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        The daughter and sister, in whom my bloodline runs true

        Will be the one above others who will pursue

        The path that will lead her to a desperate fate

        Where she finds love in the eyes of a mate

        Neither man nor witch will earn her love

        Only one who comes from the heavens above

        Their love will be passion and fury combined

        Echoing the song of the witch who is blind

        Much will come between them, this I foretell

        The years apart will lead them through hell

        If they are to survive they must hold fast

        To their love in the future as much as the past

        Three times three times three times three

        So I say so mote it be.

        Extract from The Middleton Manifesto, Prophecy 7, Book 2

      

      

      Ardenne sighed happily, enjoying the moment of peace and quiet as she sat on the floor cleaning her soul sword, Seer’s Blood, Gabriel in the armchair behind her, reading, one hand playing with her ponytail. Since the fight at the monastery they’d barely had a moment during the day that wasn’t filled with lessons and reports. She was going to enjoy this moment for as long as it lasted.

      “Have we heard from Piven and Corinna yet?”

      Sarita’s question as she came into the room had her looking up and entering Gabriel’s mind quickly so she could see her friend.

      Sarita didn’t look worried, just a bit flustered.

      “I haven’t,” she replied. She twisted to face Gabriel, popping into Sarita’s mind to look out of her eyes so she could see him. He immediately put his book down and smiled at her.

      That smile—it hit her like it always did, taking her breath. She couldn’t help smiling back at him.

      “No, I haven’t, but I didn’t expect to,” he said to Sarita, his gaze still on Ardenne. “I thought you were his contact here.”

      “Don’t remind me.” Sarita plonked down in the chair opposite. “I’m just trying to lock in Ardenne’s new training schedule and need to know when he will be back from hunting Anita and he’s not answering my calls.”

      “He might not be in a position to. The hunt can require times when you are completely silent. Also, maybe he doesn’t want to be in contact because he doesn’t want to be called back. Carrington said the other day he wants him back here, not out on what he calls, ‘A useless task searching for someone none of us have ever been successful in capturing’. Including me.” Gabriel’s mouth twisted to the side, his gaze darkening. Through their bond she could sense how disappointed in himself he was.

      Ardenne put her hand out, touching his hand that was lying on top of the book in his lap. “She is using magic. You can’t have known.”

      “I should have known. Your mother was never like other witches, so I should have realized she wasn’t going to be like other vampires either.”

      Ardenne leaned her head against his knee for a moment. “I don’t hold you responsible for what she did.”

      From Sarita’s perspective, she couldn’t properly see his expression or his beautiful eyes but she could feel his thoughts darkening. “Gabriel?”

      The darkness disappeared. She frowned. She hated how he still felt the need to hide his darker parts from her. She was about to say something when he picked up her hand and placed a kiss on her palm. The sensation of his lips on her skin shot through her and right to her core as it always did. But before she could get lost in the moment, in the sensation, and give control over to the need for him—to be with him—that rampaged through her constantly, he let go of her hand and pointed at her sword. “You better get back to your cleaning. If Piven isn’t back by tomorrow, I want to start working with you and the sword.”

      “Really?” she said, breath caught in her throat, all other thoughts sliding away in her excitement.

      He nodded.

      “Then I hope Piven doesn’t come back. Not for weeks.”

      He chuckled. “Given who he is chasing, you might get your wish.”

      He brushed his hand down her brow, finger lingering for a moment on her cheek, before he picked up his book and returned to his reading.

      She managed to tear herself out of Sarita’s mind—it was hard not to want to look at Gabriel all the time—and return to his mind so she could see her friend. “What are you doing now?”

      Sarita was regarding them both with a knowing smile. “I might stay here and read for a while too. At least until I have to take you for your lesson with Vincente.”

      Ardenne nodded, glad Sarita was staying—because if she hadn’t, Ardenne might not have been able to stop herself from turning around and climbing on top of Gabriel and doing all sorts of things that really shouldn’t be done with him in the small lounge room where anyone could enter at any moment.

      It took a few minutes of quiet breathing before she was back in control of herself, her hands no longer shaking with the need that burned inside her constantly. She should probably move away from Gabriel—into another room would be best—but she couldn’t make herself do that, so she just had to content herself with the calming mantras Sarita had taught her.

      Once the driving need was under control, she picked up her sword and continued to clean it.

      The sword hummed happily in her hands, loving the attention. She dropped out of Gabriel’s mind and allowed herself to sink into the humming, losing herself to the rhythm of cleaning and polishing her soul sword.

      She lost all track of time until Sarita’s voice broke the silence once more.

      “Ardenne? What would you like for your birthday?”

      Ardenne continued to clean Seer’s Blood with long strokes of the polishing cloth as she lifted her head. She slipped into Gabriel’s mind once more to see that her friend was staring at her, the book she’d been reading now lying face down on her lap. “Why are you asking about my birthday?”

      “It’s only a week away. And with all that’s been going on, I haven’t been able to think about what to get you.”

      Ardenne shrugged. She really had everything she wanted. Except … “I wouldn’t mind a trip home to see Papa and Mia and everyone at Casa Cinque.” And Lord Hei. She wanted to see Lord Hei too even though she hadn’t mentioned him. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. So many lies she wanted him to answer for.

      He’d always said he loved her, but he’d also kept so much from her and while she knew the greater part of the truth thanks to Gabriel—and her mother; but she wasn’t going to think about Anita right now—she wanted to actually face him to ask him if there was anything more that was being kept from her.

      Because she rather thought that, given what Anita had said to her the last time she’d let her mother into her mind, there was.

      Not that she believed everything Anita said. The woman who was her mother was quite insane. How else could you explain Anita feeding on her own daughter before feeding Ardenne her blood?

      Ardenne had thought she’d wanted to turn her into a vampire, but it turned out that wasn’t why Anita had done it. Her blood—the blood of a certain bloodline, or so they said—healed her sight so that she was no longer blind. She might have considered it a gift if not for the fact that Anita hadn’t done it to help Ardenne become sighted out of any real concern for her daughter. Oh no. It was because she believed fanatically in an ancient prophecy about the blind witch given sight and a coming war between the vampire cults, Lord Hei’s sect of vampires, the witches, and humans.

      But she wasn’t going to think too much about that half hour when she’d been able to see out of her own eyes, because that would lead her down a spiral of dark thoughts she really didn’t want to get lost in right now. Not when there was more productive things to concentrate on in the present.

      Like feeling proud of how much she’d accomplished; how well she’d fought at the monastery beside Gabriel and the others, proving she didn’t need sight to be an amazing warrior.

      And she did feel proud. But that didn’t mean she also didn’t want to find out more about Mary Middleton and her prophecies.

      Gabriel and Sarita had told her more about the prophecy in the days since they’d got back from trying—and failing—to capture Anita, and the one thing that was clear to her was that there was so much about it that wasn’t clear. Which was why she wanted to talk to Lord Hei. He’d actually known Mary Middleton. So had Gabriel, but not as well as Lord Hei. Not only that, Lord Hei had been around for thousands of years and knew so much more about this universe than any other being currently on Earth.

      Which was why, according to Gabriel, Lord Hei apparently believed that prophecies only showed one part of a possible future—that most prophecies could be changed. How he knew this, Gabriel couldn’t say. All he could assure her of was that Lord Hei was certain.

      But she wanted to be certain her future wasn’t fixed too. Because she was determined to change this version of the future that pertained to her. She had to change it. She wasn’t going to be responsible for bringing on the end of everything if she made one wrong choice.

      Her insane mother on the other hand seemed to be trying to make certain that eventuality did occur.

      Which was one of the reasons why she couldn’t believe what her mother told her. It was kind of hard to get past that amount of crazy to believe anything that came out of her mouth.

      Except … she couldn’t help but think one thing Anita had said was true: that Lord Hei and the others were still keeping things from her.

      She had tried to talk to him but had been told he was still away on one of his secret absences. The absences themselves weren’t a secret—every Bartolli and Cousin knew he went away by himself every month for at least a few days. The secret was where he went and what he did there.

      It was a mystery that had always itched at Ardenne’s curiosity, but she, like everyone else, had never asked him about it. She wasn’t sure why nobody did, or why she hadn’t, just that it never occurred to her to ask.

      Maybe that too was going to change when she finally did talk to him. And the best way to ensure she would get to talk to him was to go home.

      “Ardenne? Are you going to answer Sarita?” Gabriel’s voice interrupted her stream of thoughts and she quickly swapped into Sarita’s mind so she could see Gabriel’s face. The love in his expression was so clear it made her chest ache.

      She still couldn’t believe he felt like that for her. Or that she felt as deeply and truly for him as she did. At times, it felt like the love she had for him was all that was in her; was all that kept her going. She could lose herself entirely in him as he said he could lose himself entirely in her.

      But neither of them did. There was too much at stake for them to forget about everything and everyone. She had her training and he … well, he had all the things he had always been responsible for.

      She frowned a little. Why didn’t she know what his duties comprised of? She knew he hunted Wild and Dark Brethren and killed them, but he had to do other things for Lord Hei as well.

      When they were in her room alone tonight, she would ask him. If she could stop herself from jumping him first. The last few nights since fighting the Wild to save Anita—and subsequently losing the ability to capture her mother—the moment they’d got to her room each night, they’d been unable to keep their hands off each other. She’d never experienced anything so wild and all-encompassing as being in Gabriel’s arms, kissing him, feeling his muscles pressed hard against her, the hard length of him inside her. In fact, she wanted to slip away right now and⁠—

      “Ardenne? Are you okay?”

      Gabriel’s hand on her shoulder, his deep, chocolaty voice winding around her, didn’t help the molten fire that ran through her veins. She wanted to turn right then and there, pull him down to the floor and lose herself in the glory that was him. She put Seer’s Blood down and came up on her knees to⁠—

      “Ari? You look hot. Maybe you should move away from the fire.”

      Sarita’s voice was like an avalanche of snow dumping all over her, dousing the flames inside her, bringing her back to the here and now with a crash.

      She shook her head a little and looked down at the sword and the cleaning cloth she’d dumped on the floor.

      “Ardenne?” Gabriel’s hand landed on her shoulder.

      She jerked away from his touch.

      “Ardenne?” he said, reaching for her again.

      “No, don’t.” She raised her hand and stood abruptly, moving quickly around the other side of the coffee table to put distance between them. Her breath was coming fast and hard and her entire body shook with the effort it took to move away from him rather than fly to him and give over to the passion and desire flaring inside her.

      The look on his face she saw through Sarita’s gaze before her friend’s eyes moved to her instead, cut her deep inside. The hurt she could cause him! She didn’t like that she could do that. And from Sarita’s gaze as it centered on her, she could see that fact written all over her own face.

      “Gabriel I … I’m just … I just need a moment, okay?”

      Understanding rushed through her Companion as Sarita’s gaze flicked back to Gabriel. The hurt had gone from his eyes, replaced by a reciprocated heat that flared to life in their violet depths.

      That heat didn’t help her situation at all, so she quickly dropped out of Sarita’s perspective, and into the velvet dark that was the way she’d always experienced the world before she knew she had magic that allowed her to see through other people’s eyes.

      She might not be able to see, but her other senses were incredibly heightened and, enhanced by her magical abilities and the fight training she’d received in the last year, allowed her to function in the world as well as any sighted person. Better, if truth be told, because she heard and sensed things sighted people never did or could, which often kept her one step ahead of them.

      As a result, she knew when Gabriel stood and moved over to the French windows to the right of them. “Where are you going?” she asked.

      His voice tight with restraint, he said, “I think it best for both of us that I go out for a run.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She should have thought of that. A run would make her feel better too. “Maybe I could come with you.”

      “Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose?” Sarita said smugly.

      Ardenne shrugged. “Maybe it would, but I think it’s what I need.” She always felt better when Gabriel was around. Besides, they could run to somewhere private and give in to the urges that were currently making her feel like she was skating on the edges of insanity. “Do you mind if I come with you?”

      “Not at all. In fact, I would like that very much.”

      She moved toward the door and took his hand.

      Gabriel opened the door, but before they could exit, Sarita said, “You didn’t finish answering my question about your birthday.”

      “Yes, I did,” she said, shuffling from foot to foot, unable to keep still. “I would like to go back to Casa Cinque. Is that possible?”

      “It’s not usual for the Bartolli Prime in training to go home during their training.”

      “Yes, but we all know I’m not really being trained to be the next Bartolli Prime, am I?”

      “Then who is?” Sarita asked her. “The only person in training here is you.”

      “They’re not secretly training someone else?” she asked as fire began to chase through her veins, her fingers wrapping more tightly around Gabriel’s hand. “Scratch answering that right now. Can we do this later?” She held back a wince as the need inside her pushed her to go. Now. She needed to be somewhere private with Gabriel sooner rather than later or she might explode.

      Sarita chuckled. “You really have it bad, don’t you? Fine. Go for your ‘run’.” Her voice was full of knowing smirk. “We’ll return to this discussion once you’ve got the need for a ‘run’ out of your system.”

      “Please let Vincente know Ardenne won’t be back for her tutorial with him,” Gabriel said before tugging her out of the open door.

      They made their way quickly through the maze of garden beds, the scents of herbs and flowers lifting in the cool spring air around them, their shoes crunching on the small stones and crushed shells of the meandering pathways. They moved quickly, Gabriel’s need pushing them along as much as hers. The kissing gate that led out into the orchard on the other side of the garden creaked as he pushed it open and then they were running through the rows of olive trees.

      She laughed—she couldn’t help it—and when Gabriel’s rich laughter joined hers, joy and expectation burst through her. “Where are we going?” she asked as they ran.

      “Somewhere private.”

      He urged her to run faster and she did, hands clasped, her steps as fast and certain as his, her senses lighting up the world around her almost as good as seeing with his vampiric eyes.

      She was sorely tempted to enter his mind so she could see as he saw but his emotions were like waves coming at her through the bond and she was afraid she might just stop and pull him down onto the grass between the olive trees, uncaring of who might be about to see what happened the moment she had both hands on him.

      She still had enough sense in her to know that she didn’t want others to see her or Gabriel sharing what was between them. It was private and for them alone.

      So she ran, using her hearing and her sense of smell—although that was slightly impaired, drunk on Gabriel’s fresh mountain air scent as it was—and the way the wind felt against her, the sound of it as it moved around tree limbs and slid over the ground.

      They ran and ran, the sound of the Cousin’s compound falling behind them, the sound of Firenze echoing quietly in the distance. She had a feeling she knew where they were going.

      Then they were there and she knew she was right. She could sense it before she finally allowed herself to enter Gabriel’s mind and see through his eyes.

      They were on the hill overlooking Firenze. Their hill.

      The hill he had once come to for comfort when he was still human. The hill where he had died and been remade into the vampire that stood beside her.

      The hill where he’d brought her and shared with her the truth of his past. He’d thought to frighten her with that truth, but it had done the opposite. It had allowed her to see him not as the cold, insulting vampire he’d been to her, but as someone deserving of empathy, understanding, and love.

      Her love.

      She had fallen a little in love with him that night. And she’d fallen deeper and deeper ever since.

      “Is this okay?” Gabriel asked, taking both her hands in his and backing up toward the tree that stood by the stone wall on the edge of the hill, its boughs full of early spring leaves, gifting them dappled shade in soft spring sun.

      “This is perfect,” she said, kneeling down on the carpet of grass and leaves under the thickest boughs, the tree trunk on one side of them, the stone wall on the other, both giving them privacy from anyone who might come here.

      Although nobody would.

      She’d found out not long ago that Gabriel owned the property on this hill, and nobody but he ever came here.

      Gabriel kneeled down inches away from her, his breath brushing against her face, playing in her hair with the whispering breeze.

      “I need you, Ardenne,” he said as he cupped her face in his beautiful hands.

      She saw the need on her face before dropping out of his mind, but said the words anyway. “I need you too, Gabriel.”

      “So I gathered.”

      The smile in his voice drew an answering smile from her. Not one of embarrassment—she would never be embarrassed to share this with him—but one of knowing, of acknowledgment, of intimacy. “I want you naked.”

      “Kiss me first.”
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        To be born a witch is to be both at one with nature and at odds with it. Because while there is nothing as natural as magic to one born with it, for those without it, it is alien and unnatural. One can deduce from this that magic is gifted to only a chosen few. However, after seeing much of the world as I have done, I do not think this is how we should view it. Nature gives with one hand as with the other it takes—this is the cycle of life and death. Magic is a gift, but it is also a burden, and those of us who carry this burden must be cognizant of this fact and treat our magic with the kind of care one would a venomous snake.

        Extract from The Middleton Manifesto, Section on Magic, Lesson 11

      

      

      Their lips met, their bodies pressed hard together, and Ardenne lost herself in the wildness that was kissing Gabriel. She scrabbled at his clothes, pulling his shirt up over his head without undoing the buttons, their kiss breaking for a moment as the shirt slid over his face. A button popped as she pulled hard, desperate to get back to kissing him. The shirt slipped over his head and off his arms. She threw it aside as his lips crashed back onto hers, seemingly as desperate as she was for their kiss.

      He pushed her cardigan from her shoulders. She ran her tongue over his bottom lip, enjoying the flavor of his skin—sweet and tart at the same time—and he gripped her arms as he groaned into her mouth.

      She nipped his lip and sucked it into her mouth.

      His groan turned into a growl and suddenly her clothes were flying off her. She had no idea where they landed or if they were torn—that could be a later problem—because she was as desperate as he was to feel his skin against hers.

      Their kiss deepened as their tongues met. She licked into his mouth—by all that was holy, he tasted divine; clean and pure like his scent, but also rich and spicy, like the Shiraz she’d had at Christmas.

      With her skin pressed against the warm satin of his—he was never cold to the touch when they made love—she was content for the moment just to kiss. But then his mouth left hers to nibble a path down her neck to her collarbone. She moaned in protest, for while the feel of his lips anywhere on her body was astonishing, right now she hadn’t finished kissing him.

      In fact, she needed his lips on hers more than she needed to breathe.

      He seemed to need that too, quickly returning to her mouth, pulling her closer, her breasts mashing up gloriously against the hardness of his chest, their stomachs, hips, and thighs aligned.

      He still had his jeans on, much to her frustration. His impressive erection strained against the material, pushing into her stomach. She wanted to feel the silky hardness of it directly against her skin. She slipped her hands down his front—getting sidetracked on the way by the hardness of his nipples and the sculptured muscles of his chest and abdomen. She wanted to look at what she was touching, but didn’t think he’d look down at himself right in this moment. Frustrated that she couldn’t see him, she contented herself with her slow, exploratory journey down to his belt buckle while grinding herself against his impressive bulge.

      He moaned into her mouth as his fingers dug into her hair—she couldn’t help but moan too because it felt so good. He angled her head so he could deepen the kiss, then his tongue was tangling with hers, tasting her as she tasted him in long, drugging kisses she would never get enough of.

      “Ardenne,” he ground out as they pulled back to take a gasp of breath. “If you don’t move your hand off my cock, I’m not sure I will last more than a few more minutes.”

      “What?” Suddenly she became aware that her hand was shoved down the front of his jeans, her fingers wrapped around the silken length of his achingly hard penis. She frowned. When had she stuck her hand down his open jeans? She didn’t even remember undoing his belt, button and zip, but she must have done it while lost in the kiss.

      He said huskily, “Magic. You used your magic.”

      She had? She had no idea she’d done so. Hadn’t worked at all on telekinesis with Piven—although that would be coming soon according to Sarita. As soon as he was back from trying to track down Anita he was going to start teaching her other forms of magic. Some she would be a natural at while others … not so much. But that was okay, because her magic allowed her to use other witches’ magic, so once she’d become adept at that, she could use telekinesis as well as Piven could as long as he was there. Or maybe she didn’t have to use his magic at all given what had just happened.

      “It seems maybe telekinesis comes naturally to you,” Gabriel said, confirming her thought. Breathing heavily, he took her wrist and eased her hand away from his erection. “You did that so easily I didn’t notice until you had your hand on me.” Despite the breathy huskiness, pride and total confidence in her colored his voice.

      That pride … his confidence in her, it was everything.

      And it pushed her need for him higher.

      “Stop talking,” she demanded as she shoved at his jeans. “I need you inside me now.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he said as he tore his jeans and Calvins from his body and then pulled her to him. “But I need to taste you first as you orgasm.” He lifted her before she could protest—not that she didn’t like it when he put his mouth on her down there, but her need to have him inside was a ravenous beast, threatening to tear her up if it didn’t get what it needed soon.

      But she was on her back—the torn fragments of their clothing between her and the cushioning softness of the grass—and he was between her legs, hands pushing her knees apart as he bent to lick right up her wet slit.

      She screamed, her inner muscles pulsing as he licked again, pausing to suck the little nub at the apex of her sex into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it before licking her again. Her hips bucked but his hands were on her upper thighs, holding her in place as he kept licking and sucking, shoving her higher and higher.

      Sobs of pleasure were pulled from her, and while she wanted to demand that he come inside her now, she couldn’t form the words.

      He was. Driving her. To madness.

      A lovely wild, passionate madness that made her want to scream his name to the heavens.

      Somehow she managed to do exactly that. “Gabriel!” His name rang around them, echoing across the hills, so loud she was certain everyone in Firenze had heard her passion-driven cry.

      He kept licking and sucking as he let go of one thigh to push two fingers inside her. She screamed his name again as he pumped them in and out while he licked up her wetness. “Your taste … I can’t get enough.”

      She writhed against him, surging up, needing to feel his tongue against her, hard and flat. He seemed to know exactly what she wanted, giving it to her. Stars swirled in her mind, sparks in the velvet darkness of her sightless eyes as he added a third finger, pumping them inside her as his tongue continued its glorious licking.

      He was a master at this. Driving her up and up into the stratosphere of pleasure until … until …

      She exploded around his fingers, against his mouth, her cry tangling in the branches of the tree above them and echoing across the hills once more. The pulsing of her muscles was so intense, she thought she might be torn apart. But then he brought her back down again, covering her body with his as he drove his hard, thick length inside her, making her scream her pleasure once more.

      She was still pulsing from the first orgasm as he drove her toward another. She could do nothing but hold on, her fingers digging into his back muscles as his hips pistoned hard and fast against hers.

      Yes. Yes. This was what she needed. This was exactly what she had longed for. Feeling nothing but his body moving against hers, pressing her into the ground, his glorious penis pushing hard deep inside her.

      She lifted her legs up high, draping them over his shoulders as he rose up to change the angle, enabling him to push in even deeper. She cried out at the sensation. She wanted it to go on forever and yet the speed and need pushing them to this almost violent coupling was quickly tightening her still pulsing internal muscles all over again. They were so tight she could barely breathe.

      But then Gabriel leaned down to her, one hand cupping her breast, his palm rubbing against her erect nipple in that way she loved, as he took her mouth for another drugging kiss.

      And as his tongue slid along hers, she exploded beneath him.

      With a groan, he went with her, up and up and up, shouting her name as she shouted his, the sounds mingling together and reaching toward the heavens.

      A soft, echoing whisper came through the sparkling darkness, “Don’t let him keep you from what is yours.” But Ardenne was too lost in the bliss shared with Gabriel—only Gabriel—to take any heed. She pushed more magic into her shields, ignoring the voice she knew to be her mother, and let herself float away.
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      Hours later, after they’d come down from the most extraordinary orgasm he’d ever had, after they’d made love two more times—one slow where they explored each other’s bodies fully, and one fast and desperate again after she’d sucked him almost to the edge of his endurance—he felt her enter his mind.

      “Can you look up at the stars, Gabriel?” she asked softly.

      He didn’t want to—he’d been staring at her as she lay in his arms, her head cradled on his chest, her hand idly drawing doodles on his skin, simply enjoying the moment. She wasn’t often so relaxed, even in sleep, the need to shield against her mother’s intrusions keeping her on guard at all times. Even though she was getting quite good at shielding her mind, it was still a new thing and didn’t come naturally.

      Piven had complained about this inadequacy in her to Lord Hei, Vincente and Gabriel in the safehouse in Gubbio. “She is too open; too kindhearted. Her empathy in this instance is a hindrance because it means she can’t even use another witches’ shielding magic to bolster hers. It makes her shielding weak in ways I am not certain we can make up for with other training.”

      Gabriel couldn’t make himself feel the same even while it brought a little frisson of fear that shielding wasn’t natural to her. As far as he was concerned, the fact she was kind and empathetic and endlessly curious were not negatives—would never be negatives—but were something to treasure. Even if they did hinder her ability to shield as they truly needed her to, he would never be sorry for those aspects of her.

      They made her indelibly her. Ardenne. His love.

      His soulmate. The person who would always be carved into his heart and soul forever more.

      He’d told Piven that night that if her shields were weak then Piven and Sarita could continue to shield for her. Piven had grunted a begrudging assent—while he might whine about it taking up power he could use elsewhere, Sasha Piven’s power was greater than any living witch he’d ever known. “You have power to spare,” he’d said, ending the discussion.

      Sarita wasn’t worried either about this problem in the same way Piven and the others were. After the fight at the monastery, he’d told her what Piven had said.

      “Ardenne won’t like being weak at anything,” she’d said, waving away Piven’s concern. “She’ll work herself to the bone to make sure she masters anything thrown at her. It might take a little more time, but she will master shielding.”

      “I have full confidence in her ability to do so,” he’d said, knowing that her words were true even before he’d given in to his need for Ardenne. His love for her. Even while trying to ignore everything he felt, even while he’d put up barrier after barrier between them, he had known that essential truth about Ardenne.

      She never gave up.

      It was one of the things he loved about her.

      It was also one of the things that terrified him. Because that determination and stubbornness had already led her into danger and his instinct to protect her from everything that might hurt her was a ravaging beast inside him. It constantly bashed up against the part of him that knew he couldn’t keep her contained in any way—to do so would be to kill something essential inside her.

      She needed to have confidence in his love for her. More importantly, she needed to have confidence in herself. He would never do anything to get in the way of that or make her doubt herself again. He had done that all of her life and it had almost cost them everything.

      Despite being an ancient vampire almost nine hundred years old, he was capable of learning new things—and this was a lesson he would never forget.

      However, given their love was so new—and he was ever-wary about what Anita planned—leaving Ardenne for more than a few hours was something he couldn’t do right now.

      Thankfully, she didn’t seem to want him to leave her, so it wasn’t a problem.

      “Gabriel. While I love the way you look at me like that, I’d love to look up at the stars right now.”

      “Oh, sorry.” He’d let his mind wander. He really needed to keep tighter control on his thoughts.

      He rolled his head, pulling his gaze away from his favorite view—her in his arms—and looked up at the stars as she requested. During their wild third round of love making, they’d rolled out from under the branches of the tree, so there was a clear view of the cloudless night sky.

      He couldn’t see all the stars he once had hundreds of years ago before the light pollution rising from Firenze and nearby towns affected how much of the Milky Way could be seen, but it was still an impressive view.

      He lay still and silent, unblinking, to allow Ardenne the full view she obviously needed.

      “Do stars glow like that for everyone?” she asked after a while.

      “Like what?”

      She gestured with her hand in a circle. “Like they’re pulsing with life surrounded by the heart of a rainbow.”

      He stared at the glowing orbs in the sky, truly looking at them in a way he hadn’t for too many years. She was right, they did pulse and have an aura around them like a rainbow. Huh. He hadn’t really noticed that before now. He frowned. Was it a new thing or had he just noticed it because Ardenne had? “I am uncertain,” he said after a while. “I remember from when I was human that I used to think the stars were beautiful but I don’t remember seeing them quite like this.”

      “What did you think of the stars back then?”

      He huffed out a little laugh. “I didn’t know what they truly were if that is what you are asking. I thought them the work of the God I worshipped. I valued their beauty with awe and also fear of his unearthly magnificence. I used to look up at the night sky when I was married, with a child and another on the way, and wonder if perhaps the stars were angels flaring their wings to let us know they were looking down on us, watching over us.”

      “That’s a lovely thought.” Her hand moved over his chest, fingers curling against his skin as she rubbed her cheek against him. “I wish I could see the stars like that. Wish I could see them with my own eyes.”

      “Ardenne!” Gabriel stiffened as his head whipped down to look at her. “You do not mean that. You cannot mean that.”

      Her fingers pressed into his chest, her head tilted up, eyes focused on him as if she was truly seeing him. There was a sad smile on her face as she made a tutting sound. “Don’t get your knickers in a knot.”

      “My what?”

      “Your knickers. In a knot. I read that expression in a book and longed to use it. It means don’t get uptight about nothing.”

      He sat up, despite her protest as his movement forced them apart. He understood that protest as he too felt the immediate aching need to have her back in his arms. But he couldn’t let her body and his need sidetrack him in this moment. Staring down at her, he said, “Don’t make light of this, Ardenne. You know how dangerous even thinking something like that is, let alone saying it out loud.”

      She sighed heavily as she too sat up and clenched her hands around her bent knees, her sightless eyes never leaving his face. “But if I can’t express my wishes to you, my thoughts, the things that make me feel heavy with ache, then who can I mention them to? Surely it’s better I tell you how I’m feeling and not keep these thoughts to myself?”

      He leaned forward to take her hands in his. “Of course it is. And I want you to tell me everything you feel and think. Your worries. I want you to unburden yourself to me. Always.”

      “Then this is one of those things.” She shrugged, her fingers curling into his. “Just because I know I can never see with my own eyes again doesn’t mean the wish to experience the joy of it is just gone. Nor the despair over the fact I can never know that joy again. It’s natural to feel that loss, to want to lose myself in it sometimes. To wonder what it would be like to see something like the stars from my eyes. There can’t be anything wrong with that, surely? Not if it’s something I share with only you.”

      She pulled her hand out of his and clenched it over her breast—over her heart. “I ache in here. It hurts to know that I can have my sight by drinking certain vampire blood, but it is something I can never do again. I feel the injustice of it keenly.”

      “But you are everything you want to be even without your sight. You are not less because you cannot see. You are more. You know that to be true, surely?”

      Her lips curved up into a warm smile as she reached out to run her fingers down the side of his face. The sensation sent an arrow of desire shooting through him to clench in his balls, making his cock twitch to life again. He pushed the sensation away though—his desire for her had no place in this discussion and he would not be distracted by it. He focused on her as she said, “I do. I know I do not need to have sight to live the life I want to live.”

      “So then … what is the problem?” He took her hand in his, moving it from his face, clasping it against his chest. “If you know your sight will not give you more than you have, but will most definitely bring havoc and evil into your life, then why would you still wish to have it?”

      Her lips quirked, brow furrowing in consternation as she took a moment to think over what she wanted to say. “Have you never wished for something so long only to be given it and discover it was more wonderful than you could ever have dreamed? But then you find out that you must refuse it for the good of everyone you love?”

      He had. For so long he’d wished for love only to deny it to himself because of what a prophecy said might happen if he did find that love. Of course, he realized now it was useless to have tortured himself for so long because his love for Ardenne was inevitable and inescapable. But he wasn’t about to bring that up again—because he had given in to his wish and she never could.

      She nodded slowly, even though he hadn’t said anything, a knowing curl to her lips. “It was me, wasn’t it? You denied loving me for the good of everyone, didn’t you?” Her lips trembled a little before she pressed them into a smile. “I can’t tell you how glad and relieved I am that you gave into that need though.”

      “I only did because I realized it was doing more harm than good for either of us. The same can’t be said for your sight.”

      She sighed deeply. “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      Her hand clenched over his as she said, “I do. I promise I do. But that doesn’t mean the longing for my sight is gone. It’s still here.” She touched her chest over her heart. “And here.” She touched her temple. “There is a sadness there. And a longing for what can never be. And it is something that will never fully go away even though I know I am everything I ever wanted to be without it. Do you understand?”

      “I do.” And he did. But it still worried him that she felt like that. Because with that longing there, that sadness … it was a way for Anita to get back in. It was a chink in her armor no matter how strong her shields were.

      He wished there was something he could do to ensure Anita would never find an opening into Ardenne’s mind to influence her, but there was nothing more he could do than what was already being done.

      Well, actually, that wasn’t true. He could leave to hunt down Anita and stop her before she could start something that would lead down a path to a future none of them could stop once the floodgates were open. Unfortunately, his need to be here with Ardenne—her need to have him near—and the fact he must take over certain aspects of her training as he always should have, meant he was no longer at the vanguard of hunting down Anita. Lord Hei had given that task to Piven and to others of his sirelings.

      Gabriel wished Matteus was back from his search in Indonesia, because he trusted him more than any other to take over. Maybe he would finish there soon. Gabriel could only hope. For himself, for Ardenne and for Matteus—because a successful hunt in Indonesia would hopefully help mend his friend’s broken heart.

      He pushed the thought of Matteus’ heartache from his present thoughts and concentrated on the conversation at hand. “I wish there was something I could do to help you with this.”

      Ardenne moved, curling into him, her arms going around him, head against his chest. “You help me by simply listening. By understanding. That’s all I need. Okay?”

      “Okay.” She was right. It was better she express those feelings and thoughts to him than keep them to herself, stewing on them, letting them become something greater than they should ever be. “I will always be here for you, Ardenne. I will always be ready to listen.”

      She snuggled in closer to him. “Thank you. That’s all I ask.”

      It was precious little. Far less than she deserved. Far less than he wanted to give her. She deserved everything her heart desired.

      And he couldn’t give her the one thing her heart still desired: her sight.

      But there was one thing he could give her. “I might not be able to give you your sight, Ardenne, but I promise you can always have a share in mine. I know that isn’t the same, but I am hoping that with time, it will be enough.”

      “It is,” she said, arms tightening around him. “It’s more than I ever dreamed of having.”

      He believed that, but there was something in her tone that told him that deep inside, it was still not enough.

      But he didn’t have time to delve into that because she pushed on his chest and said, “Speaking of which, can we lie back down so I can look at the stars again through your eyes? Then I want to go back home and ask Sarita if I can see them through her eyes too. I want to see if others see the stars as you do.”

      “I am interested to find that out too.”

      “Good,” she said. Her lips curved against his chest. “But first,” she said, licking his nipple and making him suck in a breath, “perhaps we could make love again.”

      He wrapped her in his arms, flipping her under him, making her squeal in delight as he pressed his hard body against the softness of hers. “I can think of nothing I want more,” he said then bent to kiss her.

      She opened to him, welcoming him with lips and tongue, her hands a flurry over his back, his chest, her need a sob in her throat. Soon, her hands moved down to his throbbing cock, guiding him to her hot, wet core that always seemed to be ready for him; for this.

      And as he drove into her, hard and fast, he couldn’t help but hope he was driving out, little by little, the dangerous need that was still in her: to taste her mother’s blood again and regain her sight once more.
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        I have been here for ten days and yet it feels like ten years for all that I have learned, all whom I have met. I would wish to write more down here and yet my time is not my own and I do not have the hours of solitude I need to write all I must. The recording of my visions is paramount. I always thought maybe it was hubris that I thought this; however, Hei insists my work is more important than I know.

        Extract from Mary Middleton’s Diary, April 10, 1535

      

      

      “Ardenne. Ardenne! Concentrate. Think through the distraction Sarita is pushing into your mind.”

      Ardenne shook her head, trying to do as Gabriel instructed, but her vision swam and something pressed on her mind that wasn’t Sarita trying to bombard her with thoughts and images as she’d been doing for the last half an hour.

      Maybe she was distracted because it was her birthday and despite having said she didn’t want any kind of celebration, she was half expecting at any moment for something to happen.

      She hoped it didn’t. She didn’t feel much like celebrating given what had happened recently with discovering her mother was alive and an insane vampire intent on making a prophecy about her come true. A prophecy about her gaining true sight. It was rather difficult to feel celebratory when you had recently lost so much—well, gained so much but then lost it again. Which was worse because what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you but now she knew about her mother and that she could have sight …

      She sighed. She supposed everything wasn’t all bad though. In fact, if she looked on the bright side—and she tended to try to do that—she had the love of the only male she would ever love and it was glorious. Better than she ever thought it might be. But even so, she still didn’t feel like celebrating. Especially given she’d been denied her only wish—to go home and see her father and sister and all the people she loved at Casa Cinque. She’d had to leave them all on her birthday last year and hadn’t seen any of them since—except her father and Lord Hei briefly—and she missed them all terribly even though she spoke to them regularly.

      “Ardenne. You have to concentrate. I could have taken your head off right then if I’d completed the blow.”

      She realized Gabriel’s sword was hovering right at her neck—she could feel the wind of its recent movement brush against her skin, hear the quiver of the metal because it had been brought to such an abrupt halt. Her own sword was screaming in her mind, warning her and trying to push her limbs to defend herself.

      She shook her head and concentrated on the here and now. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m not concentrating properly. But I’m with you now.” Her fingers tightened around Seer’s Blood’s grip, and she lifted the blade just in time to stave off Gabriel’s next attack.

      The blow shuddered up her arms and she just managed to take it and swing away, spinning around behind him with Seer’s Blood’s guidance to jab at him from behind.

      Swords clanged and he laughed. “Better. Although you are still distracted because that was slower than it should have been. Your sword should have made contact.”

      “I’m not going to actually slice you with Seer’s Blood’s, Gabriel!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you either, but if something happened and the violent part of my vampire nature overtook me, as it does for the Dark Brethren and the Wild, I would not be able to stop myself from doing so.”

      She snorted. “That’s not likely to happen though, is it?”

      “You never know,” he said heavily.

      “But Lord Hei’s sirelings would never hurt witches or humans and you wouldn’t either.”

      “You sound so certain.”

      “I am.” She frowned in his direction, wishing she could see his face, but he’d asked her not to use Sarita’s eyesight through this session nor tap into her powers to boost her own—something they’d been getting her to practice now Piven wasn’t here to poopoo her doing so simply because he didn’t like it when she got one up on him—and she’d promised not to. She wasn’t in the habit of breaking promises. Not now at least. Not when she had worked so hard to gain their trust in not only her abilities but her common sense and reason. So, because she couldn’t see him, she closed the gap between them and reached up to touch his face. But before she could touch him, he was gone, loose wisps of her hair fluttering around her face in the wind of his sudden movement away from her.

      Now that worried her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      His voice came from across the training space in Palazzo Maimoona’s central core. From the sound of it he was as far away from her as he could get without leaving the room. She started walking toward him and could practically feel him stiffen. “It doesn’t sound like there’s nothing wrong. Why are you trying to scare me?”

      “I’m not trying to scare you.”

      “Well you’re doing a great impersonation of someone trying to scare me then.”

      A sound like a squelched chuckle and then he was there in front of her, catching her shoulders before she could crash into him. “You’re reading things that aren’t there.”

      “Am I?” Even if she was uncertain that what she was hearing and sensing wasn’t right, the fact that Seer’s Blood was humming in her hand in a way that felt very much like it was worried about its old Master too, meant she knew she wasn’t imagining this. Gabriel was truly worried that he might hurt her.

      She tipped her head to the side and reached up to touch his face again. This time he let her. She ran her fingers over his cheeks, his brow, the sides of his mouth, feeling for any signs of a frown or tension in his features. There was nothing. In fact, he was smiling—a smile that grew as her fingers ran across his skin.

      “I love it when you touch me like that,” he whispered, turning his head to kiss her palm.

      She shivered delightedly and leaned in toward him, tipping her head up as if to receive his kiss.

      “That’s enough of that, you two,” Sarita said, finally inserting herself into the conversation. She’d been a bit distracted today too, although there was a reason for that—she was waiting for a call from Carrington because she had to update him on the hunt for his insane vampire sister.

      Sarita had told her that it wasn’t a conversation she was looking forward to, but she really had no choice but to deliver more disappointing news to her lover because Master Solari had given the job of communicating with the coven to her. He’d said it was because of her ties with them but they all knew it was primarily because Piven wasn’t here to do the job that should be his.

      He was still out hunting for Anita.

      Or trying to hunt for Anita. He and Corinna hadn’t had much luck, just missing her once again and getting into a fight with a bunch of Wild and Dark Brethren for their trouble—which was the news Sarita had to give to Carrington and why she was in a bit of a bad mood today. Talking to Piven always did that to her but she had no choice. Apparently Piven had told Master Solari he didn’t have time to report to more than one person and given he wanted to be updated with news of how well Ardenne was continuing to fend off her mother’s intrusions into her dreams and thoughts, it made sense that Sarita be the one he talked to.

      She didn’t like it one bit. Ardenne didn’t blame her.

      She also didn’t blame her for not wanting to tell Carrington that Anita had slipped away from his best hunter again.

      Ardenne didn’t know why they were all so surprised that Anita was still free. From what she understood, she had been trained by the best the coven had to offer—primarily Piven—as well as having trained with Gabriel and Lord Hei. It was really no wonder her mother was truly good at running and hiding. She knew all their tricks, their strengths and weaknesses. And she had been trained to play with those things.

      The only reason they’d almost caught her a month ago was because she was desperate to get to Ardenne so she could convince her to come with her.

      All because of the prophecy.

      She was pulled out of her thoughts as Sarita touched the hand that held Seer’s Blood. “Have you finished here for the day? I’ve got some things to do and Master Solari wanted you to see the Weapons Master this afternoon.”

      “I have one more thing to show Ardenne and then I’ll make sure she gets to the Master after that,” Gabriel said.

      “Are you sure? I know you are busy too.”

      “I’ve got some things I need to discuss with him, so it will kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Okay. Good. Thanks.” Sarita kissed Ardenne on the cheek and whispered to her, “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s new to this relationship stuff.”

      Ardenne snorted. She was new to this relationship stuff too. Although, she didn’t think that had been Gabriel’s problem only moments ago. She frowned as Sarita left the room.

      “What are you frowning about, my love?”

      She turned that frown toward him. “Why were you so afraid you’d hurt me moments ago?”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Gabriel. I might not be able to see your face, but I can feel the vibrations of your emotions in the air.” Not to mention through their bond. “You were holding yourself so tensely, like you were worried you were about to go too far.”

      He touched her face. “You always feel so much, don’t you?”

      “Hello, have you met me? Empath standing right here.”

      He chuckled, stroking his thumb across her cheek in that way she loved. She stepped away from his touch before she could get lost in it again. “Don’t try to distract me with pretty words and the longing for your touch. Answer my question with truth, please.”

      Tension filled the air again and then he sighed. “I was worried.”

      “Why?”

      “You may have noticed I am not like the others.”

      “I have. You are better in every way.”

      He huffed out an unamused laugh. “And worse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A sigh again and then his footsteps padding across the floor away from her. She followed him slowly to where he began to put away the training weapons they’d had out earlier.

      “What do you mean?” she asked again when it seemed he wouldn’t answer her.

      “You saw how I was made.”

      She nodded. “It was so painful for you. So much horror.”

      “Yes. But I don’t mean that. I mean the fact the Wild had shared some of their blood with me. Not enough to turn me but enough to keep me alive and awake and, in conjunction with their venom, making my body want more of what they were doing to me.”

      “Lord Hei killed them all.”

      “Yes, he did. And then he Sired me. He gave me the gift of vampirism.”

      She tipped her head to the side, hearing something wary in his tone. “You haven’t always thought it such a gift.”

      “Hmm. Yes, you are right. There have been times I do not think it a gift. But not because of what Lord Hei gave me.”

      “What then?”

      “Because of what the Wild gave me.”

      “Their blood,” she said in dawning horror. “You mentioned before that the fact it was in you at your making made you different. That made you need to feed on the blood of the cults … and desired human blood as they do. But you’re not like the Wild in any other way,” she said, gripping his arm. “Don’t try to tell me you are because I won’t believe it.”

      “No, I am not trying to make you believe that. But because of their blood and venom I am … not always in control of myself.”

      “But … you are the most controlled vampire of all of Lord Hei’s children.” It was a known truth.

      “That is because I work so hard for it to be so. Because when I don’t contain myself, terrible things happen. You have been there when I am in battle. You must have felt the way I am in those moments … especially when I thought you were in danger. I struggled to hold onto the control that I need to hold onto at every moment if I am not to lose myself to the wildness that’s inside of me. It is a constant struggle. And in moments of heightened emotion it’s … more difficult.”

      “Should you be the one who is training me then if it puts you so close to losing control?” It was a difficult question because the thought of Gabriel not training her now was something she did not want to think about. Piven was an amazing trainer and she’d learned so much under him, but since Gabriel had taken over, she’d learned things Piven hadn’t taught her about fighting and warcraft, and how to use certain parts of her magic—primarily using the magic of others to boost her own—against those they fought in order to protect the humans.

      “No.” He gripped her hand, almost too tight, but she didn’t pull away, because there was a need in that grip, an almost panic that she too felt deep in the heart of her. “I will train you. I would not give that over fully to Piven or anyone else ever again. I want to be involved in your training in every way I can. I can’t put up with anything else. I was a fool to try for so long.”

      She let out a long breath—hadn’t realized she’d been holding it. “Good. I love my training sessions with you. I get so much out of them.”

      “Me too.” He pulled her closer and kissed her swiftly and surely but then pulled back before she got lost in the kiss. “So, let’s finish this session, shall we?”

      “Are you sure you’re okay to do that now?”

      “I am. It was a brief loss of control. I won’t lose it again. Put Seer’s Blood in its scabbard. We are going to practice with the crossbow now.”

      He drilled her in ways that Piven didn’t—with encouragement and sternness combined rather than Piven’s mix of nastiness and complete bastardship—to encourage improvement. He also was trying to get her to use her powers to tap into the curious magic that was part of a vampire’s being by tapping into his strength and speed, which she loved doing. It made her feel even closer to him when, in those brief moments it worked, she felt the power, the strength of him, flow through her. Using her power in that way exhausted her faster than using it in any other way, but Gabriel and Sarita said it was simply a muscle that she needed to strengthen like any other. In time, tapping into another’s power would not use her magical reserves like it was currently doing.

      He also listened when she said her wrist was hurting and looked at her stance, how she was holding the crossbow and came up with a way that meant it wasn’t such a weight on the end of her hand. “We should do more weight work with you to build up your upper body, arm and wrist strength, but for now, this should be better.”

      She nodded. “I can already feel it is. My wrist isn’t hurting anywhere near as much.” She used his sight and shot off a bolt into the moving target he’d set up at the end of the hall.

      “Bullseye,” he said proudly. “You are shooting so much better holding it this way than the way you were. I have no idea why Piven didn’t show you this hold instead.”

      “He enjoyed causing me pain.”

      “Hmm. I’m sure that is true. He has this idea that the only way to learn to be a true warrior, is by learning through pain and to learn to deal with pain.”

      “He said that many a time.”

      “It is definitely a way to learn, but it isn’t the only one.”

      “I do feel tougher after training with Piven. More able to deal with anything that comes my way.”

      “I’m sure you do. He is excellent at what he does. He isn’t the coven’s most sought-after trainer for no reason. It’s why I let them bring him in to train you.”

      “Even knowing how he was going to train me?”

      “Even then. I would have been far too soft on you if I’d stayed and if you were to get to where you are now
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