Was he thinking about her, even now?
Wishing she’d lived, and I’d been the one who died? 


The thought made me even colder, out here
on the tundra. 


I kept walking, head down, the same
thoughts turning over and over. I couldn’t stop them. They cycled through,
again and again. Ulrich loved Bryn. Ulrich spent years looking for Bryn. Ulrich
was devastated when Bryn was killed. Ulrich would never love a woman the way
he’d loved her. Of course, he wouldn’t. He’d loved her as a human, not a
vampire. And yet he’d spent his existence as a vampire trying to track her
down. 


My own jealousy was the only thing keeping
me warm. I didn’t even notice the cold, not until I stopped walking. And I only
stopped walking because I saw the tent. 


At first, I thought it was a sort of mirage
in the dimness. Just a shadow. But the closer I got, the more it came into
focus. It was definitely a tent, pitched down the slope. I was surprised. It
was rare to see people out this far on the tundra. A hunter, perhaps. Or a
native? Although if it had been a native, they wouldn’t have been in a tent. 


I stood at the top of the slope, looking
down, wondering if I should approach or just turn around and go back, when a
low growl to my left made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I knew the
sound. It was as familiar to me as my own breathing. And while I hadn’t seen or
heard any sign of wolves, but I hadn’t really been paying close attention, had
I? I’d been too busy thinking about Ulrich and Bryn and…


“Don’t move.” 


I would have screamed, but a gloved hand
clapped over my mouth, keeping the sound muffled. 


“They’re all around us.”


The voice was familiar, but the adrenaline
coursing through me made it hard to identify at first. I tried to clear my
head, to think clearly—the thing I’d gone out on the tundra to do in the first
place—but I saw that he was right. We were now surrounded by a semi-circle of
wolves, their teeth bared. 


I recognized them immediately. It was the
pack I’d been following and taking photographs of. 


“Vampires can control certain animals—like
wolves and bats. Did you know that?” 


Alaric. Of course, it was Alaric. How long had he been out here, waiting
for the door to the cavern to open? And I’d just walked right into his trap. What
in the world had I been thinking, taking off and not saying anything to anyone?



“These beauties have made themselves very
useful. Although I have to say, I don’t much like the taste of caribou blood.”
Alaric reached a hand out to one of the wolves, who drew its dark lips back
even further, emitting a low growl. Then, unbelievably, the wolf lowered his
head and reached out to lick Alaric’s glove. I saw the confused look in the
wolf’s eyes and knew it was being compelled. 


“Don’t even think about running.” Alaric’s
mouth was right near my ear and I shivered.


“Ulrich is coming,” I lied. “He’s right
behind me.” 


He chuckled. “I’m counting on it.” 


My heart sank, and so did I, falling to my
knees in the snow. 


“Guard her.” Alaric made a circle in the
air with his finger, and the wolves followed his direction, making a circle
around me, obscuring Alaric from my view. 


I knew he was probably going to backtrack.
Follow my prints in the snow. Right back to the cavern. But he couldn’t get in.
That’s what Ulrich had said. No vampires could enter without his permission. 


Of course, if Alaric used me as bait…
Ulrich would come out. And then what?


“Easy,” I whispered, reaching a hand out to
touch one of the wolves, a big, gray male, but he gave a menacing growl and
snapped at me. He didn’t actually bite, but the message was clear. 


I sighed, easing back. Then I heard
something that made my heart squeeze hard in my chest. 


A howl. A bright, sharp, keening sound that
split the air. And it didn’t come from any of the wolves surrounding me. In
fact, the whole pack perked up, all of the wolves’ heads turning, their ears
moving toward the sound. When I went up fully onto my knees, I could see Alaric
moving in the dimness, but I could only make out the shape of him. 


The sound came again, closer now, and I
knew. I just knew. It was Ulrich coming for me, as fast as he could—as a wolf. The
wolves around me all raised their heads and howled back in answer, in unison.
It was so loud, I literally had to cover my ears with my gloved hands. 


“What the hell?” Alaric cried out. “Get
back! I said—get back!” 


The wolves around me were vibrating with
excitement. One of them turned in a circle and urinated in the snow. I went up
as high as I could on my knees, trying to see what was happening, and the sight
of Alaric standing on the frozen tundra, holding a hand out to a huge, black
wolf, filled me with both hope and dread. 


Alaric’s trying to compel the wolf—like he
did with the pack. He doesn’t know it’s Ulrich. 


But I did. I recognized that lone, black
wolf who had saved me from the very pack that was surrounding me now. It was
Ulrich. He had come after me. He’d followed my tracks—and my scent—ending up in
Alaric’s trap, just like I had. 


Only he wasn’t really trapped. He was out
there, armed with big jaws full of powerful teeth, and as far as I could tell,
he remained immune to Alaric’s attempt to control him. They circled each other
in the snow, Ulrich growling, Alaric doing his best to try to get the big wolf
to stand down. 


“Get back! Get back! Get back!” Alaric
screamed it over and over, his voice high and reedy, as the wolf advanced. 


The wolves surrounding me howled, pounding
their paws against the snow, almost dancing in their excitement. I tried to
stand, but the big wolf turned his head back at me and growled again. So I sank
down again, watching from the vantage point of my knees. 


Alaric fought the wolf off with his vampire
strength, which was considerable. The wolf whined when Alaric hit him hard in
the side and I winced, afraid for Ulrich’s ribs. They rolled in the snow, but
the wolf ended up on top, his paws planted squarely on Alaric’s chest. The
light was all shadow, but I could see the wolf throw his head back and howl,
the sound rising up all around us. It actually raised goose flesh on my arms. 


“Kill him!” I screamed, ignoring the
wolves, who turned their heads toward me and growled. “Kill him, Ulrich! Do it
now!” 


The giant black wolf looked up, his
gold-rimmed eyes finding me, and he howled again. Then he shook his big, shaggy
head, and it wasn’t a wolf anymore—it was Ulrich, straddling his brother in the
snow. 


“Ulrich!” Alaric’s surprise didn’t last
long, and he reached for his brother’s throat, trying to throw him off, but
Ulrich changed again, back into the wolf, just as quickly, with a shake of his
head. 


Gold sparks flew all around, and the light
was enough for me to see the wolf grab Alaric’s throat in his powerful jaws. He
yanked his head back, his teeth tearing out Alaric’s throat, but he didn’t stop
there. The wolf’s jaws sank in again, and this time, Alaric’s head was
separated from his body in a shower of blood. It wasn’t spurting—he hadn’t fed
soon enough for that, obviously—but it rained down everywhere, spattering the
snow and even the wolves who still surrounded me. 


The giant, black wolf padded over and
joined the circle. The other wolves didn’t attack him. In fact, they seemed to
defer to him. Then, in another golden shower of sparks, Ulrich was standing
there, holding a hand out to me. I didn’t realize, until I took his hand and he
pulled me into his arms, that I was crying with relief. 


“The… the wolves…” My teeth were
chattering, and Ulrich held me even closer. 


“Dinner, fellas.” Ulrich put a hand down,
stroking the alpha wolf’s back. The alpha showed him his front teeth—a clear
sign of submission—and led his pack over to the body of the inert vampire. 


“Will they eat him?” I wondered aloud,
shivering. “Do they eat… the undead?” 


“They’ll eat anything.” Ulrich glanced back
fondly at the wolves. “Don’t worry, they won’t hurt you.”


“Alaric, he… he compelled them somehow.”


“We can control some animals,” Ulrich said.
“Wolves, bats, rats…”


Something occurred to me and I gaped at
him. “You could have just compelled them? Back when they were attacking me?
When we first met?”


A slow grin spread over his face. “What fun
would that have been?”


“You… evil…!” I pounded on his chest with
gloved fists, but he just caught them and laughed. “I was never in any real
danger, was I? You could have controlled the wolves—made them stop.” 


“Well, sure.” He shrugged. “Either way, you
needed me to save you. I just decided to do it the more exciting way.” 


“You’re insufferable.” I jerked away from
him, turning on my heel and starting to stalk away. 


“Get back here!” Ulrich took two strides
and caught up, turning me to face him. He held me away from him by the
shoulders, frowning down at me in the dim light. “Even though I should turn you
over my knee right here for running off without telling me!” 


“I’m sorry, but....” I bit my lip,
remembering the reason I’d come out here in the first place. The image of Bryn
filled my mind and Ulrich’s expression changed. Softened. He was reading my
mind—thinking of her. It made me want to cry, but I fought my tears, swallowing
them back. 


“Nadia told you about Bryn.” 


“Why didn’t you?” I crossed my arms over my
chest, glaring at him, not waiting for him to answer. “Because you were still
in love with her? Because it wasn’t Alaric you were looking for all along—it
was Bryn!” 


“Poppy…” He reached for me, but I took a
step back. 


“You loved her,” I choked out. My tears
were practically freezing on my cheeks. “You’ve been in love with her for a
thousand years! How could I ever fill that hole in your heart? I’m sorry,
Ulrich. I can’t. I just can’t.” 


“You don’t have to.” He took another step
toward me, just a half one, cautious. I didn’t move away this time. “Yes, I
loved Bryn once—a thousand years ago. But that ended when she betrayed me to my
brother.” 


“She…” I blinked at him. “She what?” 


“Bryn betrayed me.” Ulrich’s face twisted
in anger as he told me, “It wasn’t me she wanted. It was the throne. The moment
Alaric promised she would sit by his side as his queen, she changed her
loyalties and began sleeping with my brother.” 


“But… Nadia said…”


“She never knew.” His eyes glittered in the
light. “Alaric thought he was hurting me, when he turned Bryn—he did it right
in front of me—but by then, I already knew of her betrayal.” 


“Bryn…” I gulped, trying to put together
the pieces. “She and Nadia… they escaped together.” 


“I’m not surprised. Bryn changed loyalties
like the wind.” 


That made me giggle. “So… you haven’t been
in love with her for the last thousand years?”


“No, Poppy.” He snorted and took another
step toward me, taking my gloved hand in his bare one. “But I am in love with
you.”


“You are?” I felt my heart take flight. 


“Yes.” He leaned down to kiss me softly on
the lips. “And I hope to be for at least another thousand years.” 


“Oh Ulrich.” I put my arms around his neck,
letting him hold me, my voice muffled against his parka. “I’m sorry. I’m so
stupid. I love you, too.” 


He pulled back and looked at me, eyebrows
raised. “Does that mean you think loving me is stupid?” 


“No.” I laughed, glancing down to see one
of the wolves sitting calmly at my feet.  “It means I want you to turn me as
soon vampirely possible.”


“You do?” Ulrich tilted his head, giving me
a slow, sweet smile. 


“Yes.” I cupped his face in my gloves
hands, pulling his face down to mine. “So we can spend the next million
years together. At least.”


 


The End
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The Blood of Angels


The Kiss of Angels


 


Audio Series – Highland Wolf Pact


Highland Wolf Pact


Compromising Positions


Blood Reign


 


Audio – New Adult Romance


Forbidden Fruit


Hussy


Yank


 


Audio – Menage


Bluebeard’s Wife


Taken


The Sybian Club


Unfolding


 


Audio – BDSM


Heidi and the Kaiser


The Real Mother Goose


The Surrender of Persephone


Unfolding


 


Audio – Taboo


Back to the Garden (Revised)


Naughty Bits
(Revised)


Step Beast


Under Mr. Nolan’s Bed (Revised)


 


Audio Series – Girls Only


Girls Only: College Days


Girls Only: First Time


Girls Only: Girl Scout Trip


Girls Only: Moms’ Night Out


Girls Only: New Year’s Resolution


Girls Only: Pajama Party


Girls Only: Pool Party


Girls Only: Stay


Girls Only: Sybian Sorority


Girls Only: The Hairdresser


 


Audio – Stories


A Different Angle


Garden of Eden


Hunting Season (with Blake Crouch)


Lost Souls


Second Chance


Starving Artist


The Flintstone Experiment


 


Audio Series – Little Brats


Little Brats: Anna


Little Brats: Becca


Little Brats: Christa


Little Brats: Clara


Little Brats: Darla


Little Brats: Eva


Little Brats: Fiona


Little Brats: Georgia


Little Brats: Hanna


Little Brats: India


Little Brats: Jenna


Little Brats: Kayla


Little Brats: Leila


Little Brats: Maya


Little Brats: Nina


Little Brats: Olivia


Little Brats: Paula


Little Brats: Qesa


Little Brats: Raina


Little Brats: Sara


Little Brats: Tina


Little Brats: Ursula


Little Brats: Viola


Little Brats: Willa


Little Brats: Xema


Little Brats: Yasmina


Little Brats: Zinnia


 


Audio Series – Modern Wicked Fairy Tales


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Frog
Prince


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Peter
and the Wolf


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Alice


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Beauty


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Bluebeard


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Briar Rose


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Gretel


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Goldilocks


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Pinocchio


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Rapunzel


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Red


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Wendy


 


Audio Series – Power Play


Power Play: Bailey and the
Professor


Power Play: Donnie and the Maid


Power Play: Emily and the Priest


Power Play: Ivy and the Cop


Power Play: Jodie and the
Billionaire


Power Play: Katie and the Dom


Power Play: Kelsey and the Executive


 


Audio Series – Stepbrothers


Stepbrother First Times: Baby
Kisses


Stepbrother First Times: Baby Love


Stepbrother First Times: Baby’s Big
Night


Stepbrother First Times: This Time,
Baby


Stepbrother First Times: Welcome
Home, Baby


Stepbrother Studs: Aaron


Stepbrother Studs: Brian


Stepbrother Studs: Cameron


Stepbrother Studs: Daren


Stepbrother Studs: Dustin


Stepbrother Studs: Evan


Stepbrother Studs: Finn


Stepbrother Studs: Gavin


Stepbrother Studs: Hayden


Stepbrother Studs: Ian


Stepbrother Studs: Jason


Stepbrother Studs: Kevin


Stepbrother Studs: Logan


Stepbrother Studs: Mason


Stepbrother Studs: Nathan


Stepbrother Studs: Owen


Stepbrother Studs: Preston


Stepbrother Studs: Quinn


Stepbrother Studs: Ryan


Stepbrother Studs: Sean


Stepbrother Studs: Tristan


Stepbrother Studs: Upton


 


Audio Series – Under Mr. Nolan’s Bed


Temptation


Confession


Grace


 


Audio Collections


Confessions


EcoErotica


Girls Only: Complete Collection


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Complete Collection


Power Play: Complete Collection


Quickies


Taboo: The Collection


 


 


COMING SOON FROM SELENA KITT


After the Baumgartners: Gretchen


Coming Clean


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Aladdin


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Pied Piper


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Rumpelstiltskin


Modern Wicked Fairy Tales: Jack and the
Beanstalk


Stepbrother Seduction


Sweet Baby Jane


The Tears of Angels (Divine Vampires)


The Dreams of Angels (Divine Vampires)


Under Mr. Nolan’s Roof


Working for the Weigands


 


ALSO COMING SOON


Stepbrother First Times: Baby Blues


Stepbrother First Times: Baby Talk


Stepbrother First Times: Beautiful Baby


Stepbrother First Times: Pretty Baby


Stepbrother First Times: Star Baby


 








MORE FROM EXCESSICA! 





 


YOU’VE
REACHED


[image: excessicabackendNEW]


“THE END!”


 


BUY THIS AND MORE TITLES AT


www.excessica.com


[image: excitespice-justaddspice]


Want the HOTTEST reads around?


Just ADD
SPICE!


GET FIVE FREE READS!


Including an exclusive Selena Kitt FREE
READ! 


Unavailable anywhere else! 


 


EROTICA
FLAVORS FOR ALL


Facebook
Group


facebook.com/groups/eroticaflavors


 


Check us out for updates about eXcessica books!


 


WRITE A REVIEW!


Readers, in the age of
ebooks, remember that you are in control of separating the good from the bad,
the wheat from the chaff.


 


Please take a moment to go
back to the site where you purchased this book and leave your opinion, however
lengthy or brief, about it. 


 


You can also go to larger
sites (Amazon, Barnes and Noble, GoodReads) and leave your reviews there as
well, whether you made your purchase on their site or not. 


 


Make your vote count! Your
opinion will help other readers make their future purchasing decisions in
regards to ebooks


 












 


eXcessica publishing


 


Poppy: Hooked (Blood Courtesans) © August 2017 by Selena
Kitt & Michelle Fox


 


All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American
Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from
the publisher. 


 


This
is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the
product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any
resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or
locales is entirely coincidental. All sexually active characters in this work
are 18 years of age or older. 


 


This
book is for sale to ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It contains substantial sexually
explicit scenes and graphic language which may be considered offensive by some
readers. Please store your files where they cannot be access by minors.


 


Excessica LLC 


486 S Ripley #164


Alpena, MI 49707


 


To order additional copies of this book, contact: 


books@excessica.com 


www.excessica.com 


 


Cover Art © 2016 - Monica LaPorta


 


Warning:
the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is
illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without
monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in
prison and a fine of $250,000. 
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