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So…close. 
The stench of bourbon, cheap perfume and sex fill my nostrils, creating a heady cocktail of hedonism that takes me higher than I already am. Melodic sounds of live jazz resonate from Bourbon Street and meld with moans of raucous passion nearby. The eroticism of hearing someone else’s pleasure, imagining the slick feel of damp skin against skin arouses me further, pushing me into oblivion. I let my head fall back and close my eyes, sucking in a breath through my teeth. 
I’m close, but not close enough. Never close enough to feel … whole. Complete. Full.
I’m not kidding myself. I know I’ll never be satisfied. I’ll always want more. More wealth. More power. More women. And while I have more of each than any one man should, it’s not enough. It’s never enough. The hunger is real. Deep. Overwhelming. Consuming me from the inside out.
I lift my heavy head and slowly peel open my eyes, gazing down at a crown of blonde, wavy locks bobbing up and down in my lap. I force myself to abandon all thought and just focus on the waves of sensation coursing through my body. Prickly white heat crawls up my legs and floods my veins before sinking into the heaviness between my thighs. 
This … I can do. This … is easy.
Over and over again, my cock disappears into her wet mouth. Pink lips slide over the rigid, smooth skin, taking me deeper with every stroke. The swollen tip hits the back of her throat and she doesn’t even flinch. No gag reflex. Shit. This one is good. I think I’ll keep her. 
“Look at me, pretty girl,” I tell her, gently grabbing a handful of her sunkissed hair. She complies with wide, eager eyes, but doesn’t stall her movements. “That’s right. Just like that. Take all of me. Deeper. I want to feel those sweet lips all over me.”
She does as she’s told with enthusiasm, desperate for my approval. She knows I’m somebody. Somebody important. Somebody that could potentially change her shitty existence. And I intend to, just not the way she’s hoping.
Minutes tick by as I watch her suck me off with determination, growing more impatient, begging for my climax with her piercing gaze. She’s giving me her all, pulling out all the tricks, fondling every erogenous zone known to man. An arrogant smirk plays on my lips before I put her out of her misery.
“You can stop now. Come,” I say, patting my lap. She’s only too willing to slide her thong clad ass on my thigh, thrusting her full, naked breasts in my face. I pluck a pink nipple before rolling the bud between my fingers, giving it a tug. She moans her pleasure and begins kissing my neck.
“Oooh, that feels good. Take me, please. I’m so hot for you. I want that big cock inside me.” She trails wet kisses from my neck to my jaw. Wet heat seeps from her pussy and onto my slacks. Fuck. Just what I need - cum stains all over my Armani. 
I shake my head. “No, baby.” I caress her other breast to cushion the blow.
“But you didn’t come. Let me make you come. I promise you; it’ll feel real good. Please, baby. I’ll do you right.”
Again, I shake my head. “I don’t come.”
“Huh?” She lifts her head to access my expression. I look back at her with ice cold, blue eyes, devoid of even a trace of humor. “You don’t come?”
“No. Never.”
She flicks out her tongue and runs it along her bottom lip before donning an arrogant smile. “Well, you just haven’t felt how good my pussy is.”
My softening cock marginally jolts back to life with the feel of her warm, delicate hand wrapped around it. Her lips advance towards mine, causing me to raise a palm to halt her advances. I stifle a chuckle when her face crashes into my hand.
“And I don’t kiss on the mouth.”
Letting out an aggravated breath, she rolls her eyes. “Well… what do you do?”
“With you? Nothing. Not a goddamn thing.”
“Nothing?” she spits indignantly. “Well, why the fuck am I here? So what…I’m good enough to suck you off, but not good enough to fuck?”
Growing bored with the annoyingly shrill sound of her voice, I stand faster than she can comprehend, and she tumbles onto the floor with a loud thud. I stuff myself back into my slacks and gaze down at the pathetic sack of flesh and bone covered only in a strip of black satin.
“Exactly. I don’t fuck the talent.” 
Three raps on the door slice into the tension and Varshaun, my best friend and right hand, enters. “You called?” 
I nod. “Take this one to Nadia.” I crouch down to her level on the floor and run a hand through her blonde hair. Initially, she recoils but instantly relaxes under my touch, her gaze locked onto my icy blue irises. Bringing a coiled lock to my nose, I inhale the scent of her: earth, foliage and sunlight. Euphoria invades my lungs before spreading throughout my chest and abdomen. I close my eyes for a moment and savor it, letting it warm my cold, desolate soul. If only it were this simple. If only this was enough.
Dropping the lock of hair, I run a finger along her bottom lip. “We’ll call her…Sunshine.”
Before she can blink, she’s airborne, and Varshaun is pulling her from the room. She looks as if she is on the brink of tears at the loss of my soothing touch.
“Wha…what? What are you doing? Where are you taking me? Sunshine?” she stammers, panic contorting her soft features. “What the fuck? That’s not my name!”
In an instant, I’m in her face, roughly grasping her chin so she has no choice but to see the rage painted on my face. Her eyes widen with horror at the sight of me. The real me. There is no exotic beauty here. No trace of the carnal attraction that made her knees weak just minutes before. Only evil. Violence. Disgust. 
“I. Don’t. Give. A. Fuck. Your name is whatever I say it is. Do you understand, Sunshine? Can your pretty little head grasp that?”
“Yes…Yes…” she rasps with quivering lips. Lips that were wrapped around my hardness just minutes ago. Lips that could probably suck the paint off the walls. 
“Yes, what?” I ask with a raised brow.
“Yes, Master.”
“Good girl,” I nod with a sinister grin. I pat her cheek before releasing her from my grip, composing myself as I straighten my suit jacket. 
They’re all nameless. Just faces. Lips, tongues, hands. Warm, wetness dripping with honey to stave off the hunger for more. More of what? I’m not sure. 
Varshaun reappears in the doorway minutes later, a hint of alarm sparking his crystal blue eyes and making the contrast to his bronze skin even more startling. “We have a situation.”
I take a moment to listen to the scene two floors below before exhaling my annoyance. Another one in need of a harsh reminder of who’s in charge here. Of who owns them. 
Females are so fucking temperamental. But, shit, they feel good. Plus, they make me a lot of money. Not that I need it.
“Well? Take care of it. Surely you can handle a simple, little woman.” 
Varshaun shakes his head. “This is no ordinary woman. She’s … different.”
My eyebrows rise marginally as I make my way to the en suite bar for a drink. The bourbon goes down smooth, and I refill my glass, downing that as well. I need to escape. To forget what I am. Who I am. And what I crave to do. Will do, again and again.
Most see me as cold and callous. Vile. Murderous. And they’re right. But truth be told, I’m a conflicted motherfucker. I believe we all are, on some level. Some of us just can’t afford the hassle of having a conscience. It’s not good for business. 
“Different,” I murmur to myself. I turn to face Varshaun who still appears unsettled. “Something on your mind, old friend?”
He shakes his head, causing his long, black hair to sway. “I can’t quite put my finger on it …”
I nod, hearing his thoughts. His apprehension. Yes, something’s bothering him. Varshaun is not easily shaken, which is why I keep him close to me. I understand that kind of emotional detachment; it’s the norm for me. His mental discord piques my interest. Not much rattles him. This has to be good, and I’m due for a little fun.
“Very well,” I smirk, making my way across the room. “Let’s see her.”
I scent the air as we make our way towards the scene two stories below. Lust, greed, vanity and every other deadly sin in spades. Humans are weak. You tell them to stay away. You tell them not to touch the flame because it will burn.yet they still come to sate their licentious needs, getting off on the forbidden fruit dangled in front of their dumbstruck faces. They know it’s wrong; they know that bright red apple is rotten to the core, festered with maggots and disease. But they want it. And I give it to them. I’d be a fool not to.
Fucking humans.
A few of the unoccupied girls stand in the doorways of their private rooms dressed in no more than lingerie, batting their false eyelashes in hopes that one of us will pay them a visit. I don’t deny my men their carnal desires, but there is nothing in this house that will satisfy the magnitude of our craving. Not without consequence. And those consequences can get … messy. I don’t do messy.
We enter the great room where three more of my men are huddled around a small, dark dressed figure. Her screams are muffled but I can clearly detect her terror. The closer I get, the more aggravated I grow. We never take them against their will. They have to want this. They have to feel this. Sexual slavery just isn’t my thing.
Sensing my presence, the men step aside to give me access to the situation. As I make my way through the barrier of their bodies, I freeze.
This…girl. This human girl, is all soft, smooth skin, long, dark tresses, and the most startlingly amber colored eyes I have ever seen in all my decades on this earth. Her body is petite and delicate, though she has a fiery strength in her that virtually pushes me like a force field, battling my solid frame with an unseen current. 
I let my eyes find hers, but she quickly turns her head, refusing to meet my gaze. Ah, she knows. Either that or she’s afraid. Good. She damn well should be. I, however, know fear does not power this girl. She is brave. Bold. And that tempts the fuck outta me. Every cell in my body hums and expands before nearly bursting with sensation. I can almost feel her soft, fragile skin under my eager fingertips. Smell her subtle scent of wildflowers and brown sugar. Taste the sweetness of her undiluted essence sizzling on my tongue.
“What do we have here?” I ask no one in particular, as I move closer to the girl. Her glassy eyes widen at the sight of my advance. Her fear is thick and palpable, but so is her strength. I am just much stronger. My resolve, however, may be another story.
I reach over to remove the gag from her mouth, careful not to graze her milky white skin, though I am aching to touch her. Her lips are cherry red and swollen, lush and waiting to be worshipped. Her reddened, puffy eyes look up at me in disgust. Hatred. Terror. She tries to extinguish it, but her petty mortal emotions give her away. It’s the eyes. The eyes never lie. They are swimming with her truth, telling the tales she struggles to conceal.
Her full lips tighten into a grimace. “Get away from me, you piece of shit.” Her broken voice is raspy and thick with unshed anguish. The sound sends an unfamiliar pang of discord to my chest.
“Why are you here, pretty girl?” I ask soothingly. I step forward and fondle a dark brown curl, breathing in her sweet scent. 
She tries to jerk away from my touch, but she is bound. Not by rope or twine, but by power. Something you cannot see, something not entirely tangible, but she knows it’s there, knows it’s real. It lives in her as well.
We are both birthed into faith - unshakable belief of things beyond all logic and understanding. She knows deep inside that legends are truth. She knows that monsters are real. She can see me just as well as I can see her. 
“Fuck you,” she spews as she struggles against the invisible restraints. The corner of my mouth curls and I blink slowly. She’s so … potent it nearly intoxicates me. I want more.
I turn to Varshaun and cock a brow. He takes a moment to read my unspoken question. “She was given to us. An unsettled debt that got… complicated. But, I agreed to take the girl in exchange for leniency.”
“Since when do we accept whores as payment?” I grimace, turning my attention to her supple curves. Shapely thighs extend into round hips before cinching into a narrow waist. My mouth waters as I imagine how soft and warm she would feel beneath me. How those thighs would tighten and quiver while wrapped around my waist. 
“I’m not a whore, asshole. Now let me go!” she demands, still unable to give up her futile struggle. I laugh, admiring her determination. And she’s right - I am an asshole. A damn good one too. I’m nothing if not a perfectionist.
I stroke the luminescent skin of her cheek lightly, feeling the burn underneath my fingertips. It’s unpleasant but not unbearable enough to make me stop touching her. The feel of her skin against mine sends a jolt of electricity through my frame, stirring my senses from decades of numbness and detachment. This girl is different, indeed. Special. And dangerous.
I want her badly. So much so that I’m willing to break my own rules, and that fact fucks with me.
“Don’t you fucking touch me,” she seethes in a harsh whisper. “I know what you are.”
The conviction in her voice causes me to drop my hand, and I frown. She may be able to feel my power, even see it radiating around me, but there’s no way she could know exactly what I am. She’s human. Stupid. Weak. Ignorant. She is ultimately a flea compared to me. We’re more than cautious about protecting our identities, and those who happen to learn our secret are eliminated without question.
I peg her with an icy glare. “Who sold you, pretty girl?” The bite in my voice doesn’t match the tenderness of my words.
Those big eyes are instantly assaulted with a flash flood of tears and her succulent mouth goes slack. She turns her head and furiously bats her wet lashes in an attempt to hide the pain that so obviously haunts her. I want to grasp her cheeks and make her look at me. I want to lick every salty tear that slides down from those mesmerizing eyes. I want to drink her in, feel her inside of me. Be inside of her.
“Who?” I repeat, softening my tone.
I watch her slender throat as she swallows laboriously. “My father,” she manages to choke out through a rogue sob. “And he didn’t sell me. I came on my own accord. To save his life.”
I nod, though I don’t quite understand her depth of devotion. It’s a modern day Beauty & the Beast. This brave, human girl has sacrificed her life in order to save another. She’s thrust herself into darkness and danger, completely blind to the sheer evil that lies in this room alone. Yet, she’s done the unthinkable, only to save a sloppy drunk with a gambling problem.
This beautiful girl has selflessly put her life in the hands of a villainous monster. In my hands. 
I’ve never felt that magnitude of loyalty for anyone … except my brother. But he’s gone, abandoning me to figure all this shit out on my own. Dorian was the good one. The smart one. The one that kept me from fucking up everything our family has built and stood for. The only one that ever understood me and loved me anyway. Yet, he’s turned his back on us. On me. The one person that needed him the most.
I flex my hands into fists as tension settles in my joints. Why the fuck does this shit still bother me? How can I possibly give a damn about him? Once the years turned into decades, I merely stopped counting. I knew he would never come back. And can I really blame him? After what our father did to him? Would I have stayed and pledged my allegiance to the man that made it his personal mission to turn my life into rot and ruin?
I want to bury this shit. I want to erase all the confusion and anger that has haunted me my entire life. Never good enough… always the black sheep. I need to find a substitute for the turmoil brewing inside my hollow chest, bubbling over until it feels like acid singing my throat. I want to end it all and forget what I am. Who I am.
“I know …” a sweet voice whispers, a soothing balm to my black, tormented soul. I look up and my blue eyes collide with warm, molten honey. “I know,” she whispers again.
I swallow down my sudden upheaval and plaster on a cool smile. “What do you know, darling?”
Her full, bottom lip trembles, and she quickly tucks it away between her teeth. “I know who you are.”
I take a step towards her, generously scenting the space between us, getting high off the mix of fear and arousal. “Everybody knows who I am.” Shit, at least they think they do.
Her gaze never falters. Not even a hint of uncertainty as those haunting eyes slice right into me. She merely watches as I bleed out onto the marble floor. “But do they know what you are?”
I freeze where I stand. Not because I’ve been exposed; hell, inside these four walls, there’s no question of my identity. But what really strips me bare, making it impossible to hide from the truth I so desperately want to escape, is the almost question on those crimson lips. The same question that has been permanently burned inside my skull.
Do I know what I am?
I turn my gaze away, refusing to let her see what lies beneath. I don’t care what she thinks of me. She’s wrong. She’s a stupid whore who wouldn’t know the damn truth if it bent her over and fucked her seven ways from Sunday. 
“Varshaun,” I bark, my voice raw and harsh. “Take the girl to Nadia; get her cleaned up. Then place her in my chambers.” 
I need a distraction. Something to stifle any inklings of guilt or empathy. Avoidance. Denial. Escapism. It’s what I’m good at. It’s what I create for the weak and perverse. I provide a place of fantasy and desire, allowing them to indulge in the taboo without fear of exposure or judgment. 
We’re all monsters here. And I’m the most fucked up of them all.
Blocking out the sounds of struggle below, I climb the stairs up to my room before stopping mid step. “And get ready,” I demand over the commotion, perched high above the fray of debauchery and hedonism. “We’re going out.”
 




 
 
It’s all a blur. 
Loud music. Alcohol. Drugs. They’re all necessary evils. All part of my plan. 
It’s easy to forget when you don’t remember. 
We stumble up to my room, our hysterical laughter echoing throughout the vast house. Nobody pays us any attention. They’re all too caught up in their own immorality to give a fuck about ours. Besides, I make no qualms about what I want. I not only live up to my reputation, I embrace it with open arms.
The blonde on my left sucks my neck while my hand snakes up her dress. The brunette on my right works at the buttons of my slacks as I pull down her top to expose a swollen breast. In the next instant, her pebbled nipple is in my mouth, between my teeth, as my tongue elicits indecent sounds. My hand finds the slick, wet flesh between the blonde’s legs, and her moans compete with her friend’s. They grind against me, clawing at my hair, my back, my dick … battling for climax. I feel them both throbbing, both trembling with want. With need. And I plan to give them what they desire. But first, I want to play. 
I toss them both on the bed and gaze down at their panting bodies with a sly grin. They’re both nameless, just like the rest of them. I don’t care. They’re open to me, their thoughts and emotions completely unguarded. This’ll be fun.
“Undress,” I order. Without hesitation, the girls slip off the remainder of their garments, their eyes locked on mine the entire time. That’s right … eyes on me. 
They spread their naked bodies out for me to admire, their smooth, supple skin calling out to be caressed. The scent of arousal is heavy and thick in the air. I can nearly taste them; it’s so palpable. Sweet, salty, tangy. My mouth waters in expectation.
“Come. Let us help you out of those clothes,” the brunette says, her arm outstretched.
I shake my head. “Not yet. Soon. But first, I want you two to kiss.”
Again, without hesitation, the girls comply, their soft, sweet lips gently touching. They giggle against each other’s mouths, their lips working together until their breaths quicken, and their pink tongues intertwine hungrily. They touch each other, their arousal building and building until they both are whimpering for release. Not yet. Not until I’ve had my fill.
They break apart, panting, whining and still petting the other’s soft, sensitive skin.
“Good,” I smile. I lock my gaze on the blonde. “Suck her tits.”
She takes the round globes into her small palms and runs her thumbs along the nipples. Through her long lashes, Blondie looks at her friend before sweeping her gaze to me. Then she takes the taut skin into her mouth and sucks, gently pulling as she keeps her hooded eyes locked onto mine. 
Laughter has ceased. Nothing can be heard but the erotic sounds of uninhibited pleasure. I caress their smooth, flawless skin as they move against each other, pure bliss harmonizing with the thrill of dark fantasy. 
They don’t question what they feel. They don’t hesitate nor do they resist. They let their carnal instincts guide them - let me guide them. I am their teacher. Their leader. Their god. And they want nothing more than to please and worship me. 
Some time later, when their wants have exploded into need, I am behind the brunette, entering her while her face is buried between the blonde’s legs. She moans against her sex, and they both cry out. Deeper I plunge, harder, faster. I let the wet warmth envelop me, let it draw out the fire that burns me from within, scorching my nerve endings until all I can do is feel. Every taut muscle in my body tightens and pulses, yet I don’t stop, only pausing to flip her over in a blur of motion that she doesn’t even register with her until I am thrusting into her again. 
I go for hours, taking each of them, exhausting them beyond their limits. And just when they feel like their bodies may implode with overwhelming sensation, I take them again, until they are too spent to move and too hoarse to even moan.
I lie on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, and imagine the lullaby of their heavy breathing rocking me to sleep. But I know it’s futile; sleep never comes. It never takes me away from this. From me.
Grabbing my discarded slacks, I ease them on and make my way over to the bar. The bourbon goes down like liquid fire, and I exhale the flames. 
“Enjoy the show?” I say aloud, pouring another.
No answer. I don’t expect one anyway.
“You know, you could do well. Especially if you’re willing to do some girl on girl.” I turn towards the shadowed edge of the room and smile. “Customers like that shit.”
“You make me sick,” a broken mumble retorts. “Fuck you.”
“Sorry, baby,” I chuckle, walking towards the voice. “But I don’t fuck the merchandise. But who knows … maybe you’ll be my exception. If you’re a good girl, that is.”
I stand in the darkest corner of the room, shrouded in the shadows, in front of her. The girl. The amber eyed girl with a death wish is cowered between a dresser and an armchair, desperately trying to melt into the wall to escape. But she can’t. She couldn’t leave even if her miserable little life depended on it. She’s been spelled to remain within the mansion’s four walls.
“I’m not a whore, you disgusting piece of shit,” she whispers angrily.
“Of course you aren’t.” I crouch down to her level, drink in hand. I extend the glass to her, but she recoils as if I’ve offered her a cup full of blood. “But, as you know, I house whores here. No one lives here for free.”
Her eyes shine with tears and she quickly turns her head so I can’t witness their escape. My hand twitches, longing to reach out and follow the trail of moisture down her cheek. Instead, I down my drink to numb the urge.
“Why?” she asks suddenly.
I shrug. “Prostitution is one of the oldest forms of employment. Sex will always be in demand.”
“No…why do you do it? Why do you take innocent girls and degrade them to nothing more than waste receptacles? Don’t you have any guilt at all? Don’t you even feel bad for being such a pathetic waste of space?”
I smile against the irritation. “First off, I don’t take anyone. The women employed here are here at their own choosing. And in case you didn’t realize, none are hurting. They have the finest clothing, are treated to regular salon and spa visits, and have round the clock protection. Trust me, they could be doing a lot worse, and before me, most of them were. And to answer your second question … no. I don’t have any guilt. Guilt is for the weak and emotional. To harbor guilt, you must care. And I don’t give a fuck about a goddamn thing.”
She shakes her head and quirks a sardonic smile. “Wow. And here I thought princes were supposed to be more dignified.”
I nearly jump out of my fucking skin. Prince. She knows. Fuck, she knows …
“And here I thought whores were supposed to be more agreeable,” I retort with a straight face, expertly masking my panic.
“I. Am. Not. A. Whore!” she growls. The girls sleeping just feet away stir, yet don’t wake. 
I lift an amused brow. “Is that right? Well, what do you plan to do for me? You know the nature of my business; you know there is a debt to be settled. How do you plan to pay off your father’s balance?”
Her lip trembles and she bites down on it hard enough to turn it from crimson to white. She looks away, blinking away stubborn tears and desperately trying to hide her fear from me. I know I have caused that fear, and I want to see it. I crave it - those raw, human emotions. I want her tears, but then again, a part of me doesn’t want to make her cry.
See? Conflicted motherfucker.
“Whatever you want,” she finally whispers, turning her gaze back to me. Though she most likely cannot see my face, her expression is stoic and certain. Brave. “Whatever you want me to do.”
I nod passively although I’m shocked as shit at what she has just agreed to. And maybe a little disappointed. Maybe I wanted her to fight me. Maybe I wanted her to refuse because she believes it is disgusting and wrong. Not wholeheartedly accept it. No sane, self-respecting girl would sign up for this shit.
I run a hand through my hair and pull it in unexplainable anger. This girl has no business in a brothel, yet here she is, and I’m too fucking stubborn to do anything about it. And the fact that I want to - shit, I want to excuse her from any debt her pathetic excuse for a father has bequeathed upon her – seriously fucks with me.
“Right. Well, we should begin your audition immediately,” I say flatly. I stand upright and begin to unfasten my slacks. 
“Wha … what? What are you doing?” Her eyes are wide with horror as she catches a glimpse of the patch of black hair peeking out from my loosened pants. 
“What do you think I’m doing? I can’t sell what I don’t sample. Now I can understand you may be reluctant to suck me off so I’ll make an exception just this once.” Faster than she can see, still hidden by the dark of night, I crouch before her. “I’ll let you fuck me, pretty girl. Is that what you want? After seeing me fuck those other girls? After making them moan and scream my name? You want that too, don’t you? You want me deep inside you just as I was deep inside of them.”
When I reach for the strap of the silk nightgown that Nadia dressed her in, I can feel her trembling beneath my fingertips. She whimpers the second my skin touches hers, the slight burn traveling from my fingers and sinking deep in my gut.
“No,” she says through a broken sob. “Please, don’t do this.”
“What? Would you rather undress yourself?” I sneer angrily, clutching the delicate fabric. “Don’t get stage fright on me now. You’re the one who signed up for this.”
“Bu-but…I can’t. I can’t do this. Stop, please.” 
I draw my hand back and place it at my side, balling it into a tight fist. As badly as I want to touch her, as much as I crave her feelings of raw terror, I don’t want this. No. Not like this.
“Isn’t this what you want?” I ask through clenched teeth. “Isn’t this what you came here for?”
“Yes!” she cries. “But I - I…I can’t.”
“You can’t? You can’t what? What kind of whore can’t fuck?” I roar. The girls behind us on the bed begin to stir, but I quickly put them down again with a quick flick of my wrist. I don’t even care about being inconspicuous. All I can focus on are the next words that escape those full, red lips.
“The kind of whore that’s a virgin!” she yells, matching my fury. Her chest heaves rapidly, causing her nostrils to flare with every labored breath. 
I reel back, putting more than a foot between us as if she’s revealed some communicable disease rather than her virtue. She’s a virgin, yet she’s banished herself to a life of shame and debasement. Damned herself to live with a monster. Even I can’t wrap my head around it, and I’m the king of mind-fucks. 
I open my mouth to voice my initial reaction, cold pressure building behind my eyes. I flex my fists, calming the frigid storm racing in my veins. “A virgin? You’re a fucking virgin? What the hell am I supposed to do with that?”
She doesn’t answer. Instead, she wipes her dampened face with the back of her hand, pinning me with a heated glare. We sit in heavy silence, the weight of her words feeling like boulders pressed down on my shoulders. I’m a sick bastard - I’ve never hidden that fact - but could I really destroy this girl and take her most sacred gift, selling it to the highest bidder? Do I really have the capacity for that type of evil? 
I shake my head, answering my own question. I am that evil. I am that selfish. My soul was damned the moment I was birthed. But the rest of me? Undecided. And no matter how hard I try to accept the path of depravity that has been paved in bone and blood with my birthright, something in me refuses to embrace it. It fights against it, thrashing against my nature, ensuring that I am in a constant state of doubt. Which is why I do what I do - why I fuck my feelings away. Why I numb it all with alcohol, drugs, anything to make it easier to play this role. 
That’s what makes me the despicable creature that I am. I know better. I know that what I am, what I do, is wrong. But I do it anyway. I do it because I can.
“You said you know who I am,” I rasp through an unfamiliar tightness around my throat. 
“I do.” Certainty resonates in her unwavering voice.
“And…what I am?” 
“Yes.”
I nod. She doesn’t have to say it. I can feel her truth. I can see it. Hell, I can smell it on her, the scent of her bloodline nearly making me dizzy. This is no ordinary girl. Human, but only just so. As if she was filled with something supernatural. Something powerful. Something like me. 
I could easily make her forget. I could erase any trace of my identity from her mind. Shit, I could take away every memory she’s ever had. But for some uncanny reason, I don’t. Maybe for once, I don’t want to be a stranger. Maybe I just want someone – anyone - to know me.
“What’s your name, pretty girl?” I ask against my better judgment. Names signify familiarity. They’re personal, and I don’t do personal. I’ve never had the desire. Not until now. 
She hesitates, and I imagine her having the same mental struggle. The hollow space in my chest aches - another foreign feeling.
“Amelie,” she finally whispers. And before she can regret disclosing the first intimate piece of herself to me, I lift a hand and softly sweep it across her forehead, sending her into a peaceful sleep. 
“Nice to meet you, Amelie,” I whisper, as I cradle her warm body just as she slumps forward, my lips so close to her skin, I can smell the sweetness of her essence. Brushing a lock of hair from her face, I gaze down at the purest, most beautiful being I have ever held in my arms. “I’m Niko.”
 




 
 
I stand at the foot of the bed, gazing down at the naked bodies twisted in rumpled satin sheets. Pale moonlight kisses their skin, making them appear ethereal, ghostlike even. 
So beautiful. So soft. So weak.
I lean forward, propping a knee onto the mattress, and position myself between their sleeping forms. My fingers graze their soft skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. I inhale their combined scents, picking up traces of alcohol, sweat and sex. And something else. Something more. It invades my lungs and bursts in my chest, sprouting tingling warmth in my extremities.
Magic.
Just a drop between the two, but it will do. These days, it’s harder and harder to find more than that. In a willing donor, that is. 
I lay down facing the brunette, my hands exploring the soft contours of her body. I brush her cheek with the back of my hand. She was stunning once - I can tell - but her indulgences have aged her. Her vices, her weaknesses, have not been kind to her. She’ll die before her time, I’m certain of it.
“Wake,” I whisper. Instantly, her eyes open, and once her pupils adjust to the dark, she smiles.
“Hey,” she says, caressing my bare chest. 
I give her a slight smile and cup her face between my hands. “Look at me.”
She complies instantly, looking back at me with trusting, brown eyes. Eyes that will forget that they ever saw my face. They dilate within seconds and her body relaxes against mine. She’s completely open to me - her thoughts, her actions… all mine. But most of all, her magic. The tiny trace concealed in her bloodline flows freely into my body as I inhale at the base of her neck. I moan and let my teeth graze her throat. 
Fuck, it feels good. It always does, transcending any measure of human pleasure. Breathing is beyond feeling. Beyond physical sensation. It’s complete and utter euphoria, exploding in every synapse. It’s feeding your soul and making love to your spirit; it’s life itself.
My dick twitches to life, and soon I am hot and hard against her thigh. “Touch me,” I mutter, my mouth moving down her chest. She unleashes me and begins to stroke, only heightening the sheer bliss pumping through my veins. I squeeze my eyes tight and imagine it’s someone else caressing me. Someone else kissing the side of my face as I lick a trail from her collarbone to her hardened nipple.
Amelie. It’s as if the name is carried by a wisp of wildflower scented air.
I bury my face deeper into her skin, trying to lose myself … in myself. My desires, my secrets, my fears. They’re all magnified times ten, drowning me in the once perfectly contained emotions that seep from the cracks of my broken soul.
I can feel the pull … the pull towards her. Beckoning me to relent and stop the charade. My whole fucking life is a charade, and I’m nothing but a puppet, dancing around like a fucking fool in hopes of some type of acceptance. Some sign that I’m more than a philandering piece of shit. More than a cold, ruthless killer. 
More than my father. 
“Wake,” I growl against humid skin. Within seconds, another set of hands joins us, kneading my shoulders and back. The blonde kisses my neck as she moves her body into my line of vision, offering it to me. Roughly, I grab her waist and pull her to me, burying my face in her neck and chest. Her scent, her flavor, is subtly sweet, warm, but not warm enough. Not sweet enough. Not like her. Not like…
Amelie. 
This time I pause, but only long enough to part her legs and sink into her without warning. She cries out from shock, pleasure, and even a bit of pain. I don’t care. I don’t give a fuck about anything right now. The brunette positions herself over the blonde’s mouth, sating her own fiery need. She offers herself to me, and again, I take her. But her magic is waning. She’s weak. And while her body seeks pleasure, her soul is slowly dying. She sags against me, trembling with the aftershocks of orgasm and fatigue. I push her aside, digging into the blonde’s wet core with unrelenting strokes. 
Just focus on this. Just this lustful act. Nothing else but this. Because it means nothing. She means nothing. And I feel…nothing.
I fuck her until she can’t take anymore, breathing nearly every drop of life from her limp body. When I finally stop, I realize she’s unconscious and eerily pale. Doesn’t matter. I pull out of her and sit on the edge of the bed, tugging at my hair, wishing like hell it would help me forget. That it would take away that urge to go to her. I don’t understand it - shit, I’ve never felt it before - but it’s there. And, dammit, it’s stronger than anything I have ever felt. Maybe even stronger than me.
Amelie. A soft whisper caresses my ears before floating into my body, sinking deep into my hollow chest.
That’s the thing about names. Once you learn them, once they’re burned into your skull, you’re forever connected to that person. You know them. You wonder if they have family or friends that care for them. You wonder if they have dreams and aspirations they wish to achieve. Wonder if anyone would miss them if they suddenly disappeared. Names give way to guilt, and guilt is a useless motherfucker that has no business in my head. 
But I know her name. And, fuck me, I want to know her. 
Amelie.
A knock at the door causes me to flinch, although I’m expecting it. I always expect it. Nothing surprises me anymore … nothing until her.
“Enter,” I rasp in a hoarse whisper, not bothering to look up to see who it is. I don’t need to; I already know.
“Ready?” a deep, haunting voice asks. If he wasn’t my cousin, even I would be a little spooked. 
I lift my head, almost tensing at his bright red eyes and menacing sneer that showcases a mouthful of razor sharp teeth. Years ago, Cyrus was known for his adventurous, borderline suicidal, zest for life. He never backed down from a challenge, and at 6-foot-5, he didn’t have to. He was a mountain of a beast and unstoppable when it came to the things he wanted. 
That was before…before the accident. The accident that claimed his life and left us with mere seconds to decide his eternal fate. And when Dorian decided that he wasn’t ready to say goodbye to our family, he turned him. Turned him into the monster that stood before me today. A vampire.

Cyrus, of course, was a proud man, and less than pleased with the decision. Living out his days as servant to the Dark was never his plan. He would rather have died. But when you live your life making enemies and not giving a damn who it affects, you cling to the ones you truly care for. Cyrus was one of those people. We had grown up together, and Dorian valued his presence in our life just as much as I did. We needed him. Letting him die wasn’t an option.
“I’m done,” is all I manage to say. 
Cyrus nods before swiftly crossing the room. He stands at the foot of the bed, looking down at the ghostly pale, naked bodies strewn across it. He turns to me and narrows his startling, blood red eyes.
“What did you do?”
I shake my head and look at the floor. “Went a little too far. I don’t know … I don’t know what got into me.”
He nods and jerks the blonde towards him by her ankle before slinging her virtually lifeless body over his shoulder. “I’ll handle it.” Then he does the same with the brunette, holding them both effortlessly as if they weigh next to nothing. He turns just as he hits the doorway, inhaling deeply through his mouth, no doubt tasting the air. Tasting fresh, live blood. He takes a step back into the room. “And her?”
I force my eyes towards the dark corner of the bedroom, where Amelie’s body is shrouded in shadowy night. She still sleeps peacefully on the carpeted floor. I’ve even placed a pillow under her head and covered her with a quilt.
What the fuck is wrong with me?
“Leave her.” 
Cyrus narrows his crimson eyes and frowns like he doesn’t understand. But I match his glare; mine even more menacing and cold. It screams of hostility and the promise of violence. It dares him to challenge my authority.
“Very well,” he mutters. Then he’s gone, the soiled sheets the only reminder of my guests for the evening. I rip them from the bed and hastily replace them with fresh ones, determined to forget the lives that were so greedily taken tonight. I know those girls won’t live. Cyrus will drain them and then dispose of their bodies. He’ll clean up any evidence that they were even here. He’s done it before for me, even for Dorian. 
Amelie deserves better than that. Better than having the life sucked out of her soul before being drained of every drop of her blood. Better than being discarded in an abandoned alleyway, made to look like just another cracked-out Quarter whore with a syringe jabbed into her pale arm. 
Still, I know that better is not me. I’m not the one to give it to her - I can’t. Better is not in my nature. And feeling like this - so drawn to her, so completely vulnerable to my conflicted feelings - is so far out of my realm that I can’t even comprehend it. 
I don’t fucking get it. 
She’s human. An inconsequential, human girl that is good for nothing more than fucking and breathing. She’s disposable, just like the rest of them. I am Dark - a god amongst men. And she is nothing to me. I don’t know her. I don’t need her, and I don’t want her.
Uncontrollable laughter rings in my ears. Hell, even the voices in my head know that I’m full of shit.
I mindlessly cleanse myself of the scent of sex and cheap perfume, determined to erase any trace of the past hours. I can’t wash it all away though. The guilt, the shame remain. I can’t run from my Achilles heel. 
Before I know what I am doing, I am crouched beside Amelie’s sleeping body. She breathes deeply, her body perfectly relaxed in slumber. So trusting. I trail a finger from her cheek to her collarbone, feeling the slight burn that lights my fingertip with tiny gold sparks. I saw it the first time I touched her, but concealed it from the rest of my men. They knew she was different, they just didn’t know how different. And how devastating her eccentricity could be for our kind … and for me. 
I know what she is, and she knows what I am. Because of this revelation, there’s only one solution. Only one conclusion to this tragic tale that has only just begun.
I will kill her.
 




 
 
Sunlight kisses her lips and caresses her cheeks, before warming her eyelids. I watch with rapt attention as the brilliant heat flushes her translucent skin before slowly parting. She blinks rapidly, then rubs her weary eyes with the back of her hand. Then, as lithe and graceful as a cat, she stretches her arms above her head and yawns, a raspy, sultry sound rumbling her throat. 
“Well, good morning, love,” I smirk, my voice as smooth as silk.
Shock pries open her tired eyes and she tries to scream, but fear has stolen her breath. It wouldn’t matter. No one would hear her cries. Nor would they care.
“Whe … where am I?” she stammers.
I look on either side of us. “Well … this is what you’d call a bed. You know, some people like to sleep on them. Even fuck on them. I prefer the latter.” 
Amelie narrows her eyes and purses her full lips. “I know that. How did I get here? And what did you do to me?” Pulling the comforter up to her chin, she shifts to the edge of the bed. 
“I obviously put you in bed - my bed. And I haven’t done anything to you. Not yet, at least.” I move closer to her, and watch as her eyes widen, taking in the sight of my bare chest. “And if I wanted to see what was under that nightie, believe me, you’d be naked and spread eagle right now. And if you’re lucky, my tongue would be buried deep inside you.” I tug at the covers just to rattle her further, and she doesn’t disappoint. A slow smile spreads across my face.
“You’re sick.”
“I’ve been called worse,” I shrug.
“You’re a disgusting, perverted piece of shit.”
“Worse than that, too.”
Her bottom lip trembles and she quickly tucks it away between her teeth. “What do you want from me?” 
I finger the delicate fabric of her satin nightgown. The image of me ripping it off her flashes in my head, and warmth sinks into my abdomen. 
“For now…I want you to tell me who sent you.”
Amelie turns to me and frowns as if I’ve just slapped her. “Who sent me?”
I smile. Not my usual panty wetting grin that makes chicks weak in the knees. No, I give her the one that lets her know how fucking crazy I can be. The one that tells her that I will rip her limb from limb just for the fuck of it. The one that shows her just how evil I truly am. How Dark I am. If she was unsure of what I am capable of before, there’s no mistaking it now.
Amelie swallows, the annoyance in her expression wiped clean and replaced with inimitable fear. She sees me for what I am: a monster. Vile, disgusting, ruthless. The stuff nightmares are made of. And here she is, sharing a bed with the epitome of sin. Not even her innocence can save her. 
“No one sent me,” she states with unwavering conviction.
I move in closer, so close that I’m surrounded by her scent. So close that I can feel the heat of her body wash over me and count every one of her precious heartbeats. 
“Oh?” I smirk with a raised brow. “No one sent you yet you just happen to know who I am? As if it’s public knowledge?”
Desperation lights her eyes, the unusual color growing brighter, hotter. “I swear no one sent me.”
Before she can take her next breath, I am on top of her, pinning her body underneath mine. She can’t move. She can’t speak. She can hardly think. All she feels is me, dominating the very air she rapidly breathes.
“Now, sweet girl, I’m going to ask you one more time before I rip that pretty little head off your shoulders. Who sent you?” 
She shudders, her mouth agape in horror. I know what she sees when she looks at me. Eyes so cold that they’re almost opaque. White, gleaming teeth that now appear as razor sharp fangs. Pale, ashen skin that speaks of old Voodoo legends told around the fire, warning children of the dangerous, evil creatures that thirst for their souls.
She sees me, and I allow her. Maybe for shock value, or maybe because I know she’ll never survive long enough to confirm the legends of her people. But I let her take it all in … the nightmare that is me. The Dark One that needs to kill her … yet wants to own her.
“Please … I swear,” she rasps through trembling lips. “No one. No one sent me.”
I release a hiss between clenched teeth. “See, I don’t believe you. Now you can either tell me the truth, or I will be forced to resort to more … carnal … forms of persuasion.” I bring my face closer to hers, so close that we share the same breath. “And I really don’t want to do that. Such a pity for that pretty face to go to waste.”
Tears sprout at the corners of her eyes and slide down the sides of her face. I don’t even try to resist; I can’t. I lean forward and lick the salty moisture, tasting the mixture of her sweet skin and tears. When shudders rack her frame, I look down at her through my euphoric haze and smile. “You want me to torture it out of you, huh? You want me to pop that sweet little cherry and fuck you until the point of agony. Don’t you? Because you are a little whore. You are all lying, scheming whores. Maybe I’ve been too lenient. Maybe you only respond to pain.”
Her frightened eyes widen as my hand wraps around her slender neck, applying just enough pressure to let her know that I’m serious. She won’t win this. There’s no escape. I can and will kill her, no matter how badly I want her.
I close my eyes and suck in a breath. Fuck … the feeling of her body beneath mine sheathed only in thin satin, her scent so potent it’s damn near palpable, the taste of her tears… 
How can I resist her? How can I not want to rip her flimsy nightgown off her and sink into her for hours?
I shake the thoughts from my head and tighten my grip. “Tell me,” I growl. I’m angry - with her for being so fucking enticing and with myself for being so weak. I can’t let my father be right about me. I am a Skotos, goddammit. Mercy isn’t even in my vocabulary.
“No one! I swear it! On my life!” she cries hoarsely, the pressure on her vocal cords restricting her screams.
“Then how? How do you know me? How the fuck do you know who I am?”
Her tears flow freely, wetting my hand and her hair. I squeeze harder. “Fucking tell me now or so help me-…”
“I dreamt of you!” she screeches brokenly. Even through the garble of tears, I hear her clearly. Dreamt of me. It’s a trick - I know it is. But still, I release her neck and roll off her, huffing out frustration and … shame? No. Of course not.
“You dreamt of me?” I’m panting but not winded. 
“Yes,” she whispers, refusing to meet my gaze. Her hand flies up to her neck, and she winces.
“When?”
 Look at me. Please. I need to see the truth.
Finally, Amelie turns her heated amber glare on me, fear and loathing still clouding the unusual irises. She hates me, and she should. But I can’t help but feel … I don’t know … conflicted about it. She swallows and fresh tears fill her eyes. Right about now, I hate myself too.
“Since I was young. Since I was just a little girl, I have dreamt of you every night.”
“Bullshit,” is all I can say in disbelief. But I see it - the truth in those mysterious eyes. 
She shakes her head in disgust and looks away, focusing on some random spot on the wall. “I wish it were. Every day of my life, I have wished that I could close my eyes and not see your face. Not hear your voice. Not have you haunting me for 10 fucking years!” 
Suddenly, she turns her head and I almost wince at the look of pure hatred and repugnance on her face. “Do you know what that’s like? To have to see evil every single day? To have your nightmares replayed on a continuous loop? To be forced to know someone that makes you wish you had never been born? Because I do. I know you because I have to. Because I was cursed to in order to live. And you know what? I wish I would’ve died. How does that make you feel, your majesty? How do you feel knowing that I would rather be dead than have to see your face for one more day?”
Her words sting like a slap to the face, but I press for more. “Why do you have to?”
She turns away with a grimace as if tasting something foul. “When I was young, I fell ill. Doctors couldn’t find the root of the infection. My parents were told that I only had days, maybe weeks, to live.”
I move closer, hanging onto every word, every breath. She exhales and continues, although I can see the painful memory is a struggle to conjure. “My mother’s family had certain beliefs that led them to believe I had been cursed. See, my mom denied their way of life. She didn’t want that for me. Her name was Genevieve. Genevieve Laveau.”
Laveau. 
“Your mother is a witch,” I hiss, my eyes lighting with blue fire. If there’s one thing the Dark despise, it’s unnatural magic. Magic that calls upon the dead and worships false deities, disrupting the balance of nature. Amelie and her mother are direct descendants of Marie Laveau, also known as the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans. We had exterminated most of the Voodoo garbage in the city over a century ago, but Laveau and her family had ways of evading us. And I’ve had one lying beside me this entire time. I should have known. I should have fucking known.
“No,” Amelie whispers, shaking her head. “She wasn’t. Maybe Voodoo was in her blood, but she never practiced. At least, not when I was around. Doesn’t matter anyway - she’s dead.”
“She sacrificed her life to save yours,” I say, trying to piece together the story. 
“If only it were that easy.” Amelie’s voice is thick and strained with emotion. “One night, a woman came to me at my bedside in the middle of the night. I don’t remember much, just that she was beautiful and kind. And that I felt oddly at peace with her presence. She was … like a dream or a ghost, but I wasn’t afraid.
“She said that I would not die yet - that it was my destiny to do a great and remarkable thing. Something necessary that would aide in the safety of our world. I didn’t understand then, and honestly, I still don’t. I didn’t stop her when she cupped my face and smiled down at me. Then…something crazy happened. I know it sounds insane, but she started, like, glowing in the dark. She was as bright as the sun - so bright that I thought it may blind me. And then, she was gone.”
Amelie turns to me, her face blank and devoid of emotion. “That was the first night I saw your face in my dreams. The first time I ever saw pure evil.”
I know that this is my chance. This is the time to cradle her delicate neck and squeeze it so hard that it shatters like glass underneath my fingertips. This girl is dangerous - more dangerous than I ever could imagine. If I don’t kill her soon, she is sure to destroy me.
“And the woman?” I hear myself ask, ignoring the niggling voice in my head, telling me to put an end to this conversation, along with her life. “Do you know what she was?”
The rims of Amelie’s irises spark with golden flames for a mere nanosecond, both taunting and answering me. “She was goodness. Warmth. Mercy. She was the complete opposite of everything that is you.”
“Light,” we both whisper in unison.
Words go unspoken, the strained silence so blaringly shrill and thick that it’s hard to breathe or think. I know what I should do. What I should have done already. This girl has been spelled by our mortal enemy and that makes her my enemy. It’s in my nature to hate her, to want to slaughter her. To crave the magic inside her so badly that it aches.
It aches, alright. Fuck, it aches. 
“We’re taught that magic has a price, and to save a life, you must take a life,” she says, kicking down the walls we’ve built between us to shield our true selves. There’s no hiding now. Truth has ripped us both wide open, exposing the scary, grotesque parts of our pasts that no one else wants to see. 
“That’s true,” I manage to croak. Why am I telling her this? Why am I even entertaining this conversation?
“I know. Because my mother died a week later.”
My eyes focus on the anguish etched underneath her perfectly guarded mask. “What?”
“Her family knew what had happened to me. They didn’t approve of an … outsider meddling in our affairs. I believe they murdered her. I know what your kind thinks of us. I know that you see Voodoo as unnatural and a crime against nature.”
“That’s because it is. True magic comes only from the one real power, the Divine. Your gods are nothing more than false prophets. Frauds. That is why your mother died. A life for a life. The balance had to be restored.”
She nods, those topaz eyes shining with crystalline tears. “So now you know how I know you. Why I hate you. My mother traded her life just so I could live long enough to meet my own death at the hands of pure, unrelenting evil. How’s that for a trade off?” she laughs sardonically. “Growing up piss poor with a drunk for a father that never got over his wife’s death. He looked at me with accusation everyday, knowing that it should have been me. All so I could one day be captured and forced into prostitution.”
I don’t correct her. I don’t tell her that I won’t force her into anything, and that her virtue is safe with me. I don’t say that her hatred is misplaced, that I am just as confused about the meaning of her dreams and by her significance in my life. And I don’t tell her that I won’t kill her. That maybe the legends of the Dark being the first true evil are false, and that maybe I am more than just a soulless monster.
No. I don’t say any of those things. I don’t want to lie.
 




 
 
“Get up.”
I watch her as she blinks to consciousness, awareness settling into the tiny frown lines on her forehead. She sits up and stretches, then visibly flinches when she notices me sitting just feet away. “Holy shit, when’d you get here? What time is it?” 
“Almost noon. Thought you might be hungry.”
Amelie looks at the tray of covered dishes I’ve placed on the bed, and for the first time since I laid eyes on her, she almost … smiles. The aroma of tomato, onion and saffron waft from the heated plates and her stomach grumbles, causing her cheeks to blush scarlet. 
“Looks like I was right,” I chuckle, uncovering the dishes. I hand one to her and she digs in, barely pausing to breathe. She looks up at me with a mouthful when she feels my eyes on her.
“Sorry,” she mumbles around rice and seafood.
I shake my head. “No, I should be apologizing. You’ve been a guest here, and I have been a less than gracious host. I should have fed you. Forgive me.”
She stops mid chew, exposing the half eaten mush in her mouth. “You’re shitting me, right? A guest? I was brought here under the intention of becoming a prostitute! This is hardly the Ramada.”
“Yeah. About that … I have a proposition.”
Amelie dabs her mouth with a napkin before narrowing her eyes at me. “A proposition? Like what? I’m not into any kinky bondage shit, you know. I mean, I’m not into anything, really.”
I nod, stifling a grin at her choice of words. Kinky bondage shit? Yes, please. “I know. And I don’t intend to force you, either. You will help out with some of the more domestic needs around here. The cooking, laundry…like a housekeeper of sorts. And when the debt has been fulfilled, you’ll be free to go.”
She raises a brow, the sour taste of skepticism puckering her full lips. “Free to go? Just like that?” Scraping the remnants of food on her plate, she shakes her head. “So what’s in it for you? I’m not stupid. Your kind doesn’t seem like the type to show mercy.”
“I have questions that need answers. I believe that you are unaware that you were purposely sent, but this is no coincidence. I need to know why that is. If you are compliant, I will set you free.” 
“Ok,” she shrugs. “Ask away. What do you want to know?”
I take a bite from my own plate, watching her as she assesses the movement of my mouth. She licks her own lips and a familiar heat floods my groin, causing my pants to go snug. Maybe I was wrong about her. Maybe she wants this. Wants me. Maybe, just maybe…
Her stomach growls, and my ego takes another blow. Awesome.
Without even acknowledging my wounded pride, I push the plate towards her, and am met with a small, appreciative, yet embarrassed smile. I’ll take it. 
“You sure?” she asks, already picking up the fork.
I nod once. “Sure. I’m not hungry anyway.” Not for food, at least.
Amelie shovels a helping into her mouth, closing her eyes to savor the fusion of exotic, Spanish flavors. With anyone else, I’d be thoroughly repulsed, ready to shove their ill-mannered ass out of my sight. But with her, all I feel is … guilt? Or sympathy? Is that what I’m feeling?
No. Hell no.
“So,” I begin, forcing myself to bury the unnamed emotion caught on the tip of my tongue. “Does anyone else know what you are? About your lineage?”
She shakes her head. “No. No one. I was taught to never tell anyone - that it could be dangerous.”
“Yes, it is. You mustn’t disclose that information. Understand?”
She nods, chewing slowly. I launch into my next question. “When you got sick, how old were you?” 
Grabbing a bottled water from the tray, she takes a swig before answering. “I was eight.”
“So that would make you…”
“Eighteen. The day your men came for my father - the day they brought me here - was my birthday.”
I mentally summarize the last forty eight hours. Hard to believe that, in the span of two days, my life has been completely tipped off its axis by this mysterious, captivating, utterly infuriating creature. Seems like so long ago. The women I’ve had in this very bed have been long forgotten, their lives only a mere whisper of a memory. When you’ve lived as long as I have, fucked and killed through nearly two centuries, it all becomes a blur. Faces begin to blend together. Even sex feels the same - almost choreographed. I’ve done it all, I’ve seen it all. Nothing surprises me.
Except Amelie.
Her scent, her soul, those uncanny eyes tainted with Light magic … it’s a dangerous concoction that draws me to her, pulling me deeper into the unknown. Maybe it’s the thrill of chasing death. Of diving into my inevitable demise and ending the monotony of this life. Because when you have it all, there’s nothing else to live for. Nothing to strive to achieve. Your story has already been told, over and over again.
“That was your birthday?” I can’t even hide the scowl painted on my face. Fuck it. 
“Yeah,” she shrugs. “But it’s ok. Not like my father remembered or anything.”
I shake my head in disgust. “The Light have a thing for significant dates. Pretentious assholes,” I mutter. “My apologies.”
Amelie frowns, and I feel the sudden urge to wrap her in my arms and kiss the little lines in her forehead. “For what?”
“I don’t know,” I shrug. “Your father. The Light imposing on your eighteenth birthday. Me being a fucking prick and not feeding you. Take your pick.”
“Not all of those things were your fault.” She fingers a wayward dark brown curl. “I’m sorry, too. For saying those things about you. You obviously had no idea that I was cursed. And honestly … not everything I saw in those dreams was bad.”
My eyebrows reach for the crown of my head, and I swear, my voice goes up an octave. “Oh?” 
“Yeah. I mean, the sex and stuff was pretty gross, especially when I was a kid, but sometimes you seemed…nice. Normal. And a little bit lonely.”
I bite back a snort of protest. Me? Lonely? How the hell can you be lonely when you’re constantly surrounded by people that need you? Want you? Crave to be near you just for a tiny slice of the royal pie? I roll my eyes and give her a playful smirk.
“Except … except when you were with this one guy,” Amelie continues. “He cared for you, looked after you. You always seemed happy when he was around. Maybe even a bit relieved, if that makes sense. He looks like you, a little older. Like maybe a brother or cousin. And he’s, uh, really, really good looking.”
That empty, hollow ache returns, attacking my chest with the frigid chill of remembrance. Amelie may have shared my memories, but she will never understand the pain of abandonment that haunted me for decades after Dorian left. He could have taken me with him - shit, I practically fucking begged him to - but he was too far-gone to even think about what he was leaving me with. The weight of our father’s expectations now rested solely on my shoulders. He was determined to create the perfect heir with or without my brother. And he wouldn’t stop until he accomplished just that … or until I broke. 
A soft, delicate hand grazes my arm, kindling the surface of my skin, before swiftly pulling away. Amelie looks at me with an embarrassed gleam in her eyes. “Who is he?” she whispers.
“My brother.” The words are out of my mouth before I think to stop them. “Dorian. But he’s gone now.”
“I’m sorry,” she replies, regret painting her face. “When did he die?”
I shrug and shake my head simultaneously, unable to come up with a logical explanation. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if he is dead. I just know that a long time ago, he left and never looked back.”
“And you miss him.” It’s not a question. The answer is already written on my face. 
“Everyday.”
“You’ll see him again,” Amelie states with certainty as if she knows the first thing about me or my family, or the curse of being birthed into this life. I want to tell her that she’s wrong, that she’s no more than a stupid girl who doesn’t know a goddamn thing about the Dark. But the hope that shines so bright in those peculiar eyes keeps me from refuting her blind faith. It’s what keeps me hanging onto that beautiful lie, in hopes that her ignorance will not be in vain.
Her dreams brought her to me. Maybe they’ll bring Dorian back home. Hell, maybe they’ll even give purpose to the shallow carcass of a man that is me. Either way, this girl was sent for a reason - sent to me for a reason. I just don’t know if it’s to kill her or fuck her. Hurt her or heal her. Hate her or lo…
Never mind.
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” I blurt out, quickly changing course, tugging at the long layers of my hair in frustration. “I don’t think your illness was spontaneous. It seems very meditated … deliberate.”
Amelie frowns. “What? You think someone purposely made me sick?”
“Definitely. It wasn’t random. Choosing you - the descendant of Marie Laveau - was no accident. They knew what they were doing.”
Amelie fondles the bottle cap of her water, chewing her cherry red lips in deliberation. “And by they you mean the Light, right? But that doesn’t make sense. Aren’t they known for healing and goodness? And why sicken an innocent child just to heal her?”
I stifle the sardonic chuckle building in my chest. “Isn’t it obvious? So you’d be in their debt. The Light aren’t the righteous fuckers they’d like everyone to believe they are. They’re no different from the Dark. We’re just more honest.”
“I don’t believe that,” she says shaking her head. But the doubt is already written on her face. She knows there is some truth to my explanation.
“Tell me, pretty girl, what do your Voodoo ancestors believe they know about the Light? What is their theory on your mysterious illness?”
“They believe I was cursed,” she shrugs, rolling her eyes. “My mother refused to fully accept what they stood for and my sickness was the result of her betrayal. All bullshit if you ask me. Marie Laveau was known as a saint. Why would someone that stood for good be ok with hurting a child? They worshipped her memory, yet they had strayed so far beyond her teachings that she’s probably rolling in her grave.”
I raise a cocky brow and lean forward. “You do know that’s a crock of shit, right?”
“What?”
"Oh dear, sweet, naive Amelie." I realize it's the first time I've uttered her name aloud, and the impulse to do it again is undeniable. I can’t fight it- I don’t want to. It’s stronger than me, penetrating skin and bone and guiding my tongue like a marionette. "Amelie."
"Oui, Oui, Monsieur Nikolai," she jibes in perfect French, a ghost of a smile on her lips. Suddenly, I can't even remember what I was saying. All I can see, all I can even focus on are those lips. How they curve as they wrap around my name. How they feel, how they taste. How badly I want to feel them against my skin, burning straight to my soul.
“Did you dream about me? Before I woke you?” My voice is low and raspy, and I can’t help but move in closer to her. My eyes tingle with cold, but every other part of my body is warm with expectation.
“Yes,” she utters, her own voice a mere husky whisper.
I move closer still. “And what did you see?”
Amelie chews her lip, those magnificent eyes lowered in apprehension. She looks so innocent. Girlish and pure. 
“You, here in this room, in this bed … with me.”
 




 
 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Amelie says, holding up the black and white frilly frock. “I’m not wearing this.”
I recline on the king sized bed, trying not to laugh as Amelie assesses the French Maid outfit. It’s mid morning, three days after she was brought to me. Three days after my very existence was altered. 
Yesterday, we spent almost the entire day talking. She told me about the life she left behind, her family, her friends. I gave her vague explanations of Light and Dark magic as she listened intently, her eyes bright with curiosity. She didn’t seem afraid, nor even one bit repulsed. Even as I explained how we survive, she simply nodded, taking it all in. It was … odd. Different. And exhilarating. I had never spoken to another human for more than a few moments, and usually only to command them to do what I wanted. Get on your knees and suck. Bend over. Spread your legs.
I had never had that with … anyone, I realized. I only consorted with my own kind so I didn’t have the need to explain shit to them. And I wouldn’t dream of even hinting at my true nature to a human. But Amelie was different. I felt at ease with her. Hell, I felt safe with her, yet I knew I could destroy her without even trying. And in the back of my mind, buried under denial and secrets, I knew that was still a real possibility. 
I watch as Amelie turns the racy garb from front to back, searching for the rest of the fabric, and I can’t help but chuckle. “Standard uniform, sweetheart.”
Her eyes grow wide with disbelief. “Are you serious? Why? Who in their right mind would think this is appropriate to wash clothes and mop the floor in?”
I look around the room with raised brows. “Um, you do remember where you are, right? This is a place of fantasy and illusions. A depraved charade. Everyone has a part to play, and we always stay in character.”
“Bu-but … this is just so … wrong,” she pouts.
“Hey, the other girls wear much less. Shall I grab one of their getups for you?”
“No! No, that won’t be necessary,” she huffs. “And I suppose the high heeled Mary Janes are all part of the fantasy too.”
“Obviously,” I reply, running a hand through my hair. Amelie tips her head to one side and appraises the movement through narrowed eyes.
“You’d look better if you cut your hair.”
“Excuse me?” I ask in mock offense.
“I mean, you, uh, I … never mind. Forget I said anything.” She goes back to fiddling with the costume in her hands, yet her rosy cheeks tell me that she’s far from over the comment.
“No. I want to hear it.” Without thinking, I gently graze her chin, guiding her head up to meet my gaze. The burn is there, yet it pales in comparison to the other parts of me that are on fire. “Tell me, please.”
She shrugs but makes no move to remove herself from my touch. Instead, she takes it a step further, and reaches her hand up to my head to softly run her fingers through my hair. “It’s just, you have great hair and all, but it’s always in your face. And it ages you. You should trim it a bit or brush it back. Let people see you.”
See me? Why the hell would I ever want that? 
“I’m not so sure people would like what they see,” I reply quietly, instantly regretting it. It’s too personal, too … honest. 
A genuine smile graces her lips, making those ethereal eyes sparkle against the backdrop of her dark, lush waves. “I find that hard to believe, Nikolai.”
“Well, maybe you’re just gullible,” I reply, feeling the corners of my own mouth pull into a sincere grin. “And I told you yesterday - call me Niko.”
Dropping her hand, she bashfully shrugs away from my touch, and I instantly feel the coldness return. Damp, dark emptiness. In the span of a few short days, Amelie has become as warm and bright as the sun to me. She’s become my light, and I never thought in a million years, in an eternity of existing in the dark, that I could ever crave that. 
I know this feeling isn’t real - it can’t be. It’s a trick, a lie. Even still, I want it. I want to step into the sun with her. I want her smile to warm me from the inside out. I want those bright eyes to pierce into my soul and see … more … in me. I’ve barely touched this girl, yet she knows more about me than anyone in this entire world. She’s has ten years of memories - my memories - to prove it. And, in that fact, I find comfort. 
“Niko, huh? Are there a lot of Nikos in Greece?” she asks folding her tan, bare legs on the bed. The edges of her tiny, silk sleep shorts ride up her thigh a bit, and I silently thank Nadia for providing such fascinating sleepwear. I’ll have to give her a raise. 
“There are, but none quite like me,” I reply, forcing myself to divert my appreciative eyes. What the fuck? Me practicing restraint? Talk about turning over a new leaf. Uprooting a giant oak is more like it. 
“I’d say,” Amelie blushes. “So … will I be moving into one of the other rooms now that I officially have a job here?”
I train my face to wear the same passive, easygoing expression, though inside I’m a fucking mosh pit of misplaced fury. I don’t want her to leave my room. Fuck, there’s no way I can breathe without knowing she is here, safe with me. The past few days have been some of the most enlightening, meaningful days of my life. And while we haven’t done much more than talk and sleep side by side – well, she’d sleep and I’d watch like some pathetic, pimply-faced kid that jerks off to his mom’s lingerie catalogs - I couldn’t imagine not having her in my bed. I’ve never felt such peace, such … happiness. Knowing that she was just inches way, dreaming of me. I’d drive myself crazy with the possibilities. What did she see when she closed those mesmerizing eyes? Did it make her want me, just as badly as I want her?
Realizing that she’s waiting for an answer, I give a sly half smile and shrug. “Well … the rooms here are for the working girls, if you know what I mean. I have to make sure that there is available space here for them and their … guests. Now, if you’d like to rethink your job title, I’d be happy to arrange that and get you moved in immediately.”
Amelie’s eyes go wide, and she shakes her head furiously. “Oh, no. Absolutely not. I’d much rather stay here. You know … if it’s ok with you.” She bites her lip and looks away. “I can understand if you want me to go. I’m sure I’m seriously cramping your style. We can work out a system, you know. Maybe leave a sock on the door if you have company, or I can stay with someone else. I don’t particularly like having a live porno played out in front of me.” She turns to me and smiles, though it doesn’t touch her eyes. “Ten years of seeing every inch of you and more women than I can count … no wonder I’ve never had a boyfriend.”
“Wait a minute … you’ve never had a boyfriend?” I frown, choosing to focus on that part of her oration.
“Kinda hard, ya know. Piss poor, drunk father, crazy Voodoo family, inexplicable nightly dreams of a murderous, philandering Warlock ... Oh yeah, guys were lining up around the block.” 
I know she’s joking, but a pang of guilt attacks my chest. How much of this girl’s misfortune have I been responsible for? Her father has gambled and drank in casinos and bars that I own. She was cursed with a mysterious illness, so the Light could sink their claws into her to get to me. She’s been plagued with nightmares of my evil doings for a decade, no doubt warding off any hopes of intimacy. And the biggest bearer of my guilt? The tense, violent history between the Laveaus and the Dark - something I played a part in.
This is it. The opportunity for me to prove that I’m more than some pretentious asshole and own what the fuck I am for once. The chance for me to put bullshit and ancient family secrets aside and do what’s right for me. To do what’s in my heart, no matter how black and vacant it is. 
“Amelie,” I begin, my voice shakier than it’s ever been, the authoritative timbre gone. “There’s something you should know…”
She tilts her head to one side, and gives me a small, sweet smile of encouragement. 
I open my mouth to speak my truth, to confess my sins, to bare my soul and pray for understanding. But before the words can escape, the sound of approaching footsteps puts me on guard, and the shame and humility is replaced with hostility and possessiveness.
Three raps reverberate the door seconds later. Against my better judgment, I call out, “Enter.”
Varshaun opens the door, dressed in his usual black three-piece suit. His dark hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and his bronze skin looks even darker paired with his aqua eyes. He has scented her, and the hungry gleam in those eyes shine with craving. 
“What is it?” I snap, agitated by his mere presence. Varshaun frowns but quickly replaces it with a mischievous grin. His teeth look more like razor sharp fangs, and a sudden impulse inside me tempts me to knock that smile right off his face. 
I shake the insane thoughts from my muddled head. What the hell is wrong with me? This is my best friend - someone who has been my brother for over a century. Being in Amelie’s proximity is seriously fucking with my rationale. The only logical explanation has to be the mix of Light magic in her Voodoo blood. 
Varshaun steps farther into the room, and his eyes roam from my angry expression to Amelie, and then back to me. “I see the two of you are getting along splendidly.” His gaze drifts to Amelie’s smooth, bare legs and up to her supple breasts before landing on her full, red lips. Feeling the intrusion of his lustful glare, she brings her knees up to her chest and hugs her legs, shielding her precious, delicate body. “I knew you’d like this one, Niko. She’s special, isn’t she? Bet she’s quite the amusing ride.”
Before he can say another word, in a blur of frustration, confusion and distrust, without even bothering to hide my abilities from Amelie, I am in front of him, my blue eyes growing colder and paler by the second. “What brings you to my quarters, old friend?” I ask through clenched teeth. 
Varshaun narrows his eyes at my offensive stance and smirks. “Well, seeing as I am your friend and business manager, I was concerned to learn that you’ve been too….” He looks over my shoulder, glimpsing Amelie’s frightened frame on the bed. “…preoccupied to handle some of the professional matters. I thought surely that you were ill.” A devilish half grin crawls onto his lips. He’s baiting me. He knows it’s impossible for us to get sick.
“I’m fine, as you can see. And what professional matters do you speak of? That’s what I pay you for, correct?” 
“You’re right,” Varshaun nods. “Forgive my intrusion. But I must say, Niko, I’m wounded. What happened to my boy? One little human girl has caused you to abandon me and leave me to slay the women of New Orleans alone? Surely, that is not the case.”
Varshaun, you cunning, meddlesome sonofabitch.
I huff out an irritated breath before turning to face Amelie. “I’ll leave you to get ready. Nadia has you in the kitchen today. Report there when you’re finished and they’ll give you instruction.”
“Ok,” she whispers through trembling lips. 
I nod, before turning away from her sad eyes. Varshaun opens the door, a satisfied grin on his face. 
“Niko?” Amelie calls quietly before I can cross the threshold. I turn to her more eagerly than I should. 
“Yes?”
“After I’m done today, later tonight … should I find somewhere else to stay? I hate to bother you and you never answered my question earlier, but if you want me to, I can…”
“No,” I reply before she can get out the words. “No. Stay. I want you to stay… here. With me. Ok?” I hold my breath, awaiting her reaction and dreading the onslaught of questions from Varshaun.
“Ok,” she finally nods. “I’ll be here.”
 

 
“You wanna explain what the fuck I just witnessed?”
I continue to walk down Bourbon Street, looking straight ahead. I was able to elude Varshaun’s shocked glare burning a hole in the side of my head while we were back at the house amongst dozens of listening ears, but now that we’re alone, there’s no way he’s letting me off the hook.
“What’s there to explain?” I reply flatly.
“Um, excuse me, but how about starting with the hot brunette you’ve got stashed in your room? I mean, I get it. Maybe she’s too good to share … I’ve been there. But you want her to stay with you? Like actually sleep in your room? For more than a night?” 
I look at my most trusted friend and nearly flinch at the look of sheer puzzlement on his face. He’s right. Now that someone’s said it aloud, it does sound ludicrous. 
“It’s only temporary. She has … something I need. And I need her close in order to get it.”
“Ah,” Varshaun nods. “You’ve gotten yourself a taste of some Grade A pussy. So good and sweet that you crave it all the time. Need a fix like a fiend. Congrats, my friend.” He claps me on the back and moves in closer to my ear. “Let me know when you’re finished with her. I’d like to sample that luscious creature. Even better, we could fuck her together, like old times. A little double penetration will help rid that shyness.”
I clench my fists so hard that my bones crack. I can feel my nails breaking the skin of my palms, causing fresh, warm blood to pool in my hands. I want to hurt him. Fuck, I want to kill him. I want to rip his fucking pretty boy head off and tie it to the nearest flagpole by those long, black locks. But instead, I plaster on a tight grin, trying desperately to appear normal. And normal for me is ten times worse than Varshaun.
“No,” I say shaking my head stiffly. “She’s not ready for that. I have special plans for that girl.” And none of them involve double penetration, Varshaun, or any other motherfucker for that matter.
“Suit yourself,” he shrugs. “Just don’t kill her before I get a taste.”
My pisstivity takes a backseat to bewilderment, and I raise a brow in question. 
“Oh yeah, I know about the two girls from the other night. You sure you’re ok, man? You’ve been edgy. I mean, accidents happen, but you haven’t drained someone in years, let alone two girls at once.”
I shake my head, unable to verbally explain myself. I know what has caused my ire. 
Amelie.
As badly as I want her for … I don’t even know what, her mere presence has me off my game. I desire her body, but I crave her soul. I admire her mind, but I need her heart. I’m seriously a clusterfuck of emotion, and no magic in the world can undo the spell she has me under. 
I can’t even express this shit to my closest friend. The only person I can talk to is Amelie. She’s the only one who’d understand, the only person that has truly glimpsed my soul, and the very person that can never know how I feel.
I look around, realizing that we’ve wandered into a part of the French Quarter that we don’t usually frequent. It’s an area that we’ve somewhat deemed enemy territory. “Why are we here?”
Varshaun hops up the steps of the ornate mansion, mischief etched on his face. “Just paying our friend Malcolm a little visit. Heard he was having a hard time keeping his girls on a short leash.”
I follow him up the steps but pause at the top, shaking my head. “Malcolm is insignificant and so are his girls. There’s enough money in this city for everyone. Let him be. If we catch it, we’ll deal with it.”
The irises of Varshaun’s eyes turn dark and tumultuous. “There are rules, my friend. Rules put in place by your family at that. You can’t let them think you’re weak. If you let this slide, you’re just opening the door for others to defy you. And we wouldn’t want Daddy Dearest to get wind of that.”
Dammit, he’s right. 
I take a deep breath and follow Varshaun to the front door. It’s early, so none of his girls are out displaying their goods on the balcony and porch. Funny how the dark and depraved thrive at night, as if the shadows can conceal our iniquities. Under the dark cloak of denial, we feed our inner beasts with our own individual brands of evil, stifling the guilt until morning. Avoidance is a way of life for us sinners. Maybe we aren’t so honest after all. 
Without even bothering to knock, Varshaun turns the doorknob. When it doesn’t click open, he steps back, turning to give me an impish grin. His eyes spark with white flames, and with a simple exhale, he blows the front door wide open. The heavy wood frame shakes and groans as if it had been propelled with hurricane force winds. As graceful and fluid as ever, Varshaun steps inside, not rattled in the least.
“I told you, little pigs, what happens when you don’t let me in,” he calls out to an audience of stunned, terrified faces. Prostitutes, both women and men, scurry out of the way, shielding their half naked bodies. “I’ll huff, and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow your house down.”
I roll my eyes, and step into the vast home, not at all impressed with Varshaun’s theatrics. Normally, his zest for drama would have provoked a little shameless fun, but today, my head … my heart … is just not into it.
“What in the hell is going on out here?” a squatty, bald man spits, waddling his way from a back room wearing nothing but a silk bathrobe. His beady eyes find us standing in the middle of the great room. A ring of frightened bystanders looks to him for guidance. “Mr. V? Mr. N? What are you doing here? Forgive me. I wasn’t aware you’d be dropping by.”
Varshaun holds up a palm, halting further explanation. “Oh, don’t look so surprised, Malcolm. Surely you knew we’d be interested in all paranormal activity performed outside of regulation. Tell me, have your whores finally managed to fuck your brains out? Or are you really that stupid?”
Malcolm reluctantly stumbles towards us, trembling and sweating like a filthy pig. “Mr. V, I can assure you that my girls had nothing to do with whatever transgression you are talking about. They’ve broken no laws, I can attest to that.”
“Is that right, Malcolm? So none of your girls turned any tricks outside of your district? And none of them were responsible for fooling three of my kind into breathing them, only to manipulate their minds?”
Fucking necromancers. They’re Voodoo witches that dabble in strong black magic with the ability to control supernatural creatures. Legend tells us that a necromancer with enough power has the ability to completely overtake the mind and actions of a Dark One. With that kind of magic at their disposal, they could demolish entire cities. 
Of course, none of us have actually witnessed it in action. Every so often, we’ll stumble upon a Warlock that has experienced holes in his memory. Usually, it’s from a soul-sucker, or a fiend. Yes, even the Dark has addicts. They get addicted to the power and have to constantly replenish in order maintain their strength. Soon, the craving becomes too strong, and just a taste of magic won’t do. They seek out human witches for their fix, opening themselves to become susceptible to their Voodoo poison.  
I tune out Malcolm’s blubbering as he tries to refute Varshaun’s claims and take a look around. Audible gasps ring out as my gaze shifts to a group huddled on the couch. They’re terrified of us, trembling in a haze of horrified confusion. They’ve heard the stories, maybe even seen one of us in action. But me … I’m an anomaly. In public, Varshaun is the mouthpiece. I rarely ever accompany him in situations like these. A Dark prince wreaking havoc on the streets of New Orleans would put our entire family at risk. So, I keep quiet and give Varshaun the spotlight, feeding his never-ending ego. 
Still, everyone knows I’m not to be fucked with. Call it instinct or a sixth sense, they can feel the way the tiny hairs on their arms stand upright whenever I’m near. They notice the drop in the temperature, the sudden density in the air. That niggling voice in the back of their heads that tell them to run and not look back. I am the supreme evil, a force so dark and dangerous that even grown men quake in my presence. 
The whimpers grow louder as I take a step towards the group of bystanders, and something in my little black heart rejoices. Ah, yes. Fear. Like fucking candy to the Dark. The taste for it developing on my tongue, my mouth curls into a devilish smirk before I wink an icy blue eye, causing the light bulbs in the room to pop and shatter. Shrieks ring out, and I bark out a hearty laugh. What’s the point in having all this power if you can’t have a little fun?
I approach a young woman quivering on the carpet. Her gaze instantly drops to the floor and I crouch before her to meet her eyes.
“Look at me, little one,” I command. Reluctantly, she lifts her head, giving me access to her big brown eyes. She’s beautiful, her skin smooth as silk, the color of sweet chocolate. “That’s right. Good girl.”
Her curly tendrils frame her face in a wild, exotic style and I reach out to gently stroke the dark coils. She instantly relaxes, her wide eyes still locked onto mine. “Now that you’re calm, I have a few questions for you, pretty girl. Do you know who I am?”
“No, sir,” she squeaks, her voice light and high pitched, with a thick Yat accent.
“Good,” I smile. “Do you know what I am?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. That’s very good. Do you work here, sweetheart?”
“Yes, sir,” she answers without hesitance. Feeling the pull of my influence mixed with her carnal desire, she moves into my touch. Her dark eyes grow hot and sultry, and her nipples pucker under her thin satin slip. 
“And how old are you?”
The girl captures my hand in her own and brings it to her lips, kissing the palm. “Fifteen, but Malcolm makes me tell people I’m nineteen.” When I frown and pull my hand free, she scrambles forward, nearly climbing onto my lap. “But I swear I’m good! I’m one of the best here. Malcolm even says I’m his favorite. He said my young, tight pussy feels like heaven and tastes as sweet as a hot fudge sundae. And that I give the best head in three parishes.”
Bile rises in my throat, and my irises tingle with fury. “No need, dear one. No need to worry about that ever again.”
I’m on my feet in a blur of blistering rage and cross the room just as Varshaun finishes his tirade. 
“The next time I even suspect any of your girls stepping out of bounds, I’ll do more than blow open the fucking door,” he warns him. “Do you understand?”
“Y-yes, Mr. V. If I find any of my girls have broken the rules, I’ll kill them myself,” he stammers, beads of sweat rolling down his fat face. He exhales a sigh of relief when Varshaun nods and turns to retreat. Little does he know, V is the least of his problems.
“Listen to me, you fat fuck,” I hiss, moving in so close that I smell the vile odor of his rapid breaths. “You’re done using underage girls. So done, that you will return them to their homes plus compensate them all for exploiting them. Let’s say twenty grand each, plus you’ll ensure they get into decent schools. Doesn’t that sound fair?”
“Wha-? Twenty grand? I don’t have that kind of money!” he screeches indignantly, causing revolting spittle to fly from his mouth.
“You heard me, you sick fucker. Twenty grand. And if you don’t have the cash, I suggest you find a good realtor. You have three days.”
I spin on my heel and make my way to the door where Varshaun waits, wearing a delighted grin. My eyes spot the young girl with the spiral curls, and I nod to her. Her big, brown eyes shine with grateful tears.
“It’s not like they didn’t want it, you know,” Malcolm calls out from behind my back, obviously delirious. I pause mid-step, my trembling fists tight at my sides. “They begged for it. Pussy is pussy, no matter how old it is. As long as it can grow a bush, it’s fuckable.”
My mind instantly goes to Amelie. She could’ve been one of these girls. She could’ve been the girl with the curly, brown hair, used and abused at such a tender age. What if it was Malcolm that her father was indebted to? What if she was forced to offer her body to him in exchange for her father’s life? 
“You know, on second thought…” I turn around to face his deranged scowl, blind rage clouding my rationale. “I really, really hate child molesters.”
I raise my palm, spreading my fingers as they become engulfed in blue fire. Simultaneously, Malcolm’s limbs go rigid and his mouth falls slack, completely immobilized. His muddy brown eyes are filled with terror as he tries to struggle against the invisible restraints. Drool drips from the corner of his disgusting mouth. 
“Shhhh,” I say in his ear. “Don’t fight it. It will all be over soon, you piece of shit. You won’t be able to abuse another child again. Now … along with child molesters, I despise spineless men. And you, dear Malcolm, are spineless.” 
Malcolm grunts out a tearful response as I circle his grotesque frame. Dozens watch with rapt attention, yet none of them step up to save their employer. They have no love, no loyalty for him. 
“Yes, yes, I agree,” I nod, responding to his indecipherable groans. I stop in front of him and smooth the silken fabric on his meaty shoulders. “You really aren’t completely spineless. But that can definitely be arranged.”
With my hand still covered in blue flames, I sink it into Malcolm’s gut, spearing through blubber, tissue and vital organs. Screams ring out all over the mansion, masking his muffled cries of pain. Yes, pain. Though he may not be able to move, he can feel everything. He can feel me clawing my way through his flesh with razor-sharp talons. Can feel the blood gushing from the gaping whole in his abdomen. And when my hand wraps around his spine, he can feel every-fucking-thing as I rip it from his body. 
“There you go, motherfucker,” I say, dropping the blood-slick bones to the floor just as Malcolm takes his last pathetic breath. I release the hold on his body and it crumples to the floor in a bloody heap. “Now, you’re really spineless.”
I look around at the array of panicked faces staring back at me. “You all are free to go,” I call out, loud enough for my voice to echo throughout the grand house. “However, if you wish to stay, you can be sure that you’ll be provided with sufficient living conditions, pay and healthcare, as well as protection. And if you are younger than the age of eighteen, a car will be sent this afternoon to take you home to your families.” 
As if on cue, the young girl approaches me, holding out a towel. Graciously, I take it, wiping away Malcolm’s putrid blood and guts that extend all the way up to my elbow. Fuck. Another suit ruined. But as I look down at the young girl, and the other grateful faces surrounding me, I know that I’ve done the right thing. I’ve chosen to be better.
 




 
 
I lay on my back on top of the satin, ornate comforter, my head resting on top of my hands … and I smile. 
Amelie is showering in the en suite bathroom just feet away, and images of her naked and wet, with only tiny suds kissing her most intimate places, are engrained in my head, causing my cock to ache with need. 
It’s been nearly two weeks since I had sex. Two weeks of sleeping chastely next to Amelie’s tight, delicious body. Two weeks of feeling the warmth of her smile. Two weeks of letting someone see me for the very first time, and not being afraid of the rejection. Laughing heartily at her corny jokes. Listening intently as she tells me stories of her old neighborhood and growing up on the wrong side of the tracks. Teaching her how to play chess, and in turn, her teaching me how to play Gin Rummy. Watching her delicate eyelids flutter as vivid dreams of me visit her subconscious. 
I smile.
Because for the first time in nearly two centuries, I have found happiness.
I thought it was that feeling I got whenever business was spectacularly good. Or the sensation I felt during amazing sex. I even thought I had achieved it when my father agreed to let me run all Gulf Coast operations, allowing me to prove to him and myself that I was more than a spoiled royal brat.
I was wrong. Amelie is my happiness. Being with her, knowing her, letting her know me, is the epitome of bliss. 
“What’s with the crazy eyes and serial killer smile?” a sweet, playful voice asks. “You plottin’ on me?”
I look over just as Amelie crosses the room towards the bed, wearing nothing but a navy silk sleep shirt that stops right at the middle of her shapely thighs. I do everything in my power to force my eyes up to her face. Holy fuck. Is she trying to kill me?
“Well, if I told you, I’d have to kill you,” I jibe, hoping to mask the longing in my voice.
Amelie kneels on the bed, drying her damp hair with a towel. “Hmmm, those are mighty big words for a pretty boy prince,” she retorts. “Don’t forget - I’m from Ninth Ward, buddy. I can and will kick your ass.”
We both break into guffaws at her ridiculous comment. I sit up, bringing our bodies closer together, and stilling all laughter. Our gazes collide for long, silent seconds before Amelie looks away, a scarlet blush painting her cheeks.
“Don’t you find this kinda … weird?” she asks quietly.
“What’s weird?”
“I don’t know,” she answers with a shrug. “One day, you’re ready to murder me and I’m hating you, and the next it’s … different. Like it’s easy and casual and fun, and I actually find myself looking at you as a decent guy, and not some monster. Because to me, now that I know you, you’re not. You’re nothing like I expected.”
“Well, what did you expect?” I ask, tipping my head to one side.
“Crazed, soul-sucking lunatic that just goes around screwing anything on two legs and killing without a second thought?”
A few weeks ago that assessment would have probably been spot on. I don’t have the heart to tell her. 
“Sorry to disappoint you, sweetheart.”
“Oh, I’m not disappointed,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m relieved. Be kind of a buzz-kill to be sleeping next to some demented murderer. Talk about awkward.”
I flinch and my mouth pulls down into a grimace before I can stop myself. Those amber irises pick up on the switch in my expression immediately, and Amelie frowns. “Hey, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I reply, with a stiff shake of my head. I can’t meet her eyes. It’s in those depths that I am the most vulnerable, the most honest. 
“No, it’s not nothing. Come on, Niko. You’ve asked me a million questions and I’ve answered them all truthfully. Now if I’ve said something to offend you, you have to tell me. I don’t want you smothering me in my sleep or something because you’re pissed at me.” She offers a small smile, but I don’t return it.
“I’m not going to hurt you, ok?” I snap. “I told you that. So just drop it.”
Amelie reels back, confusion and hurt darkening her face. “Whoa. Ok, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. It was a bad joke.”
I shake my head again and look away, disgusted with what she must see in me at this very moment. She’s right, and I don’t deserve her. I don’t even deserve to breathe the same air as her. If I can’t be honest with myself, how the hell can I be honest with her? If I can’t accept what I am, how can I expect that of her?
“I have to tell you something,” I finally say, my head still turned.
“Ok,” she replies with a quiet, strained voice. 
I take a deep breath and release it, letting go of fear and reluctance. If I want Amelie to trust me with her heart, I have to be honest with her. I have to earn it. I have to be better than what I was before.
“The day that Varshaun came to get me, we had some business to tend to in the Quarter.” I look back at her, my eyes gleaming with apology. “What was supposed to be a quick, routine stop turned … dark.”
“Ok,” she says again, prompting me to go on.
“Have you ever heard of Malcolm Boisseau?”
A look of sheer disgust flashes across her face, answering my question. I don’t even wait for her to tell me how she knows him. The answer may push me to the brink of violence.
“We followed up on a tip that Malcolm’s girls were engaging in black magic, which is forbidden in this city. And while we were there, something literally fell into my lap.” I run a hand through my hair and pull at the ends in frustration. “Amelie … I found out he was not only exploiting young girls, he was having sex with them too. He was fucking molesting children.”
Amelie gasps and claps a hand over her mouth in horror. “Oh my God,” she says, letting it fall to her heart. “Oh my God, that’s terrible! How did y-…Wait. What do you mean he was?”
I’m frozen in place, held by those penetrating eyes that seem to strip me bare to my soul. I don’t know how to tell her; I can’t find the words. I’ve killed dozens of times without shame, without an inkling of remorse or regret. I’ve done it for power, for revenge, hell, I’ve done it for fun. But now… now that my newfound conscience has taken the reins, I can’t even find it in me to confess my sins, no matter how justified they are.
“Tell me, Niko… tell me what happened,” Amelie says just above a whisper. 
Tentatively, she reaches her hand towards me, her solemn gaze asking permission. I remain stock-still, holding my breath. Not because I have some weird phobia about touching - shit, physicality is all I know - but because it’s her touching me, her comforting me. Her showing me just a smidgen of affection. And right now, as her delicate hand rests on top of mine before sliding to my palm to interlace our fingers, I feel like she’s breaking me down, ripping me open. Taking every fucking defense I had and demolishing them with a sledgehammer. I’m the one helpless and weak spread out beneath her. I’m the one begging for her mercy, completely at her will. 
Tiny golden sparks meld with blue, before dying into a simmer on our skin. It hurts. It’s sweet agony and torturous bliss. It’s everything I never knew I wanted.
“Amelie,” a voice rasps from somewhere deep within me. “I killed him. I killed that sick sonofabitch. And I liked it. I loved it. And I’m sorry.”
She doesn’t speak. I don’t even know if she’s looking at me. All I can see are our fingers intertwined, that small part of us holding onto…something. Something much bigger than the both of us. 
“Thank you,” she finally whispers.
My eyes dart to her face to find a soft smile on her lips, a look of admiration in her eyes. A look I’ve never been gifted with in all my years. 
“For what?”
“For telling me. And for saving those girls. And for ensuring that he never hurts another child again.”
“But…but now you know how vile I am. Now you know I’m a killer.”
An unexpected chuckle bubbles from her chest. “Niko, I’ve always known you were a killer. Don’t forget that I’ve borne witness to your antics for the last ten years. I’m not saying I’m ok with murder. I’m totally against it, actually. But what you did today wasn’t murder, it was redemption. It was justice. It was necessary.”
We fall asleep side by side, like always, but with our hands clasped together. Funny how such a chaste gesture can be so profound, so deeply intimate. I’ve never felt closer to another soul, not even when I was buried inside them, breathing their life into mine. And I now that I’ve felt it, I never want to let it go. I never want to let her go.
 

 
I feel Amelie jerk in the night, and her hand is squeezing mine with enough pressure to cut off circulation. My eyes snap open immediately and I am hovering over her, clutching her shoulders.
“No, no, no,” she cries, large tears spilling down the sides of her face. Her closed eyelids flutter rapidly and she’s covered with sweat. “No, please, no. Please come back to me. Don’t leave me!”
“Amelie,” I call out, shaking her gently. “Amelie, wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”
“Oh God, no! Please! I’ll do anything…no, no, no!” Her body trembles uncontrollably, piquing my alarm. I have to do something. I have to help her. 
“Amelie! Amelie, listen to me. Wake up!” Panic growing in my chest, I sweep a hand over her forehead, a single finger doused in blue flames.
Nothing.
Fuck.
Her body convulses even more, and I know this is more than a simple dream. I shake her harder, both hands now ignited. “Come on, Amelie! Wake up! Fucking wake up now!”
Her body goes still and her whimpers cease. I don’t even think she’s breathing, though I can clearly hear the pounding of her heart. I hold onto that sliver of hope. She’s still with me.
Just as my hand caresses her damp cheek, Amelie’s eyes snap open, her retinas as black as onyx. This isn’t magic. It’s not even natural. It’s evil. 
Before I can even think to react, she trains her black, sinister glare on me as she grabs my hand, squeezing it until I can feel my bones crack.
“You will pay, demon. You will pay in blood,” a bone chilling voice spits. It’s not even remotely close to her harmonious tone. “They’re coming, and you will pay! You will burn for what you have done. Burn, demon!”
I yank my hand away from her tight grasp just as her eyes shut and her body sags in unnatural slumber. My whole body shakes, ice cold tingles running through my pulsing veins. My instincts tell me to kill her now. To reach into her chest and pulverize her heart with my bare hands. Whatever she’s possessed with needs a beating heart, and I won’t let it take her. I won’t let it take my Amelie.
With a shaky hand, I reach toward her, just barely touching the space where her most precious, vital organ lay protected. I don’t want to, but I don’t know what else to do. I don’t have any other choice.
Her hand suddenly grasps mine, but this time, the touch is soft, gentle. She pulls it closer to her, clutching it to her heart. Once again, her eyes open wide … and bright. Golden irises look back at me, filling the room with brilliant, blinding light.
“Help her,” a voice whispers. It isn’t her voice, but it’s trill and feminine, not a hint of malice. “Save her.”
“How?” I find myself asking with trembling lips. I don’t even know who - or what - I’m talking to, but nothing else matters other than saving Amelie’s life.
“To save her, you must know love,” the small voice says. “You must love her.”
Then all is black. Still.
Dark.
The room is silent and cold with only the rhythm of Amelie’s steady heartbeat echoing in my head. Even after all that’s happened, after seeing her face contorted in absolute evil, she looks so peaceful in slumber. Unable to let her go, I lie beside her and pull her into my arms, placing her head on my chest. The feeling of holding another person, cradling them with such care and affection is foreign, but not unpleasant. 
No. It’s fucking perfect.
Amelie wraps her arm around my waist, rubbing her cheek against my chest. She lets out a soft sigh that ends in a hum. “Mmmm,” she smiles. “Niko.”
Come again?
I study her face to ensure that she is actually still asleep. Her breathing is deep and steady and her eyelids are sealed. I knew she was dreaming of me, but I’d never heard her say my name. And the smile attached to it? Shit. I feel like I just died a thousand sweet deaths. 
All night, I hold Amelie tight as if she might slip away. And the truth is, she might. Something else - something deeply evil and unnatural - has corrupted her body. It has blackened her soul and claimed those startling, amber irises. I just hope to be strong enough to claim her heart.
 




 
 
“So…what do you think?”
Blood red, beady eyes narrow speculatively. I know this is bad. It won’t end well for Amelie… or me.
“Definitely sounds like she’s possessed,” Cyrus replies, rubbing the patch of dark hair on his chin. He scans the dimly lit bar for eavesdroppers before slipping his shades back on. Not that anyone would be alarmed; it’s a Dark owned and operated establishment. 
“But the shit with the Light … how do you explain that?”
“The Light in her is fighting against it. But whatever is in her - whatever evil is running through her veins - it’s strong. Especially to manifest like that.” 
We both sit in silence, sipping our poison while mulling over Cyrus’s theory. A few more patrons enter as night falls. Darkness brings the beasts to life.
“Who else have you told about her…” He looks around to ensure no one is overtly interested in our conversation. “…about her heritage?”
“No one,” I answer, shaking my head. “I haven’t told anyone but you.”
“Because you know what that would mean for her.”
He doesn’t have to say it. I know exactly what Amelie’s fate would be. What it still could be.
“And she had no recollection of that night?” 
I shake my head. “She didn’t remember a thing. However, she did mention a dream she had … said it scared her.”
Cyrus looks over the rim of his dark shades, red eyes gleaming with blood lust. “Go on.”
I take a deep breath, not wanting to say it out loud. I know how it must sound. Shit, it sounds suspect as hell even in my head. “She dreamt that I was on the ground, surrounded in a pool of blood, dying. And she … she was standing above me, apparently my murderer.”
“Shit,” Cyrus mumbles.
“Yeah.” I down the rest of my bourbon and signal for another. “So honestly, what’s your take on it? What should I do?”
I can see Cyrus’s brows rise even behind his sunglasses. “You care about her, don’t you?”
I lower my eyes to the wooden tabletop. “More than my dumb ass should.”
“Hmph,” he snorts. He tips back the rest of his blood infused whiskey. “I’ll head back to Skiathos. Do some digging. In the meantime, you do what she told you.”
My eyes lift to meet his knowing grin. Although it’s not intended, it makes him look all the more menacing against his fangs. “What?”
“You do what she told you to do. You help her. You save her.” He smiles wide for added effect, and I see just a tiny glimpse of the roguish brute from my childhood. “You love her.”
“I don’t know,” I say shaking my head, though I can’t hide my own grin. “I don’t know if it’s possible.”
“But whatever you do,” he adds sternly in a hushed voice. “You don’t tell another soul about her. I’m serious, Niko. Do you know what your enemies will do with that kind of information? That’s like handing over a loaded gun.”
“I know. I know that, Cy. But how do I protect her? And what makes you think that she even feels anything for me?”
“She sleeps beside you every night, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And she’s no longer spelled to the room?”
“Right.”
“Then I don’t think,” he remarks, certainty resonating through his deep, husky voice. “I know.”
 

 
The house is in full swing later that evening, the depraved and wicked hungry for another taste of the taboo. The night is unseasonably warm for autumn, and the electrical charge in the air sends prickly heat all over my skin. This is no ordinary evening. It’s Halloween, and that means more than just ghouls, goblins and candy for kids. The Dark are out to play. 
I make my way up to my room, dodging fake spider webs, bed sheet ghosts and other gaudiness. The girls have had their fun decorating, and now they will earn their keep. Everyone is just a little more susceptible, more open on Halloween.
Amelie isn’t in my room, and something in my gut twists. I want to tell her how I feel. Tell her that I care for her and will do anything to protect her. Tell her that having her work as a sexified housekeeper was just my immature way of keeping her close to me. Then, I’ll hope like hell she feels something for me. Something strong enough to make the beautiful maiden stay with the beast.
I pour a glass of bourbon, but it never meets my lips. It’s smashed against the wall in a million tiny shards, auburn liquor pooled on the floor. I’m looking into bright, azure eyes, my teeth clenched and my lips tight in fury. A chill sweeps over my body, igniting the white-hot flame in my fingertips. My eyes glow, fueled by unmistakable rage.
“You have thirty seconds to explain what you’re doing in my room before I rip your fucking head off and punt that shit back to Skiathos.” My hand tightens around her neck, lifting her off of her 5-inch heels.
“Good to see you too, Niko,” Aurora smiles through the pain in her neck. “I can see you’ve missed me. Quite a welcoming party you have here.”
I squeeze tighter. “Twenty seconds, bitch.”
Her blue eyes flash with her own anger, but her shit-eating grin remains. “I bring news. News about your brother that you need to know.”
News? News about Dorian?
I drop her brusquely and turn back to the bar as she straightens her hair and clothing. “Fine. Talk.”
“I’m doing great, thank you for asking. No, no need to thank me for coming all this way to share secret information with you that could have me beheaded,” she says in her annoying singsong voice.  
“Ok, now that pleasantries are out of the way, talk. Or leave.” I down the glass in one gulp and pour another. I’m going to need a gallon to stomach my brother’s conniving, manipulating ex. 
“Such a shame, Niko. You had so much potential.” She inspects her red painted nails, ignoring my command. “Now look at you. Nothing more than a pimp in an expensive suit.”
“Do you really have information, Aurora? Or have you finally realized that you can get paid for being such a dirty slut?” I look her up and down, grimacing in disgust. Even designer clothes and all the accoutrements couldn’t make her any less of a skank. “I don’t know though. Your pussy has been run through more times than the Mulholland Tunnel. I guess I can keep you around for the occasional gang bang or farm animal.”
She stalks toward me, wearing her usual sickly sweet smile, unfazed by my insults. Aurora only hears what she wants to hear, and in her mind, I’m probably professing my undying devotion. Crazy bitch. 
“Oh, Little Skotos. You always did have a way with words.”
See? Bat shit crazy. 
“Well, read these words. Get. The. Fuck. Out.” I give her my back, refusing to entertain her for one more second.
“Dorian has disappeared.”
I turn and narrow my eyes. “What?”
“He’s disappeared - he and his partner. Both of them AWOL from the Shadow. No one knows where either is and it’s come to the point to expect the worst.”
“He’s not dead, Aurora.” No. He can’t be.
She shakes her head. “I don’t believe he is either. But something is definitely wrong. What if he’s been seriously injured and is being held prisoner? What if he’s being tortured?”
Though her words are full of concern, her face, her eyes, tell a different tale. Aurora is as transparent as they come. She’s fake … phony. She doesn’t truly care about Dorian - she never did. She only cared about what his title could do for her. All Aurora saw was a crown.
“I’m worried,” she continues with mock compassion. “I think your father could at least find out if he’s been captured. They’d have to return him as a sign of diplomacy.”
“Maybe,” I shrug. “Why don’t you ask him? Seeing as you know him intimately and all. Or did he fuck and forget you just like everyone else in your miserable life?”
Rage paints her cheeks, yet Aurora’s guise is perfectly impassive. She’s not just any gold-digging whore; she’s a father-fucking, gold-digging whore. And because my father, the reigning king of the Dark, is just as disgusting, Dorian was forced to bear witness to the indiscretion. 
“Oh? Cat caught your tongue?” I dig. “Or did blowing every Tom, Dick and Harry cause it to finally fall off?”
And I see it. The crack in her armor. That little flash of emotion that makes Aurora seem almost human. 
Her hands shake at her sides as she steps toward me. “You know I couldn’t help that! You know I-”
“Oh my God!” Amelie huffs out as she swings open the door, dressed in her skimpy French Maid outfit. “I am so sick of those-”
“Who the fuck is this?” Aurora sneers, venom dripping from her bright white teeth. “Is this how the whores behave around here?”
Amelie looks at me for guidance, mouth agape and those amber eyes full of question. Fuck. Was I so hell-bent on slighting Aurora that I couldn’t even sense her approach?
“Aurora, this is Amelie, and she’s not a whore,” I explain with a flat voice. “Amelie, Aurora was just leaving.”
“Just leaving?” Aurora asks, cutting her eyes at me, then back to Amelie. “No. We still have business to discuss, so if you’ll excuse us...”
I can see Amelie’s hurt and anger brewing just under the surface, making her even easier to detect. I have to get Aurora out of here. If she even catches wind of Amelie’s unique touch of magic, she won’t hesitate to slaughter her. And killing another member of the Dark, especially an Orexis, is highly frowned upon. 
“How about I meet you downstairs for a drink, Aurora?” I say in my most amenable voice. “Just let me have a word with Amelie and I’ll join you soon.”
Aurora’s skeptical eyes sweep between both Amelie and me before nodding. “Fine. But don’t take too long. I don’t like to wait.” Then she struts out the door without so much as a second glance.
“Wow,” Amelie remarks, closing the door behind her. “Who was that ray of sunshine?”
I exhale my relief that Amelie isn’t totally put off by me being here alone with Aurora. In three quick strides, I’m in front of her, letting the warmth of her soul heat the frigid space that Aurora has left behind. 
“My brother’s psychotic ex-girlfriend. Quite the charmer, isn’t she?”
“The one that made him skip town? That ex-girlfriend?”
“One and the same.”
Amelie shakes her head. “Can’t say that I blame him.”
We both share a chuckle at Aurora’s expense when I see Amelie wince. That’s when I notice a small, purplish bruise at the corner of her mouth. “What happened?” I ask, moving in to inspect the slightly swollen spot.
“Speaking of Sunshine…you may want to put a muzzle on your blonde bitch,” she says rolling her eyes. 
“What happened?” I ask more sternly.
Amelie shrugs it off. “It’s nothing, really. Just another day at Hooker High. Sunshine kept running her mouth about me getting special treatment and how I must be into some sick shit to have gotten your attention. I doubt she’ll be saying much of anything for a while. Sorry, but she’ll be off blowjob duty for at least a week,” she says with a wink.
“She hit you?” I snap, fury lighting my eyes.
“Did you not hear the part about me whooping her ass? It’s cool, Niko. I’ve had to deal with bigger bitches than her back home.”
I try to tame the feelings of frustration and helplessness as I gaze into Amelie’s eyes, searching for some sign that she’s really ok. Lifting a hand, I gently brush the contusion with my fingertips, eliciting a groan from her.
“I’m sorry, did I hurt you?” 
Before I can pull my hand away, she covers it with hers. “No. No, it feels good, actually. You’re always so cold. Like my own personal ice pack,” she smiles. 
I revel in the feeling of her lips against my fingers, the subtle burn almost nonexistent, though there is indescribable heat between us. 
“I can help you, you know,” I say quietly, my hand still pressed to her luscious mouth. I don’t want to stop touching her. I can’t see myself touching anyone else for the rest of my days.
“How?” she whispers.
A blue haze falls over her face and reflects in her eyes as my fingers alight with iridescent, azure fire. She flinches at the initial cold before giggling against my hand. “It’s so … odd. Cold, but hot. And it’s tingly.”
“Yeah,” I reply, with a goofy grin. It’s the first time I’ve ever let myself be exposed like this with a human. “I guess it’s a testament to the Dark. We’re cold, callous, yet hot tempered and explosive when agitated.”
Amelie shakes her head, but still keeps her hand on mine, refusing to break contact. Warmth kindles and spreads all over my body. “Not all the Dark. Not you.”
We stare at each other in silence, soft smiles on both our lips, as I gently rub the bruise on Amelie’s face. “What are you doing to it?” she asks in wonder.
“Just accelerating blood flow in the area and numbing the pain for you.”
“It doesn’t hurt that bad.”
I shrug, only the taste of truth resting on my tongue. “I don’t ever want you to be in pain. Not even the slightest bit.”
Amelie’s cheeks burn with a rosy flush and she sucks her lower lip into her mouth, capturing it between her teeth. “So … you’re healing me?”
“I can’t heal,” I say shaking my head in regret. “Just simple science.”
“There’s nothing simple about this. I don’t even feel it anymore. You’re incredible, Niko.”
I realize that I have been studying her pink lips for longer than I should and lift my eyes to meet hers, only to find that she’s looking at my lips as well. Our eyes lock, both our mouths parting simultaneously to taste the air between us, tinged with longing and desire.
“Did I make you too numb?” I ask in a husky voice.
Amelie wiggles her mouth adorably and shakes her head. “I don’t think so. Why?”
Only inches lie between our mouths as I look into those peculiar eyes, wondering how I ever survived without feeling Amelie’s warmth and goodness. And how I ache to taste sunlight and wildflowers and brown sugar on my tongue. 
“Because I really want you to feel this.”
Our mouths collide in a fevered blur of lips, tongues and hands. This isn’t one of the fairytale kisses you read about in storybooks. Not the pretty puckers in chick flicks. It’s raw passion combined with weeks of yearning and wanting. It’s going into unknown territory, terrified of what might be on the other side, but so fucking exciting to do so. It’s embracing taboo, tasting forbidden fruit, and relishing in its sweet, sweet nectar.
Kissing Amelie ignites fireworks in my belly and makes the cold deadness of my heart bloom with life. I didn’t know that lips could feel this soft. That a tongue could taste so delectable. That her delicate hands could feel so damn erotic as they slip through my hair, pulling my mouth closer. That’s why I hadn’t kissed anyone in decades. There was no need to be that intimate with anyone. No need to stage a charade when I knew sex was inevitable anyway.
But Amelie…Fuck. 
I didn’t want to stop kissing her. I couldn’t imagine not having her taste on my tongue. The little sounds of ecstasy she made in her throat as I caressed her petite frame had me aching for more, yet this was enough. It was more than enough. 
Feeling her soft curves so pliant under my eager fingertips, imagining how truly fragile she was, made me feel like I possessed a rare, precious jewel. I wanted to touch her all over. To mark her in places that no other man could see. To be the only man that would ever feel the softness of her skin. 
Minutes, hours, eternity tick by as we stand enraptured in each other’s arms. She looks up at me, a coy smile on her now swollen lips. 
“What’s that look for?” I ask, wearing the same expression.
“Nothing,” she grins, shaking her head. “Just thinking how that was so much better than my dreams.”
I exhale, desperately wishing I could stay in this moment with her. To remain oblivious to the killers, whoremongers and degenerates who lurk right outside our bedroom door. 
“As much as I would love to stay here and play out all those dreams, I know Aurora is getting impatient. And when she’s impatient, she’s even more of an annoying trollop. I gotta go down and see what she wants. Then … then I’m all yours.”
Even as the words leave my lips, I can’t even believe I’m saying them. I’m good with words, but there’s usually some vulgar connotation attached to them. Spread your legs. Look at me while I fuck you. Suck harder, deeper. And my personal favorite: Get up and get the fuck out.
But with Amelie, I couldn’t even say that stupid shit even if I wanted to. And that’s the thing - I don’t want to. Even thinking about it makes me sick to my stomach.
“Ok,” she smiles, looking up at me though long dark lashes. “I’ll just get cleaned up. Maybe run down to the kitchen and grab us some dinner?”
I press my lips against her forehead, inhaling the intoxicating scent of her hair. “That sounds perfect.” And miraculously, it does.
I make my way down to the parlor to find Varshaun and Aurora huddled in a hushed exchange while Nadia and a few of my men make small talk over drinks. Varshaun’s cunning, azure eyes gleam with mischief as he frowns at Aurora. She grazes his arm with familiarity, and moves in closer to whisper something in Dark tongue - something too fast for me to hear. 
Feeling the heat of my glare, Varshaun jerks his head and brushes her hand from his forearm. “So nice of you to join us, Niko,” he smiles slyly. “Seems like you’ve been holed up in your suite for weeks. We hardly ever see you.”
“Oh?” Aurora retorts, her voice dripping with phoniness. 
“Ah, Niko has a new toy. And if I were him, I’d play with her all the time too,” Nadia adds, sidling beside me. She hands me a fresh glass of my favorite bourbon before kissing my cheek, her bright blue eyes sparkling with affection. She loves me. Not as a lover, but as a friend. A sibling. For decades, Nadia has been an instrumental part of my team, caring for the girls I employ, and even enjoying them herself, on occasion.  
“Well, let’s just hope he doesn’t break this one!” Varshaun jibes with boisterous laughter. 
I roll my eyes, hoping to thaw my annoyance and conjure the warmth that swept through me just minutes before. Even as they laugh and joke at my expense, all I can think about is Amelie. I want to feel that burn on my lips, stoke the fire with my eager hands. Kiss the sun and let its brilliance blind me until all I can do is bask in her gentle smile.
“Well, maybe Niko will let us all play with his new, little pet,” I hear Aurora suggest, turning to Varshaun. He shakes his head.
“Believe me, I’ve tried. But he’s not done having his fun just yet. I think we’ll wear him down soon enough,” he replies with a wink.
I’m just about to open my mouth to … shit. What would I say? How can I tell them to back the hell off without jeopardizing my stance as their ruthless, philandering prince? And without dispelling the rouse and revealing who I truly am and what I truly want?
I look around at the jovial faces, talking over crystal glasses of fine bourbon and wine. Outside of Aurora, these are the people I have spent everyday with for the last several decades with. My so-called friends. They don’t know me. None of them do. Not even Nadia who genuinely cares for me like her own family. Not even Varshaun who has been my wingman and right hand for longer than a human lifetime. We’ve fought together, killed together … hell, we’ve even fucked together. Still, he has no clue of the conflict boiling right beneath surface. He doesn’t know that I struggle with this…with what I am. He doesn’t know that most days, I dance with death only to feel some semblance of life. That my hunger for power is as deep and real as is my guilt and shame. 
“Don’t tell me Little Skotos has gotten attached,” Aurora jibes, placing a perfectly manicured hand on my chest. “Not the guy that screwed over half the continental US during the 60s. Surely they’re mistaken.”
I flash a devilish grin and lift a dark brow, ready to defend my sullied reputation when movement from over Aurora’s head catches my eye. Amelie’s eyes are wide and shining with unshed tears, her perfect mouth in a tight line. A tray of food visibly shakes in her trembling hands. Following my line of vision, Aurora turns her head slowly, her cold, piercing gaze sweeping the length of Amelie’s body. She turns back to me, wearing a mocking grin, awaiting my reaction.
“Ah, Little Skotos, looks as if the whores are getting comfortable around here. You may need to crack the whip a bit harder. Which I’m sure you’ll enjoy.”
I clutch Aurora’s hand hard enough for the bones to crack and remove it from my shirt. She winces as my eyes meet hers, my steely glare blazing with ire. “There’s nothing little about me, Aurora. But of course, you wouldn’t know that seeing as I’ve rejected every one of your feeble advances.” I move in even closer, so close that the iciness of my voice damn near leaves frost on her diamond studs. “And if you ever call her a whore again, I’ll cut your fucking tongue out and stuff it up your sagging pussy. Now if you’ll excuse me…”
I brush past her without another word, striding in the direction of Amelie’s retreating back. She nearly sprints to my room – to our room – before setting down the tray and turning to face me.
“Amelie, I…”
She holds up a hand and shakes her head. “Don’t bother. You don’t owe me an explanation. You don’t owe me anything.”
“But I do. I owe you more than I could ever give you. I owe you the truth.”
“The truth?” Her brow furrows and she places a hand on her narrow hip. “I thought that’s what you had been giving me this entire time. At least that’s what you promised when I vowed to be totally truthful with you. So what? That was all a lie?”
I sit down at the foot of the bed and pat the empty space beside me. “I have. At least as honest as I could be. Please. Let me explain.”
Amelie sits on the bed though two feet separate our bodies. A few weeks ago, that wouldn’t have bothered me. But now … now that I know what it feels like to have her body tucked into mine, my arms encircling her small frame, possessing her, it feels too far away. I didn’t even realize how much of a permanent fixture she had become in my life. How easy it was to fall into familiarity with her. How natural the burn underneath my fingertips had grown every time we touched. I crave it. It signifies the fire between us - the unmistakable heat that will never, ever die.
She draws her knees up against her chest and wraps her arms around them. Much like she did the first time she woke up in my bed. She’s afraid. Afraid of me.
“I need to explain why I asked you if anyone knew about you. And why no one can know about us…about how I feel.”
“How you feel?” Her voice is breathy and light, almost a whisper.
“Yes,” I nod. “But I need to tell you something first. And if you still want to know more, I’ll tell you. Ok?”
She nods and I take that as my cue to scoot closer beside her, taking her hands in mine. “Amelie, the Dark, the Skotos especially, have been sworn enemies of the Laveaus for decades. Many, many years ago, they ruled Louisiana. They were the most influential family in the gulf and held a great amount of power for human witches, something virtually unheard of. Throughout history, my kind has had to intervene when certain clans have grown too large or too powerful. But the Laveaus…they wouldn’t back down, especially after Marie was eliminated. Her family - your family – vowed to avenge her death.”
Amelie’s large, sparkling eyes urge me to go on. I brush a lock of hair behind her ear before bringing her hands to my lips, inhaling shallowly. “At my father’s command, we tried to kill them all. What history books call the Cheniere Caminanda Hurricane of 1893, the deadliest storm to ever plague Louisiana, was the work of the Dark. It was a deliberate massacre that killed even innocent women and children. The Laveaus had grown like a cancer, and the Dark fought to snuff them all out. However, some survived and went underground, so every few years, we do it again. Until every last one is gone.”
A tiny whimper escapes her chest, and she claps a hand over her mouth, fighting tears. “No,” she cries, her hand muffling her plea. “Don’t say that. I won’t believe it!”
I pull her into my chest and place my lips at the crown of her head, though she tries to fight against me. I just want to hold her. I need to. It may be the last time I ever kiss the sun. “I’m sorry, baby. I am. I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“Why? How could you?” Her tears flow freely, yet I resist the urge to taste them. I won’t do that to her. I won’t let her see what a sick fuck I truly am. “I don’t understand. Help me understand why!”
“Housekeeping.” I don’t know any other way to say it. No matter how badly I want it to be a lie, the truth is as ugly and abhorrent as it has ever been. And it’s my truth. My ugliness. 
“Can you stop it?” she asks, looking up at me with pleading eyes. “Please, innocent people are dying. Their homes, their lives! You can fix this, right?”
“I wish I could. I was sent here to monitor paranormal activity in the area. Anytime there is a rise in the use of magic, it’s my job to report it. So we can prepare…”
“…To kill more people. To destroy my city.” She pulls away from me and gives me her back. 
“I need your help, Amelie.”
“My help?” She spins to glare at me, those amber eyes gleaming with anger. “You want me to help you? After you just admitted to sending hurricanes to demolish my home?”
“Yes,” I nod, swallowing around a knot in my throat. “Because if you don’t, something will happen. Something bad. And if you help me, we can avoid more destruction.”
“Fine,” she huffs out. “Tell me what you need.”
I take a deep breath, reluctant to conjure memories of Amelie’s face distorted in repugnance. “There’s been a surge in magic. Necromancy to be exact. And it reeks of Laveau Voodoo. Necromancy itself is grounds for action…for mass extermination.” 
I wait for her to object, but she just continues to stare at me, the warmth in her eyes extinguished. I continue. “The other night, while you were sleeping, you had a nightmare. I tried to wake you because you were frightened, and when I did, something – someone - had taken over your body. It had possessed your soul and tongue. It spoke to me.”
“Wha … what? Possessed? What are you talking about?”
“Black magic, Amelie. The Laveaus know that I have you. And something tells me that they want to use you as a vessel, to have you do their bidding.”
“That’s crazy talk,” she refutes, shaking her head. 
“Amelie, listen to me,” I command, grasping her shoulders. “They are willing to sacrifice you to exact revenge. They know you’ll be slaughtered and they don’t give a damn. I won’t let that happen, Amelie. I swear it. I can’t lose you. Now that I’ve found you … I can’t lose you.”
Her lips tremble as she brushes my cheek with her palm. “Ok. I believe you. Just tell me what I need to do.”
I tell her more about necromancy and its history among the Laveaus. I share with her the clues left around town, even information only my inner circle is made aware of. She listens intently, nodding, trusting me as I trust her. I tell her everything, even the parts that cause my chest to ache with shame. She listens, squeezing my hand, and looking at me with understanding and forgiveness. 
I don’t deserve this girl. I’ll never earn the right to hear her laughter or to possess the goodness of one of her smiles. Or to feel those soft lips caressing mine. Even knowing this, I want her. I need her. 
We lay side-by-side like we do every night, facing each other as the trees outside my window cast shadows across her face.
“You never did tell me how you feel,” she whispers, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. 
“Do you want me to tell you now?”
“No,” she replies with a small yawn. “No, you don’t have to tell me. Just show me.”
I close the inches between us and wrap her in my arms, burying my lips in her wildflower-scented hair. She snuggles into my chest and sighs. I can feel every bone in her body relax in slumber.
I’ll show her. I’ll save her. Because I love her.
 




 
 
“Where are we going?”
I look over from the driver’s seat and wink, causing a blush to paint Amelie’s cheeks. “You’ll see. Patience, love.”
“Fine,” she replies, folding her arms across her chest. “Would have been nice if you would’ve at least told me how to dress. I must look ridiculous sitting in such an expensive car, looking like a pauper.” 
“Nonsense,” I reply. And I mean it. Even dressed in tight jeans and a loose fitting sweater, Amelie looks incredible sitting in the passenger seat of my vintage Ferrari. She shrugs, and the sweater slides off one of her shoulders, revealing bare, mouthwatering skin. I don’t even think twice before I reach over to run my fingers from her collarbone to her arm, making her shiver. “Absolutely beautiful.”
“You’re insane,” she giggles. “You’re around naked chicks every single day. They’re ready to spread ‘em on command. I know I’m no ogre, but, hell, sex appeal is not really in my repertoire.” She shrugs again, and the sweater slips down further, exposing the swell of one full, naked breast. Fuck. She isn’t wearing a bra.
“Are you trying to make me lose my damn mind and crash my favorite car? You have no idea how fucking sexy you are.”
“Whatever.”
“Seriously. I can’t even describe it. Naked chicks are a dime a dozen in my profession. But you…you could make a burlap sack look obscene on your body.”
She shakes her head and looks out the window. “It’s fine, Niko. You don’t have to lie. You forget that I know how you are. How often you…have sex. You aren’t exactly subtle when it comes to that stuff. But with me…nothing. I mean, you’re sweet, and gentle, and romantic, and I love all that stuff. But I know I must not turn you on like that. I’ve been sleeping beside you for weeks in skimpy nightgowns, and you haven’t looked once.”
I pull the car over into the parking lot of a pawn shop, and my lips are moving against Amelie’s not even two seconds after the car is in park. My tongue tangles with hers in a rough, aggressive dance, desperate to taste every bit of her. When I pull away, I take her hand and mold it to hardness in my groin, drawing a gasp from her lips.
“Do you feel that? Do you see what you do to me? You did that, Amelie. It’s you that has me so rock hard that I can barely think straight. You and only you. If this doesn’t tell you how badly I want you, I don’t know what will.”
Amelie’s face is beet red with a mixture of fiery passion and bashfulness. But even after I remove my hand from on top of hers, she still grips my dick, kneading it gently through my slacks. I let out a low hiss between my teeth and let my head fall back on the seat.
“Damn, Amelie. Touch me, baby,” I rasp, my voice thick with lust.
Amelie licks her lips before running her fingers over my entire length. Her eyes dance with excitement and hunger, and I can hear her heartbeat pound faster with every timid stroke. The heat of her hand seeps through the fabric of my pants, causing the throb to evolve into an ache. I reach over and run my thumb along her lush bottom lip. The very tip of Amelie’s pink tongue darts out to taste it.
The fire in her eyes, the scent of her arousal that flavors the air between us, her blood racing in her veins with anticipation… I know that Amelie wants this. She wants me. Even after everything I’ve told her, everything she’s seen flash across her subconscious when she closes her eyes, she’s still drawn to me like a moth to a flame. Her nipples harden underneath the veil of her sweater, free and unrestricted without the coverage of a bra. Her breath quickens as she feels me pulsing underneath her fingertips. Her mouth waters as she imagines my taste, my feel.
I could give her what she wants, right here and now in this abandoned parking lot. I could recline her seat and bury myself in her tight body and make those dreams a reality. But I won’t. Amelie is better than that, and she deserves more than some quick fuck in my car. She deserves tenderness and care. She deserves for me to love her heart and mind, as well as her body.
“We should get going,” I mutter, hating the words even as I say them. I gently grasp her hand and bring it up to my lips, kissing every fingertip before placing it in her lap. Amelie lets out a half groan in response, or maybe in protest, of losing the heaviness of my erection in her hand. Still, I turn and force my eyes back on the road, though I’m almost dizzy with wanting her so damn bad. 
Several minutes later, we pull up to a wrought iron gate located in the outskirts of town. Luckily, blood flow has returned to my extremities and I’m able to focus on punching in the key code and maneuvering my way down the long, winding dirt path. 
“Where are we?” Amelie asks, seeing the makings of a large plantation-style home through the trees.
I wait until the entire grand estate is in view, before answering. “My house.”
Amelie’s eyes grow large and bright with wonder. “This is your house? You live here?”
“Yeah,” I answer, guiding the car around the fountain in the driveway before coming to a halt. I glance at her awestruck expression as she takes it all in. “Wanna see the rest?”
Amelie nods excitedly. “Yes! Yes, please.”
Before she draws her next breath, I’m outside her door, clicking it open and offering her my hand. She shakes her head, and takes it, a playful smile on those perfect, crimson lips. “Show off,” she teases.
We make our way up the stairs and through the front door, entering the grand foyer that’s immaculately decorated with artwork and tapestries from as early as the Renaissance. Amelie is nearly giddy with curiosity, her eyes and hands eager to explore every inch of the Greek Revival home. 
“If you have this house, why the hell do you stay in the city? I mean, it’s nice there too, and nearly as large, but this place … this is spectacular.”
I shrug although I know she can’t see me, as she studies one of the many paintings. “Honestly? It’s more convenient to stay in the city. I need to stay on top of things to ensure everyone is taken care of. Plus … I don’t want to be alone. Even amongst all these treasures, the house seems empty. Lonely. And I hate it.”
Amelie turns to face me, sympathy etched in her soft features. “You’re not alone.” She squeezes my hand and smiles, filling me with comforting warmth. “Even before you even knew I existed, I was with you. A spectator, but I was with you just the same.”
I pull her into my arms, yet stop just before our lips meet. “Why are you so good to me? How can someone so beautiful care for a monster like me?”
“You’re not a monster. No matter what you are, you could never be a monster.” 
I kiss her like she’ll disappear in a puff of smoke. As if she is a mythical creature, birthed into an ugly world of disease and pain, sent here to bring beauty to the devastation. Sent here to smother the dark desolation with brilliant, golden light.  
“I want to show you the house,” I breathe, my lips still brushing hers. “But I have to admit, all I’m thinking about is the bedroom.”
She giggles and nuzzles her nose against mine. “You’ve had me all to yourself in a bedroom for weeks. Show me your palace, my prince.”
I give her the grand tour, opting to leave the master suite for later. I know that once I lock her in there, she’ll never leave, not if I have anything to say about it. We end sometime later in the kitchen.
“The staff is off for the weekend but my cook left some food for us,” I say, opening up the refrigerator and removing a wrapped platter. “Hungry?” 
“I’m always hungry,” Amelie replies with a wicked grin. The possibility that her appetite is for something else entirely causes my dick to twitch and I almost drop the dish of assorted meats, cheeses and olives. Shit. How long has it been? Weeks? A month? How am I even able to walk straight?
We sit at the marble-top island, talking and laughing over finger food and wine while watching the sunset through the floor to ceiling windows, wall-size windows.
“This is amazing,” Amelie breathes, as the setting sun casts hues of pinks and oranges across her face. “I don’t understand why you would ever leave this place. It’s like a museum, but it feels like … home.”
I reach out to grasp her hand, drawing her attention to my earnest expression. “I wouldn’t, if I had a reason to stay.”
“This beautiful home would be reason enough for me,” she shrugs.
“I’m glad you said that. Because that’s exactly what I’m hoping for.”
A cute little crease dimples her forehead in confusion. “What do you mean, Niko?”
I circle the kitchen island to stand before her, placing my hands on the curve of her hips. “I want you to come here to live, so I can be assured that whatever may come for me, you’ll be safe.”
Her eyes search mine for some sign of jest. “And what about you?”
“I’ll keep looking for answers, hoping that whatever happened the other night was a fluke. But I need to focus, and I can’t even think of anything but you when you’re near. Having you at the manor … that’s not a place for you. You belong in beauty, not surrounded by filth. You deserve to dance in the light, not condemned to the dark.”
“Then … no.” Amelie shakes her head and eases off the barstool, turning to leave the kitchen.
“No?” I ask, following her through the dining area. 
“No. I’m not staying here.” She turns to face me, her eyes bright and sparkling with conviction. “Not without you. After everything I’ve been through - being ripped from my home, thrown into a freakin’ whorehouse, not to mention, all without an ounce of concern from my father who’s probably drank himself to death by now - the only thing I’ve come to rely on is you. I’ve slept next to you for weeks. I’ve seen you in my dreams a million times. You are the only constant in my life. You are the only reason I am even able to sleep every night. Because no matter what the hell you are and what you’ve done, you were placed in my life for a reason. And dammit, I was placed in yours. So don’t you dare…don’t you dare try to leave me like everyone else.”
I brush away the tears that have begun to slide down her cheeks. Eyes locked on her, I ease my thumb into my mouth and suck the salty moisture, drawing a gasp from her parted lips. I don’t stop there. I taste them all, placing open-mouthed kisses on every tear, soothing her anguish with tenderness, care…and love.
“I won’t leave you, baby,” I whisper between kisses. “I’ll always be with you. Always.”
I kiss her heated cheeks, her soft, lush lips, and the angle of her jaw. Yet, it’s not enough. Not enough to sate the hunger inside me.
“I need to kiss you all over,” I whisper, before running my tongue along the shell of her ear. 
“Ok,” she breathes, her pert nipples brushing against my chest.
I lift my head and meet her sultry gaze. I need to know. I need to know that she’s certain. “Ok?”
“Ok,” she nods slowly, almost painfully. “I want you.”
I give her my lips, my tongue, my hands … me. Anything and everything to show her that I want her too, more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. When our mouths finally part, we’re in the master bedroom, surrounded by the soft glow of candlelight.
Amelie steps back, taking her warmth with her. Discontentment begins to flood my chest, but before the storm ensues, she smiles. Smiles at me like I’m somebody to her. Somebody special, deserving of her affection. The only somebody in this entire world that she wants to be with at this very moment, alone in this room. 
I can’t wait another second, although my head is screaming at me to slow down and take my time. But shit… I’ve been waiting two fucking centuries to feel this way. To feel something.

I step forward and grip the hem of her sweater, searching for any sign of doubt. But to my surprise and delight, Amelie lifts her arms above her head, and I am only too eager to comply. My fingers whisper across her waist and ribcage as I draw the fabric up and over her head. Before the sweater can even hit the floor, my lips are already aching to taste her luminescent skin.
“Amelie.” It comes out as a plea … a whimper. Because, fuck, she’s too beautiful. It almost hurts to be in the presence of something so magnificent. I want to touch her, but for some reason, I don’t. I can’t. My eyes can only devour the expanse of her flat belly, the round heaviness of her breasts, and the delicateness of her collarbone. I’ve never been like this. Shit, I know the female form inside out. But the sheer wonder of Amelie’s body has left me speechless. Fucking speechless.
Almost as if she hears my emotions battling against my hormones, Amelie steps forward and takes my hand in hers. Agonizingly slow and gentle, she brings it to rest on her chest, right over the vital space that houses her heart. The very same place I touched days ago when I contemplated ripping it from her body to end her life. And now, as I feel her heart beat rapidly, the heat of her skin sizzling the surface of mine, I feel as if I have been reborn. Numb and blind for two hundred years, she has just pulled me out of perpetual darkness. 
She looks up at me, those peculiar eyes gleaming with longing. “Touch me. Please.”
The fact that she even feels the need to beg has me hating myself. My fingers slide down her torso, taking in the silkiness of her skin, before rising up to meet her breasts. We both groan as I cup them, the nipples hardening against my palm.
“Baby, you…you are…” Shit, I’m a blubbering mess. I rub my thumbs across her nipples before giving her swollen breasts a squeeze. So soft. So fucking soft. “You are…perfect.”
My lips find hers, my tongue seeking entrance to her mouth, as I explore her body with my hands, the burn coupling with the unrelenting throb in my slacks. I could do this all night. I could be placated with just kissing and touching her like this. But I won’t. I need more of Amelie. I need all of her.
My fingers travel down to her jeans, and I slowly undo the clasp, giving her ample time to stop me. She doesn’t. She only tightens the grip on my hair, as she deepens the kiss. 
When her pants lie in a heap next to her shirt after she’s kicked them off in eagerness, I stand back and admire the prize before me bare, unsullied and unashamed. Amelie. My Amelie. 
I swallow, but my mouth goes dry. “I said I wanted to kiss you all over, and I fully intend to. But I need to know … is this what you want? Because once you give yourself to me, you’re mine forever. Once I feel you shake beneath me, every one of your trembles will belong to me. Once you call out my name, no other man’s name will fall on your lips in passion. I won’t be able to stand it, Amelie. I’ll kill someone before they get the chance to see what I’m looking at right now. I swear it. You’re too fucking beautiful for anyone else. Shit, you’re too beautiful for me.” 
I don’t even notice that my fists are shaking until Amelie steps forward to still them. “Yours, Niko. I’ve been yours for a decade already. Forever is easy.”
We kiss with a fevered hunger that has us both panting by the time the bed meets the back of her legs. I ease her down gently and just take a moment to admire the view. She smiles up at me sweetly. “You know, it’s kinda hard to kiss me when you’re way up there. And it doesn’t seem fair that you’re still dressed, and I’m pretty much on display here.”
“Then tell me what you want me to do.” 
Amelie licks her lips before pinning me with her own naughty glare, and my dick goes from rock hard to granite. “Take your clothes off.”
I do as she wishes, starting with my shirt. Amelie watches with rapt fascination, the scent of her arousal growing stronger and thicker with every button. By the time I undo my pants, she’s squirming and her skin is on fire.
I lay beside her, and we stare at each other, both completely exposed, unable to hide. We see it all - our sins, our virtues. The monsters that live inside us, and the ghosts of our pasts. And, as open as Amelie is for me, I am just as open to her - completely at her will, at her mercy.
“Now what?” I ask, my voice husky.
Amelie swallows down her fear and apprehension. “Kiss me.”
“Where?”
“All over,” she breathes. “Anywhere. Everywhere.”
And I do just that, starting with her throat, resisting the urge to breathe in her sweet essence. Pleasure. This is all about her pleasure. And for once in my life, that’s enough. I trail a path to her breasts, licking the outer mounds. When my tongue worships her nipple, Amelie cries out, and her fingers dig into my shoulders. I draw it entirely in my mouth and suck, causing her body to convulse.
“Careful, love,” I say, smiling against her skin. “I’ve only just started.” 
She whimpers something unintelligible and I continue the delicious torment - sucking, licking and nibbling every mouthwatering bit of her as I slowly work my way down her stomach to the tops of her thighs. When I ease her legs apart, she gasps.
“Is this ok?” I ask. 
I feel her body tense, but she nods. “Yes.”
Thank. Fuck. After seeing the pure perfection between Amelie’s thighs, covered in only a neat strip of dark hair, there’s no way I can resist now. I’ve seen it. Smelled it. And now, I need to taste it. 
I part her gently, feeling her slickness on my fingertips. I start at the insides of her thighs, kissing each tenderly while my thumb still rubs against her clit. She’s wet, but I know it’ll take patience and care to get her as wet as I need her. 
“Oh God!” she cries out, her quivering building into convulsions. Wetness seeps from her entrance and I rub it into the sensitive clit. She’s on the edge, ready to let go. Just as the flood ensues, I slip a finger inside her, and she comes, her tight walls clamping down on the digit. I feel every shudder, every pulse, as she moans my name, submitting to me. 
I lower my mouth to her, lapping the sweetness that flows from her, my finger still tucked deep inside her pussy, moving in and out, fucking her, opening her. The erotic sounds she makes coupled with her taste have my head spinning and dizzy with expectation.
“You taste so good,” I groan, my mouth buried in her pink folds. 
“Yeah?” she asks, breathless.
“Yeah.” I remove my finger, slick with her juices and offer it to her. “Taste.”
Her mouth falls open in wonder, her eyes heavy with pleasure. “I can’t do that.”
“No?” I smile, easing the finger inside my mouth. “Fine, more for me.” I really let loose then, licking her, sucking her, fucking her with my tongue. I slip in a finger while my mouth teases her clit. Then two fingers plunge inside her, stretching her walls, preparing her for my size. Her legs quiver on my shoulders, and her back and ass arch off the bed.
“Oh God! Oh Niko! I’m, oh my God, I’m...” she screams, and again, her sweet nectar meets my tongue, and I greedily drink every drop. 
Her body is covered with a light sheen of sweat, and her breath is ragged when I climb up her body to kiss her lips. My fingers still move inside her slowly, milking her orgasm, and opening her even more. She trembles against my body.
“Niko,” she whines against my mouth, her insides still pulsing with aftershocks. “That was…you are…uh!”
My cock lies against her thigh, throbbing with virility and harder than it’s ever been. Amelie’s petite hand reaches between us and grasps it, causing my whole body to go rigid. I groan as she begins to run her fingers over my length. Even with her inexperience, it feels good. Every touch, every stroke, feels like heaven. 
“That’s right, baby. Just like that,” I rasp, thrusting into her palm. 
Together, we fuck each other with our hands. My fingers stretch her pussy and plunge deeper and deeper while, she fists my dick from root to tip, her movements growing more confident. When we’re both flush with need for more, I slowly move to position myself between her legs. 
“Is this what you want?” I ask, looking down at her with concern.
“Yes,” she nods. “I’ve wanted it for so long …”
I frown. “You have?” 
Amelie nods and cups my cheek. “Seeing you with all those women, seeing what a skilled lover you are … I wanted that. I wanted to wear the same looks of pleasure as they did when you were inside them. I wanted it bad. I’d wake up and sometimes I’d…” She turns away, and her cheeks warm with embarrassment. 
“Tell me,” I whisper, turning her face back to mine. I ease down and take a nipple into my mouth, hoping to coax the truth out of her.
“Oooh,” she moans. “Yeah, uh, mmmm…I’d wake up throbbing. And wet. I’d ruin my panties.”
“Fuck,” I say, imagining her so timid and disheveled with sleep, her pussy slick with desire. Desire for me. “That’s so sexy.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, baby.” I remove my fingers from inside her, glistening with wetness. She watches as I spread her sweet juices all over her breasts, leaving them sticky with the evidence of her need for me. I lower my mouth to her swells and lick them clean, careful not to waste a drop. 
“Now, that’s sexy,” Amelie says, her voice raspy.
I work my way up to her mouth, letting her taste herself on my tongue. She sucks it with eagerness, just as turned on by the act as I am. When the tip of my cock teases her entrance, she jerks, but doesn’t stop me. Still, I pull away. I know she wants this, but for some reason, something inside me won’t let me just plunge into her, and bury myself balls-deep inside those tight, wet walls. I’ve never experienced this … restraint - this feeling of doubt. Amelie has been waiting for this moment for years. I have to make this good for her. I have to make this special.
“Wait.” Just as the hurt begins to creep on her face, I brush my thumb against her swollen bottom lip and smile. “You’ve been dreaming of this for so long, baby. I want to make that dream come true. Tell me about it. Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”
A blush paints Amelie’s cheeks, and she shakes her head. “I can’t. It’s too embarrassing.”
“I promise you, you have no reason to be embarrassed. We’ll take it slow, ok? Tell me - am I on top of you, or are you on top?”
Amelie bites her lip and the blush deepens to a deep scarlet. “I’m on top,” she whispers.
Before she can blink, she’s straddling me as I lay beneath her on my back. Her heavy breasts bounce at the swift movement. “Done. What else?”
“Um, you’re kinda sitting up. Your arms are around me and your face…your face is…” She looks down at her nipples that seem to harden on her unspoken command. Again, I position myself in a blur of movement, eager to do whatever she desires.
“And now?” I ask, sliding my hands up her back.
“And now…now you would grab my ass and lift me up, before easing me on top of you,” she breathes, with a newfound, sexy confidence. “And you would suck my nipples and kiss me so I’m ready for you. And when you get all the way inside me, we’d hold each other tight, while we move together.”
I stare at her with bewilderment, so willing to do as she pleases, yet almost afraid of disappointing her. As if sensing my reluctance, she slides my hands down to her ass, her own hands shaky and damp with nerves. And I realize that she’s not the only one giving herself tonight. She isn’t the only virgin. I may be the furthest thing from pure and virtuous, but I am offering something to Amelie that I have never given another. I am embarking on a monumental first, just as she is.
“Together, ok?” she whispers, kissing my lips. “We can do it together.”
I nod and deepen the kiss, before trailing my tongue to her breasts. I suck hungrily, flicking the nipples in the way that makes her body shake and her pussy clench. She moans and pulls my hair, yet pushes my face deeper into her bosom. She rocks on my dick, slickening it with her wetness, telling me that she’s ready. 
Hell yes. Ready for me.
Gripping her ass, I lift her slowly, positioning her over my thick cock that stands tall and proud. I let the head tease her swollen entrance, and I can feel her insides already quivering. 
“Look at me,” I demand gently. Amelie complies, the topaz in her eyes gleaming brighter than I have ever seen. She smiles at me, and again, I feel like I am dancing on the sun. “You are so beautiful, baby. And I’ve waited too. I’ve been waiting for this too.”
Agonizingly slow, I ease her down, thrusting upward slightly at the same time. Amelie cries out, and buries her face in the crook of my neck, her nails digging into my back. I pause.
“Look at me, baby.” When Amelie complies, I see there are tears in her eyes. “We can stop if you want. We don’t have to do this. Or…or let me help you. Let me take the pain away.”
“No,” she sobs, shaking her head. “I want this. And I want to feel all of you. The pain, the joy, the fear…all of you. I don’t want to be numb for this. I want to feel all of you inside me.” 
Proving to me that she means every word, she resumes the slow descent onto my cock, her snug pussy nearly sucking me into her body. She grimaces with pain but doesn’t stop, and honestly, I don’t want her to. Even the inch of me that has torn through the barrier of tightness feels fucking incredible. Warm and wet, hugging me, squeezing me. I tangle my fingers in her hair and kiss her deep, inching up into her as she forces herself down. I swallow her cries of pain and replace them with whimpers of pleasure, as I tug her sensitive nipples. 
We freeze in place, gazing at each other in wonder, as I pulse deep inside her. I want to move, but then again, I don’t. I just want to savor this feeling of complete and utter happiness. I just want to remember every single detail and hang onto it forever. I can’t explain it, but I know this very moment is pivotal. It’s like I am supposed to mentally record these emotions running through me. I’m supposed to memorize the feeling of Amelie’s body on top of mine, humid with sweat and heated desire. I am supposed to remember her scent of wildflowers and brown sugar mixed with a tinge of blood, signifying the gift she has given me. I am supposed to commit every moan, sigh and whimper to memory. I know it. I just don’t know why I know it.
“I feel … so full,” she whispers. 
“Does it hurt?” I ask, bracing for her reaction.
“Yes. But it’s not so bad anymore. It’s nothing compared to how good it feels. How good you feel.”
I slide my hands up and down her back, eager to touch every part of her inside as well as out. “I’m going to move, baby. You feel so fucking amazing; I need to feel more of you. Is that ok?”
“Yes, Niko,” she nods, closing her eyes tight. “I want to feel more of you too.”
I guide her hips in a slow grind, and we both moan, completely overwhelmed at how perfectly I fit inside her. Amelie is stiff at first, but as she stretches to accommodate me and the pain subsides, she begins to get into it, circling her hips and ass while pulling at my hair. My mouth never leaves her body, never tasting enough, feeling enough. I’m addicted to every droplet of sweat, just as I am addicted to her tears.
Heat snakes up my spine, shooting into my extremities. Every finger and toe tingles, every inch of my skin sizzles with delicious fire. This isn’t the slight burn I feel when I touch Amelie’s skin that has become so natural to me; this is something different entirely. It’s an inferno of emotion, concentrated and converted into sensation. It floods my veins and attacks every nerve ending, making my whole body tremble with uncontrollable pleasure. The fire begins to burn hotter and brighter, building into a firestorm of unparalleled ecstasy. 
We move together faster, harder, hungrier than ever before. Her clit rubs against my pelvic bone over and over, and Amelie’s pussy clenches with every stroke. She’s fucking me, taking me, possessing me. Making me hers forever.
The fire inside blazes out of control, and, before I can stop it, or contain it, it explodes. For the first time in years … decades … maybe even a century, I explode. Every muscle cries out, as I spill into Amelie, fighting her fire with my own. She’s right there with me, clawing my back, as she tenses and convulses. Her pussy walls squeeze even tighter, drawing out my orgasm, refusing to let go. She pants and whimpers, and her body sags against mine in exhaustion and complete bliss. 
When my muscles have finally unwound enough to move again, I lay us down, me on my back and Amelie on top of me, her body still connected with mine. I kiss the top of her head while my hands caress her sweat dampened back. 
“Amelie,” I breathe. Even after what we’ve shared, even after all our secrets have been told, saying her name is still a novelty to me. “Amelie, baby.”
“Oui, Monsieur.” She looks up at me, and smiles, her chin resting on her hands.
“How badly do you hurt? Are you sore?” I know I should keep this moment lighthearted, but shit, knowing that I hurt her, even in intimacy, fucks with me.
“Not sore enough to not want to do it again,” she grins slyly. “But sore enough to know I should wait.”
I lean forward and kiss her cute, little nose, and she giggles. “And yes, I want to do that again,” she adds.
“Me too. Shit, truth be told, I could go again. But you need to heal. Next time, all I want you to feel is pleasure. No pain.”
She smiles, but it doesn’t meet her eyes. “Something the matter?” I ask, brushing her hair from her face.
Amelie shrugs, yet her eyes go glassy and distant. “It’s just … in my dreams, whenever you were with other women, you did something. Breathing, I think you called it. And when you did, you looked so … so hot. And sexy. Like it felt good to you. And with me, you didn’t. Like maybe there’s something wrong with me? Or maybe it wasn’t as good to you? I mean, I know it was my first time, and I’ll get better, but I…”
I swallow her words in a kiss, refusing to let her speak such blasphemy. When we come up for air, I grasp her face in my hands. “Baby, I would never do that to you, and it has nothing to do with you not feeling good to me. Because Amelie, you do. You were amazing, baby. Breathing is a necessity for my kind. It’s how we stay alive - by literally sucking the life out of others. I don’t have to do that with you, and I won’t, because you already brought me to life. With your smiles, your kisses, your laughter. I won’t take an ounce of that away. It’s what makes me…”
…love you.
The words are right there on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t say them. I’ve never said them, not even to my parents. Not even to my brother, the only other person who deserved my affection. Love is not something the Dark speak freely about. We don’t say it because we rarely feel it. And when we do, when we capture that rare and precious emotion, we lock it up tight and cherish it. We live for it. We die for it.
Placated with my explanation, Amelie rests her head on my chest, drawing circles with her fingers against my skin. “What’s this say?” she asks, tracing the dark blue ink embedded over my heart.
“My last name. Skotos.”
“It’s beautiful.” Then she leans over and kisses the Greek lettering that signifies my people … my sin. The mark that represents this monster of a man.
We both fall asleep some time later, with Amelie still nestled against my chest. And for the first time, after an immortal lifetime of starless skies and moonless nights, I dream. 
 




 
 
Something pulls me out of slumber in the middle of the night. I’m lying on top of the comforter where Amelie and I made love, yet she’s not there in bed with me. She isn’t lying on top of my chest or even curled against my side. No. She’s standing beside me, her eyes ink black and completely shrouded with evil. Her arms are raised above her head, her hands holding a twelve-inch blade.
I roll away just as the knife comes plunging down, sinking hilt-deep into the mattress. Amelie looks at me, her face contorted unnaturally. “You will burn, demon. Everything you love will burn. Heed this warning: Vengeance will be mine.”
She pulls the blade still speared in the mattress and raises it again. I know I can fight her off, but I don’t want to. I don’t want to hurt her. But right now, I’m not facing my Amelie, the girl that just gave me the most sacred part of her. The girl I have given the most sacred part of me. My Amelie is trapped somewhere inside herself, unable to break free. I have to save her. I will save her.
“Amelie, baby, wake up!” I shout. Only the width of the bed separates us, and I can see her – or it - trying to calculate a way around it. “I know you can hear me. Baby, you have to fight. You have to come back to me.”
An inhuman screech bubbles from her chest, and the sinister voice laughs. “Your girl is lost forever, demon. She is as dead as you are.”
Hearing those words awakens my own vicious beast, and cold sweeps over me, touching my fingertips and eyes. I can feel them transform as magic awakens inside me, and I tremble with the magnitude of its power.
“Leave her,” I spit back, my voice as cold as the blue flames licking my hands and arms. 
The voice cackles again, and a shiver snakes up my spine. She grips the blade as if she is about to lunge, and I raise my hands in preparation. But instead, she holds out her arm and sinks the edge into her forearm, spilling Amelie’s dark red blood onto the floor and comforter. 
Those black, desolate eyes find mine, and she smiles. “Everything you love will burn.”
The knife clatters to the floor, and Amelie crumples in a dead heap. But before her head can hit the ground, I catch her and cradle her to my chest.
“Amelie! Amelie, talk to me, baby! Talk to me!” I shout, shaking her lifeless frame. Finally, she jerks awake, gulping oxygen, her wide eyes horrified. I thank the Divine, God, and every deity known to man.
“Oh my God!” she cries. She looks down at her arm, still gushing blood, and the knife just inches away. “What happened? What happened, Niko? What did I do?”
“Amelie, listen to me. Do you remember anything? Did you dream of something? Of someone? I need to know how to help you.”
“No! I don’t know what’s happening to me! I don’t know anything!” 
Amelie wails into my chest, as I grab my discarded shirt nearby to wrap her arm in. It’s still bleeding, and while I can numb some of the pain, I can’t heal her. I need to get her medical attention.
“Baby, we have to go. I need to get back to the city so we can prepare. And you need a doctor.” 
I pick her up and carry her to the en suite bathroom. The faucet turns and fills the tub with warm, soapy water. I step inside with Amelie still in my arms. 
“This is so not how I imagined our first bath together,” she mumbles, as I cup water and pour it over her chest. 
“I know. Not how I imagined it either, but this won’t count. We’ll get a redo. We deserve it.”
I clean her tenderly, refusing to put her down. When my hand brushes her sex submerged in water, her breath catches and she groans. Gently, I part her folds, cleaning her carefully, however, I can’t deny my hardness pulsing against her ass. Amelie smirks and wiggles, but instantly winces, and I know she is in too much pain to even think about sex right now.
Minutes later, we’re dry, dressed, and headed back to New Orleans. This far from civilization, the road is pitch black but, of course, I see clear as day. 
Amelie turns to me, sadness etched in those amber eyes. “I hate that this happened. I wanted it to be perfect. To be special. And now … now the dream is over.”
I grip her hand between us, interlacing our fingers. “It was perfect. Outside of what happened to you, it was the best night of my life.”
“Really?”
“Really. You are my dream, Amelie. It’s not over. It’s just the beginning.”
By the time we arrive back in town, the feeling of warmth and serenity has been rekindled, and we fall into our usual easy exchange. It’s not until I pull up to the house on Bourbon Street that a sense of sheer dread sweeps over me. Amelie looks over at me, her morbid expression telling me she feels it too.
“Something’s wrong,” she whispers.
“Yeah.” I get out of the car and listen for any sign of malice from inside, yet everything is quiet. Too quiet. It’s as if there is a spell around the house to contain noise. I try to communicate with someone – anyone – from inside, but there’s a block. No one is strong enough to do something like that. No one except me.
I go around to Amelie’s side of the car and open her door. “I want you to stay here. The key is in the ignition. If I’m not back in three minutes, I want you to drive. Drive as far as the car will take you. There’s cash in the glove compartment. Just drive and you’ll know when to stop. You’ll know when you’re safe.”
“No,” she cries, shaking her head. I’m not surprised; I knew she would object. “I’m not leaving you. Come with me. You don’t have to go inside.”
I stroke her hair before running a finger over her full bottom lip. “I do, baby. My people are in there. Those girls … I swore to protect them. It could be nothing, and I’ll probably be out here to get you in a few seconds. But I won’t risk it. Just promise me you’ll drive away, baby. I’ll find you, I promise.”
“You promise?” Tears streak down her cheeks, and I lean forward to kiss them away. Not for pleasure or to feed some sick, inner need, but to comfort her. To ease the trepidation that lies in her heart as well as mine.
“I promise.”
I walk into the house, not knowing what to expect. I’m unsure of what lies in wait for me, what could be lurking behind a dark corner. But I know one thing for certain: Death is thick and heavy in the air. It’s fresh, unforgiving and potent. I silently say goodbye to Amelie, knowing that in a few minutes, she will drive away from here. Away from the brutality that greets me in this place. 
I scan the foyer, expecting to see bodies scattered about, but all is clear. Nothing is out of place. Not even a speck of blood. But, I know it’s an illusion. Carnage is close by, waiting to surprise me at any given moment.
I make my way into the living room and stop dead in my tracks. Bodies. Dozens of corpses, frozen in petrifying death. They’re all positioned throughout the room as if life still flows through their veins. Women fully dressed in ball gowns and cocktail dresses are propped in sitting positions on the couches. A man sits at the grand piano, outfitted in a crisp tuxedo, his pale fingers resting on the keys. People stationed at the bar, their cold, dead hands wrapped around crystal glasses. 
The people that work for me, respect me, even care for me. The very ones that relied on me to protect them - all of them a part of a show set up just for me. All of them slaughtered, their eyes completely opaque, signifying their gruesome death.
Precious life was selfishly sucked out of them. They were probably awake for it all - felt as every one of their internal organs shut down one by one before liquefying. They felt their blood run cold, as their heartbeats stilled. They felt the fire in their lungs, as they took their last breath.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” a voice says from behind me.
I turn around slowly, meeting the sparkling blue eyes of the one person who was supposed to stand by my side, no matter what. The one I thought shared my vision of what this life should be. The one I once called my brother.
“What the fuck have you done?” I sneer.
Varshaun descends the staircase wearing his finest suit, his black hair meticulously slicked back. He’s dressed for the occasion as well. Hell, he’s made a fucking meal out of this massacre. 
“Isn’t it obvious, old friend? It’s a grand ball! In your honor, no less. Don’t tell me you’re surprised.”
“Surprised? Motherfucker, you’re delusional. You’ve killed everyone - every employee. Every human…”
“Right!” he barks with a clap of his hands. “You’re absolutely right! Humans - weak, pathetic, sniveling. They’re no better than animals. And I killed them because…because I can. Because we can, Niko.” 
He steps in front of me and grasps my shoulder, his eyes dancing with excitement. “We are gods, brother. Fucking gods. We can do whatever we want. And you know what? I felt like having a little fun. But don’t worry; it gets better. I didn’t stop there.”
I shrug out of his hold and narrow my eyes. “What do you mean?”
“I mean … I killed them. Not just the humans. I killed them all. The guards, your council, even precious Nadia.”
“You killed Nadia?” I hiss in disbelief. “You killed my people? Your people?”
“Eh,” he replies with a wave of his hand. “Collateral damage. I told them not to interfere, but somehow, they’ve all become just as self-righteous as you.”
“Varshaun, you do know the crime you have committed. You do realize I can’t, and won’t, protect you.”
“Protect me?” he laughs, slapping his thigh. “Now why would you need to protect me, when there’s no one here to protect you?”
I stare at him, speechless. What has happened to the man I considered my family? Have I been consorting with a deranged stranger this entire time?
“So it’s you? The soul-sucker? You’re the fucking fiend.”
“Ding, ding, ding!” he jibes. “But I wouldn’t put a label on it. Let’s just say, I’ve got a hearty appetite, and lately, I’ve been craving something new. Something soft and sweet. But a little spicy. Maybe with a splash of Voodoo? And you know what would be extra tasty? Laveau blood. Oooh, I haven’t had that in decades.”
Writhing blue flames instantly snake up my arms at the mention of Amelie’s bloodline. I take a step back as a feeling of overwhelming fury washes over me. We, the Dark, may crave fear to get our rocks off, but what really gets us going? What kicks our power into overdrive, making us nearly unstoppable? 
Rage. Wrath. It’s the ultimate deadly sin.
“Watch your tongue, motherfucker, if you want to keep it,” I grit, my jaw tight. Burning frost collects behind my eyes, almost like a bullet in the chamber. I’m ready. If Varshaun thinks he can get to Amelie, he really is off his fucking rocker.
He smiles, looking every bit as sinister as a snake in the Garden of Eden. Blue fire engulfs his own hands, and I notice it’s fuller. Denser. Even his eyes shine brighter than ever before. “Well, of course I want to keep it. I’ll need it to lick that pretty, pink cunt before I fuck it until it bleeds. And where is our Amelie this evening? She’s missing her party.”
At the sound of her name on his lips, I growl, causing the ground to shake. Everything rattles around us, emitting a low roar. Crystal glasses and liquor bottles crash to the ground, and the carefully positioned corpses fall over in stiffened heaps. Wind billows the curtains and whips around us, spawning whirlwinds throughout the vast room. 
Varshaun looks on in wonder, completely oblivious to his impending ass-kicking. “Bravo, Nikolai! Bravo! It’s been so long since I’ve seen you worked up. I must admit, I was afraid you were losing your edge. Growing soft, if you will. But now… now that the old you is back, how about we go fetch your little French maid and handle her together? We’ll fuck her brains out. Fill that pretty little mouth with two cocks. Rip open every tight, little hole and watch her cry and bleed. Then, when we’ve used her all up, we’ll breathe in every drop of that Laveau blood. Send a message to those bottom-feeding vermin.”
“No,” I growl. My whole body quakes, intensifying the tremors under our feet.
“No? Fine. Suit yourself. I didn’t want to share anyway.”
He strikes first, launching a ball of white-hot flames at me that I block, but only just so. He’s stronger. Stronger as if he had been storing power for weeks. Stronger as if he had killed dozens of our kind.
I attack with my own current, chanting a spell in our native tongue to weaken him. It’s useless. My words don’t even penetrate him. He’s been protected, but I don’t even have time to execute a counter-attack before he’s rushing me, right through my stream of electric fire, as if it doesn’t even hurt him. As if he is impervious to my magic.
“Fuck you!” he grits, tackling me to the ground. He punches me in the face with enough force to decapitate a human. I throw my own powerful blows, aiming for every exposed vulnerable spot. 
We roll on the ground, punching, kicking, scratching for survival. The gruesome sounds of ripping flesh and cracking bones are muted by the roar of deadly winds around us. Everything around us shakes, and the floor beneath us cracks open, creating a fissure that runs through the length of the house. A Category 5 hurricane is about to ensue, right here on Bourbon Street. Our blood is not the only that will spill tonight.
Pain and exhaustion seizes my body, and somehow, Varshaun overtakes me. He pins me down, and bares his blood-stained teeth. His hair is wild and matted with the thick, red substance, and he has a deep gash over his eye. I’ve injured him, but I know I don’t look much better.
“I’ve wanted to kill you for decades, you spoiled little fuck! You don’t deserve this power. You don’t deserve the crown. You aren’t worthy to call yourself Dark!” 
“At least I have the crown, you piece of shit. I should have left you in the streets where I found you!” I spit in his face, splattering it with my own blood.
He spreads his palm, and I go limp, my entire body seized with paralysis. How? How could he possibly…? No. No! This is impossible! No one has this power. No one except …
“You see, Little Skotos, I’ve picked up a few more tricks.” 
Just like Malcolm when I stifled all function of his body before killing him, I can’t move. Shit, I can’t even blink. All I can manage is a strangled, unintelligible groan.
“What’s that, old friend? You’re going to kill me? Aw, how cute, Little Skotos. But I’m sorry to tell you, today is just not your day.”
As if right on cue, as if choreographed by the sick fucker himself, Amelie runs into the room, fear and confusion painted on her face. At first, she doesn’t see me through the haze of wind and debris, but as soon as our eyes lock, she screams my name, racing to my aid. I try to struggle to get free of the invisible restraints, but I know it’s futile. There’s nothing I can do to save her. Shit, I can’t even save myself.
“Ah, ah, ah. Time for you to have a seat,” Varshaun admonishes, halting her advance. With his other hand, he guides her body to the nearest chair, giving her a front row view of the carnage. When he turns back to me, his eyes are nearly white with his lust for magic. “Now that the gang’s all here, let’s go through this step by step, shall we? First, I’m going to rip your heart out. Then I’m going to fucking eat it.”
He whips his head back to Amelie who sits just feet away, trembling uncontrollably. “Then I’m going to take Miss Laveau upstairs to your bed, and stab her with my dick until she bleeds my cum.”
I hear his voice, but the words are muffled. I don’t give a damn about his threats. All I can see is Amelie. My eyes stay locked on hers and hers on mine. Anguished tears slide down her cheeks, and her teeth chatter in fright. I want to take it all away. I want to kiss away those tears, and make it so she never cries again. I want to hold her close, tuck her under my arm and lay her head on my chest while she dreams of me. I want to show her the world, and all the beauty in it, that would still pale in comparison to her. 
I want to love her, even if for the rest of her human days. I never want her to hurt again. Never want her to struggle again. I just want to make her as happy as she has made me in just a matter of weeks.
I want to be better. Better for her. Better for both of us.
Varshaun, long-winded and theatrical as always, even as a demented killer, presses a hand to my chest. I feel the pressure, and I know the end is near. And I will die peacefully, honorably, with Amelie’s face the last thing I see. 
So quick that I think I’m imagining it, her eyes flash with brilliant gold. I tell myself I am hallucinating with loss of blood, but something remarkable happens. Warmth. All over me. It starts as a slow burn before kindling into a raging fire, thawing my frozen senses.
I know this is no hallucination. This is real. It’s magic. It’s destiny. Her destiny. The reason my Amelie was sent to me. 
Distracted with his tirade, Varshaun doesn’t even see my hand as it flies up to his throat, cutting off his next words. He still has me pinned, being that I don’t have full usage of my power, but now that I have a grip on him, nothing but death will make me let go. 
“Your first mistake was thinking you could cheat your way into overpowering me,” I growl hoarsely. I squeeze harder, hard enough for his eyes to grow wide with panic. Hard enough to feel the tendons in his neck whine through the strain. “Your second was threatening the woman I love. Your crimes are great and punishable by death, and as your prince, the prince of the Dark, it is my duty to bring you to justice. Now, old friend … off with your head.”
I watch his terrified expression as my fingers dig into each side of his neck, cutting through muscle, ligaments and arteries. I feel his wet pulse at my palm, hot liquid spurting down my arm and splattering my face. And when my fingers meet my thumb, and Varshaun’s head hangs only by a thread of vertebrae, I snap it like a twig and throw the pieces of his carcass aside, not wanting his filth on me for another second.
Amelie runs to my side, free from the restraints upon his death. “Oh my God, baby. Niko, I’m sorry! I know you told me to drive, and I did, but I couldn’t! I couldn’t leave you. I had to come back!”
I look up at her and give her a smile, lifting a bloodied hand to cup her cheek. “It’s ok. It’s ok, baby. You don’t have to cry anymore,” I rasp, suddenly feeling lethargic and weak. 
We both look down to assess my injuries, realizing that I have made no attempt to stand. Blood covers ever inch of my shirt, and I know that a good bit of it is mine. My face feels like it’s been filled with lead, growing heavier with every passing second. And inside … inside, I know that something isn’t right. Something that was momentarily overridden by adrenaline.
“Oh no,” she cries, gently touching my face. “You’re hurt. What can I do? You need help!” She looks around frantically, searching for some sign of life.
“There’s no one. Nothing we can do. I’ll heal,” I assure her. But I know it’s a lie. There’s no coming back from this. Not without something extra to aid in the process.
“Let me help you.” She pulls down the neckline of her sweater, ripping the fabric to fully expose her chest. “Breathe me. Let me help you heal.”
I shake my head, and instantly cringe. I know I’ve sustained a serious head injury. “No. No, I won’t do that.”
“Please! I’ll be fine, I promise. It will help you, won’t it? Won’t it?”
I know I should lie again, but for some reason, with Death looking me square in the face, I can’t even find the strength to speak anything but truth. “Yes. It will help.”
“Then do it. Please. I love you, Niko, and I’m not going to let you leave me. You promised! You promised you wouldn’t leave! Please, just do this for me.”
She brings her body down next to mine and positions her throat and chest right at my mouth. “Please,” she begs. A single tear slides off her chin and lands on my bloodied lips. And … my fate is sealed.
I cradle her in my arms, ignoring the excruciating pain shooting up and down my torso. It’s ok; it will all be gone soon. First I kiss her neck gently, barely brushing it with my swollen lips. Then my eyelids flutter closed, and I inhale. 
I breathe paradise. Bliss. Life.
Golden light flows into my body. I can taste it. Smell it. Hear it. Hell, I become it. Weightless, I float on fluffy clouds to euphoria, where my senses erupt in ecstasy. I’m flying, kissing the sun, feeling warm wind glide over my body. And Amelie is with me. Laughing, smiling, kissing, loving, living, dying…
Dying.
I open my eyes, and grasp her body slumped against mine. She doesn’t make a sound, as I gently yet urgently ease her down onto her back. “Amelie! Amelie, baby, talk to me!”
But I know it’s too late. Every injury I sustained has been given to her. She took it, took away my pain. She received my death so she could give me life.
I shake her lifeless body, screaming her name over and over. And, by some miracle, she sucks in a shallow breath and barely opens her eyes.
“Amelie, what did you do, baby? What did you do?” Moisture falls from my eyes and runs into my mouth. It’s warm and salty. Tears. My tears.
“It’s ok. It’s what’s supposed to happen. It’s what I was sent for,” she whispers.
The tears fall faster and harder, clouding my vision. “No, no, no. But I was supposed to save you! If I loved you, I could save you. And I do, baby. So fucking much. I love you. I’m so sorry. I went too far. Please. You have to live. You have to live for me!”
Amelie smiles, and even though her body is cold, it fills me with warmth. “I have, baby. I’ve lived for ten years with you.”
“No! I don’t accept that! That’s not enough! If I loved you, I could save you. That’s what you said. That’s what the fucking Light said, dammit! I love you. So now, I can save you!”
Her frail, trembling hand reaches out to touch my face, and she looks into my eyes, those amber irises captivating me one last time. “It’s not me you need to save.”
The next moments whirl by like a dream. Colors too bright, distorted, muted. You see it happening, but you can’t stop it. You can’t jump in and intervene. You can’t keep her from taking her last breath. You can’t stop her eyelids from closing, sending her into eternal slumber. You can’t end the debilitating agony that wracks your entire frame, piercing straight down into your tattered soul, as you helplessly watch her slip away.
I could die a thousand deaths, yet I still would not find peace. It wouldn't make me loathe myself any less for killing her. For trading her warmth for cold stillness. For stealing her light and replacing it with darkness. It still wouldn't bring my Amelie back to me. 
I am banished to roam the earth in perpetual night, cursed to lifetime upon lifetime of self-destruction and pain. And that still isn't penance for what I've done. I am a demon, and I have burned. I’ve watched everything I love crumple into dust and ash. And I'll spend eternity burning in my own personal hell without her here to save me. Just as I should have saved her.
Amelie was my dream. She was my life. My love.
My reason to breathe.
 




 
 
Wind billows in from the east, kissing the Aegean before filtering through the loose fabric of her flowing gown. The beautiful woman stands on her balcony, overlooking the sea, watching the waves crash against the jagged rocks. Sunlight glints off the crystal blue waters, making them sparkle. She loves this view. It has always been her favorite. So many fond memories are tied to that beach. Memories that conjure feelings of joy, happiness and love. Things she hasn’t felt in many moons.
“Your Highness, there is news from New Orleans. The task has been completed,” a voice says from behind her.
“Good,” she replies without turning. “The damage?”
“Moderate. They’re spinning it as a tropical storm.”
“And Nikolai?”
“He is fine. Distraught, but healthy. On his way home.”
“The girl?”
“Dead. All of them, dead. No witnesses, as you requested.”
“Good.” She fingers a dark, spiraled curl, before tucking it neatly behind her ear. “My sweet, sweet son. One day, he’ll see it was for his own good. That it was to protect him. He’s too young, too weak to understand that now. Which is why he can never know about this. Do you understand?”
“Yes, ma’am. Also…there is one other thing.”
“Go on,” the stunning woman sighs with boredom.
“Your son … he’s been found.”
Delia Skotos spins, a confused scowl marring her perfect features. “What are you talking about, girl? You just said he was coming home, did you not?”
Aurora trembles at the queen’s bitter tone. She knows Delia despises her, yet tolerates her out of sheer necessity. If it weren’t for her namesake, Delia would’ve slaughtered Aurora ages ago.
“Not Nikolai, your highness,” she squeaks. “Dorian. They’ve found him. The Dark prince is back.”
 



 
ERMAGHERD!!!!
What a sad, horrible ending! 
I know you want to throw your e-reader, cry, curse the day I was born or a combination of the three, but please put down the Voodoo doll (that looks nothing like me, by the way) and take a deep breath.
Better?
Ok.
If you've read Dark Light & The Dark Prince, then you will know that Nikolai is a prequel to Gabriella and Dorian's story. We got to meet Niko in TDP and he made quite the impression. I wanted to write Nikolai because I wanted you all to know him better. To understand where that compassion and underlying pain stems from. Niko suffered greatly at the end of his story, but I assure you, it was absolutely necessary. I'm not a COMPLETE sadist. 
No worries, folks. You'll get it in Light Shadows. Or you may hate me even more. Guess we'll just have to wait & see...
In the meantime, please feel sated by excerpts of new novels coming soon from Best Selling Authors Karina Halle and Madeline Sheehan…boy do they have some treats in store for you! 
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A Standalone Paranormal Romance coming February 2014
 
Jake McGraw was unlike anyone I’d ever known. He was brash, rude, unapologetic and arrogant; chauvinistic, close-minded, and terribly stubborn. He was built like a tree, tall with a hard chest and wide shoulders and hands that looked like they could wrestle a bear. He was a cigar-chomping, scruffy-faced, beast of a man. I was pretty sure I hated him. And I know he hated me. But among the flesh-eating monsters in these snow-capped mountains, he was the only thing keeping me alive. 
The year is 1851 and pioneers in search of California gold are still afraid to travel on the same route as the tragic Donner party did years before. When the last wagon train to go into the Sierra Nevada mountains fails to arrive at their destination, Eve Smith, an 18-year old half-native girl with immense tracking skills is brought along with the search party, headed by an enigmatic former Texas Ranger, Jake McGraw.
What they find deep in the dangerous snow-covered terrain is a terrifying consequence of cannibalism, giving new meaning to the term “monster.” While the search party is slowly picked off, one by one, Eve must learn to trust Jake, who harbors more than a few secrets of his own, in order to survive and prevent the monstrosities from reaching civilization. 
 
An Excerpt of Chapter One
 
 
The dream never starts the same, but it always ends the same. 
In death. 
My father’s death. 
Sometimes I am six years old again and playing in the Truckee River, throwing up the cold, mountain runoff with my tiny hands and shooting shy glances at him as he watches me, the smile spreading wide on his auburn face. Sometimes we are walking hand-in-hand down the dusty dirt road toward Mrs. Young’s homestead where he’ll leave me for a few hours to learn maths while he enquires at Barker’s General Store whether there are any hunting requests for him. And sometimes we are just sitting on the rickety porch back at our old place, watching the insects gather around the lantern as he tells me the Washoe names for them. They always sounded so poetic coming from his Native tongue. 
No matter how the dream starts though, how wonderful the memories are, I can never enjoy them. I know they are about to be ripped from my heart. In a matter of seconds, the picture changes. In the river, he jumps into the water to join me – but never surfaces again. On the road, he drops my hand and runs away into a cloud of dirt. The worst one is what happens to him while we spend the evening hours on the porch. A low, guttural growl emerges from the surrounding pines, as if the trees themselves have unfinished business with him. Pa gets to his feet slowly, hesitantly, and walks straight into the forest. He doesn’t even send me a backwards glance. Then the pines shake, their silhouettes frenzied against the moon, and I hear him for the last time. 
One final scream.
Like always, I woke up covered in a thin sheen of sweat. 
As I poured my bedside water jug onto my rag and wet my face, the reality sinks back in. I’m alive, in my bed, but my father is not. He really is dead and the irony is that I sometimes wish those nightmares were real. At least then I would know what happened to him. Either he drowned, or ran away from me, or the trees ate him. I’d take any of those to at least have an answer of why he left on that tracking expedition and never came back. 
This night though, I had no time to feel the heaviness in my heart. Far away hollering interrupted my sleep and brought myself to my feet without thinking. I fumbled to light the candle in my stall-sized bedroom then quickly slipped on my robe and opened the door into the main room. It was dark and no one else in my uncle’s house was stirring. 
I paused, feeling slightly foolish at my impulsiveness and listened for a few beats, trying to catch my ragged breath. 
The hollering again, coming closer to us. My uncle’s ranch was on the far outskirts of the settlement. Our closest neighbor was miles away.  Whoever was out there was in serious trouble. 
I gathered my robe closer to me and made my way to the front door, about to open it, when someone on the other side started pounding on it wildly. I nearly screamed. I waited for a break before I opened it and saw our neighbor, Ned Kincaid, on our porch, looking like he’d seen something worse than a ghost.
“Eve!” he managed to croak out before collapsing into a coughing fit. I put my arm around him and began to lead him inside the house. He shook his head and leaned against the doorframe. “No, it’s still out there.”
“What’s still out there?” I looked past him but only saw darkness cloaking the nearby acres and the pinpricks of stars in the sky. There was a strange pounding noise though, faint but wicked, off in the distance. Like Ned had, it was also coming in our direction.
“Nero!” he yelled and glanced behind him, his eyes glowing white from fear.
Nero was Ned’s horse. A magnificent coal-colored stallion that I’d often see trotting proudly in his pasture. 
“What?”
“Evie, what are you doing, who is that?” my uncle Pat’s voice boomed from behind me. He was standing at the foot of the stairs, lantern in hand, my frail Aunt June cowering behind him and holding onto his long johns.
Ned stepped clumsily into the house and looked at my uncle imploringly. “It’s Nero. He’s sick, Pat. He tried to kill us!”
The corner of my uncle’s mouth turned up at Ned’s outburst.
“Now, Ned, let’s calm down a bit here before we –” 
“I’m serious!” he screamed so sharply that Pat’s mouth was replaced with a hard, thin line. I sucked in my breath and took another look outside.
“Perhaps we should close the door,” I said quietly, reaching over for the handle. Whether Nero was actually trying to kill Ned or not, the late September night brought a chill with it.
“No,” said Ned, turning around and placing a wet hand on mine. I looked down at it. He was covered in blood. “I need you to see this, I need you to believe me. Martha didn’t, she didn’t and now I don’t know where she is, my God, I don’t know…”
He trailed off. There was a loud, solid thunk on the porch, followed by another. The house shook slightly. I kept my eyes trained on the outside but couldn’t see anything.
But I could smell it. And knowing my tracker skills, I should have smelled it before. It was blood and sweat and hay and horse and something unfathomable. Nero was here, a few feet away from us, hidden by the black night, half-way onto the porch.
A severe chill threaded down my back. My lungs refused to exhale.
I thought about throwing Ned’s hand off mine and quickly shutting the door but everything happened so fast. 
Nero snorted.
Ned gasped.
A flash of red eyes and the horse lunged forward towards the door, his long muzzle snapping at us like a wolf, all white, powerful teeth.
Uncle Pat dropped the candle in the surprise, and joined me at the door, trying to shut it on the horse who was trying wildly to fit inside the frame, his wide girth only allowing him to come in halfway. 
Ned covered his eyes and shrank to the floor, while June scooped up the candle before it managed to catch on the nearby rug. Pat and I kept trying to slam the door in Nero’s face, something that, naturally, only made him angrier.
The sides of the door frame began to crack under the horse’s pressure, the wood splintering. Between my uncle’s grunts, Ned’s child-like wails and June’s quiet repetition of the Lord’s prayer, I kept focused on Nero’s head. It should have bothered me to be beating a horse in such a way, but this was no horse. Its eyes were blood red and surrounded by yellow discharge, its mouth was a foaming, angry mess, and its only intent was to do what Ned had said. To kill him. To kill all of us. No, this was no horse. It barely even smelled like one. My father would have known what it was.
Finally, Pat and I did one powerful heave in unison and the result appeared to shatter the bones in Nero’s once handsome head. He screamed, a mix of anguish and frustration and then retreated, almost taking the door with him as he went. We slammed it shut and locked it, as if that would prevent Nero from coming in again.
“June!” Pat yelled. “Go wake up Rose!”
“I’m already here,” was his daughter’s reply. I looked to see Rose standing beside June, staring at us in horror. 
He nodded, both of us keeping our bodies against the door. “Good, now go get the piano and move it over here. We have to make sure he doesn’t try and get in again.”
June and Rose scampered over to the grand piano that rested in the corner of the room. Rose loved to practice on it after dinner in the evenings and you could see the reluctance on her fair face as she and her mother leaned against the piano and slowly pushed it toward us until it was in place.
We stepped back and looked watched the door carefully, our breaths held in our mouths, our fingers twitching nervously. The piano was barely moveable to June and Rose but they were both small women and Nero was a thousand pound animal. He could easily destroy it in a few seconds.
We waited for a good few minutes, all of our ears tuned carefully, none of us making a sound. Even Ned had stopped his blubbering and was listening in-between sniffs. Rose made her way to him and placed her arm gently around his shoulders. I breathed in deeply through my nose and closed my eyes, concentrating on the animal. I couldn’t smell him anymore. 
He was gone.
“I don’t think he’s coming back,” I said quietly, my voice sounding deep in the stillness.
“How do you know that?” Pat asked scornfully. “Don’t tell me it’s your half-breed mumbo jumbo.”
That was precisely why, but of course I didn’t say that. I learned a long time ago that talking back to Uncle Pat got you nowhere, and if it did, it was usually a slap across the face.
Pat looked down at Ned on the floor, who was now staring mindlessly at his bloody hands, and calmly said, “Now Ned, let’s start from the beginning.”
“Yes,” I said. “What on earth were you feeding that thing?” 
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Prologue
 
 
The Earth’s sun and moon were lost for a while in a time that came to be called the “Beginning of the End.” For three years a hellish winter raged, food supplies ran short, and international conflicts threatened to destroy us all. Eventually, government was no more; it crumbled quickly and took with it any sense of order, leaving only anarchy and chaos in its wake.
In this new world, survival superseded morality. First there was looting and destruction of property, then came rape and murder. Society fell apart; no one could be trusted or considered a friend. Without proper health care, disease began to run rampant, and the human race began to slowly die off.
Death was ever present, but it soon changed, mutated. A new race was born with a heart that wouldn’t beat, and a soul lost forever to an undeniable thirst for blood. The bloodletters, they were called, feasted on the remaining humans and animals in an attempt to reinject a forgotten life into their veins. 
It was years before the sun reappeared and when it did, it split apart. Shards of fire hurtled toward the earth, turning entire land masses into nothing more than charred, uninhabitable wastelands. Snowcaps melted, mountains fell, tsunamis claimed entire cities and buried them deep below their murky depths.
And then the ground, the earth itself, began to shake beneath our feet, splitting wide open as creatures born of legends and fairy tales punched their way free from their underworld prisons.
The fire breathers came through first. Their monstrous, reptilian bodies tore through the fissures in the earth and took flight, reclaiming a sky that once had belonged only to them.
The old ones, the fae, creatures who surpassed time and space, came next, bringing with them trickery and magick. Oddly beautiful and elfin in appearance, their deceptively harmless looks were their greatest advantage. They imbued the lands with their essence and made it their own, where like the fae themselves, little was as simple as it seemed. They were gods in their own minds and had little patience for anything but their own desires. 
Lastly came the beasts, the shifters, the lowest of the low, formerly slaves in the underworld. Neither strictly man nor animal, but both, they came in every form imaginable. Hungry and empowered by their new freedom, they crept from the darkness into the light, no longer at the bottom of the food chain. 
Hunted and without the knowledge necessary to survive, humans quickly became an endangered species, hovering on the brink of extinction. Few had survived the catastrophic beginning of the end of their world; the ones who had did so only because they were strong and adaptable. Together they bred even stronger, larger, more formidable humans who, despite their primitive ancestry, made a place for themselves in this new world and held on tightly. 
This new reality is the world I live in. History is a thing of the past. Records are no longer kept; the written word is a novelty few have the luxury to indulge in. No one remembers what used to be. And no one cares.
Except me.
My name is Maira, and I am the only human who remembers the Beginning of the End, who remembers life before the destruction, because I am the only human still alive today who lived through it. I was fourteen when the sun first disappeared. That was over a hundred years ago…and I am no longer human.
Except in every way that matters.



 
Chapter One 
 
The incessant howling to the east kept me awake yet exhaustion, both emotional and physical, forced me to remain where I was. I lay on the thick tree branch of a yew tree, senses on high alert, wishing for sleep I knew wasn’t going to come. Rubbing my temples, I sat up slowly and began easing my body down through the tangled branches of the tree. When my feet touched the ground, my lower back screamed at me for the past hours of discomfort I had forced it to endure.
In the process of retying the buttery-soft buckskin I’d long ago fashioned as a loincloth, I sensed motion from directly behind me and whirled around, ducking just before two swooping wood sprites could hit me square in the face. Swatting at the air around them, I bared my teeth in their direction and growled.
The tiny demons, essentially minute females of Fae origin, were green in color with iridescent wings and tiny pin-sized fangs. They didn’t speak, at least not any language I was familiar with, and only communicated by using a series of squeaks and growls. They were also incredibly annoying creatures without a care in the world aside from playing.
Sensing that I wasn’t in a playful mood, they spat a series of noises in my direction and immediately took to the sky. 
Alone again, I sighed softly. The howling was far enough away that I wasn’t concerned with encountering any sort of threat. Before I’d settled for the night, I’d sniffed the area thoroughly. There had been no trace of weres around this area for quite a while, but I was close enough to the Shadowlands—dark places where neither the sun nor the moon dared to shine—and my hearing sensitive enough that I could hear them as plain as day.
Stretching slowly, I looked up into the full moon that rode in a dark sky riddled with endless stars, and sighed again. Why I kept coming back here, I wasn’t sure anymore. Even as I let out a humorless laugh, my chest tightened painfully. Scratch that. I knew why. 
I was effectively emotionally tied to another living being and he was out there, living and breathing apart from me. I could sense his spirit, feel his blood rushing, throbbing hot through his veins in time to the beating of my own heart…and the breath expanding in his lungs, releasing, the same as my own. Even though nearly a century had passed since I’d last beheld his beauty, I could still sense his spirit; yet no matter how hard I looked, he remained as lost to me as the day he left me.
Everyone left me.
I was fourteen when the world around me had begun to change and continued changing until everything I’d ever known was gone. My family and I, my parents and my little brother, had hidden in our home during the initial fallout after the sun had left us. Only my father would ever venture out into the cold, dark new world so that we could survive. Sometimes it took days, but he always returned to us with as much food and supplies as he could carry. Because of his efforts, our family stayed alive for three long years.
But it was during the first set of earthquakes, after the sun had returned and split apart, that I’d lost them all. We’d been running through the streets as fire fell from the sky, the ground beneath us quaking violently and splitting apart, causing houses and buildings surrounding us to crack down the middle and fall to pieces before they disappeared into the earth.
Attempting to guide us to safety, my father had been in front of me, holding my six-year-old brother in his arms, and my mother had been behind me. Even over the ear-splitting destruction that boomed all around us, I could hear screaming from behind me, my mother screaming for me to keep running, and then the screaming stopped. When I realized she was gone, I stopped running and began to wail. And as I stood there, calling at the top of my lungs for my mother, the pavement under my feet shifted and I lost my footing and began to slip, but my father was suddenly there, his large hand wrapped around my arm, pulling me out of harm’s way.
One second my father was standing there, frantically surveying the destruction around us, and the next, the ground opened up beneath his feet. With my brother still in his arms, he fell screaming into the earth.
In shock, I’d continued to stand there, remaining frozen in place. Even as flames poured down around me, even as the earth continued to roll and disintegrate, I stood there staring at the spot where all I’d had left in the world had just been taken from me. If it hadn’t been for the kindness of a stranger grabbing my arm as he ran past me, I would have died as well.
Sometimes, I wish he would have left me. If he would have left me there, I would have never have met…him.
The memories assaulted me as I stood there staring at the moon, sweeping over me as I thought back to that time long ago. I was only eighteen years old and dying from disease when he’d found me, shaking and shivering by a low fire, where my companions had left me to die. 
 
***
 
The massive, beautifully sculpted Siberian tiger had circled me, sniffing and chuffing before pressing his warm, wet nose against my limp hand, nudging me. I had stared, hypnotized by the stark black stripes against his thick white fur and the thought that as far as last sights go, this was far better than the desolate darkness of the neverending stretch of barren land surrounding me.
Letting out a low growl, the animal then flicked his rough tongue across my wrist. My mouth parted as I drew in a raspy breath. He was readying to bite me, eat me; why, I didn’t know. I couldn’t be a more unappealing meal, covered as I was in bloody sores and pustules, lying in my own waste. As ill as I was, even I could detect the stench of decay and disease that hung heavy around me.
But I wasn’t afraid; I was grateful. It had been a year since I’d lost my family, a year of running from monsters, for lack of a better word. A year of running and hiding, desperate for food, desperate for sanctuary from the chaos around us, and always coming up empty. 
As for my companions, I didn’t blame them for leaving me here. We’d never formed any solid connections, and I was just one of many in a long line of humans who had died along the way. A life in hiding and being hunted meant you could never get too comfortable in one place. Being able to pack up and go was a necessity, and I’d become deadweight. 
This beautiful beast would end my suffering much quicker than the disease inside me. It hurt to breathe, to move, to continue living. If I could have ended it myself, I would have.
His sharp, thick teeth sank easily into the rotting flesh on my wrist, his canines so long, they pierced the entire width of my wrist and came out the other side. Surprisingly, I felt very little pain from his bite. The longer he held his grip on me, the more numb I grew until finally, I blissfully felt nothing at all.
I tried to thank him but barely managed to move my tongue, unable to force anything past my throat but tiny exhalations of air and gurgles of blood.
The beast released me and lapped at the seeping wounds. Finished, he stretched out on his belly beside me, his head on his paws as he watched me die through ice-blue eyes, so light in places they looked white. I lay beside him, my lifeblood seeping from me, and looked up into his wide face, marveling at the beauty of his features, and wondering at the three thick lines that bracketed each of his icy eyes.
Peaceful and comfortable for the first time in ages, I filled my heart with gratitude and closed my eyes, then willed the darkness to take me.
When I awoke, the suns shone bright and hot above me. The fire at my side had long since died out and grown cold, and I was alone.
More surprising was that I’d woken up at all, that I was, in fact, not dead. Quite the opposite, actually. I felt fine…strong…stronger. I sat up, staring with confusion at my pale, unmarked skin, devoid of any markings except for the slightly raised scars of a tiger bite on my wrist. No sign of disease remained, not even the freckles that I knew for certain had once been scattered across my body. 
My clothes, what little remained of them, were disgusting, still covered in blood and excrement. I jumped to my feet—although leapt would be a more appropriate description of the swift, lithe, singular movement that had me on my feet in no time—and quickly removed the offending garments. 
As I stripped, my hair fell forward and I froze, reaching out my hand to finger long locks of my hair that was now snow white. It felt soft and silky against my bare skin, nothing like my unremarkable brown hair that just yesterday had been dirty, tangled, and matted.
My heart in my throat, I dove for my backpack, digging through the only belongings I had left in the world. The contents amounted to nothing much, just a pair of jeans as filthy as the ones I’d just taken off, a large hunting knife, two dirty and empty plastic bottles, and a small plastic bag that had held my toiletries: a dirty toothbrush, an empty tube of toothpaste, an empty tube of deodorant, and a small mirror wrapped in cloth.
Fingers trembling, I unwrapped the mirror and stared dumbly at my reflection. Whoever this was in the mirror wasn’t me. This girl was…beautiful. I had always been pale, annoyingly so, but this girl wasn’t pale. 
She was a flawless, colorless canvas, a goddess carved from ivory with blue eyes so light they looked like an ocean coated in ice. Over each delicate white eyebrow was a series of three thin black stripes that followed the arch before curling downward and ending in a beautiful swirl next to the corner of each eye.
Speechless, I continued to gape at this stranger in the mirror…until I saw the sharp points of my canines denting the pale pink of my bottom lip.
Gasping, I opened my mouth and pulled back my lips. My bottom canines had also grown.
I knew then what had happened, what the tiger had done to me. And yet, despite everything I’d seen over the last four years, part of me still believed it impossible. 
In my travels, I’d seen animal shifters, both men and women turned into wild beasts. I’d seen them killing humans, either for food or sport, but I’d never seen them save sick, dying girls lying alone and vulnerable in the middle of nowhere.
And I’d certainly never seen them turn a human into a… Into a what? What was I? Could I become a tiger now? 
At that thought, I closed my eyes and concentrated hard, stupidly trying to transform into a tiger. But nothing happened. 
Was I some sort of hybrid? A freak accident?
A slight breeze drifted in from the east and before I realized it, I was on my feet, crouched and sniffing the deliciously scented air. I cried out in both pain and horror as the nails on my fingers and toes erupted, growing into dangerously curved claws, only I didn’t have time to dwell on what was happening, I was already running across the barren landscape.
Moose. Somehow I just knew. The blood in my veins pulsed with excitement. My body trembled with the need to run. Sensations overwhelmed me; my heart was pounding in my ears, my elongated teeth throbbed, and before I knew it, I had dropped all my belongings except for my knife, stripped off my remaining clothing, and made a mad, naked charge for that moose.
It didn’t even turn toward me as I charged it, running, snarling, and shaking with a hunger I had never felt before. The beast inside me exploded, bloodlust for the hunt giving me strength I didn’t know I possessed. As my feet pounded through the forest toward my prey, the muscles in my body flexed and tightened, blood rushing through me with the pounding beat of my heart.  
Several feet before the beast, I landed in a crouched position before flinging myself on its back. Grabbing fur that felt curiously like a deer’s, I didn’t hesitate before plunging my knife into the side of the creature’s impossibly thick neck. The moose let out a deep baritone cry while I plunged the knife deeper, twisting it. It thrashed and fell to its knees, bucking and crying out. I swung my free arm around its neck and twisted free my knife, then reached around its neck and thrusting the blade deeply once again before ripping it across.
Blood spurted from the gaping wound, drenching the leaves on the forest floor, and the animal gasped before dropping heavily to the ground. A moment later the moose lay dead beneath me, and I held it tightly until my heart rate returned to normal. Straddling its body, arms covered in the lifeblood of my kill, I let out a full-belly cry of pure satisfaction.
The wood sprites buzzed about me excitedly, giggling shrilly, their eyes glowing with the excitement of death which would have bothered me if I were still human, but I wasn’t. The beast inside me pranced around its trophy, rejoicing in the thrill of the kill and the triumph of reigning gloriously supreme in the food chain.
Fevered with hunger, I took my knife and began to split the hide of the animal from the base of its skull to its tail, then peeled it down on both sides. At some point I had a passing thought that I should cook the meat, but it was fleeting as the beast continued to rage inside me. So I ripped into the carcass with fangs, claws, and mindless abandon.
I had become an animal.
Sated, feeling fuller and healthier than I could ever remember feeling, I sat back on my haunches with a bloody grin. I may not have known what I was or how I came to be that way, but I was alive and strong with one thing on my mind.
A loud chuffing rumble erupted from behind me. I whipped around into a crouch, ready to attack, a growl forming from deep within me. But the second I laid eyes on him, the aggression drained instantly from my body.
He was naked. 
He was also incredibly tall, around seven feet, if I had to guess, and fearfully well-muscled, his arms and legs resembling bulky tree trunks. And as for his nakedness…well, that was intimidating all by itself. Framed with long, white-and-black-streaked hair, his face was every bit as strong and fierce as his body. His features were too rough, too harsh to be considered classically handsome, but he was beautiful, magnificent even, in a most terrifying way and I couldn’t seem to tear my gaze away from him. Standing before me was the definition of a warrior, with features reminiscent of both human and beast, but his human visage was one that had long expired. 
Between his features and his body, a body born to inflict pain in the most expedient ways, I should have been afraid. But I wasn’t. I took in every detail of him with a childlike greed and found my heart fluttering. 
As I stared, the air between us seemed to open up, leaving an almost visible pathway that stretched from his chest to mine. As my heart rate increased, the beat now pulsing strongly in my ears, I felt my body moving forward. For some reason, I needed to get closer, to be near him. 
“Who are you?” I whispered. Silly of me, because I already knew who he was; he was the tiger who’d saved my life, the large and unblinking blue-white eyes and the three thick stripes above his eyebrows proved as much.
The air around me suddenly shifted and a slight breeze blew past me, circling me several times before completely encompassing me. Feeling every bit as real as actual fingers, the tendrils of air tickled my skin and a shiver splintered through my body. Gasping in shock, my eyes widened.
Shifters had magick? 
His facial expression remained completely impassive, but the humor in his eyes would have been hard to miss from miles away. It sparkled and glinted in the moonlight, making the fierceness of his features soften just the tiniest bit.
Come here…
I’d heard the words as clear as day, yet the shifter’s lips hadn’t so much as parted. It was the air around me, thick with magick and full of this man’s essence, that carried along with it his unspoken words.
My feet began moving against my will, one step after another until I was face to stomach with him. I looked up and my breath left my body as our eyes met again. From the corner of my eye I saw his arm move as he reached his hand slowly toward my face.
His large palm engulfed the side of my head, the contact of his skin nearly melting me to nothing. The only thing keeping me on two feet was probably the simple force of his will, compelling me to stand before him. I trembled beneath his hand, the fire that was his skin heating my face, sending sparks of flames to my neck and chest in waves that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. How I was managing somewhat rational thought eluded me since I could barely keep myself from drooling, and he well knew it. His lips curled into a smirk and his black pupils expanded, darkening his gaze.
That’s when I felt it, the hardness jutting against my stomach. Awareness slammed into me; awareness of his nudity, of my own, of our skin touching, connecting us. Apprehension mixed with fear began to gather, slowly permeating my wondrous haze.
I had never had sex before.
Screw that, I’d never even kissed a boy before. 
But instead of kissing me, he pulled away from me and gestured to his left. I followed his gaze across the ruined earth until I saw the darkness. Miles of darkness no human dared to venture within.
“Come,” he said.
“Where?” I’d whispered.
“To the shadows,” he had rumbled. “To my home.”
 
***
 
 
Pain ripped me free of my memories and I found myself dropping to my knees, clawing at my chest as I tried and failed to scream. He was out there, somewhere, but no matter what, I couldn’t find him. Loss, when I allowed it consume me, felt like blades, hundreds of them digging through my insides, tearing me apart as every fiber of my being was reaching, stretching and pulling, desperate to seek him out, desperate to be whole once again. 
But I refused to cry at what could not be changed. The first few months had been the worst, constantly thinking of him, wishing for him. I’d quickly learned that I had to let go, to go on, to survive despite the pain, just as I had after losing my family. 
And I made do. Because I had to, because it’s simply too painful to live inside your memories: it distracts from survival. So I’d learned, every time I found myself lost inside my past, to push it back inside the darkness. 
Months became years, and years became decades. Before I knew it, a century had passed and during that time, my memories had begun to feel like dreams, a sort of déjà vu that didn’t hurt quite as bad because you were no longer sure if you’d ever really had it to begin with. Or maybe because it was simply too painful to believe that you’d ever had something so wonderful, so perfect, that made you feel so complete, only to realize that it was gone and you were never going to have it again.
Gritting my teeth, forcing my body into submission, I once again was on my feet. I glanced around at the beginning of my second chance at life, at what so long ago had been only a barren, charred stretch of wasteland but was now a dense forest full of color and teeming with life. My nostrils flared, filling with the scents of the lesser prey around me: rabbits scurrying quickly from swooping owls, and a doe and her young foraging for food.
Ignoring my growling stomach, my exhaustion grown too great to give chase to even the smallest of animals, I swung myself back up inside the knotted mess of gnarled branches and thick foliage, this time climbing higher than before. Settling myself into a comfortable notch, I curled up my body and with a heavy sigh, closed my eyes.
I was no stranger to being alone; I had lived this way for many, many seasons, only seeking others when it was necessary or unavoidable, but never for lengthy companionship. I’d learned the hard way that allowing myself to cry, allowing another creature to comfort me, instead of burrowing the never-ending hollow ache inside of me, only worsened it. 
And, as always when I drifted off to sleep, I dreamt of…him.
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