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      Shovels, check.

      Gloves, check.

      Garbage bags, check.

      River donned a black leather duster and handed another to me. “This is my old one,” he said. “Should fit you fine. It’s supposed to get cool tonight.”

      “Vampires wearing dusters. So cliché.”

      “They’re warm. And they’re black. They’ll help us stay invisible in the dark.” I didn’t own a pair of black jeans, so I was wearing dark-blue denim. River’s jeans were black.

      He handed me a black ski mask. “We’ll need these too.”

      My father stood quietly in the corner as we prepared for the evening’s event. How did he feel about all this? About seeing his body? I had to mentally prepare myself as well. He hadn’t been gone very long, so flesh wouldn’t be falling off his bones yet. Still, it would show signs of decomposition.

      Humans often defecated upon death. Did vampires? We’d find out. Whether my father had or not, there would still be an unbearable stench. The body would have started to digest the intestines upon death, eating outward, helping the decomposition process.

      Rigor mortis would have ended by now. Since he was underground, his body might have been spared the infestation of larvae. But probably not. I’d read that maggots could digest sixty percent of a body within a week. My father had been dead for several.

      His skin, what was left of it, would be turning purple, and his body would be cold.

      Yes, I’d had to mentally prepare myself.

      But had my father?

      Didn’t matter. It was time.

      I looked to River.

      “Let’s roll,” he said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      Before I could stop myself, I spilled the whole story about Dante and River breaking into the graveyard tonight. I conveniently left out the part about Julian being a ghost and glamouring anyone who crossed their paths. Oh, and I also left out the part that all three of them were vampires.

      “Oh my God,” Lucy said.

      “I know. But what can I do? I can’t call the cops. I don’t want to get them in trouble. And River is a cop.”

      “We could call Jay,” Lucy suggested. “Maybe he can talk them out of it.”

      “That wouldn’t do any good.”

      “Why not?”

      Because they would glamour him. I couldn’t say that to Lucy. She would think I was more of a nutcase than the nutcase I was currently channeling.

      Lucy picked up her cell phone from the bottom of her locker. “Oh!”

      “What is it?”

      She bit her lip. “Family issue,” she said after glancing at her phone. “It’s a good thing I have a few personal days available. I’m going to need to take some days off.”

      “Is everything okay?” I wanted to sound more concerned. I wanted to be more concerned. I just couldn’t get my mind off Dante and River desecrating a cemetery.

      “Yes, everything’s fine. Don’t worry.”

      She fumbled in her locker and pulled out an envelope, handing it to me. “This is for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s personal. Please, just trust me. If baby Bianca comes back into the emergency room, open it. Do what it says.”

      “Luce…”

      “Don’t open it unless she comes back.”

      “But—”

      “Trust me. Everything is okay. Trust me.” Her tone was almost hypnotic.

      The white envelope burned like a heated coal against my palm.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Lucy raced out, disappearing in a flash.

      My fingers itched to rip the paper.

      But I’d made a promise to Lucy, and no matter where my mind had gone during the last couple of days, she was still my best friend and had been there for me when I needed her.

      I snatched my purse out of my locker and buried the envelope in the bottom of it, determined to forget it.

      I was on duty, and now, with Lucy gone at the last minute, we would be shorthanded.

      I changed into my scrubs and hurried out of the locker room. I still had a few minutes before I needed to clock in, so I decided to visit the blood bank to make sure the B positive had been restocked. As I walked down the corridor, a strange sound resonated off to my right. A supply closet, and the door was cracked.

      Another sound, like a squeak.

      “Hey, anybody in there?”

      I pushed the door slightly. Another squeak.

      My skin chilled as I opened the door farther.

      Then—

      “Oh my God! Logan? Is that you?”

      I removed the black blindfold. Yes, it was Logan, sans his tortoiseshell glasses and still in his green scrubs. His hair was greasy and matted down, and he struggled against the ropes binding him and the duct tape over his lips. The skin around both of his eyes was a mass of purple and yellow bruising. The yellow meant he was healing. He’d been beaten days ago. Maybe as much as a week.

      When had he disappeared? My mind raced, but I couldn’t quite remember. With all that had gone on in my life since then, time had gotten fuzzy. Days had morphed into weeks.

      “Are you okay?” I fingered his cheeks gently. “I’m so sorry. Who did this to you?”

      “Mmm!” he mumbled.

      “Oh, yeah. Let me get that.” I knelt down and ripped the tape from his mouth.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry. You know as well as I do that it’s better to rip off a bandage.”

      “Still. Jesus, Erin.”

      “You remember my name. That’s a good sign. Where have you been, Logan?”

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      “I have to tell you. The doctors are furious. Especially Bonneville. You’re lucky she just went on a three-week vacation.”

      “That’s one small silver lining. Could you get these ropes untied, please?”

      “Who took you? Where have you been?” I asked again.

      “Do I look like I know?” He struggled as I worked on the ropes binding him.

      “All right. Tell me what you can, then.”

      “I don’t need to tell you anything. I’ll be talking to the cops.”

      “My brother is a cop.” And so is my vampire boyfriend’s cousin, and they’re off desecrating a graveyard tonight.

      My skin numbed. Couldn’t think about that now. I tried to be gentle, but Logan’s wrists were chafed from the coarse rope. He grumbled as I worked the knot.

      “Could you maybe go a little faster?” He tugged against the bindings.

      “I’m doing the best I can. These aren’t knots I’m familiar with, and they’re tight. Quit resisting. It’s making it more difficult. Whoever tied these must have had superhuman strength.”

      Superhuman strength.

      Vampire strength?

      No. I was done thinking Dante could possibly have anything to do with these hospital disappearances.

      Wasn’t I?

      The first woman disappeared the night he showed up, Erin.

      No. No. No.

      You love him. He loves you. You are bonded.

      He had nothing to do with any of this.

      I worked furiously at the knot binding Logan’s wrists. Finally, it loosened, and I was able to untie the rope.

      Logan rubbed at his wrists. They were red, but no skin had been broken that I could see.

      “My feet, please,” he said.

      “Yeah. Of course.” Though you might be a little nicer about it. I began again on an equally secure knot. “Can you tell me anything? Do you remember anything? What about the girl who disappeared with you, the one who had open-heart surgery?”

      “She disappeared too?”

      “Yeah. We all just assumed you disappeared around the same time. The cops are on it. Someone reported you missing just recently.”

      “Who?”

      “The cops wouldn’t tell us. Said whoever it was wanted to remain anonymous. Don’t you know who it might have been?”

      “How would I know? I don’t have any family here in New Orleans. I’m an only child, and my parents are both gone. There’s no one I keep in contact with on a regular basis. The only people who see me regularly are the hospital staff. Didn’t someone here report it?”

      “Well…no. We all just figured you had a good reason for being gone.”

      “Let me get this straight. I’ve been gone for—how long have I been gone, anyway?—and no one fucking reported it? No one fucking cared?” He continued rubbing at his wrists.

      “It’s not that we didn’t care, Logan. It just wasn’t—”

      “Unbelievable.” He shook his head.

      “Let me finish. It wasn’t our business. Dr. Bonneville told us—”

      “Screw that bitch.”

      “You’re a grown man. You could have gone home.”

      “I’m a doctor, Erin. A resident. Who the hell will hire a physician who bails on his residency? You really think I would just up and leave?”

      No, I didn’t. Truth be told, I’d been too involved in what was going on in my own life to think of filing a missing persons report on Logan or anyone else. “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it.

      “The bitch told you all to mind your own business, huh?”

      “Pretty much. But I should have made more of an effort. We all should have.”

      “Yeah, you should have.” He sighed. “But the ER is a busy place.”

      “Busier since you’ve been gone.”

      “I’m back now. I’ll be talking to the cops, though, before I go back to work. If they let me go back to work.”

      “Why wouldn’t they? None of this is your fault. Do you remember anything about what happened?”

      “Not really. Just bits and pieces. I struggled at first, but got the shit kicked out of me, as you can see.”

      “Nothing else?”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “I’m pretty sure I did some surgeries.”

      “You’re pretty sure?” No doctor should be performing surgeries when he’s not in the right state of mind. Plus, Logan was an ER resident, not a surgical resident.

      “Shit, Erin, I just don’t know. It’s bits and pieces. Maybe I dreamed it.”

      I hoped so, for his sake. Performing surgeries he wasn’t qualified to do could cost Logan his medical license.

      “Come on. I’ll help you up. I think we need to take you up to the ER to be looked at. What else did they do to you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” His lips formed a thin line.

      “I can help, and it’s probably nothing I haven’t heard before. I’m a nurse, Logan.”

      “And I’m a doctor. I outrank you.”

      I kept my lips shut. I had no idea what else had been done to him, so I’d cut him some slack. Not like I could do anything about it anyway. He did outrank me. Again, I wished I’d been able to afford med school, but no time to mourn that now.

      Right now, I had to help Logan. I was a nurse, and that was my job, no matter how big an asshole the patient wanted to be.

      I’d make him pay for it later.
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      Sneaking into St. Louis Cemetery One hadn’t been as daunting as I’d imagined. My father easily glamoured the guards into submission, and River and I, our flashlights on the dimmest setting possible, sneaked through the graveyard, looking for sod that had been recently disturbed.

      Supernatural energy vibrated around us. Nothing was visible, but ghosts were here. The chills on the back of my neck were not from the cool temperature this night. The pathways were narrow, as crypts were large and ornate throughout. Most of the vaults dated from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

      “Let’s head toward the Protestant section,” River whispered.

      “Why? And why are you whispering?”

      “I don’t know. Seems the thing to do among the dead. There are larger grassy areas in that part. More likely your dad would be there.”

      We passed the vault where the self-styled voodoo queen, Marie Laveau, reputedly lay. It had been painted and repainted time and time again, and even now, triple Xs had been carved into the concrete, and flowers, candles, coins, Mardi Gras beads, and other small items—including several beer cans—graced the ground around the grave. I stopped for a moment.

      “What?” River whispered.

      “What’s all this about?”

      “Some belief. Apparently if you break off a piece of brick from another gravesite, spin around three times, and carve three Xs on this one, the voodoo queen will grant you a wish. You leave an offering as well. That’s what all this is.” He gestured to the gifts left on the ground and shook his head. “Tourists.”

      “A beer can is an offering?”

      “Apparently. Or someone decided this was a wastebasket. Shitheads. The city spends a ton of money cleaning up after the tour groups that come through here. Makes me kind of sick, to be honest.”

      The air was thick around the white vault. Something held me there, wanted me to stay.

      But River grabbed my arm. “Stop it. Let’s get this done as quickly as we can. I’m getting creeped out.”

      “You? The detective?”

      “Shut up. I work nights in New Orleans. I’ve seen some shit you wouldn’t believe.”

      I chuckled under my breath.

      We continued walking through the cemetery, the subtle rays from our flashlights helping our acute vision. I was supposed to be concentrating on the grassy areas, but the markings on the vaults kept drawing me away.

      Something was pushing me toward something, but I had no idea what it was.

      “Come on,” River urged.

      I summoned my strength and trudged forward, trying to ignore the pull of the vaults. My father stayed outside the graveyard, taking care of anyone who might get in the way of our progress. But would he be more help to us in here? Could he feel where his body might be located?

      No. The word came to me quickly. He knew it was here, but that was all he knew.

      The body—the shell—was no longer him. He had no connection to it now. Did I? I was still a live body. A body that had come from his. Could that be what was pulling me?

      “Damn,” River said. “I haven’t seen any areas where the grass is disturbed so far. We’re looking for a needle in a haystack here, man.”

      “Seems that way,” I replied.

      “Let’s split up. We’ll cover more ground. Text me if you find anything. Keep your phone only on vibrate.”

      “Got you.” I turned off my ringer and set off down another part of the cemetery.

      More vaults, some kept up nicely, others in need of major repairs. Some with ornate designs topped with statues, others plain and dull.

      Dante.

      No. Not now. Not her. I should have stayed with River.

      Follow me.

      Like hell I will.

      Then, like a bolt of lightning, a wave of peace swept over me. A calmness I’d known only when—

      An unseen force drew my gaze upward. On top of a silvery-gray vault sat a woman I hadn’t seen since I was three years old. Her dark hair flowed over her shoulders, and she wore a white gown that came to her knees.

      A hospital gown.

      “Mom?”

      She had died in the hospital, giving birth to Emilia.

      The image smiled but said nothing. Why was she here? My father had said she was no longer able to come to this plane.

      “Mom?” I said again in a whisper. “I…see you. Can you help me? Can you show us where Dad’s body is?”

      Chills swept over me, but they were good chills this time. I felt only peace from them.

      My mother wasn’t buried in this cemetery. She’d been laid to rest in a smaller graveyard outside the city along with my grandmother and aunt. So why was she here? And why could I see her?

      My thoughts raced to my father. Would he be able to communicate with her if he were here?

      “Don’t go away!” I whispered urgently to my mother’s ghost. I turned and hurried back to the entrance. “Dad? Dad? Where are you?”

      Nothing.

      The guard sat, mesmerized, still at his post. Still under my father’s glamour.

      But where was my father?

      “Dad?” I whispered again. “I need you.”

      He appeared before me instantly, making me jerk backward and nearly lose my footing.

      “What is it?”

      “Mom. She’s here. Inside the cemetery.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Apparently not. She’s here, but she won’t talk to me. Come on. I’ll show you.”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t leave the perimeter. If I do, we risk someone coming along and disturbing you and River while you work. Get this done, Dante.”

      “We haven’t found you—er…your body, yet.”

      “Move along then. It’s here somewhere.”

      “But I—”

      “Dante! This is important. Take care of it.”

      “But Mom—”

      “I can’t help you with that. I’m sorry. I’m going back out to check the perimeter.”

      I sighed. Perhaps I hadn’t seen anything. Perhaps it was only my imagination playing tricks on me.

      No. She’d been real. Well, as real as a ghost could be.

      I retraced my steps back to where I’d seen my mother.

      Yes, she was still there, sitting atop the vault, but this time she was pointing.

      “Mom?”

      No reply, so I followed where she was pointing. The vaults were high, so it was impossible to see what she might be gesturing to, but I turned and followed the direction she was giving me.

      I had to zigzag around, but I was determined to make it where she wanted me to go.

      On my way, I found River. “This way,” I said.

      “I’ve been over that way.”

      “Trust me.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. We’ve covered a lot of ground and haven’t found shit. Maybe you’re on to something.”

      I didn’t try to explain that my mother’s ghost was leading me. He wouldn’t believe me anyway. Or maybe he would, but I was too anxious to find what my mother was pointing me toward. As we ducked around a stately pyramid tomb, I lifted my eyebrows.

      A large white dog sat on top of a small grassy area.

      I nudged River. “What’s that dog doing in here?”

      River walked forward a few steps and then stopped abruptly.

      “That’s no dog, Dante. That’s a wolf.”
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      A couple of blues were talking to Logan. Detectives hadn’t been called in yet, and Jay was off tonight anyway.

      So was River, who, at this very moment, was most likely digging up a body in St. Louis Cemetery along with Dante.

      I had to trust that Dante knew what he was doing. With a body, he could file a death certificate and begin the probate of his father’s estate. I understood the necessity of what he was doing. Didn’t mean I liked it.

      I hated it.

      Totally hated it.

      I itched to be there with him to look after him, but realistically I knew I’d be more of a handicap, especially with a gang of vampires trying to find me. Vampires were nocturnal, and though I had nothing to base my assumption on other than old myth, I figured they might be hanging around a graveyard.

      Chills speared through me.

      A gang of vampires was after me.

      So unreal.

      Dante would protect me with his life. I was sure of it. But he was only one vampire—one who’d been held against his will long enough that he never finished high school.

      I closed my eyes.

      Still so much I didn’t know about this man I adored, this man I needed, ached for.

      I needed him so badly, and at the moment, fear for him raced through me like a combat plane twisting and turning to avoid being shot down.

      “Erin!”

      I opened my eyes. Dale and Renee, two of the other nurses, stood in front of me.

      “Are you all right?” Dale asked. “You seemed almost catatonic.”

      “I’m sorry. No. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? We heard you’re the one who found Dr. Crown tied up in that supply closet.”

      “Guilty,” I said.

      “The poor thing,” Dale said. “He looks like someone messed him up pretty badly. Did he tell you where he’d been?”

      “No. He doesn’t remember much. My guess is he was drugged with something.”

      “This is all too scary,” Renee said. “I’ve been talking to my boyfriend, and we agree I should find another job. I was ready to walk out of here a few nights ago.”

      “No, please,” I said. “We need you. Lucy has taken a few nights off, so we’re going to be really shorthanded.”

      Renee sighed. “All right. Until Lucy gets back. Where did she go, anyway?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. She said something about a family emergency.”

      “She didn’t tell you what it was? I thought you two didn’t have any secrets.” Dale giggled.

      Yeah, I’d thought that too.

      I’d been wrong.

      Either she’d had sex with River in his car and didn’t tell me, or she was a—

      Stop it, Erin!

      “Lucy doesn’t tell me everything.”

      “Did she tell you she fucked Dr. Crown?”

      My eyebrows flew up. “No. She told me she absolutely did not.”

      “Oh.” Dale giggled again. “That’s not what I heard.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, when the sirens wailed. I had more important things to do than worry whether Lucy had lied to me yet again. Dale was a bigger hospital gossip than Steve was, so I had to factor that in as well.

      I assisted with a heart attack and then with a drug overdose. Both of them pulled through, thank goodness. I wasn’t sure I could handle losing a patient tonight.

      Dante was never far from my mind, even when I was working. I compartmentalized as well as I could because my patients deserved my very best. Still, the unstoppable worry nagged at me.

      Because we were so shorthanded, Logan had scrubbed up and was assisting. Dr. Thomas must have been desperate, because in my opinion, Logan wasn’t in any condition to practice medicine.

      He worked swiftly, though, despite his injuries, and didn’t make any mistakes that I could ascertain. Somehow his glasses had returned as well. What happened hadn’t taken away any of his skills as a physician. Whatever personal things had occurred between us, or between him and Lucy, he was still a very good doctor, and we needed him.

      When we finally got a break, he joined me at one of the sinks to wash up.

      “You doing okay?” I asked.

      “Like riding a bike,” he said.

      “How did you find your glasses?”

      “I keep an extra pair in my locker.”

      “Oh.” I wiped my hands dry with a paper towel. “What do the police think? Can they figure out who did this to you?”

      He shrugged. “They still haven’t found the two girls who disappeared. The one with the supposed ruptured appendix and the one with the heart transplant. I figured they’d turn up again, like Cynthia North and that other woman from the free clinic did.”

      “I think we all did,” I agreed. “They still might.”

      He shook his head soberly. “I don’t remember a lot about what happened to me, but one thing I feel certain about. Those girls won’t be returned.”

      “Were they with you?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Then how can you— Never mind.” Now wasn’t the time to interrogate him, but I’d certainly tell Jay and the other detectives about his cryptic comments. “Did you have a doctor look at you, to make sure you weren’t…violated in any way?”

      “Erin, I wasn’t violated. Other than getting the shit kicked out of me, which is a violation, yes, but probably not what you’re talking about.”

      “Still, don’t you think…”

      “When I get around to it.” He walked off in a huff.

      For a nerd, Logan was acting awfully macho. I didn’t particularly like this new arrogant side of him. But how would I know what it was like to be held captive against my will for several days?

      And Dante…

      Dante had been held for years.

      So much I didn’t know.

      I couldn’t ponder much longer though. I still had a few hours on the clock, and another ambulance was arriving.
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      “No way,” I said. “What would a wolf be doing here in the city? That’s a—” I was about to say “white German shepherd,” but something was off. The animal was white, but the snout wasn’t quite right. It was a wolf.

      “I don’t know why it’s here, but that’s definitely a wolf.” He approached with caution. “Here, boy. Come here.”

      The wolf stood and turned toward River, giving me a side view.

      “Riv, that’s not a boy. It’s a girl.”

      “Quiet, Dante. Don’t freak her out.” He held out his hand tentatively. “Hey, girl. We won’t hurt you.”

      “My mother was pointing to her,” I said.

      River twisted his neck to meet my gaze. “What?”

      “No time to explain. I saw my mother’s ghost sitting on top of one of the vaults.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I wish I were. But I saw her, man. She acted differently than my dad. She didn’t talk or anything. Just pointed over here, to where the…wolf is sitting.”

      “Hmm. Maybe this is where Uncle Jules is. But we have to get her to move first.” He slanted slightly forward. “Come on, girl. We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “I don’t think she’s worried about us hurting her.”

      “She’s no bigger than a large dog,” River replied.

      “But she’s not a dog. She’s a wolf. A wild animal.”

      River turned on his flashlight.

      “You might spook her,” I said.

      “How else are we supposed to know if this is where your dad is? We have to see if the sod has been disturbed.”

      “It has to be. Why would my mother point to a wolf? She had to be pointing to my dad’s body.”

      “Not necessarily. She could have been warning us about the wolf.”

      “In which case,” I said, “you shouldn’t be freaking her out with the flashlight.”

      “Good point.” His light disappeared. “Don’t need it anyway, with all the ambient light reflecting in. I think she’s fine, though. She hasn’t attacked us yet, has she?”

      “True.” The wolf didn’t appear at all vicious. If she’d fed recently, she’d have no reason why she’d attack us…unless she perceived us as a threat.

      “If she was going to attack us, she’d have done it by now.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I eyed her. She was a beautiful animal. Nearly snow white. “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “She’s white.”

      “Yeah? So what?”

      “She’s an arctic wolf.”

      “Yeah? So what?” River said again.

      “An arctic wolf is a subspecies of the gray wolf, and it’s native to the Queen Elizabeth Islands up north. How the hell did she get here?”

      “I don’t know. And why do you know that, anyway?”

      “I paid attention in high school. I used to want to be a doctor, remember? I needed good grades to get into college and med school.”

      “Yeah. Right. You still can, you know.”

      “No, I can’t. Not now.”

      “Dante—”

      “Now’s not the time, Riv.” The last thing I needed was to get emotional and have River feeling sorry for me. Not anytime, and especially not in the middle of the night while we were trespassing in a graveyard. “What I want to know is, what is an arctic wolf doing in a cemetery in New Orleans?”

      River shook his head. “You got me.”

      The wolf still appeared docile. “Hey, girl,” I said, approaching.

      “You stopped me when I tried that.”

      “I know. But this is my father we’re looking for, and I need to see if he’s here.” I tentatively eyed the perimeter of the ground where the wolf stood.

      The grassy area looked the same as all the other areas we’d seen. If it had been disturbed recently, I sure couldn’t tell. I walked slowly forward. I needed to get behind the wolf so I could examine the rest of the area. “Easy, girl,” I said softly.

      No reaction from the animal.

      “That’s a good girl. We’re not here to bother you. We just need— Ow!” An icy sword speared the back of my neck. “Shit, Dad. What is it?”

      “He’s not here,” River said, his voice a low whisper, “but I felt that too.”

      A low snarl percolated from the wolf’s throat.

      “So did she, apparently,” I said.

      She didn’t move from her place on the grass, but she turned her head slightly to the right. I followed the wolf’s gaze, but nothing seemed out of place. I took advantage of her distraction and moved forward to check the rest of the area.

      Again, nothing seemed out of place. Just to make sure, I fired up my flashlight and shined it over the entire area, edge to edge. If this sod had been disturbed, it wasn’t giving anything away.

      “Damn!” I whispered urgently. The ice pick had lanced into my neck again. “What is that?”

      The wolf cocked her ears, tilting her head slightly, and then she jumped seemingly into thin air.

      Away from us.

      “Quick, Riv,” I said. “Let’s check this area out better.” The rays from our flashlights dueled like lightsabers as we quickly looked at the entire grassy area where the wolf had been.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Do you see anything?”

      “Nope. Looks like a dead end. If we couldn’t see it with vamp night vision, I don’t know why we thought flashlights would help.” He looked around. “Where do you think she went?”

      “I have no idea. I’m just as glad she’s gone, though.”

      “She seemed friendly enough.”

      “That just means she wasn’t hungry. I paid attention in school, remember? Wolves will attack if they need to eat, just like any carnivorous wild animal.”

      A faint growl drifted across the air.

      “Did you hear that?” River asked.

      “Yeah. She’s still around. It boggles my mind. How did a white wolf get here?”

      “Maybe she escaped from the zoo,” River said.

      “Yeah, maybe. Are there wolves at Audubon Zoo?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been to the zoo in ten years, at least.”

      “Ha! Neither have I.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      Another snarl made its way to my ears.

      “Maybe she is hungry,” River said. “Sounds like she’s found a meal.”

      “As long as it wasn’t us. We should probably get out of here before she decides she’s hungrier than she realized.”

      River patted his ribs. “I’m packing. I’ll take her out before she can do anything to us.”

      “Ah,” I said. “No wonder you weren’t frightened when you saw her.”

      “You really think I’d come to a cemetery at night unarmed?”

      “You can’t kill ghosts with a gun, Riv.”

      “Ghosts weren’t my concern. I know Uncle Jules said he’d keep everyone out, but—”

      Amidst the snarls, a low scream ripped through the air.

      My stomach dropped. The wolf was not attacking another animal. She was mangling a person. Most likely a man.

      “We should help, Riv,” I whispered urgently.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      We hurried toward the sounds.

      Growling. Gnashing of teeth. More screams. Shit! She was going to tear whomever it was apart.

      Then a high-pitched yelp sailed across the air, followed by soft canine whimpers.

      River turned. “Sounds like she’s hurt.”

      The whimper got progressively louder as we edged farther to the other end of the graveyard. The sound changed from whimper to…weeping?

      River drew out his pistol while I shined the flashlight.

      Then—

      “What the fuck?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      Exhaustion weighed on me as I washed up after my last case. One hour left. Logan was still working, though Dr. Thomas had told him to go home hours ago, after the rush. I rubbed at the beginning of a headache on my forehead.

      Dante.

      Had he found his father’s body?

      Or had he been arrested for trespassing?

      The latter probably wouldn’t happen. River or Dante’s father could glamour anyone who crossed their path.

      Correction—any human who crossed their path.

      God, I so couldn’t go there right now.

      Before I could find a couple of ibuprofen to pop—

      “Erin! We need you!”

      Renee’s voice. Another emergency. This was the ER, after all.

      I raced back out to the ER, and—

      “Dante!”

      River was next to him, holding a bundle wrapped in black leather. “Thank God,” he said when he saw me. “Help her. Please.”

      An orderly came running with a stretcher. “Get her on here. The doctor is coming.”

      A lump lodged in my throat when I saw the patient’s face.

      Lucy.

      “What happened?” I said to River.

      “She’s been stabbed. I don’t know how or why. Just help her. Please!”

      “But you were—”

      Dante grabbed my arm. “Shh,” he said under his breath.

      Right. I couldn’t announce that they’d been in St. Louis Cemetery at night. But they had been, and apparently, so had Lucy.

      Lucy was naked under River’s leather coat. I didn’t have time to ask the questions that burned in my mind.

      Dr. Thomas ran toward us. “Erin?”

      “Female, late twenties. Stab wound to the abdomen. Possible concussion. Doctor…it’s Lucy.”

      “Get her into trauma one and page the on-call surgeon,” Dr. Thomas said. “Erin, you’re with me.”

      River tried to follow us, but I pushed him back. “I’m sorry. I’ll let you know as soon as I know anything.”

      “Please, Erin…”

      I looked to Dante, pleading with my eyes.

      “Come on, Riv,” he said.

      I rushed into trauma one. Lucy was unconscious. I got two IVs started.

      “Definitely concussed. She’s lost a lot of blood. I need two units of O neg stat. They’ll go with her to the OR.”

      An orderly nodded and ran out while I took a little more of her precious blood for a typing and complete blood count.

      “She’s B positive,” I said. “She told me.”

      “You know we can’t administer anything other than the universal donor before typing.” Dr. Thomas examined the wound and began applying pressure. “We’re out of B positive anyway.”

      Of course we were.

      While another nurse sponged the wound and applied pressure, Dr. Thomas examined Lucy. “Looks good. No bile. No vital organs have been damaged that I can see.”

      Though we wouldn’t know for sure until a surgeon had explored, a weight lifted off my shoulders.

      Still, she wasn’t out of the woods quite yet. She’d lost a ton of blood.

      The orderly came back with the blood, and I gave him Lucy’s sample to take to the lab.

      Was it ethical to be working on my best friend?

      No time to ponder that. Right now, Lucy needed me.

      Dr. Thomas applied a dressing to Lucy’s wound, which was off to the right side. She was lucky the weapon hadn’t punctured her liver.

      Who had done this to her? She’d been in the middle of a family emergency. I’d seen her at the beginning of my shift. Where in the world had she been where she could have gotten stabbed? And why was she naked?

      “Doctor…” I said, gulping.

      “Yes?”

      “We should do a rape kit. She was naked when she came in.”

      “Do it quickly. The trauma surgeon on call will be here in minutes.”

      “Yes, Doctor. But she’s my…”

      Dr. Thomas nodded. “I understand. I’ve got her bleeding stabilized. Get the kit and I’ll do it myself.”

      I sighed in relief. I’d done no less than a hundred rape exams in my career, but looking into my best friend’s privates? I couldn’t do it. Well, I could, and I would have, if no one else had been available.

      Dr. Bonneville would have no doubt made me do it, thinking it beneath her to do such a menial task.

      Again, I was thankful for her three-week vacation.

      I grabbed a rape kit quickly from the row of white boxes. This wasn’t unusual in the ER. We saw a lot of sexual assault. But this white box was for my best friend. I delivered the kit to Dr. Thomas and found Steve and Renee in with her.

      “Go,” Steve said to me. “We’ve got this covered.”

      I shot him a look of gratitude and mouthed, “I owe you one.”

      I walked out in a daze, removing my mask and gloves and throwing them away. I hurriedly washed my hands, and then walked out to the waiting area to talk to Dante and River.

      River stood as soon as he saw me. “Lucy?”

      I nodded. “It looks like she’s going to be okay. We don’t think any vital organs were damaged, and she’ll probably be getting some blood. The trauma surgeon is on his way. He’s likely here by now, and she’s headed into the operating room. They’ll get her patched up.” I purposely didn’t mention the rape kit.

      “Thank God,” River said.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to ask, because these questions are going to come up. Where did you find her?”

      “Where do you think?”

      I sighed.

      “You know where we were, Erin.”

      “What was Lucy doing there?”

      “We have no idea,” River said.

      “You’re going to have to tell the cops something,” I said. “This is, at the very least, an assault and battery. At worst, it’s attempted murder.”

      “The cops have already talked to us,” River said. “I took care of it.”

      I sighed again. He’d glamoured them, of course.

      “Look,” I said. “I get that you have to protect yourself, but you also have to think of Lucy. Whoever attacked her left her in the cemetery. If you guys are going to find out who did this to her, you need to know where to look.”

      “It’s covered,” River said. “I’ll be investigating this myself.”

      “What about Jay?”

      “I’ll take care of Jay.”

      “You will not—”

      A warm hand covered mine.

      Dante.

      “No, Erin. He won’t glamour Jay. We’ve had words about it already.”

      “The truth is…” River began.

      “What?”

      He let out a breathy sigh. “I’ve been thinking about telling Jay about Dante and me.”

      “You can’t.” I clenched my hands into fists. “Not now.”

      Dante rubbed my shoulders. “Maybe you should tell him. He might take it better coming from you.”

      “I’ve only just come to grips with it myself,” I said. “I can’t.”

      “But—” River began.

      “It can wait a little while longer,” Dante said soothingly.

      River sat down with a plunk. “Whatever, man. But you know he has to be told at some point.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I shot River a look that I hoped said “shut the fuck up.”

      I hated keeping the secret that my sister was carrying Jay’s child, but that was Emilia’s story to tell. Not mine. Erin was a woman, and she would understand that.

      I hoped, anyway.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “It’s okay, love. We won’t keep you. Do you need to get back to work?” My fangs had already descended. It wasn’t quite time to feed, but this night had taken a lot of my willpower. And here stood Erin, her scent permeating every part of me.

      I needed her. Now.

      She looked toward the large clock on the wall of the waiting area. “I’m off duty as of now, but I want to go check on Lucy. Though she’s probably in surgery.”

      “I can meet you back home,” I said.

      She smiled. “I kind of like that.”

      “What?”

      “You said ‘back home.’ As in our home.”

      “You said I could move in.”

      “Wait,” River said. “What?”

      “I’m moving in with Erin. It just makes sense, you know?”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.”

      “All right. You want to wait and ride with me?” Erin turned to River. “I assume you want to stay here and see Lucy after surgery.”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      She nodded. “I need to change. I’ll be right back.”
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      Need.

      Want.

      Ache.

      Yearning. A pounding yearning that had me grasping at the last shreds of control.

      I’d had to look straight ahead as Erin drove us home. If I had glanced her way—

      But I didn’t.

      And now we were home, unlocking her door—

      I pushed her against the wall as soon as we were inside, slamming my lips onto hers.

      She opened, our tongues danced, and my fangs nicked the inside of her mouth, giving me the slightest taste of her.

      I ripped my mouth away and sank my sharp teeth into the creamy flesh of her neck.

      Red nectar. The essence of life.

      It flowed into me from her jugular, nourishing me, sustaining me.

      Completing me.

      She moaned as I sucked, letting me take what I needed from her.

      I slid one hand down the contours of her sleek body and under her sweat pants, fingering her folds. She was already wet, so ready for me, and as I sucked her blood, I rubbed her clit.

      Her moans lengthened, and when she began her climax, I inserted two fingers into her as I sucked the last drop of sustenance I could take from her. I released her, licking the puncture wounds.

      Then, with one hand, I unsnapped my jeans and freed my aching cock. I brushed her sweats and underwear over her hips and pushed into her. The angle was weird as she couldn’t spread her legs, but still the suction was sweet against me as I thrust.

      But I needed more.

      I pulled out and turned her around, placing her hands against the wall.

      Her red pussy glistened from behind, and before I plunged back in, I fell to my knees and buried my face between her ass cheeks, inhaling her luscious fragrance. I slid my tongue into her folds and tasted her fruity nectar, so slick and sweet.

      “God, Dante. Please.”

      “I’m coming, baby. I just wanted to taste you.” I stood and shoved my cock back into her heat.

      She gloved me in warmth, in love.

      The angle was perfect, and as I pushed into her again and again, my only regret was that I couldn’t kiss her perfect full lips.

      Later.

      Later I would make love to her slowly, with reverence.

      Now? I’d fuck her until she couldn’t stand.

      I fucked her.

      And I fucked her.

      And when she began to contract around me, I shoved myself as deeply inside her as I could, flattening both our bodies against her wall.

      My balls seized, and I filled her, gasping as I gave her everything I could.

      Everything she’d already given me.

      When our orgasms subsided, both of us panting, I stepped backward, holding on to her when she lost her footing a bit.

      She turned to me, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushed. “Wow.”

      I smiled. “I wanted to fuck you until you couldn’t stand.”

      “I’d say you met your goal. My legs are kind of like jelly.”

      “I’m sorry. I had to have you. Couldn’t wait.”

      “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “Last night. It got to me.”

      “Did you find your dad? His body, I mean.”

      Reality hit me like a lead pipe. We hadn’t. We hadn’t accomplished our goal.

      Which meant we had to go back.

      “No. But we did find Lucy. If we hadn’t been there…”

      She nodded. “I know. I can’t go there.”

      “I can’t figure out what she was doing—” I held back a gasp.

      The white wolf.

      Erin had been worried that—

      I shoved my fingers through my hair.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Nothing. It’s crazy, really.”

      Erin cleared her throat. “I didn’t want to say this in front of River, but we did a rape kit on Lucy. Just in case.”

      “But she wasn’t—” I stopped. A rape kit was a good call, of course. And Lucy and the wolf were not one and the same. They couldn’t have been.

      Could they?

      “You need to tell me, Dante. Where did you find her? And how?”

      I wasn’t about to lie to Erin. She already had questions about Lucy, and I’d basically told her she was making things up. Now I was thinking she might be right.

      “We heard a—” He rubbed at his temples. “It’s crazy, Erin. It was a wolf. She was sitting in the cemetery.”

      “A wolf? At St. Louis Cemetery?”

      “I know. It’s nuts. She was sitting on top of a grassy area, and then her ears perked up and she ran away. We heard a…dog fight. Or a wolf fight. Whatever. There was definitely a person involved. Then a yelp and whimper in the cemetery. We followed it, and we found Lucy. She was naked, and she’d been stabbed.”

      She clamped her hand onto her mouth.

      “She was unconscious. Did you check for a concussion?”

      She nodded. “What could she have been doing in there?”

      “Erin, baby, I think you were right.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “I think Lucy might be a wolf shifter.” I got Erin a glass of wine and sat down with her on her sofa, and then told her what River and I had experienced at the cemetery.

      “A wolf. In the cemetery. And your mother. Another ghost.”

      “Yeah. I know how surreal it all sounds.”

      “This goes so far beyond surreal.” She took a gulp of wine.

      “I know.”

      “What about your dad? Where was he while this was going on?”

      “He was guarding the perimeter. Making sure everyone was glamoured. And we haven’t seen him since we found Lucy.”

      “You don’t think he—”

      “No, baby. He’s a ghost. He’s not corporeal. He can’t stab anything. And my father wouldn’t do that.”

      She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. But who?”

      “I wish I knew. Someone who couldn’t be glamoured. That’s all we know.”

      She dropped her mouth open.

      “What?”

      “The vampires. You can’t glamour other vampires, can you?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “You can’t smell each other, but can you smell the humans other vampires have been around?”

      “Yeah. But only in an amorphous sense. The scent isn’t exact.” Except during pregnancy. No vamp could mistake the smell of Jay all over Emilia.

      “What if it’s a really compelling scent?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.”

      “It’s those vampires. The ones Abe said were after me. They smelled me on you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      This was all my fault. Lucy had been there, trying to protect River and Dante. And those vamps had come after Dante because of me.

      “Erin…”

      “You’ve been drinking my blood, Dante. My smell must be all over you.” I stood and paced around the room, taking another gulp of wine. “Lucy left work as soon as I told her where you two were going tonight. She claimed she got a text, but I didn’t hear her phone buzz.”

      “She could have had it on silent.”

      “It’s never on silent. She made it up. She left because she was scared for you. She went to protect you. I can’t believe I’m even saying all of this. But it makes perfect sense. No, it makes no sense at all. Yet it does.”

      “Baby, it’s okay. You’ve learned to deal with what I am. You can deal with Lucy as well.”

      “The werewolf baby…” I rubbed my temples to ease the hot thrumming between them.

      “What?”

      “She gave me some instructions in case the baby came back to the ER.” I searched for my purse and found it on the floor by the door. I’d dropped it as soon as we got inside and Dante attacked me.

      I opened it, turned it upside down, and let its contents fall on the floor.

      The envelope sat among them, staring at me, its stark whiteness nearly blinding me and pulsing as if it had a heartbeat.

      “She told me not to open it. Not unless the baby came back.”

      “What are you talking about, Erin?”

      I picked up the envelope. It burned my skin. I held it for a moment and then walked back over to the sofa and sat beside Dante. “Lucy gave me this. Said to open it if the baby came back to the ER.”

      “You don’t have to open it.”

      “I do. How else can we be sure that Lucy…” It had taken me so long to apply the word vampire to Dante. How long would it take to accept Lucy as…

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “Then don’t.”

      But I ripped open the envelope anyway and pulled out the piece of white paper inside. I unfolded it slowly.

      
        
        Erin,

      

      

      
        
        I can’t tell you how I know this, but please take care of Bianca if she comes back in. Her fever is normal for who she is, but it does need to be brought down if it continues. Use an herbal tonic made of feverfew and borage leaves. You can find these herbs dried in any voodoo or magick shop. Take one ounce (no more!) of each and infuse in three cups of water that has been boiled but allowed to cool for five minutes. Give two fluid ounces of this herbal infusion with each bottle. It can be mixed with her formula. If the taste bothers her, add just a touch of sugar or stevia.

      

      

      
        
        Please, Erin. Bianca needs this remedy if the fevers continue.

      

      

      
        
        Do not give this to a human baby. Only a were or half-werewolf baby.

      

      

      
        
        Love and Hugs,

      

      

      
        
        Lucy

      

      

      “Baby?”

      I handed the note to Dante and then sank my head into my hands.

      His hands were warm and soothing on my shoulders. “Has the child come back?”

      I shook my head.

      “I don’t know much about shifters, but maybe this will help the baby.”

      I lifted my head up and met Dante’s dark gaze. “She was transferred to pediatrics. I assumed they were taking good care of her there. I haven’t heard otherwise.”

      “All right.”

      “Right now…what about Lucy? She’s been attacked by rogue vampires.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      I said nothing. I knew.

      I knew for sure.

      “We can go talk to someone at a voodoo shop,” he said. “Find out what these herbs are for.”

      “We already know what they’re for,” I said. “But there is someone I need to talk to. I need to go back to Claiborne Bridge.”

      “No way,” Dante said, shaking his head vigorously. “You’re not safe there.”

      “It’s broad daylight— Oh!”

      Julian Gabriel appeared in my living room.

      “Dad, you can’t just—”

      “I’m sorry, Dante, but this is important. I suppose you’re wondering where I was last night, why I didn’t follow you when you took the girl to the hospital.”

      “It had crossed my mind.”

      “I found a way to waylay the vampires who were stalking you and River.”

      “Ha!” I said. “I told you it was the vampires.”

      “Yes. After they attacked the wolf—”

      “Ha again!” I said.

      “Then you know.”

      “We—Erin—suspected,” Dante said.

      “When the wolf went down, she shifted, but I was able to chase the vampires—”

      “Vampires?” I nodded. “So there was definitely more than one.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That makes sense,” Dante said. “I can’t imagine a wolf would leave her flank exposed if she was fighting just one person.”

      “She wouldn’t,” Julian continued. “She had a vampire flat on his back and was preparing to strike his neck, when another vampire appeared and stabbed her in the side. Anyway, I managed to chase the vampires away before they saw her shift.”

      “How?” Dante asked.

      “I have a few ghostly tricks up my sleeve. Remember, most vampires think ghosts don’t exist. I doubt they’ll fall for it again, though, so we’ll need to take special precautions next time.”

      “Next time?” The words sounded like they’d come from someone other than me. This whole story had numbed me.

      “Well, yeah, Erin,” Dante said. “We still have to find my dad’s body.”

      “Your mother and the wolf found it for you,” Julian said. “It’s buried where the wolf was standing. Once I stood over the area, I knew.”

      “I thought you had no connection to the physical body.” Dante scratched his forehead.

      “I don’t. But I still have a connection to your mother’s energy, and I trust it. Her essence was strong over that area. And then the wolf—”

      “Her name is Lucy,” I said.

      “Yes. I’m sorry. She’s a friend of yours, Erin?”

      “My best friend. Though I really don’t know her at all, apparently.”

      “You do know her. Just as you know Dante. She was only keeping her true self from you because she had to.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “He’s right, baby. We have to hide in plain sight. It’s just our way. We don’t have a choice.”

      “But she’s my—”

      “She didn’t have a choice,” Dante said again in the commanding tone that made my knees weaken.

      I sighed and nodded. “Still…”

      “I know it hurts, baby. She didn’t do it to hurt you. Not anymore than I did.”

      I nodded again. I did get it. Didn’t stop it from hurting, just as it did when I found out what Dante was.

      “If you can learn to accept me, you can learn to accept her.”

      Once more, I nodded. What else was there to do? “At least she’s going to be okay.”

      “We’re all glad about that,” Julian said. “River seems to have quite strong feelings for her.”

      “They only went on one date,” I said.

      “Vampires tend to know quickly if a connection is there,” Julian said. “Right, Dante?”

      “Not that I have a lot of experience, but I’d say yes.” Dante smiled.

      “Can you call River?” I asked. “Get an update on Lucy?”

      Dante nodded and pulled out his cell phone.

      “And then we’re going to Claiborne Bridge.” I ran upstairs to change before he could argue.

      Workout clothes and my best jogging shoes. If I had to run, I was going to be ready.
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      “Ah, Mr. Vampire, and I see you’ve brought a ghost with you.”

      “I might have known,” Dante said.

      “Of course. I see all. What brings you under the bridge today?”

      I stepped forward. “It was my idea. What can you tell me about”—I pulled Lucy’s note out of my purse—“feverfew and borage leaves?”

      “What can you give me in return?”

      I rummaged in my purse while Dante rolled his eyes. I pulled out a twenty. “It’s yours after you tell me what you know.”

      “Feverfew is a part of the daisy family. Its flowers resemble daisies.”

      “I’m not looking to spruce up my garden, Bea,” I said. “I want to know how it’s used medicinally.”

      “Mostly for headaches. Sometimes for digestive problems.”

      “What about fever?”

      “Oh? Well, yes. It’s a common holistic treatment for fever.” She laughed. “In dogs.”

      “What about wolves?”

      “Of course. Dogs and wolves come from the same lineage.”

      I gulped. “And borage leaves?”

      She cackled. “In humans or in wolves?”

      I cleared my throat. “Wolves.”

      “Borage will also calm fevers. And it’s used to help nursing mothers with their milk supply. Nursing bitches, that is.”

      I’m a horny little bitch.

      Oh, Lucy. All this time, had she been trying to tell me something?

      I shook my head to clear it. “Are these herbs safe for babies?”

      “Babies? Or pups?” She cackled again.

      “Well…er…both.”

      “Perfectly safe.”

      “What’s the proper dosage?”

      “I didn’t treat a lot of wolves in my practice,” she said. “But in humans, both are nontoxic in most dosages. Just don’t give the feverfew if the patient is allergic to any flowers in the daisy family.”

      Did werewolves have allergies? Baby Bianca was half human, if her mother was to be believed. Lucy obviously believed her, or she wouldn’t have left me this werewolf remedy.

      Bea held out her hand.

      I pushed the twenty-dollar bill into it. “Where can I find these herbs?”

      “Any magick shop in the Quarter should stock them. Why do you need them?”

      “No reason.”

      “Fine. Have it your way.” She turned to Dante. “You’ve been to a graveyard.”

      “What business is that of yours?”

      “The dark presence. I can feel it.”

      “Right now?” he asked.

      “No. But you encountered it recently. In a graveyard.”

      Dante rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do.”

      “What can you tell us?” From Julian.

      “What can you give me?”

      “I’m a ghost. I don’t have anything.”

      She nodded to Dante. “He does. So does she.”

      “How about you tell us, and I don’t have my nephew arrest you for loitering?”

      Bea cackled, rolling her eyes. “You’re a funny ghost, eh? I’ll tell you what I know out of respect for your kind. It’s not a demon, as I already told these two. It’s something new.”

      “Vampires?” I asked.

      “No. Vampires are mortal creatures. This is an energy. A dark energy.”

      “The ice pick in the back of my neck last night?” Dante said.

      “That’s not the presence. That’s something warning you away.”

      “Dad?”

      “It wasn’t me. I was outside guarding.”

      Dante rubbed his neck again. “Mom…”

      “Possibly,” Julian said, “though I don’t understand how.”

      “His mother has been gone how long?” Bea asked.

      “Twenty-five years,” Julian said.

      “Unlikely it was her,” Bea agreed.

      “But I saw her!” Dante said.

      Bea’s eyes widened. “You saw a twenty-five-year-old ghost?”

      “In the cemetery. She guided me. She didn’t communicate, though, other than pointing.”

      “Fascinating,” Bea said. “And you recognized her?”

      “Yes. It was my mother.”

      “This is worse than I feared,” Bea said.

      “What do you mean?” My skin chilled.

      “For a ghost who left her body twenty-five years ago to appear, the situation is dire indeed. Be careful, all three of you. All is not what it seems.”

      “You’re speaking strangely again,” I said. “Like when you quoted Shakespeare the other day.”

      “Me? Quote Shakespeare?” She laughed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. You did.”

      “So I did.” She held out her hand.

      “We’re done here for now,” Julian said. “She’s no more help to us.”

      Bea’s eyes took on an unnatural gaze, as if she were looking through us to something beyond. “‘There are things known, and there are things unknown, and in between are the doors of perception.’”

      I looked to Dante, who shook his head.

      “Aldous Huxley,” Julian said.

      “Who?” Dante asked.

      “He wrote A Brave New World, a dystopian novel. That’s his quote.”

      “I read that in high school,” I said. “I don’t remember that line.”

      “It’s not in that book. It’s from a lesser-known book called The Doors of Perception.”

      “Very good,” Bea said. “A well-read vampire. Perhaps, then, you’ve read the most important work of all.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      The ice pricked my neck once again.

      “Dante,” my father said, his voice low and urgent. “Take Erin and run!”

      I didn’t stop to think. I grabbed Erin. “We need to go. Now.” I entwined my fingers through hers.

      My heart thundered, and we ran toward the parking lot where her car was. She kept up well, even surging ahead of me a few times.

      Once we were safe inside the car, she turned to me. “What was that about?”

      “I’m not sure, but my father was serious. Start the car and get us out of here.”

      She didn’t ask questions. She revved the engine, and soon we were on the road.

      “Maybe the Claiborne vamps. Then again, he didn’t sense them last night, so it was most likely something else.” The dark presence. Just the thought of Bea’s words sent shivers through me. “The vamps don’t usually come out during the day, Riv says.”

      When we got to Erin’s home, I ushered her out of the car and to the door as quickly as I could. When we were safe inside, I breathed a little easier.

      “You need to sleep,” I said. “You have work tonight.”

      “You were up all night too,” she said. “You need to sleep as well.”

      She was right, but I wouldn’t sleep at all until I’d talked to my father. “Go ahead up. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Dante…”

      “Please, baby. I need to speak to my dad and figure this out.”

      “Then I’ll stay with you.” Her face split with a giant yawn.

      “Go to bed, love. I’ll come get you if I find anything out.”

      She finally relented and headed upstairs.

      “Dad?” I said.

      Nothing.

      “Dad?”

      Then he appeared.

      “What was that about?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. But I felt something, the same thing I felt that day in the restaurant when I warned you to leave.”

      “Before I could see you?”

      “Yes. Bea is right. There’s something dark that has attached itself to you. No. Attached isn’t the right word because it’s not always around. But I can certainly feel it when it’s here.”

      “It’s gone now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it at the graveyard last night?”

      “I don’t think so. Not that I could tell, anyway. I think Erin is right. It was the vampires last night. If it had been this dark thing, I would have known. I feel certain. And…”

      “And what?”

      “If your mother was truly there, she would have known too.”

      “Bea said something big was happening if a twenty-five-year-old ghost had come out.”

      “Yes, and though I’m not sure how much Bea truly knows, what she says seems to make a lot of sense.”

      “She seems pretty nuts sometimes.”

      “I’m wondering if she’s a medium.”

      “Huh?”

      “You and I both agree that she’s not the type to go around quoting Shakespeare or Aldous Huxley. I’m wondering if she’s channeling them in some way.”

      I lifted my brow.

      “I know it’s a lot to take, but she seems to be warning us of something. More important than finding out what this thing is that has targeted you, is finding out why.”

      “Okay.”

      “And to figure it out, Dante, we’re going to need to be straight with each other.”

      “Meaning?” I didn’t like where this was going. At. All.

      “You need to tell me what happened while you were in captivity. And I will do the same.”
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      I’d been electrocuted, clamped in unimaginable places, tortured with burning candles…

      I lay limp, my wrists and ankles bound once more.

      I’d kept my promise to myself. I hadn’t screamed. Hadn’t begged for mercy.

      It had required the last of my strength.

      My head had rolled to the side, saliva dripping from my lips.

      If only death would come, free me from this madness, this pure hellacious existence.

      But death never came.

      I didn’t truly wish it, didn’t want my life to end, but sometimes, it seemed the only way.

      The only way to conquer what had become of me.

      A click of a key in the lock. A dreaded sound, but I was too weak, too used, to move. To even cringe.

      Then she entered.

      “Look at me, Dante.”

      I couldn’t. Couldn’t move my head.

      “Look at me, or I’ll bring them back.”

      No. No more torture. In painful agony, I turned my head until I was looking up into her masked face. Her evil blue eyes.

      The light flickered above me, and I squinted.

      “I’m going to show you something, Dante.” She held up a large square block of wood painted red. “What color is this?”

      I didn’t answer. We’d played a variation of this game before.

      “Answer me. What color is this?”

      “Orange,” I said, my voice hoarse.

      She laughed like a maniac. “Don’t play games with me. Tell me the color.”

      “Red,” I rasped.

      “What if I tell you it’s blue?”

      I said nothing, just attempted to swallow the dryness in my throat.

      “Answer me, Dante. What if I tell you it’s blue?”

      “It’s red. You know it as well as I do.”

      “No. I think it’s blue.”

      I stayed silent. I knew what was coming, and though I wanted to mentally prepare myself, I was still recovering from the morning’s torture.

      She moved backward and opened the door, allowing one of her goons to reenter. He was masked, as always. Too much of a coward to let me see his face. I tried not to inhale. The acrid scent of garbage was too much to take.

      In his hand was the cattle prod. More electricity.

      No.

      Just no.

      He fired it up, a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “Tell me, Dante, what color is this?” She held up the red block once more.

      I didn’t answer.

      “You will answer, or I’ll have him prod you.”

      I drew in a breath.

      Strength. Give me strength. I called on my father, my uncle, my grandfather, pleaded for their strength.

      I said nothing.

      The electricity surged through me, reducing every cell in my body to tiny careening pellets ricocheting off my organs.

      But I’d promised myself.

      Never would I cry out again.

      Urine trickled from me onto the platform below. Humiliating, yes, but what could I do?

      “Pissing yourself again?” The goon laughed. “All you need to do is tell her what color it is.”

      “It’s fucking red,” I said through clenched teeth.

      She shook her head slowly.

      And again, my body seized as the current traveled through me.

      “Again, what color, Dante?”

      “Red,” I whispered, the word barely registering above the electric ringing in my ears.

      Surge.

      Surge.

      Surge.

      My eyes rolled upward, and saliva trickled from my lips once more. My body was burning, imploding upon itself in a molten mess.

      Be strong. You’re a Gabriel vampire. Be fucking strong, Dante!

      “What color, Dante?”

      “Red.”

      Surge.

      “Red.”

      Surge.

      “Red.”

      I lay listless, bound, hardly able to speak.

      “What color, Dante?”

      I opened my eyes, squinting.

      The block was red.

      No.

      It had turned. It had metamorphosed.

      Unreal. How had this happened?

      “Answer me. What color?”

      “Red.” Though I truly didn’t see red.

      The last surge was so terrible, I thought for sure it had taken my life.

      “Open your eyes!”

      Her voice. Her shout.

      I used my last shred of strength to obey her.

      She held up the blue block.

      “What color, Dante?”

      “Blue,” I whispered, actually seeing blue, actually believing the hoarse word that fell from my dry lips.

      She smiled with evil gleaming from her eyes. “Blue what?”

      “Blue…my queen.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      The emergency room was empty when I got into work. I looked around.

      “Hello?”

      Something was wrong. I logged on to my computer to check on Lucy.

      No Lucy. She wasn’t registered at this hospital. Even if she’d been transferred, she’d still be in the computer from her initial admission to the ER the previous night.

      I keyed in more patients frantically, my heart racing.

      Nothing. No data.

      No patients?

      No one in this hospital?

      Then—

      I jumped when a faint tap landed on my shoulder.

      I turned.

      “Abe?”

      Abe Lincoln stood behind me.

      “What are you doing here? Are you all right?” I looked him over for injuries. He seemed to have recovered nicely from his beating a few nights ago. In fact, I saw no indication that he’d been injured at all.

      “I see the transfusion helped. Why did you leave the hospital? You should have been monitored.”

      No response.

      “At least you’re okay. Next time, you need to wait until I or someone else tells you it’s safe for you to leave. What if your body had rejected the blood?” Unlikely, but it could have happened.

      He stayed silent.

      I stood and reached toward him. “What’s the matter?”

      Redness rimmed his tired, sunken eyes. “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      “It’s okay. Just don’t do it again. If you come in here for treatment, stay until we’re sure you’re okay? Got it?” I smiled. Or tried to. Something about this night was definitely off.

      I waited, but he didn’t respond.

      “I need to get back to work. Our system has crashed or something. We’ve lost all our patient records.”

      The silence in the ER hovered over me like a smothering cloak. I turned back toward my computer, ready to sit, when Abe touched my shoulder once more.

      I turned to meet his gaze.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      “It’s okay. Just remember that next—”

      A chill swept the back of my neck.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      Another man entered the nurse’s computer station. Tall and burly. A leather jacket. Dark hair and beard.

      And fangs.

      I gasped, my heart hurtling in my chest. “Wh-Who are you?”

      The vampire closed his eyes and inhaled. “Finally, we will taste you.”

      I eased backward until the back of my legs hit the computer table.

      Nowhere to go. The vampire was between me and the door.

      “Abe…please…”

      “I’m sorry, Erin.” His eyes were shadowed, glazed over.

      “Are you glamoured?” I whispered.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      The vampire took one step forward slowly and then another, inhaling deeply again.

      “I’m hungry.” Another breath in. “Really fucking hungry.”

      “Really fucking hungry,” another voice echoed.

      A second vampire had entered.

      Then another behind him.

      And another.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      “Abe!” I screamed, furiously glancing around. “Dante! Help me! Dante! Dante!”

      “He’s not coming for you,” one of them said, his eyes dark and full of fury. “No one is coming for you.”

      “You belong to us now,” said another.

      “Us,” they all echoed.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.” Abe moved away slowly, his lanky body shifting awkwardly, like an automaton.

      “Help!” I cried with desperation. “Help me. Please!”

      But no one was here. The ER was desolate. Where was everyone? Anyone?

      Four vampires, their faces pale and their eyes smoking, stalked toward me slowly, their canines stark white.

      Fangs. So many fangs. So many fangs that wanted to bite into my flesh. Suck my blood.

      “I’m sorry, Erin.”

      “She’s pretty, too,” one said. “We can take more than her blood. Have fun with her hot body while we drain her.”

      I screamed once more, slinking against my computer table. Nothing I could do. Nowhere to run. They formed a wall between the door and me. I felt around for the knob to the drawer under my station and pulled it open slightly.

      A few pens and a package of chocolate cupcakes. The pens could do a little damage, but I couldn’t take on four of them.

      The bearded one lunged toward me, his fangs dripping with saliva.

      I closed my eyes and screamed once more.

      I’m sorry, Erin. I’m sorry, Erin. I’m sorry, Erin.
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      I shot up in bed at the piercing shriek.

      It had come from my own throat.

      Within seconds, Dante raced into my bedroom. “Erin! What’s the matter?”

      I jumped out of bed and ran into his arms.

      “Baby? What is it? What happened?”

      “They came for me,” I sobbed. “They came for me, and there was no one to help me.”

      “Shh.” He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “You’re safe here with me.” He led me back to the bed and pushed me gently into a sitting position. Then he sat next to me. “You had a dream.”

      I shook my head. “That was no dream. It was a nightmare.”

      “It’s over now.”

      “It was so real, Dante. I went to work tonight, and no one was there. The ER was totally vacant. And then Abe Lincoln…”

      “What about him?”

      I poured out the guts of my dream to the vampire I loved. “They were going to drain me, Dante. Four huge vampires. They were nothing like you and River. They were mean and evil, and they wanted my blood. Not like you want it. They wanted it all.”

      He rubbed my back, caressing me, trying to soothe me.

      “Abe Lincoln brought them to me.”

      “He won’t. He can’t.”

      I nodded furiously, gulping. “He can. He was in the ER the other night. They beat him bad, Dante. They beat him because he wouldn’t bring them to me.”

      “Shh,” he said in a soothing voice. “It might not have happened that way.”

      “It did. He said it did.”

      “He lives on the street, Erin. He could have been beaten for any number of reasons.”

      “No. No. He had a hemoglobin of six point nine. He’d nearly been drained.”

      His eyes widened for a second, but he calmed down quickly. “That was a nightmare, baby. You’re all right. I’m not going to let anyone have you. I promise.”

      I shivered against Dante’s strong, hard body.

      I believed him.

      I just wasn’t sure he was a match for four hungry vampires.

      “Is everything okay up here?”

      I looked up from Dante’s chest, both of us rising from the bed. Julian stood in my doorway.

      “She’s okay,” Dante said. “But I’m glad you’re here, Dad. Maybe you can help us.”

      “Oh?”

      “You want to tell him?” Dante asked me.

      What could it hurt? I spilled it all out once more for Dante’s father. He listened intently.

      “Did you get a good look at these vampires?” he asked.

      “I…don’t know. Why?”

      “Perhaps you’d be able to recognize them.”

      “It was a dream, Dad. How would she recognize them?”

      Julian entered the bedroom, though he didn’t sit. Had I ever seen him sit?

      “You learn a lot when you pass out of this corporeal life,” he said. “As you most likely know, we rarely remember our dreams unless we awaken quickly, which I assume happened to you after this one, Erin.”

      I nodded.

      “Our brains keep our dreams from us for a reason,” he continued. “Many times we’re not ready or able to process the information in them. Some say dreams are answers to questions that we haven’t learned to ask yet. Some say dreams signify past life regressions. I’ve found both to be true, relatively speaking, depending on the dream.”

      “I don’t have any questions about being attacked by vampires,” I said. “And I can’t imagine that it’s something I need to learn to ask.”

      “I agree,” Julian said.

      “Then you think she was attacked by vampires in a past life?” Dante asked.

      Julian shook his head. “Once you leave the corporeal plane, you realize time has no meaning as you once believed it to. It’s fluid, with all moments in time existing simultaneously.”

      My brain was apparently fried from the vampire dream. I didn’t understand anything Julian was saying.

      Apparently, neither did Dante.

      “Okay. Exactly what does that mean, Dad?”

      “When you leave the corporeal plane, which you do in your dreams, there’s not much difference between a regression…and a premonition.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      Erin pulled away from me, her gaze resting on my father’s ghost. “You think I had a premonition?”

      “I do.”

      “But nothing else made sense in the dream. The ER would never be empty, and patient records would never be erased from our system. We have backups to our backups to our backups.”

      “A premonition is rarely literal,” my father said. “But it can be a warning. In this case, it might be warning you to stay away from these particular vampires.”

      “I don’t need a warning for that.”

      “That’s not what I mean. It’s showing you who they are. That’s why I asked if you might be able to recognize them. Can you remember anything about them from the dream? Anything at all that would help us find them?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I was crazy scared. All I was thinking about was finding a way to get out of there. There was no exit for me. I was trapped, and they were going to drain me. After they raped me.”

      I growled without meaning to, my fangs itching to descend.

      “Relax, Dante,” my father said. “It didn’t happen. We won’t let it ever happen.”

      My father meant well, but his words didn’t relax me. Not even slightly.

      “Try, Erin,” my father continued. “Anything at all you can recall, even the tiniest thing.”

      “Dad, she’s still shivering. Maybe we could do this later?”

      “No, Dante. I understand you want to protect her, but her mind will forget the details quickly. She must remember now.”

      Erin cupped my cheek. “It’s okay. I know I’m safe with you here. I’ll try.”

      I smiled and pressed a kiss to the palm of her hand. “If you’re sure.”

      “If your dad is right, maybe we can figure out who these vampires are and get to them before they get to me. I have to try.”

      “Erin, there’s one more thing,” my father said.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “I can help you. I can take you back to your dream. But to do that, I have to glamour you.”

      She stiffened beside me.

      “No,” I said adamantly. “Absolutely not.”

      “Dante…”

      “No, baby. It nearly killed me when I found out he’d glamoured you. And you weren’t happy about it yourself, as I recall.”

      “I wasn’t, but if we can figure out—”

      “No!” My fangs descended, and I growled as a sharp pain shot through me—a new sensation I’d never felt before. I touched my lips.

      “You’re maturing, Dante,” my father said. “Your teeth descended almost instantly. After a while, you won’t notice the pain.”

      Another thing I didn’t know.

      “You and I need to spend some time together. I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance for that yet. What you’re dealing with is normal. Around the age of thirty, some changes occur in our physiology.”

      “I’m twenty-eight.”

      “Bodies are different. But we need to get back to Erin.”

      “I’ll do it.” She stood tall. “I’ll let you glamour me.”

      “No—”

      “Dante, it’s not your call.” She caressed my forearm, her touch a soothing presence.

      “We have to do it now, son, before the specifics of her dream leave her mind.”

      “I can’t be here for this.” I moved away slightly.

      “That’s all right. Take a walk if you have to, Dante. I’ll protect her.”

      I didn’t move, though. My feet stayed glued to Erin’s carpet. Leaving felt all wrong. My place was here with Erin. Beside her. No matter what.

      “I’m not leaving. I can’t.”

      “Dante…” Erin reached toward me again.

      “You do what you have to do, Erin. I don’t have to like it.”

      “But I don’t want to make you unhappy.”

      “I will do whatever I need to do to protect you. If that means letting my father glamour you, so be it. My place is next to you, no matter what.”

      “Lie down on your bed, Erin,” my father said. “Free your mind. I won’t place you under a strong glamour. You’ll remember everything. I’ll just give you a short wave of energy, one that will filter through your thoughts and bring you where you need to be.”

      She lay down, her eyes pleading with me. “Dante, lie next to me? Please?”

      I couldn’t deny her. I took my place next to her, our bodies touching, her warmth soaking me with a nice feeling I hoped would morph into calmness.

      “Close your eyes, Erin. You won’t feel me in your mind. I can’t extract your thoughts from you. I can only manipulate where they go.”

      I hoped Erin was more relaxed than I was. My father was about to poke into my lover’s mind. I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know her secrets.

      “It’s not like that, Dante,” he said.

      “How did you—”

      “No, I’m not clairvoyant. Neither is my father. We’re both just very intuitive where our children—and in his case, grandchildren—are concerned. I can tell what’s bothering you by the way your body reacts. Right now you’re as rigid as a wooden plank.”

      “I’d be happy to be only that rigid right now,” I said with sarcasm.

      “You know what glamouring is. It’s manipulating thoughts, not extracting them. I can’t see what’s in Erin’s mind. I can only manipulate what I know is there.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know how glamouring works. I’m just not very good at it.”

      “I’ll teach you. Once we have more time. For now, relax. You have a calming effect on her. You want to help her, don’t you?”

      “Of course I want to help her. I’d do anything for her.”

      “Then relax. Help her relax.”

      I drew in a breath and let it out slowly. Still my pulse raced. Another breath. In. Out. In. Out.

      I entwined my fingers around Erin’s. Perhaps my touch would help.

      “That’s it,” my father said. “Relax. Both of you.”

      Beside me, Erin breathed softly. Slowly. She was relaxing. She was doing what she had to do.

      I could do no less.

      “You won’t feel anything, Erin,” he said. “You’ll just start reliving your dream. But you’ll know it’s a dream. You’ll know they can’t hurt you. The only purpose of my manipulation is for you to take a good look at these vampires. Notice anything specific about each one of them. Remember if they call each other by name. Anything that can help us identify them.”

      “I understand,” she said softly.

      “Now tell me what you see,” my father said, his voice oddly comforting.

      “I’m at my computer station in the ER. Abe Lincoln is coming in. He keeps telling me he’s sorry.”

      “Remember, it’s just a dream,” my father reiterated.

      “I know. I’m standing. A vampire is there now. His teeth are out.” She stiffened.

      I caressed the palm of her hand.

      “Just a dream,” my father said.

      “He has a beard. A bushy beard. Not a goatee. His eyes are brown, I think. Maybe dark blue. A really dark blue.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No. All four of them are there now. I can’t… I can’t… I can only see the first one. He seems to be their leader or something.”

      “Look around. Anything? Is he tall?”

      “He’s big. Burly. But…I don’t think he’s as tall as Dante.”

      “What is he wearing?”

      “Black. They’re all wearing black. Leather, I think. Black pants. No, they’re jeans. Really dark blue jeans.”

      “What are they saying to you?”

      “They want to taste me. God. Fangs. Their fangs are everywhere. They’re all I see. Just the white, dripping fangs. Everywhere. They want—”

      I jolted upward into a sitting position.

      “Dante?” My father said.

      “I saw them,” I said, not even believing the words that tumbled out of my mouth.

      “Saw the vampires?”

      “Yeah. She was describing them, and I thought I was just picturing them in my mind, but I saw them, Dad. I actually saw them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but I’m completely sure.”

      A vile rage permeated my gut.

      The bearded one was their leader. Erin was right. His eyes were dark blue, not brown.

      And he wore a gold pin on the lapel of his black leather jacket.

      A symbol I couldn’t see, no matter how hard I squinted.

      A symbol that I knew—and I didn’t know how I knew—was important.

      “The others,” I said, “are inconsequential. They need to feed, but they’re nearly invisible next to their leader. The one with the beard.”

      “He’s right,” Erin said. “I can’t make out their features. I thought it was because I was scared, but now that I’m looking straight at them, they’re just…blurs.”

      “A dominant personality will sometimes cause that, especially in a dream,” Julian said. “No matter. Find the leader, and we’ll find the others.”
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          Erin

        

      

    

    
      Dante and I left for the hospital a couple of hours before I was due on my shift. We wanted to check on Lucy.

      She was lying in a hospital bed in the surgical unit, awake. “Shh,” she said quietly when we walked in. She pointed to River asleep in a recliner.

      “He’s still here?” Dante said.

      Lucy nodded.

      I walked to her and sat down in the chair next to her bed. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

      Lucy yawned. “Yeah. But I woke up a few minutes ago. I guess I knew you were coming.”

      I grabbed her hand. She was warm. I stood and leaned over and kissed her forehead. Also warm.

      “Normal for me,” she said.

      Dante sighed. “So…that’s who you are.”

      “And who you are,” she said. “River told me. Imagine. Vampires exist. How many other species are out there, keeping themselves secret?”

      I hoped her question was rhetorical. “I’m feeling like the odd person out here,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant but failing miserably. “I can’t believe you’re a werewolf.”

      “The term werewolf is kind of antiquated,” she said. “Only humans use it. We prefer the term ‘wolf shifter.’ And you’re not the odd person out. We’re no different than you are.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I think that’s a crock.”

      “We’re mortal, just like you. Born, just like you.”

      “And one of you turns into a wolf and the other two drink blood. Not a lot like me after all.”

      “Erin…” Dante’s voice was commanding and a little patronizing.

      But he was right. Lucy was recovering from an attack and emergency surgery. She didn’t need any additional stress. As a nurse, I knew better.

      “Do you remember who attacked you, Luce?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back, I think he was a vampire.”

      “With a dark-brown beard?”

      “I see only black and white in wolf form. But yes, it was dark. I got a good scent, though. I can help you find him.”

      “Vampires don’t have scents,” Dante said.

      “Not to other vampires,” Lucy said. “River told me. But I’m not a vampire. I smelled him just like I can smell anyone when I’m in wolf form. He doesn’t have a ‘vampire’ scent. Just a unique scent like any other living being.”

      “Your sense of smell is only more acute when you shift?” Dante asked.

      “It’s slightly better than a human’s when I’m not in wolf form, but it’s very strong when I shift.”

      Again, reality was taking a big hit. I had tons more questions, but they’d have to wait. Right now, Lucy needed her rest. But there was one question that couldn’t wait. I had to know.

      “The night of River’s accident?”

      She closed her eyes, sighed, and then opened them. “I shifted. Out of fear. I charged through the windshield and escaped before impact. I’m very fast in wolf form.”

      “You were the dog the witnesses saw at the scene,” Dante said.

      “Yup. And those tattered clothes in the car were mine.”

      “Why doesn’t River remember you changing?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. He was probably using all his attention to try to avoid the accident, and the impact jarred him. He knows now, though. His fragmented memory was really freaking him out. I feel terrible about lying to him about retrograde amnesia, but I have to be very careful, just like the two of you do.” She smiled. “Luckily, he has forgiven me.”

      I couldn’t help a smile as well. “We both love vampires.”

      She pinked a little. “I don’t know about love yet, but I’m interested to see where it goes.”

      River budged a little then, stretching his arms and opening his eyes. “Oh. Hey, guys.”

      “Not to bring up the elephant in the room,” Dante said, “but we have to go back to the cemetery.”

      Chills erupted over my skin.

      Lucy flinched. “No. Not until I can go with you.”

      She was clearly agitated. Maybe they’d put it off.

      “We can’t wait. We have to get my father’s body as soon as possible, before it decomposes any further.”

      “Decomposition doesn’t matter,” I added. “You can always check his dental records.”

      “No.” Dante shook his head. “We need to get a death certificate so Em and I can claim his estate. Plus…” He closed his eyes.

      “Plus what?” I asked.

      “I don’t want to see my father any more decomposed than I have to. Erin, we have to do it now.” He turned to River and nudged him. “When do you have to go into work tonight?”

      “I don’t.” He cleared his throat. “I…made arrangements to have tonight off.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to take any personal days because of the—” Dante stopped abruptly.

      I knew the words he didn’t say.

      River had “made arrangements.”

      He’d glamoured his boss. But what about—

      “Jay?”

      “I’m sorry, Erin,” River said. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      Dante went rigid, and for a moment, I was afraid he would shout. But he backed off.

      “He’s right, Erin. We need to do this. Tonight.”

      “But the vampires…” Lucy began.

      “We know what to expect this time, and we know where the body is. We’ll be quick about it. My father will be with us, and my mother too.”

      “Aren’t they both dead?” Lucy said.

      Dante and I both looked to River.

      “I didn’t get around to telling her everything,” he said. “But I guess you just did.”

      “What are you keeping from me?” Lucy asked, glaring at River.

      River spouted out the truth about Dante’s father in a rush of nearly incomprehensible babble.

      “Seriously,” she said. “You need to wait. I can scent this bastard out in wolf form. I can keep him away from you while—”

      “No, sweetie,” River said. “Not tonight. You stay here. We’ll be in and out as quickly as we can. We know where we’re going this time.”

      I turned to Dante. “Is there any way you can get my smell off of you? They’ll have no reason to follow you if they don’t smell me.”

      “Not that I know of. But don’t worry, baby. Like Riv said, we’ll be in and out in a flash.”

      In and out in a flash.

      Why didn’t I believe that?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      The moon shone above us as we stood outside St. Louis Cemetery once again.

      “I’m coming into the cemetery with you tonight,” my father said.

      “You can’t,” River said. “It’s more important that you hold the glamour on the guard and anyone else who comes along.”

      “I’ve taken care of that,” he said.

      “How?” My first thought went to Bill. He’d arranged for his father to be there to keep everyone glamoured. The idea gnawed at me. I didn’t want Bill there. He couldn’t know why we were doing this—to get the money to find out what was in the Vampyre Texts.

      “Just leave it to me,” he said.

      “Please don’t tell me that Bill—”

      “I said leave it to me.”

      I’d learned long ago not to question my father when he used that tone. The tone that said “I’m in charge here and I don’t owe you any explanation.”

      Except that I was a grown man now, and I deserved an explanation.

      “Sorry, Dad. That’s not going to fly with me anymore. You’re still my father. I get that. But River and I need to know what we’re dealing with here.”

      “All right.” He sighed. “I had the voodoo priestess cast a protective shield around the cemetery. It will keep everyone out but us. No vampire is getting in, and no guard or other human either.”

      “Which voodoo priestess?” River frowned. “Oh, no. You don’t mean that crazy lady from Claiborne Bridge.”

      “Really, Dad? I have to agree. Her hocus-pocus won’t protect us. Riv and I can act quickly, but we can’t take the chance of being stopped like last night.”

      “I did a little research. And by research, I mean I talked to a few ghosts still on this plane. They all know her. I was right. She is a medium, and a powerful one. I’m not sure she even knows this, but her power comes from the ghosts who speak to her and inhabit her. That extra energy amplifies her own, and her spells rarely fail.”

      “Extra energy?”

      “Ghosts are pure energy,” he said. “We no longer have a body to keep alive, so all of our energy can be used for other purposes.”

      “You can’t be serious,” River said. “What did she charge you for this service?”

      “Not much. Just a romp in the hay with both of you.”

      A burp of acid lodged itself in my throat. I gulped back the nausea in time to see my father’s ghostly eyes twinkling. He was kidding.

      Thank God.

      “Come on. I know you’re bonded to Erin, and”—he turned to River—“you’ve got the hots for that cute little wolf.”

      “For a minute there I was pretty shaken up.” River laughed, sort of. It was more of a nervous chuckle.

      “Just because I’m dead doesn’t mean I’ve lost my sense of humor.”

      River and I stood with our mouths agape, looking at each other. What were we supposed to say to that?

      “Man,” my dad said, “and I thought I was the stiff here.”

      “Dad…”

      “For Christ’s sake, Dante. Laugh a little. Death is just a part of life. This night’s activities are going to be somber enough.”

      “You still haven’t told us what you gave Bea to do the protection spell.”

      “Nothing. Nothing yet, anyway. But I did tell her she’d be well compensated later.”

      “That can’t be. She’d never agree to that.”

      “She did while she was inhabited with Shakespeare’s ghost. I explained why we needed the spell, and she agreed. Especially when I told her what was in it for her.”

      “She agreed? Or Shakespeare?” I tilted my head slightly. Why would Shakespeare want to help us? And why was I even believing all of this crazy talk?

      “Does it matter? As long as we’re protected.”

      He had me there. I just hoped he was right for believing Bea. I didn’t trust the so-called priestess. But I did trust my father.

      River apparently agreed about Bea. “We’d better get to it. You really trust Bea’s spell?”

      “I do,” he said. “I admit I had my doubts before I talked to the others. But she’s a medium. Ghosts who have been gone a long time and can no longer appear on the earthly plane still have a conduit through her. You were right. She wasn’t speaking when she quoted Shakespeare. That was Shakespeare.”

      “I’ll be damned,” River said. “Really?”

      “Really. I was skeptical at first. But I was able to inhabit her and speak through her. Then I knew for sure.”

      “You went…into her?” I said.

      “Don’t make it sound so disgusting, Dante. You can see me, but I don’t actually have a body anymore. There was no touching of any kind. And speaking of my body…”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We entered the cemetery, the moonlight streaming over the concrete vaults. It was a clear night, and with our acute vision it was almost as good as daylight. I trudged along in the lead, winding around the vault of Marie Laveau and toward the corner where Lucy, in wolf form, had stood on the grassy knoll.

      We beamed our flashlights onto the area in question.

      “Amazing that it doesn’t look disturbed,” I said.

      “Makes me wonder if there’s someone who didn’t want your body found, Uncle Jules,” River said. “The cop in me smells a rat here. You’ve only been dead a few weeks. If your body is truly under here somewhere, someone went to a lot of trouble to make it look like it’s not.”

      “It’s here,” he said. “Vivienne knows somehow, and I trust her.”

      “I guess we start digging, then.” I pulled my arms out of the sleeves of my duster and tossed it on the ground. “Let’s take up the sod first so we can put it back down in one piece.”

      River and I edged our shovels around the sod and carefully pulled it away from the ground. This took some time, as we needed to put it back so it wouldn’t look disturbed. When we finally got the roughly six-by-six-foot patch removed and carefully placed adjacently, we dug in.

      My shoulders were cramping from the hard work. I needed to get in shape. Lying in captivity hadn’t done a lot for my muscle endurance. They were still big and strong—because of the blood she forced me to drink, according to her—but they hadn’t been worked in a while.

      Still, I kept going, pushing myself, digging deeper and deeper, wanting to find what we were searching for…and not wanting to just as badly.

      “Damn. Are you sure it’s here, Uncle Jules?” River asked, wiping sweat from his brow with his shirt sleeve.

      “I’m sure. Keep going.”

      We’d gone down about six feet at this point, my head barely able to see out of the hole, when my shovel hit something. “Hey, Riv. I got something here.”

      About fifteen minutes later, we were hoisting a body-sized plastic bag out of the ground.

      “You ready for this?” River asked.

      I turned to my father. “Are you?”

      “What we see won’t affect me. The body is no longer mine. You see me the way I was because that’s how it makes sense to you.”

      “I can’t deal with your noncorporeal supernatural lingo right now, Dad. Do we look or not?”

      “You won’t know for sure if you don’t look.”

      “Why should we? You say it’s you. Why can’t we just take it to the coroner and have Riv work his magic?”

      “Can you live with that?”

      My father’s words—the words of a ghost—shook me. Could I?

      No. I needed to be sure. I needed to see my father’s dead body, even knowing it would haunt me forever.

      “Help me, Riv.” I tugged at the plastic tarp covering the body.

      His feet were revealed first. Just as well. Easy. They were bare, though, which was odd. Surely he’d worn shoes when he escaped. We hastily removed the tarp.

      And I held back a heave.

      My father’s whole body was naked.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know. I was wearing clothes when I died.”

      His nudity didn’t bother me. The injuries on his body had caused my reaction.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “It’s okay. There’s no more pain where I am now, Dante.”

      “But they hurt you. They never touched my body in this way. They used clamps and electricity. The pain was unbearable. But this…” I choked. “You went through so much.”

      “And I’d do it again to save you.”

      Lesions covered his body. Burn marks. A jagged scar cut diagonally through his once handsome face had clearly blinded one of his eyes. His genitals had been…

      I had to look away.

      “It’s okay, son. There is no more pain.”

      No. Not for him. But for me? “Who took your body, Dad? Who removed your clothes and wanted me to see this?”

      “I don’t know, Dante. I wish I did. I’d make sure whoever it was paid dearly.”

      I gulped. How could I deal with this image I would never be able to unsee?

      This was what he went through because he went after me?

      And God…River.

      If my father’s body had been battered in this way, what were they doing to Braedon’s at this very moment?

      “I hope he’s dead,” River whispered, his voice strangled. “I can’t bear the thought…”

      “Don’t think that way,” my father said. “Brae wants to live, and he’s strong. Stronger perhaps even than I was. We’ll find him.”

      “How? If you have no connection to your own body, how can you have a connection to him?”

      “Because he’s alive. He still has a life-force, and the connection between twins is unequaled. We’ll find him, son. I promise you.”

      Though he used the word “son,” he was talking to both River and me. Uncle Brae and he had often used the term when referring to us both.

      “How—” I cleared my throat to erase the hoarseness. “How were you able to get out when you were so…” I shook my head.

      “I was determined, Dante, just as you were. And I had the dream of your mother to guide me, to give me the strength I required. I knew I had to do it. For you.”

      “But I—”

      “You’ll understand when you have children of your own.”

      My father had said those same words to me before, and again, the image of Erin handing me a vampire child morphed in my mind.

      I shook my head to clear it. I couldn’t deal with that impossibility now.

      “I’m sorry you have to see my body this way,” he continued, “but you would have always wondered. You’re strong. Both of you. The memory of what you see tonight will only make you stronger.”

      I swallowed down the last of my grief for what my father had endured. It was in the past now. The present was what mattered. Finding Braedon. Finding the vampire who had done this to my father, my uncle, and me.

      Finding the truth.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      I was a wreck at work most of the night. Luckily, it was a slow night. I didn’t trust myself except on the easiest of cases. I could mend boo-boos all right, and I did my share of them. During my breaks, I checked in on Lucy, who slept soundly. No sirens meant I didn’t have to imagine Dante’s body coming in on a stretcher.

      Dante.

      He was in a cemetery recovering his father’s body.

      The shift was almost over. No vampires had come in to stalk me, and though I should want to get home, I didn’t.

      Not if Dante wasn’t there waiting for me.

      Normally on a day like this, I’d get Lucy and go to breakfast. But Lucy was in the main hospital, recovering from a stab wound—a stab wound she suffered while trying to help Dante and River.

      God!

      Logan walked toward me. “Breakfast, Erin?”

      Dante would hate it. But I had questions for Logan, not the least of which was what had happened to him while he was gone. He claimed not to remember, but now he was back at work as if nothing had happened. Hadn’t the administration had questions? The physicians? Dr. Bonneville was on vacation, but I couldn’t see Dr. Thomas and the others letting his absence slide without some explanation.

      Still, I couldn’t be long. Dante would need to feed, especially after the night he’d had.

      “Maybe just a coffee in the cafeteria,” I said. “I need to be somewhere soon.”

      “Sure. My treat.”

      We walked to the cafeteria, which was pretty vacant at seven a.m. Logan brought two coffees to the table where I sat.

      I took a sip. “How are you doing? I mean, how are you dealing with everything?”

      “I’ve had physicals by two physicians, and both have declared me fine physically. I’m seeing a psychiatrist. Trying to figure out where I was and what I did. They want me to try hypnosis, which I think is beyond crap.”

      Hypnosis. I’d once echoed Logan’s sentiment, but no longer. Hypnosis was similar to glamouring. Julian Gabriel’s ghostly face popped up in my mind. He’d helped me remember my dream. Could he—or any vampire who knew how to glamour—help Logan?

      “Maybe you should try it.”

      He scoffed, nearly spitting coffee on the table before swallowing. “Seriously, Erin? What are they teaching in nursing school these days?”

      With some fortitude, I managed to ignore his nursing school comment. “What can it hurt? If it’s crap, nothing will happen, and you’ll be no worse off than you are now.”

      He shook his head. “Sorry. Not going there.”

      Okay, then. “Why are you back at work so soon? Didn’t the admin want to know what happened?”

      Again, he shook his head. “Weird, I know. But they’re shorthanded, and after two docs declared me okay, that was good enough. Probably helps that Bonneville’s off right now. No way would she have agreed to my coming back.”

      I nodded. That was certain. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

      “Have you seen me make a mistake yet?” His tone was short and defensive.

      “No, it’s just—”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I need to work, Erin. If I don’t, my mind will just go places I’m not sure I want to revisit.”

      “Is that why you’re saying no to hypnosis?” I asked, knowing it was the wrong thing to say.

      He chuckled. “Not really. I do think hypnosis is bullshit. But it’s frustrating. I get fragments and images, but I can’t make sense of them.” He moved his hand forward and touched mine. “It helps to talk to you.”

      His touch burned me, and not in a good way. The feel of his flesh felt all wrong against mine. I snatched my hand away.

      “Erin, I’m not coming on to you.”

      “I know that.” Warmth flooded my cheeks.

      “I just need a friend right now. If you only knew…” He closed his eyes and sighed.

      But something niggled at me, prickling my neck. If I only knew what? Everything he’d said indicated he didn’t know what had happened. Sure, he had a few fragments of memories, but no sense of what really had happened.

      Was he lying to me? Did he actually know what had happened to him but was feigning memory loss?

      Chills coursed through me. Something wasn’t right. I needed to go.

      I stood. “Thank you for the coffee, but I have an appointment I need to get to.”

      “You’re not leaving yet.”

      My eyes shot open. “I assure you I am. We’re off duty. I don’t have to follow your orders, Dr. Crown.”

      “Sit down, Erin.”

      Without knowing why, I sat. I didn’t want to, tried not to. But somehow my ass ended back down on the hard cafeteria chair.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I won’t take much more of your time. You’re just…so easy to talk to.”
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      An hour later, I was driving home, my conversation with Logan a haze in my mind. He hadn’t told me anything important, and he hadn’t tried to touch me again. I had no idea why he was so adamant that I stay, or why I’d been so compelled to.

      The whole thing was a puzzle, but for some reason it didn’t bother me all that much. What concerned me now was getting home to Dante.

      I hadn’t heard a word from him, not even a short text. Had they been successful? Surely he’d have let me know. But there was so much I still didn’t know about Dante and his kind.

      His kind…

      Logan…

      Why didn’t I recall anything of importance from our conversation over coffee? Why didn’t…?

      I pulled over to the side of the road and stopped with a screech. Squirming, I pulled my sweats and underwear over my hips, spreading my legs to examine my thighs.

      I heaved a sigh of relief.

      No fresh puncture wounds.

      What had I been thinking? Logan was no more a vampire than I was. Dante had completely overpowered him that morning at my place.

      But I hadn’t had any new wounds since he’d been gone. It was a logical—relatively speaking—assumption.

      I hastily made myself right before someone could look into my car and see me with my pants down.

      My mind needed to settle down. Now that I knew what was out in the world, I had to reel in my imagination. These other creatures—and I hated using that word for Dante and Lucy and their kinds, but what other word was there?—were rare, probably didn’t even exist in places other than New Orleans. Maybe Transylvania.

      They weren’t everywhere.

      I pulled into my parking space at my townhome and walked briskly to my door, hoping Dante would be inside.

      He wasn’t.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the city offices opened at eight a.m., River and I took my father’s body to the coroner, and River worked his magic. With the death certificate for Julian Gabriel in hand, we went to a nearby mortuary—River again glamouring the technician not to notice my father’s extensive injuries—and arranged for his cremation. Though the process usually took five to ten business days, River arranged it so we could pick up my father’s remains later the same day.

      Still clutching my father’s death certificate, I headed to Erin’s—rather my and Erin’s—place. I hadn’t moved what little I owned to her home yet, but I would as soon as possible. Right now, I needed her.

      Not just her blood.

      I needed her.

      I’d already known my father was dead, but seeing his battered body, holding his death certificate, had slammed it home in my mind.

      River dropped me off, and I raced to the door, unlocking it with my new key.

      And there she was, on the other side of the door, launching herself into my arms.

      “Thank God! I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m okay, baby.”

      But I wasn’t okay. I wasn’t even close to okay.

      I bent my face to her neck, but instead of puncturing her sweet flesh, I simply inhaled.

      Inhaled the goodness that was Erin.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “I know you must be hungry.”

      I was, so I released my fangs and took just a sip, and then I licked her wounds closed. “I need you,” I said gruffly.

      “You have me.”

      “I mean I need you. I want to savor you. I want to savor life.”

      “Did you find—”

      “Later. Please. I’ll tell you everything later. Right now, I need to be with you, inside you. I need you to chase away the demons, make me whole again. Then I’ll finish feeding.”

      “I’m here for you. Whatever you need. Always.” She pressed her lips to mine in a soft kiss.

      I swooped her into my arms. I was hard as a rock and my teeth remained elongated, but a quick fuck up against the wall wasn’t what I craved right now.

      I craved life—its very essence. Normally that would mean blood, but now? After witnessing my father’s body brutalized and violated almost beyond recognition?

      I needed to embed myself in Erin and remind myself that I was full of life.

      I had escaped her, and I was alive.

      I walked swiftly up the stairs and deposited her on her unmade bed. “Undress for me.”

      She was wearing the standard uniform she wore to and from work—sweat pants, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Her hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, a few strands hanging loose around her face.

      She kicked off her shoes and removed her socks quickly.

      “Slow down,” I said. “I want to savor this. I want to celebrate as each new inch of your flesh comes into my view.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She was reasonably confused. Usually at feeding time I was ravenous, couldn’t wait. The small taste downstairs had given me the strength I needed, and now…

      “I want to savor every moment this morning. I want to make love to you slowly and sweetly and then quickly and furiously. I want to run my tongue over every part of your body, feast on you. I want to make you feel alive, and I want to feel alive, Erin. Totally alive.”

      A soft smile emerged on her beautiful face, her peridot eyes sparkling.

      She understood. In that split second, she got it.

      She lifted the T-shirt over her head, baring her milky shoulders, her creamy chest and cleavage. Then she unhooked her bra in the back, letting those gorgeous globes fall into my view. Her areolas were already puckered, her nipples hard in their centers.

      I inhaled. Sweet musky arousal…plus the undeniable scent that was pure Erin. Erin, who I’d never be able to get enough of. Blackberries, chocolate, earthy truffles. All of it plus more today. My senses were on high alert, and I planned to use every single one of them when I made Erin mine.

      Slowly she slid her sweat pants over her hips, and when they lay in a puddle on the floor, her scent wafted toward me once more, so much thicker in the room when she was covered only by her lacy thong.

      She pushed her thumbs under the silky elastic, and—

      “No. I’ll do it.” I ripped it off her with one finger.

      She gasped. “I never knew underwear was so disposable. How many is this now that you’ve destroyed?”

      I didn’t answer her. Instead, I threw the torn silk on the floor next to the rest of her clothes.

      Then I simply looked at her.

      Her hair was still bound, and her lovely milky neck beckoned. I stayed back though, simply drinking in the sight of her. Her full breasts were swollen already, her nipples deep pink and hard like currants. Her flat tummy, with just a touch of feminine roundness, and the swell of her hips. Her trimmed black bush, and then her luscious thighs and strong calves. Even her feet were beautiful, her toenails painted a dark reddish black.

      My cock was stiff inside my jeans. I’d come here straight from the mortuary, and I hadn’t had time to shower. Erin deserved me clean.

      I quickly stripped off my clothes. Then I gently grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the bathroom. “I need a shower,” I said, my voice husky.

      “All right. But you were looking at me like I was dessert.”

      “You’re way more than dessert, love. But I’ve been out all night, digging in the dirt.”

      “You look amazing to me.”

      “Just like you always look amazing to me,” I said. “But for what I have planned for both of us, I want to be free from dirt. Free from the tarnish of last night.”

      She opened her mouth, but I placed two fingers over her lips.

      “I know you want to ask me. I will tell you. But not just yet. Let me have these few hours with you. Let me feel alive again.”

      She smiled, stood on her toes, and kissed my stubbly cheek. “Whatever you say. I’m here for you.”

      She opened the door to the shower and turned the water on. When the room became steamy, she led me in.

      I inhaled the soothing steam infused with Erin’s scent. I breathed in again and again, letting it pulse through my body. Then I stood in the gentle rain of the showerhead and brought Erin against me, lowering my head and kissing her sweet lips. She opened for me, and it was a gentle kiss. The fire and passion we always shared was still there, but this was a kiss of love. Of life.

      As the water washed the tainted night off my body and I became clean, at least physically, I began to feel better. I broke the kiss and pulled Erin’s beautiful long black hair free from the band that held her ponytail. I turned around, letting her stand at the stream and wet her hair. Then I squeezed some shampoo into my palm, and when I massaged it into her scalp, she giggled.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I just thought you were going to wash your own hair.”

      “Why would I want to wash my own hair when I have your beautiful hair just waiting for me to run my fingers through it? Everything about you is beautiful, Erin. From the top of your head all the way down to your pretty little toes.”

      “Your words. They always make me feel so, so…”

      “Turned on?”

      “Well, yes, but I was going to say loved.”

      “You are loved. More than I’ll ever be able to express.”

      She closed her eyes, sighing again.

      “Do you like having your hair washed?”

      “No. I like having my hair washed by you.”

      I was enjoying it as well. When I had all of her locks sufficiently lathered, I gently bent her head back so the shower could stream over them. When the last bit of bubbles had gone down the drain, I brought her to me again and kissed her sweet lips.

      Again, it began as a gentle kiss, but as my cock burned even harder between my legs, I deepened it, taking her tongue into my mouth, swirling my own around it, sucking on it.

      This time she broke the kiss. “Let me take care of you. I’ll wash your hair too. Then I’ll wash your whole body. I’ll cleanse this night away for you, Dante, so that all that’s left is just the two of us. Just our bodies.”

      Exactly the words I needed to hear. Her fingers caressing my scalp as she shampooed me flooded me with warmth, with love. The act wasn’t important. It was the closeness, the touching. And while my cock would find its home and root itself deeply within Erin’s body, that wasn’t what this morning was ultimately about.

      This woman had saved me in so many more ways than I could count. This morning she was saving me once again, cleansing me of the impurities of the night. Of the impurities of my life.

      So much I still hadn’t shared with her, hadn’t even fully shared with myself.

      This morning in the shower, as she washed my body, she gave me some of the absolution I longed for. If only I had been strong enough, brave enough. If only I hadn’t been so stupid as to disobey my father and grandfather and go to Bourbon Street that fateful night.

      Erin knew nothing of this yet, but still she granted me mercy. This shower baptized me, eradicating all wrongdoing, embracing me with forgiveness.

      The feeling wouldn’t last. One shower with the woman I adored could never cleanse me of all the horrors I’d endured, all the horrors I’d caused to happen to my father and uncle. But right now, the warmth and tenderness she showed me meant everything.

      When we were both rinsed clean, our skin and hair squeaky, she pulled me close for a hug. No kiss this time. Just our warm bodies clamped together, no air between us, as the warm water flowed over us.

      Heaven.

      Just for this moment. Heaven.

      Just for this moment, I was clean again.

      My cock was hard and ready, and even in the shower, the fragrance of her arousal clung to the steamy air.

      I was tempted to take her now, to move away from her just slightly and create the angle I needed to enter. But I couldn’t. I had every intention of savoring every moment this morning. I didn’t want to climax yet.

      I reached behind her and turned off the shower water. Then I opened the door and stepped out onto the bathmat, bringing her with me. She grabbed a giant towel off her rack and wrapped it around both of us. When we were sufficiently dried off, she led me back into her bedroom.

      I had every intention of kissing her entire body. I still would. But the smell of her arousal was too much.

      “Get on the bed,” I commanded. “Lie on your back and spread those pretty legs for me.”

      The depth of my own voice surprised even me. I knew she wouldn’t dare disobey me.

      She didn’t.

      “Put your arms over your head and grab the rungs of your headboard.” I hadn’t brought the synthetic rope with me. Not something I took to a cemetery in the middle of the night—not when my purpose was to dig up a body and leave as quickly as possible.

      She obeyed again, grasping two of the rungs, her knuckles whitening.

      “Don’t move. Don’t move those hands no matter how much you want to. Pretend rope is binding you. Invisible rope formed only of my will to keep your hands in place.”

      She closed her eyes, and her chest moved up and down with her rapid breaths. Her nipples stuck out like hard berries, and a pink flush covered every inch of her milky-white flesh. Her blood was near the surface, warming her. It rustled softly beneath her skin.

      I inhaled. Yes, her blood. I licked my lips. The scent of her arousal was stronger than ever. Her musk permeated the air around me, coating me in a cloud of fragrance. Her pussy was pink and swollen, full of blood and already glistening. She arched her back slightly.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asked, her voice low with desire.

      “I’m going to eat you, baby. I’m going to suck every ounce of cream out of that pussy.”

      A sensual moan left her throat, swirling around the room and landing in my cock. So hard, it was. As hard as it had ever been. Maybe the hardest ever.

      “Please…”

      I lay on the bed and pushed her thighs forward, exposing all of her beauty to my view. I closed my eyes and inhaled.

      Once.

      Twice.

      One more time after that.

      Then I opened my eyes and beheld the dazzling flesh before me. A feast. My cuspids were already elongated, sharp as ever, but that didn’t stop me. I swiped my tongue from the sweet pucker of her anus all the way up to her clit.

      She writhed beneath me, moaning. Her sounds fueled me, made me want her even more. I sucked on her clit, sucked her swollen labia into my mouth. My teeth nicked her slightly, producing tiny pops of capillaries. This only made me crazier. I shoved my tongue deep into her heat. I longed to sink my teeth into all that lusciousness and feed. She was so engorged, so filled with warm, delicious blood. My fangs scratched a few more places, and I lapped up the traces so perfectly mingled with her juices—a concoction unlike anything I’d tasted, so full of Erin, so full of life.

      Her pussy had never tasted as delicious as it did this day.

      “Please, Dante. Please. Let me come.”

      Under different circumstances, I would have commanded her not to come until I told her she could, but I could not deny her today. I sucked her clit hard and shoved two fingers into her wet pussy. The contractions started instantly, her walls suctioning around my fingers, making me vibrate all over.

      “Come, Erin. Come for me, baby. Give me the first of many orgasms you’re going to have today.”

      “I want to touch you. Want to feel your hair between my fingers, push your face into my pussy.”

      I couldn’t help a smile. My face and chin were slick from her nectar, and my fangs sharp as ever. “Move your hands from that headboard, and you will pay.”

      I half expected her to move. Erin was willful, and her curiosity might get the best of her.

      But she didn’t. Her hands remained gripped around those rungs of cherry wood.

      Too bad. I had a few ideas in mind of how I might punish her—punishment both she and I would immensely enjoy.

      I slid up her body and clamped my mouth to hers, letting her taste herself on my tongue. My cock slid between her juicy folds, and though the urge to enter her was great, I held back. Still, I was determined to savor every moment before I found the ultimate climax.

      This time the kiss was hard and passionate, not those gentle kisses we’d shared in the shower. I wanted to give her everything with this kiss—the taste of herself on my tongue, the love in my heart I felt for her, the life flowing through my veins that I partially owed to her. Life. I wanted to give her life. Life like she’d never known before. And when I gave it to her, I would take back my own life in part.

      The raw desire in her kiss cleansed me even more, took me to another plane of existence, the plane where there was no hurt, no suffering, no brute violence.

      I finally broke the kiss, and we both drew in a much-needed breath. Her body was flushed pink and warm, coated with a sheen of perspiration. Her fragrance had strengthened even more around us, cocooning us in an invisible shield of musk.

      I slithered my tongue over her neck and shoulder, the saltiness of her sweat a complement to the musk already on my tongue. Her beautiful breasts awaited me, the nipples hard and straining. I took one between my lips and sucked. Hard. The other I twisted between my thumb and forefinger, relishing the moans from her throat.

      “Take my blood, Dante. Suck it there. From my nipple.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      Yes, those words had left my throat. I wanted it more than ever.

      But his head popped up, his fangs still elongated. “Baby?”

      His eyes were smoky and heavy lidded. Yes, he wanted to do it as much as I wanted him to. I’d felt his teeth scrape the lips of my vagina, felt his need to take my blood then. He’d wanted to.

      “I want every part of me to be yours today. I want to feed every part of you from every part of me. Because as you feed from me, I feed from you. I become more yours, and you become more mine.”

      My words surprised even me, but I felt them with all my heart and soul. He needed me this morning. Though I knew why, I didn’t know the extent. He would tell me later. I trusted this. And I trusted him with my body.

      “Please, Dante.”

      He bent his head down over my nipple once more, his fangs hovering over my flesh.

      “Do it.”

      “I want to, baby. But I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You could never hurt me. Bite me. Take what I’m offering.”

      He sank his teeth into the edge of my areola.

      No pain anymore. Only the pleasure, and a soft moan left my throat. My nipples were hard and straining as he took my blood there, and the sensations were so great that they traveled like lightning into me, into the very core of me, down to my pussy where they burst into my clit like water shooting from a geyser.

      Too soon it was over. He released me and licked the small puncture wounds on the top of my breast.

      “No,” I said. “More. Please.”

      “I’ll take more, but not from here. You have an entire body full of arteries and veins and capillaries. I won’t be greedy.”

      “But I want you to. I want to feed you.”

      “You will. I know what you’re feeling, Erin. I’m feeling it too. That raw need and desire for me to take your blood, for you to give me your blood. You believe me now, don’t you? That this bond originated with you?”

      “I believe it originated with both of us.”

      He smiled, his fangs still out, and damn, he was the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. How was it that fangs could be sexy? But oh, they were. At least on this man.

      At least on this vampire.

      He moved down my abdomen, his fangs scraping me lightly. Goose bumps erupted on my flesh, and I imagined tiny rivers of blood forming in the wake of his teeth. He wasn’t breaking my skin, of course, but in my mind’s eye, I saw the blood, felt the blood.

      Part of me wanted him to draw blood. I wanted to feel the puncture, the scratches, the intense pleasure-pain.

      He continued down my left side, kissing my thigh, my knee, my calf, to the top of my foot and then to my toes. “Every part of you is delicious, Erin. Every part of me wants every part of you.”

      I closed my eyes on a sigh. “Take whatever you need. Please.”

      “I plan to.” He kissed the tips of my toes on the other foot and then moved upward, kissing my calf, my knee, the top of my thigh again. He slid upward, gave me a quick kiss on my mouth, and then said, “You can release your hands now. Turn over onto your stomach and grab the headboard again.”

      I wasted no time following his orders. Once I was situated, gripping the rungs of my headboard once more, I turned my head to the side and closed my eyes, determined to give in to every ounce of pleasure he was willing to provide.

      His lips, tongue, and teeth traveled over the back side of my body, and he nipped at my neck, my shoulders, my upper arms. Again I imagined the rivers of redness, aching for him to puncture me. He did not, but the flutter of his lips and tongue, the scraping of his fangs, sent me quickly into Nirvana. My pussy was on fire.

      Empty and on fire.

      “Please, Dante.”

      In truth, I had no idea what I was asking for. I wanted his cock, but I also wanted his lips, teeth, tongue. I ached for him to release me, so I could torture him as he was torturing me. I didn’t have fangs to sink into his flesh, but I did have teeth. One day, I would bite him and take his blood. Not because I needed it, but because I wanted it.

      Because I craved it.

      He pressed on, making me arch when he tortured the small of my back and then the cheeks of my ass. Down my thighs his lips went once again, back up, and he stopped at the back of my knee, pressing kisses into it. Then back up to my ass, where he pressed his tongue in the crease, over my asshole.

      If he’d told me he wanted to fuck my ass at that moment, I would’ve said yes. But upward he moved, gliding his tongue over my back and shoulders once more.

      “Bring your knees up, baby,” he said. “Show me what I long to see.”

      He lifted his body off me a bit so I could comply, and in an instant his cock was inside me.

      “I want to fill every empty crevice of your body, Erin, until you want no one but me.”

      I already wanted no one but him. And he filled all my emptiness so exquisitely.

      “God, Erin!” He pushed into me.

      Again.

      Again.

      Again.

      The climax started in my belly this time, attacking my pussy with a lightning bolt and then radiating out to my limbs so that even the tips of my fingers tingled.

      He fucked me hard, as hard as he ever had, plunging and surging, taking me.

      I went willingly.

      And when he took me to the highest peak once more and then thrust hard into me with his own orgasm, he leaned down, his body warm against my back, and sank his teeth in the flesh of my shoulder.

      I flew higher. As he took my blood, he gave me so much more in return. With each tug on my flesh, my pussy throbbed harder in climax, and as he swallowed the nourishment he craved, I was nourished as well.

      Too soon, he removed his teeth.

      I’d sunk deep into my pillow, still grasping my headboard. No. Don’t want to leave yet. Want to stay here, joined, where no one can hurt us, where peace and love are all that matter.

      His warm hands covered mine, slowly releasing my fists. Then he rolled off me, and I turned to face him. His lips and chin, as usual, were smeared with my blood. And as usual, I leaned toward him and kissed him. Just a peck, but I needed to touch him at that moment, touch my blood on his lips.

      “That was incredible,” I said.

      He smiled, his fangs still elongated. My God, he was gorgeous.

      “Incredible doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

      I let out a tiny giggle. “I’m not sure there’s a word in the English language that can describe that.”

      “I know there’s not. I love you so much, Erin. Thank you for today.”

      “You don’t ever have to thank me.”

      “I know. But I can’t help it. You’ve given me so much, so much that I don’t even deserve.”

      “What makes you think you don’t deserve any of this?”

      He closed his eyes, and for a second, I thought I saw the beginning of a tear in the corner of one of them.

      But then he opened them, and though they were a little glazed over, they were dry. “My father. He died for me, Erin. He died so I could live. How can I be worthy of such sacrifice? How can I ever repay him for that?”

      “I don’t think he expects payment, Dante.”

      “No, I don’t think he does. But he went through so much for me. Because of me. His body…” He squeezed his eyes shut, and this time I definitely saw the beginnings of a tear. But he opened his eyes and sniffed it back.

      “What is it? You can tell me.” I cupped his cheek.

      Then I listened.

      I listened as he described the condition of Julian’s body. How he’d memorized every bruise, every scratch, every scar, every mutilation.

      I gulped back the nausea that threatened me more than once.

      If the captors had done this to Julian…

      Couldn’t go there. I couldn’t. Not when he needed me to be strong.

      Strength. He needed my strength right now, and I would not let him down.

      Still no tears. He was holding them back. I could tell. I admired his determination.

      “It’s okay,” I said, stroking his face. “Let it go, Dante. It’s okay to cry for your father.”

      One tear fell, but he shook his head. “I can’t. My father died for me. I can’t let him down.”

      “How does grieving for his life and what he went through let him down?”

      “I can’t allow myself to—” He shook his head again. “I just can’t.”

      I wasn’t a psychiatric nurse, but I knew bottling something like this up inside a person never led to anything good.

      But now was not the time.

      Dante was strong, stronger than perhaps even he believed.

      “I’m here for you,” I said. “Tell me what you need.”

      “I need to sleep. Here. Next to you. For a few hours. Then I’m expecting a phone call.”
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      The phone call came late in the afternoon. Dante and I washed up quickly, and then I accompanied him to the mortuary to pick up his father’s remains.

      Julian was oddly absent during this.

      “Why isn’t your father here?” I asked.

      “Why should he be?”

      “These are his remains.”

      “No. He doesn’t think of it that way anymore. These remains aren’t him. In a way, they never were. We aren’t our bodies, Erin.”

      That was deep. A little too deep for me at the moment. I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “That’s the only thing keeping me from freaking out now,” he continued. “That the torture my father endured only happened to his body. Not to him. Not to the essence of who he is.”

      I nodded. Did Dante feel this way about the torture that he had endured? I didn’t want to think about the specifics, but after he’d described the condition of his father’s body, I couldn’t seem to not think about it.

      I swallowed down the thought as best I could. “Do you believe that?”

      “I have to,” he said somberly.

      Then I understood.

      He had to in order to cope right now. If he let his guard down, if he truly mourned for what his father had endured, he wouldn’t get through the next few days of filing in the probate court to claim Julian’s estate.

      What about after that?

      What if he never mourned?

      What if he never faced what had happened to his own body? Perhaps we weren’t our bodies, but our flesh was part of us, at least while we were living.

      Dante had to accept that eventually.

      I sighed. Nothing much I could do except take things a day at a time. A minute at a time if need be. I would be there for Dante, and if he needed to suppress his pain, I’d let him.

      For now.

      But not forever.

      He gripped the gold urn containing Julian’s remains as we stood by my car in the mortuary parking lot. “Now what?” he said more to himself than to me.

      “You want to scatter them somewhere?”

      “Not without my sister,” he said.

      Then a cool rush of air at the back of my neck…and a voice.

      I gasped when Julian appeared in front of us, a few milliseconds after his voice had registered in my ear.

      “You and your sister may do what you wish with most of them,” he said to Dante.

      “Most of them?” Dante said.

      “Yes. A small amount belongs to someone else.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      “Who?” I asked.

      “The voodoo priestess.”

      “Bea?”

      Julian chuckled. “You didn’t think she’d cast that shield around the cemetery for nothing, did you? I told you she would be well compensated.”

      “With…”

      “Vampire ashes are a powerful addition to any spell, at least according to Bea. And they’re difficult to come by, as you can imagine.”

      “But if no one knows we exist…”

      “Bea does. She always has, mostly because she’s a medium and has been inhabited by vampires as well as by humans.”

      Erin scoffed. “You mean you got her to agree to help you without promising her the entire urn? Did you glamour her?”

      My father smiled. “I can see why you might think that, but no, I didn’t. Glamouring isn’t used unless it’s absolutely necessary to accomplish a greater good. For example, I glamoured the guards at the cemetery so Dante could recover my body and claim my estate. He and his sister need the money. But if Bea had refused to cast the shield, I could have found another way to protect Dante and River.”

      “She agreed when you offered her your ashes?” I said.

      “I asked her what payment she required. She’s the one who brought up the ashes. And yes,” he said to Erin, “she wanted all of them. But I convinced her that my children needed to have most of my remains. Measure out one ounce and put it in a zippered plastic bag. Then take it to Bea under the bridge. She assured me they will be used only sparingly.”

      “I’m tempted to give her regular old ashes,” I said. “How would she know the difference?”

      “Give her what was promised. A man whose word is nothing is nothing himself.”

      “But you’re…dead, Dad.”

      “My body is dead, Dante. I am still me, and I will not go back on my word. I taught you better than that.”

      I nodded. “You did, and I’m sorry. I just hate to part with any part of you.”

      “Those crumbs in that urn aren’t me, son. Surely you know that by now, having seen me in my ghostly form.”

      Erin brushed her fingertips over my forearm, infusing me with her warmth. She said nothing, but the simple touch was a comfort.

      I cleared my throat. “I know.”

      “Bea protected you and your cousin last night. Don’t forget that.”

      “Maybe she didn’t. Maybe we just got in and out quickly and no one realized we were there.”

      My father shook his head. “I’m sorry. You’re wrong. The dark presence was there.”

      Ice prickled the back of my neck. “Dad?” I rubbed at it.

      “That’s not me. That’s your own body warning you. You believe me. Don’t you?”

      “I believe you, Julian,” Erin said. “After everything I’ve seen recently, how can I not believe you?”

      “She’s a smart girl, Dante. Hold on to her.”

      I had no intention of ever letting Erin go, and my father knew we were bonded by blood anyway. But I got what he meant. “I won’t.”

      “I’m coming with you to see Bea,” she said.

      “No. It’s not safe for you there. Those vamps—”

      “—don’t come out during the day,” she finished for me.

      “That we know of. That doesn’t mean they won’t. What if they smell you and—”

      “I’m going. I want to talk to Bea anyway.”

      “What for?”

      “I want to find out how Abe is doing, and…I want to ask her something else too.”

      “What?”

      She reddened. “I want to see if she has a potion for me or something.”

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’m a nurse, Dante. If I had a medical problem, I wouldn’t be going to Bea.”

      “Then what do you need a potion for?”

      “To disguise my scent.”

      I inhaled. As always, she was everywhere. All around me. Making the air sweeter and purer. “Why would you— Oh.” To keep the Claiborne vamps away, of course.

      “It’s worth a shot.” She patted the small purse on her hip. “And I brought lots of twenties.”

      “But…”

      “But what, Dante?” my father said. “It’s a brilliant idea. Bea is quite powerful. I’d think you’d believe that by now.”

      But…what if I could no longer smell Erin?

      I was being selfish. Erin’s safety was all that mattered. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” she asked.

      “I just don’t… Your fragrance. It’s so much a part of me. Of us. I don’t want to lose that. You’re the only human I can smell now. If it goes away… I just can’t.”

      “You know how I told you that we are not our bodies?” My father smiled. “Erin is not her fragrance, Dante. Her fragrance comes from her blood, from her ancestry. You know this. But it is not who she is. Besides, you have a blood bond with her. You will most likely always be able to—”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Erin reached out for my father’s arm, but her hand whooshed into air.

      “What?” he asked.

      “What do you mean, from my ancestry?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Erin

        

      

    

    
      “You haven’t told her.” Julian’s words were a statement, not a question.

      “No, Dad.”

      “Told me what? What the hell are you keeping from me?”

      “Do we have to do this now?” Dante asked.

      “Oh, hell, yes, we do. Honesty, Dante. Do you really think anything else will bother me at this point?”

      “Not here. Not in broad daylight in a public parking lot, Erin.”

      “Now,” I said through clenched teeth. “No one is here, and I refuse to go one step farther with you until you level with me.”

      “I should go,” Julian said.

      “Dad, stay,” Dante said. “Please.”

      “If you think I won’t lay into you with your father here, think again.” I turned to the ghost. “You’re welcome to stay or go. It doesn’t matter to me either way.”

      “I know damned well you’ll lay into me if you want to.” Dante grasped the golden urn holding Julian’s ashes, his knuckles tense and white. “You have every right to. I want my dad here because he knows more about our history than I do. He might be able to explain some of this better than I can.”

      “Fine. Then please stay, Julian.”

      “If you both want me to,” he said. “But I do suggest we go somewhere else. Somewhere private.”
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      A half hour later, we were back at my place, sitting—Julian stood; ghosts didn’t sit, apparently—around my small kitchen table.

      “Spill it,” I said gruffly.

      Dante inhaled, held the air with his chest puffed out for a few seconds, and then exhaled. “As kids, we’re taught to distinguish scents based on certain characteristics. Blonds have a citrusy smell, for example.”

      “I’m not blond.”

      “No. Then redheads. They taste kind of like lavender. Males taste different from females. You know.”

      “As a matter of fact, I don’t know. And I’m not a redhead.”

      “Tell her, Dante.”

      “Yes, for the love of everything holy, tell me, damn it!” I was close to pulling my hair out of every follicle in my scalp, after I pulled out all of Dante’s.

      “Dark-haired humans with light skin… Have you ever wondered why your skin is so sensitive to the sun?”

      “No. I’m a medical professional. I know why it’s sensitive to the sun. I’m fair. I don’t have a lot of melanin. I burn easily.”

      “Have you ever wondered why you prefer the night shift?”

      “I’ve always been a night owl. So is my brother. So is my—” I clasped my hand over my mouth.

      No way. No. Just no. I was not a vampire.

      “Which one, Erin?” Julian asked. “Your mother or your father?”

      “My mother. She’s a cashier at a local grocery store. A local grocery store that’s open twenty-four hours.”

      No, my mother was not a vampire.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Dante said. “It’s not true. Your mother isn’t a vampire. But somewhere in your ancestry, there was a vampire, most likely on your mother’s side. It’s part of your scent and why it’s so appealing. Your vampire ancestor could have lived centuries ago. He probably did.”

      Julian cleared his throat.

      “What?” Dante turned to him.

      “That’s what you were taught,” he said, “and that’s what we thought at the time. But my father and Jack Hebert have done quite a bit of research on this in the last ten years, some of which I’ve learned about recently.”

      I stared blankly at Dante and his father. My body went numb.

      Where was this going? I was afraid to find out. I didn’t want to know, yet I did. I burned for the knowledge.

      Silence.

      And more silence, until the ringing in my ears became unbearable.

      “Would someone fucking talk, please?” I nearly screamed.

      “Go, Dad,” Dante said. “You obviously know more than I do. Everyone seems to these days.”

      “Don’t,” Julian said. “I only know because I was standing over my father while he was researching one day, before he could see me. I read what was on his computer screen.”

      “Then he doesn’t know you know?”

      “No. And we need to keep it that way.”

      Numbness. Cold numbness. I heard the words, but I felt nothing.

      I screamed. I screamed bloody murder.

      Minutes after screaming, I stopped feeling. I’d just wait. Wait for Dante and his father to tell me what I already knew in the marrow of my bones.

      I was part vampire.

      Whether it was two generations ago or two hundred, I had a vampire in my family tree.

      And because of that, my scent was irresistible to vampires, apparently.

      Vampires, who couldn’t smell each other.

      How did any of this make sense?

      “Are you listening, Erin?” Julian asked.

      I popped out of my stupor. Sort of. “Sure.”

      “I’m sorry to lay this on you,” he said.

      “Yeah. I mean…what?”

      “All vampire descendants have dark hair and fair skin, plus a scent that vampires find enticing. You’re different, though, Erin. Your brother as well. Because your scent is so strong to vampires, it’s likely that only a few generations separate you from your vampire ancestor.”

      “Are you saying—”

      “Most likely no further than a great-grandparent. And it’s possible that—”

      “My mother.” No emotion laced my voice. Pure monotone. Pure robot.

      Julian nodded. “It’s possible.”

      “This is still unlikely,” Dante said. “Right, Dad? I mean, there aren’t enough of us to…”

      “To what, Dante?” Julian shook his head. “It only takes one.”

      My mother.

      People always said I looked like her. I did. I had her dark hair, her fair skin. My eyes, though. The light green came from my blond-haired—well, gray now—father. Jay had blue eyes, like my mother. Also dark hair and fair skin.

      Did my mother have the same needs as Dante? Did she drink—

      Oh, God. So can’t go there.

      My father’s blood.

      The words emerged in my mind despite my will for them not to.

      No, not my mother.

      My grandfather. Had to be. My great-grandfather maybe.

      “Erin?” Dante said gently, caressing my forearm.

      “What?”

      “You’re a million miles away.”

      “Sorry. Just trying to process the fact that my mother might be a vampire.”

      “You would have seen clues, Erin. Can you think of any?”

      I shook my head.

      “What about your grandparents on her side?”

      “My grandfather.” I cleared my throat. “He’s great. Always was there for Jay and me.”

      “What about your grandmother?”

      “I never knew her. She died giving birth to my mom.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      My father and I exchanged a glance, which didn’t go unnoticed by Erin.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Does your mother have any siblings?” Julian asked.

      “She’s an only child. Why?” Erin bit her bottom lip.

      “Tell her, son,” Julian said.

      “Pregnancy is difficult for vampire women. I’ve already told you that they’re only fertile once every couple of years, so getting pregnant is difficult. But…even with advanced medicine, pregnancy is still hard on them. My own mother—” I gulped, unable to continue.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know. You’ve told me, and I’m sorry.”

      “It’s possible your grandmother was a vampire. But human women still die in childbirth, so there’s no guarantee. I’m sorry, Erin.”

      “Sorry…” she murmured.

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      “She just needs a minute,” my father said.

      “Damn!” I brought my fist down on her table. “She had accepted me. All of me. How could I make such a stupid mistake? And now—”

      Her daze seemed to fall away. And she was angry.

      “How could you keep something like this from me? After all we’ve been through, Dante. All your talk about honesty. Was that all bullshit?”

      “No, of course no—”

      “How? How could you?” Erin stood, her face reddening, her hands clenched into fists.

      I couldn’t help inhaling. Her blood was boiling, forcing itself to the surface of her skin, making her red.

      Red…and delicious.

      Dark chocolate. Blackberries. Tin and copper. Milk and estrogen.

      Then there were the dark-haired ones with light skin—those who, somewhere hundreds of generations ago in their family tree, were descended from a vampire. Their blood was the ultimate concoction, the Champagne of plasma. Bold and tannic yet fruity and divine. Peach, plum, blackberry. Leather, coffee, the darkest of chocolate. Tin, zinc, laced with violet and apple and estrogen. Even the men smelled of traces of milky estrogen.

      And testosterone. From a woman. An angry woman.

      I inhaled again, letting the fragrance infuse me with more need. More ache. More longing. More raw, primal urge.

      The smell of her rage was intoxicating.

      I didn’t need to feed. Not until the next morning. I’d proved earlier that I was learning to control myself when I waited with Erin, waited to feed because I wanted to savor her, feel alive with her.

      But something new rose within me.

      Something foreign.

      Something dangerous.

      Something beyond my shreds of control.

      “Leave,” I said to my father between clenched teeth.

      “Dante,” he said. “I know what you’re feeling. I can’t smell her, but I see what her body is doing, and what it must be doing to you. This isn’t you. You’re stronger than this. You can control yourself. Let me teach you—”

      I bared my fangs to my father’s ghost.

      Control? I’d learned it, found it through my love for Erin. My duty and obligation to see to her needs first, before my own. I’d shown the ultimate control this morning, when I’d taken her and fed from her slowly, evenly.

      I had control. I’d proved it. I had it now, but I’d take what I wanted—what Erin and I both wanted. I drew in a breath. Her musk was already permeating the room.

      I needed her.

      What I didn’t need was a lecture from my father.

      “Leave,” I said again.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t destroy what you’ve—”

      “Get the fuck out of here, damn it. Or watch me take her right here.”

      “I won’t allow you to do this. You won’t do this. Know that I would not leave if I believed it of you.” He disappeared in a flash.

      I inhaled once more, her steamy scent racing through my veins, my muscles, my bones.

      My bare bones.

      Nothing but bones supported me as I stood and grabbed her, snarling.

      “Dante?”

      A soft whimper.

      A frightened whimper.

      An aroused whimper.

      I inhaled. Indignation. Rage. Lust. Racing blood. A potent combination I was powerless to resist.

      “You’re mine, Erin. Mine. And I’m going to take you the way I’m meant to take you. Violently. Forcibly. With you tied up and helpless, begging for me to take your body and your blood.”
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          The Queen

        

      

    

    
      Yes, Dante. Lose control. Seize what you crave. Be what you’re meant to be. Take what you want from her as I took what I wanted from you.

      Everything is working.

      You’ve asked me for answers.

      Now you know the first of the questions.

      The answers will come when you’re ready.

      My plan is underway.

      Soon you will become mine.

      Forever.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Blood Bond: 7. If you want to find out about my current backlist and future releases, please like my Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/HelenHardt and join my mailing list: http://helenhardt.com/signup/. I often do giveaways. If you’re a fan and would like to join my street team to help spread the word about my books, you can do so here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/hardtandsoul/. I regularly do awesome giveaways for my street team members.

      If you enjoyed the story, please take the time to leave a review on a site like Amazon or Goodreads. I welcome all feedback.

      I wish you all the best!

      Helen
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