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​


To Megan Pettet and Amanda McWhorter,
the girls who are power reading my stories and encouraging me to
write more.

To Erica Miller, the girl who keeps me
smiling and laughing and looking good for the camera.

And mostly to my good friend, Phil
Campbell. “Tahanks” for all the laughs and the great one-liners.
That’s the way we dose it!!!

Kathi S. Barton.


Prologue

​


Melody looked at Marcus. She had never
been so unsure of anything in all her considerable life. As queen,
it wasn’t something she wanted to happen again, either.

“Are you sure about this? She’s just a
child, not even a teenager yet. Why do you think this…this little
girl has what hundreds—no, thousands—don’t?”

Marcus, her Man at Arms of her Royal
Guard, grinned. “Never been more sure of anything before, mistress.
She’s good—damn good as a matter of fact. You should see her take
down a man. Nothing prettier. She’s even had the temerity to take
me on a few times. Smart mouth, too.” He grinned again. “You’ll
like her.”

“I don’t need to like her. It helps,
but is not…damn it, Marcus, I don’t want a little girl getting
killed trying to protect the kingdom.” She moved through the portal
into the human world. “We need someone who can follow orders, do as
she’s told, not a kid who’s going to be a pain in my ass several
hundred times a day.”

They needed men. Not just men, but men
of worth. Not to say that Melody had a problem with women defending
the kingdom, but to the guard who served her, all were men
regardless of their sex. They had put the magic beacon in the human
world, hoping to attract some of those who would be able to serve.
And so far, it had worked…to a point. There had been problems,
issues with some of the others…others who couldn’t be trusted with
the secret of the Castle of Molavonta, The Magical Castle of her
Magick, Melody’s magic.

Mel liked being the queen.
She loved that she had the power of magic. Hell, she thought,
I am magic. All magic. She governed the usage and the amounts used in both her world
and that of the human world. There were creatures and peoples in
her world that the humans wouldn’t or couldn’t understand. Dragons
and unicorns, pixies and fairies, trolls and centaurs, and even
kings and queens of all those, as well as princes and princesses.
Mel had the best of both worlds. And as a true immortal, one who
could never die, she had the added responsibility of keeping them
all safe.

“All right then, let’s go watch her.
What was her name again?” They entered the large area surrounding
the building and walked to the front door.

She could feel her own magic, the
magic that kept all evil away and all those that entered safe from
harm. She was comforted by it and what it represented. She looked
over at Marcus when he didn’t answer right away.

“Sara, mistress, her name is Sara
Temple. And so you know…well, I’ve not told you something.
Something that you will probably know soon enough.”

She looked at him, dreading whatever
it was he was about to say. “What is it, Marcus? Please tell me
she’s not a murderer or something. I’m going to be really pissed at
you if she is.”

“No, mistress, nothing like that.
Well…why don’t you go through the door and tell me? I swear to you,
it will be a nice surprise.” She didn’t like what he was saying, or
the grin. But she did go into the large building hoping that
whatever it was wasn’t going to piss Sherman off any more than he
already was at her.

Her mate, Sherman, was mad because he
felt he should be the one to gather the guard. Well, frankly, the
guard didn’t like him. Not only that, but for some reason she
couldn’t understand, they hated him. She didn’t understand that
either. He was a good man, if only a little self-absorbed. She did
love him, with all her heart. She and he had been mated for nearly
a millennium now. She wanted to have his child, their
daughter.

As the queen, it was decreed that she
could only have a single child, a girl child who would rule when
Mel was ready to step down. Her own mother had gone to Ireland some
nine hundred years ago to fade, or to rest as a fairy ring, a
magical circle of flowers that only the Irish could appreciate and
love, with Mel’s father. They would wake and come for a visit, but
those visits had become less and less over the decades. She frowned
when she wondered why. They were just to the door of the building
when she felt the small bit of…something.

She glanced over at Marcus to find him
staring at her. “It’s her. The girl. The closer you get to her, the
stronger it is. I felt it the first time I tangled with her. She
has it hidden, but when she’s fighting…well, she forgets to
hide.”

When they entered the large open area,
Marcus excused himself to go and find the master. She had a chance
to look around. It was a beautiful building filled with woods of
every kind. She walked to the wooden post next to her and put her
hand onto it. It was warm and gave off a feeling of peace and
wellbeing. She gave the sturdy oak a bit of her magic, just enough
to make him last, enough so that decades from now he would stand
and have knowledge that he stood for something other than a
structure piece that some human needed to finish a project. The
open walls and the wooden floors got the same bit of magic; warmth
from her touch permeated the entire building before Marcus stepped
back with her.

He stopped for a second, then threw
back his head and laughed. “And how will the owner explain why this
particular building still stands when all around it has
crumbled?”

“I don’t care so long as the people
who enter here leave with the sense of worth and happiness.” She
took a deep breath. “Let’s go and meet your friend so we can get
back to the castle.”

Marcus nodded toward a set of closed
doors, and Mel followed him. Magic blasted her as soon as she
stepped through the door. White magic, pure and barely touched,
slapped her hard in the face. Beautiful and warm, it made her feel
happiness, more than she’d given the post in the front and even
more pure. This child’s was untapped magic at its
purest.

The girl stood in the middle of the
room surrounded by all the weaponry needed to train. She was tall
for her age. Marcus had said she was just eleven years old. Mel
wondered what her parents thought about her magic and remembered
that Marcus had told her Sara was an orphan. Mel sat down as Marcus
changed as he walked across the floor, his clothing of his guard’s
uniform fading away to that of a pair of worn jeans and a
t-shirt.

“You’re late, asshole. You said you’d
be here an hour ago and now I have a class.” Her voice was hard, a
direct contrast to the little girl standing so still in the middle
of the room.

“I was detained. You think to teach me
a lesson, child? I’m thinking you need your bottom paddled for the
use of such language.” When she snorted at Marcus, he continued.
“Ah, you think I jest? No, I’ve come to teach you a thing or two
about fighting. Have you studied the book I gave you from
before?”

“Yeah, big deal. That book you gave me
is really crap. There was nothing in there about what we talked
about. I asked you how I get to have a sword that doesn’t feel like
I have to break an arm every time I want to lift it.” She lifted
the sword in her hand up to his face when he was close enough to
almost touch her. “That’s close enough.”

The sword was too long for her, even
Mel could tell that. Mel closed her eyes and had one fashioned for
her. All the child had to do was touch the handle and the sword
would be hers. Weight, balance, and even the length would be
specifically fit for her. Mel reached out to Marcus mentally and
asked him to give her the blade.

“Don’t touch the handle. It will work
only for the person who touches it. Tell her that you’ve had it
made for her.” Mel handed him the blade by the crown, and Marcus
took it by the pommel.

She didn’t think the child was going
to take it, but when she looked over at Mel, she nodded once and
wrapped her hand around it. Mel felt the connection immediately.
Magic like hers poured though the connection, and Mel knew that
Sara felt it, too.

“It’s nice. Thanks,” she said to Mel
before turning back to Marcus. “Who’s the broad?”

Mel nearly burst out laughing at the
expression on Marcus’s face. He’d been taught from birth to respect
her as the queen. This chit had a few things to learn, the least of
which would be respect, if she made the cut.

“You’ll keep a civil tongue in your
head,” he told her. “I told you before I was bringing someone. Now
behave or I’ll take the flat of my blade to your
bottom.”

The girl snorted. “You can try, old
man. I’m not one of your rug rats to be ordered about. If you want
to show off for your girlfriend, that’s fine by me.”

Her new blade sang through the air and
sliced a tear in Marcus’s shirt. The move was so quick Mel was
surprised by it. Marcus only grinned.

“First blood.” He bowed as he spoke.
“Today we fight for blood, not tears in our clothing. I’ll give to
you this shot, but we go for good. Ready?”

“No. I won’t hurt you. I refuse to
play like this so some woman will have sex with you.” Sara dropped
the blade to the floor as she spoke. “I told you before I’m only
here because they’ll feed me and it’s fun.”

Marcus stood there with the girl,
neither of them moving. Mel stood and walked toward them. Marcus
was right; the closer one got to her, the stronger she was. She was
standing next to her when she realized that the girl was reading
her mind. Mel let her to a point, but kept a great deal from her.
She was not bad for a person without training, and Mel was equally
impressed that Sara had such control.

“Hello. You’re Sara Temple. I’m
Melody, his queen.” Mel nodded toward Marcus. “I want to show you
something.”

Mel turned to Marcus and took his arm
into her hand. “Marcus is my guard, and as such, he can’t be hurt
by you. I can cut him.” Mel sliced her own blade over his arm,
drawing a line of blood. “But you—”

Mel was suddenly on the floor with a
small, very sharp blade to her throat. The girl, Sara, was
straddling her, holding her down.

“No,” Mel warned Marcus when he drew
back his sword to what Mel was sure to end Sara’s life. “She was
doing just what we need her for. Protecting one of my
own.”

“You were trying to prove a point?
Wow, you’re a real piece of work, lady.” Sara stood and looked at
her as Mel rose as well. “I’m so out of here. See you around,
Marcus.”

When Sara turned to leave, Mel stopped
her with a question. “Sara, did you use your magic to throw me
down, or was it your body? Either way was impressive. But I’m
thinking you used your powers.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about. You’re nuts. No one has magic.” Sara still hadn’t moved when
she continued. “People would hurt someone if they had magic, don’t
you think?”

“Yes,” Mel agreed. “But
not where I’m from.” Mel took a deep breath, tried another
approach, and whispered through her mind. “I can help you with it if you’ll let me. I can show you how
to control all of it.”

“In exchange for what? You
going to slice open my head and see how my brain works? Tie me to a
chair and put wires on me and shock me?”
Mel felt her snort and nearly burst out laughing.
“No thanks, been there, done
that.”

Mel wondered what else the girl had
been through and then realized she would probably not tell her if
she asked. “No, I don’t need a blade to see what’s in your head or
your heart. Come with us, Sara. I swear to you if you don’t like it
after one week, I’ll bring you back and pay you for your time.” Mel
held her breath while she waited on Sara.

“You won’t hurt me?” she asked as she
turned.

“No, child, I won’t hurt you.” Mel put
out her hand. “And so long as you’re working for me, no one will
ever hurt you again.”

Sara nodded, then took Mel’s hand. As
soon as they touched, they were all three in Molavonta.

“Mother fuck,” Sara said on a sigh.
Marcus burst out laughing.

~~~

Fifteen Years
Later

 


Aaron looked at his friend and day
walker, Duncan, and wondered, not for the first time, what the hell
he was doing. If Aaron lost this, then Duncan would die. He looked
around the entrance hall again while he waited for Carlos Sanchez
to receive him.

“Duncan, perhaps we should talk about
this again. I don’t think I can stand for you to—”

“Sire,” Duncan began, exasperation in
his voice. “I do believe we have re-mashed this several times
already. I also believe that if you fail, you will be in no
position to worry if I am dead as well. I do not believe that you
will fail, but should you, then you will not even know that I have
met my demise. You yourself will be ash and no longer aware of me
anyway.”

Aaron couldn’t help it, he burst out
laughing. “I suppose you’re right. And it’s rehash, not re-mash.”
They both turned as one to the doorway when they heard the
footsteps coming toward them.

“You will do well, sire,” Duncan said
as he straightened the collar on Aaron’s shirt. “This man needs to
be removed from his position, and you are the man to do
so.”

Aaron nodded before they both turned
toward the vampire who had showed them in. He didn’t look any
better this time than he had the first time.

His hair was unkempt and lank-looking.
His cheeks, his entire body, looked gaunt and his skin, pasty
white. He looked starved, and Aaron thought that for a vampire of
this one’s apparent age, it had to have been weeks since he’d last
fed. But for all his sickliness, his uniform was in pristine
order.

Clean and pressed, even his shoes were
polished to a high glossy sheen. Like the house and its contents,
money had been put into appearances and not into those that lived
there. Aaron shook his head at the waste of money.

Carlos Sanchez had been the master
vampire of this little realm for nearly three hundred years. Aaron
had moved there several weeks earlier when a few meetings with some
other vamps had told him what was going on. Aaron might not have
thought the cruelty was true had it have been only one or two
stories, but he had heard the same thing over a dozen
times.

Carlos was abusing his position as
master. Not only was he taking more than sixty-five percent of
their total income, but he was not setting up anything in return
for them. There were no health benefits for the human servants, nor
was there anything set up for the orphans of vampires who were
killed in fights or by humans. Then there was the physical abuse as
well.

Starving them was bad enough, but he
was also killing them. Murder of one’s own kind was punishable by
death. Only when challenged could a vampire kill another. But he
was killing for pleasure, to show others what would happen if they
crossed him or tried to leave his realm.

As soon as they were led into the
large receiving room, Aaron knew he had to win. The smell of death
was everywhere, and the three dead women and the one man…all
humans…on the floor before them were sickening to say the least.
Aaron gained strength in knowing that he would win for the people
of the realm.

“Ah, Aaron MacManus. What brings you
here tonight? Come to finally pledge to me, have you? It’s about
time. I was about to send out my troops to bring you in and make
you do it.” His laugh grated along Aaron’s skin. “Well, my boy,
let’s get this over with.”

“No, I have not. I’ve come to
challenge you. Challenge you to your death for rules and rites of
passage.” Aaron drew his sword and slammed it deep within the
carpeted floor, never taking his eyes from Carlos.

Carlos laughed again, but this time,
Aaron could hear the forcefulness in it. “Surely you
jest.”

“I assure you that I do not. I, Aaron
Xavier MacManus, pledged to no master, hereby challenge you, Carlos
April Sanchez, to rules and rites of passage of this realm. I
challenge you to your death.”

Carlos looked at the men and women
around him. Two of them stepped away and then flashed to the door
and out of the room. One of the women made her way toward Aaron. He
wasn’t sure what her intent was, but she was stopped by Duncan, who
simply stood in front of her, blocking her way.

“The last three times someone
challenged me, I was the victor. You think you—”

“They were not me,” Aaron said,
cutting him off. He pulled his sword free and held it before him.
“Are you afraid, Carlos? You should be, for I plan to make your
death count for so much.”

“You’re going to regret this,
MacManus. I haven’t lost a fight yet, and I don’t plan to do so to
an insolent prick like you,” Carlos snarled as he stood.

Aaron grinned and knew that Carlos
could see no humor or friendliness in it. “So be it.”


 


​ ~CHAPTER ONE~

 


Sara paused only slightly
when she felt it. Someone or some...thing had moved into her zone.
As she continued to vacuum the carpet in the little Cessna, she
reached out and touched the other people she knew to be inside the
hangar. Maybe, she thought, one of the others
brought in a visitor.

The mechanics, Mark and Tully, were in
the outer bay; Maria, the cleaning lady, was in the waiting area,
and the Carlovettis, Demetrius and April, were in their separate
offices in the back of the hangar. No, they…because now she knew
there were six…had come in as a group and they were not with anyone
that she already knew.

Sara Temple was an amazing telepath.
Her ability to reach and search out those who were near was
extremely strong and only one of the many and varied talents that
she had. She knew the building like the back of her hand, so she
was also able to tell where they were headed or where they already
were.

At first she thought it was the High
Council of Magick and that they had finally found her after four
long years of hiding from them. Then she realized that had it been
them, they would have simply materialized behind her, slit her
throat, and then dematerialized again, all without leaving a trace
of themselves behind to lead anyone back to them. That was the
penalty for high treason and the presumed kidnapping of the Queen
Melody, Mistress of Light, Keeper of Magic—instant death. But she
could not think of them right now, or of Mel, her friend. She
needed to focus on the here and now.

No, their signature, or tag, was
different. These...beings were not anyone she had encountered
before. She was able to track them moving from the front of the
building toward the offices to the rear of the large
hangar.

Vampire—all six of them
are bloodsuckers, she thought,
and by the signature that they are sending off,
most are heavily armed.

As she turned off the vacuum, she
reached further, gently, so as not to alert those to her mind
search, and looked to see why they might be there. She scanned each
person separately to see what their intentions toward the
Carlovettis were. She realized in that moment that they were not
only there to kill the oldest vampire in their group, but to blame
Demetrius and April Carlovetti, her new bosses and the owners of
the airliner where she worked, for his murder.

Sara was always armed, so she was well
prepared to defend herself and others if need be. She was in
constant danger from one source or another and lived in mortal
terror because of it. She moved out of the plane easily enough and
was on her way to the offices when she felt the presence of the new
life. April was pregnant. Sara’s sole purpose changed in that
second. Now the need to protect April and the innocent life that
she carried became Sara’s number one priority.

All of the vampire newcomers were
older than both the Carlovettis, especially April, who had
converted just a few weeks after she started working for them eight
months ago. Sara had known all along that she worked for vamps,
just as she knew that Charlie Wolff, her former boss, was a
werewolf. She just chose to ignore it. It didn’t matter to her what
kind of being they were, as long as they did not snack on
her.

As she moved along the outer walls of
the building, she kept her focus on any movements inside and around
the offices that would alert her to sudden danger. She knew that
one of the men was moving toward April’s office where April was, so
Sara picked up her pace. There were two more surrounding the oldest
vampire. They were all with Demetrius, who was just inside the
first set of rooms with the larger group, talking. She moved into
the mind of Demetrius to see what was happening. It was easy; all
she needed was a touch of bare skin and she could usually talk to
or read a person’s mind. The conversation centered on the oldest
vamp, the newest Master of the Realm, a man called Aaron MacManus,
and what his plans were for his new realm.

Demetrius was wondering about the
man’s intentions in coming to the hangar without notice, and seemed
to have no idea that he was close to his own death.

The first vampire that Sara had
encountered was still where she had felt him, standing outside the
little reception area not ten feet from the others. He would have
to be dealt with first and quickly. If she did not, then he would
let the others know before she had a chance to try and save April
and the babe.

As Sara moved toward him, she reached
inside of her left boot and pulled out a long, silver blade. It
would not be considered a knife by most as it was just a one inch
strip of stainless steel with a fine coating of silver, and with a
small handle that fit Sara’s hand perfectly. Another blade lay
hidden in her other boot. Down the back of her neck, a blade wider
and longer by several inches awaited her usage. Two more blades,
attached to bands up each sleeve of her shirt, were ready to be
ejected into her hands when she applied pressure to her
wrist.

Sara was surprised at his size when
she saw him; he was very big. Tall, but that wasn’t all; he was
really fat. She had never seen a fat vamp before and it surprised
her. His thinning dark hair was pulled into a tight stringy mess at
the back of his head. His dark suit fit him well enough, but she
was sure that he would have a lot of difficulty if he were required
to button the jacket. His tie was dark and matched the equally dark
shirt he wore. He had on well worn, brown cowboy boots. But it was
the automatic weapon he had resting across his arms that really
drew her attention…not the weapon itself, but the fact that it had
a silencer on it. Whatever they were going to do to the old vamp,
they had no intentions of letting anyone else hear.

She was nearly to him, but at the very
last second, the vamp turned toward her. She knew she had made a
small noise to alert him; his hearing, like all vamps, being very
acute. Before he could react, she sliced his head from his body.
Sara proved her blade and exceptional strength were better than any
weapon he carried.

Sara crouched to catch his
head as his body disintegrated before it hit the floor. His head
followed his body seconds later, still receiving input as it had
not yet realized that his body was gone. It took just a little
longer. Killing rogue vamps is not a messy
job. Add a little silver, a little sunlight, and voila,
nothing. She nearly giggled out loud at
this wayward thought. It’s better if I
stay on guard, she thought with a
grimace.

Sara knew that one or all of the other
vamps would feel him missing soon, if they had not already, so she
moved forward into the room immediately, killing the next one as
she came into the door in much the same manner as the first.
Severing the head from a vampire was the only true way to kill
them, and it was also the quickest.

Scanning the room with her mind, Sara
located and sent a telepathic message to Demetrius to get to his
wife, as she was in mortal danger.

“April is in danger. One
of the rogues is headed toward her now. She is working in her
office.”

He did not even ask Sara how she knew
or stop to think how she had communicated with him. He just flashed
from the room toward his life mate.

When Sara looked back at the two
remaining rogues, she saw that the fourth vampire had a gun pointed
toward her, and that the last had the older vamp by the throat and
a jeweled silver dagger to his neck—Mexican standoff.

Mentally, Sara reached out
to the hostage, not holding out much hope that she could talk to
him. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes. Can you help
me?” he asked her. “My name is Aaron MacManus. I’m the new Master Vampire in this
realm.”

Sara was pleasantly surprised to find
he was open to her.

“I only came in here to
save the Carlovettis. That’s done, if Mr. Carlovetti can get to his
mate in time.” She focused on him for a
second and said, “He has her; she’s safe
now. I have no interest in you, or saving you, Mr.
MacManus.”

She started to turn away
when he stopped her. “Wait, I’m asking for
your help. What would it take to get you to save my
life?” he pleaded.

“My
death.” She answered him quickly.
Death would be an end to so much,
she thought.

“I can offer you eternal
life, yes. You want to be an immortal. Done. But I must be alive to
give you—” She stopped him.

“No. Death. Nothing more.
I want my life to end. Today. If I save you, you’ll end this life
as I know it.” When he agreed with a short
nod, she moved slightly closer to her target.

Long minutes passed as
Sara tried to reason with the closest rogue. She was making no
progress with him; he had an assignment and he wasn’t deviating
from it. Plus, she thought, he is stupid. He has to
know the others are dead, yet here he stands like he has a chance
to get out alive.

Sara knew that he was ready to strike
against them seconds before he moved. She lunged forward, twisting
around. She pulled the blade from between her shoulder blades and
sliced the vamp with the gun in half at his midsection just as the
gun went off. As the momentum of her twist brought her full circle,
she dropped to a crouch, and jabbed forward between the hostage’s
legs, severing the right leg of the vamp, and the last man dropped
to the floor. This allowed the vampire who had already proclaimed
himself as master to take out his captor by severing his head from
his bleeding body with a quick morphing of his hand into a
claw.

Sara, still on her knees, watched
while he then proceeded to the vamp that she’d cut in half and
dispatched him into nothingness as well.

As he moved toward her, she managed to
stand again and bring her blade to the forefront, taking a stance
that showed she still had a lot of fight left in her, even though,
in reality, she was nearly done.

Blood was pouring out of the bullet
wound at her side at an alarming rate. Adrenaline surging through
her body, she hadn’t even realized that she had been hit until that
second. She knew that it had not hit any major organs, but that
didn’t mean it would not bleed for a while. Her body had an
unnatural ability to heal itself very quickly up to the point where
she was no longer in mortal danger. Major wounds would heal in a
matter of hours rather than months, then she would heal like a
normal human, weeks to heal deep bruises, and less if it was just
cuts. As he moved within a foot of her, she brought the blade to
his throat, stopping his progress. He showed her the jeweled dagger
that he had taken from the dead vamp in his open palm to show he
meant her no harm.

“Do you truly wish to die, little
warrior?” Aaron asked her.

“Yes, yes I do. We had a deal, you and
me. Mine for yours. Are you a man of your word, Mr.
MacManus?”

Sara watched him bristle
at that. He is probably not used to having
people refute him, she thought with a
grin.

The large vamp was very handsome, she
realized. His hair was long and straight, hanging in a curtain of
black halfway down his back. His face was beautiful, full lips,
high cheekbones. His nose had a small bump in the middle, like it
had been broken once. That should have detracted from his good
looks, but it only seemed to enhance them. His eyes were a
startling shade of blue, the color so deep that they looked almost
black. He towered over her five-eleven frame by as much as eight
inches and he weighed at least two-fifty. He looked fit; his dress
shirt hung well across his broad shoulders and his pants hinted at
muscled thighs and long legs.

Aaron stared at her too. He seemed to
know she was assessing him. She flushed slightly when he
grinned.

“Yes, I’m a man of my word. You still
wish for me to kill you after you’ve just saved my life? You have
no second thoughts?”

“It wasn’t my intention to save you at
all. I told you that. All I ask is that you make it quick and
clean.” She staggered slightly, dizzy for just a second.

“If we stand here long enough and
debate the finer points of life and why you should live, you’ll die
anyway, I think.”

Sara felt him try to touch her
mentally and she tightened her shield. When he could not reach her,
he continued.

“Why is it that I can see that you’re
bleeding, yet I smell no blood on you? I can’t even pick up your
human scent. Are you even human? I find that to be very curious.”
He looked her up and down and she felt heat rush through
her.

What right does he have to
size me up? she thought.
It didn’t matter about my size minutes ago when I
was saving him. Arrogant bastard. “Because
I don’t want you to be able to smell me, all right? That isn’t what
matters. What will it take, vamp, another attempt on your life? A
stab to a vital area with a bit of silver? Tell me. We had a deal,
yours for mine. Lop off my head and be done with it.”

Demetrius and April chose that moment
to enter the room. She felt their shock as though it were her own.
Demetrius tried to reach through her shield, but she was a little
busy.

“Master, she saved our lives. I beg
for her life, sire. Without her, none of us, you included, would be
here.”

Sara chanced a glance over at him and
frowned. She wanted to say, “Stay out of this. I helped you, now
leave me alone.”

“You beg for something that she is
very willing, and wanting, to forfeit, Demetrius.” Aaron nodded
toward her. “Little Warrior here has asked me to take her from her
subsistence. I haven’t yet decided what to do about
this.”

Sara jerked back toward him. “We had a
deal, damn it. Are you going to back out on your word? You said you
could be trusted.”

“Sara, drop your knife, I beg of you.
He’s my master. I cannot allow you to harm him, nor will I stand by
and watch while he cuts your throat. Please, drop the knife and let
us sort this out in a friendlier manner.” She felt Demetrius move
toward her after sliding April behind him as he did so.

“Demetrius,” Aaron said tightly. “I
would prefer that you wouldn’t give her any more reason to cause me
harm today. I’ve had a really shitty day so far. I’ve only just
become master and would like very much not to be taken out by one
small human. She would do it just to have you end her life, I
believe. Wouldn’t you?”

“I’ll not cause Mr. Carlovetti any
problems. I like him. But I tire of being a failure. There are
people who would do the job you seem reluctant to do, but they
wouldn’t make it quick, I think. We can stand as we are while I
bleed out, or I could kill you. It matters little to nothing to
me.”

She was getting weaker, and she
thought he knew it too. If she passed out, she knew that he would
not complete what he had promised…if his promises meant anything at
all.

Sara had failed so many people. Her
friend Mel had suffered the greatest loss. The queen had lost her
unborn child, and it had left her magic weak, unable to protect
herself from her mate, Sherman. Also, because of her failure as
Mel’s guard, she was being hunted by the High Council, the
governing panel of magick within the magical realm of
Molavonta.

Sherman would kill her. He had told
her that often enough whenever he managed to find her. But she also
thought that he would enjoy it too much and it wouldn’t be
quick.

“Drop the knife, and I will do as you
ask. I will take away the life you live.” Sara reached out and
found that while Aaron was not happy with it, he was sincere in his
promise.

Immediately, she dropped the knife.
Its blade quivered in the wooden floor between them. The master
took the last few steps toward her, bringing his body very close to
hers, and he bought his hand to the back of her neck. He tilted it
at an angle, bringing the long column of her neck up for his mouth
and his very sharp fangs. She did not fight him or resist in
anyway. Closing her eyes, she relaxed against him.

Suddenly, she felt nothing
as her world went black. Her last thought she sent to him was,
“Thank you.”


 


~CHAPTER TWO~

​


“Master?”

Aaron had forgotten the man and woman
behind him. He continued to look into the face of the woman in his
arms. She was a quandary, and he loved puzzles.

“She’s strong, isn’t she? And
stubborn. Who is she? What do you know about her?” he asked without
turning around.

He did not want them to see him just
yet. His eyes had turned; the need to feed from her was making him
see her in a red haze. That and the touch of something more he
wanted from her.

“Her name is Sara Temple. She is one
of our pilots. Sire? I beg for her life, please? She saved our
lives, all of our lives.” April, too, was begging for Little
Warrior’s life.

Aaron had not met April yet, but he
had heard a great deal about her from her mate tonight. Aaron
guessed that she had been the reason Demetrius had left the room so
quickly when the beauty had entered.

“Yes, as you have said before. I’m
well aware of what she has done for us, and I have no intention of
ending her life just yet, no matter how much or how prettily she
begs. I have merely put her into a state of deep sleep until we can
get her medical help. It is still a few hours until sunrise, and we
have a lot to do. My car is just outside,” Aaron decided quickly.
“We will need to get her to my estate, and you two are coming with
me. So I suggest that you make whatever arrangements you need to
and do so now.”

Aaron did not even turn around to see
if they were doing as he said. He was a man who was used to having
his every command obeyed without question, and luckily, the
Carlovettis understood that, and jumped to do his
bidding.

With the girl still in his arms, he
leaned down to pick up her knife, careful not to touch the silver.
Carrying his would-be killer, he walked to the big, black SUV and
climbed into the back seat with her. He laid her gently across his
lap as he pulled out his cell phone. He was just finishing his last
call when the doors to his car opened in the front. The Carlovettis
got in, Demetrius the driver.

Putting his cell phone away with a
snap shut, he said, “I have contacted a doctor friend of mine,
Thomas Reilly, who deals with humans as well as vamps. He will meet
us at the mansion. What can you tell me about her?”

April looked over at her husband, then
back at the vampire in the back seat. He was holding Sara in his
arms and checking the wound while he waited for an answer. He
looked up at April with a questioning expression.

“Do you plan to take her life, sire?”
she asked him.

“Aaron.”

Aaron wondered why they thought he
would end her life so quickly, or be so willing to do so. Then he
thought of Carlos Sanchez, the former master of this realm, and
realized that therein lay the problem.

As the way of vampire law, when Aaron
had challenged the previous master for his realm, the two strong
forces fought to the end. It had been a bloody and horrific battle,
lasting nearly three hours—a very long time in vampire battles. In
the end, Carlos was beheaded, and Aaron himself had been nearly
mortally wounded. It took him almost a month for his energy and
strength to be built back to what was normal for him. But of
course, no one knew that for sure, and he wanted to keep it that
way.

The winner, in this case
Aaron, had been declared the Master of the Realm, and he had been
afforded all of the riches, property, and anything else the
previous master owned, including subjects. The loser? In this case, Aaron
wondered who had been the loser. The realm
was a total mess and—

April’s question pulled him from his
thoughts. “I’m sorry?” Her confusion was evident in her
tone.

“My name, it’s Aaron MacManus. Please
call me Aaron. And no, I don’t, at least as long as she doesn’t
become a threat to us. You do realize that she single-handedly took
out four rogue vampires without so much as a scratch on her? The
bullet wound happened while she was begging for her life, or death,
as it were, with me. She has abilities that go beyond a mere human;
she walked up on all of us without anyone being the wiser. Surely
you are aware of what that can mean to our race? To us?”

Aaron was in awe of her. His little
warrior was as strong, if not stronger than, most men he
knew.

“Yes, sire...err, Aaron. But if she
wanted us dead, why would she have put herself in danger to save us
in the first place? Unless...it was to cause her own
death.”

That was what Aaron was wondering too,
and he was surprised that Demetrius thought the same thing. His
estimation of the man’s worth had just raised a few
notches.

“Not us, just you two. She as much
told me I was expendable in the large scheme of things. Her only
objective was to save you. Why? I’d like to find out what makes a
human feel the need to do what she did, to take such a chance.” Or
if she even was a human. He looked down at her again. “I take it
she’d never given you any indication that she wanted
death.”

“No, never. There’s something else you
should know. I believe she sent me a hard mental push to go to
April, saying that she was in trouble. I never realized she was
capable of anything like that, of telepathic behavior.”

Aaron had thought as much when she’d
kill the men with him. He had felt the small but strong mental push
of compulsion, but hadn’t realized it had come from her. He looked
up from her face when Demetrius continued.

“Honestly? There isn’t much we know
about her, especially in light of tonight’s activities. We had no
indication that she had these powers…abilities, I guess. I knew
that I had been unable to penetrate her mind, but after trying hard
for the first few months, then off and on over the last few, I just
put it down as a natural phenomenon and didn’t think much about it
again. It happens in some humans, I guess. Now, it seems she is
much stronger than I am, mentally at least. I’m the best psychic I
know...knew.”

April picked up from Demetrius when he
seemed to trail off. “She keeps to herself mostly. We were told
when we hired her that she’s one of the best pilots that Charlie
had ever worked with, even if you consider her young age. I’d have
to agree with that after working with her.”

“How long has she worked for you? And
where did she work before? I’m assuming locally, right?” Aaron knew
there were several small ports around the Zanesville area and one
larger one in Columbus.

“I guess nearly a year now, just
before April was changed.” Aaron watched as Demetrius touched his
mate and kissed her hand before he continued. “Her experience is
vast and varied. She came to us directly through Charles Wolff, the
retired alpha to the local were pack. She also worked for Columbus
Airport as a substitute pilot or during peak times if they needed
her. She flew their bigger planes, 747s and 750s. The local
hospital used her as their chopper pilot about three or four times
a month.”

“What did she think about working for
supernaturals?” he asked Demetrius.

Aaron was impressed with the girl so
far, but that wasn’t getting him any closer to figuring out what
she was, only who she was. Aaron knew that he was not going to like
the answer as soon as he saw Demetrius look over at his mate before
replying.

“We didn’t think that she knew what we
are, any of us. Charlie told me that he thought she was unaware of
what they were, and we assumed the same thing. I guess we were all
wrong about her ability to know if we are immortals or not. He
retired as their alpha when his grandson, Bradley Wolff, took over
the pack at the same time that she came to work for us. Charlie
said he knows you?” Demetrius said.

“So it would seem. Yes, I know of him
and The Brotherhood of Gray, I believe. Why didn’t she stay with
them? I know they still have their own fleet. It seems if she is
this good, they wouldn’t have wanted to get rid of her.” Alarmed by
her sudden movement, he looked down at her pained expression even
in her sleep.

Aaron knew that he could lick her
wound closed, but he was sure that the bullet was still lodged into
her ribs. If it were anything but silver, he would just dig it out
and heal her. Then there was the added problem of what he suspected
she might be to him.

“There was some bad blood between her
and the grandson’s wife, Lynne.” April answered this time. “Charlie
thought that she had always been very jealous of Sara and would
have killed her if she had ever had the chance. Probably would have
ended differently than he thought it if today is any indication of
her ability to defend herself.” April laughed at her own joke, and
then sobered quickly.

Aaron sighed, wondering when they
would feel comfortable around him. “Yes, I believe you’re correct.
I would like it if you two could stay at the estate for a while. I
should have asked earlier, and not demanded. She is going to be
there for a little while until she’s healed, and will probably feel
better about having someone she knows there. I don’t have much in
the way of staff yet, as I’ve only just gotten the house and ground
cleaned up. But Duncan can see to everything you need.” His tone
was dismissive, just as he had meant it to be. He wanted to
think—no, needed to think.

April nodded and turned back to face
the front of the car. It looked as if he was going to be spending
some up close and personal time with some of his new
subjects.

Aaron waited until April had finished
turning away before he looked down at the burden in his arms again.
Sara was quite simply the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
And her smell…she smelled of calla lilies and honey. He was sure
that the only reason he could smell her now was because she was in
a vampire’s sleep, deep as death.

Aaron ran his fingertip down the side
of her face, marveling at the silkiness of her skin, the warmth
that radiated from it. Her lashes swept out nearly a quarter of an
inch across her high cheeks. Her brows arched beautifully over
eyelids that, while now closed in sleep, covered the most startling
shade of light blue he had ever seen, nearly clear in color. Her
skin was the creamiest white, and freckles were sprinkled all over
her small, upturned nose and the rosiest of cheeks, pale now
because of her blood loss and other injuries. Her hair matched her
complexion to perfection, being an exceptional burnished copper, a
color that could not have come from any bottle or salon.

Aaron’s gaze traveled further down her
body to her breasts, which were covered by the thin t-shirt she had
on. They looked firm, full, and ripe. He shifted her weight in his
arms to try and ease the now painful erection. He had just been
thinking about what color, and how large, her nipples might be.
What they would taste like when he suckled them into his mouth? Her
waist was small, but not the overly thin that most of the women
nowadays were trying to achieve. Her hips flared out, and to his
way of thinking, they were the perfect size for him to hold onto
while slamming his cock deep inside her, giving them both pleasure
for hours. Her jeans and the soft leather boots molded lovingly to
her legs gave testimony of the length and muscle tone of them. She
was any man’s wet dream and a vampire’s worst nightmare rolled into
one lovely woman. And he was very afraid this little slip of a
human was what he feared more than anything in his entire fourteen
hundred year existence. She was someone he had hoped never to
meet.

Aaron was terrified that the woman who
had begged for him to end her life was actually his life mate, and
he was in no hurry to confirm that possibility.

There were several ways vampires knew
their other half, their mate. Blood exchange was the most well
known and quickest way to confirm what most of them knew. Sex,
while the most enjoyable of the three ways, was also not the most
reliable. The act of completion, during which both parties achieved
release during intercourse, opened doorways to each other’s minds
through telepathy. An emotional bond was formed so tightly that one
knew the feelings of the other at all times. Smell, the least
reliable, was usually what lured the couple together. But when
older vampires, and Aaron was one, got a strong aroma from their
potential mate, it usually turned out they were the one meant for
them. And Aaron knew as surely as he was sitting with her in his
arms, she wouldn’t be any happier about it than he was.

With a scent as powerful as Sara’s,
how could he possibly doubt that she was the one?


 


​ ~CHAPTER THREE~

 


Aaron walked into the kitchen just as
Duncan was closing one of the multitudes of cabinets. There were
bags everywhere and more boxes than should have been necessary to
hold groceries for one woman. All were marked with the logo of one
of the local markets. He noticed a huge bowl of fruit on the tile
counter. He picked up one of the oranges and put it to his
nose.

The smell of citrus exploded in his
senses. Feelings of sunshine and warmth on his skin, laughter
ringing in his ears, and happiness moved through him. Memories. The
wonderful memories of Christmas mornings as a child celebrating the
season with his family.

He and his little sister would pour
their meager stockings on the floor. The sounds of small toys,
wooden and tin clanking together as they rummaged for the small
gifts. And at the toe, a single orange, a rare treat in both the
season and their poor household.

“Has Miss Temple woken up yet,
Duncan?” he asked as the emotions of the flashback
receded.

“No, my lord, at least not for overly
long. I do believe she has used the bathroom twice since her
arrival. The monitor sounded when she entered that room earlier. I
did find her on the bedroom floor near the bed just this morning,
sir, and I put her back into it. However, the next time I went up,
she was on the floor again, only across the room this time. I left
her there. She must not have found any comfort in the big bed for
some reason.”

It would bother
Duncan, Aaron thought, that Sara was not in a proper bed. Knowing Duncan, he would
probably purchase a new mattress if he believed that the old one
had offended someone. Aaron smiled at his
dear friend.

“Maybe the bed is too soft for her
wound. Have you gotten the food supplies I asked you
to?”

Aaron knew that he could depend on
Duncan; he had been doing that since they had rescued one another
in the early eighteen hundreds. Both men starving, one for food,
the other for blood, they had provided each other with what they
needed most. Duncan had been his daywalker and protector
since.

“Of course, my lord, you did ask me
to.”

Aaron felt his lips twitch at the look
the man gave him. Prudently, he did not laugh at him. Duncan could
be sensitive about such things.

“Yes, I know, but when was the last
time food was brought into a household that you and I were living
in?” While he did not feed from Duncan, a bond had formed between
them in addition to a strong friendship. And because of it, Duncan
would live, never aging for as long as Aaron did.

“I see your point. But I must say, it
was quite fun shopping for human food stuffs. I did not realize
that things had changed so much in just one hundred years. And
sire, you would not believe the variety of things. Why, there were
several kinds of apples to choose from…I could hardly make up my
mind. I did purchase plenty of fresh fruits for the young miss. Do
you think she will enjoy them?”

“Duncan, I believe you need to get out
more.” Aaron sat in one of the new kitchen chairs that had been
delivered the previous morning. “Yes, I do, even if she doesn’t
think she does. She’ll need to eat well. She’s much too thin as it
is. Have you had any luck getting any help for the house? While I
know that you are more than capable of getting everything done,
with guests in the house, we don’t want to give them the worry of
thinking you won’t be able to care for them.”

“No, sir, I have not. It would seem
that the previous master was quite the monster, if you do not mind
my saying so. No one will trust that you will not extract a payment
of some sort to work here, as he did. And that you will not be as
harsh or cruel as he.”

Duncan was correct, he knew. It did
not make the situation any better. That was why he had gone to see
the Carlovettis. The young couple was well respected in both the
human and the vampire world. He had gone to seek their help in
bringing people around and convincing them to get to know him
better.

“I feared as much,” Aaron said sadly.
“Hopefully, I’ll be able to convince them that while I expect them
to follow the rules set forth, I won’t skin anyone alive who
doesn’t comply. I also plan to pay for the services rendered with a
good wage.”

Aaron had been doing a little research
on the people he now commanded. They really were terrified of the
leadership, and with good reason. In the month since he had become
master, he’d only met with a handful of them, and they had been
nearly overwhelmed with terror.

“I had heard that a ‘skinning’ was his
minimum punishment for disobedience, and to do so while they
lived....” Duncan shivered. “So it’s true then, sire? You will have
much to overcome, I fear.” He said it as if he had fully expected
him to accomplish it without any problems.

“I’m afraid so. And that was the
minimum punishment. Once the little warrior wakes up, let me know
immediately. She and I have a lot to talk about.” He started to
leave the room when Duncan stopped him by clearing his
throat.

“My Lord...about the other guests,
what should I do with them?” He suddenly looked nervous.

“They’ll be here until we get this
settled with Miss Temple. I don’t want her to wake in a strange
house with strange people.” He could not resist a little teasing.
“Are they proving too much for you, old man?”

Duncan huffed and walked away from
him. Aaron laughed out loud. He could not wait for her to wake, he
thought as he returned to his study. She was a distraction. A
beautiful and stubborn distraction, one he wanted to kiss on the
delicious mouth again.

~~~

Just before sunset two days later,
Sara woke up. Despite the great deal of pain from the bullet wound
and soreness in a multitude of other places, she moved about enough
to get herself going.

While sitting on the floor, she felt
beyond the room, checking for others in the house, discovering the
immensity of the building. She felt the presence of the Carlovettis
and the vamp, plus one other person one floor below her—Duncan. She
traced the faint signal of the others to the lower regions of the
mansion and realized they were both still at rest.

Moving slowly to the bathroom to clean
up, she found her clothes, clean and neatly folded on the large
sink. Her backpack sat on the counter too, allowing her to brush
her teeth first. This took a great deal of energy. As she sat down
on the toilet, a knock sounded at the bathroom door.

“Yes?”

Duncan was standing just outside the
open door to where she was. She didn’t have much energy left so she
tilted her head slightly to look at him.

Duncan was not tall, but his slender
stature made him appear taller. His skin tone was fair, his hair
red and very curly, even as short as it was. Her first thought was
Irish. It was his eyes that startled her the most. They were the
deepest shade of green that she had ever seen. His smile at her
made her realize that he had been talking to her all the while she
had been studying him.

“Miss? It is I, Duncan. May I inquire
if you need anything? I have been instructed to aide you in any way
that you require.”

Sara watched as he fussed with the
stack of towels in his arms.

“I was about to get into the shower.
I’m pretty sure I can do that on my own, thanks. Unless you were
told to help me with that too.”

Sara had only planned to wash off and
then sit down again. She suddenly felt...like something left
uncovered in the fridge for too long.

For a full minute, he didn’t say a
word. His face, however, said it all. Shock, terror, and confusion
flitted across his features as his face deepened in color, in
embarrassment. She felt horrible about teasing him, and decided to
help him out and revise her statement.

“No, Mr. Duncan, I’m going to get into
the shower. Alone. I’ll be okay by myself. But thanks
anyway.”

“Very well, miss,” he said with
obvious relief in his voice. “Just pick up the phone and dial four
if you need anything. Oh, and it’s just Duncan, not Mr.”

“All right, Duncan then. I’ll be sure
to let you know if I can think of anything. Thank you.” He turned
and looked at the bed. It was still made. She knew that he was
wondering about it, but she didn’t have the energy to explain she
had not slept in a real bed for a long time. The hard floor was
much more to her liking anyway.

Forty-five minutes later,
Sara walked into the kitchen, startling Duncan. Also, there sat the
man who had lied to her—the man from the hangar.
He is extremely handsome, this new master,
she thought again. Arrogant as well, if the way he is looking at me is any
indication of his personality. That
morning, he was dressed in much the same manner as he had been
during their initial meeting at the hangar—black jeans, dark blue
rather than black tee today, and tennis shoes, also black.
Why do they always dress like they are going to a
funeral? she mused, somewhat surprised
that she had even noticed.

“Miss Temple, how are you this fine
morning?” The humor he wasn’t trying to hide in his voice made him
sound almost human.

“Fine enough to wanna smack that smirk
right off your face,” she told him. “And alive and kicking, no
thanks to you either. You lied to me, bloodsucker.” She looked
around the brightly lit kitchen with its bright new appliances.
Sunlight streamed through the open windows, letting sounds of the
early birds and smell of fresh cut lawn in. “Shouldn’t you be in
your coffin somewhere, or something? The sun is shining; I would
think you’d be a crispy critter by now. I could help you along if
you’d like. We could move outside to where the sun would make a
more direct hit.”

Sara was being snarky, she
knew. She couldn’t seem to help herself. She heard Duncan’s sharp
intake of breath. To be honest, she had forgotten that he was
there. When Aaron threw back his head and roared with laughter, she
turned to stare at him. Christ,
she thought. His laugh went through her whole
body, making her very aware of him as a man.

“Thank you, but no. Here is fine for
now. As for the sunlight, I’m actually quite old. Therefore, I can
stand the sunlight a little more than a younger vampire. As for you
being alive, Miss Temple, I never said I’d take your life, only
that I would end the one you were currently living. And I plan on
doing just that, just as soon as you are able to get
about.”

Sara felt his look as if he had
caressed her. It both excited her and made her angry. Anger she
could handle. She wouldn’t allow herself to think about the other
right now.

“I won’t become your blood
du jour, bloodsucker,” she snarled at him. Yes, she thought,
I do much better with anger.

“Miss Temple!” Duncan barked at her.
She felt herself flush with embarrassment.

“It’s all right, Duncan. She’s angry
with me, as I am with her. So, we can get this over with now,
Little Warrior. If you please, we can finish this in the dining
room. Duncan has made you a wonderful breakfast, and you will need
your strength back very soon.” She backed up as he stood. His size
did not frighten her. It was the man; he scared her in ways that
she did not understand.

“No.” She had to get away
from him, away from all of them. Now, she thought, she needed to
leave now.

“No? No, what, pray tell?” He took a
step toward her. She was sure it was not to intimidate her, but it
had. Slightly.

She looked at the door
just behind Duncan. I can make it,
she thought. “I want to be able to leave, please.
I appreciate that you’ve seen to my wound, since you are the cause
of it anyway. I have a job, and my own place to stay, and...I’d
like to go. I need to go.” Hearing the panic in her voice, she
hated it. Sara moved toward the door. She was not afraid of him,
but rather of what he was making her feel.

“I caused your wound? However did you
arrive at that conclusion?” he asked her as he wrapped his arms
around his impressive chest.

Sara felt rather than saw him move. He
had moved himself between her and the door, blocking her way. Damn
it.

“You brought those men into the
Carlovettis’, didn’t you? They were there because they wanted you
dead.” She was only half paying attention to what she was saying
now.

The room had suddenly become an
assault on her senses. His scent, deep earth and warmth, permeated
the air. Then the smells coming from the kitchen itself. Bacon…God,
when was the last time she had had bacon, eggs, toast, and sausage?
Her stomach rumbled then. Hunger liked she had never felt hit her.
She lifted her eyes to his, wondering if he heard it too. But the
look on his face made her forget all about the rumbling in her
belly, and she centered completely on the man in front of
her.

“You know why they were there? How did
you get that information? Is this another one of your hidden
talents? You seem to be just brimming with powers no one knew
about, Little Warrior.” He took another step toward her, and then
stopped when she retreated. She felt trapped.

“Of course. I’m surprised a big bad
vamp like you didn’t catch that. They were there to kill you and
then blame it on the Carlovettis—an attempted murder gone wrong.
Well, it did go wrong, but not like they’d planned, I guess. Now,
if you don’t mind, I’d like to be able to leave.” This time, she
tried to brush by him, but his voice stopped her cold.

“But I do mind, Sara Temple. You have
a lot to answer for, and I plan on having you as a guest until I’m
satisfied. Now, if you wouldn’t mind going into the dining room,
while you break your fast, I will have a few of those answers
now.”

Compulsion—she had heard that vamps
had this ability; she had used it herself when needed. With her
blood loss and hunger, she could not fight him hard enough to break
free. Little by little, she felt her resistance drain away until
she was being led to the dining room. This time, he had won, but
the next time…and she was suddenly sure that there would be lots
more time spent with him…she would be the stronger of the
two.
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