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        To the watchers, the candleholders, the steadfast and the loyal.

        We are nothing without you. You are our anchor, our reason, and our safety net. Never stop doing what you do...

        xoxo, C.D. Gorri
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        STOP! Before you go, sign up for my newsletter and get the latest on my releases, giveaways, freebies and more.

        SUBSCRIBE HERE

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, places, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either part of the author’s imagination and/or used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights are reserved. No part of this book is to be reproduced, scanned, downloaded, printed, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of any materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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      He left her behind years ago. She’s never forgotten.

      The Loyalist Union of Logic and Order has a new leader, and they are threatening the balance of magic. Witches are being attacked, and Shifters kidnapped, their magic siphoned through ritualistic bloodletting. The dark and ancient Vampiric practice had not been utilized in an age, and that spells trouble for the supernatural world.

      Byram Evers is the only Vampire known to have sided with the Guardians of Chaos. His Alpha sends him to investigate the mystery behind the magic bloodletting epidemic, and the trail leads Byram back to his former Clan.

      Back to her.

      Princess Kaelene of the Clan Withers has spent years obeying her father and bowing to the demands of Vampire law. Betrayed by love, she refuses all suitors, determined to live the remainder of her life alone. Then he comes back, and her world turns upside down.

      Will Byram discover the truth behind the bloodletting and redeem himself to the only woman who ever mattered?
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          I am the watcher in the storm.
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        I am the sword who strikes true.

        I am the iron shield.

        I protect against those who seek to control the wild nature of magic.

        I am the guardian of chaos.

        To thrive, we must be free.

        From chaos comes creation.
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      September 1898

      Byram followed her scent through the labyrinth in the garden on the south side of her father’s castle. King Aethelred of the esteemed Vampire Clan Withers would likely bleed him if he knew about their affair.

      Byram was a low-ranking Vampire, and she was the king’s only heir. The Princess Kaelene was everything beautiful and perfect in the world. She was too good for him, but that did not slow his pace.

      Love was the only thing in this world worth anything to a man such as he—well, love and blood.

      One was the means to sustaining life, and the other was the reason one should bother with it at all.

      He was a fool for love. That was what his mother had said when she’d looked at him with worried eyes. His mother had always been able to see into his soul, and tried to be encouraging, though cautious—kindhearted woman that she was.

      Losing her earlier this year was the hardest thing he had ever experienced, making him hold on tight to the good that remained in his life. To the only woman left in the world who made sense to him, who made him feel anything at all. It was impossible. She was the princess, and he, he was nothing. He should not want her, but he did. More than he wanted air to breathe or blood to drink.

      Kaelene.

      Maybe it made him reckless, but he refused to dwell on that. He was working hard to improve his station. It was the only way he could have her, and Byram had to believe that someday he would be worthy of her, and King Aethelred might yet approve.

      Byram’s heart raced as the scent of honeysuckle reached his sensitive nostrils. Pulse quickening as he neared his prey, Byram found her crouched down behind a statue of the goddess. Her blonde hair cascaded down her back. The flaxen tresses so long they trailed across the ground like a bolt of silk, but he only had one mere moment to appreciate her beauty before her dancing gaze reached him.

      “You found me,” Kaelene whispered breathlessly as he pulled her up and crushed her to him.

      She felt so good in his arms. Her curvy and petite frame was the perfect complement to his tall, lithe musculature. She felt perfect in his arms, always had.

      “I will always find you, Pip,” he murmured, dropping teasing kisses along her neck.

      “Must you call me that? I’m not a child anymore, By,” she whispered without heat.

      The childhood nickname he’d given her came to his lips readily whenever they were together, but had she really hated it, he would have called her something else. Pip was short for pipsqueak, and she was tiny and petite. Also utterly annoying when he’d been ten and trying to impress his father, a guardsman to the king, and she a child of just four years, always trailing after him.

      His annoyance had changed around the same time his voice did, and protective instincts followed as their friendship changed over the years. Pip was his best friend. She knew everything about him, and he her. Byram had never loved another, and likely never would.

      “Missed you, Pip,” he murmured, dropping his head to nuzzle her nose, her cheek, and her lovely bow-shaped mouth.

      He could not help himself, Byram simply had to touch her. Whenever she was near, he had this overwhelming urgency to kiss her, lick her, claim her body the way he so desperately wanted to with his bite. Vampire claimings were nothing to be rushed into. Usually, it took centuries to secure the right to bite a mate. Made sense since they lived so long, and claiming was for life.

      Having to spend eternity with one who did not know your heart was a nightmare he could not even imagine. But Pip was his. Always had been.

      His fangs pulsed in time with his heart as he kissed, and kissed, and kissed her some more. It was always this way when he was with her. Byram was losing control of his predatory nature, and soon he would not be able to stop himself from feeding from her. Only a female’s betrothed had the right to take blood from her.

      It was different for the fairer sex of their kind. Females did not need to feed until they experienced their first breeding cycle, which usually coordinated with the meeting of their true mates. The males required blood as part of their regular diets right after they reached adulthood.

      Contrary to popular fiction writers of the day, Vampires were not dead or undead. They were not what human myth thought at all. Sunlight did not burn him. Holy water had no adverse effects. Crosses either. They were born this way, not made, and even if they could be, the process of turning humans to Vampires was either forgotten or impossible.

      It was a bold new world, and science was young, but Byram was excited by it. He had been studying medicine in his spare time, much to the disapproval of his Clan mates. Vampires had their own beliefs and mysticism, but he was never one to follow that which he could not see, hear, or touch with his own self. The Crimson Veil was the name of the god his kind worshipped, but Byram had never been much of a believer.

      Only now, he prayed with everything he had to control his hunger around Kaelene. He could not bite her. Not yet. Once he did, it would all be over. The iron leash he held on to his control was the only thing saving them both from a fate worse than death.

      The king would not be happy if Byram fed from his daughter. It would be an act of treason, far worse than falling in love with her already was.

      “We don’t have much time, Pip. They are sending me away to finish my training,” he whispered, kissing her precious lips with aching tenderness.

      Being parted was going to be hell. Oh yes, Byram was a fool and a glad one at that. He had known the second he touched her with intent that it would either make or destroy him.

      It was an addiction a Vampire in his position could not afford to keep. Alas, he was helpless against his desire to kiss her, touch her, bring smiles to her sweet face, and lusty moans from her lips.

      “I want you,” she moaned, head back as his mouth traveled down her throat and settling over the delicate pulse at her neck.

      “Please make love to me,” she begged, and fuck, he wanted to.

      Weak, so weak. He was desperate to take her, to tear the clothes from the body of the only woman who had ever managed to break through the wall surrounding his heart. But not here. Not in the garden like some rutting beast.

      “Claim me, Byram. To hell with father and the law. Claim me now and we can face the Council’s wrath together,” she whispered, moaning as he continued his sensual onslaught.

      Temptress. Minx. My heart’s only desire.

      “Don’t you think I want to?” he growled, cupping his hand around her neck. “They already know, Pip. The only reason we are still breathing is because you are too important for the Clan to make an example of. You are the princess, and I am no one⁠—”

      “Don’t say that,” she gasped, pulling back from him. The distance hurt, but no more than the pain he saw in her liquid blue eyes.

      “The council does not know how we really feel about each other. It is the only reason I am still here and not in shackles somewhere. My captain is sending me away before they figure it out, Pip, but I will come back for you. I swear it,” he vowed.

      “And what do I do? How do I stop them and their plans for me? They’re going to use me to forge alliances. Sell me like cattle,” she hissed near panic, and he pulled her to him, squeezing her tightly. Fuck, he hated he was powerless to stop it from happening.

      “You must try, Pip. Be strong. Wait for me.”

      “I am not strong like you,” she sobbed, and his heart broke a little more.

      “You are stronger than you think, Pip. Wait them out, and I will return. I will be worthy of you, I swear it⁠—”

      “You already are, Byram. I love you,” she confessed with such misery his own eyes pooled with unshed tears.

      “I was supposed to say it first,” he murmured, leaning back and cupping her precious face in his hands. His gaze never leaving her as he made his vow.

      “I will come back, and when I do, I will be in a better position to put in my claim for you.”

      “Do you swear?”

      “I swear I will come back for you, Pip. Wait for me to return. Promise?”

      She turned her head slightly, kissing his palm, her warm tears wetting his skin, soaking into the cuffs of his shirt. Byram held his breath, waiting for her response.

      “I will wait for you,” she whispered, leaning up to kiss him fervently. “I promise.”
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      Present Day

      I will wait for you. I promise.

      The ghostly voice from his past echoed through his mind, piercing the steel wall Byram had built around his heart. Fuck. It hurt to remember. He had spent a lot of time trying to forget, but now and then, she would creep back in.

      Like a cold draft beneath a door he could not shut out, or that single ray of sunlight blinding him through the window shade when he was doing a buck thirty in his Vette.

      She was the past, though, and there was no getting away from a person’s past, try as he might. It was always there. She was always there.

      I promise....

      “Byram? You with us, bro?”

      Byram turned and blinked slowly, coming back to the present. It was always difficult to return to the here and now after a bad night, and he’d had two more dreams this week, replaying the past. Not a new phenomenon.

      Being a Vampire had drawbacks, and his crystal clear memory was one. Even if he wanted to, he could not forget her. Forcing himself to think about anything else was his usual routine, but sometimes there was no use. Sometimes the dreams crept back in. He’d experienced it a hundred times or more since the last time he’d actually seen Kaelene in the flesh. A low, rolling rumble built up in his throat and he closed his eyes, breathing harshly as he fought to control it.

      Fuck.

      He was losing control over his Vampiric nature. It was no secret, as he’d already talked to Kingston about the dangers of a Vampire suffering from the famine. That was their name for what happened when nothing could satisfy the beast within.

      Usually, when a Vampire felt himself or herself slipping into the famine, there was only one thing he could do. Go Hunter or find the true death. It was the reason he’d sought Kingston and the Guardians in the first place.

      After his initial discovery that Kaelene had betrayed him, Byram had feared the worst for himself. Vampires were notoriously difficult to kill, and even surrounded by Shifters as he’d been for the past century, none knew the actual strength he really held.

      The Dragon was the only living creature who might be able to best him. Hard might. Eventually, they became friends, and Byram had started to believe in the work he did with the Guardians of Chaos.

      Keeping magic free and maintaining the balance of the natural and supernatural world was a noble and worthy cause. Far more than wallowing in his own misery.

      Stupid heart. Get over it already. Kaelene is not who we thought.

      His chest rumbled, drawing the eyes of his compatriots, and he stifled the sound. The evening light filtered in through the windows of Kingston’s office, and he felt the Alpha’s eyes on him. Fifty or sixty years ago, the Dragon would have given him the battle he so obviously needed to sate his rage. But the beast was mated now, all the Guardians were. Byram was the only loner in the group.

      Fuck. Steady now.

      Loner. Alone. Always alone. Shit.

      He had to do better than this. There were new cases, new proof the Loyalists had recouped and were gaining their numbers. The freedom of magic, the supernatural chaos theory he and Egros had worked so hard to prove, was being attacked, and it was his sworn duty to protect it. No, he could not afford to wallow in his unfortunate past. He could not lose himself.

      If Byram were to lose control, it would mean death for many, if not all. His future was not determined. Fuck the Fates. He’d trusted in those fickle bastards once before and look where it got him. No. He would not go Hunter or endure the famine.

      Loyalty was the cornerstone of his vow, and he owed it to them all to stay true, loyal, and stalwart. Byram would not turn on his group of Guardians. Hell. It hurt him to think of hurting those he cared for.

      Fuck.

      “Byram?”

      “I need a moment, Kingston. Apologies,” he grunted, closing his eyes, and giving himself the time he needed to straighten his head out.

      “Of course. Take your time,” the Alpha grumbled.

      Byram tuned out the others as they whispered amongst themselves. Mind racing, he focused on his breathing and allowed himself to indulge a few moments in his inner turmoil.

      Was he really so far gone that turning Hunter, or begging death were his only options? Fury welled within him at what might have been, and he had to work to block out that single-minded rage.

      Hunter Vamps were a plague to all. Those Vampires who had lost the will to live allowed madness and thirst to take over. They became creatures who barely resembled what they once were. Bat-like horrors bent on destruction. Byram would stake himself before he allowed that to happen. But luckily, he did not have to.

      Facts were facts. Byram’s thirst was growing, and no amount of bagged blood seemed able to quench it. More and more, Byram had been losing himself to memories he’d be better off forgetting.

      Even now, he needed a moment to sort them before he spoke to his Alpha, Kingston Baldric of the Guardians of Chaos. The Dragon Shifter had agreed to end him if he showed any signs, though he did so with a heavy heart.

      The memories plaguing him had been of the worst day of his life. The day he’d truly lost her. Kaelene was the one true love of his entire existence, but he’d been foolish in giving his heart to a princess who, in the end, had never really loved him.

      Yes, she did.

      He was in no mood to argue with himself, so he ignored that pesky little inner voice and replayed the facts in
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