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Maggie Lynn Heron-Heidel 

Prologue

There was only one thing in the world Count Dracula

wanted.

One thing in the entire universe. The entire world could go to hell for all he cared, so long as he got what he desired; what he’d so desperately hunted for centuries. He’d torn up entire continents looking for it, not caring who or what would be destroyed by the search. Only one thing mattered.

Approaching his father’s throne with that in mind, he bowed before the old bastard. He sank down so low that it killed his ego, longing to spring forward and tear his longtime enemy’s throat out; that being ... “Father, may I speak with you?”

But it seemed the Viscount already knew why he’d come. He sat back with a smug smile. A very knowing smile. “You’ve finally found it; haven’t you? The being you’ve been searching for so stridently.”

Dracula inclined his head, displeased with the Viscount’s knowledge. “So you do know of Van Helsing’s thievery...”

His father chuckled, gesturing with three fingers that he may leave. “Few things would please me more than to see you reacquire it. I will wait for your return, Rafe. Safe travels.”

“I may not return for decades,” Dracula warned, satisfaction curling around his mind like a sharpened set of claws. His freedom was at hand.

Still the Viscount dismissed him, ignorant of his offspring’s second aim. “Even so, go, my son. You have my blessing.”

Standing upright, he fled from the Viscount’s presence before another word could be said. He’d gotten his permission. The Viscount wouldn’t know of the truth or even search for it for a few decades. Even a century could pass before he would inquire of him again. By then it would be too late.

Ascending to the balcony before anyone could stop him, he’d already embraced his inner monster and shifted, sailing into the air with a savage cry. He rose into the updrafts of the wind, the air ruffling his fur and leaving his human skin behind. He set his course for the west, allowing the sun and stars to guide him.

Before long, his prize would be ready. While he would have to wait thirty years for it to mature, it was still satisfying to know his salvation was within grasp. There would be no stopping him in reclaiming it now; no matter the price.

His soul would once again be his. He would fight Hell’s legions to reclaim it if he had to, setting his course for the North American continent. Little else mattered now, so long as he got it back.

Van Helsing had failed in his quest. His ancestor would belong to Dracula and give him what he so desperately craved at long last. Nothing would get in his way this time; not even death. He would possess his vitality at all costs.

Dracula had found it at long last. He had found the one.

The first of its kind. The only of its kind.

The female. The first female heir of Van Helsing’s legacy.

Her womb alone would restore his soul.

She would belong to him and he would have his revenge on her sire... even if it meant sacrificing her life.

Chapter One

Blood moons always meant it would rain; obscuring the beauty of the stars. Daylight was a curse to as many as it was a blessing. But one thing stood for sure. The supernatural existed. Supernatural predators walked in our midsts. In fact, they’re here in plain sight, living among us undetected. 

Still, walking through the public gardens of the town park, it seemed so nice and tranquil here. So ordinary. For such a simple little town, it hid a huge secret. No one knew that vampires lurked around after dark.

Passing my reflection in the shallow turtle pond as I picked stray acorns for the town wildlife rehabilitation center, I looked down. To any passerby, I looked like an ordinary human being. A simple, unremarkable woman that no one would give a second thought to. No, I wasn’t one of the supernatural. I remained human, but I lived in their world more than I did with the common folk. 

It was nice getting to see daylight for a change, usually only seeing the darkness and stars of night. The gardens, teeming with natural beauty such as the last butterflies of summer, were lovely escapes from my nightly routine. There was a lovely autumn breeze blowing around, stirring up the leaves around my feet. But unfortunately, my slipping away from the house would be noticed. It was in my best interest that I immediately returned home before certain parties woke up. 

Picking up my bag of acorns, hoping it would be enough to help feed the new doe and badger the center was helping rehabilitate before returning them to the wild, I headed for the main street of the little town. Since it was late afternoon just before dusk, the scent of chimney smoke pervaded the air. I went, hoisting the surprisingly heavy bag higher in my arms, I spotted Stumpy climbing up into his usual tree. 

The raccoon had become an unofficial mascot for the town, named and known well for his half a ringed tail. He was a relatively friendly and well fed creature, regularly raiding the local diner and donut shop dumpsters. He liked people enough so that when folks saw him waddling around town they weren’t bothered.

Up here in the valley between the mountains, a raccoon didn’t bother anyone. Looking largely like a typical town from an old fifties flick, Gravesville folks had better things to worry about like bears and the occasional mountain lion. Little did they know what other nefarious creatures walked their streets at night. Pumas were the least of the predators in this town. 

People walking by on the street didn’t spare me a glance. I was usually considered a shut-in by most who lived here. A hermit that was rarely seen. Since my mother passed away, most rarely saw me at all anymore.

I stooped for another acorn that fell from a tree and stopped as someone nabbed it before I could. Another much larger hand grasped the nut out of nowhere, then extended it toward me and dropped it into my bag along with another handful of acorns. 

I straightened, a little surprised as a man smiled down at me. He towered over me, making me feel like a shrimp in comparison. Whoever he was, I got the distinct feeling we’d met before, though I couldn’t place where. 

It took me a second to realize he’d just dropped another twenty minutes worth of acorns in my bag. He’d been picking them up, too? Just where had he come from? There was no one around that I saw. It was like he’d appeared out of thin air. I even looked around, startled by his appearance. Remembering my manners, I stuttered, ”Thank you.”

His lips twitched in response, seeing my surprise. 

“Dare I ask what you’re doing?” the fellow said, asking with an interesting accent. “You’ve been here three days snatching up acorns and chestnuts and frustrating all the local squirrels.”

I gulped. He’d been watching me for three days? From where?

Though his question was kindly put, his eyes were almost reminding me of a wolf’s eyes; brown with a gold ring. He sounded and looked like a foreigner; his dark hair curling a little at his temples. Though tan, his skin had a slightly pale look about it. Tattoos were visible around his collar bone as well on his arms, revealed from beneath a black button down shirt. 

“Collecting for the local animal rescue,” I said, ducking my head. “To help feed an orphaned, brain-damaged squirrel they’re raising.”

His eyebrows went up and he snagged another nut from the ground before dropping it in my bag. “I’ve always found actions like that interesting. If the squirrel cannot survive in nature on its own, why feed it? It’s worthless to the world.”

I was almost insulted until I realized he was only half serious, enjoying my half-articulated sputter to defend the squirrel. I was amusing him somehow. “Compassion I suppose. Do I know you?”

A smile tugged at his lips before he turned away, calling back over his shoulder to me, “No. But you will...”

What was that supposed to mean? I just stood, watching him go and wondering just what all that had been about. All the crows in the trees flew away as he passed their perches, cawing like they were frightened. They screamed as they went, flying toward the other end of the park. 

A dog that was walking down the pathway with its owner sniffed the crow-scaring newcomer’s way and then whined, tail between its legs. Knowing that was never a good sign about a person, I decided to head home all the more hastily. 

Deciding to bail from the park entirely before any other strange occurrences could befall me, I pressed the crosswalk button to head back home. Looking around to make sure I was alone, I noticed a brown-haired fellow sitting on the park bench off to the side behind me, eating his takeout dinner from the local sandwich shop. 

He smiled at me and I shyly returned it, quickly looking at the bag of nuts in my hands. Unlike the fellow with the wolf eyes, the fellow behind me was someone I recognized from around town. I’d seen him a few times before but we’d never spoken. He was friendly and always waved at me even though I never waves back. 

I knew better than to make further contact. Remy would smell another human scent on me immediately. I could still see the fellow out of the corner of my eye, his green eyes watching me with interest from behind his glasses. I stifled my chuckle as he almost managed to dump his sandwich in his lap, the back end of the wrap coming apart and all the fillings spilling out.  

As I waited for the crosswalk, eager to escape both him and the other man who I was sure was still lurking around the park somewhere, I wondered what it would feel like to be free. What it would be like to make my own choices again. Life had taken on a positively monotonous pattern since I started working for Remy. 

A horn sounded when a driver lost his patience, startling me and yanking me out of my thoughts. But as a bicyclist darted across the path and clipped me in his mad haste to get across, I toppled back onto the pavement and off the sidewalk. 

I fell back fast, seeing stars as I slammed my head on the blacktop. Acorns went everywhere as the bag split and spilled, rolling around me. Groggily hearing the traffic starting to move, I managed to curl onto my side, trying to get up. But in my fog, I wasn’t fast enough. 

I braced myself for impact as I saw a bumper and a set of wheels coming at me, a car darting around the corner to beat the light. My heart pounded in terror; sure I was about to be killed.

My eyes took in a nasty looking fellow behind the wheel, with blonde hair and a weasel-like set of eyes. He’d seen me and was still speeding along, not slowing down at all. He was going to hit me. He might have even been trying to deliberately run me over, judging by the look in his eyes. 

I winced and cringed in on myself, jamming my eyes shut. The sound of brakes squealing and horn blaring at me, feeling the velocity of something stop in front of me.

“Stop, you jerk!” a male voice roared in front of me. 

Looking up, I saw the man I’d previously smiled at standing in the way of the car which had been about to ram into me. He was blocking it from running me over. He’d jumped in the way to save me from being hit; making the car slam on the breaks. Before anything more could be said, the car darted off around the two of us and sped off. All that was left behind were the skid marks. 

“Asshole!” the man grumbled after the car. Before I could move he darted over to my side; helping me up. That was a relief considering my vision was still spinning a little, making me horribly nauseous. “Miss? Miss, you still with me? I’m going to move you. Do I have your permission to touch you?”

I nodded, still astounded and adrenaline rushing through my veins as he scooped me up effortlessly, moving me off the road to the sidewalk. He lowered me down on the bench he’d previously been sitting on; keeping my head supported under his arm. With his other hand, he took a small flashlight out from his pocket. “Can you talk to me? What’s your name?”

“Yaz... Yasmina Tolite,” I stammered, starting to feel a little clearer as he shone the flashlight in my eyes. Breathing hard and still trying to grasp what had happened, I stuttered out, “You saved me-?”

“Pretty name, Miss Tolite,” he said over me, squinting at my eyes as I rubbed my head. Unlike me, he seemed completely unruffled by the whole ordeal. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

I stared at his hand, not sure why he was asking. “Three?”

My confusion must’ve been evident in my voice as he nodded at me; smiling encouragingly. “Good. You don’t seem to have a concussion but I should get you to a hospital to be checked out. You hit your head pretty hard.”

I sat up like I’d been electrocuted, alarmed and knowing better than to allow that. “Oh, no – no I can’t. They’ll give me medicine and Remy would kill me if they gave me a transfusion. It’s bad enough I’m bleeding as it is-“

“Calm down,” he ordered, placing a hand on my arm and making me sit back a little. “You’re not bleeding badly enough to need one of those. I’m an off duty EMT, so I can attest to that. I think the prescribed treatment is ice and a good rest. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

He smiled at me and I blushed hard. Behind his wire-rimmed glasses were green eyes that glowed with an inner warmth. They were almost a pine green, unusually bright for green eyes. 

“Thank you for saving me,” I blurted out, still not over that fact as traffic started up again behind us. “You jumped in the way of the car.”

He shrugged. “It’s always a good day when my job is as easy as this. Water?” He offered me some of his, me seeing his lunch bag still on the ground beside the bench where he’d been eating. I shook my head. “No? Where were you headed?”

“Home,” I murmured; wincing as he probed with his fingers where I hit my head. I sat up a little more, pushing his hand away. “I should be going-“

“May I assist you in getting back? You look a little disoriented.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him as he helped me up. I shook my head, avoiding his eyes. “You have my thanks, but I must go. You can call me a bitch for being abrupt, but I can’t stay and talk-“

“I wouldn’t dream of calling you a bitch,” he sputtered, cutting off in surprise as I kissed his cheek in thanks. 

“Thank you. Good bye,” I said hurriedly, darting off and eager to escape his presence. 

Whoever this fellow was, his eyes had a very bad effect on me. They left me wanting things I couldn’t ever have. That knowledge in itself stung, but it didn’t stop me from peering back over my shoulder as I headed off. The fellow touched his cheek where I’d kissed it, looking completely baffled by my unceremoniously brusque dismissal. He went to call out after me, but I’d already rounded the corner toward home. 

I knew Remy would be displeased by the spilling of my blood, but I knew he’d be even more aggravated by an unknown male scent on me. 

Even still though, I couldn’t get the memory of the fellow smiling at me out of my mind as I hurried along. He was cute, a newcomer in town if I was correct. I hadn’t seen him before. Over my head throbbing, I wondered in the back of my mind what it would’ve been like to know him. He seemed like a nice man. Then again, I probably had a bit of a hero complex from his saving me. 

Hearing a low mew and looking down, I saw a little black-furred figure coming out from under a car. The adolescent kitten rubbed against my legs, hopping along on three legs. It melted my heart a little, seeing what a sweet disposition it had. 

His long, glossy fur was pure black, though it looked like it’d been born with a deformed fourth back leg. Bending down to scratch its ears, I smiled as he purred. “Sorry, little one. I’d take you inside but Remy doesn’t like black cats.”

Still worried about the little fellow, I picked him up. I could probably keep him out in the wood shed until I found him a proper home. At the very least, I could feed him. As it was, it was purring up a storm, enjoying being in my arms. Or I should say, she was. I discovered that, looking under at her back foot. 

“Aw, I think I’ll call you Kekko for now. It means ‘pretty’ in Japanese,” I murmured to her, hearing the continued purring as I kissed her ears. “Who’s a pretty girl?”

Trying to clear my thoughts and rounding the block with her, I saw a moving truck next to our neighboring house. Apparently the lonely Tudor house had been sold and a new family would be moving in. Judging by the toys in a box I passed on the lawn, they had children. 

Remy would be displeased with that news. He liked his peace, quiet, and anonymity in the neighborhood. Children were often curious and we didn’t need new eyes discovering our secrets. 

Putting the little furry fellow in the shed next to Remy’s house, I promised, “I’ll bring you some water. See you in a bit.”

She mewed after me; unhappy to see me leave. But at least she’d be safer and warmer there as night fell. 

Passing the antique and somewhat ancient -looking Bugatti 1936 Type 57C Atlantic sticking out of the garage, I noted I’d need to give it another polish. There were bird droppings on the heavily tinted windows, so I’d need to wash them off tomorrow. My boss was very particular about how his home, yard, and vehicle were kept. Then again, when you have a forty million dollar car, I supposed you have a right to be particular. Then again times two, Remy purchased it when it was new and still only under a hundred thousand dollars. 

Heading to the house, the only gothic, second empire style house on the block (that stuck out like a sore thumb), I sighed. The cast iron gate over the path stood as a lone warning that visitors weren’t appreciated. There wasn’t a fence around the property with the gate. 

When it was built, none of the other houses had been here. Remy built it when Gravesville was little more than a ghost town, emigrating from Romania. America was the place for a better life and, in his eyes, a welcomed escape thousands of miles away from his family.

But as I looked up at the door, I saw with a heavy sigh that the vultures were back on the roof. For whatever reason they liked to roost there and only on Remy’s home. They never roosted on any of the other neighborhood houses. It would make Remy’s night for sure. He was as superstitious as they came and whenever they arrived, he’d freak out and insist it was an omen. 

An omen my ass. I could swear they sensed what lived inside our home. After all, they liked dead creatures and fed on them. 

None of the curtains were open inside, so I pulled some of the blinds in the more shadowy areas of the home. The antique, velveteen furniture was dusty but I couldn’t have them reupholstered due to Remy’s allergies. He was sensitive to all the new chemicals and dyes but, amazingly, not dust.

That and the vacuum noise gave him a terrible migraine whenever I turned it on. There was no loud noise allowed in the house, nor whistling because it bothered Remy’s ears. The sun was fading from behind the trees so he would be awake soon. 

Padding up the stairs in my bare feet, I changed from my cut offs and sweater into my usual, expected white silk dress. Remy liked me dressed in white during his waking hours, so I always put it on after dark. In my opinion it made me look even paler than normal. 

Considering I was bone white due to my Dutch heritage, and my ash blonde hair only adding to my generally washed-out pallor, I wasn’t at all fond of all the white silk. Only my large, dark blue eyes stood out, making the rest of me look even paler. I liked floral patterns, but it wasn’t my choice here. 

I quickly splashed my face with water and ran a wet wash cloth over my limbs, trying to remove the scent of the man, the cat, and the blood from me. I dabbed at the cut on my head, seeing it had already scabbed over. Once satisfied, I headed down to the sitting room and placed Remy’s clothes on top of his coffin to be ready for him when he woke up.

That, too, looked like it needed a polish. He was so particular about it I regularly joked inwardly that thankfully, instead of being expected to polish his knob, I was polishing his coffin instead. 

From inside the blood red, metallic-painted box I could hear his air purifier working to keep any smells out of it. That and his sound system running, the telltale sounds of the Russian gypsy violin telling me he was already awake inside. Whenever I heard the shrieky sounds of the violin from the movie theme the Darling Lili, I knew he was up. 

Oh, and I should mention one more thing. There was a reason for his sleeping in a coffin. It kept the sun out during the day so he could safely sleep. 

Remy wasn’t just my boss, nor was I just his servant. 

I was also dinner. 

I worked for a Strigoi.

I was the vampire’s handmaiden. 

Chapter Two

I paused in my steps as I heard the telltale low creak as the lid of the coffin opened about a half an hour earlier than normal. Inside I was sure his supernaturally sharp sniffer was working; Remy was scenting me as his head rose from his blue velvet pillow. “Samantha, do I smell...?”

A set of luminescent eyes glowed in the gloom from the crack as I turned back. I bowed my head, knowing he’d picked up on my blood. “Yes, Remy. I’m all right.”

The lid lifted another inch and his slate grey eyes were revealed further, studying me. I bowed to him. “My liege.”

“You were injured?”

I nodded. “A bike knocked me into the crosswalk. You needn’t worry-“

A pale hand extended out from the coffin, beckoning me with two abnormally white fingers. “Come closer.”

I instantly obeyed, going to him and leaning down so he could see the wound. I turned my head and felt his fingers on my scalp as he probed the spot. “How much blood was lost?”

“Not much,” I answered truthfully. “It won’t affect feeding, sir. Keep resting-“

I stopped as he tipped my chin up to him. Though I couldn’t see much of him in there, I saw his eyes tighten. “I’m not worried about feeding. Your scent is different. You were frightened. I can smell it.”

I patted his hand. “I was nearly run over in the crosswalk but I was lucky. A man saved me.” His eyes widened. “I’m perfectly fine.”

“Why did you go out?” he asked in his slightly Romanian accent. “I have the groceries delivered-“

“Because I wanted to walk in the park,” I explained, hoping he wouldn’t try to limit my activities. Remy was paranoid about my safety as it was, looking to keep me (and my blood as his only food source) unharmed. “To collect acorns. You may be nocturnal but I’m not. You know I get restless if I stay inside all day.”

“Yes, but your whims have now gotten you injured. I don’t like you leaving the house.” My heart sank, thinking he was going to limit me to the house. Then he sighed. “Perhaps I can get a car service to transport  you to the park from now on instead of walking home. Would that be agreeable?”

I nodded vigorously in relief and he chuckled, the lid lowering a little. “Yes, I know what you were thinking. But I care for you, Samantha, as a relation of mine, not just as my sustenance. I must continue to rest now, but why don’t you relax and care for yourself?”

“Yes, sir-“

“Remy,” he corrected softly, the lid further drifting down as he laid back. “I prefer a more familiar term between us.”

“Yes, Remy,” I said, inclining my head. “I’ll finish preparing for your night-“

“No,” he ordered, the lid closing. “Rest, my darling.”

Hearing no more from inside in the box, I stifled an inward shudder. While I knew Remy pretty well and had gotten used to his unusual tendencies over the years, I still couldn’t shake the feeling of revulsion whenever I was around him.

While vampirism were cool in pop culture, the bare truth was they fed on people in real life to survive. Animal blood wouldn’t do. Despite the rumors, people were not turned to vampirism by bite alone. A dark ritual and magic were used to convert them, using cursed, fresh blood to keep them from forever being truly alive again. While they lived on without aging, they were still damned by the curse. 

Blood from a bag wouldn’t do either. It wouldn’t sate the curse which demanded fresh blood. They needed it from a live source; which either meant murder or, in the case of the richer, more elite class, a willing victim like me. Not that I was willing, but I’d agreed to it at least.

Hearing the doorbell ring, I went to it. Opening the door, I saw no one around. But at my feet sat a paper bag filled with acorns and chestnuts. I picked up a note from the top of it, seeing elegant handwritten script.  It read:

“So the squirrels weren’t driven crazy in vain. 

All the best, Rafael  Gabriela.”

He must’ve gathered up my nuts from where they’d been spilled during the accident. But how had he known where I lived? Had he followed me here? Feeling a little creeped out and still seeing no one around, I took the bag in and placed it at the door. 

Dusk was settling in now and I could hear the new neighbor’s children playing as I slipped through the side door to the back yard, still a little freaked out. I settled on one of the victorian patio chairs, enjoying the last rays of the sun and taking in a few deep breaths. 

Never having felt lonelier in my whole life, I sat back. The few people I’d spoken to were a rarity in itself today. Since it was forbidden to seek out human company because Remy could be exposed as a vampire, I hadn’t seen any of my friends in fifteen years. Nor had I made any new ones, except for his vampiric counterparts who occasionally came to visit. 

My life hadn’t progressed the way I thought it would all these years later. Somehow I pictured myself having children and a family by now, with a loving husband to watch over us all. The sound of the children playing sent a pang of longing through me. In a way, I wished they were mine. 

But I’d been the one to make the deal with Remy so I couldn’t complain. In exchange for my servitude and blood, he’d helped pay for my mother’s cancer treatments. Though she passed away thirteen years ago, I couldn’t regret my deal. 

I’d signed a contract with my own blood, black magic binding me to him or my life would be forfeited. Though I knew black magic was evil to the core, I did it to save her life. She’d lived longer because of it. So my blood rights were forever Remy’s, starting when I’d been just sixteen.

Considering Remy or, more formally Remillion, was the great, great, great (however many greats, I still wasn’t sure) grandson of Viscount Dracula of the Strigoi family, he was originally human. But he had been converted to vampirism in his early thirties. That was well over a hundred years ago now. 

Bound to him and his whims, he dictated everything I did. Whether it be my clothes, meals, or general habits, it was all geared toward his preferred lifestyle. Certain foods and perfumes were forbidden to me to make sure I suited his (quite literally) taste. To be precise, his delicate palate.

My blood called to him more than it did with most other humans. He found my scent intoxicating, enticing and, on a few more rare occasions, it had driven him to insanity. He had even locked himself in his box so he wouldn’t drain me entirely of blood.

But once a month I’d be relegated to my room during my monthly cycle not because the smell made him lose control, but because the aroma of old, clotted blood made him sick. Nauseously sick and green at the gills, so much so that he didn’t even feed on me. Not only was I the servant to a vampire, but to a squeamish one at that. 

The air purifier he had mounted in his coffin was on overdrive only a few days ago just to keep the smell of it out. This evening was the first time he’d been out of his box and me out of my room for a few days. Much like a dog’s senses, Remy’s nose was much more keen than a human’s. At any given time wherever I was in the house, he could smell and hear me. 

On the other end of the spectrum, I was also a female and one that he found attractive. Somehow I wasn’t sure why my pale skin and blue eyes appealed to him. Then again, my slight, though lightly curvy build probably only had one singular attraction. It pulsated with blood. 

While I understood that Remy did care for me on some level, at the current moment, I wasn’t so sure I cared anymore. I’d become so miserable over the last year, I just wanted out of all this. It had been fifteen years of his choices, his life, and his confinement to the house before dark. I hadn’t even finished high school so I to take care of him full time. 

Sometimes I felt like I didn’t know who I was anymore since I never had any choices or things to do of my own. I’d gotten so used to agreeing with everything he wanted that I didn’t know what to do with myself... not that I really ever had the time to myself anyway. 

Tonight we’d probably be watching a classic movie of his tastes, preferably of the silent film era. Either that or his neoclassical favorite (the only modern film he liked), Kill Bill, just because of the sheer amount of blood that was shed in it. It excited him and made me sick.

Either that or he’d be skulking around people’s gardens and houses. Unable to gossip freely in town with people, Remy’s other favorite pastime was listening in to people’s houses at night. He’d lurk around in the shadows, peering in windows for entertainment and eavesdropping.

I thought it was a creepy way to spend his time, but any activity that didn’t involve my mandatory presence wasn’t my business. I had a cranky, introverted vampire who thrived on gossip to keep fed, but it wasn’t my job to entertain him. And thank God he wasn’t. 

While Remy acted like an old codger, in actuality he looked like an ordinary thirty year old. A deathly pale, wiry man who never aged, but a human man at first glance all the same. No one in the town even suspected what he really was. Not that they ever saw him anyway. He almost never went out; not even at night. 

When he did on the rare day venture out it was heavily overcast and he was safe from the sun, all the neighborhood crows would scream and caw at him until he went back inside. That always amused me to no end considering he’d hiss back at them until they finally managed to bully him into going back inside. 

The only thing that Remy was passionate about (in a good way), was the legend of the Holy Grail. You name it when it comes to relics, books, models, or lore on the Grail, he had it or knew of it. I still wasn’t sure why he was so fixated on the subject, but he was absolutely obsessed with the idea of possessing the Grail. When he wasn’t reading about it, he was busy plotting an expedition to go find it. 

Personally, I doubted that the expedition would ever happen. Remy was so paranoid that while he talked the talk, I doubted he’d have the nerve to carry out his plan of going to South America where he thought it was. He was absolutely terrified by the idea of malaria and mosquitoes. This, too, was of much amusement to me considering he survived off of blood as well; just like the bugs. In essence, he was a giant mosquito himself.

But just as I was about to step back inside to tend to him for the evening, a strange whistling yanked me out of my thoughts. Before I could look toward the sound, I cried out as I was struck on the side of the head. Thoroughly blindsided, I started to tip off the chair and toward the concrete. The ground came closer and the concrete came up to my face. 

All I saw was black. 

Chapter Three

A soft surface supported my back and the scent of baked goods filled my nose. My head was pounding, making it difficult to concentrate, let alone open my eyes. I could hear agitated voices. Then to my alarm, the crying of a child. 

“She’s dead!” a young girl was wailing. 

“She’s not dead!” an older male voice roared over her, sounding like he wasn’t sure of that fact. “It was just a football to the head. Oh, Dune is gonna kill me! If he grounds me again, I’ll miss the next game!”

Opening my eyes groggily, I saw a teenage boy leaning over me worriedly, along with a young girl. Both resembled each other, clearly brother and sister as they goggled at me. Looking around, I saw that I was inside again in a sparsely furnished room, sitting on a lone periwinkle blue couch. Judging by the boxes strewn everywhere, this must’ve been my new neighbors’ home. The question was how I’d gotten here. 

The teenager was biting his lip so hard that it looked like it hurt, and nervously rolling a football around in his hands. “Uh, hi, lady. You okay?”

“My head is spinning,” I said flatly, pained as I sat up. Judging by the affectionate way he was holding the football and his matching football jersey for the local team, I guessed he was the one who threw it and nailed me in the head. 

“Sorry. Was just practicing for the next game and... Look, ya hungry?” he asked me, the young girl stopping her crying to peer at me curiously. “My brother should be back with a pizza. Would you eating something make you feel better? You can have as much as you want if you don’t tell Dune about this.”

He passed me an ice pack as I poked at my skull, feeling an egg-sized lump on the back of my head. “Are you my new neighbors?”

“Yup. I’m Darwin,” he said brightly, his longish brown hair bouncing a little as he nodded. He pointed over at the young girl. “And this is-“

“I can introduce myself!” she said imperiously, sticking her hand out. She had a play tiara on and it slipped a little as she shook my hand. “I’m Princess Elsie. Pleased to meet you. This is Sanford.” She held up a weathered-looking stuffed cow. “And that’s Jonah.” She gestured back behind me. “Our brother. He doesn’t talk.”

Turning around, I saw another child, this one a little older than her, perhaps eight years old. He wasn’t meeting my eyes and barely reacted to me, closely resembling the other two. If anything, it seemed like he didn’t know I was there at all. 

“Autism,” Darwin grunted, green eyes flashing as a little warning at me. Clearly he was worried about my reaction to their brother.

I blinked, glancing back at him. “Oh. Hello, Jonah. Nice to meet you.”

All three struck me as a tightly knit family. While their names were unusual for this era, they were kind compared to most children I’d met. They all looked worried on varying levels about me, though I suspected Darwin was more worried about his football being taken away than anything.

“May I offer you some tea?” Elsie asked, holding up a play teapot. 

“She doesn’t want to play, Else,” Darwin said, still eyeing me nervously. “You okay, lady? You’re awfully quiet.”

I tried to sit up and lowered myself back down again as the room started to whirl again. “I’m just dizzy. I think I hit my head on the ground again-“

Darwin nodded, his green eyes studying me. “Sorry about that. I won’t be practicing near your house again. I thought the place was deserted. There were no lights on inside.” He looked over my head, as did the girl as we heard the sound of a door opening. “Oh, that’ll be-“

“Dunie!” Elsie called loudly, drawing the vowel out in a tattletale tone. “Darwy killed a lady-“

“Shut up!” Darwin snapped, grabbing her and covering her mouth as she squealed on him. 

“He did what?!”

I blinked in astonishment as the EMT who saved me earlier today came in hurriedly, looking between them both with alarm at the announcement. He almost dropped the pizza box in his mad haste to get in, hearing what had been done. Then his eyes settled on me with surprise. “Yasmina?”

“You know her?” Darwin said, taking the pizza box from him, seeming to forget about me entirely as he eagerly peered in the box. 

“What happened?” the EMT demanded, coming over to me and dropping to one knee beside the couch to examine me. “Are you all right? What did he do?”

“Why do you always assume it’s me causing the problem?!” Darwin demanded indignantly. 

Elsie spoke before I could, adjusting her tutu and crown. “Darwy got her with his ball. She’s our new neighbor.”

Darwin glared at her for outing him as their father likewise shot him a reproachful look. Their father’s eyes softened, looking back to me as I rubbed my head. “Well, looks like fate wanted us to meet again, Yasmina.”

I sat back a little nervously as he looked into my eyes and sitting forward over me. “Still no concussion and pupils are fine, but your head is bleeding again and this time in the front. Dar, fetch the first aid kit.”

Darwin slouched off to do as told as their father sat over me. He dabbed at my head with a tissue. “So how did he nail you?”

“His football. When I fell, I think I hit my head on the concrete,” I murmured, suddenly a little shy. I looked at Elsie who was toddling off with her teapot, having lost interest in me and dragging Jonah behind her to go play. “Your family is lovely. Your wife must be-“

“Oh, they’re not mine and I’m not married. I’m their brother,” he said quickly, sensing where I was going with it and surprising me entirely. “Our parents kicked it three years ago, so I’m the master of the house and manager of the running circus on crack plus on constant spin cycle. So you’re our new neighbor?” He extended a hand. “I’m Dune, by the way. We were never properly introduced, Yasmina.”

“Nice to meet you, Dune,” I murmured quietly, wondering just what Remy was going to say about our new neighbor. Our new male neighbor. Our new handsome, charming, single male neighbor who seemed to like me.

Remy didn’t like men near me. Even the elderly old man who moved out a few months before had been despised by him and forbidden to me. Any guy that came near me was instantly hated. But none of the ones Remy despised before this had been as young or attractive as Dune. I smelled trouble already. This would be a problem, even if I kept my distance. 

Dune smiled at me, making my stomach swoop a little. Now seeing him without the adrenaline rush of being nearly run over, I noticed a small scar under his chin. He resembled Darwin a little with the same dark, slightly wavy hair. But unlike his much younger brother, there was a touch of red in it. They all had a slightly Irish look about them, skin tinted with a lovely, slightly rosy pallor. But they were clearly American by the way they spoke.

Darwin came back in with a slice of pizza in hand, extending the first aid kit to Dune. He strolled back out, saying out of the corner of his mouth as he chewed, “Don’t blow it, dude. She’s a dish.”

“Darwin!” Dune snapped with some embarrassment, snatching it from him. 

“Oh, don’t worry. After today, I could use the compliment,” I said, taking the ice and adjusting it on my head. 

Dune grimaced apologetically, looking at my cut. “Dar, set the table and stop eating as you walk. As for you, Yasmina, that cut doesn’t look too deep, but you’re going to have quite a bruise. As an apology for the trouble, can I offer you some dinner? We have extra cheese and broccoli to try and force some vegetables into my little sister’s unwilling mouth-“

Appealing as that sounded, I knew better. “I should get home-“

“Do I have B.O. or something?” Dune said humorously, pretending to sniff himself. “You can’t seem to wait to dash off on me; first earlier and then now again.”

“No. You smell good. I-“ I cut off, realizing what I’d admitted. Dune’s aftershave did smell nice and I’d already noticed it. I was sure Remy would immediately detect the scent on me when I got home. It might even give him an allergy attack from it and further his oncoming, and most likely, inevitably atrocious mood. “Um, well, my boss will be looking for me. He’ll be up soon. I’m his – er - housekeeper.”

He smiled again, seeing my unease and missing the lie. “Housekeeper, eh? Well, I’m sure he won’t mind you taking a bite after the day you’ve had.”

Oh, I’m sure Remy would very much mind, but I saw no way out of this without arousing suspicion. Nor was I overly eager to find one. I was finding I liked it here in their house... and with Dune. I looked at my shoes. “I suppose... He likes the scent of garlic anyway.”

“Good,” Dune said, smile widening at my acceptance. “At least I know my neighbors aren’t vampires then.”

He laughed and I forced myself to chuckle along with him. Despite rumors, garlic didn’t ward off vampires. If anything, Remy liked me to have some occasionally since it made my blood more flavorful and helped detoxify it. 

But the joke made me all the more uneasy, the irony of what Dune said hitting close to home. They had no idea what lived next door, or occasionally lurked around at night since Remy spied on people through windows for a lack of a better thing to do.

Darwin peeked in around the corner, still chewing with his mouth open. “I have homework, so I’ll eat upstairs. Elsie said she’s going to hang with me and Jonah, so... Um, yeah. Enjoy your dinner.” He shot his brother a look, wiggling his eyebrows. “See ya. Let’s not waste an opportunity.”

He vanished just as quickly as he arrived, leaving Dune’s eyebrows to go up along with mine. “Did he just set us up?”

Dune sat back uncomfortably, running a hand through his hair. “He thinks he’s doing me a favor. He keeps insisting I work too much and need to get a girl. Personally, I think he’s hoping I’ll get so preoccupied with a ‘lady friend’ that I’ll stop watching him so closely.” He reddened under my stare, blushing. “My apologies.”

“No worries,” I said, sitting up a little and smiling at his continued blush as it spread across his nose. “My mom used to be pushy like that. ‘Yasmina, you need to look for a husband’,” I imitated, remembering her exact tone. “I was only sixteen, but it still has a certain ring to it.”

Dune straightened his glasses, seeming relieved with my unbothered reaction to his brother’s allusion. A short pause stretched between us and he sat straighter, rubbing his palms together. There was a tension between us and he could clearly feel it, too. “I should get the plates. We haven’t unpacked yet, so it’s tre’s chic paper plates.”

“I don’t mind,” I said with a shrug. 

His eyes met mine and a zing passed between us. This time I blushed as well while his deepened further, feeling my cheeks warm. I chuckled quietly, putting my hands to my cheeks. “Oh, we both look like a couple of strawberries; don’t we?”

“I should get the food,” he said quickly, looking slightly embarrassed. He got up quickly, seeming flustered. I wondered if I’d made him nervous as he managed to drop the paper plates not once, but twice as he picked them up. I smiled at him hesitantly as he returned, coming back over. 

We ate on the couch, chatting a bit as things got a tad less awkward between us. Apparently they’d moved here from only a town over, this being the town where he usually worked. Dune seemed like a nice fellow with a generally easygoing temperament. I found myself sitting closer to him than I should’ve been, eager to hear anything he had to say.

But he gave up trying to stop from making a mess of himself as he managed to drop another wad of sauce down his front for the third time. 

“This is why I never wear anything but black,” he admitted sheepishly, dabbing at it with a paper towel he’d brought over before eating, clearly prepared for his usual mess making. “If it’s going in my mouth, it usually winds up on my shirt first.”

I giggled, handing him my spare napkin and sipping on my soda. “I gotta ask how you wound up with your name. It’s unusual.” 

He nodded like he wasn’t unused to the question. “My parents insisted I was conceived on a ‘dune’ in the Sahara desert while they were on vacation...” He shrugged as my eyebrows went up, realizing he’d said too much. “Awkward story.” 

He relaxed as I laughed. “Still, it’s a good one. I’ll tell it to you sometime, minus the precise process of how I came into the picture.”

I smiled at him, deciding to try to flirt a little. “I’d like that.” 

He reddened again then went back to looking embarrassed as I giggled. “You blush hard, don’t you?”

He shrugged again, still pink in the cheeks. “I’m not exactly prince charming. I’m more of a dork than anything, to be honest. A nerd. It’s a rare occasion when I’m entertaining a beautiful woman like you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a nerd,” I murmured, pleasantly surprised with his compliment. He thought I was beautiful? 

Dune’s eyes met mine, seeming surprised and then very interested in my opinions on nerds. “Oh, really?”

“Who needs Prince Charming when they have an EMT for a hero?” I teased, earning myself a roguish grin from him. I took a bite of my pizza. “Though I think I’ll be investing in a new helmet since Darwin plays football. Remy will-“

I paused, hand flying to my mouth and realizing what I’d done. I’d forgotten the time. Looking at the window, I saw the sun was long gone and the stars were already out. “Oh, no! Remy! He’s going to be waiting for me! He’ll kill me for this-“

I launched to my feet, Dune almost jumping in response and caught off guard by my sudden movement. I put my plate down, peering out the window. “Oh, I’ve got to go. This has been so nice, but he – oh -“

“He’s that strict?” Dune asked, seeming alarmed at my reaction, standing to follow me to the door. 

“Yes. Good night, I-“ I kissed his cheek as he came over to me and darted for the door, knowing full well I was in big trouble. “Thank you!”

Dune didn’t have the time to say anything further as I hotfooted it out the door, running back to the house. Climbing up the front steps, I saw a dark shadow already at the bay window waiting for me. 

As soon as I opened the door, Remy was in front of me. To the average person, he looked human. But I knew better. His sharp features were only more severe as he bore down on me, already disgruntled looking. “Where have you been? I smell more blood-“

I bowed my head, shutting the door. “Yes, you do. Our new neighbor’s brother hit me with a football and knocked me out. They took me in to make sure I was all right and offered me dinner-“

I stopped as he stepped closer, taking a sniff of me. He sniffed again, his blonde eyebrows coming down over his eyes. “Pizza. And that odd scent from earlier again. The male scent.”

Here we go with the inquisition. I nodded as he pushed my bangs aside, seeing the scrape and bruise. “Our new neighbor turned out to be the EMT who rescued me earlier. He’s got siblings-“

I was still unnerved as he took another lofty sniff of me. “His scent is all over you...”

Just as I knew he would be, Remy was very displeased. He never got violent, but when he got in a snit it made my life miserable until he got over it; sometimes for days. It was always exceedingly unpleasant, my every move put under a microscope. 

His tone now was no more than a low growl, his fangs showing a tad as he spoke. He’d clearly been up for a while out of his box, dressed in his usual sweater and khakis; blonde hair brushed back. 

I gulped. “Would you care for me to wash the scent off? He examined me for more injuries since I was knocked out-“

His nose wrinkled. “No, though I think you must remember your vow to me. And your contract.”

“Sir, it was a polite gesture,” I said, trying to placate him. “They fed me-“

“There’s only one predominant scent on you and it wasn’t the children,” he said, eyes flashing at me. 

Just by the way he said that, I knew what he’d done. I sighed heavily. “I never said they were children. You were watching us through the window, weren’t you? Were you out in the garden?”

Spying again? I added in my mind.

“I peeked,” he admitted, still studying me with unerring intensity. “However, your scent is different. You’re attracted to that man; aren’t you?”

I couldn’t deny that and didn’t want to know how Remy knew it either. I didn’t think it was my blood chemistry talking. Having read a few too many romance books where the supernatural creatures knew when a woman was even the slightest bit turned on, I didn’t dare ask just exactly what Remy meant by that accusation. 

I looked at the ground, knowing what was coming next. “As much as I’ve been to the few other men I’ve met over the years. It’s nothing.”

“I don’t want you to see him again,” he ordered, cutting me off and casting a dirty look toward the direction Dune’s house was in. 

I bowed my head. “Yes, Sir. I-“

I stopped as he inhaled along my neck and encircled his arm around my waist. Stifling a shudder as his cold breath blew on my neck, I leaned my head to the side. Unlike some women, I found absolutely nothing about the bite erotic. If anything, I found it abhorrent, but accepted the duty all the same. 

“You need to remember that you are mine,” Remy said in my ear, inhaling along my neck. “You promised your life’s blood to me.”

“Yes, Sir-“

“Remy,” he corrected me, grip on my waist tightening. 

Swallowing hard and keeping my eyes averted, I murmured, “with all due respect, Sir, I’m not sure I’m comfortable with a more familiar term.” 

He paused over me, going still unnaturally fast. “What? Why?”

Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut tonight? I wasn’t sure where
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