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 Chapter One






Nicholas glared at the mantle clock,
cursing the damned contraption and whoever invented it. It had
become a torment marking every hour, minute, and second since Alex
shot him and Melchior drove him away, leaving her behind. “Three
hundred and thirty-six hours,” he muttered. In all, a grand total
of fourteen days, days in which he’d been held prisoner at an
unknown location with guards who were his constant and unwelcomed
shadows when he moved around the large house. Melchior had gone to
great lengths to explain their presence was for his own protection,
but he’d called bullshit on that. They were his jailors ensuring he
remained within the confines of the house. Day after day he’d
demanded they return to Moonstone and find Alex, but Melchior’s
reply remained constant and annoying; they had to return to
Transylvania as soon as possible. Tired of his maneuvering, of the
sycophants that were remnants of the council, and struggling to
keep his darker side in check, he was in no mood to either see,
speak, or deal with any of them. So when Melchior’s voice sounded
from the other side of the study door he chose to ignore him.
Unfortunately, the damned vampire refused to accept his silence as
a request to be left alone and opened the dark oak barrier, the act
prompting Nicholas to show his displeasure by standing and facing
the wall as the ancient entered. You’re
behaving like a child. Maybe he was, however, it was
better to try and ignore him than allow both his temper and that
darker side all vampires possessed their freedom.

“My prince, we must discuss your return to
Transylvania.”

“Must?” he said with a hint of a growl as
his resolve splintered. “I will do what I want to do, and what I
want is to return to Moonstone and find Alex.”

“You must return to your ancestral home.
There is too much at stake for you to –”

“Enough!” Nicholas yelled. A wave of power
rolled off him as he spun and faced the ancient, the vibration
strong enough to shake everything within the room. “You dare stand
in my presence and dictate what I must do? I advise you to tread
carefully, Melchior, lest your desire to gain atonement for past
mistakes sets you on a dangerous path. As you insist on continuing
to call me by a title I detest, you leave me with little choice but
to use the authority it carries and tell you this. I am not
journeying to Transylvania without Alex and that is final. So if
you want me to return to a place I only recall in fragments, you
will do what I want first. Is that understood?” He glared at the
old vampire daring him to question his decision, so when he bowed
and left, Nicholas took that as having won the skirmish. He wasn’t
foolish enough to think Melchior would let the matter of
Transylvania drop. His tenacious hold on his need for him to return
would ensure more battles between them. Ones he would do all within
his power to emerge from the victor.

Retaking his seat, he tapped his fingers
against the dark desk top as he tried forming a plan which would
get him back to his moonflower. The rhythmic actions of his fingers
pulled his attention towards the ring he wore. The light filtering
through the heavy maroon drapes caught the ruby, its blood red
stone glowing under its touch as his mind continued its search for
the answer to his dilemma. But just as the dragon housed within it
remained out of sight, so did the solution he desperately craved.
The conversation with Melchior clashed with the events of the
previous days, dragging his bubbling frustration towards the
surface. Unable to hold it back any longer it became the key which
opened the door keeping his darker side at bay, the black mist
wrapping around him as he slammed the palms of his hands against
the desk top sending pens rolling off the edge as he struggled to
regain control.

Eyes closed; he clenched his hands into
fists, forcing himself to push his focus back to where it needed to
be, daring only to open them and glare at the door when the black
mist faded. Waiting a moment for the last remnants to vanish he
reached into one of the desk drawers and retrieved a pad and pen.
Perhaps if he set his swirling thoughts down on paper an answer
would emerge from the chaos.

The passage of time was marked by the
multiplying sheets of paper covering the desk top. Each one
carrying scribbled thoughts and outlines of ideas which might yield
something he could use. He’d just started on a fresh sheet when a
knock on the door had him set his pen down then gather the papers
together into a haphazard pile before calling to whoever knocked to
enter, hoping for both their sakes it wasn’t Melchior. So it was
with a small sense of relief he saw not the ancient walk in, but
Devon Lancaster, a youngling in the ancient’s service. “What is the
reason for disturbing me?” he asked the young vampire as he
approached.

“My master wishes to speak with you
about the female named Alex.”

A low growl rumbled up at the mention of her
name. “My decision regarding my return to find her remains
unchanged. So if he intends on trying to shift my position, he will
be disappointed.”

“No, my prince,” he replied with a
shake of his head. “I believe it is something else.”

What else could it be? With only one way to
find out, he got to his feet and walked around the desk to where
Devon stood. “Take me to him.”

They left the study; Nicholas close behind
the young vampire as they headed along the hallway. It wasn’t until
they were halfway down he realized his shadows were missing. Not
sure whether it was a ploy by Melchior to soften him up, he fully
intended on keeping his guard in place until he knew exactly what
was going on. Room after room was passed, their journey only coming
to an end when they reached a door at the far end of the hallway
which Devon opened. “My master,” he said, stepping to one side, “is
waiting outside for you.”

Confusion joined curiosity as he stepped out
into the twilight, catching sight of the ancient not far from the
house. “Is this a new ploy to get me to go along with your plan?”
he asked on reaching him. “If so, it is doomed to failure.”

“If I was to tell you Alex is alive,
would that change your mind?”

“How do you know she is?”

Silence. Nicholas grabbed Melchior’s upper
arms, his fingers digging deep into the soft flesh.
“How…do…you…know.” Each word carried a note of warning wrapped
around it. “Answer me!” There was a brief glint of defiance in the
man’s eyes which only added fuel to the fire of his temper. “Do not
test me regarding Alex…unless your intention is to piss me off more
than you already have…and you know what such a move would
release.”

“Isn’t it enough to know she
lives?”

All he could do was shake his head out of
disbelief at his reply. Surely he must be joking? One look at his
face told him he wasn’t. Freeing his hold he took a step back,
using the short span of time it took to regain a level of control.
“No,” he replied. “It is not enough. Now, I will ask one last time.
How do you know she lives?”

“I know,” Melchior said, his tone
hesitant, “because I spoke to her a week ago.”

“A week ago? Anything could have
happened to her since then.”

“My prince, I –”

A hand raised to stop him; Nicholas pinned
him with a glare. “Your failure to inform me of Alex’s situation
when you spoke with her has me questioning your motives behind the
move. So let me make something clear to you. There will be no
further arguments. No demands for me to return home. You will make
arrangements for our return to Moonstone. Only when Alex is safe
will I consider agreeing to your demand.”

“As you order.”

Nicholas frowned as the ancient left. There
was no use of the title he cursed, and he swore his reply not only
sounded forced but bore a thin layer of ice. He shook his head at
the thought. Given all that had happened they were both exhausted
and in need of a respite. So given that, why did a small, lingering
seed of concern regarding the ancient remain?

-

Another skirmish, another near miss. Either
the goons following Nistern were getting better at aiming for their
targets, or she was losing her edge. “Pffft, as if,” she muttered
before securing the door of her refuge. The abandoned auto repair
shop at the eastern edge of the city was far from being a palatial
suite at a top-flight hotel, but its dilapidated condition meant it
wasn’t given a second look by anyone passing by which suited her
perfectly.

With the last bolt slid into place she
stumbled up the metal stairs to the room at the top, barely making
it over to the only half-decent chair the place had before her
strength gave out. Since helping Nicholas and Melchior escape two
weeks prior she’d managed to stay one step ahead of Nistern and his
cutthroats, although not without paying a price. Cuts and bruises
marred her body, but the worst injury which she bore on her left
forearm had come courtesy of a damned ricochet. She glanced at the
dressing and shook her head at the discoloration. She’d called on
her limited first aid knowledge at the time and raided shops for
what she’d needed to clean and cover it, but the creeping infection
was a clear indication her efforts hadn’t been enough. A visit to
the one last hospital working in Moonstone was out of the question.
They had more important things to deal with than her and her arm.
As long as she could still load, aim, and shoot her Smith and
Wesson she would continue fighting. “Fighting,” she mumbled, her
eyes fluttering shut as tiredness won the latest internal
skirmish.

Alex shot awake, the move causing her
injured forearm to slam against the bare metal armrest of the chair
sparking a bout of unwelcomed nausea as she struggled to figure out
what woke her. When the sound of two cats fighting reached her
through one of the broken panes she allowed herself to drop from
alarm level one, the move sparking a brief moment of tiredness as
she looked towards the single intact and barred window through
which the first rays of a new day filtered. Sunrise offered a brief
and welcomed respite for both herself and Moonstone. It also
enabled her to take stock of her situation. Maybe you should take the opportunity and leave.
No way. While she had breath in her body and bullets in her
gun, the fight would continue. Bullets. The thought of them had her
reaching down to her right where her battered backpack rested.
Lifting it onto her lap she opened it up and checked out how many
boxes of vervain and holy water bullets were nestled inside. The
first incapacitated her target, the second, killed. And one looked
told her she was running short of both. Fortunately, her supplier
gave her the keys to the safe holding her special order before
taking his ass out of the city, but to retrieve them meant taking a
trip into the heart of Moonstone. A journey she was tempted to
forgo for a couple of hours but given the window of opportunity
sunrise granted her she decided to replenish her supplies while she
could. So with undisguised reluctance she eased herself out of the
chair, stumbling over to the table from which she grabbed the keys
to a battered jeep and her gun before leaving.

The sound of her boots hitting the steps as
she headed down to the heart of her temporary home echoed around
the area sending roosting birds from their perches in the rafters.
Cars in various stages of repair were scattered around the place,
none of them ever going to move again. The only vehicle still
running was the green jeep and given its battered condition Alex
viewed that as a minor miracle. Her backpack tossed onto the
passenger seat she eased herself behind the wheel, wincing as pain
flared from her injured forearm sparking a few curses that were
aimed at whoever fired the bullet which hit her. When it subsided
taking the latest round of nausea with it, she turned the ignition
key, the engine sputtering and coughing its objections as she drove
out. She’d barely made it twenty feet from the shop when the
heavens opened. “You have to be joking,” she muttered as rain
started dripping through the rusted roof, giving her an unwanted
shower as she traveled down the road.

The wheels of the jeep hit a new pothole
sending a fresh jolt of pain through her as she eased past the city
limits sign. Already she could see plumes of smoke rising into the
air, the unexpected deluge probably responsible for some due to
fires being doused by the downpour. Through the small gap in the
driver’s side window, the acrid stench of burning rubber reached
her, turning her already queasy stomach over as she passed by
destroyed homes and businesses, and for the first time she realized
the city she’d known was no more. A realization that while it
crushed a small part of her soul, ignited a small flame of
determination not to let its fate be replicated across other
cities.

She drove on, her focus locked as she weaved
around burnt-out cars and trucks, the sound of shattered glass
crunching under the jeep’s wheels as she continued towards her
destination. When the semi-intact building loomed into view she
parked in a side alley and bolted inside to grab her supplies from
the back-office safe. What she could only describe as carnage
greeted her as she entered. There wasn’t a single piece of
furniture intact or a door left on its hinges. It looked as if a
demolition crew had laid waste to the place, leaving the debris of
their visit for her to pick her way over and around. The closer she
got to the office; Alex started wondering if the safe remained
intact. If they had managed to get into it her visit would have
been for nothing and she would be screwed. That wondering turned to
fear on seeing the office door on the ground, and when she entered
the small room it looked as if a tornado had torn through it. She
turned slowly, a silent prayer offered up the safe remained in one
piece, a prayer answered when she saw the heavy black door in
place. With no time to waste she got it open, shoveled all the
boxes into her backpack then sprinted back to where she’d parked
the jeep.

She’d barely touched the door handle when a
wave of weakness washed over her, forcing her to drop her pack and
brace both hands against the hood to keep herself upright. A small
part of her brain tried telling her it was a result of her
tiredness, but cold reality told her the infection in her arm was
the main reason, and she doubted in that area things weren’t likely
to improve anytime soon.

After pulling in a deep breath to
steady herself, she eased the door open then tossed her backpack in
before joining it. Once safe inside she carefully rested her arms
against the cool metal of the steering wheel and stared out through
the windshield. Injury or not, infection or not, nothing and no one
would stop her from her goal of taking Nistern down. And when that
moment arrived and her revenge was complete, fate could do what it
wanted with her. What about
Nicholas? Nicholas? Hopefully, he’d made it home and
would stay well away from the chaos and her. He had his life and
she had hers. You are connected.
Fine. Maybe they were once but definitely not in the way he’d
wanted. “Just another chapter closed,” she told herself as she
drove away. But what if it wasn’t? And if that was true then what
else did fate have in store for her?


Chapter Two


Nicholas sat in the large study waiting for
Melchor’s return, his unwelcomed shadows back on duty outside the
room. In hopes of preserving his sanity, he’d spent his time
reading a book given to him by the ancient which contained the
history of his family. He’d just reached the part where his parents
married when a knock on the door brought that trip down memory lane
to an end. “Enter.” As he set the book down he caught sight of
Melchior walking in, the vampire pausing just shy of the desk.
“Well? Have you complied with my order?”

“While I am against your decision, I have
done as you ordered. The last things are being set in place, so we
should be ready to leave by sunset.”

Nicholas fought back a frown at the
ancient’s failure once again to use the title he hated. While he
was glad of its absence, the mere fact Melchior, the stickler for
adhering to rules omitted it sparked a note of concern. Something
increased by the icy note which accompanied his reply. “My
decisions regarding Alex are not ones open to discussion, so for
both our sakes, I advise you to remember that going forward. Now,
regarding our departure, ensure it is no later than sunset.”

“I understand, my prince.”

With that, the ancient turned and walked out
of the room leaving him in a soured mood. One he wasn’t willing to
drop further. Getting to his feet he strolled over to one of the
large windows, his focus fixed on nothing as he stared through the
tinted glass at the outside world. Unbidden, his thoughts drifted
yet again towards Alex. Where within Moonstone was she? Was she
safe? Unharmed? If one mark marred her skin he would hunt down the
ones responsible and with slow precision remove every limb from
their bodies. Images flooded through him, the anger they stoked
seeking a release, one it found when he slammed his fist against
the glass, the sound echoing around the room as tiny spiderweb
fractures moved out from the center of impact. He watched as a few
drops of rain trickled down the glass, reaching the fractures and
traveling along them as lightning illuminated the darkening sky.
One corner of his mouth quirked up as he watched nature unleash its
fury, the storm a mirror of his mood. All it would take to set his
darker side free would be one ill-timed word, one errant gesture.
So for the sake of all those within the house, it would be best if
no one else sought to speak with him until the darkness
cleared.

A peal of thunder sounded as he turned away
from the display and started walking around the room, the act
taking so great a hold on his focus he failed to see Melchor
return. Fortunately, for both their sakes what he heard regarding
leaving removed some of his darkness, though he still made it clear
by his clipped tone the ancient’s presence wasn’t welcomed. As he
strode past him, Nicholas paused on reaching the doorway. “Is the
presence of my unwelcomed shadows still necessary?”

Melchior nodded. “We do not know what awaits
us in Moonstone, so their skills might prove necessary.”

He wanted to argue the point, but the
ancient was right to be cautious. With no clue as to what chaos
awaited their return, entering the city without some form of backup
would be foolhardy at best, catastrophic at worst. “Just ensure
they do not get in my way. Understood?”

“Yes, my prince.”

The title returned, forging with its arrival
a fresh, invisible link in the chain binding him to a throne he had
no true desire to claim. Duty binds you. Duty? He found it
hard to hold back a grumble of disdain over his mind’s remark. Why
couldn’t fate have left him in ignorance over his lineage? Perhaps
if it had, his connection to Alex might have progressed with even
tempers and acceptance. What if’s and maybe’s will help no
one. True. Practical measures were called for so he could
rescue her and ensure her safety and well-being. If she cursed him
for his move then so be it. He would bear the tongue lashing
because at least she would be alive to give it.

-

It had been a long day, one Alex wished
would come to an end so she could get some rest, but that was put
on hold when she’d spotted a group of men close to her temporary
home and decided to follow them. With twilight taking hold, her
ability to keep them in sight was starting to fade, so she needed
to find out what they were up to. Seconds after the thought faded
the group came to a halt when a phone rang. Too far away to hear
the topic of conversation, all she could do was watch the one
talking, the call ending almost as fast as it started. Words were
exchanged with the rest of the group before they started moving
again, leaving her playing catchup. Every step, every pebble
stepped on, every small dip in the ground she hit sent pain lancing
through her, draining her diminishing strength reserves. Common
sense waved its hand, warning if she failed to get her injury
tended to soon, her chances of taking down Nistern would drop to
zero. “Like hell that’s going to happen,” she muttered as she
pulled on the remaining few drops in her stubborn tank, stumbling
over a small rock sticking out of the ground seconds later.

With her body on the verge of hoisting the
flag of surrender and dropping her to the ground, she caught sight
of the group entering a clearing, her stomach sinking as she saw
another group waiting for them. Taking advantage of a sturdy oak
for cover, she peered around the large trunk and at the right she
caught sight of Nistern striding into the center like a king ready
to review his troops. Even in her weakened state, common sense
warred with her need for vengeance, the first winning the battle
for once as he started speaking. Her location meant only fragments
of what he said reached her, but what she managed to hear sent a
chill through her. How in the hell had he found out Dracula’s heir
lived? While he didn’t appear to possess his name, he held enough
of a description to put Nicholas in danger. As long as he stays
out of Moonstone, he’ll be safe. Of course, what she heard next
blew her own plans to smithereens. The bastard wasn’t staying in
the city, he was heading for Transylvania to get his hands on the
throne. If he somehow managed to claim it there would be no city or
town safe from his rampage. The only sliver of hope to prevent that
catastrophe from happening carried the name, Nicholas, which meant
that whether she liked it or not he needed to be told what was
going on. However, given the phone Melchior provided no longer
worked, she had no clue how to get in touch with him. You’re
resourceful so use your brains. “Thanks for stating the
obvious,” she grumbled in reply.

By the time she reached the auto repair
shop, chills were traveling through her body. While it might be on
the fritz, her brain remained operational in the thinking
department, something she was grateful for because on her way back
she’d realized while the phone might be trashed, the sim wasn’t. If
somewhere within the chaos of the building she could locate an
unlocked phone, the sim could be transferred over and she might be
able to reach Melchior.

An hour into her search and after having
spiders skitter across her hands during it, Alex wanted nothing
more than to call it quits and grab a shower to remove the dust,
cobwebs, and chills that were starting to become a constant, then
dive under warm covers for a long sleep. On the verge of saying
stuff it, her fingers encountered what felt like a phone at the
back of a drawer. Retrieving it, she winced at its battered
condition, hoping the guts of the thing still held enough of a
charge for it to be used. With a silent prayer offered up she set
the sim in, switched it on, and waited. When the battery and signal
icons glowed she let out a sigh of relief. Finally, something was
going her way. Melchior’s number pulled up she hit speed dial and
crossed her fingers. When her call was answered the voice she heard
wasn’t the one she’d expected – or wanted to hear. “Before you
start,” she warned Nicholas, “I’m only calling to give you a heads
up that Lucien knows the heir lives and what he looks like.
Nicholas, he’s
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