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        the soundtrack of life.

        Every chapter has a song.
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        To be, or not to be, that is the question:

        whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

        the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

        or to take arms against a sea of troubles

        and by opposing, end them.

      

        

      
        William Shakespeare

        Hamlet
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      DRAVEN | 1692 | SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS

      “Spellbinding Storybooks closes in one hour,” her father calls out, as the ladies quietly sneak out the backdoor of their cottage, “be home before your mother realizes you're gone.”

      “Yes, Father,” the girls whisper in fits of schoolgirl giggles as they hurry along the path leading from the back of their house to the main road toward town. 

      I follow them closely. My feet glide through the air, ghosting over the earth, rocks, twigs, and pooling puddles of rain. The storm from earlier continues to lightly bathe us in a foretelling downpour that warns I’d be smart to pay better attention to its dire, relentless drizzle.

      But I can’t. Not with my eyes and heart set on her.

      The taller of the two girl's eyes glance back over her shoulder, sensing my presence. When her emerald irises meet mine, all reason I’ve wrestled with for weeks, months, and years now fly away with a strong gale from the overhead squall.

      Smirking, the woman’s gaze leaves mine as she focuses back forward. She knew I’d be here. She knew I couldn’t stay away. Even after she tried to push us both to listen to reason a few nights ago. 

      Knowing so, I quicken my pace as the girls grip the hoods of their pointed capes, tighten their hold around their collars to ward off the storm, and hurry to their destination. 

      Spellbinding Storybooks.

      A hidden bookstore operating as a front for the Divine Raven Coven of Witches mystical supplies. The coven is a community of sorceresses, enchantresses, mages, wizards and warlocks in Starlight Hallow. A subdivision in Salem where the infamous twins, Ember and Drusilla Darkmore, have just come of age. Their rise to maturity signals an unfortunate prophecy that has pricked and trailed its panicked touch across every immortal’s heart for centuries as its raspy, whisper relentlessly haunted, “Foul deeds will rise through all the earth.”

      When they reach town, the duo duck into a dark alleyway and wind their way down a cobblestone path before stealthily maneuvering behind a seemingly dead-end wall covered in dark foliage, which helps to mask the enchanted entrance to another world. 

      As the girls slip inside the bookstore, I mist through the walls and stay hidden behind a shelf, offering me a small window to watch them through two tragic volumes of literature. 

      Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet, a lethal combination that threatens to be everyone’s downfall if they’re not careful.

      One of the girls slides her hood off her head, turns to her twin, and teases, “To think, in a fortnight, you’ll no longer be by my side, sneaking off in the night to gather secret ingredients for forbidden spells.”

      Rainwater ripples down the ebony fabric of her cape as she unties it at the nape of her neck and shakes excess water from her dark hair. But she’s not the one who has garnered every second of my attention since I set eyes on her. My heart aches as her sister’s right hand rises and gently pulls at the pointed hood above her head. Her veil falls to her shoulders, and I suck in a thirsty breath, then silently groan from the fragrance of her damp skin drifting towards me on an enthralling breeze.

      “I’d rather spend my life putting my time and effort towards an obtainable reality, sister, than dabbling in forbidden fantasies that may or may not come true,” she smiles. The smaller of the two sisters pouts and opens her mouth to speak, but she’s cut off, “especially if it means meddling where fate and destiny are clear they don’t want you.”

      “Casting spells is what we were born to do,” the smaller of the two girls argues. 

      Besides their slight height difference, the girls' features are almost identical. Raven black hair. Emerald eyes. Their high cheekbones are made more breathtaking by their ghostly white skin decorated only by an adorable dusting of freckles across their nose that lead a tempting path to full, ruby-red lips. Though they are young, their bodies are mature, mouth-watering, and filled out in all the right places males are so eager to explore, touch, and taste once young boys start to feel the calling on their souls to turn into men who claim.

      “Perhaps,” the taller of the two taunts playfully, bringing my attention back to why we’re here, and the spell they’re secretly shopping for. She slides her cape off her shoulders and gracefully places it across her forearm. “But playing in the land of the forbidden never ends well, even when you have magic on your side.”

      She moves past her sister towards the back of the shop as the smaller of the two girls rolls her eyes and starts to peruse the shelves for ingredients. 

      “What are we looking for again?” she calls out, as I mirror the taller girls' movements step for step on the other side of the bookshelf. Her eyes meet mine through pages littered with words that will become classics someday. 

      Tension builds as we walk toward the end of the line of storybooks. 

      “Rose quartz, tourmaline, hawthorn berries, rose petals…” her sister’s voice drones on in a muffled tone as we eagerly move simultaneously towards the crystals tucked away in the back of the shop. 

      Illuminated by moonlight cascading in through a stained glass window, I watch from the shadows as the woman’s fingertips lightly graze across moonstone, amethyst, and tiger’s eye, before falling on black obsidian. 

      She picks up the stone and studies it sadly in her small palm. Known as a root chakra to help keep one grounded, obsidian is also popular for protection, particularly when warding off my kind. 

      Blood thirsty demons that stalk their prey in the night.

      “Embracing a new future so quickly,” I growl, emerging through the iridescent gleam of the full moon overhead. 

      Smiling down at the rock in her hand, she taunts, “Overcome by a jealous, bitter rage, I see,” she glances at me over her shoulder. A tempting mischief hangs in her eyes as she raises a challenging brow. “Like I told you the other night, who says my future was ever meant to be yours.”

      In a flash, I have her pinned up against the nearest wall. My right hand grips her throat, my left clutches her wrist where the crystal rests protectively in her palm. 

      My lips hover above hers and I harshly whisper, “You don’t get to decide the future of us.”

      “I didn’t decide,” she seethes as my grip loosens around her neck, and anger and resentment fill her eyes. Authoritatively, I shake her wrist at her side. She eventually drops the crystal to our feet. “Fate, however, is a cruel mistress.”

      “Is that so,” I grin, as my lips fall to the crook of her neck. Our craving for one another gets the better of her, and her hips lift off the wall and hungrily grind against my pelvis. “If that were true, destiny wouldn’t have made you my paramour.”

      My mouth slowly savors a path across her porcelain skin, and a delicate moan escapes her lips. She desperately pulls me closer as her sister's voice trails to us from the front of the shop, warning we’re not alone, but neither of us cares as she grabs my neck with both hands and raises my face to meet hers. Our heated breaths intertwine as I grip under her thighs and raise her to sit on a small shelf chiseled into the base of the window on the brick wall behind her. 

      Words evade us as we give into carnal instinct. 

      Her legs part eagerly as I step between them and raise her skirt up her thick thighs. 

      She’s bare underneath.

      I suck in a thirsty breath as her eyes sadly lock on mine.

      “I must be cruel if only to be kind,” she softly cries. Refusing to listen to her cryptic prophecy, my hands roam the soft, milky skin of her thighs before rising to forbidden curves under her skirt. “If I don’t, as fate would have it, I will lose you. In time, what we have will be a cursed memory.”

      “Never going to happen.”

      My fingertips gently brush across her velvet lips as we stare into each other’s eyes in the haunting moonlight. After a moment filled with an ache we’re desperate to relieve, I trace the outside curve of her slick pussy, and lick my lips with need. She sucks in a wanton breath. “How can you be so sure?”

      As I lightly brush a promising touch up her slick center, I growl, “Because, even if it means I die, I’ll go to whatever extent I need to, to ensure you’ll one day be mine.”

      “Yours,” she breathes out desperately before releasing a shaky breath as I slowly enter a finger inside her, “Oh, Draven, as fate was foretold by the elders, I will never be yours.”

      “Fuck the elders,” I groan, as she grips my forearms and grinds her pelvis against my palm. “Besides, your body tells me otherwise.”

      “That’s different,” she pants, as I match the rhythm of her greed with the thrust of my fingers. “What I want, and what fate would allow…”

      “Are in my hands now.”

      She looks at me warily as I sternly hold her gaze and gently place another finger in her warmth. Her mouth falls open as I rock them skillfully inside her. After a moment, her head falls back, and her breathing quickens. Her small whimpers of ecstasy grow. As her orgasm builds and her groans of satisfaction rise, I cover her mouth with my other palm and let her ride out her high until my hand is covered in her sins. 

      Her head falls back forward and her eyes meet mine just as I release her lips.

      I slip my hand from under her dress and hold it between us. Her sweet nectar drips down my fingers as I growl, “You made a mess.” 

      She eyes my hand as it glistens in the glow of moonlight. Raising it to her mouth, I wipe her lips with her transgressions.“Clean. It. Up.”

      Without pause, she sucks my fingers clean and releases a low feral groan that has me clutching her throat in warning as her sister’s footsteps draw close. When her sister’s approach veers down another aisle and quickly fades away, I release my grip, and she warns, “She won’t let you go without a fight.”

      Leaning forward, my lips hover above hers. Breathing in, her erotic scent pulls me close as I close the distance between us and harshly whisper, “Then if we lose, I’m trusting you to bring me back from the afterlife.”
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        “And then it started,

        like a guilty thing

        upon a feral summons.”

      

        

      
        - William Shakespeare

        Hamlet
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      ESME

      The iridescent mist encircles my trembling body and tingles as it blankets my skin in a prickling, crawling premonition. Turning in frantic circles, my mind draws blank at which way is the right path back to the estate. Disoriented, uncertain, my eyes widen as they lock on two glowing spheres in the dense fog and twilight. 

      My breath comes in rushed, white puffs as I slowly put one foot behind the other and start to back away. The rustling of shrubs underneath my feet signals my retreat, and the luminous eyes move closer. My heart rate spikes. Picking up the pleats in my skirt, I attempt to quiet my abrupt flight, but as I take another shuddering step back, a horde of crows takes flight over my right shoulder and soars hauntingly up towards the dimly-lit full moon. Their collective cawing causes me to instantly stand still as the pair of lustrous eyes conspicuously drift closer. 

      A form appears through the mist. Animal or human, I can't decipher, as my gaze lands on a wicked smile that hints at all the depraved, sinister things the being has in mind to do to me. 

      Turning quickly, I take off hastily through the thick fog. The pounding of my heart matches the frantic thumping of my feet hitting the soft earth of the clearing, but echoing through the night louder is the thrashing in the thicket behind me as the swift hammering of the creature thunders closer as it pursues its prey.

      Me.

      My skirt snags on a broken tree limb, and the predator gains ground, instantly closing the distance between us. A shrill shriek falls from my lips as its icy grip tightens around my wrist. The cool mist mixed with the sweat dampening my skin allows me an advantage, and I slip out of the creature's grasp and quicken my pace towards the tree line.

      If I can reach the forest, I'll gain the upper hand. Perchance I could lose the beast. Perhaps I can find a place to hide long enough for someone to realize I'm gone and come to my rescue.

      Glancing frantically over my shoulder, the eerie, gleaming eyes flicker with threatening thoughts as I force myself faster, further away from what it's determined to sink its teeth into. 

      What it's determined to claim. 

      My life.

      Fear rises as I fixate on the monster's gaze and read its evil intent. My body starts to tremble. I trip over my unsteady feet and scream out in horror. The eyes flicker and fill with corrupt, vile determination before delight shines through the immoral irises as I fall to the forest floor. 

      Scrambling across the damp earth, my breath becomes rapid, lodging in my chest with each sharp intake. I attempt to stand and fall again as my boots slip in a small puddle in the swampy earth beneath me. 

      A phantom touch reaches for me. Gripping my skirt, it harshly yanks me backward. Flipping over, I kick against its revenant touch just as a deep, croaking noise sounds overhead. A moment later, a musical kraa rings through the mist and causes the devilish creature and me to look up. Diving quickly through the fog, a large black bird sticks out its thick neck as it plummets towards us. Soaring swiftly to its kill, a knife-like peak juts out aggressively from its shaggy throat feathers as it savagely descends toward its prey. 

      I shield my gaze, preparing for the worst, as the creature with the glowing eyes reaches out for me one last time. But before it can take hold, a horrifying scream falls from its lips. Opening my eyes, my stare lands on the raven who's violently and continually piercing its victim straight through its nightmarish eyes. The predator attempts to retreat, but the raven is dead set on inflicting brutal torture and won't relent. 

      Scrambling backward through the mud, I eventually rise as the creature withdraws without luck. 

      The raven soars high before diving ruthlessly back down and drawing more blood. It tears into the creature, inflicting a grotesque, painful penance for every wrongdoing it has ever done. Distressed cries sound through the mist as it calls out for help. Looking from side to side, I notice several more sets of eyes aglow in the ominous fog. But they don't approach. They don't dare challenge the raven who is viciously intent on murdering their friend.

      Eventually, the screams of the raven's victim fade as it takes its last damned breath. Panicked, I rise, turn, and start to run, worried I will be next, but instantly stop in my tracks as the moon illuminates the blackbird now sitting and staring at me from a nearby tree branch. 

      I become very still as the raven bobs its head from side to side and thrusts its neck out a few times as it reverently studies me.

      There is spiritual meaning behind a raven.

      Some believe they symbolize transformation, wisdom, intelligence, a connection to an unseen world, or messengers between the physical and spiritual realms. 

      Their scavenging, some say, tends to mark transitions or personal transformations.

      Others consider ravens prophetic creatures, signifying important messages or upcoming events, and associate them with the cycle of death and rebirth.

      As I stare into the raven's mythical gaze, its beady eyes continue to search mine for a truth I fear I'll never discover.

      With a shaky breath, I dimwittedly ask, "What are you trying to tell me, Lucifer?"

      The name I chose to call the onyx fowl causes it to fluster its feathers and step back on the branch.

      "Esme," a voice suddenly calls out through the clearing.

      Turning quickly, the fog mysteriously dissipates as my brother, Alfred, confidently walks towards me and studies my distress with a wary eye. 

      "It's time to dress for dinner," he reminds me dubiously. "Guests will arrive in under an hour."

      His watchful gaze drifts over my shoulder, and I follow his line of sight back to the raven.

      But it's gone.

      It vanished, just like the eerie mist, the inauspicious creature, and the eyes that have recently started to follow and haunt me at night.
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      FELIX

      "Do you think they're expecting us?" Talon smirks as we climb the steps of the grand Martin Manor.

      Shadows cast by flickering sconces play tricks with my eyes. They quickly perform a dreary scene. A foreboding dance. 

      A girl. A boy. A chase. 

      Forbidden love. Sudden death.

      If I blinked too fast, I'd miss their threatening display.

      I cast a cautionary glare over my right shoulder. Talon gives me a cocky shrug and a wolfish grin. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he climbs the stairs behind me with predatory purpose. My other coven brother, Dimitri, follows closely after him.

      Facing forward and straightening my lapels, I grit out, "In the hundred years we've served by each other's side, Talon, how often have you known me to make uninvited house calls?" 

      Without having to knock, the door's hinges creak as it's slowly opened from within, proving my point.

      Talon grins, holding in what appears to be a sinister secret as his grim shadows twirl portentously before my eyes. His ability to control darkness and command phantom shapes has undoubtedly gone to his head. I'll have to speak with Drusilla about it.

      "And save your shadow tricks for someone who'll believe them," I warn, "before I remind you whose leadership you follow and the repercussions you'll face if you continue to insinuate we're nothing but fools."

      "I'd never imply you're unwise," he flatters mockingly. "Merely cautioning to beware. Tricks parade as treats. When you realize they're sour, it's typically too late."

      The massive wood doors groan as they're pulled open wider, revealing a bustling entryway filled with dapperly dressed gentlemen and elegantly clothed ladies. Music floats my way from a ballroom just beyond the grand space. Men and women drift in and out of the reception area, sipping champagne, giggling, and laughing with their conquests for the night.

      The men flaunt their wealth and stature like turkeys strutting around an open field. The women, ever playing the part of an innocent butterfly, float from gentleman to gentleman and do their best to look unamused. Their chaperones stick close to their sides, drawing the women back in if they stray too far into dark, unattended corners with a strutting Tom. 

      My gaze skims the scene before landing on the smiling face of the older gentleman who has come to greet us.

      "Felix Caldwell?" he questions. I nod. "We've been eagerly awaiting your arrival."

      I glance at Talon, whose smug face is now searching beyond the entryway, surveying the delicious options readily available for tasting.

      "Careful," I warn under my breath. "You're drooling."

      He grunts in annoyance because he knows we've come in peace. No blood will be shed. At least not tonight. We've been called here to deal with an uprising revolution the government and Lords and Ladies of France can't control. 

      "The master is indisposed," the gentleman offers, "but he'll meet you in the study."

      The butler steps back from the door and gestures down a long hallway to the left.

      My hesitant gaze drifts to the ground, to the line I was eager to cross mere minutes ago until Talon's shadows forewarned me to be wary as we venture further into tonight's gathering. The memory of the mournful display causes an alarming chill to trail its monitory fingers through the far recesses of my mind, but I ignore their persistent, threatening bite and let out a heavy sigh as I toe the line in front of me. 

      A few eager partygoers who've just arrived shove past and rush off into the throng of people just beyond the door. Forced aside, my brothers emit a warning snarl as we wait to be invited in.

      Before their temper gets the better of them, I raise a threatening brow and say, "Our travels seem to be ending in burden." The man studies me curiously. "We're just as eager to meet the Lord of this manor, though his letter was vague regarding a proper invitation to visit."

      "We wouldn't want to overstay our welcome," Talon grins like the Cheshire cat, toeing the line we're all eager to cross. 

      His canines shine in the glow of the flickering sconces, and the butler's hesitant gaze remains on his mouth, studying the risk he's been asked to invite in.

      "That is," Talon snarls. "If we're indeed welcome here at all?"

      Stepping closer, the butler's breath hitches as my brother's violet eyes, high cheekbones, pale skin, and blood-stained lips come into view.

      The man before us swallows hard and looks down at the entryway. At the threshold. The last line of protection for this house and all who inhabit it. A line that separates life from death. Instinctively, my brothers and I take a predatory step forward, and the butler takes a nervous one back. But before either of us gets the chance to say another word or make another move, the warning of Talon's dark, dire display manifests itself in an enchanting voice.

      "I assure you, sir, I've saved you a dance…" 

      The nervous melody of the woman's insistent tone sinks its fated claws into my heart as she stumbles into view. Catching her breath, I hold mine as she swats away the eager embrace of a suitor before grabbing hold of the butler's arm for balance. Gracefully, she takes a few deep breaths as mine gets lodged in my cursed chest. Her left hand trembles as she holds it against her stomach. A fan, clutched tightly between her fingers, flutters quickly, attempting to cool her flushed cheeks and stabilize her panicked disposition. Her right hand leaves the butler's side and shakily holds a mask, covering her captivating eyes. 

      The life within her calls to me, and I take a startled step back. 

      "The devil hath power to assume a pleasing shape," I quietly gasp.

      Talon chuckles snarkily at my side as my hungry gaze devours her like a mortal man who would risk his life for the chance at just one night to worship her like his heart craves.

      Baby blue eyes stand out against the red lace mask covering her doll-like face. Her heart-shaped lips are stained with a breathtaking shade of burgundy. Red silk hugs her hourglass curves in a beaded corset that beautifully offsets her flawless, porcelain skin. The straps of her dress fall off her slender shoulders, and her rich garment swells into a lavish ball gown at her hips. The shade of her dress makes her flushed complexion all the more enticing. Her long, golden blonde hair curls into a breathtaking crown atop her head. Small sections dangle down her back, and a few sweep across her tempting, full breasts. The thundering of her heartbeat at the side of her neck catches my attention as she leans towards the butler and whispers, "Pierre, where's..."

      But her words are cut short as the eager man she was attempting to flee from comes into view. He thirstily paws at her like she's a piece of meat any man can claim. Enraged heat rushes through my veins. But before I do something rash, it cools slightly as the butler protectively steps between them. She takes a timid step away from the suitor, braces herself on her tiptoes, and searches the crowd. But the insistent man steps closer, earnestly trying to win her affection.

      A growl passes through my lips. Talon shoots me a cautionary glance as more partygoers arrive and push past me and my brothers as we wait impatiently to be invited in. The captivating woman peers over her shoulder, shooting a kind glance our way. Her eyes skim over us quickly but never meet mine as the eager man at her side tries to win her attention yet again, and the new arrivals jostle us all aside.

      Suddenly, her name is called from within.

      "Esmeralda," a gentleman calls out to her affectionately. 

      Time pauses, and the alarming touch of Talon's shadow's forewarning from earlier grabs hold of a deep-rooted hole in my chest that used to house my soul. 

      "Alfred," she exclaims over the roar of the party.

      My damned heart sinks hearing the joy in her voice when she says another man's name, and before I can hide the effect she has on me, my brothers take notice.

      "Treats and their tricks," Talon repeats disparagingly. 

      I shoot him a menacing glare. A disturbed shudder courses through his body, but he doesn't stay threatened long. Instead, his cruel smile grows as the woman's voice pulls me back to her, and I forget all about his second act of insubordination.

      "Pierre," she flutters from the butler's right to his left, avoiding the impatient man at her other side. Her gracious gaze momentarily drifts back our way. "Who are these men?"

      "Guests of your father's," Pierre reluctantly answers as the woman moves further away from the restless suitor's fondling hands.

      The persistence in the fool grates on my last nerve. Before I can stop myself, I lurch forward and am suddenly forced back by an invisible barrier. A carnal, savage desire to kill grows under my skin.

      Fortunately, the ambitious man from earlier looks up at me with wide eyes, takes a hint, and retreats into the shadows. Unfortunately for him, he hasn't gone back to the party just yet.

      "You must forgive Pierre," she smiles, searching over her shoulder once again for the male companion who continues to shout for her. 

      As her name echoes through the night, it settles across my skin like a warning, urging me to stay away yet drawing me closer. It thunders through my mind like a favorite tune I swear I've heard before and vow never to forget as long as I live.

      How can that be?

      Before I can make sense of it, she shimmies her lithe body away and retreats into the crowd. "Please, come in," she invites. The butler's eyes grow wide. "Make yourself at home. I'd love to meet your acquaintance later, but for now, if you'll please excuse me..."

      As the last barrier between us lowers, and she flutters away quickly, my brothers cross the threshold, and Pierre shudders, stepping back in fear. My mind stays tuned to where she's waltzed off to, but my eyes remain locked on the ambitious gentlemen who was relentlessly harassing her earlier. The one who is still hiding close by in the shadows. 

      In a moment of pure stupidity, he starts to follow her.

      A need to covet takes over, and I growl, "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

      His eyes lift and find mine. I smell his fear, his panic, his horror as I lift my foot and take a fated step over the threshold. Cocking my head to the side, I study the terror in his eyes. The alarm in his stance. The fright that trembles through his doomed limbs.

      Pierre rushes off as my brothers step past the man who had his greedy hands all over a woman who had no interest in his advances. Caging him in, my brothers create a barrier between us and the rest of the party. I take a bloodthirsty step forward, holding the foolish man's gaze with each calculated stride. The large, heavy doors behind me quickly close. Obeying my silent command, they lock and allow no escape.

      We agreed upon no bloodshed, but surely, there are exceptions to every rule, especially when the honor of such a heavenly creature is at stake.

      The man opens his mouth to speak, but soon realizes what and who we are, and the threat we pose. He raises his hands in surrender. In a form of protection. 

      A cold chuckle passes through my lips.

      "Do you make a habit of pursuing women who don't belong to you," I mercilessly ask, closing in on my prey.

      "Forgive me," the man stutters as he throws a concerned look over both shoulders at my brothers. "I didn't know the lady was spoken for."

      The memory of her rushing off into another man's arms stings as I back the mumbling imbecile into a darkened corner. I didn't know she was, either. It's an unfortunate fact I unexpectedly find myself needing to change.

      Taking a heated step forward, I grab him by his collar and violently pull him towards me. My mouth waters. My canines throb, elongating, anticipating the kill. But before they sink into his skin, he nervously mutters, "Lord Martin's daughter is beautiful, but..."

      Lord Martin's daughter?

      My eyes lift and catch the woman in question as she shuffles back into the foyer. She smiles as she clings to the other man's side, who gaily parades her through the entryway toward the ballroom. Though I can't see his face, he leans into her and whispers something in her ear.

      I was debating letting the fool in my clutches off with a warning, but now, the pain in my chest from seeing her in another man's embrace consumes all reason. 

      "Alfred, her brother…" he stutters. 

      Brother?

      My fierce gaze swings back his way as the fool continues to mumble, "Well you see, uh, he promised he'd get me a dance with her, and…"

      My hungry gaze lifts once again and finds the pair in the crowd. Esme forgotten at his side, all I see is the back of Alfred's head as it swings from side to side, and he surveys the ballroom for an eager conquest. Perhaps this unfortunate mortal is telling the truth. My grip loosens slightly on his collar as the realization takes root. I shove the human away and put a good foot's distance between us as my stare lingers on a woman who has suddenly enchanted me into an addictive, unrelenting spell. 

      "Besides," the fool hisses under his breath, drawing my attention back his way. "There are other women here that will serve my needs better than a prim princess who has only recently come of age."

      My angered gaze flutters to his pretentious face. He straightens his lapels, feigning confidence he doesn't feel half of, all while his lying eyes nervously shuffle about the foyer and never meet mine.

      "What did you say?" I seethe.

      "Good luck with Esmerelda," he stews. His loss obviously sits bitterly between us in the face of his impending death. "Between her and Alfred, you're guaranteed to have your hands full."

      He starts to move away, but my brothers step closer and tightly cage him into the darkened, isolated corner. He releases a panicked gasp. When he attempts to bolt for freedom, I hold him in place with a sinister stare, an inescapable grip, and give him a few more seconds to take his last shuddering breaths.

      "Serve?" I growl. 

      His alarmed eyes finally meet mine. Did he really think I'd let him talk that way about a goddess, a treasure, a thrilling soul that mysteriously makes me wish I never lost mine? My voice dangerously lowers. My hooded gaze, wild with fury, locks on his as I hiss, "No woman is a servant expected to only do as she's told."

      “Law states...” the blubbering idiot stammers.

      My brothers step closer, making it impossible for the idiot to escape. Not that I'd let him now.

      "I'm the law," I growl. "By my hand, and my hand only, respect and obedience will be enforced."

      Reaching out swiftly, I brace my right palm firmly on his shoulder and pull his neck angrily to the side with my left. Paralyzed, he doesn't put up a fight. I grant him one more pathetic breath before my teeth sink into their mark. His life quickly drains, filling my mouth with a sharp, devious flavor. My eyes stay locked on Esmerelda as I drink the first of many lives that will ever threaten her. Ever endanger her. 

      As I empty his soul, I swear my eyes lock with Esmerelda's for a brief moment as she glances over her shoulder. She trembles, not in fear, in knowing, and quickly looks away.

      The mortal's thoughts and intentions towards her rush through my mind as I drain the last of his life from his spineless body. Though he deserves slow and painful, my frenzied thirst for her vengeance won't let me inflict the torture he deserves. A merciless rage fills me, and I bleed him faster, quicker, sucking down every last dishonorable drop. 

      As the last bit of his pathetic life drains from my grasp, I quickly discard him on the floor with an insignificant shove. Wiping his filth from my mouth on the sleeve of my black jacket, I run my fingers through my disheveled hair and try my best to clear my mind. To focus. To remember why we're here. 

      My brothers move quickly, disbanding the hedge of protection they offered while I took the deplorable mortals' last breath. As I step over the man's lifeless form, they internally discuss what to do with the body. After a moment, Talon's shadows emerge from the dark corners, drawing the cold form back from view. 

      As I emerge from the shadows, Esmerelda looks my way. Spooked, her gaze drifts off as quickly as I capture it, leaving me feeling empty inside. Talon's words from earlier resurface when I least want them to.

      Treats and Tricks. When you realize they're sour, it's too late.

      Esmerelda and Alfred drift further into the crowd. Anxious, my senses desperately search her out. When I'm sure my brothers have the situation behind me handled, I purposely stalk off toward where she disappeared. The foreshadowing thoughts of Talon's cautionary display from earlier prickle my skin as I hunt for her.

      A girl. 

      A boy.

      A chase.

      Why I'm drawn to her is disconcerting. As I try to make sense of it, I realize the forbidden fruit dangling in front of me like an entrancing delicacy isn't the fact that she's Lord Martin's daughter. No. It's something deeper than that. More compulsory. More irrevocable. More sinister. 

      Talon's foreshadowing beckons closer, threatening to overtake my thoughts once again. My only hope is to figure out what's drawing me to her before it's too late.

      Before either of us meet a dire end.

      A sudden death we can't escape.
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      "He won't give you a choice," Alfred says as my eyes survey the lavish masquerade party in the ballroom. A party my father held portentously in my honor for my eighteenth birthday. "The money is gone. He's taken lines of credit. Advances. Loans he will never be able to pay back. We both know he sees Lord Laurent as his only savior." 

      "But Lord Laurent will never be my savior," I roll my eyes and grumble under my breath.

      My gaze catches the Lord in question. I fail miserably at hiding my grimace as his beady gaze holds mine. He licks his old, wrinkled lips, and a smile pulls at the sides of the white, unkempt whiskers adorning his foul mouth. Squatty and plump, the ancient, hideous man of French nobility moves closer like a python, worming its hair-raising way towards its unsuspecting catch, eager to strangle and smother it. Bile rises in my throat as my eyes land on leathered, saggy skin, defined jowls, and a wattle under his chin covered in a revolting scattering of moles that remind me of the caruncles under a turkey's neck.

      "There has to be another way," I frown. "Why can't Father marry you off? You're older than me. If he found you a nice Countess, a Lady in Waiting, maybe..."

      My brother's contemptuous chuckle stops my rambling. "And disgrace the family further with the knowledge of his affair? It's too risky. Marriage might uncover the fact that commoner blood runs through my veins. Father would sell his soul to the devil before ever agreeing to that."

      He's right, though the tempting thought of my brother's arranged nuptials is much more appealing than mine.

      The old man approaching licks his lips hungrily as his thirsty gaze flutters across my mature form. Repulsed, I avert my stare just as a migraine pierces between my eyes and a tingling sensation flutters across my skin. Sensing I'm being watched, my eyes dance about the ballroom, searching for the mysterious stalker. When they come up empty, I shake the feeling off and release a heavy sigh. Raising my glass of champagne to my lips, I savor the bubbles when they tickle my nose, then prickle deliciously as they run down the back of my throat, and warm my nervous belly. With any luck, the drink will numb the headache brewing since Alfred found me earlier in the foyer.

      "It was worth the thought," I mumble into the crystal flute.

      "Might I suggest thinking about things that may actually work in your favor, petit." 

      I release a heavy sigh. Another roll of my eyes. I hate it when my brother calls me petit - little one. Especially since there is not much of an age gap between us. 

      After a moment, Alfred stands a little taller as his eyes land on a pretty brunette across the dance floor. With a mischievous smile he adds, "Besides, why would I consider marriage when being the bastard son of Lord Martin has allotted me many favorable liberties over the years? For one, a hefty allowance for my silence. For two, an endless variety of women who are more than willing to help me spend it. Their cost is my pleasure gained." 

      "A hefty allowance that he hasn't afforded to pay you in the last year."

      He shrugs, "I've found other ways to provide for my needs."

      Women. 

      He's found other women to provide for his needs. 

      Older women whose husbands have died or whose loveless marriages have allowed him to meet their needs, and his, for a very enticing price paid in full whenever their late-night rendezvous bring them together.

      Alfred's eyes lock on the brunettes across the room, and he lewdly growls, "Now, if you'll excuse me, petit."

      He struts off in the woman's direction, and I shake my head. To the naked eye or the passerby, most would think Alfred is conceited. A player. A womanizer. But there are so many more layers to him that most never get the chance to witness. 

      For starters, it's rumored his mother abused him after my father shunned her following their affair. For two, when he was dropped off on my father's doorstep, my father eventually agreed to pay for his silence but has repeatedly let him know over the years just how unworthy and useless he thinks his life is. 

      And that's only the beginning of the mystery which is Alfred Crawley. Once he opens up, you notice his persona is all a front. You see just how fragile he is, and you understand just how deep his past wounds have cut him.

      As Alfred stalks off towards a better night than the one that awaits me, it pains me to admit it, but he's right. I need to focus. That includes concentrating on a lot more than the obvious impending disaster of an arranged marriage. It means attempting to wrap my brain around a future I sense is suddenly unfolding. One that my soul warns could ruin me before I'll ever get the chance to reach out and grasp what I want from it.

      Lord Laurent's stalking eyes find mine as I down the rest of my champagne. A few feet in front of me, Alfred bows at the waist, tenderly picks up the brunette's tiny palm, and kisses it with the grace of a nobleman. Something he swears he's not. Though, truth be told, he's more dignified than most of the gentlemen I've had the displeasure of sharing company with.

      A jealous tug pulls at my heart as the lady blushes and Alfred steps into her, and whispers a slew of sweet nothings into her ear. Another begrudging pull on my lonely soul steals my next breath. Another wave of sadness consumes me. 

      If my father has his way, I can only look forward to a quick marriage to an old geezer who will never satisfy the longing my mortal spirit craves. Inside me, a hopeful, burning desire lives and longs to be fulfilled by a man who effortlessly holds the other half of my soul tenderly in his intuitive palm. At night, I dare to dream I'll someday find the electric spark I hunger for in another, and it will offer an exhilarating strength that will prove powerful enough to tie us together, not just in life, but in death.

      A love like that could never come at the hands of someone like Lord Laurent. 

      Laurent steps closer as Alfred discreetly slides his arm around the woman's waist. Flustered and nervous, she casts a worried look over her shoulder, most likely searching for her husband whom she arrived with earlier this evening. When she doesn't notice him, or anyone else who would run off and spill her secrets, she leans into Alfred and lets him guide her onto the dance floor. 

      He holds her the way every woman dreams of being held. 

      Tenderly. Possessively. His touch toes the line of respect and an insatiable lust to explore forbidden places on her body in ways she's never been touched before. His hold is sensual without being provocative. It's smooth. Intentional. 

      It makes me yearn to be held the same.

      Alfred's charismatic appeal is definitely not something he inherited from our father, but instead must be a special bestowal from his mother.

      Though I don't know much about Alfred's maternal birthright, I do know some of my own mother's before she passed. 

      Mother came from a long line of French clergy. Up until recently, the clergy in France had more land and money than anyone else. Land my father inherited upon marrying my mother, the esteemed Lady Dupont. Land he's lost, along with the money that was left to him from my mother's passing. Hence my promised hand in marriage to an older, extremely wealthy gentleman that could save not only the family estate but also the Martin name. 

      A man almost three times my age, whose youngest daughter is older than I am. A man that will undoubtedly ruin my idea of romance, love, and sex. Though, I'm sure, not in that order.

      The thought of sex with the unsightly patriarch makes my stomach threaten to upturn as Alfred guides the brunette off the dance floor and into a darkened corner. My gaze once again lands on the peering eyes of Lord Laurent. I inhale a sharp, slightly nervous breath as he starts to move my way quicker than before. Stalking off, I try my best to keep hidden in the crowd as I search for more champagne. 

      Veering right when I come to the grand entryway of our estate, I notice my father down a dim hallway huddled in conversation with some landowners from the far east of our country. Some faces are ones I recognize from the nobility in Italy, Austria, Greece, and Romania. The way they whisper amongst themselves makes me pause and step back into the shadows. As I covertly study them, their conversation continues to escalate. One man shouts viciously, and another yells back violently, but from my distance, I can't make out what they're saying. My father looks tensely over his shoulder and ushers them all into the privacy of his nearby study. A shiver rushes up my spine as the doors eerily close on their hinges, quickly locking the men away from the party. 

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. A sweeping sickness coats my flesh. My heart slows. My breathing stops. A headache threatens as a lonely black feather flutters cryptically to rest atop the curve of my right, heaving breast. 

      Plucking it up quickly, I study it suspiciously. Again, the overpowering knowledge that I'm being watched grows as my breathing quickens and my stalker's curiosity ghosts across my skin in an intoxicating way. Pulling me closer, drawing me in, a perplexing, tender touch dreamily runs its ghostly fingers through my thoughts as if my mind's being read by a gentle beast whose deviant plans are changing with every skillful caress.

      Before I can stop the assault, or worse, give in to the magnetic pull, a loud chorus of yells and laughter breaks through the gripping sorcery and draws my attention across the entryway. Stepping towards it, I attempt to shake off the feelings still riveting me from a moment ago as my heels clip quickly across the marble floor. 

      I follow the crowd's deafening sound into the parlor as the black raven feather slips through my fingertips. My eyes take in a welcoming distraction as several men sit around a large round table playing cards. Their women stand excitedly behind them, cheering them on, drinking, gossiping, and whispering cheating secrets into their ears when they catch a glimpse of their opponent's cards. Leaning against the doorframe, I smile and try to forget the night's burdens. 

      Alfred taught me how to play cards to hone my skill of reading others' minds. A game may be what I need to take my thoughts off Lord Laurent and whatever or whoever is hunting me tonight. 

      "Do you plan to watch, or do you enjoy playing the game, too, mon cheri?" a gentleman says as he steps up behind me.

      His voice is like sinful velvet floating hypnotically into my soul. The way he endears me to him, calls me mon cheri, my dear, is edged with a carnal lust I've never heard fall from a man's lips before. His voice entices me, draws me closer, and has me hanging on a salacious edge, desperate to hear another word fall from his forbidden, tempting, addictive lips.

      When I don't answer, he growls, "Or, perhaps you prefer a challenge." 

      I don't dare turn around, and instead suck in a shaky breath as he steps closer and his chest brushes temptingly against my spine. My breathing stills. My heart stops. I glance down as his black leather gloved fingertips brush up my arm, and I shiver from promiscuous thoughts. 

      His lips press seductively against my ear as he erotically whispers, "I've yet to meet a challenge I haven't conquered. However, if I'm not careful, I must confess our encounter promises to bring me to my knees."

      Stunned by his audacity, I turn around slowly, and violet eyes lock on mine. Paralyzed, I study them momentarily and feel at peace for the first time. Suspended in a life-changing, entrancing moment, my gaze softly falls to his red, full lips and eagerly roams across his ghostly white, blemish-free skin, accentuated by high cheekbones and a strong jaw, perfectly dusted with short, dark, coffee-brown facial hair. 

      My heart flutters as I step back and study his tall frame and broad, strong, lean body. 

      All of the men dressed here tonight are adorned with embroidered jackets and suits of light blue, green, or gold. But this man is wearing all black. He's clothed in rebellion. Something not common in upper society. Just like the five o'clock shadow sexily swept across the lower half of his face. Most believe the clothes and facial hair portray an eccentric, unreasoned, ungoverned man. I find it adds an air of mystery and intrigue, though I can't deny, from the looks of him, he may fit the wild stereotype to perfection. 

      If I were a smarter woman, I would pay attention to the fact that everything about him says the cliche is right. He's ungoverned. Unconstrained. Answers to no laws, except his own. 

      But I'm not a smarter woman.

      As if he can read my mind, his violet eyes widen mischievously. He smiles wickedly, showing me just how sinful and corrupt he undoubtedly is as sharp canines peek devilishly into sight.

      I start to take another step back, but his right arm wraps around my waist possessively. His fingers twine through my corset's lace and anchor me to him. His left palm tightly, possessively grips my hip through my silk dress. His burning touch brands me. The heat of it singes my skin through the thick, protective layer of my petticoat. Unable to think straight, I become numb to all reason as he pulls me a step closer. 

      Bracing myself against his chest, I attempt to yank back, but his violet eyes continue to hold me immobile under his alluring spell.

      His stare drifts provocatively to my mouth. I hold my breath as he licks his lips and whispers, "How do you do it?"

      When I don't answer, his striking face falls to the crook of my neck. He desperately breathes me in, and I let out a strangled gasp. 

      "Do what?"

      "Make me crave you without even a taste," he growls. 

      His mouth eagerly places a kiss on my neck, and I tremble. He groans and slowly, improperly licks my jugular vein that's beating wildly against his hungry lips. Arching into him, my knees wobble as he continues to toe an improper line out in the open where anyone can see. 

      "Felix," a man's voice abruptly breaks through the spell we're under.

      Felix. 

      I smile, commit his name to memory, and will my breathing to return to normal as I attempt to step out of his hold. But Felix doesn't release me. In fact, he tightens his grip, fists his fingers through the golden locks at the nape of my neck, and delicately yanks my head to the side, exposing more of my trembling flesh to his immoral desires.

      "You're wanted at the table," his friend insists as he steps up to our side. 

      I catch the man's eyes over Felix's shoulders. Alarm surges through me when I see them glow the same violet shade as the man who's now lightly releasing his grip on my waist. The dealer at the table says a gentleman's last name. Caldwell. I assume they're talking about the man who is reluctant to release me from his hold. The dealer says it again a second time, then a third. His anger continues to grow with every utterance. 

      "They won't hold your spot forever," Felix's friend grits out. 

      Placing a strong grip on his shoulder, he attempts to pull Felix back from me. A predatory, possessive growl escapes Felix's lips. It's a rumble that tingles its way down my spine and makes desire simmer in my lower stomach. The dominance in the action, his power and control, makes my heart race erratically. After a moment, his friend releases his hold and steps back. 

      Felix keeps his grip anchored on my waist. As his gaze locks on mine, he grins with devilry intent, "Play with me." 

      I blush, then teasingly toss back, "Monsieur Caldwell, please."

      I force myself a step back out of his arms, and this time, he strangely lets me go. But his eyes linger on mine, hungrily searching and roaming every inch of my shaking soul. His hypnotic gaze makes my knees once again begin to shake. Before they give out completely, I turn around, saunter into the next room, and sass,  "Lucky for you, I too, like a challenge. Especially if it ends in bringing the right man to his knees."

      His sultry chuckle falls against my shivering spine as I approach the group seated around the green felt in the center of the room. Felix stalks quietly behind me. The heat of his gaze sears with need across my quivering skin as I pull my chair back from the table and, with a racing heart, take my seat. 

      The dealer starts to shuffle, and I focus on the rippling clatter of the cards being melded together instead of the frantic breaths lodging themselves in my chest. I place my jittery hands on top of the dense, coarse fabric, but my palms begin to shake as Felix Caldwell slowly starts to walk behind my chair. Embarrassed he might see my trembling hands, I attempt to hide them, and quickly place them in my lap. 

      As he passes, Felix brushes his fingertips across the back of my right shoulder. Stopping at my spine, he slowly trails his fingers across the back of my left shoulder and sits beside me. The dealer calls my name and angrily says something I can tell I'm supposed to pay attention to, but I can't hear it over the hammering of my heart in my ears. 

      Before I can decipher what has been said, Felix reaches into my lap and protectively laces his fingers through mine. My heart stops as I look his way and he brings my hands to his lips. He turns my palms in his, and places a kiss against the inside of my right wrist. 

      "Mon cheri," he whispers as he breathes in the scent of my skin. 

      He kisses the inside of my left wrist next, and I let out a wanton breath. The room fades away, and I swear I'm dreaming as his eyes lift, lock on mine, and his teeth nibble softly against my delicate skin. 

      He holds me captive as he grins, "To truly play the game, you can't let it be over before it ever gets a chance to start." 

      My hands shake. The dealer's next words break through the fog in my mind and release me from the spell Felix has me cast under.

      "Hands where we can see them, Esme," he demands as he starts to deal, "Or I'll be forced to tell your father and brother where you're spending your time." 

      My stare quickly breaks from Felix's and finds the eyes of Alfred's friend, Caelum, who agreed to help with tonight's festivities. 

      "And," he adds with warning, "with whom you're spending your time with." 

      He raises his brow and gives Felix a challenging look. The man beside me grins viciously at Caelum before dropping my hands, picking up his cards, and then flinging his right arm possessively over the back of my chair as if I am his Lady, he is my Lord, and we'll be sharing a carriage home to our private quarters later tonight where he plans to ravage me to his heart's content. The gesture should unnerve me. It should make me realize my virtue may be at stake. Instead, it gives birth to a hopeful spark that's insatiable and fueled to a dangerous high as Felix's fingertips rise and brush fondly against the back of my neck. 

      Shakily, I pick up my cards and lean away before the spark gives birth to a fire that my heart warns will inevitably engulf us in an inescapable, unethical flame. But as if on some fated breeze, my chair suddenly scrapes across the marble floor until it is butted up against the side of Felix's. His thigh presses possessively against mine as his fingertips continue to twirl lovingly at the nape of my neck. 

      The open, dominant display shocks me. I glance up quickly and catch the eye of Felix's friend from earlier, who is now standing a few steps back from the table on the opposite side of the room. He shakes his head
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