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  Prologue


Welcome to my tale, a story over two hundred years in the making. It is one of debauchery, scandal, and good fortune. Of life and death, sex, lust, and love. This is a story of how one person can change the entire existence of another. Of how one deed can alter a person's perception of their life. A tale of greed, secret deals, and some not-so-secret deals, and, of course, the lust for power. 
I am Nicolai Bastian Delacroix, though, in recent years, I have gone by the name of Nicolas or Nick. Some even like to humour me with the name Spud, caused by a moment of stupidity. 
Over the past two hundred odd years of my existence, I have lived a life that answered to few. Of course, I was a member of a vampire dynasty, and I answered to my master, and then there was my younger sister, who I would always be accountable for. I would always answer to her. I would watch over her until my life was at an end. But that wasn't going to happen anytime soon, or at least that is what I thought.
Vampires have lived for a long time. We didn't know if we died of natural causes because, so far, no one had. Time froze for us regarding our bodies and our looks. I was still the twenty-year-old man in terms of looks, the age that I was when my master turned me into this monster. Leonard Lancaster was a brilliant man, a wise sage who took two lost humans into his embrace and loved them as his own. Even though he is no longer with us, I will be forever indebted to him. He showed us love and accepted us in a moment that was filled with grief.
My story begins in the year 1787 and ends with my death in 2015. Or at least Nick the vampire dies. But what other choices are there for a person? Become human again and live a mortal life? Unlikely, once you've tasted the sweetness of immortality, you are reluctant to let it go. And how, you ask, did Nick the vampire die? Well, let us begin.






  
  Chapter 1


The sounds of a soft voice cooed through my mind, my mother's warm hand on me as she cradled me, singing a lullaby to coax me into sleep. I was a toddler, yet I could see her face as if it was yesterday. The soft glow of the candle flickered against her skin, highlighting the deep green eyes I had inherited from her. 
It was a dream, a long-gone memory of the past. My mother was gone. She has been dead for over two hundred years. When I was human, I remembered little of her, but now that I am this monster that hides in the shadows, I can remember so much more. My mother had been a wonderful woman in her time. She had kept our house a peaceful one so long as my father couldn't get access to alcohol, that is.
Her death had been an unseen one. She died giving birth to my sister Martine. Back then, death in childbirth was common, it was 1789, and we lived in a modest village that had one doctor. It was nothing like the standards of today or even of the past hundred years. The fact that anyone survived was nothing short of a miracle.
Marty had survived, and our father hired a wet nurse to care for her while he spent his days and nights living the life of a free man. Women, alcohol, gambling, if it was illegal or immoral, then our father was in on it. With all the life savings gone and nothing left for him to live the high life, he decided that he had to be free of the dead weight that was his children. By this stage, Marty was eating food and no longer needed a wet nurse, so she was the first to go. Then he decided that we were too costly after all. We ate food. We needed to be clothed and housed. More importantly to him, he needed money. So, he found a wealthy childless couple and sold us, earning himself a great little profit.
Our life with the Delacroix family had been a good one. They gave us everything that we could ever want. It was why I retained their surname, as did Marty. Our new parents were delighted to have two children who were grateful for everything. Life changed for us when our adoptive father died. As his son, I inherited the entire estate and all that he had.
At nineteen, I had become the man of the house, a wealthy landowner, and an employer. There were many staff members to keep in line, ensuring the house ran efficiently. At the request of my beloved sister, I delayed her betrothal to a fine man until her nineteenth birthday. As much as I loved her, I had to ensure she was well cared for in her future and delaying the inevitable was pointless. With the worries about her misbehaviour, our father's passing, the running of a household, and, of course, my own upcoming nuptials to a woman I detested, I did not see a change in my mother's behaviour.
She feared to be alone and took on the first man who batted an eyelid at her. It was the greatest mistake she could have ever made. He was a con man. Seeing the weeping widow in the grand house set among the manicured gardens, he saw his easy windfall. It took him a grand total of a month to find his way into our home, and it wasn't until the steward caught him red-handed with some silverware that I confronted him and my mother. Her accusations toward me stung, but with the backing of my loyal servant, I stood my ground.
I was the dutiful gentleman. I allowed the thief to walk away unharmed and without his ill-gained treasure. He should have been grateful that I did not report him. I could have insisted that he swung from the gallows. Such was my standing in the community. But to have such a dubious character seen within our grounds was a social faux pas, and it would only take one person to see him, and all would be lost. My mother was furious with me, insisting that I had forgotten my place as her son and with nothing more than the clothes on her back, she turned and followed the man.
Days had passed before I had sought my mother out. Martine was proving troublesome and was refusing to speak with me about her impending marriage. But in those days that had passed, my mother had fallen upon hard times rather quickly. She took up the oldest profession known to man, and the con man had now become her pimp. To look upon a woman who had gone from being the wife of a man who had wealth beyond measure to a pitiful and haggard prostitute was difficult for us.
Marty and I had done all we could to stop her, but she had love in her eyes, and she could not see the man for his true worth. Even being homeless and selling her body on the street corner, she still did not care. I vowed my revenge upon the man, she might not have been my birth mother, but she was a woman who gave me a good life.
The day I was offered a chance for revenge was still so bright. It seemed like it had happened only yesterday. I had been begging our mother to stop, pleading that there was a better way. With far too much anger, I swore to the moonlit sky and to God that I would end the con man's life and that if I ended up swinging from the gallows for it, then it would be fine by me. I stormed off in search of a shady person whom I could have purchased a weapon from when I was approached by a man. He offered me the gift of a new life and the ability to remove the life from anyone I pleased. All without repercussion provided I was an intelligent man. That same night, the stranger turned me into what I am today, a vampire. I had my revenge on the con man, luring him to the river as the stranger had suggested.
The stranger offered the plan for the man's death with a lot of warnings. Dispose of the body into the water and let the river deal with it. If a large water source could not be found, then the body had to be burnt. Not wanting to cause a fire that many would see, I chose to end his pitiful life at the river. The stranger was by my side for the whole ordeal. He said that the first feed had to be someone I did not care about because I would not be able to stop. I could still feel the glory of holding the con man's dead body in my arms, watching as it dropped into the water.
The stranger was watching me with pure supremacy. When I was done and the man was dead, he opened his arms and welcomed me into his family. His name was Leonard Lancaster, and he was a vampire who had many people in his family and offered their eternal love. I would never be alone so long as I had them for my family.
When he saw the hesitation in my face, he asked if there was any other family I would miss. Because eternal life meant I could not see them again, the ageing process stopped in vampires, and I would remain a young man for a long time. When I nodded, he offered a solution. Bring them into the fold of the family. I was excited. Having faced the untimely death of my mother and my adoptive father, I knew that the death of loved ones played on my mind a lot.
Marty was agreeable, she was eager to have a large family, but our adoptive mother was not so agreeable. She could not understand how I had managed to get the con man to leave the city and wanted to ask why he left so willingly. When I could not give an answer, she knew that I had murdered him and started yelling at me and with a street filled with people, I knew it was best to walk away. Of course, at that hour of the night, the only people around were the kind that was used to murder. Most of them were murderers anyway. No one took notice of her, and I took my sister into the darkness of the night and the welcoming arms of a vampire family.
Sleepily, I smiled at the memories of that night, of watching Marty being turned, of meeting the other members of the family. Leonard had one son, William. He seemed to be around the same age as I was, though I knew it was a lie. For a few years, we resided at their house because we were so young it seemed like they were our parents. Leonard was a master vampire, one that had come from a long line of vampires. His family line sat in with four other lines that created a council of sorts.
They were the ones that set the rules for all vampires, the ones that dealt with the human police department that knew about vampires. Side by side, the human police department and the vampires hunted a beast that stalked our land, a lycan. It was a fearsome creature, one that fed without care or discretion. The wolf-like creature stood tall on its hind legs. It had teeth that could tear a body apart in a matter of seconds, and they held a serious vendetta against the vampires, something that was proving more than troublesome.
The day that Leonard and Clarice died still haunted me, and I knew that it haunted William, too. After all, he was the reason they were dead. He had been fooled by a witch who made him believe that she could cast a spell over him to make him a powerful vampire when, in reality, his power came from the death of his parents. It took a lot for us to ensure that William didn't intentionally walk into the sun. Everyone took turns in keeping an eye on him. Only recently has he found peace, and it came with a blade and a pretty half-elf, half-fae woman.
Eliria had a fire within her that could light up the most hardened soul, she gave him peace and happiness, and better yet, she ended the witch's life that had caused so many problems for William. I wished I could have seen it. I would have loved to have seen Eliria stick her with her long blade. After that, Eliria had an aura of the fae more so than the elves. It had boosted the fae side and created a warrior that wasn't to be messed with. Now William was with Eliria in the next dimension, living a happy and love-filled life.
The skin of my forearm was hot, and the smell of burning flesh roused me from my glorious sleep. I had been on the town again, found myself a pretty little distraction and fed from her. She had been far too intoxicated for me. In drinking her blood, I had succumbed to the weight of intoxication as well, and after a night of keeping her neighbours awake, I was worn out. Maybe I could roll over and sink my fangs in and revitalise myself for the walk of shame. There would be no quick and quiet escape if I sank my fangs in. She would be sober now and would remember everything. This one wasn't a feeder, and she giggled through the painful love bites I had given her.
My eyes opened wearily, seeing the long line of sunlight pouring through the window between the curtains. I moved my arm away, crinkling my nose at the smell of the burn mark. Now, I would have to feed. That wouldn't heal quickly unless I do. Turning to the woman beside me, she was rather ungraceful in her sleeping habits, not that I cared, really. She was lucky to get this far. Usually, I prefer to find an alley to have my fun time and feed rather than spending the entire night with them. But there was something about this brunette temptress that called me back to an old memory of a woman that I loved and lost.
She snorted awake when the sounds of a garage door rolled up. Instantly, her body sat up and looked at me.
“Shit, he's home early. Get up, now!”
“What?”
“My husband. Get out of my house now!”
She threw my clothes at me, searching for everything that I owned while completely naked. I had to say, standing here watching her bending over was a little distracting. She stood and looked at me like I had grown an extra head.
“Get dressed, or I will push you out the back door naked!”
“It's daylight, I can't go out there.”
The woman snorted with laughter as she pulled on her underwear.
“What are you, a vampire or something? Get out, now. If he finds you, he will shoot you.”
I would have said yes, except there was the harsh memory that came flooding back to me, reminding me that this one was not a feeder. The woman before me was an ordinary human who knew nothing about vampires.
I shut my mouth and began to dress, watching as the woman moved around the room in a panic. Things were going everywhere, creating a bigger mess.
“Honey, I'm home.” A deep voice echoed through the house.
I rolled my eyes. “Well, that's original.”
“Shut up.” She hissed quietly. “Go through the laundry door to the right and be quiet.”
Then she fled the room as she wrapped a silk dressing gown around her delectable body. I snapped out of it, wondering how I was going to avoid the sun and the deranged gun-wielding husband.






  
  Chapter 2


Dressing quickly, I pulled my phone out and went to the laundry. I could hear the woman being overly sugary to him to try and mask the fact that she was a cheat. Sharon, my mind offered through the hangover blur. No, Shannon. Chantelle maybe? I couldn't remember her name. Not that it mattered. It's not as if she would make it to night number two. 
The husband was trying to persuade her to move their little saccharine-fest into the bedroom, and obviously, she was hesitant. I suppose that I could call out that I was no longer in the bedroom and then run for my life, but I don't think that a bullet in the back of the head would be good for me. I might lose hair there. God forbid I have a bald patch on my glorious mane. A bullet wound on my shoulder might give me more of an edge for picking up the ladies. Nothing says badass than a gunshot wound. Knowing my luck, the wound would heal with the next feeding, or worse yet, the fool would get me on the backside, damaging my perkies. The ladies love to squeeze the perkies. No, we can't have the poor clueless sod realising that his whore of a wife has cheated on him.
Tiptoeing through the laundry, ignoring the stinking pile of washing, I carefully opened the back door.
I couldn't help but think as I looked out at the overgrown backyard that I had to stop looking for someone who could replace the memory. All I was getting for my trouble was a woman who wasn't worth it. As I closed the door, I could hear her moaning loudly. It was as if she was trying to compensate for the noise she thought that I might make or if she knew that I would hear it and wanted me to believe he was better than me. I do not know. But I swear the neighbours could probably hear her.
My mind snorted with laughter, thinking she was utterly clueless if she thought the husband was better than me. If that were the case, why did she need to search elsewhere for sex?
The house's shadow protected me from the sun as I edged along the building. How was I going to get out of this without burn marks or a long line of smoke behind me?
I sent a text message to Marty, hoping that she would respond. Slipping the phone back into my pocket, I glanced around the overgrown yard and saw the rectangle-shaped yard was wrapped in a high fence.
To the back was a yard soaked in the sun. I could see a beach ball thrown in the air and children laughing as they played in a pool. Not that way, then. To my left was a no-go. The fence started from the edge of the house. If I wanted to escape, I would have to jump into the neighbour’s yard, which was not ideal.
I looked to the right, there was a side gate, but it had a rather large chain, and upon inspection, I realised that there was no going through it. As for over? Well, that might be okay, except I could see the neighbour through the gaps in the fence. He was big, twice my size, and packed with muscles.
I didn't want to think I was a scaredy cat, especially considering I am a vampire. My issue was that the neighbour would probably start yelling at me, thinking that I was a thief robbing his neighbour or worse, a pervert who had been peeping through the windows. So, that way wasn't ideal.
My only choice was to check the other fence. Maybe those neighbours weren't home. Quietly, I began to stalk back along the edge of the house. I stopped at the garden tap and looked at the large plastic bucket full of water, wondering if she was that lazy she couldn't get the plumber out to fix a leak.
Then I saw the large, chewed on bone. It wasn't a little bone. This thing looked like it could be the leg of a cow, which meant that the dog that was hiding in this jungle was going to be huge.
My body stiffened, looking around the overgrown yard, wondering where the little demon was. The growling came from behind me, and slowly, I turned to see a large black dog behind me. I think he's a Doberman. He certainly looked like one.
The teeth were bared, the lips rippled with the growl, and I was about to start running, maybe with a bit of terrified screaming. Screw the husband. I did not want teeth marks on my perkies. Okay, so teeth marks from a woman are okay, but not from a frothing dog. That high fence that I was worried about climbing over, I know I will not have any issues now that fangs will be chasing me.
Taking a deep breath, I casually leant down to the bone and picked it up.
“Here, boy, you want this?” I whispered. 
The dog continued to growl at me. I tossed it into the long grass, and the dog ignored it. But the problem was there was something in the long grass, something that the bone had hit. The yelp was enough to distract the dog, and I ran for the fence. When I turned back, the dog was barking and running after me. Worse yet, he had a friend. So now I had two nasty dogs chasing me and making such a racket that it was only a matter of time before the gun-wielding husband was at the back door to investigate.
The sun burned on my neck as I jumped the wood-paling fence, thumping to the ground on the other side. Satan One and Satan Two were still barking loudly from the other side of the wall. I pressed myself hard against it, trying to escape the sunlight. This yard was far tidier. The house was on the large side, and the woman sitting on the pool chair sunning herself was completely naked. She lifted from her reclined position to look at what was going on and covered herself, screaming that there was a pervert in her yard.
I wanted to sigh, and I wanted to tell her that she wasn't my type, but it all had to be forgotten in favour of escaping the husband that had just appeared. And yes, this one had a gun too.
Shots rang out as I cleared the side fence and ran through the blistering morning sun. I had made it some distance down the street before I turned back, the gun-toting husband had retreated, and I was left standing under a tree. At least here, I couldn't get into trouble. I was at the edge of a front yard, standing under a tree while I waited for my body to regenerate itself.
There was no response to my message, so I tried calling her. Of course, it was likely that she would be asleep by now, and I would have no hope of rousing her. It went straight to her message bank, and I left a message for my darling sister, hoping she might not be asleep just yet. I waited for ten minutes, figuring that Marty was a lost cause. I rang one of the followers, who happened to be a good friend.
Being a leader was a life that I was not accustomed to yet. Marty had taken to it easily, lapping up the attention of those returning to the family. The rule of the Lancaster family dynasty had been passed to us to rule equally. William had left it to us in favour of following his heart and his love. Now, we ruled over a family line that was as old as time itself. It could be traced back to the beginning and was a noble family to be associated with. I could only hope that Marty would do it justice because I knew that I wasn't. This morning was a testament to that one.
In the days after William had left, a few of the followers had returned as they said they would. They were always loyal to William and his family, but the curse of being blinded to the antics of his former wife had made William difficult to deal with. Now that the curse was broken and he was his former self, his beloved followers were coming back.
The first to come back was a dear old friend, Antonio. As I scrolled up to his name, I remembered the bleak day he left. He didn't want to. He always saw William as a father figure, and it pained him to see how he was once Carmella was hanging around. It didn't help that William's former wife, Carmella, had made several passes at him. He told me he couldn't be around a woman like her. She was always about the power that being a master's wife could bring. And William being cursed didn't help. Of course, no one knew that he was cursed until recently. We just thought that he was blissfully blinded in love.
The phone rang several times before he grumbled at me.
“What do you want?”
“A ride home would be great.”
“You're still out at this hour? Are you mad?”
I sighed loudly and leant on the tree, watching the burn mark on my forearm slowly heal.
“Look, I fell asleep in the woman's bed, and her husband came home. I really don't want to discuss how you failed as my wingman last night.”
“Are you kidding me?” he roared with laughter. “Oh my stars, Nicky, you know how to pick 'em. Where are you?”
“Under a tree.”
“Location, dimwit.”
I looked around the street. It was pure suburbia and not a sign to be had. The street was long, and to find a street sign would take some serious searching. In the distance, over the line of the trees, was the edge of a mall sign.
“I can see the sign for the East Village Shopping Centre.”
“So go there, and I'll pick you up.”
“What? How will I cover that distance without being burned to a crisp?”
“Well, what street are you on, Nick?”
I sighed loudly. “Fine, but if you see a blackened mark on the ground, just know I am coming back to haunt you.”
He laughed, and something caught my eye. A bike had been left on the neighbouring front lawn.
“Gotta go, ten minutes, okay?”
“Sure.”
I wasn't a fan of stealing things, so I went and knocked on the front door. A woman answered, leaning on the door frame in a way that made me want to drop to my knees and beg her to let me do dastardly things to her. Her dress was tight-fitting across her hourglass figure, pushing her cleavage up into two fine balls of heaven. Long strands of auburn hair were curled around them. Her lips were the softest pink I had ever seen, and she had big blue eyes. Powder blue, perfect and sultry.
A wary smile crossed her lips, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I had her in my arms.






  
  Chapter 3


Willing my mind to say something was incredibly difficult. It seemed that the blasted thing had disconnected from my mouth. However, other things were still connected, and they were rather delighted with the view of this fine woman. 
“How can I help?”
I wished I could be so bold as to tell her that she could help by doing any number of things, but she probably had a husband, and he probably had a gun, so I decided to keep Nick Junior in the fabric cave, and I behaved myself.
“I, uh, seem to have misplaced my car last night, and I need to get to the shopping centre where a friend is going to pick me up. I was wondering if I could borrow that bicycle as I am short on time.”
She raised an eyebrow and looked past me to the offending item on her front lawn.
“Did you have a sleepover somewhere?” She grinned at me.
“Uh yeah.” I pointed to the jungle down the road. “Wasn't aware that she was married.”
“None of them ever are.” The woman said dryly.
The statement clearly indicated that I wasn't the first to do the walk of shame out of that house.
“I can pay you for the bike, and if you've got a lock, I can leave it locked at the shops.”
The woman frowned and turned into the house.
“Castian!” She screamed, “Your bike is on the lawn again.”
I was a little taken aback as she bellowed pretty loudly. She had a set of lungs on her. With a sigh the woman sighed and turned back.
“I can give you a lift if you like. I have to go and get some groceries.”
The kid grumbled his way past his mother, and I was shocked as I watched the brown-haired boy look up at me. He had stunning green eyes, and it was like I was looking to the past, to the child version of me. The kid looked about ten. His hair was a mess, just like mine was, and his body was tall and lanky. Everything about this kid made my mind scream at me, asking if it was possible.
“Not through the house. Go around the back and hurry up.”
“Aww, I don't want to go grocery shopping.” He grumbled as he propped the bicycle at the side of the house.
“Fine, you can go next door. Just make sure Erin is fine with you hanging around.”
Castian didn't bother walking around the low fence. He jumped it with one hand. He had graceful movements, and it added to the list of things that could be used in the argument that this kid was my kid.
“Uh, have we met before?” I frowned as I looked back at the woman.
She shrugged as she grabbed her purse and keys and shut the door.
“Anything is possible in this small town. Why?”
Do I just come out and say, hey, do you know who the kid's father is? I'm not saying you're a total tart and don't know who he might be, but it's just that he looks so much like me that I think that I am the father? No, that could earn me a slapped face and loss of ride.
“I just thought that you look like a woman that I loved a long time ago.”
She raised her eyebrow at me again.
“Just so you know, I have pepper spray, Romeo. So, don't go trying anything.”
“No, I wasn't.” I paled as she smiled smugly.
Damn, that was just the hottest thing ever.
“I just... I was just wondering, that's all.”
She wordlessly nodded and walked toward the old, beat-up car sitting in the driveway. It was a mottled blue. The paint had flicked off in parts where the car had been hit, and there were also a few rust spots. I wanted to ask if it was roadworthy, but I held my tongue.
“I'm Nick,” I said as I plugged the seat belt in.
“Rowan.” She smiled back.
“Have you maybe been to any nightclubs in the past ten to fifteen years?”
Rowan chuckled as she turned the engine over. The beastly contraption chugged into life, and slowly, she backed out of the driveway. I tucked my hands under my arms to avoid the sun, not wanting to explain why I crazily started smouldering. Nothing says lunatic like telling a person that you're a vampire.
“I've done my time in nightclubs. Kind of have a responsibility now, and without his father or any family, I don't have many I can rely on, so I don't go anymore.”
“Oh. Maybe that's where I know you from.”
“Do you think that's where your car is? Do you want me to do a drive around for you?”
“Nah, it's cool. My friend will be totally annoyed if I'm not there when he gets there.”
She nodded and shifted the car into drive. Casually, I looked out the window to the letterbox. I will not forget this address in a hurry.






  
  Chapter 4


I tried to wrangle my mind into ordered and functional thoughts. It was going crazy trying to figure out how to approach Rowan with that question. I took a deep breath and hoped that this wouldn't be some fiery mess of an argument where she kicked me out onto the sun-filled sidewalk and then watched as I burned into a pile of ashes. 
“So, Castian's father not around?”
Rowan snorted as a derogatory laugh.
“One-night stand. Funny that you mentioned the nightclubs. I think that's where it happened.”
Oh, crapola.
“Did you go searching for him?”
“I don't even remember him. I was so blitzed it was crazy.”
I nodded quietly and thought about it. Vampires and humans having children together weren't exactly ideal, but it was possible. Being that I was a created vampire, it meant that I still held onto a certain amount of my humanity and, therefore, could still do things like that. For the likes of William and his ancestors, the five families of the council, they were born vampires and could not create a child with a human. It ended in the death of the woman and the child. That had all changed once the curse had been broken. Now, they could have children with whomever they pleased without issue.
But for the child created by a vampire and a human, it creates a world of issues. If Castian were my child, he would have a long life, living beyond the human’s life expectancy. He will look young well into old age, and soon, he may start getting blood lust.
“How old is Castian?”
“Twelve soon.”
I nodded quietly again and continued to think. Castian’s body will be changing if it hasn't already started, he will be confused, and he will probably be too shy to talk to his mother. I know I was. Add blood lust and maybe even fangs appearing. I'd say there was a little boy on the verge of a major freakout. I couldn't let this be. I had to figure out if Castian was my kid and then deal with the impending doom of a teenage vampire.
Rowan pulled into the car park, finding a shaded park under a tall and wide tree. I could see Antonio in the distance. The black of the car gleamed in the light. Tinted windows, what a wonderful invention. I am sure it was designed for vampires. Antonio had searched out the darkest shade and told the installer to do it even darker. It was black, there was no way anyone could see into the car, and it was just how he liked it. Rowan turned the engine off, and I could feel the hesitation radiating off her.
“So, is your friend here?”
I nodded and gestured to the black car.
“Hey, thanks for this, I appreciate it. Can I, uh, make it up to you?”
“It's fine, Nick. You don't need to worry.”
Crap, I was losing her.
“I insist. I could have been walking all day in that stinking heat if you had said no. Let me take you out to dinner.”
“I don't have a babysitter.”
“Bring him with you.” I shrugged. “Or I can make my sister look after him. She won't mind.”
I could imagine what Marty would say once she stopped laughing. Rowan hesitated again, gripping her keys so hard I could see the white on her skin.
“I can pick you up, or we can meet at the restaurant.”
Those big blue eyes looked up at me warily.
“I'll meet you there, seven pm at the Jade Duck?”
“Sure.” She whispered.
“Great. I'll reserve a table for two or three?”
Her cheeks tinged with pink as her eyelashes fluttered with shock.
“Uh, two, I'll see if he can stay at the neighbour's a little longer.”
“Okay then. One thank you dinner, see you then.”
I opened the door and got out before her mind clunked back into gear. It was obvious she was a little stunned.
“Nick!” She called out.
Turning back to her, I was grateful she parked under the tree. At least I had shade rather than burning to a blackened corpse in front of her.
“You didn't give me your number. I don't even know you aside from Nick. What if you booked it under your surname? How would I know that?”
I grinned as she started to fluster in her babble. The ol' Nick charm had worked.
“I mean, I could be at the front doors and wait for you, but what if you're inside? Then you'll think I've stood you up, and I....”
She looked up at me, stopping in her fluster.
“Got a pen?”
Rowan nodded and fumbled in her purse, pulling out a pen that looked like it had been pinched from the bank. It still had the string attached to the end. I took her by the wrist and pulled out her arm, finding it rather pleasing that she whimpered slightly. With my mobile number scrawled along her arm, I offered her a patented Nick smile.
“Nicolas Delacroix.”
“Rowan,” She breathed.
Her eyes had not left mine. The touch of her skin against mine was heavenly as her fingers slipped over my hand and took hold of the pen.
“Rowan Stephens.”
I gave her a smile and said nothing, walking back a few steps. Keep 'em hanging. She flustered again, and I turned to step over the garden bed. Hopefully, I will cross the car park without leaving a long line of grey smoke. The joy of being a turned vampire. I can go out in the sun but I shouldn't.
I climbed into the passenger seat, feeling the ice-cold air conditioning burn against my warmed skin. Antonio should move to the North Pole, though I am sure he would complain that it's too hot for him.
“Ouch, man, she is a hottie. I don't remember seeing her at the club.”
Antonio leant on the steering wheel as he watched Rowan trying to pull one of the shopping carts from the long line it was stuck in. Strands of his thick black hair fell into his eyes as he watched Rowan. Antonio was the spitting image of his father, Hezekiah. Both had strapping, athletic bodies, and because of Hezekiah's mother, they had skin like they had spent weeks sunning themselves. Of course, that wasn't the case. Being that they were born vampires, but many vampires were jealous of their sun-kissed skin tone.
“She wasn't at the club. She's the neighbour of the one I did go home with.”
“Better?”
“In more ways than you can ever understand.”
His bright brown eyes stared at me as he patiently waited for me to elaborate.
“She has a kid, he's twelve.”
“And?” He sneered with confusion.
“I think he's mine.”
I don't think I have ever seen Antonio struck with so much shock that he is left speechless. When the recognition of the statement finally clicked in, he roared with laughter.
“Now that really was worth staying up for.” He wiped the laughter tears from his eyes. “So, do you remember doing the wall shuffle with that particular hottie? Because I can't imagine the Nick from twelve years ago being so stupid as to make it all the way to their home. The Nick from twelve years ago didn't like to risk his arse being kicked by husbands.”
“Hilarious.” I muttered, “No, I do not remember her, and she said that she thinks he was created in that way, so it is entirely possible.”
I sighed and put my hand through my hair, watching as Rowan finally freed a trolley and pushed it into the shops.
“You should see him. It's like looking in a mirror. He cleared a low fence with one hand with no effort.”
“Do you think she's realised?”
“If she did, she didn't let on. I need to find out if he is. Can you imagine going through puberty and having the complications of being a half-vampire and not knowing how to deal with it?”
Antonio nodded and turned over the engine, pulling out of the park.
“He could put lives at risk. You need to identify him before he goes and does something stupid. If blood lust starts, he could take out someone he cares about, like his mother. You'll have to go and see one of the council members and ask them what to do.”
“So long as it doesn't interfere with dinner.”
He shook his head with a grin.
“Aren't you lucky you're not a born vampire? You get to do something as mundane as eating human food.”
“Jealous much?”
He huffed with a grin. I knew he didn't care in the slightest.
“You know, I think we should probably deal with this now rather than later. What are the chances that the ol' boy is still awake?”
“I think you are pushing it. He will be irritable at best.”
Antonio nodded and turned in the direction of the keep. It was pure luck that Augustus was still in the area. He had been staying there for the past month after coming here to see William and Eliria again. Augustus was probably readying to walk out the door tonight, leaving the area for his home.






  
  Chapter 5


Antonio was right, I didn't have time on my side, and if Augustus wanted to yell at me for waking him, I would have to deal with it. I couldn't have Castian reaching blood lust without having the help he would need by his side. 
Augustus was a man who could flip between his emotions easily. One minute, you could be looking at the man who would seek your end, a menacing and cold stare that could send shards of ice through your veins without even a single touch. And then he could do a complete flip, being the good friend and confidant a lost vampire needed. I was hoping for the latter.
Antonio turned into the long gravel driveway of the keep, and we passed dozens of rows of lanky trees on either side of the car. The keep looked like a shack, it appeared ahead of us, and I was relieved. Antonio swung the car around the curve of the driveway and into the garage that descended underneath the house.
Dimitri was at the door waiting, as he always was. His hunched posture leant on a gnarled cane, and a wiry white beard flowed halfway down his torso. Dimitri looked like a human of around eighty or so years, but I had heard whispers that he was closer to the thousand mark. He was a vampire, but the strain of being the keeper of this place had burdened him to such a degree that it had sucked much of the life from his body. Dimitri was still a wily and agile man, the mask that he held was one that had many fooled.
“Welcome Master Delacroix.” His eyes brightened to Antonio. “And Master Sergia, welcome.”
Antonio offered a begrudging smile. The presence of his father was unavoidable. Antonio wasn't a master. He was the first-born son of a master, which earned him the automatic title of master, and he hated it.
“Thank you, Dimitri. We have come to see Master Valerii. Is he still here?”
“He is, though I believe he intends to leave tonight. You will find him in his quarters.”
I nodded with much gratitude, slipping into the darkened corridors of the keep.
Finding Augustus's quarters wasn't exactly straightforward. This place was a maze and hard to navigate. With much relief, we happened upon the door within ten minutes. A butler opened it with a pensive gaze.
“Welcome, is Master Valerii expecting you?”
“No, sorry, this is an unannounced visit. We have an urgent matter that we need his advice on.”
“Of course, please wait in the sitting room, and I will advise him of your presence.”
Antonio rolled his eyes as we followed the lanky man into the room. Even though he knew that I had been here before, he still guided us to the sitting room. As the door closed, Antonio made himself comfortable on the leather wingback by the fireplace.
I was too nervous to sit. Instead, I paced by the fire, waiting for the verbal onslaught directed at me. It had seemed like an eternity before Augustus breezed into the room. If he was tired, he certainly didn't show it.
“Gentlemen.” He grinned darkly as he closed the door.
“My apologies, Augustus, I know you should probably be resting, but this was urgent.”
He shrugged as he reached his chair, settling into it.
“We should all be resting, but it does not matter. To come at such a late hour with the sun up means that it could not wait, and I hope that is the case, Master Delacroix.”
I nodded and stopped pacing, looking at his cold, icy eyes.
“I came across a boy of twelve years of age that looks almost identical to me at his age. His mother does not know who his father is and that he was created....” I sighed painfully. “In a manner that is like my feeding habits.”
Augustus chuckled as he leaned back in his chair.
“So you managed to knock up a woman in an alley, Nicolas?”
“Nightclub bathroom more like it.” Antonio chuckled.
“She's human.”
The humour died as Augustus became severe.
“I worry for the boy. If it's true, then he will be starting to change. They know nothing of our world and...”
“You fear he will go into bloodlust early with his body changing?”
I nodded ruefully. Augustus took a deep breath as he tented his fingers, thinking about the little predicament.
“Well, at this age, you might find that he has already started to change. It can vary from child to child, but I fear you might already be too late. You could ask the mother if any pets around the neighbourhood have gone missing. That is a pretty good sign that he has started with his feeding. He won't tell anyone either, so don't bother asking her if she's seen him drinking blood. The boy will feel like he is a freak and be completely at a loss as to why he wants to drink blood. We can only pray that it hasn't started. Now, with respect to confirming it, the best way is for you to feed on him. You will know your own blood, each of the families has their own distinct flavour, and it will be easily confirmed.”
I stared at him, rather shocked.
“You want me to feed on the kid? Are you mad?”
“Put a spell on him, you daft fool! You've got that library, research it tonight and deal with it tomorrow. If he's a vampire, the wound will heal fast. If he's not, make him think it's a bug bite.”
“And how do I get near him without the mother finding out?”
Antonio gasped. “There's a carnival in town. We can all go tomorrow night. You don't need to bite the kid if you don't want to. Marty will be able to detect it. Hell, even I could if I had to.”
“You aren't going near her, just so we're clear.”
He grinned at me. “Worried she might find the ol' Antonio better?”
“Piss off,” I growled.
“Gentlemen, please.” Augustus sighed. “I do not wish to be awake for any longer than necessary. Could we keep the conversation on track?”
He stood from his chair and walked to the bookshelf beside the fireplace. It was stacked with a few books that remained. The rest had clearly been packed away. Augustus was like William. Both men packed many completely unnecessary things, like dozens of books.
“I suggest you only take the bare minimum to confirm it, Nicolas. Take too much, and his body will need to replace it, and we both know what that means.”
His head turned with a dark smile as he lifted a book from the shelf.
“When you have fed and confirmed it, either way, smear his own blood over the puncture wound. One wound will be more than sufficient, I think. If the child is not yours, then drop a small amount of your own blood onto the wound to help it heal faster.”
I nodded, feeling my stomach turning over. It was a rule of mine that I never fed on children, it wasn't just that it seemed wrong to me, but I knew that their little bodies couldn't handle it. An adult could withstand the blood loss. A human could survive a feeding if the vampire wanted them to. But a child could not. It also didn't help that I had been told of a vampire who did feed on a child and had said that it was not nearly sufficient.
Augustus moved to a desk at the back of the room, writing something on a piece of paper. When he was done, he returned the book to its place and passed the paper to me.
“You were right to be concerned. If he does not learn control, then he could become a problem. He will be confused, and he will think that he is crazy when all he needs is a little fatherly intervention. This a range of spells that you may not be aware of. They may come in handy in controlling the poor lad if need be. While you might be averse to it, Nicolas, the compliance spell will be your greatest asset. If he is enraged in blood lust, use it with haste. It will calm him, and it will stop the blood lust. You will be able to control him and put him into a safer environment.”
I nodded and took the paper. Augustus guided us to the main door.
“Good luck, gentlemen, I fear you will need it.”
I stood in the corridor waiting for that final dig that always came from Augustus.
“Oh Nicolas, do learn what a condom is, won't you, dear boy? It will save me from another enlightening afternoon.”
And there we have it, folks. I waved Augustus off with the annoyed disinterest that he was expecting. Antonio had a broad smile on his face as we walked back to the car. I'll bet he wished he had said that to me. I knew what they were. I used them. Though I guess in this case, I didn't.






  
  Chapter 6


Carefully, I opened the internal door between the garage and the house. Marty had become a real stickler for bedtimes and a bit of a crank of late. 
“She knows you didn't come home, and I went out to get you.”
My body sagged, knowing Marty would likely be waiting in the shadows to leap on me with another tirade about my nocturnal activities.
“And as payment for picking you up when the sun is out, I get to tell her the good news.”
“Sure, knock yourself out.” I groaned.
“What good news?”
I looked up at the top of the stairs. Marty was leaning on the balustrade.
“Well, you might just be an aunt.” Antonio chuckled.
Marty looked at me rather shocked as I reached the top of the stairs.
“He's twelve, and I came across him purely by chance. I'm having dinner with his mother tonight, so I'm going to bed now.”
“He's a vamp?”
Antonio must have been shaking his head. I could hear Marty's confused spluttering as she followed me up the hall.
“We've been to see Augustus, and we have a plan formulated. By the way, you're coming to a carnival with us tomorrow night.”
“Sure. I've got nothing planned.” She said dryly, “Just the followers meeting.”
I stopped, feeling the sudden realisation hit me hard. Marty had been planning this for about a month now. There was no way that she was going to pass it up. And it was likely that she would expect me to be there as well, considering this was supposed to be a joint ruling.
“Confirm it tonight.” Antonio said as he reached the top of the stairs, “After dinner, put the compliance spell on her and suggest that you go to her house for coffee. When you get there, suggest that she calls the kid home and a quick bite when she's not looking, and bam, it's done.”
Antonio made it sound simple, but this was life, and nothing was as easy as he suggested. I was about to agree to his grand scheme when my phone rang, an unknown number.
“Well, this could be good or bad.”
Marty crossed her fingers with a crazy grin. I pressed the button and hoped it was good, whoever this was.
“Hello?”
“Nick?”
“Yeah.”
“Hi, it's Rowan.”
I pointed to the phone, mouthing it was her. Marty looked like she was about to keel over from the excitement. Even Antonio had perked up.
“I know you're probably thinking I'm going to ditch you, but the neighbours are going out tonight and can't watch over Castian. Sorry, I don't want to sound like I'm flaking.”
“Oh, it's cool. You know, I was just thinking about you. My friend that picked me up said that the carnival was in town, maybe we could go there instead? That way, Castian could come with us. Or we could still go to the restaurant. I haven't called them yet, so it's totally open for three at the table.”
“That place is really hard to get into.”
I looked at Antonio with a smug grin.
“I wouldn't worry about it. I'm friends with the owner, so I know he will give me the best table.”
He pointed his two fingers guns at me with a crazy grin, the one that said you know it, bud. But the hesitation in Rowan's voice resonated loudly.
“But if you would rather the carnival, I'm totally up for that. It will be lots of fun.”
“Okay, sure. Fun, yep, Castian will love it.”
“Excellent. I can pick you both up at six if you like.”
There was silence. Several heart-stopping seconds passed before she agreed. I watched Marty and Antonio move away, huddling into a whisper.
“So, you'll pick us up at six, then?”
“Yep, see you then.”
Her voice was a soft but upbeat tone as she said goodbye.
“Castian, huh?”
Marty raised a dubious eyebrow at me as I ended the call and returned it to my pocket.
“Don't think I didn't notice.”
“Notice what?” Antonio was confused.
“Our adoptive father was named Castian. But they never had any children.”
“I can't believe I'm a real aunt. I mean, not like Ella, but a real aunt.”
Marty's excitement couldn't be contained. I smiled weakly at her, wondering what she would do if it turned out Castian wasn't mine. She adored Ella and always tried to find time to jump dimensions for a play date. William and Eliria had visited several times since their move to Eliria's home world, but it was always difficult for them. It had to be at night because William was a born vampire, and they always burned faster than a turned vampire. Then, there were the personal guards that they always had with them. There was no way that she could not come into this world without them. There had been too many attempts by the lycans trying to abduct Eliria. No one wanted to take the risk, especially now that they had a baby.
“I'm off to bed. Catch you later.”
Marty grinned at me like I had done something magical, but in reality, I had a drunken one-night stand that had resulted in a child. A child that could be in danger if it was confirmed that he was mine.
I stared at the ceiling for a long time, wondering how I could possibly tell Rowan that I was a vampire and that the child that she had been raising on her own for the last twelve years was half-vampire. No doubt she will call me crazy and try to kick me out of their lives. I can guarantee it will end in me dropping the fangs to prove it.






  
  Chapter 7


Hours later, I found myself staring at the steering wheel of my car. Marty was cooing over the quaint house. 
“We own a few on this street, don't we?”
“Yep.” I sighed.
“Do we own any near this one?”
“Are you planning on moving, Marty?”
I turned to see the faint, rosy colour flush over her cheeks.
“Just wondering.” She whispered.
Marty wouldn't let up on me, hounding me and begging me to take her with me. Because that's what any man wants to do, take his sister on what he hoped was the first of many dates. I did not want a chaperone, but she would not let up. She was eager to meet Castian and see how much he looked like me, and that's why she was here. Marty was out the door and on the footpath before I could get out of the car.
I think she was far too eager for this. If it turned out that Castian wasn't mine, then she would be disappointed. Marty bounced with delight as we walked up the path to the little wood-panelled house. She cooed over the fairy lights in the garden bed and the quaint doorbell, pressing it before I even had the chance to ensure everything was in order.
“Settle down. Jeez, Marty.”
Rowan opened the door with a big grin, which died slightly when she saw the vivacious blonde woman standing beside me.
“Hey, this is my sister Martine, who refused to stay home.”
Marty leapt in with a big hug, gushing at how excited she was to meet her. There was no one like my sister, she was a bundle of energy that made everyone smile, and I had to say that at this nerve-wracking moment, she was worth every annoying moment that I had endured.
“Everyone calls me Marty. I’m so excited to go to the carnival. I am going on the Ferris wheel and the Dodgem Cars.”
“I want to go in the haunted house.” A small voice squeaked from behind his mother.
Rowan turned to him with a smile, and Marty was silent. I felt like poking her just to make sure she hadn't died from shock. She stared at Castian, and I couldn't help but wonder if she would rush him with an overbearing hug.
“Is everything okay, Marty?” Rowan asked cautiously.
“Sure.” She smiled, “Hey Castian, do you want to sit in the back with me, let your mum ride shotgun with Nick?”
“Okay.” He grinned, and I could see Marty nearly melt into the ground.
When Rowan turned to lock the door, Marty looked at me, mouthing her confirmation. She was right. I didn't need to sink a fang in. I could see it easily. But still, to be cautious, I will confirm it. Maybe in the haunted house, it would hopefully be a dark enough place.
“Aww, sweet ride.” Castian crooned.
His mother stood by the passenger door, completely stunned.
“Are we all going to fit in it?”
“It's got a back seat.”
I opened the door and waited for Marty and Castian to climb in. It wasn't exactly designed for more than one passenger, but Marty insisted she came tonight, so she knew she had to suffer the uncomfortable and tight back seat. For the thin-bodied Castian, it wasn't going to be an issue.
“Can I drive it one day, Nick?”
“Sure, when you've got a licence.”
Rowan baulked at the question and my instance acceptance. If it was the fact that I planned on being around for that long or that he wanted to drive something so powerful and fast, I don't know. She said nothing and climbed into the car. As I moved around the vehicle, I wished I could read her mind. I would love to know what she is thinking.
“What is this, Nick?”
“It's a twenty-fifteen Mustang.”
“That must have cost a fortune.”
“Castian!” Rowan chipped him.
I smiled softly and said nothing, pulling away from the kerb. The sound of Marty asking Castian question after question filled the small cabin, entertaining us with her nonsense as I drove to the carnival. She was gathering information on the sly, which I felt like hugging her for. If it was me asking the questions, I'm sure it would be met with an odd look from Rowan. I had known her for a few hours, yet I could tell she was wary of me and more so when it came to Castian.
“You said your surname was Delacroix, didn't you?”
I looked across at her, nodding with a wary smile. She looked amazing. Her hair had been plaited loosely and laid onto her shoulder. And she had changed into tight black jeans that were crazily hot on her, paired with a purple check shirt and boots. She had a hot cowgirl thing going on.
“We have Delacroix in our family a few generations back.”
“Really?” I said with feigned curiosity.
In reality, I could feel the stinging sensation of knowing what she was about to say.
“Yeah, my great-great-grandfather was one. He only had girls, so the name died out when they married. He was a great man in his day, helping the poor and unfortunate in the community. With his wife, they set up soup kitchens and shelters, helping wherever they could. Do you think that we might be related? My aunt researched our ancestors, though she didn't mention any Nick or Marty.” Rowan frowned. “At least not for several hundred years.” Her voice trailed off.
“No, we are not related. A rather common name, you know?”
She looked at me, and I could tell she was overthinking something. Maybe it was the not for several hundred years part.
“Marty and I are adopted. We took our adoptive family's surname because they loved us more than anyone ever had.”
Her eyes darted to the back seat where Castian and Marty played a game of thumb wars. She was keeping him occupied, not wanting him to hear what was being said. Little ears ask too many questions. Sometimes, they strike far too close to the truth.
“I named him after my great-great-grandfather. Castian. His name was Castian Delacroix.” Her eyes narrowed at me. “When he married my great-great-grandmother, he was already divorced from his first wife. They had two adopted children, Martine and Nicolai.”
“What a coincidence, hey?” I grinned painfully. “Our adopted father died of a heart attack when I was a teenager a few years back.”
“What are you?” She whispered.
My eyes darted to her, and I held far too much hesitation.
“Oh look, we're here.”
Rowan's eyes narrowed harder at me as I pulled into the car park. I couldn't escape this. I had to tell her. She was far too clever for me to pass her off with some lie about coincidence. She exited the car when I stopped, waiting for Castian and Marty to get out.
The lights were already blaring even though it was just dusk. Chintzy music echoed into the air. The smell from the camel ride was a little stomach-churning. Castian's eyes were bright. He was looking at the blaring lights with fascination. When Marty got out of the car, he started hounding her with everything he wanted to do. She had agreed to spoil him rotten, offering to join him on whatever ride he wanted, buy him whatever bit of rubbish food he wanted, and there would be some serious show bag purchases happening. Aunt Marty was in her element.
“Hey, why don't you guys go and have a few rounds on the Dodgems while your mum and I get to know each other?”
“Yeah.”
Castian's eyes lit up with delight as he grabbed Marty's hand and dragged her into the crowd. Rowan's arms were folded as she stared at me, waiting for me to spill everything out.
“Okay, so you aren't going to freak out and start yelling, are you?”
“No. Just tell me the truth.”
“It's true. Castian was our adoptive father, though we did think that he died of a heart attack. To learn it was a lie is a bit of a shock.”
She frowned at me as it slowly sank in. Castian had presumably died in 1805, but she would probably be concentrating on the fact that he lived at that time, and so did I. It was crazy to think that he had walked away from his wealth, his family, everything. For what? Did he have an affair and decide she was better than my mother? Was it because of these daughters that Rowan spoke of? Was he doing the honourable thing by marrying her, leaving the wealth to my mother?
I had no answers. I wished that I had known that Castian was alive. I would have gone to see him and asked all the questions now filling my mind.
“So, what are you?”
“Back then, I was a human. Now I'm a vampire.”
Rowan backed away
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