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“My Queen, there’s something at Inferno you need to see. Sooner, rather than later.” 

“Bradon, give me a good reason for rushing down there,” Kat sighed. “You were supposed to have a night out. Away from me.” 

She’d assumed Bradon and the others were going out for time on their own. Now here he was calling her and asking her to come down. Not long before the phone call, she got an odd feeling which unsettled her. A presence in the city that felt wrong, off. She’d been hoping to investigate, but Bradon rang and interrupted her thoughts.

“Kat, get to Inferno. Right now.”

She bristled and a growl slipped up. “You’re not Julian, don’t you dare try to order—” 

Her soon-to-be not immediate guard cut her off, “Feel anything weird tonight? You’ll find your answer here, Your Highness.”

Then the bastard hung up. He actually hung up on her. Weird feeling? How’d he know she felt weird? Sure, they were intimately bonded, but only Julian understood what she’d been feeling as of late. The feeling came from someone in the city. Someone new. Pissed off to no end, but curiosity got the better of her.

Kat checked Julian’s office, only to find him gone. She swore he’d just been here. 

Great.

With a shake of her head, she snagged a piece of paper from his desk, jotted down where she was going. She left it on his desk, then left the mansion. Usually she avoided having someone drive her as she preferred walking, but for a change she used the on-call driver Julian hired to take her wherever she wanted to go. The moment she left the confines of the house, her skin prickled and came to life, her vision clarified. She stared off into the night beyond, taking in the main city beyond their hill.

It was a person. Human? No. Not entirely. Kat couldn’t see as far as Inferno, but she didn’t need to. That feeling of off and an other-worldly presence triggered her in ways she couldn’t explain. Getting inside the car dampened the sensation ever so, but as they approached Inferno it grew. A warmth gradually built that made her skin crawl.

Kat attempted to sense anything beyond the vehicle, but she couldn’t press too far. After the last fight, Cara hadn’t just remodeled to keep fights from destroying the place. She’d enabled wards around the entire building to ensure the safety of those inside. Namely the occasional one in government offices who wanted to do their King wrong. Julian found working with humans and other races was better for all. Most agreed with his viewpoint. They’d learned working with him meant peace among all, not just vampire and human.

That didn’t mean on occasion a “bad egg” didn’t pop up who held ill intent and wanted to “out” them on social media and the rest of the world. Social media was part of a huge reason her beautiful hard-working King had begun twice the work as previous and worked with far more than just Awakened. The King and Queen ensured all were safe. Kat took on her duties and took them as seriously as Julian did. 

She tried to keep on top of the social media aspects as much as Julian and tried to have her own meetings with the local government, as well as more. At the end of the day however, Julian was far better at being fair and meeting with people. They hired others to deal with social media. It was in Julian to be on the move all the time. Not as much for her. So most tended to come seeking her help, seeking her advice, and the role of mother was the one she took on with ease. Her door was always open to anyone who needed an ear, anyone who needed advice, anyone who simply needed her.

Julian’s was the traveler businessman role, the father to all. He went to meet with government officials, he went to meet with other leaders. He was constantly on the go, training in his gym, training the Runsasi Guard. She absolutely loved him for it too and often snuck in to watch him train or would have her own training time. It was still very easy to distract him, and when the King was home, she made it clear, it was Kat’s time and nobody else’s. Well, mostly. Julian couldn’t stop working if he tried.

“Just pull up in front,” Kat instructed the driver.

All Cara told Julian and Kat about the wards around the club was that they were to ensure safety of the patrons, nothing more. Julian trusted her so Kat let it go, but she didn’t like it. It was strange that Cara suddenly wanted to “ward” the club. It happened shortly after Julian destroyed the pairing between her and Sean. It was a little too coincidental with the timing. After all the many fights Cara dealt with inside the club, it sort of made sense, but still. It unsettled Kat. Did she feel she needed another level of protection? What happened between her and Sean?

When the vehicle stopped outside the club, the driver got out and opened her door. Kat turned to him, “wait here.” 

He shut the door behind her, then got back behind the wheel. Being human, the chill of the night would get to him so he couldn’t wait outside. Since he wasn’t a guard, there was no reason to have him follow her around.

Kat strode down the stairs and into Inferno without a second glance to the people waiting to the side. None of them fussed when they saw her. The bouncer let her through the rope keeping all back. Dressed in her deep red dress, she earned a few wolf whistles from the men. Their dates didn’t appreciate it and made it too clear. Kat grabbed the fabric of her dress and hitched it up so her shoes didn’t catch and trip her down the stairs.

Descending the stairs, she slammed to a stop outside the door. An overwhelming sense of strength, fear, and . . . something more struck her in the gut. Grief poured through her. Tears welled. Kat turned her face to the side. Her skin prickled, her eyes burned, and her teeth began to elongate. The instant before her hand touched the door handle, it slammed open in front of her with barely an inch of space to clear.

Bradon’s smugness infuriated her. She snarled. “Get out of my way.” 

She shoved past him and into the club, then stopped at the bottom of the stairs inside the doorway. In the same instant, her gaze burned brighter and drifted straight up to the window. A scent clung to the air, dispersing throughout the club, becoming so bare nobody but Kat would know that scent.

Except for the man nowhere to be found. 

Dammit Julian, get here. Find her.

She was gone. Kat sensed it. The scent was drifting throughout the entire club. An essence on the wind, growing weaker. 

In a blink, Kat was inside Cara’s office. “Where is she?” her voice deepened on the last word until it came out as a solid rumble. The window shivered in its pane.

Cara stepped back. She solemnly shook her head. “Gone.”

“Why was she here?” Kat ground out.

“My Queen—”

Kat cut her off, “Cara I swear to God you tell me or I’ll—”

Cara raised her palms to ward her off. “Please . . . allow me to explain.”
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. . . blood dribbled down the side of her face and down her chin. . . . 

With a low groan, Kylarra adjusted her naked body in her small prison. Every muscle in her body screamed in pain as she asked it to cease sleep and move. Not even wasting the effort to open her eyes, she rolled to her side to release her trapped arm. Her stomach ached from where she’d been hurt days prior, or even weeks, she wasn’t sure. 

Slowly and carefully, she scraped her wrist and arm over the hard metal beneath her, shivering from the cold. Her skin scratched painfully over a piece of metal similar in size to a grain of sand, which secured itself in the iron during forging. The small movement made her kidneys bulge. Her bladder tightened, itching for the release that would inevitably come. She fought it as hard as she had been. Every time shamed her, every accident she couldn’t contain humiliated her to a place deep inside that brought forth more misery and the feelings of betrayal.

It wasn’t as if Verrick wanted this to happen, but she knew . . . he was part of why she was here. Each time she was forced to use the bathroom on herself, unable to contain it, unable to have the tiniest modicum of decency she had before. This being treated like nothing more than a dog in a cage . . . the smallest inkling of hatred grew for him . . . for everyone. Against her will, but maybe not entirely. Hate gave her warmth. Far better than the humiliation she went through. Humiliation that chilled her to the bone. Humiliation that drove her mad.

At last Kylarra slid her hand up to her mouth and eased it over her grimy chin. She rubbed away the blood from her last feast. They’d been feeding her raw meat. It was that or starve. She’d tried the starvation route, which was when she was drugged and when she came to, her mouth was full of blood and flesh. Blood from what, she didn’t know. Blood from who possibly, she didn’t know. They’d acquired a way to force the beast to feed to keep her alive. 

Even if her human side was aghast and rather starve, the beast wouldn’t. They drugged her, brought the animal out, and it did what came naturally when presented food. Kylarra never remembered either. How they’d separated her from her humanity, she didn’t know. Didn’t know how they drugged her, either. The beast . . . she didn’t know. It was not wolf. It was solid, heavy, inky, shadowy, she just . . . didn’t know. Her memory struggled. Her thoughts didn’t process correctly.

Luke scared the living hell out of her. That . . . she knew. That she remembered. That she fully processed. He had tricks up his sleeves that she couldn’t imagine. Knew her in ways that made her beyond uneasy. No, not uneasy. That wasn’t even half of what he made her feel. The way he would appear out of nowhere. The way he’d just sit back and study her. As if knowing her in a way she didn’t know herself. Saw things in her nobody else saw.

Worse . . . she felt seen by him. Seen in way nobody in her entire life ever made her feel. Understood in way that went beyond natural. At times when she was at her weakest, she hated it. She hated herself. 

Because she liked it.

What was worse for her wasn’t killing the live animals set in the cage. The worst was that the blood didn’t bother her as badly as before. Before she detested the flavor of blood. Before she would eat or drink anything she wanted, but now she craved the blood in a way that repulsed her. The key word being: crave. She craved the blood. More and more. The more she took in, the more she wanted. 

Werewolves didn’t crave blood. To kill the animal, fine. But to drink? To feed from? No. Dammit to hell. Yet another hard core, undeniable reason to believe she was part vampire? 

Or full . . . I’ve never craved blood like this . . . who am I kidding?

The stench of her bodily fluids made her nose pucker. As the days and weeks wore on, the odor grew overpowering until the ammonia made her eyes water. Eventually she grew used to it, but by then, new smells emerged to cloy in her lungs and make the tears come. The tears came until she wasn’t sure they’d quit. So too the coughing fits.

Yes, once in a while someone came in with that freezing cold water to hose her down, clean the cage in the darkness, and blast her into the other corner while they scoured the cage. Then once more they’d cease. She’d shiver to sleep.

One day the cold sealed around her heart and the tears did dry . . . but not the pain. No. The pain . . . the pain was refreshed daily or weekly depending on how fast she healed. Kept in darkness, cold, alone and caged, she honestly didn’t know if it were days, weeks, months, years. All Kylarra knew for sure was that the pain continued on and on. Until all there was, was the horrible enduring pain.

She was never spoken to, never interacted with. Her pain was her only company. Other than the torment. By the time she came to after the run in with Luke, she was in this cage. Large enough only to remain in a sitting position, or lying down. There was another cage beyond the one she was kept in, connected by an iron door. She was yet to be allowed inside the larger. It was bigger than what her wolf would need.

They wanted to break her first.

And she worried they would win.

They. Interesting that she considered it more than one, but it had to be. The scents were comingling and hard to decipher, but there was always a slight change. Always male too. Not female. Unless females weren’t allowed near her, but she only ever sensed male.

To see, she used the wolf sense to grab at what little light there was. It wasn’t easy . . . it became harder. Not always. Once in a while things grew brighter. There were times when her vision went black. Other times when it came across as a red hue. Other times she saw the purplish silver glow she was accustomed to. It didn’t make any sense. 

It seemed she was changing, something was occurring, but no matter how hard she tried to figure it out, she couldn’t. There was no sense of time after a while. Kylarra could gain no semblance of how long she’d been in this place or where she was in terms of location. They, he, it, or whatever was around made her black out. When she came to, she only sensed time had passed. Since she didn’t wake until after she’d been kidnapped; she wasn’t sure where she’d been taken.

The nightmares were a constant. Illusions. Delusions. She didn’t know. Nightmares of a man plunging a sword into her heart. Flames burning her alive. Nightmares of a female who could be her twin. A woman in red. Her body burning. Her body shaking, shivering. Talons. Crows. So much pain.

Her last memory was the pain. The pain from Luke injuring her wrist after already being hurt. The pain from the wounds she’d suffered to her stomach and the wonderful punch Luke blessed her with after. Her neck wounds weren’t as severe but the wounds the gargoyle gave her from his claws up the front of her body. Now those left behind some blood. She’d been shifting to help, but it became harder as she grew weaker. The exhaustion took its toll, and there were always new wounds to heal.

Kylarra froze. 

Her heart slammed into her ribcage. 

The world fell from beneath her feet. 

Steadying her breathing so she could hear, she swore a noise came from behind her. As time passed, her heart slowed. It was nothing. Nothing but her cursed imagination in the weird world of shadow and nothingness. For all she knew she was upside down, and not on the floor.

The shock struck out of nowhere. 

The cold point of the long rod sunk into the bare flesh at her lower back. Two sharp points tucked into her exhausted flesh. Then came the electrical surge powerful enough to probably take down a fucking T-Rex. 

The scream roiled from her lungs, carried up her throat, and burst from her lips, erupting from the animal in her that had lain dormant too long, turning into a yowl. Walls shook and rattled, the thick bars of iron around her vibrated with the intensity. Vibrating with a force of power she’d never exhibited but had experienced. From a powerful man she swore she may well murder if she saw his face.

I hate you Verrick Conrad.

. . . the darkness claimed her once more. . . .
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The darkness held. 

She couldn’t escape. 

Clawing at her flesh, attempting to free the creature, Kat sat up in bed. Sweat caused her clothes to cling to her body, a yowl slipping out as she dragged her nails down her arms. Damn the human form. She sucked in air, desperately glancing about and trying to find freedom from whatever thick fear curled around her heart. Sweat slid down her back, making her squirm.

She placed her hand over her heart, attempting to take a deep breath as she relaxed. Her heart began to slow. Licking her lips, she found her teeth ready to feed. With one finger, she rubbed her gums, and lightly touched the tips of her teeth. 

“What the hell?”

Adjusting to a sitting position, she took in the darkened room, the frost along the windowpanes. Winter. Hard, cold, dark. The entire home was decked out in cedar garlands and the scent hung in the air. She’d slept in past early evening. Normally she woke around noon or slightly after, just before the sun went down. It’d become her own personal time to have.

Julian was nowhere to be found, most likely having had business to take care of, or . . . she paused to take in the mansion. No. He wasn’t here. So he wasn’t in his office at all. Must’ve had work to do. Being King didn’t give him any breaks. She didn’t always get as much time with him as before. Not all his business could be done from the office anymore. She missed him like crazy. Often it was a physical ache for the lack of his presence.

What had she dreamt? She didn’t know. There was darkness and pain and . . . and . . . “nothing,” she mumbled to herself, but it wasn’t nothing. “It was something.” 

Kat took a deep breath and adjusted the silk sheets around her lap, then the deep blue jacquard cover. Focusing on anything beyond the castle, she reached out to see if she could sense whatever it was that woke her, running her hands through her hair to clear it away from her face.

Attempting to prod into whatever vision she’d had. It had to be a vision. That was no dream, nor nightmare. It was far too real and the quality of it was reminiscent of a vision. The more she tried, the more she failed.

“Kylarra,” she whispered without even thinking about it. Kat wasn’t sure how she knew it was about her since there was no name said in that nightmare of a vision. She didn’t get the sense of just any person, but Kylarra. It had to do with Kylarra. That she knew. Pure motherly instincts.

Which led her once more to thinking about Cara. The fury began to boil in the pit of her stomach. She couldn’t understand why Cara wouldn’t let her know right away that Kylarra asked for help, or why Kylarra would go to Cara anyway. Part of her hoped it had to do with her and Julian. That perhaps a sensation deep inside of her daughter drew her home. It was a feeling deep inside ever since she had to give Kylarra up. That she would come home. Drawn by pure craving and instinct, to the mother and father who created her. 

Maybe it was just a wish on Kat’s part. A deep ache formed at the idea of never being able to embrace her daughter, or to have the chance to accept Kylarra as her daughter. She glanced at the flowers she kept in the room. A slight glow surrounded them from the window, and the solar lights that came on nightly. Every window and arch filled with small white lights. Kat couldn’t help it, she pestered Julian until he did so. 

She wanted to embrace the holidays the way her child may. To experience them, to learn them. Julian’s office was off-limits, as well as Kober’s cave, but the rest of their home? Garlands, wreaths, and the largest Christmas tree Kat could ever find in the main hall. Some smaller ones in bathrooms, which only made Julian shake his head and say she went overboard. Julian admitted though that he enjoyed the site when she had the elderly ladies who took care of his home, helping her decorate, including Meg. Meg and Kat had become close, like grandmother and grandchild close, ever since Kat first came to this place. 

The decorations put a smile on the faces of those who came by so for them too, she loved decorating for the holidays. Christmas brought them joy, which filled her with warmth. Even those who didn’t celebrate it, or held different beliefs. Kat went out of her way to have small gifts for each during that time whether a simple cookie platter, or other specific to their being, religion, or person in general.

It was all in the process of coming down though. The end of the year had happened days ago, so the decorations were on their way down. The main city was following suit. Then the gloom of Winter would really set in. 

Every week Kat replaced the roses with more from Patrick’s rose garden. He’d made it for his love. Julian and Kat took it over as their own private space. She enjoyed cutting roses every week to place in the bedroom as honor to her child. The only way she could have her close. Patrick hadn’t been seen or heard from in many years, but Kat still felt his comforting presence. He was about. Not yet gone completely.

Once more Kat ran her hands through her hair. Cara was keeping the connection quiet. There was a connection there Kat didn’t see, couldn’t put her finger on. Pushing the cover and sheets to the side, Kat slid her legs from the bed and crossed the room on her tiptoes—she’d done it at times all her life—to the closet to get dressed, all while pondering what connection would lead Kylarra to Cara.

Choosing to forgo any sort of fancy wear, and sticking with jeans and a t-shirt for the day, she was reaching out to grab her shirt when she said out loud, “Kober.” Her fingers froze in the fabric of the shirt. Slowly they curled the fabric into her fist. With a jerk, she pulled it on, and shook her head. “Kober. Of course. There’s no other way anyone would go from some random place on Earth, to head into Inferno for information unless . . . Kober.” 

He was the information source for everyone. It would stand to reason he’d even be the one others in the magical community depended on. He was a historian. The man was a bundle of records. He’d been around long enough that had Kylarra sought knowledge, she’d have come across his name. That still didn’t answer the question as to why Kylarra would seek out Cara.

Being in the cave beneath the mansion, and beneath the wine cellar, Kat wouldn’t sense if he was around, not even as the Queen. Even after all this time, she wasn’t able to connect too deeply with him. A love existed between them which was incredibly deep and came from pure understanding and acceptance. That was also where it quit.

He often remained close when Julian was gone, despite all the guards around the mansion, despite Bradon and the others always being nearby. Bradon she felt. Deep in the pit of her stomach, she felt the warmth of Bradon’s nearness, of his cockiness. They’d always remained connected in a strange way since she birthed him. He was just outside the front door. The warmth intensified. He was in a good mood. Far too good.

Shaking her head, she spoke softly, “Probably making crude jokes with the others.” Awakened or not, she couldn’t remove that side of him. Julian’s change in Bradon was as strong as ever, but the man was pure trouble. She still didn’t know what Julian said to him, or even what he may have done, to get Bradon to step up into his true guard self.

Still.

Reminded her of . . . no. She wasn’t going there. Sean walked out on the friendship and suddenly she didn’t exist. They’d been so close. It was when she’d mentioned the pregnancy with Kylarra. Kylarra changed their relationship. Even now it stunned Kat that Sean mentioned wishing Kylarra was his. They’d never discussed children, or him saying he’d wished she was his.

And now he’d walked out on Cara? He’d changed. Unless it was less that he changed and more that he became who he was. Allowed the real him to show. When she first met him, he’d been so distant. A real pain in her rear end trying to get into her pants, and that was about it, but then they’d really grown close. She relied on him. She trusted him. More than many others. So what really happened?

He fell for me. That was what changed. I loved him, but there’s only ever been Julian. There will only ever be Julian. It was always Julian. Even before I knew it was. He knew that. Everyone did. No matter how far we ran from one another, we were connected. It will always be Julian. 

She smiled as she remembered Julian refusing to let her go, refusing to let Sean have her. He hunted her, he fought for her. Why wouldn’t he win? She couldn’t deny him. Couldn’t keep running from home, and that’s what he was: home. Yes they fought, yes they argued, but it was because they loved one another. They had such passion for one another, had been wanting to find the other all their lives, but when they got it, they didn’t know what to do with it. 

It took a lot of time to show Julian she wasn’t going anywhere. He didn’t want to turn her, didn’t want her to have this life. A life that meant pain to him. He lost so many he loved. Was betrayed by those who he let in, by those he trusted. So he became the monster they expected.

She’d been afraid. Afraid he’d never let her in, afraid of letting go and accepting him. Afraid because she knew with Julian, he desired total submission. As if his very soul consumed his partner. Not in a bad way. In a forever connection deeper than any wanted to go. Save . . . for Kat. Kat sought that “forever just you” connection all her life. They were made for one another. She craved and loved his demands, made plenty of her own. It worked perfectly for them.

She loved him from the moment she looked into his eyes, and she knew he felt the same, but it was so damn hard to get through to him. So much time and effort on both their sides. Until finally she ran. Literally.

It didn’t work though. Julian came for her. He hunted her again and again, until finally he caged her in. They physically fought, but only because she refused to give into him that easy. She’d done her part. Maybe secretly she wanted to see if he would fight as hard for her as he said he would. To see if he was truly as strong as he assumed. 

A soft smile slid over her lips. Oh, and fight for her he did. Until he claimed her, brought her into that meeting hall and dropped her on the floor in front of them all. None of them dare defy what Julian claimed as his own. To capture the Queen? That took a strength they’d all known none possessed. Not to go up against him. Secretly she loved him for it, despite being extremely pissed off at the time. Julian claimed her and made it clear: she’s mine now. Forever.

Wasn’t that all she’d wanted? Fate refused to let either of them drift away from one another. They couldn’t. Like magnets they were drawn back in over and over until they both stopped fighting the connection. The King surfaced, claimed his Queen, and demanded her to stay until she remembered she loved him, or until she let herself trust him again. Could be the better way to say it.

Since then they’d been good. So, so deliciously good. Julian still didn’t let her too far out of sight. Not out of fear she’d go, not from a lack of trust. He trusted that she wasn’t going anywhere. She’d battle off everyone to ensure his happiness. Same as he for her. 

Julian kept close tabs on her and came across as controlling because he loved her and protected her. Because he simply craved her essence there with him all the time. They didn’t have issue being apart as they both were incredibly busy with their own work and had plenty to keep them busy. That didn’t mean they didn’t also absolutely love to be with one another no matter how many days they spent together. 

It took her a long time to see past the surface level most individuals might of him being a controlling asshole. Then again on the surface she came across as a cold-hearted killer who’d hurt any woman who touched him, or him too if he betrayed her with another, so there was that. After all, they both had enemies of which that protection sometimes came in handy. 

Especially when it came to the Queen of the Awakened. The one female in the entire vampiric race who’d given birth and who’d gone back to being near human. 

Kat hit the bottom of the stairs and the front door to the mansion opened. Bradon asked, “Need me?” A gust of wintery air filled the great hall.

He would’ve noticed her checking on him. His change also didn’t always come with him calling her My Queen, or Your Highness, like most. Could she fix that? Sure, but was it worth the effort? No. His voice didn’t bother to raise despite her being a fair distance away. 

“No. Just checkin’,” she let him know.

The door closed. In the main room, a fire burned, warming the air, filling it with the spiciness of the giant tree to her left. She carefully avoided the containers set down near the main stairs, filled with lights and another with a few wreaths that would be donated to a shelter for them to enjoy a bit longer. 

Another round of packing things away was commencing. She would have to make a note to have them leave up a garland or two. If for nothing else than the smell. Kat loved the cedar scent and would like to enjoy them a bit longer.

Kat went down the stairs in the back of the grand mansion to find out if Kober was in his cave. She’d know by the music. Kober generally had classical music playing. Though with the thick walls of the cave, she’d have to get much closer to hear it.

Nobody knew where Sean went, which hadn’t made Julian happy. He’d demanded Kober and Cage to find out. Dropping off the grid like that? Not a word to anyone? 

Not even Soren knew. He’d been ordered to take the lead position of the Raaka since Sean up and walked. Also he received a warning from the King: while Sean was gone, the Raaka were being closely monitored. Any attempts at their old games of taking over, acting up, causing trouble, and Julian wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate the entire clan.

Kat tried to reason with him since they weren’t all bad, but he’d have none of it. “Far too long Kat. Far too long have I been a patient man when it came to that clan. Now that I am King, I will protect the rest of the vampiric race. Sean dropping out of sight? Without word?” She’d quivered under the look he gave her. “Do not push me on this. That is the only warning I will give you.” From then on she’d dropped it. For her King was the only one she would ever bow to. That would ever make the Queen of the Awakened back down.

She gave him a slight bow with a gracious smile. “As Queen, I honor your wish.”

There was only one other oath she ever obeyed. The one to stay away from Kylarra, to never find her, to never interfere with her life. Because if Kat got anywhere near her daughter, she would know. As Kat had the moment she hit Cara’s club.

So the question remained: why. Why was Kylarra there? 

And her answers wouldn’t be found today.

Kat sighed. She stopped in the doorway to Kober’s home beneath the mansion. He was gone. These men of hers were impossible as of late. Busy, busy, busy. Or plain ol’ missing in action. It really tested her patience, and she wasn’t known for being a patient woman when she wanted something. Also because one in particular she missed like crazy when he was gone. Kat needed some Julian focus on her body. It’d been too long.

She puffed out a breath, stirring the red strip of hair hanging along the side of her eye. “Next.”
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Kat nodded to the bodyguard at the door to Inferno. Not a word was said by those wishing to get into the club who waited in line. Long had they since learned not to play with the Queen, back when she had her moment through the streets. Many now feared her as rightly they should.

She loved it.

Julian made it far too clear she was to act more graceful now that she was Queen of the Awakened. Despite that, she smirked at a few who slid behind the people in front of them, allowing her elegant tips to show. She couldn’t help herself. Why not remind them? Yes, Julian told her to behave and control herself, but what Julian didn’t know wouldn’t result in her being disciplined.

Though now that I think of it, it has been a while since he has. She “hmmd” to herself. I should wake that stuffy old man up a lil' and stir up some trouble.

Her smirk turned to a smile as she headed down the stairs and into Inferno. The amusement quickly faded however, as she remembered the reason for her trip to the club.

Kylarra.

Kat took in the room, paused at the bottom of the stairs. More than a few of the patrons took her in, but quickly averted their eyes, uninterested in gaining her focus. Mostly there were Raaka—as usual—but nobody she cared to chat with. The Raaka brought more females into the clan and Kat caught a couple of them overtly flirting with the males once she entered Inferno.

Typical. Julian allowed the clan to bring in females because he figured it would calm them, but so far she hadn’t seen a change. If something was different, it was that the females were like the males. Maybe more outgoing and expressive so they encouraged more trouble. Playful trouble thankfully, but on more than one occasion Kat sent Bradon to tell the clan to cool it before Julian was to deal with them. Kat wasn’t above using Bradon’s charm and looks on those girls, which may well be the reason she let him get away with so much. Why temper what she wanted to use? 

The females didn’t listen to that when it came to seeing Kat. Because of the Raaka blood in her system that never truly separated, same as the Runsasi, despite her being a whole new clan – the Kiusaaja – the Raaka were drawn in. They remained very attracted to her.

Kat held no interest with the males of the Raaka. Since she and Julian came together, her heart was incapable of wanting anyone but him. Not to mention she respected the hell out of him. She’d never engage another male—unless he was fully aware of it and allowed it. Even then she couldn’t think of another she’d so easily give way to. Purely from respect to him. Being so possessive, he didn’t use her gifts as much as he could’ve. It was all or nothing with Julian.

He didn’t share.

Everyone knew it. 

There was an unspoken barrier between Kat and all else. An invisible wall Julian projected around her. You didn’t touch what belonged to Julian. The King’s aura was felt everywhere. Just as Kat with Julian. Only Kat had more leeway when it came to people interacting with Julian.

It didn’t seem to matter at all to the women of the Raaka. When she came into the club and stopped at the bottom of the stairs, it may as well have been cats hissing and frizzing. She took them in, but paid them no mind as she headed toward the back of the club.

All that was on her mind was a rehash of a conversation she’d had. This time she wanted to know more. Including whether or not her feelings were true about Kober helping. Because if he’d known Kylarra was around, and she was asking about things, and he’d kept it from her all this time? Yes, she gathered there’d be a reason – like her wanting to be involved, but at the same time, the idea of him keeping anything like that from her? 

It ticked her the hell off.

One of the waitresses coming from the back held the door open for Kat, keeping her distance at the same time. Kat went up the stairs, only to find the door open to Cara’s office and bedroom. Cara stood off to the side and motioned for Kat to come in. Then she went across the room to her desk as Kat entered.

Kat shut the door behind her for privacy. Typically vampires preferred to make soundless rooms for their offices and bedrooms so others couldn’t hear in. Cara was no different. Specifically because she wasn’t just the owner of the club Inferno, but also for the fact that she was a clan leader. Everything the Kaunis was about was reflected in this club. Since Cara met with Julian, with others about clan or club business, and held many more important discussions, she made sure her office—provided the door was closed—was a place of privacy.

It didn’t prevent Kat from having sensed her daughter here. The knowledge of which she found reflected in Cara’s expression as the woman of elegance lowered down to the chair and seated herself opposite from Kat. Only Kat didn’t have the nerves to sit down. If she found out they’d been keeping a secret from her, she wouldn’t be able to sit still like a lady.

She wasn’t known for controlling her feelings and actions as well as Cara. 

Just wasn’t in her nature.

“I was curious when you’d be back,” Cara said in the melodious tone she always held. 

Part of Kat was envious of it. She couldn’t help it. Unlike Cara, Kat couldn’t be elegant and melodious if she tried. Then again Julian loved it about her. She suppressed the smile that rose up at the thought. It also drove him nuts.

“Why wouldn’t I? This isn’t a subject for me to let go of so easy.” Kat stood by the double mirror Cara used to keep an eye out over the club floor. The new renovations to the club went over well in Kat’s opinion. If there was one thing Cara was really good at, it was creating an environment. Kat always felt like this club was a safe zone, a comforting place to come, even before being Awakened.

But now? Now even more so. It wasn’t simply because she’d been Awakened. Cara was great at creating an environment that felt welcoming in ways nobody else could ever match.

A soft murmur of agreement came from behind Kat. “Yes, I would feel the same.” The slight mournfulness that hinted beneath the surface of the comment made Kat tilt her head toward Cara.

Cara wasn’t looking her way. Kat considered her before she asked, “Did you ever want children, Cara?” Not just with Julian, but in general. Vampires couldn’t have children, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t adopt a child. Kat hadn’t seen many vampires holding interest in such a thing—they just sort of accepted that it wasn’t allowed them, but still. Cara’s tone spoke volumes.

Cara caught her eye. A gentle smile teased the corner of her mouth. Not entirely happy, but somewhat melancholic. “It is a question I’ve asked myself often. Before one is Awakened we are questioned about it and must consider,” Cara paused to take in Kat, knowing her story and sympathizing. 

Kat wasn’t given the option. She wasn’t asked anything. When her Awakening came, it came against her will. Cameron had simply taken. Probably knowing deep down as they all may have, what she’d eventually become. Hadn’t they all taken her in long before she was Awakened? She’d been immune to Kober’s many charms to make her forget what she’d seen and experienced. Well, boo for Cameron. He didn’t know she’d also drank Julian’s blood during the change, so it forced an important change inside of her.

Julian and she were always meant to come together. After all this time they both accepted it. They knew it, they felt it. No matter how much they fought it, they came back to one another. No matter how many challenges that came from the situation and the horrid moments they’d experienced without one another, they were born to be together. Cameron didn’t have a chance at stopping that.

Kat now understood her non-choice Awakening was on purpose. Fate stepped in. Had she not, she wouldn’t be here now. Had she not gone through that, she never would’ve become Queen. The Runsasi blood flowing through her and the Raaka made her what she was. The Runsasi blood didn’t overtake the Raaka’s anger and hatred toward the Runsasi, but there was an inner strength in the Runsasi blood that after much thought, Kat came to the conclusion needed to be in her.

The Runsasi had always been leaders, but there was once a time when Julian had been the one behind the darkest myths of the ages. He’d finally told her everything, and was surprised that she accepted it without a blink. Inside, she’d laughed. Julian always feared confessing the darkness that lay within him, and when it came she’d only thought . . . that was it?

The man was too delicious for words. Thinking she’d be frightened off for an admission like that? So what if he’d been such a demonic killer in his time? It led him to being this gentle beast she loved more than words could express. His past was what he’d done, not who he was. He could easily tell her he came from the darkest pits of hell and she’d still love him more than life.

Besides, in her vampiric youth, she hadn’t exactly been a sweet little kitten so maybe that too affected her reaction. She could understand it.

Cara cleared her throat and with typical grace, readjusted where she’d been going on the wanting children line of thought. “Being Awakened, we understand it is not afforded us.”

Kat turned to cross her arms and leaned back against the wall. “But adoption,” she waved her fingers before tucking them into the crook of her other arm. Cara’d been with Julian for ages.

Cara’s attention drifted toward the club behind Kat. “Was not something he was interested in.” Her eyes met Kat. “I understood.”

Everything she didn’t say was there in her Spring sky colored gaze. She understood his wishes. Not that she understood entirely. Cara accepted it. That was a silent arrangement Kat had seen in the relationship with Cara and Julian. What Julian said went. It wasn’t that Cara didn’t fight. It wasn’t that Cara didn’t stand up for herself and her wants. It was that deep down she must’ve known she was simply occupying space. Julian never held a deep bond with her. Never placed her in a position to hold his heart or anyone else. Not really.

It hurt Kat to think of the moment that understanding came to Cara. It probably hurt more than anything else, but hadn’t Kat done that to men? She’d never given her whole heart to another. Never sacrificed that much of herself. They’d been companions if anything, but never more.

With Julian there hadn’t been a choice. Her heart and soul were already his. Long before they’d met. Long before she knew him. Kat loved Julian all her life, and he her, without them realizing it. They’d both been searching for the other all this time.

Kat touched her top lip with the tip of her tongue, lost in thought. Finally she nodded to herself and let that branch of the conversation die. Even if they fought, Cara was more like an older sister to Kat. She wouldn’t rehash a time that would cause her pain just because.

Just like she didn’t think Cara would do the same with Kylarra.

“So back to why I’m here,” Kat shifted abruptly. Okay, not as elegant as Cara, but effortlessly enough.
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