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    To Chloe Michelle, my niece. Your smile lights up my world. I will always love you.
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The setting sun painted the sky in broad strokes of red, orange, and gold as my carriage drove through the streets of the Austrian city of Bad Waltersdorf to the Vollmund Hotel-Therme. And yes, this exclusive resort for NHM’s, or Non-Human Mythics, and their guests chauffeured repeat visitors from the Graz airport to the resort. This was my second time here, and as the carriage neared the walled resort, I smiled. My mind drifted to my first visit here almost six years ago.

We left before dawn. Destiny drove me to the Greenville-Spartanburg International Airport so I could join Carmilla on what was to be our third date the first time we dated. While I thought ‘Milla was being nice and treating me to a spa weekend with a first-class flight, Des offered me perspective on the situation when she said, “They only allow humans in if they’re the guests of an NHM.” 

Carmilla invited me into her world, the world of mythic, legendary, and folkloric beings. After five years of lying to her, to our friends, and to myself about us being “better as friends,” I was back to spend Valentine’s Day weekend with my vampire countess girlfriend.

Business has been good, so I paid for my flight, and I’m arriving before her this time. As my carriage neared the towering stone gate surrounding the resort, my phone rang. Martin, Carmilla’s estate steward, called.

“Evening, Martin. How’s the drive?”

His Saxon baritone remained strong and even as he said, “We plod along, Miss Hain. A late start and a major automobile accident have slowed our progress. We should arrive within two hours. Have you checked in?”

I looked through the black curtain and saw the bushes that, later in the year, would bloom with red, white, and Damask roses. I shook my head. “Not yet. We just passed the gate. Want me to wait?”

Carmilla’s mezzo-soprano burst through the phone. “How is she doing, Martin? Did you ask that? Well, ask it.”

I smiled. Martin sighed into the phone. “Are you well, Miss Hain?”

I laughed. “Yes, Martin. I’m as excited as ‘Milla is.”

“I told you we should have flown, Martin,” Carmilla said.

“Air travel for such a short distance is a waste of money while adding unneeded frustrations and complications. Driving suffices.”

“But we could have traveled together in the private carriage. She will arrive before us and have to wait.”

I bit my lip to avoid laughing. Long-suffering vampire he was, Martin remained calm. “Then perhaps she will have a drink at the bar to calm her nerves. That is where I shall be after I hand you over to Miss Hain.”

“I heard that.” Carmilla’s voice was flat and annoyed.

“I am aware.” Martin’s reply was as flat and unemotional as ever.

I laughed at that. “Oh, we’ve reached the main building. Shall I wait for you?”

“That will not be necessary, Miss Hain. Check in and make yourself comfortable. We shall be there—”

“I love you, Samantha!” Carmilla shouted over him.

I laughed. “I love you too, ‘Milla! See you soon.”

Martin’s voice flattened. “If the two of you have concluded assaulting my ears with your love declarations, I will bid you farewell for now, Miss Hain.”

The carriage driver, dressed in the black clothing of the stereotypical Eighteenth-Century highwayman, opened the door and offered me a hand to help me descend. He—I think the driver was male, but I couldn’t be sure—handed me my blue and brown suitcase. I thanked the driver and turned to the gray Eighteenth Century manor with lavender trim. As the carriage drove away, I walked along the cobblestone pathway up the stairs to the wooden door with an oval stained-glass window.

I walked through the manor’s former sitting room, which now served as the lobby, and up to the front desk. Decorative tapestry rugs decorated the varnished mahogany floor. Scented candles stood proudly in glass sconces and candelabra, perfuming the air with scents of rose, bergamot, and sage. The bar area on my left was full. A handful of goblins with their grayish-green skin and pointed ears; a dullahan with his head on a stool beside him; and a trio of kitsune, two orange-furred and one white-furred, sat, conversed, and drank. The dullahan’s head, with its eyes stitched closed, followed me as I walked through the room.

The last time I was here, my nerves caused me to sweat as I walked through the lobby. Two gold-flecked, white marble vases filled with snowdrops and winter jasmine stood atop the mahogany desk. A youthful, auburn-haired Elven woman dressed in a black and white ensemble reminiscent of a Victorian maid smiled and greeted me.

My German had improved since the last time, so understanding her was much easier as she said, “Welcome to the Vollmund Hotel-Therme. Is this your first time, Miss?”

I was the talk of the hotel staff the last time I visited; I was the first guest Carmilla brought. With a smile, I shook my head. “No. I’m Samantha Hain, guest of Countess Carmilla Karnstein.”

She searched through the massive black leather-bound book on the desk. “Ah, yes, right here. Oh! It’s been almost six years since you were here last. Welcome back. Do you remember the rules?”

The hotel rules focused on how to maintain the privacy of the guests. While we humans shared our world with folkloric beings, the mystical energy field called the Veil prevented most humans from realizing this. Some lived among us. Some lived in private enclaves. All deserved to be treated with basic respect. Of course, after the Berlin incident, all countries passed laws regulating their activities and lives when interacting with human society. They faced stiffer and often terminal punishments for violating these laws, and government enforcers often proved relentless and merciless.

“I remember the general gist was don’t out any guest here, and there was a rule about only photographing members of your party. Has anything changed?”

She nodded and smiled. “We have a few new rules based on recent events. If you wish, you may take a pamphlet. And housekeeping is currently cleaning the countess’ private suite. You may sit and read or have a seat at the bar while you wait. It should be no longer than an hour. I apologize for the delay.”

She bowed. I waved my hand and said, “Not a problem. These things happen. I’ll have a seat at the bar.”

“Thank you, Miss Hain. I’ll bring you your key when the room is satisfactory.”

I took a seat at the far end of the bar, keeping two stools between myself and the goblins in case ‘Milla arrived before her suite was prepared. An enormous mirror at the center of the mahogany bottle shelf reflected our images. It wasn’t the Four Winds, but it was nice. The gray-skinned bartender had a bald head, red eyes, and buck teeth between his fangs. He wore a high-collar black frock coat and trousers. He brought me a double Pappy Van Winkle bourbon on the rocks and left me to drink in silence.

After about fifteen, maybe twenty, minutes of nursing my drink, the flames in the fireplace to my left turned a pale blue. A tingling chill filled the air. I shrugged it off. At an exclusive resort for supernatural beings, this probably happened all the time. And then a mid-range voice with a thick, Slavic accent pushed cold air into my right ear.

“Carmilla’s mortal plaything has returned. It has been many years since we saw you last.”

A sideways glance revealed the speaker as she slid onto the stool beside me and ordered wine. Ashy gray scales covered more of her neck, arms, and legs than I remember from the last, and only, time we met. Her long and lustrous black hair had thinned. The pockmarks on her face worsened. I smirked. She was beautiful once. Dark magic did a worse number on the body than crystal meth. Erzsébet Bathory, the Blood Countess.

I swigged my bourbon and smiled. “It’s only been six years, Countess Bathory. For me, that’s a long time, sure, but for an immortal such as yourself, that must seem like no time at all.”

Her face scrunched in disgust, and she glared as the bartender brought her a glass of red wine. She sipped the wine and returned her attention to me. “When one sees so little change in the world around them, and in their own bodies, time lurches on four legs. While you may remember a decade as ‘just yesterday,’ to one such as us, yesterday may feel like a decade ago.”

Based on your appearance, time must be speeding up for you, Liz. My lips curled into a wicked smirk as I emptied my glass. Before I could respond, she leaned close and asked, “So, where is your owner, little pet?”

Owner? Pet? That’s not a dynamic we engage in, but... My thoughts drifted. I inhaled and, in my best customer service voice, said, “My girlfriend will be here soon. The logistics of travel in the modern world are a bitch.”

“Ah, so girlfriend is the word you mortals now use. Interesting.”

The door opened, drawing her attention. Bathory frowned, and I looked to see the cause. My eyes lit, and a smile burst onto my face as Carmilla’s pale form entered the manor. She removed the hood from her burgundy, black fur-trimmed cashmere cloak, revealing the severe bun in which she wore her hair. Her tailored pencil dress suggested an unexpected work meeting caused her late start this morning. Martin, dressed in his navy suit, followed her, dragging her three suitcases behind him.

“Samantha!” She smiled and walked towards me. “Martin, check me in, please.”

I threw my arms around her neck, and we kissed. Her lips were cold and dry. We broke the kiss, and the back of her right hand brushed my cheek. I looked into her red eyes and sighed. “You haven’t eaten today, have you?”

“I had my day-cap upon waking, dear one. I had hoped to arrive before you and have a light meal, perhaps a charcuterie board, readied for your arrival. That did not happen.”

Like our first date. I beamed and opened my mouth to speak, but Bathory beat me. “Hello, Carmie. Your pet’s concern for your well being warms our heart.”

Carmilla nodded and smiled a well-practiced aristocratic smile at her. “Good afternoon, Erzsébet. I may not have eaten in eight hours, but...” She paused and gave Countess Bathory’s body a once-over. “Your appearance suggests your last bath was days ago. It is good to see you embracing your true appearance.”

Bathory did that thing where she glared through a forced smile. She nodded and said, “It gladdens our heart to see you and your pet make time for a holiday with the imminent return of our king.”

She stormed away. Seems the entire supernatural community in eastern Europe knew of the plans to resurrect Dracula, and Bathory knew at least some of Carmilla’s reasons for despising the monster who imprisoned and tortured her for decades. I wrapped my arms around ‘Milla, placing my head on her chest, feeling the tenseness of her muscles. After Bathory left the manor, ‘Milla relaxed into my arms.

Martin approached and handed each of us a key. “I see Countess Bathory has made her presence felt. Your suite is ready, My Countess. I have taken liberties to order a charcuterie board and four additional bottles of Sanguinovese for the night. Experience suggests you both need sustenance. They should arrive shortly, so on your way. I will remain here.”

A werewolf in a bellhop uniform collected our suitcases as the bartender brought Martin a snifter of brandy. Hand in hand, Carmilla and I left the main building, following the bellhop. An Olympic-sized pool surrounded by half a dozen thermal springs sat behind the resort’s main building. No sirens sang in the pool this time, but a dozen faeries soaked in one of the hot springs. Their vibrant red and gold hair marked them as members of the Court of Summer.

Carmilla’s suite was on the second floor of the windowless building to the north of the pool. As a founding benefactor, ‘Milla had a personal suite that only she could use. B13 was at the end of a long, narrow hallway illuminated by black candles held by hand-shaped wall sconces. The suite’s sitting room was a gothic film designer’s wet dream. Oil lanterns illuminated a room where elegant gold leaf scroll work adorned the burgundy wallpaper. Three chairs and a sofa of plush burgundy velvet surrounded the mahogany coffee table. An ornately painted wooden globe that contained the crystal drink ware sat beside the sofa. A mahogany writing desk sat between two doors on the wall to our right.

As the bellhop brought our suitcases to the bedroom, Carmilla poured us both a glass of the deep plum Sanguinovese. We sat on the sofa, holding hands, until the bellhop left. Once the door closed, Carmilla leaned close and purred into my ear. She asked, “May I have permission to truly kiss you?”

I set my glass on the coffee table, blushed, and said, “I would like that.”

Carmilla closed the gap, and I threw my arms around her neck. Our lips met; Carmilla’s rose and violet perfume slid into my nostrils. I moaned, and as my lips parted, she slid her tongue between them. Our tongues danced. We tasted the wine through each other’s lips. I melted into her, feeling the growing warmth within her. My heart beat faster. My breaths sped up.

We collapsed into each other as the kiss ended. Carmilla wrapped her arms around me as I snuggled into her chest. She had no heartbeat, but I will swear before every court and to every god who has ever been worshipped; in that moment, I felt her heartbeat. I smiled. Time stopped, and we stayed that way until the hotel staff brought our charcuterie board and the extra wine.

We finished eating and returned to snuggling. Carmilla was quieter than usual, and that distant stare meant she had one thing on her mind. I trailed kisses up her neck and nuzzled her ear.

“Hey, you never lost control. You know that, right?”

She blinked three times and turned toward me, giving me a weak smile. “My thoughts were not on that, my dear one.”

I returned her smile and cupped her cheek in my hand. “Then why the distance? I know the look you get when you’re lost in thought. What’s up?”

Carmilla closed her eyes and sighed. She looked away. After a moment of silence, she said, “It is—no, I—no, it is—it is just—Erzsébet. It is nothing. I will be myself in a few moments.”

‘Milla and Countess Bathory were frenemies on a good decade. Bathory sided with Dracula, the late and former king of the vampires of Europe and the Levant. Dracula and his sycophantic followers framed ‘Milla for the murder of her last human lover, and that led to her exile in Ireland and then her kangaroo court trial, which Dracula judged, and her forced marriage to him and subsequent torture by him. She claimed not to be thinking about the past, but if her thoughts had anything to do with what Countess Bathory said, the connection was there. But I was there for her as well.

I kissed her neck gently. “I know you know you were innocent, but I understand that you and the world around you were convinced of your guilt. The fear, sorrow, guilt, grief, and loneliness you felt are beyond what I can understand. And we both know what the Order of the Dragon is planning, but you’re not alone. You won’t have to fight them alone.”

I wrapped my hand around hers and held it close to my heart. “I swear to you, my Countess, my love, my ‘Milla, we will stop them. You don’t have to tell me the details, but please don’t shut me out. I’m not going anywhere. I love you.”

She smiled. A thin layer of blood glassed over her eyes. She kissed my forehead. “I love you too, my dear one. I love you too.”

* * *
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A SPIKE OF ICE BOLTED Sam awake. She sat up in bed, wrapped in the burgundy satin sheets beneath the burgundy and gold velvet comforter. The room was warm, so why was she cold? She stretched her sore muscles and turned to see the vampire sleeping naked beside her. That was why. The death sleep caused Carmilla’s body temperature to drop to that of a corpse. A beautiful, loving, passionate corpse, but a corpse, nonetheless.

Sam yawned. Was it morning or afternoon? The windowless bedroom prevented her from using sunlight as an approximation. Her phone, which sat on the nightstand beside the bed along with a bottle of water, illuminated as Destiny’s text message arrived. Almost two in the afternoon.

Sam unlocked her phone and saw Destiny had texted her a dozen times over the past few eighteen hours. Shit! I forgot to let her know I arrived. Sam read the last message. If you don’t text me within ten minutes, I’m going to send both my father and yours over there to check on you. Sam rolled her eyes, but she knew Destiny would do that if she were worried.

Sam shot her best friend a quick message. Sorry. Forgot to text. Been busy. Will fill you in when I get back. 

Sam arched her back, smiling at the memories of what caused her pleasant soreness. Destiny’s reply came. You better! It’s Valentine’s Day, so don’t do anything the fanfiction version of yourself wouldn’t do! She ended the message with three winking and one laughing emojis.

After another yawn, Sam rolled over and draped her body across her sleeping lover. She winced. Ice darts ripped through her body. A sigh fell from her lips. Sam kissed Carmilla’s frigid cheek and got out of bed. She reached the bedroom door, looked over her shoulder, and smiled. “Nine hours. That’s the longest I’ve lasted before the death sleep shocked me awake.”

The black Keurig sat on a corner of the writing desk beside a wooden box containing two dozen pods of Sam’s favorite coffees and a sealed envelope addressed to her. As the water heated, she opened the envelope and read the note inside.

Miss Hain,

It is my hope that you sleep through the end of the night and the morning, waking at an hour that is natural to you and without prompting from external stimulus. Based upon your consumption habits, the twenty-four pods should suffice for your three-day weekend here. I hope they are to your liking. If it is not too much trouble, please prepare the countess’ morning meal and ensure that she drinks it. I am aware that you know the proportions of the ingredients; however, I have appended the recipe to this note. While you will not see me until you depart, I am always within earshot to protect the countess and her champion. Call if you need. Have a joyous holiday.

Martin.

Sam smiled and nodded. The only reason Carmilla doesn’t ascend to the throne of the European and Levantine vampires, which by virtue of being the direct descendant of Ziegwulf the Bloody-Handed would be her right, was her lack of desire for the position. With Martin at her side, she could do anything. I fought alongside that man, and he could outsmart and out-gun an army if it meant protecting her. She’s a special woman, and tonight will be extra special. I hope.

Sam scrolled social media as she sipped from the first of three coffee mugs for the start of her day. When she reached her third cup, she walked onto the high-walled balcony topped with a glass geodesic dome, which provided full privacy from all except flying creatures, and its five-pronged candelabra. A smile brightened her face as she gazed upon the whirlpool made from a giant rose quartz-lined geode.

Our first time began in that Jacuzzi. The death sleep’s cold woke me after only a few hours that night. She ran her fingers through her messy brown hair. Her hardened nipples twitched in the cold February air. Sam laughed and stepped back inside. I didn’t even put on a robe. And I haven’t lost my birthday ten, the Christmas fifteen, and the additional fifteen pounds my doctor wants me to lose. I was so self-conscious about being naked last time I was here, but now, at least, I’m more comfortable in my body around ‘Milla. Small victories, I suppose. 

Sam finished her coffee and walked into the spacious bathroom, and, as she experienced the last time she stayed at Vollmund, the candles sprang to life, perfuming the room with scents of lilac and lavender. Near the room’s center stood the circular tub—large enough for two, possibly three, people—of gold-flecked burgundy marble, partially submerged in the black and burgundy tiles of the floor. Sam started the water and then poured rose and frankincense bath salts into the tub as the steam rose.

Two hours into her bath, her phone’s alarm sounded. She stood and toweled herself dry and then donned one of the soft burgundy terrycloth bathrobes that hung from hooks on the wall. Sam walked into the sitting room and poured two crystal glasses of blood wine, one for each of them, and then she added three drams of brandy. She placed them on a tray, sliding a hair tie onto the stem of her glass. Drawing on her years as a waitress before she dropped out of college, Sam balanced the tray on one arm, opened the door, and returned to the bedroom.

Sam placed her wineglass on the nightstand and then walked around the bed and set the serving tray on the nightstand beside Carmilla. The vampire lay on her back; her left leg and the right side of her chest lay exposed as the bedding folded and wrinkled like waves. Sam smiled and kissed her lover’s icy cheek. She walked to her side of the bed, sat on it, and sipped her wine.

A few moments passed, and a pouting whine escaped Carmilla’s lips. Sam smiled and covered her mouth to stifle laughter as she contorted her face into what she imagined a posh butler’s face to resemble. She waited. Carmilla tossed and flailed about the bed, her face contorted into a pout.

Carmilla’s eyes remained closed as she said, “Martin, can I have another hour? Must I wake now?”

In her best Hollywood German accent, Sam said, “I am afraid not, my Countess, for your breakfast grows cold and you have missed the meeting with the Shower Committee from Bath-Oom.”

The vampire’s red eyes burst open, and she shot into an upright sitting position. She searched the room as her eyes focused. Martin was not present. The only other being in the room was her lover, Samantha Hain, whom she found rolling around on the bed and cackling. Carmilla pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.

“Dear one, why do you do this to me?”

After a few moments of laughter, Sam composed herself, sat up, and leaned in close to her lover. She caressed Carmilla’s cheek and gazed into her eyes. “Because your pouting is adorable, and it amuses me that you, my dearest Countess, are a day-walker but not a sunset vampire.”

Sam returned to giggling. Carmilla shook her head but stopped when a wicked smirk crossed her face. She grabbed Sam’s hair by the root, pulling her close and eliciting a whimpering moan from her lover. Carmilla brushed her nose against Sam’s ear, and her words came as gentle but firm purrs. “I will remember that when we play later tonight, my dear one.”

After a single, staccato breath, Sam tensed, holding her breath. She pushed her legs together as warmth built between them. She exhaled and asked, “Promise?”

Carmilla nodded and released her grip on Sam’s hair and grinned. “I have never once lied about such a thing to you.”

Sam nodded. Then she snapped back into the moment’s reality. “Oh, drink your breakfast. Martin left me a note and the recipe.”

Carmilla cocked an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “I trust, my dear one, that since the death sleep’s chill woke you before me, you have had sustenance beyond black coffee and wine? Our reservation at Petal is a mere four hours away.”

Sadness tinted her question. Sam softened and clasped Carmilla’s hands in her own. “I lasted until two. Honestly, I might have slept longer if Destiny didn’t send me a dozen messages, since I forgot to let her know I arrived safely. Maybe if I kept my phone on silent, I could’ve slept longer.”

Carmilla’s nod and weary smile suggested she appreciated, but did not fully believe, Sam’s analysis. They shared a gentle kiss, and then Carmilla ordered Sam potato and sausage soup. Sam ate, and Carmilla took a quick—for her—bath before a team of kobold hair and makeup artists entered the suite to prepare them for their date.

After the kobolds left, Carmilla helped Sam don her vintage-inspired navy dress with its sweetheart neckline, short sleeves, and waterfall detailing cascading from her left hip to the mid-calf hem, revealing the last bit of her seamed stockings and her nude stilettos. Over her dress, she wore her navy and orange plaid wool trench. As a vampire, Carmilla did not feel the cold as strongly as Sam did, and her sleek black pencil dress leather side panels and a deep v that revealed she wore no bra reminded Sam of that fact.

The resort’s restaurant, Petal, was elegantly decorated with hardwood floors, white tablecloths, and an open kitchen. They entered the restaurant arm in arm. Sam smelled the burning wood from the grills, the multitude of spices from garlic to star anise used to season the meat, and the yeastiness of fresh bread. Skillets hissed as they seared their contents, and a lutist’s dulcet vocal and resonant string tones entertained the diners. The supernatural crowd filled the dining room, and Sam’s smile revealed a confidence she did not have the first time they dined here.

As their server brought a bottle of champagne and an amuse-bouche of pomegranate seeds and crispy prosciutto atop whipped goat’s cheese set upon a crostini round, Carmilla smiled. “You look lovely as always, my dear one. And your grip on my arm was far less strangling than it was the last time we dined here.”

Sam nodded while chewing her crostini; the salty prosciutto elevated the goat cheese’s tang and the bursting sweetness of the pomegranate seeds. She swallowed. “Well, I was younger and far more insecure about myself, and after the kobold beauticians told me I was the hot gossip among the staff, since I was the first guest you’ve ever brought here, I was terrified of making a mistake. It was also our third actual date, and I wanted to impress you.”

Carmilla selected the 1797 Sanguinovese to pair with the filet mignon before she said, “You have impressed me since the night I met you in Samael’s bar, and you have continued to impress me, until you failed at your impression of Martin this evening. But no one is perfect.”

Both laughed. Their dinner ended with port and truffle flights. Arm in arm, they walked back to their suite beneath the soft glow of the waxing crescent moon and the twinkling stars. The north wind blew the gently falling snow into their faces. Sam giggled, prompting Carmilla to ask what she found funny.

“Sorry, but the snowfall reminded me of our first kiss since we got back together and how Martin interrupted it by conveniently remembering to hang mistletoe in your drawing room. And while I don’t want to see this waiting for us, the thought of Martin dressed as a stereotypical Cupid crossed my mind.”

Carmilla thought for a second and then closed her eyes and laughed. “I have not seen Martin dress as a Cupid, no, but when Elisa and I were children, he did don a dress for a tea party—once and only once.”

Sam guffawed as the image of Martin, an ancient Germanic warrior, in a frilly princess dress filled her mind. She reclined on the burgundy velvet chaise in the bedroom as Carmilla poured Sam a double bourbon on the rocks and herself a glass of Pinot Sanguine. They kissed; the sweetness of the port and the pleasant bitterness of the salted dark chocolate of the final truffle. Sam sipped the bourbon as she snuggled into Carmilla’s arms. Carmilla stroked the strands of loose hair by Sam’s ears; Sam smiled and purred. She leaned back and nibbled on Carmilla’s neck.

Carmilla lay her pale, slender hand across Sam’s cheek, feeling her warmth. A mere ten years ago, feeling the warmth of life would have filled Carmilla with sadness and guilt, guilt for a lover’s death she did not cause; Sam uncovered that truth of Dracula’s plan to frame Carmilla. Now, Sam’s warmth reminded the vampire of her youth and the joys of life.

She stroked Sam’s cheek with the back of her fingers. She blushed and bit her lower lip as Carmilla smiled and kissed her. Their eyes locked, and Carmilla felt her chest rise and fall. Although she was no longer breathing, her body responded with short, rapid breaths. She bit her lip in response. Sam tilted her head to the right and parted her lips as Carmilla registered this physical response. She leaned forward. Sam’s spiced honey scent filled her nostrils. Her lips parted, and then she devoured Sam’s lips with her own.

Sam threw her arms around Carmilla’s neck. Carmilla tasted both the bourbon’s vanilla and oak notes and a spiced sweetness on Sam’s lips. Sam’s cheeks flushed. She parted her lips, and Carmilla’s tongue slid between them. Sam whimpered with need and threw her arms around her lover’s neck. Her heart pounded.

Carmilla pushed Sam’s back into the plush velvet cushion, trailing kisses along her jaw, neck and shoulders. Carmilla’s growl reverberated in Sam’s ear; she moaned. Her breath became ragged as her hands alternated between kneading Carmilla’s back and wrapping around her shoulders. Sam nibbled Carmilla’s ear, prompting Carmilla to nibble along Sam’s collar bone. The tips of her fangs brushed Sam’s neck; Sam gasped. Carmilla pulled back.

Sam whimpered and pouted, and then her eyes softened, seeing the fear and regret in Carmilla’s eyes. She held her lover’s cheeks in her hands and said, “Hey, it’s okay. I’ve already given you permission to enter me, so if you need to, you may.”

Carmilla lowered her eyes and shook her head. “I cannot. Not after what happened to Annalena.”

Sam lifted Carmilla’s chin and gazed into her eyes. “Annalena Meyer was poisoned. The Order of the Dragon poisoned her the morning after you visited your lover. You did nothing wrong. You were set up.”

Carmilla nodded. “I know, my dear one. I know that now, but for almost two centuries I lived with the guilt and shame of making a fledgling’s mistake and for my sister’s death. And I do not want to put you through that.”

Sam sighed, but her gentle smile never left her face. She nodded. “If it helps, you drank from me after that Order of the Dragon loser attacked us in December. As close to death as you were, you operated on instinct, and you stopped before I lost consciousness. You are in control; more control than I think you realize.”

Carmilla shook her head. “I do not know, my dear one. I want to, yes, and I enjoy your taste. I...”

Sam draped herself across Carmilla’s chest, arching her neck. She knew Carmilla needed blood, and that blood wine, blood substitutes, and even blood bags did not provide a vampire with complete nourishment. She also understood Carmilla’s hesitancy and fear. Not wanting to ruin Valentine’s Day, Sam threw her arms around Carmilla’s neck.

“You don’t have to decide tonight, but I want to go on the record. Countess Carmilla Karnstein, I, Samantha Blake Hain, love you with all my heart. As your lover and your champion, I dedicate my body and heart to your service. I grant you permission to drink of my blood whenever you have need or desire to do so.”

Carmilla blinked. Sam swore an oath in the tradition of a vampiric vassal. Did she mean to do so? She knew such an oath was not to be made and then broken without consequence. Carmilla inhaled and exhaled once. The vampire bit her lip and blushed. Sam tensed; her unblinking eyes searched Carmilla’s face.

Carmilla nodded. “So, be it, my dear one. I, Carmilla Karnstein, accept the oath sworn by you, Samantha Blake Hain.”

Sam smiled and kissed Carmilla’s collarbone. As Sam pulled back, their eyes met. They smiled. Carmilla pressed her lips to Sam’s in a passionate, hungry kiss. Their hands explored what parts of each other’s bodies their clothing permitted. Sam’s heart thundered in her chest. Her ragged breaths sprinted from her lungs as Carmilla trailed kisses along Sam’s jawline, nibbled her ear, and then kissed along her neck. Sam gripped Carmilla’s braided hair and vocalized her desire in breathy tones as the vampire sank her fangs into Sam’s neck. Sam moaned.

* * *
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DESTINY GRIMM WALKED out of Sam Hain’s office and into the main room of the two-room office space they rented for Hain Private Investigations in the Oberon Center in Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina. A mischievous smile adorned her pale skin. Her blonde ringlets bounced, and behind her blue-light blocking glasses, her blue eyes twinkled. She smoothed her charcoal pencil skirt as she sat at her desk and booted her new office computer; the recent upswing in business had allowed them to upgrade their equipment, making their work easier. She sipped her winter white Earl Grey from her coffee mug depicting the main characters from Nodame Cantabile. Destiny checked her pink Kirby desk clock; Sam was late for work.

Ten minutes later, Sam sauntered into the office, her hair styled in victory rolls and her neck hidden behind a crimson silk scarf. Cats-eye sunglasses hid her eyes, but Destiny noted the “Up through the Full Moon”-sized White Wolf Roasters coffee cup. Jet lag. Sam wore a red pencil dress with seamed stockings and black stilettos.

Destiny cocked an eyebrow and said, “Good morning, little love bat. How was the romantic weekend?”

“Exhausting.” Sam pushed her sunglasses over her head. “Let me dump my purse in my office, and I’ll come back and get the local news.”

“Deets for deets, Sam, you know the rules.”

Sam nodded and chuckled. She knew the rules, which were only in effect when Destiny wanted gossip-worthy details. She would never spread the details, but she wanted to know them. Shaking her head, Sam walked into her office and set her purse atop the uneven Ikea desk. She stared for a moment and blinked. Two pairs of scissors scissored on her blue and orange checkerboard mouse pad. She rolled her eyes.

“Really, Destiny? Really?”

A cackle burst into the silence in the office. Sam stalked into the main room, set her coffee cup on Destiny’s desk, and crossed her arms. Destiny beamed like a child who just had her first drawing placed on the refrigerator. With a giggle, she offered Sam a pair of innocent eyes and a wicked smile. “Did my art not remind you of more arousing times, Sam?”

Sam sighed and sat in the chair opposite Destiny. She chuckled. “You do know ‘Milla and I do far more than scissor, right?”

Destiny sipped her tea and leaned forward. “Actually, I don’t, because someone has made me wait for details until she returned from her little love romp in Austria.”

Sam swigged her giant black coffee. She shrugged and sighed wistfully. “What’s to tell?” Then she winked at Destiny. “Besides, the last time I gave you details, I found a Seven Deadly Sins fanfic featuring a sex scene between Elizabeth and Merlin that had a strikingly similar structure.”

Destiny sipped her tea. “It added realism. Didn’t you see the comments? I could always write fanfiction about your actual life, but I don’t.” Under her breath, she added as far as you know before she said, “Anyway, you were at Vollmund. This is a
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