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Chapter Four

Laryssa knew it had been a bad idea to acquiesce to the vampire. But as she glanced over to the imposing wolf in the driver’s seat, her anger grew hot. She wasn’t sure if she was madder at Léopold or herself for actually looking forward to seeing him again. Like a schoolgirl, she’d hurriedly closed up her shop, nervously fixing her hair right before she locked the door. The wolf seemed pleasant enough, but he was incredibly muscular, almost scaring her with the sheer size of him. She crossed her arms and pulled at her sleeves, willing her nerves to abate. Stealing a glance at the attractive beta, she jumped when he caught her.

“I won’t bite, cher.” Dimitri chuckled as she gave him a tight smile and looked out the window. He was beginning to think Léopold’s nickname for Laryssa was right on target. Rabbit? She certainly was skittish when he’d arrived. Sensing her irritation, he reasoned maybe she’d kicked it up a notch, acting more like a feral cat at this point.

He still wasn’t sure why Léopold hadn’t brought her himself. Why send him to pick her up when it was clear Léopold had showed interest in her last night? He had a suspicion that the vampire was avoiding her, which was disconcerting considering he wasn’t exactly the kind of guy to avoid anything, unpleasant or otherwise. Dimitri would never forget the way he’d deliberately challenged the Caldera Wolves Alpha, effortlessly pinning him against the wall in his own home in front of pack members. Surreal as it was, Léopold had let him go, only caring about the baby. It was a paradox he couldn’t wrap his head around, but it served to remind him that no matter what kind of friendship they’d forged, he really didn’t know Léopold that well.

Dimitri’s mind drifted to his Alpha and how the baby had taken over their household. After only twenty-four hours of caring for Ava, both Wynter and Logan had become exceedingly watchful of her. It was as if the baby had set off both their biological clocks. Wynter was demonstrating the fierce protectiveness of a new mama wolf around her cubs. Dimitri laughed to himself, thinking how insane it was that not only had he watched his Alpha change a diaper but now they were hosting a party for the very supernaturals they’d pretty much avoided over the past hundred years. Fangs and fur didn’t usually mesh well. Just as he was leaving Logan’s home, an entire crew of Léopold’s vampires had arrived.

Dimitri could sense Laryssa’s fear, and it made him uneasy. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have reason to be seriously concerned about her safety. She could be in danger of being attacked if she didn’t cooperate. Laryssa’s unwillingness to disclose her abilities, what she was, didn’t bode well. Léopold told him that she could move objects. He’d seen the tape, but he also knew there was a lot of witchcraft in New Orleans, and they weren’t all like Glenda from the Wizard of Oz. No, these folks weren’t into ruby slippers, butterflies and fluffy bunnies, magick ending in a happily ever after. The witches and mages he’d known were more about skinning the rabbit and eating it with a fine wine. Dimitri prayed Laryssa didn’t pose a danger, that she wasn’t part of whoever was behind Ava’s murder attempt.

Glancing at Laryssa, he had to admit that she hardly looked the part of a bad witch. Her shiny brunette curls complemented her light pink sweater, making her look more like a librarian…a curvy, sexy librarian. She kept crossing and uncrossing her legs, revealing just a hint of her thigh, as if she couldn’t get comfortable. Shit, no wonder Léopold liked her.

As Dimitri’s eyes roamed over Laryssa’s body, and when his eyes met hers, he noticed she was staring back at him. He smiled, well aware he’d been caught. Well, how the hell was he supposed to react to having a beautiful woman sitting next to him? He was a red blooded wolf, after all. Léopold was the one who’d asked him to pick her up and bring her to Logan’s. All was fair in love and lust, he thought to himself; however, his smile faded when he realized she was frowning at his ogling. Smooth move, Romeo. He considered that maybe instead of undressing her with his eyes that he should try engaging her in conversation. Perhaps he would have better luck than his friend discovering what she was and if she held interest in the baby.

“So, you run an antique store, huh?”

“Yeah,” she responded cautiously.

“How long have you been in New Orleans?” He’d known the store had been in existence for at least two years, but he wasn’t the shopper in the pack. No, he’d leave that honor to his Alpha.

“Um, around six years. You?” She’d lived in the city for several years but her business was just starting to prosper.

“My whole life.” Nearly a hundred and fifty years. “Well, to be honest, I used to live in the back country most days, but Logan prefers the city. Where’d you come from?”

“Las Vegas. Ohio, originally.”

“Why’d you move to New Orleans?”

“I just needed a change. Las Vegas was fun, but too hot for me,” she explained. Too dry. The idea that she thought she could live in the middle of a desert had been born out of denial. That and desperation to escape Ohio, her former life. Laryssa looked out the window, trying to hide the sadness that washed over her face. “Besides, I love it here.”

Dimitri sensed that she was blurring the truth. At most, she looked to be in her mid to late twenties.

“Your family? Are they from Ohio? Do they live here with you?”

“No,” she responded curtly. She didn’t want to discuss her family or her lack thereof. Sure they were alive. They just didn’t want her in their lives and hardly cared to keep in touch.

“Okay, I get it. Don’t want to talk about it, huh?” No, he didn’t get it, but he got the message, definitely not a pleasant topic. Interesting. But was she related to the baby? Léopold had only told him that she’d admitted having supernatural abilities, that she’d flung an ottoman at him. He would have paid to see that. “So, Léopold tells me you’ve got some power to your punch.”

“I can’t believe he told you that. It was…it was private.” Laryssa snapped her eyes onto the handsome wolf in disbelief that the vampire had told him what she’d done. “I knew better than to trust him.”

“Hey, it’s okay. I’m the only one who knows.” Him and his Alpha. Dimitri hadn’t meant to upset her, but now that he was in for a penny, he might as well go for the pound. “Léopold said you think you’re in danger too. He told you that we’re trying to find out who tried to kill Ava, right? It sounds like you might know why.”

“Yeah, I know a few things, but not much. But I told him I didn’t think this would be a good idea to get us together. Our energy,” she pleaded. Her eyes brimmed with moisture. She was so tired of hiding, of being alone. “I don’t know what will happen. I don’t want to attract attention.”

“What do you mean?” Dimitri pulled the car into the driveway, lowered the window and opened the biometric security pad. He pressed a button, which extended the retinal scanner and waited for the green light. A buzzer clicked and he turned his head to address her. “Whatever it is, Laryssa, you’re not alone. Léopold’s committed to protecting Ava and now he seems pretty intent on keeping you safe as well.”

Laryssa shook her head, unsure whether to trust him. Completely defeated, the pressure of keeping secrets had caught up with her. “Our energy. Well, I guess Léopold told you that I can move things. But that energy is unstable.” She blew out a breath and bit her lips, trying to think of how best to explain it. “My ability is strong when I use it. I’ve learned how to keep it hidden, but it’s powerful enough that I still can use it.” To live. Not die an early death. “And Ava. Well, she’s more like a spotlight at the Saint’s stadium at times. When she was born, I could feel it all the way across the country. I’m just afraid that if we are together…”

“You’ll blow the grid?”

She laughed. “Yeah, something like that.”

“And it’s like some kind of siren to these folks you’re worried tried to kill Ava?”

“I don’t know if they feel it, the humans. But there are others…they’ll know we’re here.”

Dimitri pulled the car into the port and switched it off, deciding to warn her about who was waiting for her inside.

“Listen, cher. I’m not sure if or when you’ll be ready to trust Léopold and me with what’s going on with you, but I’ve gotta tell you, even though we haven’t shared information about you with anyone else, Léopold’s friends are here.”

“Is this Léopold’s house?” Laryssa asked in almost a whisper. She looked at the beautiful three-story corner home and glanced to the pool. She’d been so busy talking and worrying that she hadn’t realized he’d turned off the car. Her heart began to race at the thought of seeing Léopold again. She was angry with him for telling the wolf about her powers, but at the same time, there was no denying the heat and attraction she’d felt when he’d held her. She rubbed her arms, remembering his touch.

“No, this is my house. Over there, the carriage house is mine. And the main home belongs to our Alpha.”

“Alpha? As in Alpha of Acadian Wolves?”

“Yeah, and like I just mentioned, a few of Léopold’s friends are here.”

Her eyes caught his. “Vampires?”

Dimitri smiled, trying to put her at ease. “Yep. No need to say more. And for the record, I feel the same way.”

“But you’re friends with Léopold?”

“Well, yeah, but that’s, uh, different.” Different. Unusual. Odd. Dimitri laughed to himself, realizing that he really was starting to consider him a friend. “We’re tight. But I don’t know his friends, so stay close. Got it?”

She nodded quietly. Instead of waiting for Dimitri to open the door, she pushed on the handle, but it slipped from her hands. She raised her eyes and her breath caught at the sight. Léopold. Before she could help herself, she’d placed her hand in his outstretched palm. God, he looked magnificent. If she hadn’t known he was a centuries-old vampire, she would have sworn he was a high fashion cover model.

Her gaze fell from his captivating black eyes to the hard lines of his jaw, eventually landing on his soft lips. Spellbound, she wondered briefly what it would feel like to touch them with her fingers, kiss them. Her face grew hot and she knew she’d looked for a second too long. Her eyes darted to his, and a broad smile broke across his face. He knew. Oh God, how could she let herself think for one second that fantasizing about a vampire was even close to a good idea? Hell, it wasn’t at all safe; she knew that as well as anyone.

But there was something about him that drew her to him. Like a comet hurling toward the sun, she let him pull her up out of the car, into his arms, and she quietly gasped as his lips brushed her cheek. She closed her eyes, pressing her hands to the fabric covering his chest. For a second she considered sliding her fingertips downward so she could feel the ridges of his abdomen. Enclosed within his wicked embrace, her world stopped, and she realized her life would never be the same.

Léopold knew he should’ve waited inside the house for Laryssa, but he’d felt her presence as soon as she’d arrived. It had nearly killed him to ask Dimitri to pick her up, but after his fiery reaction to her, he resisted the urge to see her. He’d met hundreds of beautiful women throughout the years, had sex with nearly as many, but he’d long protected his heart from love.

The insidious torment of his wife and children’s deaths had nearly killed him. It had ripped through his body and soul, breaking him down to a skeleton of a man. Truth be told, he would have welcomed the loss of his own life. Their violent murders left him questioning not only God but his own humanity. Ironically, his oath to protect his king and God had caused her demise, and yet it was what drove him to keep living afterward, leading to the ultimate death of his mortal life.

As a knight for King Capet, he’d been sworn into service, earning his place in the nobility. During the snowy winter of 988AD, he’d taken up arms in a Parisian skirmish targeted at the weakened king. He’d known the monarch held little power outside the boundaries of his domain, yet he’d held faith that the new leader would unite France. Gallantly he’d fought, successfully defending the king’s territory, only to find out that his own home had been a casualty of war.

Returning from the battlefield, he’d trod into his estate, discovering the aftermath of the attack. His family had been slain. Falling to his knees, he’d submitted to his grief, taking in the sight and smell of death. The blood-splattered floors. Their rotting bodies. The maggots and flies that had somehow managed, even in the cold heart of winter, to proliferate. Despite their decomposed states, he’d gathered his wife and children into his arms, screaming a cry of despair into the night.

The very next day, he’d rejoined his brotherhood in what was supposed to have been a celebration of their victory. Drinking himself into oblivion, he languished in his grief. The loss had stolen any sense of self-preservation. So when a fight had broken out at the inn, he readily threw himself into the brawl. Thirsting for death, he’d fought mercilessly and welcomed the final blow that struck him down. Dragged into the alleyway by a benevolent stranger, Léopold spent his last mortal moments lying on his back in the gritty rubble, crying aloud, the name of his wife and children on his lips. Quintus Tullius, a mercenary loyal to no king, had taken mercy on the young warrior that night, gifting him with immortality. Léopold, despite his wish to die, had been reborn. Vampire. Quintus had stayed until morn, only to inform Léopold that he’d been turned. For a sire he was not. While he’d saved Léopold from certain death, he had no desire to mentor another of his kind. Without regret, he’d left Léopold to fend on his own, never having contacted him again.

Over the centuries, Léopold had learned how to compartmentalize the pain, to shove it deep down, disassociating from the horrific nightmare. Most days, it was as if it hadn’t happened…until now. Deliberately, he’d avoided relationships, keeping acquaintances and other immortals at a distance. Saving Wynter had been the impetus for his reversal in fate. Watching Logan and Wynter, their love and commitment splayed open, had driven a wedge into his icy demeanor. Perhaps he should have let her die, but in the heat of the moment, he’d breathed life into her. Like dominos, his actions had triggered the memories of his past, leading him to Wyoming, continuing to help Wynter by finding her blood that could have been used to hurt the wolves.

He’d also grown entirely too close to Dimitri in the past few days. He cared. And caring was something Léopold generally didn’t do. Caring meant feelings. Feelings meant pain. Pain was something he delivered as punishment, not endured. The ancient warrior was far too battle hardened to go soft, yet that is what he feared had happened. Yet there was no undoing what he’d done, saving Wynter, befriending Dimitri. However small, the experiences had pierced his heart and mind, cleaving open a path to emotion. Now within just a week’s time, he’d saved a pup and become infatuated with a woman he barely knew.

Looking down at Laryssa, he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d felt the shiver of excitement that he’d tried to suppress. So wrong, but undeniable, he simply smiled at her. Shutting out the unsettling thoughts, he released her from his embrace.

“Laryssa.”

“Léopold.” Laryssa, shaking, looked down to her hands, which he firmly but gently held in his. Léopold’s voice wrapped around her like a blanket, calming her racing thoughts. It was as if she could feel his power connecting with her own, filtering it so that she’d relax. She shook her head disbelieving the warmth that ran through her body. There was no way he could touch her energy, let alone control it. She lifted her eyes to meet his, searching for answers that didn’t come.

“Ma chérie, don’t fret. It’ll be all right. You okay?” Léopold asked. Goddess, the woman charged him like no other. She hadn’t been lying about her energy. His fangs itched to pierce her creamy flesh, tasting her essence as he fucked her mercilessly. It was wrong, he knew. He had to leave her alone. If he didn’t, she’d only get under his skin further, driving him mad with emotions he swore he’d never feel again. As if he’d touched a hot pan, his hands fell from hers. The less he touched her the better, he thought.

“Um, yeah,” Laryssa stammered, embarrassed that she’d held onto him like a child. She wrung her hands together, confused that she’d felt a tinge of rejection at the loss of his touch. He must have thought she was either insecure or pathetically weak.

“Come this way,” he gestured toward the door. “I’m not sure if Dimitri told you but there’re quite a few people waiting to meet you.”

“But you said…you promised you wouldn’t tell anyone,” Laryssa sighed. She gazed into his eyes searching for the truth.

“I didn’t tell anyone else,” Léopold said with his hand on the sliding glass door.

“You told the wolf,” she countered. Did he think she was an idiot?

“Ah well, he doesn’t count. And the others? They only know that I’m bringing someone who’s helping me find information about Ava. They don’t know what you can do or what you are. But then again, you haven’t told me what you are, have you?” he challenged.

“Point taken. But why doesn’t Dimitri count?”

“He was at the club last night. He’s seen the video. So he’s in on your little secret. He just hasn’t had a personal demonstration like the one you gave me.” He smiled and raised an eyebrow at her, reminding her how she’d thrown the settee at him. What a fiery little thing, she is. “You’re ready now, no?”

“No. Yes. No. Ugh, look what you do to me.” She took a deep breath and then stilled as he leaned his head toward hers. What was he doing? Was he going to kiss her? She closed her eyes as she felt his warm breath on her ear.

“And what do I do to you, mon petit lapin?” Léopold resisted the temptation to go any closer and waited for her response.

“You…you…” He was too close to her, much too close. She couldn’t think about anything but wanting to touch him, to sink her body into his.

“Oui?” Léopold smiled, thoroughly enjoying making her nervous, putting her on edge. But when he scented just a faint touch of her arousal, he regretted what he’d done. Slowly, he dragged himself away.

“You make me…I don’t know…I’m flustered. Please, Léopold, let’s just go in,” she said, both relieved and disappointed that he hadn’t kissed her.

Léopold turned to open the door and then stopped and faced her. He didn’t owe the woman anything, but he was nothing if not forthright. “They’re going to know.”

“What?”

“They’re going to know you’re supernatural. I don’t know what you did in the club to hide it, but you’re projecting. If I can feel your energy, well, they’ll know, too.”

She sighed and bit her lip. Oh Lord, he was right. Being around Dimitri and Léopold had made her drop her defenses. It just felt so good not to hide it, to go around concentrating on keeping the hum of her aura to an unnoticeable, human level. Anger surged through her as she thought about being dragged into this situation and she quickly realized that she wasn’t mad at Léopold. No, she was mad about being in danger, about being turned. The constant watching and concealing, she couldn’t take it anymore.

“I don’t care,” she stated, looking directly into his dark eyes. She hated to admit the truth of it, but there was something about him she trusted. Moreover, she wanted to trust, to finally have an ally. Why not go for broke? “I’m not ready to tell you everything about me, so I’m sure as hell not going to tell whoever’s behind that door. But I’m tired of hiding. And if you keep your word about my safety, then that’s good enough for me. So let’s do this thing, okay?”

“As the lady wishes.” Léopold smiled at her bravery. Even though her heartbeat revealed her fear, she intrepidly stepped forward.

The delicious scent of Jambalaya floated in the air as they walked into the kitchen. Instead of being attacked by fangs and wolves, smiles greeted them. Dimitri came in behind Laryssa and put his hand on her shoulder. He guided her over to the stove, where a petite lady with frizzy blonde hair busily stirred a pot.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Dimitri said, kissing the woman’s cheek. “Laryssa, this is Wynter, my Alpha’s mate. Where’s the big guy?”

“Hey, yourself. Logan’s touring the house with Kade. He’ll be out in a few.” Wynter dipped the spoon into the pan, lifted it and blew off the steam before tasting her creation. As she did so, she caught the look of surprise on Dimitri’s face.

“What?” Wynter asked. She suspected that he was worried about Logan allowing vampires in his home. “It’s all right. Sydney’s with him.”

“Okay,” Dimitri reluctantly agreed. Dimitri had heard that Kade Issacson kept his vampires on a tight leash and his fiancée, Sydney Willows, was a hard-nosed police detective, who’d recently transferred to the Big Easy.

“They’re double checking our security. You know…for the baby.” Wynter wiped her hands on her apron and smiled at Laryssa. “Welcome to our den. Sorry it’s a bit crazy in here, but we’ve got us an impromptu party going on. That little lady over there is the cause of the fuss. I know I should be upset with Léopold, but I just can’t be. Ava’s just so sweet. Like sugar.”

Laryssa looked into the family room and saw a couple cooing over a baby. Ava. The handsome man wrapped his arm around the red-headed woman, and they both made faces at the little girl then looked lovingly at each other. She couldn’t help but think that Dimitri and Léopold had overreacted in warning her about the vampires. They appeared happy and caring, a far cry from the bloodthirsty monsters she’d been expecting.

“She’s adorable,” Laryssa agreed, feeling drawn to the infant. Ava’s tiny energy pulsed like a siren. Overwhelmed with emotion, knowing another one of her kind actually existed, she took a deep breath.

“Can I get you something to drink? Wine? Water? Sweet tea?” Wynter offered, jarring Laryssa from her thoughts.

“Tea would be great. Thanks.” Laryssa, disoriented, dug her fingernails into her palms, trying to focus.

“Come,” Léopold told her as he took her hand in his. He could tell she’d been as captivated by Ava as he’d been. He guided her over to the baby, intent on introducing her to everyone. “Laryssa, this is Luca Macquarie.”

Laryssa nervously smiled. Luca nodded coldly and stood to greet her. She briefly shook his hand. His eyes were cold and dark, and she knew instantly that she’d been wrong about her initial impressions. Death lurked beneath this man’s skin. His aura swirled in red and purples, dominance and compassion sliced through the colors.

“And this,” Léopold approached the baby, but Luca moved to block him. Before he could protest, the woman stood with the baby and pushed in front of him.

“Hi, I’m Samantha. Please excuse my overprotective fiancé. He seems to think everyone is a danger, but he forgets that I can take care of myself.” Samantha smiled up at Laryssa, holding the baby.

Luca’s eyes softened and he put his arm around her. “Just taking care of you, darlin’. You can feel it, can’t you?”

“But of course I can. She’s very strong.” Samantha smiled at her, knowingly. “Come sit. Léopold told us that you may be able to help us protect her.”

Protect the baby? Laryssa tensed and glanced up at Léopold, who had perched himself above her, sitting comfortably on the arm of the sofa. His lips curled in approval, never taking his eyes off of her. Laryssa felt her heart begin to race. What was he thinking? He shouldn’t have faith in her. She hadn’t promised him a thing, only that she’d meet the child. Laryssa had barely succeeded in keeping herself hidden, safe. How the hell was she supposed to help them?

As if he’d read the impending dread stirring in her belly, he placed his hand on her shoulder. The tingle of his touch seared through the thin fabric of her sweater. A sense of calm settled over her, leaving her even more confused. What was he doing to her? She searched his eyes for understanding, but he merely looked away to Ava, who gurgled happily at her caregivers.

Laryssa wasn’t sure how much to disclose to Samantha. She seemed nice enough, but she suspected that she also wielded powers. Although Laryssa didn’t have great knowledge about supernaturals, she’d never heard of a vampire bearing children. Even if she could trust her, Laryssa wasn’t used to others discussing her energy. Anyone who’d known about her abilities had shunned her, afraid of what she could do. The strangers had no reason to trust her. She considered her options and decided to partially disclose why she was there.

“I don’t know if I can help.” She looked again to Léopold for reassurance, and he simply gave her shoulder a squeeze. It would have to be enough. “I felt her…I could feel her being born. And now…”

The baby squealed, and grabbed a pacifier from Samantha’s hands.

“That’s right, sweetie. See? She feels you, too.”

“May I suggest that we get to the bottom line? What are you, Laryssa? And why would anyone want to harm this baby?” Luca asked. He and Léopold had never seen eye to eye, and he grew annoyed that Léopold had involved vampires in wolf business by bringing Ava to New Orleans, putting them all in danger.

Like an insect pinned to a mounting board, Laryssa struggled silently, her thoughts flailing in distress. Revealing herself was not part of her bargain with Léopold. She reached inside herself for the diplomatic words that would both cease this line of questioning and appease the vampire’s curiosity.

“Léopold asked me to come here to meet the child, to see if we connected. Do I know who tried to kill her? No. I have no direct knowledge of who did this. In fact, I literally just met Léopold last night.” It was the truth. Sure, she had her suspicions. But that was all she had. There was no hard evidence of anything.

“Why is she here, Devereoux?” Luca demanded. He remained seated but his brow furrowed; he looked like a caged animal ready to attack.

“She’s here because I asked…” Léopold began, but was interrupted by Laryssa.

“I’m here because unlike you, I can feel her. And when I say feel, I mean she’s putting out energy.”

“So what? All humans do that. Or wolves in this case,” Luca countered.

Léopold watched intently, altogether peeved at the insolent vampire who challenged him, but his anger was tempered by the way his little rabbit had turned into a tigress, not just defending herself but him as well.

“It’s not just some kind of heartbeat or pulse or anything like that. It’s pure, clean energy. The kind that electrifies the night sky and can move objects. I don’t know you very well, so I don’t plan on sharing my life story with you, but suffice to say, there’s a chance Ava’s like me.”

“What exactly are you?”

“Don’t you mind what I am. You aren’t here to protect me. You’re here because of Ava. I’ll do what I can to help but make no mistake, the only reason I’m helping is because Léopold asked me and I’m doing it for Ava.”

Laryssa realized she’d raised her voice at Luca. Silence cut through the room like a knife and her face heated as she became aware that everyone was staring at her. She caught Dimitri’s eyes and he began laughing. What the hell was so funny? She took note that Léopold wasn’t laughing, but he was smiling.

“Luca, dear. Leave poor Laryssa alone,” Samantha said sweetly but firmly. Still cradling the baby with one arm, she cupped his cheek. “You’ll catch more flies with honey. Be nice. We just met Léopold’s friend, and you’re giving her the third degree. I can tell she isn’t a danger. And she’s right about the little one. Y’all may not be able to feel it. But I can. She’s very special. Little Ava here, is humming her own tune.”

Luca opened his mouth, about to disagree, when Logan walked into the room with Kade and Sydney. As much as he wanted to argue the point further, he didn’t want to upset his lovely pregnant wife-to-be.

“Hey, you’re missing all the fireworks.” Dimitri jumped up and clapped a hand on Logan’s shoulder.

“Yeah, I heard some yelling going on.” Logan’s eyes shot to Léopold. “Why am I not surprised?”

Léopold laughed. While it was true that Logan was paying a debt by watching Ava, he could tell that it hadn’t been that much of a hardship. When he’d first arrived, both Logan and Wynter had been fawning over the baby, looking like a picture perfect family. The Alpha and his mate would be wonderful parents, but they all knew the danger the child represented.

“Come, mon ami. Let’s discuss our plans for keeping our petit bébé safe,” Léopold suggested. “Sydney. Meet Laryssa. She has…how should I say? Similar abilities to Ava.”

Laryssa noticed the blonde detective right away and knew she’d been identified.

“Laryssa? Laryssa Theriot?” Sydney approached her and held out her hand.

Laryssa stood and greeted her. “Hello, detective.”

Léopold raised his eyebrows, surprised that they knew each other. How did Sydney know Laryssa? Had she been in trouble with the law?

“Laryssa here, volunteers on diving assignments. One of the best I’m told,” Sydney explained. “We met on a case. Unfortunately, the search and rescue didn’t turn out so well.”

“The calls on the river are never good news.” Laryssa shook off the compliment, fully aware of why they thought she was a good diver. After hours of searching, they’d called off a rescue but she’d stayed on in the murky water, finally finding the missing kid. She shuddered, remembering how the teen had lain listlessly at the bottom, the body stuck under debris.

“A woman of many skills, I see,” Léopold noted, giving Laryssa a look that told her he intended to find out more about her.

“Well, we really appreciate your help.” Sydney sat down into a chair, and a man came up behind her, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Sorry, I forgot to introduce you to my fiancé. This is Kade. He heads up the vamps down here. They’re a wily bunch. I could hear Luca all the way upstairs. A real troublemaker.”

Laryssa almost laughed at the casual way the detective talked about the vampires. Luca cracked a small smile at the comment, revealing to her that they all knew each other well.

“I’m Logan,” the Alpha said, grabbing his mate for a kiss.

“Hi,” Laryssa managed. This was the Alpha of the Acadian wolves? He looked more like a love strewn puppy than a ferocious leader of the pack.

“Les tourtereaux,” Léopold shook his head. “Come, sit. Time for business.”

Laryssa gave him a puzzled look, not understanding his French.

“Lovebirds,” he translated. “It appears the mates can’t keep their hands off each other.”

She smiled in understanding, but a twitch of yearning for that kind of relationship flitted through her heart. Between the Alpha and his mate and the other couples, she could see the love in their eyes, causing a twinge of jealousy. The odds of finding a man who’d accept her were exceedingly low. Even her family had tossed her out on her ear.

A hand on her shoulder reminded her why she was there, and she gazed up into Léopold’s eyes. As if he knew what she was thinking, he brushed the back of his fingers down her cheek and gave a small smile. The gesture caused her to blush, and as much as she wanted to look away from him, she was mesmerized by his eyes.

Léopold was aware that he couldn’t keep his hands off of Laryssa. In a day, the subject of his search had gone from a suspect to the object of his desire. If it had been any other woman, he’d already have fucked her, leaving before the bed grew cool. But his little rabbit affected him in a way that was entirely too intense. Not only could he feel the power pouring out of her skin, he was certain he’d been able to reciprocate, calming her when she’d grown anxious. The crease in her brow had smoothed as soon as he’d touched her. Goddess, he’d have to have her soon. Pretending he could deny himself was becoming increasingly difficult as the minutes passed. He hoped like hell that if he assuaged the need, the passing fancy would cease like the wind. For now, he needed to concentrate on why he’d brought her here, why he’d gathered his trusted men along with Logan’s. Protecting Ava was paramount.

“Logan and I would like to discuss how we’re going to keep the baby safe,” he began. “They tried to kill her once.”

“And we can’t risk another try on her life,” Logan added.

“Which is why we’re going to take shifts watching over her. It’s best we keep her in one location, here with Logan and Wynter. Ava’s wolf. She needs to be with pack,” Léopold asserted.

“Laryssa can’t stay here, though,” Samantha commented. “Whatever’s after the baby is probably after her too.”

“I’ll take care of Laryssa. But I need everyone here to work with Logan on the schedule, at least for a few days until we find and eliminate the threat,” Léopold told them.

“Everyone except Samantha,” Luca said.

“Oui.” Léopold nodded.

“Hey, just because I’m preggo doesn’t mean I can’t help out with the baby. It’ll be good practice,” Samantha protested.

“No way, darlin’. Too dangerous.” Luca placed his hand over her belly.

“But, I…”

“For once, Luca and I are in agreement. Even though I’ve seen your magic do some damage, we don’t want to risk another baby’s life.” There was no way Léopold would let Samantha stay with the Alpha. He ignored the rolling of Samantha’s eyes but was glad she didn’t argue. With both Luca and Léopold against the idea, she didn’t stand a chance of winning. “What you can do is talk to Ilsbeth. Find out what kind of wards you can set on this place so that she’s better hidden.”

“Avery’s set wards at my place,” Laryssa added. “But I’m not sure they’re working right. That’s why I met her last night, to see what else I could do. She said she’d have to talk to Ilsbeth.”

“It’s important that we keep Ava under wraps. That means the fewer people who know she’s here, the better,” Léopold said. “Kade’s bringing in two of his people to keep guard.”

“Dominique and Xavier,” Kade confirmed.

“You sure about Xavier? He was pretty tight with Étienne,” Logan asked. Although it had been a few weeks, Logan couldn’t shake the memory of the vampire who’d nearly killed Wynter.

“He’s a man of honor. You have my word that he’d never hurt Ava,” Kade assured them.

“Jake and Zeke also know. They can be trusted.” Logan also had seen his fair share of traitors within his pack. Fiona had been a trusted she-wolf who’d plotted against him and tried to kill his mate.

“But no one else can find out the child is here, got it? You’re going to need some kind of excuse to keep the pack away,” Léopold suggested.

“Wynter and I can come up with something. To be honest, I’ve been trying to keep the house just for us anyway. They all know we just mated…been kind of busy, ya know. Really busy up until our little visitor arrived.” Logan smiled at Wynter, enjoying the blush that painted her cheeks. “Besides, if the pack wants to get together socially, they’ve got plenty of places to go besides my house. And meetings are held at the pack house. I think we’ll be good.”

“What about the girl?” Luca asked pointedly, annoyed that Laryssa still hadn’t been candid about her abilities. “We’ve established that she feels energy or she thinks she feels it. She’s got some kind of special skills. But we haven’t seen a damn thing.”

“By girl, I assume you’re talking about Laryssa? I’m pretty sure she’s a woman. All woman from where I’m sittin’. How ’bout showin’ a little respect, fang boy?” Dimitri growled. Vampire or not, he was ready to deck him if he said one more derogatory thing about Laryssa.

Luca, duly chastised, stared at Léopold, waiting for an answer.

“Macquarie, I recall a time not too long ago when I saved your ass. So I suggest you take heed of the wolf and watch your words carefully. Laryssa will be staying with me.” Léopold suppressed the grin that lingered behind his impassive tone. The shocked expression that Laryssa wore had not gone unnoticed. Well, I can’t tell her everything. After all, she was keeping secrets as well. And he planned to find out every last one. The only way he could do that was to spend time with her. “We’ll go see Ilsbeth. Her spells are nice, but the witch is often more valuable for her information. I suspect she’ll have knowledge about why someone would try to kill Ava and possibly even who that person is. Laryssa can explain best what she is, and she will be fully disclosing that information to me soon.” Whether she likes it or not, he thought to himself.

“So now that that’s settled, anyone have anything else they want to lay on the table? I admit we don’t have much to go on here, but we’ve got to find whoever is behind trying to kill the child.” Léopold instinctively reached for Laryssa’s hand. He wasn’t just worried about Ava. No, he had to keep them both safe.

“I’ll take first watch. I’m off duty tonight and I want to go over the exits and entrances one more time. We’ve gotta make sure this place is sealed up tight,” Sydney advised. “I can call in extra support from the station.”

“I don’t think we should go there yet. We don’t know if the threat is human or not. No offense, detective, but we can’t trust others. This is pack business now. We take care of our own,” Logan told her.

“You sure, Alpha?” Kade’s eyebrows drew tight.

“Let’s just see where Léopold gets with Ilsbeth first. If she thinks we need to do something else to keep Ava safe, we’ll do it. The last thing I need is cops crawlin’ around here. If anything, we’d call in P-CAP, and I’m not crazy about that idea either.” P-CAP, the Paranormal City Alternative Police, was a supernatural-run sector, but Logan didn’t trust them, given it was comprised mostly of vampires. He knew that Kade had been involved with them, but if they were in on what was happening with the child, there’d be no way to keep the information about her contained, secret from the rest of the pack.

“We’ll hold off on P-CAP for now, but if things heat up, we’re going to need backup and Syd can’t do this on her own,” Kade concluded.

“I hear ya, but if you want this kept under the radar, we’ve gotta keep this between us. As it stands now, pack is gonna wonder why my place is vamp central. They all know Léopold saved Wynter, so they’re okay with him being here. The rest of you…well, I’m afraid that’ll take some explaining.”

“As long as Sydney’s wearin’ a badge, she can always make up some excuse about being here. It’s not like we don’t have crime on the streets,” Dimitri noted. “A human officer is welcome. The second you start bringin’ in more supes, badge or not, the wolves are gonna know something’s not right.”

Ava started to cry and Samantha stood, rocking her back and forth.

“Sounds like someone’s hungry,” Wynter said. “Let me get her bottle.”

“Sydney stays tonight with the Alpha and his mate. Any other comments? Suggestions?” Léopold was met with deafening silence. They all knew it wasn’t the best plan but they didn’t know the danger that was coming for them. Léopold stood and crossed the room, extending his arms to Samantha. “May I?”

“Of course.” The witch kissed the fussy infant’s forehead and gently placed the baby into Léopold’s waiting arms.

Léopold knew they were all watching him, astounded that someone who they perceived to be the hand of death had the capability to show mercy and compassion toward a child. He ignored their stares and focused on Ava. None of them would be able to fathom the excruciating, churning memories that flared within him. The warmth of Ava’s tiny body spread through his hands, spearing grief through his dark heart, cleaving it open where he’d sealed his painful past. When he looked into her blue eyes, a spark of healing gave way to hope. Could I ever have what was stolen from me all those years ago? He closed his eyes for a second, imagining that his ability to love could be resuscitated, renewed.

As he lifted his lids, he caught Laryssa’s insightful gaze. Was it possible that she’d felt his pain? That perhaps he couldn’t hide the darkness of his past any longer? Goddess, no. He couldn’t afford to acknowledge the sliver of faith he clutched to like a thread at the end of the rope. Awkwardly, he blinked and turned away, trying to avoid the erupting feelings that clutched at his chest. An expert at cloaking his emotions, Léopold smiled at Ava. None of them would find out what lay deep in the recesses of his mind. Like an actor, he’d pull off the grand façade and protect Ava. Then as soon as it was all over, he’d leave for another city, resuming his empty but immortal life.


Chapter Five

As Léopold rocked the baby, Wynter and Laryssa stood in the doorway, observing from a distance. They’d set up a crib inside their master bedroom so they could watch over the infant at night. Wynter quietly closed the door to the bedroom so that she could talk to the stranger who’d come to their home.

“Can I talk to you a minute? Um, this is kind of hard to ask, but what’s going on with you and Léopold? I mean I thought he just met you. It just seems like there is something there…something more,” Wynter stammered, unable to find the words she needed to articulate her concerns. She had no sire relationship to Léopold, but the man had saved her life; his blood ran through her veins. Like her connection to her mate and the pack, it was as if she could sense how Léopold was feeling, which at the moment felt like torment.

“Well, yes. We met last night but it was just…you see, I fell off a stool. I was waiting for a friend and he was there when it happened. And he kind of caught me…both times. I actually fell twice. It was kind of embarrassing.” She rubbed her hand over her eyes, wishing she could crawl into a hole. “You’re friends, right?”

Wynter laughed. “Yeah, I guess we are friends. You know Laryssa, as much as I only have eyes for my Alpha, I won’t deny that Léopold is a really good looking guy. But he’s also dangerous. Very, very dangerous,” she whispered. “Listen, I’m not going to tell you what to do, but just be careful. I saw the way you were looking at him and…”

“I wasn’t looking at him like anything. It’s just that he’s the only one I know…really, that’s all it is,” Laryssa lied.

“He saved my life.”

“Sorry?”

“Léopold. He saved my life. I was dying…died. He gave me his blood.”

“You’re a vampire?”

“No. I’m a wolf. But I do have a few side effects from what he did.”

“But he saved you? That doesn’t sound so dangerous to me.”

“Yes, but…” Wynter didn’t want to discourage her as much as warn her. “Just be careful, okay? Léopold is not to be messed with. He’s one of the most powerful vampires around.”

“In New Orleans?”

“Ever, from what Logan tells me. Look, I know he’s very smooth and cultured, but he’s lethal. Just don’t forget it, all right?”

“Okay.” It didn’t take much for Laryssa to believe that Léopold was dangerous. Even Avery had said as much. But after her interaction with him today at the shop, not only was she desperately attracted to him, she was certain he wouldn’t hurt her. Her ability to throw a large piece of furniture at him hadn’t undermined her confidence that she’d be able to hold her own if she was wrong.

“Sorry, I know it’s none of my business, but I just felt like I had to say something.” Wynter had seen, too, how Léopold had been looking at Laryssa. “I’m sure he’ll be fine with you. I mean, just look at how he is with Ava. It’s unbelievable really. I’ve never seen him that way with anyone…so gentle. I guess maybe I didn’t know him that well, but I never thought I would have seen Léopold Devereoux taking care of a baby.” She shook her head in disbelief and cracked open the door.

“He seems so at ease, doesn’t he?” Laryssa commented, knowing Léopold probably heard every word they’d spoken.

“Yes, he does. God help me, it really makes me want to have pups,” Wynter confided. “I have to go check on things downstairs. Will you be okay here?”

“Thanks, yeah, I’ll be fine,” Laryssa assured her.

Quietly, Laryssa pushed open the door, and caught sight of Léopold, who was softly singing a French lullaby to the child. She contemplated what he’d told the others…how she’d stay with him. Was he crazy? If she stayed with him…no, no she could not even go there. In the little time she’d spent with him, she’d already told him so much, too much. Like a geyser, the secrets she’d kept buried for so long had begun to spew forth. She wanted to trust him, to tell him everything. But she couldn’t. Going to his home was simply not going to happen, yet the words of protest failed to emerge from her lips. She told herself the reason she didn’t argue the point was because she hadn’t wanted to stir up more trouble with that nasty vampire. But her gut told her it was because she didn’t want to say no. She wanted to say yes. Yes, to everything that was Léopold.

Slowly, Laryssa approached Léopold, as he rocked in the chair, the infant finally asleep against his shoulder. Kneeling before him, she rested her hands on his thighs.

“Elle est belle. She’s beautiful, no?” Léopold commented. Speaking softly to the infant, he continued. “Mon petit bébé, we shall keep you safe and sound.”

“She’s so sweet. It’s hard to believe someone would try to kill a baby. Sick. Really sick.”

“Einstein said, ‘the world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.’ So much evil exists. It’s a wonder people even get up in the morning.”

“We’re going to stop this…whatever, whoever did this.”

“That we will, Laryssa.” Léopold pressed up out of his seat and gently placed Ava on her back in the crib. Pulling up the blanket, he felt Laryssa’s hand on his shoulder. “I’ve lived hundreds of years. Like immortals, evil never dies. It’s almost as if we know this when we’re born. Even the newborn babes cry as they’re birthed into our world.”

“I don’t know, Leo. I do believe that there’s something bigger than all of us.” Unconsciously, if not out of comfort, Laryssa noticed she’d touched Léopold.

“The Goddess? Oui. But hell, I believe, also exists, spawning the evil in both men and supernaturals. It won’t have her.”

“Evil? Babies aren’t born evil.”

“That’s not what I mean. I mean that whatever is after her is evil, and it can’t have her. I swore it tried to kill her that night in Yellowstone. With all I’ve seen, it makes no sense. There’s something bothering me about this…the creatures you’ve described.”

“No eyes.”

“If they are real…”

“They are.”

“If they’re real, I’ve never seen anything like them. But then again, I’ve never met anyone like you.” He smiled and captured a lock of her hair in his fingers.

Laryssa took a deep breath, slowing the pace of her heartbeat. She was certain he’d heard her talking to Wynter. She sighed in embarrassment. He was so out of her league.

“You are really good with her.” She changed the subject, turning her gaze to Ava. “Have you always been good with babies?”

“We’ve got to go. It’s getting late and you need to rest before we see Ilsbeth in the morning. You should get something to eat downstairs,” Léopold suggested. Hastily, he strode across the room, away from both Laryssa and the crib and put his hand on the door handle. He didn’t want to discuss his feelings about children with anyone. Foolishly, he’d let his guard down around Laryssa.

“What?” she asked, startled by his change in tone. Is he angry with me?

“I said we need to go,” he responded coldly. Like a vault, he’d successfully closed his heart and mind shut from Laryssa.

Wynter opened the door, surprising them both. “How’s she doing?”

“Ah, Wynter. Thank goodness you’re here. We can’t leave Ava unattended, not even for a minute. Laryssa and I are going to get going. We need to stop at her home to get her things.” Léopold was grateful for the interruption.

“I see you got Ava down. I think I’m gonna take a nap while she’s sleeping. I’ll tell you, you sure seem to have the magic touch with babies, Léopold. Who would’ve thought? Big bad vampire is a softy,” Wynter sang in a baby voice while tucking in the sides of the blanket, making sure Ava was comfortable, and didn’t catch the look of disdain that washed over Léopold’s face. “Well make sure you get some of the jambalaya I made. There’re bowls out on the countertop. Or you can take some with you to go.”

“I’m really not hungry….” Laryssa started to say, upset with Léopold’s apparent shift in mood.

“I’ll make sure she eats something,” Léopold replied and gestured for Laryssa to leave the room. “Come, pet.”

“Not a dog,” Laryssa snapped, walking past him toward the steps.

“Excuse me?” he asked.

“You heard me.”

“I never said you were an animal.” He knew full well why she was angry with him. It was better this way. As much as he wanted her, he could never give her what she needed.

“Yeah, right. Next time, I suppose you’ll blow a whistle. Better go find a breeder if you’re lookin’ for a pet.”

Léopold snorted in response, but didn’t let her see the small smile that he couldn’t keep from curling upward. She was a little spitfire, one he knew was going to give him a few burns before the week was done. Damn, he wished he could keep her in his life, but it’d never work. It was better to keep her angry than aroused. Once this was all over, he could leave her with little fallout.
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They’d ridden in virtual silence from Laryssa’s apartment. She continued to bite her tongue as they pulled into the gated driveway of his enormous lakeside mansion. Struggling with her feelings, Laryssa found it difficult to understand how she’d let the charismatic vampire take over her life within the past twenty-four hours. When she looked into his piercing dark eyes, it was as if he’d reached into her chest and stolen every ounce of self-control she’d ever had. He made her want to do things, very naughty things…to him, with him. She’d never responded so viscerally to any man, let alone a supernatural. Instead of remaining cool and collected, controlling her energy and her body’s reactions to him, she’d lost her concentration. She’d let him arouse her, and then anger her, freeing her power, exposing her abilities for the first time.

The way he commanded the others within the Alpha’s home left her in awe. They’d both feared and respected him. But it was how he revealed his gentility with Ava that stole her heart. She wasn’t stupid. She suspected that he’d killed over the centuries. An immortal didn’t live as long as he had without doing so. Yet he fed and rocked the baby as naturally if he was her father. The simple act divulged more about Léopold than anything else he’d said or done. Beneath his hardened exterior, goodness resided. The anger he’d expressed when she’d asked him about having children was preceded by a brief flicker of grief in his eyes. He may not have intentionally shown it, but the fact he couldn’t look at her told her that he was hiding something, something that was so painful that he’d reacted like a hurt animal. What Léopold didn’t know about her was that she wouldn’t accept his refusal. Perhaps she wasn’t thinking with her head, but she was determined to get to know her beautiful vampire.

Like it or not, Léopold Devereoux would learn to open up to her, to trust her. There was no other way she could justify revealing her true nature to another soul. She needed to know that Léopold was worthy of her secret, not just seeking to protect Ava. If he was simply after her powers, she’d still help him, but she couldn’t risk becoming intimate with him. It would be nearly impossible to resist his charms, she knew, but she sought more than just a roll in the hay. If she gave him her body, she’d have a difficult time protecting her heart.

Laryssa’s thoughts were interrupted when Léopold opened the car door for her. A perfect gentleman, she thought. So many years on this Earth had certainly taught him about the finer things in life. She ran her fingers over the soft leather seat one more time before exiting. As she reached for her overnight bag behind the seat, Léopold’s hands brushed over hers.

“Allow me,” Léopold told her, easily lifting it.

“I can carry my bag,” she protested.

“Well of course you can, but I insist. You’re my guest. This way.” Without arguing further, he walked up to the front door and flipped open a biometric security pad. “I usually park in the garage, but since you’re here with me…”

He didn’t finish his sentence as he twisted the doorknob, gesturing for her to go ahead of him. “I don’t have many people over, but you’ll be comfortable.”

“It’s lovely,” Laryssa responded, trying to act nonchalant as she entered his home.

It wasn’t as if she hadn’t toured a Garden District mansion, but Léopold’s home was spectacular. A large foyer with a circular staircase led directly into a great room. Spacious and contemporary, cathedral ceilings gave way to a wall of floor to ceiling windows. The kitchen, with its white cabinets and white marbled countertops, separated the area with a large breakfast bar. Modern cream-colored leather sofas offset the dark cherry floors. A two-story white stone fireplace climbed the far wall.

Laryssa couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that Léopold’s home was so airy and open yet he himself was quite the opposite, mysterious and enigmatic. She wondered if this was how he saw himself or perhaps it was how he wanted to be. Reflecting on his caring behavior with the child, she knew there was more to him than his role as protector and leader. As she entered the great room, she supposed that although the décor was understated, it presented a flair for the dramatic. As she took in the room, she noticed, however, that it also appeared impersonal. Unlike her tiny apartment which was decorated with pictures she’d taken on vacation and places she loved, aside from a few pieces of art, there was nothing to indicate who lived here or what they did. His home was like a floor model, modern and inviting, but still not quite finished.

As she approached the windows, she couldn’t help but press her hands against the glass. Water. Its call was undeniable. Before she had a chance to ask about the lake, lights flickered outside, revealing a large rectangular Olympic-sized swimming pool with a semicircular wading pool with fountain. Multicolored lights sparkled within the azure water, appearing to dance in the night. Magnificent as it was, it was the prize lying beyond the pool, waiting for her, that captured her attention.

As she tried to contain her excitement, exhaustion washed over her. She felt drained, in need of its healing. If she didn’t tell Léopold soon, she’d have to sneak out into the night air to find the restorative liquid. Like air, she needed the lake’s water to survive.

“You like to swim? You’re welcome to use the pool while you’re here,” Léopold commented, watching her out of the corner of his eye.

“Swim?”

“The pool. You’re a diver. One can only assume you like the water if you dive on a regular basis,” Léopold said, taking the takeout container he’d brought from Logan’s. He walked into the kitchen, setting it into the microwave. Léopold worked in the kitchen, all the while aware of her every move.

Laryssa’s reticence hadn’t surprised him during the drive. He’d driven her to it after she’d asked about him having children. His response had been meant to silence her, and now that he’d done what he’d set out to do, he found he missed the sound of her voice. He’d turned on the outside lighting, thinking she’d caught a glimpse of the pool area. But she seemed preoccupied with something else altogether. This woman, this creature, what was she?

She was clearly lost in her thoughts; he observed how she was bent toward the window, her hands spread against it. Her pert bottom peeked at him through the pair of skin-tight jeans she’d changed into at her apartment. Léopold shifted his legs as his dick hardened at the sight of her well-rounded ass. He inwardly groaned, picturing himself peeling them off then driving into her from behind while her firm breasts pressed onto the cold glass.

Merde, I shouldn’t have brought her here. Léopold shook his head in disgust with his lack of discipline. True, he needed to get laid, but not with her. His instincts told him that there was something about Laryssa that would shake his carefully constructed world, and that simply could not happen. He wouldn’t let himself fall any deeper into her spell. Pulling out his cell phone, he tapped out a text to Arnaud. Food and a fuck would solve his problem. If he didn’t sate his hunger, it wouldn’t be long before he had Laryssa stripped bare, with his cock buried deep inside her.

The microwave beeped, thankfully distracting him from the tempting thought. He reached in and pulled out the bowl, setting it on the counter.

“Sit.”

Laryssa turned her head toward him and glared.

“Sit please,” he replied with a sarcastic tone. “Come pet, you need to eat. See? It’s Wynter’s jambalaya. Smells delicious.”

“Are you always this bossy?” Laryssa asked, irritated that he continued to give her orders. She considered telling him to go to hell but her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she truly was hungry “Can’t you just say, ‘your dinner is ready?’ No, I get, ‘sit.’ Listen, Leo, if you plan on keeping me here, I’ll repeat it once more…contrary to your belief that I’m some kind of a dog or servant, I’m neither.”

“I can see quite clearly that you aren’t. As for being ‘bossy’ as you put it, I am the boss, no? It is what it is. You cannot change the moon or the stars, nor can you change the man.” Léopold sighed. Oui, maybe I am an arrogant prick. Little rabbit better get used to it, though, because I’m not changing for a woman, especially one who won’t be in my life very long.

“Why am I not surprised that you’d compare yourself to the universe?” she huffed and sat down at the breakfast bar. She looked down and saw that not only had he heated her food, he’d given her a neatly folded cloth napkin, utensils and bottle of water. She closed her eyes and tried to quell the pang of guilt for calling him bossy. Despite his cavalier attitude, he was trying. “Thank you. It smells great.”

“Would you like wine?” Léopold selected one of his favorite reds from a wrought iron rack on the wall.

“No thank you,” she answered, picking up her spoon.

“Oui, I do think you need some wine. This is a lovely Pinot Noir I picked up in New Zealand a few months ago.” Léopold proceeded to retrieve a couple of glasses from the cabinet and opened the bottle. After pouring a generous portion, he slid the glass in front of her and smiled.

Laryssa watched as he completely ignored her answer. Did he not just hear me say ‘no’? But of course he did. Despite his actions, there was no denying how incredibly sexy she found his confidence. Acquiescing to his suggestion, she shook her head and picked the glass up, taking a sip. As the dark fruity flavors coated her tongue, she closed her eyes, enjoying its excellent pairing with her meal. It had been a God awful day, and she relaxed as the delicious nectar began to take the edge off. Her eyes snapped open and she silently swore. Damn him. Did he have to be right about everything? The soft rumble of his laughter filled the room and she knew she’d been caught.

“Good, no?”

“Okay, yes, the wine is wonderful. And even though I said no, and you ignored me, you were right about it. What about you? Aren’t you eating?” Laryssa could’ve smacked herself right after she asked such a fatuous question. Food for vampires? As in blood. It wasn’t as if she was volunteering, but as she watched his mouth break into a broad smile, she couldn’t refute that she desired his lips on her skin.

“Brave one, mon petit lapin.” He held his glass up to the light and swirled it. “I do love the finer culinary delights of humanity but I’m afraid only sang will keep me alive. The wine is delectable, but it doesn’t suffice.”

“And the food…real food?”

“Real food?” Léopold laughed and placed his drink on the counter before catching Laryssa’s eyes. “It’s all a matter of perspective. Blood…warm blood from a living human is what I require…crave.”

“You don’t scare me,” Laryssa said, willing her hands not to shake.

“It’s not my intention. You asked. I’m answering. A simple conversation. Besides,” he returned to his wine. “I don’t kill to eat. I do, however, prefer live donors. I can afford it, so why not?”

“As in people?”

“It’s who I am. There’s no denying my nature.” Léopold circled around the bar until he was behind Laryssa. He set his glass next to hers and slid his fingers down through her hair.

“But why not just get bagged blood or whatever that stuff is they have at Mordez?” Laryssa asked but didn’t really care. The second he touched her, she lost her concentration, falling back into his hands, but stopped short of purring like a kitten.

“Why should I when I can have what I really want? When I want. How I want it,” he whispered into her ear. His hands fell to her shoulders. “If you could have what you want, wouldn’t you take it? Relish the experience. Just be who you are. No living in fear or shame.”

Laryssa could feel her muscles melt as he massaged her neck. Oh dear God, I’m never going to be able to deny him. What was he saying? Did he ask what I wanted? That’s an easy answer; I want him. Ah, but it was that small detail about telling him who she was that was going to be a bit of an issue.

“I don’t know what that’s like,” she managed to say. Losing herself in his touch, she moaned. “I want to be free, but I can’t.”

“Tell me what you are, ma chérie. Free yourself.”

“Quid pro quo. Tell me why you got upset with me. I asked if you’d always been good with children and you shut me down.”

Léopold released her and walked across the room, gazing out the windows. Laryssa jumped up from her seat, following him.

“Oh no you don’t. Not again,” she scolded. “You expect me to tell you everything about me, but I ask a simple question, and you get angry. Well, I’ve got news for you. I’m not laying it all on the line unless you do the same. You want me to trust you with something that is really important to me, but you won’t even tell me why you’re so good with a baby that I’d think you actually had one.”

Léopold had a family? A child? Laryssa knew instantly the minute she’d pressed the issue, and he’d gone as stiff as a board. But why hide it? Were they missing? No, they were dead.

Léopold said nothing as her words fell through the air, tearing open old wounds. The woman made him crazy. He should have just left her in that damn antique shop. She hadn’t given him any reason to think she could really help him protect Ava. He’d never needed anyone, yet he was acting like he needed her. He contemplated grabbing his car keys and driving her right back to the French Quarter where she belonged. He was about to walk over to the door when he felt her hands on his back.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“Really, I’m sorry. If you’d just told me…”

“Like you’ve told me what you are and how you got that way?” he snapped, turning to face her.

“That’s different. You don’t understand. I don’t tell anyone. There’s been no one. Don’t you get how badly I want to trust you? You don’t even know, do you?” Laryssa countered. She looked to the floor, wringing her hands. “I can’t just tell you what you want to know. I want to tell you but we need to have trust. Bossing me around isn’t trust, Leo. I need more.”

“More? I’ve brought you to my home. There are things about me you don’t know, Laryssa. I’ve lived a long time.”

“Yes, but when two people are building a friendship, a relationship…” Laryssa cringed at the use of the ‘r’ word but whether it was romantic or not, it was what she required in order to tell him the truth.

“Relationship?” Léopold threw his head back and wiped his eyes. “I cannot deny that I’m attracted to you, but a
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