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        Haunting Savannah

        8 Dark and Seductive Tales

      

      By Lia Davis & Kerry Adrienne, Deena Remiel, Ella Jade, Evelyn Lederman, Savannah Verte, H.R. Boldwood, Kim Carmichael, and ML Guida

      

      Spend Halloween in Savannah with eight dark, seductive tales of ghosts, vampires, demons, witches, and warlocks.

      

      Nine bestselling authors come together in this collection of eight BRAND NEW, Halloween themed novellas.

      

      A look inside…

      

      Ghost in a Bottle by Lia Davis & Kerry Adrienne

      Anatoli La Croix has spent the last century cursed to exist in spirit form, locked inside a glass jar. When the beautiful and magickal Ophelia purchases the jar, he discovers he’s able to escape his confinement for short periods. For the first time in a century, he has hope. Could the beautiful witch be the one to break his curse? Or will she provoke the evil spirit that imprisoned him and bring dark magick’s wrath down on them both?

      

      Forbidden Union by Deena Remiel

      It’s Halloween in Savannah. Noah Blackman has come to Savannah, Georgia and Violet Adams’ home seeking to verify the origins of his family.  Could his roots begin with a runaway slave? This trip holds many surprises for the two as their family’s pasts collide and their present charts a course for romance and lasting love.

      

      True Companions by Ella Jade

      Maxim and Grant have been lovers for a century. Companions in the truest sense. What happens when a human woman shares their home and their bed? Can two destined souls open their hearts to a third?

      

      The Ultimate Act of Love by Evelyn Lederman

      The last thing Kori Daniels expected to see on a ghost tour is an actual apparition. Although she can feel earth-bound spirits, she has never seen one. Already impacted by nightly amorous dreams since arriving in Savannah, her dream lover now has a face.

      

      The Haunting of Bellehaven by H.R. Boldwood

      Self-reliant Harper McKinnon arrives in Savannah to claim her inheritance, Bellehaven Plantation—a proud antebellum estate. But the estate’s handsome caretaker, Clay Montgomery, is used to doing things his way. Fireworks fly as they are drawn ever closer, but the plantation’s ghostly secrets threaten both their love and their lives.

      

      The Promise by Kim Carmichael

      A mistake brought a demon to her, a promise kept them bound together.  It is a thin line between desire and love and good and evil when an incubus enters Leora Desmond’s life.

      

      Veil Break by Savannah Verte

      Taken from the world he knows, to a place out of time, Holden Henry has a lot of questions when he is redeposited into his world, 150 years in the future. His Savannah isn’t the same anymore.

      

      A Pirate’s Mask by ML Guida

      Dark secrets haunt the Pirate’s House Inn in Savannah, Georgia.

      Rosalind Gill’s stepfather is the culprit. He’s forcing her to remain silent and marry his evil partner or die. Her only hope is Phearson MacFie-a vampire pirate from another time. They must work together to not only save the innocent, but save themselves and discover true love.
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      It’s Halloween in Savannah. A time when the veil between our world and the ethereal is at its thinnest. A time for ghosts to settle unfinished business and finally rest. A time for love to work its magic on two deserving souls.

      Noah Blackman has come to Savannah, Georgia and Violet Adams’ home seeking the origins of his family. This trip holds many surprises for the two as their family’s pasts collide and their present charts a course for romance and lasting love.
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      “So, they hid them down there?”

      “That’s what the diary says. I haven’t come near this area of the house since I read about it. I’ve been waiting for you to arrive.”

      “The suspense must’ve been killing you. I’m impressed by your control.”

      “Well, I think it’s only fitting that you and I should explore whatever’s down there together. Don’t you? A descendant of slaves and a descendant of someone who ran an Underground Railroad station should experience together how their ancestry intersected so many years ago.”

      “Very true. I appreciate that. Violet, whatever we find down there, at least we know this house, your family’s house, was a place of peace and not hatred.”

      “Yeah, thank goodness. At least not everyone from my family’s lineage in Savannah were assholes.” He rubbed her back and his hand settled on her shoulder. Her heart skipped a few beats, but she continued. “It’s not an easy thing to bear, growing up in Philadelphia with a certain set of values and morals, and having ancestors who owned slaves in the south. This part of my family, though, I am proud to call mine. As much as I don’t want to, I must acknowledge the ugly parts, too. Another day, though.” She smacked her hands together with resolve. “Let’s see what mysteries we can uncover about your family. That’s why you’re here, after all. Mr. Noah Blackman, would you kindly lead us onward into the bowels of this decrepit house of mine?”

      “Yes, Miss Violet Adams, mistress of the house.” He waved a grand flourish with his hands and tugged on the wooden door leading to the basement. It didn’t budge.

      “It’s kinda humid, and the wood swells. Give it a good pull.” She grunted a little as she imitated the struggle.

      He laughed and shook his head. Using both hands this time, he tugged, and with a groan of protest, the door gave way. “All right! Now to find a light. Ah, there it is.” He pulled on the string hanging down from an incandescent lightbulb.

      A dim, golden glow bathed a questionable wooden staircase leading to what the architect’s plans said was a cellar. There they would find buried history, as written by her family in diaries she’d found when rummaging through the attic’s contents. Exactly what kind of buried history, she didn’t know.

      “Maybe I should go first.” She rested a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “Those stairs look iffy, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “All the more reason for me to go first. I’ll be careful, and if the stairs hold up, then they’ll definitely be safe for you.”

      “Okay.” She wagged a pointed finger at him. “Don’t say I didn’t warn ya.”

      She gazed around at the landing, with its cobwebs and plaster peeling from years of neglect. An uninvited shiver erupted across exposed skin. It was obvious no one had used this section of the house in decades. She understood why. The house was huge and had so many rooms, there was no reason to go below the main floor. The root cellar had been dug out around back, right by the kitchen door for easy access.

      Noah had gone down a few steps and turned to her, offering a hand. “I’m amazed, but these feel pretty strong. Come, I think we’ll be fine. There looks to be about ten more steps from here.”

      She took a deep breath and grabbed hold of his rough, calloused hand, his strength and confidence enshrouding hers with that simple grasp. It surprised, soothed, and created tingles in all the right girly places.

      There was something about Noah. Definitely something.

      She’d never forget the first time he’d called from New York searching for missing pieces to his family’s history. He’d said hello and her name. She’d had her first eargasm, as his voice, like liquid sex, worked its magical way through her body. She’d closed her eyes and melted in her seat. If she were to die after that phone call, she figured she’d die happy. And then he had to do it. He had to go and put the nail in the coffin. She’d made a silly quip about the house’s condition, and he laughed. Literally did her in. She’d taken a long shower after that phone call.

      That auspicious conversation started their long-distance platonic relationship, and for the past few months, they’d talked nearly every day. They spoke about everything under the sun, shared current successes and frustrations, and of course, family histories. He stirred her desire, not just for his sexy self, but also to better understand her own family’s history. So, when she wasn’t on the phone with him or teaching high school juniors how to write creatively, she researched her own past. It wasn’t pretty.

      Diaries kept by various family members painted a tragic picture of a family torn by war and ideology. Some chose to move north, others chose to fight silently by staying in Savannah and served as a station for the Underground Railroad. A small number fought for the confederacy to keep slavery alive. Closer to modern day, stories spoke of vociferous Jim Crow law supporters and equally loud Freedom Riders. One thing she could say about her family was that they were always active voices in the shaping of the country, for good or bad.

      Now, to have Noah in her home, a man whose ancestors may have been helped by hers, it seemed to come full circle in the best way possible.

      “Wow, it’s so much cooler down here.”

      “Yeah, maybe I should fix it up and turn it into a summer bedroom.”

      “It’s that brutal, huh?” Noah chuckled.

      “Oh, yes. It’s downright horrid. Hot, humid. Hmm,” she said, scanning the unusually small, cramped space. “I wasn’t expecting the room to be like this. I mean, every other room upstairs is oversized. Why would this be so small?”

      “It makes perfect sense if you’re hiding people.” Noah walked over to one of the walls and knocked. “One of these must be a false wall, with an area behind it and some kind of secret way to open it up. When you hear a difference in tone, let me know.” He continued rapping with his knuckles all over the wall, then moved on to the next wall.

      “There! I hear a difference. Knock again.”

      Noah tapped more and he agreed. “Yeah, this is definitely a false wall here. With your permission, I’d like to open it up.”

      “Of course, you have my permission. This is incredible.” Goosebumps arose on her skin. “I just pray there are no bones back there. I swear, I’ll freak out.”

      Noah tossed the hammer to the ground and rested his hands on her arms. “Would you prefer to go upstairs while I do this? I don’t mind. I don’t want you traumatized by whatever might be behind this wall. You have to live here, and I don’t want to be the cause of any nightmares.”

      Violet bit down on her bottom lip and laced her clammy hands together. “I don’t think I could stand the suspense up there, but I’m also a bit afraid of what’s behind Curtain Number One. I know there could be nothing, but still.” She conducted a quick “pro versus con” debate in her head. “Oh, go ahead. Just do it. I’m staying.”

      Noah leaned down from his towering height of well over six feet and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. “That’s my brave girl.” He winked, smiled, and turned to retrieve his hammer, leaving her to deal with the shock and thrill of his lips having graced her skin for the very first time.

      Thankful for the horrible lighting, she knew a full-on flush had crept up her throat and cheeks. Did he know how he affected her? How thankful she was to know he was unattached? How very much she wanted those lips to kiss the bloody shit out of her? Hell, she got wet just listening to him call her his brave girl!

      “Violet,” he called, as she heard the chinking of the hammer. Plaster pieces gave way to stone. Rocks thudded on the dirt floor. “I was right.” He grabbed a small flashlight and peered through the small hole he’d opened. “There’s definitely space behind this wall, but I can’t see anything else yet.” He put the flashlight down and used his powerful hands to remove more material. He stopped, and once again shone the flashlight into the space. “No bones! Would you like to help me with the rest of these?”

      “Absolutely!” She hurried over and grabbed at a stone. A strong tug, and it gave way. Stone by stone, she and Noah worked to open the space up as wide as possible. When her hands weren’t strong enough, he gave her the hammer.

      In little over a half an hour, the hidden room was revealed. Violet dropped to the ground and dragged a hand across her sweaty brow, dejected. Noah brushed off his hands on his jeans and sat beside her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We did all this hard work, for what? It’s an empty room.” She coughed and swiped at stray hairs that tickled her nose. “This can’t be the safe room like we thought.”

      Noah reached over, tucking her long hair over her shoulder and behind her ear. He settled his hand on her thigh and shook his head. “Think, Violet. If the room was sealed from this side, what must there be somewhere in there?”

      She crinkled her brow and closed her eyes. Yes, what must there be? Her mood instantly brightened. “A passageway out!”

      “Right! We just have to find that now.”

      “And given where we’re located in the house, that could easily lead out to the back and close to the river bank. That makes sense. They offered up this house because it’s back yard is the river. It flows eventually into Florida.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I could sure use a cup of lemonade. How about a break for a while from the physical labor? We can do some research about where these people may have gone after this stop.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I just happen to have a full pitcher upstairs. I have cookies, too.”

      “That’s downright southern hospitality right there, Violet.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m learning. Been here two years now. A house should never be without lemonade or cookies to eat in the afternoon.”

      “Come here. Lean in.” He took a rag from his tool belt.

      “What? Do I have something on me?” She swiped at her face and shook her hair.

      “Easy now, I got this.” He wiped the rag across her forehead and along her cheekbones. “There, that’s better. You looked like you’d turned to stone.”

      “With you so close, that’s impossible.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Oh, my God.” She bent her head down in mortification. “That was meant to be heard by none.”

      “I heard it just fine. Violet, look at me, would ya?”

      She lifted her head slightly and peered through a curtain of long bangs into his lust-filled eyes. “Yes?”

      “When I kissed your forehead before, I really wanted to kiss you elsewhere.”

      “You did?” She could barely speak, breathless from her heart thrumming stronger than a heavy metal band. “Where?”

      “Here.” He touched her mouth with his thumb and leaned in to replace it. Her eyes shuttered closed as his warm, moist lips pressed against hers.

      Fireworks. Tiny electric explosions screamed across her skin. Her arms reflexively lifted and wrapped around his neck, drawing him closer. He teased her mouth with his tongue, and she opened for him. A moan rumbled deep in her throat, and he answered with one of his own as he enclosed her in his arms and swept her up into his lap.

      She didn’t know how long they sat on the dirt floor building passion’s fire with rubble all around. It would’ve made for a great editorial picture, she mused as he moved from her lips to her throat. “Noah, we should, uh, go upstairs. Don’t you, uh, think?”

      “Mmm, um hmmm. Sure,” he murmured through kisses feathered across the sweet spot behind her ear. He planted one more searing kiss against her lips, then released her from his embrace. She stood and reached her hands to help him up. He turned her around and dusted off her ass, getting a good feel for her in the process.

      “Such a gentleman. Thank you.” She laughed lightly and he joined in.

      “Well, I try. You are quite a woman.” He ran a thumb across his lips and wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Some people bring out the best in me.” She winked and turned to head upstairs.

      Lemonade and cookies were the perfect foil to what could have been quick, hot, down and dirty sex. Something she didn’t want with this man. Not now anyway. He’d only been in Savannah since the night before, and at her house since noon. Yes, they’d spoken for hours every day for months now, but it had never taken a romantic turn. Not until a few minutes ago. No, let the tension build some. Make them both sweat for it. Tonight, hopefully she’ll have him in her bed for real. No more fantasizing. And it will be hot, fast, hard, and mind-blowing. For now, though, she’ll thrill in the knowledge that this man, whose voice had been the cause of many a change in underwear, whose rock-solid body and powerful hands had vibrated beneath her minutes ago, felt the same way about her. How was that for a major shot in the arm?

      “Hey, since you’re going to be here for the weekend, I was wondering if you’d be up for a Halloween party tomorrow.” Violet busied herself with the dirty plates and glasses. What she really wanted was to get all dirty with Noah. She held strong to her resolve. It’d be so rewarding in the end. “A colleague of mine lives in the historic district and is having one. From what people have told me, her parties are epic. They’re always themed, and since Savannah is turning two hundred in just a few months, she’s going all out. What do you say? Wanna mix it up, old Southern style?”

      “Sure. I don't have a costume, though. Maybe you could help with that.”

      “We could head into town, try to find us some costumes, and grab dinner before heading back to the deep, dark cellar.”

      “I like that idea.” He’d come up close behind her and placed his hands on her hips. He nuzzled her neck. “And I like spending time with you. In person.”

      She reached a hand up and cupped his head as he nibbled on. “I like spending time with you, too.” Turning in his arms, she gazed up at him, capturing his dark eyes with wonder. “How? How did I ever get so lucky? I thought…. I thought.” She didn’t want to go there. “Never mind. Go back to your nibbling.”

      “You thought what?”

      She shook her head with regret. “I need to keep my thoughts to myself sometimes.”

      “And sometimes it’s best to share so you won’t obsess over them. You can tell me anything, Violet. I won’t judge.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “After my disaster of a marriage, I thought I’d never find anyone that would see me as desirable, let alone interested in being my friend. Despite leaving him, I still have an issue with acknowledging my self-worth. I guess that’s his abusive conditioning talking, but I’ve been working on believing it less and less.”

      “Violet, I find you extremely desirable, and you’ve become a very important part of my life. I gotta admit, I’ve been crushing on you hard for a while now. The past months have been amazing for me. My life’s been the same old thing day in and day out. Don’t get me wrong. I love crafting one-of-a-kind pieces of woodwork for houses, but nothing’s been better than coming home from the workshop and talking to you over dinner or before going to bed. Okay, there is something I could conceive being even better, but—” He tickled her ribs and she squealed and squirmed in his arms.

      She raised herself up on her tiptoes and held his face in her hands, and when she peered into his eyes, she hoped to convey total honesty. “Noah, I believe we were meant to come together like this. I believe fate’s at work here.” She brought her lips to press against his and kissed him gently, sweetly. As she lowered herself back down, he held her close and stroked her hair.

      “I believe that, too. I really do.”
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      “Going as our ancestors to the party is a brilliant idea, Noah.” Violet shoveled a spoonful of seafood gumbo in her mouth and looked as though she’d died and gone to heaven. She’d brought him to her favorite seafood restaurant in the historic district to celebrate finding costumes the day before Halloween. He was enjoying watching her as much as eating the sumptuous fare. “Oh! We should wear name tags so people know who we are, and that we’re not wearing some tasteless, stereotypical costumes.”

      “Good idea. I figured I’d go as Benjamin Blackman. I’ve spoken to you about him. He’s the slave who ran away and used the Underground Railroad to escape to the north.”

      “Oh, right. I remember completely. He’s the whole reason you’re here.”

      “I guess our ancestors are pushing us together. Holy hell, this Crawfish Étouffée is incredible. So, who is it you’re going as again?”

      “I found a portrait covered with cloth in the attic. I haven’t looked into who the woman was within the family yet, but she certainly was beautiful and young at the time of the painting. I figured I’d go as her.”

      “Maybe we can find out before tomorrow. Then we can give you a proper name.”

      “I hope so, but if not, I can always use the name of the first mistress of the house here.”

      Violet chatted on about life in Savannah on the river. Having been raised in Philadelphia, it was quite the change for her. She loved living on the Forest River. She said it was like going on vacation every time she left school at the end of the day. She spoke of warm humid days, bugs and frogs and fishing, the terror of hurricanes, the tranquility of sunrises. She painted such a lush picture, Noah found himself yearning to experience it, too. What would it take to move his business down to Savannah? What would it cost him to stay in New York? Questions left for another day. Right now, he gazed over at the woman that had completely enchanted him and awakened a raging desire.

      “Why don’t we head on back to your house? I’m curious about what we’ll find next in that room and hoping it’s incredible.”

      “All right.” She waved a hand in the air. “Excuse me, Paul? We’d like the check, please.”

      “Of course, right away.”

      Once he stole the bill away from her and paid, he took her hand in his as they walked to her car. Then he twirled her in close and kissed her. He’d wanted to kiss those lips of hers all during dinner, but they would never have eaten. He opened her car door and closed it behind her before he went around to his side. As she drove them home, he gazed upon her. How different she was from the other women he’d dated back home!

      Most women had been interested in his career as a woodworker, but then weren’t interested in talking about it. Some would even say how great that he didn’t have to work out to get hard muscles, as if his physique was the only reason they wanted to be with him. Other women were just plain not interested in what he did at all. Violet, asked for pictures of his work in progress and when they were finished, too. She loved listening to him talk shop and mentioned that one of her hobbies was photographing historic homes and their architecture inside and out.

      To meet her in person was the icing on the cake. Her beauty knocked the wind out of him when she’d picked him up at the airport. Her eyes struck him first. Crystal blue orbs surrounded by long black lashes. Then, her hair drew his attention as it swished across her shoulders and fell at her waist. Long, wavy, sensuous black hair that he was dying to wrap around his fingers. Her lips, he could suck on all day. So soft, warm, and heart-shaped. She had a body that spoke of hours spent outside gardening, kayaking, and other outdoor activities.

      He wanted that body beneath him in the worst way. He’d a feeling they were headed in that direction. It was just a matter of time. Who knew that researching his family’s history would bring him romance, as well? They had one weekend together. They’d need to make the most of it. With Halloween the next day, it all seemed extra magical, extra intense. Just... extra.

      “Boy, I’m glad you’re not the one driving.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’d run us off the road from staring at me.” She offered a crooked grin.

      “Guilty as charged. Here I thought I was being discreet. Guess I shouldn’t be a spy in my next life. Sorry, if I made you uncomfortable, but I find you to be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”

      Even in the darkness he could see her blush. He planned on making her blush all weekend long.

      The road leading to Violet’s house seemed to take a lifetime to reach its end. The sooner they returned to the basement to research its mysteries, the sooner he could take her upstairs to her bedroom and research her.

      “I’ll get us better flashlights. They’re in the junk drawer in the kitchen. Would you take these costumes and put them on the living room couch, please?”

      “Sure. No problem.” She left him to his own devices. Was she having as difficult a time as he was at this game? She must. There was no denying she wanted him as much as he wanted her, but he did come to Savannah for a reason that hadn’t initially included hooking up with her.

      “Here we are. “She entered the living room and tested each flashlight to make sure they worked. “Now, let’s go find ourselves a way out of that room.” Her smile glinted, and he appreciated how involved she’d become in his family’s history.

      He took one of the flashlights from her and led the way. Once in the room, with flashlights turned on, the search began. “What am I looking for, Noah?”

      “Anything in any of the walls that looks off to you. Maybe the pattern of plaster is off a little, or a crack could be the edge of an opening. Use your eyes, your ears, your hands. This could take a while.”

      “Okay. I’m up for it.”

      They settled into comfortable silence as they focused their energies on finding a way out. Minutes went by, then an hour. Noah was no closer to uncovering anything than he’d been at the start.

      “Maybe, I was wrong. Maybe I read the records wrong and I’m at the wrong house. Damn it.”

      [image: ]

      “Hey! I think I found something. Come here.” Noah hurried over to her. “Look at this right here.” She pointed to a hairline crack, barely visible, but there. “Do you see it?”

      She glanced at him and saw hope wash over his face.

      “I do. Have you followed it to its end?”

      “I did. I waited to say anything until I was sure. I think this is it, Noah. Look for yourself. Follow it.”

      She stepped back to let him investigate. Inch by painful inch, he followed the crack up from the floor about four feet, over to the left about three feet, and back down again. “If this is what I think it is, this area is covering up a passageway out of here.” He spun around, his face covered in a light sheen of sweat. “Can you grab the tool belt? I’ve got some tools we can use to chip away at this. I think they may have boarded it up and plastered it when it was no longer in use. Once we’re through, the trick will be to find out where it ends and if we can get out.”

      Adrenaline kicked into high gear as the pair chipped away at the wall. As predicted, there were boards behind the plaster. Using his hammer, he plied them away to reveal the hidden opening.

      “Holy shit, Noah! This is unbelievable!” Stunned, Violet took a step back to marvel at what they’d uncovered. “You know, we’ve been talking about this for months, about the possibility that this house was used as a station stop. Even my family’s diaries hold some evidence of that. But to see this room, this tunnel right in front of us. Jesus, it’s freakin’ real! Ha ha!”

      “Holy shit is right.” He wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve. “You wanna see where this tunnel leads?”

      “Oh, hell yeah. Let’s finish this.” She rubbed her hands on her jeans.

      He knelt down and cast the flashlight beam into the tunnel. “I see a straight run as far as the light will shine. I’ll go first. You’re not claustrophobic, are you?”

      “Nope, I’m good. Do you feel any breeze coming through, at least?”

      “Not since opening it up initially. If we can keep track of how far we go and which direction, we can possibly dig down from above.”

      “Okay, well, I know what’s above us right now. It’s the kitchen and back porch. The opening to the tunnel faces directly at the river. If we find the tunnel goes straight, it should be easy.”

      Down on hands and knees, she crawled behind her fearless leader. She counted roughly in yards along the way. There were no twists or turns, and for that she was thankful. It only took a few minutes before Noah stopped.

      “Hold up. I think we’ve reached the end. Yup, we’ve run out of tunnel.” He shined the light up against the dirt ceiling. “No sign of any kind of doorway. Damn it. Okay. They probably filled it and it no longer exists, or it just needs to be found again from up above. Time to get outta here. Can you turn around?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right, lead us out, okay?”

      “You got it. I’m sorry, Noah,” she said, resting a hand on his dampened cheek. “I know you were hoping to find the way out of here. But I counted and measured. We’ll find it tomorrow. I know we will.”

      He took her hand and kissed its palm despite the dirt. “Thank you. You’re incredible. I’m so glad you’re on this journey with me.”

      “I am, too.” She kissed his cheek and turned to lead them out.

      

      Showered and changed into more comfortable clothing, Violet waited for Noah to do the same. It may have been a grand house, but at the moment, only one of the three bathrooms had been updated and remodeled. She settled into the oversized loveseat with one of her family’s diaries. It was possible she overlooked information that could help them uncover where the tunnel exited. She yawned a few times. Her eyes fluttered closed.

      “Are you kidding me? Damn it, Vi, how many freaking times do I have to tell you no chunks of tomato in my soup?” Violet flinched as Edward tossed his spoon at her from across the table, spattering tomato soup all over her white t-shirt. “You really are useless. You know that, don’t you? Tell me that you know this.”

      She looked down at her trembling hands in her lap. “I’m absolutely useless, Edward. Ok? I’m sorry I didn’t remove all the tomato chunks. I thought I’d gotten them all. But I see I missed a few.”

      “A few? My whole dinner is ruined now. What else did you manage to fuck up today?”

      “Nothing. School was fine. I went food shopping and found everything you asked for. So, my day was just fine. No fuck ups.”

      “Except for my dinner. How sweet of you to save it all for me.”

      “That’s enough, Edward.” She used a linen napkin and wiped down the front of her shirt while casting a piercing stare at him. “I think I’ve had enough berating for one evening. If you’ve nothing nice to say to me, then I wish you’d just stay quiet and finish your ruined dinner.”

      She straightened her utensils around her bowl, knowing she’d just asked for a whole can of whoop-ass to be leveled against her. But she didn’t care anymore. It was time to stand up for herself, and in the bigger picture, for what she thought her marriage was supposed to be. Mutual respect as a foundation.

      “Oh, so now you think you can back talk me? After two years, you get a mouth on you? You know, I should just divorce you already. You got a job of your own. Don’t say I owe you anything. I got you away from that overbearing father of yours. I’ve paid you back triple for working to put me through med school with this house and anything you want.” He threw his napkin on the table and stood up. “I’m done paying my dues. Done putting up with a lame excuse for a wife. Expect papers from my lawyer. I’m outta here.”

      Edward tromped down the hallway and up the stairs, presumably to their bedroom. Violet heard lots of banging, shouting of expletives, and a slamming of the front door. When all was quiet, she assumed he’d left.

      “You fucking, arrogant, narcissistic, son-of-a-bitch asshole. I can’t wait for you to be out of my life for good. I’ve wasted so much time with you. So much fucking time. An absolute waste….”

      “Hey, Violet, honey. Wake up.”

      Why was she shaking? And why were her cheeks wet? She opened her eyes and they leaked some more. Damned dream. Why did Edward have to come into her dreams again? Why now? “Hi. I must’ve dozed off waiting for you. I’m sorry.”

      “No apologies necessary. I was concerned, so I woke you. You were crying and mumbling something. Are you okay?”

      She swiped away the lingering tears from her cheeks and sniffled a couple of times. Why did he have to look so damned sexy, all dewy and fresh from his shower, when she was probably all blotchy and red-eyed? “Great. That’s embarrassing. I’m okay. I have recurring dreams sometimes and this was one of them. Not a very nice one, but it’ll stop eventually. What time is it?”

      “Nearing midnight.”

      “Hmm. Wonder if he’s going to make his nightly appearance.”

      “Who?”

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you.” She adjusted in her seat, trying to wake up. “I have a ghost on the property.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Uh huh. For the past couple of weeks, he’s been running across the back yard, looking for his lost love, I guess.” She stood and stretched, and then grasped his hand. “Come on out to the back porch. He usually appears at midnight. Freaked me the hell out at first. Now, it’s just sad. To hear him…well, it’s heartbreaking because I think he’s reliving this same moment over and over again with the same result all the time. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but he seems to be calling to someone as he walked across the lawn. No other ghost ever responds or appears.”

      “That is sad, but freaking awesome, too. I’ve never encountered a ghost before. A couple friends of mine have claimed to, but I think they were drunk off their asses at the time.”

      As they stepped onto the back porch, Violet pointed to the huge oak tree to their right. “He comes from over that way. Just sort of appears out of thin air. Then he scurries across the lawn, stopping and hiding from tree to tree, looking all around him, as if someone were chasing him or maybe he’s hiding from someone. He gets as close as this tree right here, and then he fades. Thank God, because I’d sell the damn place if he got any closer.”

      “It’s almost midnight. Just about a minute to go.” He took her hand and placed it on his chest. “Do you feel that?”

      “Ha ha! Holy shit, you’re a bit excited.” Violet wondered, too, if she could keep her hand there a while. He felt so good beneath it.

      “That ghost’s not the only thing that has my heart racing, though.”

      Before she had a chance to respond, the ghost appeared exactly where she said he would. “Noah! Look!” she uttered in an excited whisper and seized his arm in a viselike grip. “There he is!”

      They stood frozen, side by side with mouths agape, as the corporeal form of a man scurried from tree to tree across her property and close to the house. He wore ripped pants held in place by a string that stopped just below his knees. As he spun around to check his surroundings, his back, laden with scars from enumerable lashings, caught the glint of the full moon’s light. Violet gasped, as she’d not been able to see with such clarity before. From the first day she noticed him, until now, his form had changed from mist floating across the lawn to a man nearly solid. Her heart ached for the poor soul and what he’d endured as a slave. He spoke. Called out. Violet strained to comprehend what he was going on about, but most of what he said was unintelligible. Just like every other time.

      The closer to the house he ambled, the more his figure dissipated like steam over a cooling earth. And then he was gone.

      Noah stumbled back and fell into the rocking chair behind him. “I can’t believe what I just saw. Did that really happen?”

      Violet stroked his cheek with the back of her hand and chuckled softly. “Yes, yes it did, and you can believe it. This is what I’ve been seeing for the past two weeks. To be honest, though, tonight he was clearly visible, the most corporeal. And it’s the first time I think I heard him use a name. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I think he was calling out a name. Could you tell what he was saying?”

      “Not at all, but holy shit, he’s definitely a slave. Maybe a run away. There’s definitely unfinished business here for him.”

      “There were so many who came through my family’s house on their way to new lives, just like your family. Maybe he’s one who’s reliving his escape. If he’s calling out a name, he could be searching for someone he was supposed to meet here. If he comes around again, we might be able to catch a name. We need a name! You know, they say Halloween is when the veil is lifted between the world of the living and the dead. There may be a bunch more to see and hear this time tomorrow. I have to admit, with you here, I’m feeling brave.”

      Violet yawned and stretched, but while doing so, Noah grabbed her by the hips and pulled her to his lap. While wrapping her up in his arms, he nuzzled her neck. “You must be exhausted. We did a lot today.”

      “Mmm. Yes, we sure did.” She closed her eyes, reveling in the sweet intimacy of being in his arms. Drinking in his lavender aroma from the shower.

      “Violet, I’m going to make love to you.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes, but not tonight.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “No, you don’t. But let me explain.”

      “By all means.”

      “Tonight, I’m going to hold you all night long. I’m going to touch you, caress you, and ache all damn night for you, because tomorrow, when the Halloween party’s over and the ghost has faded away, I’m gonna worship you over and over again until the sun comes up the next morning. Just wanted you to be prepared.”

      “I see.” She shifted in his lap so he could see her eye to eye. “Well, thanks for the warning. Just so you know, I approve of your sado-masochistic plan. I will gladly join you in the ache of wanting to feel you inside me, over and over again. And tomorrow, when the party’s over and the ghost has faded to nothing more than mist, I intend to commit every inch of you to memory…with my mouth. Just so you’re prepared.”

      Noah slid a hand to rest on her thigh and closed his eyes. When they reopened, those dark pools spoke of hot lust and unmatched restraint. She went damp with need. “Seems we have a challenge before us, Violet. Why don’t we head inside and test our resolve?”

      As she leaned in, her taut nipples pushed through her t-shirt to graze his chest. She pressed her moist lips against his in a soul-searing response, and when she’d given everything she had left in her, she pulled away and whispered in his ear, “Challenge accepted.”
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      Heaven. She smelled heaven. Or was it coffee? Definitely coffee. So, the man knows how to make coffee and keep her nerves tied up in sexual knots. What more could she ask for?

      “Good morning, beautiful. Coffee for my mistress?” Noah leaned against her bedroom doorway, boxers slung low on his hips, revealing an exquisite V, a mug of coffee in his hand, and nothing else.

      “Damn, but you’re looking all sorts of fine this morning. I don’t usually have my shit together until at least noon on the weekends. Come here, you coffee god, and just pour it all over me.”

      He laughed lightly, stalked over to her and poured kisses all over her instead. As she erupted in giggles, an overall sense of peace and joy welled from within. This. She’d never had this. She’d yearned for this. Even doubted that she’d ever find this kind of feeling with anyone, yet here it was. Found in the arms and affections of one Noah Blackman.

      As he hopped in bed beside her, she grabbed for her mug and drank deeply. “That’s more like it. Although, I must say, you’re just as strong as caffeine.” She winked and he may have blushed a little.

      “So, today, we find the exit to this tunnel.”

      “Yes! I have the estimated distance written down. I have shovels and spades in the shed out back.”

      “I’ve been re-reading the Blackman’s journals that talked about Benjamin’s escape. I’m hoping maybe I missed something all those other times, but I probably haven’t.”

      “It would be so helpful if either of our records had coordinating mention of names during that time. This may not have been the only house along the river that was a station stop, nor could it have been the only station stop around here, period. If we could tie Benjamin to someone from my family who lived here, we’d have conclusive evidence that he came through here. But then again, I don’t think they’d want to keep a list of names for fear of getting caught.”

      “This may sound crazy, but I’ve had this strange feeling in my gut since seeing that ghost last night.”

      “Oh yeah? Tell me about it.”

      “Well,  what if…what if that ghost is Benjamin Blackman? He’s obviously the ghost of a runaway slave, given the nature of his clothing. Benjamin was a runaway. This ghost is looking for someone. Benjamin was supposed to run away with his girl, whose name we don’t know, but she never showed. Do you see the parallels?”

      “I do, but Noah, you gotta admit you’re connecting a lot of dots without a lot of evidence. Just supposition. I’m willing to go with it barring any other evidence that crosses our path. I want to know who he’s looking for, too. If the ghost is Benjamin, and he’s looking for his girl, why didn’t she show? And how do we get him to rest in peace?”

      “Tonight might give us all the answers we need.”

      “Time to get up and get going, then.”

      

      Although it was the end of October, Savannah was still the place to be for warm breezes and mild temperatures. As the sun reached its zenith, Violet was thankful for the bounty of trees in her backyard. The pair had been counting and marking, digging and refilling for hours with a break for lunch and lemonade. It was Violet’s turn to be frustrated and ready to throw in the shovel.

      “Damn it all! Why does finding the exit to this tunnel have to be so difficult?”

      “Maybe because it’s been over a hundred and fifty years since anyone’s used it.”

      She whacked his shoulder as they stood leaning against the trunk of an ancient oak tree. “Smartass. We have a few more hours before we should stop and get ready for the party. Pray to any god that’ll listen that we find something.”

      Violet trudged over to the starting point, right at the edge of the back porch that faced the river. She measured and counted straight out toward the river, and then dropped her shovel to start digging again. Noah did the same, but he shifted a few feet to the left of her. If there was a doorway to the tunnel, they’d know it. Just a few feet down they’d hear a thud or a thunk. Something different than earth being sliced into, anyway. Like buried treasure, that door would be worth gold in historical relevancy.

      Nothing.

      There was one more swath of lawn to tear up between the two of them. “Listen, I’ll gladly pay for a professional to come here and fix the mess we did to this beautiful lawn.”

      “That’s mighty kind of you, but I’ll split it with ya. I agreed to this madness. I’m just as invested as you are. I’ll take on half the cleanup. Ready for the last search?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Back to measuring and counting and digging. So engrossed in her work, she didn’t hear Noah calling to her until he sounded like a growling bear.

      “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.” She put down her shovel and shuffled over to him. “What is it? What was the yelling all about?”

      He didn’t say a word, but he took his shovel and dug into the earth. “Did you hear it?”

      She squinted and crinkled her brow. “Do it again.”

      He pulled the shovel out and shoved it back in while tossing her a shit-eating grin.

      “Geezus. You found it. You fucking found it.”

      “I found it.”

      Noah let go of the shovel and picked her up instead, wheeling her around like a spinning top. “Woohoo! We got ourselves a room, a tunnel, and an exit to freedom! Woohoo!”

      “Ha ha! Whee!” She threw her arms in the air, enjoying the dizzying elation.

      Noah brought her down to rest again on the solid ground. “Let’s see what we got here. Maybe our resident ghost will use it tonight.”

      As they continued to unearth the long-hidden trap door, Violet’s thoughts spun all over the place. In the span of two days, they’d excavated and found physical evidence of where her family had hid slaves fleeing to freedom. One of those slaves was Benjamin Blackman, Noah’s ancestor. They now shared such a special, intertwined history, unique unto themselves. Her heart was full, her soul, at peace.

      “I have an old wooden gate that I replaced a few months back. It’s wide enough we could use it to cover up the exit so no one falls in and gets hurt. Now, I gotta figure out a more permanent solution.”

      “It’s getting late. Why don’t you go inside and start getting ready while I finish up out here? Your costume has more pieces to it than mine, it’ll take me no time to shower and get ready.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      He grabbed her to him, pressing his hardness against her belly as his eyes pierced through to the very core of her. “Besides, if I go in that house right now, I’m marching straight into the shower with you and we ain’t makin’ it to no Halloween party.”

      He gentled her away and smoothed out his shirt. “A promise is a promise, though. Tonight.”

      A shiver crept up her spine at the thought of him taking her. All of her. And of her consuming him. Before she jumped him right then and there, she chose to pat his well-muscled chest with her hand. “I’m just gonna go inside now. Gate’s, um, leaning up against the side wall. Yeah.” She flashed a smile and ran for the door.

      All she heard as she fled up the stairs was a deep rumble of laughter that nearly brought her to her knees.

      

      God bless corsets! Violet thought her figure was in pretty good shape. She’d had no complaints. The corset and dress she’d rented at the Halloween shop, however, took her body to a whole other level. “You are so flipping hot right now, I can’t even stand it. Yes, I’m talking to you in the mirror. Who else would I be talking to?”

      Giggling, she thought about how long it would take Noah to get her out of all the layers of clothing and laughed even harder. Poor man. He’d be working hard to get some this evening, and what did she have to remove from him? Ripped pants. That’s all. He’d bought fake scars to glue onto his back. He’d asked how she felt about him going shirtless to the party and whether she’d prefer he wear a shirt. She remembered her answer quite clearly. If you got it. Flaunt it. And, baby, you got it.

      All her colleagues would be drooling at the party, while she got to take him home. There was no denying his killer body. She could see how his chosen profession had honed it into a living masterpiece. Thick, chiseled arms and shoulders, ripped abs, tree stumps for legs. And yet, his touch belied the power beneath. She’d feel that virile power tonight, and she was ready for it. Her heart leapt at the mere thought of his body on hers. A final twist of her hair and a name tag tacked to her sleeve, and she’d become Caroline Adams, Mistress of the Adams Estate and station master of one stop on the Underground Railroad.

      She gingerly took each step down the stairs to the living room and found Noah leaning against the fireplace mantle. He whistled long and low.

      “Mistress Adams, you done take my breath away.”

      “Why, hello, Benjamin, honey. Aren’t you just the sweetest thing for sayin’ so.” She whipped her fan open and fluttered it vigorously in front of her. “Give yourself a spin so’s I can see your costume.”

      He obliged and she gasped. “Noah! What happened to your back?”

      “I put fake scars on it. Looks real, right?”

      “I see those. No, I’m talking about the angry scrapes you’re refusing to tell me about.”

      “Oh, they’re nothing. When I was hauling the gate to put over the hole, it slid down my back a bit. Adds to the realism, huh?” He chuckled, preening like a peacock.

      She rolled her eyes. “Come over here and let me have a closer look.”

      “They’re fine. I washed them up in the shower and put some stuff on them that I found in the medicine cabinet.”

      “For heaven’s sake.” She shook her head as she scrutinized the wounds. “They do add a little something. You’re right. But geez! Have you had a tetanus shot recently?”

      “In my line of work, I gotta be up to date on that kinda thing. So, yes. I’ll be fine, Florence Nightingale. Thank you for caring.” He leaned down and placed a fleeting kiss on her lips. “If I linger any longer—”

      “To the car with you!”

      [image: ]

      Noah wanted to pinch himself. The best thing he’d ever done was make a trip down to Savannah. His heritage, his history, was important to him, and he had time and some money to spare to investigate and fill in the gaps. Never had he expected that the woman who’d been helping him would become the woman of his total admiration and raging desire. They’d pretty much been on their own since he arrived at her house yesterday. Her unabashed curiosity and quest for knowledge had set the stage for his heart. Now, to see her mingling with people from school, he admired her that much more.

      Before they’d even walked through the massive entrance, there were people on the oversized porch whom she knew. She walked amidst the throngs of intimate conversational groups with ease, introducing him, explaining their costuming, and engaging in some light banter as is required amongst work friends. Once inside, he looked around the dimly lit foyer at all the lavish decorations. Orange and black metallic garland trimmed the grand staircase, while an array of witches’ hats hung from the ceiling by invisible fishing wire. Candelabras were on every mantle and table, with black candles burning bright. A cauldron sat in the middle of the kitchen’s island, bubbling from dry ice, no doubt. Ominous music filtered through the speakers all about the house, so when they entered each room, the foreboding melody followed them.

      “Violet, so glad you could come this year, of all years.” An older woman, dressed like the matriarch of an old plantation family, approached with an aristocratic air about her.

      “Cassie, thank you so much for the invitation. Your home is beautiful. It reminds of pictures of the old plantation homes.”

      “Yes, well, my husband and I are obsessed with bringing back the glory days. Architecturally speaking, that is. I see you’ve been inspired by my theme this year. Tell me about your dashing young man’s costume and your own.”

      “This is Noah Blackman. Noah, this is Cassie Windruff. She teaches upper level history at our high school.”

      “Pleasure, Noah.” She held out her hand, as if expecting him to kiss it, but he shook it instead.

      “We’ve been engaged in an historical quest involving both our families. We’re dressed as our ancestors who may have known each other. It’s a fascinating story I’ll share with you some time.”

      “How wonderful. What is it you do, Noah, when you’re not channeling ancestral ghosts?”

      “I’m a craftsman. I do custom wood work.”

      “Really? I think we can all tell how physically demanding that can be just by the look of you. Impressive. Well, enjoy yourselves. There’s plenty of good food and drink to tempt any palate.”

      “Thank you, we will.” Violet offered an obligatory smile, hooked her arm around his, and ushered him through the rest of the house.

      “Sorry about her. As you can see, she’s a bit older than most of us and wealthier by far, so she takes liberties whenever she knows she might get a rise out of someone. We secretly call her the Grand Dame of the school.”

      “She’s quite the personality. That’s for sure.”

      “Oh, I see my crew out on the back lawn. I hope they saved us seats.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Her close friends were solid, and he was relieved they found his costume thoughtful and respectful rather than offensive. They settled themselves around the fire pit the group had commandeered.

      “Cassie is sure playing her role as mistress of the house tonight to the fullest.”

      “Yeah, you missed it, though, Violet. When we came in, she was standing on the stairs and she made a speech about who she was and extolled the virtues of her family and its ties to the success of the South, like she was channeling Scarlet O’Hara.”

      “Oh, my God, Lizzie? Really?”

      “Uh huh. Of course we all clapped when she was done and told her how amazing it was, but we’ve been cutting jokes about it ever since. So awkward.”

      Violet shook her head and laughed. “That’s one history teacher who takes her work seriously.”

      “Sometimes, I think too seriously. She idolizes her family lineage, without apology. Makes it a bit uncomfortable, you know, because this house has been passed down through the generations and has quite a history, she said. It was an active, prosperous plantation in its day, and it took a lot of slaves to run it. It’s her history she’s directly descended from, I get it, but does she have to be so proud her family owned slaves? In this day and age?”

      “I totally get where you’re coming from, Liz. I mean, part of my family was just like hers, but the other parts weren’t. I have to acknowledge that a piece of my personal history is forever marred by the fact there are slave owners in it and they fought for the Confederacy. But I also have other parts that went north or stayed here to help slaves escape. I’m proud of those ancestors and glad I am directly descended from them.”

      One of Violet’s male friends spoke up. “What about you, Noah? How much do you know of your history?”

      “Jack, right?” The man sitting next to Noah nodded and smiled. “Well, that’s what Violet’s helping me find out. I’m directly descended from a runaway slave, named Benjamin Blackman, who found his way to New York, but not before some interesting turns occurred. We’re uncovering more and more each day I’m here.”

      “What are your plans once you find out?”

      “I think it just might be worthy of a book,” Noah said, “and Violet writes, so—”

      “A perfect union! Ha ha!”

      “You’re a regular riot, Jack.” Violet whacked his arm with the back of her hand.

      Lizzie leaned over, across Jack’s lap. “Violet, did you walk into the different rooms to see the games Cassie’s laid out for tonight?”

      “No. I saw you through the back doors and we walked straight out here.”

      “She’s got all these authentic games from long ago going on. There’s bobbing for apples, which, ew. We’ll just leave it at that. In another room, she’s got this game where you try to eat a doughnut tied to a string without using your hands. There’s one that’s actually cool called, Puicini. It’s in the dining room. I tried it. It’s fun and the most interesting of the bunch.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s an old Irish game that’s supposed to tell your future. It’s kinda cool. You two should check it out. Come on. I’ll go with you.”

      “Thanks, Liz. Noah, what do you say?”

      “Sure. We’re here at a Halloween party, right? Let’s play.”

      Lizzie took them right to the dining room to try the Puicini game. There were directions on a card for guests to read and follow. “Okay, so who wants to go first?”

      “I’ll go. I’m feeling lucky tonight.” Noah sat down in the seat before a row of salad plates filled with all sorts of odd objects.

      “Violet, you blindfold him. I’ll mix up the plates.”

      As she followed Lizzie’s instructions, Noah took the opportunity to feather kisses up Violet’s arm. She kissed the top of his head and gave his shoulders a sweet massage before leaving him to play the game. “What next, Lizzie?”

      “Now, Noah gets to choose a plate and whatever’s in it will tell his fortune, as written on this card. Ready?”

      “Ready! Hmm.” He waved his arms with dramatic flair, and then fluttered them over to his left and right. “I choose… this one!” He lowered a hand to one plate. “What is it? What did I get?” He removed the blindfold. His hand had fallen on the plate with rings. “What does that mean?”

      Violet had been looking over Lizzie’s shoulder to read the card. As she started to blush, she turned away and giggled.

      “And?” He urged.

      “You’re going to marry, Noah. Congrats!” Lizzie laughed so hard, she doubled over while slapping the table.

      “Sweet. I could be into that.”

      “What about you, Violet?” Lizzie’s face had gone beet red from her fits of laughter. “Could you be into that?”

      Violet turned back around, having pulled herself together. “Why yes. Yes, I could.”

      “What?” Lizzie grabbed at her heart. “You big fat liar! You told me Hell would have to freeze over for you to ever consider that again. Ha ha!”

      Violet rolled her eyes and glanced over at Noah. He raised a questioning brow just to taunt her a bit more. “I’ll go next!”

      “Nice way to deflect.”

      “Shut it, Lizzie! Noah, blindfold me, please.”

      He stood so she could sit, and as he wrapped the handkerchief around her, he whispered in her ear, “If you like this, I’m not opposed.”

      “You are so bad.” She paused. “I like bad.”

      Thank goodness he had the chair in front of him. He hadn’t expected a comeback like that and he responded like any lusty man would. “Point given, Violet. Point given.” Once his manly parts settled down, he stood beside her, watching Lizzie mix up the plates and to see which plate Violet would choose.

      “I pick this one.” She lowered her hand into the plate of flower petals. “What is it, Liz?”

      “Um, flower petals means success. You will have success.”

      “That would be nice. I’ll take it. This was fun. Thanks for telling us about it.”

      “No problem. Why don’t we head back to the gang? I’m sure Jack and the others are missing us terribly.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Noah chuckled. “Can I get you something to drink, Violet?”

      “Oh yes, I’d like one of those dangerous-looking Halloween concoctions we passed on the way out here. If I have one now, I’ll be good for the ride home.”

      “I’m on it. You go on ahead. I’ll be right there.” He grasped her arm lightly and pulled her to him. “Don’t do or say anything interesting until I return.”

      “Absolutely not. We will talk about all things mundane and boring.”

      Not wanting to miss a chance at reminding Violet what was to come later, he leaned toward her and kissed the curve of her shoulder. He watched in smug satisfaction as her breasts rose and fell in quick succession.

      “A reminder of promises to come,” he proclaimed in her ear, and was close enough to hear her breath catch.

      As he navigated the rooms and hallways, the woodwork completely distracted him. The built-in cabinetry, the intricate yet simple lines of crown molding, the mantles over the fireplaces, all triggered ideas in his head for what he’d like to do in his own home, when he finally bought one. One thing was certain. He loved the charm of Savannah’s architecture and interior design. He stopped to admire a small, built-in corner shelf.

      “Excuse me. It’s Noah, right?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I thought my memory served. Cassie Windruff, the party-thrower and mistress of the house, just in case you’ve forgotten. When Violet introduced you and said what you did for a livin’, I knew I had to grab you at some point and talk to you. It seems that time is now.”

      “Really? Why’s that? Needing some work done around here?”

      “Of a sort. I have a few rooms that haven’t been updated to reflect the rest of the house’s remodelin’. The husband ran out of time and money for a while, but we’ve had a boon and are lookin’ for someone like you to bring those rooms to life.”

      “I’m flattered you’d consider me, but I’m only here for the weekend. I live up north. Plus, you haven’t even seen my work to know if you’d really want to hire me.”

      “Oh, now hush about all that. Details. Come, I want to show you the rooms. It won’t take long and there’s plenty of evenin’ left to enjoy.”

      “Violet’s expecting her drink.”

      “Violet can wait a few extra minutes, don’t you think?” She rested a hand on his naked back and ushered him from the ballroom to the hallway where the grand stairs led to the second floor.

      “This way. The rooms are upstairs. So, tell me about your work, Noah. How long have you been in the business of craftin’ with your hands?”

      “I’ve always done it. My grandpa taught me how to whittle as a boy scout, and I just fell in love with wood. I’ve been my own boss now for close to ten years.”

      “You must do well, then. What is your favorite thing to craft?”

      “I’d say built-in cabinetry that follows specific design eras.”

      “Ah, here is the first room needin’ your expertise.” She opened a door to a large room, sparse but for a four-poster bed and an octagonal side table with a small Tiffany lamp. “Look around. Do you see what I mean? No charm, no history. The family who owned this home briefly before returnin’ it to its rightful owners modernized it and wiped out any historic feel. A travesty, if you ask me. No respect for history. This home’s history. Needless to say, we’ve had a tremendous amount of work to do to bring it back to original accuracy.”

      “That always bothers me, too. Modern isn’t always best.”

      She closed the door and sat on the bed. “Come. Sit down and ruminate a moment about the possibilities for this space.” She patted the space beside her.

      “I’d rather walk around, if you don’t mind.” A sick feeling roiled in his stomach. Was bringing him up to this room just a ploy? Was this woman coming on to him? In her own home? With a ton of people downstairs, not to mention Violet? Disgusting. He’d give a good show and look around, tell her his recommendations for someone else to follow, and then get the hell out of there.

      She sniffed and toyed with her bracelet. “Suit yourself.”

      As he walked about the space, peering at the baseboards and window casings, he mentioned how he’d change those elements to reflect the correct era. The rustling of material behind him drew his attention. Before he had a chance to turn and look, cold hands skimmed his arms up to his shoulders.

      “Noah.” He flinched and whirled around to find a lustful glimmer in her eyes. “I can see you are a man who admires finer things with a bit of age on them. How about you admire me for a little while?”

      “Mrs. Windruff, I’m involved with Violet and have no desire for anyone else or to do anything with anyone else. I think I’ll leave now before this gets even more inappropriate than it already is.” He maneuvered around her wide gown and opened the door to leave.

      “Oh, I’m just havin’ a bit of Halloween naughtiness, Noah. No harm, no foul, right? Trick or treat, or why not have both? Come on. Come on back here.”

      “My treat is waiting for me downstairs. Thank you, Mrs. Windruff. Have a good evening. Maybe someone else will do for you.”

      He didn’t linger to hear her response, but hustled down the stairs and outside to Violet.

      “We were starting to wonder what happened to you. This insane crew came up with many an imaginative tale about your lengthy disappearance. And where’s my drink?”

      “Hello everyone.” He flashed a quick smile and bent over to whisper in her ear. “We need to go. Now.”

      She lowered her voice, as well, and offered a concerned frown. “Wh...why? What’s happened? Are you alright?”

      “I’ll tell you in the car. Can we please leave now?”

      “Absolutely.” She turned to her friends. “Well, we need to be going. I’m sorry, but we still have so much more to do before Noah leaves. I’ll see you on Tuesday. Yes, I took Monday off with him here.”

      He helped her out of her seat, said the obligatory farewell, and prayed they wouldn’t run into the Grand Dame before reaching the car. Luckily, she was already spinning her web around another unsuspecting victim at the far side of the dining room, but she didn’t miss the opportunity to cast him an evil glare on his way out.

      Safely in the car and on the road, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Noah, you’re worrying me. What happened back there?”

      “That Windruff lady is nuts! She’s a real piece of work.”

      “Did she say something or do something offensive? She’s been known to be a bit inappropriate at times.”

      “A bit? Yeah, well, I was admiring the woodwork in the rooms on the way to getting your drink. She steals me away, upstairs, to show me a room that still needs remodeling. Only thing is, she closed the freaking door and propositioned me!” He shuddered. Violet swerved off to the side of the road and stopped the car.

      “What?”

      “She actually put her hands on me, and get this…. She asked me to admire her for a while. Said it was just some Halloween naughtiness. Ugh! I told her we were involved, but she didn’t care. I beat it outta there so fast and came directly to you.”

      “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. What a fucking bitch! I can’t believe she’d do something like this. Especially to someone she knows.”

      “I saw her working her evil ways on someone else as we were walking out. That lady ain’t no lady. Are you going to be okay at work after this?”

      “We’re in different departments, so I never see her except for faculty meetings or if I want to do something cross-curricularly. But still. I don’t know. If she causes me any problems, I can create just as many for her.” She slammed her hands against the steering wheel. “I’m so pissed right now, and so embarrassed to have opened you up to that kind of situation. Please, forgive me.”

      He took both hands in his and kissed the reddened palms. “You’ve done nothing wrong. This is totally on her. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. You know what else I told her?”

      “What?” She wouldn’t look at him. Not even for an instant. She’d obscured her face with her long hair.

      He swiped the curtain of hair aside and lifted her chin. “I told her the only treat I was looking forward to having this evening was you. Her outlandish behavior hasn’t changed a thing. It’s still early. We have hours before our midnight rendezvous with your ghost. How about we make good on our promises to each other?”

      She put the car in gear. “What a perfect way to salvage Halloween.” She drove no sports car, but the way she sped off down the road, it might as well have been. He smiled all the way back to her house.
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      “How about I run you a bath? Those fake scars need to be soaked off and your real injuries could use a cleaning.”

      “Only if you join me.”

      Violet felt her cheeks burn hot and knew she’d turned the very color of her namesake. “I’d like that very much.” Without another word, she hoisted up her dress so she wouldn’t trip on her way upstairs to the bathroom.

      As bathrooms went, it was her favorite. There was plenty of room for a toilet, shower stall, and deep soaking basin. The design was simple, but elegant, harkening back to old Southern charm with paneled wainscoting, crown molding, and a ceiling medallion where a small chandelier extended down. She chose a soft yellow milk paint to cast a golden glow when the sunlight shone through the curtains. Her one indulgence was always to run a bath at the end of every school week. Now, she was about to share it with the man who’d completely thrown her for a loop in the romance department.

      She started the water running and added a few drops of essential oils that would soothe his angry scrapes. She readied the sponge, bath mat, and towels. Then it was time to ready herself. She reached behind to unfasten the dress, but the zipper handle was in the sweet spot of her back where she couldn’t access it from above or below. Getting it on had been a struggle in the first place, but now, taking it off was proving impossible.

      “Dagnabbit,” she muttered.

      “Here. Let me.” Noah’s tenor thrummed through her body like a freight train.

      As he painstakingly unzipped the back of her dress, his lips caressed the crook of her neck. Nerve endings went nuclear, and she released a sigh of deep satisfaction. The dress slipped to the floor, revealing her corset and thong she’d bought special for the occasion. No, she thought, it wasn’t historically accurate, but it felt sinful to wear knowing he’d see it eventually.

      Stepping gingerly over the mound of material, she turned toward him and gasped. Noah stood before her in naked magnificence. A mass of rippling muscles, he stood self-assured with his manhood promising a night of unquenchable passion. Speechless, all she could do was gawk, ogle, and all the things a girl would do when she thinks no one is watching her. But Noah was watching. Very intently. And he seemed quite satisfied by her reaction.

      Without taking his eyes off of hers, he spoke again. “I think the water is ready. Don’t you?”

      “What? Oh! Yes, the water! Shit.” She rushed over to the tub and turned off the spigot. Before she could turn around, his hands had cupped her ass and squeezed. She grabbed hold of the tub’s edge for stability.

      “My sweet Violet. My sweet, sexy Violet.” He ran his hands down the backs of her thighs and up again to work their way around to the front of her corset. He spun her around and released the laces, letting the corset fall at their feet.

      His hands reached out to gently massage her breasts, then knelt before her to capture each in his mouth, one after the other. Flicking his tongue across her nipples, goosebumps rose on her flesh. All thought left her mind and what remained was pure unbridled, wanton need. Her hands held his head to her breast while his held her ass firmly in his grasp. He blazed a trail of kisses down to her belly button and grabbed her thong with his teeth. She helped him divest her of the last trappings of clothing.

      Standing once again, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her deeply until her knees turned to rubbery ramen noodles. Being the man he was, he held fast to her. She wrapped her arms around his waist and her hands journeyed across his back.

      “Noah, your scrapes. Let’s get in the tub and I’ll take care of you.”

      She entered first. He followed and sat in front of her. The water’s warmth mixed with the oils and was the perfect accompaniment to the rising heat between them. She dipped the sponge in the bath water and squeezed it gently over his back.

      He flinched. “Ooh. Guess those scrapes are a bit raw.”

      “The oils will help with that.” She took such care bathing him, removing the scar makeup, tending to his injuries. To her, these simple tasks were more than what they appeared. They were a special rite initiating the two into the world of lovers. “As a final touch, kisses to make it all better.” She touched her lips lightly beside the scrapes. “How’s that?”

      “Perfect. My turn now. Let me care for you.” He arose like Neptune rising from the deepest ocean. Bath water rained down and the oils slicked his skin. She swallowed hard knowing soon his body would be sliding over hers in a ferocious passion play.

      Violet scooted forward, and then leaned back into his awaiting arms. He soaped up the sponge and lathered her shoulders and chest, then rinsed. Feather-light kisses were the finishing touch along her neck.

      But he wasn’t finished. His hands charted a daring course beginning at her breasts, where he toyed with her hardened nipples. He stirred a fiery need deep in her belly, and his hardness pulsed against her in response to her squirming as he continued down between her legs. His fingers played her like a harp, and he growled in her ear.

      “Mmm, God almighty,” she uttered, dizzy from the swelling waves of a long-anticipated orgasm. “Yes, yes, yes, Noah! Dear Lord!”

      Rapture engulfed her from her swimming head to her tingling toes, and she twisted in his arms to assault his lips with hers. “I want you in my bed, Noah. Now.” She stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around her heated body. “Come. I’m so ready for you.”

      He stepped out, his hardness showing he was just as ready. A quick towel off and he was right behind her. Right behind as in his body molded to hers as they walked in tandem to her room. “Good thing I bought a large box of condoms. One small box would not be enough.”

      “Certainly not.”

      She turned in his arms and nudged him onto her bed. “It’s time for me to have my way with you.” She slithered up his body until she lay atop, face to face. “Noah,” she muttered against his lips. Violet blazed a trail of hot kisses along his throat, across his chest, where she lingered to tease his nipples with her tongue.

      “Oh, God! If you want this to last, you better stay away from those.”

      “Ah, so I’ve found a hot spot have I? Okay, then. I’ll just make my way on down the valley. See if you have any more.”

      Down she went, along his V, licking and nipping around her final target. His cock jerked every time she ventured close enough to touch it, but she held off until even she couldn’t resist him any longer. She held him in her hands, licking his shaft from the base to the tip, and then took his head into her mouth, using her tongue again to drive him as crazy as he’d driven her.

      His moaning and sucking in breaths caused her to go wet all over again. Snaking her way back on top of him, she rested her mound against his cock, “Noah, I need you inside me. Make love to me.”

      As he kissed her, he rolled them both over toward the bedside table. Standing up, he tore into a condom packet and sheathed himself. Like a predator who’s trapped his prey, Noah gazed into her eyes with lustful, rapturous promise and grabbed her legs to pull her toward the edge of the bed. She instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist, wanting nothing more than to be filled by him.

      A tap, a rub, and then Noah slid inside her. Eyes locked, they moaned together and smiled. He lingered inside before pulling out, but quickly entered her again. Violet had never felt anything so exquisite before. They’d begun a rhythm that was neither frantic nor rushed. This time would be sweet ecstasy. She held him to her, bodies so close they could become one as he thrust in and out at a quicker pace.

      “I don’t want to squash you, sweetheart,” he said while burrowing his face in the crook of her neck.

      “I’m fine. If I die now, I die happy. Don’t stop. Just don’t.” She rolled her head side to side, not aware of anything any longer but the pure sensation of love’s touch deep inside her.

      Violet bucked beneath him as his thrusts became more frenetic. In one final deep push, he came, and so did she. Groaning and kissing and holding onto each other for dear life. This is what it’s supposed to be, Violet mused. This right here.

      Noah collapsed beside her for a few moments, then cleaned up and pounced on her while she lay quietly with her eyes closed. After a few squeals and playful whacks, she drew him to her and snuggled against his cooling body.

      He kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair. “This is the best Halloween treat I’ve ever had.”

      “Mmm. Yes, and instead of gaining calories, we just used some up.” Violet tickled his ribs, but he didn’t flinch. “Hmm, I wonder what time it is.”

      “I’d say we’re getting close to the witching hour.” He sat up and looked at her cell phone next to the box of condoms. “Yup, it’s a quarter to twelve. Wanna go outside and watch?”

      “Yes! Let’s do this. I’m convinced we’ll learn something new tonight.”

      “I’ve already learned something new.”

      “What’s that?”

      He scooped her up in his arms and kissed her. “I learned that I like your kind of Southern hospitality.”

      “Ha ha ha! I’m glad.” She extricated herself from his embrace and stretched. “Ooh, time for some comfy clothing. That costume was far from comfortable.”

      “You sure as hell looked sexy in it.”

      “I felt sexy in the corset. The dress, not so much. Meet me downstairs, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He flashed her a sexy grin and sauntered out of her room.

      Violet scurried around, opening dresser drawers, taking out clothes. Guess he won’t be needing the guest bedroom anymore. She trembled at the thought of spending the entire night in bed with him. This was turning out to be the best weekend ever.

      

      They sat together on the two-seater rocking chair holding hands. She leaned her head against his shoulder as they listened and watched for any signs of ghostly maneuvers. Frogs croaked, insects buzzed and chirped, but no ghosts had arrived.

      “Do you think maybe we’re too late? Maybe he came around earlier?”

      “Naw, I think he’ll come the same time he always comes. Three minutes until midnight.”

      A slight breeze kicked up, rustling the leaves on the trees. It was a welcome stir of air that moved the humidity along and cooled her neck where damp hair lay. Sea smoke came rolling in off the river as the air cooled.

      “I hope we can see him through all this fog.” No sooner had she voiced her concern, then he appeared. More solid in form than ever before. He was barefoot and wore the same ragged clothing as before. His back bore the same scars. “He’s here,” she whispered and tapped Noah’s leg. “Do you see him?”

      “Yeah,” he whispered back. “Let’s see what he does.”

      The ghost slave repeated his jaunt across the back lawn. Stopping at trees to keep himself hidden. When he stopped at the tree closest to the house, he spoke. This time, she heard him as clear as if Noah had spoken.

      “Annabelle! Annabelle, where are ya? It’s me, Benjamin. It’s okay to come out now. Come on out so’s we can be togethuh. Annabelle?”

      “Oh, my God! He said her name!” Violet took to smacking Noah’s thigh in her excitement. She continued in hushed excitement. “He said his name! Holy geez!”

      Benjamin sat by a tree and kept scanning the area. Every minute or so, he called out for Annabelle.

      “Violet, we just scored huge here,” he added. “Annabelle’s never gonna show. The journal says Benjamin got a girl, the girl of a plantation owner, pregnant. He’d wanted her to run away with him. I have the recounting, but no name to go with it. Benjamin refused to give her name away. Given how many plantations there were back then, I’ve yet to come up with any leads.”

      “Well, he certainly gave her name away to us now. This is thrilling! I wonder if he knows the tunnel is open.”

      Benjamin called out for his lady again, but as Noah predicted, she never appeared. The ghost slave, rather than just fading away, scuttled over to the tunnel’s entry point and vanished beneath the wooden gate. Noah jumped up.

      “Holy shit! Come on! We gotta go down to the basement. Maybe he’s found his way into the safe room. Maybe he’ll say something more.”

      Violet hurried behind him and down the stairs. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, making her heart pound through her chest and it impossible to catch her breath. Following Noah to the newly opened room, she stopped cold in her tracks.

      Benjamin was there.

      In a corner of the formerly hidden room, he sat on the floor, leaning against the wall. His legs splayed out, and his head hung low. He looked like a man utterly defeated. He would never know why his girl never showed. He would never know if his child had ever been born. None of Noah’s records mentioned him looking for either in his lifetime, either.

      Violet had to do something; was compelled to do something for this forlorn ghost. She mustered up all the courage she had inside and prayed he wouldn’t disappear on her. “Benjamin,” she said softly. “Benjamin, how can I help you?”

      He raised his head and looked around trying to find the person attached to the voice.

      “Annabelle? Is that you? I thought for sho they’d done tied you to the bedpost. Annabelle, we’s gonna be free to be togethuh. Folks upstairs, they’s here to help us.”

      Violet stepped back into the shadows of the basement and freaked out. She hadn’t expected him to think she was his girl! She was only going to introduce herself and see if there was a way to free his soul. She was mortified. “What the hell do I say, Noah?”

      “Keep up the conversation. Be her. Be Annabelle.” She gave him a dubious look, closed her eyes briefly to gather her wits, and soldiered on.

      “A promise is a promise, Benjamin. I told ya I’d come and I did. Nobody’s gonna keep us apart no matter what. I love ya, Benjamin.”

      He stood and edged his way to the boundary between the safe room and the rest of the basement. “Oh, Annabelle, I love ya, too. Where are ya? Come ovuh so I can see ya propuh.”

      “I… I can’t, Benjamin. It’s not safe enough yet. But I’m here, and we can start our lives togethuh soon, right?”

      “As soon as the boat comes, then we can get on it and float down the rivuh to a place called St. Augustine. Is our baby doin’ all right in your belly?”

      “Oh, he’s doin’ mighty fine. Don’t you worry. He’s strong like his papa.”

      “Folks upstairs, Mistuh and Mistress Adams says once we’s in St Augustine, we can get married by a Justice of the Peace. We won’t have no bastard child.”

      “Well, that’s a fine idea. Just fine.”

      “I’m so tired Annabelle. Think I’ll go sit down and take me a rest. Wake me when the boat comes. All right?”

      “You rest now, Benjamin. I’ll take care of things for us.” Violet swiped at tears that flowed without permission.

      He trudged back to the far corner and sat down, then leaned his head back and faded into the wall. She dropped her face into her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. Strong, protective arms enveloped her.

      “You did great, Violet. We got so much information.”

      “It’s so tragic. So horrible. They never got to be together. I fed a ghost a bunch of lies.”

      “To ease his pain and suffering. Who knows? By talking with him, you may have helped him move on.”

      “God, I hope so.” She sniffled and rubbed her wet cheeks on his shirt. “Sorry. We can wash that.”

      “Let’s go upstairs and sort through all this information before we forget it. I think he may have helped us connect all the dots.”

      “Okay.” Arm in arm they walked up the stairs. “That was pretty monumental, wasn’t it? Me, talking to a ghost. On Halloween, no less.” She shook her head in disbelief.

      “Pretty damned incredible. You’re incredible.”

      “Aw, thanks.” She cast her eyes down and hid a girlish grin. “Go get your journals. I’ll get mine and my computer. We now have a name and a scandal to look up.”

      

      Six cups of coffee between them and a whole package of Oreos later, Noah and Violet had pieced together most of the missing facts, thanks to Benjamin. Between what he’d said and the scattered notes littering her living room floor, Benjamin was definitely Noah’s ancestor, and her family had provided him a place to stay on his journey to freedom. Annabelle was the woman he was always looking for, but who never showed. What family was she from? If they could find out, all the puzzle pieces would fit perfectly together.

      “Benjamin married a woman when he escaped and planted roots up north. Her name was Sarah, though. Once he left Savannah, he never saw Annabelle again. Or the baby. As far as these journals go, it’s as though Annabelle and her baby are forgotten. There’s a whole branch of this family I’ve yet to discover.”

      “One mystery is solved, another mystery surfaces.” Violet stood and stretched from side to side, lifted up on her toes and back down again, then sat back down next to Noah on the floor. “What remains to be seen, too, is if our ghostly Benjamin will be coming back or if he’s left Savannah for good. I kinda hope he hangs around, actually.”

      “Really? After being a nuisance, you now want him around?”

      “Well, he’s kinda grown on me, to be honest. Once you saw him, too, and now that we know he’s a relative of yours, I don’t mind. If he doesn’t come back, at least we know his unfinished business was finished here tonight.”

      “Thanks to you.”

      “Annabelle, Annabelle,” she muttered, leaning her head against Noah’s shoulder. “Who are you, Annabelle? We may never know.” Violet opened her computer and began the search for Benjamin’s sweetheart and mother to his child. The internet proved fruitless. She’d have to go to the public library in town to look through microfiche of newspapers and birth records of Savannah’s families.

      “If I stay up any longer, I’m gonna crash right here on this hard, wooden floor.”

      “I’d much rather have you crash on top of me in your bed, so let’s call it a night, or should I say early morning.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” She smiled and yawned her approval. Hand in hand, they lumbered up the stairs as though scaling a mountain. “It’s times like this when I wish I lived in a ranch house.”

      Noah stripped down to his beautiful naked self and climbed into bed. He folded back the covers on her side of the bed and rested his hand on her pillow. “Get naked and join me.”

      “Workin’ on it.” She offered a weary smile. As she slid into bed and his arms, she sighed. “Mmm, you feel so good, Noah. So good.” She nestled in, her body touching every inch of his. He nuzzled the top of her head and her eyes closed until later that morning.
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      There was nothing better than a lazy Sunday, except a lazy Sunday messing up the sheets with Noah. Bliss would be her word for the day, Violet decided, and she wouldn’t think about tomorrow, when Noah would have to return to New York. Nope, she refused to allow herself to think about going to sleep and waking up without him. Violet was a big, fat liar. Violet was also a strong woman. A woman of fortitude who’d wrestled with a beast of a husband for far too long. She would survive the impending loneliness, too.

      They’d been at the library for about an hour, and she hoped the microfiches would be helpful in answering the lingering question of Annabelle’s full identity. Noah had never used the ancient device before, so he was having all sorts of fun distracting himself with old cabinetry journals, but then he buckled down and had the onerous task of searching through birth records in Savannah during the 1800’s. Violet searched through newspapers, hoping to find articles about society parties and gossip about their guests or birth announcements. It was slow going, but Noah recommended a window of years to search rather than focusing in on just one.

      “I think I found something,” he said. “Wait, no. Never mind.”

      That’s how the afternoon went. He thought he’d found something, then she thought she’d found something, only to have found nothing.

      “How about we take a break? There’s a great little ice cream shop we can walk to.”

      “Great idea. I could really use to stretch my legs.” He got up out of his seat and groaned as he ambled over to her. Leaning down, he placed his lips right by her ear so only she could hear him. “I think we should buy extra so I can spread it all over you and lick it off.”

      A flush crept up her neck and she fanned herself with her notepad. “Mr. Blackman, I do declare you are a randy sort!”

      “Proud card-carrying member.” He took her hand and kissed the palm. “Ice cream awaits.”

      [image: ]

      Before he had his ice cream, Noah feasted on the architecture of various shops in the historic district. It was sensory overload, as he didn’t know where to look first. Each store seemed to have its own unique style, from simple Colonial to Federal to Victorian with its gingerbread accents. His favorite was the synagogue down the street with its Gothic Revival. He’d always been passionate about interiors, but being in Savannah had awakened an interest in architectural design, too. Wheels turned as he contemplated going back to school for an architectural degree. He’d let that idea simmer for a while and see how it felt once back in New York.

      New York. It seemed a million miles away, but it was exactly a day from now that he’d be back in that Metropolis. Back to his tiny Greenwich Village apartment. Back to the shop to fulfill money-bloated couples’ wishes for one of a kind pieces meant to sit and gather dust in their penthouses. By now, he should be living in one of those himself, but he always poured the profits back into his business. One day. One day he’d live in a house that wasn’t attached to anyone else. One day, he wouldn’t be awakened by the neighbor’s baby’s colic, or dogs barking to go outside before the sun was even up, or have sucky water pressure to take a shower. And one day, he wouldn’t have to say goodbye to Violet. The closest he’d come to having family in a great long while.

      As much fun as he was having, he couldn’t deny how quickly this magical weekend would be over. His family’s ancestry had become so vital to him for one simple reason. His own family was in a shambles. Between poor choices, illnesses, and too many untimely deaths, his once large family had been decimated. He clung to his ancestors for that granule of pride, for a connection that should have been there with his own, but wasn’t. He’d tried to be a good son, a good brother, a positive influence in a rough situation, but he’d learned he couldn’t change people. If they wanted to fuck up their lives, there was nothing he could do about it, other than see to it that his life was filled with purpose and meaning. That he lived above the line and sought to reach his goals. That he never gave up and persevered. He’d had to let go of his family to preserve his own life, and today, he missed what used to be.

      “Hey, you okay?” She’d leaned across the cafe table to offer him a napkin.

      “Hmm, yeah, why do ask?”

      “Because your ice cream is dripping down your arm and you haven’t even noticed.”

      “Oh, geez! Ha ha!” He licked the trail of mint chocolate chip drippings that cascaded down his arm and used the napkin to follow up.

      “So, what’s going on?”

      “Oh, just contemplating, reminiscing. Life. Options. Pathways.”

      “That’s deep. What brought this on?”

      “I don’t want to say it. If I say it, it becomes real, and I don’t want to deal with reality just yet. So, how’s your ice cream?”

      “Delicious, as usual. Listen, Noah. I—”

      “Nope, you can’t say anything either. Not today.”

      “Why, if it isn’t our runaway boy from the north.” Cassie Windruff sashayed over to their table and stopped right beside Noah, placing a blood-red nail polished claw on his shoulder. Noah stood up and walked behind Violet’s chair, and then placed his hands on her shoulders. A silent nod to his steadfast loyalty. “Violet, I see you’re showin’ our northerly neighbor Savannah’s hot spot in town.”

      Violet smirked and leaned back in her seat, as if Cassie wasn’t a prominent figure in the community, which he’d learned she was. “Hello, Cassie. On another shopping trip, I see. What do you buy yourself, the woman who has everything? Monogrammed toothpicks?”

      Noah watched and listened, in utter fascination, as the two women dueled with words.

      “I hope you enjoyed my party last night. I noticed you left rather early. You missed the best part, my dear.”

      “Oh, what was that?”

      “A séance, of course. Who knows, we could have brought back your slave ancestor, Noah. And how is your back today? Those scrapes looked mighty angry last night when I got an up close and personal look at them.”

      Violet’s body tensed beneath his hands. If he didn’t know better, she seemed ready to pounce.

      “They’re fine, Cassie, thank you,” he interjected. “Violet fixed them up just right, so they’re healing nicely.”

      “I see. So, you two are a thing, are you?” She raised a brow. “How do you think our community would feel about that, Violet?”

      “Well, it’s really none of their business, now is it, Cassie? Nor is it any of yours. So, you can stir up the dust on the street with your Jimmy Choos, but don’t even think about stirring up trouble for me and Noah in our town. If you’re that bored with your life that you have to insinuate yourself in other’s, maybe you should try writing. You could whip up many a tale to suit your fancy.”

      “Ooh, the delicate rose has hidden thorns, I see. Well, I must be off. Those toothpicks ought to be ready by now.”

      Cassie sauntered off down the street, swinging her hips left to right. Noah knew it was for his benefit, and he suddenly wanted to puke. He chose to sit down instead and scoot his chair right next to his woman. “She’s quite the racist bitch, isn’t she? Lonely, desperate, meddlesome. Is she gonna be a problem for you, Violet? Because of me and our relationship? She seems to think your school isn’t going to be happy with you dating a black man.”

      “To be honest, I’ve heard she can be ruthless. My friends have told me stories, but she’s never been that way to me. I really don’t know what she can do to affect things around here. The school board and this community can’t dictate the love lives of the people who live here. Besides, I believe we’re perfectly suited for each other. Look. Put your arm on the table.”  He did, and she rested hers alongside his. “You see? Our colors are complementary.”

      He smirked at the contrasting colors and caressed the crook of her creamy white arm. “They really are.”

      “There are interracial couples all over the place, Noah. I never give it a second thought. Do they get harassed? Possibly, I don’t know. But they exist despite any hardship because of their love for each other. I want that kind of love. I think I have it with you.”

      “You do, but I don’t want you having problems here. Especially with me not being around to keep you safe. People can be cruel and vicious when it comes to race. I know. I’ve witnessed it plenty of times in my neighborhood and now here.”

      “I ran away and married a white man who wound up treating me like a third-class citizen in my own home. He caused more problems for me than the father I ran from, and I’m sure more harm than that sorry-ass woman can ever do. I’m two years free. I can defend myself. I refuse to be bullied or manipulated by the likes of her or anyone who would presume to run my life.”

      “Holy shit.  I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.” He prayed his caresses to her cheek soothed those freshly opened wounds. “We talk all the time about our ancestors and the history of our families, but we’ve never really discussed our pasts.”

      “You’re right. I guess now might be a good time, hmm? I mean, I have no idea what made you into the man you are today. You have no idea what’s made me the woman I am today. You may want to take the next flight outta here.” She laughed, but it held little joy. “Unlike the scrapes on your back, I imagine the wounds we carry deep inside will be with us forever. I choose to use them, though, as a reminder of my resiliency.”

      She pushed aside her cup of melted ice cream and set her hands in her lap.

      “We don’t have to dredge up our past horrors and successes right now. I don’t need to know the ‘you’ of yesterday to love the ‘you’ you are today.”

      Her nose reddened and she sniffled as she swiped at her eyes. “Oh, Noah. I love you so much, I can’t even begin to explain.” She sniffed again and perched atop his lap. He reveled in his woman finding comfort in his arms.

      “Fuck Cassie and the horse she rode in on. Fuck your asshole ex-husband and father. And fuck my family that drove me away. Fuck ‘em all.”
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      She hadn’t expected to melt down in front of Noah. She hadn’t expected to fall apart at all. But she had, and he’d been right there to pick up her pieces. He loved her. Nothing else mattered. Except he was leaving tomorrow evening.

      Back in the library, they tabled any more deep discussion in favor of solving the Annabelle mystery. He returned to the birth records, she to the newspapers. The answer had to be there somewhere. She was up to newspapers from the 1850’s. Bingo.

      “I found her! Noah, I found her.” Violet waved her hand frantically. “Get over here.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Noah rolled his chair over to her station. “You better not be kidding me.”

      “Look at this article.” Her hands trembled as she moved the microfiche around. “Blah blah blah Christmas Cotillion. Blah blah blah. Okay. This year’s debutantes are the toast of Savannah. Scoot down to the list and…Annabelle Hawkins! Miss Annabelle Hawkins, daughter of prominent plantation owner Samuel Hawkins! Noah, we found her!”

      “Woohoo!” He raised his arms in victory. “I’ll be damned. You did it!”

      “Shhh!” A stodgy, old woman sitting at the next table admonished them with a frown and a shake of her head.

      “We’re so sorry, ma’am. We just solved a mystery. We’ll keep it down.” Violet turned to Noah. “Let’s find her birth records now that we have a full name.”

      They wheeled over to his area, and he got down to work. “Wow, it’s so much easier when you have a first and last name. Here she is. One, Annabelle Hawkins. Born April 5, 1837. That makes her eighteen at the Debutante ball in 1855. Documents show Benjamin would have escaped around that time. So, she and Benjamin must’ve gotten together sometime before or after that appearance.”

      “Let’s go back to the newspapers. They had articles about runaway slaves and bounties for their return. There should be some mention of Benjamin.”

      “Yes!”

      Back over to her station, they scoured every article of every newspaper available from after the Debutante Ball of 1855. It didn’t take long to find runaway slave articles. It took a bit longer to find Benjamin, but he was found in a newspaper dated October 10th, 1856. Violet, in her dogged determination, found an ad which listed Benjamin as a runaway slave, owned by Master Hawkins. The wealthy plantation and slave owner had placed a large bounty on his slave’s return.

      “He must’ve been quite valuable to the man to have that kind of bounty on him. No wonder Florida wouldn’t have been much safer for him. It’s a miracle he made it even that far. Even more so then, all the way to New York.”

      “It’s extraordinary.” Noah scrubbed his stubbly cheeks while scrutinizing the article. “I bet the large bounty was due in part to Hawkins finding out about Annabelle’s relationship with Benjamin and her subsequent pregnancy. I would imagine he wanted him back so he could kill him.”

      “Probably. Wow.” Violet shook her head and leaned back in her seat. “I’m blown away right now.”

      “Me, too.” He rested against the back of his seat, as well. “I think it’s time to find out the baby’s name and where its path leads.”

      “Well, if we can assume she was pregnant around October of 1856, then we’re looking at birth records and wedding announcements in 1857. Her parents could have married her off as quickly as possible to anyone who would agree to take the child on as his own.”

      “But if the baby came out dark-skinned? No, that’s too much of a gamble, Violet.”

      “True. Okay, then let’s try thinking like Samuel Hawkins and his wife here. Our daughter’s had relations with one of our finest slaves. Besides killing the man, we’ve gotta do something about the baby. Records show that some families sent the girl away to have the baby and come back without it, as though nothing unusual had occurred. We could do that.”

      “If so, you and I have reached the end of our investigations.”

      “Right. But we could also keep her sequestered in her room for the duration of the pregnancy, see what color the baby is, and if it’s dark—”

      He scooted to the edge of his seat and his knee bobbed furiously up and down. “Give it to one of the slave women to raise as her own.”

      “Right! And we just gained ourselves a new slave once the child is old enough. If it’s light-skinned?”

      He slapped his leg and pointed at her, looking victorious. “Pass it off as white and come up with a viable story for its presence. Something like the mother, a distant cousin, three times removed, dies in childbirth and they agree to take it in. No mention of Annabelle’s forbidden union with Benjamin need ever be acknowledged.”

      “Exactly!”

      “Let’s find this baby, Violet.”
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      They ate a quick dinner at her favorite sandwich shop, then returned to the library. They’d close the place down if they had to, determined to solve this mystery before day’s end. Violet searched through historic photos on various sites, looking specifically for the Cotillion of 1855. If she could find a photograph of Annabelle during that time, maybe she could find other pictures of her and her family. Being a wealthy plantation owner, Samuel Hawkins surely had his family’s picture taken at some point. Noah went on ancestry sites and used the Hawkins surname to see what he could find.

      No success on the baby hunt, but Noah found pictures of Annabelle and her family on Branches, an ancestry site. Someone had uploaded a scanned picture to the file for the Hawkins family tree. He’d also found a solo portrait of her dating back to the 1855 Cotillion.

      “I can’t believe we’re looking at Annabelle on her big day. She’s beautiful, Noah. Isn’t she?”

      “She is. I can see why Benjamin would fall for her.”

      She rubbed his arm. Any chance to touch him, she took. “We’re so close to wrapping this up. I feel it in my bones.”

      “You know something? The longer I look at her, the more I think I’ve seen her somewhere before. Her picture I mean.”

      “Really? Where would you have seen her?”

      “It would have to have been at some point down here. Your home. Windruff’s home.”

      “Let’s go back to the house, then. Maybe she’s been hanging on my wall all this time and we had no idea.”

      “It’s possible.”

      She gathered up her notebooks and purse and returned the microfiche to the librarian, whom she thanked profusely. As they walked out of her new favorite building an idea came to mind. “How about some cheeses, fruit, crusty bread and wine for a late supper?”

      “Sounds great. Can I have some of you, too?”

      On the steps of the library, she nudged him backward to lean against a Greek inspired column. “Oh, absolutely. You can have all of me. Then I’ll have you for dessert.” She rose up on her tiptoes and let him know just how much she planned on enjoying him by feasting on his lips. He wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her to him. His hardness pressed against her belly. “Mmm. Down tiger. We’re out in public.”

      He leaned his forehead against hers. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have started something you couldn’t finish.”

      “Go to the car, Noah. I’ll finish you all right.”

      He discreetly adjusted himself.

      She didn’t say a word to him the whole ride home. She didn’t look at him. If she did either, she knew she’d lose it. She’d gone damp and ached with need. Supper could wait. She needed him. To touch him, taste him, feel him all over her and in her. She pulled up to the house and turned off the car. Shifting in her seat, she licked her lips and spoke frankly.

      “I’m not gonna make it and neither are you. Slide your seat back, baby. I need you now.”

      Without a word, he released the seat back as far as it would go. She did the rest of work, kneeling before him and undoing his board shorts. Her hands, drawn to his stiffened cock like magnets, massaged and stroked through his underwear. Heat emanated from him and she pulled his briefs down, exposing his manhood in its full glory.

      Noah groaned his pleasure and wrapped her hair around his fingers. She swallowed as much of him as she could, and then sucked gently in a pulsating rhythm. She moaned with the tip of him against the back of her throat, and he jerked up, pulling himself out of her mouth.

      “Condoms are in the house, baby. Oh, Geezus, Violet. Geezus. I gotta have you.”

      “I’m right here, baby, and I’m on the pill.” She lifted her sundress and climbed onto his lap. As she moved the thong aside, she eased down on him, luxuriating in the feel of his hot, hardened flesh sliding inside her. “Aah,” she murmured as her eyes fluttered closed.

      His hands slid up her thighs to her hips and he helped her rise and fall in perfect pacing with her racing heart. This was not meant to be a slow, tender ride. No, this was gonna be hot, fast, and frenzied. He leaned forward to tease her sensitized nipples through her camisole, and bucked beneath her to intensify the pounding urgency of release.

      “So close, Noah. Geezus, so close, baby,” she cried out.

      He took over with unbridled power and thrust into her two, three, four more times, and then stilled inside her. “Aw, God!” His rigid body eased after a moment as hers collapsed against him. His arms fell to rest around her waist. “Well, that was one hell of an appetizer, wasn’t it?”
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      Wine bottle drained, only crumbs left on the cheeseboard, and Violet had an incredible buzz going on. “Noah,” she mumbled against his chest as they lay naked in bed.

      “Hmm?” He’d taken to making lazy circles all over her back, sending little shivers racing up and down her spine.

      “If I were a fruit, what do you think I’d be?”

      “A fruit. Well, I think you’d be a Georgia peach.”

      “A peach? Why?”

      “‘Cause you’re sweet and succulent, and I never get tired of eating peaches. They’re my favorite fruit.”

      “Aw, you know all the right things to say, don’t you? Ha ha!”

      “Are you a little drunk there?”

      “Maybe. Yes. Definitely.” She hiccupped. “I don’t usually drink this much, and since I missed out on the Halloween punch, I’m making up for lost time. It’s helping me forget that tomorrow you’re leaving.”

      “Yeah, I’m trying not to think about that myself. Are you up to walking around your house with me? Maybe we’ll find Annabelle.”

      “No…you can go. I’ll be fine right here.” She lifted a noodle of an arm then flopped it down.

      “Ow! That’s my stomach you just whacked.”

      “Oh! I’m so sorry.” She hiccupped again. “I thought you were the bed. You’re comfy just like one. I love you.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I love you, too. Take a little nap while I go explore your home. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Okie dokie.”
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      Noah began in the attic where Violet had uncovered a portrait of a beautiful woman. He didn’t remember for certain if it would match with the portrait he’d discovered earlier in the day, but it was a good shot anyhow.

      “Let’s see if Annabelle lives here.”

      Resting where Violet had left it, the portrait sat leaning against the wall beside the small window. It definitely wasn’t her. And hadn’t Violet mentioned that it was a portrait of one of her ancestors? He’d forgotten that detail until now. Where else had he seen portraits? In bedrooms and hallways. He trudged back downstairs to the third floor where three guest bedrooms resided. Each one had a different portrait hanging above the bed. None were her. Down to the second floor, to Violet’s bedroom and two other bedrooms. He already knew the portrait in hers wasn’t Annabelle. From each of the other two doorways, he could see she wasn’t in those portraits either. None of the ones hanging on the walls from floor to floor resembled her. The main floor didn’t have any portraits at all.

      The basement could hold something. They hadn’t been down there since their Halloween encounter. He was so consumed by the safe room, he didn’t take a good look around. Down he went, wondering what time it was and if Benjamin would appear again. He scanned the area to the right of the hidden room and noticed sheets draped over rectangular objects. Could be paintings. Or not. Careful not to disturb the thick layer of dust and dirt accumulated on the covering, Noah meticulously folded the sheet up and onto itself like a burrito, enclosing all manner of aged gunk within.

      They were paintings. Landscapes, more portraits of men and women who were probably a part of Violet’s family, animals, flowers. No Annabelle. He’d scoured the house and she wasn’t there. So where had he seen her? Because once he knew, once he found her, he may very well find her descendants. Those descendants, therefore, would be related to him, however remotely, and something he’d wished for most of his life. They’d be his family.

      “Find anything?” Her arms slid around his waist. He turned to embrace her and kissed her lightly.

      “I thought you’d be out until morning. And no, I didn’t find anything. Annabelle’s not here.”

      “I had to pee, so I got up. Now, I’m up. I’m sorry, Noah. But maybe it’s a good thing she’s not here. It would make our histories that much more confusing. I mean why would a portrait of her be in this house? It wouldn’t make much sense. There’s only one other spot where she could be.”

      “The Windruff’s house. God, that vile woman!”

      “Right.” She rubbed his back, hoping to comfort him. “As much as I don’t want to see her or step foot in her house again, I think it’s the only choice we have left.”

      “You do know what it means if we find Annabelle there, don’t you?”

      “Yes. It’s a horrid thought, but yes.” She hugged him close, and he took all the support she was willing to give.

      “One last bit of research on the internet will connect those dots, as well. We need to find out the address of the Hawkins plantation.”

      “Easy enough, I would imagine.”

      A weak voice came from behind them. From the hidden room. “Annabelle? Annabelle, is that you?”

      Violet’s eyes widened like saucers and she grabbed his arm in a viselike grip. “Oh, my God, he’s back.”

      “Looks like that business we thought was finished isn’t.”

      “What should I do, Noah?”

      “Speak to him. Stay here and speak to him. Be her for him.”

      She offered him a dubious look. “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.”

      “Annabelle, come to me. You promised you’d come to me.”

      Violet cleared her throat. “Benjamin, I’ll be with you soon. I’m close by. Has anybody followed you?”

      “Not that I could see. What about you?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’m scared. I believe my parents think I’m up to somethin’ no good. Benjamin, listen to me. If things don’t go right tonight, you have to run without me. Understand? You have to get yourself free and never think about me again. Will you do that for me?”

      “Oh, Annabelle, how can I leave you and the baby to face your family all by yourself? I could never do that. I could never forget ya neither. I’s afraid of what they’ll do to ya once they knows about the baby.”

      “I can handle it, Benjamin. Don’t you worry. Where did you say you were headed?”

      “St Augustine, Florida. They has a post there that’s takin’ in black folk like me.”

      “Godspeed, Benjamin. I love you.”

      “I love you, Annabelle Hawkins.”

      Silence.

      “Is he gone?” Violet nudged Noah to go look.

      He checked things out and called out to her. “He’s gone. You can come out now.”

      Violet flailed her arms, clearly frustrated by the ghost’s appearance. “Why is he still here? I thought yesterday’s conversation would’ve ended things. Damn it. Poor fella.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he just needs to see her.”

      “How can he see her if she’s nowhere to be found? Maybe I just need to talk to him as me and let him know she’s gone. If he shows up again, that’s what I’ll do. Time to tie up these loose ends once and for all. Let’s go upstairs and search the town’s records for historic homes.”

      “Thanks, Violet.”

      “For what?”

      “For going the distance with me.”

      “Aw, Noah, I’d do anything for you. You should know that by now.”

      “Finding out about ancestors is one thing. Finding out I have possible relatives that are still alive is more than I could’ve hoped for. You know, my family’s messed up. Brothers and cousins are bad news. I stepped back from them a long time ago. Most have passed away. Finding relatives now could fill the hole that’s left in my life.”

      “You look concerned, though. Is it about Cassie?”

      “She has to be one of the most racist people I’ve ever come across in my life. If we find Annabelle’s portrait in her house, Violet.” He shook his head. “She’s not gonna take it well that we are related.”

      “No, she probably isn’t. But there will be others, and that shouldn’t stop you from trying to make a connection.”

      “Oh, there’s no issue with her wanting to make a connection with me. Nope.”

      “Okay, wrong choice of words. It shouldn’t stop you from enlightening her to her own past that is inextricably bound to yours.”

      “Well, let’s see for certain, shall we?” He sat in front of her computer and typed Hawkins Plantation in the search box.
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      Violet rested her weary head against Noah’s shoulder as he followed paths leading nowhere, and then somewhere, then nowhere again. “How about you tackle this with fresh eyes in the morning?”

      “Just one more thread and I’ll call it. I promise.” He reached a hand up to cup her cheek and kissed her forehead, then turned back to scan the computer screen. “Okay, okay. Uh huh. I think…I think I found it. These are public records of real estate sales. Now to see who owned Cassie’s house before she did.”

      Violet closed her eyes and prayed for a miracle. Prayed that this would be the one with the definitive answer.

      “The Hughes family owned it before Windruff. It belonged to their family from 1956 until 1990 when Windruff bought it from them. Before the Hughes, it was owned by…the Hawkins family. Cassie’s house is the Hawkins Plantation. Violet. Violet!”

      “Hmm? What?”

      “Do you know Cassie’s maiden name? Her last name before she married Windruff.”

      “No, but you could look up wedding announcements. Tomorrow. You can look it up tomorrow. Now, we go to bed.”

      “I’m too excited to sleep. Cassie’s house is the Hawkins house!”

      Violet stood up, grabbed both of his hands, and led him to her bed a few short steps away. “I have the perfect way to use up all that energy.” She raised his fingers to her lips and sucked on one like a lollipop. “Come have your way with me.”

      “My past is no match for you, wicked woman.” Noah pulled the straps of her sundress down, and the dress fell to the floor, revealing her naked body. “What a lovely, sexy surprise.”

      Violet flung her hair behind her shoulders and grinned. “I thought you might enjoy that.” She pulled up the hem of his t-shirt. “You’re overdressed for this occasion. Let me help you with that.” As he lost the shirt, she untied the string of his sweatpants and pulled them down to his ankles.

      “This is taking way too fucking long.” He shucked the rest of the offending clothes and grabbed hold of her shoulders. He pulled her to him and kissed her so hard, so deeply, all breath escaped her. He walked her backward until she fell onto the bed. After releasing her lips, he spared no time, reaching down to hoist her legs over his shoulders. She’d gone wet with need and he gave her all she desired and more. His lips, warm and soft kissed her mound and his tongue made quick work of finding what drove her mad. Licking and sucking in a frenzied manner, he then plunged his tongue inside her, over and over, then returned to sucking her clit yet again until she bucked uncontrollably. Before she could do anything to turn the table on him, he shifted his body, replacing his mouth with his cock. Strong, hardened, and pulsing, he pounded into her, sending more shockwaves through her system. She cried out his name and slapped the bed with her hands. Noah took those hands and raised them above her head, bending over her to snatch a breast for a quick suckle and release. As he toyed with the other, she could stand no more.

      “Come with me, baby! Come with me!” She fought for release and grabbed his ass.

      That was all it took for him to seize up and fill her. “Oh, God, Violet! Oh, God!”

      “Aah! Yes!”

      Spent and exhausted, she managed to right herself on the bed and nestle in Noah’s arms. No more thought of family, portraits, slaves. The only thought running through her mind was sleep.

      

      A cell phone’s buzzing awakened her way too early. Rolling over to reach the damned thing took more energy than she expected. She’d gotten a text message from Lizzie. We’re at work while you’re home probably sexing it up with loverboy. You suck. Love you. It was seven o’clock in the morning. “You suck Lizzie.” She tossed her phone on the bedside table and rolled back over toward “loverboy” and dozed off.

      Noah’s alarm woke them at eight. As much as she wanted to protest, they had an important job to do. He rolled over and kissed her softly. “How you feeling this morning? Any headache from the wine?”

      “No, just exhausted. You plum wore me out. But I loved every minute of it.”

      “Why don’t you go jump in the shower while I finish up our research?”

      “I’ll go, but I won’t jump. Can’t until I have my coffee, which is downstairs waiting to be made. So, yeah. No jumping. Good luck.” She groaned like an eighty-year-old who’d just done a full round of circuit training. “Oh, my. Oh, Lord. That shower better have magic water flowing from it. Lord, Almighty. Ha ha!”

      She shuffled into the bathroom and appreciated the shower fulfilling her desires. As the water cascaded over her, it soothed aching muscles and revived her. She’d need plenty of energy today if she was to deal with all that is Cassie Windruff and say goodbye to Noah later in the evening. She couldn’t even fathom that eventuality. How would their relationship ever survive the distance? She didn’t make a lot of money to start flying back and forth on multiple trips. Could he? The fact she was contemplating how they could move forward told her that she was totally gone. Head over heels in love. So, what the hell did she do with that? What would he propose to do?

      Once sufficiently pruned and toweled off, she walked over to him as he still sat at her desk staring at the computer, buck naked. She took her damp hair and rested the length of it across his chest. She kissed his neck and gave it a nip. His cock jerked to attention. “You tempt me sorely, Mr. Blackman. Your turn in the shower, and you’d best run if you plan on being alone in there.”

      “I coulda run, but not anymore. Come here, my Mistress Adams.”

      He grabbed her to him, and she had no choice but to straddle his lap. Her womanhood came into direct contact with his hardness, so she did what any lusty woman would. Between them both, she knew it wouldn’t take long to satisfy their morning cravings for each other. A few moments of chair sex and he picked her up and stood, then brought them over to the bed where he proceeded to turn her onto her belly. He grabbed her ass with both hands, found her wetness and plunged right in, picking up where they’d left off.

      He grabbed her hair in one fist and held her hip with the other while thrusting and grunting like a man on edge of oblivion. She’d never felt so deeply, so intensely. Prickles waved across her skin as psychedelic colors swirled like a movie in her mind. It took all of three minutes to go from it feeling so good to the orgasm of her lifetime. He came right after her and roared. Had he channeled a feral animal before pulling out?

      “Holy shit, Violet!” His hands rubbed vigorously up and down her back. “That was epic! Ha! I feel like I could conquer the world.”

      She turned over and laughed lightly. “You’re so silly. But you probably could. Conquer the shower while I dress and keep up the search. And whatever you do, don’t come out of that bathroom naked. I’m warning you. I can’t be held responsible for my actions.” She winked and slapped his ass.

      “Duly warned, ma’am.”

      Violet dressed and picked up where Noah left off at the computer. By looking at wedding announcements, she found that Cassie’s maiden name was Webster. She dug deeper, though. Her mother’s maiden name? Hawkins.

      Her ancestors apparently lost the plantation house through some misfortune, then Cassie’s husband must’ve bought it back for her. Through her mother, and working backward in time, Cassie’s lineage could be traced back to Annabelle Hawkins and her son, presumably Benjamin’s, named Henry, though Benjamin was not named. Annabelle never married, and she’d given Henry her maiden name as his surname.

      Noah was going to be so…so…how would Noah react now that the proof was irrefutable? There was only one way to find out. “Noah, hurry up in there. You’re gonna wanna hear this!”

      “Hurry up and come out naked, or take an extra couple of minutes and come out dressed?”

      “All right, all right. Come out when you’re dressed, but hurry!”

      It took all of three minutes and he was by her side, like a puppy waiting for its treat. “What do you have for me?”

      “Say hello to your long, lost relative. Cassie Hawkins Windruff.”

      “Shit.” He ran his hands across his damp hair and hung his head. “That makes Halloween even more gross.”

      “Yup. Mystery solved. Your family tree can be completed now. We don’t even have to go looking for that portrait of Annabelle.”

      “No, we don’t. Given it’s Savannah’s 200th birthday pretty soon, though, I think a visit to her house and re-introducing myself as kin would make for fascinating conversation, don’t you? She’s had to have known about her genealogy.”

      “Yes, but if Annabelle’s son passed for white, from the information we have here, the truth of Henry’s parentage, beyond Annabelle, died with whomever was privy to that information back then. She has no idea there’s mixed blood in her ancestry, let alone a former slave.”

      “Time to make a phone call.”
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      Violet looked up Cassie’s number on the party invitation and made the call before she lost her nerve. Thank goodness she hadn’t thrown the thing out yet. Awkward wouldn’t begin to describe how their conversation would go. It rang a few times on Cassie’s end, and then she answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi Cassie’?” She coughed, clearing her throat. “This is Violet. Violet Adams.”

      “Well, I must say I’m a bit shocked. Whatever have you called me for?”

      “I’m a bit amazed I called you, too, considering. But Noah and I were wondering if we could stop by for a bit. He’s found some interesting facts about…Savannah’s history. He thought you’d find it personally intriguing. Especially with the bicentennial coming up and all, and you being a history teacher. We’re willing to set aside any discomfort or awkwardness we might feel, if you are willing to, for the sake of historical transparency.”

      “I see. Well, you’ve piqued my interest, that’s for sure. I guess I can spare you some time. If you can come over now, I can delay my manicure.”

      “Now? Manicure? I thought you were at school today.”

      “Oh, heavens, no! I took the day off to recuperate from the party. Had to monitor the cleanup, of course. Lord knows I have plenty of sick days in the bank.”

      “Okay then. We’ll be over shortly. Goodbye.” Violet shook her head and took a deep breath in and blew it out. Nerves of steel. That’s what she had. Ah! Who was she kidding? Adrenaline coursed through her veins like a thousand marching ants.

      Noah sat on the living room couch, a knee bobbing furiously. “So, we’re on?”

      She stopped pacing before the fireplace and sat beside him, resting a hand to still his nervousness. “Noah, Noah, Noah. This is going to be quite a meeting. I can sense it just from her tone. We need to go. Now. Do you have your journals, printouts, whatever you need to back up your claim?”

      “Yes.” He patted the soft leather pouch beside him. “They’re right here in my bag I made extra copies of everything.”

      “Then I’ll go grab my purse and keys, and my heart. I think I left it on the floor over there.”

      Before she could get up, he swiped her hair off her shoulders and caressed her cheek. “A bit anxious, like me?”

      “A bit.” She laughed nervously. “But whatever happens, we are in this together. I am all in and standing right beside you.”

      “I love you, Violet. Thank you for saying yes when I asked you to help me all those months ago.”

      “I love you, too. And you’re welcome.”

      

      Violet turned the radio on for the car ride over. They both needed distraction, and belting out Bohemian Rhapsody and other classic rock tunes was the perfect one. Twenty minutes from door to door. She was shocked. Traffic was light. She expected to have another ten minutes of driving when she had no choice but to pull up the long plantation driveway. Maybe they could stay in the car for ten minutes as she gathered herself together. Normally quite self-assured, Cassie was now an unknown variable to her, sending her anxiety levels soaring.

      “My mother used to say, ‘Hope for the best. Expect the worst.’ So that’s what we’re gonna do when we get in there.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “First of all, I still wanna look for that portrait. I can ask her about it, and when she shows it to us, that’ll be my chance to segue into the discussion.”

      “That’s actually a great idea. Get her talking about her is the perfect way to then share your news.”

      They exited the car and marched on up the wooden steps to the expansive porch. Violet’s home had a porch, as well, but it couldn’t hold a candle to this one with its row of rocking chairs and cafe tables ready for folks to have lemonade and cookies around it. She stepped up to the door and rang the bell. Who exactly would let them in? Would Cassie greet them herself or would she have a housekeeper let them in?

      “Good afternoon. You must be Violet and Noah.” An older woman sporting a warm smile and a maid’s uniform of gray and white ushered them inside. “Mrs. Windruff is out on the back terrace waiting for you.”

      “Thank you.” Violet smiled politely and gave Noah the “start looking around” nudge.

      “I need to get back to my work, but you can see she’s right outside the kitchen door.”

      “Yes, thanks,” Violet said. The pair of them ambled through the grand foyer and down the hall to the oversized kitchen of many a chef’s dreams.

      “Her picture wasn’t in the foyer or here. It must be in one of the rooms I was in while at the party. I’m going to have to come right out and ask her about it.”

      He opened the French doors to the patio and Cassie stood by her seat, looking rather upper-crusty in her white silk pantsuit and gold jewelry ensemble adorning her neck, ears, fingers and wrists. She’d pulled out all the stops. To intimidate? To show herself as better? Neither would work on Violet. Her ex-husband was the last one she’d allowed to manipulate her emotions.

      “Violet. Noah. Please have a seat. I just had Regina make some fresh lemonade for this curious meetin’. I must also offer an indulgence of Red Velvet Cake, still here from the party. Never cut into. We should do so now. Noah, would you do us the honor?”

      Noah took the knife from her. “Always the hostess, Cassie? Thank you. You really didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”

      “No trouble at all. So, go on. Cut the cake.”

      Seeing as though they had no choice but to go along, Violet sat and watched Noah cut tender pieces of the delectable cake and served them to the two women first.

      Cassie took a forkful and leaned back in her seat as though she were having a moment. “Oh, I must compliment Wicked Cakes! They are the best by far. Noah, you have some intriguin’ historical facts to share with me? Facts that might interest my students, perhaps?”

      “I’m not sure about your students, although you never know with kids what’ll catch their attention. I think you’ll be the one to get the most out of what I’ve discovered. First of all, I have a question.”

      “By all means.”

      “Do you know the people’s names in the portraits you have about your house?”

      “Yes, I do. They’re all family in some way. Not Mr. Windruff’s family, though. Mine. This house and much of its contents has been in my family since before the Civil War. Obviously, there are new pieces of furniture done to period. But the art in this house has been here that long.”

      “Incredible. There was one portrait that drew my attention, but I don’t recall where it’s hanging. It’s of a young woman, blondish hair, sitting on swing in a gown that looks fancy enough for a Cotillion. Do you recall the painting?”

      “Oh, yes. That would be Miss Annabelle Hawkins, daughter of Samuel Hawkins, the original owner of this fine plantation house. Quite a lovely portrait, that one. I’m proud to say that I’m directly descended from her.”

      Noah cast a quick, victorious glance over at Violet, which she returned with heart in her throat.

      “Cassie, as you may remember, the reason I’m here in Savannah is to research my family tree and its branches. With Violet’s help, I’ve been able to fill in the gaps to complete its history.”

      “How lovely for you. Pardon me for sayin’ so, but why would your family history be of interest to me at all? It’s obvious that you’re black, so I imagine you found slaves in your past. That’s a rather common occurrence around here with black folk. I, on the other hand, come from a long line of proud plantation owners. All white, of course.”

      “That’s the extraordinary news I have to share with you.” Noah paused and steadied his hands on his thighs. “Annabelle Hawkins’ son, Henry, was also the son of Benjamin Blackman. Benjamin Blackman was a slave of Samuel Hawkins who escaped to freedom using the Underground Railroad in 1856. He and Annabelle had an affair prior to that. They planned to run away together. Her parents found out she’d gotten pregnant by Benjamin and kept her at home under lock and key until the birth of the child. Benjamin successfully escaped. He eventually landed in New York, married, and started a new family.

      “The baby was born so light-skinned, they passed him off as white. Annabelle gave the boy her last name of Hawkins. She never married. When Henry grew up, he married and had boys, who had boys of their own, and so on, so the name Hawkins continued to thrive. Benjamin Blackman’s family in New York thrived as well, and his name passed on to generations after him. Cassie, Benjamin Blackman was Annabelle’s lover and Henry’s father. Benjamin also is a direct ancestor of mine. That means you and I are related. Distantly, but related just the same.”

      A hush overtook the grounds, as not a single bird or insect chirped. Not a breath was taken. Cassie sat motionless, stone-faced. As he’d told his story, her face showed signs of building horror, with eyes widening and fake smile melting into a ghastly dropping of the jaw. She said nothing for what seemed an interminable amount of time.

      “Cassie?” Violet pushed her chair back, ready to pick her up off the ground if so much as the slightest breeze dared to blow passed. “Are you okay?”

      Cassie’s eyes narrowed and she grabbed the lip of the table with her bejeweled hands. “How dare you?”

      “What do you mean?” Noah relaxed in his seat, leaning with an air of confidence. Whether he actually felt that way, Violet had no idea, but she prayed so.

      “How dare you come into my home and besmirch my family’s good name with your story of filth and lecherous behavior? Liar! What you are suggestin’ is absolutely preposterous. I know what this is really about. You found a nugget of information and now you want a piece of the Hawkins pie. It always boils down to money when snakes like you slither into our lives. Well, you’re not getting’ a damn penny of reparations out of us, so you can take your wild accusations of black slave blood taintin’ my bloodline and slither right on out of my home immediately.”

      “I don’t want your money, Cassie. I have irrefutable proof about our families and their ancestry. Irrefutable. Take it or leave it. I made a copy of all the research for you.” Noah stood, pulled out a folder and placed it on the table. “I’d hoped you would’ve reacted differently, given the day and age we’re living in, and be excited about this discovery, but I guess I really shouldn’t have been so surprised. Well, you get to have a slave in your bloodline. I got that, too, and a bunch of racist relatives to boot. I consider you the luckier one. Enjoy your nice, privileged life, Cassie.”

      Noah reached for Violet’s hand and held on tightly as he led her through the French doors, down the hall, through the foyer, and out the front. Noah didn’t speak as they pulled away from the house. He said not a word as they drove back to Violet’s home by the river. He left his bag on the back porch and headed to the riverbank. Violet gave him space as Cassie’s reaction hit him harder than either had expected despite recognizing she’d probably balk at the news. She did quite a lot more than that.
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      What had he expected? Warm hugs, a round of Kumbayah, and an instantaneous decrying of her shameful ancestry? Of course not. He picked up a rock and tossed it in the river. So, what had him so pissed off? Cassie’d shown much of her colors the evening of the party and at the ice cream shop, so her reaction was totally in keeping with her image up to that point. He’d been called a lot of things in his life. New Yorkers don’t hold back. Never had he been accused of the things Cassie had accused him of. Why couldn’t wanting to know his own family’s history and making connections to relatives newly found be the end game? Why did she have to twist it into something devious, conniving, and greedy?

      His foul mood worsened as he realized he was wasting precious time out by the river, alone, instead of holding in his arms the precious woman who had supported him throughout this journey. Harboring anger or disappointment would not serve him well at this point. He needed to make the most of his last hours with Violet. He ran back to the house, a man on a mission.

      He flung open the back door. “Violet! Violet!”

      She scurried in from the living room. “Noah? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Right now? What’s wrong is we’re not naked, making love until we ache. That’s what’s wrong.” Noah tore off his t-shirt and shucked his bottoms to the floor. “You best catch up with me or that dress’ll be rags in a couple of minutes.”

      Without a word, Violet shimmied out of her dress and popped off her bra. Before she could get her panties off, Noah did it for her, and then grabbed her warm, supple body to his. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held him in a fierce embrace. He bent his head down to nuzzle her neck and breathe her in.

      “My work is done. I’ve solved my family’s mysteries. Cassie can do whatever the hell she wants with it. I’m satisfied. Now, all I need is you. We have a few more hours together. All I want to think about, feel, know, is you and your body.”

      Violet peered up at him with tear-laden eyes, and as she cupped his face in her hands, she kissed his lips with trembling ones of her own. “I don’t want you to go.”

      He hoisted her up and she raised her legs to lock around his hips. “I don’t either. We’ll work it out, Violet. I’ll come back. Often. I promise.” He walked them into the living room and they christened the sofa. Then they moved to the stairs but didn’t quite make it to the second floor. She had to have him, she said, in every possible place so she could imagine him there when he was gone. When they finally arrived in her bedroom, they wrestled and tangled and satisfied each other in creative ways. He’d never look at a window seat the same way ever again. In fact, he thought a window seat would make a perfect addition to his built-in cabinetry line offerings.

      Too exhausted to move, they now lay across her bed, staring up at the ceiling. “You gonna be able to walk to your gate?”

      He chuckled. “Don’t know. Might have to call a skycap with a wheelchair.”

      She rolled over, snuggling next to him. “Thanksgiving will be here before we know it.”

      “I’ll get my tickets tomorrow, then. I’ll come in the weekend before. Then we can have nine days together.”

      “Thanks for reading my mind. Now I have something to look forward to besides our texting.”

      “Damn, we gotta get moving. Cleaned up and packed up. The shuttle will be here shortly.” He held her close and kissed her deeply before getting up and taking a quick shower.

      After her turn, they tidied up the mess they’d made of everything and sat arm in arm, hands laced together, on the front porch swing waiting for the evil car that would take him away from her.

      “This trip has turned out to be more than I could’ve ever hoped for. I discovered my past and found love with you.”

      “I have a confession to make.”

      “Oh no. What is it?”

      “Remember when you said you’d been crushing on me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I was, too. Noah, all you have to do is speak and I’m putty in your hands. There. I said it. It’s out. I feel so much better.”

      “I’m so glad and flattered. My voice, huh? You mean I coulda had you months ago?”

      “Like, the first time we spoke.”

      “Hmm. Good to know. Never mind sexting. We’re switching to skyping, sweetheart. That way I can look at ya while driving you crazy.”

      “I think I could become addicted to that.” Violet straightened in her seat. “Shit, here comes the shuttle. Oh God, Noah. This can’t be happening right now.”

      He grabbed her in a fierce embrace and stroked her hair. “Shh. We’ll get through this. Just pretend I’m going on a business trip and I’ll be coming back home soon.”

      She gazed up at him through tear-laden eyes. “I like the sound of that. ‘Coming back home.’ I can fool myself, I guess.”

      He tipped her chin up and kissed her softly, gently, and for as long as the shuttle driver could stand it before honking his horn. She walked him over and watched him until she could no longer see the car. At that point she knew. Despite the phone calls and all the communicating that would happen, she would be horribly miserable until Thanksgiving. Half of her heart and soul had left her.
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      Violet crossed Friday off on her refrigerator calendar when she got home from work. It’d only been four days since Noah had left, and even though they’d spoken every day since, she felt his absence boring a hole in the pit of her stomach. She cried herself to sleep every night while hugging his pillow. It still had him on it. Her behavior resembled that of a teenager’s, but she didn’t care. She’d always envied her teenage friends who were in love. Such passion! Such angst! Every emotion was always a hundred times more intense than ever before. She’d traded that experience for practicality and self-preservation. Now, she was making up for lost time and experience.

      All week long, her students were jacked up on Halloween candy they’d stolen from younger siblings, and every time she entered the hallway, she prayed Cassie wouldn’t happen to walk past. Luckily, she kept to her own stretch of high school territory. The last thing she wanted was a confrontation at school.

      She wasn’t the only one acclimating back into the swing of things. Noah had told her the night before last, that when he’d gone through his messages, he’d acquired a bunch of orders to be filled within a few weeks’ time. So many, in fact, he hired someone temporarily to help carry out his designs. Even though swamped, he’d stuck to his promise and made airline reservations for Thanksgiving. She’d circled his arrival date on her calendar the minute he’d told her. By the time he finished his last order, he’d be ready to come back down to her.

      Keeping herself busy until then would be thankfully easy. Besides all the papers she had to grade for school, she decided to write a book about Annabelle and Benjamin’s forbidden union. Since she knew the basics— they were lovers, Annabelle had gotten pregnant, and Benjamin escaped ultimately up north— Violet could take these nuggets and craft a sweeping historical romance.

      Nine o’clock on a Friday night, her laptop open and ready, and all she wanted to do was talk to Noah. It was about that time, so she sat, like an expectant pup, staring at her screen, willing Skype to come to life. They decided talking and texting was not good enough. They needed to see each other. Not two minutes passed nine, and he answered her wish.

      “Hi, Noah!” She waved like an idiot.

      “Hey, honey. How are you? You look great.”

      He looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes emphasized by poor lighting. Not wanting to add to his weariness, she mustered her best “everything is fine” demeanor and answered him. “I’m good. Happy the week is over. Why does a four-day week always seem longer than a five-day week? I don’t get it.”

      “I know, right?” He tried his best to stifle a yawn, but failed miserably.

      “Noah, everything okay with you?”

      “These orders are kicking my ass, even with the guy I hired. I’m smelling wood in my sleep and dreaming about more orders coming in. There aren’t any, but my dreams don’t know that.”

      “In other words, you’re stressed out and overworked.”

      “Yes. Put simply, yes. So, tell me, how was the week on the whole? Did you run into Cassie at all?”

      “No, thankfully. Next week we have a faculty meeting scheduled, so we’ll see.”

      “Anybody treating you...differently?”

      “You know, I haven’t noticed, so I’m hopeful that she’s keeping this between us only. It wouldn’t serve anyone any good for her to spread gossip around. I miss you.”

      “I miss you. Every time I sand down a spindle or a leg, I think how I’d like to be sliding my hands over your body.” He breathed heavily, closed his eyes and pantomimed running his hands up and down in the air. It got her pulsing racing something fierce. Then he opened his eyes and sat upright, suddenly quite alert. “So! How’s your romance novel going?”

      “Oh,” she said, fanning herself and forcing her breathing to return to normal. “I’ve only gotten as far as the prewriting stuff. Hopefully this weekend I’ll begin to write Annabelle and Benjamin’s love story.”

      He leaned in close to the screen. “Just make sure, when they have sex, you use us as your frame of reference.”

      “Oh, most definitely!”

      “Would you care to show me what you had in mind?” He wiggled his brow and smiled not-so-innocently.

      Now she leaned in close to her screen. “Only if you help me.”

      “Gladly.”

      “Well then.” Her eyes narrowed and she offered a crooked grin. “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

      He complied. “You know,” he said, hamming it up while removing his shirt and pants, “I used to dance in a strip club when I was younger to pay my way through college.”

      “No! You’re such a liar!”

      “I swear, I’m telling the truth. I was the Magic Mike of the Rockaways.”

      “Noah, I am not that gullible.”

      Still jiggling his assets for her to ogle, he asked. “Would you believe I danced on a local TV show for teens?”

      Violet cocked her head to the side and squinted her eyes. “That I would believe.” She reached into her purse and tossed dollar bills at the screen while roaring with laughter. “Woohoo! Show me what you got, baby! Show me what you got!”

      He inched his briefs down, mooning her, and then revealed the money shot in all its glory.

      “Oh yeah, baby! That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”

      He took a bow and sat back down, legs spread apart so his fine form could be seen in all its grandeur. “Your turn, okay?”

      “Okay, I’m ready.”

      “I want you to take off your shirt slowly. Inch it up. Tease me good, baby.”

      Violet stretched her collar to show her shoulder, and then turned her attention to the bottom of her shirt. Inch by inch, she raised it, revealing the bottom of her breasts.

      “No bra? Oh, you’re killing me over here.”

      She winked and used her hands to massage her breasts underneath her shirt. She lowered it and stretched it so her taut nipples punched through. Noah had taken to massaging himself, as well. He looked hungry. For her. She tore off her shirt, tossed it aside, and took up kneading her breasts and teasing her nipples for his pleasure. “You like?”

      “Yeah, baby. I like. I want more. Take off your pants.”

      She stood and turned, rubbing her ass through her yoga shorts, imagining his hands in her place. Rolling the waistband down, she bent over, giving him the perfect view as she slid the shorts to her ankles.

      “Geezus, Violet. Turn around and show yourself to me.”

      With her thumbs, she lowered her panties and sat down, one leg up and one leg splayed to the side. He’d begun to stroke himself, and even with the crappy video, she could see a light sheen develop on his chest.

      “Touch yourself for me, baby. Let’s do this together now. Look at me. Do this with me.”

      Violet didn’t need any more verbal prodding. She reached down between her legs and touched herself. She’d gone hot and wet the minute she’d seen his naked body, and now, she was full-on ready to get her orgasm on. Her fingers rubbed against her sensitized folds and teased her clit before plunging inside. Noah had stopped directing her and simply groaned his pleasure. He pumped in earnest now as he watched her pick up the pace. She was so close to the edge. Just a little faster and a lot frenetic.

      “I can’t hold out much longer, baby. Come with me.”

      “Oh, God, Noah! Now, now, now! Ahh,” she groaned and writhed on her chair. She forced her eyes to stay open to watch as he came. And he sure did, staring straight at her.

      Breathing heavily, he grinned. She grinned. And they both laughed.

      She extended a pointed finger at him. “If you tell a soul about what we just did, you are dead meat, Noah Blackman!”

      He raised his arms in surrender. “I swear, no one will ever know. I can’t believe we just did that, though.” He shook his head and blew out a huge breath. “Whew! You know, I think we got something going here. Might just help make the days go by a bit easier.”

      “And here I thought you were helping me write a sex scene for my book.”

      “I was!”

      “Um, they didn’t have Skype in the 1800’s, my dear.” Another fit of laughter rocked them both.

      “I gotta clean up, honey. I’ll call you back when I’m done. Love you.”

      “Love you!” Violet showered and threw on her shirt and shorts.

      While waiting for Noah’s call, her thoughts traveled to Benjamin. He’d left her, too. She hadn’t seen him cross the back lawn since Noah left. Maybe her second conversation had satisfied his soul. Well, no one being around didn’t satisfy her soul one bit, but Skype was her new best friend. She lounged on her bed, wondering how long it would take this guy to clean up and call her the hell back, but didn’t last long before succumbing to sleep.
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      Monday came swiftly, along with the great possibility of a tropical storm to come by week’s end. The cloudless sky belied the danger that roiled in the Atlantic Ocean. By Wednesday, clouds would be rolling in, breezes would turn to variable gusts, and supermarkets would be emptied of their contents. Violet made a mental note to shop after school. She’d checked her generator before leaving for work, and it was in great shape. The windows she couldn’t reach from the outside, she’d board up from the inside. Better that than nothing at all.

      Tomorrow would be sandbag day. She knew a guy who could help her with the haul. All storms affected the river. Nothing could be done about it, but in the two years she’d lived in Savannah, it had never risen so much as to flood it. The most she’d experienced was hearing the raging rush of the bloated river from inside the house, and when she went out to look, it had crept up the river bank a good twenty feet. Still, it hadn’t crested the bank, which was key. Plus, the house sat a few hundred feet back from there and on graded land, putting it about twenty feet above water level. She had to hand it to her family and the original builder of the house for their brilliant planning. Over the hundreds of years, the stone “fortress” had been re-pointed many times, she was sure, and it looked good and solid now.

      The lunch bell rang and her students filed out, talk of the storm gushing from their mouths. She monitored from her doorway and smiled as her principal approached.

      “Ms. Adams, may I see you in my office, please?” The twitch of a pencil-thin mustache raised warning flags, and her heart leapt to her throat.

      “Of course, Mr. Jenkins. Right now?”

      “Yes.” He turned and marched off, leaving her to follow like an errant schoolgirl. This was highly unusual behavior for him. Yes, he was known as meticulous, with no sense of humor, but he was intelligent and a strong instructional leader. What could possibly have him in a snit about her?

      She walked into his office and closed the door.

      “Have a seat, Violet.”

      Okay, he’d moved on from formal to more casual. That was a good sign, she hoped. “What’s this about? You have me a bit worried.”

      “It’s your lunchtime, so I’ll get right to the point.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “We’ve had a complaint from a few parents.”

      “A complaint? About what?” What on earth had she done? She wracked her brain at lightning speed in the hopes that nothing would come to mind. Nothing did.

      “Well, they are objecting to a questionable writing assignment.”

      “Mr. Jenkins, all writing assignments are a part of the curriculum and have been approved by the Board of Directors.”

      “They say you’re having them write a series of journal entries as slaves. They are uncomfortable and think it’s inappropriate. They don’t want their children doing this assignment. So, you’ll need to toss it out and assign something else.”

      Outrage filled her soul and threatened to let lose a mouthful of expletives, but she held her scathing tongue in favor of explaining the full assignment. “Mr. Jenkins, that is only half of the assignment. The other half is to write a series of journal entries from the point of view of a plantation family. Both parts of the assignment require the reading of primary sources and the use of textbooks from their American History class. I know for a fact they’re learning all about the time period leading up to the Civil War because I spoke with their teachers in order to give them an interdisciplinary experience. I’ve given this assignment before without issue. Why is it one now? And who are the parents so I can talk to them and explain?”

      “I am not at liberty to say, as they are concerned about retribution against their children.”

      “Retri—! Are you serious?” She shifted to the edge of her seat. “I’m stunned. I…I…I have no words. No, wait. I do. How could they think such a horrible thing of me? Never in my years of teaching have I ever had my character or integrity come into question. Nor have I ever been told my curriculum is inappropriate. Mr. Jenkins, this is simply outrageous, and you agreed with them. You’re really making me stop this assignment in its tracks and do something else. You are not one to kowtow to parents, especially when it comes to instruction. Why now?”

      “It’s complicated, Violet.” He shuffled papers on his desk and rearranged his pencils in a neat row. “Let’s leave it at that.”

      She eased herself back and clasped her hands together as she considered the “who” and the “why” of this dreadful situation. “I can’t just leave it at that. Parents are up in arms that their kids have to “assume” the persona of a slave in the 1800’s. Geezus, Mr. Jenkins, what does this smell like to you? Racism! Pure, unadulterated, disgusting bigotry. And you’re letting it happen. In. My. Classroom.”

      “Violet, this isn’t some public high school you’re working at. Xavier Preparatory caters to the elite in our community, so you know the clientele here. These old-establishment families pay a great deal of money to have their children attend here. I said it’s complicated. Now, either remove the assignment or I’ll have to remove you from your position here. Your choice. Best to go get lunch before your time is up. Let me know your decision by end of the day. That’s all.”

      Having been summarily dismissed, she bit her tongue, stood, and left his office. When she returned to her classroom, she couldn’t even think about eating. Those fucking bigots! Why this assignment? Why now? Something didn’t add up in this whole scenario. The assignment had been running without a hitch for two weeks. They were just about to switch focus from the slave entries to the plantation family entries. Why would parents raise concern now rather than when it was first given? Secondly, most of these parents were absentee parents, always away on business. None of her kids ever mentioned that their parents had seen any of their work. As long as their GPA’s were 3.7 or higher, they never questioned. So now they have a beef with her?

      Third of all…well, there was no third of all. Jenkins had a point regarding their clientele. Elite, white, privileged, prominent families whose ties to the South went way, way back. Given Cassie’s demeanor the other week, it was possible a few parents were just as bigoted and stuck in the old ways and beliefs.

      Cassie.

      Would she have had anything to do with this madness? She was part of the team when Violet approached the teachers about the activity. Everyone loved the assignment and how it supported their teaching. The Halloween party followed soon thereafter. With a big enough chip on her shoulder from that bit of embarrassment and another chunk of her foundation shaken by Noah’s news, Cassie had reason to fuck with her in a devious, discreet manner.

      What would Violet do? Her knee jerk reaction was to defy authority. This was one battle she was willing to put her job on the line for. There were probably a ton of school districts who would hire her even after blatantly disregarding a principal’s orders. Especially districts that believed in equality.

      The saddest part of the whole mess was, if she tossed the assignment, the kids would be the ones losing out in the end. All they’d learn is how to tiptoe around an ugly piece of history, rather than absorb it and accept it, warts and all. Two periods left to teach before she could go home and forget this day ever happened. Violet had to pee. She threw her wilted salad in the trash and headed for the restroom.

      As she entered, voices from behind the stalls alerted her she wasn’t alone. She thought her name had been tossed about, and then an abrupt silence ensued after a violent hush sound. Great. Word had gotten round already. But in whose defense? She found it hard to believe teachers wouldn’t side with her, at least in private.

      “Don’t hush on my account. I already heard my name mumbled between you. Might as well come out and tell me to my face what you think you know and how you feel about it.”

      Two flushes later and a couple of second-year math teachers, whose classrooms were on the same floor as hers, revealed themselves, looking guilty as hell.

      One of them, Susan Crowder, spoke immediately. “I’m sorry as heck, Violet. We didn’t hear much. Only that you looked awful coming out of Mr. Jenkins’ office. Someone said something about you being in trouble with parents? We were just saying that we found it hard to believe that you’d ever get in trouble, you’ve always been so awesome, but we also know our parents.” The girl rolled her eyes.

      “Well, I appreciate your support. Really I do.” An obnoxiously loud bell rang. “I will get to the bottom of this one way or another. If you know who may have started the rumor mill, I would love to know.”

      The silent one, Bethany Anderson, finally spoke. “One of the history teachers said she saw you walking out.”

      “Which one?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know her name. You know, it’s only my second year here and I know no one except for who’s on my floor. I really hope everything turns out all right for you, Violet.”

      “Thank you, Bethany. It will.” She offered them both a smile and walked out with them. Just another day of holding it in until the last bell.
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      Bills had to be paid and she had to eat. By the end of the day, Violet sent an email to her principal, telling him her decision. Violet tossed the assignment, to the consternation and bewilderment of her students. Their response added to the mystery. If some parents had put up a fuss, why were all the kids complaining about stopping it? By all, she knew for a fact each and every one of her students were pissed off they couldn’t finish what they’d put hard work into. So, someone’s parents complained and didn’t tell them. Nice.

      There was another possible scenario to factor in. One she didn’t want to think might be true, but it kept creeping into her brain. What if Cassie had something to do with it? What if she’d gotten to some parents, known members of the prestigious yet controversial organization, Confederate Families United, to stir the pot and make things difficult for her at school? That woman was so mortified by Noah’s revelations about their ancestry, she very well could’ve struck out in a malicious kind of way.

      It was just one assignment, though. Maybe Violet was reading too much into the brouhaha because she’d been steeped in the past with researching Noah’s family history. It wouldn’t be unnatural for her to be overly sensitive to anything that seemed the least bit racially motivated. Would she have obsessed over the issue had she not been involved with Noah?

      Yes. Yes, she would. Nothing about her assignment should’ve raised a brow or had parents up in arms to this extent. Someone had created the problem and fanned the flames. Violet wouldn’t rest until she knew the name of the instigator. So, the kids couldn’t write journal entries from the point of view of a slave? All right. Then they’d research the contents of newspapers from the South and the North during the 1800’s in order to write an essay comparing and contrasting the two. She’d see how their parents felt about that. If they even found out about it at all.

      In the meanwhile, she needed to talk to Bethany again and find out which history teacher had spoken to her. One thing was certain. She wouldn’t tell Noah. With all the stress he was under, he didn’t need this on top of it. She’d handle it on her own, if there was anything to handle.

      

      Sitting in her tub, Violet closed her eyes and let the lavender do its work. No, it wasn’t Friday, but this particular Monday called for pampering. Not only did school piss her off, but she’d readied her house for the impending storm. Her body ached as well as her head. She grabbed her phone and emailed Bethany before she lost herself to the candles and the music and the comforting warmth of the water. Hopefully she’d get an answer quickly.

      Her phone didn’t buzz as the water cooled. It didn’t buzz while she sipped on a glass of Merlot on the couch. Bethany would probably not see her email until the morning. The bath soothed her somewhat, but she remained unsettled. She’d already spoken to Noah for the day and feasted on her dose of him. She didn’t know why, but she wanted to go down to the basement. To the safe room.

      Sliding into her flip flops, she bundled her long, damp hair into a messy bun, picked up a flashlight, and tromped down the stairs. Benjamin weighed on her mind. She stepped into the safe room and sat down on the ground in the same spot he had chosen.

      “Oh, Benjamin. I wish you wouldn’t have stopped coming by. I could really use to talk to you right now.” She leaned her head back and sighed. “My hot mess is nothing compared to yours and Annabelle’s, I know. I can’t imagine being you and having to live with the pain of not being free to love Annabelle the way you planned. And what of poor Annabelle’s heart? She probably thought her world had ended when she was kept from you. The rest of her life would be dictated by her family. I’d love to know how you handled it all. How you played the hand you were dealt.

      “I love Noah so much, Benjamin. I love him with every fiber of my being. He endears me with his quest for family, his artistry, and his strength of character. He rocks my world with the most amazing sex I’ve ever had. He offers me so much, and what do I give him in return? Exposure to a racist, privileged predator. I give him drama. When he comes back, what will he be met with? Lord only knows. I just want us to be able to live our lives in peace and love without the cloud of judgement over our different skin color. And what about school? If I’m not allowed to teach the way I should at this school, I might have to look elsewhere. I won’t continue to have my curriculum shackled by white elitists who demand their own perspective be taught rather than the balanced truth.”

      Her flashlight flickered and went out. “Great.” Only the dimmest of light from the basement illuminated the entrance to the room where she sat.

      “I miss my Annabelle.”

      “What?” Scrambling like a character about to die in a horror movie, Violet did her best to vacate the room. “Ow! Son of a bitch!” Her brilliant move landed her flat on her stomach, across the threshold.

      “Don’t be afraid, Missus. I won’t hurt ya none. You called me, so I done come ovuh.”

      Violet managed to twist around and right herself to find Benjamin sitting in the opposite corner from where she’d been sitting. “H…h…hello.” She smiled meekly and made a feeble attempt to gain some composure. It was one thing to see him during his nightly routine, and with Noah right beside her, but another to have him just pop up from out of nowhere! “I thought you’d gone for good. Not that you have to, but I just thought you had. Do you know who I am?”

      “You is Miss Violet, of course. You think I knows you as my sweet Annabelle, but I’m not stupid like them others. Just lonesome for my girl. I know what you was tryin’ to do before, and I thank ya for it. Looks like it’s my time to return the favuh.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. Speaking for Annabelle seemed the kindest thing. You came back to help me? You are a sweet man.” She paused a moment, a question lingering in her mind had to be asked. “Benjamin, you do know you’re a ghost, don’t you?”

      “Yes’m. After I said my goodbyes to my family up north and took my last breath, I came back to take care of some unfinished business between Annabelle and me. But she don’t come when I calls for her. Why don’t she come?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s occurred to me after watching you all those days, walking across my lawn, that maybe she can’t because she’s already somewhere else waiting for you.”

      “Somewhere else? But she was supposed to meet me here. Mistress Elizabeth had it all worked out for us.”

      “If she lingers on this earthly plane, too, then I think she could be at her house, stuck in her room. Are you free to go where you like?”

      “Don’t know. Haven’t tried. Can’t say for certain. Why’d she be stuck in her room? Miss Violet, seems you know more about me than I know about me. If you don’t mind, ma’am, I’d like to get educated on myself.”

      “You’d be right. Noah and I know about the missing pieces of your life. Annabelle’s story.” Violet went on to tell this gentle soul all the information Noah and she’d gathered about Annabelle, her family, and what went down the day they were supposed to run away together.

      He sat there, listening intently, not uttering a word until she finished. “I have a son named Henry, you say, and he growed up white like the Massa Hawkins?”

      “Yes. He and the children that came after and so on, all successful in their lives. In fact, there are Hawkins living to this day in that house. Annabelle lived there until the day she died. Her portrait from the Cotillion still hangs on a wall.”

      “I have a son named Henry.” He shook his head and swiped at ghostly tears. “That’s the name we decided on togethuh if the baby was gonna be a boy.”

      “Oh, Benjamin. That’s wonderful she honored you in that way. Your name lives on in the north, as well. Noah, the man who stood beside me, is your family. He comes from your marriage to Sarah in New York. I bet he would love to talk to you when he returns on Thanksgiving.”

      “My heart is so full right now, Miss Violet. So full. I thank you ten times ovuh for sharin’ my life with me.”

      “I’m just glad that Noah was able to complete his family tree.” Now it was her turn to wipe away tears.

      “Miss Violet, you asked questions of me. Wonderin’ how I dealt with the pain of losin’ Annabelle and the baby. I never got ovuh the pain. I just buried it deep down inside and nevuh took it out again. Sometimes, it’s all we can do to survive. That and bein’ grateful for what little the good Lord has granted us in our life. Remember, I lived. I made it to freedom and I nevuh looked back.”

      “Yes, and you have two fine branches of families to show for it. I’m so tired, Benjamin. I need to go to bed. Will you come back and visit with me again?”

      “If you call me, I’ll come, Miss Violet.”

      “Good, because I’m madly in love with your great, great, great, great, maybe a couple more greats grandson, Noah Blackman, and it’d be wonderful getting to know someone from his family.”

      “Sweet dreams and goodnight, then, Miss Violet.”

      “Good night, Benjamin. And call me Violet from now on, please. Just Violet.” She smiled her sweetest smile and managed to leave the room without stumbling or tripping over anything. Once her head hit the pillow, her eyes popped wide open. Of course, the wheels turned, her mind exploded with what she’d just encountered, and she made mental lists of what she needed to accomplish over the next few days and weeks ahead.

      

      Bethany went home sick with the flu early the next morning and was out the rest of the week. Violet didn’t feel right emailing her, so when she returned to school the following Monday, Violet snagged her at the end of the day.

      “Hey, glad to see you back and among the living.”

      Bethany chuckled. “Thanks, I’m exhausted. Damn flu took everything outta me. How are you?”

      “Okay. Hanging in. I have a question for you, though. Last week you mentioned a history teacher had told you about the parent issue I had, but you didn’t know who it was. I wanted to know if the woman who spoke with you was older than me, or wore expensive clothing. Did she have blond hair worn in a severe bun at the nape of her neck?”

      “Yes to all of that. She looked very well put together. Polished. Like she doesn’t really need to teach, but does so for play money. If you know what I mean. That sounds like the woman. What’s her name?”

      “Cassie Windruff.” Violet couldn’t help but sneer.

      “Ah, okay. I’ll remember that if I ever see her again. Wish I could stay and chat more, but I have a follow up doctor’s appointment. See ya later.” Bethany hoisted her tote bag on her shoulder and trudged down the hall.

      So, it was Cassie! What a coincidence. Deep in her soul, Violet knew she’d caused the uproar. Circumstantial as it was, it was good enough for her. She stormed out of the building to her car, brain engulfed in a storm cloud of emotions. “Gosh dang it! How do these people get onto our campus to put ads on our cars?” She tore a folded paper from beneath the windshield wiper and tossed it on her passenger seat as she climbed into the car. As long as she didn’t speed and minded the road, the drive home would help her clear her head a bit. Enough to start thinking of a plan to ensure Cassie and her posse couldn’t make her life any more miserable than it already was at the moment.

      At home and flopped on the couch, she closed her eyes briefly to center herself. When she reopened them, she realized she still held the junk mail. “Let’s see what great offer is in store for me today.” She read aloud. “Violet Adams…oh, a personal touch to this one. How nice. Violet Adams, you are a scum-sucking, black-loving whore. A bitch of a—” Her voice cut out on her as she continued on, not believing what she was seeing- a scathing litany of filthy racial slurs directed at her, jampacked into one hate-filled anonymous letter.

      The paper crumpled as her fisted hand shook with rage. So, not only had parents attacked her professionally over an assignment, but now they attacked her relationship with Noah. Cassie’s meddling had gone too far. Violet had to do something before it turned dangerous. She called the police, and they took down her information. She stowed the letter in her top desk drawer in her office, then she got back in her car and drove.

      To Cassie’s house.

      She rang the doorbell a few times before Cassie answered. “Violet? Why on earth are you standin’ on my doorstep? I thought you recognized, after our last meetin’, you wouldn’t be welcome here anymore.”

      Violet ignored her and pushed passed to enter the foyer. “I just came here to tell you to call your dogs off. In fact, it would be in your best interest to do so since the police are now involved.”

      Annoyance washed over the woman’s face, but what Violet had just said must’ve piqued her curiosity enough that she didn’t immediately throw her out. “What in heaven’s name are you goin’ on about? Take a breath or two and then explain why I should be concerned about officers of the law.”

      “I know you made trouble for me at school with some parents over an assignment we’d already discussed and begun without issue. No sooner do I bounce back from that, then I get a lovely anonymous letter using quite the colorful racist language to describe me and what I should do with misplaced love for people of color. Doesn’t take much to connect the dots.”

      “Your wild accusations are not surprising, given who you choose to befriend, but I can assure you, I had nothing to do with either incident.”

      “Your assurance doesn’t hold much weight with me. The lesson I was forced to ditch, well, I just assigned something different, but still addresses both sides of the slave issue. The “love” letter is now a police matter. Dollars to doughnuts, as they investigate, information will be discovered. Do you really want to be exposed as the mixed-race racist of Savannah?”

      “You’re talking nonsense now, Violet, and wasting my time.” It didn’t pass Violet’s notice that a piece of mauled tissue floated to the floor by Cassie’s foot. She was sweating bullets, but putting on a great show.

      “You are wasting our students’ time if you think, as an Honors history teacher, you’re doing right by them, cherry picking facts that are convenient to the white minority’s sense of entitlement. You’re being downright irresponsible. You have an obligation to be impartial and present the facts as history has been laid out. Can’t you see that by acknowledging your true ancestry, you have an opportunity to build a bridge, to bring about an awareness of how complex our history was, including relationships amongst its people at that time? How amazing is it that you can be a primary source for your students! Your family lineage is not unique in the scheme of things, nor is it something to be ashamed of. Cassie, we are living in an enlightened age. The way you’re handling it, well, I’d expect so much more from someone of your stature and profession. Rein in your dogs, Cassie. I’ll call off the police and considered the matter settled. Accept who you came from and leave me and mine the hell alone.”

      Violet had stunned the woman into silence. She still stood, holding the door open with a white-knuckled hand, belying the confidence she exuded. Violet, fired up and triumphant, said nothing more and marched out to her car. She fought against the massive urge to tear away down her driveway, opting instead for a normal, mature getaway. As she hit the main road, however, she slammed her hands on the steering wheel, hooting and hollering like she’d won a championship game. Had she won, though? It remained to be seen. Home at last and all she wanted to do was share her bold move with Noah, but she didn’t. She wouldn’t until she was certain the situation was handled to her satisfaction.

      Over the course of the next few days, no more anonymous letters were found. The police never notified her of any arrests, convincing her all the more that Cassie was the instigator. She didn’t see the infuriating woman at school, either. Typical. She hoped some of what she’d said had gotten through to her about her family. If so, Cassie certainly didn’t let her know about it. Her students, although still salty over not being able to continue their prior assignment, were intrigued by all the old newspapers and dug into their research with zeal.

      As predicted, the storm came along the coastline, but as good as tracking maps were, the slightest deviation changed everything. The tropical storm stayed further off the coast than projected. The tarp, gate, and sandbags she used to cover the tunnel’s opening held beautifully, and none of windows blew out. The roof needed some repairs, but fared well overall, and when the power went out for a little while, the generator kicked in and no food spoiled. Noah had been ready to get her a plane ticket to New York, but as it turned out, he got it worse than she. Luck of the draw. There would always be another storm, and someone else would be the lucky one.

      

      “I can’t believe it’s really time for you to come down. I thought Thanksgiving would never get here!”

      “I know. This long-distance relationship business is for the birds. You’re lookin’ fine tonight, Violet. Tell me you don’t have a secret date planned when we’re done talking.”

      “Then I’d be lyin’, because I do.” She flashed him a wicked grin.

      “What? You are foolin’ with me.” He laughed dismissively.

      “Nope, it’s the truth.” She’d shocked him so, all he could do was sit and stare at her. It took every bit of her control to keep from bursting out laughing.

      “All right.” He folded his arms across his chest and smirked. “I’ll play along. With who?”

      “With Benjamin.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Benjamin who?”

      “Benjamin Blackman.”

      “See!” He slapped his knee and pointed at her. “I knew you were messin’ with me. Wicked woman. Is he really back?”

      “Yup, he came back soon after you left. I’ve been chatting with him every now and again. He keeps me company, and I like learning about his life when he was alive. He asks about you, so I tell him what I know. He’ll be so glad to talk to you when you come.”

      “I can’t wait. Can’t wait to see you, sweetheart. Can’t wait to get my hands on you. All of you. I’m sorry I had to change my flight and come later, but I had no choice. At least everybody’s got cabinets and occasional tables before the holiday, and they’re satisfied, too. Makes my bank account really happy.”

      “I totally understand. As much as it’s been killing me, our jobs pay the bills and for our fun. But geezus, I can’t begin to tell you how much I’m craving your body next to mine.” She shook her head. “Tomorrow! I’m all ready for ya, too. Plenty of food, wine, and me. Oh, and guess what I scored?”

      “Tickets to your school’s Thanksgiving Day football game?”

      “No, our kids don’t play sports like that. They play Mock Congress and shit like that. But that would be fun, come to think of it. I’ll look into it. Actually, I got tomorrow off, so when you arrive, I’ll be here waiting instead of the key under the doormat.”

      “Promise you’ll open the door in nothing but your birthday suit, and I’ll make the plane go faster.”

      “Deal.”

      “I have a surprise for you, too.”

      “You do? What is it? Tell me, tell me!”

      “Nope. You’ll have to wait until Thanksgiving.”

      “No hints or anything? That’s cold, Mr. Blackman. Cold.”

      “I got something that’ll warm you right up.” He proceeded to unzip his pants and flaunt his large tent for her to see in all its hilarity. He put on this sleazy pimp voice and teased, “I know you like. I know you want.”

      Violet laughed so hard, she couldn’t wipe the tears away fast enough. “Stop! You’re killing me here!”

      Abruptly, he pulled his pants back up. “That’s all you get until tomorrow. I better turn in. Early flight tomorrow. I love you. Dream of me tonight, baby. I’ll be dreamin’ of you.”

      “I will. I love you, too.” She blew kisses at him.

      After shutting down her computer, she visited with Benjamin for a bit. She had some decisions to make about her life, her career. The two incidents at school concerned her greatly. She didn’t know, if by staying there, she could affect positive change enough or shift deep-seated paradigms to make any difference at all. How could she stay where people clung to antiquated, bigoted beliefs about the past? Benjamin’s perspective on these types of people would surely help her understand where she fit best. Xavier Prep Academy wasn’t the only show in town.
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      Violet heard the crush of gravel and hurried to peek through the curtained sidelight. Noah was a smart man and didn’t ring the doorbell until the shuttle was out of sight. Violet stood on the other side of the door, a trembling wreck with a red satin bow tied around her waist. And nothing more. Only when she opened the door and saw his face break into a devilish grin did her anxiety give way to raging sexual desire.

      “I like a woman who stays true to her word.”

      A flush crawled its way up her neck to her cheeks. She cleared her throat. “And I like a man who appreciates that kind of woman.”

      Noah tossed his bags inside the foyer, and then wrapped her up in his arms while lifting her off her feet. His lips, so warm, so urgent and needful, pressed against hers and his tongue teased for entry. She opened in all ways for him, wrapping her legs around his waist as he stepped across the threshold and kicked the door closed with his foot. His hardness pressed against her and she groaned her approval.

      “Noah, I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured as he moved on from her lips to her neck.

      He walked them over to the couch, where he gently deposited her. She watched and giggled as the man-turned-teenager tore off his clothes. His blaring desire stoked her confidence and lightened her heart. “Why Mr. Blackman, you look as ready for me as a piece of strawberry rhubarb pie. I devour those when given the chance, and now, sir, get over here so I can devour you.”

      “You know something, Violet? Skyping all those times made me want you even more afterwards.” He knelt before her and touched his nose to hers. “You are aware this isn’t gonna last long, right?”

      She nodded.

      “You also know, then, we’re gonna take the rest of the day doing it all over again.”

      She pushed him away, got up from the couch, and nudged him to sit in her place. “No more words.” She straddled him, and while rubbing her breasts against his chest, she nibbled his ear. “Make me scream, Noah.”

      

      He made her scream, moan, groan, and cry out his name in the span of ten minutes. “I don’t even smoke and I feel like I should be holding a cigarette.” She laughed lightly as she tickled his ribs while resting in his arms.

      “I needed that, with you, so badly I can’t begin to tell you. You know what else I need?”

      “No. What?”

      “Food! I’m starving.”

      “Lucky for you I went shopping. Make yourself at home and go on a treasure hunt.”

      “Ah,” he said, stroking her hair. “My treasure’s right here, but I’ll go look and see what you got in the kitchen.”

      “I’m in love with a dork. A sweet, crafty dork.” Violet took advantage of his leaving and stretched out the length of the couch. Noah was back, and all was right with the world. Sort of.

      He came back with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, so she sat up and shared her space. “Of all the goodies I bought, you chose that?”

      “It was quick, and it’s a good source of protein. Need to last, you know.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Here, take a bite. You need to last, too.”

      Surprisingly, it tasted like manna from heaven. “This is amazing. Okay, so while you’re eating, I have so much to tell you.”

      “How is that possible? We spoke last night.”

      “Well, I’ve been holding back a bit, but now that things have settled down, I can share with you.”

      “Uh oh. What’s happened? Whose ass do I gotta kick? I’m ready. I’m eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, for God’s sake. I got the energy for it!”

      “Down, macho man. It’s just that a couple nasty things happened at school making me take a harsh look at where I’m teaching and whether I’m better suited elsewhere.”

      “Okay, and do you feel you should be working elsewhere?”

      “I’m not sure yet. There’s a lot to consider. My students’ views on the world are not their parents’, but their parents have been allowed to dictate my curriculum. I don’t think I can tolerate that.”

      “I know you’ll make the decision that’s best for you. It may not be the easy one, but it will be right for you. There are plenty of schools around here, I’m sure, that would love to have you as one of their teachers.”

      “Thanks.” She nudged him and offered a half-hearted smile. “Can I have another bite?”

      

      The afternoon waxed on with more conversation, stops along the way for foreplay, and intense sexual pleasures that may or may not have included specific food items associated with ice cream. They’d just showered and were making their way downstairs when Violet’s doorbell rang.

      Her brow crinkled as she considered the mysterious intrusion. “Strange, it’s after five o’clock, and I’m not expecting any packages or visitors.” She looked through her peephole. “Oh, dear Lord in heaven.” She recoiled and bumped right into Noah.

      “What is it? Do I need to get a bat?”

      “No, silly, but brace yourself. It’s Cassie Windruff. On my front porch. What do I do?”

      “Let her in, of course. Aren’t you the least bit curious why she’s here?”

      “Given how things were left the last time we spoke, I’m very curious. Enough to let her in my house, though?”

      An insistent rapping on the door left her no choice. She grounded herself and took a deep breath as she opened the door. “Cassie, what a surprise.”

      “Hello, Violet. Noah, I didn’t know you’d be here, too. Well, all the better, I guess. I know I should’ve called, but it seems when you and I get somethin’ in our heads, we let it rule our actions. So, I’m here. May I come in?”

      “Sure.” Violet ushered her into the living room and offered the loveseat. Noah had already taken a seat on the couch. A magazine rested in his lap. Violet sat beside him and clasped her hands in her lap.

      “So, what brings you here?”

      “Yes, well, I can understand you’re puzzled. I’ve had time to think about what you said during our last…conversation. I will admit to and apologize for possibly creatin’ a stir about your assignment, Violet. I am not pleased by my actions, and I have made peace with God. I did not have anythin’ to do with the letter, though, and I hope the police find the jerk who wrote it. I’m here also because somethin’ you said durin’ your visit to my house caught me like a fish on a hook and wouldn’t let go.”

      Violet did her best to conceal her mortification. By Noah’s annoyed expression, she guessed she failed. His annoyance, she was sure, was due to the little matter of not telling him what happened between her and Cassie after he’d left. She’d ask his forgiveness later.

      “What exactly did I say that stuck?”

      “I have an obligation to teach historical fact. Not a whitewashed version. I could make a huge impact on our students if I acknowledge the facts of my own history, as well.”

      “I see.” Glad for the seat, Violet could’ve been knocked over with a feather.

      “Yes, well, you know I don’t have to teach, my dear. I choose to. If I’m goin’ to do it well, I must be honest, with the content and with myself. I can’t keep lettin’ familial pride and nostalgia bias my teachin’ any longer. It came as quite a shock when Noah presented himself as family. I’m sure you can understand how unsettlin’ such information can be at the moment it’s given. I mean, to find out that a secret as huge as the parentage of a child had been kept from members of my family is remarkable. I won’t fault them, though. His father was a slave. Somethin’ unacceptable in those times. But as times changed, we should have been told. Henry apparently had a good life, though, and a family to remember his name.”

      “I guess I could have handled that better,” Noah interjected at last. “Not sure how one handles exposing such delicate information. For that, I apologize. So, what are you saying here, Cassie? What are you after?”

      “What I’m sayin’, Noah, is that I am willin’ to accept your research as truth. I would like to welcome you into my family and apologize for my transgressions against you personally. For my behavior at my party and the horrible things I said to you when you presented yourself to me. I am ashamed of my manner and my words. It’s high time we older generation of Hawkins acknowledge our narrow-mindedness and bigotry. It’s time to let go of ancient beliefs and see people of color for what they are and have always been. People, equal under God. I hope you will forgive me and allow me to be at least a small part of your life.”

      [image: ]

      Noah sat silent for a moment, stunned. When he’d first seen her, he’d considered tearing her down and kicking her to the curb, but after her speech, thought better of it. She’d offered one powerful apology. All he’d ever wanted was to find family and connect. After meeting her, this branch of the tree threatened to be just as dysfunctional as his immediate family.

      “I guess I have my answer with your silence.” Cassie stood, her face melted into disappointment.

      Noah stood, as well. “I do forgive you, and I will gladly call you family.” He reached out a hand for Cassie to shake. She waved it away.

      Her face brightened with a smile that could set a forest on fire. “I think this calls for somethin’ more than a handshake. Don’t you?” She opened her arms wide. Noah lowered his hand and hugged her.

      “I think this calls for something else, too,” Violet interjected. “How would you all like some champagne? We can have a mini celebration, if you will. All hatchets buried, family found, new beginnings.”

      Cassie’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “Wonderful idea, Violet.”

      She left the two to handle the awkward moment in between.

      “Noah, I have an even more wonderful idea.” The gleam in her eyes set off warning flares in Noah’s brain.

      “What’s that?”

      Violet came back with a tray of three wine glasses filled with sparkling bubbly. She passed them out to everyone.

      “Oh. Thank you. I was just saying to Noah I had a wonderful idea, too.”

      “Really, what is that?”

      “Why don’t the two of you join us for Thanksgivin’ dinner?” She sipped her drink while Noah choked on his.

      “Oh, well, we...I—” Flustered, Noah didn’t know what to say. Violet’s doe eyes told him she didn’t either.

      “It’s more like an Open House, really. Not formal sit down. I have plenty of food. Enough for the whole of Savannah. Festivities begin at two o’clock and go through until ten. You certainly don’t have to stay for the whole time, but it would be lovely to make our newfound connection official to everyone. I even have a musician comin’ to play guitar as the sun goes down. Isn’t anythin’ I’m sayin’ enticin’ you at all?”

      “We do have plans, but I think we can get to you by early evening, if that’s all right. Thank you for the invite.” Violet saved him from the awkwardness of shifting from adversary to family.

      “Excellent. Thank you two. You taught me that a stuffy, older woman can rise above her family’s bigoted conditionin’. I’m sure my children will be proud of me. They’ve been tryin’ to get me to change my tune for years. Sad really. But anyhow, you shall meet them and love them. They will love you. All will be joyous tomorrow!” She downed the rest of her champagne and set the glass on the coffee table. “And now, I must go. I’m sure I’ve taken up too much of your time and there must be a million things left for me to have others do before tomorrow comes. Until then!”

      She didn’t wait for goodbyes or to be escorted out. She left in a whirlwind while Noah looked at the hastily closed door in amazement.

      He scratched his head. “What the fuck just happened?”

      Violet slid her hands around his waist and kissed his back. “We might need to look over the tapes, but I do believe Cassie is now a reformed bigot and has accepted you as family.”

      A wave of laughter welled up from his belly and shook his entire body. “Wow. Wow.”

      “Yup, pretty extraordinary, if I do say so myself.”

      “It’s gonna take me a bit to really absorb all of this.” He turned in her arms and peered down at her.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “And during that time, Violet, you are going to apologize for not sharing everything with me.”

      She cast her eyes down.

      “I’ll apologize now. I didn’t share this crap with you because you were already stressed out with work, and I didn’t want to add to it. From here on, I promise to be open about everything. The good and bad.”

      He tipped up her chin and kissed her pouting lips. “I forgive you and thank you for caring so much about me.”

      “I’m glad Cassie came. I’m glad she apologized and saw the err of her ways. I’m glad, not so much for her, as for you. You got what you came for.”

      “Oh, I got so much more than that.”

      She blushed in his arms, and he loved it. Thanksgiving was going to be quite the eventful day.
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      “I thought it would be nice to spend some time with Benjamin today, and since we’ll be gone in a little while, now’s the perfect time.”

      “I’m excited. I’m actually going to talk to him, a ghost! It’s probably nothing special to you now. You’ve been talking to him for a while, but holy Moses!”

      “Oh, it’s still pretty special. I won’t lie. It’s rather extraordinary.” Violet fixed her mop of curled locks with a hair band and applied a mauve lipstick to accentuate her assets. She gave a quick twirl to check her floral dress and gave herself two thumbs up in the mirror. “Ready?”

      “Sure am.”

      “And you sure are looking mighty fine there, Mr. Blackman. Mmm mm.”

      “It’s all for you, baby. All for you.” He winked and grabbed her hand to lead her down to the basement.

      As she walked down the stairs, total peace and serenity enveloped her. If only this could be the new normal, she’d be in heaven and so grateful. She’d placed a couple of chairs in the safe room, so she sat on one. “Benjamin? It’s me Violet. I’ve brought Noah to see you. Benjamin?”

      A minute or so went by and Benjamin’s ghost floated into the safe room from the tunnel. He stopped near Violet and stood, barefoot, with the same ragged pants, no shirt. “Hello, Violet. How are you today?”

      “I’m fine and dandy, Benjamin. As you can see, I brought Noah with me. If you’ll remember, he’s a descendant from your marriage to Sarah.”

      “Yes, hello there, Noah.”

      “H…hello.” He fell into his seat as he spoke. “It’s truly an honor to be speaking with you right now, sir.”

      “Sir? You don’t needs to call me ‘sir.’ You can plain, old call me Benjamin.”

      “Thank you. Violet and I’ve worked hard to create my family tree. When it took an interesting turn, the tree grew even larger.”

      “She told me about Annabelle and Henry. I’m pleased to know my other son survived all the ugliness in the world, too.”

      While sitting there, watching the two men talk, a brilliant idea percolated in Violet’s brain. “Benjamin, remember when I asked if you were free to roam anywhere?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, I had a thought. Noah and I are going to the Hawkins house in a little bit. How about you try showing up over there?” She turned to Noah. “I could ask which room was Annabelle’s. Then I could ask to go see it and talk about Benjamin while there. Maybe it would bring her out. Maybe you could connect with her. It’s worth a shot, right?”

      “I’d sure be willin’ to give it a try if it means seein’ Annabelle again.” His broad smile warmed her heart.

      “Then it’s settled. I think I’ll leave you two to talk some more while I finish getting ready. I’ll call out for you Benjamin when we’re there. You do remember where the Hawkins house is, don’t you?”

      “How could I forget? Thank you kindly, Violet.”

      “Good bye, Benjamin.” She offered a warm smile, rubbed Noah’s back, and left them to their conversations.

      

      Violet had done up her hair in a partial French twist with a waterfall of curls cascading down. The longest curl brushed the nape of her neck, and Noah decided it was perfect for fidgeting with. His hand had yet to stop touching a part of her, and she reveled in it. As they crossed the threshold of Cassie’s house and entered the foyer, there was an immediate difference in tone and mood from what she recalled since Halloween. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but if she hazarded a guess, the space felt welcoming and loving because Cassie herself had changed.

      “They’re here, everyone! They’re here!” Cassie flitted over to the pair and grabbed their hands. “Oh, Noah, Violet, I’m so glad you’ve come. Happy Thanksgivin’! I tell everyone, there’s nothin’ like Thanksgivin’ in Savannah. Well, there’s nothin’ like livin’ in Savannah, period. But anyhow, listen to me blatherin’ on. Come now, I want to introduce you.” She led them to the grand staircase and up a few stairs, where she turned to greet her guests. “Everyone! May I have your attention, please?”

      People came from all over the house and crowded around. “My dear family and friends, I’d like to say how thrilled I am that you all are here together this evenin’, givin’ thanks and sharin’ love for one another. I am also thrilled that God has seen fit to bless me with a miracle. You know how fiercely I love my family and its history. Today, I invite you to welcome into your hearts, as I do, Noah Blackman, our distant cousin from New York.”

      Excited gasps and hoots accompanied by thunderous applause, assaulted Violet’s ears, but it was music to her soul. Cassie allowed it to continue for a few moments, then hushed the crowd.

      “Noah has been on a fascinatin’ journey to complete his family tree. It led him to my doorstep by way of none other than my dear ancestor, Miss Annabelle Hawkins and her son, Henry. We are related through Henry’s father, Benjamin Blackman. I will set up another gatherin’ where we can all sit down and listen to our family’s story. For now, enjoy each other and the food and drink!”

      The next half hour was spent watching people shake Noah’s hand, pat him on the back, offer him a drink and food, and share in the wonder of the discovery. It swelled her heart to see the open nature of these people. So different from what she’d expected given their past history. Cassie wasn’t lying when she said how happy the shift inside her would make her children. It seemed she was the only one hanging on to old beliefs and paradigms. She was the dinosaur of the family. But no more!

      Noah and Violet ate a ton of food and enjoyed getting to know Cassie’s family and friends. They had plenty of stories to tell, and no small amount of jokes. All the while, Noah made sure Violet’s every need was cared for, and she did the same for him.

      She whispered in his ear. “You know, this being in love thing works for me.”

      “Works for me, too,” he whispered back and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Oh, hey, Cassie’s alone. Go nab her.”

      “On it!” She excused herself from the group. “Hey, Cassie!”

      Fixing a drink at the wet bar, she peered over her shoulder at Violet. “Hi there. Enjoying yourselves?”

      “Yes, very much. You have a hilarious family.”

      “Thank you. They keep me in stitches whenever we’re together.”

      “I was wondering if you could answer a question for me.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Do you happen to know which room was Annabelle’s? I think Noah would love to see it.”

      “I do. Come on. I’ll show you.” Cassie guided her over to Noah and grabbed his arm. “Come on. Violet and I are going to show you Annabelle’s room. Excuse us, everyone. We’ll be right back.”

      “The last time I took you to a room upstairs, it didn’t go well at all. I hope this erases that unfortunate misstep of mine.” She brought them up the stairs and down the hall to the last room on the right. She opened the door and turned on the light. “Here it is. Annabelle’s room. Except for the electricity, I’ve recreated her room to period. Henry’s was right next door. His has been redone, as well. I’ll just leave you two to take it all in. See you downstairs.” She smiled and gave Noah’s arm a squeeze.

      Violet checked to see that Cassie had gone down the stairs. Her skin prickled as she re-entered the bedroom. The walls were awash in a pale-yellow hue; the wooden floors adorned with a Persian rug. A four-poster bed, laden with floral quilts commanded the space. “Wow, this room is amazing! I feel like we just stepped back in time. Oh, Benjamin, I wonder if you’ve ever been in here. I hope you can hear me. If you can, please come.”

      Noah stepped up behind her and squeezed her shoulders. “Maybe we should say something to invite Annabelle’s ghost out to play.”

      “Probably. Cassie would’ve shared on the local evening news if a ghostly ancestor made an appearance. Maybe Annabelle’s hiding, knowing the truth about her son and afraid of Cassie’s racist nature.”

      “Or waiting for Benjamin to save her. I’d like to see Henry’s room. Wouldn’t it be cool if his ghost showed up, too?”

      “Oh, my gosh, that would be beyond amazing. Why don’t you go in there now while I’m in here? Then we can invite them both at the same time.” She offered him a quick kiss and sent him out. “Okay, here goes nothing. Annabelle Hawkins, if you can hear me, please come out. Annabelle, I’m a friend, and my boyfriend, Noah, is a relative of Benjamin Blackman’s. You remember Benjamin, don’t you? He would love to see you again. I hope you’re able to come out this evening.” Nothing stirred. Not the smallest inkling that a presence other than hers existed in that room. “Well, goodbye for now.”

      She walked out into the hallway hoping the mention of Benjamin’s name brought her out. Noah emerged from the boy’s room. “How’d it go in there for you?”

      “Fine, I guess. Nothing strange happened, so we’ll see. You?”

      “Nothing strange in there, either. Why don’t you and I head outside? The guy playing on the guitar is great and I have a couple of songs to request.”

      “I love that idea.” She grasped his hand and frowned. “You okay? You seem a little tense. Has the tumult and everything finally caught up with you?”

      “No. No. I’m fine. Really. Come on.” He kissed the back of her hand. “Thanks for asking, though.”

      

      The night air had cooled slightly. Frogs croaked and birds chirped their evening songs. The giant harvest moon glowed a soothing yellow orange, signaling autumn was upon them.

      “Lord, but it’s gorgeous out!” Violet hooked her arm with Noah’s as they stepped out onto the back lawn.

      “It sure is. And so are you. This dress, your hair, your... everything. You’re stunning, Violet.” He smiled sweetly and pressed his lips against hers. She sighed as she sunk into his embrace. Pulling away, he gazed into her eyes as though he might lose himself forever in them. She knew she’d lost herself in his.

      “You say all the right things at exactly the right time. Something’s up with you. I must investigate! Maybe you’re actually an alien from another planet. Or maybe you’ve read my romance novels sitting in my library. Whatever it is, I’m on to you, Mr. Blackman.”

      He held up his hands, eyes wide, face cherubic. “I’m innocent. I promise.”

      “Right.” She smirked with slanted eyes. “Go make your music request. I’ll wait for you here.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She watched as he looked through the guy’s playlist and wrote something down on a piece of paper. When he returned, he guided her to the wooden dance floor. Cassie sure knew how to throw a party. The guitarist strummed the last notes of the song he’d been playing, people clapped politely, and then he went straight into the next song.

      “Dance with me, babe.” He pulled her into his arms and swayed as the song began.

      She peered up at him and smiled. “Do you know how much I love you?”

      “I hope a whole hell of a lot.” He leaned over and kissed her lightly. “Do you know this song? Listen.”

      She nodded. The guy was playing If, by Bread. “I hear this all the time on the Retro satellite radio station I’ve set in my car.” She hummed along to its message of eternal love, and rested her head against his chest as he moved them across the dance floor.

      The song hadn’t yet finished, but Noah stopped abruptly and set her apart from him.

      “What’s the matter? What are you doing?” Noah knelt down before her and grabbed her hand in his. Confusion tickled and teased the wishes and dreams she’d held close to her heart.

      “Violet, from the first time we spoke, I knew there was a strong connection between us. After months of talking and sharing and being there for each other even though we were miles apart, I couldn’t wait to see you in person. Halloween changed my life forever, and I hope it did the same for you.” He paused a moment and sniffled. “Violet, I can’t go back to New York on Sunday without knowing I can come back here and make your home mine, as well. Cabinets can be built anywhere, when you think about it, but your talent is best suited here, where there is history, old and new, to be reconciled. Your family saved mine in that house of yours. I want to make my family grow with you there, for years to come. What I’m saying is, I want you to be my wife and partner in life. Will you marry me?”

      Stunned, elated, and overwhelmed, Violet didn’t immediately notice the ring he held in the other hand. All her focus was on a nervous and passionate Noah, speaking loving words she’d prayed to hear someday. “Noah, I can’t imagine my life, my home without you in it now and for always. So, yes. Yes, I’ll marry you!” Tears cascaded down her cheeks as he put the sparkling diamond on her ring finger and lifted her in the air to swing her around. Cheers erupted from those who had gathered to watch. The song had ended and a new one begun. “Oh, I know this one, too, Noah. What a Wonderful World, by Louis Armstrong. God, I love you so much.” On tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      “I love you, Violet Adams, soon-to-be Blackman. How does a Halloween wedding sound to you?”

      “Perfect. It sounds perfect.” Resting her head against his chest, she knew that when she next said she’d never marry again, it would be because she’d already found her eternal bliss.

      He resumed their dance, but she was convinced they floated across the floor. In her happy delirium, she gazed out toward the shadowy tree line and gasped.

      “Noah!” She tapped his arm and pointed. “Noah, look!”

      Two misty figures danced together amongst the trees, while holding a third, smaller figure in their arms. The trio stopped for a moment and waved before fading away. “It truly is a wonderful world, Violet.”
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        Some family secrets are best left buried.

      

      Ophelia Hunt is spending her vacation in Savannah, Georgia, helping her dying grandmother settle her affairs. Upon arriving she stops in an antique store. She doesn’t know why, but she’s drawn to the store and an old glass jar. Unable to shake the feeling she’s meant to have the jar, she buys it.

      The closer to Hollows Eve the more eerie the house becomes. Objects move on their own, doors open and close, and a man’s whispers are only a few things Opehlia experiences. Suddenly the old stories of curses and ghosts Grams use to tell her don’t seem fiction anymore.

      Anatoli La Croix has spent the last century cursed to live as a ghost, locked inside a glass jar. When the beautiful and magickal, Ophelia, purchases the jar and brings it and him home with her, he is able to leave the confines of the glass. Hope is restored within him. Could she be the one to break his curse?
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      Ophelia Hunt tugged her leather jacket tighter as the fall wind off the Savannah River sent a chill through her. She walked a little faster, boot heels clicking on the bricked sidewalk. Savannah usually wasn’t cold. Summers had always been hot when growing up and she’d come close to not even bringing a jacket on her trip home this time.

      Good thing she’d decided to toss it in her luggage. It was nearly the end of October and she didn’t know how long she’d be in Savannah and fall would soon turn to brisk days and cool nights.

      Her gramma’s idea to take a day’s break from sorting through stuff at the house had been a good one, but Ophelia was tired of walking and sight-seeing. The quaint shops along the river were always fun to poke around in, but she hadn’t bought anything and she was ready to head home. To Gramma’s house, the old farmhouse filled with family memories.

      She paused at the sidewalk’s railing and watched the river roll by, the wind sweeping her long hair up and over her head in a tangle. She tugged her locks into place and stared into the water. The current a muddy brown, sometimes deep green, she’d always imagined it hid secrets of the past beneath its swirling surface. A tributary ran by her family’s home farther inland but the Savannah River was wide near the port and she’d always loved being on the river walk.

      In the harbor section of the river, cargo ships chugged by the promenade where she’d spent many days watching the vessels go by when she was younger. They sailed in from ports of call around the world and brought every type of goods from cars to food.

      She used to daydream about what the port looked like over a hundred years ago when ocean shipping was the main way things came into the country. Bananas from South America and silk from China arriving on triple-masted schooners with billowing sails that seemed to reach the clouds. What an amazing sight it must have been to see such treasures float into America on wind power alone. Now, items were locked away in rusty shipping containers on big metal boats motoring under powerful engines.

      Still, a sight to behold.

      She’d spent her high school summers ship watching instead of dating, which had suited her grandmother just fine. Ophelia tucked fly-away hair behind her ear.

      She’d left for college and not really looked back. She’d become a big-city girl and forgotten about her roots. At least, that’s what it felt like. A pang of guilt stabbed her heart. Her gramma had never said a word about it, but Ophelia knew.

      “One more stop then I need to get back to Gramma’s.” She stuck her hands in her pockets and turned to the row of storefronts that filled a weathered warehouse facing the river. “She’ll be wanting supper.” And I need to spend more time with her while I can.

      She scanned the shops. A candy store, stationery boutique, toy store, and an antiques thrift shop. Any would be interesting.

      Benjamin’s Antiques and Oddities. Perfect. His quaint showroom had been in the same location since she was a child, and even before that. She set off toward the building, autumn leaves swirling at her feet. Ben knew her grandmother and would likely ask how things were. It’d be good to talk to someone about the situation.

      Coming home to take care of her grandmother’s things before she died was not exactly a fun task, though she got to spend time with her favorite person. With her parents having died in a car crash when she was little, her grandmother had been both parents and grandparents, paying for college and becoming both mentor and confidant.

      They’d only had each other.

      Ophelia smiled. So many happy memories. She really should have come home more often. After she left for college, she’d been so busy, especially once she’d gotten her job.

      She tugged at the heavy door to the shop and it opened, sending the bell on the doorframe ringing. She stepped up the two worn oak steps and let the door close behind her. Dusty age hit her nose and she held her breath a moment to keep from sneezing.

      “Welcome to Benjamin’s!” The voice crackled from somewhere deeper in the store. “If we ain’t got it, you don’t need it.”

      “Hi, Ben.” Ophelia lowered her hand from her nose and made her way around the tall piles of stuff at the front of the store so she could see Ben. She waved.

      “Well, I’ll be…” His face lit up as recognition set in. “Oooophelia Hunt. I haven’t seen you since you were knee-high to a grasshopper.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think it’s been that long. But hello. It’s good to see you.”

      He’d certainly changed, though she couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t old. He’d always had white hair. Now he had less of it. And he was shorter than he used to be, or maybe more stooped over. More wrinkles but still a sweet face. And his eyes were the kindest blue she’d ever seen.

      Yes, Ben was a nice man—maybe a bit dramatic, but always charming. It’d only been maybe four or five years since she’d seen him on a rare visit home over the holidays.

      “How’s Betty doin’? I haven’t seen her down here on the promenade in a long time.” He leaned on the counter. His voice had grown serious, like he knew what he was about to hear.

      She studied her fingertips then met his gaze. “She’s dying, Ben.”

      “We’re all dying.”

      “You know what I mean. She doesn’t have long. I’m here to help set her estate in order.” She held back her tears. It was a hard job. She had thought it would help to tell someone else—maybe she’d been wrong.

      Ben shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that news, Ophelia. I really am. She’s a good one—a real upstanding woman. Always has been.” He paused to stare into the store then snapped his gaze back to Ophelia. “Time marches on, even in Savannah. Even for witches.”

      “Don’t start that mess now.” Ophelia scowled. “She’s no witch. There’s no such thing.”

      Ben held up his hand. “Sorry. I know you don’t believe. I’d have thought all that college education would have taught you about real things. But what do I know?”

      Ophelia sighed. She shouldn’t be cross with Ben. He always talked about witches and magick and spells and curses. It was part of his spiel and maybe he really did believe it. “I don’t know what I’ll do without her.”

      Ben stared into Ophelia’s eyes for a moment. “We all move on and the next generation has to step up and take the lead. One day it’ll be your turn, just how it is.” He scratched the back of his head. “I’m real sorry you’re hurtin’, though. We old ones gotta make room for the new ones. It’s life’s way.”

      “I suppose.” She rubbed her nose. He was so practical in some ways and so wacky in others. Probably why she was always drawn to talk to him.

      “What are you doing down here on the river today? She send you for somethin’?”

      Ophelia looked around at the shelves of dusty wares. Pots and ceramics, old lamps and so much more. “She insisted I take a break today. A mental health day of sorts. So, I’m shopping.”

      “Sounds like her.” He laughed. “You go right ahead and look around and see if there’s anything that tickles your fancy. I’ll be right here, taking up space,” he picked up the newspaper and rattled it, “doing the crossword,” he picked up a pen and clicked it, “in ink.”

      She nodded, holding back a grin. “Perfect. If I need some help, I’ll holler.” She winced. Back in the south a few days and she was deep in her accent again. If her boss heard her, she’d never hear the end of it.

      “You do that. Bet you find just what you’re looking for. Betty sent you for a reason.”

      “Oh, I’m not looking for anything.” She smiled.

      “We’re all looking for something.” He winked. “‘Bout time you acknowledge that. Sooner the better.”

      “Whatever you say,” she replied with a smile as she moved toward the aisles. She remembered Ben was a talker but never so philosophical. Must be her mood. Finalizing her grandmother’s things—both her material and financial affairs weighed heavily on her mind and there was still so much to do.

      She reached up and lifted a clear purple vase from the shelf. The thin glass covered in a layer of sticky dust was probably beautiful in the sunlight when it was clean, and perfect for a handful of daisies. She considered it briefly then set it back. She never picked fresh flowers in Boston. There were none to pick. And she certainly never bought any fresh flowers there. No time.

      She headed toward the back of the store, past a row of brass figurines and china teacups of every color. A rack of old picture frames crowded a bin and she flipped through them aimlessly. Her mind wasn’t really on shopping, but on the host of things she still needed to go through at her grandmother’s house. After all, everything in the house was being left to her.

      She’d convinced herself to head home when a flash caught her eye from a shelf of clear glass in the very back of the store. Like a beacon amongst the dirty glassware, the object flashed again and she moved closer. She peered behind the stack of mismatched carafes and glasses at the culprit and carefully pulled it out.

      What the heck?

      It was an old bottle with air bubbles within the glass itself from being handmade, stoppered, and about ten inches tall with a partial label stuck to it, hand-written. She turned it in her hands. Somewhat teardrop shaped and fluted, it had a narrow neck and larger base. It was empty but covered in dust and soot. The cork in the top was tightly stuck inside and singed like it had been in a fire.

      “Hmm.” How had the dirty bottle caught a reflection of light? And where did the light come from? There were no windows to let the sun into the back of the store. She examined the bottle closely.

      The label was scorched, partly burned off, and she couldn’t make out any words other than “Anatoli.” A name, perhaps? Maybe it was an olive oil bottle or something that had been in a kitchen fire. There were a few words below the presumed name, but the label was so charred, she couldn’t tell in the dim light of the store. Interesting, but nothing she had a use for.

      She started to put the bottle back.

      As she did, a flash hit her like a slap, zapping her arm to the shoulder. She suddenly needed to have the bottle. Why, she didn’t know. But something about the bottle, something…

      Need wasn’t the word. She had to have the bottle.

      She hurried to the counter, never having felt so ridiculous, yet so sure of anything.

      The bottle was hers. It belonged to her.

      Whatever the cost, whatever the reason, she wasn’t leaving the store without it.

      “Hi, Ben. I want to buy this.” She set the bottle on the large wooden counter. It teetered a second and she grabbed it and righted it before it could tip over.

      Ben looked up from his crossword, pen in hand, and froze. “Are you sure, missy?” He peered up at her, his blue eyes clouding over for a brief second then clearing. “This is no ordinary bottle. I can’t sell it to just anyone. Why do you want it?”

      “Oh, Ben, I have to have it. I have to.” She heard herself and couldn’t believe it. Why was she acting like a child?

      “Do you know what this is?” His voice grew low and he set the pen and newspaper down.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, I know what it is. It’s an old bottle. A hand-blown one from the looks of it.” She sensed her own impatience but couldn’t do anything about it. She had to own the bottle and Ben was taking too long to tell her she could have it. “It looks like it was in a fire. Maybe a kitchen fire. It looks like it might have held oil or cooking sherry.”

      He shook his head. “This bottle belonged to Francois Beaumont.”

      The front door opened, the bell rang, and then the door slammed. Ophelia watched, but no one came in. A chill raced over her and she turned back to Ben. “No one came in.”

      “I know.”

      “What the hell, Ben?”

      “I can’t explain that.” His eyes widened. “The door does that sometimes. And I agree, you need the bottle. Get it out of my store.”

      “Who’s Francois Beaumont?”

      “Betty never told you?”

      “Not that I remember.” Unease coated her throat like fuzz.

      “He was the greatest warlock that ever lived in Savannah. Betty knew him. Died fifty years ago this Halloween in a blaze that wiped out his house.”

      “You and your witches,” Ophelia scoffed. “What does that have to do with this bottle?”

      “You’re drawn to it, aren’t you? Gotta have it. You know that bottle has been in my shop for almost fifty years and no one has ever brought it to my counter? No one!” He banged his fist on the counter and Ophelia jumped as the bottle wobbled. “A blaze was the only thing that could kill Francois. The only thing. Ask Betty. She knows and it’s high time she tells you.”

      “Leave my grandmother out of this. She’s ill. She needs rest and relaxation, not fairy tales and drama.”

      “It called to you, didn’t it?” Ben’s eyes almost glowed blue. “Tell me the truth, Ophelia. I have to know for sure. I know it will pick the right person.”

      “It was hidden behind other glassware.” She pushed it toward him.

      “It called to you.”

      “Bottles don’t talk.” She crossed her arms. “It flashed.”

      “I knew it! It was his. See the scorched paper? This bottle was found in the ruins of the fire.”

      “So, it was in a fire. That doesn’t mean it belonged to a warlock.” She shuddered. “Can you ring it up? I need to get back to my grandmother’s.”

      “Of course. Betty knew Francois, better than most. Maybe she’ll tell you what happened.”

      “If I get the chance, I’ll ask her.”

      “Don’t you want to know what the bottle is?”

      Ben smiled a smile that was so dramatic, Ophelia almost ran. But she couldn’t leave the bottle behind.

      “Okay, but please hurry.”

      “Legend has it…”

      She rolled her eyes, immediately feeling guilty. Ben was lonely. He couldn’t help himself.

      “Legend has it,” he spoke more loudly, “that Francois captured young men’s souls and trapped them in bottles, binding them with dark magick to prolong his own life. Over a thousand broken bottles were found in the basement of his burned down mansion, many with names of men who lived in Savannah or went missing passing through. Only this one bottle was intact. I brought it here. It’s remained sealed.”

      Ophelia knew her mouth was open but couldn’t close it. Everything was so bizarre, like some huge Halloween trick. “Why haven’t you opened it?”

      “Only the right person can, of course. The person who can save the soul inside.” Ben turned to the antique cash register and rang up the price. “That will be one dollar.”

      “One dollar? Seriously?”

      “Would you like to put a value on someone’s soul?”
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      Stirrings. Deep inside, changes. I feel…something.

      Light!

      A laugh rings through me, both new and familiar. The shadow of a curvy woman across my tomb lingers.

      Does she sense my spirit in its lonely sarcophagus? For the first time in the long gloomy forever of night, a tiny golden thread of hope dangles like the cast off of a crystalline spider web.

      Am I prey or predator?

      I’ve never been a patient man, but time has given me no choice…

      

      “Gramma, I’m home.” Ophelia pushed the door open with her foot and tugged her keys from the lock. The nurse’s aide would be gone by this hour.

      I hope Gramma’s okay. I shouldn’t have stayed out so late.

      She set the bottle on the kitchen counter and her purse beside it. She picked the bottle up again and looked inside. It appeared empty. She twisted the metal ring on the glass stopper and loosened it enough that the stopper was the only thing keeping the bottle closed.

      Ben’s words lingered like the remains of a fractured nightmare, but she brushed them aside. No time for his drama right now. Too many bad dreams in the real world to take care of first. She set the bottle down.

      I’ll open it later.

      She washed her hands, dried them, and then took off her jacket and hung it on the hook in the mud room.

      Everything in her gramma’s house was so tidy. Full, but tidy. The cleaning ladies made sure they got as much of the dust as they could from the two-hundred-year-old windowsills. The old house needed a good deal of repairs, but for its age, it was in remarkable shape.

      She headed to her grandmother’s room down the main hall, hoping she was awake. She stopped at the six-paneled door and rapped on it lightly.

      “Gramma?” She leaned close and listened. “I’m home.”

      “Come in,” the raspy voice replied.

      Ophelia turned the crystal doorknob and pushed the door open. “Hey, how’re you feeling?”

      Her grandmother sat propped up in bed, still in her nightgown, but dressed in a smile. “I’m doing fair to middlin’. How about my favorite granddaughter? Did you have fun in town?”

      “I did. Thanks for the idea. You were right. It helped clear my mind and get outside in the fresh air.” Ophelia moved to stand beside the bed. “I hope I didn’t stay too long. You must be starving for supper.”

      “No, the nurse’s aide fattened me up with a big lunch. I think I’d rather start with tea and sandwiches if it’s all right with you.” She picked up a tissue and blew her nose. “Maybe we can eat a late supper, if that’s all right. Or maybe just a midnight snack will do.”

      Ophelia watched her gramma’s hand tremble. She’d grown so thin, her skin showed every vein and bump of bone. The doctors predicted the cancer would take her quickly, especially since she refused treatment. With a full head of straight white hair that reached to her hips, the aides had fun braiding it and trying new styles. Tonight, it hung in two long, simple braids wrapped at the ends with strips of floral fabric.

      Even though Gramma was in her pajamas, she wore the amethyst pendant. The crystal was a single point wrapped in silver wire, and the most beautiful shade of deep purple. Ophelia had never seen her gramma without the necklace, day or night.

      Ophelia straightened the covers on the bed. Gramma’s green eyes still sparkled—the same green Ophelia saw staring back at her in the mirror. In fact, most people who’d known her gramma when she was young said Ophelia was the spittin’ image of her.

      “That’s fine. Whatever you want, Gramma. Let me get it ready and then I’ll be back to get you, okay?”

      Gramma smoothed out the thin quilt over her legs. “That’s fine. Can we have some of those pimento cheese sandwiches you made yesterday? They were so good.”

      “Of course. There’s still some spread left.” Ophelia pulled another thin quilt over her gramma’s legs then bent and kissed her on the forehead. “It’ll take me about fifteen minutes to get the kettle hot and the sandwiches ready. Can you wait that long?”

      “I’ll be here.” Gramma smiled. “Can’t go anywhere without my wheels.” She nodded toward her wheelchair.

      “You could if you got sneaky. But I’ll be back to get you.” Ophelia patted her hand. “And I’ll leave the door open in case you need me.”

      “All right.” Gramma’s voice wavered a bit.

      Ophelia made a note to get the doctor to check her gramma’s throat, though she was sure it was nothing. She was old and sick and growing weaker and there wasn’t anything Ophelia could do to stop it. Help ease her symptoms, give her some peace of mind about her finances and house and that was about it.

      Ophelia headed down the hallway to her own room and slipped off her shoes, tucking them under the small desk by one of her windows. She peeked out. It was full dark now, and not even fireflies lit the evening.

      Her feet ached from walking so much in town and it felt good to putter around in socks on the hardwood floors of the old house. She peered out the opposite window of her room. A giant magnolia tree grew outside. In the sunlight, it shaded the whole side of the house. In the distance, the narrow Savannah River bisected the property, but she couldn’t see it in the darkness. Her gramma still owned over a hundred acres of land on what used to be one of the largest plantations in the area.

      Her ancestors grew rice at the manor, Hemlock Grove, flooding the land from the river, but then cotton was king for a generation and bales of the fluffy plant were shipped downriver. Ophelia had always been embarrassed that the family had owned slaves and proud at the same time that her gramma had paid for college for as many of the descendants of any slaves she could locate. It’d been a touchy subject her whole life, and Ophelia intended to continue to do her part to help.

      Right now, the house and what was left of the land was in disarray. The house needed a lot of work to keep it up, including a new roof, and the land no longer grew crops unless you counted trees and weeds. Much of the acreage had been sold off through the years since the Civil War, though what was left was beautiful and just the right amount of land to raise a family.

      Ophelia let the lace curtain drop into place. What would she do with the property and house after Gramma was gone? Letting it go to someone not in the family felt sacrilege, but moving back to Savannah meant leaving her job. Gramma wanted to be buried in the family cemetery under the river oaks down where the water hooked a curve and the long rays of the fall sunset spread orange fingers of warm light across the stone monuments, warming them on the cool autumn days.

      A beautiful spot for a final resting place, and many family members were there. How could she sell that?

      “Mom and dad are there, too.” Ophelia picked up the brush off her dresser, pulled it through her hair, then slipped a hair tie in. If her gramma caught her making food with her hair loose, she’d fuss.

      She sighed. How would she ever let the house go when her parents and gramma were buried on the property? And so many more relatives. Yet, what would she do with property in Savannah?

      She set the brush down and headed toward the kitchen. When she’d made plans to come home, she hadn’t considered how difficult all the decisions would be. Or how many choices she’d have to make. She trailed her fingertips along the hallway walls, the ridges tickling as she walked. Right now, all she wanted was to spend time with her gramma and try to make her last days as happy as possible.

      

      Ophelia rolled the wheelchair down the hall to the kitchen, careful not to bump her passenger’s legs into the wall. The ancient floor creaked and cracked as the chair rolled over the ageless wood.

      “I’d say we eat on the porch, but it’s really chilly out there for October.” She slowed to go over the threshold. Her gramma didn’t weigh much and it barely felt like she was wheeling anything in the chair.

      “It’s going to be a cold Halloween. Coldest in fifty years, I’m betting.”

      “What makes you say that?” Ophelia wheeled her to the kitchen table where she’d already moved the chair out of the way. The setting was in place, the fine china out and the sandwiches on the tiered tray.

      Her gramma lit up at the sight. “Oh, the wooly worms are almost completely black. Not much orange. Going to be a cold winter.”

      “Oh, I’ve not seen one since I got here.” She sat beside her gramma and unfolded her napkin and placed it in her lap.

      “Saw one crawling across my screen last night. Big fat one. Pass the sandwiches?”

      Ophelia served two mini pimento cheese sandwiches. “Want a cream cheese and cherry one?”

      “Ohhh, you sure know how to spoil me! Yes, please.” Gramma clapped her hands together.

      Ophelia smiled. She’d hoped Gramma would be happy about the pink sandwiches. They used to be one of her favorites. She served her two of the little circles then served herself two.

      “Tell me what you did in town today. And what did you do for lunch?” Gramma nibbled on one of the sandwiches.

      Ophelia lifted the teapot lid and checked the tea. Looked perfect and smelled even better. White tea was one of their favorites. And with a bit of flowers in it—Divine. The jasmine made it luxurious.

      “I walked around the riverfront mostly.” She poured tea into her gramma’s cup, then her own. “Then I ate lunch and went into an antique store. Then I came home.”

      “No nice young men?” Her gramma sounded disappointed.

      “No, none. Besides, I don’t have time to date. I’m here to tend you.”

      “I worry about you being alone when I’m gone.” Her gramma tilted her face upward. “I don’t like the feeling of leaving behind an untrained witch.”

      “Oh, Gramma, don’t start that foolishness. You aren’t a witch.”

      Her grandmother slumped in her chair.

      She waited, sure her grandmother would start the conversation again, but she remained quiet.

      “I’m sorry, Gramma. I know you believe in all that magick stuff but I don’t.” Ophelia sipped her tea.

      “You will.”

      “Can we talk about something happier? Less contentious?”

      “Fine.”

      Her gramma didn’t touch her sandwiches. Ophelia grimaced. How to walk the line between not offending Gramma and letting her know that she simply did not believe in magick?

      “What is that doing here?” Her gramma pointed a long, bony finger at the bottle on the counter. Her lower lip and chin quivered. “Do you know what that is?”

      “Ben told me there was some kind of ghost or spirit in it.”

      Her gramma’s eyes flashed. “You got it from Ben?”

      “Yeah, he said you could tell me the story of Francois Beaumont. Did you know him?”

      Gramma’s face paled and she gripped the edge of the table. “He was bad news. Bad news.”

      At that moment, the bottle tipped and fell over on the counter, the cork falling to the floor. Ophelia stared, the cold chill she’d felt earlier returning and slithering up her spine.

      “How did that happen?” she asked.

      “Things are about to get a lot more interesting at Hemlock Grove. I hope you’re ready.” Gramma picked up a pimento cheese finger sandwich and stuffed it in her mouth. “I hope we’re all ready.”
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      She is pure beauty.

      When she touches my tomb, the stirrings of life become stronger. Could she be the one to free me?

      I must get closer, yet I’m trapped inside this damned glass confinement. If only I could get her attention. She speaks the name of a warlock, the devil who imprisoned me.

      Francois Beaumont.

      Renewed anger swirls around my prison.

      The glass rattles but doesn’t make a sound. Suddenly the world tilts and the stopper keeping me from my freedom falls out.

      

      Brows drawn, Ophelia stood and cautiously approached the bottle. After picking up the cork, she placed it back in the top, sealing it once more. The glass warmed under her touch and sensations of…something she’d never felt filled her. It was like a low hum of electricity that sent tingles up her arms.

      She set the bottle upright on the counter, then turned to her gramma, noting she had finished her finger sandwich and tea. Gramma was also eyeing the bottle like she expected it to jump up and bite someone. Or a demon to pop out and destroy them all.

      Ophelia shook her head and sat in her seat to finish her sandwiches.

      “I don’t think the bottle needs to stay in the house.” Gramma’s voice was soft, yet stern. Ophelia swore she picked up on a hint of fear in the tone.

      Come on. It was a bottle. Nothing more. Ophelia didn’t believe in magick or ghosts. “It’s an old bottle. I think it’s pretty.”

      “Suit yourself. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. If there were ever a time you needed to open your eyes to magick and the world around you, now is it.” Gramma met Ophelia’s stare. An odd flash rippled through her gramma’s green eyes.

      Impossible. I’m tired. That’s all.

      “I think we’re both tired.” When her gramma yawned, Ophelia nodded. “See? Off to bed with you.”

      She wheeled Gramma to her room. “Tomorrow we can bundle up and eat breakfast on the porch.”

      It was one of the things Ophelia missed. Sitting on the porch in the crisp fall mornings with a cup of hot cocoa in her hands. And Gramma beside her.

      A pang hit her heart. This was the last fall she’d get to spend with Gramma.

      Her grandmother sighed a little too dramatically. “Fine, ignore my warning. Ignore your fate.”

      Fate? What was she talking about?

      After helping her gramma into bed, Ophelia tucked her in and kissed her cheek. “Night, Gramma.”

      “Night, dear.”

      Ophelia hovered by the door. A nagging feeling pitched at her insides. Something she couldn’t ignore, yet she had no idea what it was. “Gramma, you did know Francois Beaumont, didn’t you?”

      Gramma dropped her shoulders, then patted the bed beside her. “Come, sit.”

      When Ophelia sat on the bed next to her gramma, she took her thin, frail hand in hers. Gramma covered their linked fingers, giving a gentle squeeze. “Francois was a disturbed and power-hungry man. It wasn’t enough that he was the most powerful warlock on the eastern coast of the US. He wanted immortality. Little did the coven know that he’d already lived hundreds of years. Our best guess was he was at least five centuries old when he died.”

      Ophelia suppressed her groan of frustration. Would Gramma ever stop with the witch and magick stories? Yet, Ophelia did ask, so she had to play along with Gramma’s storytelling. “How did he live so long?”

      Gramma stared into the distance as if remembering something. Something terrible. Her hand grew cold and Ophelia rubbed it. Whatever Gramma was remembering, whether true or a false memory, affected her deeply.

      After a pause, Gramma turned to Ophelia. “Francois collected souls…in glass bottles and jars, sealing them with magick. When the coven discovered what he was doing, they kicked him out and banned him from performing magick. He grew angry and the number of missing tourists escalated, even as young as teenagers. As it turned out, he was killing people to harvest their souls to not only extend his life, but to grow his power. His was into dark magick.”

      Gramma was holding onto Ophelia’s hand so tightly, it began to tingle from the lack of blood flow. The earlier fear she saw in her grandmother’s eyes when she spotted the bottle had manifested in a swirling string of emotion around them. The air in the room cooled at least ten degrees.

      Ridiculous.

      Gramma continued. “The coven had no choice but to step in and stop him. We gathered outside Francois’s house while he slept and performed a ritual to trap him inside. Then we burned the house down.”

      Wow. Her grandmother just admitted to burning a man to death. What the hell? First, Gramma said he was a dark magick warlock, then she spoke of killing him like it was expected, or normal. Why hadn’t the police gotten involved?

      After a long moment, Ophelia took a deep breath and released it slowly. “So, if he’s dead then he’s no threat. Why all the crazy ghost stories?”

      “Oh, honey, please focus. Look inside yourself and find that magick you were born with. Believe.” Gramma brought their hands to her heart. “That bottle you brought home is one that was in that fire. It survived when the others didn’t. I believe it means something. And if you felt a need to have it, then you are connected to it. It called to your magick and you responded. You have to look inside and find out what it all means.”

      Ophelia shook her head. Gramma’s pleas touched a deep part of her, yet her mind couldn’t wrap around the idea that any of this was real. Magick didn’t exist. “Francois is dead. You and your so-called coven killed him.” She eased off the bed and kissed her gramma on the forehead. “He can’t kill or hurt anyone else again. Not that I believe he was evil to begin with.”

      “Dark magick never truly dies.”

      With another sigh, Ophelia said, “Goodnight, Gramma.”

      With a heavy heart, Ophelia returned to the kitchen to finish cleaning. As she passed the bottle, a chill slid up her spine. She studied the bottle for several long moments before shaking her head.

      No, she didn’t believe in magick and she never would. That wasn’t the real world. Gramma was living a fantasy.

      Once the dishes were washed and the house locked up for the night, Ophelia carried the bottle to her room. Setting it on top of her dresser, she hovered her hands around the glass. It seemed to have lost some of the glow—for lack of a better word—it had when she bought it.

      Odd.

      Just then a chill passed over her neck and left arm. The sensation of fingers brushing her skin made her jump and twist around. Her heart hammered. Nothing was there.

      The room was empty.

      Scaredy-cat. Ugh. All the talk about ghosts, spirits, and dark warlocks had made her jumpy.

      As she pulled her dresser drawer open to take out her white cotton nightgown, the sounds of thunder rumbled outside, shaking the old windowpanes. Great. A storm.

      After changing, she crawled into bed and picked up the book she started the night before. She hated thunderstorms. They always sat on the side of creepy to her.

      Reading calmed her. It always helped take her mind off the storm.

      Lightning flashed outside her window followed by a crack of thunder so loud, she squeaked and damn near jumped out of her skin. Her hands shook as she reached for her sleeping pills on the nightstand. When she picked up the bottle, the bulb blew out in her lamp, throwing the room into darkness.

      Another flash of lightning lit up the space for a second. But in that second, she swore she saw a figure standing in her doorway.

      Fear froze her to her spot in bed. After a few moments, she snatched her cell phone and turned on the flashlight app. When she shined the light in the direction of the man, or whatever it was, she sighed in relief. Nothing.

      Her mind was playing tricks on her because of the creepy storm and Gramma’s ghost stories.

      Nothing more.

      Ophelia popped a couple sleeping pills, because, yeah, she wasn’t sleeping without them tonight. Then she sunk farther under her blanket and closed her eyes. Tomorrow was another day of work helping Gramma, and hopefully, no more talk of ghosts and goblins.
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      Francois is near. I feel his dark, evil essence like a hidden snake slithering under the leaves in the garden.

      He’s coming for me. For my soul.

      He needs my spirit to be locked in the bottle again. No. I must leave. Get far from the beautiful Ophelia before he harms her. However, the farther from her I get, the harder it is to function.

      I’m bound to her, or to the bottle. I do not know which.

      A soft sigh draws my attention to her as she settles farther under the covers. Desire flares to life deep inside me—I cannot recall the last time I was aroused. The urge to touch her is too strong to ignore.

      Do I dare?

      Drifting closer to her, I reach out and touch her, my fingertips grazing her soft skin. She shivers in her sleep and tugs the blanket tighter around her.

      

      Why was it so cold in her room?

      Upon waking, she’d peeked outside and noticed a large limb from the old oak tree had fallen. There were a number of smaller branches and leaves scattered around the yard like tossed confetti. The storm had been more powerful than she realized. Then again, she was blissfully asleep, thanks to the sleep aid her doctor prescribed for the times her anxiety kept her up.

      After assessing the damage, she went straight to Gramma’s room to check on her. She was still sleeping, so Ophelia took the opportunity to jump in the shower.

      She pulled on a pair of blue jeans and thin, long-sleeved, black top, and then made her way to the kitchen to fix Gramma’s oatmeal and fruit. The same breakfast she had eaten for as many years as Ophelia could remember.

      Thoughts of their conversation still whirled in Ophelia’s thoughts.

      The dark figure had flashed in her mind serval times since waking that morning. It was too real to be her imagination. But ghosts aren’t real. And he was gone a minute later.

      Had she imagined the whole thing? Was it real or a product of her overactive brain? With Halloween so close, maybe her mind was starting to believe in ghost stories more than it should.

      Once she had everything loaded onto the tray, she carried it to her grandmother’s room. Ophelia forced a wide smile as she entered the bedroom. Gramma was awake and reading.

      Suspicion tickled Ophelia’s subconscious. She hadn’t seen a book in Gramma’s room the day before.

      “Good morning. Whacha reading?”

      Gramma glanced up and returned the smile, a little weaker than the days before. “Just a book about magick, which you don’t believe in.”

      Really? She was trying to be sarcastic. “I brought you breakfast.” Ophelia unfolded the legs to the tray and set it over Gramma’s lap. “Some pretty big limbs fell in last night’s storm, so I’m going to check out the attic to make sure there isn’t a hole or a leak.”

      “The storm brought in dark energy.” Gramma gripped her hand, forcing their eyes to lock. Her voice never wavered. Fear swirled in her green depths, setting off an uneasy feeling in Ophelia’s soul.

      “It was a bad storm. Lots of wind and rain.” Ophelia spread Gramma’s napkin out for her.

      Gramma shook her head. “It was not normal. Please, Ophelia, you must believe. Open your mind. Evil is coming to Hemlock Grove and everyone associated with it. I feel it in my bones. We must be prepared.”

      Ophelia closed her eyes tightly for a brief moment. When she opened them, her grandmother wasn’t looking at her anymore but over her shoulder. Then she whispered, “Anatoli.”

      Jerking around, Ophelia scanned the room. No one was there. Of course not.

      What was going on? The name Gramma spoke was the one on the bottle. She must have read the name last night. Concern filled Ophelia. She would call the doctor to come out and check on Gramma because it seemed like dementia was setting in.

      Still, Ophelia had to entertain the idea she was buying into the magick talk. Besides the mention of Anatoli had her too curious to dismiss. “Do you know Anatoli?”

      Gramma stared into her eyes. “No, we never met.”

      Rolling her eyes, Ophelia tucked a stray hair behind her gramma’s ear. “I’ll be back as soon as I check things in the attic out. You eat.”

      Gramma nodded. “Be careful. And remember that I love you.”

      “I love you too, Gramma.”

      This had got to be the oddest trip home. Her chest tightened at the thought it would be her last. Blinking the tears away, she made her way to the end of the hallway. She leaned against the aging wallpaper and breathed deeply, regaining her composure. Gramma was acting weird and soon, she’d be gone. It was going to hurt like hell to not have her around. She opened the door to the stairs that lead to the attic and climbed them.

      Dust tickled her nose as she emerged in the damp space. The only light trickled in from the tiny window on the far wall to her left. She hadn’t ever spent much time in the attic. At least, not that she remembered. Gramma used it as her office when she had her gift shop years ago, but Ophelia had always thought the space was creepy. She much preferred to play down by the river or out in the sunny pasture.

      When she reached the middle of the attic, she pulled the cord to turn on the overhead light. A gasp escaped her. The room was cluttered with stuff from the gift shop. Everywhere she looked, piles of stuff. Boxes. More boxes.

      She scanned the rafters, looking for any sign of a breach. The roof looked intact, as far as she could tell. Still, maybe she should have it checked by professionals.

      The boxes formed rows and a narrow walking path through the attic space. No signs of water on the boxes anywhere, so that was a good. Shelves along the walls were filled with books and trinkets. Stones, crystals, and a ton of candlesticks lined one ledge. Bags of what looked to be dried herbs lined another, and small amber apothecary jars crowded onto one shelf.

      Dust swirled in the sunlight streaming from the lone window on this side of the attic. The storm had gone, leaving a beautiful day. Ophelia could see the river in the distance, writhing like a blue ribbon through the greenery.

      She stopped and ran her finger along the dusty spines of leather bound books and gilded volumes. So many books—why had Gramma stored them in the attic? She had a library in one of the old formal rooms. Some of the titles were in another language.

      Latin, maybe.

      At least a hundred books sat on the shelves. Most were tomes on rituals, spells, and herbs. Gramma had quite the collection. Ophelia shook her head. How many people’s grandmothers claimed to be witches?

      Are witches even a thing anymore?

      A slim blue book with golden highlights stood out from the rest, and Ophelia tugged it loose. A History of Duels in Savannah in the 1800s. The title seemed to sparkle in the dim lighting. The title sure felt out of place among all the witchy stuff.

      She sneezed. The dust flying loose in the attic was getting to her. She shoved the book into place. No sign of a leak in the roof anywhere. The place was as tight as could be and more than a bit creepy. No time to dilly-dally and snoop around. She needed to check the last eave section and get the heck out. She dusted her hands off and turned toward the last unexplored section. The attic was so full of stuff, it was a good thing it wasn’t damaged.

      To the right, a wooden podium stood. Beside it was an antique table with a purple and gold cloth draped over it. A few partially melted candles sat on the table.

      What the hell?

      Ophelia took a step and kicked something. Glancing down, she jumped sideways. Her heart leapt in her chest while disbelief mixed with all the weird shit that happened in the last twenty-four hours. She stood in the center of large circle with a pentagram in it. Painted directly onto the attic floor, the shapes loomed in her imagination like giant horrors.

      What had Gramma been doing up here?

      Shaking her head, she continued to back up until she bumped into something hard yet yielding. Invisible hands gripped her waist, freezing her into place. She closed her eyes, hoping it was her imagination playing tricks on her. Her mouth was too dry to scream.

      Ophelia.

      A voice whispered into her ear, and hot breath tickled the hairs on her neck causing them to stand. The hands tightened on her hips.

      She jerked away and whirled around, but no one was there. At least not physically. But a presence filled the space.

      Something is here.

      It had said her name. Touched her. Something was in the attic and it was something she didn’t want to know any more about. Maybe all Gramma’s tales were getting to her. Witches and warlocks and ghostly happenings—of course, she was on edge. Still, she felt the touch and heard the voice. Time to get the hell out of the attic.

      She tugged the string to turn off the light then rushed to the ladder.

      Without so much as a backward glance, she fled the attic and swore to never go back again.

      Whatever was up there could stay there.
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      She was so close, I could almost taste her. I cannot bear this torture.

      I want to hold her in my arms like a whole man, not this nebulous thing I have become. I’m drawn to her with the force of a thousand storms.

      She is meant for me, and I for her.

      She is frightened. I feel her trembling when I touch her. It isn’t me she need fear—it is Francois.

      And he is close.

      I know he wants her. To capture a young witch would mean many more years for him than a mere mortal would bring. Her soul is powerful and yet she seems to not understand her power.

      He will capture both of us and I will again be alone in my tomb while he uses my life force as his own.

      Ophelia, my dearest, I fear she will meet a more gruesome fate if he captures her. I must find a way to warn her. But will she take heed?

      

      “There are so many papers.” Ophelia put the stack of medical bills into the pile needing attention. “Have you not gone through them at all?”

      Gramma shrugged. “I figured if they needed me, someone would call. I didn’t realize this was so important.”

      Ophelia tried to calm herself. The amount of mail Gramma hadn’t gone through was staggering. Paper sack after paper sack of bills, circulars, junk mail, and even a misaddressed envelope or two sat beside her. She leaned back on the couch, holding her head.

      “I hope we aren’t missing anything important here.” She watched her gramma’s face.

      Gramma looked weaker than even the day before, but she’d insisted on helping Ophelia go through the stacks. She wasn’t really helping much—in fact, Ophelia knew she could get through it quicker if Gramma would let her handle it. But she needed to let her help. This was her mail. And probably the last time she’d go through any of it.

      “Nothing there can be as important as preparing you for what’s coming.” Gramma picked up a bill with a shaky hand and dropped it into the important pile. “Things are not good. I sense it.”

      Thank goodness the important pile was much smaller than the junk mail pile.

      “I hope you have a lot more time left. Please don’t talk like that.” Ophelia rubbed her temples. No point in being morbid. She knew Gramma wasn’t going to live a lot longer but pointing it out often didn’t help matters.

      “No, no,” Gramma wheeled herself closer to the table, “I’m not talking about my passing. That’s inevitable. I’m talking about the evil that’s coming to Hemlock Grove. And the danger it poses to you.”

      Ophelia sighed. “Not that again.”

      “Yes, that again.” Gramma raised her voice till it cracked. “You are in danger. I don’t want to leave my earthly shell until I know you are safe. You’re all I have.” Tears misted her eyes.

      “Oh, Gramma, please. I’ll be fine.”

      “Evil is coming. I tell you, I feel it.”

      Ophelia didn’t know how to answer her. Either Gramma was getting more out of it every day or she was darn focused on the idea that the boogeyman was coming for Ophelia. Neither scenario was helpful in getting her affairs in order. It was a difficult enough job without all the extra hoodoo.

      “Okay, Gramma, I’ll humor you. What exactly can I do to stop the evil that’s coming to take me? Hang garlic in the windows? Buy silver bullets?”

      “You’re making fun of me.” Gramma scowled, her tears drying on her face.

      “No, I’m not. I’m tired and not sleeping well and we have so much left to do.”

      “I know there’s a lot to do, but I’m telling you this is important. If you don’t prepare for this, you won’t live. Your life will be over. How much clearer can I be?” She coughed and sputtered. “I’m scared for you. You don’t know anything about how to handle yourself in an attack.”

      The coughing fit worsened and Gramma wheezed and gasped. Ophelia picked up her glass of water and held it to Gramma’s lips. Gramma drank a few sips, her breath ragged and shallow.

      “I think we need to get you back to bed.” Ophelia set the water down and pulled the wheelchair out from the table. “You need to rest.”

      “I’m okay. Just a little tired.” Gramma coughed again. “It’s you we need to worry about. You have witch blood in you and denying it isn’t going to change a thing. When you finally realize it, it’s going to be too late.”

      “I think I need to put in a call to the doctor.” Ophelia pulled the wheelchair out and then maneuvered it toward the doorway. “I’m concerned about you.”

      “I’m not crazy, young lady!”

      “I didn’t say you were. I just said maybe I need to call the doctor. You aren’t doing so well.” She pushed the wheelchair down the hall toward Gramma’s bedroom. “I think you need to be checked, that’s all.”

      “I’m as fine as I’m going to get. I want you to listen to me. We need to do a protection ritual. Then we need to prepare to get rid of that warlock once and for all.”

      Ophelia rolled her eyes, aware that Gramma couldn’t see her do it. “Which warlock?”

      “You know which one. Francois. The one whose bottle you brought into this house.”

      “I thought you said you and your friends burned him to the ground along with his house, what, fifty years ago?” Why not go along with her? Once she got her to bed, she’d fall asleep quickly. Maybe the crazy ideas would go away. Ophelia turned the corner into Gramma’s room.

      “We did. But obviously, he’s still alive.”

      “Obviously.” The word slipped out before she could stop it.

      Ophelia helped her gramma into bed. So light, gramma must’ve lost more weight even in the last week.

      “You’re sassing me. If I was younger, I’d give you a taste of hickory tea.” Gramma scolded her, her finger wagging.

      Gramma had never spanked her. Surely this threat was a sign of deteriorating mental health. A call to the doctor was definitely in order. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so dismissive.”

      Gramma turned over, her back to Ophelia. “Go away. I want to rest.”

      “But I thought—”

      “GO AWAY.”

      Gramma’s words left no room for discussion. Ophelia pulled the quilt over Gramma’s shoulders then headed out of the room. Tears ran down her face. What an awful granddaughter she was—mocking her grandmother. Didn’t matter what Gramma said, she deserved more respect. Even if she was harping on evil and demons or whatever. It didn’t matter.

      Fat tears dripped down her cheeks as she made her way to her room. The floor squeaked as she hurried down the hall and the walls felt like they were closing in on her. By the time she made it to her bedroom, tears had turned to full-on sobbing.

      What if Gramma didn’t wake up? What if the last words she ever heard were the harsh ones Ophelia had said? She’d rarely spoken to her gramma so sternly and guilt pooled in her gut. Ophelia threw herself onto the bed and cried into her pillow.

      Curling up on her side, she closed her eyes and squeezed her lids shut. Why couldn’t she have a normal life? Yeah, she did have a career she loved, but she never dated, much. The fear of being rejected once a prospective boyfriend found out her gramma believed in magick and witches always haunted her.

      She took a shaky breath. Now her only living relative was dying and Ophelia had all but mocked her. Lost her patience.

      Another sob shook her. Suddenly, the air in the room grew cooler, and then a palpable energy surrounded her, warm and loving. Ophelia focused on the warmth, wishing for once she’d opened her heart to finding a boyfriend, someone to hold her.

      Being alone sucked.

      Arms surrounded her and it felt like someone spooned her from behind. The sensation of fingers caressing her hair soothed her and she closed her eyes and sniffled. She felt lighter within. Her imaginary lover felt right, like he could be real.

      If only…

      More tears rolled down her cheeks, wetting her pillowcase. She needed to get out of the house, catch her bearings before she lost her mind. Gramma didn’t deserve to be spoken to like that and Ophelia needed to get a grip on things before stress overtook her.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe she’d go back in town tomorrow. Even going to the grocery store would help. However, she couldn’t leave Gramma for too long.

      With a shaky breath, she willed herself to relax and sleep. Things would be better tomorrow.
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      My heart breaks for my witch. She is hurting and in danger. All I can do is hold her, although I don’t understand how it’s possible in my current form.

      She seems to be the only thing I can touch.

      I don’t understand.

      She seems to sense my touch, but doubts what her body tells her is true. I’m here, love! My heart beats only for you and hopes that the day will come when I can hold you as a full man.

      Right now, I have to focus on the danger that seeks her. Francois will take everything and lock her away in a cell she can’t escape.

      Her life will be over. Like mine.

      I have to find a way to warn her, make her believe what her grandmother says. That she has the magick and goodness inside her to defeat the evil that haunts her. Haunts us all.

      I push away a few strands of my witch’s hair from her cheek and smile. She’s so lovely. Without a single thought, I lift the blanket and tug it over her shoulders.

      Wait. I can pick up the blanket? How can this be? Why are things changing? Joy consumes me.

      If I can move things. I can warn her.

      Easing out of the bed, I shoot straight up, through the ceiling and into the attic. Something in her grandmother’s magical stuff will surely be the key. Some way I can warn Ophelia. Make her believe in me.

      It’s a place to start, at least.

      I snake through piles of old papers, half-burned candles and bottles of spices and other things. A witch’s things, not unlike what my own pantry looked like so long ago.

      Drifting to the bookshelf closest to the podium, I stretch my fingers to touch the book Ophelia had held earlier that morning. I glance at the title.

      A History of Duels in Savannah in the 1800s.

      Glee floods me as I lift the book and hold it in my hands. Now I can show Ophelia who I am.

      

      Ophelia shivered as she opened her eyes. Why was it so cold in the house? It was too early in the season to turn the heat on, but if the chilly weather continued, she would. Gramma would need the warmth. Ophelia made a mental note to ask Gramma if she had been cold at night.

      She stretched as she sat up, then noticed a book open on her nightstand. How did it get there? Gramma couldn’t walk to her room, much less sneak in and place a book beside her bed, and the nurses’ aides never came in the room. In fact, they hadn’t even been working. So where did it come from?

      When she picked the book up, the name, Anatoli La Croix, jumped out at her from the open page. The same name on the bottle. Her ghostly lover’s name.

      Odd. And a bit unnerving. The bottle and the book seemed to be tied together and it made her uneasy. She pulled the blanket over her knees and held the book in her lap. It was the same book she’d spotted in the attic but hadn’t opened—no reason to suspect that it had information about Anatoli in its pages.

      Running her fingers over the lettering, she sensed…magick? Oh great, was she starting to believe Gramma? But Ophelia couldn’t explain the hum of energy kissing her fingertips as she touched the page.

      A mix of good and evil. She shivered, and not from the cold.

      The title A History of Duels in Savannah in the 1800s was in gold letters across the front of the book. Yet some of the words inside were written in Latin. Although Ophelia could recognize the old language, she couldn’t read it. But Gramma could.

      Time to figure out who put the book on her nightstand and why. Did Gramma know the book had information on Anatoli? Why hadn’t she mentioned it?

      Ophelia gathered the book in her arms and rushed to her gramma’s room. When she entered, Gramma was sitting up in bed. Life lit up in her features a little more. It was almost as if the older woman knew what Ophelia was about to ask. But that would be impossible.

      Wouldn’t it?

      “Hi, Gramma. How’re you feeling?”

      “I’m good. You look like the cat that swallowed the canary. What’s going on that has you in such a tizzy?”

      Ophelia pushed aside the doubt in her mind and tried to open to the possibility of witches, ghosts, and magick. After all, how did the book get on her nightstand? Was it the spirit in the attic? The one that touched her and held her last night while she cried. Something was going on that logic couldn’t explain. What was the harm in considering that mystickal things existed?

      Yes, she felt it. Even though her mind wanted to reject knowing about anything supernatural, something inside her knew it was true.

      “I have a question about this book.” Handing the book to Gramma, opened to the page that had Anatoli’s name on it. “What does this say?”

      Gramma took the book from her and patted the bed beside her. “Sit. It’s a long story.”

      Ophelia climbed beside Gramma. “What is it? What happened, and why does it mention Anatoli?”

      “This book tells of a magickal duel between a witch, Anatoli—your spirit from the bottle—and Francois, the evil warlock whose house we burned down.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Gramma shrugged. “I’m not kidding. This is very serious. Where did you get the book? Did you take it from the attic shelves?”

      “No, it was on my bedside table when I woke up.” Ophelia shook her head. “Open to that page. I thought you might have had an aide bring it to me.”

      “No. No one’s been here but me, and you know I couldn’t climb to the attic to get the book then put it on your bedside table. I barely have the strength to move into my wheelchair anymore.”

      Ophelia chewed her bottom lip. It was true. No way Gramma could’ve done it. Someone else was in the house.

      “Someone put it there. Opened to that page. I can read the heading: Francois Beaumont and Anatoli La Croix: The Mystery of a Magical Duel. June 21, 1856. After that, the words are in Latin. Why?”

      “Only some people need to read the story.” Gramma sighed. “Latin protects it from casual readers, but it’s time you knew what happened. Let me tell you the story.” She closed the book. “I know it by heart. I don’t need to read it.”

      Ophelia pulled a pillow into her lap and waited. A presence joined her, sitting beside her, and she felt a hand rub her arm, as if to reassure her. She sighed a deep sigh, ready to hear more about the ghost in the bottle.

      Gramma’s voice grew distant and carried a strength Ophelia hadn’t heard in many years. She spoke as if she were at the duel herself.

      “The date of June 21, 1856 began as most mornings on the Hemlock Grove plantation. A stringy mist hovered over the river and the large magnolia trees shone deep green with dew. The warlocks had agreed to meet at the break of dawn when the long fingers of pink and orange sunshine drew shadows across the fields.

      “Midsummer. Solstice. A day chosen for its extra magic. As the story goes, Francois had lured Anatoli into a friendship, the younger man being enamored by the attention of such a powerful warlock. Then, it appears Francois set up a public embarrassment of Anatoli, leaving the young witch with no choice but to challenge his mentor to a duel.

      “Though illegal, duels were often used to settle disputes among gentlemen and the protocol was that the person challenged got to choose the weapons. Francois chose to use his family’s dueling pistols, reportedly having been last used in 1795 when an uncle had said unfair things about a stage actor. The guns had served the Beaumont family well—they’d never lost a duel using them.”

      Ophelia leaned closer as Gramma’s voice grew quiet.

      “We don’t know everyone who was there that day, other than Francois and Anatoli. According to the rules of duels, they would have had seconds there with them, to stand in on their behalf if necessary. And possibly, there would have been witnesses, but again, the record is scarce on that information. It may have been that Francois wanted few people there since he was about to cheat and use magick, taking from Anatoli the one thing he couldn’t afford to lose.”

      “What’s that?” A hand squeezed Ophelia’s shoulder and she gasped, then turned to see no one was there. Again. There was a presence beside her and it gave her comfort.

      “His eternal soul.” Gramma hissed the words and a chill shot through the room.

      “How could Francois take Anatoli’s soul? How is that even possible, Gramma?”

      Gramma stared blankly off to the corner of the room for a moment then met Ophelia’s gaze. “Magick, of course. What no one knew at the time was that Francois was collecting souls to prolong his life, as I told you. The guns were no ordinary weapons. His were magickal and able to capture the soul of the person he fired at. Anatoli had no idea the duel was a setup, and by midmorning, he was gone. The written record of the duel says that Francois shot him and he died, but no body was ever recovered.”

      “But you know what happened?” Ophelia’s mouth was dry and her heart thudded. Francois was not someone she wanted to mess with, though he should be dead.

      “We assume he captured Anatoli’s soul in the gun and then put it into the bottle. The one you found at Ben’s antique shop. The same one that went through the fire.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Gramma. It’s all so far-fetched.”

      “And yet things keep happening that should show you the truth, if you’ll simply open your eyes and your heart.” Gramma held the book out. “I didn’t put this by your bed. What’s your explanation of who did?”

      “I—I don’t know.” And she didn’t. Part of her wanted to believe in magick and ghosts and warlocks, but her rational self still rebelled at the idea. Also, rational thought couldn’t explain the presence that had touched her several times, and hugged her when she needed it. Had she imagined all of it?

      After a moment, Ophelia asked, “Earlier you whispered Anatoli’s name as if you saw him. How do know what he looks like?”

      “I saw him in a vision.” Not giving Ophelia a chance to respond, she leaned closer and added, “There’s one more thing I need to tell you. It’s very important.”

      “What is it?”

      “Francois is nearby. I feel him. Feel his evil presence. He isn’t dead like we thought. He will come for you. Your spirit would be worth a lot to him and he won’t miss the chance to get Anatoli back, plus you. You need to prepare yourself. Get some protection charms made. Have a plan for what to do if he shows up here tomorrow night.”

      “Why would he come here?”

      “Halloween. The anniversary of us burning his house down. He wants revenge. Revenge on me and on the other witches in Savannah who tried to rid this city of him.”

      Ophelia shivered as a shock of electricity shot through her.

      Gramma gasped, and her breathing became strangled. She coughed and held her throat as she tried to breathe.

      Ophelia jumped to her feet, fear burning in her veins like lava. A black, eerie mist surrounded Gramma like a swarm of bees or a summer thundercloud. Ophelia reach out to take her gramma’s hand but the mist blocked her attempts. She couldn’t reach her.

      Her heart strained. What was she to do? Something was in the room. Something evil. Something that would kill her gramma if Ophelia let it.

      A whispered voice spoked next to her, the same voice from the attic. “Speak the words, be gone, and thrust your hands into the mist.”

      What?

      Cool hands settled on her shoulders. A mixture of strength and fear swirled from deep within. “You must believe.”

      The presence disappeared. Ophelia whirled around to find no one else in the room.

      Gramma reached a hand out, getting Ophelia’s attention. Her green eyes were pleading.

      Well, here goes nothing.

      Ophelia lunged forward, threw her hands out to the mist, and yelled, “Be gone!”

      A piercing screech echoed through the room as the mist disappeared. The room warmed instantly. Gramma coughed and gasped for breath and Ophelia rushed to her side, rubbing circles on her back. “Are you okay, Gramma?”

      Nodding, Gramma gave a few more coughs and leaned into her. “How…Did you know?”

      Ophelia paused, unsure how to answer. She hadn’t known. Not until the ghost or presence or whatever it was told her what to do. Did it mean she had latent magickal powers, as her gramma had told her so many times? Confusion swarmed her thoughts. Two weeks ago, she would have said magic wasn’t real, but things were happening with no explanation…other than magick. Was it possible her gramma had been right all along?

      “I’m not sure exactly how I knew. It sounds crazy, but I think Anatoli is here with me, whispering in my ear, and helping me. Telling me what to do to make the darkness go away. Am I crazy for thinking so?”

      Gramma cupped her cheek. “No, dear. He is here. He’s been near you since the bottle opened.”

      Dawning awakened Ophelia’s awareness. Gramma spoke Anatoli’s name the day before while looking at the door. “You can see him?”

      “Yes, of course, I can. You will too when you open your mind and accept your magick.”

      Ophelia shook her head. “I don’t know how.”

      “It’s already starting. You are believing, or you wouldn’t hear or feel him. We need to hurry though. We have much to do. You have to perform the ritual to trap the demon, Francois. He won’t stop until he’s either captured you and Anatoli or he is dead. I prefer the latter.” Gramma grabbed Ophelia’s hand and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.

      “Wait. You said he was a warlock. There was no mention of a demon.” Ophelia lifted her gramma under the arm and guided her to the wheelchair. “I’m scared! How could I ever face a demon?”

      Gramma patted her arm. “When a witch or warlock turns to dark magick, they become demons. We witches are, unfortunately, cousins to demons.” She coughed but it wasn’t as bad as earlier. “I’ll make a list of things we’ll need from the attic. That black mist was a fraction of Francois’s abilities. My guess is the only reason you were able to send it away was because you caught him off guard with your power. Now, he knows and will come back for you. He has to be stopped. And we need Anatoli’s help.”

      Ugh. Ophelia didn’t want to go back in the attic. There was too much creepy stuff up there and then the ghost that had hugged her. If she knew for sure it was Anatoli, it wouldn’t be so bad. Still, it looked like she had no choice. She’d go back into the attic.

      Plus, she was curious how one would trap a demon.
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      I wish I could help my witch trap Francois. He’s evil and I worry his powers are too great for her. He tricked me and I was powerful even though I was young. And now, I’m only half a man.

      There has to be something I can do to help her, but what? I can’t do magick in this state. It sounds like she’s never even cast a spell.

      How will she possibly fight him, much less defeat him? I must think. She needs my help.

      Ah! The pistols we used in the duel hold magic far beyond what she has right now. They can be turned against Francois. Ophelia’s gramma hid them in the attic.

      Through the ceiling to the attic, I emerge with a purpose. Find the pistols.

      The attic is dark but I sweep through, searching. Where are they?

      Like a beacon calling to me, the pistols glow on the top shelf behind the podium. They are in a dueling pistol box, the wood intricately carved with ancient symbols. I float to them and to my disbelief they are surrounded in a cloud of dark magick.

      How did I not see this during the duel? Francois tricked me, and now I see how.

      He will not fool anyone again.

      

      “Okay, if there truly is a spirit here, give me a sign or something?” Ophelia felt ridiculous talking to the room. Was there even a correct way to communicate with ghosts? A special ghost language or something? Or was it like on TV where you just called out to them and they appeared or slammed doors or moved stuff? “Anyone there?”

      No sound, no movement, and no ghostly “boo” rang out. Ophelia sighed. What had she expected?

      Giving up for now, she headed to the bookshelves to search for the books Gramma wanted. She found them easily enough and hugged them to her as a familiar sensation passed by her. She stilled. “Anatoli?”

      Please be him.

      A moment later, a man with brown hair pulled back at the base of his neck and striking blue eyes flashed in front of her. Ophelia sucked in a breath and reached to touch his cheek, but as soon as her hand neared, he disappeared. He didn’t leave her side; his energy hovered close by, oddly comforting.

      It was him. Her heart thundered and a sense of calm washed over her. Anatoli. With a smile and a little hope, she turned to the stairs. “Come on. You can watch me pretend to know what I’m doing.”

      She swore she heard a male chuckle. The corner of her lips tugged into a smile as she made her way back to the living room.

      Gramma glanced at her and then to the space beside her. “Anatoli is getting stronger.”

      “Yes, I feel it. Feel him. At least, I think I do.” Ophelia sighed. “I’m still not sure I believe any of this. However, there is something…not normal going on. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “You are starting to feel your magick stir inside you.” Gramma coughed, her earlier energy fading slightly. “Let it come out, Ophelia. You are meant to be a powerful witch. It’s one of the most valuable things you inherited from me. I hope you will embrace it.” Gramma coughed again, holding her chest and paling.

      Concern gripped Ophelia. “You should be in bed. This is too much for you.”

      Gramma waved her hand in the air and shook her head. “No. I’m fine. You need help defeating Francois and I’m not going to lie in bed and do nothing when I know the power he has. We must put a call out to the coven to aid you—it’s the only way we can get rid of him for good. I’m not leaving this earthly plane until I know you’re okay and Francois is gone.”

      She pointed to the books Ophelia still held. “The Book of Shadows has a contact number for the coven. Tell them I request them to aid you in capturing Francois. They are expecting the call. Everyone is on edge, knowing he is coming for revenge.”

      Ophelia nodded and pulled out the book. She’d call the local coven, if for no other reason than to appease Gramma. Still, there was no explanation about all the things happening and the more Gramma talked about magick and witches, the odder things seemed to get. And yet the more things made sense. It was unnerving that maybe Gramma was right.

      Besides, she’d love to believe that Anatoli was real and not a figment of her imagination. He appeared to be so handsome and kind, and his touch was loving. She’d longed for a man like him, but didn’t believe such existed in the real world.

      It was just like her to be infatuated with a ghost.

      The doorbell rang, sending a long buzzing noise down the hall and echoing in the living room. Ophelia snapped the book shut.

      “Who could that be?” Ophelia set the book on the cushion.

      “Cover the books with this. And move them off the loveseat.” Gramma’s voice strained and she held out a small coverlet. “No one can see them. Hurry.”

      Ophelia rounded up the stack of books, set them on the end table, and covered them with the cloth. The doorbell buzzed again, long bursts of piercing sounds.

      “I’m coming!” Ophelia jogged to the door, flipped the locks, and flung it open. “Ben!”

      The shopkeeper took off his hat and made a small bow. “I was in the area and thought I’d stop by and see how Betty is doing. Your visit set me to worrying. Is this a bad time?”

      Hunched over and walking with a cane, Ben looked much older than he had while standing behind the counter at the store. Daylight didn’t hide imperfections and his face was filled with wrinkles and concern. Still, his eyes held kindness.

      “Come on in. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to see you.” Ophelia opened the door wider and stepped back so Ben could enter. “She’s in the living room.”

      “If it’s no bother?” He paused for her answer.

      “No, it’s not. You stopped by at a good time. Come on in.”

      She waited for Ben to enter then she shut the door. A blast of cold, piercing air whooshed down the hallway from the living room and hit her in the gut. She stumbled back. What the hell? Her knees weakened and she held on to the stair rail in the foyer. Ben didn’t seem to notice anything out of place.

      He shuffled down the hall toward the living room. He’d been to the house many times over the years and knew it probably as well as his own. After a second to stabilize herself, Ophelia followed him.

      “Betty, it’s good to see you.” Ben lifted Gramma’s pale hand and kissed it. “How’re you doing?”

      Gramma pulled her hand back and coughed, covering her mouth with her arm. “I’m okay…Ben. How are you? It’s so good to see you.”

      “Fine, just fine. A bit ricketier than the last time you saw me, but I’m okay. May I sit?” He gestured to the loveseat.

      Gramma nodded. Her eyes rounded and she covered her mouth. What was she afraid of? Maybe she didn’t want Ben to see the books?

      Ophelia moved to sit in the chair near the stack of covered books. Ben seemed off, almost agitated. He scanned the room like he was looking for something. Nothing had changed since the last time he visited. Must be hard for him to make the trek out to Hemlock Grove, but it was nice of him to visit Gramma, even if he was a bit crotchety.

      Ben sat, propping his cane against the loveseat and setting his hat beside him. “When Ophelia came into the store the other day, she told me you weren’t doing so well so I thought I should come by and see for myself. You know how much you mean to me.”

      Gramma’s eyes dimmed. “I’m not long for this world, Ben.”

      “Gramma, don’t talk like that.” Ophelia scowled.

      “It’s true, no point in pretending it isn’t.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Ben leaned forward. “We both know death is just a transition to the next phase. Everything is going to be okay. I still hate to see you suffering.”

      Gramma started coughing, her voice caught in her throat. Ophelia rose to help her but the coughing worsened. Ophelia felt her head for any sign of fever but there was none. The cough appeared to be the only symptom that anything might be wrong.

      “Is she okay?” Ben’s voice held concern.

      Gramma turned a few shades lighter, her skin mottled and bluish. The cough turned into a wheezing sound, like she was trying to breathe through a wet straw. She gasped for breath and held her throat, tilting her head back in an attempt to get more air.

      “Ben, I need to get Gramma to bed and get her some medicine. Maybe call the doctor. I’m sorry. You need to excuse us—we’ll have to visit another time.”

      Gramma tried to wave them off but her whole body shook with each strained cough and her face grew even paler.

      “Can I help in any way?” Ben leaned forward.

      “It’s okay, though I appreciate the offer. I’m going to get her to bed right now and see how she does. But thank you.”

      “No problem. I know my way out.” Ben stood, grabbed his cane and hat, then turned to Betty. “I’ll come again soon. You take care.”

      Gramma coughed, unable to catch her breath.

      “Thanks for understanding. See you soon.” Ophelia rolled Gramma’s chair close to where she sat in the upholstered seat.

      “Not a problem.” He strode toward the front door, his cane tapping the floor as he walked.

      The door clicked shut and Ophelia helped Gramma into her wheelchair. “Let’s get you to bed and get your meds. That was a bad episode.”

      Gramma looked up at her. “I’m okay. I feel better. Must’ve just been a tickle in my throat. Nothing to get all upset about.”

      Ophelia stared, hands on her hips. Gramma seemed to be breathing better. The moment Ben left, the coughing fit had stopped. Gramma’s pale cheeks had turned rosy again. Ophelia frowned. Something wasn’t adding up but Gramma was doing better; there was no denying that.

      Something lifted her hair and she felt a light kiss on her neck and then a hug from behind. She closed her eyes to savor the feeling. If only Anatoli was real…

      “He’s real.” Gramma peered up at her, her eyes shining. “Handsome, too.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You were thinking you hoped he was real. I’m just telling you he is. I see him. He’s behind you, his brown hair pulled back and his blue-eyed gaze intense. He needs to be fully back with us, and I can help you with that.”

      Ophelia shook her head. She wanted to believe. And the man Gramma described sounded like the one she saw in the attic.

      “Gramma, you need a nap.” She wheeled the chair toward Gramma’s bedroom.

      “And you, child, need to start believing in things you can’t see with your eyes, and trust what you see with your heart.”
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      After years of nothing, so much has happened in one day. I feel nearly alive with possibility.

      My Ophelia is starting to believe! I saw the look in her eyes, and felt her relax under my touch. Is it too much to ask?

      Still, I fear for her. She’s in so much danger and doesn’t even realize it. I have to help her but communication is nearly impossible.

      I need to show her the pistols, but how do I tell her they will help her trap Francois?

      How can I connect with her? When she saw me that moment, actually saw me manifest, my heart beat so strongly and I hoped for an instant that I was free from my eternal prison.

      Alas, it was not to be.

      I realize now, I’m but a ghost of a man, sentenced to a few whispers of touch. And fortunate enough to be free from that bottle. Still, I suffer. I cannot hold the woman who makes me feel whole.

      And now, something else stirs my soul. The old man, Ben. He is not right.

      I remember him being there when the witches burned down Francois’s house and the fire consumed so many souls. Ben was a warlock, too, and he saved me from the fire. But this wasn’t the same Ben here today. His aura was different, darker.

      Panic stirs in my non-beating heart. No. The good Ben is gone. Hidden behind the old man’s face, somehow taking his form—was Francois.

      Francois has taken his soul and is somehow using his body as his own. I don’t pretend to know the bounds of dark magick but if anyone can master them, it is Francois. He has done something that seems impossible.

      My memories of Francois, once he harvested my soul in the duel, are faint, like clouds on a foggy river. I remember he had many bottles containing souls of the young. Every time he needed to extend his own life, he would consume another—oh, how the terrified screams would haunt me.

      I had not yet been chosen when the great fire took the house, and when Ben plucked my bottle from the ashes, I maintained hope I would one day walk among mortals again.

      Maybe that time is still coming.

      If Francois doesn’t get to my Ophelia first.

      

      Ophelia swept the casting circle clean at Gramma’s wishes, brushing east to west then south to north. The broom was not much more than a bundle of willow branches tied together and hung on the attic wall. Gramma said be sure to use it. Ophelia didn’t question why.

      She had promised Gramma she’d do everything exactly as Gramma said, and that was enough. She’d do it. The dust swirled and sparkled in the air like glitter and she paused to watch it settle.

      How many spells had Gramma cast here?

      The circle had been on the floor a long time, and the boards around the outside of it were worn, like many people had walked around the loop over the years. She shivered. That’s exactly how the pattern had been worn into the floor. Not just Gramma’s generation, but the generations before…perhaps as long as Hemlock Grove had sat on the hill above the river.

      Generations of witches had been where she stood now. She felt the residual power like skitters of electricity when near lightning in a thunderstorm. For the first time, Ophelia felt like she belonged to something larger than herself. She hung the broom onto its wall hook.

      Yet, Ophelia wasn’t versed in the ways of white magic—she’d shunned any mention of it from the time she was a girl. Now, she felt a bit guilty.

      Gramma had certainly tried to get her into it over the years, but had given up when Ophelia went off to the city to college. Ophelia leaned against the dusty attic walls.

      Fate pulled her in two directions.

      Had she been wrong to not listen to her family history and learn the ways? Or did she do the right thing and escape Savannah, Hemlock Grove, and all the old ways?

      She hadn’t questioned her choices until this trip. Gramma had really pushed her. Gramma knew she was dying and was trying one last time to convince Ophelia that she was a witch.

      “Maybe I am,” Ophelia whispered.

      She scanned the attic for the first time realizing that everything was organized and orderly, not piled and in shambles like she thought when she first came upstairs. The attic was a sacred place. A place of magick.

      Some things going on made no sense whatsoever, and yet the thrill of the unknown pushed Ophelia to continue to seek the truth.

      The truth called to her. Begged her to search it out.

      Especially the truth about the young duelist who’d supposedly been lost in a magickal duel over one hundred fifty years ago. She had one task that would try all her convictions and beliefs. She would try to bring Anatoli back.

      Ophelia felt a bond to his lost soul. Could it be possible he was now wandering Hemlock Grove as a ghost?

      Ophelia studied the setup in the center of the casting circle. She’d already changed the altar cloth to a crisp red silk scarf, and prepared fresh candles to light the area. She lit each, watching them flicker for a moment, swearing she could see faces in the flames.

      Her gramma’s handwritten notes lay on the altar and she did her best to read them. She adjusted the position of the candles. If only Gramma wasn’t too weak to climb the stairs. But she was and this would be Ophelia’s ritual.

      Her first.

      What if she screwed it up? Could she condemn Anatoli to be forever lost? Could she handle all the pressure and do her gramma proud?

      “I don’t know.” Her lone voice echoed through the attic. No response.

      What had she expected? She stood back to look at the freshly swept circle. About six feet in diameter with a pentagram painted in white and touching the perimeter, the circle felt charged with its own power. She couldn’t deny it. When she stood inside, even just sweeping, the hairs on her arms stood and she felt stronger.

      She looked at the list her gramma wrote. A few drops of witch hazel to finish cleaning the circle. She took the tincture from the shelf and dripped it around the circle. She set the dropper back on the shelf.

      Done.

      One by one, she continued to follow the instructions.

      Set Anatoli’s bottle on the altar, along with a fresh apple to represent the fruit of patience and the promise of a seed-bearing fruit. A knife to cut any pain he might feel.

      Then for the circle: a dish of water, a flower, a sliver of clear glass, and a red lit candle in the four cardinal directions. Water, earth, air and fire. One thing to represent each and to help keep the circle free from evil. Ophelia read the last instructions and then placed Gramma’s notes on the altar inside the circle.

      The last preparatory thing. The final purification before the ritual.

      Salt.

      Gramma had specified which salt to use, among the many types on the shelf. Ophelia looked through the shelves of glass jars and found the one marked “casting salt.” A pale green, the bottle was small to hold something so important. She grabbed the bottle, then stopped cold.

      Written in the dust on the shelf below, the words Beware of Ben stared back at her.

      What the hell?

      Who had been in the attic? Who could’ve written the words and what could they mean? A ghostly hand caressed her neck and she closed her eyes. So much had happened in the last few days. She’d never expected her trip back to Hemlock Grove would be filled with her gramma’s magick talk and wishing that a lost-passed man was real. And alive.

      And now a warning against a man she’d known all her life. A good man.

      What could explain everything that was happening, other than magick? She shrugged. She’d promised Gramma she’d do the ritual and cast the spell to see if it would help Anatoli. And that’s what she’d do. She’d tell Gramma about the message written in dust—maybe she would understand or know who could have written it.

      Why would anyone fear Ben? He was one of the nicest men she’d ever met. Sure, he was a little kooky, but Ophelia was beginning to think everyone in Savannah was a little crazy.

      Or maybe she was the crazy one.

      She pulled the cork from the salt bottle and took a deep breath. The salt smelled of nights on the beach, the air full of the mysteries of the universe. A deep and ageless smell, the salt was precious. The bottle warmed in her hand. Careful not to spill it, she moved to the casting circle.

      She’d called the coven leader earlier and the woman was going to gather everyone for the ritual to rid the town of the evil warlock tomorrow. But today, Ophelia was on her own.

      She sprinkled the salt around the circle in a clockwise movement, chanting the words to seal out evil and hold good.

      “Cast the circle thrice about, to keep the evil spirits out." Three times, she walked the outside of the circle and on the third time, she stepped inside, sealing her entry spot with a fresh dash of salt. She set the bottle on the altar.

      Gramma had said they couldn’t risk evil slipping into Anatoli when he was vulnerable and that the salt would keep out any entities who might try to take advantage of his weakened position if he appeared. With some peace of mind, Ophelia relaxed, sealed inside the protective circle of white magick. Now that Ophelia was in the circle, she couldn’t break it while she was doing the ritual, otherwise she risked herself and Anatoli.

      Everything was ready. I can do this.

      How would she know Anatoli was in the circle or even nearby? Faith was her only beacon. Hopefully, he would follow the bottle and be present.

      If he was even a thing. She smiled. His touch certainly felt real. More real than any touch she’d felt from any man in years.

      She knelt in front of the altar and closed her eyes, folding her hands on her lap. Clearing her mind of all excess thoughts, she waited and meditated. After a few minutes, she was ready to proceed. Power welled inside her.

      The silence of the attic enveloped her like a consciousness of pure light. She focused on the words to call Anatoli.

      
        Darkness aside, newly restore,

        Return Anatoli as before.

        Reunite his spirit and call him home,

        His body to this plane, now as one…

      

      Ophelia repeated the lines three times then opened her eyes. Nothing. A beam of sunlight from the lone window slanted across the attic floor, cutting a rectangle of gold in the center of the circle.

      A low hum filled the air.

      Then, a waver in the air like light shimmering on a lake surface appeared before her. She watched, her heart hammering. What was happening? The candles flickered and then a man appeared in front of her, his arms outstretched to her.

      Anatoli!

      Tall, maybe six feet, the first thing she noticed was his deep blue eyes. Brown hair pulled back and clothing from another time. It was him. She felt it with every bit of her being. She rose to rush into his arms.

      “Help me.” His voice, firm and masculine, sent shivers through her. She never imagined it would be so deep.

      She reached for him, and he disappeared.

      What happened? She scanned the attic, not seeing him anywhere. She was alone again, no sign of Anatoli or anyone. She didn’t even feel his presence around her. Tears formed and she closed her eyes. Had she failed her gramma? Or was everything merely a figment of her imagination? Or had she doomed him forever with her half-cocked spell-casting ability?

      One thing was certain. His spirit was in the house and she would find a way to bring him to her. Whatever it took.

      Her witch powers simply weren’t strong enough. That’s all it was. When the coven arrived the next evening, the combined power would bring him into the light.

      Exhaustion settled in her gut like a boulder. So tired.

      She had to open the circle the correct way, she remembered how important her gramma said that was. She couldn’t simply step out. The words were on the paper on the altar.

      She moved to the altar. A pair of dueling pistols lay on the red silk cloth in their open wooden box, a brass lock off to the side, unlocked. They weren’t on the altar before.

      Anatoli had left them.

      But for what purpose? How could two old pistols help her help him? Or help her rid Hemlock Grove of Francois’s presence? Every time one question was answered, a dozen more sprang up.

      She closed the box and latched it, then tucked it under her arm. She spoke the words to break the circle, then pushed the salt away and stepped out. The attic darkened.

      Right now, she had to tell Gramma what she’d seen—that Anatoli had appeared for a moment. Tell her about the words inscribed in dust on the shelf. And most importantly, show her the pistols.

      Gramma would know what needed to happen next.
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      Joy! For I have become whole, if only for a moment. I remember what it feels like to walk among the mortals. To truly be whole.

      My witch brought me back for a short time and now I long to be out of the world of shadows forever.

      What a glorious thing life is!

      Will my witch command enough power to make it happen? She doesn’t know her power and she isn’t listening to her grandmother. What if it’s too late?

      I’m torn between this feeling of happiness and the knowledge that Francois is out there, lurking. Tomorrow is All Hallow’s Eve and with it comes so much magick. Both good and evil. With Francois near, will the darkness win?

      Hemlock Grove is drawing magick. I feel it. The river flows outside, black in the darkness, mirroring the magick in the house.

      Ophelia must feel it too. She has to sense that things are not right. That things are worsening.

      Tomorrow will be fifty years since Francois’s house fire. I fear his revenge.

      He will be swift and brutal.

      We must stop him. Together.

      

      “You are the one who must stop him, Ophelia. You will lead the others.” Gramma held a handkerchief to her nose, dabbing it to her mottled face. “Francois is strong. You must be ready.”

      “Gramma, I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not sure I believe.” Ophelia paced. “I’m trying but it’s so much information. So many things that can’t be explained.”

      “I know, my dear. That doesn’t change the fact you have to defeat him. He seeks revenge on our family for the burning of his house. He will take that vengeance out on you. You have to be ready.”

      “I’m scared.”

      A fire crackled in the fireplace, sending a yellow glow around the living room. Gramma was on the couch, a quilt over her legs. Her wheelchair was near, and stacks of papers covered the coffee table. Would they ever get through all her affairs? So much left to take care of, and time seemed to be growing short. Add in the whole mess with Francois and witches and spells, and Ophelia was exhausted. She fell into the easy chair.

      “Anyone would be scared, facing this powerful demon. He’s grown even more powerful than he was fifty years ago. I’m scared, too.” Gramma shook her head, her hands quivering. “You must believe or the spells won’t work. That much, I know. Your mother was the same way. She didn’t want to accept her powers either.”

      “You rarely speak of my mother.”

      “It’s still a tragic subject and it makes me sad.” Gramma sniffled. “Her early death was hard on all of us. You never know when an accident can simply take away the ones you love in less than a heartbeat.”

      A knot formed in Ophelia’s throat. Gramma seldom talked about the car accident that had taken her parents’ lives. Since that moment, her gramma had devoted herself to raising Ophelia as her own. “I love you, Gramma.”

      “I love you, too, sweetie. More than you can know. That’s why I’m trying so hard to get you to understand your heritage before it’s too late. I don’t have much time left and my duty is to make sure you are as prepared for life as possible.”

      “You’ve done everything for me.”

      “I’ve done my best. Now tell me what happened in the attic. Did you follow all the instructions?”

      “Yes. Every one.”

      Ophelia had set the box containing the pistols on top of the papers on the coffee table. If Gramma could help unravel that mystery, maybe Ophelia had a chance at defeating the warlock-turned-demon.

      “And did Anatoli appear?”

      “He materialized for a few moments. At least, I think he did. Right now, I’m not sure if I imagined it or if it really happened.” She leaned back and rubbed her temples. A low-grade headache throbbed in her temples. All she wanted was to go to bed and forget about all the stresses, at least for a few hours.

      “It was him. I’m so proud you tried. Your magick just isn’t strong enough yet, but it will grow quickly if you believe.”

      “Yes, Gramma.” Ophelia tugged at the band holding her long hair back, freeing her tresses in an effort to ease her headache. “He appeared for a moment. He said, ‘help me,’ then he was gone. I want to be stronger. Show me how. Please.”

      “When the coven is here, their combined power will help you bring Anatoli back. I’m sure of it. I should’ve never had you try it on your own. After all, it was your first time intentionally using magick, and honestly, now that I think about it, I’m surprised he appeared at all. That tells me you have a lot of power inside you. We just need to harness it.” Gramma began coughing, holding the handkerchief to her mouth. Her entire body shook with every cough and her face paled.

      “Are you all right?” Ophelia sat straight. “Do you need medicine? A glass of water?”

      Gramma took a deep breath and the coughing subsided. “I’m okay. Don’t fret over me like a mother hen. My time is near, that’s all. The coughing is stronger, and I’m growing weaker.”

      “Please don’t say that.”

      “We need to hurry with your training. I fear I will leave this plane without giving you everything you need to defeat Francois.” Gramma’s eyes shined with unshed tears. “I know you can do it, I feel it in here.” She held her hand to her heart.

      “I will try.” What else could she say? That she wouldn’t try? That she sometimes thought all of this was made-up fantasy, and sometimes believed every word? Even though she’d seen Anatoli with her own eyes, she still doubted.

      Yet she had to give the spells everything she had. She owed it to her grandmother.

      “The fact that the coven agreed to come on the biggest night of the year should tell you something. You must understand they wouldn’t give up a special night like Halloween unless they thought this was extremely important. Halloween is the fiftieth anniversary of the fire they helped me set. Like me, they thought we’d killed Francois. Now we know that isn’t true. After he gets revenge on me, there’s a risk he’ll go for their families too.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Come sit by me, Ophelia.” Gramma patted the couch. “Let me tell you what you need to know. The coven will help with everything else when it’s time. With their power, and your trust, you will end All Hallow’s Eve with Anatoli in your arms and Francois gone.”

      

      Ophelia poured a glass of milk. She put the jug back into the fridge and leaned on the counter. Gramma was waiting in the living room to be taken to bed, and thankfully she hadn’t had any more coughing fits. The night had been so full, and Gramma was tired. Ophelia yawned. Everyone was tired.

      “So much to remember,” Ophelia whispered. She picked up the glass of milk and took a drink.

      Gramma had gone over everything that needed to be done and Ophelia had written notes. Would she be able to handle it all? There were so many details. Thank goodness, she’d have help from the coven. If only she could get Gramma into the attic, she’d make sure nothing was missed, but that was impossible.

      She sipped the milk and set the empty glass in the sink. Time for bed. Tomorrow would be a challenging day spent preparing, and the evening would be crazy with the coven around and hopefully Anatoli. Taking out Francois was going to be hard.

      Gramma had explained how to use the dueling pistols against Francois, and given all the words needed to keep him contained once his soul was captured.

      If she’d read a story about all that had happened to her in the last few days, she wouldn’t believe it was possible and she’d say the author was a liar.

      After turning on the faucet and letting it run into the glass, she rubbed her forehead. The one remaining unknown, and it was a huge one, was how to lure Francois into the attic. Gramma felt he would show up, knowing it was the fire’s anniversary. Bent on revenge against Gramma for the fire, and against Ophelia for releasing Anatoli, the target was huge.

      She had to count on Francois showing up.

      She turned off the faucet and stared out the kitchen window into the darkness. Somewhere out there at the bottom of the hill, the Savannah River ran, carrying away the refuse of the day and bringing in freshness to the land as it made its way to the sea.

      If only she could slip away like the river and disappear into the sea. Floating in darkness and unchained.

      Free.

      Free of the burdens that weighed her down. Gramma. Francois. And yes, even Anatoli. Not knowing if he was real or would ever be was slowly killing her heart. She wanted him more each day. Wanted to hold him and press herself against him. Feel his warm kisses on her mouth, her neck, her chest. Possibly, likely even, it wouldn’t ever happen.

      She pushed her hair from her face. The headache had worsened and she needed to get Gramma to bed so she could take some medicine and get rest herself.

      A strangled high-pitched scream echoed down the hall to the kitchen from the living room.

      Gramma!

      Ophelia ran, her footsteps heavy and her heart heavier. Please don’t let anything happen to Gramma. I need her!

      She grabbed the doorframe and stepped into the living room, stopping at the terrifying sight.

      Gramma was on the couch where she’d left her. But covering her was the same black mist that had come before. Gramma’s arms were clawing at the air, and her breath wheezed so loudly, Ophelia could hear it across the room.

      “No!” Ophelia ran to the couch.

      The black mist spun around Gramma and her arms fell at her side, her head lolling. She fell over onto the couch, no longer in a seated position.

      “Gramma!” Ophelia shrieked.

      The mist shot up, paused in a cloud, then flew out the window before Ophelia could gather her wits to tell it to be gone. She fell on her knees at her gramma’s feet. Was she alive?

      She shook her, but Gramma didn’t move. Eyes closed and mouth half open, Gramma looked dead. Ophelia fought tears as she checked for a pulse. Gramma’s wrist was so small and bony, but her pulse beat. Weakly, but she was alive.

      Ophelia reached for her phone from the table and called 9-1-1. Gramma needed to get to the hospital. As she waited on the operator to answer, she felt a warm embrace from behind. She closed her eyes and leaned into the ghost of Anatoli. Even in his current state, he was trying to comfort her. He cared.

      And she cared about him.

      But at the moment, Gramma might be dying.
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      I don’t like this feeling. Fear makes my heart beat faster than it ever has. Worry only fuels the fear.

      My love left to be with her grandmother when the medics took Betty to the hospital, as expected. What I hadn’t expected was I couldn’t go with her. It seems I’m bound to the bottle, unable to go far from it. Where I am not confined to the inside, I can’t leave it behind. Nor could I carry it with me.

      I told Ophelia to go with her gramma and gave her a gentle push toward the door. She seemed to understand, or maybe she heard me.

      Now, I pace the floors of the house, anxiously waiting her safe return. What if Francois planned all along to get her alone and strike? No. I mustn’t think like that. She will return safely.

      If my heart still beat, I’m sure it would leap out of my chest. I glance at the clock and grow more anxious. Almost midnight. The witches will be here soon. My Ophelia will need her rest.

      The lock on the door clicks and I rush to it. Ophelia enters with sorrow in her eyes. When she shuts the door and locks it, I pull her into a hug. It still amazes me how I’m able to touch her and she responds like I’m a real man. Not the ghost she’s unable to see.

      “I’m here, love.”

      

      Ophelia broke down. Tears poured down her cheeks and her body shook from sobs. Gramma wasn’t going to make it. She was weak and unresponsive. Ophelia didn’t want to leave the hospital, but she had to. She had to bring Anatoli back to the living and stop Francois.

      Gramma would want her to finish this. Her last wishes.

      Plus, the coven would show up at any time.

      She released a heavy sigh as Anatoli pulled her into a hug. Oh, how she wished he was there in body. “She’s not doing well.”

      “She would not want you to give up.”

      Ophelia lifted her head from his shoulder, surprised. She could feel him and now hear him. And he felt more solid than before. What was going on?  “I hear you.”

      “Because you are believing.” He pressed his lips to her forehead.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.” And I’m talking to a ghost. But he was her ghost. Her Anatoli.

      “The coven will help you. I will help you.”

      His voice was stronger, no longer sounded like it was in her head. Hope bloomed within. “Can we stop the evil warlock?”

      Before he answered, the doorbell rang. Stepping away from Anatoli, she answered the door. Several witches stood on her doorstep. Ophelia recognized a few from growing up. They were all friends with Gramma—the older ladies, at least. Now Ophelia knew they were much more than that.

      Coven members had arrived.

      The woman standing directly in front of Ophelia smiled and took her hands. Short and thin, the woman’s face lit up into a grin, showing beautiful straight teeth. Her hair, silver and shiny, was wound into a bun at the base of her neck. Ophelia searched her mind for the woman’s name. After several long moments, she remembered. She was one of Gramma’s closest friends. “Good to see you, Martha.”

      Martha’s smile widened and she tugged Ophelia into a hug. “I wish our visit was on better terms.”

      Yes, so did Ophelia. “Please, everyone, come in.” She stepped aside to let them in.

      A dozen witches filled the living room. Gramma should be there. But the dark fog, whatever it was, took her. Ophelia was starting to believe Francois was the all-powerful evil warlock and had something to do with it. Take Gramma out of the picture and Ophelia wouldn’t be strong enough to defeat him.

      And I’m not. Her vision blurred as she turned to close the door. A startled squeak escaped her when she saw Ben standing in the doorway. It was as if the old man appeared out of nowhere. With hand over her heart, she blew out a breath. “Ben, you scared me. Come in.”

      He gave her a small nod and entered the house. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      She waved him off and shut door, locking it behind her out of habit. Facing the room full of witches, she sighed and moved forward. “Thank you for coming. Gramma would be so happy.”

      Anatoli moved close to her, his hand taking hers. Her heart filled and her energy renewed.  His support meant so much to her. She could do this. And she wasn’t alone.

      Ophelia told the coven of Anatoli, starting with finding the bottle at Ben’s shop. Then she moved to the events that had happened since. “I tried to bring Anatoli to the living, but failed. I’m not strong enough. Now, Gramma is in a coma—”

      “My son and his wife are sitting with Betty. Both are powerful witches and will watch over her until you return to her.” Martha patted Ophelia’s hand. “Don’t feel guilty for not being there. We have to prepare for Francois. But first let’s bring your Anatoli back to the living.”

      As if Martha’s words were the law, everyone turned to the hall that led to the attic stairs. They knew the way from years of meetings in the dusty attic with their books and candles. Ophelia couldn’t help but smile. It almost felt like Gramma was with them.

      She moved to the front to lead them. As she passed Ben, he smiled at her and nodded. A dark, cold shiver skittered up her spine. Odd. Ignoring it, she entered the attic and stopped, unsure. She’d only done one ritual and it failed. Now she had an audience. Gramma said they would help, but it didn’t ease her nerves completely. Failure this time could mean death.

      Pushing her anxiety and insecurities aside, she cleaned the alter and replaced the candles with new ones. When she was finished, she grabbed the broom.

      Martha motioned her inside the circle. “You sweep inside and we’ll sweep the edge at the same time. It’s faster and will make the ritual stronger. There’s always power in numbers.”

      Ophelia nodded and got to work.

      They swept like she’d done the day before, only as a group. East to west, then north to south. Each of their movements in sync like a dance. They moved as one as they cleaned the circle of negativity. Ophelia actually felt…magick. A positive, radiant energy filled the room, empowering her and renewing her faith. The hairs on her neck stood and a shiver went down her spine.

      She was a witch.

      Taking a cleansing breath, she glanced around the room and noted Ben wasn’t there. Hadn’t the old man followed them up? She didn’t have time to look for him. He’d always been a little odd and he knew where the ritual would be. He’d join them in time. The witches placed the four elements on the edge of the circle and lit the candles.

      “Are you ready, Ophelia?”

      She met Martha’s stare and nodded. “Yes.” And she was. Her heart felt strong and she sensed Gramma near—whether imagined or real, it made her feel like she could do anything.

      Instead of lining the edge of the circle with salt, the witches formed their own ring of protection by standing on the line etched in the floor. They held hands and together spoke the words to close the circle.

      Ophelia closed her eyes and grounded herself while thinking of Anatoli. When she opened them, she spoke the incantation to bring her ghostly love to life.  Just as she’d done the first time. However, this time the words carried through the attic. They had meaning. The witches repeated the chant over and over, each time their voices growing louder and the room becoming more electrified.

      Anatoli blinked in like bad TV reception. Ophelia’s heart pounded. Please work.

      She spoke the words louder, putting her heart into it. Believing in every word. She needed his help and wanted to feel his arms around her. For the rest of her life. She needed him.

      Then with a powerful flash that knocked her on her ass, Anatoli appeared. In the flesh. He smiled down at her and held out his hands. He was alive.

      Scrambling to her feet, she flew into his arms. He circled them around her and love filled her heart. She didn’t care that it was unreal to feel so connected to a stranger, who a few moments ago was a ghost.

      Anatoli was there with her, holding her. Exactly as she’d imagined. The witches stopped chanting and turned their backs to the couple, not breaking the circle. They hummed a low chant Ophelia couldn’t make out. It didn’t matter. Right now, she needed to be with Anatoli. Feel him. Touch him.

      He buried his nose into her neck sending chills down her spine. “Ben is not who he was. Francois has taken his body,” he whispered. “We’re in danger.”

      The words were so soft she almost didn’t hear them. Lifting her head to stare into Anatoli’s blue eyes, she frowned. “Are you sure? How is that possible?”

      Anatoli shook his head. “How is it possible for him to capture souls in bottles?”

      Right. Evil warlock, demon.

      “Then let’s find Ben. I’m ready for this to be over and done. No more curses, fires, or revenge plots.”
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      Anatoli was alive. Solid again. Human.

      So many emotions swirled inside him as he patted himself down, feeling his clothes and skin. Freedom. He breathed in the air, relishing in the all the different fragrances around him. The herbs on the shelf. The individual scents of each of the witches. The sharp odor of the flickering candle flames. He took it all in, in a quick breath.

      Alive!

      But he didn’t have time to think about any of it or celebrate his freedom. Not yet. Francois was there in the form of Ben and he had to be stopped before he hurt more people.

      His love was going to confront the demonic warlock and he feared for her. Francois was evil and powerful. Plus, he did not fight fair.

      Anatoli called for her, “Ophelia.”

      It was no use, she was already downstairs.

      “Where is she going?” the witch Ophelia called Martha asked. “We aren’t done. She broke the circle, but we’ve cleared it. No evil will fill it.”

      “She’s gone to find Ben.” Meeting her gaze, Anatoli frowned. Why didn’t they sense the evil in the old man? To Anatoli, the transference was clear—the demon warlock lived inside the old man. “Ben is no longer the Ben you knew, the good warlock that helped everyone. Francois has killed him and taken over his body. I feel the dark energy. Can’t you feel it, too?”

      The witches gasped and many shook their heads. Martha’s eyes filled with tears. “Not Ben. We’d know.”

      Obviously not. There was no time to convince them. Anatoli had to reach Ophelia before the warlock harmed her. They couldn’t lose now. “Disbelieve if you want, but it’s true. He is after Ophelia. He is the one that put Betty in the coma, and he will kill or capture Ophelia if we don’t stop him now.”

      Anatoli rushed passed the witches and down the stairs. His new legs and the heaviness of his human weight felt strange, but he would not allow it to slow him.

      My love needs me.

      [image: ]

      “Ben.” Ophelia called out when she reached the bottom of the steps. The old man had to be there. Somewhere. Especially if he was Francois in disguise, as Anatoli said.

      A sob lodged in her throat. Poor, poor Ben.

      “What is it, Ophelia?” The older man stepped out from the kitchen. His voice was much clearer than before. Magic rippled through the irises of his eyes, dark and eerie.

      “I was wondering why you didn’t join us for the ritual.” No use in letting him know she suspected anything. At least not yet. “We brought Anatoli back. We were successful.”

      A creepy smile formed on his face and he stood straighter. His cane dropped to the floor with a thud. “You know why, my dear. Don’t play games with me. You will lose.”

      She swallowed and took a step back, bumping into Anatoli. A chorus of gasps sounded farther behind them. The witches had followed Anatoli from the attic. “I guess your little secret is out.”

      He chuckled and lowered the veil, or spell, or whatever made him look like Ben. Red wavy hair fell over his shoulders. His green eyes held her gaze and his dark magick snaked through the air toward her. She didn’t want to look at him but couldn’t break the eye contact.

      Her heart lodged in her throat and she realized how frightened she really was. It would take a lot of strong magick to take out Francois.

      Finally, he spoke and she was able to avert her gaze. “I have many secrets, my dear Ophelia. So does your grandmother. Has she told you why I seek your soul? Why I want to claim it so badly?”

      Fear burned like a wildfire in her gut, then spread throughout her. “You need a soul to stay alive so you steal other people’s life-force. It’s your sick way of achieving immortality.”

      He’s stalling. Why? She didn’t dare glance behind her out of fear he’d take the opportunity and turn it to his advantage.

      “You are so naïve.” Francois chuckled. “Your grandmother should have told you the truth. All of it. Maybe you would have had more of a chance of defeating me. Maybe not.”

      “Why don’t you enlighten us,” Anatoli said from behind her. His hands falling to her hips. Tingles of his magick sparked her own from deep inside. “What’s your great secret that you obviously can’t wait to tell us?”

      That’s it. Together they could stop the warlock. If only she knew how. Think. There had to be a way.

      “You see, Betty and I used to be a hot item.”

      Umm, Ophelia didn’t want to hear about her gramma’s sex life. Real or false. “Why would she give you the time of day? You stand for everything she is against. You’re evil. Gramma is pure and good.”

      Movement behind Francois caught Ophelia’s attention. The witches were forming a circle around them. Francois noticed too. He pursed his lips and scanned the room, glaring at each witch. “You think you can trap me.”

      Martha nodded toward me. “Tell her why you want her soul. The real reason you seek revenge on Betty.”

      He whirled around and snarled at Martha. “Stay out this, bitch.”

      Ophelia turned her head to whisper in Anatoli’s ear. “What are they doing?”

      “They are forming a circle.”

      I could see that. “Why?”

      “To trap him inside.”

      Confused, she fixed her gaze on Francois’s back. Martha was keeping his attention fixed on her. Thank you, Martha. “I thought you had to be in the ritual circle upstairs.”

      Anatoli shook his head. “For a single witch, it is stronger. But with thirteen, you can form a circle anywhere.”

      Oh. There was so much she had to learn. Martha and the other were trapping him and Ophelia in a circle. If only she could trap the psycho in the bottle like he’d done Anatoli…That was it! The way to take Francois down—use his own methods. “The dueling pistols,” she whispered to Anatoli.

      He kissed her cheek. “Brilliant. I’ll get them and the bottle. Be right back.”

      With her heart pounding, Ophelia tried to calm the emotions battling inside her.

      Suddenly Francois erupted in shoots of sparks and flame and whirled around to face Ophelia. “After our affair, Betty had a child. Your mother.” He pointed at Ophelia, his lips curled in a snarl. “My daughter!”

      A gasped escaped Ophelia and she stepped back. No. There was no way she was related to the monster that stood before her. Why hadn’t Gramma said anything?

      He was lying. He had to be. It was all a trick to catch her off guard. The witches began a low hum, holding hands. Their circle was complete.

      Something cool and hard touched her back. She reached behind her and felt the pistol press into her palm. She gripped the handle just as Anatoli stepped into the circle behind Francois.

      Please don’t shoot me. That was the first thought that formed because she didn’t want to be trapped in the bottle, which Anatoli set on the floor in front of him.

      Just then the witches began to chant in Latin. They swayed side to side, their voices growing louder and louder.

      Francois’s face turned red. His brows dipped and he fisted his hands. “Stop it! I command you!”

      The witches continued, and white magick charged the air. But unlike upstairs during the ritual to bring Anatoli back, this energy was stronger.

      Taking a deep breath, Ophelia drew on the energy. Then exhaled while saying, “Give me the strength and the will.”

      She pulled the pistol out from behind her and aimed it at Francois. When he saw it, he stilled. Ophelia smiled. “I see you recognize this.”

      “Have you fired a pistol before?”

      She darted her gaze to Anatoli, uncertainty rising. No. That’s what Francois wants. She had fired a gun before. One of her rare boyfriends took her out shooting. It was an odd first date and the one of the reasons he was an ex. In that moment, Ophelia was grateful for the experience.

      Steeling her back, she tightened her grip on the pistol, aimed, and then fired. “Good-bye, Francois.”

      The magickal bullet hit him at the same time she spoke. His eyes grew round as black smoke rose from the floor, swirling around him. He screamed and cursed them all as his soul was sucked into the glass bottle.

      Anatoli quickly placed the cork in the top of the bottle and picked it up. “We’ve got him.”

      The witches spoke a few words of Latin and the circle opened. Martha stepped next to Anatoli and he handed her the bottle. “What will you do with it? How will you keep it safe?”

      Martha tapped the glass as if to taunt the spirit inside. “We’ll lock him up in the coven’s vault until we figure out how to dispose of his soul forever. Don’t worry, we’ll make sure he’s never able to threaten or hurt anyone ever again. Francois’s days are over. His selfish desire to outlive everyone has backfired, as I imagine he will be spending many days pondering his fate while he waits in the bottle.”

      Anatoli shivered. “It’s truly a dark prison. I would only wish it on my worst enemy.”

      “He deserves it.” Ophelia clasped her hands together. “He’s caused my family so much pain.”

      “No longer.” Martha smiled.

      The other witches chatted and relaxed in the post-magick afterglow. They had done what they came for, and Ophelia wished she could hug each one of them and show her gratitude. But she was exhausted.

      Anatoli crossed the living room and wrapped his arms around Ophelia. She sagged into him and buried her nose into his neck. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. I’m happy it is finally over.” He hugged her tightly, rubbing her back. Then he kissed her cheek. “You must go to your grandmother now. She will be able to pass through the veil peacefully now, knowing Francois is gone.”

      Ophelia nodded, then looked at Martha. “Will you be here when I get back?”

      “No, dear, don’t worry about us. We have other things to do this Halloween. You take your time and be with Betty. Call us when you are ready to start training.”

      Ophelia filled with love. She hugged the other woman briefly. “Thank you, all of you.”
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      Anatoli was quiet on the drive to the hospital. Ophelia wasn’t sure what to say to him. However, it was a comfortable silence. So, she didn’t fill it with babbling. They were strangers but it seemed they’d known each other for a lifetime.

      Glancing at him for a brief moment, she noted how he watched the buildings and cars go by. Everything was new to him. After all, he’d been trapped inside a glass bottle for almost two hundred years. “Are you okay?”

      He glanced at her and from the corner of her eye, Ophelia saw his frown. “It is I who should ask you that.”

      With a sigh, Ophelia took his hand and squeezed. “No matter how much I tried to prepare myself for this day, I still can’t believe Gramma is dying. I don’t know what I’ll do without her. She’s always been there for me, guiding me, teaching me, and catching me when I fall.”

      Anatoli bought their joined hands to his mouth. He pressed his lips to her knuckles. “We are not meant to live one life, but many. Betty is just leaving this life to plan her next adventure.”

      Ophelia smiled. Gramma said something similar when her parents died.

      After parking the car at the hospital, she stared at the building. Why was letting go so hard?

      “We should hurry.”

      Ophelia glanced at Anatoli, wondering if he could sense something she couldn’t. Of course, he probably could. He believed in his magick. Even after everything that happened that night, she still wasn’t sure about a lot of things. Would it come in time? Maybe she was blocking her own power with her fear of the unknown. “You’re right.”

      They existed the car and with quickened steps made their way up to her gramma’s room. She’s awake. Ophelia’s heart danced while sorrow threaten to unleash her tears.

      There was a young couple inside talking with her. Ophelia nodded at them as she moved closer and extended her hand. “You must be Martha’s son and daughter-in-law. Thank you for staying with her.”

      The woman took her hand, then pulled her into a hug. Her large brown eyes twinkled when she pulled out of the brief embrace. “Thank you for ridding the world of that evil…man. We sensed when he was captured.”

      “I had a lot of help.” Ophelia glanced at her gramma and her chest tightened. Gramma was so pale and fragile.

      This is it. My final good-bye. Her vision blurred.

      Martha’s son directed his wife to the door. “Call if you need anything. My mother will know how to get in touch with us.”

      Ophelia nodded, unable to look at them because she didn’t want to break down in front of strangers. Anatoli’s deep “Thank you” made her grateful he was there.

      Focusing on Gramma, she took her frail hand in hers and sat in the chair next to the bed. “Francois is gone. Well, he’s locked inside the glass bottle Anatoli was in.”

      “I know. I sensed it. I knew you could do it.” Gramma glanced at Anatoli. A weak smile lifted her lips. “You’re more handsome in this form, Anatoli. Take good care of my granddaughter. I know you will.”

      Ophelia’s heart hammered while her mind whirled with questions. Did she dare question her dying gramma? But there was one that kept bothering her. She had to know the truth. “Francois said…he said I was his granddaughter.”

      Gramma sighed and cupped Ophelia’s cheek. “It is true. I only wished to spare you from that evil man. I thought if you didn’t know, he couldn’t use it against you. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      “So he wasn’t lying.”

      Gramma shook her head, regret filling her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Gramma. I’m not mad. I can understand why you never told me. He didn’t have any compassion. Pure evil. You were right to call him a demon.” Ophelia was rambling, delaying the dreaded good-bye. “Please don’t second-guess your decision not to tell me. I’m glad I know the truth now. He will never threaten me or our family again.”

      Anatoli moved closer, placing his hands on her shoulders, gently messaging. She relaxed a little. He gave her strength with every gesture and touch. Amazing.

      “You two were fated to be together. I feel it. Soul mates who found one another. And now you mustn’t be separated.” Gramma reached for the pendant around her neck—the amethyst point she’d worn for as long as Ophelia could remember. Gramma pressed it into Ophelia’s palm and squeezed. Then her eyes shimmered as if alive with magick.

      Confusion clouded Ophelia’s mind, only clearing when Gramma spoke.

      
        “As I take my last breaths,

        I make one last request.

        As my mother passed onto me,

        I gift to my Ophelia, my heart and power.”

      

      The stone warmed in Ophelia’s hand, then burned. She tried to jerk her hand away, but Gramma wouldn’t let go. Where she got the strength, Ophelia didn’t know.

      Tingles of pinpricks crawled up her arm while an invisible...something wound around it, traveling up to her shoulder then spreading to her heart. Power, energy, and magick exploded within her. She gasped. Magick was real. It was alive, inside her.

      She was a witch.

      No more doubts, not a one. She knew her path and what she had to do going forward.

      Gramma’s grip eased, then fell away. Her eyes drifted closed. The heart monitor flat lined with a sorrowful tone. Tears streamed down Ophelia’s cheeks. Then Gramma’s spirit rose from her body and hovered. Ophelia reached out.

      Gramma shook her head. “You will carry on the family power. The coven will help you learn. You and Anatoli take care of each other.”

      Then she was gone.

      Ophelia crumbed, placed her forehead on the bed and cried. Anatoli rubbed circles on her back, comforting the way he had when he was in spirit form.

      Her heart warmed and she reached out for him. He instantly took her hand and knelt beside her. “Take your time. I have nowhere else I’d want to be.”

      She heard nurses rushing down the hall to the room.
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      His Ophelia was beautiful and he hated to see her sadness. But she had strength of a hundred souls. Pure and bright, her magickal light shone so strongly now, no one would be able to take it away.

      They left the hospital a little after the sun rose. Neither were tired like they should have been. Then again, he was content here on the sofa, holding her.

      “She never let me play with this when I was little. Who knew it held her magick?” Ophelia gave a soft chuckle, holding the pendant in her hand.

      Anatoli kissed her temple. “The amethyst doesn’t hold the power, it helps balance it. She used it to transfer her power to you.”

      “But why? I mean if I had my own, why did she give me hers? Won’t she need it?”

      “An old witch tradition. Mothers passed their magick onto their eldest daughter when it was time to pass from one life to another.” He ran his fingers up her arm, loving the feel of her soft skin. “Where she’s going, we can only guess. But her heart is pure like yours and she will have all the magick she needs.”

      Every sensation was new to him. The breeze kissing his skin. The smells of fall in the air and the pumpkin and cinnamon candle Ophelia lit moments ago, saying it was her gramma’s favorite.

      “I can’t go back to my life now. I had my dream career in a big city. Running from the talk of magick and witches.” She laughed as if she told a joke. “I can’t believe how things have changed in the short time I’ve been here. It’s almost like it was fated.”

      “It was. Of that, I am sure. I waited for you, and sure enough, you came.”

      “Oh, Anatoli, if only it were that simple. What should I do? I can’t bear the thought of being without you. And honestly, Savannah seems to call to me. It’s like the river is speaking to me—begging me to come closer. Let it wash away all the evils and bring growth and purity to Hemlock Grove.”

      “Well, you could stay here. We could stay here. Together. Restore the old house to what it was. Visit the coven and let them help you mature as a witch.” Please say yes. He liked the house, and Savannah was a pretty city with history. And he had a lot of catching up to do.

      Ophelia sat up on the sofa and faced him. Her green eyes narrowed slightly. Then the corners of her mouth lifted. “I don’t understand how I could feel the things I do for you and not really know you.”

      He leaned forward until their lips were inches apart. “Soul mates.”

      “Well, I might as well believe in them then.” She closed the gap, pressing her lips to his.

      Desire bloomed within him, making his blood run hot in his veins. He groaned and drew her closer, yet it wasn’t closer enough.

      She broke the kiss much too soon. “Okay. Let’s do it. We’ll fix up the house and I’ll teach you all about the twenty first century. I know it’s what Gramma would want, and though it scares me a little to change my life so much, I’m not the same person who works in an office and lives in the city where it snows five months of the year.” She laughed.

      “Anything you want, my love.” He kissed her. “And if it snows in Savannah, I’ll be right here to keep you warm.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          One year later

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia lit the pumpkin and cinnamon candles and sighed as she touched the framed picture on the mantle of her and Gramma. “Love you, Gramma.”

      It was hard to believe it’d been a year since she passed and transferred the family magick onto Ophelia. The months had flown by, filled with witch training with the coven, sight-seeing with Anatoli, and other things with her not-so-ghostly lover.

      As if knowing she was thinking of him, Anatoli came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. He rested his hands on her very round belly. Another gift the man and the Universe blessed her with.

      They were having twins in another month. Maybe sooner. She was starting to feel more and more tired and her ankles swelled and everything seemed to hurt at one time or another.

      Threading her fingers into Anatoli’s long hair, she smiled. A year ago, she would’ve laughed at anyone who told her she’d be pregnant and married to an almost two-hundred-year-old who looked thirty-five. Many of those years were spent as a ghost locked inside a glass bottle. It sounded crazy, and yet it was true.

      “Are you all right, love? What’s on your mind?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I’m okay. Just thinking about all the changes in the last year.” She turned in his arms and kissed him. He always worried about her. If she was too tired or not feeling well, he was hovering and trying to make everything better. “Have I told you I love yet today?”

      A crooked, sensual smile formed on his handsome face. “Yes, but I never grow tired of hearing it. I love you, always.” He rubbed her belly. “And soon, we’ll bring two more witches into this world and our journey will be even more crazy and exciting.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      He took her into his arms and as he bent to kiss her, she could’ve sworn she heard her gramma’s voice.

      I knew you could do it. Never doubt yourself for you are a strong witch.
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      Can two destined souls open their hearts and their bed to a third?

      Vampires Maxim Avery and Grant Bellow have been lovers for a century. Companions in the truest sense. While attending an auction where a human woman offers herself to the highest vampire bidder, Grant inadvertently connects with her from across the room. Their interaction so powerful that Maxim has no choice but to secure the human for his soulmate. He’d do anything for him, but at what cost?

      Cassie Kelly survived years of being a product of foster care never fitting in anywhere. After aging out of the system, she falls on hard times. At twenty-three, she finds herself broke, uneducated and homeless. The auction house was supposed to be her saving grace, and things were looking up when not one, but two sexy, charismatic vampires take her home. She quickly realizes her new arrangement may not be what she expected. She’s more of an intrusion or so it would seem.

      Cassie wonders if this situation will be like all the other homes she tried when she was a kid. Another place where she doesn’t belong. Grant falls hard for her, realizing she is his human. But how will that work when he’s already found his mate in Maxim?
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      As October came to a close the nights grew colder in Savannah. The shelters were filling faster. Not that Cassie Kelly wanted to spend the night in any of them. What choice did she have? With no money or family her options were limited. She was used to getting by on her own, but lately she’d been dealt a harder hand than usual. Losing her job and the room she’d been renting in a matter of weeks were taking a toll on her. She was hungry. But not as hungry as them...

      She pulled her hoodie up and shoved her hands in her pockets. The dark, wooded area known as Dead Way, just beneath the dimly lit bridge frightened her, but those who spent their time under the old bridge scared her more. Creatures of the night, immortals, bloodsuckers or just plain old vampires. Society had become used to them. Most vamps kept to themselves. Most humans chose to believe that such types were myths, urban legends, but others embraced their presence. Cassie had always been indifferent to them. She’d never seen one before. Growing up in the foster system, she heard stories of vampires taking kids in. Getting them off the streets and providing them an alternative to the dead end lives most of them faced. She’d never been fortunate enough to have been adopted by either a human or a vampire, so she never cared one way or the other if they had existed. She aged out of the system five years before and hit the streets, surviving, scraping to get by and hoping things would get better. They hadn’t.

      As she slowly made her way down the dirt covered path, muffled voices spoke beyond the mist. One time, she told herself. She would try this one time. Vampires needed humans to survive and her blood was just as good as the next. Why shouldn’t she sell it? A chill prickled down her spine when two shadowy figures appeared in the distance.

      Just this one time...
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      Grant Bellow’s hard, muscular body stiffened as he and Maxim Avery entered the large, historical stone building. Max’s partner didn’t care for this place, and only accompanied him because Grant didn't like to be away from him for long periods of time. The two had been together for over one hundred years. Maxim gave Grant immortality when he was a student at Oxford University just at the turn of the century. They'd been inseparable ever since. The truest of companions. No one had ever come between them. No one ever could.

      Maxim, a professor at the university, had been assigned as the keeper there in the fall of 1895. Since it was one of the oldest universities in the world, it had a large vampire population and needed a strong leadership presence to keep order. Proving to be a strong leader, he had a way of keeping his kind in line. They respected him and rarely challenged his authority. He was fair and as long as the night walkers in his territory obeyed the rules, no one had a problem. Vampires were expected to live a quiet life and mingle amongst the humans without being too obvious. They weren't to expose what they were in their everyday lives. Of course, there were humans who knew of their existence, but a good vampire knew how to handle such circumstances. They were forbidden to feed publicly. Satisfying their thirst was a necessity that was meant to be discreet. It was that rule that made keeping a human companion a popular choice for survival.

      Grant was Maxim's human confidant for several years before he decided to give him eternal life. It was a choice Grant entered into freely. One Maxim was more than willing to accommodate. He'd fallen hard for the young student who had enrolled in one of the evening courses. Grant was smart and observant and figured out what Maxim was in a matter of weeks. Grant couldn't stay away from Max. The older vampire was just as drawn to his student, and allowed himself to care deeply for the human who had stolen his heart in such a short period. Once Grant became a vampire, Maxim offered him the opportunity to explore all of his options even if they didn’t include Maxim. Grant vowed to stay with his creator for as long as he would have him. Max intended for their union to last an eternity.

      As they walked down the long corridor of the old building, Maxim sensed Grant's displeasure. The disgust in Grant’s ice blue eyes dominated his expression. Maxim didn't care to see his partner so unhappy.

      “You didn’t have to come with me,” Max said. “You dislike it here.”

      “I didn’t want you to have to come alone. I know how the others can be when you check up on them.”

      “They don't like it.” Maxim laughed. He tried to be amiable, but when a person was in such an authoritative role others feared them even detested them. “It's necessary. This is my domain and I have to make sure everyone is following procedure. It's always risky when humans are involved in our world.”

      The couple had relocated to the United States in the early eighties when Maxim was assigned to be the keeper of a largely populated vampire pocket in the Savannah area. One of his duties was to oversee the operations of the human auction houses in his area.

      They lived a quiet life. They were eccentric beings and content with one another’s company. Grant never liked the concept of these auction houses. Maxim didn’t love the idea either, but the auctions had been in operation since the beginning of the vampire existence, and they served a purpose. They were beneficial. The humans were willingly sold to the highest vampire bidder and taken to live with their new owner. The auctioned party was treated well, and in most cases given a life of privilege that most could only dream of. In exchange, the human would allow the vampire to feed from them and provide companionship. A vampire’s life could be a lonely one. Most times the relationship became intimate, but sex wasn’t mandatory or expected.

      As they walked down the hall, they observed many rooms filled with both men and women. Humans were signing agreements. No one was held against their will. The sale was a consensual arrangement. There were no underage participants. All the humans knew what was expected of them once they stepped up on the auction block. They were educated thoroughly on the subject and given every opportunity to walk away before the bidding had begun. Maxim left little room for error in his territory and never tolerated mistreatment.

      Grant shook his head as he watched a woman sign the contract and hand it back to one of the vampires responsible for handling the humans while they waited to be sold.

      “This is disgusting,” he mumbled.

      Max took his lover’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “No one is here who doesn't want to be,” he told Grant. “No one is being forced into this life.”

      “That's absurd and you know it. These people are desperate and in most cases they don't have a choice.”

      “We all have a choice.” Maxim led him into the massive room where the bidding would take place.

      “They're runaways, drug addicts and victims of abuse,” Grant reminded him. “What choice do they have?”

      “You know as well as I do that in almost every case these humans end up much better off than when they are given to their vampire.”

      “Bought, not given.” Grant stared into Maxim's eyes daring him to play a game of semantics on the subject.

      Maxim sighed because he wasn’t going to win this argument. He shouldn't have brought Grant here for this impromptu inspection. “Their vampire's treat them well, pay for their educations, give them luxuries and companionship. You've seen many humans who have gone onto better things because of the life that started here.”

      No matter how much Grant detested the idea, he couldn't argue that point. Many prominent figures, lawyers, doctors and people who’d gone on to do good in this world were once a companion to a vampire. Humans even proved helpful when a vampire needed assistance at some point in time. Some humans chose to become immortal when the contract expired. In exchange for a good life, the human was bound by secrecy. Whether they became immortal or not, they would be protected and well cared for by their night walker for as long as time kept them on this earth. Once the contract expired they were free to leave, but vowed never to speak of the time they had spent serving their undead companion.

      “I just don't get it, I guess.” Grant pushed his dark hair from his eyes. “You found me without an auction.”

      “Things were different for us. You figured out what I was and wanted to be with me.”

      “I still do. That's why I'm in this dreadful place with you.” When Grant smiled, his chiseled jaw relaxed. “I don't like to be away from you.”

      “I know, my love,” Maxim said. “I hate to be away from you. Let me make my inspection and then we'll go home. I'll show you how much I appreciate you when we get there.”

      “Promise?” Grant slowly licked his kissable lips.

      “You'll be mine all night.” Maxim wanted more than anything to make his inspection so he could spend the rest of the evening pleasing his partner.

      When Grant stopped, Max sensed his mood turned colder, when they approached the entrance of the huge ballroom. Maxim followed his lover's gaze and immediately locked in on the stunning woman standing on the auction block. Her long, dark hair fell over her slender shoulders, curling slightly at the ends. Her olive complexion was a stark contrast to the pale yellow silk dress she wore. She appeared to be in her early twenties. Maxim sensed her fear as she stood on display in front of a room full of blood thirsty vampires. He was certain Grant was picking up on her anxiety.

      Grant's jaw tightened again, growling from someplace deep within his chest. “Look at the way these men are lusting after her.” Max had never seen his normally docile mate so fired up.

      Grant stepped deeper into the room, never taking his eyes away from the dark-haired beauty who couldn’t get her fidgeting under control. Maxim had to admit she was the most striking woman he'd ever seen. He wondered if her skin was as soft as it appeared or her full pink lips were as inviting as they seemed. And then there was the vein pulsing along her neck. His sensitive hearing tuned into the blood flowing through her warm body. So vibrant, so alive.

      “She’s distressed,” Grant said.

      “You can feel that?” Max observed his partner, trying not to appear alarmed, but something was off. Grant was intrigued by this particular human. Max had never seen his creation so enthralled over a woman. It was unsettling.

      “You want this girl.” It wasn't a question. Maxim could see the desire in Grant's eyes as they darkened. Grant did his best to conceal his protruding fangs, but as each second passed, the more his animalistic instincts pushed to the surface. In that moment, Maxim accepted the inevitable. His content existence was about to change.
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      Grant continued to stare at the beautiful, young woman standing on the auction block. The rapid beat of her heart drummed out any other sound in the room. The lust from the other vampires swirled around, fueling his rage. He could hear the whispers of how they wanted to drink from her and take her in ways she'd never known possible. A few planned to bid fast and high to ensure they left with this woman. It infuriated Grant in ways he couldn’t understand. This had to be stopped. His ice cold veins hardened, his throat ached to feed, but he had to control the beast within. Maxim taught him to be civilized and in command of his inner demon at all times.

      “Grant?” Maxim moved closer to his side, taking his hand. The concern in his master’s voice took him by surprise. Grant wasn't sure he could vocalize his emotions. The only other time he experienced this type of desire was over a century ago when he encountered Max.

      Honesty was an integral part of their relationship. They'd been exclusive since the beginning, but had shared their bed on occasion with both men and women through the years. They had never done it without the other present. It was always to spice things up. A different way of feeding. Forever was a long time and they both agreed that sometimes having a third in the bedroom helped when things got familiar.

      “Do you want this girl?” Maxim asked.

      “I don't know,” Grant admitted as he retracted his fangs. “But I don't want anyone else to have her.”

      “Very well,” Maxim said.

      “What can we do?”

      “I'll stop the auction.”

      Maxim’s well-toned body filled out his designer suit perfectly as he strode toward the auctioneer. His strong, imposing form held an eloquence not many men possessed. With one word from Maxim everything stopped. There wasn’t anything this man wouldn’t do for Grant.

      Maxim whispered into the confused man's ear, but Grant heard everything. He could see the fear on the man’s face as the impressive vampire told him this particular auction was closed and he'd pay triple what the girl was worth. The auctioneer nodded and within seconds Max’s orders were followed.

      Grant didn’t care that Maxim had bought her. All he wanted to do was get her out of there. He shifted his focus from Max to the scared girl. Their eyes had connected briefly when he first came into the room. When he held her gaze, electricity coursed through his cold body. In that moment he remembered what it was like to be alive. The sensation lasted no more than a few seconds, but Grant wanted to experience it again.

      The emerald-eyed angel kept her head down as she waited to find out her fate. The other vamps in the room booed and hissed during the unexpected delay. They were clearly annoyed Maxim had stopped the show before the bidding even started. Disappointment and impatience settled in the air. It would quickly be replaced with anticipation when the next human was brought out for bidding.

      Ten minutes later the paperwork was processed and the three of them were in the limo on their way back to Grant and Maxim's secluded estate. This scenario was never an option.

      The men sat on the same seat while the girl whose name, according to the paperwork was Cassie, sat across from them. She scooted to the corner, pulled her legs into her chest and shivered. It was late October and once the sun had set, the evenings were quite cold. It probably didn't help that she shared the enclosed space with two extremely frigid vampires. Their breath alone could drop the temperature by ten degrees. She didn't even have a jacket.

      “You’re cold.” Grant stated the obvious.

      She nodded.

      Maxim flicked a switch and turned up the heat. Grant smiled at him in appreciation. Max continued to stare at the stranger sitting across from them. He didn't do well with new people, especially humans. He liked to have total control in every situation so Grant wasn't certain how this new arrangement would work. He wasn't even sure what he'd been thinking. Perhaps it was best to stop this before it started.

      “Cassie,” Grant said.

      She raised her head when he called her name. She looked up at him with her mesmerizing green eyes and waited for him to speak. Grant momentarily lost his voice. He couldn't stop staring at the vision who had overtaken his world. No human had ever looked directly into his eyes. They were too afraid. There were many myths surrounding his kind, but the one about a vamp being able to command someone with their eyes was true to form. This was the second time she had stared him down. She never faltered.

      “My name is Grant and this is Maxim.”

      She didn’t say anything, but acknowledged them both with her wide, enchanting eyes.

      “Where can we drop you?” Grant asked.

      Maxim's head snapped in Grant's direction. “What are you doing?” He spoke too low for Cassie to hear. An advantage the undead had when they needed to speak to one another without mortals overhearing. “She's homeless. She has no place to go.”

      Homeless?
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      There was something about these men that intrigued Cassie. She thought she’d be more afraid after the auction, but an odd sense of familiarity came over her when her new suitors came to collect her. Almost as if she’d been here before. Before signing up she had been given the scenarios of what could happen once she left with her companion. For the next couple of years she would serve as a special friend to the highest bidder. She had imagined what it would be like to leave with a stranger all afternoon. To put her total trust in her new master and fulfill his every need. On some level it excited her. Her life hadn’t been easy. She was ready for a change. A shot at something more. Something she didn’t totally understand, but was drawn to. Now that she had settled down from the adrenaline the auction had caused, she was calmer and ready to hold up her end of the deal. She didn't get what was happening with her new men. Why did it seem as if they weren’t going to abide by the deal? No one had ever given her any reason to trust them. Perhaps that was why this whole scene seemed so familiar.

      When she bumped into her friend Andrea under the bridge at Dead Way one desperate night, she'd looked so put together and happy. The women had been in and out of the foster care system together for years and were both released into the big, cold world on their eighteenth birthdays. They had no families, no skills and no money. That didn't matter to the system. When a kid aged out, that was that.

      Cassie had been on her own for the last four years, struggling to get by. After she'd lost her job at the local bar due to cutbacks last month she couldn't keep up her tiny, dingy apartment. She'd been sleeping in a shelter when there was room, but it wasn’t the safest place. Andrea insisted she come home with her. Cassie didn't want to impose but Andrea wouldn't hear it. She had been fortunate enough to become a companion to a very prominent businessman who she found through a vampire auction.

      It was Andrea’s companion, Jonathan, who put her in contact with the auction house. Vampires had been a myth, nothing but fiction. When Cassie witnessed Jonathan feeding from her friend she realized the stories had been true. Jonathan treated Cassie very well while she stayed in his home, and encouraged her to put herself up on the auction block. Andrea assured Cassie she was well taken care of and safe with Jonathan, and she could have a good life too. What did she have to lose?

      She never expected to go home with two vampires when she signed up. She had no idea what was happening when Maxim approached the man in charge of running the auction before the bidding had begun. Cassie was pulled off the block and ushered into a back room amid some loud displeasure from the other vampires in the room. A few minutes later she was brought to the car waiting at the back of the auction house. After all that they were releasing her? Into the world where she was no better off than when she was eighteen?

      No fucking way!

      She hadn't gone through the humiliating process of being sold at a vampire auction to be bought and dumped. Tired of being alone, afraid and hungry caused her to make a desperate choice. She had struggled far too long. She'd dreamed and wished for a loving family her whole life, but that never happened. By the time she had left foster care, she had been placed so many times that she’d lost count. She'd spent the last few years changing jobs, renting one crappy room after another. This was her way out. She'd wanted the life Andrea had and she was going to get it. No one was going to push her aside ever again.

      “I'm going home with you.” She stared into Grant's haunting blue eyes. They were the iciest shade she'd ever seen, but she detected the warmth in them. He lured her in. Instinct warned her to look away, but she couldn’t. His soft voice soothed her, and for some bizarre reason she had the urge to crawl into his lap and snuggle against his broad chest. “That's what I agreed to. I was told if I went to the auction, I'd have a place to go home to when it was over. I was given all the rules and I did everything I was supposed to.”

      “That's correct,” Maxim said in a short tone.

      When Cassie stared into his dark gray eyes she didn’t have the urge to cuddle against him. His eyes were a stark contrast to Grant’s. They were almost black. His voice was louder and more abrupt too. He frightened her, but in a mysterious way. With him her urges were different… darker.

      “You don't owe us anything, Cassie,” Grant said in a tranquil tone. One that erased the anxiety of a few moments ago. “We don't know how you ended up at the auction, but there has to be another way for you.”

      This was just her luck. She'd find a vampire with a moral compass. She was sick of being thrown away as if she didn’t matter. She'd been unwanted her entire life. Not today. This time she would take control of her destiny. She'd hit the jackpot. The auction gods had sent her two strong, sexy and capable vampires. She wasn't going to allow them to toss her aside.

      “You owe me,” she said. “You took me off that block and probably paid a lot of money for me. I was promised a home.”

      “She has a point,” Maxim said. “She did cost a pretty penny.”

      “Max!” Grant raised his voice. “Don’t encourage her.”

      “If you weren't willing to hold up your end of the bargain then why would you buy me?” she asked. “Why didn’t you leave me for someone else?”

      “We didn’t buy you,” Grant said. “I thought I was helping you.”

      Maxim glanced out the window. “Look, we're home now. Perhaps a hot meal will do you some good and then we can decide what to do next.”

      “You have food in your house?” She hadn’t eaten in hours. Dinner sounded like a good plan. “I didn’t think you ate human food.”

      Grant snickered as Maxim rolled his eyes. She had a feeling they were communicating on another level. One she didn’t understand, but fascinated her.

      “We can eat an occasional meal in social settings to blend in, but we do have human staff,” Grant explained. “Lea, our housekeeper, can get you something to eat.”

      “Then what?” She needed to know what to expect as the car pulled up in front of a large historical home that Savannah had been known for.

      “I don’t know.” Grant looked at her as if she was the only woman he'd ever set eyes on. She liked being the object of his desire. It made her feel warm and wanted. “I didn’t expect for this to happen.”

      “Why would you come to an auction?” she asked. “You knew what would be expected of you.”

      It was obvious these two were more than friends. She could tell by the subtle glances and touches. She suspected they had been together a long time. There was something very compelling about these men, and she wanted to learn more about them. In a matter of a ten minute car ride she knew she needed to be part of what they had.

      “I'm the keeper of this area,” Maxim said. “It's my job to make sure everything runs smoothly. I was there for an inspection.”

      “Vampires have inspections? Do you have unions too?”

      When Grant laughed she liked the way it sounded. Melodic and comforting.

      “We have rules, and I expect my vampires to follow them.” Maxim stepped out of the car once the driver opened the door.

      “After you.” Grant motioned for her to follow Max.

      “Thank you.” She lingered for a few seconds, taking in his dimples when he smiled at her. Her heart pounded hard inside her chest as she lost herself in his gaze.

      “Are you two coming?” Maxim interrupted their moment.

      “Of course,” Grant responded as he quickly ushered her out of the car, stopping to stand by Maxim’s side.

      Grant nodded as he looked into the stern vampire’s eyes. Neither verbalized their thoughts. They didn’t have to because they were communicating without speaking again. When Maxim reached out and stroked Grant’s cheek, something inside Cassie ignited. For the first time in her life there was a sense of belonging that hadn’t been before.
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      Max sensed his life was about to change, but he couldn’t decide if it was for the better. Grant was his entire world. Just a few hours ago he could never have imagined a human girl coming between them. But now as he glanced over at the kitchen table he saw the desire in his lover’s eyes, and for the first time in a century it wasn’t directed at him.

      “Lea,” Grant said to their loyal housekeeper. “Thank you for putting together this meal so quickly.”

      “Everything is delicious.” Cassie devoured her food. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I started to eat.”

      It was pleasing to watch the human enjoy her meal. Her appetite was bigger than Max would have anticipated for such a thin girl. She probably didn’t have the luxury of home cooked meals often. Max would research her and find out as much as he could about her past. If she was going to stay he wanted to be prepared. He needed to know who she associated with and where she came from.

      “It’s my pleasure,” Lea said. “I’ll get the guest room in order for Cassie. Is there anything special you’d like brought in? I can pick up whatever you need in the morning.”

      Lea had been with them for over twenty years. She had started out her life as a companion to a vampire when she was in her early twenties. Her vampire was a nomad and couldn’t commit to a monogamous relationship so he released Lea from her contract. Through the years she stayed loyal to the vampire community, helping them with their everyday needs. She came highly recommended when Max and Grant arrived in the United States, and had been with them ever since.

      “Lea, I would appreciate it if you could take Cassie shopping. Get her whatever she needs.” It was clear the girl had nothing.

      “That’s not necessary.” Cassie looked up at him. “You don’t have to buy me anything.”

      “You need clothes,” Max said. “I couldn’t help but notice you didn’t come with much.”

      “I don’t have much.” She placed her fork on her plate. “The auction house gave me this dress.”

      “It’s very pretty.” Grant perused her body before returning his attention to her face. “You look lovely.”

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks held a deep red hue when Grant complimented her. She was just as taken by him as he was with her. They continued to gaze into one another’s eyes as if they were the only two in the room.

      Lea glanced at Max, but he didn’t confirm anything to her. He wasn’t sure what was happening himself and that made him uneasy.

      “Then it’s settled.” Max cleared his throat, noting that she did look rather enticing in that silk dress. “Lea will accompany you on a shopping trip tomorrow while Grant and I sleep. She’ll make sure all of your needs are met.”

      “I’m staying?” When she spoke he detected a sense of hope in her eyes. She really wanted to stay. Her pull toward Grant was unavoidable.

      “Is that what you want?” Grant asked. “I know you didn’t think you had another choice when you ended up at the auction house.”

      “She probably didn’t,” Lea interjected. “Most times a person has no other options when they end up there.”

      “I want you to know you do have a choice,” Grant continued. “Just because you’re here doesn’t mean you have to stay. Max and I can help you.” He nodded toward Max. “Right?”

      All Max had to do was request that the girl leave and his troubles would be over. Grant would never betray him, but something nagged at him to keep her with them.

      “Of course,” Max agreed, but he had no intentions of letting her leave. It was his duty to make Grant happy and this girl made him happy. “We won’t hold you to the contract you signed when I bid on you. You’re not obligated to stay here, but we won’t put you on the street either. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you need.”

      Max saw the relief in Grant’s expression. Strangely, Maxim hoped the girl agreed to stay with them too. Grant wasn’t the only one taken by her beauty. Her sweet scent overpowered Max, but it was the innocence in her eyes that drove him wild. If she stayed, would she share their bed? Was that something his relationship with Grant could survive? Only time would tell.
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      Max’s offer to give Cassie an open invitation to stay in their home surprised Grant. That wasn’t something either of them had ever discussed. They had brought in men and women to heat things up in their bedroom before, but it was never with a woman like Cassie. Their past romps were one night stands designed to intensify their arousal for one another. Grant was too quick to assume that was what Max had wanted with Cassie. He was probably just being polite, considering they were responsible for spoiling her plans of becoming a companion to a vampire. If not for the two of them, she’d already be in her new home, serving her new master. Grant couldn’t bear the thought of another touching her.

      “Lea, why don’t you take our guest upstairs and get her settled?” Max took control of the situation as he often did.

      “Sure.” Lea’s voice was comforting. “Follow me. I’ll help you with whatever you need.”

      Cassie stood and smiled at Grant. He tried hard not to hold her gaze for too long because he didn’t want to manipulate her feelings. He was failing miserably. All he wanted to do was look into her soulful eyes. Command her to touch him, to kiss him, to...

      “Lea.” Max’s voice redirected Grant’s thoughts. “We’re going to feed. We won’t be long tonight.”

      “I’ll see to it that Cassie is comfortable before I turn in.” Lea motioned toward the back staircase. “We can go up this way.”

      “Thank you.” Cassie locked her gaze with Grant’s again. “Will I see you tonight?”

      “I’ll check in on you when I get back.” He glanced at Max. “We both can.”

      “Okay.” She nodded before breaking their connection and looking in Max’s direction. He glanced down at the floor until Cassie followed Lea up the stairs.

      Max sat across from Grant, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Grant could sense the distress in his expression.

      “You’re the one who asked her to stay,” Grant reminded him.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “It’s what you aren’t saying that bothers me.” Grant reached across the table and took his partner’s hand. “Tell me what’s troubling you.”

      “She’s not like the others.”

      “No, she isn’t.” Grant thought about the times they were with others. It was always pleasurable, but it was never anything more than sex. “Do you want her in our bed?”

      “Do you?” Max tapped his long fingers on the wood table.

      “I asked first.” Grant smiled because he knew it would soften Max’s mood. “I know the answer. It’s nothing new. We may not have done it in a few years, but it’s not an unusual concept to us.”

      “No, it isn’t, but this is different and you know it. You didn’t really have to ask if I was thinking about her in that capacity. You just knew.”

      “That’s not a new concept for us either,” Grant told him. “We’ve been together a long time. We’re connected by blood, your blood. We often know what the other is thinking.”

      When a vampire created another they were linked for eternity. Connected by a bond stronger than any other. They could communicate on another level, without speaking. A creator could feel the emotions of his or her creation and vice versa.

      “We’ve invited her into our home on a permanent basis,” Max said. “It’s always been the two of us. I don’t know if I can share you.”

      “Do you think after knowing this woman for an hour I would abandon you?” Grant interlocked their fingers. “You know I never would.” He leaned closer to Max’s face. “I never could.”

      When Max brought their joined hands to his mouth and caressed Grant’s fingers with his lips a jolt of desire filled him. “I can already see how deeply taken you are with her. It was immediate and it gets stronger every time she looks into your eyes. I can’t dismiss that.”

      “I have to be honest with you. I feel something, but it’s not the same as it is with you.” Grant’s heart belonged to Max. He pledged his soul to him decades ago. Nothing could ever make him betray the bond they shared.

      “I know exactly what you feel when you look into her eyes.”

      “You feel it too?” Perhaps it was a sign. Maybe Cassie was meant to be there with them.

      Max shook his head.

      “Then what?” Grant needed to know what had his lover so distressed.

      “I feel it every day. It started that first night all those years ago when you walked into my lecture hall. You were my human. I knew it instantly. You were mine.”

      “I still am.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”  Max brushed his lips along Grant’s mouth. “You’re everything to me. I would do anything for you.”

      “I know that.”

      “If she’s who you need I’ll let you pursue her.” Max took Grant’s face between his strong hands. “I won’t stand in your way. The call of a human can become overwhelming. I remember it well.”

      “You’re who I need.” Grant tilted his head. “Kiss me.”

      When Max’s lips connected with Grant’s nothing else mattered. Grant lost himself in his creator’s strong grasp. Grant reached up and twisted his fingers through Max’s thick, dark hair as they deepened the kiss. Max growled when Grant nipped at his bottom lip. The older vampire stood so abruptly he knocked over the chair, cracking it in half from the speed as it hit the floor.

      “Come.” He extended his hand for Grant, ignoring the destruction. “It’s time to feed.”

      Grant took his hand and followed Maxim to the basement.

      “We’ll feed from the reserve tonight.”

      A few nights a week they went to Coven Hollow, a place to feed and mingle with others of their kind. A location where humans offered their precious blood in exchange for money. Like the auction houses, feeding clubs were a benefit for all involved. Max and Grant had a supply of blood in the basement for evenings when they wanted to stay in.

      “Are we doing more than feeding?” Grant asked as Max led him to the basement.

      “Don’t we always?” Max pulled Grant to his chest, gripping his biceps. “I’m feeling quite dominant this evening. I’m in a relentless mood.”

      “I’ll submit to your every desire.”

      “I’ll fulfill all of yours,” Max promised as he shut the door behind them.
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      Cassie followed Lea up the massive staircase and down a long, dimly lit hallway. The heavy curtains were pulled shut, and Cassie imagined that no sunlight ever flowed through the ornate windows that she had observed from the outside.

      “Have you been with them long?” Cassie asked.

      “Over twenty years.” Lea motioned to the double set of doors at the end of the hall. “That’s their room.”

      “So, they’re together then?” A sense of dread came over her. She suspected that Max and Grant were a couple, but Grant seemed so intrigued with her. Now that Lea confirmed they shared a room what did that mean for Cassie?

      “Of course.” Lea stopped in front of a small staircase. “Max created Grant many years ago and they’ve been inseparable ever since. I was quite surprised to learn that they were bringing you home.”

      “Why?” Cassie asked the attractive older woman. Her dark hair was cropped into an adorable pixie cut and her skin was a flawless porcelain color.

      “The houses are set up for companionship. They don’t need that. They have one another.”

      “Oh.” More dread.

      Andrea had said her sole purpose was to be a companion to Jonathan. He adored and appreciated her. How could Cassie expect to have that with men who were already committed to one another?

      “They must have sensed something very special in you, Cassie.” Lea led her up the steps. “For as long as I’ve known them they’ve always been very private and for the most part keep to themselves. They’re very content with one another, so you’re very lucky to have both of them.”

      “Something special?” Cassie shook her head because no one had ever made her feel special. “I don’t think so.”

      “Maybe being here is exactly what you need.” Lea opened the door to a large suite equipped with a fireplace, flat screen television, a desk, and a sitting area. “This is the guest room?”

      “It is.” Lea moved into the warm and inviting room. It smelled crisp and clean. Something Cassie wasn’t used to. “No one ever uses it, but Max likes everything perfect and finished.”

      “It’s fantastic.” Cassie ran her hand along the plush couch. “That’s more comfortable than any bed I’ve slept in.”

      “You won’t have to sleep on the couch.” Lea pointed beyond the sitting area. “There’s a bedroom and en suite back here.”

      “You’re kidding?” Cassie stood in the impressive archway that led to the bedroom. “It’s huge.”

      “This room is the length of the entire house, so it’s very spacious.”  Lea opened a door upon entering the sleeping area. “I love this closet.”

      “That’s bigger than my last apartment.” Cassie peered inside the empty space. “I don’t have anything to fill that up.”

      “We’ll take care of that tomorrow.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Cassie sat on the edge of the bed. “When I went to the auction house I never thought...” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I mean, vampires, auction houses.”

      “It’s overwhelming, but you’ll get used to it. Max and Grant are the most compassionate men you’ll ever meet. They’ve been good to me through the years. They can help you. Just let them.”

      “I’m not used to help.”

      “I believe there’s a reason you’re here. Give it some time. That purpose will reveal itself when you least expect it.”

      “Okay.” Cassie already liked Lea. She seemed calm and caring. “I just need a few days to adjust.”

      “I live in the cottage a few feet from the house. If you go out through the kitchen just follow the path. My door is always open.”

      “Thank you.”

      “There are fresh towels in the bathroom. Take a relaxing shower. That always makes me feel better.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Lea smiled, lulling Cassie into a deeper state of security, but Cassie had to keep her wits about her. She’d been drawn into false hope too many times before.

      Cassie waved to Lea before getting up and checking out the bathroom. It was white with dark gray accents. The tiles sparkled and the room smelled of lavender. The clear glass shower stall was separate from the garden tub that could easily seat two people. Cassie had never seen anything like it. She’d never stayed in a hotel before, but she imagined it would look something like this.

      Lea was right, a shower did help settle her jitters. It had been a long day. She had to be at the auction house early that morning to fill out paperwork and go over everything that she could expect. Most of the day she waited around to see what her new fate would entail. When Grant moved into her line of sight it was as if everything had stopped. She no longer heard the chatter in the room, or the booming voice of the auctioneer. In that moment the only thing that mattered was the handsome man who couldn’t look away from her. For a split second she hoped he would bid, but everything happened so fast. She was ushered off the auction block and told to wait in a small room. It was the longest five minutes of her life. When Max came through the door to claim her, she’d lost her breath. His custom fit suit accentuated his tall, broad frame. But the detail she noticed immediately was his charcoal eyes. They were in stark contrast to his pale skin. Vampires were attractive. They possessed a beauty and grace that most humans couldn’t compare with, but as intimidating as Maxim was there was no denying his appealing appearance. Whatever dark feelings he stirred inside her couldn’t deter her from the attraction she clearly couldn’t avoid.

      Grant was just as perfect as Max. His face was younger, more vibrant than his partner’s. She wondered what their age gap was. His soft spoken voice put her at ease, making her comfortable, but there was something intriguing in his stare. If he was connected to Max in such a strong way why did he look as if he wanted her? Why did she have the urge to touch him every time he looked at her? Would he allow her to?

      As she gazed out the window, her new surroundings confused her. She had an amazing view of the wooded lot. Maybe she could go for a walk tomorrow to help clear her head. She had so many questions, but would she be bold enough to ask them? Why had they brought her here if they didn’t need companionship? They could have left her on the auction block for another. Turning away from the window, she picked up a pillow from the chair. Everything was so perfect in the room. Nothing out of place. She fluffed the pillow a few times before placing it back on the chair. The calming vibes from the shower had already worn off and all she was left with were anxious thoughts over her recent choices.

      Who puts themselves up for bid? To vampires no less. Andrea swore they were civilized and nothing like what she’d read about or seen on television. Last night when Jonathan offered her the chance to go to the auction house Cassie saw no other way. She’d hit bottom. She proved that when Andrea and Jonathan found her a week ago. She didn’t even want to think about what could have happened to her if Jonathan hadn’t intervened and taken her from that cold, dark ally.

      As she stepped back to pull the soft cream colored comforter from the bed she smacked into a hard form. She squeaked when she turned around to find Grant standing behind her wearing nothing but a plaid pair of pajama bottoms. His taunt muscles stretched down is abs and disappeared into his low hanging pants. She swallowed hard, but didn’t say anything as he moved closer to her. Her heart beat thudded between her ears as a chill ran down her spine. His eye were darker, no longer that icy blue she had been drawn to. With his lips parted slightly she could see him run his tongue along his teeth. Were those...

      Fangs?
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      Max crawled into bed, turned on the lamp and picked up his book. He could hear Cassie walking around in the guest room above him. She wasn’t noisy, but his super sensitive hearing alerted him to her every move. The hot shower she’d taken caused her blood to heat up and seep through the house. If he hadn’t just fed, he would have had a hard time controlling the urge to go to her. He and Grant were civilized and didn’t go after humans on a whim. Their inner beast could be kept under wraps for days without feeding. It was always a challenge when they encountered a new human. That was the reason most vampires kept their distance from people. Getting used to her scent and the sound of her blood flowing through her veins was going to prove a challenge especially with her sleeping above them. Her scent alone would be enough to keep his adrenaline pumping.

      Grant stepped out of the bathroom, a trail of steam following him. He often enjoyed a scalding hot shower. He liked the way the water pelted off his frigid skin. Max suspected the way the water warmed him made him feel human even if just for a few minutes.

      Grant came toward the bed, his oversized bath towel slung low on his hips, revealing every glorious, muscular inch of his abs.

      “I was hoping you would have  joined me in there.” Grant crawled toward Max like a predator getting ready to pounce.

      “I thought after that invigorating session in the reserve you might need a few minutes to regroup. I know how much you enjoy a hot shower.” Max cupped Grant’s chin in his hand when Grant leaned in for a kiss. “I showered down the hall.”

      “You didn’t need to do that.” Grant nipped at Max’s bottom lip. “I never need to regroup after we’re together.”

      “Maybe not physically, but mentally I wanted to give you your space.” Sex could be intense when Max was in a dominating mood. Grant never complained, but Max wanted him to have his own time. They were always together and that worked for Max, but he didn’t want to smother Grant.

      “You’re too thoughtful.” Grant straddled him. “The only space I need is the one that includes you.”

      Max ran his hands along Grant’s stomach, smiling when his length poked through the towel. “Excited?”

      “Eager.” Just as Grant moved in for another searing kiss, the soft footsteps of their new guest could be heard above them. His muscles tensed as he looked up at the ceiling.

      I was wondering how long it would take for our human to distract you.

      “She smells divine, doesn’t she?” Max stroked Grant’s face before placing a chaste kiss on his lips. “The shower heated her blood.”

      “It’s overpowering.” Grant suppressed a growl, but Max heard it deep within his chest.

      “It’s going to take some getting used to especially if we’re not going to feed from her.”

      “We’re not?” Grant inhaled. “I mean, I guess we’re not.”

      “It’s too soon to know what we’re going to do with her.” Max tried to calm Grant with his touch, but with each step Cassie took he grew more impatient. “We’ve never had a food source living in our home.” Max had to consider the possibility that neither of them could handle the temptation.

      “She seems restless. Is she pacing?” Grant slipped off Max’s legs. “Do you think she’s unsettled?”

      “Perhaps.” If these arrangements were going to work, Max would have to be flexible with his lover. He would have to let Grant make the decisions when it came to this human. Max wasn’t sure how that was going to work out since he had always been the one in charge. “This is going to be an adjustment for all of us.”

      Grant nodded as he exhaled. Vampires could go hours without taking a single breath. Grant was taking unnecessary breaths to control his urges. Perhaps a food source in the house, sleeping above them, would be too much for him. Deep down Max knew it wasn’t just her blood Grant was after.

      “Go to her,” Max said.

      “What?”

      “You told her you would once she was settled.”

      “She doesn’t sound settled.”

      “She’s human. They can’t sit still for long periods of time.”

      “She’s anxious. I can sense it.”

      The only way Grant would be able to sense her emotions was if he had connected with her. They were only in one another’s company for a brief time, but Max saw it at the auction house and again in the kitchen. The longer Grant was in Cassie’s presence the stronger their bond would become. It was inevitable.

      “You have my permission to comfort her anyway she needs,” Max reassured him.

      “Why can’t we both go? We could both comfort her.”

      “Because she’s still uneasy around me. I’m sure you can sense that too.”

      “Like you said it’s an adjustment for all of us.” Grant’s voice held an apologetic tone, but Max couldn’t be sure what he was sorry for. Cassie being frightened by Max or that Grant couldn’t control his feelings for her.  “She’ll get used to you.”

      “She’s here because we vowed to take care of her. You’re going to have to do that tonight.”

      “I’ll just go check on her.” He stood from the bed. “I won’t stay long.”

      “Take as long as you need.”

      “I love you.” Grant leaned down and kissed the corner of Max’s mouth. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Max couldn’t deny what was happening between the love of his life and the unfortunate girl who was now under their roof. They were destined to cross paths. Once Max took Grant to that auction house, his lover’s fate was sealed. His creation had finally found his human soul.
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      As Grant walked down the hall to the guest bedroom, he was torn. There was never a reason to leave Max for another. He hadn’t experienced this kind of pull to any other person. Max had always been his fate. His reason for existing. He never doubted that his creator was his soulmate. He still didn’t, but there was another force at play today. One he couldn’t understand, but there he was, standing in the archway of Cassie’s room, fighting a strange battle.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered, but it was too low for human ears.

      Cassie fidgeted by the window for a few minutes before picking up a throw pillow from the chair by the bed. She rearranged it a couple times and then abandoned it completely. As she stared at the huge bed, Grant wondered what she was thinking. Did she not like it? He’d fix it. Get her anything she needed.

      When she reached across the bed to pull the covers back, the tiny blue shorts she wore crept up, revealing the bottom of her backside. In an instant he stood behind her, breathing in her sweet scent. Intoxicating. The blood swished as it coursed within her veins. He had fed not more than an hour ago, but the urge to pierce her soft flesh consumed his every thought. She stepped back, bumping into him. He had startled her, but he couldn’t find the words to excuse his indiscretion. Her heart rate increased as she looked into his eyes. Was she afraid? He wanted to break their connection as he tried to calm his inner demon. Too late. His fangs were already visible.

      “I’m sorry.” He shielded his mouth with his hand. “I’m usually better at controlling it. Today seems to be an off day.”

      “Don’t.” A jolt of energy invigorated him when she placed her warm hand over his and guided it away from his lips. “I don’t mind.”

      “I frightened you.” He tried not to let her aroused nipples, that insisted on straining through her thin shirt, distract him. It wasn’t working.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “I can be extremely quiet.” He dropped his gaze to her tattered t-shirt. “What happened?”  He took the ripped hem of the shirt between his fingers, examining the damage.

      “It’s just old.” She shrugged. “Most of my things are.”

      “Make sure you let Lea know what you need tomorrow.” A stunning woman like her shouldn’t be in old, dingy clothes. How had she ended up in such a situation?

      “That’s very kind of you.”

      “It was Max’s idea.”

      “You two seem very close. Are you and Max... I mean... are you?” She sighed, but didn’t continue.

      “Gay?”

      She nodded.

      “No.”

      “But I thought you two were a couple.”

      “We are.” He motioned for her to sit on the bed. She scooted up and leaned against the headboard. Grant sat on the edge, being careful to give her space. “We don’t label what we are. I was drawn to Max from the moment I saw him. He was a professor at Oxford and I was taking one of his courses. I had never been attracted to another man before. The strange thing was I didn’t question it. I just went with it.”

      “So it was just meant to be? He would be your...” She thought for a moment. “What is he considered?”

      “Maxim is my soulmate, my creator and my true companion.” Max was everything to Grant. “Without him I wouldn’t exist.”

      “You chose this life?”

      “With no apprehension or hesitation. It was my destiny.”

      “That’s really cool.”

      “I think so, but we didn’t use that word back then so...”

      “Your fangs.”

      “What about them?” He laughed as he watched her study his mouth.

      “They’ve disappeared.” When she touched his lips with her fingertip, that strange energy radiated through him again. Almost as if his heart had started beating. That wasn’t possible. Was it?

      “Your touch.” He backed away because he wasn’t sure what to make of it. “It’s electrifying.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” He took her warm hand in his. “It’s just that most humans don’t freely touch my kind. They usually fear us. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she declared with certainty.

      I’m afraid of you...

      [image: ]

      Max lie in bed waiting for Grant to return to him. He couldn’t help but overhear the two of them. Even if he didn’t want to eavesdrop, it couldn’t be avoided. If he went outside he’d still hear them. Perhaps he could put on his head phones and listen to some music to drown out the conversation. Stop putting himself through such torture. He wanted to believe the love he heard in Grant’s voice through the ceiling when his partner spoke of the two of them.

      “Maxim is my soulmate, my creator and my true companion.” Always.

      “Without him I wouldn’t exist.”  I wouldn’t exist without you.

      “You chose this life?” Cassie asked. What choice did he have? What choice did either of us have?

      “With no apprehension or hesitation. It was my destiny.” It’s our destiny or at least I thought it was.

      “That’s really cool.”

      “I think so, but we didn’t use that word back then so...”

      “Your fangs.”

      “What about them.” Grant laughed. You’re so at ease with her.

      “They’ve disappeared.” Because Grant is comfortable now.

      “Your touch.” She touched him? “It’s electrifying.”

      “I’m sorry,” the human apologized. You should be.

      “Don’t be. It’s just that most humans don’t freely touch my kind. They usually fear us. I’ve never felt anything like that before.” I have. Every time you touched me when you were human. It’s how I knew we were made for one another. That you would always be mine.

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      You should be afraid of me, little human.

      Max reached for his headphones, plugged them into his phone and shuffled his classical music playlist. Closing his eyes, he tried to calm himself. Grant was his. He had always been a loyal companion. This human would not come between them. Max wouldn’t allow it.

      

      Oxford, 1895

      Three classes a week for over two months with the handsome younger man, and the older vampire could no longer resist him. He was an eager student who insisted on sitting in the front row. He paid attention, but not just to the lecture that Max had carefully prepared each evening. There was something different in the vibrant human’s eyes. A perception that couldn’t be ignored. Max had been alone for years, waiting, hoping a companion would come to him. No other human had ever intrigued him the way Grant Bellow’s had.

      Grant made sure to ask questions and keep Max in the lecture hall longer than necessary each night. He indulged the student, knowing that some humans were attracted to his kind even if they didn’t understand why. Max secretly wished that Grant knew why.

      As Max made his way down the long, dark corridor of the history building he heard the footsteps that followed him every evening, but never approached him. The human had a curiosity that couldn’t be satisfied because he was too afraid to face it. Grant was drawn to Max. There was no denying it. Max sensed it every time the man stared into his eyes. Max was a patient man. One had to be when they were cursed with immortality.

      Once Max turned the sharp corner and headed toward the wooden doors, Grant’s heart beat quickened. His pulse more rapid than a few moments ago. The blood in his veins heated to a pleasurable temperature. Max had to control the urge to feed. Not yet. Grant should be savored. Taken slowly, carefully in the privacy of Max’s home. No more waiting. Tonight was about beginnings.

      Max used his speed and agility to become the hunter. In a mere second he stood behind Grant who had already decided to abandon his pursuit of Max. The vampire couldn’t take this game they had played night after night. It was time to help the human accept his suspicions.

      “Where are you headed?” Max whispered from behind Grant.

      “What?” Grant whirled around, shock in his expression when he realized it was Max. “How did you...”

      “End up here?” Max finished for him as he stared into the confused man’s face.

      “I was behind you not but a second ago.”

      “Indeed.”

      “But...” Grant’s crystal blue gaze dropped to the floor.

      “Don’t look away,” Max instructed. “That’s not what you want. Is it?”

      Grant shook his head as he slowly met Max’s stare again.

      “You follow me night after night. Your mind is curious, but you don’t know how to approach me.”

      Grant’s breathing became more rapid, the vein in his neck throbbed faster, harder. The scent of his blood wasn’t the only pull for Max. It was the most divine liquid he’d ever encountered, but there was more. A stirring in his body, an unrest in his soul. This human was his.

      “You clutter my every thought. I don’t know why, Professor Avery. I have this uncontrollable urge to be close to you. To be in your presence.”

      “I understand.” The feeling is mutual, but you have to come to me freely.

      “I’m sorry.” Grant looked away again. “I’ve never done anything like this before. I don’t understand why I would act this way.”

      “Not one suspicion?” You’re a smart man. I see the way you study me. Don’t disappoint me.

      “I have several, but none that would be considered rational.”

      “You don’t have to be rational.” Max reached out, holding Grant’s chin and commanded him with his eyes. It was so easy to sway this willing human. The warmth of Grant’s flesh charged through Max, igniting some odd energy. He’d touched many humans through the years, but he’d never experienced anything so invigorating before. “Tell me what you think is happening?”

      “I couldn’t.” When Grant bit the corner of his lip, Max had to control every primal urge within himself. “You’re an educated man. I’d sound like a fool.”

      “The only way you could be a fool in my eyes is by not facing what’s right in front of you.” Max brushed Grant’s cheek with his thumb, seducing him into a confession. “Are you going to tell me or am I going to have to show you?” Max took Grant by the arm and scurried him into a candlelit corner away from prying eyes. “Do you need help believing what you suspect?”

      “Please.” Grant’s breath fluttered across Max’s lips. “I can’t stop what I’m feeling. I need you to convince me I’m not mad.”

      “Very well.”  Max parted his lips, exhaled and showed his fangs. He closed his eyes and waited for the student to run. If he did then Max could put this behind him and go about his lonely life. Of course he’d have to relocate now that he revealed what he was.

      “Stunning,” Grant whispered.

      “Do you still think it’s irrational?” Max opened his eyes and released Grant from his hold.

      “How did I know?”

      “They say a human will find us when the time is right.” Max had found his own creator in the woods among a gypsy camp when he was on an educational expedition. He’d just taken the job at a university and wanted an adventure. Never anticipating the one he’d come across, but that experience gave him a life he wouldn’t trade for anything. Even if he had spent the years alone and wondering what his purpose was.

      “I’m yours?”

      Max nodded.

      “Do you want to drink from me?” Grant swallowed hard. “Is that what happens next?”

      “I want so much more than that, but yes, I crave you.”

      “I want to satisfy you.”

      “Hmm...” Max nodded. “Do you have any idea what you’re saying?”

      “I do.”

      You can’t possibly, but I will teach you.

      “Once I taste you I won’t be able to stop what happens next.” When a vampire indulged in the blood of the one, his true companion, there would be no turning back. “We’ll be connected in ways that are beyond explanation. Beyond our control.”

      “Eternity?”

      “If you so choose.” Not every vampire was destined to live out eternity with their creation. Max’s creator had left him decades ago. He was a nomad and couldn’t be tamed. He wasn’t civilized or educated, and eventually he could no longer hold Max back so he released him from their eternal bond. Unleashing a pain that would stay with him forever. “You can walk away now. We can forget this encounter ever occurred.” Would Maxim come back from that? Time hadn’t healed the void his creator had left, so how could he expect to recover from his human abandoning him as well?

      “I can’t.” Grant tilted his head to the side, focusing on Max’s lips. “I don’t want to walk away.”

      “I had to offer.” Max took Grant’s face between his, pressing his lips to the corner of Grant’s mouth. “Come home with me and I’ll show you how connected we can be. How right you were to follow your instincts. That was no accident.”

      When Max extended his hand for Grant, he took it without any hesitation or apprehension.

      Their story began on that brisk autumn evening in a dark hallway. That wasn’t the night Max turned Grant into a nightwalker. That would come a few years later. Once their adjustment period ended and Max was certain that Grant would be his forever.

      A century isn’t long enough...
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      The sun had set over the lake. It was a dismal day, so Max and Grant emerged from their sleep earlier than normal. Most days they could roam freely inside the house as long as the curtains were drawn and they stayed indoors until dusk. If it was a cloudy or a rainy day they could even go outside before dark, but they tried not to make that a habit.

      Grant sat in the window seat of the study, gazing out at the lake as Max went over the latest numbers of last month’s auctions. The revenue kept them in a comfortable life. Max had been keeper for a long time. In the early days many vampires kept to themselves, not wanting to be exposed, but the world was changing. Vampires weren’t the most secret society anymore. Max and Grant still chose a quiet life. While they mingled with humans they didn’t always reveal what they were if they didn’t have to. Max was old-school and preferred to keep their dealings with humans business like. If they needed something from a human like blood or even travel documents they paid a high price for the human’s service and silence. Max believed that humans feared the unknown and would eventually turn on their kind if the fear was greater than the benefit. That was the historian in him. Grant could accept that the world was changing, but he never cared to change with it. As long as he had Max he was content. Now that the dynamics in their own home were amiss, Grant wondered what changes were in store for them.

      “Why are your thoughts so heavy?” Max turned his chair from the desk to face Grant.

      Max couldn’t read Grant’s mind, but he could feel his emotions because of their connection. There was no use in trying to cover his thoughts.

      “You heard my conversation with Cassie last night.” It wasn’t meant to be a question. Even if Grant hadn’t known that Max could hear everything, he would have surmised that his lover overheard his conversation from the way he took him when Grant returned to their bed. It was as if he was staking an unnecessary claim. Max couldn’t get enough of Grant. He kept repeating that Grant was his.

      “It couldn’t be helped.”

      “I have nothing to hide.”

      “I know that, but you’re conflicted.” Max took Grant’s hand. “You shouldn’t be.”

      “How can you be so understanding about what I’m feeling for her?”

      “Because it’s out of your control.” Max shrugged as if he didn’t care, but it couldn’t be true.

      “So that makes it okay?” Grant hopped off the window seat and paced the study. “I’m battling with my feelings for a stranger. A woman who can’t possibly compare with what I already have with you and you’re fine with it?”

      “What should I do, Grant? Fight your attraction. Tell you that you can’t have her? Forbid you to accept what can’t be denied?”

      “Yes.” Grant whirled around and stared into Max’s eyes. “Am I not worth the trouble of fighting for what we have?”

      “This has nothing to do with me fighting for you. We’re not human. We don’t feel the way they do. We’re primal, instinctual. We take what we want. You want me to fight a battle I cannot win.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying we’ve brought her into our home, you’ve already connected with her. You have to go with it now and we’ll sort it out as we go.” Max got up and walked toward Grant. “It’s all set in motion.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Grant couldn’t deny there was something between he and Cassie, but how could his whole world change in twenty-four hours? “I won’t.”

      “What did you feel when you touched her?”

      “What?” How did he know?

      “Be honest with me.” Max pulled Grant to him. “That’s the only way any of this will work.”

      “I...” Grant kissed Max before continuing because he couldn’t resist the urge. “It was a charge of energy.”

      “Like your heart was beating if only for a moment.”

      “Exactly, but how could you know that?”

      “Because that night so many years ago in that corridor, my heart came to life too.”

      “When you touched me.” Grant closed his eyes and recalled the precise moment when Max took Grant’s chin in his ice cold hand. “I did that to you?”

      “You did.” Max pushed Grant against the wall, pinning him between his rock hard body and the cool brick fireplace. “I know what you feel for this little human. Her call will nag at you. You’ll ache until you give in.”

      “I ache for only you.”

      “Trust me.” Max kissed him hard. “You want me to fight for you?”

      “Yes,” Grant breathed out.

      “I can’t fight what you have to succumb to survive.” Max swirled his tongue inside Grant’s mouth, taking his time to savor him. “But I promise I won’t walk away because I can’t survive without you.”

      “You won’t have to.” Grant twisted his fingers in Max’s hair, forgetting the anxiety and the uncertainty that plagued him all day. “Whatever is happening doesn’t change what I am to you.” If Max understood what was happening with Grant and Cassie then they could find a way to deal with it. To understand it. Maybe even embrace it.

      Max deepened the kiss, but Grant needed him to hear.

      “What we are to one another,” Grant spoke against Max’s lips. “I will never betray what we have together.”

      “I love you,” Max said.

      “Don’t doubt my love for you.”

      Grant ceased talking and gave into the kiss. Making out with his lifelong partner never got old. They would have kept going, but her presence stopped them. Max placed a gentle kiss on Grant’s lips before releasing him and stepping back. They both turned toward the doorway to find Cassie staring at them. She stood frozen, but Grant detected the lust in her eyes.

      “She likes to watch,” Grant spoke so only Max could hear. “Can’t you see it?”

      “I’m sorry,” Cassie said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Maybe we can embrace this...
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      Cassie wandered down the grand staircase and through the foyer. She’d had a long day of shopping with Lea. She’d never seen so many clothes before. She didn’t feel comfortable buying so much, but Lea told her that Max and Grant insisted on it. Cassie tried to get used to the idea of being in the care of two vampires. The thought of never being hungry again hadn’t settled in. That came from years of being in the system. Every time she got comfortable in a home she was yanked out because it didn’t work out or the foster parents couldn’t keep her any longer.

      You’re not a kid anymore. If this doesn’t work out you can survive.

      She heard muted voices in the distance. Her curiosity lead her to the room at the end of the hall. The house seemed to grow colder as she moved closer to the voices. Pulling shut her new gray sweater, she peered into the study, stopping when she saw Max and Grant holding one another. Kissing... touching... wanting...

      They were raw and feral. Arousal swept through her in the most erotic way she’d ever experienced. That sense of belonging came over her as it had in the car the day before. She wanted to be part of what they had. She craved their touch. Before she could step away they stopped their kiss, both turning toward her at the same time. They were in perfect sync. It was as if one couldn’t exist without the other. Her breathing increased, but she couldn’t look away. The appeal to join them overwhelmed her every thought. What the hell? Two strong capable hands roaming her body, making her scream out in pleasure as they took her any way they desired. That was what she wanted.

      “I’m sorry,” she stammered as she tried to come out of her lust induced state. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” The flush in her face heated her cheeks.

      “You didn’t.” Grant took Max’s hand. “We have a hard time leaving one another alone.”

      “We’re not used to having anyone around.” Max’s stare made her tingle as she glanced down at their joined hands. “How was your shopping trip?”

      “Amazing.” She had enjoyed her day with Lea. “Thank you for everything.”

      “We haven’t done anything much,” Grant said. “We promised to care for you. Don’t thank us.”

      “That’s not something Cassie is familiar with,” Max stated. “It will take some time for her to get used to being cared for.”

      How did he know that?

      “I appreciate being here,” she said. “Now that I know I have a place to live.” She glanced at Grant, the blush heating her cheeks when she thought about how he had stayed with her the night before telling her about his and Max’s past. “I thought I should look for a job.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” Grant looked at Max for reassurance. He did that a lot. “You won’t need to work now.”

      “She may not need to,” Max agreed. “But she may want to.”

      “Of course,” Grant said. “I just meant we’re more than capable of providing for her. Isn’t that the purpose of the auction?”

      “Ask Cassie what her expectations were when she put herself up on that block yesterday.” Max stared into her eyes. His gaze was more intense than Grant’s, but no less enticing.

      “Cassie?” Grant’s voice broke her from Max’s trance.

      “Huh?” She swallowed hard, trying to get the image of the two sexy, strong men kissing one another out of her head.

      Grant smiled at Max and then redirected his attention back to her. They were speaking to one another again without her hearing. What are you saying?

      “What were you hoping to gain from the auction?” Grant repeated the question.

      “I needed a warm place to stay,” she admitted. “I didn’t know where my next meal was coming from. That’s how I ended up at Dead Way. I was–”

      “You were where?” Max raised his voice, but Grant stared into his eyes, reining him in.

      “Dead Way,” she softly repeated herself. “I had heard stories about that place. That humans could go there and in exchange they would be paid.”

      “Have you any idea how dangerous that was?” Max asked, the agitation in his tone growing with each syllable.

      “Yes, I mean, no, I don’t know.” Her heart pounded as she tried to explain herself. “I didn’t have a choice. I was hungry and I...”

      “You didn’t have a choice? You subjected yourself to... you don’t want to know.” Max shook his head. “There’s a reason the auction houses are in place.”

      “Max.” Grant’s tone held warning. “She ended up in the auction house. It led her to us.”

      “She was going to allow the bottom feeders to drink from her.” Max let go of Grant’s hand and redirected his attention to her. “Do you know what could have happened to you?” He looked her over. “I don’t see any marks on your neck.” He reached out, tossing her hair to one side. When he touched her he stopped, his face didn’t look as fierce, his expression not as hard as she’d grown accustomed to. “I...” He stepped back, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t appear they fed from you.”

      She shook her head. “No one has. Andrea and Jonathan intercepted me that night and took me back to his home.”

      “No harm was done then.” Grant studied Max. Something was off between them. Cassie had never seen them so disorientated when it came to one another.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Max snapped. “Women like her shouldn’t be there. In a position to get—”

      “Women like me?” Cassie asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Young, innocent, full of false illusions about our kind. It doesn’t work the way it does in those romance novels. We’re not all heroes. Some of us are very dangerous.”

      “You think I was going there to find my soulmate? Like I had nothing better to do?” Cassie challenged him. “I was hungry and alone. The nights were getting colder and I didn’t want to stay in a shelter. Have you any idea what could happened to me in one of those? Humans are dangerous too.”

      “She has a point.” Grant shrugged. “That’s why we keep our distance.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve fallen on hard times, Cassie,” Max said. “But all of that is behind you now. Please take a few days to acclimate yourself to our home and then we can decide what you’ll do next.”

      “My whole life has been full of hard times.” She took a breath, trying not to rehash every sorry memory. “I’m not some innocent. I’ve been on my own for a long time. Obviously you’ve never known what it’s been like to be hungry. I do what I have to do to survive.”

      Take that, Mr. Dominating Vampire!

      She turned and stormed out of the room. How dare he assume she would exchange her blood for money in an attempt for anything other than survival. Not everyone had millions of dollars at their disposal. Not everyone was privileged.
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      “Incredulous human!” Max headed after her, but Grant grabbed his arm forcing him back into the study.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Grant asked. “What has gotten in to you?”

      “Me? She’s the one acting like a child. I only meant to protect her.”

      “Protect her from what?”

      “Barbaric vampires who feed in exchange for money.” The vile thought didn’t sit well with Max. He’d tried to shut that ally down on more than one occasion, but vagrant vampires kept populating it. Vampires who didn’t care where or how they got their next meal.

      “She’s not going back to that horrid place. She doesn’t have to. So scolding her held very little merit. All you did was upset her.”

      “We have auction houses in place so humans don’t have to sell their blood to scum.”

      “Not every human knows that. We can’t exactly advertise it.”

      “I know.” Max pinched the bridge of his nose. “The thought of her, well, it could have ended badly.”

      “You’ve connected with her too.”

      “What? No.” Max was stern because he wasn’t ready to admit what was happening. It was bad enough she was Grant’s human. Max couldn’t complicate matters by lusting after her. “Why would you say that?”

      “I saw what happened when you touched her. Do you think our relationship is so one sided that only you know what I’m feeling?” Max detected the hurt in Grant’s voice. “You don’t think it goes both ways?”

      If Max didn’t need air he might think he was suffocating. Losing control wasn’t something he was used to. He had no idea how he had such a strong attraction to Cassie. Vampires were drawn to one human in a lifetime. One vampire, one human. That was the way it had always been. Max already had his human.

      “Then be honest with me.” Grant took Max’s hand. “What happened when you touched her?”

      I wanted her.

      “I’m not sure.” He sighed. “My feelings are not important at the moment. Please go to her and explain my aggravation over that wretched place.”

      “Why can’t you do it?”

      “You’ve created a bond with her. I see the longing in her eyes when she looks at you. It’s time you followed your instincts. Do what comes naturally.” Max had no choice but to give Grant permission to pursue his feelings. It was the only way Max could ensure that he wouldn’t lose his lifeline.

      “I won’t be with her without you.”

      “I appreciate your consideration for me, but it’s not necessary. I trust what we have. I trust your heart.” Max pressed his lips to Grant’s. “We brought her here to take care of her. Neither of us can do that if you’re apprehensive.”

      “I don’t understand you.”

      “That’s a first,” Max said. “Perhaps it’s a sign.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?” Please drop this.

      “Deliberately pushing me into her arms. If I do end up being intimate with her, you’re going to be right there with me. The way you always are.”

      Could I love this man any deeper? Max wasn’t sure that was something he could witness. “I have to go out,” he lied.

      “Out? Where?”

      “I have business to tend to.”

      “Then I’ll go with you,” Grant said.

      “That’s not necessary.” Max didn’t want to hurt his lover, but what choice did he have? If Max didn’t push Grant in the direction of his destiny it could end badly. For both of them.

      “I don’t like being away from you.”

      “I need you to explore this relationship.” If Grant could be with Cassie, and then come back to Max they could find a way to make whatever this was work. “You have to see if she’s your human on your own. That’s the only way it can play out.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “No.” Max kissed Grant’s jaw, dismissing the conversation. “Apologize for me. Will you?”

      “You can do that on your own.” Grant stepped way, turning toward the door. It wasn’t often Grant put up a fight, but when he did Max knew he could expect a challenge. “When you return from your business.”

      Maxim closed his eyes as Grant quietly left the study. You need to trust me, my love.
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      Grant stormed up the steps and straight to Cassie’s room. If Max wanted Grant to give in to instinct then that was what he would do. If Max didn’t see anything wrong with Grant’s attraction to Cassie then why should he? Because it didn’t feel right. No matter how drawn he was to that human, it wouldn’t be complete without Maxim.

      “Whoa.” Grant stepped around several boxes, packages and shopping bags as he made his way into Cassie’s room.

      She was curled up in the corner of the couch with her knees pulled into her chest. “I’m trying to put it all away.”

      She had changed out of her clothes and now wore a tiny pair of pink cotton shorts and a tight fitting t-shirt. Grant assumed this was her new bedtime attire. He found her to be as irresistible as always.

      “I see you and Lea had a productive shopping trip.”

      “I told her it was too much,” she said. “But she insisted. I don’t need all of this stuff.”

      “When was the last time you went on a shopping spree?” He sat down next to her, resting his hand on her thigh.

      “Umm, never,” she admitted. “Anything I’ve ever bought was out of necessity. Most times I get my clothes at thrift shops and goodwill stores. I haven’t even been to those places in almost a year because I haven’t had any money to spare.”

      “Well, then I’d say you were long overdue for some new clothes.”  He gazed into her eyes, wondering how she had been so unfortunate in her short life? Why had she never been adopted? “Clothes that aren’t secondhand,” he continued. “You deserve new things. Now that you’re here you can have whatever you want.”

      “When I stare into your eyes I know exactly what I want.” She leaned into him. “When you look at me like that I want to...” She bit her bottom lip. “I can’t explain it.”

      “I know.” He should look away, break their connection, but he couldn’t find the strength to do it. “This is all very new for me.” Threading his fingers through her hair, he tilted her face. He controlled the urge to bare his fangs. He’d already done that once in her presence. “There’s only been one person in my life. Betraying him isn’t something I can do.”

      “Why do you have to betray him?” The curiosity in her gaze excited him. There were so many things he could show her. “He brought me here for you. If he was worried that you would betray him, why am I here?”

      “Because I’m drawn to you in ways that I can’t explain.”

      “You were trying to get me to go,” she reminded him. “It was Max who suggested I stay.”

      “He’s very wise.” Max always had a plan, but Grant was usually privy to it.

      “He’s not happy with me,” she admitted.

      “That’s not true.” Grant stroked her hair, moving to rest his palm on her warm cheek. “He prides himself on maintaining a peaceful and trouble free territory. The vampires where your friends found you are vagrants and don’t have much respect for human life. It’s a battle Max has been fighting for years.”

      “I didn’t know it was that dangerous.” She closed her eyes and leaned into his hand. “I just didn’t have many options.”

      “I understand.” He hated to think about her alone and afraid. “I’m glad your friend found you and directed you to the auction house. They led you to me.”

      “I’m causing trouble in your perfect world.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “You’ve been with Max a long time. You love him. I can see how much the two of you mean to one another. When we’re in the same room it’s consuming. It’s almost like I can feel it.” She looked back into his eyes. “It sounds crazy, I know.”

      “What does?” His usually controlled thoughts were racing, images flipping around, phrases swirling in his head. He’d always been so focused, but this woman had him out of sorts.

      “I’ve only known you for twenty-four hours.” She tentatively reached out, but stopped before her fingers reached his cheek. “But I belong here.”

      “You can touch me.” He encouraged. “I won’t bite you.” He grinned. “Not tonight anyway.”

      She traced her fingers along his cheekbone, down to his jaw.

      “Well?”

      “You’re softer than you look.”

      When she trailed her finger over his lips, his body trembled. The urge to taste her was prominent, but other instincts were more persistent.

      “I thought you’d be harder.”

      You have no idea. “My body is durable, built to last the centuries, but I still have human characteristics. It’s how we blend in, but most humans can usually tell what we are.” As the decades past, the human race became smarter, more open to other possibilities.

      “You’re freezing.” She ran her palm along his cheek. “Is that annoying?”

      “Annoying?”

      “I hate being cold.”

      That could create a problem considering he planned to be close to her more often than not.

      “It doesn’t bother me. I can’t really feel it.” He directed her hand back to his mouth so he could kiss her fingertips. “You were telling me you felt like you belong here.”

      “You don’t know my past. I’d like to forget it, but I’ve bounced from home to home. I’m a product of a failed system. I’ve never been comfortable enough anywhere to say I’ve wanted to stay or that I was meant to be in a certain place until now.” She shook her head, anxiety flowing from her veins.

      It pained him to be so in tune with her dire feelings.

      “Why am I telling you this?”

      “Because you’re mine.” He took her face between his hands, guiding her lips to his. “Max told me I needed to explore this on my own, but I didn’t believe him. I still don’t, but I cannot deny there is something very strong between us.”

      “You’re loyal to him. I can’t come between that. I don’t want to.”

      “You’re not going to come between us.” He was certain that nothing would ever tear him and Max apart. They’d been through too much for anyone to break their commitment to one another. “There’s a reason you feel like you belong here. I don’t believe in accidents or coincidences. I’ve been around too long. You were put in my path for a reason. Max thinks it’s because you are my fate. I know the universe isn’t that cruel.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I already have a fate. “I haven’t figured it all out yet.” He pressed his lips to hers because he couldn’t fight it any longer, slowly kissing her. “I’ve wanted to do this from the moment I saw you in the auction house.”

      “Please.” She gripped his biceps, massaging her delicate fingers against his taut muscles. “Don’t stop. No one has ever made me feel like this.”

      He heard her heart rate increase as he kissed her again, this time longer, harder. The heat of her mouth, mingled with the iciness of his. Like the evening before, the space where his heart should have beat, jolted to life, but this time he anticipated it. Kissing her was different from kissing Max. Grant had all the control with her. She surrendered the moment his lips were on hers. Sliding his hands down her cheeks, he smoothed them over her neck and to her shoulders. She moaned when he swirled his tongue along hers. The pressure built in his stomach, dropping lower until it settled in his groin. The ache intensified, but he had to pull back. He vowed to himself nothing would happen with her if Max wasn’t there to share it. As much as he wanted her, something deep inside him told him it wasn’t complete without his creator.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He kissed her jaw, working his way to her ear. “I could kiss you all night.”

      “I won’t object.”

      “You’re so at ease with me.” He brushed a stray hair from her face. “You have been from the moment we met.”

      “I’m safe with you.” She closed her eyes. “I’ve never experienced this kind of security in my entire life, but I’m afraid to trust it.”

      “I’ll always protect you.” He lifted her into his lap, smiling when she curled herself around him and rested her head on his chest. “I read your application you submitted to the auction house. I know you were never adopted.”

      “I came close a couple of times, but it didn’t work out. By the time I was fifteen, I went to a group home where I stayed until I was eighteen. That’s where I meant Andrea. She was never adopted either. We were released around the same time and tried to make it, but two eighteen year olds with no money, no skills and barely an education weren’t going to get very far.”

      The pain in her voice gnawed at him, rendering him helpless. Now he understood why Max lashed out in the study. He wanted to protect Cassie from her past too. He was just as invested in her as Grant was. Silly man. Now Grant had to get him to see it.

      “She met this guy and we went our separate ways. For a while I did okay, but when I lost my job a few months ago it all started to fall apart for me. It was like no matter what I did, I couldn’t catch a break.”

      He rested against the arm of the sofa, propping his legs up and positioning her between them, so her back was to his chest.

      “You’re never going to be alone again.” He played with the ends of her hair. “Max and I will make sure of that.”

      “I don’t understand how your relationship works. You’ve been with him for a long time.” She looked up at him. “Is this considered cheating or do you have an open relationship?”

      “I’m not cheating on him,” he assured her. “He knows I’m with you, but no, we don’t have an open relationship. We’re totally committed to one another.”

      “Before you kissed me you said I was yours.”

      “Vampires find one human that we bond with. Once that happens they are connected forever. The bond can become stronger for different reasons.” He linked his fingers with hers. “If I feed from you I’ll be able to find you, sense when you need me through your emotions.”

      “Max can do that with you?”

      “Yes, he knows where I am and who I’m with at all times.”

      “He knows we’re together right now?”

      He nodded.

      “Does he know you kissed me?”

      “I’m sure he sensed it.”

      “How else can our bond become stronger?” she asked.

      “If we make love then wherever you go I won’t be far behind. My existence will hinder on you.” Grant was already tethered to her. Her emotions were linked to his and he hadn’t even had sex with her or fed from her. How powerful would their bond be then?

      “This happens every time a vampire has sex with a human?”

      “No.” He kissed her hair, breathing in her sweet scent, committing it to memory. “The human has to be a true companion. I’ve been with other humans before. I fed from them and I’ve had sex with them, but none of them ever meant anything to me other than to sustain my life or satisfy a need. Max was all I’ve ever wanted until I saw you.”

      “I don’t understand, a few things, come to think of it.”

      “It’s very confusing for me too, but I’ll try to answer your questions.”

      “You told me Max was your creator. I’m guessing you were his human, his true companion.”

      “I am and I always will be.”

      “So then how did you fall for me?”

      “I had no control over it. I don’t want to control it, but I need to figure out how you fit into my world.”

      “I told you I’ve never felt a sense of belonging, but when I’m with you and Max it’s almost as if this is what has been missing. I thought about it all night after you went back to your room. At first I assumed it was because I had hit rock bottom, I mean, a vampire auction? I had no idea what I was getting myself into.”

      “There are lots of great vampires out there.” He smiled. “I happen to know two.”

      She giggled and he liked the way it sounded.

      “Continue.”

      “I’ve been in and out of many homes. Met different people and families when I was in foster care. Some were good and others not so much. Every time I landed someplace, even when I aged out of the system, I never fit in. I can’t explain it but when I was in the car with you and Max I knew I wanted to come home with you. Maybe I am your human.” She shrugged. “All I know is I want to stay here.”

      “Good.” He wrapped his arms around her.  “Because I don’t want you to leave.”

      “You said you had sex with other humans.”

      “And vampires,” he admitted. “I’m old. I’ve been around a long time.”

      “If Max is your true companion how...”

      “Max and I have an eclectic sex life. When you’ve been together as long as we have you mix things up. We’ve dabbled in some things and invited others to our bed.” They were being so open with one another, but he wasn’t sure now was the time to tell her that he wanted to share her with Max.

      “You’ve been with one woman at the same time?”

      “Sometimes it’s not always a woman. Vampires are sensual and can be attracted to either sex.”

      “That doesn’t bother me,” she said. “Umm, I kind of liked watching you and Max kiss.”

      “I know.” He grinned. “I saw the lust in your expression.”

      “It wasn’t lust, it was curiosity.”

      “Okay.” He laughed. “Maybe we’ll do it again for you.”

      “I’d like it if you kissed me again.” She turned in his arms to face him. “Can we do that?”

      “Most definitely.” He cupped the back of her head and gently brought her to his lips. “I plan to kiss you quite often.”

      “Hmm...” She sighed into his mouth. “You’ll get no complaints from me.”
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      Max readied himself for bed. It was still early by vampire standards. The sun wouldn’t be up for another three hours, but Grant was with Cassie, so Max retreated to his bedroom. When he returned home, he made a few calls concerning that dreaded alley. His team assured him it would be cleaned up by morning. This was the second time this year he had to have the place cleared out. It was a hazard for both humans and vampires. Rogue vampires who preyed on desperate humans never worked out, especially for the human. Max wouldn’t tolerate chaos in his territory. Those types of vampires would either conform to a civilized existence or move to an area that didn’t have the structure he maintained. Many of his kind were adapting to a more peaceful existence with humans. The council had been working on maintaining order for over thirty years in the states. They were seeing less of degenerate vampires, but as with any society there was always an exception.

      “You’re back.” Grant entered the bedroom and went to his closet to retrieve his pajama bottoms. “I’d say I didn’t hear you come in but we would both know that’s not true. I thought you’d come to Cassie’s room when you returned home.”

      “I had to make a few calls.”

      “For work?”

      “Yes and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “You wouldn’t have been a disruption.”

      “Considering I can smell her all over you I beg to differ.”

      “What the hell do you want from me?” Grant yelled.

      “Nothing.”

      Grant glared at Max before heading into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

      “Lovely.” Max slipped into his sweatpants and t-shirt. Turning down the comforter, he waited for Grant to calm down and come back into the room. Max was a patient man, but Grant was a stubborn one especially when angry.

      Thirty minutes later, Grant emerged, fresh from the shower. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to be.” This was a confusing time for both of them. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t yell at me, but I understand you’re frustrated. Most vampires can just go with it when they find their human. You’re conflicted and I’m sorry about that.”

      “Why are you sorry?” Grant crossed his arms over his broad, bare chest. “You’ve been nothing but supportive.”

      “I’m trying to be.”

      “Then why did you leave tonight?”

      “I needed to investigate the vagrants over in that ally. I can’t have them hurting anyone on my watch.” Max could have sent someone else to deal with it, but he wanted to give Grant some space. “I thought it would be best if I left for a bit.”

      “I didn’t sleep with her.”

      “I would know if you had.”

      “And I know that you feel something for her. Just admit it so we can figure out how to deal with this whole situation.”

      “I’m attracted to her,” Max said. “She’s a beautiful woman.”

      “And?” Grant pressed.

      “And nothing.” Max sat on the edge of the bed, trying to push any thoughts of Cassie out of his mind, but he couldn’t deny that when he was with her it was familiar. When he touched her he had experienced the sensation before. A century ago to be exact. “I want you to pursue this. I need you to trust your instincts and go with it.”

      Grant needed to experience everything Max had when he discovered Grant. There was nothing better than a vampire falling for his human. Those memories would stay with him for as long as he survived his immortality. Although without Grant there would be no reason for Max to exist. He had already suffered the abandonment of his own creator. He had lived a lonely and unfulfilled life until Grant came into his world.

      “My instincts are telling me you are withholding something from me.” Grant stood in front of Max. “I can’t keep doing this with you. Cassie has been here one day and I’m drained.” Grant placed his hand on Max’s shoulder. “I don’t care if she’s my human. That doesn’t change anything between us. You’re right, I can’t control what’s happening with her. The more time I spend with her the more attached I become.”

      An ache formed in Max’s chest. In all of his years in existence he’d never heard of a vampire falling for two humans. If a vamp was lucky they found their true companion and lived happily ever after. Nothing should come between them and penetrate a bond that was meant to last forever. Maybe Grant wasn’t his soulmate. Perhaps Max had planted the idea in both of their heads throughout the years because he had wanted more than anything for it to be true. Now Grant had found his real companion in a beautiful, vibrant human woman and Max was trying to interfere by lusting after her. Grant had been too good to him and there was no way he would screw this up for him.

      “Max?” Grant shouted. “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Yes, of course I am.” He had faded out, lost in his own thoughts, but this argument was getting old. “Are you ready for bed?”

      “Am I ready for bed?” Grant paced the room, irritated by Max’s question. “You can’t be serious. You think we’re just going to make love and forget this problem.”

      “We don’t have to make love.”

      Grant stopped moving, standing completely still, he growled at Max. “Are you intentionally trying to hurt me?”

      “No.” That was the last thing Max wanted to do. “I don’t want to fight with you at all.”

      “Then don’t.” Grant moved toward him again. “Let’s go to her room and tell her what we want. We can be honest and open. My way works better than yours.”

      Before Max could answer the patter of quiet footsteps graced the hall. “It looks like she’s coming to us.”

      “Good.” Grant nodded. “You always say to trust you, but now you’re going to have to trust me.”

      “Why are you being so insistent when it comes to this subject?” Max asked.

      “Because I know I’m right.” Grant turned in the direction of the door just as Cassie appeared.

      “I don’t want you to fight.” She stood in the doorway, her hair tussled and her face flush from sleep. Her voice was soft, apprehensive.

      Max inhaled a sharp, unnecessary breath at the sight of her.

      “Not because of me,” she said. “Please.”

      “Cassie.” Grant ran his fingers through his hair as he took her in, lingering a few moments before looking away. “We didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I should leave here,” she said in an uncertain voice. “I’m causing too much trouble. I’ve been in too many houses to know when there’s a problem. When I don’t belong.”

      “Fix this,” Grant pleaded so only Max could hear. “I don’t want her to go.”

      This girl was observant. If she left their problems would be solved. They could go back to their normal life. But the life he shared with Grant would be forever changed because of a fleeting moment with a human. Max didn’t want her to go either.

      “You don’t have to go,” Max said because he wouldn’t allow Grant to suffer. “This is my issue, not yours.”

      “There shouldn’t be an issue.” Cassie hesitantly took a step inside their bedroom. “I mean, it’s not Grant’s fault that he... we...”

      The flush in her face darkened, heating her blood, making her scent strong. Too strong for Max to handle.

      “Get her out of here,” Max spoke only to Grant. “I haven’t fed.”

      “No, I won’t let you hurt her.” Grant continued their private conversation as Cassie observed, but couldn’t hear what they were saying. “Let’s settle this right now. You want her just as much as I do.”

      “It doesn’t make it right.” Max gritted his teeth.

      “Stop talking so I can’t hear you,” she demanded, placing her fist on her slender hip.

      A feisty one.

      Grant smiled.

      “Sorry.” Grant took her hand, leading her further into their bedroom. “It’s an old habit.”

      What was he doing? This was their sanctuary. The few times they had taken someone home they always used a spare bedroom. No one, except for their housekeeper, had ever entered their room.

      “Max and I are not fighting,” Grant said as he pulled her close to him. “We’re having a difference of opinion.”

      “Because of me,” she said.

      “No.” Max couldn’t take his gaze away from her. Why was it so easy for Grant to touch her? He hadn’t fed either. Where was his control coming from? “I’m sorry if I made you feel unwelcome in our home. That was never my intention. Whatever is happening here between you and Grant, well, it’s all very new for us. You can only come between us if I allow it. That’s what I’m trying to tell Grant. I’ll accept whatever relationship the two of you choose to have. Although choice has nothing to do with what is occurring.” His fingers twitched when he thought about stroking her skin, touching every inch of her flesh, claiming her. Lord, please stop these thoughts.

      “What Maxim is failing to tell you is that he is drawn to you as well.” Grant guided Cassie to stand between the two men. Her back was to Grant and her wide, curious eyes trying to look anywhere but into Max’s impatient gaze. “That’s why we’re arguing. Not because of what you and I shared in your bedroom.”

      Cassie raised her gaze, staring directly into Max’s eyes and whispered, “Is that true?”

      “Yes.” He broke contact with her and stared at Grant, speaking for only him. “I’m drawn to her. I want her just as much as you do.” Saying the words had a freeing affect. “When I touched her in the study I felt a jolt. The only other time I felt that was...”

      “With me,” Grant finished for him.

      Max nodded.

      “Why can’t you just embrace this?” Grant asked as he wrapped his arms around Cassie’s waist, nestling his lips against her hair.

      “Hmm...” she moaned when Grant kissed her neck.

      Max showed his fangs as he watched his lover kiss another, but Grant continued to indulge in her, lifting the hem of her tank top, he caressed the creamy skin of her flat stomach. With each of her short breaths her chest rose as her nipples hardened in response to Grant’s exploration.

      “Cassie,” he whispered. “I want you, but not without Max.” He slid his hands higher, cupping her breasts. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she breathed out.

      When Max stepped forward, Cassie looked at him. Her eyes filled with lust, but he sensed her fear. He retracted his fangs, resisting the urge to touch her. “You’re frightened by me.”

      She swallowed hard.

      “What is it?” Grant removed his hands from under her shirt and rested them on her hips. “Maxim won’t hurt you.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said as she held Max’s stare. She was a bold one.

      He could have looked away, but she would be more honest if he kept her gaze.

      “I’ve never been with... I don’t have much experience.”

      “Are you...” Grant tried to be polite. “Have you ever?”

      “I’m not a virgin,” she said. “But two men. That’s new for me.”

      Relief washed over Max when he realized she wasn’t afraid of him. Balling his hand at his side, to remind himself not to touch her, he said, “It’s not for everyone.”

      “I’m not saying it isn’t for me.” She leaned her head against Grant’s shoulder. “I know you’ve been torn over what’s happening here, and maybe I’m more at ease with Grant because he’s been open with me, but I’m attracted to both of you. That scares me.”

      “Don’t be scared.” Grant kissed her neck. “We’re going to take very good care of you.”

      “Like I said, I don’t have a whole lot of experience when it comes to sex.”

      When Max’s cock twitched as he thought of the possibilities, Grant gave him a scolding look. Max ignored him.

      “Not to mention the fact that I’ve never been with a vampire, much less two at the same time.” She placed her hand over her eyes. “Why am I telling you all of this?”

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” Grant said. “Humans have a way of opening up to our kind. We have a strange influence over you.”

      “Oh, well that’s embarrassing in itself, isn’t it?” She looked down at the floor. “I’m not saying I don’t want to be with you both, but you might be disappointed with me.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Grant said.

      “It’s too soon for this conversation.” Max motioned to the sitting room off their bedroom. “Perhaps we should get to know Cassie a bit more.”

      “Everything there is to know about me is probably in the papers you took from the auction house,” she said.  “I’m not very mysterious. Not like the two of you.”
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      Cassie looked between Grant and Maxim. They were speaking to one another but she couldn’t hear them.

      “I can tell when you’re speaking to one another,” Cassie informed them. “I can read it in your facial expressions and sometimes Grant gestures with his hands.”

      “It’s interesting that you can tell at all.” Max motioned toward the sitting room just off the bedroom. “You’re very observant.”

      Grant led her to the chaise lounge as Max turned on the gas fireplace. Grant sat down, leaning against the back of the chair he extended his hand for her. She craved the closeness of him. She’d fallen asleep in his arms once already that evening. When she awoke she was in her bed alone and had heard the arguing coming from their room.

      “You left me.” She cuddled next to him, recalling she had fallen asleep on the couch. “You put me to bed.”

      “I stayed with you after you fell asleep, but I thought you’d be more comfortable in your bed.” Grant watched as Max tended to the fireplace. When he finished, he took a seat on the sofa across from them. “Why are you all the way over there?” Grant asked. “We’re never that far apart.”

      “I’m not but three feet from you,” Max replied.

      “It’s three feet too far.” Grant held out his hand. “Sit with us.”

      Max didn’t move, but Cassie wanted him close too. The thought of being with two men intrigued her, but Max was right, she’d have to go slow, and let them lead the way.

      “Please,” she said. “I’d like for you to sit with us.”

      “How can I resist such a request?” Max got up and sat on the edge of the chair, taking Grant’s hand and giving it a squeeze. The tension between them had decreased, putting her at ease and reinforcing her sense of belonging.

      “I told Grant I like being here,” she said. “I feel at home and that’s new for me.”

      “I’m glad that Grant intercepted you on that auction block.” When he smiled, his prominent jaw softened. He was definitely the alpha of the pair, but Max had a gentle side and Grant seemed to pull it out of him. “I’m sorry that you had fallen on such hard times that you ended up there, but you’ll see that it will be beneficial for you.”

      “It’s only been a day,” Grant said. “But have you given any thought to what you might like to do?”

      “I have a few applications in at some restaurants. Now that I don’t have to worry about finding a place to sleep I can focus on getting a job.” She snuggled deeper into Grant’s chest. “Maybe I can go check out those places and see if they have any openings.”

      When Max looked at Grant she sensed the displeasure on his face.

      “You’re doing it again,” she said. “What is it that you need to say that you can’t say in front of me?”

      “Sorry.” Grant stroked her hair. “We’ll try not to.”

      “You don’t have to work in a restaurant,” Max said. “The purpose of going to the auction house was to better yourself. We’ll provide anything you need.”

      “You weren’t at the auction house to find a companion,” she reminded him. “Technically you owe me nothing and what’s wrong with being a waitress?”

      “Nothing,” Grant assured her. “What Max means is, perhaps you’d like to further your education. Have you thought about college?”

      “Umm, no.” School wasn’t her thing. She’d never been very good at it. “Surviving has been my priority the past five years.”

      “My point,” Max said. “Now you don’t have to worry about anything. We’ll take care of your needs so you can focus on figuring out what you’d like to do with yourself. The fall semester is underway, but we could look into some on line courses or decide if you’d like to attend classes in January. We’ll have to start the application process, but I’m sure I can get your records.”

      “No.”  When she sat up, Grant moved with her. “I can’t go to college.”

      Max studied her face, neither one saying a word, not even to the other in their secret way. The silence unsettled her.

      “Education isn’t really my thing.” She shrugged. “I’m not that good at it.”

      “College is a different experience from high school,” Grant said. “Or so I’ve read. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in school. You might like college.”

      “An Oxford student and his professor probably liked college.” She t really wanted to change the subject. “Can I think of something else to do?”

      “You’ll have more options with a higher education,” Max told her. “I think you should consider it.”

      “I can’t go to college because I don’t have a high school diploma.” What would her new academic-type friends think about that? “You never wanted to take a human home from an auction and now you’re stuck with a high school dropout who can’t even get a job at the local bar.”

      “That’s not how we see you,” Max said. “We may not have intended to take a human into our home, but now that you’re here we are totally committed to helping you. That’s the point of the auction. You provide us with companionship and we’ll provide you with whatever you need.”

      “You don’t really need companionship,” she reminded him. “You guys were doing fine without me.”

      “That may have been true two days ago.” Grant leaned back against the chair, taking her with him. “But now that you’re here things have changed.”

      “I agree.” Max nodded.  “I’m not going to lie, I’m still apprehensive about how this will all play out–”

      “Max?” Grant’s muscles tensed beneath her.

      “We have to be honest for this to work,” Max said. “Our life is new to Cassie. We’re not used to having someone else in the house. Her needs come first.” Max gave Grant a pointed look before looking back to Cassie. He wasn’t just in control in the bedroom. Cassie quickly learned Max was in charge of everything. “We have many resources and endless funds. You should take advantage of that. I was a professor in another life.” He smiled at Grant. “A pretty good one.”

      “If you do say so yourself.” When Grant laughed Cassie relaxed. She’d been on edge since she came to then and now being in the same room with the two of them startled her and not because they were vampires.

      “Grant was very intrigued with me,” Max confirmed, and Cassie wanted to hear about their history. How they found one another and became soulmates. “My point is I can help you get your diploma. I’ll help you prepare for your GED and when you’re ready you can take the test.”

      “I’ve looked into it before, but I haven’t had the resources.” School had been a disaster for her. She bounced from place to place and never really found her groove. “I left the group home when I turned eighteen and decided school wasn’t for me. I didn’t finish my senior year, but I’ll admit I wasn’t passing anything when I left.”

      “Let Max help you,” Grant said as he moved his cool lips along her neck, igniting a fire inside her belly. “He’s very good.”

      So are you.

      She liked when Max watched. A thrill coursed through her, creating a desire she couldn’t tame. As Grant kissed her neck, his hands skimming her hips, she couldn’t take her gaze away from Max. His eyes darkened in response. When he moved closer, the anticipation of having both of their hands on her became too much. Her breathing picked up as she whispered, “Please.”

      “Please what?” Max asked, his lips were inches from hers. “What do you want?”

      “Both of you,” she said as she arched her body.

      “You’re influenced by our presence.” Max’s cool breath caressed her mouth. “Intoxicated by our touch.”

      Who wouldn’t be?

      She closed her eyes when Grant trailed his fingers under her tank top. When he shifted his waist beneath her his erection grazed her back. She reached back and wrapped her arms around his neck, thrusting her breasts toward Max.

      “Grant.” Max ran his lips down her jaw and to her neck, licking her throbbing vein. “You need to take her back to her room.”

      “Why?” She moaned when Grant brushed his fingers over her nipple. “I want this.”

      “Max is right.” Grant withdrew his hands from underneath her shirt and sat up. “Neither of us has fed tonight.” He turned her to face him as Max left the room. “We need to do that before the sun comes up.”

      She looked back, wondering where Max had gone. His absence left her wanting, needing. She hadn’t experienced that earlier in the day, but now she couldn’t imagine being away from him.

      “Look at me.” Grant guided her face back to his gaze. “Hungry vampires can be out of control and unpredictable. We can’t take that chance with you.”

      “Drink from me.” She tilted her head back, trembling over what she had offered. “I can do that for you.”

      “Sweet girl.” When he stroked her neck she tried to calm her nerves. “That’s a generous offer, but not tonight.” He stood from the couch, swooping her up and carrying her out of the room. “We’ve accomplished so much this evening.”

      “Max?”

      “Precisely.” He kissed her temple as he took her to her bedroom. “You’re connecting with him too. I sense it.”

      “I don’t like being away from him.” She touched Grant’s mouth. “What does that mean?”

      “You belong to both of us.” He pulled back the comforter and placed her in her soft, inviting bed. “You’re ours, Cassie.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’ll never be alone again.”

      A strong wave of exhaustion swept over her. It was sudden, unexpected almost manipulated.

      “I need you to sleep now.” He pressed his lips to hers. “Close your eyes.”

      She didn’t want to sleep, but she couldn’t fight it.

      “I belong.” Her eyes fluttered, darkness cloaking the room. Sleep found her much faster than usual. As she fell into a deep slumber images of her two protectors filled her mind.
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      The aroma of coffee seeped into Cassie’s consciousness as she opened her eyes. Rolling to her side, she squinted at the clock. Three minutes past noon. She stretched, trying to remember the last time she’d slept so late. The house had been quiet, the bed comfortable and the temperature warm and desirable. Nothing at all like what she had grown accustomed to. Sleeping in cars, under bridges and in abandoned houses with no heat made for some cold nights.

      “Good morning,” Lea said as she set a tray down on the bed. “I trust you slept well.”

      “Really well.” Cassie sat up, taking in the beautiful display on the tray. Coffee, juice, fruit and yogurt. “This is for me?” She reached out and caressed the pink rose resting in a small crystal vase.

      “Grant instructed me to include the rose.” She unfolded a linen napkin and handed it to Cassie. “He’s quite smitten with you.”

      “He’s sweet.” She glanced out her bedroom door and to the sitting room. “I guess they’re still asleep?”

      “They usually emerge around five unless it’s a rainy day then we could expect them by three.”

      “Oh.” Cassie noted the strong stream of sun invading her window. Disappointment dominated her emotions when she realized it could be another five hours before she saw them.

      “Don’t worry,” Lea said. “I’ll keep you busy.”

      Cassie popped a blueberry into her mouth, giving the kind woman a curious look.

      “Max has asked me to accompany you to the salon today.”

      “Salon?”

      “Yes, we’re getting manicures, pedicures, haircuts and whatever else you’d like. He thought you’d enjoy the experience.”

      “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

      “Then eat your breakfast. We’re leaving in half an hour. I would have woke you sooner, but you were dead to the world. If I didn’t know better I would have thought you were a vampire.”

      “I think I had some assistance with sleeping. Is that something Grant can do?”

      “He can do all sorts of things, but he’s very good at knowing what a person needs and when they need it,” she said. “He’s very in tune to feelings.”

      “And Max?”

      “He’s very good at taking care of Grant.” She picked up the throw pillow that had fallen off the bed and tossed it on the chair. “He’s good at being in charge. His job as keeper is very stressful. Grant keeps him grounded.”

      “They’re perfect for one another.” Cassie couldn’t help but wonder how she was going to factor into their lives. She hated to think this was yet another mismatched placement for her. Stop it! You’re not in the system anymore. This isn’t a foster home.

      “What’s wrong?” Lea pulled her from her unpleasant thoughts.

      “Nothing.” Cassie picked at the food on her plate.

      “If you’re worried about something maybe I can help ease your mind.” Lea sat on the edge of the bed. “I was in your place once.”

      “What do you mean?” Cassie looked up at her.

      “Many years ago,” she said. “I was in a situation much like yours. I was living on the streets. I had no money and no job. I didn’t know what I was going to do or how I was going to live.”

      “What happened?”

      “I had heard rumors of the auction house on the streets. We were expecting a huge winter storm. Several feet of snow. I wouldn’t survive another night outside so I put myself on the block. The vampire community saved my life.”

      “You didn’t stay with your vampire?”

      “No.” She looked down at her hands, lost in a distant memory. “Anton was great. An amazing man. I stayed with him for several years, and made some fantastic friends. That’s how I met Max and Grant. Anton wanted to travel the world, but I wanted to stay here.”

      “So you weren’t his true companion?”

      “No, but we were very compatible.” She winked. “He wanted a vampire companion and I wasn’t willing to become one. He made sure I was well cared for when he left and I’m very happy taking care of your two vampires.”

      “My vampires?”

      “Trust me,” Lea said. “I know them well. If they both didn’t want you here you wouldn’t be here. If you’re worried about how you’re going to fit in I wouldn’t. They’re taken with you.”

      “Grant maybe, but Max is harder to read.” She thought Max was coming around last night, but he didn’t seem as interested as Grant. He left so abruptly that she wondered what she had said to make him go.

      “That’s just Max.” Lea nodded. “He’s guarded. His whole purpose is taking care of Grant, and now you’ve thrown his world into a frenzy.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “It’s a good thing.” Lea stood from the bed. “As I said the other night, let everything fall into place. You’re here for a reason. You’ll see.”

      “Okay.” Cassie took a sip of the strong smelling coffee. “I’m excited to go to the salon. Maybe I need a makeover.”

      “Ah, sweetie, you’re perfect, but a little pampering might make you feel better.” She drew the curtains back, letting the sun shine in. “I don’t get to do that often in the main house during the day. It’s nice having you here.”

      “I’ll be ready in a bit.” Cassie stretched as she let the heat that streamed in hit her face. She wondered if Max and Grant missed the warmth of the sun.
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      Grant made his way down the large staircase leading to the foyer. He’d had a restless sleep, not an easy task for a vampire. Usually once they sealed the room as the sun began to rise he had no problems falling into a deep, uninterrupted sleep, but last night was different. After he put Cassie to bed, and left instructions for Lea, he couldn’t settle his mind. Max couldn’t either. Instead of making love, like every other night, the two fell into a conversation of ‘what-if’s’. Even after the time the two of them had spent in their bedroom with Cassie, Max still had his apprehensions. Grant decided he was just going to let things play out. He was devoted to Max and would never let anything or anyone come between them. Max was going to have to realize that eventually.

      Max hurried into the room, his face buried in the afternoon’s mail.

      “Anything important?” Grant motioned toward the stack of envelopes.

      He shook his head as he tossed the mail down on the foyer table.

      “Lea and Cassie had an early supper while we slept.”

      “Good.” Max nodded. “Are you suffering much from not feeding the natural way?”

      “The reserve serves a purpose but we haven’t fed from a warm body in a few days. I’d be lying if I said I was satiated.”

      “That and your lack of sleep today isn’t the best thing for you.”

      “Did I disturb you much?”

      “You never disturb me,” Max said. “I just don’t like to see you so torn.”

      “I’m not torn. She’s here for both of us. I’m certain of it.”

      “Regardless, I need to know–” Max’s breath caught in his throat as he lost his focus when Cassie came down the staircase.

      “Berries,” Grant murmured. “She smells like berries.”

      “She’s exquisite.” Max’s gaze followed her delicate form as she took the last step and stood in the foyer.

      As she awkwardly shifted her feet, Grant took in her appearance. The gray dress accentuated her subtle hips, the skirt stopping just above her knees as the black riding boots graced her long, fit legs. All of her new clothes suited her, but this ensemble was more remarkable than anything he’d seen her in so far, even more appealing than the yellow dress that had captivated him the night they had first met. This dress dipped low, revealing every inch of her long, flawless neck. Biting his lip, he suppressed the need to reveal his fangs. Max took his hand and quietly spoke for only Grant to hear.

      “Touch her.”

      Grant didn’t hesitate as he moved toward Cassie, reaching for her waist he pulled her to him, obeying Max’s request. She gasped at his abruptness, but he couldn’t help himself. “You look amazing.” He ran his fingers through her soft, mahogany curls before caressing her cheek. “Did you enjoy your day at the spa?”

      “I’ve never been to one before.” She focused on Grant’s mouth. “I got a pedicure.” She let out an adorable little giggle like a princess in one of those cartoons. It was pleasant to see her stress free, letting her guard down and not looking like she carried the weight of a thousand bricks on her shoulders. “Thank you for providing the day.” She looked at Max. “It was more than I could ever have imagined.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Max’s words lingered in the air, adsorbing the sudden quietness that filled the room.  “You seemed like you needed a day of relaxation.”

      Cassie was guarded in their presence. That was her human compulsion. Smart girl. Vampires were calculated creatures, but every so often they could snap and their animalistic instincts could kick in. That was why Max was so controlled. One of them had to be when dealing with a warm, supple human who would give in to their every desire at the slightest request.

      “Kiss her,” Max said for only Grant’s trained ears without taking his attention away from the stunning woman waiting for one of them to speak. “I want to watch.”

      Grant traced his thumb down Cassie’s cheek and to her throat, taking his time to indulge in her soft flesh. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered as he stroked her hair. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      Grant pressed his lips to the corner of her mouth, darting his tongue out to part the seam of her lips, taking his time, listening as her heart beat pounded erratically in her chest. As he deepened the kiss, Max stepped close enough for his breath to dance along Grant’s neck. The thought of both Max and Cassie so close drove him wild with primal need. Cassie sighed into Grant’s mouth as she gripped his biceps, pressing herself against his chest, taking him with an eagerness he hadn’t expected. The things the three of them could do clouded his thoughts. Images of Cassie naked and bound as Max worked her into delirium made him hard. Would she let them explore her fragile body? Allow them to take liberties no man had ever dared with her?

      “She tastes like berries too.” Grant spoke to Max as he stared into Cassie’s eyes. “Don’t you want to see for yourself?”

      “Not tonight.” Max went toward family room. “Tonight she’s yours.”

      “What?”

      “You said you didn’t want to do this without me.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Are you two speaking to one another again?” Cassie asked, causing Grant to lose his focus. “What are you saying?”

      “Maxim wants to watch us.” Grant took her hand. “But I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Let him.” She took a deep breath before pressing her luscious lips together. “I want to be with you. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

      “There you go.” Max opened the large, wooden doors that concealed the massive room.

      Once the three of them entered the space, Cassie gasped at the numerous candles illuminating the room. The fireplace crackled, providing more light as Grant took in the pillows and soft throw that were carefully placed in front of the hearth. The normally closed drapes were pulled back giving them a beautiful view of the well landscaped backyard. The October moon shone down, creating shadows along the path that led to the pool.

      “You did this?” Grant asked Max as he took in the room.

      Max nodded.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want this for you.”

      Grant led her into the family room as Max followed closely.

      “It’s beautiful in here.” She let go of his hand and dropped in front of the fireplace. Her long, dark hair tumbled over her shoulders as her creamy flesh glowed in the light. She rubbed her hands in front of the fire. In the few days she’d been here she looked happier, healthier and content. When she glanced over her shoulder, she flashed him a flirty grin before threading her bottom lip between her teeth.

      Grant released a low growl, realizing it would be difficult to tame his feral side.

      “Don’t keep her waiting,” Max said. “Her arousal is very distracting.”

      “Join us.” Grant took Max’s hand, drawing him closer. “I know you want to.”

      “Not tonight.” Max squeezed Grant’s hand as he kissed him. As always, the connection was strong and forceful just the way Grant craved. When Max broke the kiss, he held Grant’s gaze. “I want you to do this.”

      Grant shook his head, trying to look away, but Max’s influence was too strong. Max was manipulating him.

      “As your creator, I’m telling you to make love to her.”

      “You’re going to pull that card?” It was too late. Grant had no choice but to do as Max requested. Not that what he asked was a hardship. Grant wanted her.

      “I believe I already did. It’s the only way you’re going to let go and do what you need to do.” He let go of Grant and took a seat on the couch, his eyes now locked on Cassie. She had removed her boots, and stretched out her silky legs. He noted her freshly polished pink toenails matched her perfectly manicured fingernails.

      Grant wouldn’t argue as he joined her on the floor. Kneeling in front of her, he pressed his palm to her cheek and twisted his fingers in her hair.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” she whispered.

      “Do you think you could just go with it?” He kissed the corner of her mouth. “You said you wanted to be with me. Is that still true?”

      “Very much.” She sat up on her knees and faced him. “More than I’ve ever wanted to be with anyone.”

      “I understand.”

      “Is this what you meant when you told me you wanted Max when you first saw him?” She traced her fingers over his lips, her touch releasing a slew of emotions. “It’s a yearning. I can’t stop.”

      “It will never stop,” he admitted. “They’ll be times when you’ll be sated.” He lowered the zipper at the back of her dress, kissing her neck as he slid it from her shoulders. “Times when I can fill you completely.”

      “You do that.”

      “They’ll be other times when you’ll lose your mind until we can be together again.” He traced his fingers along her bare breasts, suppressing another growl as her nipples hardened. Reaching for the hem of his shirt, he tugged it over his head and tossed it aside.

      She held out a shaky hand as she took in Grant’s bare chest. His sensitive hearing allowed him to experience her heart rate increase as the blood swooshed through her veins.

      “You can touch me,” Grant encouraged as he took her hand and pressed it to his chest. The exact spot where his heart used to beat. That strange surge of electricity coursed through him, making him feel alive... human.

      “You’re perfect.” She trailed her hand down his chest, swiping her fingers along his abs.

      Grant glanced up as Max moved to the edge of the couch. His fangs were exposed and his eyes were full of desire.

      “Join us,” Grant spoke to Max. “Please.”

      Grant lost his focus when Cassie slipped out of her dress, leaving her in a tiny pair of black satin panties. Max’s desire increased, hitting Grant with a double dose of lust. He was aware of everything around him as Max and Cassie called to him.

      “Take her,” Max instructed. “Make her yours as I have made you mine.”

      Grant guided Cassie to lie back on the pillows Max had set up for this anticipated show. Grant wondered how long it took Max to decide that tonight would be the night. Cassie looked up at Grant, her wide, eager eyes bringing him in with each breath she drew.

      Grant unbuckled his belt and undid the button on his pants before lowering himself onto Cassie. Her soft, hot skin pressed against his cold frame, but she didn’t seem to mind as he kissed her neck. Grazing his lips along her throat, he slipped his hand inside her panties. She arched and hitched a leg over his hip as he pushed his fingers inside her. Pressing his tongue along the pulsing vein on her neck, he stilled, taking a moment to concentrate. Max hadn’t fed from him the first night they were together. He had waited until Grant was ready. He could do the same for Cassie.

      “Ahh...” she moaned when he squeezed her breast, taking it into his mouth.

      Swirling his tongue around her nipple, he continued to please her with his fingers. Gliding them in and out of her wet heat as she rocked in time with him. The scent of her arousal drove him wild with lust. He licked a path between her breasts, going lower until he was between her legs. He could taste her this way.

      “Grant,” she mumbled. “Please...”

      “Is this what you want?” He bunched the sheer material of her panties and ripped them from her, causing her to gasp as Max let out a low roar. Grant sensed him move closer to them. He was no longer on the couch, but now on the floor behind them.

      “Yes.” Cassie lifted her pelvis, offering herself to Grant as she stared over his shoulder, focusing on Max.

      He leaned forward, licking her inner thigh, concentrating on the femoral artery. He scraped his fangs over it, contemplating sinking into it. He took a few unnecessary breaths, trying to get himself under control but his inner demon was winning. The urge to drink from her was more powerful than his growing desire for this incredible creature who had trusted him to care for her. All it would take was a quick pierce of her tender flesh, he thought as he pushed his fingers inside her opening.

      “Focus.” Max’s voice was barely above a whisper. “If you bite her now she’ll fear you. She isn’t expecting it.”

      “The urge is too strong.” He trailed his tongue along the vein as he fingered her. “I have to taste her.”

      “There are other ways to taste her,” Max reminded him. “Right now she craves you. Look at her.”

      Grant leered between her thighs to find her touching her breasts. She writhed on the floor waiting for him to claim her.

      “She aches for you, Grant.” His cool breath caressed the nape of his neck. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Grant trailed his lips up her thigh and to her sex.

      “Mmm...” she quietly moaned when he spread her open, tasting her arousal. Her legs quivered as she moved her hips in sync with him. She dropped her hand to her side, gripping the blanket beneath her. “Oh!” She arched off the floor, thrusting her waist into his face. Gliding his hands under her backside, he squeezed her as he pushed his tongue deeper. Her legs tensed just before she spiraled into her climax, gripping his shoulders and letting go.

      He didn’t give her much time to recover as he quickly removed the rest of his clothes at a speed only a vampire could possess. As she tried to catch her breath, he lowered himself onto her.

      She opened her eyes and giggled. “Hi.”

      “I need you.” He hitched her leg over his hip.

      “I think I’ve always needed you.”

      Without another word they were one. She held onto him as he slipped inside her, stilling for a moment to make sure she was okay. Kissing her softly, he spoke against her lips. “I’ll never leave you.”

      As he made love to her, he was acutely aware that Max was inches from him taking in every word he said, feeling every emotion Grant emitted. It couldn’t be helped. Cassie called to him and Grant had no choice but to answer her plea.

      The time went in slow motion as he thrust in and out of her, craving more with each second. She ran her hands down his back, caressing his hard form, exploring his muscles with her wispy touch. He responded by kissing her passionately, as he gently gripped her hips being careful not to apply too much of his inevitable strength.

      Sitting back on his heels, he pulled her to sit in his lap never breaking their union. He could take her for hours but he had to be responsible. She’d need rest. Kissing her neck as he swirled his finger over her nipple, she wrapped her legs around his waist.

      “I want to be closer.” She held him tight as she rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I know.” He ran his fingers through her hair. “I can’t get enough of you either.”

      She clenched around him as her breathing turned to panting. Grasping his biceps, she kissed his neck, working her way to his jaw. He took her face between his hands and kissed her.

      “Grant.” She shuddered hard as she let go. Her warm release coated his length as he pushed into her tight sex.

      Resting her on the pillows, he lifted up onto his forearms as he stared into her eyes, concentrating on their connection. Now that he had bonded with her in such an intimate way there was no turning back.

      “God.” He closed his eyes, tossed his head back and let out a primal growl as he came inside her. Collapsing onto her, he rolled her to her side so they could face one another. He caressed her cheek, kissing her gently. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve never been better.” Her eyes were filled with happiness. “I wish I could express how much being here, being with you means to me.”

      “I understand completely.” She didn’t have to explain anything. “The life you knew before me is over. You’ll never experience that pain again. I promise.”

      Max had left through the patio doors a few moments before. Grant hadn’t sensed anything but approval from his partner, but it hadn’t been easy for Max. Grant would find a way to make this work for all three of them.
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      After another hour of making love, Grant carried Cassie upstairs and helped her get ready for bed. He always knew what she needed. His attentive nature was addictive. She’d never experienced such compassion.

      “Tonight was...” The heat burned her cheeks. “Really good.”

      “I hope it was better than good.” He pulled the comforter over her and kissed her forehead. The coldness of his touch wasn’t as biting as it was a few days ago. Now when his flesh connected with hers it was warm. Everything about him made her temperature rise.

      “You’re going to make me tired now, aren’t you?”

      “I can assist you with falling asleep.” He brushed his fingers along her cheek. “There’s a peacefulness to you when you sleep. I have a feeling you’ve never slept so soundly before.”

      “From an early age I learned to sleep with one eye open it seemed.” When had she ever had such peace of mind? Never. “I’m safe here. I’ve never had this kind of security. It’s hard to sleep when you have to constantly be aware of your surroundings.”

      “I’m glad you finally found that security.” When he stared into her eyes, hers got heavier. “You’ll always be safe with me.”

      “How do you get me to sleep?”

      “I have many talents.” His sexy lips curved into the most inviting smile. “I’m good at reading people. Of course, it’s strongest with Max. I know what he needs and when he needs it even if he won’t always admit I know.”

      “You love him so much.” She tried not to sound envious, but when Max and Grant looked at one another it was as if nothing else existed. Not even her. “I can tell.”

      “I do.”

      “What happened between us tonight, will it cause a problem?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that. I’ll handle Max.” He ran his thumb over her lips before kissing her. “Now you need to rest.”

      “Can I tell you something before you put me to sleep?” She pressed her lips to his, making the kiss last longer.

      “Anything.”

      “It might sound silly.”

      “Tell me anyway.” He settled in next to her, pulling her into his chest. “I want to know everything about you.”

      “When I was a kid I moved around a lot. More than I wanted to. Some places were great. Those were the places I would pray that I could stay in, but they didn’t work out.” It wasn’t often she talked about her past. She tried to push it down so far that it would never come back to haunt her thoughts, but being there with Max and Grant had forced some memories to the surface. “When I was really young, maybe five or six, I had this dream.” Even now she could recall the colors, bright and real, and the way the images cooled her skin, but left her feeling warm and secure. Kind of like when she was with Grant. Now she realized why he was so familiar to her. “It was vivid. The surroundings, the sensations but not the figures in it.” She stopped for a moment, remembering how she’d have this dream when her life seemed to be at its lowest point.

      “Hey.” Grant rubbed her arm. “If you’d rather just sleep you can tell me tomorrow.”

      “No.” She needed to continue. “This dream, it was the very first one I can remember. I haven’t thought about it in years because I assumed it had failed me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Two faceless people would come to me when I was sad or depressed with my living situation. I wanted a home more than anything when I was young.”

      “We all want to belong.”

      “Exactly.” She nodded. “These people, maybe they weren’t even people, wouldn’t show up often but they were recurring. They usually came when I was about to be sent back to the group home because my foster time was up or a trial family had changed their mind.”

      “People would change their mind?”

      “All the time.” That was the worst. At least in a foster setting she knew it wasn’t permanent, but when she would go to a potential family, one that she really wanted to work out that was the hardest. “It only happened to me a few times. The last time was when I was fifteen. Come to think of it, that was the last time I dreamt of my angels.”

      “Angels?”

      “The two faceless people in my dreams,” she continued. “They would always bring me such comfort when I needed them.”

      “What happened that last time?” He shifted onto his side so he could face her. “When you were fifteen?”

      “I never went to another foster home again. I was placed in a group home where I stayed until I aged out of the system.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She reached up and pressed her palm to his cheek, wishing he didn’t seem so conflicted. “Being here means everything to me even if Max isn’t ready to embrace me.”

      “He will.” He promised. “There’s no other way.”
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      Cassie had fallen asleep over an hour ago. Max sensed it in her breathing, heard it in her heart rate. Seeing Grant with her wasn’t as tormenting as he thought it would be. It was highly erotic to observe him in that situation. As much as he wanted to participate he needed to allow Grant that first time with her. He had to let them bond. He couldn’t deny Grant the experience of being with his human.

      “She’s asleep,” Grant said as he came into their bedroom. “She’s so peaceful here.”

      “We’re no angels,” Max reminded him.

      “To her we are.”

      Max clenched his fist by his side, but didn’t say anything. The tension in his jaw should have been enough for Grant to back off, but he didn’t. Grant couldn’t stay quiet if he was going to make this situation between the three of them work. Max knew that before Grant even spoke.

      “You need to be more receptive to this whole thing. You heard her.” He motioned toward Cassie’s room. “She has never belonged anywhere before. You knew when we started whatever this is there would be no turning back. I will not, I cannot abandon her any more than you could abandon me.”

      “Well, at least you’ve finally admitted what she is to you.”

      “It doesn’t diminish what you are to me.” Grant reached for Max’s hand. “Nothing ever could. I want you to believe that.”

      “I wish what happened tonight would have proven to you how receptive I am to the situation. One doesn’t easily watch the love of his life make love to another especially when he knows it’s not just a onetime deal.”

      “You’re just as much a part of this as I am. I’m tired, Max and that’s not an easy task for a vampire. I can’t keep doing this.”

      “I don’t need your reassurance.”

      “I don’t know how to ease this despair for you, and please don’t insult me by telling me you’re fine with everything because you know I can feel it all.”

      “I’m thirsty.” Max sighed when he thought about drinking from an actual human. “I don’t want to keep discussing this. I can’t control the outcome.”

      “That’s what bothers you. A control freak without the control.”

      “I’ve agreed to let this play out. Please let that be enough.”

      “For me it is enough, for Cassie it’s everything, but it’s you that I worry about.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Max kissed Grant’s cheek. “Just give me the time I need to adjust. Let this be the last discussion of this.”

      “For now, but as a vampire with the curse of longevity, I reserve the right to revisit this.”

      “When I choose.” Max’s delicious lips formed a smile, breaking the tension in his expression.

      “Control freak.”

      “But you love me anyway.”

      “Always.”

      “Good.”

      “We should leave the house tonight,” Max suggested. “It’s been too long since we’ve fed from a live person.”

      Grant stared at the ceiling, focusing on Cassie’s breathing. Max understood the desperation. He didn’t like the idea of being away from the human either and he hadn’t made love to her. “It will be difficult to leave her especially now that you’ve connected on such an intimate level, but your instincts will kick in soon. You will drink from her and no matter what she says, she may not be ready to see you like that.”

      “I don’t think we should both leave her.”

      Max hated seeing Grant this conflicted. The balance in their content home was off and for two creatures of habit it was hard to exist like this.

      Max had to accept that Grant had bonded with Cassie. It was far too soon for him to leave her. Once he fed from her there would be no turning back. “We can drink from the reserve again tonight. I’ll have it replenished tomorrow.”

      “No.” Grant took Max’s hand. “You should feed from a human tonight. It’s not fair to keep you here.”

      “I’m here because of you.” Max assured him. “I don’t want to be away from you.”

      “Thank you.” The relief in Grant’s worried eyes diminished. “I need you.”

      “I’m here.” He wrapped his arms around him, basking in the knowledge that Grant still needed him. “I’ll always be here.”

      Grant had been a loyal, loving companion for a very long time. If not for him, Max would have self-destructed long ago. They would get through this. Max would have to find a way if he wanted to survive.

      “Thank you for keeping me at bay when I was with her. If you weren’t there I would have...”

      “I don’t believe that’s true,” Max said. “You had a moment of weakness. All vampires do. The first night we were together it took every ounce of my control and then some not to feed from you.”

      “What made you stop?”

      “We weren’t ready for that, and my desire to have you with me for all of eternity made me a patient man.”

      “I would have gladly let you drink from me that night.”

      “That’s how I know you’re mine.”
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      The brisk evening air danced along Cassie’s skin, giving her a chill, but the quiet surroundings kept her outside. As she gazed up at the moon she noted it would be full on Halloween. Strolling the grounds, she took in the night’s beauty. When had she ever been so relaxed? There had never been a home or a special place where she was comfortable. She’d only been in their home a short time and she couldn’t really explain what was happening. As odd as it was to be in the presence of two vampires, she was certain this was where she was meant to be.

      She sat on the stone bench that overlooked the river in the distance. The house was secluded but sat high enough to provide a spectacular view of the city. The cobblestone property was lined with gorgeous oak trees taller than she’d ever seen. Had she ever taken the time to experience such beauty?

      “It’s cold out here.” Max stepped from the shadows, startling her.

      “Oh!” She got up from the bench and backed away from him. She had said he didn’t scare her but that wasn’t entirely true.

      Never breaking his gaze from hers, he removed his suit jacket. “It’s not like I need this.”

      He stepped behind her so quickly she didn’t have time to react. Draping the jacket over her shoulders, he pushed her hair to the side. A tremble rolled through her when he trailed his fingers down her neck.

      “What are you doing out here?” His cool breath swept along her flesh, making the chilly night colder.

      “I like it out here.” She inhaled sharply when he closed the gap between them. How could she think with his chest pressed to her back? “The view is wonderful.” Why is he so close?

      “It’s one of my favorite aspects of the house. You should see it just before dawn when the city is still. It’s tranquil and uninterrupted. I make it a point to take it in just before I sleep.”

      “I’ll bet it’s breathtaking.” She turned to face him, forcing herself to look deep into his gray gaze. She liked the influence he had over her when she was bold enough to engage him.

      “You’re extremely brave.” When he spoke she saw a hint of his fangs. As terrified as she was she couldn’t budge.

      “Am I?” She tried to control her quivering hand as she reached up and ran her fingers over his lips. She couldn’t seem to resist the urge to touch him.

      He nodded but allowed her to continue her exploration of his chiseled jawline.

      “I’m sorry.” She retreated. “I don’t know why I touched you.”

      “You wanted to,” he said.

      This was the first time she’d been alone with him. “Where’s Grant?”

      “Feeding.”

      “In the basement?” She’d been uneasy for the last hour. That was why she had come outside. She couldn’t explain it but something was missing. “He’s not here, is he?”

      “He needed to go out and feed. The reserve can only sustain us for so long. We need to nourish from a warm body.” He pushed a stray hair from her face. “I thought it was best if he went out tonight.”

      “Without you?”

      “He didn’t want you left here alone. The only way I could get him to leave was if I stayed.”

      “But he doesn’t like being away from you.” Grant had been confiding in her much over the last few nights.

      “It’s my job to take care of him. If I tell him he has to go it’s for his own good.”

      “You like telling people what to do, don’t you?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Will you tell him to make me go away?”

      “Is that why you’re afraid of me?”

      He held all the power when it came to Grant. The longer she stayed with them the more comfortable she became. Max could stop it all and Grant would obey. He had no choice. It was grained in him. He belonged to Max as much as she belonged to Grant.

      “What if your hold over him is stronger than what he feels toward me?”

      “Perhaps we should talk.” He took her by the hand and led her over to the bench, taking a seat he guided her to sit next to him.

      She hesitated but he waited patiently. She wanted to be close to him and have him accept her, but she wondered if he saw her as nothing more than an intrusion in his life.

      “Please sit with me.” He gazed into her eyes, willing her to do as he asked. She did as he requested, knowing part of her actions were not all her own. He could manipulate her just as Grant could. “That’s better.”

      “You didn’t give me much of a choice.”

      “You’ll always have a choice when it comes to Grant and myself.” He stroked her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “The fact that you allow us to influence you so easily tells me a great deal.”

      “I want to be here.”

      “I know that.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” If she was going to be homeless again she wanted to know sooner rather than later.

      “I could no more tell Grant to send you away any more than Grant could ask you to leave.”

      “You’re uncomfortable with me here.”

      “I’m getting used to you.” He stretched out his long legs, crossing them at the ankles. “I’m old and very set in my ways. I don’t adapt easily, but I’m often forced to do so. When you’ve been around as long as I have you have to accept change. My one constant is Grant.”

      “I don’t want to take him from you.” She slid her arms into his jacket, inhaling his scent that surrounded her. “I didn’t expect to become attached. I learned not to do that a long time ago. It’s different here.”

      “He won’t abandon you,” he assured her. “I would never ask him to.”

      “Grant told me about your creator. How he left you.”

      “It was very painful.” His expression was distant and alone. Cassie could almost sense his tragic past. “It took me years to recover. It’s not a memory I think about often. It wasn’t until I found Grant did I learn there is a plan for everything.”

      “Do you think I’m part of your plan?”

      “Perhaps.” His smile was sincere but he never gave much away. “I may be stubborn and Grant knows exactly how to handle me, but I’d like to put your mind at ease. I won’t ask him to send you away. I would never do that to him.”

      “Thank you.” She looked down at her hands, a pang of disappointment flowed through her because she wanted to mean something to him too.

      “I want you here too, Cassie.” He cupped her chin, dropping his gaze to her lips. “More than I thought possible.”

      “You do?” Was he able to read her thoughts, sense her emotions the way Grant could?

      “Yes.” He lowered his mouth to hers. “May I kiss you?”

      “Are vampires always so polite?” She inched closer to him.

      “Gentlemen are a dying breed.” He continued to focus on her mouth. “Answer my question.”

      “Yes.” As if he had to ask her permission. For anything...

      Taking her face between his hands, she shivered as he ran his lips along hers. “I’m sorry I’m so cold.”

      “I happen to think you’re really hot.” She shrugged. “For such an old guy.”

      “You’re quite charming.” He laughed just before pressing his mouth to hers, quickly deepening their connection. His lips were soft and tender as he moved his hands from her face and tangled them into her hair. Her heart beat quickened, and despite the cool evening, her flesh heated. She hadn’t anticipated him to be so gentle.

      As each second passed, she trembled for more. When he twisted his fingers into her locks, holding her firm against his face, she moaned. Releasing her, he whispered, “Grant.”

      “Huh?” She opened her eyes, dazed from their brief encounter.

      Max looked over her shoulder.  “I wondered when you would get here.”

      “Grant?” She turned around to find him standing behind her. “I... we... it’s not...” What could she say? Would he be upset that she kissed Max? This whole situation was very odd.

      [image: ]

      “Relax.” Max took Cassie’s hand, still mesmerized by their kiss. He had no idea it could be that good. No wonder Grant spent so much time with her. “I summoned him here.”

      When Max experienced the connection between himself and Cassie a few minutes ago, he had to kiss her. He also knew he had to have Grant with him.

      “What took you so long?” Max glanced at his watch.

      “Long?” Grant advanced toward them, kissing Max gently on his lips, tasting her, no doubt. “I got here in less than five minutes. I was across town. I think I beat some kind of record.”

      “You summoned him?” Cassie’s confusion was clear. “What does that mean?”

      “When Max calls to me.” Grant took a seat on the other side of her. “I come. I sense when he needs me.”

      “And I can hear Grant when he calls to me,” Max added. “We get to one another as fast as we can.”

      “You’re not mad we kissed?” she asked.

      “Mad?” Grant slowly kissed her, igniting a fire in Max’s core. Perhaps it was time to invite her into their bed. “I was hoping if I left him alone with you he’d come to that conclusion.”

      “That’s why you left without a fight.” Max shook his head. “You never give in that easily.”

      “I had hoped her beauty, the moon and Halloween would inspire you.” Grant twirled Cassie’s hair around his fingers. “I’m glad it did. She inspires me on a daily basis.”

      “You don’t look as pale as usual.” She ran her delicate fingers along Grant’s cheekbone. “Your eyes are more vibrant than they have been in the past few days. They look more like they did the first day we met.”

      “You’re a very observant woman.” Grant kissed her again, making Max’s urge to touch her more prominent. “Feeding from a human nourishes me.”

      “Where did you go?” She rested her head on Grant’s shoulder. “I missed you.”

      “There’s a place where humans are willing to help our kind.” Grant stroked her hair. “Some are past companions grateful for what the vampire community has done for them. Others are there to be compensated.”

      “It’s a much safer way for the human then going to that horrific alley.” Max still had to figure out a way to shut that cesspool down completely. “I’m very happy nothing happened to you that night.”

      “Something did happen that night.” She held onto Grant. “My life changed for the better.”

      Grant kissed the top of her head before gazing into Max’s eyes. He didn’t have to speak the words, Max knew what he was thinking because he had fallen for the human too.

      “Cassie’s right.” Max traced his fingers along Grant’s lips. “You look nourished. Healthy. I’m glad you listened to me.”

      “I told them you’d be in tonight as well.” Grant kissed Max’s fingers. “Please don’t argue. I want you to go. You need to go.”

      “I’m fine.” Max didn’t want to leave them. “I can make it one more night.”

      “And go out tomorrow night with all the crazies?” Grant arched a brow. “I don’t think so.”

      “Crazies?” Cassie asked.

      “Tomorrow is Halloween,” Grant said. “Many people seek out vampires for a unique time. Max and I make it a point never to go out on the last day of October especially with a full moon.”

      “A unique time?” Cassie giggled. “What does that mean?”

      “Maybe we’ll show you.” Grant lifted her chin and kissed her. “We could have our very own Halloween celebration.”

      Max enjoyed the interaction between Grant and Cassie. The last few days had been riddled with tension and uncertainty, but tonight Max didn’t feel so isolated. Cassie seemed more relaxed and Grant was finally being himself.

      “She’s growing on you,” Grant spoke to Max. “I told you she’d fit in here.”

      “I never doubted you. It just took me a little longer to see it.”

      “You two are communicating without me,” Cassie said. “What are you saying?”

      “Sorry.” Grant brushed his lips along hers. “We’ll have to work on speaking with our voices. It’s a hard habit to break. We’re used to it just being the two of us and we don’t always speak out loud.”

      “I’m going to go to the reserve.” Max’s thirst had taken over and if he wanted to continue the evening with the two of them he needed to feed.

      “Max?” Grant wasn’t pleased. “As much as I don’t want you to leave you have to go out, you have to take care of yourself the same way you insist that I take care of myself.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Max comforted his worried partner.

      “You don’t have to go out,” Cassie said. “You have me.”

      Max looked at Grant. The idea was intriguing but not if Grant wanted to be the first of them to taste her. Max didn’t have to speak because Grant knew what he was thinking.

      “She’s not just mine,” Grant reminded him. “I’ve believed from the beginning she was meant for both of us.”

      “You’ve both done so much for me already,” Cassie continued. “Isn’t that what a companion does? Aren’t you supposed to feed from me?”

      “There are no rules,” Max said. “We would never ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      “You didn’t ask me.” She looked at Grant. “I can do this. I want to do it.”

      Grant gently kissed her before gazing into Max’s eyes. “You’ve been searching for reassurance since we brought her home. Bond with her.” Grant nodded. “Once you do there will be no more uncertainty. We can move forward.”

      Grant was right. If Cassie was meant to be both of theirs, Max would know when he fed from her.  They would be connected once her blood coursed through his system. When Max reached for Cassie, she withdrew, holding onto Grant.

      “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” As much as Max longed to drink from her, it was too fast. She needed time to process what was happening. “Grant, why don’t you take her inside and get her settled for bed?”

      “No,” she insisted. “Just tell me what to expect.”

      “Have you ever donated blood?” Grant asked.

      “A few times,” Cassie answered. “They give you free juice and snacks.”

      How many times had she donated blood in exchange to eat? She would never be hungry again. Max vowed that to himself. Grant shot him a small smile of appreciation. They were more in tune this evening then they had been in days.

      “It’s sort of like that,” Grant said. “It won’t hurt after the initial bite and Max will only take as much as he needs. It won’t be enough to affect you too much, but you’ll probably be tired after.”

      “I won’t turn into a vampire?” she asked.

      “No.” Max realized she’d only been with them for a week. She had much to learn about their world. “That would require one of us to drain you and just before your heart stops you’d have to drink from one of us.”

      “Oh?” She bit her bottom lip, looking a bit leery.

      Who could blame her?

      “Don’t worry.” Grant kissed her knuckles.  “We have plenty of time to discuss that. We can be very patient.”

      Max remembered all the reasons why he loved his creation.

      “You won’t leave?” Cassie asked him.

      “I would never,” Grant promised. “I could never.”

      “Then I’m ready.” She turned to Max, her eyes full of certainty. “I want to do this for you.”

      “Let her.” Grant slipped Max’s jacket from her shoulders and placed it on his lap.

      Max swiped her hair from her neck, assessing the vein that would be his source of nourishment. Her pulse quickened with each passing second. Her erratic breathing triggered his instinct, but he’d been immortal for many years and had become controlled. Some might even say domesticated. There were others of his kind who were careless with humans. Max respected his food origin and taught many vampires in his territory to be civilized.

      “I’ve been a bit stubborn since you arrived.” Max circled his finger around her vein. “It isn’t anything you’ve done. You’re a wonderful addition here. Grant adores you. I see how much you’ve bonded with him.”

      “I want that with you too,” she said.

      “That means a lot to me.” He traced his fingers over her lips, fighting the urge to kiss her. He would lose. “You’re here for a reason. I’m done fighting it. I’m ready to embrace it.”

      “Thank you,” Grant whispered.

      When Max’s lips touched hers, a shock ran through him, alerting every dead nerve ending in his cold body. The sensation was old but familiar. There was no more denying it. He had the same reaction to Cassie as he had to Grant all those years ago. But how? Grant was his true companion.

      She trailed her hands up his chest, gripping his shirt as he deepened the connection. Excitement filled him when he realized kissing would never be enough. He swiped his lips along her jaw as Grant gently placed his fingers against her chin, tilting her head, and exposing her neck to Max.

      “I won’t take long,” Max said. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded as Grant wrapped his free hand around her waist, keeping her close to him.

      Max gazed at Grant, seeking one last approval before he pierced her smooth flesh. She tensed and then gasped as he sunk his fangs into her. Clasping her fingers in his, he drank. He started slow, making sure not to take too much too fast, but as her blood coated his throat he couldn’t get enough. She squirmed but Grant held her still.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart.” Grant held her close, whispering into her hair as she thrashed against him.

      The more she moved the faster her blood flowed. Max had to wrap this up before she passed out. He feed, savoring the moment, appreciating her offering to help sustain him. This was her first time and he didn’t want to take too much. Humans who allowed vampires to feed from them on a daily basis could go longer. She’d have to learn to stay calm.

      “Max.” Grant let go of Cassie’s chin and placed his hand on Max’s cheek. “She’s trembling.”

      Max took a bit more because he couldn’t help himself. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to feed from another human now that he’d had this sweet woman. Withdrawing his fangs, he licked the excess blood before it could trickle down. He didn’t want to waste one drop. Pressing his tongue against the puncture wounds, he coated the holes with his saliva.

      Grant retrieved a handkerchief from his inside pocket and handed it to him. A well-mannered vampire always carried one to tend to their human after feeding. As Max applied pressure on her neck, Grant moved closer to his face.

      “Kiss me,” Grant said. “It’s only fair.” Grant licked Max’s lips before sucking his bottom lip into his mouth, tasting Cassie. “Amazing.”

      “I taste good?” Cassie’s eyes were closed and she appeared paler than usual.

      “Delicious.” Max kissed her jaw. “Thank you for doing that for me.”

      “Anytime.” She nodded but didn’t open her eyes. “How old are you?”

      “Old.” He laughed. “I don’t keep track anymore.”

      “Then tell me how old you are in human years.”

      “Thirty-three.” He shook his head. “Does that work for you?”

      “I like older men.” She opened her eyes and smiled at Grant. “What about you?”

      “Twenty-four.” He kissed her cheek. “Technically I’m not that much older then you but if you count vampire years I’m old.”

      “Not old just wise.” When she slumped forward, Max caught her. “Now we need to get you inside and get you some juice.” He stood, swooping her in his arms and carrying her off.

      Grant followed toward the house. “Aren’t you a bit territorial?”

      Cassie draped her arms around Max’s neck and rested her head against his chest.

      “Are you seriously complaining?” he asked. “Weren’t you the one who wanted me to take to this exquisite human?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Grant took Max’s hand as they headed to care for the precious woman who had invaded their lives and possibly their souls.
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      Grant stepped onto the balcony of his bedroom, taking in the view of Savannah. Of all the places he and Max had been to, the cities they called home, this was his favorite. Leaning against the railing, he realized he hadn’t been this calm in days. It had been a week since they had gone to the auction house. Seven days since their lives had changed so drastically.

      “Your thoughts are full.” Max wrapped his arms around his waist, kissing his neck. “Tell me.”

      “I was just thinking how different everything was a week ago.”

      “We’re creatures of routine.” Max rested his chin on Grant’s shoulder. “It’s difficult for us to adapt but we do it. We find a way to evolve.”

      “She belongs here.”

      “I won’t argue that anymore.” Max held him tighter. “I was in her room watching her. You’re right. She’s very peaceful when she sleeps.”

      “She’s had a tough life. The stories, Max, they haunt me.” Grant had been around a long time and seen and heard more than his fair share, but Cassie’s experiences would be hard to erase from his cluttered mind.

      “I may not have been in the room when she confided in you but I heard every word. If there was ever a candidate to go to the auction house she would be it.”

      “We were meant to be there in that moment.”

      For as long as Grant existed, he would never forget the first time he saw her. It was as if the air had stopped. He had blocked out all the commotion going on at the auction and absorbed every emotion Cassie had radiated.

      “I’m sorry I was so stubborn,” Max said. “I had to let you explore on your own.”

      “You knew I’d never leave you.”

      “I’d hoped.”

      “I’ll always be yours.” Grant turned to face him. “I see Cassie as an addition to what we share.”

      “So do I.” Max took Grant’s hand and guided him to the bedroom. “I’ll provide for her and protect her the same way I’ve always done for you.”

      “That’s why I love you.” They fell onto the bed, kissing one another as they hit the mattress. “I missed this. I missed us.”

      “No more tension,” Max said as he sunk into the pillows.

      “I can think of many other ways to spend our time.” Grant rested his head in Max’s lap, looking up at him. “So many ways to...” Grant lost focus when he heard stirring above them. “She’s awake.”

      “She’s restless.” Max stared up at the ceiling as he closed his eyes, inhaling Cassie’s scent.

      The two stayed perfectly still, but Grant sensed Max’s desire. It mimicked his own. Her footsteps padded the stairs, and then she slowly made her way down the hall. When she appeared in the doorway, Grant couldn’t control his instincts. Before he had time to process, his fangs were visible.

      Max ran his fingers through Grant’s hair, trying to calm him, as they took in the sight before them. Cassie hesitantly made her way over to the bed, wearing nothing but a sexy pair of lace, purple panties. Her long hair dangled over her shoulders, dusting her breasts, but Grant could see her nipples peeking through the dark locks. Her flat stomach was smooth and firm and her toned legs seemed to never end as she stood before them shy and vulnerable. She curled her pink pedicured toes as she tossed her hair to the side, revealing her fresh bite mark. She gently ran her fingers over it.

      “Fuck,” Max whispered.

      “Is there room in that bed for me?” she quietly asked.
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      Cassie awoke from a deep sleep, quickly sitting up and searching her room. The breeze from the window left her aching for her two strong protectors. They saved her. She pushed the hair from her face. A dream. She’d woken from a familiar dream but this time her callers had faces. The puzzle was finally complete.

      She hopped out of bed and paced the room. How could she wait until tomorrow evening to see them again? The twinge in her neck, where Max had bitten her, was too strong of a reminder of where she belonged. A chill coursed through her when she thought about Grant’s touch. The way he had loved her the other night. She needed more. Taking a deep breath, she tugged her tank top over her head and tossed it on the bed. They had given her more than anyone ever had. She needed to show them what they meant to her.

      She slowly made her way down the stairs and to the hall, stopping for a moment to think this through. What if she was intruding on their time together? She’d already caused much conflict in their tranquil home. Maybe they wouldn’t want to share their bed with her? Could she handle that rejection? Only one way to find out.

      As she stood in the doorway of their bedroom, she lost her breath. She’d never seen such devotion. Even with the discord she’d caused between them they never relented. When she was around them she could always feel their love for one another. Anyone would envy it.

      Her legs trembled as she approached the bed, knowing this was a sanctuary. Their safe haven when they slept, a place that was theirs alone.

      Max slipped his fingers through Grant’s hair as both vampires watched her every move. Her heart raced with each step she took toward them. They were calling to her inside her head. The voices were clear and the beckoning too strong to ignore. Without thinking, she tossed her hair to the side, gliding her fingers over the spot where Max had claimed a few hours before. Having him drink from her was one of the most epic moments of her life.

      “Is there room in that bed for me?”

      Grant sat up as Max moved to the edge of the bed. Reaching for her, he led her to stand between his legs. He tucked her hair behind her ears, positioning the ends down her back and revealing her breasts. Both men were ready for bed, wearing nothing but pajama bottoms, leaving their muscular, chiseled chests bare. Her fingers twitched to explore them.

      She closed her eyes when Max’s frigid lips skimmed her jaw, but just like Grant’s touch, Max’s instilled a longing of hot, aching need. As he ran his mouth over her skin, she imagined what it would be like to have both of their hands on her. Grant was her sensitive, caring and patient lover. She needed that from him. No one had ever worshipped her like he had. Would Max be as gentle? There was nothing tender in the way he held her hips, grasping tighter, leaving indents with his strong fingers.

      “Is this what you want?” Grant’s melodic voice filled the room.

      Max was suddenly behind her, his hands on her hips again, his teeth against her neck.

      Grant balled his fists by his sides as Max snaked his hand over her breasts, cupping one in his grip.

      “Oh...” she moaned when he swirled his thumb over her nipple.

      “Tell him what you want, little human.” Max sucked her earlobe into his mouth, biting down as he toyed with her breasts.

      Grant stepped forward, gliding his tongue over his glistening fangs. “I’ll give you whatever you desire.”

      “I’ll give you what you’re afraid to ask for,” Max spoke against her heated flesh.

      “I want you both,” she admitted. “I can’t stay away. That desire you told me about the other night is very powerful. After being with you Grant, I need more.”

      “Then you’ll have it.” Grant slipped off the bed, kneeling in front of her. “You’ll always have whatever you want.” Placing his hands on her thighs, he kissed her stomach.

      She glanced down at him, running her hand through his hair as he glided her panties down her legs. Without skipping a beat, Max trickled his fingers down her stomach and over her mound. Inserting his middle finger, he pushed deep inside.

      Grant swallowed hard, licking his lips as he observed.

      “Taste her.” Max pressed his coated finger to Grant’s lips.

      “Oh...” Cassie trembled when Grant’s hair swept across her thighs as he sucked Max’s finger into his mouth, bobbing his head back and forth.

      “Do you want more?” Max asked as he spread her lower lips apart. “She smells divine.”

      She rested her head on Max’s shoulder, seeking out his lips as Grant’s cool tongue dove inside her hot, wet core. Max indulged her, kissing before pushing his tongue into her mouth, swirling it around in perfect sync with Grant’s. It was if they were on the same wave length. Of course they’d coordinate this. They were always together in everything they did.

      Max grasped her chin, holding her to his mouth, dominating the kiss as Grant brought her to the brink of insanity. The buildup caused by their hands and mouths had her teetering on the edge. Grant’s soft tender caresses complimented Max’s hard, passionate kiss. It was the best of both worlds and it was all for her.

      When Max pressed his fingers inside her as Grant continued to work magic with his mouth she could take no more. “I can’t...” Her legs stiffened just before collapsing against Max’s broad chest. He held her close as she climaxed. Her irregular breathing filled the room and despite the frigid temperature in their bedroom, she was covered in a light sheen of sweat.

      Grant stood to face her, locking her between their solid forms. As Max slithered his hands up her torso to cup her breasts, Grant slowly kissed her. “I’ve fallen hard for you,” he whispered.

      “We both have,” Max interjected.

      “There has never been anyone who could rival what I have for Max and I’m sure he could say the same.”

      “I never wanted to come between the two of you.” She rested her palm on his cheek. “I just want to be part of your love. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      “You are part of it, Cassie.” Max kissed her neck. “You’ll never go a day in your life without us.”

      “You’re here.” Grant took her hand and placed it on his unbeating heart. “It may not beat but it doesn’t mean I can’t feel.” He took her hand and led her to the bed. “You asked if there was room in here for you.” He slipped his pants off, revealing his stunningly, flawless body. “The answer is yes.”

      “Always.” Max removed his pants as Grant sat on the bed, lifting Cassie into his lap.

      Excitement coursed through her when she realized she’d be connecting with both of them tonight. She’d thought about it for days. All the ways the three of them could pleasure one another. Max and Grant could please each other and she’d be there to share it with them.

      “Tonight is about you.” Grant swiped her hair to the side, kissing over the mark where Max had fed from. “The two of us can work in perfect tandem to fulfill all your desires.

      “I want that.” She kissed him. “Now.”

      Max quietly laughed as he wrapped his arms around her from behind, his erection poked her back. “This is just the beginning.” He raised her as Grant took his aroused length into his hand. Carefully, Max lowered her onto Grant. Her own desire caused her to slide down, taking all of him.

      “Ahh...” She closed her eyes as Grant lifted his hips, taking hers in his firm hold.

      Max ran his lips along her spine while Grant pumped in and out of her. Being between them increased her lust. She wondered what it would be like to have them both in her at the same time? Could she do that? Her thoughts of double pleasure were quickly abandoned when Max peered over her shoulder and kissed Grant.

      She lost her breath when their lips connected and their tongues mingled. Even with her between them, she saw how devoted and undying their love was. Max gathered her hair up in his hand, breaking away from Grant, he kissed the nape of her neck, licking and sucking her flesh.

      “I’m taking you next,” he whispered. “I need to feel you.”

      “She’s amazing.” Grant kissed her as he increased his pace.

      A slow, hot burn flowed through her and within second she clenched around him, clawing at his back as she screamed out his name. The fierceness in her climax told her she’d never be tame when it came to the two of them.

      Grant lay back on the bed, moving her up and down, directing her to ride him as he closed his eyes and came inside her. His release was cool and long and with each spurt she ached for more.

      “Incredible,” Grant mumbled as pure satisfaction took over his remarkable features.

      “I love being with you.” She leaned down and kissed him softly, smoothing her hands along his chest.

      “Perfection.” Max trailed his palm along her backside just as the mattress dipped beneath her.

      Max had positioned himself behind her, joining her and Grant on the bed. Her pulse raced with anticipation. His stubble brushed along her shoulder as he pushed on the small of her back before arching her hips.

      “Cassie,” Max whispered. “Are you sure?”

      She turned her head and gazed into his eyes. “I’ve never been more sure about anything.” She was more confident than she’d ever been before. “I don’t know what you’re waiting for.”

      “Me either,” Grant said.

      Max twisted her hair in his hand and quickly entered her, jerking her forward.

      “He can be rough.” Grant took her face between his hands. “In a really good way.”

      “Mmm... I don’t mind.” She bit her lip, staring directly into Grant’s tender gaze as Max slammed into her. Grant lifted up and kissed her, running his mouth along her jaw and to her ear.

      “You’ll experience this pleasure night after night.” He swirled his tongue over her bite mark inciting another kind of desire. “I promise.”

      “Will you taste me too?” She gripped Grant’s arms when Max stilled his motion, letting her feel all of him. “Max...”

      “Soon, sweet girl.” Grant kissed her with a deliberate passion, not only stealing her breath but her heart as well. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”

      He rolled her onto her back so that Max could climb on top of her, covering her with his impressive frame. Grant settled in next to her as Max hooked her leg around his hip. His actions were slower now as he locked her in his darkened stare. The full moon illuminated the room as he threw his head back, revealing his fangs. Pushing as far as her body would allow, he squeezed her thigh, letting out a soft growl.

      His wild nature aroused her. Grant kissed her wrist, caressing her side. Max took Grant’s hand in his as he glided his tongue over his teeth.

      Max leaned down, sucking on her vein. “Take a deep breath,” he murmured just as he pierced her skin with his fangs.

      “Oh.” She inhaled, not expecting him to bite her. She tensed when the blood dripped down her neck. Before she had time to react, he rolled her onto her side so she could face Grant.

      “Taste her,” Max said just as he entered her from behind. “Heighten her experience.”

      Grant draped his leg over her hip while Max moved inside her. Taking her chin in his hand, he tilted her head, exposing her neck to him. “Just a small taste.”

      She nodded, giving him silent permission, too caught up in the moment to speak. When Grant’s mouth brushed her flesh, lapping up the blood that seeped from her neck she was hit with her most powerful orgasm of the night.

      “Hell!” she screamed as her climax took over. “I can’t...”

      “Shh...” Max held her tight. “Just go with it.”

      She glanced down at Grant as he flicked his tongue along her vein. Max tangled his fingers in her hair, scraping his teeth against the nape of her neck as he quickly let go, releasing inside her as he repeatedly whispered her name.

      Despite being trapped between their cold bodies, she was hot and charged with raw desire. Grant pressed his thumb to her neck, stopping the bleeding but she didn’t care. He could drink from her as long as he wanted. As much as he needed.

      “I have never tasted anyone so fantastic,” he said. “I feel amazing. Like a surge of life is coursing through me.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.” Max slipped from inside her, kissing her shoulder. “Are you okay? I tried to be gentle.”

      “Gentle is one thing I don’t need from you.” She giggled. “Seriously.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Max laughed. “You’re a welcomed addition to our home.”

      “I hope you’ll stay with us for a very long time,” Grant said.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”  Taking each of their hands in hers, she closed her eyes and committed this moment to her memory. She didn’t have very many memories in her lifetime that she was fond of, but she had a sense that was all about to change.
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      Cassie cuddled deeper into Max’s chest as she drifted off to sleep between the two vampires. Grant took in the sight before him. How had he gotten so lucky? His heart was already full and content before she came into their lives, but now he was complete.

      “She’s perfect, isn’t she?” Grant asked.

      “She is pretty amazing.” Max caressed her hair. “She’s ours.”

      “We’re hers.” Grant spooned Cassie, resting his hand on Max’s chest. “There’s no turning back now. I don’t think I could ever let her go.”

      “Why would you?” Max placed his hand on top of Grant’s hand. “She’s very content with us.”

      “For now, but she’s young, vibrant and...”

      “Alive.” Max finished his partner’s sentence.

      “Exactly.”

      “Just like you were when I found you.”

      Grant smiled at the memory of his very handsome teacher with an unusual charisma. It was a century ago, but the recollection seemed just hours before. Max could still draw Grant in the way he could when he was human.

      “If I recall you wouldn’t leave me alone,” Max continued. “You were an eager student.”

      “You used all of your charm to sway me.”

      “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “We’ve made a spectacular forever for ourselves,” Grant said. “And now with Cassie the possibilities are endless.”

      “Isn’t it my choice if I want to spend forever here?” she mumbled as she stretched. “Who says I even want you guys forever?”

      “As feisty as ever.” Max kissed the top of her head. “Why are you awake?”

      “Because you’re not doing the superpower thing.” She stretched again, turning to kiss Grant’s lips.

      “Hello, sweetheart.” He returned her affection, running his fingers down her side.

      “You don’t like when we talk so you can’t hear us,” Max reminded her. “Sorry we woke you.”

      She rolled onto her side and kissed him. “It’s okay. I want to sleep when you sleep.”

      “Why would you want to sleep the day away?” Max asked. “You’ll miss the sun.”

      “I can’t be away from you all those hours. If I stay awake at night then I can sleep when you’re asleep and I won’t miss a moment with either of you.”

      “If you’re in this room with us we’ll never sleep.” Grant laughed.  “I remember what it was like when I was human and Max was asleep. The day was too long.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Max said. “Maybe a weekend arrangement. Asking you to give up your days is too much.”

      “I was just kidding about the forever.” She sat up, taking both of their hands in hers. “I can’t imagine being anywhere without the two of you.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Grant said. “It’s physically impossible for us to leave you.”

      “Will you make me like you?” she asked.

      “It’s much too early to be thinking about that,” Max said and Grant couldn’t argue. “You may not even like us in a few weeks much less an eternity.”

      “She’ll like me.” Grant smirked.

      “How couldn’t she?” Max mused. “This is a conversation for another day.”

      “Spoken like a true alpha.” Grant didn’t mind Max taking control. That was the way it had always been.  “We have plenty of time to discuss your immortality.”

      “It’s Halloween.” She slithered down to lay between them. “Do you know what that means?”

      “You’re looking for a unique experience with a vampire?” Max crawled on top of her, lifting her arms over her head and pinning her to the bed.

      “No.” She giggled. “I want a unique experience with two vampires.”

      “We can accommodate that request.” Grant propped himself on his elbow, as she turned her head and smiled at him. If his heart could beat she’d have the power to stop it with that one all-consuming look. “All night long.”

      “I’m never leaving the two of you,” she declared.

      “We’re never letting you go.” Grant kissed her softly. “Forever.”

      “Forever,” Max vowed as he stared into his eyes.

      “Thank you for this life.” Grant kissed him.  “All of it.”

      

      The End
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      The last thing Kori Daniels expected to see on a ghost tour is an actual apparition. Although she can feel earth-bound spirits, she has never seen one. Already impacted by nightly amorous dreams since arriving in Savannah, her dream lover now has a face.

      Jeb Crawford was trapped between life and death. He waits nightly for the arrival of a soul mate who could end the enchantment. Once he finds her, he is unsure of what is required to reclaim his body from stasis.

      Will Jeb and Kori’s coming together end the spell he is under? What could be the ultimate act of love that will bring him back to life?
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      He died for her. Although at the time, Jeb Crawford had a raging fever and didn’t comprehend the magnitude of what he agreed to. Had he known, he doubted he would have accepted the gift his sister, Jenny, offered.

      Nightly, he stood looking out the front parlor’s window waiting to catch a glimpse of her. What little Jeb could remember of that fateful night over a hundred fifty years ago, Jenny said he would recognize her at first sight.

      His soul mate. The one woman created specifically for him. Soul mates weren’t explicitly born on Earth within a range of years that would allow them to meet and fall in love in their human forms. They would eventually meet in the afterlife. Jenny had loved him enough to wish him such happiness during his lifetime, even if she had to use witchcraft to make such an occurrence possible.

      The giant magnolia tree in the front yard sheltered a portion of the parlor’s window from prying eyes. How he missed the sweet aroma of its flowers in the spring. Now, its foliage provided the occupants of the house some privacy from the nightly tours.

      “Here, we have Crawford House,” the first of several ghost tour guides said. Every night, people loitered outside his home listening to various tales about his life and ultimate death. “Captain Crawford was a known abolitionist, but fought for the Confederacy, as true southerners did.”

      The guide was being generous. His one regret in life was not being more vocal and fighting the abhorrent institution. He merely didn’t own slaves and made casual conversation about how wrong it was to own another soul. In his professional life, he fought for what little rights slaves possessed.

      “Jeb Crawford was wounded in battle and recovering here when yellow fever overran the city,” the guide continued. “The Yankees had burned Atlanta and were headed to his beloved Savannah. He orchestrated approaching General Sherman to beg him to spare his city, but was too ill to attend the meeting himself.”

      There were partial truths in what the guide said. Rumors had spread prior to his illness that the Yankees planted yellow fever contaminated clothing near Confederate camps. Those stories were later deemed untrue. When he returned home, his younger sister, Abigail, was dying from some undiagnosed illness. Even though he was injured, he helped nurse her. In his weakened condition, it was not long before he, too, was stricken by the deadly virus.

      Savannah had been spared, but he was losing his battle to breathe. It was then Jenny came to him offering the ability to prolong his life. In his delirium, he thought she was referring to the religious afterlife. He was too ill to understand what she was truly muttering about.

      “Captain Crawford struggled to leave his sick bed to join the city leaders, but was unable to garner the strength to leave his room,” the tour guide continued. “He died as the Yankees agreed to spare Savannah. Unable to find peace in not being among those who saved his beloved city, Jeb’s spirit remains bound to the house. It is said, his older sister fearing the Yankees would desecrate his body, hid it. Within a year of his death, his sister passed away and Jeb’s body was never found. Jenny Crawford’s descendants still own and occupy the house.”

      It was romantic rubbish. To compensate for the ridiculous stories, Jeb enjoyed playing visual tricks on the tours. Once a week, he chose to push a vision of his true self to those who stood outside his home. He enjoyed catching the stunned faces of those who didn’t blink in that instant and then the subsequent confusion that followed.

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” one of Jenny’s descendants, Constance, said. He affectionately referred to her as his niece. In many ways, she reminded him of his beloved sister. “You only encourage those damned tours to keep our home on their walks through Savannah.”

      He was about to respond to his niece when his eyes fell on a woman’s face. Her light brown eyes were glued to where he stood, her facial expression reflected that she struggled with what she saw.

      It was her. The mulatto beauty, the descendent of slaves, was his soul mate. Mulatto was an archaic term, but he was a product of the nineteenth century. Her long, curly black hair cascaded over her shoulders. She wore the uniform of the day, blue jeans. To protect herself from the night chill, she wore a lightweight blue denim jacket.

      He longed to go to her, but he was bound to this house. That wouldn’t be the case tomorrow night. At sunset on All Hallow’s Eve, he became corporal and would be able to hold her in his arms. All he had to do was find her in a city inundated with tourists.
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      Kori Daniels’s knees were weak from the feelings of horror and sadness she felt walking through Calhoun Square. She could feel the pain of the thousand slaves buried beneath the grass. Although Kori was not a medium, she could feel earth-bound spirits. It had been a mistake going on the ghost tour with her friends. She hadn’t expected to be overwhelmed with the heartache she felt walking over the mass graveyard.

      Her nostrils were still impacted with the smell of death. A scent an average human couldn’t detect. Kori rubbed her nose, hoping to free herself of the stink.

      She had barely collected her frayed nerves when a man peered from one of Crawford House’s windows. His sun-kissed flesh was visible down to the top of his chest, accentuated by his pristine white unbuttoned shirt. Light, wavy brown hair barely touched his shoulders. It was unfashionably long.

      Even from this distance, she could see his eyes were a blue-gray. There was a haunting loneliness in them. He seemed oddly familiar. Before she could place where she had seen him, he disappeared. Good God! She needed a vacation from her vacation. Now she was seeing things.

      Once again, the tour guide pulled out his tablet to show the group a picture of a specter. Earlier, she had not bothered to huddle around to look at some fabricated photo. After what Kori just experienced, she planted herself front and center.

      The woman next to her was doused with a pungent rose scented cologne. Kori withstood a second assault on her nose to see the photo the tour guide was flashing before her.

      The face she had clearly seen was hidden in a ghostly haze, but it was him. A chill ran down her spine, knowing she had seen an apparition. Rather than feeling pain and terror as she did earlier, Kori was elated.

      “Is that Captain Crawford?” she asked.

      “Yes,” the tour guide responded, “Jeb Crawford was a lawyer before southern loyalty caused him to enlist.”

      “But you said he was an abolitionist,” Kori said.

      One of her mother’s ancestors had been a slave on a plantation outside Beaufort, South Carolina. When her ancestor was freed after the Civil War, she joined other former slaves who headed north to find work and a better life. She could still remember some of the stories her grandmother told her about the courageous woman.

      “The Civil War was not just about freeing slaves, but state rights, particularly those in the south,” the tour guide pointed out. “Many felt the federal government had over extended its power.”

      “Where can I find out more about Captain Crawford?” When her friends gave her a questioning look, she continued. “As a descendant of slaves, I want to understand why someone who didn’t believe in slavery would risk his life fighting for the side that wished to prolong the institution.”

      Her friends were used to similar questions from her. The civil rights attorney within her wanted to understand the motives of hate behind her cases.

      But Kori knew she asked for a very different reason. The long dead Jeb Crawford ignited something within her. Erotic dreams had manifested themselves since her arrival in Savannah. Her faceless lover had caused her to retire early each evening, rather than heading out with her friends.

      “Any of our libraries will have books and periodicals about local residents,” the guide answered.

      Kori would have to find a reason to get out of the trip to Hilton Head tomorrow with her friends. She needed to learn more about Jeb Crawford. Her dream lover dominated her nights, now Jeb had taken over her waking thoughts. There had to be a reason why.
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      Her lover’s head was between her legs. He breached her feminine folds and rubbed her sensitive nub. When his tongue licked her clit again, she nearly bucked him off.

      Jeb Crawford’s face emerged from the spot he was pleasuring her, looking up with a satisfied masculine grin. Her dream lover was no longer faceless. Rather than having haunted eyes, they blazed with passion. She took in a breath, reacting to what she saw.

      He slid along her sweat-clad body and took one of her hardened nipples into his mouth. As he sucked, Kori’s hands grabbed tuffs of his wavy, light brown hair. The more she pulled, the more pressure he applied ministering to her breast.

      Sensations rocked her body as her inner core heated. Her passage was wet, preparing for what was to come. Kori could already feel his engorged member brush against her inner thigh. She wanted him inside her so badly, she let out a cry of frustration.

      Seeking a different kind of kiss, his lips released her breast. When they rubbed against hers, Kori opened to him. Jeb’s taste was addictive. He tasted of the woods after a spring rain and something spicy. Their tongues danced as their kiss deepened.

      Jeb slid his hand down her slick body, caressing her curves as he moved toward her sex. He entered her with two fingers, as anxious as she was to consummate tonight’s passion. His fingers swirled inside her, setting a frantic pace as he prepared her for his entry. Her body yearned for him like her lungs craved oxygen.

      Her lover positioned himself over her and entered through her folds with a single powerful thrust.

      Instantaneously, Kori’s eyes opened wide. Now awake, she growled in frustration, rather than purring with satisfaction. Why had she awakened? What a dream!

      She traveled with four girlfriends. Since they were an odd number, Kori volunteered to room alone rather than sharing a bed and tripling up. Considering the erotic dreams she experienced since her arrival, it was well worth the additional cost not to have to explain any audible moans her dreams produced.

      Kori turned and looked at the bedside alarm clock. It was four a.m. She groaned and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. Her body still throbbed from the aftermath of her dream. She was soaking wet as if a fever had broken. The sensual dreams were causing night sweats.

      Closing her eyes, she willed herself to sleep. Could she force the dream to return? It was too vivid for Kori to be satisfied with manufacturing their lovemaking in her mind.

      Nothing! She rolled over and pounded the pillow to contour it to her head. Squeezing her eyes closed, Kori cleared her mind, hoping to fall asleep. The harder she tried, the more awake she became.

      Frustrated, Kori turned on the nightstand’s light and grabbed the tablet sitting next to the clock. The hotel’s Internet immediately allowed her access to the website to research the local libraries. One was located ten blocks from the hotel.

      Kori wrote down the address. For giggles, she typed in Jeb’s name into the search engine. Every instance she found was associated with various ghost tours. There were no pictures of the man who now plagued her waking and sleeping hours.

      She entered various search criteria to research why someone like Jeb would fight for the Confederacy. Most southerners didn’t own slaves. In fact, only 1.6% of Americans owned slaves during the peak of slavery in 1860. Rich plantation owners managed to talk southerners to go to war over an institution that only reduced their own wages. A curiosity she always had, now became an obsession to better understand a man who died more than a century and a half ago.

      Time passed quickly as she continued her research. It surprised her as the rising sun peered in behind the blackout curtains. She needed to shower and dress before heading out for breakfast and the library.

      [image: ]

      She stopped for breakfast at a corner cafe three blocks from her hotel. Since she had been up since four a.m., she was starving. The cafe offered a variety of croissants, English muffins, biscuits, and bagel sandwiches. Kori settled for a goat cheese and spinach sandwich. It would be criminal not to have a homemade biscuit while she was in the south.

      Kori literally inhaled the breakfast masterpiece and toyed with ordering a second. It had literally melted in her mouth. When she considered the calorie count of a single serving, another one didn’t seem as appealing.

      Her weight had never been a problem. She was blessed with a great metabolism. But realizing it would slow with age, Kori shied away from indulging. Women in her family had fallen into that trap as they aged. Besides, nothing ever tasted better than the first bite. It was something she continually reminded herself of.

      After finishing breakfast, Kori walked along the sidewalk lined with southern live oak trees. The majestic beauties provided ample shade from the rising sun. It was a cool, brisk morning, so she didn’t require any relief from the heat. Spanish moss hung from the branches and littered the walkways. It was a visual change from the maple, European buckthorns, and ash trees that dominated her neighborhood in Chicago.

      She arrived at the library as it opened. There was no line to check out books or make inquiries. Kori had no competition for the librarian’s time.

      “Can I please see any books related to Savannah’s men who fought in the Civil War?” Kori asked.

      The librarian stepped away and returned with a small stack of books. There was a sheet of paper on top of the pile. She gently placed the books on the counter, as if they were fragile. Kori respected people who cherished what they did for a living.

      “Do you have a library card or driver’s license?” the librarian asked. The woman wore a nametag that identified her as Nancy Simpson. “These items cannot be checked out. The paper contains books from our lending collection.”

      People who argued against socialism didn’t realize libraries were the perfect example of how the United States had social programs that worked. Residents of any city could get a library card and check out books free of charge.

      “Thank you,” Kori answered and turned over her Illinois driver’s license.

      She picked up the books and was about to step away when Nancy stopped her with a question. “You wouldn’t happen to have participated in a ghost tour recently?”

      A slight blush colored Kori’s mocha cheeks. “Last night,” she admitted.

      Nancy reached below the counter and pulled out a soft covered book. “This was written by a doctoral student working for one of the ghost tour companies. She has documented a number of the stories and the book is for sale at the tour company’s office. There are several vintage photographs contained in the thesis. The office is only three blocks from our library.”

      The woman looked at her as if she could read her soul. Nancy wore a number of different religious symbols around her neck, as well as some Kori didn’t recognize. Her grandmother often talked about women with special insights she had grown up with. There was certainly something unworldly about the librarian.

      Kori place her stack of books on the counter. “I’m not going to need these, am I?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Nancy answered. “Did you see him?”

      She wasn’t going to belittle the librarian by asking who she was referring to. Kori merely nodded and picked up the book. The woman seemed to know too much and Kori was too befuddled to continue their conversation. It was one of the strangest interactions she had ever experienced.

      Rather than starting with the table of contents, Kori immediately went to the index and noted Jeb Crawford’s name was present. She turned to page twenty-four and saw a photo of a small group of Confederate soldiers. The small print under the photo noted it was the only known photograph or likeness of Jeb outside whatever the family possessed.

      Kara pulled out her phone and adjusted its camera to the largest magnification before snapping an image of the photo. She brought up the picture and stared at the unsmiling face of the man she saw last night and in her dreams. Jeb Crawford.
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      How do you locate a specific woman in a city of close to 150,000 people? Since she had been on a ghost tour, she must be a tourist. Residents of Savannah typically didn’t pay good money for such activities. They profited from them.

      “What are you frowning about?” Constance asked.

      His sister’s descendants who inherited ‘the sight’ from their mothers were the only beings who could see or talk to him. Due to the energy it required, he could only push his image to others once a week. If he attempted more, he’d disappear into the realm of specters. Formless, hopeless ghosts floating with no ability to connect with others. When he found himself there, he fought to escape that bleak world.

      “Jenny was right,” Jeb informed her. “I saw my soul mate last night. In mere hours, I will have solid form and I have no clue how to find her. Once the sun rises, it will be another year before I can make contact again. By that point, she may be lost to me.”

      “Did she see you?” Constance asked. “If she did, the odds are good she’ll take the tour again in hopes of catching another glimpse of you. Other women have done so in the past. Some even so bold as to knock on our front door. Somehow it is known you never reveal yourself to anyone outside a tour group.”

      He doubted he’d be lucky enough for her to approach the house on her own. The ghost tour she was on last night would be over by ten p.m. If he didn’t spot her by then, he’d prowl the bars hosting a variety of reveries. Hopefully, she would be celebrating Halloween rather than retiring early.

      He avoided his ‘crypt’. New medical equipment replacing obsolete machines over the years surrounded his body in case he woke from his magically induced sleep. Each Halloween, his corporal body generated from the one in stasis and his manifestation would re-emerge at daybreak. He wasn’t quite sure what to call his ghost-like appearance.

      “If I understand Jenny’s note,” Constance said, “you will awaken at the moment just prior to your death. I am prepared to revive you, if necessary. The spell doesn’t allow me to determine what is killing you: yellow fever, malaria, or possibly an infection. High dosages of antibiotics should help kill the disease if it is bacterial. I’m just not sure what will trigger your resurrection. She was vague concerning what type of interaction with your soul mate is required.”

      “I’m unclear on the specifics as well,” Jeb admitted. “Something will occur that will allow my soul to return to my body and I will awaken, breaking the enchantment. At least, that is what I think will happen.”

      Jeb wished he could be of more help. But he was as much at a loss after reading Jenny’s note multiple times as Constance was. He never believed Jenny was the witch she claimed to be until she cast her spell.

      His afterlife didn’t begin until the last of his immediate family had died. His youngest sister, Bette, had lived to be ninety. Jenny’s granddaughters were by his side the first time his spirit rose from his body. He hovered between life and death.

      He still remembered the anger and confusion that consumed him once he realized what he had become. Jeb had been denied whatever afterlife his parents and other loved ones enjoyed. Until today, Jeb felt he was cursed to spend eternity alone.

      He found some solace in being a pseudo father figure to generations of Crawford females born with ‘the sight’. Each of their husbands died young. Jenny’s spouse had died in the same battle Jeb sustained his injury. He had to tell his sister of her husband’s death.

      Jenny had been inconsolable at the loss. She focused all her energy toward saving Jeb when he became ill. Members of his company had contracted yellow fever. Anyone treating them was exposed to the black blood and were soon victims of the disease. Neither he nor Abigail displayed that particular symptom.

      Although he didn’t cough up blood like the brave fallen before him, Jeb was convinced he suffered from the same disease. Conditions of overcrowding, doctors not washing their hands between treating patients, and medical equipment not cleaned caused diseases and infections to spread. It was little wonder when he fell ill shortly after returning home, regardless of caring for Abigail. When Jenny realized she was losing him, his sister dove into the black magic she always avoided.

      He had to stop dwelling on the past. There was a chance he could break the enchantment this evening. Jenny was right. He recognized his soul mate as soon has he saw her.

      “So, what do you have for me to wear tonight?” Jeb asked.

      When he was in his spirit form, he would manifest any outfit he desired. Generally, it was a simple white shirt and black slacks. That was what the tourists expected, after all. Occasionally, he would wear his Confederate uniform or an outfit he saw in one of the girl’s fashion magazines. As they grew older, the twins started paying more attention to the boys and men in the photos.

      Constance had a set of fifteen-year-old twins he enjoyed spending time with. They both possessed the gift. He helped them with their homework when they were younger and they took great pleasure in helping their mother select his annual outfits. Jeb learned about the changing world as he worked with each generation’s children. The girls were presently dressing in their Halloween costumes for the party they would be attending tonight.

      “Straight from the window of one of those exclusive men’s shops,” Constance said as she produced a package. “The girls swore you’d look wonderful in it and demanded I purchase the outfit.”

      The sun wouldn’t set for another five hours. When he materialized in solid form the clothing would fit. If his true body woke, the ensemble would hang lose from his sick and decrepit self.

      He still remembered how terrified he was to leave the house the first time he materialized in human form. The world had changed so much since he last walked the streets of Savannah. It was as if he had been transported to an alien planet. Everything around him changed; he had not.

      After several years, he existed for the one night a year he was free to leave the confines of his home. He walked along the river, explored the shops, and watched tourists. When they started the ghost tours, he enjoyed strolling with the groups and listening to the stories.

      Tonight was different. She was out there somewhere. He was petrified that whatever was required to break the enchantment wouldn’t occur and he’d be trapped between life and death for eternity.
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      After leaving the ghost tour’s office where she picked up her own copy of the thesis, Kori stopped for a midmorning cup of coffee. The doctoral student worked for a rival tour company and they did not have room in tonight’s tour. Kori hoped last night’s enterprise would have a ticket available. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed their number, crossing her fingers for good luck.

      Kori managed to snag the last spot available for tonight’s tour. Since it was Halloween, the tour had been sold out for weeks. But a last minute cancellation made it possible for her to attend. The ticket agent had informed her he had just gotten off the phone with a Connie Crawford who purchased a single ticket as well. He was excited an ancestor of Jeb Crawford’s would be present tonight.

      She took another sip of her coffee and stared at the image of her fantasy lover depicted in the book. What information would the descendant share about the man in her dreams? Kori had debated contacting the former doctoral student for more information, but held off with the latest news.

      Suddenly, the clothing she wore and what was in the hotel seemed inadequate for tonight. She gathered her belongings and headed for the City Market area on the quest for the perfect outfit. Why she needed to impress the female Crawford relation was beyond her. Maybe she’d be able to wrangle an invitation inside the house where Jeb lived and died.

      Kori was sensitive to spirits, but never became obsessed with one until now. She remembered seeing Somewhere in Time where Christopher Reeves became haunted by a portrait of Jane Seymour. Now, she was similarly addicted. There was no better term to describe the uncontrollable need she possessed.

      A man’s outfit in the display window stopped her cold. She thought it would look perfect on Jeb and her mind dressed him in the soft cotton charcoal blue shirt and jeans. From the photo, he appeared to be of average height and had a medium frame. Her fingers rubbed together, unconsciously imagining them running underneath the shirt, against his bare chest.

      Her nighttime fantasies were impacting her rational thought. She couldn’t blame the image as random since she was preparing to dress for a ghost. What slight grasp she had on reality was gone.

      Another display window farther down the street caught her eye. Various photos of celebrities wearing designer dresses were pictured next to reasonably priced knock-offs. A dress Alicia Keys wore would be perfect. It was casual enough to wear on a ghost tour and anything her friends wanted to do afterwards.

      The dress ended up costing more than she had anticipated. Plus, she needed to purchase shoes to go with it. Her father passed away several years ago and left her a small inheritance. She hadn’t spent a dime of it and rationalized she was temporarily insane and this was outside her normal spending habits. The withdrawal she’d make would barely make a dent in the account. Kori promised herself she wouldn’t touch the money again until she was ready to make a down payment on a house.

      With two bags in hand, Kori headed back to the hotel. She would meet her friends for dinner and listen to their stories about their trip to Hilton Head. After dining, she’d have an hour to dress and prepare to attend her second ghost tour in two nights.
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      He spotted her immediately among the crowd waiting for the ghost tour to begin. Rather than approaching her straightaway, he held back, savoring the look of her. She was elegant in a long sleeved dress with different shades of brown swirling as if the material was alive. The dress had a vibrancy that accentuated the allure of the woman wearing it.

      The tour guide seemed momentarily surprised when he spotted Jeb. He wondered if the boy had caught a glimpse of him in the past. This was the first time he met anyone associated with a ghost tour in over a decade.

      “Welcome to our tour, Mr. Crawford,” the guide said in greeting. Shock had been replaced with a look of apprehension. “It’s an honor to have you join us this evening.”

      “Thank you,” Jeb replied. It felt strange saying words, rather than projecting them. He only spoke once a year, and after all this time, it still felt odd. “I noticed the crowds around my cousin’s house last night. When Constance told me it was believed one of our ancestors haunted the house, I had to check out the tour for myself. Atlanta is my home. I haven’t been to Savannah since I was a boy.”

      The tour guide stepped away from Jeb to collect his thoughts. It was clear his presence had rattled the boy. Jeb inched closer to his woman. He was close enough to pick up the scent of lavender. Jeb took a deep breath, drawing in more of her fragrance.

      “If everyone can gather around me, we’ll begin,” the tour guide said in a loud voice. “My name is David and I’d like to thank you for choosing Savannah Boneified Tours. Tonight, we are going to walk through the streets of the most haunted city in the United States.”

      His soul mate hadn’t turned around as of yet. David walked out of the square and people followed, breaking into smaller groups. She was clearly alone. The air hummed with a variety of excited conversations about what they were about to experience. He found his opening to approach her.

      “I understand we got the last two tickets,” he said as he came up behind her. Constance had mentioned she had managed to snag one of the two tickets available due to a last minute cancellation. He doubted his soul mate had purchased tickets ahead of time for another tour.

      She shifted her head and was about to speak, but froze in place. The woman before him looked as if she’d seen a ghost, which in reality, he supposed he was.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. He grabbed her elbow as she wobbled on her feet. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Jeb, by the way. Turns out I’m named after and strongly resemble a ghost who is quite a celebrity in these parts.”

      It took her a moment to gather her composure. “I’m Kori,” she said, extending her hand in greeting.

      Jeb still held her elbow and now took her hand. All he had to do was lean forward and touch his lips to hers. But it was too soon, so he stifled the instinctual impulse.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Kori,” Jeb said. “We should catch up with the rest of the group. David doesn’t look too happy we are not keeping up.”

      Kori laughed. It was a light, infectious chuckle. Jeb smiled in response and together they quickened their pace to catch up with the tour.

      They stopped at various locations and listened to David tell his tragic stories of Savannah’s hauntings. If any ghosts were present, Jeb certainly didn’t see or sense them. But who was he to discount any of the tales David spun.

      When they reached Calhoun Square, Kori tensed next to him. She kept glancing toward the square with apprehension. He knew who was buried beneath the grass and understood her unease.

      “What’s wrong?” Jeb inquired.

      “I can’t walk over their bodies again,” Kori whispered.

      He touched her hand, heat emanating from her naked flesh. A woman never impacted him as Kori did. Certainly not in life nor in the form he took each Halloween. There was nothing more he wanted than to be buried deeply in her core.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said and headed toward the tour guide.

      Not wanting to be away from Kori any longer than necessary, Jeb quickly explained to David they would meet the tour on the other side of Calhoun Square. It was not lost on him that his home would be the next stop.

      “We can walk around the square and rejoin the tour in front of my ancestor’s home,” Jeb related to Kori. He was rewarded with her relieved expression, followed by a dazzling smile. “If you wish, we can enter the house and leave the tour. A number of Jeb’s belongings are still contained there if you’d like to see them.”

      It was strange referring to himself in the third person. Kori’s face lit up at his suggestion. She was absolutely stunning. He wasn’t sure which Jeb interested her more. Fortunately, he was both of them. People in his day didn’t go into therapy, but after this evening, he may require counseling.

      They casually circumnavigated Calhoun Square as David gathered the group and entered the mass unmarked graveyard. The tour group heard the horrendous tale of sweltering heat, lack of water, and a slave’s tragic fate waiting to be sold and their lives thereafter.

      He was glad Kori didn’t have to hear that story again tonight. But he had to know about her heritage. Was she a descendant of slaves as he suspected?

      “Our forefathers did abhorrent things to the Africans who were brought across the Atlantic in chains,” Jeb said. He hoped that was a good enough lead in for Kori to tell him her family’s history.

      “My mother’s people were slaves on a plantation not far from here,” Kori said. “My father was white. He was a fireman killed in the line of duty. Mom’s dad was also white, so I only know about Grandma Jane’s black ancestry.”

      “I can understand your reluctance to walk through the square,” he told her.

      “It’s more than that,” Kori admitted. “I can sometimes feel the pain the dead felt prior to their deaths.”

      Jeb knew she was expecting him to find an excuse to leave her side or make some kind of condescending comment. She took a step back and leaned away from him. He moved forward and gently took a hold of her elbow.

      “My cousin, Constance, has the sight,” Jeb said. “That is how we refer to our family members who can commune with the dead. It runs in the female line of my family. My father didn’t believe in what he referred to as hocus pocus. That is why we stopped visiting my relatives in Savannah. It’s unfortunate the males don’t inherit the gift.”

      “Gift?” Kori questioned. “I would call it a curse.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Jeb replied. “Our family values the ability to communicate with the dead. Those poor souls are earth-bound for some reason. Those with the sight may be able to help the spirit find peace and move on.”

      “What keeps your ancestor here?” Kori asked. “Has your cousin been able to discover that?”

      “Why don’t you ask her yourself,” Jeb suggested. “The tour is congregating in front of Crawford House. We should join them.”

      By the time they reached the rest of the group, David was immersed in the script he delivered the previous night about his tragic life. “We are honored to have one of Captain Crawford’s descendants with us. Mr. Jeb Crawford from Atlanta.”

      All eyes moved to him. They were expecting him to add some tidbit about himself only a family member would possess. He might as well make David’s year by adding a true supernatural twist to his tale.

      “I was just asked what keeps Jeb’s spirit here,” he said. “My ancestor’s sister was a witch,” Jeb stated. “When he was near death, succumbing to a fever, she cast a spell to keep him in stasis until his soul mate came for him.”

      A number of women sighed at his story. The tour guide could barely contain his excitement. Jeb provided great material for future tours that would boost ticket sales.

      “Where did his sister hide Captain Crawford’s body?” David asked.

      “As far as I know, she went to her grave never divulging that information,” Jeb lied. “The Yankees desecrated the graves of our fallen. Jenny loved her brother too much, even after his death, to bury him in a local cemetery.”

      “But where will he awaken when his soul mate arrives?” a woman in the crowd asked. “How will she find him?”

      “It’s only a romantic story,” Jeb answered. “For all we know, he is buried in the yard.”

      Kori looked at him as if he were an exhibit in a museum. He had to discount the validity of the story. Future tour guides would put a nicer spin on the tale.

      “If you will excuse us,” Jeb said. He needed to find a graceful way for them to leave the group. “This lovely lady and I are expected inside. My cousin is holding a late supper for us.”

      Jeb took Kori’s arm and escorted her through the front gate. The tour group loitered a while longer, perhaps hoping for an invitation to join them.

      For the first time in over a hundred fifty years, he was bringing a woman home. This one had the ability to end his loneliness forever. Jeb just had to figure out how.
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      Kori hesitated entering Jeb Crawford’s home. She had nearly fainted when she saw the flesh and blood man in the same outfit she had fantasized seeing his ancestor wearing. His resemblance to the Civil War captain was unnerving.

      Her body’s reaction to him was quick and overwhelming. She felt her nipples harden and her panties became wet with anticipation. It was as if she were a heroine is some badly written romance novel. Kori wasn’t sure if she was responding to this man or his resemblance to his ancestor.

      She never admitted to anyone her ability to feel a spirit’s angst, but it felt natural talking to him about what he referred to as a gift. The fact women in his family were similarly touched made her feel more comfortable with him. Kori wasn’t a freak in his eyes. Was she transferring her fascination with the specter she saw last night to his all too human descendant?

      They walked into a large entrance hall. She stepped onto well-polished hardwood floors. The staircase to the second floor was hardwood as well, with a runner covering each step. A beautiful crystal chandelier hung beside the stairs, lighting both the entry and the way to the upper floor. Intricate crown molding separated the walls from the ceiling. Fortunately, the walls were painted, not covered with wallpaper. Family portraits lined the entry while landscapes hung on the journey upstairs.

      “Well, hello,” a woman who slightly resembled Jeb stepped forward. “I’m Connie, Jeb’s cousin.”

      It was odd how the woman in front of Kori was checking her out. Hadn’t Jeb ever brought a woman home before? Maybe she was surprised her visiting cousin would be so bold as to invite a guest into her home. The stare was scrutinizing, but welcoming.

      Connie was roughly Kori’s height, five-foot-nine-inches. Like Kori, she wore sandals that barely added additional height. Her brown curly hair was short and brushed against her shoulders.

      “Constance and her two daughters live here,” Jeb informed her. Kori noticed how Jeb used her full name, while Connie introduced herself using a less formal version. There was something unworldly about the man. “This is Kori. We met on the ghost tour you recommended I take.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kori,” Connie responded.

      There was something going on between the two cousins Kori couldn’t identify. She felt like she walked into the middle of a play or an inside joke. Kori felt uncomfortable and was almost tempted to leave. But she wanted to see the artifacts Captain Jeb left behind.

      Besides, she was terribly attracted to the man next to her. Every time he touched her, it was as if he lit a match within her. She burned for him. For the first time in her life, she considered having a one-night stand with a perfect stranger. It was little wonder after the dreams she experienced since arriving in Savannah.

      “She would like to see the portrait of the captain and the property he left behind,” Jeb said.

      That drew Kori from her wayward thoughts about the all too real man standing beside her. It was hard to differentiate between the two in her usually quite logical mind. There was a live, breathing man and one who died over a century and a half ago. Under normal circumstances, separating the two men wouldn’t be an issue.

      “This way,” Connie said. “Everything is in the front parlor. That room is dedicated to his memory. We rarely use it.”

      Although it was a large home, Kori thought it was odd to have a room reserved for the memory of a deceased man. She followed Connie through the door she opened at the base of the staircase. It was the room she saw Jeb Crawford’s image the previous night. Once she entered, Kori was disappointed she didn’t feel his presence.

      A flesh and blood man was next to her, yet she lamented over a lover she could never have. Seeing Captain Crawford last night was not her imagination. When their eyes met for a brief moment, there was a connection between them. If Kori continued chasing windmills, she would never find happiness.

      “What’s wrong?” Jeb asked. A look of genuine concern was on his face.

      “I don’t feel him,” she answered.

      “Kori has the sight,” Jeb told his sister. “The souls buried under Calhoun Square reached out to her.”

      “What a terrible place,” Connie replied. “I remember the first and last time I walked over those poor souls’ graves. The experience was so overwhelming; I took to my bed for several days. It was my first experience with the dead. That was when my mother knew I possessed the gift. At least one Crawford female inherits the power to commune with the dead each generation.”

      Her earlier feeling of discomfort toward Connie evaporated. A sisterhood-relationship replaced her earlier unease. They shared a special gift that brought them together.

      “Are you a witch as well?” Kori inquired. Normally, she would not ask such an outrageous question, but she now felt comfortable in Connie’s presence. After what Jeb shared with a group of strangers on the ghost tour, Kori felt she was in safe territory. Witchcraft and clairsentience ran in their family.

      “I may have inherited the ability,” Connie admitted, “but I am a woman of science. Believe it or not, I’m a doctor. Fortunately, when I lose a patient, I don’t feel their spirit. If I did, I don’t believe I could continue to practice medicine.”

      Connie stepped fully into the room and extended her hand for Kori to enter. Her eyes immediately fell on a portrait of Captain Crawford. She was once again taken aback by the startling resemblance between the two men. Kori stepped closer to the painting to get a better look.

      The artist had been talented. Jeb seemed to come to life when she stared at the painting. His light brown hair on his left side was lightened by the sun through a window outside the boundaries of what was depicted. Warm blue-gray eyes stared back at her.

      “How old was he when he sat for the portrait?” Kori asked.

      “Twenty-five,” Connie replied “It was commissioned upon his engagement to a local socialite.”

      “He was married?” Kori asked. She didn’t know why she was so distressed by the news. It wasn’t as if Captain Crawford being a bachelor made any difference this long after his death.

      Kori didn’t miss the look of disapproval Jeb sent in Connie’s direction. Kori hoped it wasn’t a result of her stricken look, she could have died from embarrassment. Perhaps it was time to stop wearing her emotions on her sleeve.

      “Wealthy young men in my ancestor’s time were expected to marry and have a family,” Jeb explained. “Miriam was beautiful from all accounts and came from an old Savannah family. On paper, it was a perfect match.”

      Jeb pulled out a miniature from the desk drawer and handed the likeness of his ancestor’s fiancée to her. She had blond ringlets and china blue eyes, features that were popular in her day. The small painting showed a lovely woman in a gown that matched the color of her irises. Miriam didn’t smile. Didn’t she wish to marry Jeb?

      Kori had to ask. She didn’t know why it would make her feel better if the arranged marriage was not a happy one. In Jeb’s day, Kori would have been a slave, not a possible match for the wealthy white southerner.

      “If not on paper, how was it in reality?” Kori asked.

      “Miriam was three months pregnant when she married Jeb,” Connie said. “She carried another man’s child and my ancestor was duped. Jeb was heartbroken and Jenny was incensed. Miriam ended up dying in childbirth.”

      “And the baby?” Kori asked.

      “Stillborn,” Jeb answered. “My ancestor didn’t look at another woman thereafter. He wasn’t heartbroken, but betrayed. Jeb was too much of a gentleman to return his bride to her father when he learned the truth. The old bastard would have killed her. He didn’t want her blood on his hands.”

      For a relative not living in Savannah, he certainly knew a lot of specifics about the captain’s life. His voice had been so animated; it was almost as if he lived it. Kori studied the painting and Jeb’s face to find any variance. Their likeness was identical, even to the small scar on his left cheekbone. It was if Jeb were a living apparition of his ancestor.

      “How old was he when he died?” Kori asked. She needed to focus on the fact the man she saw last night was dead and buried.

      “Twenty-nine,” Jeb answered.

      “Enough talk about the dead,” Connie said. “Tell us about yourself, Kori. What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a civil rights attorney working for a small firm in Chicago,” Kori said. “Originally, I was going to work for Cook County as a public defender, but felt I could better assist the community by fighting for their constitutional rights.”

      “You are a lawyer?” Jeb said in surprise. “So am I.”

      “I’m a civil rights attorney,” Kori elaborated. She needed to clarify she didn’t become a lawyer to make money, but to guarantee someone was looking out for the rights of minorities.

      Jeb looked at her with such pride in his eyes, it was humbling. Her mother certainly didn’t agree with her career choice. Nothing about him or his reactions to her made any sense. Suddenly, the look in his eyes changed to smoldering. She became wet again just looking at him.

      “Let me show you Jeb’s things,” Connie said.

      “Don’t you have to collect your daughters from whatever party they attended?” Jeb asked with an edge to his voice.

      Kori had to admit, she wanted to be alone with him. Connie immediately understood his remark and exited the room. If Jeb didn’t immediately take her into his arms, she was going to start pleading.
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      His lips were upon hers before the parlor door shut. An urgency he never experienced in life had descended on him. Nothing existed but this woman.

      Kori was as frantic as he was, grabbing and pulling at his shirt. He quickly aided her by removing his top. Muscles rippled with the simple motion. While he was alive, he never had been as fit as this corporeal form.

      Her warm hands ignited his bare flesh as she examined his torso. Kori’s touch was light, as if she feared breaking him. Although his body was in the midst of an inferno, a different type of warmth encased his heart.

      Jeb concentrated on removing her dress. It was a single layer of material with none of the petticoats and pantaloons women in his time wore. He wanted it removed, not simply lifted to reach her sex. His eyes longed to bask upon her naked body.

      He maneuvered them to the larger of the two sofas in the parlor. Kori deserved more than being taken on the floor. If he still had a bedroom in the house, he would have carried her upstairs. Jeb would have to make the most of what he had around him.

      Once he had her on the sofa, he removed the delicate sandals she wore. Her toes were painted a brilliant red, a rich ruby color. She was his gem. This was the woman his sister defied death for him to meet.

      His lips lavished kisses along her legs, lifting the dress’s material as he made his way up her long limbs. She wore no stockings to act as a barrier between his lips and her delicate skin. Kori lifted her hips, assisting in his progress when he reached her midsection. Rather than kissing her belly, his tongue ran across it and then into the barely indented spot. She took in a deep breath when the tip of his tongue penetrated her bellybutton.

      He barely registered the lace that covered her sex. Jeb was afraid he’d lose control if he concentrated on that part of her anatomy. When he lifted the dress to expose her breasts, the material that bound her ample mounds was the same as her panties.

      It was his turn to suck in a breath. She was utterly breathtaking. He needed to end this slow seduction and explore that particular part of her body barely hidden by lace.

      With one hand, he lifted her head, with the other, he removed the dress. He tossed it in the direction of a chair, not caring if his aim was true. His concentration was focused on the nearly naked woman below him.

      His mouth enclosed around one of her hardened nipples, sucking it through the silk-like material of the bra. As his tongue lathed what was in his mouth, Jeb unhooked the back of the foundation. For an instant, he reluctantly removed his mouth from her covered breast, only to almost immediately return it to the naked nipple.

      When he sucked harder, Kori moaned and tangled her fingers through his hair. The gentle pulling of the strands only excited him. He quickly transferred his mouth to the other breast, wanting to worship it as well.

      Kori released her hold on his hair and attempted to relieve him of his pants. He should have removed the remainder of his clothing when he took off his shirt. Jeb sprung to his feet and let his trousers fall to the floor. His member was already erect. When he materialized earlier this evening, he didn’t bother with undergarments.

      His soul mate looked up, her focus on his erection. She unconsciously licked her lips and what little green existed in her light brown eyes became more pronounced. Kori was as excited as he was. They were two halves waiting to be whole.

      Jeb’s eyes were focused on hers when he reached down and removed her delicate panties. She was laid out naked before him, but he didn’t break eye contact with her. He was waiting for some signal for him to continue.

      It came with an illuminating smile. An invitation almost as old as time. A welcoming to join with her.

      Her sensual lips drew his to hers. Jeb covered her with his body. They were nearly the same height. His erect member positioned at the juncture between her legs.

      Soon he would be one with his soul mate. Would their joining bring the lifeless body in the cellar out of its enchanted coma? However, it was this body his consciousness now occupied that was his immediate concern. For the first time in his life, he was truly going to make love to a woman.
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      His kisses were incendiary. Kori couldn’t get enough of them. She appreciated the foreplay, but she wanted him inside her now. Her core was crying out for him, aching with need.

      She grabbed his rod and he moaned in response. Kori didn’t have to minister to his shaft, it was fully erect. Jeb grabbed her wrist and applied the slightest amount of pressure.

      “You’ll unman me, woman,” Jeb growled. It was as if speaking each word was an effort. “I need to prepare you for my girth. The last thing I want to do is cause you any pain.”

      Her passage was slick from the instant he brought his mouth to her breast. One of his fingers entered through her folds and started to move. He looked at her in surprise.

      “I craved you from the moment I saw you— “Kori stopped mid-sentence. She was about to say last night. Today’s research related to his ancestor would remain her little secret. It was the man above her she wanted desperately, beyond reason.

      Kori prevented further conversation by adhering her lips to his. Jeb didn’t object, only deepened the kiss. A second finger entered her as their tongues tangled.

      Believing she was ready, Jeb removed his fingers from her passage and gazed into her eyes. He gently removed the random wet hair adhered to her face. There was an unasked question in his expression.

      “Do you know how special you are?” Jeb asked in wonder.

      A man never looked at her in this fashion. She was either eye-candy or a means to relieve a biological need. This man gazed upon her with love reflected in his eyes. Kori had known him less than an hour, was obsessed with his ancestor, but for some reason was head over heels in love with him.

      Her feelings for him weren’t just lust, even though her body certainly reacted to his in a crazed fashion. For some reason, she felt like they belonged together. It made no rational sense, but she knew it deep in her soul.

      It was during that thought Jeb entered her with a single powerful thrust. She cried out in surprise and joy. A part of her she didn’t know was missing emerged.

      “At last,” she muttered.

      Kori hadn’t intended to express that particular feeling. How was she going to explain her feelings if he asked what she meant by those words? She couldn’t explain them to herself in any logical terms. But when was there anything logical about love?

      Jeb moved in and out of her, increasing his pace as he continued loving her. Her body met his movements instinctually. Their breathing had even fallen in synch. They were truly one.

      Sensations circuited through her body, bringing her to a cusp of a climax that would eclipse anything she had experienced in the past. The longer she hung on, the more she feared she’d shatter into a million pieces. Her breathing fell out of rhythm with his, as she gasped for air.

      She screamed as a powerful orgasm consumed her. It ricocheted off every nerve ending she possessed. Her only choice was to continue to cry out in triumph as her body continued to convulse. Jeb’s frantic pace continued as she was overcome with a second orgasm, as powerful as the first.

      His head reared back and he shouted out his own completion. She was so engrossed in her own rapture, she missed him ejaculate his seed within her. It was an effort to remember to breathe.

      Kori had truly lost her mind having unprotected sex with a stranger. She knew it was the wrong time of month to conceive a child, but there was a myriad of diseases to worry about. None of these concerns were relevant when Jeb took her into his arms. Now that the glow of their lovemaking had dimmed a bit, her mind was racing.

      Jeb collapsed on top of her and then rolled to his side, taking her with him. Her back was against the sofa’s soft cushions. It felt wonderful being held by him in the aftermath of their lovemaking. But her mind was still plagued with unsubstantiated fears.

      “We got carried away,” Kori admitted softly, fearing any volume would bring credence to her concerns. “I guess we should have had this discussion before things went as far as they did. You are disease free, right?”

      There was a momentary look of confusion on his face. Then a belly laugh escaped Jeb. “You cannot contract any disease from me. I guarantee it. Are you hungry or thirsty? It is Halloween night and the city awaits.”

      “I just need to use the restroom and dress,” Kori said.

      Jeb released her and Kori collected her clothing. There was no embarrassment on her part. Although she suffered from doubts about unprotected sex, she was still basking in the experience. She noted a bathroom in the hall before they entered the parlor. Her clothing provided a shield from prying eyes in case Jeb’s family had returned.

      The house seemed empty as she ran into the bathroom. Her body was glistening with sweat, but there was no other evidence she just had sex. It was beyond odd.
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      Jeb sat on the sofa collecting himself. It took a lot of energy to simulate a heartbeat, breathing, and an erection. At one point, he managed to aligned his breathing with hers. He didn’t know if he had the strength to stand. As far as he knew, Kori believed a man had made love to her.

      He didn’t feel any different after making love to his soul mate. There had to be more than the physical act to break the enchantment. They had the rest of the night together for something magical to occur. His sister’s letter was in the desk drawer, perhaps he missed something the hundreds of times he had read it in the past.

      With what little strength he could garner, he dressed and made his way to the desk. He wasn’t sure when Kori would return. Jeb pulled out the letter encased in plastic. The parchment had deteriorated with age and one of his caretakers had placed the paper in a protective covering.

      “What have you got there?” Kori asked.

      Jeb had not heard her return. It would be silly to try to hide his sister’s letter. There was always a chance she’d see something he had not noticed.

      “Jenny Crawford believed herself a witch and she imagined she enchanted her brother to extend his life,” Jeb answered. “She left a letter for her family related to when the spell would end. I promised to show you some of my ancestor’s belongings. This is one of the few items we have that belonged to his sister.”

      “May I?” Kori asked, extending her hand for the letter.

      He willingly turned it over. New hope blossomed in his heart. It would make sense that breaking the enchantment would involve his soul mate.

      He watched as her eyes roamed over what was written. “I wonder what the ultimate act of love is,” she commented. “How would a spirit’s soul mate even know she’s supposed to make a sacrifice?”

      In all the years that had passed, Jeb never imagined his sister was referring to a sacrifice when she mentioned an ultimate act of love. Nor did he believe the letter was for his soul mate, not for him. Kori appeared as frustrated as he felt. Did she believe the letter was for her?

      “Did you see him last night?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.

      “For a brief second,” Kori admitted. “I was already sensitive after walking through Calhoun Square. It may sound crazy, but I felt something when our eyes met.”

      He felt the same thing. A strong connection that could only occur between two souls destined to be together. Did she realize the significance of what passed between them?

      “You joined tonight’s ghost tour to see him again,” Jeb concluded. He purposely removed any condemnation from his tone. Whatever drove her to the tour was key to what would occur tonight.

      “Worse, I went to the library to research him,” Kori admitted. “I know it’s crazy, but I’m infatuated with him. Maybe that’s why I reacted to you the way I did. I’m so embarrassed.”

      Kori pulled out her phone, touched the screen several times, and then handed it to him. On the screen was an image of him in his Confederate uniform, standing next to several men who had fought bravely by his side. He remembered when he stood for the photograph. She was an industrious woman.

      He handed the phone back to her. “Congratulations,” he commented, “you found the only photograph of him our family is aware of. Maybe all of this was done to bring us together. Perhaps Jenny Crawford was not so crazy after all.”

      A smile once again lit up her face. He longed to taste her again. If he were mortal, he would never tire of kissing her.

      “I’m supposed to be meeting my friends in half an hour,” she said. “I’d love to introduce them to you.”

      Should he admit who he truly was? If he did, Kori would obsess over how to wake his true body. Worse, she would want to see him. Somehow, he knew whatever would end the enchantment had to happen naturally, it could not be forced. Jeb felt it was best to keep the illusion in place a little longer.
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      Kori had the most incredible sex of her life, yet she continued obsessing over the ghost she connected with the night before. She still didn’t sense his presence, and a charming, willing man was before her.

      After they met up with her friends, she had every intention of taking Jeb back to her hotel for an encore performance. Thank goodness she decided to cough up the money for her own space. The king bed that dominated her room would now come in very handy.

      “I know you are an attorney,” Kori said. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-nine,” Jeb answered.

      “The age your ancestor died,” Kori said before she could censor herself.

      Kori needed to evict Captain Crawford from her mind and concentrate on Jeb. After what they just shared, she didn’t want to lose him to a ghost she could never have. Maybe if she got to know him better, she could separate him from his ancestor. She needed to stop drawing comparisons between the two.

      “What type of law do you practice?” Kori asked.

      “I practice contract and patent law,” Jeb said. “The captain focused on property law.”

      How was she supposed to differentiate between the two of them when he brought up his ancestor? His words finally sunk in. Property prior to the Civil War included slaves. She was once again caught in the irony of who Captain Jeb Crawford was.

      “How could a supposed abolitionist be involved in the legal sanction of the institution?”

      Jeb looked at her. This time his eyes were not burning with passion. Maybe he was tired of defending his ancestor?

      “You tend to focus on the negative,” Jeb pointed out. “It was not uncommon for a master to free his favorite slaves upon his death. My ancestor was involved in drafting segments of such wills to extend to the slave’s family and foresaw the proper execution of the will upon death. Many families didn’t want to honor the bequest, since it meant the reduction in the value of their inheritance. Jeb saw that his clients’ wishes were fulfilled legally.”

      Kori knew such practices occurred and many slaves who believed their freedom was imminent would be sold or their families sold before the will was executed. Slaves meant wealth, and money-hungry heirs weren’t beyond bribing attorneys from properly executing a will. Her feelings for the spirit she connected with only grew with this additional knowledge.

      “Let’s get out of here before the next ghost tour arrives,” Jeb said. “I would love to meet your friends.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Kori said. She needed to get out of this house and the feelings that continued to consume her related to Captain Crawford.

      They were halfway across the room when Jeb stopped. “Hold on a second,” he said.

      Jeb returned to the desk and pulled out an object. He returned to her side and presented her with a handkerchief. She examined the white cotton material. It had the initials JAC embroidered in a corner.

      “It belonged to the captain,” Jeb explained. “Somehow I have the feeling he would have liked you to have something of his. Men in his time always carried at least one of these.”

      “What does the A stand for?”

      “Andrew,” he answered. “Jebediah Andrew Crawford.”

      She brought the handkerchief to her nose. For some wild reason, she thought she could pull up his scent. Instead, it smelled musty.

      “I feel like I know more about him than you,” Kori admitted.

      She was totally to blame for that fact. For the rest of the evening, Kori promised herself she’d focus solely on Jeb, not the long dead Jebediah. Rather than continuing to clutch the gift, she placed the handkerchief in her purse.

      He held open the front door and they walked into the night. Jeb pulled out a key and locked it. The alarm had been set before they exited the house.

      “Crazed paranormal hunters try to break in?” she asked in jest.

      “Something like that,” Jeb responded. “Constance mentioned several times a year some idiots try to steal Jeb’s belongings or search for his body. With teenage girls in the house, it became very frightening. The ghost tours are supposed to stress these are private residences. A security system was installed several months after Constance’s husband died.”

      They headed toward the river. She hadn’t considered the constant inconvenience the tours represented and ultimately the danger living in haunted houses presented. For an instant this morning, she had considered approaching the house for entry.

      They walked in silence, each of them deeply in their own thoughts. She considered poor Jenny trying to save her dying brother and thereafter the family relatives dealing with the consequences of a haunting. None of this came to mind when she was obsessing over Captain Crawford.

      The streets were relatively quiet considering it was Halloween. It was the time between the children returning home from trick or treating and the older revelers hitting the bars and late night parties. She imagined the riverfront, Liberty and Bull Streets would be teeming with people soon.

      Suddenly, she didn’t want to share Jeb. If this was a lasting relationship, there would be plenty of opportunities to introduce him to her friends. Now, she wanted him all to herself. Her body cried out for his touch.

      “My hotel room is only a couple blocks away,” Kori said. “I’d love to show you the book I snagged the photo from.”

      It was a flimsy excuse to get him to her room. He probably would have come with her if she said they would have sex again. Telling him about the book seemed less desperate. Neither of them talked about tomorrow or any future.

      The sidewalk ahead was being repaved. They crossed the street to the less lit side. Normally, it would be the last thing she’d do, but Jeb was with her.

      She thought nothing about the masked man approaching them. It was Halloween. Almost everyone was in some kind of costume. Kori heard footfalls behind her. When she turned, all she saw was the gun pointing at them.

      The robbers planned their approach perfectly. They met up with her and Jeb at the entrance of an alley. Their assailants shoved them off the street.

      “Turn over your purse and wallet,” the one in a Darth Vader mask demanded. He did not have a deep-toned voice James Earl Jones provided the character in the movies. This Darth Vader had a high-pitched, nervous voice.

      Jeb stepped in front of her, shielding her from the armed men. “I was just walking the lady to her hotel,” Jeb stated. “My wallet is at home.”

      Kori opened her purse and pulled out the handkerchief. The odds were they would only take the wallet and discard everything else in the nearest trash can. But she wasn’t going to take any chances.

      “Then turn over the purse,” Spiderman growled. “This is taking too long. Hand it over.”

      Jeb’s chivalry was going to get them killed. She stepped around him and swung her purse in the thieves’ direction.

      “Here,” she shouted.

      A rowdy group of partiers stepped out of the bar across the street, startling one of their assailants. His gun went off.

      As if in slow motion, Jeb dove in front of her. The bullet discharged, penetrating Jeb’s chest. Both of the criminals fled as her lover’s body hit the ground.

      Kori fell to her knees beside Jeb. There was no blood seeping through his shirt. However, there was a rip in the material over his heart. She moved the fabric away and there was a hole in his chest.

      She stared at the wound, trying to make some sense of what she saw. Her head was spinning. Was she dreaming?

      “How?” she asked bewildered.

      “It’s impossible to kill a phantom, darling,” Jeb said. “I become flesh one night a year, but there is no heartbeat, no blood. Only a reflection of what I once was and may never be again.”

      He vanished after saying those words. All that remained was the bullet’s slug. Kori was not sure how, but the man she spent the evening with was Captain Jebediah Andrew Crawford.

      “Love’s ultimate act,” she muttered to herself. Kori got to her feet and ran toward Crawford House. If she wasn’t mistaken, she was going to find a very different Jeb residing in that house now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      He woke to the sound of beeping, a sharp pain in his arm, and feeling like he was at death’s door.

      “Kori,” he barely uttered through dried lips and a parched throat.

      When he opened his eyes, Constance jabbed him with another needle. The enchantment had been broken. He was in his own decrepit body, dying.

      “I didn’t go to medical school to prepare for this day to watch you die,” Constance said. “Fight, you old bastard!”

      Although it hurt his chest, Jeb laughed. Now that he was mortal again, her true colors were visible. He liked this newly discovered side of his niece. She was quite a firecracker. Jenny would have been proud of her.

      “Mom,” a young female voice cried, “there is some woman banging on the door calling for Uncle Jeb.”

      “Let her in, Molly,” Constance said. “Make sure she has a stiff drink before you bring her down here. She’s going to need it.”

      Jeb didn’t know how he felt about Constance instructing her teenage daughter to pour Kori an alcoholic beverage. Today’s children were more mature than they were in his day. He was too concerned about how he looked to challenge his niece on her choices.

      “That bad?” Jeb managed to say between dry lips. His mind was going faster than his ability to speak.

      “You saw your body, Jeb,” Constance answered. “We knew you were going to wake a very sick man. I shot you with antibiotics, vitamins, ibuprofen, and just about anything else I could think of. Medicine has advanced a lot since 1864. In your stasis, I couldn’t tell what was killing you. But I don’t think it’s yellow fever, thank God!”

      Jeb closed his eyes and tried to assess his condition based on how he felt. Doctors had been to see him, but he had come in and out of delirium caused by high fevers. He was not sure if they ever diagnosed him with any particular disease.

      “Fever,” Jeb finally said. He knew he was burning up.

      “One hundred three,” Constance replied. “I gave you something that should bring down the fever.”

      “Oh, my God!” another woman cried. He would recognize that voice anywhere. It was Kori.

      He opened his eyes to see her shocked expression. Jeb knew he didn’t resemble the man who made love to her earlier this evening or the ghost she saw through the window. Instead, he was a dying husk of a man.

      “Pour some water into a glass and let him sip a little,” Constance instructed impatiently. “Then grab a cold cloth and help cool him down. He was close to death when Jenny worked her spell. She had faith her descendants would be able to save him when he performed the ultimate act of love.”

      Jeb turned his head to see Kori fill a glass with water. She put her hand behind his head and helped him take a couple sips. He managed to swallow the precious liquid. It felt wonderful, soothing his dry throat. Kori gently brought his head down to the pillow.

      One of the twins had delivered a bucket of ice. Kori placed a wet washcloth in with the ice then started to swab his burning brow. It felt so damned good. He wasn’t sure if it was the cool cloth or having Kori beside him, but it was the first time in memory his mortal being felt pure joy. She had such a look of love on her face.

      “He dove in front of a bullet,” Kori said in wonder.

      “I never associated an ultimate act of love with a sacrifice,” Constance admitted.

      Once again, he closed his eyes. He was helpless to save himself. His life was in the hands of his doctor niece and his soul mate. Jeb needed to hold on emotionally. He willed his heart to beat and his lungs to take in air. There was so much for him to live for. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to bring them together only to have him die.
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      Kori looked at Jeb’s gray, dying face. He looked like a character in an El Greco painting. Had Jenny cast her spell too late? She fought falling apart while Connie concentrated on saving his life. Kori felt helpless just standing there, following what few orders she was given.

      For two days and nights, his temperature lowered, just to soar again. Half the time he was delirious, not recognizing the people around him. She was relieved when he called out her name, only to shout out Jenny’s name a breath later.

      Connie regularly checked his vitals, but her facial expressions didn’t give anything away. There was no way of knowing if he was improving or slipping closer to death. Kori never asked how he was. She didn’t want false hope or to hear bad news.

      Kori didn’t leave Jeb’s side except when nature called. The twins brought her meals, but she had no appetite. Her lunch sat untouched beside her.

      She had managed to get some warm broth down his throat. He was getting most of his nutrients from the IV bag hanging next to the bed. Kori memorized his face as she looked for any sign of improvement.

      Over the two days, she drifted in and out of sleep. Never getting any rest. It terrified her that she’d be unconscious when Jeb needed her. Kori had told her friends she met a man and was spending time with him. Connie’s daughters had gone to the hotel to collect her things. There was no sense in paying for a room she wasn’t using.

      She had nodded off and when she jerked awake, Connie was over Jeb’s body. A smile was on her face. Kori held her breath, daring to hope.

      “His fever has finally broken,” Connie said in relief. “He’s going to be all right. It will be a long recovery. Jeb’s muscles have atrophied while he was in stasis. A physical therapist will have to work with him and he’ll have to build up his stamina.”

      Tears of joy ran down her cheeks. She was afraid to pray for such an outcome. Kori barely knew the man who laid in the bed, but he had become her world.

      “Go home, Kori, and settle things up north,” Connie said. “Then return to us. Jeb is out of danger. He wouldn’t want you seeing him weak. The image he projected is the man he wants you to see.”

      “Doesn’t the marriage ceremony say in sickness and in health?” Kori challenged her.

      “Yes,” Connie admitted. “But that is after a courtship, falling in love, and deciding to spend the rest of your lives together. Not when one starts at death’s door.”

      She did need to quit her job and ship her belongings to Savannah. But she wasn’t going to make any decisions until Jeb regained consciousness and they talked. Kori would no longer be making decisions without Jeb’s opinion factored in.

      Kori never dreamt she’d marry a former Confederate captain or live so close to the plantation her ancestors lived as slaves. What better place to fight for civil rights than for the descendants of the men and women who toiled the fields beside her people.

      She stared at the still man in the bed. Her soul mate. He had displayed the ultimate act of love in order to come back to life. But now that the romantic fairy tale was behind them, would their love grow? Life had a nasty way of getting in the way of true happiness.
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      Jeb opened his eyes and stared into Kori’s light brown irises. He had come in and out of consciousness, but Kori had been there each time. She gave him a reason to live.

      “Hi,” he said. His lips were chapped and painful. His voice rough from his dry throat. He sounded like the frog the girls watched on television when they were younger.

      Kori immediately reached for a glass of water. She placed her warm hands behind his neck and slightly lifted his head. Jeb drank the cool refreshing water through a straw. It was simpler taking in the liquid that way.

      “How long?” Jeb asked. It was easier to talk now.

      “Three days since you dove in front of the bullet,” Kori answered. “You disappeared on the street, so I immediately came here. It appears as soon as you vanished, the enchantment ended and brought you back to life.”

      It was easier to converse with her when he was his good-looking projected image. Now, he was a shadow of what he once was. What could he possibly say to interest the vibrant, beautiful woman next to him?

      Women in the twenty-first century were so different than they were in the nineteenth-century. Over time, he watched his caretakers change and the people attending the ghost tours. Television gave him a front row view into what was occurring in the world. He was a relic from the past that still created unease.

      In his day, women went from their father’s home to their husband’s. Often, girls from wealthy families had little to say in who they married. Only spinsters were allowed to work. Married women had but two purposes: maintain the home and bear children.

      Kori was an independent woman who supported herself in the same career he had chosen. A highly educated, intelligent woman. What did he have to offer her?

      But she never left his side during his illness. He had to suggest a future together or he would lose her. Jeb was strong enough to conquer death, he would have to live with the consequences if she rejected him.

      He cleared his throat, gathering the courage to speak to her from the heart. “Kori, I will recover,” Jeb started. “I just need to find a means to support myself and my family. A lot has changed since 1864. What I’m trying to ask you, though badly, is if you will marry me?”

      Tears welled in her beautiful eyes. Kori was so emotional; all she could do was nod. He took that as an acceptance to his offer of marriage. They were starting with nothing, other than a promise of what soul mates could have together.

      “Where do you want to live?” he asked his future bride.

      For some reason, his questions surprised her. She had a puzzled look on her face. Her eyes squinted and her nose wrinkled. Kori was adorable in her confusion.

      “I assumed you’d want to live in this house,” Kori said. “You have so much history here and Savannah is a beautiful city. Jenny would have wanted you to live out the rest of your life with your family.”

      “Then we can build our life in Savannah,” Jeb said. “But you need to close your life in Chicago. Your family and work need to be considered. There is also a wedding to plan. I need time to recover, build up my strength, and be worthy of a woman like you.”

      “Jeb, you conquered death for me,” Kori countered. “I think that automatically qualifies you as worthy. It will take me a couple of weeks to transfer clients to other lawyers at the firm and pack up my apartment.”

      “And your mother?” Jeb asked.

      He didn’t recall Kori ever mentioning her. Although, they had not had extensive conversations in the mere hours they spent together. There was so much they had to learn about each other.

      Kori let out a loud sigh. “Things are a little frosty when it comes to my mom. I have no idea what I’m going to tell her about you.”

      “Check with Constance,” Jeb suggested. “She has contacted her brothers in Atlanta. They are attorneys with their own successful practice. The two are creating a false trail of documentation for my new life.”

      “That was fast,” Kori commented.

      “Constance is an overachiever,” Jeb stated. “As soon as she took over my care, she had faith she would be my last guardian. My whole life has been orchestrated on paper. Constance was just waiting for you to come along. During one of my more lucid moments, she told me the plan has been activated. Jenny even set up bank accounts and an investment portfolio. My guardians managed my investments through the various crashes, and peaks and valleys in the market. I am a rich man, it turns out.”

      He knew wealth wasn’t what drew Kori to him. The enchantment brought them together. Jenny had made it all possible. But it was now up to him to build upon the foundation his beloved sister laid.
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      Tying up lose ends in her life took longer than she had anticipated. She didn’t want to leave her clients in the cold, so she spent additional time helping their new attorneys build their cases. Over the years, she had established a reputation as being a diligent, winning attorney. As soon as law firms in Savannah discovered she was relocating, offers started to pile in.

      Her mother gave her one guilt trip after another, planning a larger wedding than she wanted. Thelma Daniels wanted a social standing her parents and her fireman husband were never able to provide. As soon as her mother discovered Jeb was from an old Savannah family, she was like a shark sensing blood.

      Every night, Kori talked to Jeb and packed her meager belongings. She had collected more over the years than she had remembered. Each article held a treasured memory, especially those she associated with her father. Kori packed more than she threw away.

      It may have been her imagination, but it sounded like Jeb’s voice was getting stronger with each call. He had completed his physical therapy, worked out daily at a local gym, and was studying for the Georgia Bar Exam. Since Georgia offered reciprocity to lawyers from other states, all she would have to do was pay two fees totaling thirteen hundred dollars and she’d be licensed to practice in the state.

      The movers were coming to pick up her belongings tomorrow. Everything else she would donate to the Salvation Army. In two days, she’d be flying to Savannah and Jeb.

      Her mother would be joining her in a week. That would give her six days to prepare her fiancé and his family for Hurricane Thelma. Jeb was good natured enough to accept all the changes made to their wedding at her mother’s insistence. They hadn’t even set a date.

      I Want Your Sex ring tone sounded. One of her girlfriends had changed Jeb’s incoming call announcement before she left Savannah. Rather than being embarrassed, she loved it. Truer words had never been uttered by George Michael.

      “Hi, baby,” Kori said. She started to call him by that endearment. Jeb hadn’t settled on one, but generally called her darling.

      “The new bed for our room arrived today,” Jeb said. “I told Constance I can’t wait to live in sin with you. I figure it’s very modern of me.”

      Kori laughed. She was excited to not only learn more about Jeb, but rediscover the twenty-first century through his eyes. Their nightly conversations ranged from discussions about politics, to raising children, and a myriad of other topics.

      “Connie doesn’t mind giving up her room at the back of the house?” Kori asked. After everything that woman had done, she felt awful about taking her bedroom.

      “No, she’s good,” Jeb replied. “She realizes we need our privacy. Besides, being next to the twins, she can hear if they sneak boys into their room. There was an incident yesterday. You’d think she came from my time, based on her reaction.”

      One day, she and Jeb would have to face the same problem. She couldn’t wait. They both wanted children, but hadn’t discussed how soon. As far as she was concerned, she wasn’t going to use birth control. It would happen when it was meant to be.

      “My flight arrives tomorrow at three,” Kori said. “I should be at the house around four.”

      “I ordered a car service to pick you up,” Jeb advised. “Constance is teaching me to drive. She said I wasn’t ready for a trip to the airport.”

      “That doesn’t sound too promising,” Kori said between robust laughter.

      She discovered Jeb had a wonderful dry sense of humor. Kori never had a boyfriend before who made her laugh. Every interaction with him was an adventure.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, love,” Jeb said.

      Now, that was an endearment she liked.

      [image: ]

      Jeb paced in the living room of the suite he reserved for his reunion with Kori. The car service was supposed to drop her off in front of the lobby and the bellman was to lead her up to their room. Her luggage would be delivered to the house by the driver.

      He had everything she would need for the next two nights. There was a plush robe in the closet and Constance had provided a change of clothing for her when they were ready to leave. The rest of the time she would be in his arms, naked.

      If her plane landed on time, she should already be here. Would she have argued with the driver, demanding to be taken to the house? His pacing intensified.

      The sound of the lock releasing brought his attention to the door. Kori, a vision in blue, walked through the door’s threshold. One day, he would be carrying her across one.

      She ran into his arms as the door closed behind her. The bellman had a large smile on his face and was twenty dollars richer.

      “You got us Champaign and strawberries?” Kori said after her lips left his and she surveyed her surroundings.

      He wanted to make a romantic gesture, but also have her a little tipsy. The first time they made love, he had projected a perfect body and performance. Although he had been working out, he was far from perfection. Some of Jenny’s magic must have remained since he recovered incredibly quickly once he was free of the virus.

      Jeb opened the bottle, producing the satisfying sound of the cork releasing kinetic energy. He poured two glasses, a particularly generous one for Kori. She laughed as she accepted the glass.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?” Kori asked before taking a sip.

      “Something like that,” Jeb admitted.

      He put down his glass, not wanting anything to adversely impact his performance. As it was, he was harder than a rock.

      Kori downed the contents of her drink. “It’s warm in here,” she said as she unbuttoned her cardigan.

      What was underneath her sweater caused a different type of heat to travel through him. Her white blouse crisscrossed over her breasts, allowing ample bosom to be displayed. His finger itched to touch the plump half globes.

      “I can help you with that,” Jeb said as he released her breasts from the silk material. Kori wasn’t wearing a bra.

      His lips entrapped one of her hardened nipples. He wrapped his arm around her waist as he feasted. Kori’s arms reached behind her and unzipped her skirt. The flimsy material fell to the carpet, leaving only a thong covering her sex. Jeb had to admit, he liked modern fashion.

      He released her breast and moved his hands to her exposed ass. “I hope you have more of those in the luggage heading to the house.”

      “Tons,” Kori replied. “How about helping me slip out of them and then we can start on your clothing.”

      Jeb went down on his knees and took a hold of the thin material riding her hips. Her skin was like satin. He barely moved the material and it fell to her feet. Once the task was complete, he stood before his soul mate.

      Kori stepped forward, leaving her panties behind. Her eyes were almost level with his. She leaned forward and kissed him. As her lips brushed against his, her fingers unbuttoned his shirt.

      The moment of truth was upon him. He had tried to develop as much muscle mass as he could the last several weeks. His body was nowhere near where it was during his prime and a far cry from what he projected to Kori their one night together. He had barely been able to walk when he started working out at the gym.

      Her hands spread open the shirt and brushed the material over his shoulder. Kori’s fingers explored his naked chest. She broke the kiss to examine him with her eyes.

      He swallowed hard, waiting for the verdict. Her eyes sparkled and a slight smile graced her face. His lungs expanded with air after he stopped holding his breath.

      “You look incredible, baby,” Kori said. She continued to run her fingers over the muscles of his abdomen to prove her point.

      “I am barely what I was,” Jeb claimed.

      Kori leaned forward and kissed him again. She moved her lips to his ear and started to suck on his lobe. “Remember, I bathed you during your fever,” she whispered in his ear. “I am flattered you wanted to impress me, but it’s not a body I fell in love with. It’s the man who waited for me and who rushed out of a sick bed in a misguided quest to please me physically.”

      “You deserve a whole man, Kori,” Jeb stated

      “And you are,” Kori said. “And each day, you will get stronger. In the meantime, let’s get rid of those pants.”

      Jeb was only too pleased to comply with her request. As soon as he stood and reached for his belt, Kori slapped away his hands. It was her turn to kneel. She undid his belt, unzipped his pants, and let them fall to his feet. His briefs were the next article of clothing to land on the floor.

      Kori took his engorged member and brought it to her lips. She lathed the tip with her tongue before taking him into her mouth. He groaned with satisfaction, but he didn’t want to come in her mouth.

      He released himself and gathered Kori into his arms and carried her to the bed. Jeb prayed he could bear her weight. All the work he had done in the gym had paid off. Bouquets of flowers surrounded them, but her eyes never left his. Jeb watched as Kori took in the floral scent, a small smile crossing her face in response to the fragrant air.

      He laid her on the bed and covered her with his mass. His erection rubbed against her inner thigh. Understanding both their needs, he entered her with two fingers. He stretched her with each movement his digits made.

      “A man will be loving you,” he told her. “Last time, I used a kind of magic to bring about physically what I felt in my heart.”

      He wanted to explain why his performance was going to be a glimmer of what it was before. The last thing he wanted was to disappoint her, especially after their longer than expected separation. Jeb wanted everything to be perfect and knew it was an unattainable goal.

      “But we have a different kind of magic working for us,” Kori replied to his words and the concern reflected on his face. “Flesh and blood soul mates connecting physically for the first time. I can’t imagine anything being more perfect.”

      His mouth devoured hers with a passion those words generated within him. Their hearts, minds, physical bodies, and souls would connect this time. This was what Jenny saved him for.

      “I have one request to make of you,” Jeb said. “If we conceive a girl child this weekend, I want her named Jennifer.”

      Kori placed a hand on each side of his jaw. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Jeb entered her slowly, feeling each sensation as he moved in inch by inch, and her body enclosed around him. Their eyes glued to each other as their bodies enjoyed another ultimate act of love.

      

      
        The End
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      Self-reliant Harper McKinnon arrives in Savannah to claim her inheritance, Bellehaven Plantation—a proud antebellum estate. But the estate’s handsome caretaker, Clay Montgomery, is used to doing things his way. Fireworks fly as they are drawn ever closer, but the plantation’s ghostly secrets threaten both their love and their lives.
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        Bellehaven Plantation

        October 1850

      

      Mammie Odette folded linens beneath the warmth of the Savannah sun and listened to a thrasher that serenaded her from a dogwood tree. A smile touched her lips. There was beauty to be found in the bleakness of the surrounding rice fields, if you looked hard enough. Thanks be, she thought. Hope lives.  She raised her head and offered a joyful noise unto the Lord. Her daughter, Ophelia, kneeling beside her at the washboard, joined in.

      The soulful strains of There Is a Balm in Gilead and the bitter tang of lye soap drifted through the air into the manor’s kitchen through an open window. Willow and Maisie, scullery maids no more than youngsters harmonized as they scoured remnants of breakfast from the wooden floor.

      Mammie’s velvet voice trailed off when a robin flew through the open window into the kitchen. An omen of death. Startled, the slave children ran outside to Mammie and clung to her skirt.

      “The bird!” Willow cried. “Is it true? Is Death coming?” Her soft brown eyes begged for an answer.

      Mammie placed her hand atop Willow’s head. “Oh, it be true as north, child,” she said. “Death will ride his pale horse into Bellehaven. He comin’ for souls. Don’t give him no foothold.”

      Mammie didn’t need an omen to foretell death. She was an Obeah woman. She knew — just as she knew that the coming death would be dark. She fingered the wooden amulet around her neck and glanced at eighteen-year-old Ophelia, young and powerful in her own right. Death would feel her presence. She must be vigilant.

      Even so, Mammie’s heart swelled with pride. She was no longer the only Obeah woman on the plantation. Together we will battle the reaper, she told herself that bright Savannah day beneath the blazing sun when birds sang and evil seemed so far away.

      But in the dark of night when truths refuse to be silenced and hearts accept what the mind cannot, she knew that murder would strike Bellehaven. From that day forward, evil would fester inside the bones of the plantation.

      Until one day, far into the future, when a woman was destined to arrive; a woman who would uncover the truth — and whose duty it would be to vanquish the evil at Bellehaven.

      Mammie crossed herself and whispered, “God be with her.”

      

      Savannah

      Present DayHarper McKinnon pulled her ’03 Mustang through the wrought iron gates and idled on the tree-lined drive to double-check the address.

      7601 Middle Marsh Road.

      She turned to her passenger. “This is amazing. There must be some mistake.”

      Pluto, her black Bombay cat, peered through the bars of his carrier and fixed her in his emerald stare. It was his haughty, ‘stupid human’ look.

      She tossed the directions back into her purse. “Fine, then,” she said. “Next time you drive.”

      She coasted down the winding lane and looked up through the open convertible top, catching the scent of gardenia and glimpses of the blue September sky as it danced above the massive oaks. The autumn sun warmed her shoulders. Spanish moss dripped from the trees, and magpies chattered overhead like a gaggle of old crones, drawing more than a passing interest from Pluto.

      It was a heady mix that lulled her, almost called her. Eyes heavy, nearly closed, she stirred at the sight of the manor around a bend up ahead. It was massive, with tall white columns, formal gardens, and a captain’s walk. At the front of the house, a man worked on the porch ceiling, his ladder leaning against the stark white brick.

      She parked in the semi-circle drive by the front steps and called to him.

      “Excuse me? Is this the Bellehaven Plantation?”

      The man pivoted toward her, bracing himself with one hand against the gutter. Harper’s eyes refused to blink. He was tall, at least six-two, with wavy, dark brown hair that was too long and swept beneath a backward ball cap. He had the face of a god; a face covered in a day’s stubble, with a strong jaw and an aquiline nose that had a small jagged scar beside it. But his eyes were what held her captive — dark, thick-lashed, and sexy. Her eyes wandered to his tanned, muscular arms. What would it feel like to lie in them — to feel him...

      She realized she’d been staring and turned away with a blush. He smiled and a set of perfect white teeth flashed between his lips. His eyes slowly travelled from her head to her toes and back again. When his smile settled into a lazy grin, she thought that perhaps, he’d been doing some daydreaming of his own.

      “Come again?” he asked in a slow southern drawl.

      Come a what? What the ... huh? She cleared her throat and looked away like an awkward seventh grader. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      He grinned. “I said, I didn’t hear you.”

      She turned back and studied him.  She’d known hot guys like him before. They used you up and spit you out without a second thought. At 23, she’d been orphaned for four years and knew how to take care of her herself. She’d been burned more than once, though. The latest, in a long line of losers, stole money from her checking account. Flirting was not an option, neither were relationships or sex. So Beefcake Bubba could just take it down the road.

      “I asked if this is the Bellehaven Plantation,” she said. “I’m here to meet with Larry Crosley, an attorney with Beale, Hennessey, and Howell.” Her tone was snarky.

      “Sure is,” he said, turning back to his work.

      Did he just dismiss me? Harper noticed the paint can and brush propped on the ladder, and the half-painted porch ceiling. “What’re you’re doing?”

      He picked up the wet brush. “Painting. I’m pretty sure they do this north of the Mason-Dixon Line.”

      “I meant who told you to paint the ceiling blue?”

      He laid the brush back down and studied her over his shoulder “And just what color would you paint a porch ceiling?” he asked.

      “What’s wrong with white, like the rest of the exterior?”

      He laughed, infuriating her more. Her cheeks blazed.

      “You’re not from around here, are you, sweetheart?”

      They were interrupted by the sound of a car pulling into the driveway.  The driver scrambled out, briefcase tucked under one arm, his opposite hand extended to Harper.

      “Ms. McKinnon, I’m Larry Crosley. Pleased to meet you. I take it you’ve met Clay Montgomery, the plantation’s handyman. Clay lives in the old slave quarters out back.”

      Clay took his time coming down the ladder. He raised his paint-covered hands and nodded his introduction. “Ms. McKinnon? You must be William’s granddaughter.”

      “That’s right, Clay,” said Crosley. “Harper came all the way here from Mason, Ohio to sign these papers. As soon as I hand her the keys, she’ll be the new mistress of Bellehaven, lock, stock, and barrel, right down to the furniture.”

      Clay’s smile was paper thin. “Welcome, ma’am.”

      His reaction hadn’t escaped Harper. Crosley fidgeted, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and jiggled his keys.

      “It’s such a pretty day, folks. We don’t have to go inside. Why don’t you sign right here, Ms. McKinnon, on the hood of my car, and I’ll be on my way.”

      She scribbled her name and took the keys from his hand, making a mental note to find a new handyman. No doubt about it, Clay Montgomery and his attitude problem had to go.

      Crosley reached into the front seat of his car and pulled out a small silver gift bag. “Almost forgot. The wife put this together for you. Welcome to Bellehaven, dear.”

      “Well, isn’t that sweet.” Harper reached inside and found a loaf of homemade bread and a salt shaker.

      “That’s her blue ribbon cheese bread. You’re in for a treat,” he said, climbing back into his car. Harper leaned down, salt shaker in hand.

      “What’s this for?”

      “That? Oh, it’s just a silly southern superstition. You sprinkle salt on your doorstep once you get inside.”

      Harper chuckled. “Why?”

      His smile was tight. “It keeps the evil spirits away, if you believe such things.”

      Harper watched Crosley turn onto the oak-covered lane, squealing his tires on the way out. What a strange ranger.

      She turned toward the manor and tried to imagine the hustle and bustle of plantation life, the back-bending work in the rice fields, and the lives of the slaves her ancestors had owned. On closer inspection, she thought perhaps the manor itself hadn’t changed so much with its brilliant gardens and white-washed brick exterior. For an instant, she thought she saw the silhouette of a woman peering out from behind a curtain in one of the upstairs windows. But then she blinked and the silhouette was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      No two ways about it, Harper McKinnon was a snooty Yankee bitch. She was hot all right, but the woman’s nose was stuck so high in the air she’d drown in a rainstorm.

      Clay glanced at the U-Haul hitched to the back of the woman’s banged-up Mustang and fought the urge to let the spoiled little princess unload it herself. But that wasn’t how he was raised. Without a word he sauntered over, yanked up the door, and began pulling her entire life out onto the driveway.

      “Hey!” Harper scrambled over to the trailer. “Thanks, but I don’t need your help.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “Where I come from, the proper response would have been thank you.” Then he looked down into the softest, blue-violet eyes he’d ever seen, watching the breeze play with her long copper-colored hair, and his irritation faded. “Look, the sun’s going down. Pretty soon, you’re going to be out of light, so even though I know, being the strong, self-reliant woman that you are, you’re fully capable of unloading this trailer by yourself, please just let me help you.”

      In spite of herself, Harper smiled. “Well, all right then — on one condition.” She picked up a box marked ‘kitchen staples.’  “While you unload, I’ll make some tea. And when we’re finished cooling off, we’ll both carry the stuff inside.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      It didn’t take Clay long to empty the trailer. Something about that stuck in his craw. He was 25. She looked roughly his age. It would have taken him and his buddies most of the afternoon to relocate his endless horde of crap. Harper had one tiny little U-Haul with room left to spare. Either she didn’t have much of a life — or very little worth remembering.

      Harper returned with their tea. He took a glass and eased himself down onto the front steps.

      “How did you end up the handyman at Bellehaven?” she asked.

      “Hell, I’ve known your grandpa since I was twelve. He was like a second daddy to me.”  Memories of Will brought a smile to Clay’s face, but Harper flinched like she’d just been slapped. She turned away. Was she crying?

      Jesus, he thought, you’re such an idiot.

      He rubbed his face with his hand. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. ‘Ole Will, he wanted to get to know you. He really did. He told me so. It’s just he had that fight with your mom and dad, and so...that never happened. Then, when they died, you were full-grown. He figured it was too late — that you wouldn’t want to see him.”

      “He could have tried.”

      Clay paused. “To be fair, you could have, too. He said he never heard from you, either. The door swings both ways.”

      An awkward silence settled in. They let it be and listened to the call of the crickets as the sun slipped toward the horizon.

      Clay took a sip of his tea and gagged. “There isn’t any sugar in this."

      “No, there isn’t. I probably have some in that box I brought in. Want me to get it?”

      “It’s not the same,” he said, setting the glass down on the steps. “Around here, we drink sweet tea.”

      They carried her belongings into the house and placed the labeled boxes in their respective rooms. Pluto took an instant liking to him, purring and rubbing himself against Clay’s legs. When he got underfoot, he even let Clay scoop him up and tuck him back into his carrier.

      “Can’t have you running off, little one. Your momma’d snatch me bald.”

      Harper’s eyebrows raised. “He hates that carrier. Even I have a hard time getting him in there.”

      Clay threw her an irresistible grin. “You just gotta use a little finesse, is all.”

      There were some things he needed to tell her about this place, important things if she were going to stay here. But chances were the hardheaded city girl would never believe him — until it was too late. The sun was almost gone. It was now or never. He offered Harper his arm and feigned a horrible English accent.

      “Would madam care to take a turn around her new estate before we lose the light?”

      While Pluto napped peacefully in his carrier, Clay strolled Harper around the garden in late summer bloom with its begonias, chrysanthemums, and sprawling alyssum, their sweet scents teasing her nose. He showed her the towering pine grove, strong and dense like a fortress. Then they ambled around the back of the manor, well beyond the manicured lawn where he showed her the old icehouse, the stables, the empty hen house and pigpen. He was running out of sights to show her, but try as he might, he couldn’t find a way to ease into the conversation he needed to have with her. When the sun reached the horizon, they started back to the manor.

      Harper stopped mid-stride. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      She motioned for Clay to stop, then after a moment, she shrugged.

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      They walked on but soon she stopped again.

      “There! Don’t you hear that? Someone’s singing.”

      A soulful voice whirred inside her ear. “Listen!” She grabbed hold of his arm and paused, then quietly began to sing:

      ‘There is a balm in Gilead

      To make the wounded whole.’

      Her brows raised. “Surely, you hear that.”

      Clay shrugged and shook his head but picked up his pace toward the house.

      “Maybe the wind is carrying choir practice from The First Church of the Redeemer. Dark comes on quick here. Best be getting back now.”

      Harper closed her eyes and swayed to the music only she could hear, singing louder and with more fervor. Clay took her hand and pulled her across the lawn toward the house, though it seemed she barely noticed. She flopped along behind him like a rag doll. Then he heard the ghostly contralto voice for himself and stopped in his tracks to listen.

      Harper collapsed and fell to the ground, eyes rolled back and body limp.

      Clay scooped her into his arms and broke into a run toward the manor. His foot landed in a chuck hole and he fell, dumping them both into a muddy swale near the old pigpen. As he stood back up, a mist appeared before him that ebbed and flowed before settling into the shape of a beautiful young mulatto woman. She looked at Clay with sad, accusing eyes, then she raised her finger and pointed toward Harper.

      “You leave her be, Ophelia,” he said. “Just leave her be.”

      He ran past the ghostly apparition and glanced down at the woman in his arms, stricken with her beauty. Holding her tighter to his chest, he buried his face in her long red hair, inhaling her coconut-scented shampoo. Then he whispered in her ear, “Pretty lady, you’re not going to remember this when you wake up, but we need to talk. There’s some things you need to know about this place.”
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      Harper awoke to the chatter of magpies in the cottonwood trees. The morning sun streamed through her open window, and a gentle breeze billowed the lace white curtain into her room. Pluto lay curled in a ball beside her pillow. She ran her fingers through his soft, thick fur and then sat up. Funny, she had no recollection of changing into her nightgown or even going to bed. Last she remembered, Pluto had been in his cage and she had taken a walk with Clay.

      After a quick shower, she filled Pluto’s bowl, plucked a stale donut from a box marked food and wandered through the front lawn, taking inventory of the manor, looking for minor maintenance projects she could handle herself. Her eyes fixed on the half-painted porch ceiling, and a quiet groan escaped her. Project number one.

      She made short work of the job and was already cleaning out the paint brush and rollers when she saw Clay standing on the sidewalk with two large coffees, staring at the porch ceiling.

      “Holy shit. You actually did it. You painted it white.”

      “I like white,” she snapped.

      “You stubborn Yankee princess. It’s supposed to be blue.”

      “What’s your problem? It’s my porch.” Suddenly, her eyes grew wide. “Did you think my grandfather was leaving the plantation to you? Is that it? It’s some kind of control thing?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous." He handed her one of the steaming cups and sat down on the porch steps.

      “Then what? Why can’t the porch ceiling be white?”

      He took a long, slow sip and watched the steam rise from his cup as though he were weighing his words. Then he looked into her eyes and said, “Life is different down here. We whistle when we walk past graveyards, we pour salt across our thresholds, and damn it, we paint our porch ceilings blue. You think it’s because we’re a bunch of superstitious hicks, but it’s not. It’s because...” His voice trailed off and he shook his head.

      “What? Just spit it out.”

      “Harper, Bellehaven is haunted.”

      She stood stone-faced, waiting for him to chuckle. But his drawn lips and narrowed eyes refused to budge. She burst out laughing. “Ghosts? You can’t be serious! You know there’s no such thing. Wait — that still doesn’t explain why porch ceilings can’t be white.”

      Clay ran his hand through his hair and squirmed. “Spirits can’t pass over water. They see the blue and think ...it’s water. It... protects you.”

      She nearly spewed her coffee across the porch. “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “What if I told you, I know for a fact they’re real?” he asked.

      “I’d say you’re full of crap, and you probably just want to buy the plantation from me for next to nothing. Well, it won’t work.”

      His face blazed. “Even if you gave me this plantation, I couldn’t afford the taxes. Whether you believe it or not, I’m not out to hurt you, little Miss Priss. Just tell me this: what do you remember about last night? After our walk. How’d you wind up back inside all snug and cozy in your bed?”

      After an awkward silence, she said, “I don’t remember. But how would you know that?”

      He retraced their steps from the night before, telling her about the music, her trance, and how he carried her inside. “Something — no, someone had control of you, Harper.”

      She shook her head. “Stop trying to scare me. I don’t believe in ghosts. I...I was exhausted, that’s all.” Her eyes narrowed. “How did I end up in my nightgown?”

      Clay swallowed hard. “ Well, I...changed you. You passed out. I had to carry you.  I couldn’t see where I was going and I stepped in a hole. We fell in the swale. You were covered in mud, so I...changed you and put you to bed.”

      “You took off my clothes.”

      His face blanched. “Well, technically yes, but I put some back on, too.”

      “I...you...how could you?” Harper flew down the porch steps and sprinted for the backyard.

      Clay called after her, “It’s not like I did anything...else. I wouldn’t lie about that. You’re losing sight of what’s important here. You could be in danger.”

      Harper turned and pointed at him. “Do not follow me. Ghosts, trances, and disembodied voices? Forget it. I can’t process any of this. Leave me alone. I need time to think.”

      Her feet flew across the grass, sure and certain as though they knew where they were headed. All the while her mind reeled. Part of her believed Clay was telling the truth — at least as he saw it, even though none of it made sense. He’s not out to hurt me, she reasoned. I’m a better judge of character than that. Her legs and lungs began to burn. She pulled herself from her reverie and was surprised to see that she’d raced all the way to the icehouse.

      The air was different there, thicker and stagnant with a sweet, cloying stench. The grounds, filled with birds and wildlife, had grown eerily silent. The branches of the towering oaks arched over the top of the icehouse and covered it in darkness like a shroud.

      Something, or someone, called from inside the icehouse. Her heart raced. She tried to block the sound from her mind, yet even as she resisted, her hand moved of its own volition and reached for the door. She watched helplessly as the knob turned beneath her fingers. The door swung open with a mournful moan and Harper McKinnon stepped into the past.

      The icehouse, which had been empty for over a hundred years, now held large blocks of ice stacked in frozen columns. Its floor was muddy with runoff and smelled of the nearby Savannah River.  As Harper breathed in the cold, wet air, she noticed other smells, too — the stink of man sweat and whiskey. Looking down, she saw vintage leather pumps peeking out from beneath a floor-length ruby dress that billowed below her waist. Disoriented, she grabbed hold of the wall to steady herself with hands that were no longer manicured and creamy, but calloused and honey-brown.

      The floor and ceiling began to spin, slowly at first, but then spiraled toward her in dizzying circles. She closed her eyes and the crazed, high-pitched keening of animals surrounded her, approaching ever closer, until she felt the heat of their breath on her skin.
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      Clay patched the worn interior walls of the drawing room and wondered which color Harper would want to paint them. He rolled his eyes and looked at Pluto laying in a ribbon of sunlight on the parlor floor.

      “God help me, cat, another discussion about paint.”

      For now, there were more cracks and holes in the plaster than he could tackle in a month. He put on his headphones, cranked up some Toby Keith, and lost himself in the music, thinking she’ll come back when she’s damn good and ready.

      The shadows on the wall grew long, and he adjusted the light. Three o’clock. He hadn’t heard or seen Harper since morning. Pluto meowed pitifully.

      “Where’d your momma go, kitty? Are you getting hungry?” He walked to the kitchen and filled Pluto’s bowl. Uneasiness gnawed in the pit of his gut. He tried to shake it off.

      She’s a big girl. She can take care of herself.

      He sighed, wiping the plaster dust from his hands, and went to look for her. The woman was ten pounds of trouble in a five pound bag. God knew what silly project she might have started that he would have to finish. He walked through the house and called for her but got no answer. He headed outside; her car was parked in the circle, so she had to be there somewhere.

      He checked the grounds in front of the manor then circled to the back, picking up his pace with every step. He called for her over and over again but there was no answer. His stomach churned. Something’s wrong.

      He ran.

      When he approached the icehouse, the air began to tumble and swirl. A gray translucent woman fluttered in the doorway, hovering, beckoning him to enter.

      Clay stumbled to a halt. “Ophelia! What have you done?”

      He threw back the icehouse door. Harper lay curled into a ball, rocking on the floor, facing Clay. Her glazed eyes didn’t appear to see him.

      He knelt beside her and pulled her into his arms. “Harper, Harper. It’s me, Clay. Harper.”

      She moaned. Her eyes fluttered a few times before finding his. “Clay?”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      As he lifted her gently from the ground, he noticed she was clutching something in her hand — a muddy hair comb. She gave it to him, his rough, large hand nearly swallowing hers. He shoved the comb into the back pocket of his jeans. It was a typical October afternoon; warm and breezy, and yet her skin felt like ice. He took off his shirt and wrapped it around her. Then he shook his head.  She was so tiny, the shirt hung on her like a bathrobe.

      He cradled her in his arms and carried her back to the manor.  “This is becoming a habit,” he said, “I might have to start charging you by the mile.” The quip was meant to make her smile. But things were getting out of hand and he couldn’t help but wonder if or when Ophelia would appear next.

      He laid Harper on the sofa, covered her with a soft chenille throw, and brushed a lock of hair from her face. Pluto climbed onto the back of the sofa and curled up near her shoulder. After starting a fire in the fireplace, Clay fixed her a hot cup of hot tea. Then he went to sit beside her and felt something dig into his thigh. He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out the hair comb and flaked off the mud. It had a few broken teeth and was yellowed but exquisite, made of scrimshaw and inlaid pearls. He showed it to Harper.

      “Is this yours?”

      “No, I’ve never seen it before.”

      “You were holding it when I found you at the icehouse.”

      She shrugged helplessly and turned to face the fire. Even with her tangled hair and dirt-smudged face she took his breath away. Her amethyst eyes burned soft and warm in the firelight, her skin shone like alabaster that begged to be touched. He leaned in closer.

      “What’s this on your neck?” he asked.

      “Ow. That hurts.”

      Fingertip bruises, he thought. Could Ophelia have left them? He didn’t think so. She’d never been violent, and besides, the hand print was too large.

      “Jesus, Harper, what happened out there? Who did this to you?”

      She rubbed her face with her hands. “After our...discussion... this morning, I started running and ended up at the icehouse. Something inside it called to me, actually pulled me toward it. I remember being frightened and trying to keep my hand off the doorknob, but I couldn’t. It just kept pulling me in, and when I looked...”

      Her shoulders began to shake as she broke into sobs. Clay put his arm around her and pulled her close.

      “When I looked at my hand, Clay, I swear it wasn’t mine. It was the hand of a young black girl. And I...she...was wearing a red period style gown. It was so surreal. Everything started to spin and I got dizzy. I heard such awful sounds — these crazed, high-pitched shrieks that seemed to go on forever. I’ve never been so scared in all my life!”

      Unable to stop the flow of her tears, Harper curled into Clay’s body and cried with the openness of a wounded child. He was stunned. It was the first time she’d let her guard down. Moved, he held her tight, wanting nothing more than to take away her pain, but a quiet voice in back of his brain screamed, Was it Ophelia? Had she seen Ophelia? When Harper finally lay still, he continued to hold her, and whispered, “Now, I’m going to tell you all about this place. At least as much as I know.

      “Your coupla-times great granddaddy, Thaddeus McKinnon, built this plantation in 1843. He was a widower with one son who went off to school and moved to Richmond to practice medicine. Like most of the rich, low-country farmers, he grew rice. And like most of those farmers, he bought slaves to handle the field work and to staff his manor.

      “In fact, there’s something I need to show you.” Clay scooted out from beneath Harper and walked to the mahogany secretary next to the fireplace. He gently removed a picture from the top drawer and brought it to her.

      “Oh, look at the detail,” she murmured, “It’s beautiful.” It was an old daguerreotype photograph in its original display case.

      “That’s a picture of the McKinnon slaves,” said Clay. “That’s Mammie Odette in the back, her daughter, Ophelia, standing next to her, and a couple of orphan slave girls, Willow and Maisie. Thaddeus was partial to his house slaves and treated them well for the times. In fact, they stayed on at the plantation with him after the Civil War. Your granddaddy told me that according to family scuttlebutt, Ophelia up and disappeared one day. Talk was she ran off, though Thaddeus swore that wasn’t true. She was never found... and she never did come back.” Then he whispered, “At least not while she was alive.”

      Harper, no longer crying, sat on the edge of the couch, silent, and waited for him to continue. He squatted down in front of her and peered into her shimmering violet eyes.

      “You aren’t going to want to believe this, but it’s the God’s honest truth. There’s something dark here — a presence. I don’t know who or what it is, but I feel it. Sometimes, at night, I wake up to the sound of a cracking whip, and there’s a black mist hovering over me. My room stinks of cigars and whiskey. And there’s more,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Ophelia appears to me now and again, too. She’s never done me any harm. She seems to be partial to me. Like maybe even...attracted to me.

      “Take a good look at that picture, Harper.” He pointed to Ophelia. “Could it be her hand you saw?”

      “Maybe,” said Harper. “But why would she attack me? Is she jealous that I’m here in the manor — alive — and she’s not?”

      He reached out and took her hands in his. “It’s possible. Who knows? But I’m not leaving you here alone. I’m going to ride this out with you. Anything, or anyone who wants to hurt you will have to get through me first.”

      Harper looked into his eyes and kissed his hands. “You mean that, don’t you?”

      “Damn straight,” he whispered, slowly leaning toward her. So far, he’d been able to hold back his desire for her, telling himself she wasn’t the kind of woman who suited him, that she’d be nothing but heartache and trouble.

      But everything about her seduced him, from her blue-violet eyes and long copper curls to the full, ripe curves of her body — even her quick Yankee temper made him smile. He kissed her softly at first, letting her taste linger on his lips. But she moved into him, her mouth soft and wet and hungry. His tongue found hers as he slowly laid her back on the couch. He felt himself growing hard.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he whispered.

      She shooed Pluto off the couch. “Just tell me you have protection,” she whispered, unzipping his jeans and sliding them off.

      He smiled and pulled a condom out of his wallet, tore open the packet, and rolled it on. Then he teased down the zipper on her jeans. He slid them over her hips and tugged them off. His heart fluttered when he unbuttoned her blouse to find that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her round porcelain breasts were firm beneath his mouth. He flicked her nipples with his tongue and watched her arch her back in ecstasy.

      God your good, she moaned.

      His hands moved over her silky white skin exploring every inch of her body. He was glad to see that she gave as good as she got, grinding against him until he thought he’d lose his mind.

      His hand trailed down below her stomach and his fingers dipped between her thighs.

      When he thought he couldn’t hold himself back another moment, she cried, “Oh, God, please,” and pulled him closer with her legs. He thrust himself inside her.

      She was soft and warm and wet, passionately writhing against him. They moved as one, as if they’d been together forever. He watched her face, and let her body tell him when she was ready. Her eyes closed and she moaned, “Oh, Clay.” He let himself release, closing his eyes, breathing her in, amazed at the depth of his desire —  and amazed at the intensity of his feelings for her in such a short time.

      He heard a quiet hiss and noticed Pluto, back arched, staring toward the ceiling above Harper where the mist-like shroud of Ophelia hovered. The ghostly wraith looked down on Harper, translucent tears staining her cheeks. Why was she crying? Maybe he’d been right. Maybe she had fallen for him. She was acting like a jilted lover. He glanced at Ophelia with pleading eyes and sent a silent message. Please — you have to let me go. Don’t hurt Harper. It’s time for you to move on.

      Ophelia glared at him and vehemently shook her head, then wafted away like a puff of smoke.

      Clay held Harper while she dozed peacefully in his arms and tried to figure out why Ophelia was so reluctant to give up her place among the living. In his heart he knew she wasn’t a malevolent spirit. She would never hurt him and he didn’t believe that she would hurt Harper either, which left him with one burning question.

      Who was trying to kill Harper — and why?
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      Harper awoke deep in the night snug in her own bed, once again with no recollection of how she got there. She glanced at Clay sleeping peacefully beside her and instantly understood. She stretched like a contented cat and grinned, wondering sheepishly if perhaps she should start paying him by the mile.

      A full moon hung outside her window casting a brilliant swath of light across her bedroom floor. Pluto lay snoring gently on the worn Oriental rug beside her.

      Too energized to sleep, she rose and walked toward the window to watch the night sky. She passed by her dresser and noticed the hair comb Clay had found, now lying on a lace doily, its inlaid pearls iridescent in the moonlight. Clay must have laid it here, she thought. Curious, she picked it up and turned it over in her hand. It felt almost... familiar.

      She swept back her hair, slid the comb into place and glanced at the mirror. The reflective surface began to flex and bend, stretching like carnival glass. When it stopped quivering, Harper looked at her reflection again. Silhouetted in the dazzling moonlight, her auburn hair had turned onyx, her cascading curls now coiffed into a spiral at the back of her head.

      She stifled a scream.

      Dear God! What’s happening?

      The woman who stared back at her had rich, ebony skin and jade green eyes that shimmered like the ocean. She wore a ruby red dress with a daring décolletage and a cinched bodice. Her breasts, barely contained, threatened to spill out.

      The longer Harper stared at the woman, the more entranced she became, melting into the emerald eyes that held her gaze, losing herself in the tiny brown flecks that floated within the green sea of her irises.

      No longer aware of Clay sleeping soundly in her bed, no longer aware of the here and now, Harper drifted away from the world she knew. When the drifting ended, she had transformed into the beautiful slave girl, Ophelia.

      [image: ]

      Ophelia choked back tears as she sprinted through the slave quarters toward the small barn-sided cabin she shared with Mammie Odette. Clutched to her bosom was a scarlet gown. Only when she was safely inside the cottage did she let her tears flow free.

      Mammie, round as a whiskey barrel and not much taller, wrapped her massive arms around Ophelia and pulled her close.

      “What’s wrong, child?” she cooed.

      Ophelia kissed her cheek, then pulled away and threw herself across the bed. She lay face-down on one of Mammie’s patchwork quilts. Ophelia rolled over, grabbed the gown by its shoulders and spread it out beside her on the bed. It was made of crimson satin, styled off the shoulder with a black lace plunging neckline and fitted bodice.

      “Lawd!” Mammie gasped. “Where’d you get such a vile thing?”

      Ophelia sat upright and rubbed away her tears. Her chest heaved and her breath came in short, ragged bursts. She struggled to slow her breathing. When she was able to speak, she said, “Massa Judd gave it to me to wear tonight at the Halloween Ball. He said it wouldn’t do to have me ruin the party wearing my raggedy livery clothes.”

      “Did he, now?” said Mammie, folding the dress over her arm. She sat beside Ophelia, stroking her long dark hair. “Don’t you fret none. Mammie gonna take care of this.” She struggled to her feet and hobbled to the door, the gown still in hand. “You get yourself washed up for tonight, baby. I won’t be gone long.”

      Ophelia poured a small amount of water into the tarnished wash basin and scrubbed her face with a cotton cloth, her thoughts never straying far from the lecherous slave master, Buford Judd.

      His hooded eyes constantly followed her, watching, leering. When he smirked at her, she saw a spark of madness in those eyes. He stank of whiskey, smoke, and sweat. Short and thick, with occasional wisps of hair that shot from his head like alfalfa sprouts, she would have imagined him mucking stalls or hawking tonics for a living.

      But she’d learned early on that his looks were deceiving. He was anything but weak. Although Judd was illiterate, Mister McKinnon had let him take charge of the field hands. He ruled them with an iron fist and McKinnon was pleased with their output. Over the years, a few of them had gone missing in the middle of the night. Judd would say they‘d run off, though she knew that wasn’t so. He was a man to be feared. And while his desire for her was obvious, Ophelia knew down deep inside Massa Judd hated her because Mr. McKinnon had taught her to read.

      She knew how fortunate she was; most slave owners would never dream of such a thing. There were laws against educating a slave. But he brought her books and even encouraged her to discuss them with him. Every time Judd looked at her, jealousy burned in his eyes.

      She grimaced when she remembered that Mr. McKinnon, noticing Mammie’s tired gait, had given her the evening off. He told her to rest and said the other servants could handle the ball. That meant Ophelia would have to deal with Judd and the other drunken louts on her own.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the distant sound of Massa Judd’s cursing. She couldn’t make out the words, but Mammie’s voice had joined his. Ophelia raced to the door and threw it wide. There, not thirty feet away, Judd and Mammie stood face to face.

      Ophelia’s heart sickened. Surely, Mammie would suffer for confronting him. They argued on, neither of them noticing her in the doorway.

      Mammie held the dress in her hand and pushed it toward Judd. “Massa Judd, we both know that dress ain’t gonna be free. My Ophelia’s a good girl. Don’t you go turning her into some soiled, two-bit hussy.”

      His face blanched, his eyes turned cold and flinty. He grabbed Mammie by the arm and backhanded her, knocking her to the ground.

      “How dare you, you uppity brown cow! I give your daughter a gift, and this is the thanks I get?”

      Ophelia sprinted toward Mammie and reached her just as Judd kicked her in the ribs. “Stop! Please, you’re hurting her!” Ophelia threw herself across Mammie, shielding her, and scooped the dress off the ground. “See?” she said, “See, it’s fine, Massa Judd. I’ll wear the dress. Please, just don’t hurt Mammie. Please.”

      Judd’s eyes narrowed. He watched silently as Mammie took Ophelia’s outstretched arm and struggled to her feet. She held her head high and stared at Judd with eyes that were dark, flat, and defiant. He refused to look away but made no advance toward her.

      Ophelia could almost see the wheels of his mind turning. The house slaves were McKinnon’s darlings. He’d have hell to pay if he hurt them.

      He sneered at Mammie. “You ever talk to me that way again, it’ll be the last time.” He grabbed Ophelia’s hand as she dusted mud from Mammie’s skirt. “You best listen to me, girlie girl. I better see you in that dress tonight, or you’ll get more than the back of my hand.” He spit on the ground as an exclamation point, turned and headed toward the manor.

      Ophelia took Mammie’s arm as they returned to the cabin and asked, “Why would you say such a thing?” she asked. “You know his temper.”

      “Righteousness,” Mammie said, “Sometimes, things need sayin’ no matter who’s doing the listenin’.” She waddled to a solid oak shelf that hung high upon the wall and took down a sundry box Mr. McKinnon had given her. After opening the box and sorting through several bunches of dried herbs, she pulled out a tiny jar filled with a fine-grained powder. Then she opened the cabin door and plucked a pretty white flower from a bush alongside the cottage. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      Curious, Ophelia looked on. Maybe she needs a liniment.  But deep in her heart, she suspected otherwise. Mammie’s herbs could do many things, not all of them good.

      Ophelia’s voice was little more than a whisper. “Did he hurt you?” she asked.

      Mammie cupped Ophelia’s face in her hands. “No, child. This be for you. Your powers are strong, but this will make them stronger. It’s time you learn about a...special herb.” She leaned close and whispered, “And the tings it does.” She chanted quietly, and while Ophelia didn’t know the words, she sensed they were dark and powerful. Mammie sprinkled the powder on the beautiful white flower, and placed it in Ophelia’s hand.

      For the first time, Ophelia understood the burden she would carry as an Obeah woman. What Massa Judd had done to Mammie — and done to those missing slaves — and what he would do to her if she didn’t stop him, was wrong.

      She put on the scarlet dress and rolled her hair into a twist, showing the slender slope of her neck. Then she tucked the pretty flower Mammie had given her deep into the décolletage of her gown. She kissed Mammie’s cheek, and with her head held high, walked to the manor.

      Last minute preparations for the ball were underway. Guests soon arrived masked and magnificently costumed. The men smoked cigars and drank like fiends while the women preened like peacocks and fanned themselves on the balcony. Music from the ballroom drifted through the veranda doors and into the sultry night air.

      Judd donned a long frock-coat paired with a puffy cravat at his neck, and slicked back his quarrelsome hair. A chill touched Ophelia’s spine. Even in his Sunday best, there was a coarseness about him. You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, she thought.

      Since Mammie was given the night off, Judd had told Mr. McKinnon that he would supervise the servants and direct the coachmen, though that was likely more of a ruse to gain admittance to the ball, since Ophelia and the others were well instructed in their roles. He didn’t have the pedigree for an invitation, so he drifted back and forth from the kitchen to the plantation’s long oak-lined drive, snatching drinks and harassing the waiting coachmen.

      The gentlemen guests drank round after round of whiskey, their tongues getting looser and their hands becoming freer with every glass. Ophelia faithfully served them with a forged smile and a vacant stare, thinking only of the treacherous task that lay ahead of her.

      Midnight approached and found Judd haranguing the coachmen outside. Mr. McKinnon advised Ophelia that he wished to make a toast, and asked that the servants open bottles of champagne. While the house staff moved through the crowd, filling their goblets, Ophelia disappeared into the kitchen to prepare Judd’s drink herself.

      She removed the Oleander flower from her cleavage and chopped it into a thick paste, then dropped it into his goblet and added the champagne, stirring until the tiny remnants of pulp settled to the bottom.  Drunk as he was, he would never know they were there. She fetched him for Mr. McKinnon’s toast and handed him his glass of champagne. He finished it in a single gulp.

      Her work was done.

      There was a lightness in her step as she moved through the crowd and breathed deeply for the first time in hours. No sooner had she dared to think how different life would soon be, than a hand crept around her waist from behind and a noxious cloud enveloped her.

      Judd nibbled her ear lobe and swatted her behind. “We need ice. Go fetch some from the icehouse. Now!”

      Thankful for the opportunity to exit, Ophelia nodded and left, making her way across the lawn, bucket in hand. The further she walked, the darker her path. The sounds of the party faded. She heard footsteps behind her and stopped. A single footfall crunched, followed by an unnerving silence. Her mouth went dry and her heart thundered.

      She sprinted for the icehouse. The footsteps came closer, louder, nearly upon her. She threw open the door, tripped over the sill and sprawled across the floor. She rolled to her back as Judd entered the doorway.

      “No need to get up, girlie girl. I got you right where I want you. So to speak.” He gave an ugly laugh and inched forward.

      Her eyes darted across the room. She was surrounded by blocks of ice and had nowhere to run but through him. A pair of tongs with claw-shaped hooks were embedded in the ice above her head. She sprang to her feet and grabbed them. When she turned back, Judd was nearly upon her.

      She thrust the tongs toward his gut and screamed, “Get away from me!”

      He glanced at them and laughed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Ophelia’s mind raced, recalling the preparation of his champagne. She studied him closely. His face was sweaty and pale, his lungs wheezed.  He stepped toward her but then doubled over and groaned.

      She took heart and jabbed at him again with the tongs. He leapt at her, trying to take them away. She spun sideways and swung at him, gouging his cheek with their sharp tips.

      He roared and charged, knocking her down, ripping them from her hands. Then he straddled her, but overcome with nausea, he dropped to his knees on top of her.

      “What was in that drink, you bitch?”

      Her eyes blazed, rebellious. “Doesn’t matter now, Massa Judd. You’re dying.” She bucked her hips, hurling him forward over her head then rolled away from him, loosening the comb in her hair and sending it skittering across the mud floor. She raced for the door as he regained his feet.

      Several steps ahead of him, she made it to the pigpen, but screamed when he caught her from behind. He spun her around, wrapped his massive hand around her throat and squeezed.

      “You damnable whore, why did you do this?”

      She locked eyes with him and thought of Mammie’s words. “Righteousness,” she rasped. “Righteousness.”

      Judd raised his other hand and buried the ice tongs deep in her chest. She gasped as he pulled them out and let her slide to the ground. “Where’s Mammie?” he roared. “Where? That heathen witch can save me.”

      She sneered, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. “Massa Judd, even God can’t save you now.”

      He picked her up, nearly falling to his knees and rolled her over the railing into the pigpen.

      “Won’t be nothing left of you to find, girlie girl, not even your clothes once the pigs get done with you. But since you ain’t quite dead yet, you can watch to see what parts of you they eat first.” Barely able to stand, he turned and stumbled off toward the manor.

      The pigs, roused by the scent of blood, stampeded through the mud and began to scavenge Ophelia’s body like a pack of hungry wolves. She moaned and rolled onto her wounded stomach, sinking into the muck, putting her hands over her head.

      Her mind swam as her body turned cold. When she could no longer feel pain, the shrieks and squeals of the pigs still filled her ears, their hot breath warming her clammy, wet skin. With her last ounce of strength, she raised her head and saw Judd lying dead in the grass. She wondered if Mammie would be proud of her and then closed her eyes for the last time.
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      Clay awoke wrapped in the crisp, cool sheets of Harper’s bed and smiled. Thank God, it hadn’t been a dream. Her scent surrounded him, the feel of her skin still velvet on his hands. He’d never met a woman who made him ache the way she did. Did she feel the same? He reached for her, wanting the full length of her against him.

      She was gone.

      He scanned the moonlit room and saw her standing in front of the dresser, wearing her flowered nightgown, the comb tucked securely into her hair. Still as death, she gazed unblinking into the mirror. Was she sleepwalking?

      “Harper?”

      She didn’t answer. He climbed out of bed and slipped on his jeans, his feet touching the ice-cold floor. His breath disappeared into vapor, and he wondered why the house had gotten so cold. Pluto cowered under a nearby chair, hissing long and low.

      “Harper. Wake up,” he said, touching her arm.

      When she still didn’t respond, he led her by the elbow back to bed and turned on the bedside lamp. She flinched at the sudden brightness. When her eyes came to rest on him, he saw a flicker of recognition.

      She broke from her trance and grabbed his arm, her words tumbling out in a torrent.

      “I saw her, Clay — Ophelia. She pulled me through the mirror and showed me everything. I know what happened!” Harper recounted the girl’s story, leaving nothing out. Not even the details of her brutal death.

      “That’s it!” Harper cried. “Don’t you see? Ophelia wants us to know that Thaddeus was right. She didn’t run away. She was murdered!”

      Clay rubbed his face with his hands. What the hell was going on here? God knew, as many times as he’d seen Ophelia, he believed in ghosts. But portals to another time? Ophelia had never spoken to him, let alone tried to carry him off to the past. Part of him wondered if Harper had been dreaming.

      He walked to the dresser, peered into the mirror and waited, hoping for a sign —some kind of affirmation. The longer he stood, the more ridiculous he felt.

      “Harper, I’m sure it seemed real...”

      A whip burst through the mirror with an audible crack and struck Clay, flaying a strip of skin from his neck. He reeled, nearly falling. The whip disappeared but another crack rang out and the skin on his right forearm peeled like a grape.

      “It’s Judd!” screamed Harper.

      A malignant laugh echoed through the room. Harper jumped from the bed and ran toward Clay, but an invisible force lifted her from her feet and threw her out of the bedroom into the hallway. She crashed headfirst against the wall and collapsed on her back, eyes closed with a thin trail of blood winding down her forehead.

      The door slammed behind her.

      Clay scrambled to his feet, his eyes ablaze.  “You wanna fight, Motherfucker? I’m right here. Leave her alone.” When he reached the doorway, he heard another crack and felt the sting of the ghostly whip as it pulled his feet out from beneath him.

      He clambered back up and a low growl hummed in his ear causing him to spin around. The electricity blinked once, then twice but stayed on. An eerie silence blanketed the room, making the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

      As if on cue, the lights flashed off and on, and the temperature in the room soared. The television and radio blared. The shower turned on full blast along with the spigots on the sink.

      “Show yourself, damn it!” Clay bellowed. Getting no response, he dove for the door, but a hurricane lamp from the dresser hurled through the air behind his head, missing him by inches.

      He spun around. “You fucking coward.” Invisible arms crushed his ribs, and he watched the room fall away as his body shot toward the ceiling and suspended in midair before crashing to the floor.

      Sprawled on his stomach, he gasped for air. Every muscle in his body ached but he had to get to Harper. He struggled to his feet and made for the door. The dresser careened toward him from across the room.  He waited until it was almost on top of him then leapt out of its path and watched it slam into the door. Then he grabbed it with both hands and heaved it aside. Amid a chorus of Judd’s cackles, he threw the door open wide.

      Harper was nowhere to be found.
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      Harper opened her eyes and groaned. She lay on the hallway floor staring at flecks of fresh blood on the carpet. Mine? She wondered. She tried to sit up but her stomach lurched. What the hell happened? Judd’s maniacal laughter from the bedroom across the hall jogged her memory and pulsed in her ears.

      She crawled to the next bedroom and turned the doorknob. It opened easily. As she slithered inside on her stomach, Pluto rushed in ahead of her. Safe at last, she pushed the door closed with her foot, then slouched against the wall and closed her eyes.

      An endless vortex stretched before her, calling her. She drifted inside it, weightless, traveling further and further into the void until she hurtled headlong into a sea of nothingness.

      But sounds filtered into the abyss followed closely by the too sweet tang of whiskey. Faces reeled before her, flickering in and out of focus. A mist eddied in the darkness, shaping and reshaping before finally settling into the ghost of the beautiful Ophelia. She grabbed Harper with frigid hands and implored her to get up.

      No sooner had the slave girl materialized than she disappeared, and the void filled with a tall, broad-shouldered man whom Harper instantly recognized but did not know — her grandfather, William McKinnon. He reached across the nether, cupped his hands around her face and implored her to ‘rise and fight, child.’  Even as she heard those words, the first words her grandfather had ever spoken to her, Harper felt Clay’s warm, strong arms pulling her back to her feet — back to the here and now.

      “Harper.”

      She opened her eyes to find an angry black mass churning across the bedroom toward her. It spun itself into a thin, shadowy rope then disappeared, leaving behind the malevolent spirit of Buford Judd.

      The fireplace roared to life, making Harper jump. Judd’s laughter echoed through the tiny room and magnified, growing louder and deeper as if it had sprung from the very depths of hell. Harper cringed with her hands over her ears which seemed to excite him more.

      Clay stepped in front of her and growled. “Leave her alone.”

      Judd flashed his rotten teeth and pointed a gnarled finger, sending Clay flying across the room into the corner of an antique armoire. He crumpled silently to the floor.

      Harper backed into the corner, keeping her eyes on Judd. He sauntered toward her, licking his lips. She trembled and made herself look small. Towering before her, Judd was anything but a bedsheet of a ghost. He’d come back as flesh and bone. Pluto arched his back and hissed, earning a boot from Judd.

      “Been a long, long time for me, girlie girl. Why, you’re a fine-looking dollymop, ain’t ya?”  He unbuckled his belt.

      Clay stirred and slowly rolled to his feet.  His shoulder hung low like it had been dislocated. Even so, he charged Judd again. Judd hissed and whirled around, levitating the fireplace poker, sending it screaming through the air at Clay’s head. It was too close. He wouldn’t be able to dodge it. With a last glance at Harper, he closed his eyes.

      Ophelia’s ebony hand reached through the spirit world and snatched the poker in midair. She manifested in solid form, standing tall between Judd and Clay, and tossed the poker aside.

      Judd taunted Ophelia. “You couldn’t beat me when you were alive, bitch. What makes you think you can take me dead?”

      She dove for him, but he held out his hand as if it were an invisible wall and she crashed to the floor. With his left hand extended, keeping her in place, he turned his attention back to Harper. He lifted her up with his other hand and held her by the neck so her feet didn’t reach the floor. She gasped for air.

      As Clay struggled to get to Harper, Ophelia broke Judd’s hold and sprang to her feet. She pushed Clay aside and flung herself onto Judd’s back. He released Harper’s neck, letting her fall to the floor. Clay rushed to her side and together they watched Ophelia fight the demonic Buford Judd.

      They moved like dancers one drawing the other in, and the other skirting away, until Ophelia rushed him head-on. He kicked her feet out from under her and pinned her to the floor, but she kneed his groin, squirmed out from beneath him and scrambled to her feet. When Judd righted himself, a gleaming pair of ice tongs hung from Ophelia’s hands.

      He chuckled. “That didn’t bode well for ya last time, girlie girl. Care to try again?”

      Ophelia circled him slowly, thrusting and retreating over and over. He matched her every step, then lunged. She jabbed at him, but he sidestepped and seized the tongs.

      “Tsk-tsk, my love.  You lose,” he said, and plunged the tongs into her back.

      Tendrils of light burst from her wounds. Her energy seeped through the gashes like golden blood. She turned to Clay with a doleful stare.

      Judd raised the tongs to finish her, but his hands were stayed by an unseen force. Harper and Clay watched wide-eyed as the spirit of William McKinnon took shape. He grappled with Judd for control of the weapon, but the elderly ghost looked over-matched and weak. Harper saw the grey in William’s hair and the stoop of his shoulders, but she also saw the grit in his eye and the set of his jaw. Her heart swelled.

      My grandfather.

      Judd let go of the tongs and twisted out from beneath them. He stared long and hard at William, then raised his eyebrows with a chuckle.

      “Well, well. Who have we here?” He cocked his head, looking back and forth between William and Harper, as if studying them. “McKinnons? By God, McKinnons — the both of you!” His eyes came to rest on Harper. “What would Thaddeus say?” Me killing his beautiful descendant.” He tore the whip from his belt. “But first, I need to settle things with Ophelia.  Ever seen a head ripped clean off its shoulders?”

      Judd snapped the whip. As it sailed through the air, its barbed tip transformed into the head of a snake with venomous fangs and elliptical eyes. Harper recognized it at once — a cottonmouth. The snake head spun its leather body around and struck at Judd, wrapping around his neck.

      Judd bellowed, “I know you’re here, you fucking Voodoo bitch. Show yourself.”

      A tiny orb of light shot through the room. When it dissipated, there stood a large, weathered woman with skin as black as a moonless night. She wore the livery clothes of a slave and a white cotton head wrap. A finely carved amulet made of wood hung from a leather strip around her neck.

      Her name burst from Judd’s mouth like a swarm of angry bees. “Odette.”

      She glared at Judd and flicked her crooked finger at the snake’s head.  It reared and hissed, snapping at his face. “The evil in you is strong, Massa Judd. But the good in this place be stronger.”

      She smiled at the fading spirit of William. Frail and nearly translucent, his eyes were fixed on Harper. “She knows you love her, Mister William. You go on now. Get on back to the light. She be seeing you there someday.”

      Harper watched tearfully as the hero she had never known vanished before her eyes.

      Ophelia’s plaintive voice floated across the room. “Mammie!” She stretched out her arms, begging for an embrace.

      “There, there, baby,” Mammie said. “I’m comin’ — soon as I make things right.”

      “Let me loose,” screamed Judd. “Now! You godforsaken witch.”

      Mammie’s eyes locked his. “You been stuck here on this land, in this house all these years afraid of movin’ on, knowin’ what you had in store. But the worst part is my baby’s been stuck here with you. And look what you done to her now.”

      Judd worked his neck muscles, trying to break free of the serpent-whip. Mammie moved closer until they were nose to nose. After chanting mystical words in a language Harper had never heard, Mammie sprinkled a circle of salt around him. Then she grinned and stroked the scaly top of the cottonmouth’s head. It settled instantly as if following some unspoken command.

      “Have patience, Massa Judd,” she whispered, “I ain’t finished with you just yet.”

      She turned to Harper, her eyes filled with pride. “I knew one day you’d come. Step over here, child, and do me a blessin’. Bring my baby with you.” Harper took a step back, her face ashen. “You got no cause to be frightened of me. You a McKinnon. This be your home.”  She stretched her arms wide. “Now, both of you girls come over here and take my hands.”

      Harper glanced at Clay, then took Ophelia’s hand and flinched. She’s cold as ice.  The light flowing from inside her had grown dim. Harper held Ophelia’s arm and led her to Mammie. They all joined hands, forming a ring around Judd.

      He snarled. “What can you possibly gain from torturing me?”

      Mammie brushed her lips against the snake and turned her steely eyes on Judd.

      “Righteousness, Massa Judd... righteousness.” Mammie rolled back her eyes and raised her head high.

      “To the one whose name shall never pass my lips, come! Take your son. Take him to the darkness. Put his soul to the fire, and let it burn for eternity. I summon you! Come — take him now!”

      Black, shapeless wraiths swirled up through the floorboards and descended on Judd, feasting on him until all that remained was the rotted shell of his soul. Then they dragged him down through the floor, and though Harper couldn’t see it, she was certain they’d taken him past the nether and straight into the bowels of hell, his shrieks echoing long after he disappeared.

      The room brightened. The evil was gone.

      Mammie cradled Ophelia in her arms and looked lovingly on Harper.

      “So strong you are, child. You done well. Now, it’s time for me and my baby to give you some peace. But there’s something you should have first.” She took the amulet from around her neck and slipped it over Harper’s head. “This belongs here, on this land with you — the woman of Bellehaven.”  She took Harper’s chin in her fingers. “We’re a strong lot.”

      Clay knelt beside Ophelia and looked into her eyes, dim and welled with tears. She touched his face and smiled her goodbye.

      A zephyr wafted through the room as the souls of Mammie Odette and Ophelia burst into a thousand points of light and set out for their home far beyond the stars.
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      Harper stepped into the shower and let the hot water soothe the aching muscles in her neck. It had been a week since she’d met Mammie Odette and witnessed a world few had ever seen. She winced when the water hit her forehead. The goose egg was finally shrinking.

      Clay slipped in behind her and pulled her to him, pushing his hips against her. She turned with a chuckle.

      “I see you’ve missed me.”

      He backed her up against the wall, lifted her by the hips, and groaned, then shrugged it off and tried again with the same result. Harper frowned.

      “Your shoulder isn’t healed yet. We don’t have to do this. Not here anyway.”

      He nipped at her ear. “Oh yeah, we do.”

      She put her arms around his neck and looked into his gorgeous brown eyes. She saw a real man. One who’d stood by her — had damn near died for her. She saw past the handsome stud who’d done his best to annoy her and saw the man who cherished her more than life itself. She owed him everything and if she had anything to say about it, she’d be spend the rest of her life paying him back.

      She kissed him long, slow, and wet, tonguing him softly. Then she entwined her fingers into his and whispered. “I have an idea.”

      She started at his neck, licking him, fluttering her tongue down his chest, teasing his nipples with her lips and teeth. He leaned back against the shower stall and gave himself over to her. She knelt in front of him and took him into her mouth then cupped his balls in her hand, feathering the seam with her finger from front to back.

      He closed his eyes and moaned. “Oh God, Harper, don’t stop. Please.”

      She finished him and let him relax under the hot shower, hoping it would ease the pain in his shoulder. She would have stayed there with him, but until he was healed, she had some extra chores to take care of. She opened the shower door, but Clay caught her by the hand.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I’ve got things to do. Pluto’s almost out of cat food. We need groceries, and I want to get a headstone for Ophelia. But there’s another chore I’m going to tackle first. Something that shouldn’t wait until you’re healed.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I’m going to repaint the porch ceiling.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “I’m done arguing about paint. You win. Paint it whatever color you want.”

      “Well,” she said with a grin, “As a matter of fact, I think I’ll paint it blue. You know ....just in case.”

      He laughed and pulled her back into the shower. “That can wait, babe. Right now, I owe you one.” He kissed her hard and whispered, “Better get ready. I’m going to rock your world.”
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      Demon Dolan Ciar exists on three simple words: desire, denial, and destruction.

      Every four years, he is allowed one night of earthly passion to punish a deserving female. By the time he is finished, his victims are left as willing receptacles for demons yet to come.

      Since she was four, a demon has been the only constant in Leora Desmond's life. He taught her how to seize control, to never give up, and to take whatever she wanted. At twenty-four, her self-centered existence is focused on one thing. She wants Dolan, and she won't be dissuaded. A mistake brought Dolan to Leora. A promise bound him to her. Returning once again to ask for his freedom, he is faced with Leora demanding to be his next conquest. The ultimate retribution would be to take from her the ultimate symbol of her selfishness. Now, Dolan must decide if he can doom her to life in living hell or face his own set of unearthly consequences, while Leora must choose between her pleasure and her heart.

      The Promise blurs the line between good and evil, desire and love, and promises and commitment.
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        DEATH

      

      "What is this?" Dolan Ciar materialized in what appeared to be a long corridor and froze. Empty and silent, this place dripped with the remnants of death, not only the destruction of war now centuries old like most of these large manors in Savannah, but fresh sorrow, new and raw. His usual destinations overflowed with lust and sex, perfect locations for a demon to find his victim and it was too easy to move around on the night the humans reserved for dress up and make believe.

      Before making a move, he scanned his surroundings, the ornate wrought iron stair rails, the detailed moldings, all the fittings that the humans in his territory coveted. Pictures littered the walls, and he stepped closer. Rather than the normal images of ancestors in various garbs through the ages to show just exactly how old and renowned the family who lived here was, a man, a woman and a child or some combination thereof took up every frame.  Interesting.

      The energy throughout the space was off. No doubt this was some sort of mistake, a miscalculation of coordinates or other bad data. Of course, there was always the possibility he was here for the female of the house. Lessons learned in front of the husband were most gratifying, but something told him he didn't belong here.

      He continued down the carpeted path, passing two closed doors. At last, a small cry whispered from the next room. Before he left, he needed to investigate, and he stepped down the hall and opened the door.

      A child. He paused for a moment, taking in the unfamiliar scene before him. The room was illuminated only by one small lamp in the corner, but he clearly made out the small human form sitting on the bed amongst a sea of stuffed toys. The long curled hair and nightgown told him he encountered a little girl.

      Children shouldn't even see them, and he went to back out, but stayed a second more.

      The girl sniffed, took one of the toys shaped like bird and threw it at the wall. "I hate you!"

      Without trying to hold back, he let loose one chuckle.

      "Who are you?" The little one turned and threw something at him.

      A glowing orb flew toward him, and with a shrug he caught the item in mid air. Once secure in his grasp he glanced down to find the little terror tossed a clear glass paperweight in the shape of the earth at him. This silly decoration could do some damage to a human.

      "Wow!" She got up from her bed and charged in his direction. The curls he noticed bouncing with every step. "You did it!"

      He took a breath. All he needed to do was convince this child he was nothing but a dream and leave. "Here you go." He offered her back her weapon.

      "You’re not a ghost. Who are you?" She grabbed his other hand and pulled him inside. "What's your name?"

      "Dolan, but I can't stay." Not sure how fragile new ones were, he allowed her to drag him all the way back to her bed.

      "I'm Leora Desmond, and you have to. I'm by myself." She crawled back on the bed.

      Leora, an interesting name, one that meant light. "Now, I'm sure your parents are here, and you have a nice little light over there. You will be fine." He reached down and helped her get under the covers.

      "My daddy won't talk and my mommy isn't here." She caught his wrist. "She's gone."

      "Well, I'm sure she will be back shortly." He tried to shake her off him.

      She shook her head. "No. She died. We buried her today."

      Tears slid down her face and the sniffing started again. "No one will tell me." She leaned up and wiped her nose on the sleeve to his leather jacket.

      "This may work better." He took a tissue from the table by her bed. Humans secreted too many fluids, only a few of which were desirable.

      Rather than taking the tissue, she continued to keep hold of him and turned putting her nose right in his hand.

      Without much of a choice, he wiped her nose and threw the tissue aside. "No crying. That's not for you."

      She swallowed her body jerking a bit as she tried to stop the tears.

      He waited for her to calm down. "Now, I think you should sleep. I'm sorry about your mother."

      "Will you tell me? I can't sleep until someone tells me." She wrapped both arms around his arm.

      "If I tell you will you let me leave?" He sat at the edge of her bed.

      "I don't know." She stared up at him.

      "What do you want to know?" He peeked over at the window. Whatever went wrong on this visit, he needed to figure it out.

      "What happens after you die?" She sniffed. "No one will tell me. They just say the angels took my mommy. I hate those angels."

      He bit the inside of his mouth to stop a smile, but he couldn't say he disagreed with her assessment. "Dying is merely an end, like closing a book." He cleared his throat. Of course, only mortals died, in his world it was considered a curse. Death and the fear of death made them the perfect receptacles for those more powerful.

      "You are a different kind of angel."

      "I am not an angel." He ignored the sour taste building in the back of his throat.

      "Yes, you are. You were sent here for me and you catch things." She nuzzled up to his arm. "You're mine. Please stay, it's finally safe. Now the trees won’t get me."

      Safe? It was an interesting description for him.  He glanced out the window to the trees.  Here in his territory everything was overgrown, the branches created a canopy over the streets that were supposedly desirable, but this little girl knew better, it was simply a mess of foilage. "I think it is time that you go to bed and tomorrow when the sun rises things will be better." Maybe the best course of action was to let her fall asleep and then unravel himself from her tiny clutches.

      "I hate it when the sun rises." She shimmied closer to him.

      "Why is that?" He tilted his head.

      "Can't hide." She pursed her lower lip out.

      "Did you know I have never seen the sun?" He didn't have time for this conversation. His own urges built up, coursed through him and needed to be let out. This was his assignment, and he was designed to complete his job or suffer.

      "Really? Why?"

      "It is part of my job. I am only allowed one night here every four human years. I must finish before the sun rises."

      "So you can hide." She spoke as if she just answered a great riddle.

      For someone this small, she certainly understood. He tilted his head. "That is why I must go now I must go do my job."

      "Finish the story." She yawned. "Tell me more. What's your job?"

      At the sign he was making headway he continued. "I punish those who deserve it."

      "How?"

      Something told him to edit his answer. "I make people want things, and then don't give it to them." He nodded at his own explanation. In truth, he had an enviable job, one revered by his peers. He prepared females deserving of punishment for demons yet to come, create a want intense enough that the woman would do anything for relief.

      "So you get the bad guys." She giggled.

      "In a manner of speaking."

      "Tell me the end." Her little hand found his and she laced their fingers together.

      The end he created was most definitely not appropriate for Leora. Once through, he produced a perfect vessel designed to breed for the rest of their human years, and satiated his own appetite. "Well, in the end the bad guy never gets what they want and they spend their life trying and I go and find the next bad guy."

      "You're like a superhero."

      At least he had been upgraded from angel to superhero. "Now that is the end, and you must sleep and it is time for me to go." He pulled his arm but she held fast.

      "What's your weakness?"

      "If I tell you, then you must let me leave, all right?" If story telling didn't work, maybe bargaining would do the trick.

      She nodded.

      He almost cheered at his minor victory and to give her a good finale he bent down and whispered as if this were a great secret. "If I promise something, I have to keep it no matter what."

      She gazed at him. "Do you promise what you told me is real?"

      "I do."

      She blinked. "Death is just like closing a book?"

      "Yes." He managed to get his arm loose.

      "Dolan?"

      He waited to allow her ask one more question.

      She flung her arms around his neck.

      Her shaking and her sniffing told her she cried once again. These small ones were not the awful creatures he encountered later in their lifespan. He put one arm around her and patted her back. "No crying. That's not for you. You're special."

      "Do you think so?"

      Her breath tickled his ear and he shuddered. "I do. You will be special, I promise."

      "You promised, so it has to be true." She pushed back and gazed up into his face.

      "You are also smart." He pushed her away, pulled up her covers and stood. "Never forget what I said."

      "Dolan?"

      Now free, he made it to the door and put his hand on the knob. "Yes, Leora." He peeked back at her.

      "I wish you could come back in four years. I wish you could come back every time. That would make me really special."

      He waved. If the heat wasn't surging through him, it may have been a treat to stay and learn a bit more about her. Someone who didn't fear him, someone who wanted him because they thought he was something else.

      "You're mine." One small hand escaped the sheets and she held it out to him as if trying to reach him. "Promise you'll come back every time."

      "I promise." His entire being seized at his words. "Wait."

      She sat up and clapped. "You have to keep your promise."

      "No." He rushed back toward her, his heart pounding, his body trembling. "We must fix this."

      "You have to keep your promise." She took his hand when he reached her. "You are mine!"

      He had until sunrise to fix this, or his suffering would be endless, that was a promise.
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        STRENGTH

      

      

      For the millionth time a shiver ran over Leora's body. She put her pencil down and peeked over her shoulder toward the door. "Who's there?"

      Rather than dress up and beg for candy tonight, she opted to stay home and wait.  All day she knew something was about to happen. Her stomach swirled, and at school she ran to the bathroom twice thinking she may throw up. No one bothered her when she during class.

      Hours ago her father went to bed, she tried to sleep but only ended up staring at the ceiling. Wide-awake, she finished her homework and drew, but now the sensation that someone was coming for her grew, and she stood up from her desk. "Are you here?" Not even knowing who or what she asked for, she focused on the door and held her breath.

      At last the doorknob turned and he stepped inside her room.

      The butterflies in her stomach added to the pressure in her chest. He was here. Dolan was in her room. She forced herself to inhale. "I didn't dream you."

      He tilted his head and shut the door. "Most people would say I come in nightmares."

      "I knew it." She wrapped her arms around herself and took him all in. Last time he arrived in shadows, a strong form who came to protect her and make things better. Tonight, the man looked like a movie star, tall and in jeans and a leather jacket. His blonde hair hung down around his face and even though it was night, he wore sunglasses like he needed to stay hidden. Until this moment he lived in her hazy dreams where he whisked her away and rescued her. A savior.

      "What did you know?" He leaned back on the wall and crossed his legs.

      "That you were the angel came to me." With her hand out, she tiptoed toward him. Once she touched him he would be real.

      "Did I ever tell you I was an angel?" Before she reached her goal, he caught her wrist.

      Hot, searing pain shot up her arm. "Oh!" She freed her arm and doubled over, cradling her own wrist to try to blunt the throb.

      "What the Hell?" Again, he took her arm, flipping his sunglasses back and holding up her arm.

      "Oh my God!" The ache faded as she stared at him. "Your eyes!" His shining copper eyes glowed as if she melted her crayon of the same name.

      "Do they scare you?" He raised his eyebrows.

      She shook her head. Scary wasn't the word. All she remembered was him showing up Halloween night four years ago, the same day of her mother's funeral, telling her an amazing story and promising to come back.

      "Who did this?" He touched the bruise on her wrist.

      "It doesn't matter." She pulled her arm away from him. If he here, she wasn't going to waste her time with stupid things. "Are you an angel?”

      Rather than answering, he went to her desk and sat down. "You are quite the artist." He picked up her picture.

      "Whatever." She had been trying to draw a sunny day in the mountains. No one ever said much about her art, but her father made sure to keep her in supplies.

      "Does it look like this?" He tilted his head one way, then the other.

      "What? The mountains?"

      "No." He glanced over to the window and then to the picture.

      "The sun! You've never seen the sun." She sat at the corner of the desk. Part of his story remained in a fog, but with him here it came back. "I remember."

      He placed her page aside, took a blank paper and chose her silver crayon. "Yes." He scraped the crayon across the page, and did the same with the yellow and the gold and the red. Thick stripes of colors splotched across the page.

      "Why do you have to leave before the sun comes up?"

      "Everyone has rules they can't change." Now he picked the black crayon and colored over the mess of colors he created. "Everyone has rules they can change."

      After making the entire page black he reached into his pocket and took out a jagged little gleaming black stone. She put her hand on the desk and leaned over as he scraped away the black in little dots allowing the different colors to come through and then waved his hand over the paper through. The colors lit up.

      "Stars!" He was magic, just as she remembered. She smiled, wishing her father could see her, he always said she never smiled, but she never had a reason until now. "How did you do that?"

      "There are some things we can control, and there are some things we can't." He put the stone down and grabbed her arm. "Which one was this bruise?"

      "I don't know." She bit her lip. At least he noticed. "I just hurt myself."

      "How?" He pulled her arm toward him and slid up her nightgown sleeve. "What's this?"

      Four long red welts trailed down her skin. Tears blurred her vision and he appeared as if he had a halo around him.

      "No crying. That's not for you."

      Her breath stuck somewhere between her heart and her mouth, and a flash of the night he came to her first time went through her head. She gasped for air to speak. "You said that to me before."

      "Yes, but now that you're older, so I will tell you that your face gets very red and blotchy when you cry. Resist crying, it's a silly reflex for people who don't have any power."

      She blinked the tears away

      "You didn't hurt yourself, someone did this, I want to know who right now." He stared into her eyes. "Tell me now."

      Those copper eyes glowed at her, his tone of voice told her she had no choice but to answer. "Nancy at school doesn't like me."

      "Go on." He tapped his foot.

      "She got all the other girls not to like me." Not wanting to relive the last few weeks, she shut her eyes. "We used to be friends but…whatever. Now everyone thinks I'm weird."

      "Weird?"

      "It started when I told her about you, she used to think it was cool, but then when we started this term she got me to tell the story again and then called me crazy." She opened her eyes only the smallest amount. "I waited for you a long time."

      "Weren't you too small to remember me?" He ran his fingertips down her scratches.

      "I always remembered you." The red faded, but her face heated. Cloudy or not, she always remembered, her silent unseen protector, or at least that's what she believed.

      He wrapped his hand around her bruise. "Look at me."

      Her stomach twirling again when she looked at him.

      "You shouldn't tell people about me, they won't believe you."

      She nodded. The only person who listened anymore was their housekeeper and she didn't speak English. Her father only shook his head.

      "Humans don't like to hear what they don't understand."

      "Humans?" Warmth encompassed her arm.

      "This is something you can control."

      "But…" She peeked down at his hands.

      "I said look at me." His voice hard like the stone he used to make the picture.

      Her focus went back to his face.

      "Do exactly what she has done to you. Make up a story, I'm sure you have something, but you do it with wide eyes and a smile." He removed his hand from her arm.

      The bruise disappeared. "How did you do that?"

      "Control." He crossed his legs. "Everything is about control. That is how you get what you want. You don't succeed by crying and being scared. Keep your secrets and make everyone want to be what you are."

      She let his words sink in. "Is that what you do?" Right now she wanted to be him or go with him.

      He let out a lone chuckle and put his hands behind his head. "Remember, I make humans lose control. Never let anyone get the best of you."

      "Have you ever let someone best you?" She wanted to hang on to each one of his words.

      He paused, glanced up at the ceiling and back to her. "You, my dear, have bested me."

      A wave of electricity went through her. Maybe this was the power he spoke of. "Me?"

      "Yes, last time I saw you, you made me promise be with you every time I visit."

      "But you haven't been here in years." The feeling as if she could do anything went away.

      "I only come back every four of your years and I have a job to do." He sat up and took the little sparkling rock off the desk. "I can't do that job if I have to come here every time I visit."

      She watched him roll the rock around in his palm. "You promised me."

      "And you know I'm not allowed to break that promise." He held his hand out to her. "I have helped you, and now I'm asking for your help."

      She chewed the side of her mouth, trying to do as her teacher told her and think before she spoke. This was the power. She sat up, his lesson, his words. For the first time everything made sense.

      "All you need to do is tell me that I can break my promise and not return to you. Then I can do my job."

      If she let him go he would never return, never do magic, never see her. She waited for him, prayed he was real and she had the control. "No."

      "Leora…"

      "I want you to return every time you're here. I won't let you go." She reached for the stone.

      He closed his fingers around the little rock before she swiped it. "You won't let me go, even if I don't want to be here?"

      "You're mine." She repeated the words she told him long ago. With him, nothing else mattered, not Nancy, not her father, not her teacher. "No." The awful feeling like she wanted to throw up vanished at last. "No. I don't care about your job."

      His eyes glowed, the corners of his mouth twitching. "A fast study. I always knew you were smart."

      "I heard that Nancy still needs to sleep with a nightlight." She reached across the desk and took both pictures. His page seemed lit up with sparkles. "Maybe she's afraid of monsters." she put his page with her papers and offered her picture of the sun to him.

      With a nod, he took the present. "You are not afraid of monsters?"

      "Nope. I control them." Yes, she knew he wasn't an angel. No angel would tell her to be bad, but no angel ever came to her either.

      He opened his hand with the rock. "Things can change."

      She took the gift, and as he taught her, she simply smiled keeping her own secret and making sure he returned.
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        SICKNESS

      

      

      Dolan materialized and froze. The house stood quiet, but a different energy vibrated through the area. Unlike the first time where the curtains of death draped the residence, or the second when juvenile trivialities masked all other sensation, tonight the shadows of his enemies surrounded Leora. In this case maybe he welcomed the intrusion.

      The hair at the back of his neck stood on end, for a brief moment blunting the pulsing pain through his body. He needed to do his job, have release, and complete his task. There could be no more cavorting with a child.

      With precise heel to toe steps, he moved down the hallway. The pictures changed from the last time. Gone were the shrines to the dead mother, in their place wedding pictures with the father and another woman. He stopped and took in one of the images. While everyone else smiled in the human ceremony, Leora stood off to one side with her nose wrinkled, eyes narrowed, and a handful of flowers by down by her side. She destroyed the joy in the photo. "Good girl." He continued toward her room.

      Before entering, his pressed his palm to her door. They were inside, and he arched his back abating the unwelcomed, unnecessary shudder. His training didn't include dealing with this nonsense. If they were here, freedom would be his soon.

      Time to say farewell. Though he should be surging with triumph, he experienced nothing only a strange numbness. The gift he brought along to bribe her would now be a parting present from the underworld. He put his hand on his pocket and opened the door.

      Three of them. One in each corner, protecting Leora from the likes of his relatives. Their appearance close to what humans described for eons, flowing white robes and serene faces, only no wings.

      "I told them you would come." Leora's youthful, bouncy voice took on a tone of someone broken and ill.

      "Who did you tell?" Damn his semblance of a heart for speeding up, his superficial skin taking on a chill. He made his way to the bed glancing at the intruders. As if thinking in one mind they shook their sweet serene heads in unison.

      "Them." One of her hands emerged up over the mountain of blankets over her, pointed to the angels and then reached for him reminding him of the small child who wanted him the night her mother was buried. "They asked me to come with them, but I said you were on your way."

      If she saw them, her end was near. Without a second thought he sat at the edge of her bed and took her hand, a tiny little cold appendage.

      "I told them I wouldn't go." She laced her fingers in his, a small gesture, one only humans made as if they needed the maximum amount of contact.

      Even in the dark room he clearly made out this was not the girl he left four years ago. Gone were the chubby cheeks and sparkling eyes, a body radiating life and vitality. In her place a mere grey outline of the little one who greeted him by throwing the nearest knick-knack in his direction. "Why do you think they're here?"

      "I'm going to die and they want to take me." The words left her mouth with a shrug of her shoulders. "I think they are those evil angels."

      He sucked in his cheeks to abate a laugh. Thus far they weren't causing trouble and in truth they were here to do him a favor. They didn't cross paths often, but when they did it was always a mistake. "Why are you dying?"

      "I have bad blood." She pulled her other hand out of the blanket and held the globe paperweight out to him. "It feels heavy now."

      "Some would call that the weight of the world." He took the paperweight, balancing it on hi palm. Sickness. Damn human bodies, imperfect packages susceptible to a whole host of horrors.

      "I'm not scared." Leora pulled him closer. "Everyone keeps asking if I'm scared."

      "Why aren't you scared?" He faced her, their noses almost touching. If he blurred his mortal vision he could get a glimpse of a healthy human, or what she would have looked like had she been allowed to grow. No doubt she would have been a beauty. A perfect host, one his type searched for. Maybe she was spared her fate. Maybe this was her fate. Maybe he brought this on her. Sucked the life right out of her. They weren't supposed to be around the children, their souls weren't corrupted yet.

      "It's just the end of a book." She glanced around the room and cupped her hand around her mouth.

      Not wanting to disappoint her and tell her the angels could hear her no matter how soft she whispered, he leaned closer and tilted his ear toward her.

      "When I die I get to be with you." Her breath tickled his ear. "I just wanted to wait until you were here with me so you didn't lose me."

      With her death would come his salvation. His promise fulfilled. Once again he do what he was created for. Why wasn't he telling her to stop resisting? Instead he stared beyond her, catching a glimpse of his picture by her wall, the stars still shining.

      "Where do we go now?" She lowered her head to his shoulder. "Where do you go when you're not with me?"

      Her illness coursed through him, the weakness, and the pain. What had she endured? The time between visits was nebulous, part training, part collaborating with others of his kind. Of course, that was for demons who performed. His last few visits had been a waste, an error he needed to correct. "I can't take you with me."

      "What?" She pushed him back and let go of his hand. "That's not fair."

      Tears pooled in the corner of her eyes giving her back a bit of the life. As he taught her, she blinked them away. "I know where you go when you're not with me." She pressed her lips together.

      "Where would that be?" He studied her. With her exertion a bit of color returned to her cheeks.

      "You're dead when you're not with me." She turned away. "You're dead and I am supposed to go with you."

      The bed shook from her trembling.

      "Leora?" He glanced behind him and they came closer. Passive, useless observers who did nothing, not even ease the suffering of those they claimed to love like their own. "I thought you weren't afraid."

      "I don't want to die." Her sniffing betrayed her crying. "I don't want to die if you're not there."

      "You won't be in pain. Death is not painful." He tightened his hold on the globe. The stupid smooth piece of glass should have shattered eight years ago.

      "Please. I don't want to die if you're not there."

      Without a thought, a calculation for his next move, he pressed his palm to her back.

      She collapsed against him, a frail, destroyed mess who managed to hang on for a demon. "I want to go with you."

      For centuries he existed and every human he encountered wanted him at the beginning of the evening and cursed him to Hell before the sunrise. Of course he didn't curse Leora, it was the other way around. Those angels must be clawing to get her, take her with them and turn her soul around.

      She held on to life for him. Ironic.

      He put his arms around her, shielding her from them. They weren't here when she lost her mother, they weren't here when the other humans tried to destroy her, and they weren't doing anything now.

      Maybe some points were to be gained for not allowing them to take her. Maybe it would ease some of his internal ache. Strange, for the last few minutes he forgot about his job, his needs. "In order to see me you have to stay alive."

      She lifted her face to him. "I don't want to go back to the doctor. They promised I wouldn't have to go back."

      No reaction. He willed himself to not envision any of her visits to the doctor's office. This was not for her this was to take what his enemies wanted. "Look at me." He captured one tear with his fingertip.

      "You look like a rock star." She blinked several times.

      "You are going to look better than a rock star by the morning."

      "Do you think I'm pretty?" Once more her eyes glazed over.

      "I think one day you will cause a lot of people a lot of heartache." He waited until she caught his gaze. "Stare at me."

      "Do I cause you heartache?" She obeyed and kept her focus on him.

      "You don't even know." He took her chin to keep her steady. "You will be well, and you will live a long life free to torment anyone you choose." Fine, he added the last part for his own amusement. He centered his energy. Now he would heal rather than harm.

      "It's hot." She grabbed his wrist.

      "I know."

      "Dolan." Her nails dug into him.

      "You're well, do you understand?" Again vibrations in the room changed, coming alive with an electric sizzle. "You are going to show everyone"

      The space warmed up and she broke out into a sweat. "It's burning."

      "For someone not afraid of death, you shouldn't be afraid of a little heat." He kept his concentration, drawing out the disease. The angels could take that with them instead of her.

      "Gone." The one word left her mouth and she collapsed in his arms.

      The energy dissipated, but she didn't move. "Leora, open your eyes."

      Nothing.

      His chest tightened and he refused to turn behind him to allow the angels their time to gloat. Instead, he stared down at her, wanting to shake her but not wanting to hurt her further. "I don't care, I'm free."

      What if he didn't kill her? Damn humans could lie in limbo almost indefinitely. Maybe he cured her illness only to decimate her mind. Now he would be stuck returning here to watch her lie like a corpse without the release of death. She would never be able to liberate him. Somehow he trapped them both. He grabbed her shoulders and held her up. Her head slumped to one side. "Leora!"

      The room quieted after his yell.

      Her eyelids fluttered and she groaned.

      "Leora?"

      At last she lifted her head and opened her eyes. "Dolan, look."

      "I am." He looked while the color entered her face and the dark shadows disappeared from under her eyes. Life returned.

      "No, over there." Her gaze fell over his shoulder.

      They still couldn't be here. Did he fail? Unable to put it off any longer, he turned.

      Empty.

      He held her close and looked up at the ceiling, shaking his head when she wrapped her arms around him.

      "Dolan?" Her voice now muffled by his shirt.

      "Yes?" He pressed his palm to her back, his hand raising and lowering with her breathing.

      "I'm glad you're not an angel." She pushed back. The smile on her face possessed something more, a bit of mischief, knowledge, even maturity.

      "Not a fan of angels?" He couldn’t help his own smile. She was nothing if not entertaining.

      "I'm more of a fan of whatever you are."

      What would she think if he told her the truth? Her reaction shouldn't matter to him. Maybe she would release him. "I don't think I ever had a fan before, even if I look like a rock star."

      "I don't feel sick anymore. You did that." She played with the collar of his jacket.

      "Maybe in return for your good health, you can let me go now so I can do my job." Even as he spoke the sentence he knew the answer. Part of his job now was to ask.

      "Maybe you're already doing your job." She pursed her lips. "Tell me exactly what you do. All I know is you leave people wanting more."

      Interesting to watch her grow. At four he was just there all emotion and reaction, at eight he was magic, this time she knew he wasn't an angel but did recognize he was something else. However twelve was still too young to let her in on his real occupation. "I am supposed to be preparing people to help others of my kind."

      "I want to be one of those people." She continued to manipulate his collar. "Make me one of those people."

      He tilted his head abating the shudder that seemed to encompass him. "No you do not. Never." He swallowed. "No."

      Her eyes widened.

      "Absolutely not." Maybe he needed to lie down. He should be thinking she would be the perfect host he practically groomed her for the position. "No."

      "Okay, jeez." She lowered her face. "I just wanted to help you."

      He hooked his fingers under her chin and made her face him again. "Why me?" He gnashed his teeth together. When given the perfect in to get her to let him go, he tossed it for some inane question.

      She took her time studying his face, her eyes shifting to different parts of him. "I told you, you're mine."

      "I'm yours?"

      She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say more, then she simply shrugged her shoulders.

      "Tell me." Somehow he had to hear what she wanted to say.

      "I knew you would come tonight and you did. You always come when you say." She shut her eyes. "I know you're not an angel, but you're what an angel should be."

      Angels in human terms were great beings who did good things. His hand fell, grazing against his leg. "I brought you something."

      She straightened up. "A present?"

      No, a bribe. He snaked his hand in his pocket and pulled out his offering, a translucent golden heart-shaped charm speckled with black ash on a silver chain. "Here." He could still make this evening work in his favor.

      "Oh my God." She gasped and clasped her hands together. "That's for me?"

      "Yes." He refused to acknowledge the way she lit up and the way it warmed him. "Take it."

      She cradled the charm in both her hands. "What is it made of?"

      "It was just something I found." He took it upon himself to loop the chain over her neck. Yes, something he found and shaped and then carried with him for quite a while knowing exactly what he wanted to do with the little treasure.

      "I'll have this always." She untangled her hair from the chain and allowed the charm to fall down on her nightgown. "What can I do for you?"

      The innocent question came loaded with huge meaning. She opened the door for him to get what he wanted, no needed. Didn't she understand he had his own needs and urges? He wasn't made to tend to a little girl whose only stability came from a demon who visited her every four years. The sooner she realized that the better off they would both be, and he would leave her with a small bit of tangible proof he wasn't a dream. He ground his teeth together and stood up.

      "Dolan?"

      He paced the length of the floor, stopping at her window and peeking out at the stars. "Never ask anyone what you can do for them."

      "But you gave me a gift, and you cured me. I can feel I'm not sick anymore." She got out of the bed.

      "No, never ask anyone what you can do for them. They may answer and then you are obligated." He pressed his palm to the window. "Instead, always make sure you get the most out of everyone you meet."

      "How do I do that?" She stood beside him.

      "Now that you have cheated death, use it to your advantage. You have more power than you know." The grey sky told him this visit neared its end.

      "Don't leave."

      He turned to her. "Neither of us can control that."

      She straightened up. "You will be back."

      The bit of light coming into the room highlighted her features. Her healthy features. Yes, one day she would be a beauty, bring those around her to their knees. Then she would kick everyone's kneecaps and smash them to the ground. "Yes." Hell, she bested a demon.
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        CRUSH

      

      

      One last time Leora ran the brush through her hair and glanced over at the door. She stood still, not moving only listening to the sounds of her home. Tonight Dolan would come, and tonight she would make him realize she was ready to be with him.

      All remained quiet and she broke the silence with one lone laugh.  She didn’t Halloween to remind her he was on his way, yesterday the shivers started, a faint vibration telling her he would be here soon and she began her plans.

      Hell, her plans began years before, but her execution started last night. Tonight, after her father came home from work and her stepmother fed him his slop, she made a huge deal out of making dessert and coffee and choosing to stay in the manor and hand out candy like a good little southern girl.

      While her so-called parents beamed at her sudden helpful nature, she made sure they would be sound asleep long after Dolan disappeared with the first light of day. The wonders of antihistamines. Dolan had been right all along. All she needed to do was take control.

      Now those she used to fear practically bowed when she approached. At last she learned to keep her mouth shut, but only when it served to protect her and her own private supernatural force. While she wanted to be dark and brooding, she chose a different world persona. Stylish clothes, light makeup, the popular girl both loved and loathed. She had the latter down to perfection. One whip of her tongue could have any girl in her class sobbing like a baby. After all, she cheated death. Her miraculous recovery held everyone in awe. Even doctors couldn't explain the cure. Her recovery made her a superstar, one that never dimmed like the stars in Dolan's picture.

      Only in private did she try to call him to her. Candles, crystals, spells anything to do what everyone else on the planet tried to avoid at any cost.

      Get a demon to come to them.

      Apparently one thing she couldn't control and something she needed to change.

      The shivers intensified, grew stronger, a unique sensation unlike anything else. A cross between cold and hot, excited and terrified, and she put her hands on her hips. "Are you coming or not!" She stomped her foot.

      As if on command, the door opened and her breath caught.

      "You know better than to ever doubt me." He slipped inside her room and closed the door.

      Her throat dried out at the site of him and she lifted her hand to her throat to finger the necklace he gave her. Last time her illness blunted his features, but still she remembered.  He never changed, down to the amount of stubble on his chin. The dirty bad-boy blond hair, the dimple, the stubble, the body that she now knew was as incredible as the owner. No wonder the boys at school were nothing but playthings, no one could compare. Others may have their crushes on sports stars, actors or musicians, but as far back as her memory went, it was always only Dolan.

      "Are you going to speak or will I be entertaining myself?" With a tilt of his head he went to her desk and sat in her chair.

      She forced herself to blink, remember her goals and her resolve. "All I do is wait for you."

      A smile grew across his face. "I can remedy that."

      He handed her the perfect line, and she arched her back causing her short, fitted t-shirt to ride up on her flat stomach and making sure to jut her breasts out. "I can think of several things you can do."

      "I take it you're feeling well?" He gazed down at his fingernails.

      She balled her hand in a fist, stomped over to him lifting her leg on her desk to hike up her skirt, and pretending to adjust her cute strappy sandal. They needed to get going, they only had a few hours together. Like it or not Mr. Dolan was going to see that she wasn't a sickly twelve year old anymore. "I am feeling wonderful. In the prime of my life." She peeked over at him.

      This time she achieved the desired result, he stared right at her.

      "Something wrong?" She fingered the buckle on her shoe, arching her back to ensure he took in every one of her curves.

      Without a word he stood up, pacing the perimeter of the room before stopping at the window.

      She put her leg down and went to him, pressing her hand to his back. "I'm not sure if I thanked you properly for saving my life." Since his last visit all she did was think about him, want him. Though she knew he wasn't human, she still relished how his muscles moved under her touch.

      "I don't need any thanks. What I did, I did for myself, not for you."

      "No matter, I still benefitted." She swallowed back a smile and moved to his side, leaning around him until he looked at her. "Tell me what you need."

      He turned to her and she put his hands on his shoulders. Her breath caught at his height, his closeness, his unique spicy scent swirling around her. She imagined this moment where he made her his. "Tell me what a demon needs. I'm sure you require some sort of payment."

      "Demon?" He set his jaw and spoke through clenched teeth. "What makes you say that?"

      She reached up and slid his signature sunglasses to the top of his head. His copper eyes shined down on her. "I figured it out. One may say I am an expert in all things Dolan and demon. Others study in school, but I study you. There is no other explanation. I only have one question."

      His eyes seemed to dim as if he didn't want her to know. "Question?"

      "What kind of demon are you?" She inched closer, their bodies touching. "Don't worry I won't tell anyone. We all have secrets."

      He kept his gaze on hers. "If you are so smart and educated, tell me what you think."

      "I know you're not a goblin, you are much too handsome for that." She traced her fingers around his collar.

      He didn't move, not even a blink.

      "I have only two guesses." She ran her nail down the zipper of his jacket. "Fallen angel?"

      He remained frozen as if daring her to figure out the riddle.

      "No?" She pursed out her lower lip. "I sort of pictured you as doing something bad."

      Nothing. Not one flinch to betray him.

      "Okay." The heat rose in her face, but she continued. "Incubus."

      Only the slight appearance of the dimple on the left side of his face let her know she was correct.

      "Maybe I don't need to ask what you need then." Demon, incubus, whatever, he was the only one for her, and she needed to keep him satisfied. She slipped her hand lower, aiming for the fly of his jeans. "I'm finally old enough to help you."

      He caught her wrist, squeezed tight and lifted her hand up.

      "Dolan!" She tried to resist.

      He pulled her to him, lowering his face until their noses almost touched and his breath brushed across her lips. "If you know what I am, then you know what I'm capable of and you know to stop playing games."

      "I'm not." Tears flooded her eyes, but blinked, refused to allow them to fall. "I want you. My whole life has been about you."

      "Then you are stupider than thought." He thrust her away.

      She stumbled backwards, catching herself on the edge of her bed. For a moment, she crumbled. Her life centered on his visits, wanting him, waiting for him. She shut her eyes. "You keep coming back to me."

      "I made a foolish mistake when you were a child. Every moment of my existence is misery because of you and a promise. Each second is with you is nothing short of agony and yet I am bound to you until you free me or you die."

      "Liar." She pushed herself up and turned to him. "You saved my life."

      "Another mistake." He crossed his arms.

      "I don't think you make mistakes." Now she found the courage to stand again.

      He stared at her down.

      "I know what you need, and I'm willing to give you what you want."

      His eyes widened.

      She returned to the bed, sat and reclined back. "I know you have needs, so do I."

      "My needs are far greater than an inexperienced sixteen year old."

      He may as well have slapped her, her body stung the same. "You taught me everything else."

      "Then let me give you another lesson." He approached, towering over her.

      Maybe now he would join her. Her heart raced at the simple thought. "I'm ready."

      He bent down. "Your classless antics will only get you the same in return."

      "Why did you save me?" She twisted her hand in her comforter.

      "Release me." He put his arms on either side of her, caging her in. "Don't waste the life I gave you. Say the words and let me go. That is what we both need."

      At his closeness, she trembled. "You did make a mistake last time, but I made a mistake this time. I cared about your needs. Don’t worry I'm a quick study and I will never let you go."

      He straightened up.

      "You have a ripe teenager begging for you, and yet you do the right thing?" She shook her head. "I know you're not a fallen angel, you are a fallen demon."

      Again, he went to the window. "You are evil."

      "You made me." Others would want to be exorcised, she only wanted him, demon or not. Her entire existence was a mistake, but one day he would see her.
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        DENIAL

      

      

      Humans measured time, therefore Dolan needed to be aware of its passage and its meaning. However, with Leora he finally understood. Each trip represented a different milestone he only studied but never witnessed.

      Now as he materialized in the upstairs hallway of her home, he instantly sensed yet this may be the biggest change yet.

      Death visited here once again, this time leaving the house barren and depleted. Only the stagnant air carried the remnants of someone's end.

      Leora wasn't in her room and for the first time he allowed himself the luxury of peeking in around. He needed any bit of ammunition to get out of this promise.

      Gone were the photos and little mementoes that set apart this manor from many others. Furniture lay draped in cloths, and it was only when he went to the top of the stairs and peered down that any human life radiated in the house.

      "I always think you're not going to show."

      He made it to the bottom of the stairs and bent down. Flickering candlelight illuminated the space, her shadow distorted on a large wall. "Yet I always do."

      "Until the day I die." She came out from around a corner holding two wine glasses.

      The night he stumbled upon a little firecracker with bright red ringlets, he was taken aback. Tonight he was stunned.

      Time may not mean much to him, but the four years completely transformed his human captor.

      "I'm not dead." The vision in a flowing black dress approached. "Do demons indulge in a little wine, or does only one thing quench your cravings?"

      "Who is dead?" He took the glass. In a flash she turned into a woman. The type of woman he was normally called upon to punish and prepare. Amazing what a four year hiatus could accomplish

      "My father. Apparently Desmonds' aren't so healthy unless they have been healed through unexplained means." She tapped her glass against his. "I got everything, including this broken down house. It was my mother who had the money. My stepmother tried to fight me, but she didn't realize who I learned from. Her reputation will never be the same."

      "Good to know you got what was yours." He took an extra moment to admire his creation. Curves filled out her form, makeup enhanced her already beautiful face, youth still surrounded her, but the bit of age refined her.

      "Just about." She stepped closer to him, stopping an inch shy of pressing her body to his and tilting her face up to his. "Just about."

      Since the second he found her, or she found him, he tried to suppress his instinct, urges, and training. Lust and arousal ruled his existence, an intense pain he carried with him at not being able to fulfill his destiny. Now, she taunted him by morphing into a sexual being with her hint of cleavage, pouty lips, and hips to grab onto. "It seems like you can have anything you want now."

      Through her eyelashes, she glanced at him and then finished off her wine. "Then tell me why I never feel satisfied."

      "Because you are selfish and nothing is ever good enough." He took a sip of the drink, the tangy tartness doing nothing for him. Food, wine, they didn't sustain him.

      "No, nothing is, but at least I have done a lot of damage." She reached out, ran her finger down his arm and then turned and walked away.

      He heated at her light touch, her slight tease, and both instinct and intrigue made him follow her. "Tell me."

      She put her glass on the dusty table and spun toward him. "I did only what you told me to do."

      "I've told you many things."

      "Human men don't do it for me, but they'll never forget me." She licked her lips. "I took what needed, learned what you wouldn't teach, and as I walked away let them know each one of their failings."

      The image of her having sex both inflamed and enraged him. For the first time, the minutes, the days the years took on meaning as his cock swelled. Urgent unfulfilled need coursed through him, and he dropped his glass to take her by the shoulders. "How many?"

      At his onslaught, she stiffened but still looked him right in eye, never even bothering to react to the crash of crystal on the wood floor. "What do you care? You made it clear you didn't want me? Made it clear I am nothing but a burden."

      "Then why keep me coming to you?" He tightened his hold.

      A smile that dripped deception and desire took over her face. "Because I can."

      If ever a woman deserved his treatment, it was Leora. The little girl who charmed a demon, the teenager who played with forces beyond her control, the woman who took because she could. "What if I give you everything you want?"

      She pressed her hand to his chest. "Am I suddenly something you want?"

      He tightened his jaw and took her hand, guiding it to the bulge in his pants. "You're getting there."

      "Good, I hope there's more." She cupped his balls through his jeans. "There better be."

      "You know better than to doubt me." Once again, he was a demon. Not a babysitter, a nursemaid or a counselor. One who took what he wanted and left nothing but broken women in his wake. A surge of basic carnal need took over, rendering him powerful and ready to do his job. He pulled her in and crushed his mouth to hers.

      Her taste filled his mouth, like the rest of her a mixture, sweet and tart combined. No doubt this conquest would return him to the good graces of those above him. Not only would he have her, he basically groomed her for this moment. After tonight, she would never want to be near him again, but she would accept any demon who crossed her path. All he needed was say the spell that would transform her life forever and teach her his final lesson.

      She moaned, her body contoured to his and she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      He pushed her back.

      "This is all I ever wanted." She reached for him, eyes wide, lips full, cheeks flushed.

      "Get away from me." He released her, turned and doubled over as the pain hit.
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      Leora spent ever second of her life in some form of limbo.

      The last four years went by in both crept along and sped by in a whirlwind, but she met her goal, came into her own, turned into an adult.

      At last Dolan could be hers. He wanted her. His erection left no question.

      Their lips met, and limbo disappeared, leaving her in the here and now. The moment she wished and waited for a reality. A glorious one.

      His kiss was softer than she anticipated, but it grew, igniting every nerve ending to her core. As if she were made for this, her body flooded, preparing to make this a night they would both remember.

      Then the moment ended. Not in a rush, in an orgasm, in a panting finale that left them both satisfied.

      Like everyone tried to do to her, he cast her aside as part of the unwanted and forgotten.

      He turned away and bent over as if he was in pain, but she knew better. The monster was most likely laughing.

      "Dolan!" She stomped to his side.

      "Shut up." He swatted her away and hung his head down.

      "I don't care if you torture me, I will never let you break your promise." She straightened up and scanned the room. Nothing but old, useless items in a rundown shack. She only kept this place because she was terrified Dolan may not be able to find her.

      He braced himself on his knees. "It is not you who is being tortured."

      "Don't give me your lines." She walked back to the kitchen, her heels crunching over the broken glass on the way. Before she reached the wine bottle she peeked over her shoulder expecting to find him ready for another battle.

      "Dolan?" A tightness encompassed her chest. Did he figure out a way to leave after all? Did the kiss do something? She swallowed and ran back into the main room.

      He remained hunched over.

      "Dolan?" She returned to him. "What's wrong?"

      "I lost control." Still not completely upright, he shuffled to the table and sat down, cradling his own head in his hands.

      "What?" She followed and knelt down on the floor, using his knees for support.

      "Don't touch me." He recoiled, his entire face covered in sweat.

      "What's happening?" She pressed her hands to her chest trying to get her heart to calm down. Everyone died. Her mother, her father. She almost died. Did demons die?

      At last he lifted his head, facing her with glazed over copper eyes.

      She held her breath waiting for him to speak, make it better.

      "You know what I am." His voice came out rough and ragged as if he were awakening from surgery in extreme pain.

      "Yes." She reached for him but stopped.

      "When I don't complete my assignments it's agonizing." He tilted his head back.

      "You've never been like this before."

      "It always aches." He inhaled and ran his hands through his hair. "I was close this time. I lost control."

      "I'll help you." She stood. "Am I not even good enough for demon?"

      A deep chuckle reverberated from his throat. "You are so completely self absorbed that you don't even see what's in front of you. I really topped myself, I should rewarded rather than punished."

      Chills ran down her spine at his comment. "Now what."

      Finally, he looked at her. "I will writhe in agony before I complete my assignment with you. I will accept any punishment while you spend the next four years pining away and wasting your life. For now, stay away from me and let me wait for the sun so I can be rid of you for a while."

      Excruciating pain was the alternative to making love to her. She spent the last four years learning everything to please him, and he didn't even want a sample. "Bastard."

      "For a human you have no heart. You truly are magnificent." He treated her to another one of those haunting laughs.

      She wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. "I won't let you leave me."

      "A fact I am more than aware of."

      She opened her eyes and took him in. Over her life he had portrayed many roles, angel, rock star, crush, doctor. Those few scant hours were her world. Dolan was her world, and he was hurting. When she hurt he healed her.

      He squeezed the bridge of his nose and bent over once more.

      "One night." Her voice caught at letting the words out.

      He glanced up at her.

      "I am not letting you out of your promise, but I'm giving you one night to do whatever it is you do. You still have to return to me ever other time." She pressed her lips together and turned her back to him. "Just go."

      Nothing but silence answered her.

      With a nod, she peeked over her shoulder.

      He vanished leaving the broken glass as the only evidence he was ever here.

      Alone, she broke his rule and let the tears out. He was supposed to stay, guide and take care of her. Instead, she went and sat in his empty chair, her fingers automatically going to the heart necklace she only wore when she saw hem.

      She undid the clasp and the necklace pooled in her hand. In order to get him, she needed to give him something. Next time, she would be stronger, but for now she prepared for another four years in purgatory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        BROKEN

      

      

      "I know you're here." Leora fought the urge to wrap her arms around herself and peek over her shoulder. Instead, she put her hands on her hips and straightened up. The echo of her designer stilettos tapping on the worn wood floor let out a much deeper and richer tone than her normal work pumps, but they were worth the expense. He would notice the difference.

      Silence answered her words. She closed her eyes and inhaled. The change in the air the electric sizzle that indicated his arrival intensified. Damn him to Hell for making her wait. She shook her head. He was already in Hell. She would have to damn him somewhere else.

      She opened her eyes, glancing at her watch and the window. The sky was black. Every minute he wasn't here was one minute less she would have. She returned her hand to her hip, not able to watch the seconds count down.

      "If you knew I was here, then why are you looking at the time?" His voice surrounded her as it did the first time she heard it twenty years ago. As a four-year-old she would have called his tone strong. At twelve it was healing. By the time she was sixteen she would have called it sexy. Today, his voice was heated as it coiled around her, squeezing her, making it hard to breathe.

      "You know better than to doubt me." He chuckled.

      Doubt. She wasn't certain doubt was the right word. More like anticipation. But she always did doubt he would show. She supposed her disbelief was her punishment for having expectations. "No, you’ve never broken a promise to me." She lifted her head, and remembering he taught her never to show her weakness, she turned.

      Dolan never changed. Her whole body froze, reacting to his presence and allowing herself the time to take him in, though she knew every one of his features by heart.

      Until she turned eight, she didn't realize how evil exuded from him. Different than monsters or devils, his evil was shrouded in dirty blond hair that grazed his shoulders, a face both masculine and beautiful, and one naughty dimple on the left side of his smile. No one would ever suspect who or what they encountered.

      Only his copper eyes revealed he was something other than human.

      By the fourth time he came to her, she knew enough to realize his body was sinful. His tall frame filled out his clothes, allowing her to assess every muscle, ridge and bulge. Tonight, he stayed true to his classic fit and style choices in a pair of black jeans and a matching button-down shirt.

      He tilted his head. "You look older."

      She forced herself to blink and to remember her goal. "Then I assume I am at last old enough to be a fit for a demon." She stepped forward, stopping less than a foot away from him. The back of her throat dried out, and she swallowed.

      He put his hand to his chin, his gaze taking her in. "This old song and dance. When will you use the brains you have and leave it alone?"

      His words hit her, but rather than retreating, she moved closer. The energy, the tingle, the wafts of spice encompassed her and lured her toward him. "Never."

      "You were smart last time. Why don't you release me so I can do what I came here for." He glanced down at her and then shifted his focus beyond her. "I have needs as well."

      "Tonight I am the one you came here for." The mention of his last visit stung, but she willed herself to keep going. She ran her fingers up the buttons of his shirt. "You always told me to take control."

      He shook his head. "A lesson you learned well."

      She reached up and clenched his collar in her fist. "I let you go last time, but tonight I am the one you need."

      He grabbed her wrist. "I spared you before. Never forget that."

      She stared right into his eyes. No weakness was allowed tonight. "It's me, Dolan. Me, or you can be celibate until the decade I do you the favor of dying. I don't care about your pain." She tensed, preparing herself for his retaliation.

      "I thought I taught you better than to make demands of a demon." He pressed his palm to the side of her face.

      Heat radiated through her body, sending a warning to every one of her nerve endings. "A demon who comforts a child is a failure of a demon in my book."

      His jaw tightened. "That was a mistake. An oversight."

      "You came back." Her heart rate increased, but she stayed her ground, pushing until she got her desired end.

      "You made me promise."

      "Who says a demon keeps a promise? Aren't you supposed to lure unsuspecting woman into your depraved traps? Why would you keep a promise to a mistake?"

      "Because I'm forced to." He never took his eyes off her and moved his hand down her cheek to her neck. "Maybe the biggest mistake I made was not realizing how unsuspecting you are." His hand traveled to her chin where he rested his thumb on her lower lip. "You only want what you want, and you don't even know what that is."

      "My wants are the only reality there is. I have the power." Fire flashed in his eyes as she practically quoted him. His finger moved with her lip.

      "Fine, you will at last get what you want. Your reality tonight will be to see what a real demon can do." He pressed his thumb down and smeared her lipstick down her chin.

      She pushed herself into him. "Promise?"
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      Two paths faced Dolan the moment he materialized. He could convince his naughty protégé to let him leave, or he would have to use her to complete his job. All other options were gone, vanished like he did at sunrise. There were no more chances or explanations. Not after last time when she let him go and he did nothing.

      Tonight the cravings and urges were more intense than ever, as if the powers that be turned up the volume to force him to act. Now when presented with a Leora who was even more magnificent than last time and just as selfish, he had his answer.

      At long last, she would get her wish.

      He moved his hand away from her mouth, her red lipstick staining his thumb and his chin, a metaphor for her blood. "Leora."

      "It's your choice, Dolan." She snaked her arms around his waist and looked up at him as a willing victim.

      His human body took no time reacting to her attention. He ground his teeth together, in a last effort to resist. Her red hair hung halfway down her back in a vibrant, shining ribbon that framed those gleaming grey eyes. The red lipstick she used to entice him worked, and he tried marring her perfect application to remind himself of his nature.

      Yes, she was perfection. Her burgundy wrap dress took the shape of every curve, and the low cut neckline let him take in her endless cleavage, an indulgence he never let himself have.

      "I won't beg, Dolan, but I won't let you go." She lifted her chin to him in challenge. "You took my life. I won't wait anymore."

      "You destroyed my existence." The time between was now spent in isolation or worse.

      "For all I care, you can stand here with your hard-on all night. It’s your decision how to use it." She slithered her hand down his leg and traced the outline of his erection.

      His cock jerked under her touch, sending heated need throughout him. He wouldn't spend another visit unfulfilled and suffering. It was time to turn the odds in his favor. He knew she would be a beauty, but he made sure she would be a bitch. She deserved this and his choice was made. He grabbed her face to ensure she caught his gaze. "You will never know satisfaction again." He needed to remind himself that she was simply another human.

      "Do you promise?" She narrowed her eyes and gave him a squeeze.

      He held himself steady, wouldn't give her any hint as to the effect she was having on him. "Yes, I do." He tightened his hold and waited for her to officially accept.

      "I want you, Dolan. I want everything you've ever denied me. It's all mine." Her breath caught. "I always told you that you're mine."

      Success, and with success came satisfaction. Though they hadn't yet begun, his balls swelled along with his need. Last time, he wanted her but saved her. By the time the sun he never saw rose, he would be satiated and she would be broken. He reached down to the tie on her dress and unknotted it, pulling the fabric apart. "Then you shall have it." He bent down and buried his face in her breasts to hide a smile. She knew what he was, but didn't know exactly what he did. In her mind an incubus was a sexy creature that doled out evil pleasure. What she never found out was there were many different types.

      At long last he would have his release and get retribution for all she took from him. Tonight he would take from her the ultimate symbol of her selfishness. Her orgasm.
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      Dolan was magic. A mystical being of the night, one who could create art out of nothing, or heal her, one who made her safe. He was constant. Even if it was every four years.

      He told her she would never know satisfaction again. She added that into the many rules he gave her throughout the years. But for the first time, he was wrong. She may never know satisfaction again, but she’d never had satisfaction before. There had been other men, but no right one, no Dolan.

      He was hers, and he always returned.

      He was magic.

      She had to make him want her.

      Her dress didn't require anything but untying a simple bow to fall open. With one shrug of her shoulders, the garment fell to the floor. Now she stood before him in a burgundy lace bra, matching barely-there panties, and the over-priced stilettoes. The way he instantly feasted on her breasts let her know she made the right decision. The way her body tingled and heated at his ministrations told her he was the one.

      Before they moved forward, she pulled him up. Things had to be even.

      He stood. "Do you need something?" The corner of his mouth twitched as if fighting a smile.

      She reached forward and unbuttoned his shirt. As she suspected, he presented her with a vast expanse of smooth chest, only interrupted by the outlines of his muscles and his own set of hard nipples. At last, after all this time she was able to really touch him, and she petted across the landscape he provided.

      "I see you approve." His hand returned to her breast, his thumb teasing her nipple, keeping her arousal growing.

      She moved closer and licked her lips, preparing herself for their first kiss of the night.

      He tilted his head back not giving her access to his mouth, but instead to his neck.

      "All right." She redirected herself, sucked his neck and his Adam's apple, sampling his unexpected sweet taste. She scratched her nail down his chest until her hand hit his belt buckle. With one hand, she undid the buckle as well as the button and zipper to his pants.

      He wore no underwear and she reached in and retrieved her prize.

      His erection sprung to life, and she swept her fingers up and down his ample length, made even more spectacular since this area matched his chest and was hairless. However, the most outstanding attribute was its girth. Thick and solid, there was no way she would be able wrap her hand all the way around him. She wanted him inside her. This was hers to take.

      "Harder." He put his hand over hers and squeezed.

      She heeded his command and tightened her hold, taking in his velvet skin that encased pure muscle.

      "That's good, Leora." He rubbed her back, put both hands on her shoulders and pushed her down.

      At first she resisted, wanting him to tend to her first, but then realized the power she held. She could make him drool for her. Throughout her experience with men, no one ever truly wanted her. Now was her time.

      She lowered herself to her knees, kept firm hold of his root and encompassed him with her mouth. Many times she imagined doing this to Dolan. These visions kept her going through horrific dates and scant few terrible relationships. In her mind, he went mad with desire with what she could do to him and he would never leave her again.

      At first she was overwhelmed, straining her jaw and mouth to accommodate him, but she slowed down, breathing in his masculine scent and giving herself a moment to relax in order to perform. Once she took him in, she began, using her hand as an extension of her mouth to ensure every inch was taken care of.

      "Yes." He kneaded his fingers into her hair and moved with her.

      She took time to massage his balls. They filled her hands, tight and overflowing. Soon he would be inside her.

      "Like that."

      She pulled back, leaving only the head inside her mouth and swirled her tongue around the tip, lapping up a drop of pre-cum. He might not be human, but his tangy, salty taste told her he was all man.

      She devoured him. The mere act of having him in her mouth thrilled her, making her own want grow. With him in her mouth, she slid a hand between her thighs, needing some of her own relief.

      "Stand up." In one abrupt move, he stepped back and pulled her up.

      "What's wrong?" His taste still lingered on her lips, and her heart pounded with his sudden change.

      He took her hand. "There will be no touching yourself."

      "Is that one of your rules?" She ran her tongue over her teeth to remind him of what he was missing.

      "Yes. I am in control. No touching yourself. I will take care of you."

      A jolt ran through her. She wanted him to take control.

      He reached behind her and unhooked her bra with one hand. Without any excuse or fanfare, he pulled the unwanted piece off her, tossing it aside and cradled one breast in the palm of his hand.

      She held her breath.

      He did the same with the other breast, as if assessing them and then rubbed his hand across her already tight nipple.

      His light touch stirred her stomach and flooded her body. She concentrated on remaining still.

      He rolled her one nipple between two fingers and took the other into his mouth, alternately using his tongue to create laps of perfect circles and then going in with his teeth for gentle nibbles. No one ever took their time with her, concentrated on the smallest details for her enjoyment. She fulfilled one of her own fantasies as she combed her fingers through his hair.

      His tongue glided between her breasts and his hand crept down, tracing the tiny triangle of her panties, his fingertip stopping and applying pressure right on her clit. "Someone is seeping through the fabric."

      She squirmed against him, intensifying the friction, but it wasn't enough. They couldn't continue here, standing in the middle of the living room. "Dolan." She glanced around. Time had ravaged this house, she didn't keep it up, and now it was a dusty, empty, sepia space with nothing alive but the two of them, and Dolan's status was questionable. She wanted to lie down, have him kiss her on the mouth, feel his weight on her as he took her in his arms.

      He looked up at her. His copper eyes glowed as he sneaked his fingers inside her panties, separating her folds. "You rang?"

      Liquid heat ran through her. "We can't stay here."

      He slipped a finger inside her.

      She gyrated her hips in reflex.

      "Does that feel good?" He added a second digit and his thumb pressed against her clit.

      She shut her eyes. All the sensations melded with years of wanting him, and quickly, she neared a climax. "Oh, Dolan."

      "Not so fast." He removed his hand.

      She struggled to breathe and her legs gave out. The floor seemed to disappear as he caught her. "I was there." Her center throbbed with unfulfilled need.

      "You will be there more than you think." He walked through the house. "You said we couldn't stay here."

      "There's nowhere to go."

      Her body bounced against his chest as he climbed the stairs. She didn't know where he could possibly take her, until he kicked open the door to one of the spare bedrooms. Like the rest of her old residence, it was dead and desolate.

      "You forget what I am." He entered and swiped his hand around the room.

      She held on to him and shook her head. In an instant the room transformed, not to what it had been when she lived here, but into a bedroom fit for any bordello. A four-poster bed with black and gold bedding provided the centerpiece for a room dripping in red velvet and illuminated by at least fifty candles. "I didn't forget." She looked up at him. No reminding was necessary.

      Dolan was magic, and in this room, she would finally know true pleasure.
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      Any human man would be obsessed with Dolan's job. They would positively envy him.

      They didn't understand the flip side. The curse.

      Now he had a gorgeous, aroused woman lying beneath him on the bed, ready for him to take her in any way he desired. He would have a more than willing recipient for any amoral act he wanted to perform, but what may start as attraction or arousal only ended in desperation.

      He tried to remember she asked for this, pushed him until he had no choice. She always wanted him, and this was the only way he would ever know peace. He conjured the black silk sheets and pillows as the perfect backdrop to her flawless skin and shining hair.

      She reached for him, her pink lips still tinged with a bit of color and swollen from sucking on him. "Kiss me."

      Last time he kissed her. He kissed her and all he wanted to do is hold her and kiss her again. In the process he forgot to curse her and only ended up torturing himself by stopping.

      Every female wanted the kissing. He figured it created some false connection they needed. But there was one major difference with this woman and the many, many others who came before her.

      They had history. She didn't hope for the kissing. She expected it, and the connection.

      He moved his face closer to hers. Her breathing stopped, and she waited.

      Before his lips could graze hers, his mouth found her shoulder and worked his way down. He needed to get to work, he would need to be inside her soon, but he wanted to ensure she got everything he was able to give her.

      "Oh," she breathed.

      "There is some kissing I didn't get to finish before." He gave quick notice to her breasts, and continued down her flat stomach until once more he was met with her panties. Her scent beckoned him, soap and perfume mixed with that distinct tang all human females tried to hide. She prepared for this night, removed her hair and doted on herself in order to make him more attracted to her. This fed and fueled him. Now the lingerie meant to invite him became an annoyance, and he tore the thin fabric off her.

      "You want me." She propped herself up on her elbows.

      "It's about time you provided me with something other than conversation and inconvenience." No, he directly tell her the words she wanted to hear, though if he were a praying entity he would pray he didn't want her. Instead he lowered his head and began to satiate himself.

      She lay wet, open, ready for penetration, and he used his tongue to lap up the juice she created in response to him. It was a feast for his taking.

      "Oh, yes." She squirmed and spread her legs.

      He moved her lips apart, making sure not to miss a drop, and allowed her to have two fingers while he went after her pearl.

      He pulled back the thin sheath that covered her most sensitive part and flicked his tongue against her.

      "Dolan!" She bucked her hips.

      He finally gave in and wrapped his lips around her, suckling and drawing her closer.

      "Oh God." She grabbed his hair. "More."

      He acquiesced, slipped another finger inside her, sucked harder. His own arousal pulsed. Damn it, he did want her. Not any random woman, but her.

      She twisted his hair in her hand and panted. "I'm there."

      He let her go a moment more, ensured she was at the edge.

      The way she tensed told him she thought she was going to let go.

      He stopped, raised his head and removed his fingers.

      "Dolan, no!" She fell back on the bed and reached down for herself.

      He swatted her hand away. "Not now." He returned his hand to her center and slinked up beside her. This is how the game began, but he wasn't playing.

      She moved with him. "When?"

      Yes, most human men would envy him. They didn't understand the curse. He would never know the joy of bringing a woman to climax. "Not now." He wasn't allowed to care anymore, he was too far gone, and he prodded her forward again.
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      "Please, Dolan." She didn't know how long they lay there, hours were meaningless, and she lost count at how many times he brought her to the brink and pulled her away. Her body wanted to pulsate and contract, yet he wouldn't allow it, kept stopping short of letting her take the plunge. "Are you waiting until you're inside me?"

      "I'm not waiting for anything." He put his fingertip on her clit for less than a second. "I'm doing my job."

      She jerked her hips toward him. "I want you inside me."

      "Do you think you're ready?" He pursed his lips and blew on her.

      Her breath caught, and she didn't move. If he continued, maybe she would come this way.

      He blew a bit harder.

      She shut her eyes, focusing all her concentration on the miniscule amount of pressure he allowed her.

      His tongue skimmed over her once more. Was he going to start all over? He took only one lap at her and then the blowing resumed.

      She pressed her lips together, stifling a cry. Her legs tensed until her muscles trembled in protest. A little more, that was all she needed, the smallest amount, she could climax now, and then do it again when he made love to her.

      Everything, her whole life, centered on Dolan and the air that grazed over her.

      Once again, he stopped.

      Her lungs heaved for air. "Dolan!" Her voice was strained, pushed to the limit like the rest of her body. The bed moved, and she opened her eyes. He stood before her at the foot of the bed. His body shined, outlining every muscle, but all she could concentrate on was his erection. She tasted it, she touched it, now she needed to feel it inside her. She swallowed and watched as he cupped his balls.

      "Is this what you want?" He touched himself.

      Her mind reeled, a swirling vortex of thoughts that focused only on him making love to her with that magnificent cock. She nodded.

      He let go of himself, hooked his arms under her legs and pulled her down until her ass was flush with the end of the bed.

      She bent her knees and rested her feet on the mattress, spreading herself open for him. Her juices dripped, making her squirm.

      He moved closer, his gaze traveling all over her body, her breasts, her stomach and her center. She tangled her hands in the sheets. "Please."

      "Now, you're ready." Rather than a sharp thrust to quench her ache, he slipped into her in one slow, smooth motion, taking his time to fill her.

      He took an equal amount of time withdrawing, almost to the point of him pulling out altogether.

      She whimpered.

      With a moan, he continued the torture. A gradual ingress with not enough pressure, followed by the agony of his egress where she thought she would lose him.

      "Dolan." She held her hand out toward him and lifted her hips, trying to get him to stay embedded within her. "More." She sucked in her breath. It wasn’t possible she could be more aroused by his teasing. She had to have all of him. "More."

      Rather than grabbing her, he took hold of the bedpost and sped up with more power. His body was glorious, his muscles on his chest and stomach contracting and expanding with his effort.

      "Ah." Though she wanted him to lie on top of her, to kiss her, to lose control, or even to let her get on top and ride him to oblivion. Instead, she restrained herself, allowing herself to lap up everything he gave her. Again, her end was in reach, and she met his every movement. At last they found their rhythm. Her eyes closed halfway, making the world blurry. "That's good."

      He rewarded her compliment by grinding into her.

      "Yes." Her body took over, and her heart sped up. Again she was there, inching toward the edge of the cliff. This time she had to come. She forgot herself and his rules. As she hit that one moment where she would fall into bliss, she reached to touch herself.

      "Leora!" He caught her wrist and withdrew, leaving only the head of his cock inside her.

      Her body seized. The gratification that was almost hers dissipated. She pressed her ass into the bed, trying for any relief. "What are you doing?" She jerked her hand away from him, wrapping her arms around herself and shutting her eyes.

      "You wanted to sleep with a demon. I warned you." He slid all the way inside her, but didn't move.

      She bit her lip. His game, his teasing, and the way he edged her on, making her plead for more was secretly what she dreamed of, but she also wanted to orgasm. She wanted him to want her. The way he acted, he could stop at any time and go watch a ball game. "Don't you want me?"

      "What more proof do you need?" He gave her one shallow stroke.

      His lone push into her was enough to make her muscles clamp down around him, only furthering the torment. "Don't stop."

      "Aren't you getting what you wanted all along?" He drew his hand up her leg over to her hip.

      She didn't answer. Her whole body was inflamed and burning. "I don't know."

      "Tell me what you want." He left her body.

      She shook her head, wanting to cry at the loss.

      He repositioned her, turning her to her side with her legs together and caressed her bottom. "Tell me."

      She pressed her lips together when he rubbed himself over her wet opening and she finally combusted. "I want you to fuck me!"

      He drove into her as she wanted before. He held onto her leg for leverage and pounded hard enough to cause the bed to hit the wall. The only other sound in the room besides her gasping for air was their skin slapping together.

      "Yes." He didn't call out to her. His word leaving his lips was more like a hiss of serpent.

      "Please, don't stop." Any thoughts of being with him, having him want her disappeared, leaving her sole focus on her long sought after climax. At last, her fulfillment was speeding at her, an out of control car with only one place to crash.

      She reached out, trying to grasp anything for support and only finding the pillow she tossed aside earlier. Now she used it as a life preserver, as she floated toward ecstasy, and she bit down on the pillow to hide her screams.

      It was here, it had to be, all the signs were there. She panted and clawed at the bed, her orgasm within reach. He wasn't stopping, in fact, he was pummeling his body against hers.

      "Now! Please." The trembling started first. Every inch of her shook, the precursor to the real quake. She broke out in a sweat, making her icy hot.

      He leaned forward, bracing himself on either side of her, but he kept on giving her everything.

      Nothing happened.

      Her body teetered on the apex, not certain which way to go, and chose instead to remain balanced at the top, where lust strangled her and rapture stayed out of reach. She held her breath, bore down, tried to contract her muscles, to spur it on to no avail.

      The room spun, the more he indulged her the worse it became until the agony of denial broke through her senses. "Stop!" She struggled for air. "Please stop, I can't take it." She let go of the pillow and covered her eyes.

      He may be a demon, but he was gentleman enough to not waste any time pulling out. His labored breath brushed her shoulder, and she shuddered. Every skin cell was raw, exposed, any contact, misery.

      "Do you need a break?" He moved off to one side.

      Her arousal didn't wane, she could only squeeze her legs together, but nothing offered relief, the need wasn't fading as it should. She would need to take control of the demon herself, seize the power as he taught, but she couldn't move. "Yes."
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      Dolan laid back and stroked himself. A motion made all the easier from the lubrication Leora's body produced for him. He breathed in, rubbed the head of his cock with his fingertips, abating the urge to grab her and thrust himself into her once more. It would only be a matter of time before she couldn't wait.

      He glanced over to her curled on her side. Her rib cage expanding and contracting as she tried to calm down. Her arms were wrapped tight around her as if she needed to hold on to something to obey his command and not pleasure herself.

      She moaned. "Dolan."

      "What is it?" He tightened his grip on himself.

      "Please."

      "What you need is right here."

      She turned over, wiping her hair away from her eyes to let her gaze dart from his face to what she really wanted. "Come here." She held her hand out.

      He shook his head and took his time continuing his ministrations. "I'm quite comfortable."

      "You're torturing me." She narrowed her eyes and bit her lip.

      "Torture is a strong word." He ran his tongue across his teeth. "Are you in pain?"

      "You're a bastard." She crawled over to him.

      "So I'm aware." He focused on her breasts. Taut orbs and hard nipples swelled from needs unfulfilled. "You're the one who insisted you could handle a demon."

      She came over to him, the glaze over her eyes turning to a blaze and sparkling among the candles. "At one point, I thought you were an angel."

      "You thought wrong." He growled at her admission, though he heard it every time he visited her. "I thought you were innocent."

      She grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand away. "You thought wrong."

      Once again, she surprised him, this time by straddling him with her back facing him and captured him between both her hands, a child trying to steal another's lollipop.

      No more sweet, sensual caresses. Her frustration came out in her firm grip.

      He arched his back. "Go ahead and take a ride."

      "Come before me and I'll kill you." She propped herself up.

      "I have hours left in me." He raised his knees. "So do you." She would release him from his promise willingly before she passed out from exhaustion and frustration. He would disappear with his freedom.

      "That's what you think." She guided him to her and slid down his shaft.

      He clenched his teeth. An aroused woman who would do anything was nothing new, but those women were snapshots. A scant few hours spent with some woman as despicable as a demon, one who deserved him, and would serve his kind well.

      Leora wasn't one of those women, at least not when he first found her. Some rules to live by recited to a desperate child yielded the selfish woman who now impaled herself on him.

      The only trouble was, for the first time he also couldn't get enough. Her slick opening drew him in, beckoning him to drive himself into her. He refused to move with her, bring her closer, bring him closer. He held out his hand to touch her, but stopped. He needed to keep a distance.

      "Yes." She propelled herself up and down, undulated back and forth.

      His breathing increased, the compulsion to turn her over building. If he allowed it, she would have him coming long before his work with her was complete.

      He focused on his hand still in midair. What was he going to do? Guide her? Help her? No. He had to slow her down. He wouldn't come until daylight threatened to take him. She wouldn't come at all.

      He was a demon.

      No. He stretched out his fingers, flattened his palm and whipped his hand right on her backside. The sound of his skin hitting hers rang through the room. No one deserved this punishment more than this woman. She would never trap him again.

      "Dolan!" She reared up.

      For a brief second his spank had the desired effect, and he gained control of his breath as he watched a perfect red handprint develop on her left cheek.

      "Do it again." She launched herself down on him once more. "Harder."

      He balled one hand in a fist, swearing he became even more rigid at her wants. "Don't let me deny you." He brought his other hand down hard on her right cheek. The sting reverberated from his hand, through his body and only succeeded in making his craving worse.

      "I'm getting closer." She braced herself on his knees and continued to grind into him. "I'm almost there."

      Yes, he was made to have incredible stamina, dole out pleasure just short of ecstasy, and take what he needed only at the end, but watching Leora stretched his boundaries. She writhed and squirmed trying to obtain the relief she thought was only moments away. Her heart-shaped ass bounced down on his stomach with each pounding. He trailed his fingers over those inflamed cheeks, letting out a moan.

      "Dolan, come on." She dug her nails into his legs. "I need it."

      He luxuriated in the pleasure-pain of her piercing his skin. He couldn't surrender control, become lost. "Harder, Leora." He grabbed her hips and directed her.

      She panted. Her head fell forward causing locks of her now sweat-soaked hair to cascade around her. "I'm going to come."

      Oh, she was right there, at the brink, the rim of the volcano, where she would want to fall into the molten lava and have her body consumed.

      "Dolan, come with me." She found the strength to lunge herself on him again and again.

      She called out to him not because she wanted his climax, but because she wanted to end the torture and not have him use her battered body further. Still, his balls tightened signaling his body could be primed to head toward its own release, but it wasn't time. He closed his eyes and inhaled. This was never a problem for him before. He couldn't give into her pleas. His enjoyment would come not from an orgasm, but from her denial. He couldn't let go, not yet. He hadn't taken it all from her. By the time he filled her, she would be pleading for him to stay hard and make the ache go away. "I'm not ready."

      She cried out, and began shaking. "I need to."

      He gave her hope by raising his hips. "Come on."

      "Ah." She sped up. "Now, now."

      Her wetness dripped down him, coating them both, and he licked his lips knowing he would never get the chance to taste her again. His stomach coiled, and for a brief second he forgot himself and moved with her. He’d wanted her for too long. Damn it, he wanted to let go.

      "Dolan." Her hands slipped down his leg and she gasped, her body tensed.

      "Leora." He kept up his movements, jutting his hips up even harder, faster, giving her the impression she could have what she wanted.

      "I can't." Her body slumped forward. "I can't." She let go of him and braced herself on the bed, still rocking her hips. "I just wanted to…" She cut herself off with a moan.

      He crippled her. It was inevitable. She lasted longer than any other woman, but of course he trained her for this. At this second, his arousal should be swelling, he should be getting up on his knees and taking her like the animal he turned her into until he was spent and laying in a pool of relaxation while she cried. "What did you want?"

      She pulled at the covers, trying to separate herself from him. "I wanted you to want me."

      "What do you mean?" He propped himself up on his elbows and moved forward, not wanting to be apart from her.

      "Just like you always told me, I'm a mistake." She defied him and slid her hand between her legs. "I can't get either of us off."

      He watched her. Now she wasn't trying to glean any euphoria, only peace.

      "Every night since I was old enough I would think about how I would make you want me." She shook her head. "I wanted you to want me, and I wanted to know what it was like to be with you. Really be with you. Me and you. It's always been you."

      That was what she wanted? Had he trained her to be selfish enough to think she could alter his existence? "No one can really be with me."

      "No one believes in demons." She swallowed. "Or angels."

      He squeezed his eyes shut. Everything he was, she absorbed and changed it into her own incarnation of the truth. Now his erection swelled further, not from the image of leaving her in a state of want, but from the thought of showing her what it would be like to really be with him, or the being she wanted him to be. Just one time. How was it this insignificant human entrenched herself in him so far that he would sacrifice himself? It went against everything he knew. "Come here." He curled his arm around her waist and pulled her to him.

      A murmur of protest escaped her throat as his body left hers. At first she tried to resist, but her muscles gave out. She didn't put up a fight as he placed her on her back in the middle of the bed.

      He moved over her and brushed her hair off her forehead.

      She held her hand up, pushing against his chest. "I can't."

      "You need to." He ran a finger down her neck. Her pale skin was flushed, mottled from heat. "I need to do this." Once more he would defy his kind as he had by coming to her every four years, and now with what he was about to do. He would deal with the consequences later. She wanted to really be with him. Maybe it was selfish, but he’d created her.

      "Look at me."

      With her eyes almost closed, she moved her head from side to side.

      "Look at me." He slightly entered her, not giving either of them enough. She had to make eye contact with him.

      She licked her lips and began to snake her hand to her clit once more.

      "Look at me!" He caught her wrist. "Do you really want to leave it like this, or do you want to really be with me?"

      At last she opened her eyes, blinking twice before focusing on him. "I can't stand anymore."

      He stared into her pupils and waited until she locked in on his. He paused while his mind rewound, remembered the reverse of the incantation only to be used in the most dire circumstances. "You will have release, relief and satisfaction tonight. I promise." With the words out, he plunged into her. She yelled out at being penetrated once more, grabbed his face and found his mouth with her own.

      Forgotten instinct or ancient reflex, he wrapped his arms around her. At last doing what he wanted to all along and melding his lips to hers, kissing her. The connection between them was tangible the second their tongues touched. He wanted her, but it was more.

      Yes, he kissed her and rocked against her to ensure he delivered on his promise. He craved her pleasure more than he craved the denial or his own gratification.

      She would destroy him. He knew it from the day he made the mistake of coming into her life. He cared, and now he would end up somewhere worse than Hell.

      [image: ]

      Dolan kissed her. Not the impersonal licks, nips and nibbles he administered to her the entire night. He kissed her, the kind of kiss that every woman dreamed they would receive from the time they were little girls.

      This kiss bonded them together. Everything changed when their lips joined. He took a quick breath and kissed her again.

      Before the kiss, she was nothing but a gluttonous goblin searching out physical satisfaction. Now, in his arms, his weight on her, his taste dancing in her mouth, she was sated, and she wanted him to experience the same.

      His thrusts weren't the lust-filled drives or the calculated strokes he gave her earlier. This time he worked her, gliding his body against hers, and he never stopped kissing her.

      She closed her eyes and held him, not focusing on how fast she could meet her end, but at last, taking in the trip. She concentrated on how his muscles changed with every movement, the sound of their lips colliding with each other, the way the last remnants of her perfume blended with the scent that was uniquely Dolan's. These spectacular sensations converged, creating a euphoric rise that promised her climax was on the horizon.

      Her body had long ago given up. The effort too great for her to do much else than accept his gift. In order to be with him she had no choice but to find her strength. Deep down, it was what she wanted.

      She coiled her legs around his waist, entrenching him deeper inside her.

      "Leora." He breathed her name into her mouth and slid his hand back to cup her bottom.

      She exhaled, not rushing toward the inevitable, but trying to stave it off. Her quest now to savor, take time to taste and not shovel everything into her starving body at once. "Oh, my God."

      "Are you there?" He broke his kiss and his motions quickened. "Tell me."

      She might want to take her time, but her body reacted on its own, moving with him. "Are you?" She bit down on her lip. The euphoria was taking over, seeping out from the center of her being and bathing her in bliss.

      "Now, Leora." He tensed. "Now."

      She shook her head. She was in this incredible spot before only to be left hanging. "I can't."

      "You can." His words came out between pants. "You need it. Come now."

      "Come with me." She buried her face in his neck.

      His body shook, his stokes erratic as if he were struggling. "Come on, Leora. It's for you."

      "It's for us." The orgasm she fought for was rushing toward her, yet now she did everything to stave it off. "Together!" The second the request left her mouth, her body betrayed her again. This time, not by denying her, but by surrendering in pounding, pulsing exhilaration. Her entire being was engulfed in pure ecstasy, every inch of her quivering in delight.

      "Damn it!" Dolan stiffened and he rammed his body further into hers. "Damn it."

      Her body filled with his heat and a second, more intense wave hit her. There seemed to be no end to the contractions, as if she tried to milk every last ounce out joy out of them.

      "I tried to hold on." He rocked against her. "I tried."

      Her body calmed and seemed to float among the candles' shimmering golden light. "We did it together. It was perfect."

      He moved off to one side, but kept his arms around her. "My Leora." His lips brushed her temple.

      She put her hand over his. "Where do you go when you're not with me?" All her life she tried to get him to tell her.

      "It doesn't matter." He answered fast, too fast. "Don't think about it."

      "Dolan."

      "Don't dwell on it. It doesn't matter."

      "What about last time?" She bit the inside of her mouth, but she wanted to be the only one. Damn her.

      "I walked around until sunrise." He nuzzled her hair. "You had the control."

      She closed her eyes, relishing and hating the relief that encompassed her at his words. Now she tried to concentrate on the way he held her, how they breathed in unison, how his lips grazed the back of her neck. If they were any other couple, they would drift off, share a dream, create new ones in the morning, start a life.

      But she was a mistake and he was a demon.

      There would be no morning. She knew this. No conjuring, wishing or begging would allow him to return for four years. One thousand four hundred sixty-one days. Thirty-five thousand sixty-four hours. She trapped him. The little girl who wanted to be special, possess the ultimate keepsake, and finally have something of her own.

      An unwanted pressure built behind her nose and eyes. No tears. She swallowed the urge away. Tears fed weakness. Weakness meant a demon could take over.

      She glanced over at the draped window. Even the heavy velvet curtains Dolan created to block out the world wouldn't hide the small gray stripe of sky that told her morning was on the way. Any time now, he would vanish, return to purgatory or wherever. She took his hand. No matter how tight she squeezed, nothing would hold him here. Still, she tangled their fingers together.

      "Leora." Dolan must have noticed the time as well.

      "What is it?" She spit the words out, not really wanting anything to interrupt these few minutes.

      "Every four years is a big jump."

      She was different every time he arrived, a child, a pre-teen, teenager, woman. He was always the same. She shrugged her shoulders. Maybe she was the same, too.

      "Give me these next four years before you're with someone else." He pressed both their hands to her chest. "If I can make it back, just give me that, all right?"

      "What? What do you mean if? Why?" She ground her teeth together. The tears wouldn't fall. They wouldn't.

      "Because I'm asking you." His voice didn't have the power it usually possessed.

      She rolled over, but refused to look in those copper eyes and focused on his neck. "No." She tensed waiting for his reaction.

      Instead of yells and protests, he laughed. One deep, lone laugh. "I taught you right."

      She dared herself and turned up to his face, forced herself to get a good look, engrave the lines and angles into her mind. Remember the perfect amount of stubble and that damn dimple on the left side of his smile.

      "You are a selfish bitch." He hooked his hand under chin. "Bravo."

      She shook her head. "I don't want you to come back."

      He let go of her hand and propped himself up his elbow. "What are you saying?"

      She touched his chest, running one finger down the center. No matter what he said, she knew there was a real heart in there. "You taught me everything. You made me strong." He didn't bring out the worst in her, she did it herself and she needed to defy him and care for another. "I want you to do what you need to do. I don't want you to come back for me."

      "You want your life back?" He gripped her face preventing her from turning away. "You want to get married, have children, live, die?" His tone mocked her. "You kept me captive all these years, and now you want out?"

      She put her hand over his. "All those milestones are meaningless. I want you to have your existence back."

      His hand fell. "For me?"

      Once more she shut her eyes, needing the strength of complete darkness to get the rest out. "I would wait four, forty or four hundred years for you." A stupid tear betrayed them both and ran down her face. "That's when I'm alive."

      He captured the tear and ran his fingertip over her bottom lip.

      Salt seasoned sadness tickled her tongue.

      "Do you know why I asked you to wait for me?"

      "So we can both be tortured." She tried to smile, but it wouldn't come.

      "Maybe at one time." He moved his face down to the crook of her neck. "I'm not a demon with you."

      "What?" She opened her eyes.

      "I tried. I tried to turn you. I tried to be the creature who made you suffer, I could have left you in a state of want that would have never subsided."

      "I don't understand."

      "I'm not a demon with you. I had you. I waited years. Then I wanted you to be satisfied." He curled his arm around her waist. "Your pleasure, your desire became more important than mine."

      With his words, there was no question what she had to do. "You're free, Dolan."

      "Leora."

      She put her hand on his cheek "I want you to go. You're free from me, I promise." She was through condemning him to this never-ending cycle. Before he could say another word, she pushed him away and got out of the bed.

      "Leora, no!"

      "I love you." She fled out of that room, that oasis. "I love you, I promise."

      He was right when he told her she would never have satisfaction again. No one would ever be Dolan.

      [image: ]

      Twenty years ago, Dolan made a mistake. One he could have prevented if he only followed his own rules.

      Curiosity kept him there that day. Caring about the girl he found kept him coming back.

      Leora called him a "fallen demon.” Demons were evil beings, brought out the worst in people, made them do lewd and despicable acts. His was maybe the most deplorable jobs of them all. He didn't create anything, only destroyed the ones he touched in his own search for some fulfillment one night every four human years.

      Tonight, he granted another's fantasy, defied those above him and allowed himself to share instead of take, and though he wanted nothing in return, he received the gift of hearing Leora say she loved him.

      In the human world, there was nothing grander.

      Maybe the same was true for the other world as well.

      He walked through the house and put on his pants. Though it would have been much easier to make them appear, he wanted to play at being a human. Of course, humans were a low life form, one to be manipulated and controlled. They only had a few things to offer those like him.

      Human or not, he knew right where to find her, and headed back upstairs to her old bedroom. Her furniture remained in the room. The desk, the chair, his picture with a bit of sparkle still on the wall.

      She stood by their window dangling the pendant he gave her in her fingers. It swung back and forth as a pendulum marking off the seconds. The way she draped herself in a sheet and backlit from a corner light, she appeared as the angel she always accused him of being.

      Time was running short. Once the sun rose, he would leave. A strange sinking sensation settled in his stomach. "Leora."

      She spun around, drew back her arm, and heaved something in his direction.

      He narrowed his eyes to make out what she used as a missile and held out his hand to catch it in midair. The projectile whizzed by him, hit the wall and shattered. A piece landed by his feet and he bent down, picking up part of the small glass globe she threw at him the first time.

      "You didn't catch it." Leora shook her head.

      "I didn't expect it." This whole night had thrown him off. The edge pierced his finger and he dropped the shard.

      "So." She stepped closer.

      One lone red blood droplet emerged from the cut, and he watched it slide down his finger. He’d never seen his own blood, didn't even know he had any. "The room is dark."

      "It always is." She wrinkled her nose. "Where do you go when you're not with me?"

      She asked the question before, and he didn't want to answer. He committed too many errors that wouldn't be forgiven. "I'm not sure." The blood made its way to his palm.

      "What do you mean?" She made her way to him and wrapped an edge of the sheet over his cut.

      He grabbed her hand. Even with the fabric between them, her body still radiated heat. He had broken every law known to him. There was no point in stopping now. "I didn't do my job. I haven't since I first met you. Tonight was worse. I satisfied you."

      "You’re not supposed to give pleasure." She moved closer, hid her face in his chest. "That is your job."

      They never truly discussed this. Maybe he wanted to hide his real purpose. "No, I'm not."

      "You tried exact your revenge because I made you keep coming back." Her voice vibrated against him.

      He put his hand on the back of her head. "I couldn't do it." He didn't want to imagine the punishment awaiting him. He would have to be retrained, or put into limbo, demon death without even the finality of human death. At the finish, he lost complete control, and they made fun of humans for their lack of discipline.

      "I know." She sniffed, her tears tickled as they ran down his chest.

      "Don't cry." He raked his hand through her hair and watched the window.

      "Don't go." Her breath caught and her body stiffened with sobs as she let out the years of emotion he instructed her to keep inside.

      His time was almost done. He squeezed his eyes shut and held her, images of her through the years flashing through his mind. He had only a faded memory of other women, they all melded into nothingness yet every vision of Leora remained vivid, a motion picture that never faded. "I came back because I wanted to. Tonight, I fell in love with you." His chest seized at having said the forbidden. "Maybe I always loved you."

      She pulled back a bit and turned her face up to him.

      "I wanted to know you, watch you, maybe even help you." He stared down at her. Her eyes had become light silver-grey with her crying. "You were so lost."

      "I still am." She reached up and traced his chin with her fingertip. "You changed."

      He shrugged.

      "No." She ran her hand across his face. "You're different, your stubble, it grew."

      "What? That's not possible." He touched his chin, the hairs were longer, no longer a sexy shadow, but a man who needed to shave.

      "You're bleeding, and you didn't catch the globe." She swallowed. "You came too fast."

      He frowned. No male needed to hear that.

      "Now your beard." She rubbed his face again.

      As if on cue, they both turned toward the window.

      She fell back against him. "Dolan?"

      He stared at what he was never allowed to witness. A glowing gold radiated inside, and he knew his fate.

      Mortality. His stomach seized, a human reaction to a word meant only for humans. Right now he should be pleading to return, spend the rest of his days trying to get back what was taken from him. There was no greater punishment than mortality. Left to die with the humans they despised. Unless, a demon made an even worse mistake and allowed himself to love one of them. "Maybe it was decided we deserve each other." He would now be one of them, he would live, he would die, but he would have Leora. He hugged her.

      "You're mine." She spun toward him, taking his face into her hands. Her gaze traveled over him and she nodded. "The sun's out."
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      Taken from the world he knows, to a place out of time, Holden Henry has a lot of questions when he is redeposited into his world, 150 years in the future. His Savannah isn’t the same anymore.
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      Holden Henry cursed the moment he opened his eyes and found nothing had changed. He’d retired from the helm the previous night after guiding his tug into a sloop he could not see. Though he knew his eyes were open, and his hands held up before him, like the night before at the wheel, he could not see them. The thick cloak of fog obscured everything. That was the first day behind the veil.

      One hundred fifty years later, the only change was that he no longer needed his eyes to navigate the river. Every new day, like the thousands before, he cursed as soon as his eyes opened. Having managed to survive the Civil War, he rationalized that he should be able to break free from the alternate reality, or, who was he kidding, the hell, that he was living in. Then again, he’d realized a long time ago that he wasn’t really living anymore either. That too had changed he had to acknowledge, and there was no magic he knew, or had ever found, that could change it back.

      The first days had been excruciating. He’d tried every channel and current he could feel through the wheel to navigate back the way he had come, thinking that perhaps there was a way to reverse the events. There wasn’t. Days bled to months with no progress, and never a thinner patch. There was also never a return call when he screamed into the thick, gray oblivion. His skeleton crew, like the rest of the world he knew, had vanished into the fog.

      The early years had been the hardest. Unlike the first days after the war ended, he couldn’t go home. He wanted desperately to know if his family was still out there somewhere. Eventually, he acquiesced to the only logical conclusion he could come up with, that if they had not been taken into the mist, they were out there somewhere, just without him. That truth buckled his knees and left him vacant for years.

      Decades in, having tried repeatedly to end his suffering to no avail, he finally came to terms with the situation. Or, some semblance of rational acceptance anyway. Then again, who comes to terms with, or accepts, that they are dead, or a ghost, or don’t exist anymore, simply because they drifted through the thickest cloud of dense condensation they had ever seen? Somehow it was an easier truth than the alternative, which was that he had lost his mind.

      It had taken time, but eventually Holden had come to realize that he hadn’t actually lost everything. He still had his tug. It was an odd sensation to run the river with no barge to tow, but the notion of sitting in the sloop, or disembarking to stand in the mist were not on his list of plans.

      He had actually lowered the gain way once and left the deck, but only for a moment. Stepping off the end, it wasn’t dock planking that he felt under his feet, nor was it the soft, silty soil of the Savannah shore. The line of goose flesh that had marched up his spine forced his retreat immediately. For all of his near misses through the war with different parties trying to acquire his ship, those fears paled in comparison to the unsettled angst in the pit of his stomach as he set one foot down. He would be glad to never experience that again, and he called that memory and sensation to mind any time he considered leaving the tug. It was an adjustment, but not a difficult one.

      Like his shipmates, the rations on board had disappeared. He was moderately glad to have learned he didn’t need them anymore. Still, there was something to be said for a meal. There was a lot to be said for companionship though, specifically, the female variety. What he wouldn’t give for a soft, willing woman to help him worry away the hours. He had called himself hoarse beckoning into the mist for someone, anyone, to respond, all the while hoping it would be a female who finally answered his summons. It was yet another thing he didn’t get to have.
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      If anyone asked, Esme Anders answered that she was just another old soul. Somehow, the idea of explaining what she meant to say, that she was a reincarnated soul, was a bit more than she thought most people would be willing, or able, to accept. For example, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that in the late autumn of 1865, something unnatural had occurred, shifting the reality of the Savannah establishment along the back river. At the time, speculation, and accusations, had run rampant as to who was responsible for the catastrophe. In the time between sundown and sunrise, an entire fleet of tugs, barges, and small merchant ships, along with their crews, had all disappeared as if they had simply been erased from existence, without so much as a trace from the channel.

      The river itself seemed to have died for a time after that as no captain or crew would dare the waterway, even if it meant going leagues out of their way to find a different port. The Southeastern shipping hub faced sure extinction if something didn’t change. Eventually, a few brave souls attempted passage up the river again to reach the Savannah port, but only during the daylight hours. Before the sun could reach its perch on the far western horizon beyond the town, every vessel had already made its dash for open water, unwilling to be caught in the twilight or dark hours between the riverbanks.

      In mid-January of 1866, half of the inhabitants from along the river’s edge stared as a small frigate stalled out halfway between port and the river’s mouth. Shrieks and cries carried over the choppy water from the crew, who eventually jumped overboard and swam to shore, not wanting to be on board when night finally fell. Stalwart men, each with lifetime’s-worth of experience, were visibly shaken and uncomfortable returning to the vessel the following morning when it was still anchored in the middle of the river as a tug arrived to pull it to shore out of the lane. It was easily early summer before any ship was seen navigating the channel between port and the open sea after dusk had fallen.

      These events haunted her waking and dreaming hours. While she could easily explain them as stories told by her family, passed down through the generations, they weren’t stories. They were memories.

      She had no way of really knowing if the knowledge had been as pervasive in her last incarnation, she really couldn’t remember much of that life at all. This lifetime though, they were crisp, and clear, and left a damp trickle of perspiration behind that ran her spine every time the thoughts cropped up. In 1865, she knew…she was young, and in love.

      The object of her affection, and her unilateral attention, was a young deckhand on one of the mid-sized tugs. He was several years her junior, which made their relationship scandalous. They had tried, unsuccessfully, to keep their affair from becoming common knowledge. Her poorly planned adventure might as well have been an advertisement in the print stories. Stowing away on the tug to surprise him, she had earned them both a public outing when the captain found her aboard and rebuked them both, loudly, from the deck, in full view of the shore. Her love was reassigned to another ship, which seldom made berth in Savannah. She was miserable as she watched for, but never found him, on any boat that passed. It had been mere weeks before the fateful night when so many disappeared, his ship included. It was a century and a half ago, but Esme remembered it now as if it were yesterday.

      At nearly 30, she was not considered old by anyone’s standards for 2015. At nearly 30, and still single, more than one eyebrow raised to learn she was not looking for, nor interested in finding anyone. She chuckled to herself often at the double standard. If she were a high-ranking corporate attorney, or a well-to-do business woman, no one would bat an eye. But, as she was “not fulfilling any measurable potential,” her choices were constantly scrutinized by family and friends. She couldn’t explain it, she just knew that change was coming once again to Savannah, and she hoped that this time, for the better for her.

      From the western Riverwalk, she watched the channel every spare moment of every day, and into the evening until it was time to retire. From her perch at the front desk, if she looked at just the right angle, she could catch glimpses of the red and green sidelights as the ships navigated the river to and from port. She didn’t actually know that the change would come from the water, but something in the depths of her soul wouldn’t let her look anywhere else.
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      Holden heard voices. At first, he thought he might have finally, truly lost his mind as the voices were not the luring whispers that pervaded his dreams. These voices were loud, and unfamiliar. That, and they were interspersed with the most confusing group of sounds he had ever heard. Pinching himself, and shaking his head, he wrestled with the obscure new reality when the sounds did not diminish. Still clad in his nightgown, he rushed to the deck. Looking out over the water, he was stunned, and had to consciously force his mouth to close. He could see land, and people, and a whole host of other things, most of which he did not have names for.

      He found himself suddenly ass-planted on the deck as he jerked back from leaning over the rail to keep from being decapitated by the largest sea-faring vessel he had ever encountered. In his mind, he didn’t dare call it a boat, something so large surely had a different name. Remaining where he had landed, Holden craned his neck to see the bow. Though the curtain of mist had parted, try as he might, he could not ascertain the point where the ship before him stopped, or the sky began, as his tug bobbed in the wake. He could not recall ever seeing anything so large other than the open ocean.

      He caught himself again gape-mouthed as he watched the ship continue its trek up river toward the Savannah port. Only from the distance could he see where the deck of the large vessel would be. It was piled with long boxes, any one of which could easily swallow his tug. He could have watched it in wonder for hours had he not caught movement from his peripheral vision. Coming up the lane, stacked equally as high as, or higher than the first, was another massive ship. Though once upon a time his helm was considered mid-sized, in comparison with what he was seeing now, he was little more than a dinghy.

      Once again left to ride the ripple currents of the large ship’s wake, he returned his gaze to the shore. He knew the waterway itself better than the back of his hand, and he was absolutely certain he had never left the river. Which meant, the bustling, larger than he had ever seen, ‘town,’ must be his beloved Savannah, but there was exceptionally little familiar about what he was observing. Many of the structures themselves were reminiscent of his memories, but they too were out of place, and somewhat unfamiliar now in the landscape that was far more developed than he could have ever imagined it would become. He struggled to give voice to the only question that made sense, even as it sounded wrong on his tongue as he said it aloud. “When is this?”

      Holden hastily changed from his gown to more appropriate clothing when he saw the next ship approaching. It was smaller, and well off in the distance when he noticed it. It was still in the distance when he reemerged to the deck, but his assessment changed as it reached him. The oncoming ship might well be smaller than the last two, but he came to realize it easily dwarfed him as it pulled alongside, and nearly overran the tug to allow a southbound vessel to pass. He scrambled trying to weigh anchor and get out of the way, even as he belatedly understood that it would easily pass through his ship without ever knowing it was there, or being affected by the encounter.

      Something had changed, but not everything had changed.
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      Esme spat her tea across the table. It would have mattered little, except she was sitting on the balcony watching the river and the action sent a spray of tea over the rails to rain on the crowd below. The squeals and cries that reached her ears a moment later were not from delight. She would surely hear about it from the manager when she reported for work, if she didn’t hear about it before.

      She blinked her eyes rapidly trying to clear her vision. In the fraction of a second after her first decadent sip of the hot liquid gold, a small tug had appeared across the river as if it had been there all along. She knew it hadn’t been there when she sat down, so where did it come from? As if her memories and dreams were mocking her while her eyes were wide open, and as though it were yesterday, Captain Henry appeared on the deck clad in a nightgown. He hadn’t aged a day. She was still trying to make sense of what she was seeing when he, and his ship, were obscured for a time as a large, heavily loaded barge passed between them on its way to port.

      After so many years living along the back river, she was surprised to realize that she had never noticed how long it actually took a barge to travel the distance from the river’s mouth up to port. Even more so, how long it took for one to pass her perch. By the time it finally eased through, and she was able to see beyond it once again, she was even more shocked that the small tug was still there. She didn’t know when she had gotten up, but had to ease back from the spot where she now found herself, white – knuckled, clutching the rail, squinting to focus on the far side of the river near the shore.

      Captain Henry was still there in his nightgown, though somewhere between her first glimpse of him and the one now, he had sat down. Why, was anyone’s guess. His expression was colored with confusion as his gaze followed the barge up river. Esme noticed as he scanned back across the western bank, still obviously perplexed. She chuckled to herself to notice his slight jump as the next barge came through. Knowing this time that it would take more than a few long moments, she refilled her tea and sat back down to see what would happen next.

      When the second barge cleared, she was curious as the captain was no longer on deck. He reemerged rather quickly, this time more appropriately dressed. She couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. If she had to guess, based on his earlier nightgown, and the very dated outfit he had donned in between, where ever he had been since 1865, it had not been alongside the same timeline she had experienced. She had to set her teacup down and clutch her sides for the next few moments as she watched him. The frantic scramble was laughable.

      The 1812 Overture blared from her phone where it rested on the table. Grabbing it, she absently noticed the time. She was late. She had been so caught up in the developments on the water that she forgot she had picked up the morning shift at the desk. Huffing, she connected the call and composed herself before answering.

      “I apologize. I forgot. I’ll be downstairs in 10 minutes.” She announced as calmly as she could manage before the questions could be posed.

      She knew without much thought that she would not be able to see the tug from the front desk. The angle was too sharp. She could only hope that it would still be there when she got a chance to step outside and have a look. It was going to be a very long day.
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      Holden weighed anchor and moved to the wheelhouse. He tried to rudder the tug to a small inlet that he knew, hoping to stay out of the way of the larger ships as they passed. Knowing that a collision course with any of them would affect nothing for him, his tug, or the other ship, did not make it a proposition he wanted to entertain. He wanted desperately to understand what was happening, and be free to observe without the distractions. It would be just his luck that he would bank on his continued transparency, only to find out that he was mistaken. He had a lot of questions, not the least of which still being when this time was.

      Reaching the shallows, he lowered the weight and moved back out to the deck. The scene on the far side of the water was newly amazing as he took it in a second time. Some of the structures were familiar, but even those had changed. There were also significantly more than he ever remembered there being. Testing his theory, he called out across the water and waved when no other ships were in the lane. No one on the far side so much as flinched, never mind turned to see who called.

      Looking up and down the river, the waterway appeared wider than he remembered it to be. There was also an expansive structure that crossed from one side to the other. That had never been there before. The noise on the far shore grew with the rising light. The crowd multiplied as well. He shook his head in absolute confusion. Women were walking around in short pants instead of ankle-length dresses and nearly none of them wore a head cover. Men too, were dressed in what might have passed for children’s play clothes instead of suits, ascots, and an appropriate hat. He rationalized that if he were to walk among them and be seen, he would just as surely look as out of place to them as they did to him.

      A single voice carried across the water, drawing his attention. It seemed to be coming from the rolling box that was easily carrying a dozen or more people. The speaker was quite animated, and he caught the word “tour.” Soon enough, the sound faded as the large carriage moved beyond his vision. What he had heard, was something akin to an accounting of different times in Savannah. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to note the years being mentioned. At least, he had been able to affirm that it was in fact, Savannah.

      He was newly surprised as the day wore on to see how busy the back river had become through the years. He had easily lost count of how many ships had traversed the channel long before the sun crested. One thing he noted that hadn’t changed, was the oppressive heat and humidity in the region, and the soft breeze across the water that did little to diminish it.

      By nightfall, when he thought he could not be shocked further, he was newly aghast to see the river traffic picking up instead of decreasing. Up and down the west side bank, lines of peculiar light came on one by one as the light of day diminished. Brighter than the gas lanterns he knew, he sat on the deck and wondered at each new reality they revealed. The sounds from of the crowd changed, but was in no way lessened. A raised, wide walkway bustled with people traveling up and down the way to various establishments that were still open, and full to brimming, late into the night. He scratched his head in confusion, thinking everyone should have been tucked into their homes hours before. He amended his lingering question to add ‘what’ to ‘when’ was this.
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      Esme was flustered as she went about her duties attending patrons. It was hours into the day, and well past lunch before she could take a step outside to check on Captain Henry and his ship. When she finally exited the back doors into the wall of oppressive heat, she was instantly dismayed to see that he was gone. Had she imagined it?

      Of all the days to pick up an extra shift and be working a double, this was the worst possible one. Just before dinner time, the new guests mostly checked in, she finally took a longer break. Once again, checking out the back doors and scanning the river, she was upset to see that the tug had not returned. She retreated back indoors, and made her way up to her suite of rooms. She was melancholy as she put together a salad and poured a glass of sweet tea, electing to eat inside instead of out on the balcony.

      Glancing out the sliders before returning to her post, she nearly jumped out of her skin to notice the tug upriver, tucked into a small inlet on the far side of the water. It hadn’t occurred to her earlier that he might have moved, she had just assumed that he had vanished as quickly as he had shown up. Unfortunately, she didn’t have time to linger, or really ponder the implications. She was due back at the desk, and would be there until 10:30 when the night shift arrived.

      If the clocks could turn backwards, she was fairly certain that they were. The hours from dinner until she could clock out for the day took three times as long as the morning and early afternoon had together. At 10:31 she raced around the edge of the front reception desk, and made a beeline for the back door. For October, it was still sweltering, even so late in the evening. She reached the rail on the water side of the Riverwalk quickly, scanning up and down stream for the ship as she approached. It still hadn’t moved, which was a relief. Why? She had no idea.

      From her position near the edge she could make out the red port-side light of the tug in the distance. With most of the primary lighting being on this side of the river though, she couldn’t make out much more. She could barely see the outline of the prow. The rest of the boat, and the captain, if he was on deck, were all but invisible against the sloping hills along the east side. Her heart was racing, and her breath was short. Was it anticipation? Or, was it something else altogether?

      Unable to focus, she resigned herself to the truth that she could not see more. She retreated back indoors and went up to her suite for the evening. Changing quickly, she stepped out onto the balcony, hoping to catch a better glimpse of the tug, and the captain. A glimpse would be all she would get as the line of barges coming up river were backed up for miles, and stacked higher than her eyes could see. Only during the brief buffer zones between them could she attempt to see more. It was ridiculously frustrating.

      Back inside, she tried to settle herself for the evening, and sleep if it would come. It was as elusive as ever. Her mind was plagued with the ramifications of what the appearance of Captain Henry’s tug might mean. Would all the ships return? Have they already? If they had, or would still, would they all show up on the river? If they did, what would that mean? Most importantly, how was the ship back?

      She certainly was not as she had been in 1865. Were they? Recounting her brief observations from this morning, she had to resign herself to the notion that, though returned, they might not be exactly the same as they once were either, but just how much would be different?

      Esme drifted in and out of restless sleep. Her mind took her back through decades in her dreams. At one point she awoke shuddering, feeling the oppressive stares from the shore as Captain Henry rebuked her for being aboard his ship. At another point, she sat bolt upright in bed, hearing the screams from the stranded frigate as though she were once again there. Only after her mind’s eye showed her the normal traffic along the river, did she finally settle into a moderately restful sleep. When she awoke, blotchy cheeks, and deeply shadowed eyes, greeted her in the mirror.

      Putting the kettle on, she remembered that it was now Tuesday. Normally, this would have meant nothing, but this week, it was her reward. Her good deed yesterday pulling a double, meant today was her day off. She was hopeful to see the small tug along the river when she reached the balcony, but steeled herself to the possibility that it may not be there. Today, she would remember not to spit her tea, whatever her scan of the eastern shore revealed.
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      Holden stretched, and reached for the ceiling of the small cabin. He was moderately pleased to once again, be able to see his hands this new day. Pulling back the porthole cover, he realized he was well into the new day at that, judging by the lilt of the sun, whose rays were well above the opening where the morning’s first light should shine through. He had no way to gauge how late he had stayed up. The lights on the far side of the river had never been doused, and the crowd, while eventually growing thinner, had never fully dissipated either. He simply couldn’t fathom any reasons why.

      He had stood, sat, and stood again through the long dark hours, watching the unending traffic up and down the river. Even seeing with his own eyes, he could not believe the size of the ships that passed by. His mind struggled too, with the mass of the ships, and the lack of proportionate displacement. To his thinking, the river should have swelled up and beyond the banks repeatedly, but never did.

      Long before he emerged to the deck again, he heard the cacophony of noise from across the water. Though he expected that nothing would have changed, he dressed first just in case. He wistfully wished for a cup of coffee. He didn’t need one, any more than he had actually needed to lie down for sleep, but there was something about standing at the prow with a cup of steaming coffee in hand that was quintessential to mornings on the water. How strange after so long to wish for something cliché.

      He checked the weights, and made sure that he hadn’t drifted during the dark, before moving up the starboard side of the tug. Everything was right as rain, just as he expected it to be. Looking across the water, he shook his head. It would take far more than a day of watching this crowd to understand, or appreciate this new reality. It was too foreign.

      Hands on the rails, he watched the hustle of bodies moving along the western shore. Like the day before, no one seemed to notice he was there. Part of him wondered if it was a fluke, and he had somehow tripped into seeing this time, but he was misplaced, and not meant to see, or ever participate in it. As he watched, he couldn’t decide which was worse, seeing it but not being a part of it, or never having seen it at all, left to drift through the mist as he had for who knows how long? Eventually, he decided neither.

      Activity on the water had slowed dramatically. Through the night, ship after ship trekked up or down the river like a line of ants stocking the colony for the coming winter. He had been content to watch them, but was newly content to see beyond them. Catching his attention, a huge stone structure with large walls of shiny surfaces glinted back at him. Strange little decks with rails stuck out at even intervals and seemed to climb sixteen levels high. He wondered openly at it, and how it remained steadfast without somehow collapsing on itself was a curiosity.

      Allowing his gaze to drift left and right, there were others. Not all were so big as the first one, but many looked as though they could be, if they just grew a little. Part of him was debating how to go about investigating them. It had been an extremely long time since his one foray down the gain way. He vacillated. Did he dare consider trying to leave the ship? With the veil of fog lifted, or parted, could he bring himself to attempt it, if he could see what was at the end of the plank? If he left the ship, would he be able to return? And, once he stepped off, would he still be as though he weren’t present, or would he, once again, become corporeal?

      The heat of the day had not fully set in, yet he was damp with perspiration. He had not eaten, nor felt the need to consume anything in ages, and yet, he felt nauseous and sick to his stomach. The memory of stepping off the gain way with just a single foot, one time, rushed forward and buckled his knees. If he hadn’t been holding the rail, he knew he surely would have been on all fours heaving.

      A moment later, having let go the rail to reach up and wipe his brow, he did just that. In the span of a moment, his knees found wood, and his hands grasped for purchase against the worn, but well-polished surface of the deck. Just when he thought his hell was ended, a brand-new one appeared. No longer trapped in the mist alone, he was within shouting distance of hundreds of people who could not hear, see, or interact with him. Now, the idea of leaving the ship to reach them and try was debilitating. Death would have been preferable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Esme watched Captain Henry struggle against an unseen adversary. One moment he was standing, watching the crowd. The next, he was on all fours, cleaving for purchase against the wood deck of the tug, eventually rolling to his side in a ball. She couldn’t process the information. Was he ill? Was that what had taken everyone so long ago? A plague? Was the change she sensed coming an apocalypse brought to bear by a 150-year-old tugboat captain? Whatever was going on, he did not look well.

      She debated calling out to him, not fully convinced that he could hear her, or respond. She elected instead to watch. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do. Tonight was Halloween. As she wasn’t seeing anyone, much to the distress of her parents, she had no plans to go out. And, since she lived in the hotel where she worked, it wasn’t like she would get trick-or-treaters either. Resigned, she ducked inside, refilled her tea, and grabbed a book before returning to the balcony. She would watch, and wait, assuring herself that she would know what to do if, and when, the time came.

      She was frustrated to realize she had reread the same two pages a half-dozen times and had absorbed nothing. Every few lines she caught herself glancing up to check on the tug and its captain. By midmorning, he had recovered to stand on the deck, and nearer to lunch disappeared into the wheelhouse. Whatever the morning episode had been, it had ebbed with as little indication of the source as had been available at the onset.

      Esme was staring. She realized it absently, not knowing how long her attention had been so focused. A myriad of questions ran her mind, not the least of which was how long the tug would be visible, or if it would now be here forever. Also, would it sit anchored in the inlet, or ever venture out into, or across, the waterway? The longer it sat, buoyed up and down across the fanning currents from the passing ships, the more intent she became on getting answers, though navigating the slope of the eastern riverbank down to the inlet to do so was a dicey proposition at best.

      By dinnertime she was determined. Shoving sweaty, swollen feet into hiking boots, after changing into khakis and a long sleeve, she grabbed a bottle of water, her keys, and identification, heading for the door. Hesitating at the parking garage entrance, she detoured to the Riverwalk for one last look. As picturesque as it had been all day, the small tug rose and fell with the crashing ripples of wake that moved from the channel to shore with Captain Henry standing on deck, his attention fixed, focused upriver. She had to admit, even from the distance, his profile was still exceptional.

      She wished she had remembered bug repellent as soon as she exited her vehicle. The un-tamed terrain on the eastern side of the river was a veritable enclave of mosquitoes, and she was certain she was the only fresh meat they had encountered in ages. She slathered a medicinal smelling hand sanitizer across her hands and face, hoping it would be a fair substitution. Everything else was covered. Her cheeks tingled from the alcohol.

      In long sleeves, and long pants, she really wanted to leave her hair up for some semblance of comfort, but decided that saving her neck from bites might be worth the weight, and heat, of her hair. She pulled loose the ponytail, letting the long locks fall. If she weren’t determined to get answers here and now, she was fast approaching her own internal white flag. The air-conditioned comfort of the car all but had a hook and line to draw her back. She set off quickly before she could change her mind.

      If there was a trail to follow, she certainly couldn’t find one. The underbrush was thick and difficult to navigate. More than once, she had to stop to re-tie her boots or disentangle her hair from the mad cataclysm of branches. Thankfully, the distance between the road along the crest, and the shoreline below was relatively short. Unfortunately, footholds were nearly nonexistent. Several times along the short jaunt her footing gave way and she was left flailing and scrambling to stay vertical. One time too many in fact, as the last time she took a quick slide the final ten feet or so, nearly ending up in the river itself. She was surprised, embarrassed, and a bit angry to hear the captain’s robust laughter.

      His response to her predicament surely answered one of the questions. He could definitely see her. Time to find out the answer to another. “It’s not funny!” She shouted back.

      His laughter stopped abruptly, the jovial expression across his face was replaced instantly with shock. As she watched, he crossed the deck to the near port-side rail and stared her down. “You can hear me?” He asked, sounding astonished.

      “Of course I can hear you, what a silly question. I’m not deaf.” She snapped. “I can quite clearly discern your laughter at my expense.”

      “A thousand pardons,” he almost sounded reticent, “I didn’t realize.”

      Esme fought to control her temper. “You might consider that it would be impolite to laugh even if I could not hear you. But, as I’m sure it was far more amusing to observe than to endure, I will let it pass.” She responded in a huff as she tried to get her bearings.

      Finally on her feet, a scant few inches from the water’s edge, she turned to face him fully. If it was shock that she had noticed before, the expression on his face now was pure confusion. He looked her up and down. Not to be outdone, or endure his inspection without returning the favor, she mirrored his actions back to him, doing her best not to laugh as his mouth fell open. She barely managed to suppress the chuckle as he stammered to ask his next question.

      “Can you see me?” He finally managed with amazement.

      Deciding it was now or never, she jumped in with both feet. “Yes. Quite clearly in fact, Captain Henry.”

      The only thing whiter than his already pale face, were his knuckles from grabbing the rail for support.
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      “Dress me up and call me Sally…How do you know who I am?” Holden dropped without thinking of his words as he leaned over the port side rail. The commotion of the comely female crashing through the thicket, before she slipped, slid, and came just shy of splashing into the river had stunned him. Her responding to his laughter, had added shock. There was no suitable word for the level of astonishment he experienced when she addressed him by name.

      Her next words, leveled him where he stood. He had no sense of how to respond to her question when she asked, “Permission to come aboard?”

      His thoughts unclear, his mind as addled and muddy as the river bottom, he replied with a question of his own. “What time is it?”

      Her face betrayed her confusion, but she lifted the edge of her sleeve to look at her wrist, the action making no sense to him. She replaced the fabric before looking up to respond. “It’s nearly 7:30.”

      “7:30?” He queried as he processed her response. “No, I mean, what year is it?”

      Comprehension dawned across her features. “Oh. It’s 2015.”

      “Lord have mercy.” He muttered under his breath as he wrestled with the implications. “But, then how do you know who I am?” He added, a bit louder.

      Her responding smile was tender. “That Captain, is a long story. Perhaps, if you would lower the gain way, we could sit and talk, and we can help one another understand.” She said softly, her hands out in gentle supplication.

      “I’m not certain that is a wise idea. I don’t know the effects it could have on you.” He answered honestly.

      “Surely your vessel is as sturdy as ever.” She stated more than questioned.

      “For me, nothing about it has changed. Though, unless you are, as I am, I’m not sure if you would actually manage to come aboard, or land in the water you so narrowly missed before.”

      Her expression changed, her delicate features scrunching together and relaxing in turn as she thought. He waited patiently for her next words, taking in her appearance as she did. Her strange clothing did nothing to hide her alluring set of curves, the long cascade of her soft brown hair making his hands twitch to run his fingers through. She surprised him again when she spoke next.

      “So, you supposition that you are not wholly corporeal?” She asked.

      “Your leap of understanding leaves me at a distinct disadvantage. Can we not talk as we are now?” He inquired.

      Her laughter was soft and lilting before she spoke. “Yes, I suppose that would be possible, though awkward, and significantly uncomfortable after a time as I believe the conversation would not be brief. Would you consider tucking into a sloop on the other side?” She gestured across the river. “At least there, perhaps I could pull up a chair. Or, perhaps you could disembark to join me on land.”

      He fought for control as the old familiar feeling cropped up and began to stir his stomach. Could he? With the veil parted now, allowing him to see the destination, could he set foot again on land? Fear had never been in his vocabulary before that ominous moment in the thick, obscuring fog. He vacillated his response. “We could try.”

      Her shoulders shrugged, and an arm came up, pointing across the water to a small jetty on the other side. “There is a short dock just there at the north end of the Riverwalk. You should be able to pull in easily. If then you are unable to leave your ship, at least I can sit down, and not be fighting the insects like I am here. Would that work?”

      Nodding, he acquiesced to her suggested compromise. “I’m willing to attempt it. Will you be able to get back up the embankment?”

      She shot him an unreadable look. “Yes, I will. I really am far more coordinated than this trek would betray my abilities to be. Give me to the top of the hour to return to the far side of the river, and get into clean clothes. I’m afraid my backside is well caked with mud and everything else I slid across to reach this point.”

      Holden easily determined that he was going to enjoy watching her retreat. Obviously, he couldn’t say so. “I will give you to the bottom of the next hour. The traffic along this channel is intermittent. That should give me time to navigate safely across, and you time to change and return to the shore. Is that acceptable?”

      “It is. I’ll see you then.” She answered, turning without further comment. As she suspected, her backside was indeed streaked brown and green from her rapid descent to the river. Still, it was alluring and tempting. His belated thought had her turning when he called out. “Tell me your name. You know mine, it only seems fair.”

      “Esme, Captain. My name is Esme.” She answered before resuming her trek up the slope. ‘Esme’ he considered, smiling. It suited her. It also suited him, even as it had been his grandmother’s name.

      He stayed in place, leaning on the rails, watching her retreating form until she was no longer visible. The sway of her hair only served to accentuate and call attention to the curve of her hips as she climbed. He found he needed to adjust himself long before she was out of sight. He determined he would require until the bottom of the next hour to get himself, and his thoughts, under control. His mind had detoured from his questions as soon as she had turned around.
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      Esme felt the captain’s gaze on her as she climbed. A smug, satisfied smile bloomed across her face. She probably shouldn’t be, but she was content to know he was watching. In 1865, he had been a commanding, and intimidating male. In 2015, he was every bit as commanding, but no longer intimidating. Instead, he was enticing. What she had been unable to discern from across the river, had been easy to observe, and appreciate, in closer proximity. Though now pale, his well-chiseled features were still striking. She found him extremely attractive. Time had not diminished the broad cut of his shoulders, nor the taper to his waist. Even clad in the ancient seafaring clothes from his time, there was no mistaking the power of his build. She was certain that his musculature would rival anyone now, and probably had then.

      Unthinking, she hopped into the car and sped off, only belatedly realizing that she had just covered the driver’s seat with vegetation and mud. Her thoughts raced as she crossed the expansion bridge, rummaging through her closet for an appropriate change of clothes in her mind. She shouldn’t be concerned with her appearance for what would likely be a confusing, and lengthy discussion, but she was. She found her stomach was aflutter with the idea of being closer to him shortly.

      Just before 8:30, she watched him navigate into the berth at the small pier. Her knee length skirt, and loose, soft, short-sleeved blouse ruffled in the breeze. Neither she, nor most she knew, would consider it dressed up, but the outfit made her feel pretty. She recognized the appreciative glance when he noticed her, before he schooled his features.

      The tug secured, he moved to stand near the rail. She couldn’t help but notice the apprehension in his expression as he looked at the dock. She wondered to herself what would cause his hesitation. “Will you come ashore?” She asked softly.

      “If my arithmetic skills have not failed me, it has been one hundred fifty years since I last put foot on land. I find I am more than a bit overwhelmed at the notion.” He replied, surprising her with his honesty, and the exposure. “Perhaps we could begin here. You said there would be seating?”

      She chuckled at his expression as she let the camp chair bag slide down her arm, removed the contents, and set it near the sloop on the dock. There were likely a great many things that she knew of, and took for granted, that would be small marvels to him. Still, watching him from the corner of her eye as she set the chair, she couldn’t help but be amused. Taking a seat, she waited for him to pull up a chair of his own.

      Once settled, he wasted no time. “I find I am still curious to know how you know who I am.” He opened without preamble.

      Esme snickered behind her hand. “Once upon a time,” she began, “you were quite aggrieved to find me aboard your ship.”

      His head jerked, and his eyes flew wide. “There has only ever been one woman aboard this ship, and she was a stowaway.” He remarked candidly. “It’s not possible.”

      Esme took a deep calming breath before she began. “I cannot explain to you, how I know, the things that I know. Once upon a time, in 1865 specifically, I know that I was aboard that tug.” She head-canted toward the deck where he sat. “I remember it as clearly as if it were yesterday; the sound of your voice, the expression on your face, the angry blush that crept your cheeks as you rebuked me in full view, and earshot, of everyone along the shore. Though only memory now, I can still remember the feel of my embarrassment, and, the overwhelming, though misdirected, anger as Andrew was reassigned.”

      His mouth dropped open as she recounted the events. It surely would not have been anything remotely interesting enough to have been included in any historical accounting. The only explanation left was that she was there. “But how…” He began his query.

      “I don’t know.” She answered directly, staring him down. “I have just come to accept it as truth. Likely, as you have had to come to accept whatever it is that happened to you.”

      “What happened to me?” He spluttered before clearing his throat and composing himself. “What happened to me, was an enveloping fog that obscured everything from view. Until yesterday, the thick, oppressive mist has been my only constant.”

      Esme studied his expression. She couldn’t tell, or decide, if it was melancholy or repressed anger that she saw. “And you have no idea what changed?” She finally asked when he added nothing further.

      The negative shake of his head answered her before his words. “Not a clue in this world.” He lamented. “Why now? I was hoping you might have the answer to that.”

      She watched him watching her as she thought. “The only thing of note about this time, right now, is that it’s Halloween. The veil is at its thinnest point. But, I don’t understand beyond that why you would be here, and not the others.”

      “What others?” He asked leaning forward with a frown.

      Esme sighed. She was not sure how he would take the news. “The night that your ship vanished? So did dozens of others. Entire vessels, complete with every member of their crew…were just gone. No one knew why, or where you had all disappeared to. Families left behind were devastated, and the river essentially died for a long time as no one would come through to port.”

      She noted absently a pained look as it passed over his features when she mentioned the families. She hadn’t meant to be so thoughtless. He probably had a family then. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think…” She stammered.

      He held up his hand. “I accepted long ago that if they weren’t with me, they were somehow left behind without me. It was not by choice, so I made my peace with it ages ago.”

      “You have a family.” She stated softly, still regretting mentioning it.

      He nodded. “Yes, I had a family.” He corrected. “My parents depended on some of my earnings from the river. I had a wife too, though we seldom shared company. A captain’s life is on the water, not family dinners or sitting a porch. I had a family, and people who depended on me. But, my life wasn’t with them. My regret, was leaving them in need of support.” He offered, barely audible.

      “But you weren’t given a choice. It wasn’t for you to decide, or determine if you would stay or go, right?” She presented her logic, both hands out, pleading.

      “No. It wasn’t. I didn’t. It doesn’t diminish or change the fact that they were left behind.”

      She would not repeat her apology, even though she felt it. Instead, she sat quietly, letting him absorb and deal with the information she had given, as well as probably the memories he thought he had buried. She was surprised when he spoke again, completely shifting the topic. “This is Savannah, right?”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “Oh yes, this is definitely Savannah. It’s likely quite a bit different than what you remember it to be.”

      “She grew up.” He stated sounding impressed.

      “Yes she did.” Esme replied. Thinking that perhaps it was her opening, she did her best to sound conversational. “Would you like to see her?”

      She was surprised, and pleased by his response, not completely convinced that he thought before he gave it. “If you are willing to share her.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”
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      Holden absorbed the magnitude of his assent, only after he had given it. He felt the beads of perspiration dot his brow, and fought against the lump that jumped to lodge behind his larynx, stealing his breath. He fisted his hands as he rose, hoping she wouldn’t notice. His apprehension grew as he reached for the rope to lower the gain way to where she waited on the dock. It was all he could do not to let her see him tremble as he did so.

      He attempted diversion. “You said you were angry when Andrew was reassigned? Who were you angry at?” He asked, hoping he was close to accurate about how she would respond.

      True to expectation, she looked everywhere, except at him.

      “I was furious at you.” She offered, amending quickly, “then, correctly, at myself. I was young, and foolish. I should have known better. But, at the time, at first anyway, you were the easy target for my ire.”

      He chuckled. Magically, the simple act relieved some of his tension, though it returned with a vengeance as he set his first foot on the downward sloping plank. Each new step escalated his angst, and he said multiple silent prayers that it wasn’t showing. The last thing he wanted, was her to see him looking weak. “And now?” He asked, to keep her talking, interrupting her deconstructing the chair she had brought.

      “Now?” She queried, sounding thoughtful. “Now, I am no longer that person. I have those memories, and they are crystal-clear, but I am not her.”

      When his next step would be onto the dock, he took a shuddering breath, thankful that she chose that moment to slide the collapsed chair back into the bag she carried it in. As if in answer to the myriad prayers, when his foot touched down, it was exactly as he expected the dock to feel. The tremors that had raced his spine, and buckled his resolve at his last attempt, did not appear. He could do this.

      His relief was temporary, and their companionship awkward. He hadn’t thought beyond getting off the tug, relatively unsure if it could be accomplished at all. She declined when he offered his arm for their stroll. Her explanation, while completely logical, did little to assuage him.

      “If no one else can see you, it would be odd for me to walk arm in arm with no one it would raise questions for most anyone who saw us, or me anyway.” She rationalized.

      Once on the Riverwalk, they turned north. She softly shared commentary about the different establishments, and things that had happened throughout the history he had missed. He paid attention, but was mentally distracted, intermittently wondering if the other ships that had disappeared, and their crews, were somehow adrift in the same fog that had ensnared him. If so, could he find them? And, if so, why had no one returned his calls across the void?

      More than once, he caught himself reaching for her hand, playing it off at the brushing contact. He simply had needed to know if he was actually there. Sadly, with the confirmation that he could indeed feel her, he wanted more and wondered how much more was possible.

      From the crest of a hill, she showed him the silhouette of Savannah against the last orange streaks of sunset. He was in absolute awe at how big it had become. “She’s beautiful.” He commented turning toward her.

      When she turned to smile back at him, their faces were a breath apart. It was all he could do not to close that distance. Instead, he lifted a finger, and traced her cheek. “Thank you for showing me this.” He said, willing himself not to flinch.

      She didn’t lean into his caress, but she didn’t pull away either. He studied her face in silence. What he saw, reflected back what he knew she must be seeing from him. The connection at the caress had ignited a slow burn in them both.

      Their return toward the sloop was uneventful, and quiet, even as the tension between them built. He didn’t want to part company, but couldn’t find comfort with the idea of inviting her aboard. And, if walking arm in arm, or hand in hand, would be awkward and raise questions, surely anything more in public space would do so as well. He was waging a losing battle in his mind, not liking it one bit.

      He was surprised when she did not turn toward the pier as they passed. Instead, she kept going, headed directly for the massive stone structure with the reflective walls, though they weren’t reflecting now that the sun was down, they were see-through. She didn’t say anything, or ask a question, only led the way as he followed.

      Walking in through a door he hadn’t noticed, the interior was cold, and crisp like the sea air in winter. His mouth hung open as he looked up, the ceiling was so far above him, he thought it could well reach the sky. He was confused by several things. One, like the outside, there were small decks with rails that jetted into the space. What purpose they served was lost on him. There was also a small pond in the middle of the floor with people in it. He glanced back over his shoulder toward the door they had used. With the river just beyond it, why this was here, or necessary, was beyond the scope of his understanding.

      She led him to stand inside a box, after a wall parted in front of him. Inside, one wall held row upon row of small backlit circles, while the others had a railing. The displacement was disorienting as the wall they had crossed through closed. He grabbed for the rail as the box jerked. Her chuckle was musical. “It’s okay. It’s only temporary, and we will exit again.” Was all she said.

      When the wall broke open again, they left the box and walked a long narrow space with doors on either side that had numbers on them. She stopped at 1543, jabbed a metal shard into the handle, turned it, and gestured with her hand for him to enter as the door swung open. “This is my home.” She announced as she set down her things.

      He didn’t wait for further commentary, or invitation. As soon as the door was closed and she turned, he slid his hands up the angles of her jaw, tangling his fingertips in her hair, and pulled her in, sealing his lips to hers with desperation. If he had thought she would pull away, he would have been wrong. She returned his bruising kisses, wrapping her arms around his waist and reaching up his back to pull him closer still.

      With the contact he warmed and she cooled, even as a raging inferno ignited to burn between them. The fervor of his need surprised him, even as she demanded in equal return from him all that he was taking. It was only her need for air that paused the desperate consumption between them.

      His heart raced in time with her panting breaths at the brief separation. He didn’t want to stop, but the gentleman in him would not allow him to continue this way. He looked deep into her eyes as he spoke. “While I would have you in a heartbeat this way, perhaps you would prefer to have me after a wash.”

      Her responding laughter was loud and robust. “As you wish.” She answered, taking him by the hand around a corner to a small room. The amenities were exceptionally more than any copper tub he’d ever sat in. The rest of the arrangement confused him. Smiling, she showed him how to turn the handles and bring rain into the room. He could only imagine the expression on his face to prompt her next comment. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt. And, I’ll still be here when you’re done.”

      He raced through the waterfall, cleaning quickly, surprised at the temperature, and pressure that came through the small opening. He panicked when he emerged, as the room had filled with a thick mist. A looking glass on the far wall was full of steam except for several scrawled words.

      
        When you exit, turn left, and turn left. I’ll be waiting.

      

      He found her in a cabin space, easily half the size of his entire tug. The center was filled with the largest bed he had ever seen. Dwarfed in the center, covered by a thin fabric that barely concealed her, she was, true to her word, waiting.

      He forced himself to slowly take in, and let out, a deep breath, not wanting to trip over himself in his approach. The piece of him he had not needed in more years than he cared to recount led the way. Her smile spurned him to pick up the pace.

      Sliding beneath the sheet, they picked up where they had left off in the other room before his wash up. Drugging kisses, and wandering hands had them entangled in the bedclothes before long. He liberated them both, kicking the fabric to the floor before resuming his quest to explore every inch of her. When the last pieces of their bodies lined up and came together, he forced himself to slow. It was temporary. They were swept up in the vortex of their combined passions, trading places back and forth without thought, or direction. He was stunned anew by the veracity of their union. He had never known a joining like this. Selfishly, he hoped that she hadn’t either.

      Through the night, they came together repeatedly with small breaks between. He couldn’t get enough, and judging by her responses, neither could she. His need was consumed, even as his want reached for more. It was still dark when they finally paused long enough for her to drift off to sleep in his arms. He couldn’t think of a more fitting conclusion.

      [image: ]

      Holden awoke in a panic. Whatever had rousted him, had his heart beating so robustly that he thought it would leap from his chest. Looking around the room, he knew immediately what it was. Drifting in on long tendrils, the fog was returning for him. He knew there was no escape. His break from the veil was over.
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      Esme stretched, opened her eyes, and found Holden was gone. Wrapping herself in the discarded sheet, she padded through the apartment. The galley kitchen was empty, as was the living room. She wept when she checked the bathroom. It too was empty, but new scrawl had been added to the mirror with her eyeliner.

      
        I will miss you.

        I awoke to be reclaimed by the fog.

        Selfish though I may be, I could not bring myself to let it take you too.

        Perhaps it will break again and give us another chance.

        Remember me.

      

      Esme ran to the balcony and threw open the slider. Far below, the sloop at the short north pier stood empty. She crumbled into a heap with the fabric just inside the door, letting the violent sobs become a tirade of tears to overtake her.

      [image: ]

      Three hundred sixty-three days later, Esme stood near the Riverwalk rail at dusk. She had grieved the loss of Captain Henry for nearly a year. Foolish though it may be, she hoped that with the thinning veil, he might be revealed to her once again. She watched the water for hours, but nothing changed. Well past midnight, she forced herself back inside, and up to the 15th floor. She climbed into bed alone, and like so many nights before, cried herself to sleep.

      Drifting to the surface of wakefulness, Esme realized she was not alone. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know whose cool form was beside her. As though he sensed her rising consciousness, without a word, her lips were overtaken by those of the tugboat captain she had missed so desperately. She clung to him, tangling her limbs with his as if she could prevent him from leaving her again. It was a fool’s errand, but one she would take repeatedly if necessary.

      She wept anew when they finally broke apart. His smile was bright, and she tried desperately to return it as he spoke. “Good morning beautiful.”

      “Let it take me with you next time.” She pleaded, belying her desperation not to be apart from him again.

      He ran a finger along her cheek and pulled her close, though kept space so he could look at her, and she him. “I don’t believe that is my decision to make. I didn’t get a choice the first time, I doubt I will get one any other time.” He remarked softly. “Besides, I could not in good conscience do to another family, what was done to mine. You are not alone in this world. Perhaps one day, when that changes, you will get to come with me. Or, perhaps by then, I will get to stay. For now, we will have to agree to accept, and enjoy whatever time we are given.”

      “But, it would be my choice.” She defied. “Don’t I get a say?”

      “Only time will tell.” He answered before brushing her lips with a kiss. “For now, how about we not waste time touring the town, and just stay secreted away?”

      Esme bolted up, pushed him back, and straddled across his abdomen. She buried him with kisses and caresses until she needed a brief respite for air. “Does this work for you?” She teased, laughing.

      He seized her hips, lined them up, and drove for home. “Does that answer your question?” he replied smugly.

      [image: ]

      In retrospect, Esme estimated that they’d had approximately thirty-six hours, and for those thirty-six hours she hadn’t let him out of her sight except for a couple of quick trips to the washroom. It didn’t make his departure any easier. This time though, she was at least awake to say goodbye. He’d begged her not to watch, but in the end she couldn’t turn her eyes away as the fog enveloped him and he disappeared again as though he had never been.

      There was no guarantee that he would ever return. There was also no way that she could find to join him. The heartache of the time between would be excruciating and she knew it. The joy of their reunion, should they get one, would be worth it, but she still pined for a way to change it. She opened her calendar to 2017, and marked the countdown, day by day, until the next thin veil.
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      Holden paced the deck of the tug. He knew the veil was thinning, as little by little, the silhouette of Savannah was being revealed to him beyond the mist. How he knew the rest of what he had come to know, he couldn’t say. Esme’s parents had passed in the time since he had seen her. He knew her mother had gone first, relatively soon after he had left her last. Her father had died from a broken heart within weeks of her mother. He’d been devastated to know it, but been unable to go to her and offer any comfort.

      He’d cursed himself a selfish bastard for the track of his thoughts ever since. Though he had no way of knowing one way or the other, his most desperate wish was that one of two things be true. Either a, he be allowed to remain this time. Or b, that she be allowed to return with him. He was plagued by the idea of her remaining behind alone.

      Navigating his ship to the sloop at the north end pier, he watched the horizon, waiting desperately for the veil to finally thin out enough to let him pass through. The wait was nearly his undoing. Sidled up to the dock, he turned and dropped anchor. When he turned back, he jumped in shock. The veil of mist was still thinning, but standing on the prow of his boat, was Esme.

      He shook off the surprise at her appearance, and started for her. He’d managed two steps before she launched into his arms. “What’s this?” He queried openly as she forcefully landed against his chest.

      “Don’t ask questions.” She answered. “Just take me. Then, take me away. Wherever you’re going, I’m going too.”

      “But how?”

      She shushed him with a finger before replacing it with a blistering kiss. When she pulled back, a fire blazed in the depths of her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Get this tug underway captain, and take me somewhere we can be alone. You’ve got a lot of time to make up for, and I’m tired of waiting.”

      “Yes ma’am.”
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        Dark secrets haunt the Pirate’s House Inn in Savannah, Georgia.

      

      Men disappear and are never seen again. Rosalind Gill, a bar maid, stumbles upon the culprits– her stepfather and her betrothed of the owners of the Inn. Threatened with her life Rosalind is forced to keep silent. Her only hope of saving the men rests in the hands of handsome, but odd stranger-Phearson MacFie, the new bartender at the Inn.

      Phearson MacFie has secrets of his own. A time spider flung him through time and now, he’s trapped in a strange place and time. He’s a vampire pirate with no means to earn his keep. Wanting to be honest for once, he takes a position at the Inn. Rosalind Gill intrigues him, hidden behind a leather mask and her passion to save the men at the Inn.

      But he soon learns there’s more devilry then the kidnapping of innocent men. Savannah is home to vampires who do not kill their victims, but his new employer doesn’t’ care. He’s the leader of the Pious Twelve, a band of hunters determined to slaughter all the vampires in Savannah. To survive and protect his kind, Phearson becomes the dreaded Captain Fear–a vampire highwayman.

      But it’s not just the vampires he must protect. He can’t help lose his heart to the strong-minded Rosalind. Drawn together, Rosalind and Phearson must work together to defeat the Pious Twelve and escape her stepfather’s diabolical plan.
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        Savannah, Georgia

        1756

      

      Rosalind woke to another miserable day. She sighed and ran her fingers down the left side of her face, feeling the deep bumpy scars that labeled her a monster. Only her eye remained unscathed. She refused to have a mirror anywhere in the room that reminded her of the fire––the day her father perished saving her.

      Ignoring the birds chirping their happy morning tune, she rolled out of bed. She seized a tan leather mask off her nightstand that hid her scars and quickly tied it under her dark hair, hiding her unsightly scars. Yesterday she had walked pass a woman with two small children when her masked slipped off, revealing her naked face. The children had screamed, then hid behind their mother’s skirts. Rosalind was shaking so bad she could barely fix her mask.

      Her fingers brushed over the pinched and leathery skin. Like those children, she couldn’t help but shudder. The mask almost matched the color of her golden skin and sometimes people didn’t notice it. Or at least she tried to believe they hadn’t noticed.

      She opened her dresser drawer then pushed away her shifts to find a faded, brown leather bag that had seen better days. The black edges were curled and frayed, but she didn’t care. She cherished it more than any other possession––it had been her late father’s. He’d worn it when he saved her from the fire.

      She quietly dumped the coins inside it onto the wooden dresser. With Esmond Doyle, her stepfather, watching her constantly, it had taken her months to steal enough to barely purchase a dress. She sighed. At this rate, it would take her a year to secure passage out west and escape.

      Someone timidly knocked on the door. “Rosalind, are you up?”

      Rosalind quickly scooped the coins back into the bag, then placed it back under her clothes. “Yes, I am awake, Maggie. You can come inside.”

      Her cousin, Maggie, slowly entered, as if afraid she was intruding. She was a mulatto and had the creamiest tan skin that reminded Rosalind of syrup. Maggie’s father had been a merchant and her mother a freed slave, but they were killed on a riverboat. She came to live with them, and like Rosalind, she was forced to earn her keep, but she was able to work at the house.

      Not so Rosalind.

      Her stepfather considered her to be a burden and insisted she earn her keep by working in his dreaded tavern––the Pirate’s House Inn.

      Maggie poured water into the basin and dipped a cloth in it.

      “You don’t have to take care of me, Maggie. I can dress myself.”

      “I know,” she said, as she wiped Rosalind’s body down. “But I feel guilty that I get to work here in the house while you’re forced to work in that dreaded tavern. At least ´tis a beautiful morning, Rosalind.”

      “Looks like it will be. Has Mr. Doyle left for the day?” Hope swelled inside her that she wouldn’t have to face her glowering stepfather.

      “No, both he and your mother are taking their morning meal in the parlor.”

      Rosalind groaned, knowing she’d soon have to join them and listen to more of stepfather’s insults.

      Maggie helped her put on her corset and stays. She pulled tight on the strings, making Rosalind’s already narrow waist even narrower and pushing her breasts up. Rosalind’s shift had deep pockets where she secretly squirreled coins away from her stepfather’s prying eyes. If he found her savings, he’d quickly confiscate it and all hope of escaping would perish.

      Maggie pulled out one of Rosalind’s dull olive gowns that her stepfather made her wear because ´twas easy to clean and would hide any stains. The dress emphasized her large breasts, which according to him were her only fine assets, since they enticed men to spend more coin on draughts.

      Rosalind put her slippers on over her tired and swollen feet. She’d soaked them in a bowl of water, but they still ached. Last night, she’d been so busy that she could barely catch her breath. Tonight would be no different. Just once, she’d like to escape the tavern and have a full day of rest.

      She put on her silk petticoats, then Maggie helped her slip into the dreaded gown. She carefully tucked Rosalind’s hair into a lace cap, hiding her dark curls. Rosalind looked at her dreary prison garb that marked her as even less than a maid, but until she had a means to escape, she was trapped.

      Before she followed Maggie, she slipped her father’s gold watch into her pocket. It hadn’t worked for years––the glass was shattered, and one side was badly scorched. But she didn’t care. Her father had been wearing it the day he tried to rescue her. Rosalind always hid it on her person. When she wore it, she always felt he was near her.

      She followed Maggie out of her room to face her stepfather and her mother in the parlor. Her mother gave her a bright smile.

      “Good morning, dear,” she said.

      Mr. Doyle didn’t acknowledge her when she entered, and instead, concentrated on buttering a croissant.

      Her mother, dressed in a fine gown of yellow, got up from the table and hurried over. She hugged her then kissed her on her right cheek. Even her own mother shuddered at her scars.

      “Rosalind,” she said, “I have the most wonderful news.” Her voice was as giddy as a school girl’s.

      Rosalind turned her mouth up into a tight sneer. “You’re both going to Europe again?”

      Only when her stepfather was away did she have any peace.

      “No! You aren’t going to have work at Pirate’s House Inn any longer!” She clapped her hands together, and her blue eyes flared with excitement.

      Rosalind glanced warily at her stepfather, who stuffed another croissant into his mouth then proceeded to lick the tips of his fingers. As always, he dressed as if he were a wealthy aristocrat with his embroidered red jacket, vest, and breeches. Many people commented on how handsome he was with his gray eyes, white powdered wig, and muscular build, but all Rosalind saw was a hated tyrant.

      He wiped his hands over his plate then dabbed each end of his mouth with a napkin. “Your mother is quite right, Rosalind. I have actually found a suitor that will take you off my hands.”

      “Esmond!” Her mother frowned. “That’s not what he meant, dear,” she said as she rubbed Rosalind’s arm.

      Rosalind jerked away from her mother’s touch and pretended not to notice the hurt in her eyes. She crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s exactly what he meant. Who?”

      He leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on his belly. “Captain Barnard Foster.”

      His low voice stripped her dream. Captain Barnard Foster was at least ten years older than Mr. Doyle and had a temper even fouler––if that was possible.  He was riddled with the pox and had the most annoying habit of staring at her breasts rather than her face.

      Her stomach tied into triple knots. “Why?”

      “He’s a good match, Rosalind,” her mother pleaded.

      Rosalind squinted. “How could you say that, Mother? Do you hate me this much?”

      “No, dear. Of course not! Captain Foster is a wealthy man, and you’ll want for nothing.”

      “Why would he lower himself to marry a tavern wench?”

      Her stepfather straightened his cuffs. “Because he would find it advantageous to eventually gain the tavern if something were to happen to me, then he’d be entitled to all of it.”

      Rosalind glared. “I will not marry him. He’s pompous and selfish.” He wasn’t fooling her. Something would happen to Barnard, then she’d be next. Her stepfather would do anything to further himself socially.

      “You don’t have a choice.” He narrowed his eyes, and his voice had turned cold.

      He was dangerously close to losing his temper, but Rosalind didn’t care. “I’d rather be dead than marry such a horrible man. If you would have chosen a man of decency––”

      He slammed his hand down on the table, making the silver bounce. “No man of decency would have you!”

      Rosalind winced.

      “Esmond,” her mother said. “That’s not true.”

      “´Tis true, Clare. You know it is. Captain Foster is asking for a minimal dowry–”

      Rosalind lifted her chin. “I said I would not marry him.”

      Her stepfather jumped out of his chair and slowly walked over to her. His movements were always slow and meticulous before the storm.

      “Please, don’t hurt her, Esmond,” her mother pleaded. Tears glistened in her eyes. “She’s in shock.”

      “No,” he said quietly. “She’s not.”

      Rosalind glared. “Mother, stay out of this. You’re as bad as he is.”

      He grabbed her arm. “You will do as I say.”

      Rosalind pushed her fear down to her toes. “No.”

      He slapped her hard across her face, knocking her onto her knees. Pain exploded on the right side of her cheek, and wetness rolled down her chin. She bit back a sob.

      Her mother knelt next to her and used her sleeve to wipe the blood off Rosalind’s lip. “Darling, don’t you understand? Barnard Foster is old. He’s not well. You’ll inherit his wealth.”

      Her stepfather looked at his well-manicured fingernails. “Clare, Foster and I have an agreement. When he dies, his wealth belongs to me.”

      Her mother stopped dabbing Rosalind’s lips. “How could you do such a thing?”

      Rosalind gently put her mother’s hand down. “Isn’t it clear, Mother? He hates me.”

      Her stepfather raised an eyebrow, but didn’t counter her. He looked at Rosalind. “Your wedding will be announced, and you’ll be married by the end of this month.” He grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet. He shook her until her teeth rattled. “Defy me, and I’ll have you flogged and locked up until your wedding.” He tossed her across the room. “Go to work. I have no desire to look upon your repulsive face.”

      Before she left for the tavern, Rosalind glanced at her mother, who averted her eyes, and as always, offered no protection. Just once, Rosalind would like to see her mother get angry at Mr. Doyle for hurting her, but she never did. Her mother’s refusal to help cut into Rosalind’s heart more than her stepfather’s words or fists.
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        Zuto’s Island

        June 1671

      

      “Don’t let him kill me,” Penelope the undine said, as she pulled on her arm to escape Phearson MacFie’s tight grasp. Her tangled white hair fell across her frightened blue eyes.

      His gut twisted at her plea.

      Penelope was a water elemental and had the power to turn anything to ice, but the enchanted manacles bound her powers.

      “Phearson, if the spider bites me, the demon will drink my blood. He’ll be able to escape. Is that what you want?”

      The demon desperately needed Penelope’s blood to break his god Maketabori’s binding spell, which kept him prisoner on the island. Betraying Zuto was treacherous.

      “No. I am sorry, my lady, but I have my orders.” Zuto’s freedom was the last phenomenon he wanted. Dread settled in his heart at the thought of the demon walking the Earth. No one would be safe.

      Zuto pointed at Penelope. “Seize and bite her.”

      His gigantic time spider that was as big as a small schooner slowly approached. Its fangs clamped back and forth, and their image reflected in its eight, glossy black eyes.

      Phearson shuddered and pitied the lass.

      “Phearson, please!” She twisted her body as if she were strong enough to break a vampire’s grip.

      Then, all hell exploded on the island. Cannons boomed. Palm trees burst into flames. Fire burned hotter, and smoke swirled around them. The heat of the flames drenched Phearson’s body, leaving his shirt sticking to his skin. His eyes watered and his heart beat faster.

      A dragon unleashed its fury, and flames ignited on the beach, separating the spider from Phearson and Penelope, giving him time to think. His instincts to save himself sparked, but for the first time, he hesitated. He had a choice: hand over Penelope to the demon Zuto or die.

      Phearson had grown to admire her courage and hated to think he would be responsible for her death. He wanted to unlock her manacles around her wrists and ankles, but he wasn’t a hero–he was a slave.

      Disobeying Captain Quinton Palmer meant being thrown into the bowels of the Fiery Damsel. He’d never betrayed Palmer before. Not because he felt any loyalty but because of his will to survive.

      “I didn’t want this to happen, but there’s nothing I can do.”

      He waited for her to admonish or spit on him.

      She stared at him, and pity replaced the terror in her eyes. “I forgive you. Do what you have the courage to do.”

      Confusion settled over him. She hadn’t called him a coward, but ´twas as if she looked into his soul and saw his shameful fear.

      He opened his mouth to answer her, but the Soaring Phoenix unleashed its guns, and cannon balls sailed through the air and ripped the Fiery Damsel’s sails, silencing his voice. Fire broke out on the deck, and his fellow crewmen scrambled to put out the flames. The Damsel’s hull and sails were pelted with holes while the Soaring Phoenix had little damage. ´Twas as if an invisible force protected the Phoenix.

      He wished he was on board the ship fighting the Phoenix rather than on the beach ready to hand over an innocent woman to a demon. Hadn’t he any honor left?

      “MacFie, Bring the girl.” Palmer yelled, as he motioned with his sword.

      With his leaky right eye that always left a stain of dribble in his red beard, Palmer always gave Phearson the chills. He was a giant of man and was at least five inches taller than Phearson. More than once, Phearson had felt the lash on his back.

      Something he didn’t want to experience again.

      But he glanced warily at Penelope. She lifted her head in defiance. Her stance of bravery didn’t fool him. He could feel her trembling beneath his strong grip. Doubt was settling into him over whether he could be as callous as his captain just to save his own yellow skin.

      He reluctantly escorted her toward Zuto. Dried blood and bruises covered the demon’s half-naked body, and the beads on his loin cloth glistened in the sun. Victory flashed in his red eyes.

      The wind blew the demon’s long black hair across his face, and he raised his hand and pointed. “Bring her.” He waved his hand, and the flames separating them doused.

      Desperate to escape, Penelope twisted her waist and dug her heels into the sand. His grip loosened.

      Phearson shook his head. “Stop. Ye need to stay close. If ye want to stay alive.”

      She glared. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I am yer only hope.”

      The time spider scurried toward them, cutting a screaming man in two with its long spindly legs. Blood burst through his lips and gore stuck to the spider’s leg.

      Guns exploded, and cannon balls pounded the beach. A ring of fire cut into the spider’s path. It shrieked and sat back on its back legs, its fangs clamping together. Phearson shoved Penelope behind him.

      Once again, Zuto lifted his palms toward the flames, and they slowly died down.

      The ground quaked, and Phearson fell onto one knee, dragging Penelope down with him. A loud crack spread across the beach like lightning, and another giant spider, this one white, crawled out.

      “Shite,” Phearson mumbled, as he and Penelope edged backward.

      Someone yanked Phearson’s head back so hard he thought it would break.

      Penelope screamed. He turned to see Palmer dragging her.

      “Here, you foul thing, take her,” Palmer said.

      Phearson brought his forearm down hard, breaking Palmer’s grip.

      Palmer’s eyes widened. “What the hell?”

      Before the captain could react, Phearson flung him onto the ground. Palmer catapulted face-first under the beast’s legs, his arms and legs spread out wide. There would be hell to pay later, but Phearson didn’t care.

      Palmer glared. “Phearson, you bastard!” His tone was edgy and sprinkled with anger.

      The beast didn’t even slow down and walked over Palmer, who aimed a pistol at the creature’s underbelly, his hand shaking.

      “Palmer, you fool.” Zuto flicked his wrist, and the pistol flew out of Palmer’s hand.

      Shock and fear flashed in Palmer’s eyes. Suddenly, he rose into the air as if by magic and was flung across the beach, straight into the jungle, screaming.

      Phearson grabbed a skeleton key out of his trousers. His hand shaking, he unlocked Penelope’s manacles. She looked at him stunned.

      He pushed her to get her to move. “Go, now!”

      Zuto swayed on his feet. “Take her!”

      The spider scurried through the smoke.

      Phearson blocked Penelope with his body from the terrifying spider, then fired at it. “Leave her alone!”

      The shot nicked the spider’s fang. The creature kicked him so hard he soared into the air, then he slammed onto the ground. The ground crumbled, and he slowly sank as if he were caught in quicksand. He frantically grabbed at the sand, but dirt and debris slipped through his fingers.

      The white spider scurried after him, then the walls caved in; sand crashed onto his body, blinding him.

      He fell into cold blackness, screaming. His arms and legs flailed around him, and air rushed over him, chilling his blood. He choked on debris and stretched out his hands to break his fall but touched emptiness.

      Suddenly, sticky strands covered his body and bounced him around. He broke loose and was hurled into a mindless void, terrified the spider would rip him apart. Blackness turned to gray, gray turned to white, white turned to blue–he burst through the sky and plunged toward the calm blue sea.

      He splashed into the water, and pain rippled through him, stealing his breath. Water filled his lungs, his vision blurred, and panic surged through him. He clawed his way to the top then burst through the surface, gulping down sea water. His lungs burned, threatening to burst. As he bobbed up and down, he moved his arms across the top of the water and kicked his legs hard until he wasn’t sucking down half the sea.

      Instead of salt staining his lips, he realized it had been fresh water, but that wasn’t the only thing that was different. He wasn’t in the middle of the deep blue sea. He was in a wide river and looked across its banks to find a port and a bustling town he didn’t recognize.

      He heard a plop behind him and turned around to see an alligator swimming toward him, staring at him with sinister eyes. If it got him in a death roll, it would be powerful enough to rip off his head.

      His heart beating wildly, he drew on his vampire strength and swam as fast as he could to a pier.  He grabbed the edge of the wooden pier, then using the last of his momentum, he swung himself up. He landed on his back hard and coughed up water again and again.

      “Ye damn bloody fool,” a grizzled man said. He held a fishing pole in one hand. “Ye damn near scared away the fish.”

      Phearson rolled onto his side and gasped for air. “Where the hell am I?”

      The old man shook his head. “Ye drunken eejit.”

      Phearson was in no mood for the man’s lecture, and in a flash, snagged his thin arm. “Tell me, where am I?”

      The man’s face whitened, and he dropped his fishing pole into the river. “Yer eyes! Ye’re a vampire. How can this be? Ye’re out in the sun. The Pious Twelve said the devil only lets bloodsuckers out at night!” He slapped Phearson’s hand repeatedly.

      Phearson grabbed the man’s gnarled hand. “Apparently, they were wrong. I am an exceptional vampire. I suggest ye tell me what I want to know, and I’ll let ye live.”

      The man had wrinkles on top of wrinkles. He nodded his head up and down wordlessly, his loose skin flapping.

      Phearson leaned closer. “Who are the Pious Twelve?”

      “Don’t kill me.”

      “Then answer my question.”

      The old man licked his thin lips. “Vampire killers.”

      Phearson raised an eyebrow. “´Tis not easy for a mere mortal to kill an immortal.”

      “Please, I am not one of them.”

      Phearson’s head was still swimming, and he cursed Zuto’s time spider for dumping him someplace where there were supposed vampire killers. He ran his hand through his thick wet hair. “Where the blazes am I?”

      “Ye’re in Savannah.”

      “Savannah?”

      “Georgia.”

      “I am in the Americas?” ´Twas supposed to be a desolate, barbaric place, but from what Phearson saw, it looked like a bustling port city.

      “Aye, ye daft eejit.”

      “Has the Fiery Damsel or Soaring Phoenix made port?”

      “Never heard of ‘em.”

      “If they made port, you would have. What year is it?

      “Tis seventeen fifty-six.”

      Phearson slowly released his grip as he grappled with the fact he was almost a hundred years into the future. How would he get back? Or did he want to get back? He was tired of being a slave. But who were the vampires here? Had either of the crews made it here? Was Quinton Palmer slugging around the town?

      He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Too many questions plodded around in his sluggish mind.

      The wizened man jumped to his feet as quickly as a man of his age could and hobbled down the pier. Phearson dully wondered if he was going to tell this Pious Twelve that another vampire had entered their town.

      Sailors were slugging supplies of chickens, goats, fruit, vegetables, and dried meat over their shoulders and carrying them up planks to frigates and schooners. Phearson forced himself to stand, but his legs wobbled, and dizziness swam in his head. Panic flared in his heart, but he hardened his features and walked toward town, hoping he didn’t have to face the Pious Twelve.

      He brushed his hair out of his face. He was surprised his sword and pistol were still intact. If he wanted, he could ask to join one of the motley crews, but bitterness rolled over his tongue at the thought of being a slave again.

      This time, he wanted to command a ship and sail the seas a free man. But to be captain, he’d need enough money to bribe a crew to mutiny against their captain and elect him. Pirates were not a loyal lot.

      Except for the crew of the Soaring Phoenix. He couldn’t understand their loyalty to Captain Kane O’Brien, since his own crew lived in constant fear of Palmer.

      Weariness sank into his muscles, and he needed a place to rest. His stomach growled, and he was surprisingly hungry and thirsty. He could feast on blood, but he wanted a mug of mead and something solid to fill his belly.

      He put his hand on a street lamp to steady himself. Savannah was obviously not as populated or as advanced as London, but nevertheless, it had stores, markets, and taverns. He had no coin, but he smiled. That didn’t matter. He’d been an excellent pickpocket in London before he’d been forced to join Palmer’s crew. He’d eat tonight.

      A well-dressed man wearing a tall hat and tailed coat cast him a sour look. Phearson noticed the bulge in the man’s front pocket and walked leisurely behind him. The man stopped in front of a shop to look at some books that were displayed. Phearson slid next to him, then with a slick motion, stuck his hand inside the man’s pocket and relieved him of his coin pursed. He’d been able to do this since he was twelve, and the mark was never the wiser. Being a vampire made it even easier.

      He strolled down the walkway with the purse tucked inside his shirt, then climbed a hill to rows of taverns and shops. A woman crossed the street, maneuvering between carriages. She wore a cap that was supposed to cover her unruly brown curls, but ´twas the leather mask on the left side of her face that intrigued him. Even with the mask on, it couldn’t shield her natural beauty. She had huge brown eyes and creamy tanned skin. He’d always preferred women that weren’t afraid to be out in the sun.

      Intrigued, he followed her into a white-painted tavern with a sign over the doorway that read Pirate’s House Inn. The little lass hurried over to the bartender and put on an apron.

      He slid onto a wooden bench and waited patiently for her to attend him. He took out the stolen purse and pulled out slips of paper rather than coins. Strange. Not knowing how much they were worth, he put most of them back except for one. He didn’t want to overpay for mead and a hot meal.

      She came over to him, and he thought she was even prettier up close–except for a cut on her lip that had begun to swell. Someone had struck the sweet lass, marring her perfect skin.  Dark strands of hair escaped from the cap that softened her face. He couldn’t help but notice the moons of her breasts that peeked over her scooped neckline, tempting a man’s honor.

      She smiled. “Would you like a plate and a pint?”

      By her English accent, he thought she’d come from Manchester.

      “Aye, I would, lassie. That would do nicely.”

      She turned, and her skirt fluttered up in the air, giving him a glimpse of a slender ankle. Soon, she brought him a pint of ale and a hot plate of potatoes and a slab of meat swimming in gravy. He dipped fresh baked bread in the gravy and was pleased by how well the simple fare tasted. It had been some time since the Damsel had been at shore, and the cook’s food on board was another stint of torture.

      The lass worked hard and bustled the tables. The other wenches seemed more interested in flirting with customers rather than wiping down a table or taking away dirty dishes. Maybe they needed help here. For once, he could earn honest wages.
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      Rosalind brought another pint to the handsome, but odd, stranger who’d followed her into the tavern. His clothes had been stuck to his muscular body as if he’d gone for a swim in the Savannah River. But as the night wore on, his clothes had dried, and his long hair had curled at the ends. He watched her intently with blue eyes that were almost clear, as if she could look down into his soul. The candle light flickered off a gold earring dangling from his right ear, and he wore a pistol and a sword on each hip, so he was obviously a pirate, but he’d been nothing but polite toward her. He sat quietly at a table in a corner, slowly sipping a draught.

      She walked over to him. “Would you like another?”

      He flashed her a smile that melted her insides. “Another would do fine, lassie.” He looked around the busy tavern. “I noticed yer busy and havena had a break. Would the owner be interested in hiring another hand?”

      She blinked in surprise. “You’re looking for work?”

      “That I am. Do they need help here?”

      She tilted her head toward the back where her stepfather sat with her dreaded betrothed, Captain Barnard Foster. Unlike the attention she gave this handsome pirate, she’d avoided going near their table and allowed one of the other girls to wait on them. Earlier, she’d put ice on her lip to reduce the swelling and had no intention of having her stepfather beat her again. “He’s sitting in the back of the room surveying the place. I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

      He shrugged. “Doesna hurt to ask.”

      He walked back to the table that was in the opposite corner. Rosalind turned and waited on the other customers, who, unlike her pirate, were deep into their cups. One burly man slobbered and grabbed her arm and forced her into his lap. He leered down her dress and tried to kiss her.

      She shoved at his chest. “Release me, you brute.”

      He laughed and squeezed her breast hard. “Why are ye so rude to old Bert? I need a warm lass to make me smile.”

      She slapped him across the face and threw his draught into his disgusting face. “Leave me alone.”

      All of sudden, she was on her feet, and the tip of a sword was under the man’s chin.

      “The lady asked ye to leave her alone.”

      Rosalind’s eyes widened. ´Twas her handsome pirate.

      “She’s a tavern wench,” the man slurred.

      “I said to leave her alone. Otherwise, yer mead will spill out yer gullet.”

      Rosalind gave her rescuer a grateful smile. No man had defended her like he. He wasn’t looking at her, but glaring at her molester, then she noticed his eyes. One minute they were a clear blue, then his eyes darkened to a deep red. She had to be imagining it and rubbed the bridge of her nose. She was wrong. Lord, she must be tired, damn tired.

      The man held up his shaking arms. “I don’t want no trouble with ye.”

      “Good.” Her rescuer lowered his sword.

      The drunk quickly got to his feet and stumbled toward the bar.

      “Thank you,” Rosalind said, still astonished anyone would come to her aid. “No one has ever done that before.”

      “Get used to it. I’ll be back tomorrow. My name is MacFie. Phearson MacFie. And yer bonnie name is?”

      Heat warmed Rosalind’s cheeks. “I’m Rosalind Gill. Once again, thank you. Did Mr. Doyle hire you?”

      “Aye.” He bowed slightly. “Until tomorrow night, Rosalind Gill.”

      He left her. As he moved, she noticed he was taller, his shoulders broader, than most of the men in the crowded room.

      Rosalind gathered up the empty glasses and put them on her tray. She hurried back to the kitchen, still trying to comprehend that the handsome stranger had come to her defense. Then she noticed Captain Foster and Mr. Doyle had their arms intertwined with her attacker’s.

      “Where are ye takin’ me?” the man slurred. “I didn’t mean any harm.” He could barely walk, and one knee gave out.

      “To get you some fresh air,” Captain Foster said. His voice held a sinister chill.

      They dragged the man down a poorly lit corridor outside of the kitchen, which was strange because Rosalind had lit the lanterns earlier herself. Someone had turned them down. And why was there a rickety chair next to a wall?

      “Let’s get him down the tunnel before the bloke starts hollering,” Mr. Doyle grunted.

      Rosalind wasn’t sure she’d heard right. She’d heard rumors of tunnels built underneath the tavern, but her stepfather had always denied them when she asked.

      She hid in the shadows, unable to stop from following them. Suddenly, the man was thrown onto the chair.

      “What are ye doin’?” he asked as he swayed back and forth.

      Captain Foster pulled out a small club hidden in his jacket. “Sending you on a merry trip.” He smacked the man across the head, and the poor man passed out.

      Mr. Doyle reached up and pulled down on a lantern that actually moved. The floor flipped open, and the man and chair disappeared. Rosalind gasped and immediately put her hand over her mouth.

      “Who’s there?” her stepfather cried.

      But Rosalind had vanished into the kitchen, and she prayed he hadn’t seen her. Her heart quaking, she heard angry footsteps coming down the dark corridor. She ran over to the cellar door and quickly opened it with her trembling hand, then ran down the stairs. She was surprised to find the drunken man had fallen onto a bed of straw. Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster were outside the cellar door, so Rosalind ran and hid behind barrels of rum that she knew her stepfather smuggled into Savannah. She didn’t care about the rum, but why did he care if a man accosted her? Or did he?

      She looked up at the ceiling, surprised to see the chair nailed to the floor. So, the floor spun around?

      Heavy footsteps stomped down the stairs. Her heart skipped a beat with each thump. She scooted back against the wall, praying that they wouldn’t find her.

      Their victim groaned.

      A gunnysack filled with potatoes hung from a hook on one wall. Mr. Doyle pulled on the sack, and the wall creaked and slid open. She gasped and covered her mouth. A secret passageway!

      “Let’s get this man to Hopper. He’s waiting for us at the end of the tunnel.”

      Captain Foster shook his head. “The bastard’s as big as a whale.”

      “Quit your bellyaching, and let’s move. Hopper’s willing to pay top price for this burley brute.”

      Rosalind gritted her teeth. So, this was how her stepfather made his money––kidnapping innocent men and selling them. He always claimed that ´twas the tavern that lined his pockets with silver.

      Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster grabbed the man’s arms and proceeded to drag him down the tunnel. Rosalind was captivated, and although she knew she should fly up the stairs to the safety of the bustling tavern, she had to see where the tunnel led. She had to report her stepfather, then she could escape his devilish plan to marry her to the despicable captain. But she needed proof before she went to the constable.

      She forced herself to move out of her hiding place. Her legs trembling, she followed them into the tunnel.

      Unfortunately, the tunnel was well lit, and the only way to hide would be to press herself against the wall next to a wooden beam. She licked her lips and crept down the stone tunnel. ´Twas damp and cold–obviously this led toward the Savannah River.

      As she followed, she turned down the lanterns to hide in the darkness and hoped they didn’t turn around. Up ahead, she could see a group of men waiting, and she remained in the darkness, crouching next to a wooden beam.

      “Hopper.” Her stepfather panted. “Bring your lads down to carry this one.”

      Two of the men raced over and carried the passed out man’s legs. Hopper was tall and lanky. He had a scarf tied round his head and held a glittering sword in his hand.

      When they reached him, he tilted his head. “Take the bloke on board the ship.” He tossed both her stepfather and the captain a small bag that Rosalind assumed was filled with coins. “You two got bigger problems.”

      “What? Why?” her stepfather asked.

      “You were followed.”

      The blood emptied from her face. Both Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster whirled, pistols drawn. Rosalind grabbed her gown and lifted it, then fled down the now darkened corridor. Her only hope was to reach the crowded tavern.

      “Stop, or I’ll shoot,” her stepfather yelled.

      She didn’t stop. A pistol discharged, the shot barely missing her. Ignoring the stays confining her lungs, she ran faster than she ever had. Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster were not in good shape, but working at the tavern every night had given her stamina. She reached the cellar then climbed the stairs two at time. She tripped over her gown and fell on one knee.

      “Rosalind, you bitch!” her stepfather called.

      Pain wrangled her, but Rosalind got up and hurried up the stairs. She threw open the door, then slammed it shut, buying herself a little time.

      But not quite enough.

      The door banged open. Tears blurring her eyes, she half-limped, half-ran into the tavern with both men closing the distance behind. She reached inside her pocket and clasped her father’s watch, drawing on his courage.

      She reached the crowded tavern, but a steely hand grabbed her arm. She was crowded against the wall with both men blocking any escape.

      “You nosey, wench,” her stepfather hissed.

      “Leave me alone,” Rosalind said, grasping for air. She wished Mr. MacFie would step out of the shadows again and save her.

      Captain Foster narrowed his eyes. “You know our little secret.”

      “You can’t kill me here,” she said.

      “No, we can’t.” Her stepfather released her. “Not yet. If you want to live, you’ll keep your mouth shut.”

      “No, you can’t be doing this. ´Tis wrong.”

      “You’re to be my wife and will be silent,” the captain whispered.

      “No, I have a better idea,” her stepfather said. “How much money do you think Hopper would pay to have a nosey wench service his men?”

      Fear festered in Rosalind’s belly. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Ah, but I can. Your mother leaves in a fortnight, and that’s when Hopper will sail. And you’ll be on that ship.”

      “Doyle, you promised I could have her.”

      “There are other wenches, Foster.” He yanked her hair and hissed into her ear, “If you breathe one word of what you have seen. I’ll personally slit your throat.”

      She couldn’t breathe. Her stepfather would watch her like a hawk. She was about to go from one hell to another. All hope of escape died.
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      Phearson hustled inside the tavern, pouring drinks and wiping the bar down. With the crowded bodies crammed together, the room was hot. Sweat trickled down his temples, and he didn’t have a moment to take a deep breath. He wanted to step outside to breathe some fresh sea air. His only bright moment was the tavern wench–Rosalind. She worked as hard as he did, but she’d been quiet all night, and he could barely get her to say two words, besides ordering drinks.

      Rosalind put down her tray. “Two more pints, please.”

      Her low voice sounded defeated, and she wiped a stray curl off her sleek forehead.

      Phearson grabbed two tankards and filled them with mead. “You sound uncommonly down tonight, lassie. Where’s my smile? I havena seen it all night.”

      “Stolen.” She didn’t offer any explanation, but she cast a wary look at his new boss, Esmond Doyle, who’d been keeping a close eye on her all night. When he approached the bar with two wealthy looking men, she grabbed the tankards and put them on her tray and hurried off to a table.

      Doyle clapped one of the men on the back. “MacFie, give this man our finest rum. Mr. Matthews just brought me some valuable information.” He winked at him. “The Pious Twelve will be grateful.”

      Phearson jerked his head up. The old man had mentioned the Pious Twelve, and Phearson suspected they were a righteous clan that vowed to cleanse the world of evil. They’d be the type of men who, when faced with a real vampire, would turn yellow and flee.

      Matthews puffed out his chest. “Thank you.”

      Doyle put down a bag of coins that caught Phearson’s eye. The coins would be enough for him to secure lodging instead of sleeping in the street again, but he’d vowed to try to make an honest wage.

      Doyle bowed slightly. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I have other business to attend.”

      The other man raised his glass. “To the Pious Twelve.”

      Doyle smiled as if he were just hailed king. Was he one of the Twelve?

      Phearson kept pouring the men drinks and listened to their loose tongues. The Pious Twelve were indeed vampire killers–or more like executioners of anyone who didn’t meet their perception of what constituted a god fearing member of society. Phearson doubted there were vampires in Savannah unless Zuto had traveled through time and poisoned the river. No, more likely, they were poor souls that the Pious Twelve wanted to eradicate from this town like vermin.

      The evening wore on, and Matthews and his friend––who Phearson learned was Vincent DiSanti––were one of the last customers to stumble out of the tavern. Phearson finished wiping down the counter, waiting to get paid. He wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his arm. Doyle walked over and placed two coins on the counter without a glance.

      Phearson stared at the miserly coins with his hands on his hips. He’d slaved the entire night, and all he’d earned were two Spanish coins that wouldn’t even pay for a night’s lodging. He’d made more money pickpocketing.

      Rosalind put away some glasses and glanced at the coins. She sighed. “I am sorry, Mr. MacFie.” She slid three coins over to his. “Here.”

      His pride was plucked. “The name’s Phearson.” He gently touched her hand. “I dona need yer charity.”

      “´Tis not charity. I know what ´tis like to be a slave.” She wiped the glistening shine off her forehead, drawing his attention to her mask. “Mr. Doyle delights in ruining our dreams.”

      He gave her a small smile. “Has he broken many of yours?”

      “Too many to count.”

      He frowned. “If he hurts you so much, why do you continue to work here?”

      “I don’t have a choice. He’s my stepfather and makes me earn my keep.” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know why I just told you that.” She nervously looked over to where her stepfather waited by the door. “I have to leave.”

      Doyle motioned with his cane. “Time to close up, Mr. MacFie.”

      Rosalind skirted around him, her face pale. Phearson put down the glass he’d been drying, then followed her. Doyle locked the door, then forcibly grabbed her arm and escorted to her to a nearby carriage.

      Phearson leaned against the doorway, watching them disappear into the night. Theirs was a strange relationship. Doyle treated his stepdaughter as if she was a servant–a mistreated servant. Anger brewed inside him. Too many times, he’d been beaten and kicked by his uppers until he became a vampire. As a vampire, he’d been able to taunt and even kill those who would have ridiculed him.

      He opened his fist to look at his miserly pay, then shoved it back into his pocket. So much for an honest day’s work.

      Phearson had learned more from those drunken fools about Savannah than anyone else. Apparently, there was a cemetery called Colonial in the heart of town and where many of the wealthier citizens were buried. It would be an excellent place for a highway man to hide.

      He turned around to see Matthews and DiSanti stumbling down the dark street ahead of him. He smiled. They would be easy prey for a vampire.

      He leisurely followed them, remaining in the shadows. Street lamps flickered and gave off an eerie glow, casting shadows onto the warehouses stored with cotton and other goods. They were talking and laughing so loud they’d wake the undead. He chuckled. He was the undead.

      Ahead of them was a green park with thick oak trees and Spanish moss dripping down their branches. A cool breeze brushed over the Savannah River, but it failed to dim the hot air. Fog rolled into the park, but with his vampire eyes, he could see a statue in the middle of the square. The men weaved down a path that went into the park as if they had no care in the world. He wasn’t the only predator out tonight.

      He was about to attack when a man raced out of the darkness and grabbed DiSanti. He opened his mouth to reveal a mouth full of vampire teeth. So, there were vampires in Savannah!

      DiSanti screamed, and Matthews, the coward, turned and ran, but he smashed into a tree and fell onto his back.

      Phearson heard the clopping of horses. A dagger flew out of the darkness and hit the vampire square in the back before he could bite DiSanti. The vampire released DiSanti and slid down his body onto his knees.

      Men appeared out of the fog wearing white robes with a red cross stitched on the front and back. Their hoods covered their faces. One of the men rose ahead of the others. “Holy salt water–´tis poison to you ungodly creatures.”

      Phearson sucked in his breath at the cold voice. He knew him. ´Twas Esmond Doyle, his new boss.

      The vampire fell onto his hands and knees. “I wasn’t going to kill him, I swear. My name’s Harry Pierce. I’m a man–not a monster. Why do you hunt us?” He panted. “We do not kill our victims. We…only…want…to survive.”

      Vampires that didn’t kill their victims? Phearson wondered if the vampires were somehow related to the crew of the Soaring Phoenix. Their captain, Kane O’Brien, had taught them how to feed without killing, not something allowed on Palmer’s ship.

      Doyle slid off his horse and held a sword in his hand.

      “No, please,” Pierce pleaded. “I have a wife and child.”

      “Not anymore,” Doyle said, colder than the devil himself. He lifted the sword high and sliced the vampire’s head off with one swing.

      Phearson moved closer to Pierce’s headless body while the rest of the men climbed off their horses. With vampire speed, he relieved Pierce of his bag of coins and hid in the shadows as two of the Pious Twelve approached Pierce.

      “What should we do with the carcass?” one of the them asked as he kicked the corpse. “I don’t think we should bury him here where good folk will gather tomorrow.”

      Doyle tilted his head. “Dump his body in the river. Let the alligators feast on his remains.”

      Phearson disappeared into the night as fear settled into his heart. He’d learned two things tonight. There were indeed vampires in Savannah and the Pious Twelve were not fools, but deadly vampire killers.

      He had to be careful, damn careful, but anger surged through him.
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      Phearson hid in the dark as the two men grunted while they dragged Pierce’s carcass down the cobblestone street toward the Savannah River.

      “This is the sixth one this week,” one of them said.

      “Savannah will be cleared of the vermin and safe for god-fearing folk.”

      “Pierce’s wife will now be more amenable to me.”

      “DiSanti, you have a fiancée.”

      “Who is as ugly as a horse’s ass. If it weren’t for her money, I wouldn’t even consider it. Besides, any woman who offers herself to a vampire is a whore.”

      Blinding fury surged through Phearson’s veins. He wanted Rosalind–if she became his sweetheart that didn’t make her a whore or fair game. He narrowed his eyes. Disanti would regret those words.

      The other scoffed. “If you would curb your gambling–”

      “Don’t lecture me. You’re no better than I am.”

      “Except I am not forcing myself on a lady.”

      “If she were a lady, she’d not have been married to a vampire. She’s a whore, soon to be my whore.”

      Both men chuckled.

      Enough! He would not allow another woman, especially Rosalind, to fall victim to DiSanti. Palmer was like DiSanti and sickened Phearson with how he treated female captives, especially the undine Angelica. The thought of Rosalind enduring DiSanti’s unwelcome advances unleashed his possessiveness. DiSanti would soon meet Lucifer in hell.

      Pierce hadn’t been vicious and reminded him of the vampires on board the Soaring Phoenix. Unlike him and his crew, they didn’t kill their victims. Palmer thought this was a weakness and declared anyone who left a victim alive would lose his head.

      Phearson had followed Palmer’s order. He was quite attached to his head.

      He followed the men down to the river and waited for them to dump the head and the body.

      The fools had picked the wrong vampire. The men congratulated themselves and got back onto their horses. Phearson had sized them up and had decided the two smaller, hooded men would be easier prey.

      He drew on his vampire powers and transformed into a bat. Bones and muscles constricted and shrunk. It was as easy as changing clothes. He was three times the size and as strong as an eagle.   His wings spread out two feet on each side, and his talons were as sharp as daggers. He flew after them and knocked one off his horse.

      DiSanti screamed.

      His partner turned around. “DiSanti, what––”

      But he didn’t get a chance to answer. Phearson slammed into him, and he fell head over heels over the back of his horse. They both stumbled to their feet while their horses whinnied and ran off.

      They fumbled to pull out their pistols, but Phearson was faster than a human. He soared back down and tore their flesh. They both grabbed their wrists and howled with pain.

      “’Tis a vampire!” Their eyes wide, they both cried out.

      He attacked DiSanti and dug his talons into his shoulder. He loathed men who preyed on innocent women. On board the Fiery Damsel, he’d never raped or brutalized a woman. He might be a pirate, but he did have some honor.

      DiSanti slapped at his body, but ’twas useless. Phearson sunk his fangs into the man’s thick neck and sucked his warm blood.

      “Matthews, help me!” DiSanti yelled as he pushed on Phearson’s body.

      “I have blessed salt water, you devil.” Matthews’s voice shook.

      Phearson released DiSanti, who dropped to his knees. He changed back into a man just as Matthews rushed him. Phearson easily stepped out of his way.

      Matthews tripped over DiSanti, and they tumbled into a giant mess of cloaks, arms, and limbs.

      Phearson waited patiently for them to untangle themselves.

      Matthews helped DiSanti stand. He glared as his friend leaned against him. Matthews’s cloak had fallen off his head to reveal a young man of twenty. “Who are you? And how dare you attack us? Do you know who we are?”

      “Aye, I do. Two righteous fools who killed an innocent man.”

      “He was a vampire!”

      Hate dripped from Matthews’s quaking voice.

      Phearson narrowed his eyes. “He was. But he told you he left his victims alive.”

      DiSanti looked up as blood gushed down his shirt. “’Twas a lie.” He was gasping for breath and would die soon. But Phearson didn’t pity him. Unlike Pierce, he deserved to die.

      “Ye obviously dona know much about vampires, do ye?” Phearson approached them, enjoying the fear in their eyes.

      Matthews dragged DiSanti, looking around wildly for help. “Leave us alone. Or…or we will hunt you down.”

      Phearson laughed. “I dona think so. Yer all alone and not so brave when yer facin’ a powerful vampire.”

      DiSanti clasped his hand over his neck, and stared at his blood. “You said vampires don’t kill their victims.”

      “I said Pierce and his kind dona kill their victims. I never said that was true with me. Now, I’ll give you a choice. One of ye will die; the other will live. The choice is yers.”

      Matthews threw DiSanti at Phearson, then turned and ran like a yellow-bellied codfish.

      “No!” DiSanti looked back at Matthews in utter shock.

      Phearson wasn’t surprised that Matthews would sacrifice DiSanti to save his own worthless hide.

      Phearson finished draining DiSanti, ignoring his pitiful pleas, just like he had with Pierce. Blood flowed through Phearson’s veins, increasing his power, and his fury.

      Matthews screamed and ran down the street, trying to open locked warehouse doors. Phearson dropped DiSanti’s lifeless body. Rosalind was safe from him, but what about the others? He rushed after Matthews. He grabbed his arm.

      “Please don’t kill me.”

      Phearson shook him. “Then take me to Pierce’s home.”

      “What? Why?”

      Phearson opened his mouth to reveal his fangs.

      Matthews turned his head. “Please, please. I’ll take you.”

      Phearson forced Matthews to retrieve DiSanti’s overstuffed coin purse, then Roger led him down the twisted cobbled streets to a small house. They hid in the shadows. The light shone inside, and a young blond woman paced back and forth.  She held a baby in her arms.

      He shoved Matthews. “Who is she?”’

      Matthews banged into a tree. “Pierce’s wife. She’s not a vampire. We let her and the child live.”

      Phearson’s chest tightened. What if they tried to hurt Rosalind because of him? He couldn’t let this happen. Now, poor Pierce’s woman would be forced into a dire situation thanks to these vile men.

      “How noble of ye. Now, put DiSanti’s and your purse onto the grass.”

      Matthews shoved his shaking his hands beneath his robe and threw them as if they were on fire.

      “Your watch, too.”

      Tears flicked in Matthews’s eyes. “I have a wife and a child, too.”

      Phearson grabbed his robe and lifted the man off the ground. “Then ye should have thought about that before ye slaughtered an innocent man. I have a message for the Twelve. Tell them there is a new vampire–Captain Fear. And I have no fear of ye. If anything happens to her, I’ll come looking for ye. There’s nowhere ye’d be able to hide that I couldn’t find ye. D’ye understand me?”

      Matthews’s lower lip trembled. “Yes, yes. I promise nothing will happen to her.”

      He slapped Matthews hard across the head, knocking him out. He dropped him on the ground, then gathered the coins, along with DiSanti’s. Staying to the shadows and out of the light, he quietly slid them inside the door.

      He didn’t know the poor woman’s name, but he’d keep an eye on her. He’d been unable to save Pierce, but he’d watch over his wife and child.

      He’d never killed over a woman before, and didn’t regret killing DiSanti, but there was something about Rosalind that ignited a possessiveness inside him that was so strong, it scared him. If the Pious Twelve came near her or Rosalind, he’d rip out their black hearts.
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      The next morning, Rosalind twisted her bedroom doorknob and found ´twas locked. She leaned her forehead on the wooden door and closed her fists. “Damn it!”

      Why did her stepfather insist on playing this game? This wasn’t the first time he’d locked her in her room nor would it be the last.

      She wasn’t going to wait for him to unlock the door. Obviously, Maggie wouldn’t be helping her dress. She took off her nightgown and grabbed a shift out of her dresser. She slipped it on then struggled to put on the stays but managed to tie them. She grinned. Once again, ´twas not like this was the first time her stepfather had banished her to her room and forbade Maggie to help her.

      She put on a red cotton petticoat, then put on a white Brunswick with red roses and a hood. She refused to put on one of Mr. Doyle’s prison garbs. Last, she quickly tied the mask to hide her scars.

      She took a hair pin off her dresser and then hurried back to the lock. She stuck it into the key hole. She took a piece of paper and slipped it under the door, so she could catch the key when she poked the key hole with her hair pin. Holding her breath, she wiggled the pin until it went deeper inside and plopped the key out. Very slowly, she pulled the paper back with the skeleton key laying on top of it.

      Freedom was within her grasp.

      She turned the key, and the lock clicked. She smiled, then carefully opened the door. The hallway was empty. She slipped out of the room, then stuck the key back into the lock to make them think she was still imprisoned inside.

      She tiptoed across the hardwood floor and pressed her back against the wall before she peered down the spiral staircase. Muffled voices carried up the stairwell.

      Holding her breath, Rosalind slipped down the stairwell. As she drew closer, the voices grew louder. Mother and Mr. Doyle were in the sitting room.

      “Esmond, I don’t understand, why are you banishing Rosalind to her room? What has she done?”

      “I told you, dear. She was disrespectful to me in my establishment, which is something I will not tolerate.”

      As always, her stepfather’s voice was patient and condescending with her mother, as if she were a small child. Rosalind would hate to have a man treat her as if she were too dense to understand and only dressed to look pretty. With her mask and scars, she’d not have to worry about the latter. She frowned. Why did Captain Foster want her anyway? ´Twas not like he would receive a respectable dowry.

      But that didn’t matter right now.

      She carefully inched toward the door, praying that she wouldn’t encounter a servant or have either her stepfather or her mother catch her. She put her shaking hand on the doorknob and turned. She glanced over her shoulder to find Maggie watching her with pity in her eyes. Rosalind placed her index finger to her trembling lips and glanced nervously toward the parlor. Maggie nodded then smiled.

      “Maggie, dear,” Rosalind’s mother called from the parlor. “Would you bring us some tea and my fan? ´Tis becoming dreadfully hot.”

      “Yes, Aunt,” Maggie answered.

      She turned to leave for the kitchen, and Rosalind quietly slipped out the door to inhale the smell of sweet freedom.

      Rosalind leisurely moved down the steps, knowing ´twas scandalous not to have an escort. But her stepfather wasn’t an escort, he was a jailer.

      A horseman galloped down the road, and Rosalind groaned. ’Twas Captain Foster. She slid behind a giant oak tree.

      Captain Foster hurried up the steps, then pounded rapidly one the door. “Doyle, Doyle, open the door.”

      Maggie opened the door.

      Rosalind held her breath, hoping he wasn’t there to see her.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” Maggie said.

      The lack of enthusiasm in her voice made Rosalind cover her mouth to keep from chuckling.

      “Maggie, I must speak to Mr. Doyle. ’Tis urgent.”

      Rosalind thought she detected a hint of fear. Intrigued, she edged around the tree trunk.

      “Foster, what is wrong with you?” Mr. Doyle was less than pleased.

      Captain Foster mopped his forehead with a silk handkerchief. “I must speak to you in private.”

      Mr. Doyle flicked his hand. “Very well. If you will excuse us, Maggie.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Foster, you’re pale. What is the matter?”

      “Vincent DiSanti is dead. Murdered. A va–”

      She gasped.

      “Hush, fool. Let us retire to my study.”

      Rosalind leaned against the tree. Vincent DiSanti was dead? He was a member of Mr. Doyle’s Gentlemen’s club. Mr. Doyle would often go to a local warehouse to discuss business, but Rosalind suspected it was a gambling den. Not that she cared. It kept her stepfather busy and out of the house.

      She thought of DiSanti. He was about fifteen years younger. A rich man’s son, he believed he was entitled to whatever he wanted–including women. She would have considered him handsome with his chiseled features and deep brown eyes if he hadn’t been such a brute. He’d forced himself on women he felt were beneath him. Although he was small for a man, he had powerful arms and an insatiable lust.

      Whoever killed him would bring a smile to his victims. Rosalind had been lucky he’d never turned her way, but then again, she wore a mask and would have been less than perfect for him.

      She hoped her stepfather’s and Captain Foster’s fear would have them contemplate what to do so she could get word to the provost.

      She needed to tell someone what her stepfather had been doing at the Pirate’s House Inn, but the provost was a short ways to Wright Square, and she’d create a stir without having an escort. Maybe she could tell someone what was going on and they could relay. Unfortunately, she couldn’t save the drunken man that both her stepfather and Captain Foster had forced down the tunnel, but maybe she could save someone else.

      Not knowing where else to go, she crossed Abercorn toward Colonial Cemetery, which was more of a meadow than a graveyard. Father was buried there. She walked along a trodden path that led her to an oak tree, dripping with Spanish moss. She stood in front of his grave, which was more of a little mound where white, star-shaped thimbleweed flowers grew. She took out the pocket watch and caressed it with her fingers. The bubbled, worn surface was cool and gave her comfort. Like her, ’twas badly scarred.

      She took a deep breath and inhaled the sweet fragrance that always wiped away the gloom. Sometimes, she swore she could feel his presence–his strong arms wrapped around her, protecting her from her cruel world.

      But he wasn’t here.

      He wasn’t coming.

      She was alone and frightened.

      Rosalind wiped away a stray tear. She wasn’t sure what to do next, but if she did nothing, Captain Foster and her stepfather would continue to kidnap innocent men.

      A slight breeze blew and wrestled her father's flowers, giving her courage. She was about to turn and go to town to tell the constable, when a strong voice stopped her in her tracks.

      “Good mornin’ to ye, Miss Gill.”

      She jumped and whirled around to look into Phearson MacFie’s handsome face. She shoved the watch back into her pocket. He bowed slightly and flashed her a grin that would have melted many a young girl’s heart. She hadn't even heard him approach.

      Her heart pumping fast, she frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      The mischief in his eyes disappeared, replaced with a scowl. “What happened to yer face?"

      His hard voice reminded her of her stepfather, and she took a step away from him.

      Heat washed over her. She always dreaded that question. She avoided looking into his eyes. “I was burned in a fire when I was a baby. If you’ll excuse me–”

      He grabbed her arm. “I'm not talkin’ about yer mask. I’m talkin’ about the bruise on yer cheek."

      “Mr. Doyle was angry with me."

      "What could ye have done that would have deserved this?”

      His voice softened, and he ran the back of his hand down her mask.

      She wasn’t used to people touching her mask and pulled on her arm. “Release me.”

      He loosened his grip, but not enough for her to break free. “Not until ye tell me why he hit ye.”

      “I argued with him.”

      “About?”

      She was too scared to tell him about the tunnel. “An arranged marriage, if you must know.”

      “To who?”

      “Captain Barnard Foster.”

      “The pasty cod-fish at the Pirate’s House Inn?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Ye deserve a better man than him.”

      “’Tis not like I have men standing in line to court me, Mr. MacFie.”

      “Please call me Phearson.” He released her then gently captured her chin, his thumb caressing her masked cheek. “I would.”

      She stood perfectly still, not sure what to do. No man had ever touched her mask. Her heart beat faster and faster as he bent his head, then he tenderly brushed his lips over hers in a soft, sweet caress. She’d never been kissed by a man and froze. She’d never thought any man would want to kiss her.

      The door slammed across the street, and she jumped.

      Her stepfather stood on the porch. “Rosalind? Where are you, girl?” He walked down the porch and around the yard, looking behind the shrubs and trees where she used to hide as a little girl.

      “Phearson, you must leave.”

      Panic sucked away her courage. If her stepfather saw them kissing, he’d do worse than just slap her. “He’ll be angry if he sees you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he would think ’tis scandalous.”

      “Then we’ll have to do more than a brief kiss.”

      Warmth flushed over her cheeks.

      “Rosalind, where the devil are you?"

      Her stepfather shielded his eyes and looked up and down the street. His face was beet red, and his voice struck terror in her heart. Luckily, he hadn't seen her yet.

      Captain Foster waited on the porch, sipping some tea. He never wanted to engage in manual labor, and hunting for a runaway fiancée would fall into that category. How could she hope to be married to such a man?

      “Please, let me go before he finds me or Captain Foster sees me. I must get to the provost.”

      “Over an arranged marriage?” Phearson’s eyes softened. “Ye think the provost will do something about your stepfather hitting ye? This is a man’s world, and yer stepfather is a powerful man.” He looked over her head. “Maybe I can help ye.”

      She rubbed her tender cheek. “No, ’tis not that. ’Tis something I saw.” She lowered her voice, so her stepfather wouldn’t hear.

      “What did ye see?” He pushed her hair behind her ear. “Dona worry, he’s gone back around the house. Tell me before ’tis too late. In my experience, secrets are never good. People die over them.”

      His touch sent shivers down her back. She bit her lip and glanced over her shoulder. “Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster are drugging men at the Inn, then selling them to pirates. There’s an underground tunnel beneath the bar. I saw–”

      “Rosalind, you foolish girl.”

      Mr. Doyle was storming across the street. Rosalind gasped. There was no escape. She was trapped between two forceful men.

      “Please, don’t tell him what I told you.”

      “Never.” Anger blazed in Phearson’ eyes. “I wona let him hurt ye.”

      She stared at his broad back, bewildered that he actually was trying to protect her when no one else ever had––not even her mother.

      “Thank goodness you found her, MacFie.  Her mother, fiancé, and I were worried sick about her.”

      "Strange, ye would say that since she has a shiny, purple bruise on her cheek.” Phearson’ voice shook with contempt.

      Ignoring Phearson’s scorn, her stepfather said, “Rosalind, what are you doing wandering over here? ’Tis not safe.”

      Rosalind peered around Phearson. “I wanted to visit Father’s grave.” Her voice wavered.

      “Then you should have asked someone to attend you.”

      “I attended her, since she obviously is in need of protection,” Phearson said, his voice edged with violence.

      Mr. Doyle slowed his steps, and for the first time, hesitation flickered in his once angry eyes. No one had ever challenged his treatment of her. He cleared his voice. “Do you actually think I would hurt the poor girl? I'm afraid to say she's very clumsy and ran into the wall this morning.”

      Rosalind scoffed and immediately regretted it. Her stepfather narrowed his eyes at her, and she looked down at her feet.

      “Is that so?” Phearson asked. “I worked with her these past few nights at the Inn, and I never saw her trip once.”

      "Well," her stepfather blustered, “then you were not watching her closely. I must insist that you release her to me at once. It’s not proper for her to be out here without a respectable escort.” He glanced over his shoulder.

      Captain Foster had puffed out his chest, flashing a glare that would have curdled milk.

      Mischief flicked in Phearson’s eye. “Meaning, I am not a suitable escort?”

      Mr. Doyle puffed out his chest and reached for Rosalind. “Yes. Rosalind, come with me.”

      Phearson blocked his path and towered over her stepfather. “I trust that ye will make sure Rosalind will not fall again. I would hate to think clumsiness runs in the family.”

      The hint of violence in his voice made her stepfather’s face pale.

      “Of course.”

      Rosalind looked up at Phearson, still not comprehending why he was defending her? She was scarred, and no man wanted a flawed wife. Hadn’t Mr. Doyle and her mother told her as much? But Phearson had done more than just defend her, he’d kissed her. She touched her lips, savoring the taste of his masculinity that reminded her of a sea breeze.

      Phearson put his hand on Rosalind’s waist and maneuvered her to Mr. Doyle, who gave her another terrifying scowl that made her legs tremble. He seized her hand, squeezing it tight. She winced but was smart enough not to cry out. It would only make matters worse.

      “I will see ye tonight, my lady.” Phearson bowed. “I have some matters to attend.” He gave her a wink.

      She rolled her tongue over her tender lips, remembering his sweet kiss, and heat flushed from her head to her toes. She liked kissing him.

      As he turned to leave, she hoped he would go to the provost. Except for her father, the men in her life had yet to live up to their word.

      Her stepfather leaned close to her ear. “You leave your room again, and you’ll not walk for a week.”

      Rosalind refused to answer, but she detected fear in his voice, as if he were afraid of what Phearson might do if he hurt her.
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      Phearson headed down the cobblestone road to the riverfront. A carriage creaked by, the horses’s hooves clomping on the stone. Men and women walked down the street linked arm in arm, pretending not to notice him. Phearson was too busy sorting out his thoughts to care.

      He’d been watching Doyle’s house, waiting to see if someone would have reported DiSanti’s death to him. But he’d also wanted to make sure Rosalind was fine. Now, he couldn’t forget how her lips tasted like honey out of his mind. Despite her hard shell, she had a soft side that he wanted to explore.

      Doyle was no better than Palmer. No, he was worse. Palmer didn’t hide his deviant acts behind a mask of decency. He wore his deeds proud and true. Doyle was a hypocrite, but Phearson had learned that men like him were much more dangerous because they had more to lose.

      At home, the priest of his small parish had been seducing or raping the young boys in their town. Father O’Malley had cornered Phearson one night late in the church. Phearson had pulled out a blade and struck the man across the cheek. O’Malley had cried out, giving Phearson time to escape. The priest had blamed the cut on his cheek and the molestation of the other boys on a poor man troubled with liquor. An angry mob formed around the man and hung him. Phearson had wanted to tell the truth, but fear had frozen him. He was poor and a thief. Who would have believed him?

      ’Twas something he’d often regretted.

      Phearson came to the edge of the river and watched men load the ships with crates of vegetables, fruits, and fowl. He could easily join one of those crews and leave this miserable town, but if he did, people would die. The innocent vampires would be slaughtered, men would be sold into slavery, and Rosalind would be tied to a man she hated.

      He sighed and followed people down the waterfront, looking for the courthouse. After asking around, he discovered that ’twas not on the riverfront, but at Wright Square. He arrived at a two story red brick building that was on the southeast corner. He walked inside and was given directions to the Provost Rocco DiSanti’s office.

      So, Rocco DiSanti must be a relative of Vincent’s–perhaps his father or brother or cousin? Now, ’twas time to rip the Pious Twelve apart.

      But he was surprised to see a man his age sitting at the desk. He had on a white wig and was scribing on some parchment. The office was the sign of a wealthy man with the rich wood and tapestries hanging on the wall. But what caught his eye was the solid gold cross on the bookcase. It would bring a good price. How could a man who obviously considered himself Christian sink to torturing people? Or was Rocco even part of the depraved Twelve?

      He cleared his voice, “Are ye Rocco DiSanti?”

      The man shook his head. “No. I am his assistant, Michael Kelley. Mr. DiSanti suffered a great loss last night. His only son was brutally murdered.”

      Phearson thought DiSanti deserved to be ripped apart and had no sympathy for his father, but he kept the thought to himself. Instead, he lied. “I believe I witnessed his murder.”

      Kelley stood. “Tell me what you know.”

      “I know ye will not believe me, but the other night, I saw somethin’ down at the dock.”

      He put both hands on his desk. “Let me be the judge of that. What did you see?”

      Phearson made his voice shake. “It looked like a demon attacking two men dressed in cloaks.”

      Eagerness reflected in Kelley’s gray eyes. “And?”

      “First, the hugest bat I have ever seen knocked them off their horses.”

      “Are you sure ’twas a bat?”

      “Aye, as big as an eagle. It transformed into a man with red eyes. He attacked one of them and bit him. I could hear him, suckin’ his blood.” Phearson pushed his hand through his hair. “I know this sounds strange.”

      “Please go on.” Kelley’s face paled as white as his wig. Was he one of the Twelve?

      “The man gave them a choice of which one would live and the other would die.”

      Kelley frowned. “You mean this man gave them a choice to decide who would die?”

      “Aye. The other man threw the wounded man at this creature that killed him. I dona what happened after that. I ran.”

      Kelley closed his eyes and lowered his head. “Dear God.”

      “I swear I am tellin’ the truth.”

      Kelley pulled away from the desk and looked at the window. Sadness replaced the fear in his eyes. “Thank you for this information. What is your name?”

      “Palmer. Quinton Palmer.” The lie easily rolled off his tongue, but tonight, the fool would be quaking from the name.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Palmer, I have some matters to attend.”

      Phearson was surprised at the heaviness in his voice. “I will take yer leave.”

      He exited the provost’s office, but not before pocketing the gold cross on the bookshelf. Michael Kelley shouldn’t have easily dismissed him and would have to justify the missing religious artifact. Phearson wondered how quickly the provost would learn that his son was the sacrificial lamb so his so-called friend could escape. He headed into town to buy a cloak and hat. Like the Pious Twelve, he did not want to be recognized.
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      For the last three nights, he’d been lying in wait for them but found nothing. It hadn’t been all wasted. He’d robbed several carriages, and his purse had gotten fatter. Not enough to bribe a crew yet, but enough to give him hope that his dream was possible.

      Phearson wiped down the bar, waiting for his shift to end. Rosalind bustled around the tables, carrying platters of hot food and tankards of ale. She didn’t appear to have any more bruises, but he didn’t trust her ill-mannered stepfather.

      She came back, her face flushed. “I need five more tankards.” Her skin glistened under the lantern light, which only enhanced her beauty.

      She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I need to talk to you in private.”

      He tilted his head. “’Tis busy enough. Meet me in the corridor.”

      She nodded, then grabbed the tankards.

      In a few minutes, she disappeared into the corridor. Doyle had hired another man to work the bar–Samuel–a grizzled old sailor. “Sam, we’re low on rum. I need to get some more.”

      “Hurry back,” he grunted.

      Rosalind waited in the shadows of the corridor for him, looking around nervously. “I haven’t seen you for the past three nights. Where have you been?”

      “Miss my kisses?”

      She blushed. “No.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Ye didna like it?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she stammered.

      Before she could say anything else, he put his hands on her tense shoulders and kissed her. This one was longer and more intense than in the cemetery. She struggled for a minute, but then leaned into him. He wanted to taste more of her femininity. For the last few days, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. It had only been one brief kiss, but it had lingered on him for days. She had tasted sweet and innocent, not like the whores he’d dallied with previously. He was tired of being forced to live with the undesirables.

      He lost himself in her embrace. He maneuvered her against the wall and pressed his body against hers. She was soft and curvy, stirring his passion.

      She broke off his kiss and panted. “Stop…before someone sees us.”

      He could hear the fear in her voice and silently cursed Doyle. “I’m sorry, Rosalind.” He groaned inwardly. Her normally tight bun had fallen loose, allowing wild strands of hair to frame her flush face.

      She straightened her dress. “So, where were you?”

      “I had some business to attend.” He pushed a lock of a stray hair behind her ear. “Why?”

      “Did you talk to the provost?”

      He’d almost forgotten about that since he’d been so taken with her. “Aye, I talked with him.”

      “Well, is he going to do anything?”

      He shrugged. “I dona know. I dona think he took it seriously.” He didn’t know if either Kelley or DiSanti’s father were part of the Pious Twelve. Until he knew for sure, he wasn’t going to make any assumptions.

      Her shoulders sagged, and she let out a long breath. Disappointment spread across her face, and she tapped her fingernails on the counter. “We have to do something.”

      He frowned. “’Tis too dangerous for ye to do anythin’.” He kissed the top of her clenched knuckles. “Please, let me handle this. I dona want to see anything happen to ye. Where is this secret tunnel?”

      She edged closer and whispered, “Do you see that hook with the burlap of vegetables hanging from it?”

      “Aye.”

      “’Tis actually a lever that opens up to a secret passage way. That’s where Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster dragged that man below. It actually goes all the way down to the river.”

      “Ye followed them?”

      “Yes.”

      He grabbed her shoulders. “Rosalind, promise me ye willna do that again. ’Tis much too dangerous.”

      Before she could answer, Sam yelled, “Rosalind, Phearson, what are you doing? We need help out here.”

      “Excuse me.” Rosalind broke away from him and hurried back to the tavern.

      Phearson stared at the lever, vowing to investigate further and put an end to Doyle’s little scheme.

      He went back to working behind the bar. Rosalind returned. She opened her mouth to say something, but when Doyle approached the bar, she quickly grabbed the mugs of beer and hurried to deliver them to thirsty customers.

      Doyle looked around the tavern and leaned against the bar. “”Tis been a good night. A very profitable one.” But he wasn’t looking at Phearson, he was studying a young man who sat in the corner, deep in his cups. He nodded his head, and Foster followed his gaze.

      Phearson frowned and avoided looking at Doyle. Instead, he served two men sitting at the counter.  Obviously, Doyle had designs to kidnap the poor chap. There was no depth to the evil in the man.

      The memory of being forced to serve on the Fiery Damsel made him grit his teeth. He still bore the scars from Palmer’s lash. He slammed another mug onto the counter, and mead sloshed over the rim, onto the man’s shirt.

      “What the hell are you doing?” the man slurred as he jumped out of his chair.

      “Sorry,” Phearson said, as he wiped up the mess. “I will get ye another one on the house.”

      Doyle walked over toward the young man who was turning his cup around and said something. Even with his vampire hearing, Phearson couldn’t hear above the crowd.

      The man shook his head, turned his body away, and went back to drinking his cup. Foster glared down at the top of the man’s blond head.

      Doyle gestured with his hand as he walked toward the back of the tavern. This wasn’t good. They were determined to get this young chap.

      He studied Foster. He was a pompous, older gentleman who would not take kindly to creatures. He smiled. Time to show the world his cowardliness.

      Another tired barmaid, Alyssa, came over. “I need two more shots of whiskey, mate.” Penniless, she’d recently sailed from Australia and was forced to work in the tavern. To make money on the side, she turned tricks in the alley.

      “I need to get another bottle––wait here.” He slipped around her and headed toward the store room. No one was in the corridor, and drawing on his vampire powers, he transformed into a bat. He’d been doing this so long it only took a couple of minutes. His muscles and bones quickly contracted, and he shrank in size. His incisors grew and he released a loud, chilling shriek.

      He flew out of the corridor into the crowded tavern. He whizzed past Alyssa, who screamed and dropped her tray.

      “A bat! Kill it! Kill it.”

      Someone cursed. “Look at the size of that bloody thing!”

      Chairs and stools toppled as men tried to get away. Swords and pistols were drawn. Pistols fired, and shot ripped through Phearson’s wing. Hot pain stopped his heart, but he didn’t care.

      Rosalind ducked and put her tray over her head as if she were afraid he’d tangle her silky hair, but he only had plans for Foster.

      The bastard grabbed Rosalind and used her as a human shield. Anger swelled inside Phearson. He wanted to rip out the coward’s soul.

      “Captain, what are you doing?” Rosalind lifted her foot and stomped on his toes with her heel.

      He howled with pain.

      Rosalind hid underneath the table, alongside some of the other patrons. Phearson admired her courage to fight and never give up. She wasn’t a fainting damsel who always expected to be rescued. But then, living with Doyle, she had to be strong if she wanted to survive.

      Phearson flew over the top of their heads and lowered his talons, ripping off Foster’s powdered wig. Blood spurted into the air. He put both his hands on top of his now blood-soaked scruffy hair. An emerald and gold ring glistened in the light.

      Phearson wasn’t done yet and landed on top of Foster’s hands. He bit his fingers, and Foster screamed. He lifted his hands in the air to push Phearson off him. Even in bat form, Phearson had learned to steal and ripped off both rings with his fangs, tearing and shredding Foster’s fingers.

      “My fingers, my rings!” Foster shrieked, as he held his bloody fingers underneath his armpits. “It bit me. I need a doctor.”

      He raced out of the tavern and into the street, screaming. Men pushed their way through the door, along with the young man who unknowingly escaped a horrible fate.

      Rosalind peeked from underneath the table. Her mask was splattered with drops of blood. Her eyes were huge, and her face had turned ashen. She had no idea he was trying to protect her, but after she’d tangled with Foster, maybe she didn’t need protecting.

      Dizziness swept over Phearson, and the world spun around him. He flew above the chaos and headed for the docks, but his vision blurred, and he lost all direction. His flight was erratic, and he struggled to move his hurt wing. He spiraled downward––his wound must be worse than he’d thought.

      His vampire strength failed, and he crashed into a tree. He transformed back into a man and fell through moss and branches. His clothes tore, and branches scratched and pierced his skin. He landed hard on the ground and passed out.
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      Rosalind woke up in a hot sweat and trembling. The sunlight shone through the window. Breathing hard, she stared at her mask, which was stained with blood. She couldn’t forget what happened at the tavern. Phearson had kissed her so possessively that she’d lost herself, but she wanted so much more.

      He acted as if he wanted her. She couldn’t deny that she was attracted to him, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. Too many times, men had disappointed her––like when Captain Foster used her as a human shield against that blood-thirsty, killer bat. She’d kept waiting for Phearson to fight it, but he’d never appeared. Was he like her stepfather and Captain Foster, hiding like cowards? Somehow, she couldn’t believe Phearson had a yellow streak.

      She picked up William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and started to read it. It belonged to her father. According to Mother, he loved the story, because he thought their relationship was like the star-crossed lovers. Mother’s parents didn’t approve of Rosalind’s father, and they had to run away to get married. She sighed. Like Romeo and Juliet, her parents’ love story ended in a tragedy, and now, her life was an endless nightmare. Unable to read at the moment, she put the book carefully back down on her dresser.

      She kicked the blanket off and walked over to the window to look out at Colonial Cemetery, wishing she could feel her dad’s presence, but she felt nothing. The sun had just peeked over the horizon, and birds chirped a sad song.

      A stork glided down onto a grassy mound and then lifted its leg as it walked. Something flickered by its feet, and she gasped. ’Twas a hand. She pressed her palms against the window pane.

      Someone tried to get up, and then Rosalind froze. ’Twas Phearson. His face was ashen. A look of pain flashed over his handsome face, and then his eyes fluttered shut. He fell backward and didn’t move.

      Oh, Lord, he must be hurt! He must have tried to fight the bat and lost.

      Her heart pounding rapidly, Rosalind quickly grabbed her robe and slippers, then without thinking about decency, she ran out of her room. She hurried out of the house and raced over the dewy grass to Phearson.

      He lay on his back. Blood drenched his right arm.

      “Phearson,” she said quietly as she knelt next to him. “Can you hear me? What did that creature do to you?” She pushed his hair off his face.

      Only the birds answered.

      She put the back of her palm over his mouth, and warm breath tingled her fingers. He was alive. Barely.

      Blood trickled down his arm and stained the grass. She examined his wound more closely. Muscle and flesh had been torn away. ’Twas not a bite mark. He’d definitely been shot. He needed medical attention. There would be no way she could lift him and needed help. She’d have to reluctantly ask Mr. Doyle.

      “Phearson, I promise I’ll be back.” She kissed him on his forehead, then hurried back to the house. He would get well. He was the first man that seemed to genuinely care about her. At least enough to defend her against her stepfather. He’d even been willing to try to get a message to the provost for her. What if that was why he’d been shot? This would be all her fault.

      “Mr. Doyle! Mother! Wake up!”

      “What the devil–” her stepfather called from upstairs.

      “Hurry, Mr. Doyle! Phearson’s hurt. He’s in the cemetery, I think he’s been shot.”

      Her stepfather came down the stairs, tying his robe, his black hair standing straight up. “How do you know he’s been shot?”

      Her mother followed, her long blond hair sleek. Concern flared in her eyes as she glanced at Rosalind’s gown. “Darling, you didn’t leave the house unescorted, did you? Especially not without your mask on.”

      Rosalind flinched and immediately touched her scarred cheek. “Mother, he’s hurt.”

      Like everyone else, her mother could barely look at her face. Rosalind blinked back unwanted tears. It didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was Phearson.

      Mr. Doyle glared. “What will your fiancé say?”

      Rosalind grabbed some towels out of the wash closet. “You actually want me to marry a man who used me as a human shield to protect him from a flying creature?”

      “You have not received any other marriage proposals,” her mother said. “You need someone to take care of you.”

      “I can’t believe you’re both worried about Captain Barnard. He isn’t important. Phearson is, and he’s hurt.”

      Mr. Doyle snagged her arm. “And he is an employee and a stranger. Why are you calling him by his first name? ’Tis not proper. You have a fiancé. What would he think?”

      Rosalind held her tongue. “We work together–that’s all. Please–he’s in trouble.”

      “You will stay here and not make a spectacle of yourself.”

      He left and slammed the door. Rosalind opened the door, but her mother put her hand on hers.

      “Rosalind, no. Do not make him angry.”

      The warning in her mother’s voice made her hesitate. She didn’t want to be locked in her room, but she wasn’t going to allow an innocent man to die.

      Mr. Doyle searched the cemetery.

      Rosalind pointed from the doorway. “He’s by the tree!”

      Mr. Doyle walked over to the tree. He put his hands on his hips. “There’s no one here.”

      “No, he was right there.” Rosalind broke away from her mother’s grip and dropped the towels onto the floor. She bolted across the street to where her stepfather stood, looking around with his hands on his hips.

      She looked at the pressed grass soaked with blood.

      “See! He was right here.”

      “You’re a foolish girl. That could be an animal’s blood. You try my patience. Now come with me before I lock you up again.”

      Rosalind looked around the cemetery for a clue on where Phearson had gone, but she didn’t see any trails of blood or footsteps in the wet dewy grass. He’d been here. She knew it.

      But he wasn’t now.

      “You must have been dreaming,” her stepfather said, his voice sharp. “What an inconsiderate girl you are–waking me from a sound sleep and playing these foolish games. You’ll go back to your room and stay there. You’ll not have any breakfast this morning. That ought to teach you some respectability.”

      Rosalind didn’t answer. She looked over her shoulder, wondering what had happened to Phearson. He’d been so pale, and she’d seen him passed out cold. What if someone was hurting him? She shouldn’t have left him and called for help. This was all her fault. Someone must have taken him. She just hoped they’d taken him to a doctor and not to finish him off.
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      Rosalind’s stomach growled as she rode in the carriage with her stepfather. He gave her a knowing smile. It hadn’t been just the morning meal he’d denied her. She missed out on afternoon tea as well, but she refused to beg for one more morsel.

      Neither he nor her mother believed that Phearson had been shot. Yet she knew what she saw and wanted some answers.

      Captain Foster must have had something to do with his disappearance, and when she saw him, she’d demand he’d tell her the truth. He owed her this much after throwing her at a monstrous bat.

      The carriage stopped, and the footman opened the door. He took her hand, and unlike her custom, she didn’t wait for Mr. Doyle.

      “Rosalind, wait for me.”

      Ignoring his harsh tone, she walked into the tavern, looking for Captain Foster. He sat at a table sipping a tankard of mead. She hoped his head hurt. Rather than going to the bar, she hurried over to the table.

      “Evenin’ to ye, Rosalind.”

      She jerked her head around to see Phearson wiping the bar down–handsome as ever. She lost all interest in Captain Foster, and headed over to the bar.

      “How are you feeling?” she blurted.

      He raised his eyebrow. “That is an odd question.”

      “Were you hurt earlier?”

      He avoided her gaze and filled a man’s tankard. “No. Why do you ask?”

      “Rosalind.” Her stepfather came up behind her. “We have customers.”

      “Yes, Mr. Doyle.” She rolled her eyes, but grabbed the tray and went to a table where men were demanding drink orders.

      She wasn’t satisfied with Phearson’s answer. But why would he lie?

      She was wiping down a table when an elderly man approached. His face was weathered, and his hair a brilliant white, but ’twas his kind blue eyes that made her smile.

      “Good evening, Miss. May I sit here?”

      “Why of course. What can I get for you?”

      “A bottle of whiskey and something hot.”

      “The stew is piping hot, and I can bring you some fresh baked bread.”

      “That would be lovely, dear.”

      Rosalind hadn’t had a customer who’d spoken to her with such kindness. Usually, men yelled or slapped her bottom to get her attention.

      She retrieved a bottle and a shot glass for him, then went to the kitchen to dish up the stew. She inhaled the warm scent of baking bread and the smell of bubbling stew. For being such a bawdy establishment, Darin Wheeler, the cook, made some of the other eateries jealous. His meat was always tender, and he always insisted on the freshest vegetables, but ’twas his bread that always had customers asking for more.

      “Greetings to you, Rosalind,” he said.

      Darin had come down from New York and had a thick accent. He had a big mustache that matched his girth.

      “Evening, Darin. How’s your wife?”

      He smiled. “Pretty as ever. Busy with the little ones.” He crossed his arms over his apron and studied her. “Mr. Doyle treating you fair?”

      “Mr. Doyle is Mr. Doyle. I need a bowl of your famous stew and a loaf of bread.”

      He dished a bowl up and placed it on a plate along with bread and butter.

      “Here you go, girl. Mr. Doyle ought to treat you better. ’Tis a shame how he treats you.”

      “I’ll survive.” At least she hoped she would.

      Before she left, her curiosity got the better of her. “Darin, have you ever talked to Phearson?”

      “Only in passing. Why?”

      “What do you know of him?”

      He shrugged. “He keeps to himself and hasn’t said much.”

      “Did you see him when he came in here?”

      He frowned. “We got here at the same time.”

      “Um, did he seem hurt to you?”

      He frowned. “No, why?”

      She shrugged. “Just wondering.”

      Still not satisfied, she hurried out of the kitchen with the food and maneuvered her way through the crowd, not spilling a drop or having the bread pilfered.

      She flashed her polite customer a smile and served him. “Here you go, sir. If you need anything else, please let me know.”

      “Thank you. You’ve been most kind.”

      She returned to her less than polite customers but always made sure the gentleman had what he needed.

      An unsteady man shoved his chair out just as Rosalind was carrying a tray with empty dishes. She tripped over the chair’s leg and landed on her knee, hard. The tray and dishes crashed onto the floor.

      “Clumsy girl,” the man muttered, as he weaved toward the door.

      Someone mumbled under his breath.

      She immediately grabbed the tray and started to pick up the dishes.

      Mr. Doyle stood in front of her. “Rosalind, you stupid girl. This will come out of your pay.”

      She looked up at his beet red face and narrowed eyes, then shrank. She blinked back tears, and she shook as she picked up the large pieces.

      Suddenly, someone was beside her.

      Phearson lifted up her trembling chin. “Are ye hurt, lass?”

      “No,” she whispered, then cleared her throat. “No, I am fine.”

      “Dona worry about this. I’ll clean it up.” He tilted his head. “Go splash some water on yer face.”

      The concern in his voice touched her. When she dropped a glass or a plate, no one ever helped her, and stepfather always took great pains to humiliate her.

      Tears blurred her vision. She couldn’t speak and nodded. She went to the wash tub and removed her mask. She splashed water onto her face and then patted her face dry with her apron. She refused to cry and quickly tied the mask back on. Ignoring her throbbing knee, she returned to the crowded tavern.

      “There’s my girl.” Phearson was waiting for her.

      No one was in the corridor. He took her hand, and with his thumbs, wiped the tears from her face. He bent his dark head then delicately kissed her cheeks. He pushed his tongue to pry open her tight lips, and she couldn’t deny him. He was so thorough, stealing her breath and filling her with desire. She fell under his spell.

      This kiss was longer, deeper, and sultrier. She held on tight to his shoulders, wanting someone to protect her just once. She was tired of fighting all of her own battles. She indulged in his salty and sexy taste, not caring if anyone saw them. Let them.

      He broke off the kiss. “Such a fiery lass.”

      She squirmed. “I am sorry. Have I shocked you?” She should have resisted him more.

      “No, not at all. I’d enjoy kissing you all day.”

      “And so would I,” she murmured.

      “Perhaps, I’ll arrange that soon.”

      She broke out in hot perspiration at his promise. “We should get back.”

      He flashed her a smile, then wrapped his arm protectively around her back and escorted her to the tavern. “Yes, we wouldn’t want anyone coming to look for us.”

      She should tell him not to touch her so intimately, but his protectiveness erased some of her fear. “Who’s watching the bar?”

      He brushed his lips close to her ear. “Why, your caring fiancé.”

      His warm breath sent chills down her spine.

      She burst out laughing as Captain Foster tried to fill the customers drinks.

      Phearson relieved the flustered man, and Rosalind lowered her head. Captain Foster deserved to be forced into hard labor after what he and her stepfather did to the poor souls they sold into slavery. Her kind customer waved to her, and she hurried over, hoping he wouldn’t give her a tongue lashing.

      “My dear,” he said. “I saw what happened. Did you hurt yourself?”

      She exhaled. “No, I am fine. Phearson helped me.”

      He leaned closer. “A most agreeable young man.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a sparkling red stone. “I am a very rich man, and I want you to have this.”

      Her eyes widened. “Is this real?”

      He laughed. “It is. A ruby. I know Esmond Doyle, and he does not impress me. Your mother never should have married him. Your father would have disapproved.”

      Her face paled. “What? You knew my father?”

      “Miss, I need another drink.”

      She ignored the customer and flicked her hand.

      “Hey, I said–”

      Something pounded behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see that Phearson had slammed a tankard down on the table. The man slunk down in his chair. Phearson winked at her, then returned to his station.

      Once again, he’d come to her rescue.

      She turned to the man. “What is your name?”

      “Name’s Bailey. Sean Bailey. Your father worked for me many years ago.” He took her hand and placed the stone in the middle of her palm. “He would have wanted you to have this.” He cast her stepfather, who was watching him intently, a sour look. “Don’t let that devil take this from you. If you need me, I’m staying at the Captain’s Inn.”

      The Captain’s Inn was in a posh area of Savannah occupied by the wealthy.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Rosalind, I will take my leave.” He put his large hand over her shaking one. “If you’d like to hear more stories about your father, come see me.” He stood and bowed slightly. “Remember, if you need my assistance…”

      Rosalind felt like she’d fallen into a dream and any minute she would wake up. She wanted to rush after Mr. Bailey, but instead, slipped the stone into her pocket beneath her apron. She turned to see several men, including her stepfather and Captain Foster, had witnessed the exchange. She whisked past the prying eyes and was glad the night was almost over.

      Mr. Bailey had known her father. She had so many questions. Her mother rarely spoke of him, and Rosalind only possessed a few items from him and had to hide them from her stepfather. She had his broken gold watch and a book of Romeo and Juliet, which reminded Rosalind of her parents’ love story. Her mother was from a higher class in Ireland and her parents wanted her to marry someone of her status, but her mother had already fallen in love with her father. So, they’d had fled Ireland and had come to America. Unlike the star-crossed lovers, her parents had survived. But Rosalind thought there were enough similarities and had memorized the story word for word.

      She had nothing of real value.

      Until now.

      But she knew her stepfather well. He’d demand the stone.

      She lifted her chin up high and glared, waiting for the coming battle.
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      Phearson had watched the old man give Rosalind an egg-size ruby. Why the hell had he done so in this den of pirates and thieves? The ruby had glittered and sparkled, drawing the attention of several men around the table–including him. With that ruby, he’d be one step closer to bribing a crew and becoming a captain. Normally, he would have easily robbed the lass. But for the first time, he hesitated. That wasn’t true for the rest of the men watching Rosalind like a pack of coyotes waiting to attack an unsuspecting doe. The generous but foolish old man had just put the lass at risk.

      Luckily, the night was coming to a close. Phearson wouldn’t let anything happen to the lass, but his vow was put to the test.

      Doyle and Foster came along either side of her and forcibly escorted her away. He cursed under his breath. He wanted to help her, but then he’d reveal he was a vampire, and he wasn’t ready to do that.

      Not yet.

      A loud scream turned his blood cold. He immediately regretted his decision when Rosalind ran out of the back room. She had a cut lip, and her eye was swollen shut. Faster than any human, he clasped her arm.

      She wiggled. “Let go of me.”

      “Rosalind, ’tis me. What happened?”

      Tears streaked down her face and stained her mask. “He took it from me.”

      “The ruby?”

      She wiped her eyes. “You saw?”

      “Everyone saw, lass.” He rubbed her arm. “I am sorry.”

      “’Tis not just the ruby,” she choked. “He took my father’s watch. ’Tis not worth anything. He was wearing it when he tried…” Her voice trailed off.

      He held her close, glaring at Doyle. The bastard had a smug look on his face and patted his now pocket which had a slight bulge. As usual, Foster trailed him like a beaten cur.

      Doyle snapped his fingers. “The two of you get back to work.”

      Phearson stood in front of her. “Do not hurt her again.”

      “I’ll do––”

      Phearson edged toward him. He was at least a foot taller, more muscular, and younger than the fool. Doyle was smart enough not to challenge him.

      “She brought it on herself. ’Twas for her protection. You saw the ruby. She would have been the target of foul play.”

      Phearson narrowed his eyes and didn’t challenge him here and now. But he’d only possess the jewel and the watch temporarily. Captain Fear would see to that.
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      After the bar had closed, Phearson left before Doyle and Rosalind. He quickly changed into his disguise of a large cloak, a gold mask, and a purple feathered hat. He rode a horse he’d stolen earlier that day and hid in the darkness of the cemetery as he waited for Doyle’s carriage.

      The clomping of horses pricked up his ears. He pressed his heels into the horse’s side and stepped out of the shadows, his pistol drawn. The driver pulled on the horses’ harness.

      “Whoa,” the frightened old driver said, as he reached under his jacket, his hand shaking.

      Phearson cocked the pistol and revealed his pointed fangs. “Ye’ll be dead before ye reach it.”

      The man put his hand on his throat. “You’re a vampire.”

      “What the devil is going on out there?” Doyle called from inside. “Why did we stop?”

      Phearson looked at the driver. “My quarrel is not with ye. Leave while why ye have the chance.”

      The driver nodded and climbed down from the carriage, then fled into the darkness.

      Phearson maneuvered his horse to stand just outside the carriage. “Come out. Both of ye.”

      The door opened. Rosalind stepped out. Her lower lip and right eye had swollen. She gazed at him in fear, which was the last thing Phearson wanted, but this was the only way he could think of to get her ruby and watch back.  She looked around for an escape, but between Phearson’s horse, the carriage, and Doyle, she was trapped.

      “Captain Fear!” His eyes wide, Doyle stepped around her, then fired a pistol. The shot lit up the dark street and hit Phearson in the shoulder.

      He jerked, but stayed on the horse. “That was foolish.”

      He swooped off the horse faster than a man, and grabbed Doyle by the throat, and lifted him off the ground.

      Doyle clawed at his hands. “Release me this instant.”

      “Yer not in charge.” Phearson pulled back his lips to reveal sharp fangs. Satisfaction warmed his heart as fear settled in Doyle’s eyes.

      “You are the undead.”

      “I thought we already established that.” He narrowed his eyes. “Empty yer pockets.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Aye, I know who ye are.” Phearson released him. “Now, do as I say, or I’ll rip yer throat out.”

      Doyle reached into his pockets, his hand shaking, and tossed out his wallet, thick with bills. “That’s all I have.”

      “Liar.”

      Phearson grabbed him by the throat again and lifted until he was on his tip toes.  He roughly searched his person. Doyle sputtered, and his cheeks turned bright red. Phearson didn’t care. He easily found both the ruby and the watch hidden in his vest. He released him, and Doyle collapsed onto the ground, landing on all fours. He gasped for breath and spit onto the ground.

      Rosalind hadn’t moved. “Please, don’t hurt me. I have nothing.”

      Phearson tipped his hat. “I will not harm ye, lass.”

      But just as he uttered the words, shots rang out. Rosalind screamed. She slammed her head into the carriage. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed. Blood trickled from her forehead. His heart stopped. He caught her before she hit the ground and turned to see hooded men on horse back–the Pious Twelve.

      The weasel driver must have alerted them.

      Doyle looked up at him. “You’re going to die, Fear.”

      Not wanting to risk Rosalind getting hurt again or being shot with holy salt water, he jumped onto his horse and jabbed his ankles into the horse’s flank.

      “Give me back my daughter!”

      Daughter? The same beautiful woman he’d beaten and humiliated. Now, she was his daughter?

      More shots whizzed over his head. He looked over his shoulder to see four men on horseback chasing them. Doyle hadn’t joined them.

      “Captain Fear has Rosalind!” Doyle cried out. “Seize him!” His voice boomed like a cannon.

      Phearson held Rosalind close and grimaced as blood dripped onto his hand. If he’d thought he could trust them, he would have abandoned her in hopes that they would take her to a doctor. But men who tortured vampires and sold men into bondage would gallop over anyone in their way. No, he had to lose them.

      He rode the horse hard, careful not to lose Rosalind. Her warm breath spurred him on. He’d been on a pirate ship for the last two years and learned how to tend gunshot wounds, but he wasn’t an expert. He didn’t know Savannah, and the men behind him did, but he had some tricks of his own. He raced the horse into the cemetery where there was little light. He could see, but his pursuers could not. ’Twas an advantage.

      Behind him, men cursed, and pistols fired blindly. He headed for a huge oak tree veiled in Spanish moss. He slid off the horse then slapped its hind quarters. The horse neighed and disappeared within the trees. Horses galloped past him, their riders unaware that he was pressed against the trunk.

      Using vampire speed, he raced through the cemetery and onto the paved streets. He practically flew to his lodging that was near the dock. ’Twas not much. Just a room over a warehouse, a cot, a cook stove, and a chair, but ’twas clean and bigger than he’d been used to at sea. The only thing of worth was the chest that he had, which was only a quarter filled with the treasure that he’d pilfered. Hardly enough to bribe even one sailor. However, his place was not a place for a lady.

      Rosalind needed a surgeon, but he didn’t have time to hunt for one–not with the Pious Twelve on his arse. His only choice was to bring her to his room and care for her himself.

      He whipped open the door, and hurried over to his cot, and carefully laid Rosalind down. Blood had soaked her shirt and mask. He tore off his cloak and hat. He grabbed a cloth then pumped water out of the spigot. Water spilled onto the cloth. Being on a pirate ship, he learned to keep needle and thread in case of injuries. Deciding to be a highwayman was no different, so he’d obtained his own surgeon’s kit of needles, thread, scissors, and alcohol. He planned to use it on himself, not ever thinking he’d have to care for Rosalind.

      He put wood in the stove and lit it. He filled a pan with water and dropped the needles inside. He went over to Rosalind and knelt next to her.

      “Rosalind, Rosalind, can ye hear me? I need to remove yer mask to care for yer wound.”

      She answered him with a shallow breath.

      “Dona be angry with me,” he murmured as he gently lifted her head and untied the strings to her mask. ’Twas soaked with blood, and he put it on the floor. Damn, his hand was bloody. He dabbed her temple to examine her wound. Even with his vampire sight, ’twas hard to see how bad the wound was.

      He quickly lit the lanterns then returned to her side. He gasped at the deep scars on her porcelain face. Light, raised-pink skin framed her right eye and reached the bridge of her nose and to her temple. He’d seen men on board ship badly burned who’d lost the will to live, but not Rosalind. She had a spirit he admired.

      The shot had grazed her temple, but ’twas the wound on the back of her head that worried him. He carefully wiped away the dried blood from her thick hair to reveal a deep cut. He rolled her onto her side, then dipped a spoon into the water to take out the needles. He rinsed them under cold water, then grabbed a spool of thread. Taking a deep breath, he threaded the needle. He was prepared to do this to himself, but not to this charming woman. But she needed him.

      He pinched her skin then threaded the needle through it. His heart clenched each time he pulled the needle out, and sweat blurred his eyes. He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and kept going. He cut the thread with a pair of scissors. All he had was rum to stop any infection. His facility was crude, but clean. He dampened the cloth with some rum then patted the wound.

      Rosalind jerked and gasped.

      He yanked his hand away. “I’m sorry. Rosalind, are ye awake?”

      But she didn’t answer.

      He went over to his chest and took out a shirt then ripped it into strips. He returned to her side and cleaned away the blood at her temple. He retrieved another needle and stitched shut the scratch. ’Twas not as long or deep as the one on the back of her head. He used the rum-soaked cloth to prevent any infection. Rosalind hissed and moaned, but didn’t wake.

      He carefully wrapped his shirt around her head. “Sleep well, Rosalind.” He bent over and kissed her on her warm forehead. He removed the bloody cloths and wrung them out in the sink. Weariness overwhelmed him. He grabbed the rum and took a big swig. The warm liquid eased the tension inside him. He glanced over at her and noticed the bulged in his discarded cloak.

      Not wanting anything to happen to the ruby and watch, he placed them in his chest. He’d give them to her tomorrow.

      He sat in a chair next to the cot to keep vigil.

      Her chest slowly raised up and down. He’d take her to a surgeon tomorrow.

      Anger burned inside him at her pale face. The fools should have known better. They shot wildly, not caring who they hurt. The Pious Twelve needed to be stopped. They cared nothing for the innocent, beginning with Esmond Doyle.
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      Rosalind woke to a splitting headache. Her stomach swirled, and she gritted her teeth to force back nausea. She lay still and took deep breaths. She slowly realized that ’twas not just her breath echoing in the room, but loud snores made her peek open one eye. Rather than a yellow-painted room with a white dresser and oval mirror, she stared at a sparse wooden one with two chests in the corner.

      Confusion gripped her as she tried to remember what happened last night, but sharp pain instantly stopped her prodding. She released a groan.

      The snoring ceased. “Rosalind?”

      She opened her eyes and couldn’t speak. Phearson sat in a chair next to her with concern in his eyes. “I know it hurts. Can I do somethin’ for ye, lass?”

      “Phearson? Where am I? How did I get here?” She lifted onto her elbow, and more agony pierced through her. She collapsed onto her back as waves of misery pulsed through her head.

      “Rosalind, dona move. Ye were shot last night, then ye slammed into the carriage.”

      She sucked in air and forced her eyes to open. “Who shot me? Captain Fear?”

      “No, the Pious Twelve did.”

      Bitterness stained his usual jovial voice. His lips turned back into a sneer, and hate flashed in his eyes. Mr. Doyle was a member of the Pious Twelve and had his cronies come to the house to meet, but both she and her mother were shunned from their plotting.

      She frowned as fear settled into her gut. Had her stepfather ordered them to kill her? “Why would they shoot me?”

      “Ye know of them?”

      “Yes, Mr. Doyle is a member. He’s had them over to the house many times.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “So, ye know what they do?”

      “A little. I know they hunt the undead. Mr. Doyle is very superstitious and believes we have vampires lurking in Savannah.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Ye dona believe this tale?”

      “No. Unfortunately, I think the Pious Twelve prey on who they claim are the undesirables.” She put her forearm over her forehead. “I am sure the poor souls have something that Mr. Doyle wants and what better way to get it than to accuse them of being vampires, kill them, and then take what they want.”

      "So, you dona approve. How can ye live with such a man?"

      She bristled. "I do not have much of a choice. If I could leave I would, but I have nowhere else to go, especially after the ruby was stolen. The ruby was my ticket to a new life." Tears swelled in her eyes, and then she took a long quivering breath.

      “Who was the man who gave ye the ruby?"

      She shrugged. "To be truthful, I don't know. He said he knew my father and that my father would have wanted me to have it."

      “Do ye believe him?"

      “That he knew my father?"

      He nodded. “Aye.”

      "I don't know." She clenched her fists. “The ruby was mine, and Captain Fear had no had no right to take it from me. I hope the Pious Twelve finds him and hangs him.” Her voice shook with anger.

      Phearson flinched.

      Heat floated over her cheeks. “I am sorry. I usually don't lose my temper like that. What happened to Captain Fear?"

      Phearson stared at her for a long minute. He opened his mouth, but then quickly closed it.

      “Phearson, did you fight him?”

      "No, I didna. Yer here and yer safe. That’s all that matters. Are ye hungry, lass?"

      She shook her head. “No. Food is the last thing I want.” She looked around the room. “Is this where you live?”

      “Aye. ’Tis sparse, but clean.” He focused on her again. “If you got the ruby back, would Doyle take it from ye again like he did earlier?”

      "Probably. But he doesn’t have it–Captain Fear does.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I think so.” She frowned. “The robbery all happened so fast. But I guess it’s possible my stepfather has it. If it's at the house, I have a good chance of finding it. Mr. Doyle keeps everything of value in a safe." She smiled. "But I know the combination. The pompous ass uses his own birthday."

      “That's interesting. What does he keep in his safe?"

      “Important papers and the family jewels.”

      “What kind of jewels?”

      “Diamonds, pearls, and emeralds.”

      Greed flashed in his eyes, then vanished. He tapped the side of his face with his finger. “Ye need some ice to put on yer cheek where Doyle hit ye.”

      Rosalind immediately clapped hands on her cheeks. Oh lord, the mask was gone! She couldn’t breathe, and her stomach clenched. Phearson had seen her terrible scars. “Where is my mask?” Panic made her voice shrill.

      “Calm down. ’Twas soaked in blood. I had to wash it out."

      She quickly rolled away from him and curled up in a ball. "Don't look at me. Please just give me my mask. I don't want you to see me like this. I am a monster." Her voice choked.

      He gently put his hand on her shoulder. “Rosalind, yer not a monster. Yer a beautiful, wounded woman.”

      “Yes, I am. Please bring me my mask. Please.” She hated begging, but she hated pity even more, especially Phearson’s. She bit her lips as tears drizzled down her face, staining the pillow. She grabbed her hair to cover her face. She wanted people to look at her as being mysterious not as a freak.

      He left her. His quiet footsteps shuffled on the wooden floor.

      “Here. ’Tis still wet.” He dangled it in front of her face.

      She reached for it, but blinding pain shot through her skull, and she hissed.

      “Yer in pain. Let me put it on for you.”

      She tried to sit up, but agony exploded in her skull. She cried out and passed out.
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      Rosalind woke to the tantalizing smell of chicken. Sunlight shone on two chests tucked in a corner. Memory flashed over her–the ruby, the robbery, the tenderness.

      Phearson had cared for her better than even her mother had.

      She wasn’t home.

      She was at Phearson’s–without a chaperon.

      Her mother and Mr. Doyle would never forgive her. She shuddered at what awaited for her at home.

      She slowly moved around. Phearson was at the stove, cooking something that made her mouth water and her stomach growl. He wore a pistol on his hip and a sword on the other.

      “Phearson, who are you?”

      He turned around and flashed her a heart-warming smile. “So, yer awake? Are ye hungry?”

      “Actually, I am. But first tell me, who are you?”

      “That’s an odd question. Ye’ve known me for me almost a week now.”

      “But I don’t really know anything about you except that you despise Mr. Doyle almost much as I do.”

      He dished a bowl for her and came over to the cot. “I thought ’twas obvious.”

      She bristled. “No, it’s not.”

      “Dona be angry.” He handed her the bowl. “’Twas only a jest. I’m a pirate.”

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Nothing. Dona believe everything ye’ve heard about pirates. I would never hurt ye, Rosalind.”

      She stared at the steamy bowl that had bits of chicken, carrots, and celery, which smelled incredible. But what if he’d laced it with something? “How do I know this?”

      “Have I ever hurt ye?” he asked softly.

      “No,” she said slowly. “You haven’t, but pirates are not trustworthy.”

      “Most of what you said is true.” He filled a bowl for himself. “I sailed with the deadliest crew, and we brought terror to any ship that sailed in the Caribbean.”

      “What was the name of your ship?”

      “The Fiery Damsel.”

      Her heart stilled. “But that legendary ship is at least one hundred years old.” She’d heard rumors in the Inn about the ship that was supposed to be manned by vicious vampires. She’d never believed in the tales.

      Until now.

      “Ye’ve heard of it?”

      She nodded wordlessly. That would make him––no, she was letting her imagination get away from her. It had to be the bump on her head.

      “I was like one of those poor souls that yer devil stepfather is selling into slavery.”

      “You were?”

      “Aye. My captain was the devil himself. If I didna follow his orders, I’d feel the lash on my back.” He fell quiet, and his eyes grew distant. “Or worse.”

      “At the Inn, men have spoken about the Damsel–spun wild stories.”

      He looked at her underneath lowered lashes. “What stories?”

      “I’m sure they’re not true. Sailors are very superstitious.” She avoided looking at him, wishing she’d never brought up the nightmarish stories.

      “I’m not proud of what I’ve done, Rosalind, but I had to do it to survive.”

      Not wanting to continue this conversation, she took the coward’s way out. “This soup is actually very good.”

      He smiled. “Ye like it? My mother used to make it before she died.”

      “’Tis very good.”

      “What about you? I dona know much about ye except that ye want to stop yer stepfather and fiancé from selling men at the Inn.”

      “I don’t want to marry Captain Foster. He’s a leach and a coward. When the creature flew around in the bar, he used me as a human shield.”

      “Why is Doyle forcing your marriage?”

      “He wants me to marry the captain so he can inherit his half of their little scheme. I don’t want any part of it.”

      He rubbed his chin. “There might be a way out of this for ye.”

      “What?”

      “We would rob yer stepfather’s safe and steal your mother’s jewels.”

      “And then what?” Fear crawled up her spine. “He would know ’twas me.”

      “I promise ye, I wona let him hurt ye. Come away with me.”

      She frowned and put her hand on her cheek. “Why would you want that?”

      He gently removed her hand from her cheek. “Because yer a lovely lass.”

      She didn’t believe him and pulled on her hand, but he held it firm. “Phearson, let go of my hand.”

      He sighed. “What must I do to prove to ye that ye are a comely lass?”

      “Stop saying this. We both know the truth. What are your plans for me?”

      “Plans?”

      “Am I prisoner here?”

      “No, of course not. Ye can leave when ye choose.” He drew his brows together. “Do ye want to return?”

      She hesitated. “I should. Hopefully, the fools won’t try and shoot me again.” She handed him back the empty bowl, and the little movement sent a stabbing pain in the back of her head. She grimaced, then slowly lowered herself to the cot.

      He put a warm cloth across her forehead. “Ye need to rest. The Pious Twelve were not aiming at ye. They were aiming at me.”

      “I’ll just close my eyes for awhile.”

      But she soon discovered that a while turned into much, much longer.
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      Rosalind woke up to a teapot singing on the stove. Phearson was gone. He’d left something cooking and had draped a blanket over her. She gingerly lifted off the bed, careful not to trigger another stabbing pain and only experienced a throbbing pain. She gasped when she realized she only wore her shift. She immediately lifted a hand to her cheek and sighed with relief as she felt her leather mask. Across from the cot, her dress was neatly folded on the chest.

      She slowly walked over to the stove, grabbed a cloth, then picked up the jostling teapot. Phearson had left out an infuser filled with loose tea and a mug. She put the infuser in the mug, then poured the hot water. She returned the teapot on a towel while she waited for the tea to brew. She picked up the lid and found meat stew. Phearson had been busy and so quiet she hadn’t even heard him.

      But where was he? Was she a prisoner like she’d been with her stepfather? She hurried over to the door and put her hand on the doorknob. She turned it, and it clicked. She could leave any time.

      And go where?

      She walked over to the window, leaned her forehead against the pane. The street was deserted except for the fluttering trees. The glowing moon and starlight did little to ease her heart.

      She sighed and decided to get dressed. She put on the dress just as she heard footsteps coming up the stairs.

      The door creaked open, and Phearson stepped inside. His face was flushed, and for a moment, she’d thought his eyes were red, but she shook her head. His eyes were the same sea blue. He smiled and flashed his gaze over her.

      “Yer finally awake. Ye slept like the dead, and I tried to be quiet, so as not to disturb ye.”

      She motioned with her hand toward the stove. “Teapot woke me. Where were you?”

      “Workin’ at the tavern. Where else?”

      “What did Mr. Doyle say?”

      “The place was abuzz with yer disappearance, blaming it on Captain Fear. Doyle bragged how the Pious Twelve tried to save ye.”

      “Save me?” She snorted. “He would.”

      “Would ye like to eat? Sit, and I’ll dish it up.”

      Rosalind wanted to trust Phearson, but he said he was a hundred years old. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it and couldn’t still her pattering heart that threatened to run away. How could he be human? If he wasn’t human what was he?

      She forced herself to stay calm like she did whenever her stepfather threatened her. She took long deep breaths, filling her lungs. She inhaled the spicy stew that smelled tasty, but her knotted insides were a mess. Eating was the last thing she wanted to do, but she didn’t have a choice.

      She sat in the chair next to her bed, her insides quaking, while Phearson dished up a plate of steaming hot stew, then brought her the cup of tea.

      “Looks good. Where did you learn to cook?” Surprisingly, her voice sounded normal.

      “When our cook grew ill, my captain forced me. I quickly learned to cook.” Trouble flashed in his eyes.

      Rosalind refrained from prying. “Well, it smells wonderful.”

      He grinned. “I found I actually enjoy cooking when not being threatened to have my skin peeled off if I burned the captain’s fish.”

      Despite her rebelling insides, Rosalind took a bite and chewed slowly before she swallowed. The meat was succulent and the vegetables flavorful. After another few bites, her insides calmed, and her hunger took over. She quickly cleaned her plate.

      “Would ye like some more?”

      Heat warmed her cheeks. “No. The least I can do is wash the dishes after you have taken care of me.”

      “I can–”

      “No, I insist.” She wobbled when she stood.

      Phearson was at her side. “Yer still not completely well. Dishes can wait until morning.” He helped her sit back on the bed and carried the dishes to the sink.

      “I hate to ask this, but did my stepfather and Captain Foster drug any young men?”

      He scowled. “I think they were, but the tavern became so busy, all of a sudden I noticed the man and those two bastards were gone. I should have paid more attention.”

      “We have to stop them.”

      “We?”

      “Yes. I can’t sit by and do nothing.”

      “But ye could get hurt.”

      She touched the stitches on her temple. “I have already gotten hurt.”

      “I know.” He came sat next to her on the cot. “But I dona want ye to be hurt anymore.”

      “Why?”

      He ran the back of his fingers down her cheek. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      She flinched. “Don’t. I’m a monster.”

      She tensed as he caressed the back of her neck.

      “Rosalind, how often have ye been kissed?”

      She lifted her gaze, not enough to meet his, but enough to focus on the lopsided grin that played on his lips. “Only by you.”

      He brushed his hand over her tousled hair. “A woman as beautiful as ye needs to be kissed.”

      “I am–”

      He put his rough finger on her lips. “Aye, ye are.”

      He moved his hands to her shoulders and captured her lips with his. He moved his lips to her temple, on her leather cheek without any hesitation, seeking out her ear. Like before, she turned to stone, but as his tongue gently, but stubbornly pushed open her lips, the tension pent up inside her dwindled. He rolled his tongue in her mouth, and she found herself joining the dance. He moved his hands up and down her trembling arms. She was also conscious of the veiled power in those hands–hands powerful enough to take what they wanted.

      But Phearson wasn’t forcing himself. His breath was hard and warm on her skin. “We should stop.”

      She looked into his eyes and saw a promise of heat and sin and pleasure beyond her wildest imagination.

      Rosalind thought of Captain Foster and what it would be like to endure his dreaded kisses, his touch. She made a bold decision–one she hoped she wouldn’t regret. “No, don’t.”

      “Are ye sure? I’d like to think I’m an honorable man, but there is only so much I can stand.”

      “Phearson, I’m betrothed to an old man who sickens me. Do you think he can give me a night to remember?”

      He laughed. “No, he canna. Then, let’s make some memories.”

      He gently pushed her down onto the cot and covered her body with his large frame. His hands didn’t stop moving, stroking, and smoothing over her arms. Her heart was thundering so loud she was sure he could hear it. He moved his lips over her neck, and she moved her hands over his large shoulders, impressed by his strength.

      He sat up and wiggled out of his shirt. She marveled at his broad chest, and she lifted her shaking hands to go on a shy and exploring journey. She hesitantly, but boldly, caressed his skin, then swirled her fingers around the silky hair around his nipples and realized that his nipples were aroused. He sucked in his breath and put both his hands on either side of her shoulders.

      “Yer tempting me.” His voice was heavy and husky.

      He kissed her hard and possessively.

      She returned his passion, then ran her hand down his back, but instead of feeling smoothness she felt raised skin. She frowned. “Are those scars?”

      He kissed her lips. “I told ye I had a harsh and cruel captain.”

      “He whipped you?”

      “Among other things, but I dona want to think about him, I only want to concentrate on ye.”

      He lay on top of her, and his hand bunched up her dress and edged up her leg. Her heart quickened, and she trembled as he cupped the juncture between her thighs. She gasped. It felt so good, but it was so wrong. Her mother had taught her to save herself for a husband, but her mother was handing her over to a man that thought nothing of selling men into slavery.

      “Phearson,” she said, her voice was heavy. “If we stole Mother’s jewels, what would you do?”

      “Bribe a crew and finally be captain.”

      She looked into his dreamy eyes and thought of the sea–away from her stepfather and away from the dreary nights of working in the Inn and away from a betrothed who would make her life an endless misery. “Would you take me?”

      “Ye would be my pirate princess.”

      She wanted to believe him, but he was an admitted thief–and a hundred years old and possibly not human. What if the only thing he wanted was the combination to the safe? Her choices were slim, and so far, he’d been a champion at every turn.

      The tunnel and imprisoned men flashed into her mind. “But what about the Pirate’s House Inn?”

      “I have a plan for that. One Doyle will never forget.”

      She frowned. “What would–”

      “Not now.” He suckled her neck, and all thought left her head.

      “Before we do this, I have to know, what are you?”

      He turned his head way. “I canna lie to you.” He turned and she froze.

      His eyes were bright red. “I’m cursed. I’m a vampire.”

      Her breath silenced, and she couldn’t help if this was her last one.

      His eyes returned to their natural color. “’Tis not what ye think. A demon cursed a lake, and I unknowingly drank from it.”

      Her heart thundering, she found her voice. “You’ve killed.”

      “Aye, if I didna my captain would–”

      “Torture you?”

      “I had to do what he asked to survive.”

      “Am I next?”

      He shook his head. “No, never. I am a man first, Rosalind. Can ye accept me?”

      Fear crept into his eyes as hers diminished. Ever since she’d met him, he’d done what was right. He’d defended her when no man ever had. He cared about people and stood up against her stepfather. Vampire or man, he’d been there when she needed him most.

      He lowered his head. “I think I should take a dip in that river.”

      The sadness in his voice brought her out of her dilemma. Right or wrong, she’d made her decision.

      She pressed her palms against his cheeks. “No, I want you.”

      “Are ye sure?”

      “You’re going to make me ask again?”

      Desire filled his eyes. His answer was to move her quaking thighs apart and wedge his hips between them. Her eyes widened at the bulge pushing against her. Panic filled her, but she didn’t want to lose her virginity to a pompous old man. Phearson might have cast an unearthly spell on her, but she’d rather lose herself to him than Captain Foster.

      “Please get up,” she urged.

      He groaned and lowered his head, but rolled off her.

      “I definitely need to dip into the river,” he mumbled. His eyes widened when she slipped off her dress followed by the shift. “Rosalind.” He flashed his gaze over her, and appreciation flared in his eyes.

      He took her hand and helped her back into the cot.

      “Love me,” she said, her voice tiny.

      Phearson smiled, then his calloused hands were on her naked body, exploring every inch of her.  He kissed her, then his mouth lefts hers, licking and lapping her skin. She wiggled beneath him, sweet sensations rolling through her. He took her nipple into his mouth while she clawed her hands into his thick hair. She arched her back, allowing him to take more of her flesh.

      He slid his hand down toward her jungle of curls and slipped a finger inside her and moved it back and forth, drawing a passion that she never knew she had. Unfamiliar, but fierce, sensations rushed through her. On instinct, she moved her legs apart even further. She explored his hot skin, feeling his muscles bulge beneath her palm.

      Her heart beat wildly as he pushed off her, and in one quick move, removed his trousers. He returned, his fervor stronger. He was poised between her thighs, hard and muscular, a man used to taking what he wanted. He kissed her, then with one hard thrust, he was inside her. Sharp pain ripped through her, but once he slowly shifted his cock back and forth, the pain eased, replaced with a friction between flesh upon flesh. He thrust his hips again and again, each time sliding his cock deeper inside. An explosion of pressure built inside her until she thought she’d die. Her orgasm came fast and fierce, and she arched her back, calling out his name.

      Phearson quickened his thrusting hips, then his slick body trembled as his hot seed poured into her feminine core. He collapsed on top of her, resting his head in the crook of her neck. He panted hard, his warm breath making her skin even hotter.

      “I am sorry. I dona know what happened. I should have gone slower.”

      She caressed his head. “I’m not complaining.”

      He looked up at her, then kissed the hollow between her breasts. “I promise I’ll teach ye things that will give ye so much pleasure ye’ll beg for more.”

      She played with his hair. “That confident, are you?”

      “Aye.”

      The mischief in his eyes made her break out into a hot flush, wanting to feel his hands and lips on her flesh again.
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      Phearson had never met anyone like Rosalind. She accepted him both as a man and a vampire–something he’d never expected. He planned to climb out of bed or sleep, but he couldn’t resist exploring her body one more time. He sucked in his breath as she kissed him, licking and lapping his nipples.

      He grew hard again and wanted her, but he wanted her hot and wriggling for him.

      “Lay still, vixen.”

      He slowly licked and kissed his way down her stomach, his tongue swirling in her belly button.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Driving ye mad.” He edged down the bed until he was over her feminine curls. He lapped up her sweet cream.

      “Phearson!”

      He laughed at her shocked voice, but didn’t stop. Her protests turned to soft whimpers and moans. He licked the budded pearl then darted his tongue inside her velvet opening. She screamed out his name.

      “I can’t take this anymore. Please!”

      He rose over her body, and in one swift move, he thrust deeper, taking long strides. She matched his rhythm, harder and faster. Blood swirled between his temples and pulsed in his flesh. She released her passion in a loud cry and scraped her nails across his back. Sweat trickled down his body, and he trembled. He tossed back his head and released himself. His heart raced so hard he thought it would burst out of his chest.

      He collapsed onto Rosalind. “Ye never cease to amaze me.”

      She stroked his hair, her fingernails brushing over his scalp.

      He shivered.

      “I keep thinking about those jewels and what would happen if we stole them.”

      He lifted his head. “What do ye think would happen?”

      “If we are lucky, a new life.” But she tensed beneath him. “If caught, I truly believe my stepfather would kill me.”

      He brushed her hair off her face. “I promise I will never let him hurt ye.”

      She studied him as if trying to determine if he was a bald-faced liar. He held her gaze and refused to look away.

      “Night will be the best time to go. Mother is home alone while he is at the bar. You won’t hurt her, will you?”

      He shook his head. “She wona even know I was there.”

      “What about the tunnel? You said you had a plan.” She ran her leg down his.

      He shivered, trying to concentrate. “I think we have to make it so terrifying in the tunnel that Doyle would never want to use it.”

      “What would scare him so bad?”

      He wasn’t sure if he should say it or not, but he blurted, “Captain Fear seems to scare him.”

      “Captain Fear.” She trembled. “He’s terrifying. I saw his eyes through his mask–they were dark red. I’ve never seen anything like it before until you. He’s a vampire. He has to be. But maybe he’s not like you, Phearson. He could turn on us. There has to be another way.”

      “I dona know.” He kissed the top of her forehead, wishing he could tell her the truth, but the fear in her eyes silenced him. He hoped they could rob Doyle’s house without him drawing on his vampire powers. He held her close. “First, we need those jewels.”

      She laid her head against his rapidly beating heart. “Tonight, let’s go tonight.”

      “As you wish, my lady.”

      With the ruby, and if those jewels were as valuable as Rosalind hinted, then he’d be close enough to bribe a crew. Normally, he would just take the prize and run, but Rosalind had touched him. Rather than only thinking of himself and how to survive, he was thinking about a woman and how to save her.

      [image: ]

      Phearson and Rosalind waited in Colonial Cemetery for Doyle to leave. Rather than wearing a dress, she was clothed in a pair of his trousers that were rolled up and a shirt. With her leather mask, he thought she looked more enticing, more daring, more mysterious than her usually drab dress.  He had difficulty concentrating as he inhaled her sweet smell of magnolia.

      Doyle wasn’t a fool and left a few men at the house. One was Matthews, who looked like he was about to jump out of his skin. He paced back and forth on the porch with a pistol drawn. Phearson didn’t recognize the other two, but they looked like they were between thirty to forty years old but not in the best of shape. They definitely were not used to hard labor.

      “I know those men,” Rosalind whispered. “They are the ones who meet with Mr. Doyle in secret in his study.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “They’re part of the Pious Twelve.”

      He couldn’t hide the anger in his voice.

      “I wonder if they were even looking for me.”

      The sadness in her voice touched his heart.

      He picked up her hand and kissed her wrist. “I will always come for ye.”

      Gratitude glistened in her eyes.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Remember–I am a vampire.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you going to kill all of them?”

      He kissed her forehead. “Only if I have to. They need to learn a lesson. They kill all vampires, even the ones who do not kill their victims. They only take what they need and leave their victims alive.”

      “I have never heard of such a thing. They existed in my time and now, in Savannah. But the Pious Twelve is hunting them down. It’s time for them to learn that not all vampires are easy to kill.” He looked into her wary eyes, holding his breath. “D’ye trust me?”

      She put her hands on his shoulders and kissed him lightly on the lips. “You know I do.”

      “You’re a tempting wench.” He pressed her body against the tree.

      “Phearson, what are you doing? We don’t have time for this.”

      He could feel her heart beating as hard as his. He thought he could do this as a man, but not with three of the Pious Twelve guarding the house. They’d be more dangerous this time.

      He hesitated. “I have to tell ye something.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      He lowered his head and gently covered her mouth with his palm.

      “Phearson,” she muffled. She squirmed.

      Her curves and hips alarmingly aroused his eager body. Ignoring the desire to kiss her again, he drew on his vampire power. His fangs lengthened, and strength flooded through his muscles. He was stronger, faster than a man and about to terrorize a woman who had the power to steal his heart.

      He slowly lifted his head and looked into her now wide eyes. She immediately stopped moving and sucked in her breath.

      “I’m Captain Fear.”

      She struggled, kicking her feet and pushing on his chest.

      “Listen to me.” He pressed his body against her, pinning her to the tree and stopping her useless struggles. “I’m not going to hurt ye. I would never hurt ye, lass. I thought I could go in there as a man, but there are three of the Pious Twelve. Our only hope is for Captain Fear to distract them. D’ye understand?”

      She stared at him with owl eyes.

      “D’ye promise not to scream?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. I’m going to slowly remove my hand.”

      He held her gaze as he dropped his hand and stepped away from her. Her chest rose and fell, and she leaned her head against the tree, watching him.

      “You lied to me.”

      Her cold voice chilled him.

      “What?” He was expecting horror and terror, but not anger and hate.

      “You have both the ruby and the watch, don’t you?”

      “Aye, I do.”

      She slapped him hard across the face. “You bastard. You planned to double cross me, didn’t you?”

      Most men would have run screaming from the truth of his vampire form, but Rosalind rose up against him. He grabbed both her shoulders. “I was not going to double cross you. Do you want to do this, or not?”

      Anger, hesitation, resignation fell across her face. Her shoulders sagged. “Yes.”

      “After this, ye do not have to see me again.”

      She winced, but didn’t answer. He wanted her to plead to stay with him, but she didn’t. He should have known. Women like her didn’t want to be with a man like him.

      Hoping she wouldn’t turn and run, he said, “I’m going to attack. Wait until the men are concentrated on me.”

      “But you could be killed.”

      “No, I canna. I’m immortal.”

      “Of course, you are. Just go.”

      Her dismissive behavior tore at his soul, but ’twas not the first time a lady had looked down at him, and it wouldn’t be the last. He should have just stuck with his whores. At least he knew what to expect from them.

      Not looking at her, he drew on his vampire powers––muscles and bones crunched and shortened––and he transformed into a large bat.

      “Oh, my God!” She put her hand over her mouth.

      He flew straight at Matthews screeching.

      “My God!” Matthews screamed as he aimed his pistol. He fired just as the two men rushed out of the house.

      The shot whizzed past Phearson. Matthews reloaded, but before he could fire, Phearson unleashed his talons and banged into his head hard. Matthews slammed his head into the wall and passed out.

      The lights went on at nearby house. A man called out. “What’s going on out there?”

      A man with a shrill voice called out, “Get back inside. ’Tis a vampire.”

      The two men fired wildly at Phearson. He changed back into a man. One of the men brought out a knife and poured water onto it, which Phearson assumed was holy salt water.

      The man held the knife over his head. “Prepare to die, demon.”

      “Ye think it’s that is easy to kill me?”

      Phearson advanced on them, and the two of them backed away from the house. He hoped Rosalind was making her way toward the house, but he hadn’t seen her yet. He needed to keep these two codfishes busy to give her a chance to get to the safe. He lunged. The man swiped the dagger but was too slow. Phearson grabbed his arm and sank his teeth into his flesh. His partner turned and ran down the street screaming.

      Phearson dropped his opponent, who landed on the group, unconscious. The bastard was lucky Phearson didn’t kill him. He turned around to look for Rosalind, but didn’t he see her. She could be hiding in the cemetery or lurking in the house or running away. He knew ’twas a matter of minutes before his enemies brought more reinforcements. He needed the jewelry and hoped Rosalind made the choice to steal her stepfather’s jewels.

      He stepped over Matthew’s body and entered the house. ’Twas an ornate home with leather couches, stained glass lamps, dark hardwood floors. But what struck him most was the painting of Doyle that hung over the fireplace. With his chest puffed out and the leer glistening in his eyes, the artist had captured his arrogance and greed.

      “Rosalind, where are you going?”

      A woman’s voice drew his attention away from the painting.

      “My room.”

      He crept down the corridor past a parlor and toward an open door. He peered around the corner.

      “We have to get out of here.” An older woman with the same eyes as Rosalind was dressed in a red gown and wrung her hands. “Didn’t you hear those poor men screaming?”

      “Then go pack your bags, Mother. Hurry.”

      The woman hurried out of the parlor, and Phearson disappeared into the shadows.

      A landscape painting was on the floor. Rosalind spun a dial on a safe, then it made a click. He held his breath. She pulled out several black velvet boxes and put them on an ornate oak table. He held his breath as she slowly opened one. Light glittered off a diamond necklace.

      He stepped out of the shadows. “So, ’tis true. Doyle has a small fortune hidden in his safe.”

      Rosalind quickly shut the case and stepped back. She put her hand on her heart. “My God, your face.” Her voice trembled with fear.

      Phearson looked down and grimaced. His cloak had a huge stain. He glanced at his reflection in a mirror hanging in the parlor and groaned. Blood dripped down his chin and onto his throat. He looked like something straight out of hell.

      “Who’s down there?” Rosalind’s mother called. “Esmond, is that you?”

      Hurried footsteps pitter-pattered down the stairs. Phearson glanced over his shoulder. The woman rushed down the stairs holding her gown high enough to reveal her ankles. “Esmond, you won’t–” She stopped mid-sentence.

      “Good evening, madam.”

      The blood drained from her face, and then she released a banshee scream. Her eyes fluttered backward, and she fainted. She collapsed onto the stairs. Phearson rushed up the stairs two at time and lifted her into his arms. He carried her down to the parlor and laid her on the sofa.

      “Please, don’t bite her.”

      Phearson whirled around. “I’m not going to feast on yer mother. Would ye rather have her roll down the stairs, hitting her head on every one?”

      She blushed and lowered her head. “No.”

      “D’ye still have the sack?”

      She nodded and pulled out a burlap sack. She picked up one box, and her hand shook so bad that she dropped it on the floor.

      When she bent to pick it up, Phearson grabbed the sack and stuffed the rest of the boxes inside. “We canna stay here long. I’m sure the rest of the Pious Twelve and yer stepfather are on their way.”

      Rosalind gasped and grabbed his arm.

      “Correction, we are already here.”

      Phearson cursed at the cold voice. How the hell had Doyle gotten here so fast? He’d been so focused on the jewels he had failed to pay attention to his vampire senses.

      He shoved Rosalind behind him and whirled around. Doyle and four of his hooded friends crowded the hallway. There was no going out that way. Two more blocked the opposite way.

      Rosalind tightened her grip, her nails digging into his flesh. “Phearson.”

      Her voice was heavy with questions that he couldn’t answer. Yet he was fast and could get them out of here before any of the fools moved.

      Doyle narrowed his eyes. “My bartender is Captain Fear?” He slammed his arm down. “Now!”

      Something sharp pierced Phearson’s neck. Hot searing pain surged through his veins. He yanked a long, pointed dart out of his flesh.

      “Coated with holy salt water.” Doyle smiled. “Soon you will be paralyzed and at my mercy.”

      Phearson raised an eyebrow. “Mercy? I doubt it.”

      As the water pumped through him, his arms tingled and grew weaker. With each heartbeat, he felt his strength waning. ’Twas only a matter of time before he collapsed. He drew on his vampire strength. Luckily, he’d just fed and could battle the growing numbness.

      Another dart slammed into his back. The numbness grew stronger. His vision blurred. If he passed out, he and Rosalind would both be dead.

      Doyle unleashed a sword. “You’re growing paler, Captain Fear. You’re already swaying on your feet. I’ll mount your head on my fireplace. Now give me back my jewels.”

      He lunged with the sword high over his head.

      Phearson clutched the bag tight, and taking a deep breath, he squeezed out his last remaining power. Hating himself for abandoning Rosalind, he sped out of the room faster than a soaring eagle.

      “Phearson!”

      Her pitiful cry stole his heart, but he had no choice.

      “Seize her!” Doyle yelled.

      Phearson grimaced. If he would have carried her, it would have slowed him down, and they’d both be caught. He’d had no idea how potent holy salt water was and foolishly he thought he was more powerful.

      Phearson flew out of the house, his feet barely touching the ground. He startled the horses waiting outside. They neighed and pranced. He tried changing into a bat, but nothing happened.

      “After him you fools,” Doyle yelled.

      Shouts and heavy footsteps clamored out of the house.

      “We’ve got him now!” someone yelled.

      His heart beating wildly, Phearson shot into the cemetery. Horses galloped after him. He refused to be hunted down like Pierce, his body tossed into the river for alligators to feast on. He quickly climbed a nearby oak tree and crouched down on a branch. Darkness covered the cemetery, and his pursuers had to hold lanterns to see where they were going. Their pursuit slowed.

      “Where did he go?” Doyle demanded. “He couldn’t have gotten far–not with two darts of holy salt water pumping through his veins.” He urged his horse forward.

      “I saw him go through here,” another man said.

      Hoping for surprise, Phearson jumped out of the tree and knocked Doyle off his horse. Doyle screamed. Phearson dug his heels into the horse’s flanks. The men chased him out of the cemetery and onto the cobblestone street. He only had one chance and headed toward the slow moving Savannah River.

      Shots hissed past him. His vision grew dim, and the river went in and out of focus. The horse came alongside of the riverbank.

      “We have him now!” a triumphant voice cheered.

      Phearson stood on the horse, and in one desperate attempt, dove into the black river, still clutching the burlap sack of jewels. He swam underwater against the current until he thought he’d pass out. He clawed his way to the surface, praying he didn’t run into an alligator. He popped his head out of the water. His limbs were spent. His pursuers were a ways down, looking for him. He forced himself to swim to the bank and crawled up on shore. Pain burned through him. He was going to pass out.

      A torn canvas lay spread out on the ground. Obviously, someone was supposed to be mending it. He dragged himself toward it, then covered himself and passed out into oblivion.
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      The two men held on tight to Rosalind’s arms. Her heavy heart slowed to a sad beat. She couldn’t believe Phearson had abandoned her. He hadn’t even tried to take her with him. What a fool she was! All he’d wanted was the jewels. And like a foolish, lonely girl, she’d believed him.

      Her stepfather burst through the door, brushing dirt off his clothes. “Damn it!”

      Hate flared in his eyes. He stormed over to Rosalind and punched her in the face. Pain exploded in her eye.

      He grabbed her hair and yanked her toward him. “The only way he could have gotten into my safe is if you opened it.”

      Rosalind kept her mouth shut. She had no defense, no plea, no excuse.

      Suddenly, he released her. “I’m not going to beat you. But I can’t allow this to go unpunished. Tomorrow, you’ll join your father.” He motioned with his hand. “Take her to her room.”

      Her mother pushed herself up from the couch, her face stricken. “You can’t be serious, Esmond!”

      “I can’t abide by this, Clare.”

      She sat up straight. “But she’s my daughter.”

      “You’re right. She’s your daughter. Not mine.”

      She walked over to him. “I won’t let you kill my child.”

      “I’m your husband.”

      “Mother.” Rosalind shook her head. Her stepfather was extremely dangerous right now. He’d been evil before, but now he’d lost his treasure.

      “No, Rosalind.” She put her shoulders back. “I won’t let him kill you. The provost will hear of this. Rosalind deserves a fair tr–”

      Mr. Doyle struck her mother across the face, and she fell to the floor.

      “Yes, you will. Lock her in my room. I will deal with her later.”

      “You bastard!” Rosalind pulled on her arms and kicked her feet, but the men only gripped her tighter, their fingers digging into her flesh. “Leave her alone.”

      Her mother turned her head, and blood dribbled from her upper lip. Shock shone in her wide eyes. Her husband had never hit her.

      Until now.

      Rosalind’s captors dragged her up the stairs and tossed her into her bedroom. She fell onto her knees.

      The door slammed shut, and the sound of the lock rang in her ears. She rushed to the door and leaned against it. Anger and remorse flooded through her. Phearson, not her stepfather, had stolen all of her dreams. She was never going to escape, never going to save the poor men down at the Pirate’s House Inn.

      She pounded her fist against the oak as tears flooded her eyes. How could she have been so blind? And now, not only was her life in danger but her mother’s as well. All because she’d trusted the wrong man.

      The right side of her face throbbed horribly, and her eye swelled shut. She sat on the bed and rubbed her tender arms. Tomorrow, she’d definitely have bruises. Was her stepfather really going to kill her? She didn’t want to die. Didn’t he want her to marry Captain Foster? She froze. What if his plan was to kill her all long?

      She wasn’t going to sit here helpless. Maybe she couldn’t get out, but she could have the element of surprise.

      Desperate, she tore her room apart, looking for anything to use as a weapon. She opened the armoire, but only gowns hung neatly. She went over to her dresser and opened a drawer. She pulled out a hand mirror and glanced at her reflection. The skin around her puffy eye had turned purplish red. Tears had stained her dreaded mask. She smashed the mirror, hating herself.

      The mirror shattered. This was her weapon.

      She pulled out a large shard of glass, careful not to slice her finger. She took a ribbon and tied the shard around the end of her mirror. ’Twas not a sword or dagger, but it would be enough to stab whoever walked into the room and give her a chance to escape.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Or stab a traitorous vampire in his black heart.”
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      Sunlight slowly chased the night away, and Rosalind’s stepfather strangely enough did not come into her bedroom, strangely enough. Maybe he’d just said he’d kill her in anger. Maybe he’d changed his mind.

      Heavy footsteps thumped on the hardwood floor. Her heart racing, she pressed her back against the wall, her weapon high over her head.

      The lock clicked, and the door creaked open. A man walked into the room, his back to her. Not caring who it was, she stabbed him in the shoulder. He cried out and grabbed his arm.

      Two men rushed around him and cornered her, their pistols drawn. Her stepfather came up behind them.

      “Put that weapon down.”

      “No,” she said, as she swiped at him. “Stay away from me.”

      He flinched, the bloodied glass narrowly missing his arm. “You can die with a bullet to your heart or hang from the tree. Either way, you will die.”

      She gripped her blade tighter. “You can’t do this. It’s murder.”

      “Is it? You’ll find the provost and I have an arrangement.” He pulled a piece of paper with the seal of justice on it. “When I told him that ’twas Captain Fear who murdered his boy and you were his accomplice, he gladly signed permission for me to hang you. He wants revenge as much as I do. So, since we can’t find him, you’ll do nicely in his place.”

      She didn’t care if she was shot. She lunged toward him, but one of the men seized her wrist and pinched it until the mirror shard dropped to the floor. He twisted her arm and yanked her backside to him.

      Her stepfather flashed his gaze over her then smiled. “That’s better. Time to go.”

      Panic blinded her, and she wiggled wildly, but her captor twisted her arm more, and she was only met with more pain.

      “Since you’re about to die anyway,” her stepfather said. “I have a secret I’d like to share with you.”

      She gasped for breath. “What…secret?”

      He whispered into her ear, “I killed your father.”

      “What?”

      He clasped her chin with his long fingers and pinched hard. “I was the one who started the fire. Both you and your father were supposed to die in that fire. I had no idea the strength that man had.”

      “But why, Esmond?”

      At her mother’s voice, her stepfather released her. Two men held onto her mother’s arms. Tears glistened in her eyes. Her eyes were red as if she’d been crying all night, and she had a purple bruise on her left cheek.

      “Because of you, Clare. I wanted you. You belonged to me. You’ve always belonged to me.”

      He’d killed her father. He’d killed her father.

      Fury boiled inside Rosalind. She wanted to scream, but hate, anger, and shock squeezed her throat.

      Her mother yanked on her stepfather’s arms. “I hate you. I hate you.”

      “You’ll learn to forgive me,” her stepfather said. “Once this wench is dead, you won’t be chained to her, and we’ll be free to live our lives.”

      “You actually think I’ll stay with you?”

      “You have no choice. Even if I have to lock you up, you’ll stay with me.”

      Her mother shook her head. “No, I’ll fight you. I’ll–” She stopped suddenly. “If you let Rosalind go, I’ll willingly stay with you. But you must promise not to hurt her.”

      “Mother, no!”

      Her stepfather walked over to her mother and grabbed the back of her head. “Tempting, I’ll admit. But I’ll have you willing or not willing, ’tis no matter to me.”

      Her mother spat in his face.

      He wiped his face. “Do that again, and I’ll have every one of my men rape your daughter right before your eyes. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” her mother said, her lip trembling. She hung her head.

      “Shall we adjourn to the cemetery? We have everything ready.”

      Rosalind went limp. She really was going to hang. No one was going to rescue her. Her stepfather had won. He had her mother, was going to finally get rid of her. He’d continue kidnapping men and selling them to pirates. The only thing he didn’t have were his jewels.

      She clenched her jaw tight, cursing Phearson silently. Even he would get what he wanted. With her ruby and her mother’s jewels, he surely had enough to bribe a crew. But that wasn’t the only thing he’d stolen. He’d stolen her heart. Tears stung her eyes, and despair seized her lungs.

      The men nearly lifted her off the floor as they followed her stepfather.

      Rosalind should be kicking and screaming, but all the rebellion in her died. She was powerless to stop her stepfather and his men. At least she’d finally get to meet her father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Phearson woke to a man pulling the sail off him. He shielded his eyes from the morning rays.

      “What are ye doing hiding underneath my sail?” a bearded sailor asked.

      “’Twas cold last night,” Phearson murmured. He dragged himself to his feet. The sleep had helped restore some of his strength, but he felt like he’d been on a rum feast. His head pounded, and his stomach swirled uneasily. It must have been the holy salt water. He needed blood.

      He grabbed the astonished man by the neck and dragged him under the dock.

      “Please don’t kill me,” the man pleaded. “Did Captain Hopper send you? I promise I’ll finish mending the sail. Please don’t sell me. I’m too old for hard labor.”

      Phearson’s brain was sluggish, but he was sharp enough to realize this man might have something to do with the Pirate’s House Inn and decided to play along to see if he could get information.

      “Captain says you’ve been too lazy.”

      “No, no. I spoke with Esmond Doyle. We plan to get him some fresh young bucks. Please, I swear that canvas will be mended good as new.”

      Phearson thought Hopper was as probably as mean and nasty as Palmer. His crew would be ripe for a mutiny.

      Weariness gripped Phearson. He unleashed his fangs and sank them into the man’s neck. The man pushed on Phearson’s chest, but soon grew weak. Normally, he’d drain him dry to please his captain, but Palmer wasn’t here. He was free.

      He released the man and left him alive but passed out. Strength renewed him, and the dizziness left him. He rushed toward his flat.

      His victory was empty without Rosalind. He hid the sack in his chest, then changed his smelly and now bloody clothes. Anyone a mile away would smell him coming.

      He shoved daggers, another pistol, and his sword into his belt. He was an excellent shot and wouldn’t let the Twelve have Rosalind.

      He left the flat and hurried toward Doyle’s.

      He made his way through the crowded street, not paying attention to the well-dressed men and elegantly dressed women.

      “Mr. Palmer?”

      Phearson stopped in his tracks. Michael Kelly, the provost’s assistant blocked his path.

      “Morning, Mr. Kelly.”

      “I wanted to thank you for your information. We were able to track down that creature. ’Twas Captain Fear.”

      “You caught him?”

      Kelley shook his head. “Sadly, no. But we have caught his accomplice. She’s scheduled to hang today.”

      Cold fear stabbed Phearson in the heart. “What?”

      “’Twas the business with provost’s son. Nasty business. He didn’t waste any time getting a judge to sign her execution. No need for a trial.”

      Trying to keep the anger out of his voice, he asked, “Where is this execution supposed to take place?”

      “That’s the strangest part.” He lowered his voice, “The provost did not want to draw attention to this quick deed, so it’s being done at Colonial Cemetery at noon.”

      Doyle’s doing, no doubt. Phearson gritted his teeth, “The Provost is part of the Pious Twelve?”

      Kelley looked nervously around. “I wouldn’t know about that, sir.” He bowed slightly. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      Not caring if people noticed, Phearson drew on vampire speed, and faster than the human eye, flashed toward Colonial Cemetery. He prayed he wasn’t too late.
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      Phearson’s heart lurched against his ribs. Rosalind sat astride on a horse, blindfolded, her wrists tied behind her back. A noose hung from a tree branch. Doyle and his men surrounded her.

      Phearson quickly moved in between the trees like a shadow until he was close enough to hear them. The fools hadn’t posted guards and were all focused on Rosalind. Doyle must think he was safe in the daytime. He’d soon learn this was a fatal mistake.

      Still alive, Matthews held the horse’s bridle.

      Doyle motioned at Foster. “You will now pay for your sins, Rosalind.”

      “My sins?” Rosalind laughed. “I go to see my father with a clear conscience. All I have done is exposed your sins.”

      Her supposed bride groom, Foster, climbed on another horse, then moved next to Rosalind. “I wish this could have been different.” He pulled the noose down and draped it around her slender neck.

      She jerked away. “I don’t. I never wanted to marry you.”

      Foster glowered. “Then die, bitch.”

      Phearson unsheathed his sword, then drew on vampire speed.

      Doyle brought his arm down. “Hang her!”

      The men backed away from the horse, creating a path, which was what Phearson needed.

      Foster raised his hand to slap the horse’s hind quarters. Phearson raced down the path with his sword raised high over his head. In one swoop, he sliced the rope and dragged Rosalind off the horse onto his.

      “You can’t have her.” Foster aimed his pistol at Rosalind.

      Anger gripped Phearson. Quick as lightning, he decapitated Barnard’s head and pushed his headless corpse off the stomping horse. It rolled and stopped at Doyle’s feet, splattering blood on the tips of his boots. Barnard’s shocked, lifeless eyes stared up at Doyle.

      Doyle screamed.

      “’Tis Captain Fear,” Matthews yelled as he fumbled to pull out his pistol.

      Phearson jammed his heals into the horse’s flanks and with Rosalind in his lap, they galloped away from the yelling men.

      He glanced over his shoulder. They had clambered onto their horses and were in pursuit, but lagged behind. Phearson went deeper into the cemetery then passed into a swamp. Among the thick trees and long vines, he wrapped his arm around Rosalind’s waist, then jumped off the horse, letting it go free. He sheathed his bloodied sword and pulled out dagger. He cut loose Rosalind’s bindings and tore off her blindfold.

      She blinked. “Where are we?”

      “Swamp. We’re not free yet. They’re coming. Wrap yer arms around my neck.”

      She didn’t argue and did as he asked. He quickly climbed up the tree and settled them on a thick branch that was partly hidden by Spanish Moss.

      Rosalind slid her hands down his neck and pressed them against his cheeks. “You came back for me.”

      He wrapped his arm around her waist. “I told ye I’d always come back for ye.”

      She kissed him hard. ’Twas a desperate, probing kiss that ignited a blaze of fury inside him. He took what she offered, devouring her sweet taste and vowing never to let her go again.

      The curses and yells of their pursers forced Phearson to break off the kiss. Rosalind clung to him as the men rode past the tree, none of them looking up into the branches.

      “This time, we will hang them both,” Doyle said, as he pulled up on his horse’s reins. “They must have gone around the swamp. It’s the only way.”

      The men followed Doyle deeper into the swamp. When they disappeared behind the trees, Phearson lifted Rosalind into his arms and jumped. He put her down.

      She glanced where the men had gone nervously. “What are we going to do? They’ll hunt us down.”

      He took her shaking hand and kissed her palm. “I have a plan. One that will give yer stepfather nightmares for years. Follow me.”

      She trembled under his kiss, and her cheeks turned pink. He noticed then her face was unadorned. “Where is your mask?”

      “He took it.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “He wanted me to die a monster.”

      He pulled her to him and kissed her. “Ye know yer not a monster. Only a devilish wench who tempts my heart.”

      “And you’re the rogue pirate that surprises me at every turn.”

      “I have more surprises yet.” He led her out of the swamp. “I have discovered the name of the captain who is taking the kidnapped men at the Pirate’s House Inn.”

      Rosalind grabbed his jacket. “Who?”

      “Captain Hopper.”

      “He’s here?”

      “Ye have heard of him?”

      “Yes, when I was in the tunnel, Captain Foster and Mr. Doyle called him that name, but I never thought he docked in Savannah.”

      He nodded. “Apparently, he has. It appears Captain Hopper is not well liked among his crew. I suspect the crew is ready for a new captain.”

      She stepped in front of him. “Like the crew, I’ll follow you anywhere.”

      He lifted her hair off her shoulder. “I know ye will. I want ye by my side.” He scooped her up in his arms. “We must hurry. Hang on tight.”

      Using vampire speed, he ran faster than the human eye could comprehend. Women’s bonnets and men’s top hats flew off their heads as if a gust wind blew.

      But there was no wind.

      Phearson didn’t care who startled or fell–all that mattered was reaching his room.
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      That night, Rosalind crouched with Phearson at the end of the Pirate’s House Inn tunnel. The tunnel ended at a rocky ledge that led to a muddy river embankment. ’The wooden door had been painted the same color as the cliff and was hard to see. ‘Twas only a block away from the Inn. When she’d been in the tunnel, she’d thought it was much longer.

      There were ships that were nearby, and Rosalind wondered which one was Hopper’s.

      The creaking bugs and lapping water sounded softer than her heavy breathing and beating heart. She was sure Hopper and his men would hear, and she and Phearson would be captured.

      Phearson had said that the man he fed from blurted that Mr. Doyle and Captain Foster planned to sell an unsuspecting man to Captain Hopper tonight. He’d brought the chest of stolen jewels from his heists, including her mother’s jewels. He planned to use them to bribe Hopper’s crew to rebel against him.

      She wasn’t sure it would work and couldn’t stop trembling. She crowded next to him.

      He clasped her hand. “It will be all right. Trust me.”

      She wanted to trust him desperately, but her stepfather’s words haunted her. He’d threatened to hang them both. Phearson wasn’t worried, but she was. She could still feel the noose draped around her neck, squeezing tighter and tighter.

      Heavy footsteps approached, then three men emerged from the darkness. She froze, not sure what to do next.

      Phearson released her hand and stood in front of her. “Good evening.”

      “Who are you?”

      Rosalind bit her lip to keep from gasping. She recognized the gruff voice from when she’d been in the tunnel.

      “I’m Captain Fear. Surely, ye have heard of me.”

      The men staggered back. The glowing moonlight revealed the horror in their faces. Phearson must have revealed his fangs.

      A man pointed a shaking finger. “But you’re-you’re a vampire.”

      “Precisely.”

      “What do you want?” Hopper demanded as he unleashed a sword.

      “I want to be yer captain.”

      Hopper laughed. “Over my dead body.”

      Phearson grabbed Hopper by the throat and lifted him off the ground. Hopper dropped his sword and pawed at Phearson’s hands and kicked his feet.

      His men did nothing to save him just as Phearson had predicted.

      Phearson shook him hard. “I could kill ye now, Captain, and only the alligators would find ye.”

      “Kill him,” one of his men said. “I’m tired of feeling his lash upon my back.”

      “Aye,” the other said. “He stole me when I was a lad.”

      Phearson tilted his head toward Rosalind. “Rosalind, show them the jewels.”

      She opened the chest, and the moonlight glistened off the diamonds, emeralds, and rubies inside.

      “Ye can split them among the crew,” Phearson said, “as long as I am yer captain.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” They both answered at once.

      Without hesitation, Phearson sank his fangs into Hopper’s throat.

      Both of the men paled. Hopper’s struggles grew weaker, and Phearson dropped him unceremoniously into the mud.

      Phearson wiped his mouth on his sleeve and panted. “He’ll live. But if anyone tries to double cross me, ye’ll suffer a meaner fate.”

      “We understand. What do you want to know?”

      “Do ye have an order to fill?”

      “Aye, Hopper planned to sell a young buck to a Spaniard’s ship.”

      “Well, we must not disappointment him.”

      “Phearson, no,” Rosalind cried.

      “Ye do not understand.” He lifted her chin. “’Tis not the young buck who will suffer, but Doyle himself.”

      Rosalind should have protested, because ’twas still slavery. But her stepfather had killed her father and robbed her of the life she should have had all because of his lust for her mother.

      There were three knocks on the door.

      “’Tis the signal,” one of the men said.

      Phearson drew his pistol. “Open it.”

      The sailor scrambled over Hopper’s unconscious body and opened the door. Her stepfather was there with Mr. Matthews, holding a semiconscious young man.

      “We have another one for Hopper.” Her stepfather held the man’s arm. “Where is Hopper?”

      “He’s not the captain anymore.”

      “Then who is?”

      Phearson stepped into the light. “I am.”

      Both her stepfather and Mr. Matthews dropped the young man and reached for their guns. The sailor punched Mr. Matthews, who fell onto his back. Phearson knocked her stepfather’s gun out of his hands, grabbed him by the shirt, then tossed at him at his new crew.

      “I understand we have an order to fill.”

      Mr. Doyle struggled. “Release me this instance! Do you know who I am?”

      This time, ’twas Rosalind’s turn to step into the light. “Yes, you’re the man who murdered my father, tried to hang me, and ruined my life.”

      “Rosalind!”

      She walked over to him and slapped him across the face as hard as she could. “I hope your new master will treat you with the same kindness that you’ve treated me.”

      He stared at her with pure hatred. “What are you babbling about, girl?”

      “You’re being sold, Esmond.”

      “How dare you call me Esmond. I am–”

      She smiled. “A slave. Farewell, Esmond.”

      His face paled. “No, you can’t be serious. Have mercy.”

      “You’ll receive the same mercy you’ve given everyone.” She motioned to the unconscious man on the floor. “This poor soul, the peaceful vampires, everyone you thought was beneath you.”

      “No!” He struggled. “Release me this instant!”

      “Gag him,” Phearson ordered. “Take him to the Spanish ship. I will not have him on mine.”

      “Aye, Captain.” A sailor nodded.

      Rosalind took a handkerchief out of her stepfather’s pocket and stuffed it in his mouth. “Good-bye, Esmond. I will never think of you again, but I am sure you’ll think of me every day.”

      He protested under the handkerchief, but Rosalind turned deaf to his muffled pleas.

      Phearson clasped her hand. “Take him to the Spaniard.”

      “Aye, Captain.” The two men dragged Esmond away kicking.

      Rosalind slid her arms up Phearson’s chest and kissed him briefly on the lips. “What now, Captain?”

      “The Sea Serpent is docked next to the Spaniard. Let’s go see my ship.”

      [image: ]

      Rosalind stood next to Phearson on the deck of the Sea Serpent. The breeze rushed over her, and instead of wearing the dreaded gowns, she was dressed like a pirate. She was surprised by how easy had been for Phearson to become captain, but the jewels and Hopper’s cruelty had easily convinced the crew. Phearson wasn’t sure what the future held for pirates, but it didn’t matter. He was free and would treat his men fairly to earn their loyalty. Most had stayed, but some were tired of the sea.

      Phearson had asked Rosalind’s mother to join them, but she will still in love with Savannah. She’d decided to stay and run the Pirate’s House Inn, minus the abductions.

      Rosalind clasped his hand. “Where to now, Captain?”

      “I like how ye say that. I have something for ye.”

      “You do?”

      “Aye. We are headed for England. I have not seen her for a while. Come follow me.”

      He led her back to their cabin, where they’d spent endless nights exploring each other’s bodies, and her skin was chaffed from his kisses. He insisted at night that she not wear her leather mask because he wanted her naked and breathless beneath him.

      “You want to make love now?”

      “I always want to take ye, but that’s not why I’m taking ye here.”

      He opened the door, and on the bed, there was a pink package.

      “Go ahead, open it.”

      She kissed him on the lips. “Phearson, thank you.”

      “Ye dona even know what it is yet.”

      “I know. But you just getting something for me warms my heart.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her thoroughly, leaving her breathless.

      “Ye better open that package before it’s on the floor.”

      She smiled and went over to the bed. She carefully took off the lid and gasped. A white leather mask had diamonds sewn around the edges. She looked up at him, unable to speak.

      He walked over to her. “’Tis a pirate mask. Each diamond represents the number of days I’ve known ye, and each day I lost a piece of my heart to ye.”

      Tears flooded her eyes, and she hugged him, feeling his heart beating as hard as hers. “Phearson, ’tis beautiful. I love you.”

      Before she knew it, they were in each other’s arms and spent the day discovering how to pleasure each other. But this time, Phearson let her wear the pirate’s mask.
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