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Special Dedication

In August 2024, a special group of ladies in Orange City, Florida, invited me to spend an evening discussing and answering questions about my books. I had never been invited by a book club and was very nervous, not knowing what to expect.

I live in Puerto Rico, but a trip to the U.K. gave me the chance for a stop-over in Miami on the way back and a short trip north to the Orange City area. 

The hours spent with them were, to say the least, wonderful. These were intelligent, perceptive, and devoted readers of “romantasy,” a genre with which I was unfamiliar.

They loved my Angel’s Guardian series, and their words gave me the emotional kick I needed to come back from the slump caused by the pandemic. Thanks to the experience, I am now back on the saddle and excited about my next book. 

Thank you, ladies! My love and dedication to Andi Noland-Smith, Catherine Levinson, Deb Hemenway, Yajaira Perez, Mindy Thompson, Anna Burke, Kelly Roseman, and Damaris Age. 
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From the Author

Dear Reader, 

You are about to read one of my novels, which makes me very happy. I am delighted and grateful for your purchase and interest.

I believe a mailing list comprised of readers who have purchased my book, loved it, and bought the next one, would be invaluable. Those serious and generous readers who have bought and read my books are the ones I’d like to keep and reward whenever possible.

Those are the ones to whom I’d like to send my ARCs when I have a new book about to be released. Those are the readers I want to have in my VIP list. This means you! Yes, I love you and want to keep you. I hope you want to keep me too.

Please, I’d like you to join my VIP List. Also, I’d like you to follow me on BookBub because BookBub does tell me when someone follows me, and it announces my new releases without failure.

Click on the Zeecé Logo to join my VIP list. Click on the BookBub button to follow. Thank you for picking up this book and happy reading!

[image: A black and white logo with a feather in a bottle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

To join my VIP list, click on my logo.
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To follow on BB, click on the button above.
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CHAPTER 1

Vampires pressed around me on every side. The veil of mist was thick, slithering over my clammy skin with the fluttery touch of a ghostly apparition. Devon’s hand kept a firm hold on my waist as he guided my uncertain steps. My vampire protectors kept close. They were taking no chances, shielding me with their bodies, moving quickly. 

The gate of the nunnery materialized so near, we almost bumped into it. Beyond it, the grounds were totally clear of mist, the floodlights and moonlight creating a virtual oasis of color, an island of light floating on an ocean of darkness. I felt its welcome, a haven promising safety and comfort. 

“Do not be fooled,” murmured Devon. “There are dangers lurking there as well. Different kinds of danger but perilous all the same.”

I wanted to smack him for being so pessimistic and ruining my moment of delusion, but I knew he was right. I could not let my guard down. However, as long as I didn’t have to deal with any berserkers or raging-mad monks, I would be fine. Catty women and petty jealousies, I could handle.

The gate opened. Three women stood silently waiting for me to step into the grounds. I turned back to my companions, who watched me with grave eyes full of longing. Devon, Giles, and Kye: my lovers, my protectors, my vampires. I did not wish to part from them.

Once the gate closed behind me, I would not see them for a full year. The thought made me want to burst into tears. A few weeks ago, I’d no idea they existed. Now, I was tethered to them by my insecurities and passions. The fact they were blood-sucking, dark creatures whose loyalties were bound to a berserker vampire I feared worse than death, made little difference.

A small sob escaped my throat. I threw myself into Devon’s arms, clinging to him in misery. He might be a vampire, but he was all I had. They were all I had in this dark new world of blood and magic. My previous life was irretrievably lost to me. 

“It will be all right, love. A year will pass quickly.” 

He pulled me back to look into his intense, dark eyes. His long, straight black hair fell like a waterfall over his shoulder to brush mine. His impeccably trimmed Anchor beard framed lips made for kissing. He was my fantasy pirate made flesh. 

“Remember all the things we talked about. Trust no one. Observe all. Reach out to me if you sense danger.” He kissed me deeply. His arms were strong, yet gentle. I longed to stay in his embrace, sensing his reluctance to let me go.

Giles, his beautiful, layered hair fluttering in the breeze, gazed down at me with a look of tenderness. “We have friends here too. Keep your wits about you and find them. You will not be alone.” He pulled me to him, held me tightly, then kissed me passionately before handing me over to Kye. 

“There are no vamps in there.  No males at all.  Don’t go lesbian on us! I want you back exactly as you are.” He smiled at me in his mischievous, endearing way, and I could not help but break out in laughter. Kye, the youngest and least disciplined of my companions, always made me laugh. I would miss him so much.

I threw my arms around him and hugged him. He found my lips and kissed them hungrily. “In a year’s time, I will find my control. I promise,” he said. “We’ll have so much fun then!”

With one last hug and kiss for Kye, I turned my back on my vamps and stepped across the open gate, into the protected grounds. I know it was my overactive imagination, but I felt like Daniel Jackson entering the Stargate for the first time. I slipped into a watery, invisible barrier which disappeared as I stepped across. The Goa’uld awaited me; except in this case, they were called witches. 

Witches, for God’s sake. All I knew about them could be summarized in one sentence: they were creatures of the devil, serving evil, and doing evil’s work. This was learned from my mother, who was devoutly religious and highly prejudiced against the subject. 

Her beliefs were steeped in the deep superstitions of Spanish Catholicism. She feared witchcraft and held it as devil’s worship. My mother always crossed herself when the word was mentioned.

Mom attended what was likely the oldest Catholic capilla in Miami. Her priest was at least eighty and often rattled off in Latin, leaving his dwindling audience baffled. The ancient church still held Holy Week processions for the Virgin Mary. 

There was a crucifix hanging above my mom’s bed. I found this totally disturbing. I could not imagine how she could ever have made love to my father with the thing hanging over her head. However, she never once said anything about vampires. I guess vampires were not mentioned in the Bible. It might explain why I’ve accepted them so easily. There is a great deal of my mother in me. 

As the gate closed behind me, separating me from my powerful vampire guard, I felt vulnerable and afraid. The year loomed ahead, interminable and full of unimaginable dangers. The incredibly powerful witch, Ygraine, was one such peril. In her hands, I’d been as helpless as a puppet. Here, there may be a hundred witches, all powerful. All had personal agendas and unknown alliances. 

I stepped forward into the unknown. Please, God, let me survive the next year!  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​


[image: ]


CHAPTER 2

The young witch sprawled on his bed, naked and lush like a fresh, ripe, plump peach. He’d just finished making love to her, but being young and lusty, she would be ready for more in a few minutes. He straddled the old-fashioned porcelain basin and splashed water over his glistening manhood the same way he’d done it hundreds of years ago. He was a creature of habits.

“Why her? Am I not enough for you?” the girl asked, her words brimming with jealousy. It was a weakness all witches shared. It made them terribly annoying but easy to manipulate.

“My beauty,” he continued to dry his goods as he spoke in his most soothing and enticing voice. “You are the reason I live and breathe. I do not lust for this girl. She is a means to an end. She is a companion to vampires, specifically to Giancarlo De Medici’s powerful coven. I need her as a spy, not a lover. For that, I have you.” He stood to face her, his long, arching penis already hardening.

The girl rolled over to lean on her elbows, her wide, hungry eyes sliding over his impressive, hard body. Her small tongue darted out to slide seductively over her lush, rosy lips. Her milky-white breasts, oversized and heavy in proportion to her ribcage, poured forward, stretching her aureoles to a shine. 

Yes, she will do nicely, he thought. “Come love, let’s splash some water between your lovely thighs. I like my playground clean and fresh.” The girl rose from the bed and approached him slowly, seductively, smiling her cat’s smile. 

She was so young and so canny already, he observed. In his youth, girls her age were held closely guarded by jealous nannies and governesses, kept innocent as driven snow until marriage or the convent claimed them. In these modern times, hunting was so easy for him.

She straddled the porcelain basin like the Paris whores of decades past, and he took the scented soap and delved into the soft, bronze curls as his lips settled on her delicious mouth. He loved this modern world.

Later, as she dressed, he whispered a spell of persuasion to wrap around his words. “It will be simple for a girl with your skills. Mirror watching is child’s play.”

She pouted prettily, flashing him a petulant glance as she tucked her bountiful breasts into a lacy, too-delicate bra. “You are not just asking me to watch. You are asking me to report to you, to spy. If caught, I can be sent home. My family would disown me, or worse, marry me off to some decrepit, rich old man.”

He remained silent for a long moment as if mulling over her words. Then he played his best card. He went to her, head slightly tilted, dark eyes smoldering with desire. He placed his arms around her and pulled her tightly to him.

“You are right. I don’t know what I was thinking. You are too important to me. I cannot risk you. Forget about it. Forget I ever mentioned it. I am sure I can find another to do it.” It took only a moment for her to pull up and look into his eyes, her own glowing with determination.

“I will do it. There is no need to involve anyone else. I will do it for you.”

He bent to take her lips in a bruising, passionate kiss. “That’s my girl. Not only beautiful, but sexy, brave, daring, and true. And mine, all mine.”

A few moments later, the girl disappeared in the blink of an eye, returning to her quarters in the warded grounds. Grounds that he, the most powerful warlock in existence, could not enter. He bristled with fury.

“Why is such power wasted on women, the least worthy of all female creatures on the planet?” he murmured to himself. “Give them the most astounding powers, and a man could still seduce, bend them to his will, and destroy them by whispering a few sweet words in their ears and giving them a few meager crumbs of pleasure.” 

Rose would not come so easily. She was not a witch, and she had the vampires to protect her. Curse her mother and grandmother for making things so difficult. But his plans were excellent; in the end, he would win. Centuries of waiting and planning were coming to fruition. She was the one. He was sure. The vampires sensed her potential; he was convinced it was the reason they chose her. 

He went to the closet and spent more time than most men would, selecting his clothes for the day. What he wore to entice the little witch would not do for a gentleman’s day. He was fastidious to a fault and vain about his looks. 

He abhorred the way many modern males took no pride in their appearance, eating to obesity and dressing in oversized, short pants like children. Unkempt hair and beards, he found especially offending and indicative of a weak, lazy character. 

His glossy, dark, wavy hair was always meticulously cut and brushed close to his head. His smooth, olive skin was cleanly shaved. His teeth, all original, were strong and pearly white. His body, even after centuries of living, was strong and muscular. His life’s energy still thrummed potently through his body. Sexually, he was inexhaustible.

He was not beautiful, but he knew he was magnetic and charismatic. Without the use of any magical glamour, he could pass for a man in his prime. It was all, of course, bought with his sacrifice long ago. Centuries of youth, vigor, and power, paid for with an unspeakable act of betrayal.

In the end, all things are acquired in exchange for other things. The balance is in the give and take. The more valuable the take, the more expensive the give. He’d given his most loved and valuable treasure in exchange for power and life. No witch could do it. No witch would dare do what he’d done. No mere woman would be strong enough to pay the price.  

A woman’s face came to his mind, a memory he kept away forcefully on most days. A flash of longing followed by glimmerings of guilt and pain were quickly squashed under the weight of his will. He pushed all unpleasant thoughts away and focused his thoughts on the plans at hand. He would see the girl soon. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Three witches faced me. They looked like no witch I ever imagined. I stood waiting, willing myself to use my powers of observation. I did not want to make a bad first impression by seeming impulsive or ignorant.

“Welcome to the Sisterhood. My name is Alicia Rand. I am the Gatekeeper.” The woman could not have been older than thirty-five. She was slim and elegant in her navy-colored trouser suit and pristine white blouse. Her golden-blonde hair was swept up in a perfectly coiffed French twist. Her skin, pale and flawless, wore skillfully done makeup which looked very natural. Simple pearl earrings were matched by a pearl ring on one of her manicured hands. She could have been the personal assistant to Elon Musk.

“Thank you, Ms. Rand. I am thrilled to be here.” I hoped my quivering voice and shaking hands didn’t give away my blatant lie.

“Please, call me Alicia. There is no need for formality among sisters.” She smiled openly, and I got the impression she was genuinely welcoming. It was a good feeling for me. I relaxed a little.

“My name is Agatha Adams. Welcome to the nunnery, as we fondly refer to our home. I am the Guide. My duty is to teach you to navigate the facilities and make sure you know the boundaries. All you need do is call my name, and I will appear.” 

Agatha Adams, a perfect witch’s name, I thought. Once again, she looked not the witch part. Agatha seemed to be African American, but her accent said she was from the islands, possibly the lesser Antilles. She was small, maybe two inches over five feet and could not weigh more than a hundred pounds.

Her face was exquisitely boned and symmetrical. Her clear skin was bare of makeup and needed none. Her hair was done in cornrows, and the long braids were tied together at the nape of her neck. She wore a gauzy, long dress I would call island chic. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agatha.” I liked her as well. She seemed more approachable than the Gatekeeper.

“My name is Ronnie Wilkes,” said the third woman, pulling my attention from Agatha. “Welcome to our home. I am the Den Mother, a sort of equivalent to a dorm manager at college.” She smiled, and her face lit up, making her look almost beautiful. 

Ronnie was considerably older than the other two. I would have placed her at mid-forties. She did look like a den mother should: friendly, round faced, shoulder-length, wildish brown hair, and smiling brown eyes. She wore jeans and a tank top. 

“Thank you for your warm welcome. You’re not at all what I expected. I was very nervous coming here, especially since my first try didn’t go according to plan. The truth is, I didn’t know what to expect. This is not easy for me.”

“No problem,” said Ronnie. “We’ve all been through it, some having a tougher time than others. Come, I will take you to your quarters where you can settle your things and have a small rest before Agatha comes to take you to the Abbess. Don’t you worry at all. Everything is going to be peachy. Just peachy. You’re going to love it here.”

She hooked her arm around mine and led me through the cloisters and into the airy, breezy walkways. Small groups of women watched me as I passed, their eyes curious, their whispers following. The sounds of a fountain and the drifting notes of music filled the air. The atmosphere felt tranquil, comforting.

I tried to focus on the layout of passages we were following, but I soon lost my sense of direction. I decided not to worry about it at the moment. There would be plenty of time to get oriented and learn my way about. The size and feel of the place were impressive. It absolutely did not have the dark, oppressive atmosphere I’d expected of an old convent.

My quarters turned out to be on the second floor. There was a third level which, as far as I could tell, was the top floor. I was delighted to find my room was not a dark cell. Two large windows were open, and the lacy curtains fluttered merrily in the cool night’s breeze. The scent of night-blooming jasmine wafted from the ground below.

The white-washed walls were bare, but the bed was lushly dressed in hotel-quality white sheets and down comforter. There was a lovely old-fashioned dresser with a large oval mirror and little side drawers for my toiletries. A plush, upholstered chair, perfect for curling up with a book, sat in a corner, a small round table within reach.

Ronnie opened the door to the small closet, and there were the clothes Nessa and I packed, neatly hanging already. Someone had unpacked for me. I walked over to the second door and opened it to find a small but scrupulously clean, complete bathroom. It was done in shades of pink and lavender.

“Wow! Kind of girly,” I said. “Didn’t expect so much pink.”

Ronnie laughed. “Yes. I guess it’s meant to impress upon our guests that this is a haven for the feminine. A little overboard, I think.”

“An en-suite bath. Was this the norm when the place was built, centuries ago?”

“No, absolutely no. These have been additions done over the years. Communal facilities made the place too militaristic. It’s the reason the bathrooms and closets are small; the room for each was taken from the bedroom itself.”

“But it’s very agreeable. I like it.”

“Good. I will leave you to make yourself comfortable. Change clothes, wash up, rest your tired feet; you have an hour to yourself before Agatha comes to escort you to the Abbess.” 

Alone for the first time all day, I took a deep breath and exhaled my anxiety. I took off my shoes and found my house slippers on a shelf in the closet. I wanted to change into a comfortable pair of lounge pajamas, but my meeting with the Abbess awaited, and I could not go in pajamas.

The sweet smell of jasmine coming through the fluttering curtains drew me. I went to the open window and sat sideways on the sill to enjoy the fresh breeze and peruse the grounds. Below my room, a long, narrow roof stretched along the first floor, an extended portico. It was heavily covered with vines of blooming jasmine. 

Beyond, expanses of manicured lawns were dotted with groupings of palm trees, shade trees, flowering bushes, white-washed stone benches and narrow paths. Pools of spotlighting bathed sitting areas, making them look inviting. 

Beyond the lighted areas, deep into the night, a moving shadow attracted my attention. I could tell there was something there, but I could not make out what it was. Instinctively, I went to the light switch by the door and turned off the light. I also turned off the lamp by the bed, throwing my room into total darkness.

I went back to the window and looked into the dark edges near the far wall. Eventually, my eyes began to discern the darker shadows from the lighter ones. Yes, something moved. I stood very still, my hand holding the lacy curtain in place.

A figure, tall and flowing, stepped out from the edge of the deep darkness. In the breeze, the long cloak falling from the shoulders swayed around the ankles. The head was hooded, but I could see the figure was impressive. 

It stood there, immobile, watching me as surely as I was watching it; its head tilted up towards my window. My senses prickled with foreboding. Was it another witch, like Ygraine, plotting to grab and spirit me away? I was about to slam the window shut and pull away, when the figure took one more step forward and, reaching up, pulled back the cowl.

At the exact moment, the scuttering clouds covering the moon slid across it, and moonlight, pale and silvery, fell on the face. I could clearly see it, dark eyes peering at me, a wide slash of a mouth, and a sharp, strong jaw. His pale, elegant fingers swept back over his short, dark hair. After a moment, he stepped back and disappeared.

I stood there for a long time, peering into the dark edges of the grounds, wondering where he’d gone. A man it was, no doubt about it. But there were supposedly no men in this place, neither human nor vampire. This was a haven for females only and special ones as such. Yet, I’d seen a man inside the warded grounds, and I had the distinct impression he was there for me. 

Was I imagining things? Was paranoia a new threat? Surely, after all I’ve been through, it was not unreasonable to imagine danger everywhere. But paranoia was mental, not physical, and I saw a physical image. I saw the man as clearly as he saw me. I did not imagine him.

The logical conclusion was I’d been told a lie. There was at least one male here: a male no one wanted me to know about. Was he a vampire or human? Why was his presence a secret? Was he a threat to me? Was he friend or foe?

I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. I’d been here minutes only, and already, a mystery needed solving. 
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CHAPTER 4

Carmen D’Arby was the formidable Abbess. A portrait of the woman, in her youth, hung from one of the walls in Giancarlo De Medici’s island home.  I had, by chance, spent some time gazing at it. The portrait showed an interesting face, not beautiful but full of character, warmth, and intelligence. 

Witches were able to change their looks with powerful glamours. They could look young and beautiful to their deaths. I did not think such was the case with the Abbess. She did not look extremely young or beautiful. She seemed an older version of the woman in the portrait.

She wore her golden-brown hair in one of those 1960s coifs, all teased, curled, and pinned. Her eyes, also a warm brown and intensely focused, were lined by heavy, dark lashes which made eyeliner unnecessary. Her oval face possessed a strong, well-defined jawline. Small lines around the mouth and eyes showed she was past her prime. She might be in her fifties, I thought.

“Are you recovered fully from your ordeal at the hands of the mad monk?” she asked solicitously.

“Yes, I think I am. Physically, at least. I welcome this opportunity to thank you for saving both Deirdre’s and my life. You pulled us out just in the nick of time. I was sure the companion was dying. He ripped her throat so savagely.”

“She also has fully recovered and is back with her coven. We were not aware of the situation; otherwise, we would have intervened earlier. Savilla’s people were compelled to hide the truth from us, out of fear, of course. However, all is well now. The companions are doing well.”

“Yes. Thank you, again, from the bottom of my heart.”

She gazed at me with an intensity I found unnerving, as if she were not only inspecting my physical body, but also listening to my thoughts. I felt as if my mind was completely bare to her, thoughts as well as emotions. All witches had a specialty; I wondered what she could do. 

“Do you know why you are here?” she asked.

“I was told this place is where all companions are trained. I’m here to learn how to be a proper companion.”

“Do you know what being a proper companion involves?”

“Absolutely not,” I answered honestly. “Giancarlo claimed I was there to be sucked and fucked, which did not give me much hope for my situation. But I saw something much different in the role Deirdre plays in her coven. I have a feeling he was being a jerk.”

Carmen D’Arby chuckled and leaned back, her hands clasped before her on the desk. “Yes, Giancarlo De Medici can be crass and emotional at his worst. He was very far off the mark. I assure you; companions are far from what he said. It is the training they get here which makes them so much more.”

“Why here? Why witches to train companions? What connects us? How are we related?”

The Abbess’s eyes opened wide in wonder, and her expression changed to one of awe. “You pose a very shrewd question. In all my years here, no companion candidate ever thought to ask it. You are far more than meets the eye. You surprise me.”

My cheeks warmed with color; her compliment embarrassed me. I’d never been called shrewd in my life, and it pleased me she should see me so. 

“The Sisterhood is a collective of women whose goal is to protect, preserve, and foster the powers rare women possess. When we encounter a special female, one with potential, we take her under our wing. She becomes ours to teach, guide, and protect. It becomes a lifelong connection.”

“But companions are not gifted. I’m definitely not.”

The Abbess once again smiled in the enigmatic way she had of doing so. “All companions are special. It’s why they attract the vampire. They become an integral part of the coven and exert immeasurable influence over it; they are very powerful. Most companions even have some capacity for magic. There is no stronger recipe for power than blood and magic, together. Your own powerful blood hints at a degree of talent for magic.”

My heart stuttered and my breath held at her words. “Are you saying I could be a witch?” It was a wonderful thought. To have the power of a witch such as Ygraine was unimaginable.

“No, I’m afraid such is not your destiny. True witches are born such. If you are a witch, either your mother or grandmother was one. The gift of magic is handed down mostly through the mother’s line, and training must begin shortly after birth.”

“Is it possible to have magic in your bloodline and not know it?”

“Oh, yes. Especially, given your deeply religious Catholic roots, where any power was seen as a mark of the devil and drowned under the weight of religious ritual and doctrine. Many women through the centuries have lived normal lives, never suspecting they were gifted.”

“Are there no male witches?” I asked, remembering the mystery male in the shadows.

The Abbess seemed to undergo a transformation. Her face froze into a blank mask, her eyes lost their warmth. For a long moment, she seemed to withdraw into her own thoughts as if considering what to say.

“Yes, there are. Not many, but there are males infused with magic. We call them warlocks. They are invariably grasping, cunning, jealous of our power, and dangerously seductive. None can be trusted.”

“Are there any here?”

“No. Never. We would never allow it. It would be a death sentence for a warlock to enter our grounds.”

“Are there any men here?”

“No, none. Rarely, a male is given permission to enter on a limited basis. Your vampire escorts were allowed inside because of necessity, for a short time. While inside our grounds, they were closely watched and their movements restricted. Such is the rule.”

I wanted to ask if there was a male presently under such permission, but I did not wish to seem too inquisitive, especially in matters which did not concern me. For all I knew, some witch was allowing her lover into the place, and I did not want to cause trouble for her.

****** 
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As I left the Abbess, I felt much more optimistic about the coming year. I stood outside her study and looked about me. It occurred to me it should not be an odyssey to find my way from the third level to my room on the second floor. It seemed silly to summon Agatha just to take me back to my room. 

Besides, it was late. She was probably getting ready for bed. I decided to find my own way back. How hard could it be? At the end of the day, it was just a house. A large one, for sure, but just a house. I remembered turning right at the staircase when we came up, so I turned left and began walking.

Soon, I found the wide landing and took the stairs down. My thoughts were swirling around in my mind, touching on the many things I’d learned. Was there witches’ blood in my mother’s line? Was it the reason my mother and grandmother were so deeply and single-mindedly devout? Were they trying to drown out the gift?

My mother always claimed she’d been meant to be a nun, but she’d fallen for my father and rejected her mother’s plans for her. It seemed strange to me anyone would want to be a nun; they barely existed anymore. It was a vocation of the past. Why would any mother wish to force a daughter into such a life?

If there was witches’ blood in my line, what did it mean for me? How much latent talent did I have? I might not be a witch, but I could be a very powerful companion. One thing I was determined not to be. I would never be under Giancarlo’s foot. If there was any possibility I had power, I would find it and learn to wield it.

I stood still, lost in my thoughts. I finally snapped back into awareness and realized I had missed the second-floor landing. I had no idea where I was. It was obvious I had wandered deep into the underbelly of the convent, not paying attention to my surroundings. 

I could see no windows, and the passage was narrow and dimly illuminated. The floor was paved in cobbled stone, and there were narrow, old-fashioned doors at equal intervals on both sides of the passage walls. These seemed more like the cells I would have expected in an ancient nunnery. I realized this must be a basement level.

I turned to look behind me. I was more than halfway through the passage. I might as well go all the way down and see if there was a stairwell leading up. If not, I would retrace my way back.  I picked up my pace, walking as if I knew where I was headed.

I reached the end of the passage. To my surprise, there were two arches. The one to my right led off into the distance, petering out in darkness. I turned to the arch on my left, and there, at the far end, he stood. Draped in a floor-length cloak, his hood back from his head, he watched and beckoned me forward with his hand.

A pleasant warmth suffused my body. I felt lightheaded and giddy, childishly happy. I wanted to run to him and throw my arms around him in joy. He was my teacher, my lover, my best friend. I had searched for him for so long, and I’d finally found him. My heart brimmed with happiness as I leaned forward, about to start my run into his arms.

“Rose!” The voice, sharp and peremptory, cut through the delusion with the stark touch of an icy shower. I was left bereft and dizzy, a feeling of nausea sweeping over me. I felt myself falling. The last thing I saw before Agatha reached out to catch me was the empty passage. The mysterious male who’d called to me was gone.
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CHAPTER 5

He remained bowed before the scrying bowl, trembling so hard, he feared his knees would buckle and spill him to the floor. His heart raced in his chest, and his nails dug painfully into his palms as his fists squeezed to stem the agony in his soul.

This miracle, he had never expected. To look once more upon the beloved face after all the years which faded in the span of time, like images passing you by in a house of mirrors.  Beloved, yes. Beloved and betrayed.

Was this a joke played on him by destiny? Surely, two women could not look so alike if they were twins. Not when they were separated by centuries, and the first one was long dead. Yet, it had been the face of his beloved sister looking across the dim passage. It had been the same smile, the same dark, expressive eyes, the same lift of the head, the same joy at the sight of him.

Of course, that was before the thirst for power and immortality had taken hold of his heart. He took a long, deep, anchoring breath and straightened to his full height. Plunging his hands into the now clear water, he cupped his hands and liberally splashed water over his face, letting it drip down over his naked chest.

This changed nothing, he told himself. It was good news, in fact.  If she resembled his twin so well, it meant she carried her ancestry strongly. Her genes would be pure and dominant. All the power of the bloodline concentrated in one single female. One bred specifically for magical talent.  One made especially for him. 

******
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“Who is he?” I asked Agatha. She stood at my bedside as Ronnie placed a glass of water on the nightstand. 

“Who are you talking about, my dear?” 

“The man at the end of the passage. The one who beckoned me with his hand. You saw him.”

“I saw only you. You were standing looking confused, clearly lost. I must have scared you silly when I called you suddenly. After all you have endured, it’s no wonder you fainted.”

Ronnie Wilkes, the Den Mother, sat down at the edge of the bed and took my hand in hers. “Rose, you have been through a great deal of trauma in the last few weeks. You were taken from your family, from everything you held dear. You were spirited away to a world of vampires, witches, and untold monsters. We cannot give you back what you lost, but we can help you make your life in your new world a better one. You are safe here. Be assured, no male can enter these grounds.”

I thought about it. She was right. I’d been through so much in such a short time, my mind had been affected. I needed rest. I needed to have some normalcy, a few days without being kidnapped, beaten, raped, and brought face to face with berserkers and monsters. 

“I will talk to the Abbess,” Ronnie continued. “I will ask her to delay the training for a few days. You need to rest and recuperate. A few days to lounge around, read a novel, make friends, and feel safe. It will make all the difference.” She leaned forward and gently swept a caring hand over my hair. 

I missed my protectors. Devon, with his dark, brooding eyes and serious demeanor. He would not assume I was mental. Giles would immediately begin to search every corner of the place for the illusive male. Kye would make me laugh while keeping guard over me.

“You keep saying no male can enter the grounds. Why not?” I asked, my eyes still closed.

“The most powerful wards keep them out. For half a millennium, no male has been able to enter our grounds unless the Abbess herself invites him. Once inside, he cannot leave until she allows it,” Agatha answered.

“You’re sure I imagined him?”

“You must have,” she answered.

“Twice. I imagined him twice. I saw him earlier, when I first arrived. I was sitting at the far window. I saw him outside, by the shadows near the wall, looking up at me.”

Agatha went to the window and stood there looking out at the grounds, her glossy cornrows draped over her shoulder, her bronze face sharp in profile. Ronnie went to stand behind her, to look over her shoulder, plump and white like a warm loaf of bread. They were a study in contrast.

“This man you say you saw, describe him,” said Agatha.

“Tall. He wore a long, flowing cloak. A hooded one. He pulled the hood back, and I saw his hair was short, dark, and swept back. His face was pale. The line of his jaw was strong. He wore a heavy ring on his finger. I saw it when he beckoned me with his hand.”

The women were silent, but I could have sworn they held their breaths. Agatha pulled the window down to close it. “The night has turned chilly. It is best you keep warm.”

“Like I said,” Ronnie added. “I will talk to the Abbess. Sleep late. I will have your breakfast brought to you tomorrow. When you are ready to explore, do not go on your own. Call out for Agatha. She will hear you wherever she is, and she will come immediately. You are not alone.”

“Especially if you see your mysterious male again. Say my name, and I will be at your side, instantly.” Agatha left the room quietly. Ronnie came to turn off the bedside lamp, and she followed her companion out of the room. I was left alone with my turbulent thoughts.

Was I imagining things? Having visions? If I was, why was I not seeing my protectors instead? Why was I imagining some stranger who could only mean more trouble?  And my reaction to him in the passage below; what was that all about? 

A pleasurable warmth and an overwhelming happiness at seeing him had engulfed me. There’d been no thought in my mind other than to run into his arms. My ability to think clearly and to question his motives eluded me. Yet, he was a stranger. I had no more reason to run into his arms than to run into Savilla’s embrace. What caused my reaction? Why would I do such a thing?

I would not. My experiences since the beach-house party had changed me. If I’d been naïve and trusting before, I was not now. Those feelings, the emotions he’d elicited, were not my own. It was as if I’d been acting under a spell. The idea hit me with the impact of a Mack truck.

A spell. Yes. When Ygraine took me at the beach, I’d felt the same. A sense of doing without thinking, as if I was dreaming. It was not imagination or a vision caused by emotional shock. He was real, and his power over me was real. But he was not a vampire, no. He was more like Ygraine. A warlock? If he was, he was able to cross the witches’ wards, but they did not know this. 

I desperately wanted to talk to someone who would listen. Whatever this man wanted, it was something he wanted from me. I knew I would see him again.  I closed my eyes thinking I would not sleep, but I did. Exhaustion swept over me. I slept like the dead.
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Devon ghosted into his London townhouse. It was the first time he’d been there since Giancarlo summoned him to handle the situation with Rose. His home of choice was London. For all its changes, he still loved it. People talked about the new migrant ghettoes and rising social divide, but they had not seen the poverty and desperation of the London of the nineteenth century.

Gian’s island home was lovely, but there was just so much isolation Devon could take. He needed the sounds of the city, the smell of traffic, the inconstancy of the weather, the energy of the city dwellers as they sought their after-dark entertainments. 

He loved old cities with their ancient stones, their patina of history and permanency. For all the progress and change, they remained the same, just as vampires did. 

Dawn was fast approaching. The shutters were down, scheduled to close with plenty of lead time on a preset timer.  Thomas, his manservant, had drawn the heavy drapes closed and turned down the bed for him. He’d left the side lamp on and a tumbler of whiskey on the nightstand. He’d also set the shower in readiness for his master.

It felt good to be home, with his familiar surroundings and privacy. He quickly stripped and stepped into the too-warm water. He closed his eyes and allowed the heat to seep into his skin. He loved warmth; all vampires did. 

An image of Rose came into his mind. She was vulnerable and forlorn, looking back at him. How he’d longed to go with her, to keep her from the dangers lurking beyond. Aware of the fist of worry and longing wrapping around his heart, he shook his head like a wet dog shedding water, forcing himself to clear his mind of emotions which made him feel uncomfortable. 

If he wished to be of use to the girl, to do his best by her, he needed to keep his perspective, to react logically, not emotionally. As it was, he was having a difficult time doing so. Why did she affect him so strongly? In his long existence, he’d known many beautiful and fascinating women, some whose blood was also powerful, intoxicating. None had pulled on his emotions the way she could.

Why? What was so compelling about a girl whose character and personality were as ordinary as rain? He could not, by way of reason, explain the attraction. Yet, there it was, strong and surprising. A tether connected them, pulled at him, a vague and constant force which kept her in his thoughts and awareness. 

If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn a spell was at work, but Rose was no witch.  Besides, what purpose would such a weaving serve? What about Giles and Kye? Were they equally connected to her? As much as he dreaded the topic, he would have to bring it up in discussion. He needed to understand the force which bound them all, as well as the why of it.

A while later, as he drifted in the twilight between sleep and wakefulness, a vision came to him. He was standing in the middle of a narrow, cobbled passage looking down the distance to its end. A man stood there, swathed in a long cape, his hand lifted in a beckoning gesture. A sudden, joyful urge to answer the call swept over him. Just as he was about to answer the call, a clear, sharp voice called out, “Rose!” 

Devon awakened with a start to sit in his bed. The sharp, female voice had clearly called her name. He’d heard it, and it had stilled his movement as well as awakened him. It was not a dream, he was sure. It had been a shared experience.

He dwelled on the images. A long, cobbled passage as one to be found in an old convent. The peremptory, forceful woman’s voice calling in alarm. The sudden awakening. He knew whose experience he’d just shared. Rose was the one the strange man had beckoned. The joyful urge to follow had been hers. She’d been compelled, but the sharp voice called her name and broke the compulsion.

Devon focused his mind on the image of the male who had beckoned. Something about the stranger was familiar to him. He did not get a clear view of the face, but he noticed a large ring bearing a black stone on the raised hand. Of one thing he had no doubt; the man was no vampire. He was a warlock.

Now, what was a warlock doing on the warded grounds of the nunnery? What did he want with the girl? Did he represent a danger to her? The vampire looked at the clock. It would be five hours earlier in New York. Samantha would be wide awake. As he picked up his iPhone, another question occurred to him, one even more baffling. How was he able to see through Rose’s eyes?
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CHAPTER 6

“Come in,” I called out in response to the knocking at the door. I was sitting on a comfy, plush chair reading the latest book in the John Milton spy-thriller series. I’d taken a shower earlier, and I’d combed out my hair. I did not have the energy to blow it dry, so it was air drying on my shoulders.

The door opened and a young woman came in, carrying a tray with what I hoped was breakfast. She smiled at me, and I saw she was very pretty. Glossy, wheat-blonde hair fell in a straight sheet down her back and over her shoulders. Eyes large and of a luminous deep blue instantly met mine with warmth and welcoming. Her flawless, ivory complexion was set off by a small, round birthmark just below the corner of her rosy, fleshy lips. She was about an inch taller than me, and her body was slender and graceful.  She wore designer jeans and a pearl-colored tank top.

“Hi! I’m Olivia, and Ronnie sent me with your breakfast. She said you were not feeling well.”

I stood up and rushed to take the heavy tray from her. I placed it on the bed, as the nightstand was already occupied. “I’m feeling much better. I slept late. It made a difference.”

We stood there watching each other, not knowing what to do. I stretched out my hand to her. “My name is Rose. I’m from Miami, here to train
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