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      Remember, no matter who you are, where you are in your life, or what you’ve gone through, you deserve to be loved. You deserve someone who puts you first, makes you their priority, and knows how to make you scream.
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      This series has been an incredible journey for me. It’s taught me so much, not only about being an author, but about myself. It’s changed my life.

      In the same ways it’s been a journey for me, these three books will be a journey for you. You’re going to have a lot of questions, and I promise they’ll all be answered as you read along. But the best thing I can tell you to remember is not everything is always as it seems.

      
        
        Welcome to The Otherworld

      

      

      These books get darker as they go on. Please read the content and trigger warnings below for more information.

      General content warnings for the bundle: The Vampire War is intended for mature audiences. This bundle contains mentions and detailed depictions of physical, emotional, mental, and sexual abuse, explicit language, sexually explicit scenes, extreme violence, murder, and blood drinking.
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      The following kinks have also been included in this work: begging, praise, degradation, Pleasure Dom and Brat behavior, breath play, and spanking.
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      The mattress squeaked underneath them. Sweat glistened off Daniella’s skin as she rode Alexander, working them closer to ecstasy. Alexander gripped her hips hard as he fucked her, bruising her skin, slamming into the slick heat of her body. She knew he was close.

      Daniella ground her hips in response, her eyes drifting shut as her head fell back. No longer did she see the pale man beneath her, with his curly, sandy hair sticking to his forehead, and his heated brown eyes. Instead, he shifted in her mind, changing into the one she truly desired. Her fantasy lover. It was his silky brown hair, his darkened eyes, his smell, his taste.

      Yes, yes!

      His was the body beneath hers, filling her, bringing her closer to climax.

      The familiar shiver started at the base of her spine, circulating throughout her body, and then it snapped hard, making her cry out as she came. In three quick strokes, Alexander joined her with a loud, guttural moan.
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        * * *

      

      Daniella draped her dark brown legs over the edge of the bed. Her orgasm left her feeling warm, relaxed, until the man behind her stirred.

      “Another go?” Alexander smirked as he thumbed a new condom.

      She cringed. Her stomach knotted, a deep weight settling within as her intuition flared to life. It demanded he leave. If it weren’t for the few glasses of wine she’d had before he called, she would have never allowed him into her home, or her.

      Daniella stepped away from the bed to retrieve her robe. “No, I’ve got to get ready for work.”

      Alexander purred. “It could wait.”

      She could feel his gaze. It roamed over her like a slithering snake ready to strike.

      Daniella narrowed her eyes. “No, it can’t.” She lifted her dark curly hair from the collar of her robe and tied the sash tight around her midsection in finality. “I’m sorry if you’re confused, but nothing about our deal has changed. I came, you came, and now it’s time to go. I have things to do, and I’m sure you do as well, elsewhere.”

      Alexander’s feet hit the floor and she breathed a sigh of relief. She turned to give him privacy while he dressed, but her body refused to relax as the feeling within her gut grew heavier.

      He’s leaving. Just give him a couple of minutes.

      Daniella pressed the button to open the long pink and gold drapes covering her floor-to-ceiling windows. Her gaze settled on the breathtaking view from her penthouse floor, unobstructed by the surrounding New York skyscrapers. The soft rays of the sun were low against the horizon, but still magnificent in the way their rosy tints contrasted through the early morning blues.

      The scene almost calmed her, but then a noise shattered the serenity. Daniella turned and found Alexander behind her, still naked and much too close. She took a step back, and he took another forward, caging her against the glass.

      He smirked as he grabbed ahold of her chin, his lips hovering near her own. “Now come on, Daniella, we both know you didn’t mean no.”

      She narrowed her eyes and quickly slapped his hand away. But before she could speak, he covered her mouth and pressed against her. “Or do you just like it rough, pet?”

      Her fight-or-flight response went into high gear, flooding her with adrenaline. Daniella opened her mouth and bit his hand, hard. Alexander chuckled at the pain as if it were nothing, but he pulled back just enough to give her an opening. Daniella used the space to twist, and then flew forward, throwing a punch at his head.

      Alexander jumped back and threw up his hands, but that asinine smile was still on his face. “Alright, I’ll go. No need to be so hasty. But just remember, I’m only here because you agreed to let me in. I don’t know why you’re playing hard to get now when I was deep inside you not even ten minutes ago.”

      “And I think it’s hilarious you think it’s an act.” She glared at him, clenching her fists. “You’re right, I let you into my home, but you know what? Everyone makes mistakes they wish they could take back. So, let me be perfectly clear since you didn’t understand the first two times. You have two choices. Either you leave my house willingly, or I will haul you out myself.”

      He let out a low whistle and backed away, grabbing his clothes and shoes. “Whatever you say, babe. Whatever you say.”
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        * * *

      

      It wouldn’t go away. The nagging, soul-wrenching feeling that something was wrong had buried itself deep in Daniella’s gut. If she was being honest, the feeling had been there for the past two weeks, but it had never been this intense.

      Before, it was a whisper, something she could turn a blind eye to. It didn’t worry her; it wasn’t even a blight on her day. But today, everything felt drenched in the icky, sinking blackness. Even after her cup of coffee, warm bath, and meditative session, she still felt filthy.

      Perhaps the situation with Alexander had bothered her more than she’d realized. He’d never acted that way before. But today … Daniella shook her head. It didn’t matter. She would never see or speak to him again, and if he tried anything, she could always rely on the guards in the lobby.

      Daniella blocked his number, and on her way out she had a quick chat with both security guards. Under no circumstances was he to enter her floor, or the building, without her authorization. After confirming she was all right, they replied with a sincere, “Of course, Miss Ismania.”

      But despite that, the feeling remained, and if her intuition was right, she was in for a hell of a day. With a sigh, Daniella thanked the guards, before she scurried out the door and set off to work.
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      The Novak Firm was Daniella’s home away from home. She loved her work, the company, and, most of all, the people. Yet the moment she entered through the double doors, she almost vomited.

      Panic and dread crept up her spine, making her shudder. She labored her way to her office and stashed her breakfast in her mini refrigerator. After she logged into her computer, she saw an urgent email calling the executive team to meet in Conference Room B for an emergency meeting. Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she made her way to the room, pen and paper in hand.

      The moment she opened the door and saw Luke’s face, some of her tension eased.  Luke had been her best friend for the last four years. They met in college as dorm neighbors and bonded over their differences. She appreciated his out-of-the-box thinking, creative spirit, and how it directly contrasted with her analytical and serious personality. He loved to laugh, to make others smile, to throw caution to the wind. Luke taught her how to have fun, to balance her dedication to work while still appreciating life. He’d introduced her to his cousins, Gregori and Mya, and they had embraced her as if she was a missing part of their family.

      When Luke told her that he and Greg wanted to start a business, it didn’t surprise her. But when he asked her to help with their accounting part-time, she’d nearly fallen out of her chair. Wanting to support her friends, she said yes, but she never imagined that decision would have put her on the path to becoming the CFO of a now multi-million-dollar agency.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Luke said with a small smile.

      “Good morning to you too.” She paused, taking in his ruffled copper hair and slightly wrinkled clothing. “Is it still going to be a good morning after this meeting?”

      “I wish I knew, Dani. I wish I knew.”

      Before she could respond, the door opened behind her and the air rushed out of her lungs. Her nerve endings awoke, firing so fast that goosebumps erupted over her skin. She shivered from the sudden change in body temperature and bit her bottom lip to keep from gasping. The expansive energy washed over her and spread throughout the room—dark, hot, seductive. Daniella didn’t need to see who was behind her. There was only one person who had ever made her feel this way.

      “Good morning, Ella.” The deep baritone of Greg’s voice rolled over her in waves.

      She straightened in her chair, trying to disguise her body’s natural response to him. “Good morning, Greg.”

      He walked to the head chair, coming to stand between herself and Luke. While he conversed with Luke, she looked him over. Gregori Novak was breathtaking. He was a six-foot-six Adonis covered in toned bronze skin that made his Spanish heritage proud. His russet-colored hair fell to his ears, complementing his sharp jaw and strong facial features. While Greg considered his eyes to be brown, she had stolen enough glances at him to know they were, in fact, hazel. They took on a life of their own, becoming lighter or darker depending on his mood, sometimes even light enough for her to see their pale jade depths. They drew her in, enticed her, while his lips could—and often did—convince her of anything. And if that wasn’t enough, he also had a perfectly shaped ass.

      Luke cleared his throat and she blushed at being caught ogling. Luckily, the door opened once more, saving her from any additional embarrassment.

      Once the rest of the executive team arrived, Greg took his seat, drawing their attention. “Now that you’re all here, let’s begin.”
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        * * *

      

      The room fell silent when Greg uttered the single word “embezzled”.

      “Embezzled? What the fuck do you mean, embezzled?” Mya snapped.

      His eyes narrowed. Mya’s anger was second to none and she was about to unleash it in full force. “Mya⁠—”

      “Do not ‘Mya’ me right now. How the fuck did this happen?”

      “We don’t know. But this is a time for solutions, not anger.”

      “I go away for two weeks, two fucking weeks, and this happens?” she grumbled.

      Greg’s eyes bore into Mya’s, warning her to keep her mouth shut. She sat back in her chair with a frustrated sigh, crossing her arms while still glaring in his direction. That was as good as he would get, and he’d take the small blessing.

      He scanned the room, observing his team. Merida and Dominick appeared calm and collected, even though he knew they were brimming with rage. Luke had also known of the news prior to the meeting, which was the only reason he hadn’t lashed out like Mya.

      Greg’s gaze lingered on Daniella, who concerned him the most. Her amber eyes stared down at the table, unblinking. She may have hidden it well, but the death grip on her pen told him exactly how upset she was. She took her job seriously and was devoted to not only the company, but his family as well.

      “Aren’t there accounting principles and security measures in place to prevent things like this from happening?” Johanna asked. “I’m sorry, but I’m with Mya. I don’t understand how this could have occurred.”

      As his Chief Human Resources Officer, Greg knew she had a right to this table. He could understand her concerns, especially if anything might affect funds for wages and benefits, but he did not appreciate her subtle accusation of blame toward Daniella and Merida.

      “That’s an excellent question, Johanna,” Merida said as she laced her fingers together. “The security and accounting protocols that we have in place are why we made this discovery so quickly. This is a jarring and confusing time for all of us, but we will collaborate with the pertinent parties to find the perpetrator and fix any security issues in our processes. If you have any questions regarding this incident, please be sure to come to my office and I will do my best to explain everything to you.”

      “Thank you,” Johanna responded, giving Merida a curt nod.

      Greg continued, holding the gaze of each person around the table as he spoke. “I know this is a stressful time for everyone. Your behavior here shows how much you care about this corporation and the dreams that Luke and I founded this company upon. We thank you and are confident that we will overcome this setback.”

      He motioned to his security team. “Merida and Dominick’s team will be speaking with each of you and your departments. We trust that if you have seen anything suspicious, you will be forthcoming with any information you may have. As Merida has already stated, if you have any questions, please direct them to her. Thank you.”

      Greg watched as Daniella stood, her expression tight as she left the room. Johanna followed after her, leaving him, Mya, Merida, Luke, and Dominick behind.

      The moment the door shut, Mya sat forward, and slammed her hands down upon the table. “Now that the fake bullshit is over, tell me what really happened.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Greg paused outside of the door to Daniella’s office, his fingers clutching the brass handle. You have to. Just keep it together for a little longer. Remember, you’re keeping her in the dark to protect her. She can’t know, not yet. He took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders back, and stepped across the threshold.

      Daniella froze, her fingers hovering above her keyboard. Trepidation flashed across her face when she saw him, and even though it was only for a moment, it made his heart ache.

      Greg cleared his throat against the emotion as he closed the door behind him and shut the horizontal blinds. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “No, it’s all right.” Her voice was tight, clipped, and he hated it.

      Greg sighed. “Ella, come here.”

      They met in the middle, somewhere between him reaching out to pull her into his embrace and her curling herself around him. “It’s not your fault.”

      Daniella trembled in his arms. “But it is.” She lifted her face from his chest. “It’s my job to make sure that the company’s finances are squared away, and I failed. Someone stole money from here, from us!”

      She moved away from him and began to pace, her hands flying wildly in the air as she spoke. “I’ve been backtracking through all of my reports, trying to make sure this has never happened before. What if I missed something? What if that’s the cause for all of this? They got away with it once and thought they could again?”

      He caught her hands in in his own. “Ella, this is not your fault. You are brilliant and an incredible accountant. Because of you, we know exactly how much was taken. If your reports were not as detailed as they are, or if your data was not up-to-date, we would be screwed.”

      She looked away, but Greg grasped her chin, forcing her gaze back to his. “Give yourself some credit. You saved us. You, no one else. I see it that way, we all do. None of us blame you, and I’m not going to sit here and let you blame yourself either.”

      She shook her head with a sigh. “I just don’t know, Greg, I just don’t know.”

      “Well, I do,” he replied with a tap on her chin.

      Greg forced himself to step away from her, and led her to her office chairs, where they sat facing one another.

      Daniella tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, an action Greg wished he could have done for her. “Thank you for comforting me, but you’re the one who had your money stolen. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay. Disappointed, but okay.”

      “But how are you so calm? Why aren’t you angry or frustrated?”

      Greg rubbed the center of his forehead. “Because someone has to be. Luke was only calm because he knew beforehand. Without that, between Volcano Luke and Hurricane Mya, someone would have lost their head.”

      Daniella hiccuped a laugh, clamping her hand over her mouth to keep the sound contained.

      He chuckled at how effortlessly adorable she was and then reminded himself to mask his emotions, because he wasn’t joking. But that didn’t matter, right now, all he wanted was to see Daniella laugh, see the way her mocha-colored eyes twinkled in delight, and how her shoulders relaxed as the stress left her body. He wanted his mate to be safe.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just, those two are something else. I don’t know how any of you survived to this age,” she said with a smile.

      “It was difficult, I can tell you that.”

      Daniella looked him over, then leaned back in her chair, and crossed her arms. “Greg, there’s something you’re not telling me. What are you hiding that kept me from finding out about the embezzlement before that meeting?”

      His smile wavered. “Sometimes you know me far too well.”

      “Maybe, but I also know when you’re trying to change the subject. What is it?”

      Greg ran his fingers through his hair before clasping his hands together. He slouched forward, elbows resting on his knees. “A security alert was released early this morning. Since Mya was on her way back from her vacation, she didn’t receive the notification, but her team and the security team did. They looked into the matter quickly and found that the bank transfers were initiated internally. Both teams scanned the system three times.” He paused as his gaze met hers. “The credentials that were used to log in last night and triggered the alert were yours.”

      Daniella gasped. “What?”

      “Ella, we know it wasn’t you. But the person who did this, they were smart. They left almost no trace. Even Mya is having a tough time tracking them down, but they left that information, which means they did it on purpose.”

      “Oh my God!” Daniella squeezed the bridge of her nose as she held her face in her hands.

      He leaned forward and stroked her forearm. “Hey, what did we say? This was not your fault. I need you to understand that. A competitor could have done this. You are one of the founding pillars of this company. It wouldn’t have been hard to get your name. Our entire team’s roster is up on the website.”

      “But my fucking credentials aren’t!”

      “No, they’re not, which makes me think it was an inside job.”

      “I don’t leave my credentials lying around the office, Greg,” Daniella bit out.

      “I know you don’t,” he said softly, “but anyone on the IT or security team with enough know-how could have stolen them. We’re a growing company. We’re interviewing and filling positions that we have never had before.”

      “So it could literally be anyone?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I have an idea of how to figure this out, but I need your help.”

      Daniella looked up at him. “Greg, whatever you need, just ask me.”

      “I need you to take a vacation.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “There are only so many reasons someone would want to go after you here, one of which would be to steal your position. If you were gone for a couple of weeks, that person would think things were working in their favor. Then they’d start rumors, try to help more than necessary, and we would find out who’s really responsible.”

      “Case closed.”

      “Exactly.” He could see the wheels turning in her head as she pondered the plan.

      “Greg, if you think this will work, I’ll do it, but it doesn’t feel right to me. Why go this far just to get me fired? There are plenty of easier ways to try. It feels like they’re not only going after me, but the company as well.”

      “I don’t think they’re only after you, either. But I do think you’re a part of their plan and this was the only way they could try to get rid of you. You can’t reason with someone’s irrational logic, and we won’t know exactly what is going on until we catch them.”

      Daniella took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll stay out of the office for a few weeks. But I’m going to monitor every transaction that comes in or out of the corporate account. While I may be willing to cooperate with this ruse, there’s no way I’m letting the accounting get that far behind.”

      Greg smiled as some of the tension left his body. “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      Anyone who watched Greg walk out of the elevator and down the hall—his steps measured, back straight, head held high—would think he was having a nice, calm day. But that calm was a practiced lie. The moment he shut the door to his office, the deep-seated rage and need for justice broke out of him. His fingers curled around the mahogany desk, tightening to the point that he left impressions in the thick wood.

      Breathe, he commanded himself. Breathe before you lose it.

      Today was a nightmare, and it wasn’t over yet. As the president of this company, it was his job to make sure that he appeared professional at all times. But as the current leader of the Novak Clan, the reigning circle of vampires in the Northeast United States, it was his duty to be ready at every moment. He did not get peace, he did not get pity, and when his people died, he took it personally. Greg carried the weight of his title with his muscles tense and ready for battle at every turn, and now they sensed a new opponent charging towards his door.

      Luke stormed into his office, shouting a millisecond after the door had slammed against its frame. “Gregori, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Lucas,” he warned, but his cousin was clearly in a red haze and did not understand how close Greg was to losing control.

      “You sent Daniella away? What the fuck is the matter with you? How could you ever believe she’s the reason for any of this?”

      Greg’s anger was feeding into his power, his need to unleash, to break, to destroy. He counted backward from one hundred, trying to tune out the accusations.

      “Did you not see how hurt she was? None of this would have happened if you had taken the proper steps to ensure her safety!”

      “Enough!” Greg’s eyes flashed red and he slammed his fist so hard against the desk, it buckled under the blow. His power surged around him like a shock wave. The room darkened, shadow seizing light as Greg’s powers expanded and grew. The black was so dense that it blocked out the sun’s strong rays.

      Luke froze, his mouth hanging open at his explosion.

      Greg’s voice was low, dark, when he said, “Do you think to question my judgment?”

      “Most days,” Luke replied, his retort earning him a growl.

      Greg closed his eyes again. Breathe in, breathe out. He balled his fist and called his power back to him. His family meant everything to him and he would never hurt them, but there were times when they pushed him too far. He could only take so much, and today was not the day to test him.

      As Greg spoke, the glowing red of his eyes dimmed. “Let me connect the dots for you. Daniella’s credentials were used to log into the system.”

      Luke’s eyes narrowed. “I already know that.”

      “Then let me tell you something you clearly missed while you were busy berating me. They left them there on purpose. The attack on our finances was done directly after the attack on our people, by Zachariah. Not because he needed the money, but because he knows, Luke. He knows Daniella is my mate.”

      His cousin gasped. “That’s impossible, the only people who know⁠—”

      “Work in this building.” Greg rubbed the corner of his eyes and sighed. “They’re the only people who have seen us together, and only an immortal would have been able to sense our connection. We have a mole, Luke. Daniella is not safe here, nor is she safe at her home. That is why I sent her away.”

      “Greg—”

      He shook his head. “I know how much you care about her, and you know how I feel about her as well. But we lost twenty-two people last night from the attack.” Greg clenched his fists again. “I have already failed those people. I am responsible for their deaths, and when I catch Zachariah, I will enjoy watching the blood drain from his body. But Daniella…” He shuddered at the thought. “I will never, ever risk her life or her safety. I can’t.”
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      Daniella kept her head down as she exited the building. She’d been successful in avoiding everyone until she ran into Luke at the elevator. She told him about Greg’s plan, knowing he’d be upset if he wasn’t included. He was quiet at first—never a good sign with him—but when his jaw ticked, she knew he was about to erupt.

      She tried to explain it to him once more, but it was like talking to a brick wall. Luke could be over-protective and he wasn’t one to change his mind, or listen to reason when he was seething. He ignored her, cursed, then set on a warpath towards Gregori’s office. She felt bad for Greg and the whirlwind barreling in his direction, but if anyone could handle Luke, it was him.

      She sent Luke a quick text to call her once he’d calmed down, and then another one to ask him if he’d grab her laptop and drop it off at her house tonight. It killed her to leave it there, unattended for the afternoon, especially after her credentials had been used, but she needed to keep up the ruse of a questionable probationary period. She tried to convince herself that they would find the perpetrator, but the task seemed incredulous.

      Go home and relax. Take a nice long bath, order an extra-large pizza, and drink a tall glass of chardonnay. That’s all you can do right now.

      Yet the moment she thought of her home, her stomach churned.

      Glancing at her watch, she realized it was noon. She hadn’t eaten all day. Once she had some food in her, she’d feel better. That was the only thing that made sense.

      Daniella stopped at a little corner café and ordered herself a delicious steak and horseradish melt with a generous portion of avocado, and a raspberry lemonade. She chose a seat outside, where she could enjoy the warm sun and cool breeze. Nature always helped to balance her out. But when she thought of going home again, her stomach cramped so hard she almost vomited.

      What was going on? She’d never felt this way before. And to be this sick, especially all day? She knew not to disregard her feelings. How many times had her foresight helped her to avoid the worst? But this? Now? Her home had always made her feel safe, so this had to be something else.

      Instead of going home, Daniella stopped in every store she could think of and even took a trip to the museum, trying to enjoy the many sculptures and extravagant paintings. But then the sun began to set, and when she checked her watch it was after 6:00 p.m. Luke usually left the office around that time, and if he’d gotten her message, he’d be on his way over with her laptop. Thinking of him made her feel better. Maybe she’d entice him with the pizza and he could stay and have a bite too.

      Maybe I should call and ask him to pick me up? Daniella shook her head at the ridiculous notion. She was fine, everything was fine, and yet with every step closer to her home, she felt worse.

      With her building in view, she heard the familiar soft tones of a violin. Daniella used the opportunity for distraction and turned past the topiary and towards the melody’s creator, Stacy.

      Her friendship with Stacy had begun strangely. Stacy played outside of tall complexes and skyscrapers, handing out flyers for her performances to anyone she could. She always went for the “big fish” and had figured Daniella to be one. But somewhere between Stacy’s over-energetic and pushy nature, and her beautiful way of enthralling someone with her music, Daniella had grown to love her, even if she hadn’t been given much of a choice. Stacy simply felt good to be around. She was a positive force in Daniella’s life, but the moment her eyes landed on Stacy’s small blonde form, bile sputtered from her mouth and she turned to vomit into a bush.

      Stacy ran over to her and placed her hand on Daniella’s back. But instead of a feeling of comfort, Stacy’s touch felt like daggers piercing her skin. Daniella pulled away as more bile and unrecognizable chunks spat from her mouth. It’s never been this bad.

      “Dani, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she gasped, begging her stomach to stop dry heaving. “I-I’m fine,” she lied. “I think I have the stomach flu. I’m sorry for worrying you. Go back to playing, I’m okay.”

      Stacy reached out to her. “Dani, you look horrible. Come on, let me help you⁠—”

      “No!”

      Stacy jerked back and Daniella stumbled to her knees. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, eyes watering as she looked up at Stacy. “The stomach flu has been going around the office. I guess I’m its next victim.” She braved a laugh, but Stacy still seemed skeptical. Daniella noticed her clasp her hand tightly to her chest, as if she’d been stung or wounded. “I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”

      “No, no. I’ve probably just been playing too long. But are you sure you’re okay? I can help you back to your house?”

      Daniella winced at the instant headache brought on by the mention of her home. “No, it’s okay. I don’t want to make you sick too. Plus, someone will try to take your spot if you’re not here.”

      “Yeah, they’re a bunch of vultures.” Stacy sighed, turning to check and make sure that no one had touched her violin or taken the money in her case. Then she shifted her focus back on Daniella. “I am going to watch you and make sure you make it into your building, and when you get upstairs, take some medicine and call me after you’ve rested a little, okay?”

      Daniella smiled, but shook her head when Stacy offered to help her up again. “I’ve got it.”

      She stood and closed her eyes for a moment. Taking a deep breath, she focused on her mother’s mantra, one of the few traditions she had left of her. I am one with the earth. I am one with the Mother. She flows through me. She offers me her guidance, and I can make it through anything.

      After the third time, Daniella opened her eyes only to meet Stacy’s crystal blue orbs clouded with concern. “I’m feeling better. Don’t worry,” she said, hoping she sounded convincing enough.

      Stacy mumbled something in German and rolled her eyes. “I will always worry about you. You’re always working. You don’t take care of yourself.” She threw her hands in the air. “I work on the street and I’m healthier than you. If I find you passed out in front of your building, I’ll call an ambulance for you, only after I knock you upside the back of your head.”

      Daniella gave a real laugh this time. “Yes, mother. But you may want to save that for the man getting a little too close to your money.”

      Stacy turned and stomped towards the stranger, all five-foot-three of her yelling in a mixture of English and German.

      Daniella shuffled to her building, counting the steps. Anything to draw attention away from the familiar blackness. The war between her physical body and whatever was bothering her intuition was so intense that she felt lightheaded. Opening the door to her building, she looked around for the night guard, but his post was vacant.

      That’s odd.

      Stacy played right outside of her building, and she had been shouting obscenities. He must have just gone to make sure that everything was all right, and Daniella had missed him by the time she made it to the door.

      Her stomach lurched again and she rushed to the elevator. She scanned her keycard, entered, and felt triumphant the moment she pressed the penthouse floor. She’d made it!

      Slouching against the golden mirrored wall, her relief was replaced by a buzzing under her skin, as if a second beat had started in her heart, renewing her strength. Her body flooded with a mixture of bliss and energetic adrenaline, and for the first time she questioned if everything that she’d felt had been some sort of anxiety attack, or a mixture between that and her normal intuitive feelings. After all, she’d had a horrible morning, barely eaten, and had been on edge for the entire day. Perhaps what she’d believed was her intuition was really an ugly ball of fear and stress, and she had simply made herself sick. Maybe she really did need to take a vacation, get out of town for a couple of days. Maybe Stacy was right. Maybe she was overworking herself.

      As she touched the handle of her apartment door, it shocked her. Daniella wrung her hand from the zing of static electricity and tried again, her fingers still tingling from the jolt. This time, the handle moved and she entered her home. Yet, instead of feeling relief, a fresh wave of dizziness hit her so hard that she rushed towards the half bathroom in case she was going to hurl. Her body stopped mid-motion, held back by something she couldn’t comprehend. She tried again to move forward, to no avail.

      Someone chuckled behind her, and her hair stood on end.

      “Oh, Daniella, I’m not going to let you get away that easily. I have to punish you for making me wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Daniella gasped. What was Alexander doing in her house? She had made sure he left this morning. How did he get in here?

      “What the fuck are you doing in my house?” She thrashed, trying to break out of his hold as he tightened his arms around her from behind.

      “Not so fast, sweetheart.” He grabbed her chin, forcing her head to the side. “You love to think you’re in control. It’s a bad complex that you have, really, but you’re not, nor have you ever been.”

      Daniella squirmed and fought against him, but his arms held her in place. No matter how hard she tried, he was unmovable.

      Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Calm down and think! Remember your self defense lessons. Focus on your opponent.

      He was stronger than her, so she had to be smarter than him. She had to wait for her chance. Daniella couldn’t reach her phone, and no one would hear her scream from here. Alexander would give her an opening, eventually. She just had to wait. By then, Luke would find them and she’d have an ally in her fight. Hopefully. She just had to wait.

      Keep him talking, your life depends on it. “What do you want?”

      Alexander shrugged behind her. “It depends on the day. Some days it’s world domination, other days to feed, others to fuck, and, occasionally, to take everything away from my enemies. I appreciate you for assisting with all of them.”

      Daniella shuddered. World domination? To feed? What the hell is wrong with him? “You’re sick.”

      He snickered. “No, I’m driven. Besides, you only have yourself to blame for the situation you’re in.” His hand slid over her breast and he squeezed it hard.

      Daniella’s body recoiled in disgust.

      “If you had let me get inside of that thick head of yours earlier, I would have spent the rest of the day fucking you. Then, who knows? I might have been able to spare you. But alas, you were too stubborn for your own good.” Alexander purred. “Although, there’s no reason I can’t have fun with you before I rip out your throat.” He bent his head to her neck, sucking at her skin.

      Daniella held back the bile that rose in her throat.

      Just a little more, she told herself.

      His hold on her torso loosened as he moved his hand to grip her through her pants.

      Now! She bent forward and then snapped back as hard as she could, slamming the back of her skull into his nose.

      Alexander yelped and his arm dropped. Daniella fought against the dizziness and stumbled toward the door, but she wasn’t fast enough. Before she knew it, he grabbed her by the neck and slammed her against the wall so hard she saw stars.

      “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, and when her eyes focused, she could see a smirk playing on his lips.

      The door to her home blew apart. Alexander swung her around, using her body as a shield from the debris. Daniella’s heart stopped when she saw the cause. Greg. He looked furious and his eyes were … red?

      Gregori moved toward her but stopped when Alexander tightened his grip on her neck.

      Alexander tsked. “Now, you wouldn’t want me to break your mate’s neck, would you, Gregori?”

      Mate? She didn’t have time to focus on the word as Alexander’s nails dug into her throat.

      “Let her go,” Greg demanded.

      Alexander chuckled. “I don’t think so. That was never going to happen, not when I found out this tasty little morsel was your mate. She’s quite delicious, really, and a fantastic fuck.”

      She could see the wheels turning in Greg’s mind. Daniella wanted so badly to reach out to him, to connect with him, her salvation, but she knew she couldn’t, not until she was free of Alexander’s grasp.

      His grip tightened again, forcing her to gasp for air. She tried to claw Alexander’s hand from around her neck, but her eyes filled with tears and her vision clouded. Even though she couldn’t see Greg, she could feel him. Her body responded to his, nerve endings firing under her skin even as breathing became difficult. She fought recklessly, struggling, gasping, writhing to break free.

      Please, I don’t want to die here.

      Greg snarled, and a dark, deep-seated rage filled her. Something crawled beneath her skin, ripping her apart. The chains of her consciousness rattled until they snapped, and a single certainty filled her mind. She would not die here.

      “Ella!” Greg yelled.

      Daniella’s hands fell from Alexander’s grip around her neck as her body hummed with energy. “Let me go,” she choked out.

      Alexander laughed. “This one’s a handful! She really thinks she can take on a vampire. Cute. Does she know that you and your little family are vampires? How weak and pathetic you all are? You’ve spent centuries trying to stop the vampire wars when so many lives could have been saved, including hers.”

      “I said, let me go!” Purple sparks of electricity shot out from her, attacking the thing that held her hostage. She no longer saw it as a human, no longer recognized it as a lifeform. She wanted it to bleed, to suffer, to no longer exist in this world.

      Alexander screamed, throwing her away from him as he fell back against the wall. Daniella clutched at her throat, coughing, spasming with each new full breath.

      Greg leapt onto her attacker. They tumbled, and hissed curses and growls came from their tangled bodies that moved much too fast. The blurs careened back and forth, crashing against the walls and into objects, shattering glass and wood, denting metal. But then their bodies flew, smacking against the glass in such fury that it shattered and the blurs were no more. They had fallen out of her window and into the night.

      Her vision darkened and she collapsed with one final thought. Alexander couldn’t have survived that fall, and neither could Greg.
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      Daniella shifted under what felt like an enveloping cloud. She was so warm, so comfortable in the weighted softness that she never wished to leave. But her mind pleaded with her to open her eyes.

      When she did, she saw two forms in the darkness. They were speaking in hushed tones so low she couldn’t hear. One opened a door and light illuminated their silhouettes and she realizes it was a man and a woman. Immediately she felt safe, loved; they were familiar to her. Yet, when she tried to lift her head to greet them, it pounded with such violence that she fell back onto the pillow and groaned.

      “Dani?” a familiar voice said. “Hey, hey!” They rushed to her side and pressed on her shoulders. “Don’t try to get up, okay? I don’t want you to pass out again.”

      Even though she heard and understood what the voice was saying, she tried with more determination to rise. Something important had happened. If only she could fight through the pain to understand, to remember.

      Please stop, Daniella begged the pounding in her head, and her eyes grew wide when it did. What the fuck?

      She heard the soft click of a light and shielded herself from its luminescence. Once her eyes adjusted, she could finally see the face beside her. “Luke?”

      His shoulders sagged. “You remember me, that’s good.”

      Daniella shook her head, smiling. “Of course I remember you, silly. Why wouldn’t I?”

      And then she remembered everything else.

      Her mind shattered into a million pieces, just as the glass in her apartment had done when Greg flew out of it.

      “Greg,” she hiccuped, a sob trapped in her throat. “He … He⁠—”

      Luke smiled and patted her hand. “He’s fine.”

      “No, I saw him. Luke, I saw him!”

      “Shh.” He squeezed her arms. “Who do you think brought you here?”

      “But he couldn’t⁠—”

      She clutched at her chest. Her body shook, pulsing unnaturally as the room swayed in and out of focus. Alexander had said they were vampires. Vampires weren’t real. They were nothing more than a fairytale. But Greg couldn’t have survived that fall unless…

      She stared at Luke, wide-eyed. “He’s…you’re all vampires.”

      He grimaced. “Dani⁠—”

      Static electricity surged around her. “Please get away from me.”

      “Dani, please, let me explain⁠—”

      She struck out her hand. “Stay away!” The walls seemed to be closing in around her. Gasping, she pleaded, “Please, I-I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Luke nodded, taking several steps back until he stood in the middle of the room. “Just breathe, okay? Inhale and exhale. You can do it, Dani.”

      But she couldn’t. The room felt heavy, out of focus, spinning out of control. She closed her eyes, clutching at her chest. It was an anxiety attack. She used to have them as a child after her mother died, but it had been so long ago that she couldn’t remember all the steps to calm down.

      Breathe, she commanded to no avail. She clawed at her skin, begging her body to pull in more air. But each breath felt stale, unmoving, like sucking in cement.

      The door slammed open, the noise so loud that it shocked her. A gust of cold air was the only warning she had before strong, warm hands squeezed her arms.

      “Ella.” Greg’s voice pulled at her, connecting to something beneath the panic, something strong, wild, “It’s okay, everything is okay.”

      He’s here! Daniella chanted internally, but her mind couldn’t rationalize it. How was he here? Confusion changed to fear, and she began to lose control.

      “Get away, please. Something’s wrong.” She pushed at Greg’s shoulders, but he wouldn’t budge.

      “Listen to me. Look at me.” He cupped her chin.

      Daniella obeyed, her eyes meeting his own, and it felt as if he was peering into her very soul.

      “You’re not going to hurt me. Whatever is going on, whatever this is, release it.”

      “Greg—”

      “Let me help you. Trust me, Daniella.”

      He leaned so close that she could smell his unique scent, spicy wood wrapped in cinnamon and musk. Her eyes drifted shut as she breathed him in, trembling. When she breathed out, the room blew apart.

      A window exploded as air forced its way in, whipping around her. Large vines traveled through the opening, winding around furniture and electronics, crushing them, breaking them apart under their heavy weight. They poured and poured and poured so fast, until they suddenly stopped.

      Daniella gasped, drawing back and taking in the carnage she had caused. Her eyes darted around the room, and the vision made her skin pale. In less than three seconds, she had destroyed everything.

      This is impossible. How could I have done all of this? This can’t be real, there’s just no way⁠—

      She gasped. “Wait. Luke. Where’s Luke? He was here when⁠—”

      “He’s fine,” Greg interrupted. “He came to get me when you started having an anxiety attack. Do you feel better?” he asked, rubbing her cheek.

      Daniella splayed her arms wide. “Greg, look at what I did!”

      “But do you feel better?” He smiled, cocking his head to the side.

      She couldn’t figure it out. Was he really here, kneeling in front of her, smiling, after everything that had happened? But she knew how those hands felt against her skin, how connected she felt to him when their eyes met, how he made her feel safe. A million different people could act, look, and seem like him, but there was something deep within her that would always know the difference.

      Daniella took another deep breath, letting his warmth seep into her skin. She stared into Greg’s eyes, searching for answers to questions she couldn’t comprehend. They were jade now, reminding her of a pale moonstone, and yet glowed from within with a power she could almost feel.

      “He hurts for you. Hunts. Protects. He waits,” voices whispered to her.

      Daniella drew back. She searched for whoever, whatever, had spoken to her, but couldn’t find the source. As strange as it was, the voices soothed her panic, leaving a welcomed feeling of reassurance.

      “He waits,” they said again.

      Greg frowned. “Ella? Are you okay?”

      She needed to be here at this moment. Whatever this was, it would figure itself out along the way and she would get a handle on it in time. Daniella bit the inside of her cheek. “Is it weird if I say yes?”

      Greg slumped forward, a small smile teasing at his lips. “Not at all. It’s been a weird day.” He stood and lifted her in his arms, cradling her to his chest.

      She squealed at the sudden movement and wrapped her arms around his neck. “What are you doing?”

      He chuckled. “Exactly what it looks like, carrying you.”

      Daniella scowled. “I can walk, you know.”

      “Not barefoot on vines and broken glass. Plus, you don’t know your way around here yet.”

      They emerged from the room into full light and her mouth fell open in awe. Floor-to-ceiling windows covered an entire wall, providing a glorious view of the mountains. Mountains? She gripped his shoulder. This isn’t New York City. Where am I?

      She took in the walls, paneled in a deep royal blue that reflected the warm light from the golden sconces. The ceiling lights behind them dimmed as those ahead brightened, activated by each step Greg took. Turning her head over his shoulder, she could see a black ornate banister that wrapped the landing and led downstairs just before Greg shuffled her into a new room.

      This room had a similar ambience—dark yet warm. The walls were painted a walnut brown. As he moved, she took in two doors—both closed—a black dresser, matching nightstands, and a large bed with a black padded headboard. Greg pulled the bedcovers back with one hand and then laid her down with care.

      She sighed and let him pull the covers over her, but when he went to move away, she stopped him. “This is your house, isn’t it?”

      His gaze flickered away from hers, but then he nodded.

      Daniella’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you lived in the city.”

      Greg squatted beside her. “I kept this house off record so that anyone who stays here will be safe.”

      “And what happened to me earlier happens so often that you need to have a safehouse?”

      “I know of this place, my family knows of this place, and now you do too.” He moved his hand, holding her own, rubbing his thumb over her skin. “I just want you to be safe. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “I suppose I should feel special,” Daniella said sharply, “but, I’m beginning to understand just how much I don’t know you at all. I didn’t know where you lived or what you were. Are you even thirty?”

      He winced.

      “Right.” She pulled her hand away from his, but he reached out to grab it again, trapping it between his palms.

      “Ella, I know. I know I hid things from you, but that was never my intention. It was never what I wanted.”

      “And yet you did it anyway. Greg, we have been friends for years! I thought I knew you, and now I’m finding out that I don’t. I just went through the worst experience of my life with someone who is apparently a complete stranger to me. How else am I supposed to feel? You lied to me, not once, not twice, but multiple times. How am I supposed to trust you?”

      He cupped her cheek. She desperately wanted to pull away from his warmth, to let him know it wasn’t that easy. But it was, and that made it even more infuriating.

      “I never, ever wanted to lie to you. I never wanted to hide anything about myself from you. It has been one of the hardest things that I have ever done, but I did it to protect you.”

      Daniella scoffed, rolling her eyes.

      “I’m serious, Ella. What happened to you today could have been much, much worse, and it happened to you because of me,” he croaked. “I know you don’t understand that right now, but when I explain everything, you will. I have to live with that on my conscience. I failed you. All the lying and hiding I’ve done didn’t stop that from happening. Knowing that will bring me more despair than anything else in this world.”

      She gazed at him, at this strong man who seemed so vulnerable right now. She desperately wanted to believe him, to forgive him. But she couldn’t, not without honesty.

      “I asked you earlier today what you needed from me, and now I’m asking you, what do you want from me? How do I know everything you’re saying isn’t just pretty words, Greg?”

      “Because you know me better than anyone.” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear but froze at her bitter laugh.

      “Then you clearly have some work to do.”

      “Maybe you’re right. But I am being honest with you, right here, right now. Yes, I’m a vampire, and there’s a past filled with history and knowledge that comes with that. I didn’t give you the opportunity to learn those things about me, and that was wrong of me.” He sighed. “But that’s all they are. Things. They’re just pieces of who I am. Do they make up a part of me? Yes, of course. But you … I’ve never been like this with anyone but you. I have to be calm enough to make decisions, to protect my people, and to do that I have to leave my heart out of it. But I can’t do that with you. I can’t leave my heart out of it.”

      He kissed her hand, making her skin tingle. Greg stood, staring down at her with a saddened expression. He had never looked so lonely. The feeling washed over her with such strength that she had to grip the side of the bed to keep from reaching out to him.

      “I’m sorry for the hurt that I’ve caused you and for betraying your trust. I understand if you can’t see me the same way you used to, or if you can’t trust me again, and while I will do everything I can to fix this, I understand it’s not enough. The only thing I’m asking of you is to let me resolve this situation. After that, I’ll leave you alone, if you wish. Please, rest, and when you’re ready, come downstairs and I will explain everything to you.”

      “Greg—” Daniella called out to him, but he was already gone. She groaned and laid back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

      Vampires.

      Tears gathered in her eyes, but she forced them back, refusing to let them fall. He wasn’t the only one who had betrayed her. Luke and Mya had done so as well. Her friends, people who had become her family, had lied to her. They’d broken her trust, and that hurt pierced through her heart, leaving a wide hole. Yet, the thought of not having them in her life was worse.

      Leaving them had never been a possibility for her, and everything in her fought against the thought of it. She struggled, battling between the hurt they’d caused and the love she felt for each of them. The happy memories they’d had, birthdays they’d spent, the company’s grand opening, the times they’d laughed, the times they’d cried, how they cared for one another, how they’d cared for her, was that all a lie too?

      Daniella shook her head, knowing it couldn’t have been, especially not when she’d known them for so long. There was some semblance of truth there, and she held onto it like a lifeline.

      No matter how angry she was at Greg, Luke, or Mya, they meant everything to her, and did she really have a choice in the matter? The man who attacked her was a vampire. These people, her friends, were vampires, and she was a literal natural disaster in the making. They were the only stable thing she had, the only ones who knew what was going on.

      The emotional and mental toll the news had taken on her left her exhausted. She needed to rest, to reset herself before she approached anyone. Arguing was not the right path to truth, and she wouldn’t accept anything less.

      Rolling to her side, Daniella took another deep breath, inhaling the scent of spicy wood, cinnamon, and musk. The
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