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			I

			Blood Journal

			This story takes place before the events of Klauden’s Ring, explaining what happened to make Hannah leave her father’s castle in the mountains.

			“Why, Klauden, what are you staring at?” Hannah asked, making the question light and flirty, but it fell flat between them, the words too contrived to be truthful. Her intended mate gave her a sardonic look, lust fleeing his face as one ink-stained finger pushed blond hair behind an ear. He sat half-turned in the elegant library chair, one hand perched on the polished wooden arm, the other still resting on the open page of the book he was no longer reading. The magical light from his lamp spilled over the pages and onto the large reading desk, highlighting the angles of his face. The rest of the castle used firelight and torches for illumination, but Klauden was always so careful around the books, only using magical light when he was down in the library.

			“I am looking at you, chaivin,” the vampire told her, face unreadable again, and her skin prickled at the nickname, the closeness of a childhood spent together echoing in her fingertips. Not for the first time, Hannah wished she had a private name for him, but he was always Klauden van Sherinak, First Son to the Second Family in her father’s castle. She couldn’t recall when he had started calling her “chaivin,” the old word a reference to fire, but she always wondered if it was because of her red hair or what Kelvin Malbrek, their teacher, would call her fiery temperament. Perhaps he had started when she was a baby. Though twenty years separated them, Klauden would have been a child himself then, just learning to read the old tongues. She considered the eighty years of her life spent in this castle, some of it in this very library in the basement watching Klauden and his beloved books, and hoped that the years ahead included more hungry looks from her betrothed. Some old guides did say that the first hundred years was the most exciting century in a marriage.

			“Well,” she said as the moment stretched out, “at least the servants finally found a dress that you noticed.”

			Klauden smiled, shaking his head at her. “I always notice,” he claimed. “Sometimes I choose not to comment because I know what that would do to your already ridiculous ego.”

			She glared at him, watching as the sudden heat she had felt in that first look faded, and he was just Klauden again, her friend, her tutor, her confidant, her intended mate. She had known her entire life that she would marry him. Such was her destiny, a decision made by their parents long before she was born. And she had always been glad. Klauden was handsome. He was fun, sometimes, and more importantly, he was here and familiar. She knew that some First Daughters were sent to other castles to marry complete strangers. Hadn’t her own mother come from Gerter van Lartner’s castle in the east, sent to marry her father, the esteemed Magnus van Kreeosk, when she turned one hundred?

			No, her place was here, First Daughter, promised mate to Klauden. Eventually, they would rule the castle as her father did. Except, Hannah thought bitterly, when I take over, I will force Kelvin Malbrek to first lick my fashionable boots before I banish him from this castle entirely. The magician may be her father’s second-in-command, and her own teacher, but he was nothing to her, and she would be glad to see him gone.

			Hannah never had been very good at school. Klauden was her savior there, as in other things. He took the time to tutor her, helping her with the magic, explaining so simply the things that Malbrek never seemed to say in a way that made any sense. Klauden always knew just what to say—or when not to say anything at all.

			She knew that he was about to dismiss her, turning his attention back to the words he was always reading and dooming her to yet another afternoon doing absolutely nothing, so she moved quickly to stand directly next to the chair he sat in, making sure the dress swished as she did. Klauden paused, his head still elegantly inclined in her direction, but his hands had already resumed their position on the table before him, one hand leaning forward to hold the page open, the other finger poised to trace beneath the line he was reading.

			The red satin made a luscious sound as it fell gracefully around her small waist, the waves of fabric highlighting the slight curves Klauden had only recently seemed to notice. The cut of the dress was simple enough, a long skirt topped by a corset that left her shoulders and arms bare. She had watched his reaction to the other women in the castle during the dances, noting how his eyes followed the necklines and bare skin, and while most of her dresses revealed her arms, this was the first time he seemed to notice her skin at all.

			But it hadn’t been her neckline that he had focused on at all when she walked in the library. It was the sound. She knew that Klauden’s hearing was far better than his sight, so she had made a point of slowly walking up behind him when she entered the cavernous room. She had taken careful steps on the carpeted floor, letting the fabric of the dress sway subtly from side to side, her own sensitive ears picking up the sultry sound as she approached. She saw the change in him as he heard her, the slight stiffening of his shoulders, his head cocked ever so slightly to the left, and she knew that if she could see his face, his eyes would be closed as he focused on the sound.

			Oh, Klauden, she thought, a wave of appreciation and longing rushing through her, how well I know you. And on the heels of that, I am so very lucky.

			She paused at his side, letting the dress fall into place as she looked down into his face, enjoying the rare advantage of height as his pale blue eyes met hers in a moment of honest intimacy. They had been friends. They had been playmates. But this was something new. Klauden turned his full attention to her, body shifting completely to face her. He had even abandoned his beloved reading, the book discarded on the large reading table without even a paper to mark his place.

			Hannah wanted him to keep looking at her like that for the rest of the day. Certainly she was more entertaining than all of those words written by people long dead. Then she remembered his last comment and couldn’t stop herself from saying, “I am not vain.”

			Klauden’s gaze traveled down her face to her bare shoulders, her torso encased in the tight satin, and then back up again. “I would never have guessed such a thing, my lady,” he said in the perfect tone of the Second Family.

			She scoffed, knowing that tone for what it was, complete flattery without honesty, sarcasm disguised as civility. They had long grown out of such niceties when alone, though they often put on a good show around her father and their teacher. Klauden’s parents had raised a proper vampire, and he always behaved as such when they were in public. When they were alone, though, as they were more and more often of late, their tone always changed.

			“Don’t call me that,” Hannah snapped, not knowing why the title should bother her at the moment, and she reached out to playfully tap his shoulder.

			Klauden stood up, pushing the chair back with a smooth motion, and looked down at her. “As you wish,” he said quietly. “But you know that you are lovely,” he added. “Come here.” His height sometimes surprised her. At barely five feet, Hannah knew everyone was taller than she was, but Klauden didn’t tower over her as some of the other men in the castle. He wasn’t a small man, but slender built, and his chin rested comfortably on top of her head when he leaned toward her, enfolding her in a deep embrace. His arms were wiry but sure, and Hannah was glad that he wasn’t muscle bound like some other men. An image of Vailen van Joosen, First Son of the Third Family, flashed into her mind, his broad chest and thick arms, that wide face starting to sprout a thin ginger fuzz, and she shuddered against Klauden’s chest. She was glad that Klauden was to be hers; Vailen would not have been so easy to live with.

			She thought of the look on the big boy’s face when she had first bested him with her daggers. He would not forget that humiliation, and she had known then that she had not earned only her teacher’s approval but also her underling’s enmity. She was her father’s daughter, after all. Such hatred could be put to use someday. Hannah just hoped she found that purpose before Vailen’s slow mind had the time to plot something against her. Such thoughts were common, and she dismissed them, sinking into Klauden’s chest.

			“Chaivin,” he whispered into her hair, pulling her tighter.

			Hannah returned the embrace with more enthusiasm than he expected, pressing against him with the full length of her body, and he tried awkwardly to compensate for the movement. He may be First Son, born with a vampire’s dexterity, but he was no warrior, and he stumbled, feet tripping over each other as he stepped back into the chair. The ancient wooden seat tipped onto its side under their combined weight, Klauden’s arms tangled in Hannah’s skirts as he tried to right them both, and they went down in a heap, Hannah’s forehead striking Klauden’s nose with a crunch that echoed in her skull. The smell of warm blood filled the air, and Hannah struggled against her first impulse to lunge for it, instead focusing on righting her limbs and rearranging her skirts. The scent filled her, the temptation to find the source and satisfy her need strong, and she tried to regain control. Then, Klauden’s hand found her bare leg, fingers brushing against the skin of her thigh, and she froze, unable to fight the new desire that ran through her, one closely linked to the rising bloodlust.

			Don’t be ridiculous! she snapped at her body. You are no fledgling, subject to spells of uncontrollable bloodfever. You are a pureblood, and you should be able to control yourself by now!

			It had been a long time since she had been at the mercy of her needs, and she closed her eyes, kneeling amid a tumble of skirts, taking a long slow breath to calm her galloping heart. She didn’t need to breathe, but the ritual gave her something to focus on. She was aware of a brief chant, and she felt a small surge of power as Klauden used his magic to clean his bloodied nose. There was subtle movement in front of her, and then both of Klauden’s hands pressed down hard on her thighs, the firm pressure a comfort against the raging need. There was nothing untoward in his touch. He didn’t speak, only held himself there, comforting and soothing as he had always been when she had such episodes in the past. She pictured the ever judgmental eyes of Kelvin Malbrek seeing her now, and the desire flooding through her disappeared in a warm rush of embarrassed heat. Klauden sensed her discomfort and removed his hands, leaning back out of reach, long legs folding beneath him and disappearing under the edge of his red robes.

			“Forgive me,” he muttered, and Hannah could hear the guilt in his voice.

			“It was my fault,” she insisted, voice strained as the effects of the bloodfever faded. “I knocked us off balance.” Her fangs were huge in her mouth, but she could feel them starting to retract as her pulse slowed, the promise of blood no longer tempting her.

			“It is I who have no balance,” Klauden countered, and they both laughed, the tense moment broken. Hannah felt empty, the bloodlust having drained her energy.

			“True,” Hannah chuckled hollowly, finally getting her dress into enough order to stand up. She paused before getting up, giving her head another moment to settle into normalcy, and she snuck a look at his pensive face.

			“You have not had an episode like that in quite some time,” he said quietly. Hannah looked away, eyes tracing the pattern on the ancient area rug that covered the floor.

			“I know,” she admitted, feeling the flush as her face reddened. To lose control like a common fledgling, she thought miserably, and on the heels of that—my father would be furious. “I thought I was done with that.”

			She recalled a series of such episodes—when Anna had split her forehead against the steps; when Klauden had shattered a glass on his desk with a cascade of books, slicing his arm to the bone—and each time, her betrothed was there, hands pressing into her, calling her back to the moment, calming the fury of her blood. She thought of Anna for a moment, at the curiosity in her stepsister’s face, at the questions that her dear friend would never ask, not wanting to upset the delicate balance of their trio, but always seeing everything.

			Even though they shared a father, Anna hadn’t been subject to such desperate episodes. Neither was Klauden. Hannah was not happy to be reminded of her shortcomings yet again. It was bad enough that she couldn’t call her magic without the aid of words; losing control around blood like that was shameful. She had been a child the last time it happened in public, and Hannah knew that if anyone had seen what had just happened, she might have an unfortunate accident sooner rather than later. Magnus van Kreeosk did not have daughters who suffered from bloodfever.

			“I just wish I knew why it happened,” she said finally, watching the explanations flitter across Klauden’s face. In the end, he said nothing, only nodded. She stood up in a rush, skirts swishing, though she barely heard them. She wanted to go back to her rooms, take off this dress, curl up in a corner, and die of embarrassment.

			Klauden was still sitting on the rug, one corner of the carpet flipped up, dislodged by their tumble. Hannah was surprised that it was still in one piece. The things in the library were ancient. Sometimes she would touch a book and the corners would crumble. She
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