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CHAPTER 1

It takes every ounce of my self-control to not slam my books down on the table as I reach Shawn. To avoid getting thrown out of the library, I plonk them down lightly and drop into a chair with a sigh.

“Bad day?” Whispers Shawn, my best friend of eight years. “I thought it was supposed to be great.”

I schlump forward and rest my chin on my hand. “It was supposed to be, according to my intuition. That’s why I dressed nicely.” I gesture vaguely to my outfit with my free hand. I have on a pair of black, knee-high, leather boots; black leggings; and a lightweight, crimson sweater dress that accentuates my curvy figure. I only wear a little makeup to set off my brown, almond-shaped eyes. I’ve left my copper-colored hair long and wavy, hanging to my hips.

“The only thing special about today is that I’ve been rather hot.” I pull my hair up and shake it as I speak, coaxing some air to my neck. “Southern California isn’t particularly cold in November.”

“I thought you said your intuition is never wrong.”

“It’s not, I just . . . ” I shrug, unsure how to finish that sentence. My intuition hasn’t been wrong once in my entire life, and ignoring it has always been to my detriment. I can’t understand how it’s suddenly wrong.

Shawn leans forward to touch my hand. “Maybe your something special is still to come. The day isn’t over yet.”

I shrug again and watch as he goes back to his studying. He hasn’t changed much since high school. His soft, dirty-blonde hair hangs to his ears; huge, horn-rimmed glasses hide his startling green eyes; and his nose is a little too big for his face. He’s not ugly, but he’s no model, either.

Look up.

My intuition, the same strange whisper I’ve heard at various points in my life, speaks again. I obey instantly. Perhaps this is the something special I’ve been waiting for. I catch sight of the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen around the many bookcases and quickly sit up straight. He’s perfect! Imagine if he’s—No, Lys. My movement catches Shawn’s eye. He peers over his shoulder, following my line of sight, then turns back, rolling his eyes.

“What is it with you and guys in black?” he says, “Especially ones that look like—”

My sharp look shuts him up. He knows better than to discuss that in public. But I have to admit he has a point. I glance back at Mr. Gorgeous. He does look like—Dammit Lys! They don’t exist. I try not to stare and fail miserably. He has shoulder-length, jet-black hair that looks almost blue in the light; large, ice-blue eyes; full and sensual yet masculine lips; a square jaw that somehow doesn’t look chiseled; a mustache that grows into a short goatee; and lovely, olive skin.

He rounds the last bookcase and I can see he’s wearing a black, form-fitting shirt that hints at washboard abs; black leather pants; a floor-length, black, leather, trench coat that accentuates his broad shoulders; and combat boots. He must be at least six feet tall and he walks with a deadly purpose. He’s exactly what I’ve always imagined. Everything about him screams dangerous, and the effect is mesmerizing.

He’s obviously looking for something—or someone. Probably a girlfriend. I’m still ogling him when his gaze suddenly meets mine. I see a brief flash of recognition, but I know I’ve never seen him before. His eyes dart down and back up, and I have an irrational desire to pull my neckline down a bit. His grin is sinful. It promises wicked things, and I want to find out exactly what they are. I drop my gaze to Shawn who’s making kissy faces at me. My glare could freeze fire. Shawn stops.

The guy walks up and stops next to me. “Hello.”

Oh, holy mother! His voice is deep and sensual and envelops me, sending shivers down my spine. I look up at him and become enraptured by his smile. It takes a moment, but I finally manage to speak. “Hi, can I help you?”

“Not exactly. I merely wondered if I may sit with you.” I can’t quite place his accent. It’s French, but there’s something else there, too, and it runs right through me like fire, pooling low in my belly. What the hell, Lys? This is not a normal reaction for me.

I glance at Shawn who nods reluctantly, knowing I’ll say yes either way. “Yes, of course. Are you new? I don’t believe I’ve seen you before.” Idiot! I mentally kick myself. It’s a huge campus, and I don’t know everyone.

He fluidly takes a seat, and I take in his perfect posture. It certainly doesn’t go with the way he looks.

“Actually, I have been taking classes online. I decided that since I will be graduating soon, I should get to know some of the other students and start networking.”

I nod. “Yeah, definitely a good idea. What’s your major?”

“International Relations and Diplomacy, and International Business.” Wow, double major. Must be smart, and obviously ambitious. “And yourself?”

“Architecture and Interior Design. My mom’s always said I have an eye for detail, and I like doing it. The money’s not bad either . . . ” I don’t know why I feel the need to explain myself, but my major suddenly seems frivolous.

He smiles. “It is good you chose to do something you are passionate about,” he then looks to Shawn. “And what are you studying?”

“Advanced mathematics. I’d like to be a college professor.” I grin at the defiant way Shawn speaks. His father wanted, still wants, him to go into business and follow in his footsteps. Shawn, however, has other ideas.

“That is admirable. I do not have patience for such mathematics,” he looks down as though embarrassed, then glances back up at Shawn. “But I have a great respect for those who do.”

His response, spoken without any hint of sarcasm or derision, disarms Shawn. “Oh, uh, thanks . . . ”

“Forgive me, where are my manners? I am Damien Delanciennes,” he says, dipping his head like he’s bowing. How odd.

“Interesting name,” grumbles Shawn. I shoot him a dirty look. “I’m Shawn, Shawn Dooley.” He offers Damien his hand, and they shake.

“It is nice to meet you, Shawn. And you, Chérie? I am certain your name is as beautiful as you.” Perhaps it’s because I’m hit by the full force of his blue eyes, but despite having just met, his endearment doesn’t sound odd, nor does the line sound cheesy.

“I’m Elysabeth Vance.” I hold out my hand to shake his, but instead, he takes it lightly and raises it to his lips. He brushes a soft kiss against my knuckles, staring straight into my eyes as he does so and my stomach flips over. Holy crap! I feel all fluttery. His actions don’t match his appearance in the least, and I love it.

“I am very pleased to meet you. You have a lovely name. It references beauty and greatness.”

My face heats. “Thanks. Your name is . . . elegant.”

He nods his thanks. Damien turns suddenly to face Shawn and sees his frown. “Forgive me, have I given offense? Are you . . . together?”

Before Shawn can answer, I make sure to set the record straight. “No! No, we’re friends. Shawn has been my best friend since freshman year in high school.”

His look of concern vanishes. “Friendships like that are special.”

I grin at Shawn. “They are.”

It’s quickly becoming apparent I won’t be getting any schoolwork done tonight. Good thing I know the material well. I take a quick glance at the clock and confirm what I’d already suspected.

Damien follows my glance. “I am sorry, am I detaining you?”

“No, not at all, but the library will only be open another ten minutes. I won’t get much done in that time.”

“My apologies, I have kept you from your studies.”

“Oh, no, it’s okay. I don’t have much homework.” I reluctantly gather my things and stand. I don’t really want to go. I want to stay and talk to this gorgeous guy. “It was really nice to meet you, Damien.”

He places a hand on my arm to keep me from leaving. “Perhaps, if you are not too busy, you would allow me to buy you a coffee?” Yes! I do a little victory dance in my head.

I see doubt and even worry in Shawn’s eyes when I glance at him, and it makes me pause. I don’t know this guy. It probably isn’t smart to go anywhere with him no matter how gorgeous he is. Maybe I should give it a pass.

Go.

Well, my intuition knows best. I’m certainly not going to argue this suggestion. “If we can go somewhere with hot chocolate, I’m in.” Damien looks almost relieved at my answer. “But I have to be up early in the morning, so it will have to be quick.”

“That is acceptable.” There’s a hint of disappointment in his eyes. “Thank you for joining me. Shawn,” he turns to my best friend. “Would you care to join us as well?”

With Damien’s attention elsewhere, I shake my head emphatically with a pleading expression. It’s easy to tell that Shawn isn’t happy about it, but he gives in. “No, thanks. I actually do need to study. Lys, I’ll see you when you get home.”

I sigh. He just HAD to get in a parting shot. Damien is looking between us, obviously confused. I do my best to set him at ease. “We’re roommates. We share a townhouse. But we’re only friends, really.”

He relaxes. “I see. Shall we go then, Elysabeth?”

“Yeah. I’ll follow you to your car. Shawn drove this morning.” Damien is parked in the lot closest to the library, so we don’t have far to walk. As he walks between two cars, I follow him, assuming his car is in the next lane. However, he stops and opens the door of the most beautiful piece of machinery I have ever seen. It’s nothing but luscious curves, painted blood red with black accents.

“This is your car? It’s beautiful.” He motions for me to enter, and I’m thankful he doesn’t comment on how close my comment was to a moan. Gorgeous and a gentleman. He’s getting better and better. I run my hand down the body as I walk to the door. He tenses as I do so, making me wonder where his mind has gone.

Damien clears his throat. “Yes, this is my car. I am glad you approve. You should have none but the best conveyance.” Again he motions for me to enter the car, and this time I do.

“Thank you. That’s sweet of you to say.” He closes the door with a nod before walking around the car and getting in.

“So, what kind of car is this?”

“It is a Veyron. A good vehicle.”

“I’ll say.”

Damien chuckles as he turns the key. The radio blares to life playing glam rock, and he reaches forward to change the station.

I catch his hand to stop him. “Don’t change it.”

Damien glances at me, obviously surprised. “I would never have guessed that you like this kind of music.”

Don’t judge a book by its cover, gorgeous. “Damien, you just met me. There’s a lot that you would never guess.” I briefly wonder what music he thought I would like. Then again, I like such a variety that he’s probably right anyway.

“I would like to get to know you better, then.”

Perfect. I smile slightly, trying not to give away my excitement. “I’d like to get to know you better as well.”

We settle into a comfortable silence, listening to music, and before I know it, we’re at this cute little café. It seems like Damien is instantly at my side of the car and opening my door. My eyebrows hit my hairline when he offers me his hand as I step out.

“Oh, wow.” I tear my eyes away from his hand and meet his gaze. “Thank you.” His eyes fill with delight when my hand touches his.

“It is simply proper manners, Chérie.”

“Is it? Then most guys don’t bother with them.”

He offers me another of those wicked grins as we walk to the café door. “Ah, but I am not most guys, E-ly-sa-beth.” He draws out my name, making it sound far more elegant than I’m used to hearing.

I hope my answering smile is appropriately flirty. “I may have noticed.”

Damien holds the door to the café open for me with a slight bow, but his eyes never leave my own. “After you.” Despite my best attempts to never prejudge someone, it’s difficult to reconcile his appearance and actions.

“Thank you.” There’s no line, so we walk straight up to the cashier. The pretty, blonde, buxom cashier who’s eyeing Damien like a block of chocolate. She gives me a cursory glance, then focuses her gaze on him, as though I’m of no consequence.

“What can I get you today?” She’s obviously trying to make her voice low and sultry. I’m surprised she’s not batting her eyelashes.

Damien looks down at me, either clueless, or ignoring her. “Elysabeth, what would you like?”

“A medium hot chocolate, with whipped cream, please.” I offer the cashier a victorious smile.

She writes my order on a cup. “Name?” She barks out, sounding completely different.

“Lys.” She scrawls something illegible then smiles back up at Damien. “And what can I get you?” Her voice is back to sultry. The invitation is excruciatingly obvious.

“A medium-dark roast coffee, for Damien.”

“Okay, would you like anything else, Damien?” I roll my eyes at the way she licks her lips. Could she be any more obvious?

“That will be all.” Is it wishful thinking, or does he sound a little annoyed? Her smile falls into a scowl. Silly girl. I almost hide my smile.

“Fine. That will be $6.12.” I open my purse to pull out my wallet, but Damien puts his hand over mine to stop me.

“I offered to buy you a drink.” Not really having anything to say against that, I nod. He hands the cashier a black AmEx. Wow. She runs it and hands it back to him with a scowl. Sore loser, apparently.

We walk away from the register to wait. “Thanks for my drink, Damien.”

“It was my pleasure, Elysabeth. I hope you do not mind me asking, but do you prefer to be called Lys?”

I’m not entirely sure how to answer that one. “Usually yes. My friends have been calling me Lys since I was little. But it started because they couldn’t say my name correctly. You do.” I grin at him. “I really like how elegant you make my name sound.”

He steps closer to me, and the café disappears. “Then I will continue to call you Elysabeth.” His quiet voice zips through me like electricity. I find myself trapped by his gaze, only breaking loose when the barista calls out my order.

“Medium hot chocolate!” I shake my head, dispelling the lingering effects of my entrancement as I step forward to claim my prize. I thought moments like that only happened in movies.

The barista smiles at me and turns my cup so I can see his number written on the side of that cardboard holder they put on hot drinks. His eyes dart down to my boobs and back up before he winks at me. Ugh! I have a strong urge to cross my arms over my chest. Damien chooses that moment to step up behind me. The barista’s smile disappears, replaced by a slight look of fear. I spy Damien’s glare reflected in the glass and smile. I shake my head at the barista and hand him back the cup holder.

“Thanks, but no.” He hurriedly gets Damien’s coffee, retreating to the back as soon as the cup is on the counter.

I find it amusing and somewhat flattering that Damien is so possessive. Odd, as usually I find that incredibly annoying, even more so considering we’ve only just met. Nevertheless, Damien will have to hide it better. He can’t go around scaring every guy I come across.

Once we’re back in the car, I take a drink and sigh happily. I love chocolate. I close my eyes as I take another drink, savoring the flavor. I know, instinctively, that I have Damien’s undivided attention.

“So, do you give every barista the evil eye?” I open my eyes and gaze at him sharply.

His eyes shoot to mine and he shakes his head slightly. “Pardon?” The evident confusion on his face makes me think he didn’t hear me.

I gesture toward the café. “I saw the look you gave that poor guy. Do you do that a lot?”

“Well I—but he—I was not—the way he was eyeing you was rude and . . . and inappropriate,” he stammers. His cheeks are red, and I wonder if he’s embarrassed or angry.

“You mean the same way you looked at me earlier today?” Part of me thinks I should let it go, but I have a point to make.

The silence drags out, making me think I’ve screwed this up before it could start. Shame, because he really is gorgeous. There’s a moment of complete silence before he starts the car and pulls out of the parking spot.

“Which way should I go?” His voice is tight. I give him directions then settle back with my drink. The silence returns, becoming uncomfortable, and I’m positive I’ve blown it. But maybe it’s for the best. My reaction to the barista is much more normal for me. I don’t understand my reactions to Damien.

Relax, all is well.

Easier said than done, really. Finally, as he’s stopping at a red light, Damien clears his throat and turns to look at me. “Please forgive me, Elysabeth. My behavior was inexcusable.” I meet his gaze in surprise. “Not only did I gaze at you as blatantly as that man, then I acted like a jealous idiot, which I have no right to do. My only excuse is that it is the way of men when in the presence of a beautiful lady.”

I’m thankful he has to turn back to the road because his sincere words catch me completely off guard and my jaw drops. He must be from Planet Perfect. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was gay since they’re usually the only guys this nice. But his perusal of my figure earlier blows that thought out of the water. Older guys are usually nicer and have better manners, too, but Damien can’t be much older than me. He could be if he’s—NO! They don’t exist!

My brain finally kicks back into gear and I answer him. “You realize flattery will only get you so far. But, since you asked so nicely, yes, I will forgive you.” Oh, lord, I sound like an idiot.

He pulls over to the side of the road and looks me dead in the eye. “Thank you, Chérie. And please realize, there was no flattery. With you, there is no need.”

I blush, completely speechless, and focus on not letting my jaw drop again. I mean, what do you say to something like that?

“Thanks,” I mutter. Moments later we reach my house, or well, the townhouse I share with Shawn. His grandmother left it to him when she passed away. It’s conveniently located quite close to our college campus, so Shawn moved in after high school. He’d invited me to join him when he learned I was considering student housing on campus. I’d honestly expected our parents to put up more of a fight, but apparently neither set would have been bothered if something had happened between us. I don’t know why they held out any hope. We had tried one kiss in high school, and both of us felt like we were kissing siblings. It wasn’t meant to be.

The house is a two-story brick building with balconies off the two upstairs rooms. I live upstairs, Shawn lives downstairs, the extra bedroom upstairs is both storage and for guests. We share the living room and kitchen. Damien comes around to my side again and opens the car door for me bringing me out of my reverie. He offers me a hand to help me out of the car and walks me to the door. A girl could get used to this.

I turn to face him. “Thanks again for the drink, Damien. And the ride home.”

“You are most welcome, Elysabeth.”

“Well, um, good-night.” I pause at the door, not wanting the night to end. Damien obviously picks up on this, and leans toward me. I know instantly he means to kiss me. I want him to, I really do, but I retain enough common sense to consider that I don’t really know him, and he hasn’t even actually asked me out. I’m no one’s conquest.

Before hormones can completely overrule my brain, I put my hand on his chest to hold him back. The confused look on his face almost makes me give in. I know I’m giving him mixed signals. I take a deep breath and notice he smells really good. Not helping! FOCUS!

“Damien, I don’t really know you at all.”

I’m relieved when understanding blossoms across his face. “Of course.” He dips his head to me. “I understand, Elysabeth. You are quite right, forgive me.” I relax, thankful I won’t need to explain. He takes my hand and bows to kiss it. “I look forward to seeing you again. Good-night.”

“Good-night.” I find my keys in my purse and open the door. I look over my shoulder with a smile as I go in. I’m surprised to see him already in his car.

Shawn’s waiting for me in the living room. He stands from the green, overstuffed armchair he’s been sitting in and hurries over to me to give me a hug.

“Oh, thank God you’re home!” he says, sounding relieved. “I was so worried. What were you thinking? You don’t know him at all and you got in a car with him!” His condescending tone rankles. Irritated, I step away from my friend and cross my arms.

“Damien was a perfect gentleman. Besides, I’m plenty old enough to make some of my own decisions, you know.”

“I do know, which is why I didn’t say anything at school. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t stupid.” He taps the side of his skull. “Normally you use your head. What happened to the smart Lys I know? She would never have gone out with someone she’d just met, especially since he was driving.” He throws up his arms. “He could have taken you anywhere! Do you have any idea how bad I felt letting you walk away with him?”

Damn him! He’s making me feel guilty. “There’s just something about him, Shawnie. I couldn’t help myself. It wasn’t really that stupid though—”

“Yes it was!” He cuts me off with a screech. “Listen to yourself! ‘There’s just something about him.’” He mocks my tone. “That doesn’t sound like a good reason to go gallivanting off with him!”

“Gallivanting?” I giggle. Shawn’s starting to sound like my mom.

He doesn’t like my response. “It’s not funny, Lys. Really!” He grabs my arms, shaking me a little. “You have no idea what he might have done to you!” He sounds almost panicked.

I pull away from him angrily. “There’s nothing wrong with him, Shawn. I—”

He cuts me off, yelling. “You can’t possibly know that!” He continues at a lower volume. “There’s something weird about him. He speaks in a very precise way, it’s odd. And his actions don’t match his appearance in the least. It’s not normal!” he says, his voice rising again.

I raise my voice to match his. “Shawn, you have no right to judge him!”

He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Look,” he says more quietly, “I know I don’t have any right to tell you what to do or where to go, but as your honorary big brother, promise me you’ll be more careful.”

I snort. “Big Brother? You’re exactly two months older than me!”

“Lys,” he says pleadingly, taking my hands. “This is serious. I’m serious.”

I sigh, reminding myself that Shawn’s really just looking out for me. “Okay, Shawnie, I promise. Look, I’m going to bed, I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Night, Lys.” As I undress for a shower, I think over the conversation some more. I suppose I’d been a bit rash, but I meant what I’d said. There really is something about Damien. He had made me feel things. He’d ignited a fire inside me I had never felt before, and we hadn’t even done anything. I couldn’t have turned down Damien’s offer to join him if I’d wanted to. I really can’t help myself, and, as much as I know it should, that doesn’t bother me.

I put my hair up to keep it dry, then step into the shower and savor the water running down my body. It feels like I’m washing away all the stress and worry Shawn had brought to my mind. The problems wash right down the drain with the soap. What does Shawnie know, really? Damien’s great.

I reluctantly turn off the water, towel myself dry, let my hair down, and walk out to my room. I slip into bed, enjoying the feeling of the silky sheets against my bare skin. Just before I fall asleep, I wonder when I’ll see Damien again, and silently curse myself for not getting his number.


CHAPTER 2

I drag Shawn to Queen’s Ball, a new club that’s been touted on campus, for their weekly Friday Masquerade Night. I’m pleased that the descriptions of it as “dark” and “gothic” haven’t been exaggerated. The walls are a deep, blood red with black lace over top, emulating textured damask wallpaper. There are large swathes of blood red, dark purple, and black fabric covering the ceiling and converging at several enormous, crystal, Victorian chandeliers that bathe the club in a soft, warm glow. Elaborate black and red sofas and armchairs are scattered along the walls.

My attire is perfect for the décor. I’m wearing a black and red corset with black lace-up boots over leather pants. In deference to Masquerade Night, I’m wearing an elaborate red mask with black lace and rhinestones, tied on with ribbon. My mom gave it to me my freshman year in high school, and it became the mask that started my collection.

I’ve got on silver eyeshadow to keep my eyes from getting lost in the mask, with a hint of blush and some dark red lipstick to balance out my face. My hair is a perfectly straight sheet down my back. My favorite necklace—a really long chain of blood red crystals which I wear wrapped around twice, so it looks like a choker and a regular necklace—completes my look.

I stand with Shawn by the bar, just outside of the red light emanating from concealed bulbs, drinking some water to cool off after dancing for nearly three hours. Shawn’s wearing black pants, a red shirt, and a cape. His mask is black with mathematical formulae written on it in silver, and forces him to forgo his glasses for contacts. He looks really good, and has had multiple offers to dance throughout the night, most of which he’s accepted.

He’s made sure to dance with me multiple times, though, and has rescued me by pretending to be my boyfriend several times throughout the night. He’s needed rescuing a couple of times as well. This night will certainly provide us with lots of fun stories to dredge up when we relax and reminisce.

I’m watching a couple practically having sex on the dance floor. It never ceases to amaze me what people are willing to do when they think no one’s paying attention, or when their faces are obscured.

“He-llo, E-ly-sa-beth.” It’s long and drawn out, and whispered right in my ear, sending fire straight through me, and alerting me to who it is. Still, I whirl around, startled.

“Damien! You scared me.” His smile grows, and he inclines his head.

“Forgive me, Elysabeth. That was not my intention.” He brings my hand to his lips, turning it to place a kiss on the palm, eyes locked on mine. My breath catches, and my heart pounds. “You look exceedingly beautiful, Chérie. This look suits you.”

I smile uncertainly. I knew who he was because he’d spoken. How had he recognized me? “Thanks. Um, what are you doing here? And how did you know it was me?”

“Chérie,” his voice drops, “I would know you anywhere.” His tone sends a shudder through me. “As to why I am here,” he continues as though he hadn’t just set my blood on fire, “my sister told me this is a great place. I will have to remember to thank her for the recommendation. Such a marvelous coincidence that you are here as well. Did you come alone?”

“No, Shawn is . . . ” I trail off as I look behind me, realizing Shawn is no longer standing at the bar. He must have found someone else to dance with. “Well, he’s here somewhere.”

“Then I take it he is not your date?”

I shake my head. “No, like I told you before, Shawn is my best friend. He’s like a brother to me.” I take a moment to admire him. Once again, he’s dressed in all black, but his shirt is a sort of netted material that clings to him like a second skin, showing off how muscular he truly is, especially as he isn’t wearing a coat. I long to run my hands along his muscles. It looks like his nipples are pierced, but I can’t be sure in the low light. His pants look like leather and are tucked into tall riding boots. He looks like an old English nobleman, and it suits him. His mask is blood red with a gold crest on the side.

“Hey there, gorgeous, do you want to dance?” Some random redhead appears from the crowd and throws herself on Damien’s arm, rubbing her boobs up against him. I want to slap her overly-inviting smile right off her face. The thought surprises me; I’m not typically a violent person.

He looks down at her in, dare I hope, disgust. “Can you not see that I am otherwise occupied?” he asks sternly. “It is rude to interrupt a conversation.”

The girl giggles, oblivious, and presses her arms together to force her boobs up higher. “I can show you a better time than a conversation.”

Something snaps, and I step forward to get in her face. Leaning my arm against Damien, I hiss, “Sorry, kitty, he’s not for you.”

She leans back as though slapped, and her inviting look turns into a mean scowl. “And who are you to decide? I can dance with him if I want.”

My glare is equally fierce. “No, you can’t. He’s mine.” Wait, did I just growl? Where did that come from? And what will Damien think of my brazen declaration?

His arms snake around me, pulling me even closer. Apparently, he doesn’t mind. “I did try to tell you . . . ” He trails off, obviously waiting for her to leave. With a final glare, she stalks off.

I sigh and pull away from Damien, who seems reluctant to let me go. “Urgh, I’m sorry, that was uncalled for.”

“No, you did quite well. I had no idea how to make her leave; you managed it without harming anything but her pride. As I am yours,” he smiles and bows slightly, holding out his hand to me, “would you honor me with this dance, Elysabeth?”

I blush, but grin, taking his hand. “Sure.” The music slows down considerably, and couples start waltzing around the floor in tribute to club décor. Or, well, it looks kind of like waltzing. I doubt anyone would win any competitions.

I follow him to the dance floor, my eyes stuck on his backside. He should wear nothing but leather, as it highlights his perfect ass. My mind goes blank, however, when he pulls me close.

“You dance well,” he offers as he leads me through a turn.

“No, you lead well.”

“It would not matter how well I led if you were unable to follow.” The seriousness of his voice makes me wonder what second meaning his words hold. His gaze holds me prisoner, and I wonder what it will be like to kiss him.

Not wanting to dwell on it, as I’ve spent no more than an hour in his company, I change the subject quickly. “So what are your weekend plans?”

“I do not know yet. I suppose it will depend.”

“On what?”

“On you.” He grins. “I am rather hoping I can include you in any plans I make.”

Oh, goodness, this isn’t going to keep my thoughts clean. “Are you asking me out on a date?”

He frowns. “Yes, but obviously not well since you had to clarify.”

“Just making sure. You could have meant as friends. But yes, I would love to spend more time with you.”

His grin splits his face, and he leads me through a little spin. “Excellent, Chérie! Shall I pick you up tomorrow? Say around three?”

I smile at his enthusiasm. “Sure, sounds good.”

“Mind if I cut in?” Damien turns to look at the man who had spoken. The newcomer is nearly a head shorter than him, though still taller than me. He has golden brown hair, and his hazel eyes shine through his blue mask. He has a square jaw and rounded lips. He wears a royal blue shirt with grey pants tucked into riding boots. Overall he appears quite good looking, but I certainly wouldn’t choose him over my current partner.

“Va t’en, Sebastian!” Damien gives him a half-hearted shove and the man laughingly disappears back into the crowd.

“A friend?”

“Depends on his current activities,” he shakes his head. “I am not so sure at the moment.” I grin, hearing the annoyance tempered with affection in Damien’s voice. The two of them are obviously close, probably like Shawn and I. Damien carefully maneuvers us to the edge of the dance floor, confusing me until I see Shawn wandering around looking concerned. I give Damien a thankful smile and scurry over to my friend.

“Lys! There you are!” he exclaims. “I went to the bathroom and then when I got back you were gone.” He throws his arms in the air to accentuate his point.

“Oh, sorry, Shawn. I was dancing. You remember Damien, right?”

Shawn looks past me and nods, his eyes narrowing. “Oh, yeah, right. What a coincidence, seeing you here.”

Damien nods. “Yes, very fortunate circumstances.”

“Lys, it’s after midnight,” Shawn says, nodding towards the door with a meaningful look. “I’d like to head home if you don’t mind.”

I do mind, but Shawn’s my ride home, and I don’t want to keep him here against his will. “That’s fine, Shawn. I’m actually getting a little tired myself.” Shawn smiles at me gratefully. “Just give me a minute.” I dig through my purse for a pen. Finding one, I turn to Damien and take his hand.

“Here’s my number, call me whenever.” It’s super old school, but when he tenses as I blow on the ink, I know it’s worth resurrecting the high school habit. Grinning, I wave and turn to leave.

“Wait, Elysabeth.” He takes the pen from me and flips my hand over, running his hand over my palm and flattening out my fingers. He writes his number slowly before blowing on the ink. My heart starts racing, heat flares through me, and I shiver slightly.

He hands me the pen and leans down to speak directly in my ear. “There is my number. Do not hesitate to call me.” His lips brush my ear and his breath stirs my hair, sending electricity right to my core. Oh, the things he does to me. He straightens and grins as though he knows precisely how much he affects me. “I will see you tomorrow, Chérie.”

I shake my head slightly to clear it. “Okay, good night, Damien.” He bows slightly before disappearing into the crowd. When he’s out of sight, I follow Shawn out of the club.

“So, you’re going out with him tomorrow?” His voice is guarded

Here we go again. “Yes.”

“Look, Lys, you’re my best friend, so I’m going to be completely honest with you. I don’t like that guy. There’s something . . . wrong with him. I can’t really put my finger on it, but I have a feeling about him.” I walk along beside him, considering what he’s saying. “Lys, please, don’t ignore me.” He stops and pulls me around to face him. His eyebrows are drawn together, his mouth a thin line. “I’m worried is all. Christ, you’re like a sister to me. I want to make sure you’re okay. That everything is okay.”

I sigh, trying to dispel my irritation. I know Shawn means well. “Everything is okay, Shawnie. I’ve already told you, he’s been a perfect gentleman. I don’t know what you sense, but I don’t sense it in the least.” I don’t mention how much Damien affects me. I don’t need to give Shawn any ammunition. I’ve never felt all that attracted to any guy, and I’ve certainly never been so turned on, much less by such innocent actions. I’m also not usually one to flirt or tease. But then again, the same argument holds true; there’s just something about Damien.

***

I wake up at ten thirty the next morning and get ready carefully. Far more than any date I’ve ever been on before, I want to look perfect. I pull out a pair of black jeans that accentuates the booty I’d inherited from my mom’s Latina genes, and my royal blue, silk and lace corset remembering what Damien had said the night before. It looks great on me, giving me an almost perfect hourglass figure. I also pull out a black t-shirt. I get dressed, pulling the shirt over the corset, to avoid being dressed inappropriately. I put on a black lace choker with beads hanging down and straighten my hair. Some neutral eyeshadow, bright red lips, and kitten heel boots with buckles down the sides complete the look. Confident I look great; I go downstairs to eat some breakfast. Shawn’s sitting at the kitchen table, still in his pajamas, eating some cereal. I get my own bowl of cereal and sit next to him.

“So, where are you and Damien going today?”

I choose to ignore his antagonistic tone. “Huh,” I pause, stumped. “I don’t know.”

His eyebrows rise. “He didn’t tell you where you’re going? Lys, this doesn’t seem right.”

“He didn’t tell because I didn’t ask, Mother. I can send him a text and ask now if you want me to. Should I be home by ten?” My voice is dripping with sarcasm. I’m getting tired of Shawn’s attitude.

“Lys, I’m just . . . ”

“I know, you’re worried. And I’ve already told you, I’m fine. Damien has been nothing but a gentleman. When you have a reason for disliking him other than ‘there’s something wrong with him’ let me know. Until then, this is childish.”

Shawn bristles. “That’s rich, coming from you. You’re the one who says ‘there’s just something about him.’”

“Sure, but I’m not disparaging him. You have no foundation for your dislike.”

“How can you say that?” he asks, incredulous. “Have you looked at him?”

“Yes, of course I have. But what difference does it make what he wears? He’s a nice guy.”

“I just—” Shawn cuts himself off and takes a deep breath, telling me I won’t like what he’s about to say. “I worry that you’re so interested in him because of the way he looks. I mean, he shouldn’t be a replacement for your obsession. And he certainly shouldn’t be a target because of it.”

I feel my face flush with embarrassment. My temper flares in response. “Shawn, you swore never to talk about this. I can’t believe I ever even told you.”

“Lys . . . I know he looks just like—”

“Don’t . . . say . . . it.” I force the words out through clenched teeth as I try to keep myself from saying something really bad. I refuse to discuss this with him. Shawn is the only person I’d ever told about my secret obsession, and there are definitely times when I regret having done so. “Look, I appreciate your concern, but, until there is a valid reason for me to not go out with Damien, I will make my own choices.”

Shawn stares at me for a minute, and I know he’s trying to find some way to gain the upper hand. I wonder why he’s so desperate for me to not go out with Damien.

I know that he had feelings for me back in high school, but I’d thought we were well past that. Finally, his gaze drops to his feet and I know I’ve won this round. “All right Lys, that’s fair. I won’t say anything else. I promise.”

“Thanks, Shawn. But I need to ask you something.” He looks at me curiously. “Your desperation for me to not go out with Damien isn’t based on your own feelings, is it?”

“What?” He looks at me like I’m nuts. “No, Lys. I thought you knew I haven’t felt that way in ages.”

I nod. “I know, but I’m having trouble coming up with any other explanation for your behavior.”

“Put your mind at ease, Lys. I learned long ago that we aren’t meant to be. I don’t want to risk the incredible relationship we have by pushing it further, and I figure that means it doesn’t need to go any further.” He throws me a little grin, and, as ever, we’re okay.

“I’m glad to hear it. I’m going to go read until it’s time for me to go.”

It’s the quickest way to pass the time, and there won’t be an awkward silence between us. We’ll be fine by morning, but we need some time to relax and digest the conversation. I go back to my room and pull out a book from my secret collection. Mere seconds later, or so it seems, tires crunch up the drive. I hurriedly grab my purse and a jacket. It’s hardly freezing outside, I don’t think it ever drops lower than fifty, but it’s too cold for a t-shirt. I reach the door as someone, I’m assuming Damien, knocks. I’m smiling as I pull it open.

Damien’s standing there in normal, though well-tailored, clothes. He’s wearing a black zip-up sweater and black cargo pants. He looks stunning, but I’m disappointed. I miss the edgier apparel, and I consider that I probably shouldn’t have worn my corset. Well, too late now.

“Bye, Shawn!” I call out as we walk out the door. I smile to see his Veyron in the driveway. “Have I mentioned how much I like your car?”

Damien laughs, hopefully delighted by my enthusiasm. “Yes, Chérie. Now, shall we go?” He opens my door for me and waits for me to get in before closing it and walking over to his side to get in as well.

“Where are we going?”

“There is a small marketplace my family likes to visit. It also has a theater of sorts. When there are no performances, music is played for dancing.”

“Sounds great. Tell me a little about yourself, Damien, I’d like to get to know you better.” We chat during the drive. He tells me about growing up in Europe. He spent time in France, Italy, and Germany, along with occasional visits to other countries. I mean to ask him about his family, but before I can, we arrive. I’m surprised by how close the market is. I can’t recall ever seeing it before. Damien gets out and comes over to my side to open the door. Once I’m out, he walks back over to his own side.

“I doubt you will want your jacket, Elysabeth. It is always rather warm inside.” He pulls off his sweater, and I gaze at him, transfixed. He has another net shirt on. It sticks to him like a second skin. He’s gorgeous. If only—No, Lys, they don’t exist. I can see all of his rippling muscles clearly defined. His eyes meet mine as his sweater clears his head. “Is everything okay, Elysabeth?”

I nod and slip off my jacket. I catch sight of the leather wristbands he’s wearing and decide my corset will be acceptable, so I pull off my shirt.

“Elysabeth! What are you . . . ” I toss my shirt into the car and glance at him.

“I wasn’t sure if this would be appropriate wherever we were going, so I covered up in case.” I laugh at the look on his face. His mouth is hanging open and his eyes are double their usual size. I walk around the car to him and wave a hand in front of his face. “You okay there?”

He closes his mouth slowly and shakes his head. “You should come with a warning, Chérie.” He pulls me up against him and I blush, feeling his desire for me. I feel like that should bother me since it’s only our first date. So why doesn’t it? Instead, I feel flattered. After a moment, he releases me and takes my hand to lead me inside the building.

When he opens the door, I understand why he likes it so much. It’s like a gothic indoor swap meet. The coloring is dark, the walls are stone, and the ‘curtains’ separating stalls are blood red. Every stall that I can see has something different, with the products ranging from clothes, to decorations, to music and books. We walk up and down the aisles, stopping to examine things here and there. I stop him when I spot an adorable layered lace mini skirt.

“Hang on, Damien, I want to try something on.” The lady at the booth gets my size, and I slip into the little curtained stall to try it on. It seems to fit perfectly, but I smooth it down in the front and back making sure it’s not too short. With my corset, the outfit is more revealing than I typically wear, but if I can find tights, it should be okay.

Satisfied, I drape my pants over my arm and step out of the stall. I scurry over to the mirror and twirl around, making sure I like how I look. The skirt reaches a bit below mid-thigh. It gives my outfit a gothic feel that makes me wish Damien was wearing his coat. Then we’d look like—nope! Not going there.

I spot his look in the mirror and turn to grin at him. “What do you think, Damien? You like?” His look morphs from surprised to satisfied and he nods slowly.

The skirt is fairly inexpensive, so I pull the tags off and buy it, having the lady put my pants in a bag instead, which Damien kindly takes for me. I cozy up to him and snake my arm around his waist, holding him close as we walk. He puts his arm around my shoulder in response and pulls me even closer.

“I need to find some tights or something to go with this skirt. It will be too cold outside.”

“I think there are a few stalls that carry that sort of thing at the far left.”

“Okay, great.”

We walk up and down the aisles, chatting about anything that comes up and stopping when either of us spots something interesting. Damien finds a CD he’s been looking for and goes to pull out his wallet. Frowning, he checks his pockets before sighing.

“Elysabeth, I seem to have left my wallet in the car. Why don’t you wait here? I will return in a moment.” I nod, and he asks the cashier to hold the CD. I look around at the nearby booths and spot a beautiful rose link bracelet in a jewelry case the next booth over. Sure that Damien will be able to find me when he returns, I walk over to take a closer look.

As I draw closer, the man at the counter turns, and I’m pleasantly surprised by how good looking he is. A girl needs eye candy, after all. He walks over to me and I do my best to ignore his rather predatory smile. He can’t do anything; this place is packed.

“Excuse me, sir; can I see the rose bracelet?”

“Of course, just a moment.” He unlocks the case and pulls it out. As he hands it to me, he catches my eye and smiles. Kiss me. The thought pops into my head. Not in the way my intuition usually does. This is stronger, as though spoken directly in my mind, and far more compelling, like an order.

It’s an odd thought, though. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear he placed the thought in my mind. But, of course that’s impossible. And I don’t want to kiss him at all. I take the bracelet and look down at it, breaking our eye contact. I catch his frown in the corner of my eye. How odd. Satisfied with the bracelet, I look back up at him, wanting to know more.

“What metal is it?” I say, not quite meeting his gaze.

“It’s enameled white gold.” He smiles again, that evil, predatory smirk, and I find myself trapped. KISS ME! Lean forward and kiss me. It’s stronger this time, and nearly irresistible. Without conscious thought, I find myself leaning forward, eyes closing. I catch his triumphant smile as I close my eyes. I shake my head, pulling back. Thought returns.

Why did I do that? It can’t be normal, can it? I don’t want to kiss this man; I want to kiss Damien. Thinking of him, my worry vanishes, and a silly grin replaces my frown. What was I thinking of? When I look back up, the man is frowning again. Does he think I’m considering stealing the bracelet? Perhaps I can put him at ease. “How much is it?”

“$334. There is a matching necklace as well. I keep it in the back, would you like to see it?”

“Um, sure, that would be great.” He walks around the counter toward a curtained off area. I turn to look at him with the bracelet still in my hands. I hardly want to be accused of shoplifting. He glances back over his shoulder and his eyes meet mine. Come with me, follow me. You want to follow me. I do, I really want to follow him. He faces forward again and pulls aside a curtain I hadn’t noticed before. I walk in before him as he obviously wants.

Boxes are stacked high along one curtain, leaving only a tiny space bare to walk. Past the boxes is a dusty display case. Assuming the necklace is in the case, I walk forward to look. Sure enough, it’s there. I smile, pleased by the beauty of it.

“Would you like a closer look?” The man’s voice is a whisper at my ear.

“Sure.” My whisper is so faint, I doubt he hears it, but he walks around the case and pulls out the necklace with care.

“I have a mirror here. Let me help you put this on so you can see how it looks.” Come closer.

“That’s great, thanks.” I walk around the edge of the display case and step in front of him, holding my hair out of the way.

He reaches around me and puts it on, fastening it at the back. “It looks lovely on you.” He catches my eye in the mirror and smiles. For a moment, wariness prickles my conscious thoughts. Lean against me. I will hold you.

I lean against him, feeling the hardness of his muscles. He obviously works out.

“This fits you perfectly. See, how it brushes the neckline?” His fingers trace along the necklace, and I feel feather light touches along my skin. “This is where a necklace should fall.” He holds my gaze in the mirror as his hands slide down to my hips. Turn around. Without thinking, I turn in his arms, looking up at him and smiling.

No! Stop!

But why? I can’t think of any reason.

His arms circle my waist, pulling me close. Entranced, I tilt my head back a bit and let my eyes flutter closed as he leans closer. I feel his breath on my lips, and I desperately want him to kiss me.

“Elysabeth? Elysabeth!” My eyes fly open and I whirl around, the spell broken, my head clear. I can’t believe what I was about to do. Damien is standing at the curtain, holding it open, staring at us with wild, worried eyes.

“Damien! I . . . I . . . ” My gaze darts between the man in front of me and Damien. The man wears a sneer as I pull myself away from him. How can I possibly explain this? I don’t entirely understand it myself. I fumble with the necklace, only just managing to get it off, and set it on the cabinet with the bracelet. I feel dirty, suddenly, unclean. I try to remember what I’ve been doing and why, but I feel like the memories are leaking out of a sieve. I wanted a necklace, and that man showed it to me. Damien’s worried. He must have been worried that he couldn’t find me.

Damien walks over and looks down at me. “Do not worry, Chérie, I will take care of you.” With an arm around my shoulder, he ushers me out of the curtained room and out of the booth. As we pass the dividing curtain, Damien stops walking and goes rigid. “Stay here, Elysabeth.” I nod, but peek through a break in the curtain to see what he’s up to. Damien stalks back over to the cashier and grabs him by the collar, lifting him up so they are nearly nose-to-nose. I can only just make out what they’re saying.

“She is with me, and under my protection,” Damien’s voice is a growl, “You know the law.”

“She wanted it!” The man hisses. I’m confused. Yes, I wanted the necklace, but I doubt this is about a simple piece of jewelry.

“You had best stay away from her if you know what’s good for you. If you are here next time I come, my father will hear of this. Be lucky I am feeling merciful!” Damien throws the man away from him, and I step away from the curtain. Questions are swirling through my mind; questions I don’t think I should ask. Who is his father that he’s using him as a threat? And what is the law Damien spoke of? What did he mean that I am under his protection?

“Are you all right, Chérie?” Damien’s voice shakes me from my thoughts.

“I’m fine.” I feel as though something should be wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it. I suddenly remember why Damien had been gone in the first place. “Let’s get that CD you wanted.”

With a nod, he returns to the booth to purchase it, and we continue our circuit of the marketplace.


CHAPTER 3

I’m happy to find that Damien’s right, there are some stalls with tights and stockings. The tights are all either far too thin or incredibly ugly, but I do find a pair of black, woolen, thigh-high stockings. I’m fairly certain that they’ll just barely be covered by my skirt.

Seeming flustered, the cashier finds my size and suggests I try them on to be sure. Surprised by the offer, I do so. Turns out I’m right, my skirt does just cover the tops, but the stockings don’t stay up well. When I point out the problem to the cashier, she leaves for a moment and returns with a garter belt.

After a quick explanation—I’ve never used one before—she leaves me to put it on as well. It works like a charm. I pay the lady and continue walking with Damien, pleased with my purchase.

When we reach the farthest corner from the entrance, I wonder where the theater is. I’m about to ask him when he steps up to a door marked VIP and knocks three times.

“Are we going to that theater you mentioned?” He smiles down at me.

“Yes, Chérie.” A large man opens the door a crack. Damien stands tall and nods at him. The guy, a bouncer, I suppose, stares at me for a moment, then looks back at Damien, who nods again, and lets us through. Behind the man is a curtain, then another set of doors. Damien ushers me through them, and I gaze around me in amazement.

The room we enter is a whole other world. The music is pounding, and I wonder how I possibly missed it out in the plaza. Everything is luxurious with cream and gold ruling the color palette. It’s very Renaissance.

Damien lets me get a good look, before leading me to the right. He stops at a door to the right of a wide mirror and punches in some numbers on a keypad. An electronic beep sounds before he opens the door. We step into a smallish room that’s a little darker than the area we just left. Mixed among the cream and gold décor are accents of red and black. It’s a nice effect, rather grounding.

“My family owns this room. We often come together to watch the dancing or any concerts being held.” I follow his gaze and realize that I’m looking through the mirror I saw outside. Cool, two-way mirror.

My eyes traverse the well-furnished room. The floor is a richly polished wood. To my left, in front of the mirror, are two Victorian couches with an ornately carved coffee table in between, under which runs a gorgeous Oriental rug. A giant flat-screen TV hangs on the opposing wall. A red and cream patterned curtain hangs directly opposite me, behind a hallway table with a large mirror and a coat rack.

“What’s with the curtain?” I ask.

Damien’s uncomfortable expression sparks my curiosity. “It is nothing to concern us, Chérie.” His vague response clinches it. I walk over to the curtain and look back at him, half expecting him to pull me away. He’s still standing by the door, however, looking extremely uncomfortable.

Since he’s not going to stop me, and my curiosity has definitely gotten the best of me by now, I pull the curtain aside and peek in. Behind it is an even smaller room that is dominated by an enormous bed. There’s barely enough room to walk around it.

“Oh. Okay.” I know I sound suddenly suspicious, but I don’t really know what to make of this. Is he expecting something? Could Shawn be right about him?

“I told you it does not concern us, Elysabeth. That is my parents’ room.” He looks worried, as though I’m going to explode any second.

Do not worry, all is well.

I accept my intuition’s assertion. Damien seems genuinely upset by my possible reaction to the room, so it’s unlikely he’s planning something.

“You said something about dancing, Damien. Can we go now? I saw some people on the floor as we came in.” Looking relieved, he places our bags on the hallway table.

“Of course, Chérie.” I leave my purse on the coffee table before he leads me out to the large dance floor. It’s not crowded, but there are enough people to make me feel comfortable. Once again, Damien proves his expertise as a dancer, leading me around the floor effortlessly.

He varies between spinning me around and holding me close, in what seems to be a mix of many styles. As the music changes, he leads me through first a waltz, and then the tango. My many years of dance lessons are paying off today. After a few songs, his eyes are shining with a desire that mirrors my own.

My mind flits to the giant bed, but I shake my head a bit, clearing that thought. It’s too early for that, Lys. I haven’t known him very long. The music changes to an unfamiliar rhythm.

“La Volta,” Damien says. “It is a dance of seduction.” The name stirs my memory, calling forth references to it in books I’ve read and movies I’ve seen about Queen Elizabeth I. I don’t understand why the music would be played now; that dance has been out of fashion for hundreds of years. The dancers, however, seem to have no problem with it.

I clumsily follow Damien through the dance, wondering how he knows the steps. He must have learned in Europe. But as he slides me along his body in the sensual movements, I don’t care. Before the song even ends, I pull away from him and take his hand, leading him back to the room. He punches in the code, and I push him through the door, kicking it closed behind me.

“Elysabeth?” My desires getting the best of me, I silence him with a kiss and start backing him to the sofa. He breaks away from me for a moment and shakes his head, probably trying to clear it. I run my hands down his chest and stomach. I was right; I can feel a barbell piercing through each nipple. I’m not usually one for piercings, but they seem right for him, downright sexy even.

“Elysabeth? What are you—” His voice is tight and cuts off completely as I kiss him again. He pulls me tight against him. His kiss is fierce and demanding, unlike anything I’ve ever known.

When we separate for air, he takes the final steps backward to the sofa. He stumbles as his calves hit the edge, but sits gracefully, pulling me with him. I straddle him to maintain my balance and lean forward to kiss his ear. As I do so, he runs his hands up my back pulling me close. He kisses his way down my neck and shoulder, before lightly grazing me with his teeth. The slight pain sends a ripple of complete pleasure straight to my core and I stop thinking.

I lean back a bit, and Damien moves his hands down to my butt to hold me. I run my hands down his stomach and, as though on their own, they drift lower. When I grasp the zipper on his pants, conscious thought kicks in again. What the hell am I doing? I get off of him quickly.

“Oh my God! Damien, I—” I drop onto the other sofa and let my head fall into my hands. This is our first date. I don’t do this kind of thing.

“Elysabeth, are you all right? We did not—I mean, I did not bring you here for this. I brought you here to dance. I hope you—Could you possibly . . . Have I offended you?”

“No, Damien,” I mumble around my hands. “You’re fine, I just . . . I’m not usually like this.” I lift my head to look him in the eyes. “I’m not into hookups. Please don’t get the wrong impression of me.” Silence falls as neither of us knows what to say, and stretches out, growing more and more awkward. I have no experience with this sort of situation. Usually, I’m pushing guys off of me. In the continued silence, I start to wonder exactly why I acted like such a horndog. I haven’t eaten or drunk anything since I left my house, so I know Damien couldn’t possibly have given me anything to cause this. Where has this odd behavior come from?

“I am sorry, Chérie,” he says gently, “you are distressed. Would you like me to take you home?”

His voice jerks me from my contemplation. “Hmm? No, no, it’s okay. But, um . . . was I . . . ” I shake my head. “Never mind. I apologize; I don’t know what I was thinking.” The longer I sit there, the more embarrassed I become. Shame starts to creep in as well. Had things gone much further, I would have seriously regretted it later, and I shouldn’t put myself in that kind of position.

“Elysabeth, do not apologize, I was a willing participant.” He grins. “I would not have allowed it to go much further. I value you far too much to take advantage of you.”

“Thanks.”

He smiles as he stands and comes to sit next to me. He hugs me close, and I nestle into him. When naughty thoughts start creeping back into my mind, I know it’s time to leave. “So, what shall we do for the rest of the day? It’s only six.”

“Excellent question, Chérie. Are you hungry?”

“Only for you.” Shit, why did I say that?

Damien laughs, a deep, rumble of joy, and squeezes me gently. “I am serious, Elysabeth. Do you have anything you would like to do?”

I think for a moment. I want to go somewhere where we can stay close without the titillating isolation we’re currently experiencing. “Do you want to go see a movie? There must be something decent playing.”

He nods, looking pleased. “That sounds delightful.”

I smooth down my skirt, checking myself over in the mirror before we head out, chatting pleasantly about nothing.

When we arrive at the theater, we discover that everything has either already started or has over an hour wait.

“Damn, I should have checked movie times on my phone. Sorry.”

“No need to apologize, Chérie, I did not think of it either. How about dinner instead?”

My stomach rumbles, voicing its opinion. “I think that’s a yes.”

“Do you like Italian?”

“Short of sushi and liver, if it’s food, I’ll eat it. Oh, and Brussels sprouts, I don’t like those either.” His laugh warms me to my toes.

We get to know each other better on our way to the restaurant. Or rather, Damien gets to know me, as he seems oddly reluctant to speak about his childhood and family. I don’t want to push, though. I’m sure he’ll open up once he gets to know me better.

Once again, Damien hurries around the car to open the door for me. When I turn in the seat to step out, his eyes are glued to the hem of my skirt where it’s shifted upwards, showing off the edge of my stockings and a bit of garter belt. He has a hungry look that makes me simultaneously desire to pull the skirt higher and cover myself up.

“Should I change back into my pants?” I tease.

“Not at all, Chérie. You look ravishing.” I try to control my silly grin as he leads the way inside. To say I’m surprised by the décor is an understatement. Once again, we’re in a Renaissance world. The people are an eclectic mix, everything from jeans and t-shirts to evening wear.

The hostess gives Damien a very obvious once over. I feel a twinge of jealousy, so I step closer to him, and drape an arm around his waist, laying my claim. My claim? Whoa, where did that come from? Damien’s arm snakes its way around my shoulders, bringing my focus to the exquisite feeling of his skin on mine.

The hostess leads us through the restaurant to some comfortable booths that overlook the ocean. How had I missed that? I certainly hadn’t noticed that we were near the ocean, nor do I remember driving uphill. But apparently, the restaurant is built on a hill with a sheer drop to the beach below.

Damien and I sit, and I make sure to adjust my skirt so the tops of my stockings are fully covered. When I’m done, the hostess, who has definitely spent the time ogling Damien, hands him his menu with a wink, but he looks past her at me. She gets the message and walks away looking glum after placing my menu on the table.

I take a moment to look out the window and down at the beach. “I certainly hope there isn’t an earthquake while we’re here.”

Damien looks up from his menu with a reassuring grin. “Do not worry, Chérie, it has survived several already.”

“How would you know that?”

He pauses for a moment, not to collect his thoughts, but as though he’s made a mistake. “The menus say open since 1800. I imagine it has survived several earthquakes in that time.”

“Oh.” I’m not entirely convinced; his answer sounds like he’s grasping at straws. I don’t get time to think about it, however, as Damien’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

“What would you like, Elysabeth?”

“Huh?” I look up and realize the waitress has arrived, and I haven’t even opened my menu. “Um, I’m not quite ready yet, sorry.”

“Do not apologize, ma chère. It is quite all right. A few more minutes, please,” he tells the waitress pleasantly.

She nods. “Okay, then. I’ll be right back.”

I finally open my menu, only to notice that something is odd. It takes me a moment to put my finger on it.

“There aren’t any prices on this menu.”

Damien looks up at me, obviously confused. “Of course not, Chérie. You have the ladies’ menu. They do not put prices on it.”

“That’s kind of sexist. Does yours have prices?”

“Yes, of course. But it is not sexist, Chérie, it is simply old-fashioned.”

“Swap with me, then.”

“Ma chère, price is no object. Not having prices is supposed to enable you to order whatever you like.”

“Oh.” I feel embarrassed that I’m making a big deal about this, somewhat irritated that Damien has just brushed my request aside, and a little dumb for not knowing about this type of thing. I can only imagine how expensive everything is if the restaurant is ritzy enough to have two menus.

Obviously, some of my emotions are readily visible. “You are uncomfortable, I apologize.”

I take a deep breath to calm down. “No, it’s okay, I’ll be fine. I’m just not used to this.” I flip through the menu and settle on a basic alfredo dish and a water. That can’t possibly cost much, right?

“Do you like wine, Elysabeth?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, not really, I don’t like the taste of alcohol.”

“I ask because they have a wine here that has a sweet taste. Would you like to try it?”

I shrug. “I suppose, if you’re having some, but I don’t know that I’ll like it.”

Damien smiles. “That is quite all right.”

When the waitress returns, I order, but Damien isn’t willing to let me get away with my plan. And I forgot that I’d told him I love seafood.

“Elysabeth, I told you that price is no object to me. Do not restrict your order on my account. She will have the seafood alfredo. I will have the chicken parmigiana. We would each like a glass of the Moscato d’Asti, and please inform the bartender that I would like a pint of the apple-blueberry cider. Oh, and the calamari appetizer, please.” His odd emphasis confuses me, but I have more important things to think of.

“Okay. Can I see your ID’s?” I fish mine out of my purse and show it to her. “Thank you. I’ll be right back with your drinks.” I wait for her to get out of hearing range as I have some major fish to fry.

“Damien, I’m sure I would have been perfectly happy with my alfredo and water.”

“I am sure. The pasta here is delicious. So imagine how much better it will be with shrimp, scallops, and clams.” I sigh. That does sound really good. But I need to make my point. I won’t stand for having my wishes ignored, no matter how gorgeous he is.

“Next time, let me order what I want, please.”

“I will, if that is truly what you want. But know that you need not sacrifice an excellent dinner for fear I cannot afford it.”

“It’s not just that, Damien. I just . . . ” I decide to try a different tact. “I don’t like people spending more money on me than I can spend on them.” His smile is so sweet it could be my dessert.

“I can understand that, but I believe you deserve the best.” I sigh, wondering how to get my point across. Before I can come up with an answer, the waitress returns.

“Thomas will be bringing your cider personally, Sir.”

“Thank you.” Damien tries the wine and nods, so the waitress fills his glass and mine before leaving. Damien takes another sip of wine and sighs. “Mmm, delicious.” His gaze is locked on me, and I briefly wonder if he’s talking about the wine. “Try yours, Chérie.” I do as he says, if only to give myself something else to concentrate on.

“Wow! This is really good.”

“I thought you would like it. It is supposed to be a dessert wine, but I often drink it with dinner.”

“Really? I thought that was a major faux pas.”

“I do not always concern myself with such things.” He says dismissively.

The bartender, Thomas, presumably, suddenly appears with a glass of cider for Damien. I’m surprised by the color, it’s a deep red. “Your cider, Sir. Will the young lady require any?”

“No.” Damien’s voice is low, but harsh, which startles me.

The bartender looks at me closely, then nods. “Of course, my apologies.” He bows and leaves, and I’m left staring at Damien, completely confused.

“So, um, what’s the cider like?”

He looks suddenly nervous. “It is quite good.”

“Oh. Did I tell you I’m allergic to blueberries?”

He shakes his head. “No, Chérie, why do you ask?”

“I’m curious why you turned down the bartender’s offer without asking me first.”

He looks incredibly uncomfortable. “This cider is special, it is alcoholic, and you can definitely taste the alcohol content. I did not think you would like it.”

“Oh. Do you think you should be drinking so much when you’re going to drive?”

“It is a glass of wine and a glass of cider, Chérie. I am hardly finishing my own six pack. I think I can manage.”

His tone rankles, and I narrow my eyes, feeling distinctly like I’m being patronized.

He notices my look. “Truly, Chérie, you need not worry. Forgive me if my answer was rude.” I nod. At least he apologized. He’s silent for a moment, absentmindedly tracing the lip of his glass with his finger. “Elysabeth, may I be so presumptuous as to assume that your actions earlier today mean you return my attraction?”

He doesn’t look at me, and for a moment I worry he’s going to give me bad news. “Yeah,” I say, hesitantly, blushing as I remember how far I almost went. “I would think that was obvious.”

The return of his easy grin relaxes me. “I simply want to be sure. I would not wish you to think I do not respect you. I genuinely like you and enjoy spending time with you. Would you . . . that is . . . ” A waiter appears at that moment with our appetizer, silencing Damien. When he’s left, I’m far too curious to let the conversation lag.

“You were saying?”

“Oh, yes.” He cheeks turn pink. “I hope this does not sound juvenile, but, would you consent to making our relationship exclusive? I do not do well with sharing, you see.”

“Are you asking to be my boyfriend?” I can’t believe it. This is the first time anyone has actually asked. I usually have to ask where we stand.

“Yes, I suppose so. Would that please you?” he looks at me hopefully.

I’m amazed at his awkwardness and sudden timidity. He usually seems so self-assured. I feel a blush spread across my cheeks as I answer. “Yeah, that would please me greatly, Damien.” His smile lights up his whole face, and an answering smile appears on my own. We chat pleasantly between our appetizer and main course, though silence falls as our meals arrive. And damn if Damien wasn’t right. The seafood alfredo is amazing.

When dinner is done, I’m not quite ready for the night to end. It’s only 9. “Is the beach open at night?”

“I believe there is only one way to find out.” He drives around to the parking lot, only to find it locked up tight. A sign proclaims the beach closed at 8 pm. I sigh, disappointed.

“I know of a beach open all night that we can visit another time, Chérie.”

“All right,” I answer enthusiastically. “I’ve always wanted to visit a beach at night.”

“You have never been?” he asks, sounding surprised.

“No, unfortunately,” I mumble, feeling suddenly embarrassed.

“We will make time when you are better dressed for cold weather,” he tells me kindly.

“I could always change back into my pants,” I answer mischievously, knowing his answer.

“Unfortunately, there is no dressing room, Chérie. But not to worry. I promise you we shall visit a beach at night when it is warmer.”

It won’t be much warmer until March at the earliest. I’m assuming he knows that, so is he implying we’ll still be together in March? Sure, I like him, but he’s awfully sure of himself, isn’t he? Then again, it could be one of those things guys say to placate their girlfriends. Maybe I’m overanalyzing things. Deciding not to comment on his words, I lean back in my seat, trying to think of something else to do.

When no ideas are forthcoming, I suggest he drive me home. On the way, I debate trying to change back into my pants in the car or keeping my skirt on and potentially listening to Shawn’s harping. He’s sure to notice the change in wardrobe, and will most likely comment on it. I catch Damien eyeing the hem of my skirt as we’re stopped at a light and decide to keep the skirt on.

The decision stumps me. I’ve always been independent, but now I seem to be making my decisions based on Damien. And doing so without a second thought. We pull up to the townhouse and I make a mental note to analyze my behavior later.

He helps me out of the car and retrieves the bag with my pants from the space between the seats. I unashamedly ogle his ass as he’s bent over. I really want to reach out and give it a squeeze. At my door, he pulls me close for a hug.

“You don’t need to say goodbye yet. Would you like to come in for a drink? I have hot chocolate and coffee.”

“That would be wonderful.” I lead him inside and greet Shawn.

“Hi Lys!” he calls from the living room. “Home already? I wouldn’t have expected him to . . . ” He trails off as he sees I’m not alone. “Oh, hello, Damien,” he says much less cheerfully. “Guess you didn’t let her get away yet.”

“I invited him in, Shawn.”

“Of course. Well, I’ll be in my room, wouldn’t want to be in your way.” He closes his door behind him before I can answer. I shake my head sadly at his reaction.

“I’m sorry, Shawn can be stupid sometimes. He’s a great guy once you get to know him though, really.”

Damien’s arms circle my waist. “I am certain. He must be, to have your friendship.”

Well that’s an odd response. I wouldn’t expect him to be so understanding.

“So, do you want coffee or hot chocolate?”

“I will have hot chocolate.”

“Great!” As I get the drinks together, I decide I should bring up my behavior earlier, especially since he wants us to be exclusive. I don’t want him expecting too much.

I set a mug in front of him and sit opposite him with my own. “Damien, um, about earlier today . . . I know I acted . . . um . . . ” Like a horny teenager. I can’t say that though. “Well, you know. But that’s not what I’m usually like, and I think I’d like to take things slow to make sure I don’t make any rash decisions. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

There is a slight hint of disappointment in his eyes, but his answer is lighthearted. “Of course not, Chérie. I would never want you to do anything you are not comfortable with. We can go at whatever pace you would like.”

I sigh, relieved. “Thanks. So, will I see you tomorrow?”

He shakes his head, looking sad. “Unfortunately, I have a prior commitment with my family.”

“Oh, that’s okay, I was just wondering.” My heart sinks as I wonder if my desire to go slow will see him pulling away. I don’t understand why I’m so affected; this is only our first date. But it’s like he’s addicting and I need to be around him.

“Perhaps we can see each other during the week?” he asks hopefully.

I grin, feeling suddenly shy. “I’d like that.” He finishes his drink and puts his mug in the sink.

“I should probably be going, Elysabeth.” He speaks slowly, almost reluctantly.

“Okay.” The sexual tension between us is almost visible, but I force myself to keep my cool. “I had a great time today. Thanks.”

“You are most welcome, Chérie.” His words are soft and warm. “I hope to see you soon.” Respecting my wishes, he takes my hand and kisses it before I walk him to the door. Despite desperately wanting another of his searing kisses, I force myself to let him go with just a smile. I stare after his car until it’s out of sight before returning to the kitchen. Shawn’s waiting for me.

“I don’t remember you wearing a skirt when you left.” His tone is deceptively calm.

“I bought it at the market he took me to. Isn’t it cute?” I twirl around, hoping he’ll drop whatever’s coming next.

“I bet if you bend over even an inch you’d be showing everyone your butt.” His voice is nearly monotone.

“Shawn! That’s ridiculous!” I scoff. “It’s halfway down my thighs. What’s gotten into you?”

“You act differently with him, Lys. You . . . ” He motions with his hands, like he’s trying to pick the right word out of the air. “Flaunt yourself.”

“Flaunt myself? I don’t flaunt myself. I found a skirt I liked, and I bought it.”

“Fine, whatever.” He turns to walk away, dismissing me, and my legendary temper flares up.

“I’ll have you know he was a perfect gentleman!”

He whirls around to face me again, eyes narrowed. “Isn’t that how they always start?” he spits out.

“How dare you, Shawn?” I say, my voice dangerously low. “Damien isn’t Zane. He isn’t you!”

Calm yourself.

The voice is stronger, clearer even, and it surprises me from my anger.

Despite the hurt that flares in his eyes, Shawn plods along with his argument. “I don’t want to see you hurt, Lys. I think you’re putting too much into this far too quickly.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, my anger returning.

“This was only your first date,” he responds evenly. “Every other first date you’ve ever been on has been short and informal. A couple hours, tops. This time you were gone all day. And look at you!” His voice rises. “You’ve never worn anything like this. Let’s face it, you’re in a revealing interpretation of a gothic outfit.”

My cheeks heat. “Shawn, there’s nothing wrong with wearing something different, revealing or otherwise.”

His eyes narrow. “You’re right. But this isn’t about something different, is it? This is for him.” My entire face heats at being so easily read. “This is just another dip into your obsession, isn’t it?” he asks accusingly, eyes narrowed. “For all your interest in vampires, I’ve never seen you like this. What’s next, a leather trench coat? I know how much you want one. How about some f—”

“STOP!” I shout, cutting him off. “You promised!”

“I did, but I can see what you’re doing, even if you don’t. This isn’t right. It’s not fair to you or him!” Well, that’s surprising, I assumed he hated Damien, maybe I’m wrong.

“I’m not doing anything!” I hate how whiny I sound. “It’s not what you think. He’s a great guy, and I really like him. I’m perfectly aware that he’s just as human as I am, thank you very much.”

“Are you, Lys?” He eyes me over the top of his glasses, one eyebrow raised.

“Yes, of course!”

“So you’ve kept him out of those vampire fantasies of yours?” His tone is sharp and bites into me. I look away, unable to answer in the negative. “Just as I thought. If you let this keep going, one of you will get hurt.”

I’m not willing to accept the truth to his words. “Look, this is ridiculous. I love you, Shawn, you’re like my brother, but stop giving me all this crap! I’m going to bed.”

I stomp up the stairs to my room, trying desperately to let go of my anger before I say anything worse than I already have. I already dealt a rather low blow. He’d only gotten handsy with a girl once, in our freshman year of college, and it was only because he was drunk. I should apologize later.

I’m really glad to see my book sitting on top of my bed where I left it. I need something to distract me. I flop down on my bed and continue reading right where I’d left off earlier.

He groaned in desperation, sinking his teeth deep into her neck. She shuddered and cried out, body falling limp beneath him. His bite was pure ecstasy, surprising her. She had expected pain. He bit again and again, lower and lower down her neck. Each bite felt like the thrust of a man inside her. It was pure bliss.

Oh, right, vampire book. I sigh and set my book aside, letting my imagination insert me and Damien in the scene. This is what Shawn’s worried about. I shouldn’t be thinking about these things. Vampires don’t exist!

I stand and walk over to my closet, opening the door and pulling aside the curtain that’s hidden by my clothes. Behind it is my hidden collection: movies, books, posters. My not-so-secret obsession. Printed pictures and drawings surround glossy posters. Gorgeous male vampires stare down at me. My heart races and I clench my thighs as I stand amidst my treasure trove. No one knows about this collection. No one. I gaze up at my posters, wishing with everything inside me that I could find my own vampire.

I shake my head. Vampires don’t exist. It’s my mantra, what grounds me when I slip too far into fantasy. I have Damien, who at least looks the part. He’s as close to perfect as I’ll get. I grimace. Listen to me! Shawn has every right to be worried. I let the lines between fantasy and reality blur far too often. I eye a drawing of a particularly sexy vampire. If he had fangs, Damien would fit in perfectly on my wall.

Then again, there’s nothing wrong with a little role playing, especially on Halloween. Perhaps Damien and I could . . . NO. Vampires don’t exist! I don’t want to freak him out. With one last, longing look at my secret alcove, I close the curtain and walk out of my closet.

I get ready for bed quickly, and slide between the sheets. Regardless of my best efforts, my mind draws images of a vampire Damien, fangs glinting in the moonlight. I stop resisting and give myself up to fantasy. Who cares what my dreams are? No one else will know of them.


CHAPTER 4

The next morning, I apologize to Shawn for what I’d said. His grin lets me know I’m forgiven, and I decide to forget what transpired. But when Damien doesn’t contact me at all the next couple of days, I start thinking maybe Shawn was right, and that Damien is just like every other guy wanting to get in my pants. It doesn’t help that Shawn keeps giving me superior looks. I half expect him to bust out with an ‘I told you so’, but, thankfully, he stays silent.

When Damien finally messages me, despite feeling like I should be upset, I can’t help but be happy to hear from him. He apologizes for his lapse in conversation, further solidifying my good opinion of him. He also calls me early the next morning and we plan on going to the laser tag arcade later in the evening.

At precisely seven, the doorbell rings, and I pull open the front door, pleased to see Damien standing there. “Damien, hi.”

He grins down at me. “Hello, Elysabeth. You look exquisite.”

“Thanks. You don’t look too bad yourself.” He’s wearing his tight black t-shirt and trench coat again, this time with black jeans and sneakers. “I love your coat. It makes you look like a—” I cut myself off just in time. I almost mentioned the “v” word.

“Look like what, Elysabeth?”

Shit! I cast around for something to say. “Like a movie star.”

I can’t read his expression. “I will take that as a compliment.” He grins and I relax. “Are you ready to go?”

I pull the door closed. “Yep.” I direct him to the laser tag arena.

When Damien pays for the game, because he won’t hear of me paying my own way, we’re told one has just started, and the wait will be about half an hour.

“Elysabeth, please explain this laser tag to me. I read about it online, but I do not fully understand the point.”

“You’ve never played?” I ask, surprised.

“No, Chérie.”

“Just wait, you’ll love it!” I follow Damien into the equipment/waiting room and go over some of the tricks to the game. A few minutes after we sit down, a huge group of guys comes in and fills in the space around us. It must be some kind of party. I try to ignore the looks aimed my way and instead focus on explaining things to Damien.

A short while later, a guy walks in and splits us into two teams, red and blue. Unfortunately, Damien and I get put on separate teams. There goes my idea of working together.

Once we’ve got our gear, we get the obligatory ‘orientation’ on equipment and course safety. We’ve got another five-minute wait after that’s done so the employees can make sure the course is clear.

Once we’re allowed in, we’re directed to opposite sides of the room. “Don’t expect me to go easy on you, Damien.” I shoulder my weapon and saunter off to join the rest of my team.

“Look, why don’t you stay hidden, sweetheart, and we’ll take care of this.” The idiot who seems to think he’s the leader puts his arm around me.

“Oh, take care of the poor defenseless girl, huh? Isn’t that sweet.” I roll my eyes in disgust and shove his arm off of my shoulders. The lights dim, and a voice comes over the intercom.

“Ready your weapons. The battle commences in three . . . two . . . one . . . ” A loud gong sounds, and I race away from my so-called teammates. It’s not just for fun anymore, now I have something to prove.

I play sniper for a while, before having to abandon my prime location to avoid getting hit. I circle around the room, shooting every red team member I come across before ending up back in my original hideout. I check my back every few seconds, so I’m shocked when my vest lights up. I duck down and turn. Damien is standing about five feet from me with a satisfied grin.

My eyes narrow. He cost me my perfect game. Without a second’s thought, I simultaneously raise my gun and pull the trigger. His vest lights up, wiping the smirk off of his face, and I run for it.

I catch Damien again just after he’s fired on one of my teammates. He looks down in surprise at his vest before spinning, and apparently firing, almost instantaneously. My vest lights up as well. With a smirk, he takes off around a corner. How the hell did he move so fast?

I spend the last five minutes of the game searching for and hitting Damien, although he hits me almost as often. I hit other red team members if I cross them, but they aren’t my main focus.

Finally, time is called, and I shoulder my gun to head back to the equipment room. I only make it three steps before I’m grabbed around the waist and pulled up against a muscular body.

“You did well, Chérie.” He whispers in my ear. Goosebumps pebble my skin instantly. He drops a kiss on the back of my neck before walking with me. Eager to see my results, I walk quickly, pulling him along behind me.

“We lost?” I say as I’m handed the results sheet. “By 150 points?!? Damien, how did you get nearly three hundred hits by yourself?” I stare in disbelief at the results that I’m holding.

“I aimed, and I pulled the trigger, Elysabeth. In the same way you managed one hundred.”

“Yeah, but, still, that’s an insane score.”

He points at my row. “But look, Chérie, you took the fewest hits.”

“By two,” I say, somewhat disappointed.

“Still, it is an admirable achievement.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure,” I wave away his statement in my shock. “Your score is amazing, Damien. I can’t believe you’ve never played before.”

“Never, Chérie, but that was quite fun,” he answers with a smile.

“Do you want to play a second game?” Maybe I can get a perfect game after all.

He nods. “If you are up to it.”

“Sure. Let’s make sure we’re on the same team this time.”

“Agreed.” He pays for a second game, and we go back to the equipment room. I’m not the only girl this time, but I can’t decide if that’s a good thing. I don’t like the way Bubble Boobs over in the corner is eyeing Damien. It’s rude! It’s obvious we’re on a date. He has his arm around me.

He chuckles and leans down to whisper in my ear, having obviously noticed my annoyance. “Ignore her, Elysabeth. She means nothing.” I can’t help but grin at the frown Bubble Boobs wears.

When the guy shows up to split us into groups again, I can tell he briefly contemplates splitting us up, but a quick glare gets him to divide the room down the middle. Miss Bubbles is on the other team. Awesome.

We get geared up, listen to the orientation, again, and head into the room.

“Do you wish to stick together, Chérie?”

“For the most part, that will be a good idea.” When the gong sounds, we find a fully protected corner. We bobbed up and down shooting at the opposing team, hitting target after target. We make a veritable light show of blue. It’s a lot of fun. All good things must come to an end, though.

Damien straightens up suddenly. “We have company, Chérie. I do not know which team. I will go right, you go straight. They cannot hit us both.”

“Okay.” I take off running, determined to keep a perfect score this time, as Damien was the only one who hit me the last game. I hear a ding, but my vest isn’t blinking, so I keep my head down and run faster. When I make it to the end of the ramp, I duck around the wall and try not to laugh at how seriously we’re taking this game. Like the shots can actually hurt us or something. But still, that’s the fun part. I work my way around to the ramp down from the direction Damien went, but he’s nowhere to be found.

He’s probably heading back to my side to look for me. I creep around the course, hitting blue team members as often as possible. I finally think I see Damien, and creep up behind him. A quick look is all I need to realize it’s not him, but thankfully he’s on my team. Hearing me, he turns and smiles.

“Hey there, sexy, come to team up with me?”

Ewww. “I’m already on your team. We’re both red.”

“Well, I could use a partner.” His eyes rake my body, making me wish I was wearing a shapeless sack.

“I already have one.” I try to go around him, but he blocks my way.

“I don’t see you with anyone.”

“We got separated after an ambush.”

“So you don’t have a partner at the moment. I can take care of you for now.” He waggles his eyebrows at me.

“I don’t need to be taken care of.” I sigh. “Just let me pass.”

“If you want to go by, you’ll need to pay the toll.”

“Screw this.” I turn and start running back the way I’d come. What is it about guns, even toy ones, that make guys think they rule the planet?

I’m not able to find Damien for the rest of the match, which is hardly surprising, considering the size of the room and the darkness. But when the lights come up, I come across Damien speaking with a visibly terrified guy. On closer inspection, I’m pretty sure it’s the same idiot who was annoying me earlier.

“I will not have you speak that way about, or with, my woman. Do you understand me?” His voice is an ugly growl.

“Uh . . . Damien?”

He whirls around and I realize his eyes are much darker than normal, almost black. I have to check this jealousy. “Elysabeth.” The relief is evident in his voice. “There you are. I was worried.”

I eye him skeptically, then purposefully look at the guy he’d been talking to. I jerk my head at the guy, who takes off at top speed. “Yeah, I can see that. What’s your problem?”

“He was boasting about you to some friends,” he replies, as though that justifies his actions.

“So he was being an idiotic guy. That doesn’t mean you can scare him half to death.”

His brow furrows in confusion. “You do not wish me to defend your honor?”

“Defend my honor?” I scoff. “Damien, you sound like a living time capsule. What are you going to do, call him out? Meet him at dawn with pistols? Don’t be ridiculous. Come on, let’s go get our scores, then I’d like you to take me home.”

“Very well, Chérie.” I lead him out of the room, unsure of what to do. I’ve heard that extreme jealousy is often the first sign of a controlling relationship. Is it worth the risk? I look over my shoulder at his near perfection. Hell yes. I’ll talk to him about it.

We get our scores and I don’t even celebrate being the only person not hit. I walk silently out of the building, with Damien following close behind, until we’re out of earshot, then I turn and lean against the wall, arms crossed, waiting for him to catch up.

“We need to talk about this,” I say flatly.

He nods. “As you wish, Elysabeth.”

I make sure to look him directly in the eye. He needs to understand how serious I am. “You have to tone things down. You’ve told me I should just ignore you getting checked out and hit on. You need to take your own advice and ignore when it happens to me because I will not tolerate you being an overbearing, jealous prick.”

I get ready to run for it if it looks like he’s going to explode. I want to push his buttons, and push them hard, to see if he’s jealous, as our relationship is still so new, or if he has issues.

“Elysabeth,” he says pleadingly, “you must understand, the things he was saying—”

I raise my hand to cut him off. “Are no doubt no worse than half of the things women have been thinking about you. Women just know better than to say it when others can hear.”

He looks like he’s considering my words. “But, how can I just let them say such things?” So far so good. No explosions, anyway.

“The same way you expect me to tolerate the flirting. Just ignore it. It’s not like I’m going to be tempted.”

Damien looks shocked, as though the thought hadn’t even occurred to him. “It has nothing to do with my trust of you, Chérie, I do not like to hear such things said.”

“And I don’t like to see some of the things done around you. Actions speak louder than words, and I put up with it. Because you asked me to.”

He sighs. It’s long and drawn out like he’s just been told he has to run the gauntlet. “Point taken, Chérie. I apologize for my behavior. Now, you wished me to take you home?”

“Please.” He takes my hand, and, despite my own annoyance, I can’t ignore the feeling of rightness that courses through me. Damien’s satisfied grin is mirrored by my own.

On the way home, my brain and my hormones wage a silent war. I want to continue what we started on our first date, but I want him to respect me, and I don’t want the relationship to be purely physical.

I settle on a compromise. As he says goodnight, I give him a chaste kiss on the lips. It’s a promise of more later, but only at my own pace. He brushes a tender kiss across my forehead before wishing me a good night and sweet dreams and apologizing one last time.


CHAPTER 5

“Hi Mom. Hi Dad. Happy Thanksgiving!” I take a deep breath, letting the smells of bread, roasting turkey, and mashed potatoes carry me away in a swirl of delicious memories. My mom comes out of the kitchen and pulls me back to present day with a tight hug.

“Elysabeth!” As ever, now that I’m here, I realize how much I’ve missed seeing her. “It’s so good to see you, Mija. You look wonderful! I haven’t seen you in a few weeks. And we haven’t had a real conversation in almost as long. You must tell me everything that’s been going on. Dime el chisme.”

I can see the eager look in her eyes that she gets when she’s fishing for information. I’ve been purposefully vague about my activities during our brief phone conversations. I know what will happen when I mention Damien.

“I’ve been busy, Mom, sorry. Where’s Dad?” I ask, hoping to avoid the questions.

“He’s busy in the garden, Lys,” she answers quickly, letting me know I won’t be able to escape. “But you’ve finished midterms, and finals aren’t for a while, right? Do you have a lot of homework this term?” She heads back into the kitchen, and I sigh and follow her dutifully.

“Yes, Mom, finals are a few weeks away, but I’m not always busy with school, you know.”

“Oh? Then what’s keeping you too busy to talk to your mother?” Her voice is full of excitement and interest.

I’d really hoped to avoid this discussion today, but, well, I would have to tell her eventually. “I met someone new at the library a while back.”

“Really? And what is she like?” She’s turned back to the stove, and is carefully stirring a pot of something. I can tell she’s trying to rein in her enthusiasm, but she’s not good at feigning disinterest.

Her “coy” attitude really means she wants to know everything. “He, Mom. He’s a guy.” A really hot guy who really seems to like me. I grin. “He’s really nice.”

“And . . . ?”

“And what? Mom, just ask me what you really want to know.” I try not to let my exasperation show, but I doubt I succeed.

She sets down the spoon and turns to face me. “Always direct, aren’t you, Lys? Okay, are you dating?”

I grin. “Yeah, Mom, we are.”

“Bueno, then, when do we get to meet him?” She asks like it’s a foregone conclusion that I’m bringing him home to meet them. This is precisely what I wanted to avoid.

“I don’t know, Mom. You know the whole meet the parents thing can send guys running for the hills. Give me some time. We’ve only known each other a couple of weeks.” I grin hopefully, thinking maybe I’ll get out of the obligatory ‘bring the boyfriend home to meet mom and dad’ thing. Her answer blows that idea out of the water.

“If he is not willing to meet us,” she says calmly, “then maybe he is not so good.” Oh, boy, here we go. Next will be the guilt trip.

“I don’t know if he’s willing or not, but I think it’s a bit early. I’m not in high school anymore, Mother. You don’t need to meet every guy I go out with.” My impatience and irritation comes through clearly in my voice. I love my mother, really, I do, but I want her to let me grow up.

Her eyes narrow, and she crosses her arms. Not good. “Elysabeth, no me hables con esa voz.” Her tone is stern. I gulp. “Your father and I want to make sure this boy you are seeing is good for you. We want to make sure you’ll be safe. We worry about you, Mija.”

Yep, there’s the guilt. I make sure to sound meek. “Sorry, Mom, I know. Just give me some time, please?” I try my best sad puppy dog expression.

She grins. “Okay, Lys, for now. But I expect to meet him soon, and you know your father will, too.”

“Yes, Mom. Can I go say hi to Dad now?” She nods and I head out to speak to my dad. We manage a pleasant conversation until my mom calls me in to set the table.

I help her get everything to the table before we all sit down to a great meal. By the time dinner is over, my mom has suggested at least five times that I should bring Damien home so she and my dad can meet him. And of course, my dad agrees with her. Although I’m sure it’s more because he wants to judge Damien than any real desire to meet him. I’m not ready for that, yet. I want to know if the relationship is going somewhere first. I help my mom clean up after dinner, and serve my parent’s dessert. We talk about my plans for after school, and how things are going in general as we finish the pie. Before I know it, it’s well after ten.

“Mom, Dad, I should head out before it gets too late.”

“Okay, Lys. You really should come home and see us more often. I miss you, Mijita.”

“I’ll try, Mom. I promise.” I need to call her more often, too. I really enjoy our conversations, just not when we’re talking about dating.

***

When I get home, I’m glad to see Shawn at the kitchen table. “Hi, Shawnie.” I plop into the seat next to him.

“Hey, how was Thanksgiving?”

I shrug. “Pretty good, my mom’s bugging me, though.”

“About what?” he asks me, head tilted in curiosity.

“She wants to meet Damien. I think it’s a bit soon for that. I don’t want to send him running.” I lean on the kitchen table, contemplating what that conversation would be like.

Shawn shrugs. “I kind of see your point, but I can see your mother’s too. She wants to know who you’re dating. I don’t think that’s an unusual request. But at the same time, I doubt you really want your parents to meet Damien. He’s not exactly ‘take home to mom’ material.”

“Shawn!”

“Well, he isn’t. Imagine what your parents would say if he showed up in black leather. They’d hardly be impressed. It wouldn’t even matter how he acted.”

“Shawn, come on! That’s not fair.”

“But it’s true, and you know it.”

I sigh. He has a point, but I’d like to believe Damien would know better than to wear his edgier clothes to meet my parents. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

“The usual. My dad is still convinced that if he complains enough, I’ll go into business.”

“He’ll have to come around eventually. For now, I suppose you’ll have to be content with the fact that I’m proud of you.” I give him a hug, hoping to make him feel better.

I’m gratified to see a real smile from him. “Thanks, Lys. You know, we need another game night.”

“Yeah, we do. Do you have time?”

“Nah, not now. I’ve got to work on homework. I was really just waiting to make sure you got home all right.”

“Aww, thanks Shawnie. I appreciate it. I’ll follow your example. I should probably work on homework for a bit too.”

***

The next morning, while I’m ensconced in homework, my phone rings. It’s Damien. “Elysabeth, how are you?”

“Damien, hi! I’m great, thanks. And you?”

“Most excellent, Chérie. Might I take you out tonight?”

“Yeah, that’d be great. What do you have in mind?”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “We will be having dinner then going to see Les Misérables. I unexpectedly acquired tickets to the evening showing tonight. I hope that is acceptable to you.”

“That sounds great! The musical, right?” It’s been on my “to see” list for a while, but I haven’t made it, yet. I’m glad for the opportunity to finally go.

“Yes, Chérie, but you should know the theater maintains a strict dress code.”

“That’s fine, how nice? Semi-formal or formal?” It will be fun to dress up a bit.

“Semi-formal will be sufficient.”

“Great, I’ll see you tonight. Oh, wait! What time?”

“I will pick you up at five, Chérie. That should give us enough time for dinner.” I glance at the clock. Noon.

“Sounds good, Damien. I’ll see you then.” I end the call and go to my closet. Do I have anything semi-formal?

I comb through my clothes. It’s mostly casual with a couple of costumes thrown in. Guess it’s time to go shopping. I find Shawn downstairs, sitting on the sofa, watching TV. I plop down next to him.

“Shawnie, what are you up to?” I grin at him, innocently.

“Watching TV for now.” He eyes me suspiciously. “Why?”

“I’m going shopping. I need a dress for my date tonight. I’d like your opinion. Will you come with me, Shawnie?” I lean against him and bat my eyelashes. “Please?”

He grins. “Fine, but just because I have nothing better to do.”

I give him a big hug. “Thanks! I’m ready whenever you are.”

Shawn turns off the TV and stands. “Let’s go. I know you aren’t very patient.”

I give him a playful shove. “And you are?”

***

The store is really busy, so I find the max number of dresses I can take into the dressing room.

The first one is a definite no-go. It’s black with a full skirt and a sheer bodice with tactful embroidery. I thought it looked sexy on the hanger, but it doesn’t fit right. I look like a box in a tutu.

The next one is better, but it’s not perfect. It’s a pale blue, ruched, stretchy dress that hugs all of my curves. It has a straight across neckline with halter straps. I step out to show Shawn.

“It’s a pretty dress, Lys, but it’s no show-stopper, and I know that’s what you want.” I grin. He knows me so well.

The next dress is a gorgeous teal, but when I put it on, I realize it’s much lower cut than I thought. The neckline goes down almost to my navel, and the material looks a little cheap. The disgusted look on Shawn’s face when I step out says even more than he does.

“Lys, you’re going to the theatre, not a Vegas nightclub. That’s really short and really low cut.”

“I know.” I tug at the hem and the neckline. “It didn’t look so bad on the hanger. The color is nice, though.”

Next is a royal blue dress draped to resemble a toga. I twirl in front of the three mirrors by Shawn to get a 360-degree view.

“I’m not sure this is interesting enough for me. The color is gorgeous, but it’s really plain.”

“It’s too sweet for you,” he replies.

“Shawnie!”

He’s grinning at my mock outrage, completely unapologetic. “Just saying. You have more attitude.”

My next option is much nicer. It’s a bright emerald green, which goes nicely with my hair. The skirt overlaps in front, creating a tulip petal look. The line from the overlap continues up the front and into a single sleeve on the left. It looks terrific on me.

“That looks great, Lys,” Shawn says with a smile as I step out. “I think it might be your choice.”

“I’ve got one left, and I’ve saved the best for last.”

“Let’s see it then.”

I retreat to the dressing room one more time with a grin. I’ve been saving the bright red dress. It’s knee-length, with a wide faux belt right under my boobs. The neckline is square, but the straps are wider at the shoulder giving it a bit of a halter look. It’s form-fitting and gives me a near-perfect hourglass figure. Even without Shawn’s reaction, I know this is my dress. The design is demure, but the look is sexy.

“Wow, Lys! Why’d you even bother to try on the other ones?” he says, eyes wide.

I turn in front of the mirrors, wanting to see myself from all angles. “This is it, Shawn.”

He nods enthusiastically. “Yeah, definitely. It’s really you.”

***

I’m ready by 4:45, and spend a few minutes looking in the mirror since I don’t often get a chance to dress up. I look fantastic. I’ve paired the dress with shiny, black, Mary Jane style shoes. My hair is in a messy bun with some tendrils hanging loose. I’ve always wanted to try that look, and this evening gives me an excuse to do so. I grab my purse and a shawl and head downstairs.

Shawn spots me from the living room. “You look great, Lys. I just wish you were going out with someone else.” He stands and comes over to me.

“Yeah, I know, but that’s not gonna happen. Thanks for coming with me this afternoon despite your feelings. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, Lys.” He pulls me into a hug. “You know I’m always here for you.”

“You’ll always be my best man, Shawn.” The knock on the door ends our conversation. Shawn’s look is equal parts sorrowful and resigned.

“Have fun tonight, Lys. And stay safe.”

“Thanks, Shawn.” The look of awe tempered with desire on Damien’s face when I open the door makes every second of the two hours I spent getting ready completely worth it.

“Elysabeth, you look exquisite.” There’s so much emotion in his voice that I blush.

“Thank you, Damien. You look pretty good yourself.”

His hair is pulled back, which only serves to emphasize his square jaw. He’s wearing a perfectly tailored, nearly black power suit with a dark burgundy shirt. His shoulders look a mile wide, and taper down to his hips in a perfect inverted triangle. I force my eyes back up his body and notice his tie is black with a crimson pattern.

Damien holds out his arm to me. “Shall we go?”

“Oh, yeah, of course.” I can’t miss the almost hungry way Damien eyes my legs when I get into the car.

***

At the theater, Damien pulls up to the valet parking. Eager to get inside, I let myself out before the valet can get to my door. I pull my shawl tightly around me. Although it’s only fifty or so, I’m underdressed for the weather. In my rush to get inside where it’s warm, I reach the doors just before Damien, and let myself in.

Frowning, he leads me away from the crowds of people. “Elysabeth, why do you not wait?”

It takes me a bit to figure out what he’s referring to. “I am capable of opening doors myself, Damien. It’s nice that you open doors for me, but it isn’t always necessary.”

His confusion is obvious. “You are not pleased with the way I treat you?”

“No, Damien, it’s not that at all. I love how you treat me. I’m just . . . ” I try to figure out how to explain the situation. Clearly things are different where he grew up. “I’m not used to it yet. I guess I forget sometimes.” This isn’t a battle I’m willing to fight.

“I understand, Chérie. I forget sometimes that American customs are different from European customs. You will become accustomed to my ways, just as I will grow accustomed to yours.”

“Yeah, exactly.” Hey, if he wants to treat me like a princess, who am I to forbid it?

The lights flicker in the universal call to head inside. Damien presents our tickets, and the usher calls to a second gentleman to lead us to our seats. We follow along behind the usher up the stairs and into a private balcony room. This will be a new experience.

I take in the view beneath us. The orchestra has already come in and is tuning their instruments.

“Elysabeth, would you care for a drink?”

“What? Oh, what’s available?” The man standing by Damien’s chair offers me a short menu. I take a quick look and see it’s all wine and champagne. “Just a water, please.” Damien appears ready to override me again, so I throw him a sharp look.

I see the exact moment he decides to let it go. He hands the man back the menu and orders his own drink.

From the moment the curtain rises, I’m lost in the play. I’m amazed that I can see the entirety of the stage. Because we’re seated at the side of the theater, I expected at least a portion of the stage to be obscured.

When the curtain drops and the lights come up for intermission, Damien stands and offers me his arm once more.

“Come, Chérie, walk with me and stretch your legs.” The idea sounds silly considering how much legroom we have, but I do need to use the restroom.

Unsurprisingly, the line for the ladies’ room is insanely long. When I finally emerge, I’m met with a sight I’m becoming used to. Damien is standing in a corner surrounded by several women, all vying for his attention.

I watch him for a moment, curious to see how, or if, he’ll extricate himself from the situation. A tactical error on my part, apparently.

“Surely you aren’t lost? I’d be happy to help such a beautiful lady find her way.” I glance at the speaker. He’s tall, with short blond hair, green eyes, and a chiseled jaw. He’s actually kind of cute.

I offer him a smile for the compliment. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

“That you are.” His voice has dropped to a low rumble. Probably something he thinks is sexy.

My smile drops to a frown of disgust. “Does that cheesy line actually work for you?”

“Of course, why wouldn’t it?” He flashes a stellar smile, and I can see why he’s so confident of his success. But I need to go rescue Damien.

“Excuse me.” I walk away from him right up to the ladies and push my way through like they don’t exist. “Damien, darling, intermission is nearly over. We should be getting back to our seats.”

I almost grin at the relief on his face. “Of course, Elysabeth.”

I give the women a falsely sweet smile. “If you ladies will excuse us . . . ” Sensing a lost cause, they leave somewhat dejectedly, and we’re free to return to our seats and enjoy the rest of the show.

Once the final applause dies down, I take Damien’s offered arm and let him lead me downstairs. “Damien, that was amazing! I’ve been wanting to see Les Miz for ages. Thanks for taking me.”

He smiles. “I am pleased that you enjoyed it so much, Chérie. Finally, I am able to introduce you to something new.”

“And I greatly appreciate it.” As we step outside, I’m met with a blast of cold air that renders my shawl woefully inadequate. Goosebumps race along my body, as though my limbs are having a contest to see which can play host to the most of them.

Damien, ever the gentleman, sheds his jacket and drapes it around my shoulders. “We should hurry; I would not wish you to get too cold.”

“Thank you, Damien.”

As we pull into my driveway, I try to think of some way to convince him to come inside, but he beats me to it. “Might I convince you to make me some more hot chocolate, Chérie?”

I grin. “Of course.” For you, anything. Of course, he can’t know that. Once we’re inside, I give him back his jacket with a chaste thank you kiss.

We sit at the kitchen table, quietly discussing the show as we drink our hot chocolate. It’s nice, almost domestic, and I’m amazed by how natural this feels. There’s something special between us, of that I’m certain.

As he leaves, Damien takes my hand, and meets my eyes as his lips brush my knuckles. I can see the request in them, almost pleading. He wants more, and I want to give it to him, but I drop my gaze at the last second, afraid that I’ll react like I did before.

“Good night.”

Disappointment flashes in his eyes. “Good night, Elysabeth.”

I bite my lip as he turns away. “Damien?” He turns back to me and I pull him to me for a hug. “I really appreciate you letting me take this at my own pace.”

“You need not thank me for common courtesy, Elysabeth.”

“It’s hardly common. So, really, thanks.”

He steps back, and his gaze drills into me. I don’t know what he’s looking for, but he obviously finds it, because he nods. “Pleasant dreams, Chérie.”

“You too, Damien, and thanks again for a wonderful night.” I blush as I realize just how that can be construed.

If his grin is anything to go by, his mind has already found its way there. “You are quite welcome. I am pleased that you enjoyed yourself. Until next time, Chérie.”

***

I glance at my ringing phone and briefly consider not answering. Not that it would do any good. I know my mom will want to know if I’ve invited Damien to dinner yet, and if I don’t answer now, she’ll call back later.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Lys, Mija, how are you?”

“I’m good, Mom. You?”

“I’m good, Lys. So tell me, what have you been up to?”

“Damien took me to see Les Misérables last weekend. It was awesome! Just as good as I’d always imagined. And we were seated in a private balcony!”

“That sounds fun, Mija. And when will your father and I get to meet him?”

I sighed, frustrated. “I don’t know, but why does it matter? Why can’t I just enjoy seeing him? Why does he have to meet you? I’m able to decide if someone is okay to date by now.”

“Elysabeth!” She rebukes me. “Don’t give me that attitude. We have discussed this. You asked for time and I have given it to you.”

“It’s been a week!” I practically yell into the phone.

“Elysabeth! Que te dije?” Her voice is razor sharp. I can easily picture her angry, disappointed look.

My eyes widen and I hunch down in my seat. Shoot, I have to keep my temper under control. “Sorry, Mom. I haven’t talked to him about it.”

“I think you should. Soon.”

“Yes, Mom,” if only to get you to leave me alone. “I need to work on my homework with finals coming up. Can I talk to you later?”

“All right, Lys, but I expect to meet your Damien soon.”

“Yes, Mom, love you.”

“I love you too, Mija.”


CHAPTER 6

I’m well ensconced in my homework when Damien’s ringtone resounds through my room.

“Hi, Damien,” I answer eagerly.

“How are you, Elysabeth?”

“I’m good. You?”

“I find myself missing your presence.” My answering smile is instantaneous.

“I miss you too.” There’s a short pause. “So, what’s up?”

“Oh, forgive me, Chérie. I called to ask if I may see you.”

I stare at the books and notes in front of me. I’ve been ignoring them too long. “I’d love to, but I’ve got to keep working on my finals. I’ve fallen behind on my projects and studying, and I need to correct that.”

“I understand, Chérie. I respect your work ethic.”

I can tell he’s trying to hide his disappointment, and I really want to see him. “Do you have anything to work on, Damien?”

“I do. I have a paper for World Ethics, and a business presentation for Leadership. I suppose I should follow your example and work on them.”

“Maybe you can bring your work here. Or I could work on my assignments at your place?”

“That is an excellent idea, Chérie. But since you are already working on projects, and I have not yet started, I will come to you. I will see you there soon.”

“Okay, sounds good. I’ll see you in a bit.”

I hang up with a grin. I’m sure finals work will be a lot more fun with a study buddy, though perhaps not as productive.

Briefly, I contemplate changing out of my study clothes which consist of my typical pajama bottoms, sports bra, and a hoodie because it’s chilly. I discard the idea, because less clothes mean Damien’s hands can make skin-on-skin contact much more easily. And, of course, my hands will need to do some exploring as well. I long to run my fingers through his hair, down his chest—I cut off that line of thinking with a sigh. It’s not going to help me get homework done.

To give myself a moment to calm down, I head downstairs for a drink.

Shawn is in the kitchen and takes in my appearance. “No date today?”

“Damien’s coming here. We’re having a homework afternoon.”

“I see. Well, you enjoy your homework.”

“Don’t you start, Shawn. You know I’m not like that.” Or, at least, I never used to be. Wasn’t I just thinking about that? I shake my head to dismiss the thought.

Shawn takes a deep breath. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Just, something about him sets my teeth on edge. When he’s around, my hair literally stands on end.”

I wrinkle my nose. “That’s weird. But you still know me better than that.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I’m going to go work on my own homework before I say something really stupid.” My heart goes out to him. He looks like someone kicked his puppy.

“Shawn?” He turns and looks at me. “You’re still my best man.”

He grins and winks, but I can tell by the look in his eyes that his heart isn’t fully in it. “Don’t you know it.” With a quick hug, he heads off to his room, looking a little less dejected.

I head back up to my room, connect my phone to my speaker, and put on my ‘study’ playlist. It’s mostly Spanish music. My mom played the same songs all the time as I was growing up, to remind herself of Mexico, meaning they’ve become strictly background noise for me. Shawn thinks it’s funny that I often sing along, but I genuinely enjoy the songs, and I often don’t even realize I’m singing.

Sometime later, as I’m deeply engrossed in my work, I’m startled by a voice behind me. “You sing beautifully, Chérie.” I spin around, thoroughly surprised to see Damien there. “I am sorry I startled you. Shawn let me in.”

I wave away his apology. “Oh, no, it’s okay.”

“I did not know you spoke Spanish,” he says, leaning against the door jamb.

“Yeah, my mom’s from Mexico. She taught me.”

“It is a beautiful language. I am taking Spanish for my foreign language requirement.”

“It should be pretty easy for you with the languages you already know. From what I’ve learned in French class, the two have some similarities, and Spanish is definitely the easier of the two languages.”

“Some small ones, I suppose, but it is more difficult than you would think.”

“Oh, pobre Damien. Tienes dificultades con el español?” I tease him.

“Et toi, Elysabeth,” he asks with a grin, “avec ton Français?”

“Mieux que ton espagnol, je pense.”

He holds his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “You win, Chérie, you win. Now, I believe we are here to do homework.”

“You are quite right,” I say, adopting a lofty tone. “It was rude to interrupt me in such a manner.” My grin removes the sting from the words.

Damien offers me a formal court bow. “Forgive me, dearest. How may I ever remedy such a grave injustice?”

Smiling, I indulge in our silly behavior. “I believe a declaration of your undying affections and a heartfelt apology would be sufficient.”

He steps forward and drops to his knees at my feet then takes my hands in his, as though begging for his life. “Ah, my Elysabeth, you know I love you more than life itself. For you, I would travel to the ends of the world. I would pluck out mine own heart, if it would see you happy. Forgive my dreadful injustice against you. Simply tell me how to appease you.”

Feeling somewhat self-conscious at the seriousness of his tone, I give him a little shove. “Enough, enough!” I’m laughing, trying to keep the situation lighthearted. “You have my forgiveness.” I stand to head downstairs. “I’m going to get a—”

Damien pulls me back to face him, showing me the raw emotion in his eyes. He pulls me close and I feel trapped by his gaze. “I do care for you greatly, Elysabeth. Truly.” His voice is soft.

Give in.

The voice is stronger than usual, but I attribute it to my growing desire for the man holding me. I do as it suggests, closing my eyes and tilting my head in the universal invitation. His lips meet mine softly, but the kiss conveys a strength of emotion that surprises me. His kiss is telling me the story of his emotional attachment. I’m surprised by the depth of feeling considering how short a time we’ve been together.

It’s everything I’ve ever imagined a perfect first kiss being, despite it not being our first. It’s soft, slow, sensual, and heartfelt. He pulls back, seeking my approval. A small grin is all he needs. With a sigh he pulls me to him tightly, crushing my lips with his. It’s a repeat of that afternoon at the marketplace, but I have no desire to stop this time.

He backs me to my bed, pushing me down, and covering my body with his. My hands roam his back, as his travel up my sides. I wrap my legs around his, pulling him closer, and grinding against him, eliciting a groan.

“Elysabeth, you drive me wild!” I kiss my way down his neck, stopping at the sensitive juncture to his shoulders and bite down lightly. His guttural groan of pleasure leads me to bite again, slightly harder.

He pulls away from me and leans down to my neck, running his lips along the curve from ear to shoulder. I suddenly feel something sharp, like he has fangs! “Mmm, yes, bite me, Damien!”

He pulls away from me suddenly, and I realize what I’ve just said. I can feel myself turning crimson. “What did you say, Elysabeth?” he asks guardedly.

Thankfully, I don’t have to answer. A knock at the door has us flying further apart than we already are.

“I’m really sorry if I’m disturbing you two,” comes Shawn’s voice from outside. He sounds anything but sorry. “But Lys, someone is calling for you.” I adjust my clothes and walk to the door.

I open it with a smile. “You’re only interrupting our work, but that’s okay.”

His skeptical look lands on Damien, before morphing into surprise; shock, even. When I turn to look at Damien myself, I see nothing out of the ordinary. Shrugging, I turn back to Shawn and hold out my hand. “I muted the phone,” he tells me.

“Thanks, Shawn.” His answering smile is off, almost wary, which confuses me.

When he turns away, I close the door and un-mute the phone. “Hello?”

“Elysabeth?” The voice sounds dreadfully familiar.

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“Lizzy, it’s me. Why is that nerd answering your phone?” It’s Zane, my ex-boyfriend. He calls every few weeks trying to get me to go out with him again. And he’s never learned that I hate being called Lizzy.

“You must have a wrong number.” I hang up without giving him a chance to reply, and quickly program his number into the phone so it will show up on caller ID. I don’t want Shawn answering him again. It’s a shame that cordless phones don’t have individual ringtones like cell phones do. I look back up at Damien with a smile. “I suppose we really should get to our work.”

“Yes, indeed. I must thank Shawn for his timing.” He isn’t the least bit sarcastic. I know he really is thankful we’d been interrupted before doing anything stupid.

We buckle down and work on finals for a few hours. I finally close my books and plop down on my bed next to him around five. Grinning, he closes his books as well, pulling me up against him and stroking my hair. We just sit that way for a while.

I notice Damien really taking in my room. He comments on some of the figurines. “I particularly like your mask collection, Chérie. Do you ever wear them?”

“Rarely. I don’t get many chances, you know?” He nods, and I tell him how I built up my collection after my mom bought me the red and black mask years ago.

We’re so comfortable, and there’s an air of such relaxation that I decide to bring up dinner with my parents. “Damien?” He momentarily stops stroking my hair to answer.

“Yes, Elysabeth?”

“I’ve told my parents about you, and they’re eager to meet you.”

“I am perfectly amenable to that idea,” he says easily. “I am surprised they did not request a meeting earlier.”

“Oh, they did, but I didn’t want to freak you out. You know, meeting the parents and all that.” I grin. “I’ve heard it can send guys running for the hills.”

“I have no intention of giving you up, Chérie.” My grin grows wider. I don’t intend to let him get away either.

“Would tomorrow work? I’m having dinner with them at five. I can let my mom know to expect one more.”

“That sounds delightful, Chérie.”

“Great, let me give her a call.” I stand to retrieve my phone from my desk. I decide to make the call from there, not wanting Damien to overhear my mom’s excitement.

“Hello?”

“Hi Dad!”

“Oh, hello Sweetheart. How are you?”

“I’m great, Dad. Can I talk to Mom?”

“Of course, hang on.”

“Thanks.” He calls for my mom, then there’s a quick scuffle as one phone is picked up and the other is set down.

“Hello, Lys, Mija. It will be so nice to see you tomorrow. I know you’re busy, but we hardly see you.”

“Um, about tomorrow, Mom.”

“You are coming, aren’t you?” The sadness in her voice has me rushing to reassure her.

“Of course I am! I just want to let you know to expect an extra person.”

“Oh, is Shawn coming? That’s okay. I’ve planned your favorite, so we’ll have plenty.”

“That’s great Mom, but no, not Shawn. Your surrogate son is actually having dinner with his biological parents.”

“Then who, Lys?”

The barely suppressed excitement in her voice makes me smile. “I’m bringing Damien.” I brace myself for the explosion of delight. It doesn’t take long.

“Oh! How wonderful! We finally get to meet your Damien. But I must say, it took you long enough. You’ve been together how long?”

“Just a few weeks, Mom,” I say quietly. “Now, I’m guessing by your reaction that he’s welcome?”

“Of course! We’ll see you at five, still?”

“Yes, Mom. See you tomorrow.”

“Have a good evening, Lys.” I end the call and grin at Damien.

“Tomorrow at five. My mom’s making her awesome fajitas with apple crisp for dessert. Are you ready?”

“I will do my best. It will be nice to meet your family.”

I sit back down on the bed next to him. “Speaking of . . . I wouldn’t mind meeting your family. You’ve mentioned brothers, though not how many, and a sister, but I don’t know anything else.”

Damien tenses. “My family is . . . different. I am not sure you would like to meet them.”

“Of course I would. My parents are a little odd, too. But their quirks are what make them family.”

“It would be . . . uncomfortable for me, Chérie. You shall understand one day.”

I briefly wonder if Damien is embarrassed by me, but push that thought aside. Even if he is, it won’t do any good to dwell on it. Maybe he doesn’t want me to meet them so soon. I can see how it would be different for a guy to bring a girl home. “Okay, Damien. Will you at least tell me about your family?”

“I would, Chérie, but I promised my mother I would be home for dinner as we are having company. Remind me another day and I will tell you.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

He grins, but it looks rather forced. “I am sure you will.” He stands to leave and helps me up, too. I walk him to the door, and he hesitates before taking my hand.

“I think we’re a bit beyond that, now, don’t you, Damien?”

He pulls me close, placing my arms around his neck. The kiss is searing, like he’s branding me, and I can’t stop the small moan that creeps up my throat. He suddenly stiffens and pulls away to look behind me. I know that Shawn is there.

“One more, he can wait.”

Damien leans back down with a grin. “I would not dream of disagreeing with you.” He dips his head and kisses me good-bye. It’s sweet, and lingering, turning me to mush. “I will see you tomorrow, Chérie.”

“Bye, Damien.” I realize my voice is rather breathy when he chuckles. As I close the door, I lean against it and sigh with a stupid grin on my face.

“Lys, what’s wrong with you? I’ve never seen you like this! Your reactions to Damien are completely different from your reactions to any other guy. You’re being . . . you’re being prurient!”

Shawn’s harsh words, almost shouted, make me jump, having been lost in my own world. I can feel my face heat as I process what he’s said. “Prurient? Really, Shawn?” I don’t think I could inject more disdain in my tone if I tried.

“Do you prefer slutty?” I’m shocked into inaction for a moment. Shawn and I have said some shitty things to each other over the years, but this takes the cake. Nothing gives him the right to call me that. I stalk forward, swiftly closing the space between us, and slap him. “How dare you, Shawn? What the fuck gives you any right to call me slutty?”

He holds his cheek and glares at me. “Okay, fine, I deserved that, but it doesn’t change the truth. You act very different with Damien.”

I can hear the implied apology in his voice, but I’m angry enough to ignore it. “What difference does it make to you how I act with him? I’m an adult and can act however the hell I want!”

“I’m trying to look out for you, Lys!” he says, getting in my face. “You aren’t acting like yourself, but you aren’t willing to acknowledge it! I’m worried about what’s going on with you!”

He’s yelling, and I raise my voice to match. “Everything’s fine, Shawn!”

“It’s not fine! This relationship is a disaster waiting to happen!”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I spit at him.

“He’s hiding something Lys.” Shawn’s abrupt return to a normal speaking voice surprises me.

“You don’t know that,” I say calmly

“Yes, I do. You’ve said he won’t talk about his family. And the way he speaks is odd. Very formal.”

I don’t really have anything to say about his reluctance to speak about his family. How many times have I found it odd myself? But I can defend his speech. “English isn’t his first language. He’s bound to have some anomalies in his speech patterns.”

“Whether you want to admit it or not, there is something wrong with him.” Shawn runs his hands through his hair and sighs. “Look,” he says, staring at his shoes. “I’ve been trying to figure out whether or not to tell you this. Earlier, when Zane called and I interrupted you in your room, his eyes were almost completely black. There was no iris! It was uber creepy!”

“Black eyes?” I snort. “Come on Shawn, that’s ridiculous. I’m sure it was a trick of the light.”

“Why are you so hell bent on ignoring my concerns, Lys?” he asks, sounding hurt.

“Why are you so determined to find something wrong with him?”

“Because there is!” he shouts, sounding exasperated.

My temper, which had cooled down a bit, erupts again. “Unlike you, Damien is perfect! There is nothing wrong with him!”

You must calm yourself, Elysabeth.

The voice is louder and clearer than ever, but it’s too late. The lava is already bubbling over Mount Lys. “He treats me like a princess. He doesn’t question my decisions or call me names. He doesn’t question my friendship with you, even though you treat him like crap. In fact, despite you acting like a jealous asshole around him, he’s never even said a word against you.” I take a deep break and continue my onslaught.

“I have no idea why you’re such a dick about Damien. Hell, you treated Zane better, and look at what an asshole he turned out to be! You know, maybe if you’d find someone to go out with you, you wouldn’t be so obsessed with me and my choices!”

He reddens, but doesn’t back down. “I don’t need a girlfriend; I’m focusing on school. And I’m not obsessed! I’m worried!” he pauses. “I’m trying to protect you,” he says quietly.

“I neither need nor want your protection.” I mockingly draw air quotes, and I can tell I’ve pushed Shawn too far when he straightens up and frowns.

“Just because you don’t like that I’m protecting you doesn’t mean I have to stop,” he says flatly. “My advice to you,” he points at me, eyes narrowed. “Stop seeing Damien. It’s going to end badly. You’ll thank me for this one day, you’ll see.”

“Over my dead, rotting corpse!” I storm out of the kitchen and up the stairs, fuming. What the hell is wrong with him today?

“I’m not done with you!” Shawn yells from the foot of the stairs. “I want you to keep Damien out of my house!”

“Well too bad!” I yell down to him. “I’m done with you, you . . . you overbearing, meddlesome prick!” I slam my bedroom door behind me with enough force to make the wall shake. Shawn’s door slams moments later. I throw myself into my desk chair, causing it to spin. My eyes land on the photo of me and Shawn on my dresser.

I stand and walk over to it. Our grinning faces stare up at me, seconds away from laughter. I remember the day perfectly. Shawn had helped me pick the perfect outfit for my first college date, only for me to call him a half hour in when my dipshit of a date got pissed that I stopped him from putting his hands up my skirt. To cheer me up, Shawn treated me to dinner at my favorite restaurant.

I force myself back to the present and set the photo down. What have I done? I let Mount Lys erupt again. The thought of Shawn’s nickname for my explosive temper makes me feel worse. Have I destroyed our friendship?

I crawl into bed sadly, but toss and turn for several hours, finally going downstairs around two. I obviously don’t succeed in my attempts to stay quiet, because Shawn comes into the kitchen as I’m mixing my hot chocolate.

He rubs his eyes and squints against the light. “Lys? What are you doing? You went to bed hours ago.”

“I was thinking about our fight earlier,” I say sadly, head hanging. “Shawnie, I’m really sorry about what I said.”

Shawn takes my mug from me and pulls me into a hug. “I don’t deserve an apology. I’m sorry I was such an ass to you.”

“‘s’okay,” I mumble. My voice is muffled by his shoulder.

“It’s not, but let’s forgive and forget. We both said shit we shouldn’t have.”

I nod and pull away from him. “Shawnie? Why do you hate Damien?”

“Let’s go to the living room, Lys. I think this is going to be a long conversation.”

We settle on the sofa, each leaning on an arm, our legs pulled up and feet touching. We sat like this when we were younger and called it our sharing secrets position. I remember being convinced I could tell if Shawn was lying by the position and tenseness of his feet.

“Lys?” I look up and meet Shawn’s expectant gaze. “Where’d you go?”

I grin. “I was thinking about when we used to do this in high school.” He grins, too, but when I fix him with an expectant stare, he sighs.

“I don’t hate Damien,” he says reluctantly.

“But—”

“No, let me have my say. I don’t hate him. He hasn’t given me a reason to hate him. But he sets my teeth on edge.” His forehead creases. “I feel uncomfortable around him. On top of that, you act so incredibly different with him.” He shoots me a quick, apologetic look. “I know that you let your fantasies run away with you, and that’s not healthy or fair to Damien. You should like him as he is, not for what you imagine him to be.”

I sigh, feeling guilty. “You’re right. I do. I imagine he’s a vampire sometimes—I know, vampires don’t exist—and yes, I act differently with him. Hell, I came close to having sex with him on our first date. But that’s because I feel different.” I glance up at him nervously. “I need to tell you something, but you have to keep it a secret.”

“Okay, I can do that. What’s going on?” His voice becomes softer, concerned. “Has he done something to you?”

“No! No, nothing like that. I just . . . ” I sigh. “Look, I’ve never felt this way for anyone. He makes me . . . feel . . . things.”

“What things?” I can tell he’s genuinely confused, so I continue despite the burning in my cheeks.

“Look, before Damien I’d never felt . . . desire.” Holy crap this is embarrassing.

“What, you mean you’ve never been turned on by someone?” His tone conveys his obvious disbelief.

“Exactly. Why do you think I’ve never slept with anyone? You know I’m not religious, and I don’t exactly have really high morals. I thought it was stupid to do it just because. I wasn’t ever attracted to anyone.”

“Is that why you stopped dating?”

“I didn’t really stop; it slowed down . . . but yeah.”

“And Damien . . . has . . . ” I can tell he’s uncomfortable with that line of thought.

“Yeah, he, um . . . ” I wave my hands, and Shawn nods his understanding. “But we haven’t gone that far. After I got carried away that one time, I told him I wanted to take things slow, and he’s respected that.”

Shawn snorts. “Oh, sure.”

“Don’t judge a situation you don’t understand, Shawn.” I snap. “If I say stop, he stops.”

Shawn holds up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, sorry.”

“I just . . . Damien makes me feel normal. I mean, I have normal reactions to him, which I haven’t with anyone else. I always felt so odd, like a freak, that I’d never been . . . attracted to someone. For a while, I wondered if I was a lesbian, but I wasn’t attracted to women. It was confusing, and difficult.”

“I can imagine, but why did you never tell me?”

“Because, Shawnie, I was embarrassed. This is awkward to talk about, even with you.” I stare at my fingers twining in my lap. I don’t want to mention that I felt it was cruel to talk to him about this back when he still had feelings for me.

“And now Damien’s helping you with that,” he states plainly. I nod. “So . . . you’re what? Making up for lost time?”

I shake my head. “No, not at all, but I’m going with my instincts and following my heart.” I try to ignore the little voice that tells me it’s odd that I’ve suddenly found someone who awakens these feelings in me. I don’t want to think about it, I want to live in the moment.

He nods slowly. “I suppose I can understand that. But doesn’t it concern you that you’ve suddenly started experiencing . . . these feelings?” Trust Shawn to bring up exactly what I want to ignore.

“Yes, and no. Yes, because it is odd, but I know that everything is okay.”

“How, Lys? How are you so certain? What do you know that I don’t?” he asks earnestly.

“My intuition keeps telling me everything is okay. It’s the reason I looked up and saw him in the library that day.”

His eyebrows creep up his head. “You’re saying your intuition led you to him?”

“Yes, and you know it’s never been wrong.”

“Yeah, it’s actually kind of scary.”

“So will you leave me alone about what I choose to do with my boyfriend?”

Shawn has the grace to look ashamed. “Yeah, now that I understand what’s going on. Sorry I’ve been overreacting.”

“It’s okay, I forgive you. Just, really, no more. Promise?”

“Yeah, I promise.”

“Thanks, Shawn. I don’t want to throw away our friendship over a guy, and I don’t want to stop seeing Damien when he’s done nothing wrong.” I give him a tight hug. “You’ll always be my best man, Shawnie. I love you.”

“I know, Lys. I love you, too.”

“Night, Shawnie. I’m going back to bed.”

“Night, Lys.”


CHAPTER 7

Later that morning, Shawn and I sit down to cereal, as neither of us feels like cooking after staying up so late. “So . . . dinner with the parents today,” he says slowly. Things are still a bit awkward after our big fight.

“Yeah,” I answer. “Parents like to see their children.”

“Do you expect to hear more about meeting Damien?”

“I doubt it. I asked my mom to give me some time.” Despite my blasé answer, I blush, and he knows immediately that something’s up.

“I can’t believe it. You gave in!” he exclaims. “You two have barely been together a month and you’re taking him home to meet your parents.”

“Yeah, but Damien said he’d be happy to meet them,” I say defensively. “So . . . yes, he’s going with me today.”

Shawn snorts. “That will go well. He isn’t exactly a normal guy. And your parents don’t know about your obsession, so they won’t understand.”

“Shawn!” I say loudly, annoyed. “We’ve gone over this! Besides, I’m sure Damien will dress appropriately.”

“I was just saying, while I understand your attraction to him, considering you’ve always wanted a v—”

“NO!” I cut him off. “We are not discussing this.”

Shawn sighs. “All right. Don’t worry, Lys, I’ll take your secret to the grave.”

“Thank you. So . . . what time are you leaving for your dinner, Shawnie?”

“I told my mom I’d be there by six. But I think I’m going to work on my finals until then. Some of these classes are killing me.”

I give him a quick, one-armed hug as I pass by him to put my bowl in the dishwasher. “But you’ll make it through with a perfect, or near perfect, score just like you always do, you brainiac.”

He grins. “Thanks, Lys. But you know, I’m sure you could do just as well in any of these classes.”

“Maybe, but I don’t like math. There’s only one right answer, and you have to get to it a certain way. With design, there are hundreds, if not thousands of right answers, and any millions of ways to get to them. So much nicer to not be confined to a box.”

“I will have you know that I am NOT in a box. It has at least 20 sides. Heck, I may even be nearing a circle!”

I roll my eyes good-naturedly. “But you’re still confined. I left my box years ago.” A knock on the door brings an abrupt end to our easy conversation. “That’ll be Damien.”

“That’s my cue to go do homework. I’ll see you tonight, maybe. If not, tomorrow morning.” He gives me a hug before disappearing into his room. I sigh sadly, wondering if he’ll ever consider being nice to Damien. I had hoped, after our conversation last night, that Shawn would be willing to give him a chance. I abandon the thought to the eternal repository of “what ifs” and hurry to the door, pulling it open with a huge smile on my face. Unfortunately, it’s not Damien standing at the door. It’s Zane. My smile falls into a sneer. Apparently, he doesn’t notice.

“Don’t you look happy to see me? Missed me, huh?”

“Yeah, this is my sneer of joy.” I roll my eyes. “What do you want, jackass?”

“Oooh, touchy. And to think I let you kiss me with that mouth,” he says snidely.

I shake my head already tired of dealing with him. “Look, just leave, I don’t know why you’re here and I don’t want to know.” I move back to close the door, but he puts out a hand to keep it open.

“Aww, sweet pea,” he cajoles, “I know I fucked up, but I figured you’d have cooled down by now and we could make up for lost time.” He winks as he takes a step forward, forcing the door further open.

“Fucked up? Fucked up?!” I screech. “You asked me to come over when you were having sex with another girl! Why would I ever want anything to do with you after that?”

Shawn, having heard the commotion, comes out of the room. “Lys, what’s going on? Are you two fighting?” I grind my teeth at the joy in his voice. Coming up behind me, he can see Zane. “Oh, it’s you. You need to leave. Come on, Lys. This piece of shit isn’t worth your time.”

Zane grimaces. “Don’t tell me you’re dating this nerd. Lizzy, baby, you can do soooo much better.” I clench my fists at that hated nickname, trying to control my annoyance. Shawn puts his hand on my shoulder to remind me to stay calm. I let Zane win if I get emotional.

“And I suppose that someone better is supposed to be you?” growls Shawn.

“Of course, where are you gonna find someone better than the Z-man?” I roll my eyes. He sounds ridiculous. I can almost hear him say ‘giggity’.

My heart soars as Damien’s Veyron comes around the corner. “How about right there.” I jerk my chin in the car’s direction.

Zane snorts. “Yeah, sure. They must be . . . lost . . . ” He trails off as Damien pulls into the driveway.

“You might want to get lost. He won’t exactly be happy to see you.”

Zane squares his shoulders. “Whoever he is, I can take him. Just ‘cause he’s a rich bastard doesn’t mean he can fight.”

I shrug, trying not to smile. “Your funeral.” Zane gulps as Damien steps out of the car, towering over it.

He’s wearing his more conservative clothes, and this time I realize that he looks even more intimidating and dangerous in them. Like he’s just barely containing an inner beast. His walk is slow, measured, and powerful, the walk of someone who can handle himself. He’s glorious, and in any other situation, I’d be a molten puddle of desire.

“Wh . . . Who’s that?” Zane stutters, his false bravado failing him.

“That’s Damien Delanciennes.”

Damien’s kind enough to eliminate my need to explain who he is by walking right up to me and kissing me deeply.

“Hello, Elysabeth.”

“Hello, Damien.” I throw a snide smirk to Zane.

Damien turns to say hello to Shawn, and, as though he has only just noticed Zane, asks, “And who is this, Chérie?”

I wave my hand dismissively. “Oh, he’s some idiot that thinks it’s okay to sleep with other people when he’s dating someone. Old news, really. I have no clue why he’s here.”

“Allow me to escort him to his car for you, then,” he says sweetly, turning a menacing smile to Zane.

I offer him a wide smile. “Thanks, Damien. You’re so kind.”

Damien turns to face Zane fully, and I know he’s glaring down at him. “I think it is time for you to leave.”

Zane lifts his chin and swings his arms, pumping himself up. “Hey, I’m not hurting anyone. I can be wherever I want to be.”

Damien’s voice shifts to an ugly growl. “Perhaps you do not understand. Your leaving is not an option. Your only choice is how quickly.” Zane turns tail and flees, leaving the stench of burned rubber in the air.

Damien turns back to me with a smile on his face. “He will not bother you anymore.”

“Thank you, Damien.”

“You are quite welcome, Chérie.”

As I turn to go inside, Shawn is still standing in the doorway, but he isn’t wearing his trademark ‘Damien Scowl’.

“You know, maybe you aren’t such a bad guy after all,” Shawn says as he turns to go inside. “I’m still keeping an eye on you, though,” he throws over his shoulder.

I grin at Shawn as we follow him in, knowing that his concession is at least a step in the right direction. “I could use some hot chocolate after that.” Maybe if I get the two of them to talk for a bit, Shawn will ease up on Damien. “Anyone else up for some?”

“Lys,” Shawn answers with a smile. “You know I have to finish my projects, but I’m sure Damien will join you.”

“I would love to, Chérie,” Damien answers enthusiastically. He walks past me, and I notice the expensive cut of his clothes, his leather loafers, and his Rolex. Is he trying to impress my parents with his money?

We spend the rest of the morning and early afternoon talking and relaxing. It’s great to spend some down time with him. At 4:30, I suggest we get going, and direct him to my parents’ house.

***

When we arrive, I pause on the doorstep, slightly nervous, before turning the key in the lock and opening the door.

“Mom! Dad! We’re here!”

“In the living room, Lys,” my mom calls back.

“It’s time to meet the parents.” Damien smiles and walks in behind me, closing the door behind him, then follows me to the living room. The familiar overstuffed brown sofas, dark gold carpet, and stone fireplace welcome me home as much as my parents who both stand when we enter. I can see my dad giving Damien the once over from where he’d risen from his wingback armchair, probably trying to find something to dislike.

My mom has dressed up a bit for company. She’s wearing a flattering, pale pink, forties-inspired dress, which she smooths after standing. There’s a science magazine on the table next to her, and know she’d been reading it only moments before. Her dark hair is held back in a loose ponytail, and the makeup she has on complements her olive skin and hazel eyes.

My dad, who would barely dress up for a wedding, is wearing his typical weekend wear: khakis, a polo shirt (green today), and sneakers. He keeps his dark blonde hair cut almost military short, but despite his hard exterior, his blue eyes shine with poorly concealed delight. His signature weekend drink, tequila and ginger ale, is sitting on the table next to his chair.

“Damien, I’d like to you meet my parents, Mr. and Mrs. Vance. Mom, Dad, this is Damien Delanciennes.” Damien and my dad shake hands, but when my mom offers her hand, he bows and kisses it. He doesn’t seem to notice the confused glance she gives me.

“It is a pleasure to meet you both. If I may say so, you have an enchanting daughter, and I can see now her beauty is genetic.” He smiles that gorgeous smile of his and my mom laughs.

“Thank you, Damien,” she says. “You’re too kind.”

“Not at all, Ma’am, I speak as I find.” He turns to my dad. “You must be very protective of two such beautiful women.” My dad nods, but doesn’t smile. I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

“Won’t you sit down, Damien?” asks my mother, ever the good host. “Would you like something to drink?” she asks kindly. “Dinner won’t be for a half hour or so. I don’t know if Lys told you, but I’m making fajitas with apple crisp for dessert.”

Damien turns to look at me with a smile. “Yes, she did mention it. And some water would be delightful, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Vance,” he says as he sits.

“Not at all. Lys, George, do either of you want something?” My dad shakes his head, lifting his nearly full glass and shaking it slightly to show he’s okay.

“Mom,” I say, waving her back to her seat, “you sit, I’ll get the drinks. I know you’ve been working hard to get dinner ready.”

“Thank you, Mija.” She smiles gratefully. “I’ll have a soda.” As I walk to the kitchen, my dad starts grilling Damien. I strain my ears to listen.

“So, Damien, Lys tells us you met at school. What are you studying?” I’m glad he doesn’t sound overly stern.

“Yes, Sir. I am majoring in International Diplomacy and International Business.”

“What kind of career are you planning?” my dad asks, sounding curious.

“I will be following in my father’s footsteps as an ambassador of sorts.”

“Which languages did you choose to study, Damien?” my mom asks.

“The options are somewhat limited. Only Spanish, French, and German are offered. As I already speak French and German, I chose Spanish.”

“You’re fluent in French and German?” my mom asks, sounding surprised.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Goodness. Multilingual and so young.” She sounds approving. “Do you know any other languages?”

“Indeed, I do, Ma’am. My father instilled in me early on the importance of languages. I also speak Italian and Russian fluently and am working on perfecting my Japanese. However, I am still a far cry from my father. He can speak twelve languages fluently.” I can hear the respect in his voice. Somehow, despite what he’s saying, he doesn’t sound like he’s bragging.

“You certainly have a great advantage for your career path.” My dad responds, sounding pleased. Before he can say anything else, I return with the drinks. Oddly, Damien stands as I enter. I’m visited by a powerful image of Mr. Darcy standing as Elizabeth enters the room. But that’s absurd; this isn’t 1810.

I hand my mom her soda, and give Damien his cup of water. “I took the apple crisp out of the oven, Mom. It was done. I also added the tomatoes to the fajitas, it was time. Do you want me to warm up the tortillas?”

“No, Mija. You sit. I’ll take care of it,” she says, standing.

“You sure, Mom?”

“Of course, Lys.” I sigh as she hurries off to the kitchen, no doubt to make sure I’m right about the doneness of the food. She still doesn’t trust me in the kitchen, no matter how often I’m right.

Before I can even say anything, my mom calls me back to the kitchen.

“Coming, Mom!” I excuse myself, listening carefully to hear what they’re saying.

“So, Damien, what made you choose your career path?”

“I do not get to choose, Sir. I will take my father’s place when the time comes.”

“Taking up the family business, huh?” my dad sounds pleased. “Well, he’ll be proud of you for being responsible. What exactly did you say he does?”

“Oh, I am terribly sorry, Sir, I did not really say. He is an ambassador of sorts between old, powerful families on this continent and those in Europe and Asia. He helps establish connections between them. As I am sure you can imagine, it will take a while for me to learn all the skills necessary. However, after I graduate I am to be his apprentice and assistant until he feels I am ready to take over. “ Damien sounds like he’s regurgitating a memorized description. There’s no excitement or interest in his voice.

“It sounds interesting, but you don’t seem all that enthusiastic about it,” says my dad, sounding perplexed.

“Well, no, not really, Sir. I will do my duty as eldest son and succeed my father,” says Damien earnestly, “but I have seen how disheartened my mother gets during their frequent separations. I wish to get married someday, and I would not want my wife to suffer the loneliness my mother does,” he finishes sadly.

“You’ve obviously given this quite a bit of thought. But you said eldest son,” my dad says speculatively. “Perhaps one of your younger brothers could—”

Damien cuts my dad off. “No, Sir,” he says sharply. “My father expects me to follow in his footsteps, as he followed his father, and I would never dream of disappointing him. I shall simply have to keep trying to devise a solution that will be acceptable to all.”

“You have good morals, Damien,” my dad says sounding surprised. “I’ll give you that. It’s a damn shame there aren’t more young men like you today.”

“Thank you, Sir.” My mom nudges me to tell them dinner is ready. I know she’s been waiting for them to reach a natural pause in their discussion. I hurry out to them before they can start talking about something else.

“Dad, Damien, dinner is ready,” I say as I enter the living room.

“Thanks, Lys.” I let my dad pass me then walk alongside Damien. He takes my hand and smiles down at me.

“Your parents are nice.”

“They have their moments.” We chuckle as I lead him into the dining room. We walk in at the same time my mom comes in juggling the fajitas and the tortillas. Before I’ve even thought to help her, Damien is at her side, taking the fajita plate out of her hands.

“Allow me. Where would you like this?” Damien closes his eyes and inhales deeply, then smiles. “It smells absolutely delicious, and I had better set it down before I am tempted to eat it all.”

My mom laughs at his comment. “Thank you, Damien. That’s kind of you. Place it on that center trivet, please.” He does then walks back around the table to me. Without knowing it, Damien has passed my mom’s test. Most guys couldn’t tell you what a trivet is if their life depended on it.

He pulls my chair out for me, then pushes it back in as I sit down. “Thanks.”

Damien helps my mom with her chair as well, then takes the final seat for himself. I catch the approving look my dad casts his way.

“What manners,” my mom says, eyes wide. “Thank you, Damien. I’m going to guess you didn’t grow up in southern California.” She passes him the tortillas. He offers me one first, then takes one for himself.

“Sir?” My dad smiles at the offer.

“Yes, thank you.” Damien passes the plate over to my dad, then turns to my mom.

“To answer your question, Ma’am, no, I did not grow up around here. My younger years were spent in Europe.”

“Oh, really? It must have been quite a change for you to move here.” She offers the plate of meat and vegetables to Damien. “Guests, first.”

“Thank you, Ma’am, but you had best offer it to the others first. I was not joking about being tempted to take it all for myself. And yes, it was a rather large change.” He smiles at the surprised look on my mom’s face.

“If you insist. Lys?”

“Thanks, Mom.” I pile a decent amount on my tortilla, then offer it to my dad. Finally, it’s passed back to Damien. He takes what’s left on the plate, which perfectly fills his tortilla, then looks down at it a little mournfully.

“Don’t worry, Damien, there’s plenty more. Mom leaves it in the pan to stay warm.”

He grins at me thankfully. “Of course, that makes perfect sense.”

“Just make sure you save room for dessert. Mom’s apple crisp is even better than her fajitas.” After taking a bite, Damien looks up at me in wonder.

“I sincerely doubt that is possible. This is exquisite. My compliments, Ma’am.”

“Thank you, Damien.” We eat the rest of the meal in relative silence, making our way through three plates each. When everyone is finished I stand and start to collect the dishes.

Damien stands as well, and moves to take the pile of plates. “Allow me, Elysabeth.”

“Thanks, but I can manage.”

He leaves the stack of plates in place and offers me a warm smile. “Then allow me to help. It is the least I can do.” I don’t miss my mom’s approving grin.

“Okay, you can grab the cups and the fajita plate.” He collects what I’d indicated and follows me into the kitchen. The moment he sets the dishes down in the sink, his arms circle my waist, pulling me to him.

“My parents like you,” I tell him with a grin

“That is comforting.” He drops a kiss on my head before letting me go. I move to start rinsing the dishes to put them in the dishwasher, but Damien takes the plate from my hand.

“I will rinse and you can arrange the dishes as you like.”

“Sounds good to me.” I give him a kiss on the cheek as I take the first dish from him. When we finish, I give the kitchen a quick scrub then lead him back into the living room.

“Dishes done, Lys?” my mom asks as she sets aside her magazine.

“Yes, Mom. And the table is cleaned up, although I left the leftover fajitas sitting out on the counter in a container since they were still too hot to put away.”

“Okay, thank you, Mija.” She looks past me with a smile. “And thank you, Damien.”

“Not at all, Ma’am.”

We’ve barely sat down when my mom starts her information gathering. “So, Damien, where did you live in Europe?”

“Most often we were in France with my father’s family or Italy with my mother’s, although we lived in Germany for a short time after my second brother was born.”

I decide to take advantage of Damien’s sudden willingness to talk about his family. “How many siblings do you have?”

He turns back to me. “Five, Chérie. I am the eldest with three younger brothers and two younger sisters.”

I often wished I’d had siblings, but my parents weren’t able to have more children. “It must be great to always have someone to talk to or hang out with,” I say wistfully.

He smiles. “Yes, it is nice.” We sit and chat for a while, and I notice that Damien masterfully steers the conversation away from himself to my parents. After a while, we’re talking about nothing in particular.

Finally, my dad speaks up, unable to wait any longer. “It’s been a while; I think I’m ready for some dessert. Is anyone going to join me?”

“I will, Dad,” I answer eagerly. My mom’s apple crisp is fantastic. “You know I never say no to apple crisp. How about you, Damien?”

“I do not believe I have had such a dessert before,” he answers a bit hesitantly, “but I will try anything once.”

I smile before getting up to help my mom serve. I pop my head back into the living room for a final question. “Dad, with or without ice cream?”

“With, Lys, of course.”

“And you, Damien?”

“I will have ice cream, please.”

My mom and I dish up dessert then bring it out. “Here you go.”

“Thank you, Elysabeth.” Damien takes the plate from me, then stares at it in confusion. Apple crisp isn’t exactly a pretty dessert. His good manners win out over his obvious reluctance, and he takes a tentative bite. Like everyone else who’s tried it for the first time, after his first taste, he finishes the rest with gusto.

“Elysabeth,” he says, wiping his mouth as he finishes. “I believe you were right. I do not know how it is possible, but this dessert is even more delicious than dinner was.” He shakes his head, eyes wide. “I thank you, Ma’am, for such a wonderful meal.”

My mom blushes a bit. She’s proud of her cooking. “You’re quite welcome, Damien.”

My mom and I collect everyone’s plates once we’ve all finished, and take them into the kitchen. I intend to return to the living room immediately, but my mom holds me back.

“Damien is a wonderful young man, Lys,” she says seriously. “I can see why you like him.”

I smile and hug her. “I knew you’d like him, Mom.” My attention drifts when I hear Damien speaking.

“I would like to—”

“Lys?”

I turn back to my mom, missing the rest of Damien’s sentence. “What Mom? Sorry, I missed what you said.”

“I said I think your father likes him too,” I make sure to pay attention this time. She sounds a bit annoyed. “But I was wondering what you thought.”

“I certainly hope Dad likes him. But he can be so weird sometimes.”

“Yes,” my mom nods with a sigh. “Your father can be complicated. Come on.” We walk back into the living room in time to see my dad and Damien shaking hands.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Damien?” He whirls around.

“Elysabeth.” He smiles at me, putting me at ease. “It is getting late, ma chère, and I have some work to complete before the weekend is over.” I look at the clock. It’s nearly ten.

“Wow, I didn’t realize it was so late. I should get back, too.”

“Sir, it was a pleasure to meet you. I hope to see you soon.” He shakes my dad’s hand again.

“Of course, Damien,” my dad says pleasantly. “You’re welcome to join us for dinner whenever you two would like. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to speak with my daughter a moment before you both leave.”

“Thank you, Sir. And of course. Would you like me to wait outside?” Damien gestures in the direction of the front door.

“No need,” my dad waves away his offer. “I’ll speak with Lys in my study.” I follow him to his office and am a little surprised when he closes the door behind him.

“He’s a nice young man, Lys. Do you know, he asked for my blessing to date you!” It’s been a while since I’ve heard my dad sound surprised. “He said since you two were already dating, he didn’t think it was correct to ask for permission, but he’d feel better if he at least had my blessing. He’s the first guy you’ve brought home to ask anything of the sort.”

“Well, I’m glad you liked him—”

He holds up a finger as he cuts me off. “I’m not done yet, Lys. He seems nice enough, but I’m a bit concerned about the wealth he’s displaying. Be aware that rich men can expect things from the women they spend money on.”

My eyes narrow. “Dad, Damien’s been a perfect gentleman—”

He holds up his hands. “I’m not saying he isn’t, Essy. I’m just asking you to be careful.” He places his hands on my shoulders to look me in the eye. “You don’t know him well, yet. Be safe and take care of yourself, okay?”

His use of my childhood nickname cools my temper. “Okay, Dad,” I nod and smile. “But we’d better get going, I wouldn’t want to be the cause of Damien doing poorly in his classes.”

“Of course, Lys, it was good to see you.” He hugs me before following me back out to the living room.

When he sees us, Damien turns to fully face my mom and bows. “Ma’am, it was a pleasure to meet you. I have not had such a marvelous meal in quite a while. Thank you very much.”

“Thank you, Damien,” she says, smiling widely. “That is very kind. Have a good night and drive safe.”

“Thank you, Ma’am. Sir,” he says, turning to my dad. “A pleasure. Have a good night.”

“You too, Damien.”

I kiss both of my parents good-bye, then lead Damien out to his car. My mom follows us to close and lock the door.

Once we’re in the car, I turn to Damien. “My dad was pleased you asked for his blessing.” I want to know why he did, but I don’t want to make a big deal out of it.

“That is good to know. Your father is a difficult man to read. He is rather stoic.”

“You get used to it,” I say hurriedly, more interested in the subject of their conversation. “I’m kind of surprised you did that. It’s unusual.”

“Well, I could hardly ask for his permission to court you as we are already seeing each other.”

Court me? Really? Huh, that wasn’t what I was expecting. Well, I don’t really know what I was expecting. I decide not to mention my dad’s warning. I don’t want Damien to feel awkward around him. “Will you tell me more about your family?”

Despite his grimace, I know Damien will keep his word. “As I mentioned, I have two younger sisters and three younger brothers. They are Alyssa, Demetrius, Sebastian, Selene, and Eziano.”

“Do you all get along?”

“Yes, Chérie, we are a close knit family.”

“That must be nice.” I know I sound a bit wistful. “I often wished I had brothers and sisters when I was growing up. When I met Shawn, he became the brother I never had.” My fond smile is evident in my voice.

“You two have a special relationship.” I’m pleased there’s no hint of jealousy in his statement.

“Yeah, we do. I don’t think anything could truly come between us. We always find a way to work it out.”

“That is admirable.”

“Yeah.” I suddenly realize what he’s doing. “But you didn’t tell me much about your family. How did your parents meet?”

“At a party. But that is a story I must leave for my parents to tell. I could not begin to give that tale the life it deserves.”

“I think you’re stalling.”

“I promise you I am not, Chérie. My parents’ mutual love shines through every time they tell that tale. I could not hope to equal their storytelling.” He sounds perfectly forthright.

“That’s beautiful. But I’m getting the feeling I’m never going to get much out of you.”

“I do not entirely feel comfortable talking about my family.”

I grin. “What, are they monsters?” His pained look makes me sigh. I don’t want to push him too hard. “Okay, Damien, I’ll let you off the hook for now, since we both need to work on finals. I don’t think I’ll see you much this week, but maybe we can get together next weekend?”

His smile is back. “That sounds wonderful, Chérie.”

“I’ll see you then.” I kiss him then let myself out of the car. I grin at his frown. Always the gentleman.


CHAPTER 8

The next week turns out to be just as hellish as I’d predicted. I exchange text messages with Damien every evening before going to bed, but for the most part, I’m in a world consumed by homework and studying. Two of my final projects are absolutely massive, and I can’t possibly let my grades drop now, so I buckle down and do the work.

Friday finally arrives, and with it, a much-needed break. Since we haven’t seen each other all week, Damien suggests we go out that evening. I eagerly agree and hurry through a shower and getting ready. I decide on a short jean skirt with blood red leggings, a matching tank top, and a short, black leather jacket. A cute pair of mid-calf, black, suede boots finish my outfit.

As I’m heading down the stairs, someone knocks on the door. Remembering last week, I look out the peephole first. Thankfully, Damien is standing outside in all of his leather-clad glory.

I pull open the door and give him a hug. “Hi, Damien, I missed you.”

“I missed you as well, Chérie,” he murmurs into my hair. “You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. I love that you wore your coat again.”

“I know how much you like it,” he says with a warm smile. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah, let’s go.” He helps me into the car, then gets in himself. “So, where are we going?”

“I thought we would go to the park. It is beautiful after dark, almost like being in a wooded wilderness.” He smiles at me.

“The park? At night?” I shake my head nervously. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Damien. Who knows who will be lurking around corners? I’d like to get home in one piece.”

His face falls. “I have been there many nights and it has always been peaceful. Please come with me, Elysabeth. I would never allow any harm to come to you.” He takes my hand briefly as he says it.

“Well, okay. I trust you to keep me safe.” I lean back in my seat and close my eyes, wondering what I’m getting myself into.

“That pleases me to no end, ma chère.” He pulls into the park’s drive a few minutes later. He smiles at me before getting out of the car, and I smile back weakly. He doesn’t seem to notice how nervous I am.

He helps me out of the car, staring openly at me. I don’t mind Damien looking, but it makes me wish I’d worn baggy pants and an oversized hoodie. I don’t want to be on display to whoever might be lurking in the dark. Damien closes my door then pulls me close.

“You look beautiful in the moonlight, ma chère.” I smile and hold him tighter; reminding myself that Damien is tall and muscular. He can protect me. My eyes fly open on a sudden thought. What if we’re attacked by more than one? As he leads me forward into the park itself, I try to push away my fears. It becomes easier the more my eyes adjust to the dark. It’s a beautiful night, and the moonlight makes the park surreal.

I tense when I hear leaves rustling. A little rabbit comes bounding out of the bushes. It freezes at the sight of us, and I realize it’s an adorable little cotton tail. After a second, it does a quick 180 and runs off the way it had come.

“You see, Elysabeth?” Damien squeezes my shoulders. “There is nothing to be afraid of.”

I smile, relaxing. “Yeah, I guess so.” We walk in silence for a while before I speak just to make some noise. “The term is over in a week. Do you have plans for the break?”

“My parents have planned a trip to London,” he says quietly.

I try to keep my voice light. “The entire time?” I’m disappointed that this is the first time I’m hearing of it. If I had known, I probably would have made more time to see him.

“Nearly. My father has some business to complete, and my mother has just decided we are to go with him and make a vacation out of it. We return on the 3rd.”

“Oh, that’s cool.” There’s a slight quiver in my voice. I won’t see him for two and a half weeks. That will suck.

Damien gives me a little squeeze. “I will miss you greatly, Chérie.”

“I’ll miss you too. But we’ll be able to email and text, right?” He’s gone stock still beside me, his expression blank. “Damien? What’s—” He puts a finger to his lips to silence me. I can see his eyes darting left and right, searching. I look around, too, but I don’t see a thing.

Four men explode out of the bushes around us, and Damien simultaneously takes my hand and pulls me close behind him. They’re all wearing hoods so their faces are in shadow.

Damien tenses as they start walking toward us. “Stay behind me, Elysabeth.” He doesn’t need to tell me twice.

“Looks like my birthday came early this year.” The speaker steps forward, away from the group. “Here we are, searching for some prey, and we stumble upon the prince and his pet.” He says contemptuously as he turns to face Damien. “It’s so good of you to bring us a snack.” His voice sounds familiar.

“It looks like there’s enough for all of us, bro.” The leader looks over his shoulder, silencing the guy who’d spoken and the others who are chuckling. While he’s turned away, Damien positions himself completely in front of me. Though, how he’s supposed to protect me when it’s four against one, I have no idea. I take a half-step back, thinking I can run to the car and call the police from there, but Damien grabs my arm. Why does he want to keep me here, close to the danger? My heart starts pounding as I realize I’m stuck here.

The leader turns back around and notices the change of position. “Why is your family so keen on protecting humans? What about your own kind?” Own kind? This guy is insane.

“It is for the good of us all,” Damien growls. “But you so-called forsaken refuse to abide by the laws.” What the hell is Damien talking about? My mind wavers between terrified and confused. There’s clearly more going on here than I understand.

“Why would we follow laws that condemn us?” the leader questions deridingly. “Your family just keeps making it harder for us to survive. We ought to eliminate you all!” His mouth twists into a malicious grin. “But I’m feeling generous tonight. I’ll tell you what, give her to us, and you can leave,” he continues in honeyed tones. Why do they want me? I shrink behind Damien, trying to disappear. What the hell is going on?

“Over my dead rotting corpse!” Damien speaks slowly, voice full of menace.

“That can be arranged,” the leader says, matter of fact. At those words, the three henchmen shoot forward so quickly they’re no more than blurs. Miraculously, Damien is even quicker. His right fist shoots out, catching the closest one in the jaw causing his to head snap back as his body continues forward. He falls to the ground and doesn’t move.

I stand transfixed, watching Damien fight. He’s glorious. His movements are fluid, deadly. I feel like I’m watching a movie. He’s clearly been taught well. After another minute, one of the two men he’s fighting goes flying, crashing into a tree. His face is bloody, and his limbs are bent at odd angles.

The third man fights dirty, slicing through the air with a knife at impossible speeds, ensuring Damien can’t get close. A hand suddenly clamps over my mouth as another holds a knife to my throat.

“Felix will keep him busy.” The words are so quiet that despite being whispered directly into my ear, I barely hear them.

In movements too quick to be real, the knife disappears and I’m picked up, held under his arm like a football. He runs so fast that the world is blurred, only to stop suddenly, setting me back down. “You scream, I’ll cut your throat.” His hand drops from my mouth, but the knife is back, emphasizing his words. “I won’t leave a single drop for your prince.” The last word is bitter and harsh.

“Why do you keep calling him that?”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“Who he is. What he is!” I stay silent, having no idea what the man is talking about. “Well, isn’t this perfect. It explains a lot, but leaves you all the more vulnerable.” The gleeful way he says the last word sends a tremor of fear down my spine.

I feel the knife move slightly, like it’s being repositioned, before the man is suddenly standing in front of me. What little of his face is not in shadow from his hood looks familiar, but I can’t quite place him.

“I’m hurt that you don’t remember me. But no matter. We’ll still have fun.” His voice is taunting. I look fully into his eyes as he lowers his hood, trying desperately to figure out who he is.

“I’m going to lower my knife, but don’t run, I’ll only catch you.” His grin is malevolent. The knife disappears, but running is the last thing on my mind. I’m caught in his stare like a deer in headlights. My breath catches. Come! He holds out his hand to me and I reach out to take it. The moment my hand touches his, he pulls me up against him.

“You must be special,” he whispers. “To have captivated him so.” He leans forward, staring into my eyes. Kiss me. I lean forward to meet him, required to obey. His lips meet mine, softly at first, then with more strength and passion.

He pulls away from me, breathing heavily, meeting my eyes. “Is it your taste? Your talents?” I’m confused by his comments, and have a niggling feeling at the back of my mind that I’m doing something wrong.

But then he backs me up to a tree, pressing himself against me, staring down at me intently. His gaze holds mine, and my heart starts racing, not from fear, but from lust. A blush rises to my cheeks, and I know my eyes darken with desire. Ask me to touch you.

“Touch me! Please!” I feel fire racing through my blood. His hands roam my body, fanning the flames. He grasps my right leg and raises it to circle his waist, opening me to his touch.

“I will make you mine. And you will forget all about your little prince. Your loss will be his torment.” Agree.

“Yes. I’m yours!” His hand has just started to snake its way beneath my skirt when I’m scared out of my wits by an unearthly roar of pure rage. I wrap my arms around myself, cowering behind the man I had been kissing just seconds before. I suddenly realize I don’t even know his name.

My mind comes back to me when Damien’s face comes into view as he throws my assailant to the side. His eyes are wild. “Elysabeth, are you harmed? Please, tell me you are safe.”

My eyes dart nervously between Damien and the man he had sent flying. “Damien? Why did I do that?” Exactly what I’d been doing swims through my mind, sending my heart racing with dread. “Why did I let him kiss me? I asked him to touch me. Damien, what have I done? I can’t even ask you to forgive me.” I bury my face in my hands. “But I’m so sorry.” Tears fall freely as I babble, nearly incoherent.

Amazingly, Damien pulls me to him, folding his arms around me. “Elysabeth, please, be calm,” he begs. “You need not fear; I place no blame on you. You have done nothing wrong. My father will be here soon; he will help you.”

I hold onto him like he’s a buoy in deep water. “How . . . can your . . . father . . . help?” My words are broken by gasping sobs.

“He will relieve your guilt.” He tenses, making me wonder if we’re about to be attacked again. “Here, Father!” He calls out quietly.

“Damien, what happened?” The man who comes through the trees must be Damien’s father, but he looks so young, maybe early 30s. If it wasn’t for the resemblance he bears to Damien, I’d guess Damien was adopted. He’s a slightly older copy of his son, but with blonde hair. He’s followed by several men, three of whom are carrying the men who fought Damien.

“I was attacked, Father.” Damien pulls me closer to his father.

“And the girl?”

“My Chosen. He influenced her to allow him liberties.”

“Is she . . . ?” he eyes me worriedly.

“No, no, thank the goddesses she is safe.”

Damien’s father nods. “Fear not, Son, justice shall be swift.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“Guards, in a line.”

“Yes, Sir.” The guards line up the four men, including my assailant. I watch in horror as Damien’s father draws a sword and offers it to Damien. A freaking sword!

“Son, it was the honor of you and yours that was challenged. I offer you their lives.” He holds the sword out flat in front of him, resting on both hands.

Damien kisses my forehead and steps forward. I can’t help but stare at him open-mouthed. He’s not going to . . .

“Thank you, Father.” He takes the sword and stands before the four kneeling men. He is! My eyes grow wide as he methodically removes the first three men’s heads. Without hesitation, without a pause, he just lops them right off and leaves the bleeding bodies on the ground.

He stops in front of the man who attacked me. “I warned you, and yet you continued to push. You forsaken are all the same—”

“Your family is going to destroy our race!” the remaining man yells, struggling against the men holding him in place.

Damien continues as though the man hasn’t spoken. “Your punishment befits you. May the goddesses cast their faces from you forever.” With a swift, graceful movement, he beheads the last man as well, then he hands the sword to a guard.

My eyes are glued to the corpse as it falls forward, spurting blood. In a state of shock, I watch the red pool grow larger and larger.

“You know what to do,” Damien says to the guards who set to work doing something with the bodies. Damien walks back to me and pulls me away so I can’t see any more.

“D . . . Damien . . . ?” I look at him and can hardly believe he’s just . . . killed four people. “You . . . you just killed those men. Doesn’t that bother you? Why aren’t you bothered? Have you killed before? Damien, answer me! You’re a murderer!” I’m vaguely aware my voice has become hysterical. Damien hugs me to himself tightly, ignoring my attempts to pull away.

“Father,” he speaks over my babbling. “Help her, please. Make her forget.”

“Forget? Forget! How could I possibly forget?” I shriek.

“Damien,” his father says solemnly. “I suggest you tell her the truth.”

“Truth? There’s more to this?”

“I cannot, not yet, Father. And she cannot possibly understand what has just happened in her current state of mind. Please, I beg of you. I would never have wished her to suffer this night.”

“Damien, what’s going on?”

Damien’s father sighs, as though a great burden has been placed upon him. “You are sure? She gets no choice?”

No choice? What are they talking about?

“Yes, Father, it will be as though this night never happened.”

“Damien, are you going to kill me now?”

“Very well, but do not ask this of me ever again, Son.”

“Damien, stop ignoring me!” Damien lets got of me, finally, and I consider running for it.

“Miss Elysabeth, please look at me.” Startled by his form of address, I do as Damien’s father asks. Relax, and allow yourself to forget. I can feel my memories of the night slipping away, despite my desperate attempt to hold on to them. Sleep now. My eyes grow heavy, and I know no more.

***

“Elysabeth, dearest, the movie is over, we must leave.”

I sit up from where I’m leaning against Damien. “Huh? Oh, I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I guess I’ve been working too hard on finals. Oh, geez, I didn’t snore, did I?”

Damien chuckles. “No, Chérie, not at all, you were completely silent. I do not blame you for falling asleep. I nearly nodded off myself.” I grin and follow Damien out of the theater. I decide not to go anywhere else, since it’s obvious that I need more sleep.

Damien walks me up to my door and sees me inside. “Thanks, Damien. I’m sorry I wasn’t much fun tonight.”

“That is quite all right, Chérie. It is a pleasure simply being with you.” He pulls me close, holding on like he’s giving me a last hug before claiming my lips with a toe-curling kiss that leaves me breathless.

“Goodness, Damien, you act like you’ll never see me again. I’ll still be here tomorrow.”

The look in his eyes is haunted, and I’m suddenly sure something bad has happened. But that’s ridiculous, right?

“Damien? I will see you tomorrow?”

He blinks and his gaze warms. “Of course, Chérie. Good night.”

“Good night, Damien.” That night, I have terrifying dreams of being threatened with a knife, and Damien cutting people’s heads off with a sword.

***

The next week is finals, and, as always, it’s crazy. Most of my projects are finished, so I don’t have much extra work, but there’s still the stress of all of my final exams and presentations. Unfortunately, this all has the added detriment of making time fly. I’m relieved when I leave my final class Friday afternoon. My second-to-last term is finished. I only have one term left before I graduate. I must admit I’m getting excited.

Of course, now that the term is over, Damien will be leaving for London for most of our break. That thought saps much of the excitement and happiness from me instantly. At least he promised to spend the day with me before he leaves.

I realize I have yet to find Damien’s Christmas present. I want to give it to him before he leaves for London, since I don’t have an address for him there, and I don’t want to give it to him after Christmas. I would go shopping tonight, but I’m mentally exhausted, and I don’t think I’ll be able to tell if a gift is good or not. Instead, I go home, looking forward to relaxing.

Shawn is sprawled out on the sofa, looking as tired as I feel. He grins as I sit on the arm of the sofa. “Just one more left, then we’re free.”

I nod. “Yep. Thank goodness. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

Shawn sits up and pats the sofa next to him. I sit and lean back against his shoulder. He slings his arm over me, letting me relax. “Shawnie, we haven’t been hanging out enough.”

“You’ve been busy.” His tone is guarded and I know he’s trying to be nice.

“Yeah. But I shouldn’t ever be too busy for my bestest buddy.” Although I can’t see his face, I know he’s smiling. He pokes me in my ticklish spot, making me squirm.

“Maybe we need to schedule a weekly game night.”

“You really want to get beaten every week?”

“Cocky little thing, aren’t you?” he teases.

“Not at all,” I say, using my best innocent look and voice. “Just asking an honest question.”

He snorts. “You can’t pull that on me. I know you too well. How about Thursdays?”

“That should work, at least until finals.” We’re silent for a bit, enjoying the relaxed atmosphere. “Shawnie, catch me up on what’s been going on. Are you seeing anyone? Have you been doing anything new?” I hang my head guiltily. “I’m sorry I don’t already know.”

Shawn squeezes me. “It’s okay, Lys. And you don’t know because both answers are no. Nothing new. Nothing exciting. Just me, doing homework, playing some games.”

“Okay, then I don’t feel quite so bad.” I glance at the clock when my stomach rumbles. It’s nearly seven! No wonder I’m hungry.

Shawn chuckles, having heard my stomach. “Pizza and movie? I’m too tired to cook.”

“Me too. That sounds good.”

***

The next morning, I wake up to find myself using Shawn as a pillow. We must have fallen asleep during the movie. I have no idea how we managed to stay on the sofa. I try not to wake Shawn as I get up, but the sofa creaks, and he groans.

“Five more minutes,” he grumbles. I giggle, and he cracks open an eye.

“Morning, Sleeping Beauty,” I say brightly.

Shawn rubs his face. “Did you leave me on the sofa all night?”

“Of course not! I just got off of it.”

“Guess we fell asleep,” he mumbles.

“Obviously. Since you’re up, thanks for the relaxing evening, Shawnie. It’s just what I needed.”

“Any time, Lys.”

“I’ve got to get going. See you later.”

Shawn waves at me and drops his head back onto the arm of the sofa. He’s fast asleep and snoring softly when I leave for the mall. Damien leaves for London tomorrow, I remind myself. I have to find him a gift today. The problem is I have no idea what to get him.

I walk through the stores slowly, hoping something will catch my eye. About halfway through the mall, feeling rather discouraged, I stop at the food court to eat lunch and regroup. There has to be something I can get him. I’m lost in thought as I eat my fries.

I can’t get him clothes. That doesn’t seem right, and I don’t know his size anyway. He doesn’t wear any jewelry other than his piercings. He’s not one for fancy belt buckles, so that’s out, too. A wallet seems too impersonal, so does a gift card. I can’t get him something for his room, as I have no clue what it looks like. And any gadget or gizmo I find, he’ll probably already have, considering his wealth.

I sigh and stand, having finished my food. I continue my walk through the mall, stopping at Hot Topic. They have a set of plain, black, leather wristbands that I consider getting. They tie on, providing a bit of decoration. I know they’ll look good on Damien, but I need to find something else, something better.

I almost pass by an antique housewares shop, but decide at the last second to take a look. It turns out to be an excellent decision, because there is a display of swords in the back. I’m instantly drawn to one in a black, leather scabbard with silver metal at both ends. I know I’ve found Damien’s gift. As I pick it up to take a closer look, a man appears at my shoulder.

“Just so you know, these are all unsharpened. That one that you’re holding is based on ancient Grecian short swords. Let me know if you have any questions.” He retreats back to the cash register.

“Okay, thanks!” I call after him. Smart man, he knows when to back off. I take a moment to really inspect the sword. The grip is ebony wood carved into a spiral. The protruding part to keep your hands from slipping onto the blade has an intricate, rune-like design carved into it.

The focus, though, seems to be the weighted bit at the end. I think it’s called a pommel. One side has the sun embossed on it. The other has the moon and a star.

The actual physical design of the sword is rather simple, allowing the decoration to stand out. The sword speaks to something deep within me, and I know it’s perfect.

Well, what are you waiting for?

I grin, giving in to my intuition, and carry the sword to the checkout counter. I’m positive Damien will love my gift.

***

I’ve just finished wrapping Damien’s present when my phone rings. I smile as I snatch it up eagerly to answer. “Hello, Damien.”

“Hello, Elysabeth, how are you?”

“Pretty good. I’m over the stress of the week, at least.” I lean back in my desk chair and start to twirl it. “I’ll get to see you today, right?” I hope he doesn’t think that’s as needy as it sounded.

“Yes, of course, Chérie.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “I gave you my word, did I not?”

I’m sure he can hear my answering smile. “Yeah, that’s true. So what are we doing today?”

“I would like to do something that will allow us to simply talk, Elysabeth. I want to spend some quiet time together before I leave.”

I sit back up with a face-splitting smile. “I’d love that.” I pause a moment to consider our options. “How about you come over and we can hang out?”

“That sounds marvelous. I will see you soon.”

“Great, I’m looking forward to it.” In less time than I expect, he arrives and is knocking on the door. I smile widely, happy, as ever, to see him.

“Good ride over?”

“Yes, Chérie, but not as pleasant as arriving here and seeing you.”

I can feel the heat rushing to my face as I blush. “Thanks. Come on in.” I lead him into the living room but don’t sit down.

“Will you not join me, Chérie?” he asks, looking confused.

“Yeah, but in a moment. I’ve got to get something. Give me a second. I’ll be right back.” He nods and I hurry out of the room and upstairs to grab his gift, then back down. I walk back into the living room holding his present behind my back. Not that I can really hide it, with how large it is.

“What do you have, Chérie?”

“I bought your present early so I could make sure you had it for Christmas.”

He looks guilty. “Elysabeth, that is thoughtful, but I have nothing for you.”

“Don’t worry about that.” I stop trying to hide the box. “I saw this and knew it was perfect for you.” I set in on his lap with a grin. “I’d like you to open it here.” I giggle at his confused expression.

“This is not a rifle, Chérie, is it?”

“No, not at all. But you aren’t getting anything else out of me. Just open your gift. I want to see your reaction.” I’m practically bouncing with excitement.

He grins. “Very well, Chérie, as you desire. I wish I had a gift for you, but I had planned to find you something in London.”

“Don’t worry, really. That’s sweet of you. Now, open.”

He does as I ask, but as he’s pulling the paper up, he suddenly hisses in a breath and brings his finger to his mouth.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Chérie,” he answers quickly. “Paper cut.”

“Come on,” I say, pulling on him. “Let’s get you a paper towel. Those stupid things always bleed like crazy.”

“No, Chérie, I am fine.”

I stare at him with a raised eyebrow. “Shawn would kill me if you got blood on his granny’s sofa.”

I give him a final tug and he follows me into the kitchen, finger still in his mouth. I pull a paper towel off the roll and take his hand. Sure enough, it’s a bleeder. But it doesn’t really look like a paper cut.

“This looks more like a puncture wound, Damien,” I look up at him. “How did you manage that?”

He shrugs without meeting my eyes. Odd. As I wrap his finger in the towel, I get blood on my own finger, and, without thought, I lift it to my mouth like I would if I had a cut.

He instantly grabs my hand with wide eyes. “Elysabeth! You must not!” Kind of an overreaction for a bit of blood.

“All right, sorry,” I pull my hand back. “I didn’t mean to gross you out.” I wash my hands and give him a band aid before we go back out to the living room.

“Forgive me, I am sensitive to blood.”

“But you stuck your finger in your mouth when you cut it?” With a raised brow and crossed arms, I’m sure I look as skeptical as I sound.

“A knee-jerk reaction, I assure you.”

I wave away his explanation. I hand him back his present and lean forward as he grasps the lid and lifts it away.

His eyes shoot wide with shock. “A sword, Elysabeth?”

His tone of voice catches me off guard. “Is something wrong?” I ask hesitantly.

His eyes meet mine. “No, not at all. I am simply surprised. I had not expected such a gift.” He turns his attention back to the sword. “It is exquisite.” He lifts it from the box slowly, almost reverently. “Wherever did you find this? It is an ancient design.”

“It was in a store at the mall. It sort of . . . spoke to me. I knew instantly it was for you. It’s unsharpened, but I doubt that matters.”

“No, it does not.” His eyes travel slowly, almost lovingly, from the tip of the handle to the end of the scabbard. He holds it close to examine the handle closely. “The carvings are rather unique. The sun and moon are not common adornments for a sword.”

“But they’re beautifully done, and just seemed right, somehow.” I can’t really explain to him how I knew it was the perfect sword.

He chuckles, softly. “Yes, it is rather perfect.” In a quick, familiar-looking gesture, he pulls the sword from the scabbard and holds it pointing outward. Testing the weight, perhaps? “It is well balanced. You chose a brilliant gift, Chérie.” His eyes meet mine, and they’re full of affection. “Thank you, truly.”

He returns the sword to the scabbard, another gesture he seems inexplicably familiar with, and places it carefully back in its box, which he sets on the table in front of him before pulling me close for a hug.

“I would cherish a sword such as this regardless, but from you, it is doubly precious.”

I grin at his whispered words, but then something clicks. “Do you collect swords?”

His eyes lose focus for a moment. “I suppose you could say that, but I never really thought of myself as a collector. I have, however, owned more than my fair share.”

“Do you collect any other type of weaponry?”

He shakes his head. “No, Chérie, swords have an elegance to them that I like.”

I nod. “I can easily see you wielding a sword.”

“Truly?” He looks rather surprised, though I can’t imagine why.

“Yeah, I think it would suit you. I can see you as a knight,” I hold out my arm as though holding a sword, “charging in to save the day. Or the night.” Lys, vampires don’t exist! “Anyway, I’m glad you enjoyed your gift, but we can hardly talk about swords all day. So . . . do you want to watch a movie?”

“As you wish.” After that line, there’s only one movie I can possibly choose. We watch it curled up on the sofa, cozy and content. When it finishes, Damien still has a couple of hours to kill.

“Do you like Underworld?” I ask slowly.

His tone is somewhat guarded. “Yes, why?”

I grin. “I love it. Selene and Michael are a formidable couple. And the vampires are so—” I almost say gorgeous. “So . . . awesome. You would fit right in.” I get carried away in my enthusiasm. “Have you ever been a vampire for Halloween? With your trench coat you’d really only need fangs.” My voice turns breathy as I picture it. “I bet you’d look hot.”

I stop, my lusty smile disappearing, at the look on his face. I can’t figure it out, but it certainly isn’t amusement. Great, he’s gonna think I’m a weirdo.

“A vampire, Elysabeth? Do you not find them—” His phone ringing cuts him off. “Forgive me, Chérie.” I nod as he answers the phone.

“Hello, Father . . . I am with Elysabeth, Sir.” He pales, and I squeeze his hand for support, earning me a grateful smile. “ . . . I apologize, Sir, I thought Mother said eight. I must have misheard her. I will be home shortly. Please pass on my apologies.” After another moment, he hangs up the phone.

He looks down at me sadly. “Elysabeth,” he touches my cheek. “I must go. It seems I am rather late.”

I sigh and nod. “That’s okay. Thanks for coming to see me. I hope you have a great time in London.”

“It is only two and a half weeks. It shall pass quickly.” He pulls me to him tightly. “But not quickly enough.”

“I know.” I pull away so I can look in his eyes. “I’ve known you for such a short time, but I’m positive I’m really going to miss you, Damien.”

“And I you, Chérie. Our time apart will seem an eternity. I will call you tomorrow. But now I really must leave. Take care, my Elysabeth.” He pulls me to him for a searing kiss, before picking up his gift and walking to the door.

I hold on to the front door as he walks to his car to keep myself from running to him. “I’ll be counting the days until you return.”

“As will I, ma chère. As will I.” With those words, he closes his car door and drives away.


CHAPTER 9

“Lys! Tree time!”

I’m grinning madly as I race down the stairs. I love decorating for Christmas. It makes the holiday more real.

Shawn is standing in the living room with an elf hat on. As I enter, he hands me a Santa hat. Shawn introduced me to the tradition our first Christmas in the townhouse, and we switch roles each year.

“Shawn, are you ready to get our tree?”

“Yep!” We root through our stuff in the garage, locating the tree, ornaments, and decorations. It takes us several trips to get everything inside. “Lys, are we starting with the tree or house this year?”

“House,” I raise my fist and grin. “Loser does the roof lights?”

“You’re on!” He declares with a grin. Together we chant, “rock, paper, scissors, lizard, Spock!”

I smack his hand. “Ha! Spock vaporizes lizard! I’ll go grab the ladder.”

He hangs his head. “Dammit. I’m gonna have sore arms tomorrow.”

It takes nearly two hours, but we get icicle lights up along the edge of the roof and wrap lights around the top railing of each balcony. A wreath on the front door finishes the exterior.

Back inside, we crank up the Christmas music and start wrapping garland around the banister.

“Deck the halls with ball-shaped Dobby’s!”

“Lys! No replacing lyrics with Harry Potter references,” he whines good-naturedly. “Besides, you decided not to get the Dobby ornament.”

I stick my tongue out at him once he turns back around. But he knows me way too well because I have to duck as some garland comes flying my way.

Despite kidding around, we get the house decorated pretty quickly. We’re pulling the tree out of its box when Damien calls me.

“Shawnie, give me a few, okay?” He nods. “Don’t you dare start the tree without me.” I retreat to the kitchen for a bit of privacy. “Hi Damien!”

“Elysabeth, how are you?”

“I’m pretty good.” He tells me about his flight and accommodations. It sounds like the place they’re staying is pretty lavish.

He and his siblings plan to see their favorite sights while they’re there. “I am eager to return to Madame Tussaud’s,” he tells me. “Alyssa is insisting on a return to the Florence Nightingale museum. Demetrius will be subjecting us all to another round of the London Dungeon. Sebastian insists he is providing us with culture by taking us to a show at Shakespeare’s Globe. Selene has requested a visit to Hampton Court. And Eziano desires to take more photos from the top of the Monument to the Great Fire of London.” I grin, but forgo pointing out that I’m certain his siblings are as loathe to return to Madame Tussaud’s as he is to return to their favorite attractions.

I tell him about my day so far, which doesn’t take long, and he promises to call me again tomorrow.

Shawn is laying on the sofa tossing his hat up and down when I return. I can tell he’s annoyed, bordering on pissed off.

“Shawnie?” I ask, confused. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he barks out. “Come on, let’s decorate the tree.” He sits up and plops the hat on his head. I put my hand on his shoulder to stop him.

“Shawn,” I give him a pleading look. “Please, tell me.”

He pulls away from me. “You don’t want to hear it. But I will find out what he’s hiding. You’ll see.”

I don’t want to fight, not now. “Whatever you say, Shawn. Now, come on.” I grin at him, hoping to dispel his foul mood. “Santa needs the help of a loyal elf to decorate the tree. Then we’ll order dinner.”

***

Each day, Damien calls me at the same time. He does far more of the talking than usual, as his days are more exciting than mine currently are. Shawn and I keep each other busy playing video games, relaxing and going out to see movies or have dinner, but that doesn’t hold a candle to London.

During the week leading up to Christmas, I finish my shopping and deliver gifts to my friends as we all get together here and there. Shawn and I also bake some Christmas cookies.

Finally, I wake up on Christmas morning to the smell of baking cinnamon rolls. Shawn’s mother always made fresh cinnamon rolls from scratch when he was growing up, and he was never able to drop the tradition. The only difference is that he bakes the kind that come in a little blue can. But no matter, they still taste great.

I get out of bed and get dressed before heading downstairs. I grin, seeing Shawn icing the rolls. “Merry Christmas, Shawnie!”

“Merry Christmas, Lys!” he calls over his shoulder. “Hands off, these are fresh out of the oven and still need to cool.”

“Yes, Sir!” I answer in the deepest voice I can muster.

Laughing, Shawn turns to face me. “You know we’ll need milk to go with these, so why don’t you pour two glasses.” He turns back to finish icing the rolls while I dutifully move to the refrigerator. It feels weird to be the one getting the drinks, since I’m usually the one to cook. “Are we eating first, or opening gifts as we eat?”

I don’t even have to think about my answer. “We’re old enough to multitask, aren’t we?”

His grin splits his face. “Oh, I was hoping you’d say that! Come on, these can cool on plates faster than they can on a hot cookie sheet.” He serves us each two, despite knowing we’ll both eat a third, and carries the plates into the living room. I follow behind, carrying napkins and the glasses of milk.

Our tree towers over a modest array of gifts from our friends. Shawn, deciding to be a gentleman, picks up one gift for each of us and sits back down on the sofa.

“I want to eat, so I suppose you can start.” With a shrug, I tear open the paper covering a . . . new book. And even better, it’s one I haven’t read. Thank you, Michelle. I ball up the trash and launch it at Shawn to let him know it’s his turn.

The process isn’t long. It takes us about 30 minutes to open all of our gifts, taking turns so we can see what the other has received. When the last one has been opened, I try not to let my disappointment show that Damien didn’t send anything.

Unfortunately, Shawn takes his opportunity to point out a flaw. “What happened to the gift Damien said he was getting you, Lys?”

“I’m sure he decided to bring it home with him rather than mail it.” My voice doesn’t sound very convincing. “And who knows what he got me. Perhaps it’s not something that can be sent by mail. Or maybe it got delayed.”

Shawn doesn’t look the least bit placated. But I am certain there’s a good explanation. I ignore Shawn’s disapproving look and start to collect my gifts. It’s after ten. I promised my parents I would join them by noon, and I still have to change into appropriate Christmas attire.

“Shawn, I better get everything cleaned up and get ready so I can go see my parents. Do you want help with the dishes?”

“Sure. But don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing. At the very least, if he wasn’t planning to mail your gift, he should have said something.”

“Don’t worry about it, Shawnie. There’s sure to be a reason. Now, come on.”

We get the dishes done quickly and both head to our rooms to change for dinner with our parents. Astonishingly, I’m ready first, and have to say goodbye to him through his bedroom door. “I don’t know if I’ll see you tonight, Shawn. Depends on when we both get home. Have a nice time, try not to fight with your dad, and say ‘Hi’ to both of your parents for me.”

“Okay, Lys. Ditto!” I chuckle as I grab my purse and the gifts for my parents and head out.

***

“Mom! Dad! I’m here!” I call out as I close their front door behind me.

I walk through the house to the living room to put the presents I’ve brought under the Christmas tree. My mom pokes her head out of the kitchen to say hello.

“Mom, do you want help with dinner?”

“No, thank you, Lys. I’m done with what I’m going to do right now.” She walks into the living room and pulls me into a hug. “Merry Christmas, Mija.”

“Merry Christmas, Mom.”

My dad comes into the living room from the hallway. He must have been in his study. “Lys, you’re here! Merry Christmas.”

I grin over my mom’s shoulder. “Merry Christmas, Dad. Your surrogate son asked me to say hello to both of you.”

***

Christmas evening with my parents is pretty much the same it is every year. We open our presents and watch A Christmas Carol during dinner and dessert—according to my mom, Christmas isn’t Christmas without A Christmas Carol or The Nutcracker. At least this year we’re watching a newer version. My mom hasn’t seen this one before, and she wants to compare it to the others.

I leave around 10:30, and when I get home, Shawn is either already in his room, or hasn’t made it back home yet, so I head right up to my room to put away my gifts and go to bed.

On the downhill slope from Christmas, the next week passes quickly. When I speak with Damien the day after Christmas, I find out that he shipped his gift a little late, but was assured it would arrive by Christmas day. He apologizes that it didn’t make it, but I wave it off. It’s not his fault, after all.

I talk Shawn into going to the formal masquerade ball that Queen’s Ball is hosting on New Year’s Eve. We have to go shopping to find something appropriate, and it takes me nearly three hours to get ready, but the look on Shawn’s face makes it worth it.

He shakes his head with a grin. “Lys, I’m gonna have to beat guys away with a bat.”

“You look pretty damn good yourself, Shawn.” We take several pictures so I can show Damien, before I put on a gold mask, carefully chosen from my collection. Shawn takes a couple more pictures before he puts on his own mask and we leave.

***

The place is already pretty full by the time we arrive, and we barely make it to an out-of-the-way corner before I’m being asked to dance. With a quick glance at Shawn, I’m whisked away.

I dance with a couple of guys before, unusually for him, Shawn cuts in and reclaims me. “What’s the matter, Shawnie? Why are you dancing with me? There are some beautiful girls here.”

“Yeah, I know, but I also want to dance with my best friend. Besides, think of how much better I’ll look after dancing with one of, if not the, hottest girl here.” He waggles his eyebrows.

I laugh and kiss him on the cheek. “You’re such a flatterer, Shawn. How are you not beating the girls off with a bat?”

“Meh.” He tilts his head and sneers. “I have had a few offers, but I’m not all that interested. No one has really caught my eye.”

“Maybe you need to dance with a few of them. You know, get a chance to talk to someone. It’s hard for anyone to catch your eye when everyone is wearing masks.”

“Mmm. I suppose. It’s not a big deal though.” He shakes his head. “I haven’t really been feeling the urge to date lately.”

He leads me through a spin and I giggle. “No one said you had to date the girl, Shawnie. And I doubt anyone would be expecting you to ask them out. You’ll probably be considered awesome just for being interested in more than getting your rocks off.”

He laughs and pulls me into a hug. “Thanks, Lys.” After a couple songs, we make our way to the bar. I order water, planning to drink only after midnight.

I spend the night flitting from partner to partner, greatly enjoying myself, and trying to suppress thoughts of how much better the night would be if Damien were here with me. I even come across quite a few friends and acquaintances from school. Right before midnight, Shawn finds me, and we both buy drinks to toast the New Year.

“It’s a shame I don’t have anyone to kiss at midnight,” I mumble, mostly to myself.

“You can kiss me,” says Shawn.

“What do you mean?”

“Just a friendly kiss, you know,” he pauses. “To ring in the New Year,” he proclaims, throwing his arm out grandly.

I eye him carefully. He looks honest, and, more importantly, completely sober. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer, Shawnie, thanks.”

Shawn throws his arm around my shoulders as we count down the final seconds to the ball drop. At zero, with confetti falling from the ceiling, we share a kiss that is friendly and chaste, despite being on the lips. It’s a kiss between friends, and nothing more, but it helps me feel less lonely.

With the New Year officially started, the music changes to Top 40 hits, and everyone starts taking off their masks. I decide to leave mine on, since it’s pretty expensive and I don’t want anything to happen to it.

Apparently, this serves as some kind of attractant to men, as I suddenly find myself with multiple offers to dance at the end of each song.

I decide to call it a night when some idiot tries to slide his hand up under my dress. Security is kind enough to escort him outside, but with how much people have had to drink I figure it’s only a matter of time before it happens again.

I find Shawn dancing with a beautiful girl near the edge of the dance floor, and wait until the song is over to walk up to them.

“Shawnie, I’m really sorry to interrupt, but will you be ready to go soon, or should I take a cab? I’m okay with either option, really.”

The girl steps away from him instantly with a look of horror on her face. “Oh my god! Are you his girlfriend? I’m sorry, I thought he was single.”

“No! No.” I step back with my hands up, trying to keep the girl from running off. “We’re friends, just friends.” I point at Shawn. “He was my ride here.”

“Oh,” says the girl, leaning into Shawn again. “In that case, I’d like to keep him a bit longer, if you don’t mind.”

“All right. Have fun you two. See you later, Shawn.”

I collect my jacket from the coat check and take one of the taxis waiting outside the club. I’m home in fifteen minutes, and asleep in bed in less than half an hour.

***

On the morning of the third, I wake up super excited. Damien is coming home today! He won’t be home until late afternoon, but I still hope to see him after I have dinner with my parents, even if it’s just for a short while. I get dressed and head downstairs, hoping Shawn will be able to keep me company until it’s time for me to leave.

“Hi Shawnie! What’s up for today?”

He slumps down in a seat across from me with his breakfast. “My mom says I’ve got to go golfing with my dad. Again.” He throws his hands up, exasperated. “I just went last month! Usually, I get a few months’ reprieve. I hate golfing. I can’t even use the weather as an excuse. Can you believe it’s going to be sixty degrees today?”

“Sorry, Shawnie. Sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to, especially when parents are involved. And it’s only what, three hours, then you’re free for a month or two, right?”

“More like five,” he grumbles.

“I can’t really help you with this one.” I offer him a sympathetic smile. “Bear up best you can. I’m having dinner with my parents tonight, so I may or may not see you.”

“Okay, Lys.”

Once he’s left, I settle down on the sofa to watch TV until it’s time to for me to leave. I shouldn’t have bothered, though, since scarcely a minute passes before the doorbell rings.

Sighing, I stand. I reach the front door just as the bell rings again. I glance out the peephole and see a UPS guy standing there. Shrugging, I open the door and poke my head out.

“Hi, can I help you?” He looks up from that electronic doohickey they all carry and smiles wide.

“Yes,” he says as he looks down at a parcel at his feet. “Elysabeth Vance?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” I say, guardedly.

“I have a package for you.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t order anything, and I don’t accept unexpected deliveries.” His smile falters.

“Um, will you sign for this?” He holds the little doohickey out to me.

“I told you I didn’t order anything. Are you sure you have the right address?” He reaches down and picks up the parcel then holds it out to me.

“Is this your name and address?” I read the label. Elysabeth Vance. There’s no return address. I try to make out the postmark, but the ink is too faint. I suppose it must be for me as my name is actually spelled correctly.

Then it clicks. This must be Damien’s gift! Eager now, to open it, I hurriedly answer, “Yes, that’s me.”

“Then will you please sign for it?” He shoves the little device at me. I sign and hand it back to him. He hands me the box and retreats to his van.

“Thanks!” I call out as I step back inside and shut the door.

I plop back down on the sofa and slit the tape with the box cutter we keep on the coffee table. I carefully open the flaps and peer inside. I have no idea what it might be, or what to expect.

There’s something black and slightly shiny inside. It dawns on me what I’m looking at, and I let out an excited squeal. Damien has sent me a leather trench coat. I’ve wanted one forever. It’s the ultimate symbol of . . . I shake my head.

“NO, I’m so not going to go there.”

I pull the coat out and stand, letting the box fall. To my surprise the coat falls open, the hem dropping to the floor. I hold it out at arm’s length. It’s expertly crafted and tailored. The leather is thin, and all of it is pitch black. There isn’t a single spot of discoloration. It’s the coat I’ve always longed for, but so much better.

The lining is blood red satin. There is a buckle on the collar to hold it closed. The silver zipper runs right down to crotch level and is overlapped by three long buckles equally spaced down the front between the bust and hips. I put it on and twirl around.

It fits perfectly. I run up to my room to look in my full length mirror. The coat is absolutely perfect! I zip it up and grin at the shape it gives me. I look amazing.

As I stretch and turn trying to see myself from all angles, I hear a crinkle. I unzip it again and find an envelope in a pocket on the left.

“Here we go. Let’s see what Damien has to say.” I go back downstairs and move the box out of the way. As I do, I realize there’s still something else inside. It’s something small, wrapped carefully in tissue paper.

I open it to discover an emerald green mask that takes my breath away. It’s as though lace has been fashioned into a mask and hardened. The general shape is feline, with swirls going up at the sides, similar to ears, then narrower at the bottom like a muzzle. There are yellow rhinestones, or maybe crystals in a swoop above the eyes, vaguely reminiscent of eyebrows. At the center of the top is a heart with some more rhinestones and ornate filigree.

“Oh, Damien, it’s beautiful.” How the hell will I be able to thank him for this?

I set it on the table and take a picture to show my parents, then sit down on the sofa again. Time to read my letter. The envelope is a heavy parchment, sealed with wax, and has my name written across the front in elegant writing. Damien certainly has excellent penmanship. I flip the envelope back over and stare at the seal for a moment. It looks like a D with something around it, but the impression isn’t deep, and I can’t tell for sure.

I lift the seal with my nail, hoping it won’t break. Luckily, it comes away easily.

23 December

Ma chère Elysabeth,

I hope you are doing well. I have missed you deeply, and cannot wait to return to you. Despite our short time together, I find that already my life is less bright when you are not in it.

London has been beautiful, but nothing like it would be if you had been here to share it with me. I have been desperately searching for the perfect gift for you. I passed a leather shop on Monday and decided to inquire after a custom coat for you, knowing how you like mine.

With a bit of convincing, a design was settled on (I provided your measurements, please forgive my forwardness), and promised to me by today. I believe the coat will suit you marvelously, Chérie. I hope it fits well.

The mask I discovered at a market along the Thames. If I recall correctly, you are lacking green in your collection. I do hope you enjoy your gifts. I will mail them this afternoon, and desperately hope the package will reach you by Christmas. When I spoke with the concierge this morning, I was assured it would make it to you in time, but I feel I may have been misinformed. Merry Christmas, and Happy New Year. I shall see you soon, ma chère. As ever, I am your devoted servant.

Much love,

Damien

I finish reading and grin. Trust Damien to get me the best gift ever. It totally kicks my gift’s butt. I decide to wear my coat to dinner with my parents. I stretch out on the sofa to watch a few of the shows I have on DVR, then get up to get ready for dinner.

***

When I get to my parents’ house, I let myself in and go straight to the living room.

“Mom! Dad! Look at my awesome present!” I twirl around so they can get a good look at my new coat. “It’s my Christmas gift from Damien. It arrived today.”

“Damien sent that to you?” my dad asks flatly.

“Yes, Dad. Isn’t it great?”

“Isn’t he in London?” he asks, voice fairly monotonous.

“Yeah, with his family. Why?” My enthusiasm dims as I become aware that he’s not pleased.

“It makes this gift all the more expensive.” His eyes narrow. “I had hoped he was above things like this.”

“Um, Dad? What do you mean? It’s just a gift.”

“When a man gives such an expensive gift to a woman, he expects something in return. I’ll be damned if he gets it from my little girl!” he says loudly.

I can’t help but laugh at the absurdity. “No, Dad, he’s not like that. It’s more a romantic gift than anything else. It would be like you bringing flowers home to mom.” He gives me an incredulous look.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Lys. I could probably buy an entire nursery of roses for what he paid for that thing. It was obviously tailored to fit you. And that’s another thing. How in the hell did he know that it would fit!” My dad’s working himself up into a fit.

I flounder, caught unaware by his sudden waves of anger. “He said he guessed at the measurements. It was made specifically for me, Dad. But—”

“Ah, you see! Even more expensive, then.” I don’t know precisely what to say to calm my father. My temper, after all, is inherited from him, and I don’t want to deal with an explosion. I glance at my mom, hoping she’ll back me up, but it looks like she’s staying out of it for now

“It’s a romantic gift. It probably didn’t even cost him his pocket change for the week. He mentioned it the letter he sent with it that he knows that I love his coat, so he had one made for me. It’s sweet, see?” I’m hoping my words will at least calm my father enough to listen to reason. I really should know better by now, once he gets on a role, there’s no appeasing him.

“This is precisely what I was worried about with the way he was flaunting his wealth,” he says contemptuously. He sent you a coat that must be worth a fortune. To him it’s absolutely nothing, but to you it’s one of the best presents you will ever receive. Not only is he trying to buy you, it doesn’t even mean much to him!”

I stand there, shocked. I can feel my temper building, and I’m sure my mom sees the warning signs as well, but my father isn’t that observant. “Damien has never been anything but a gentleman,” I declare vehemently. “He really likes me, and I really like him. He doesn’t expect anything from me.”

“Don’t you use that tone with me, young lady,” he shakes a finger at me angrily. “I don’t want you seeing this Damien anymore. He isn’t the type of man I want my daughter associating with!” He’s practically yelling, a guaranteed way to piss me off, and this time is no exception.

“What!? I’m twenty-one; you have no right to forbid me to see him!” my ears heat with anger, but I don’t bother backing down. My father is being ridiculous. “How do you think he’ll feel? He buys me a great gift and then I stop seeing him? He’ll think I only like him for his money! For that matter, don’t you care how I feel?” My voice is a screech by the end, and my mom rises, getting ready to head off the approaching storm. My father gives me a quick, withering look, like I’m being silly.

“I may have no legal right to forbid you to see Damien, but I can cut off all financial support,” he says with a smug smile.

His answer freezes me. “You wouldn’t!” I gasp out.

“Do you want to find out?” he threatens.

“You’d ruin my future over a gift from my boyfriend?” He wouldn’t really. Would he?

“No.” I didn’t think so. “I’m offering you a choice. Your boyfriend, or your education and a good life.”

As if the two are mutually exclusive. My knees give way and I fall into a chair. School starts again in a week. I’m not sure there’s enough time to get a loan to pay tuition, much less get a job as well.

I stare up at my father hopelessly. “You’re really going to make me choose?”

“George—” my mom starts, but my father cuts her off.

“Not now, Estel! What is your decision, Elysabeth?” he demands.

“I have to decide right now? You’re asking me to make a life-altering decision without even a chance to weigh the pros, cons, and possible outcomes?”

“There’s nothing to weigh. I know you’re too motivated to throw away your future.”

Damn him for being right. “But I could get a loan. A job. There are options. Shades of grey beyond the black and white you’ve proposed. I need time to figure things out!” I’m yelling at him, uncaring of his response at this point.

“You will decide now. And I will wait while you call this boy and tell him not to contact you again, or I’ll take your card, phone, and car, and cancel your accounts tomorrow.”

“Over a coat!” My mind can hardly process this. My father has been intractable and irrational before, but never anything like this. His reaction makes no sense.

I look over at my mother, my last chance at a peaceful resolution to this situation. She avoids my gaze, telling me she’s going to support my father.

If he really takes my card, I won’t even have food money. I have about ten dollars in my wallet, and another six and some change sitting on my dresser at home. That’ll barely get me ramen for a week, and no one is hiring in January.

Not that it would matter, as I wouldn’t have my car, or any money for the bus or a taxi, so I couldn’t get to an interview. And without a phone, no one would even be able to reach me to offer an interview.

As I realize I have no other option, I slump down in my seat. My father obviously realizes what decision I’ve come to. Not that he really gave me much of a choice.

“Call him now, Elysabeth.”

“He’s on a flight back here, he won’t answer,” I mumble, refusing to look at him.

“Then you can leave him a voicemail.”

“A voicemail?” my head shoots up. “You expect me to break up with him over voicemail?”

“You can give me your phone if you prefer,” he says sternly.

I throw him a dirty look before rising and walking toward my old bedroom. I realize my father’s following me. “I expect privacy for this call.” I don’t even look at him. He stops following me, but I don’t hear him return to the living room.

I shut the door firmly and take a few deep breaths to compose myself as much as possible. As the phone rings, I can’t decide whether or not I want him to pick up.

“Elysabeth?” This is going to be hard. “Elysabeth, I cannot speak long. We are about to lift off for the second leg of our flight.”

“Damien, I—” How the hell am I supposed to say this? “I can’t see you anymore.” My voice is flat, expressionless, but a single tear traces its way down my face.

“Elysabeth? What are you saying? I do not understand. Why not? Was it something I did?”

“No, Damien, you’re great. Your gift pissed off my father. He’s forbidden me to have any contact with you on the threat of cutting me off completely. There’s—” I swallow the lump in my throat. “There’s only a week until school starts. I don’t have time to find work and get a loan. I’m sorry Damien.” Tears fall freely down my face and an ache develops in my chest.

“Elysabeth, please, I . . . I can talk to him.” Damien says, sounding panicked. “Explain my gift. I will . . . I will return it. He must understand. I will make him see. But you—I cannot—please do not—”

My father pounds on the door. “Elysabeth! Time’s up. Say good-bye.”

“I have to go, Damien.” My words are barely a whisper.

Despite his protests for me to wait, I hang up the phone. I take a moment to wipe my face. My eyes are red, but I won’t give my father the satisfaction of seeing how much he’s gotten to me. When I wrench open the door, my father is standing there looking smug.

“Come along, Lys. Dinner time.” He puts an arm around my shoulder.

I stare at it contemptuously for a moment before pulling away from him in disgust. I’ve never hated anyone more in my life. “Don’t. Touch. Me.” My jaw is clenched to keep myself from yelling. “You’ve cost me the best relationship I’ve ever had over a present. A fucking present! Given from the heart, with no thought of reciprocation, despite what you think. I know this because he’s the only guy I’ve dated who hasn’t tried to get in my pants.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Elysabeth,” he says dismissively. “You’ll get over this quickly enough. Now, come have dinner and stop acting like a child.”

“Like hell I will!” I shout contemptuously. “You expect me to sit down and pretend nothing is wrong? Everything is fucking wrong!” I grab my purse from the sofa where I’d set it. “I’m leaving. Don’t expect me home again anytime soon.”

“Don’t you walk out on us!” he yells at my back.

I spin around to face my father and stand on tiptoes so we’re nose to nose. “Or what? You already threw out your biggest threat. You have nothing left.” I leave quickly, practically slamming the door behind me, drowning out my father’s shouts to come back.


CHAPTER 10

I’m sitting on the sofa, exhausted, when Shawn gets home. For lack of a punching bag, I’d stood my mattress against the wall and spent well over an hour punching the hell out of it. My anger is gone, but I’m sore, and my hands hurt like hell.

“Hey, Lys, I figured you’d still be with your parents.” His footsteps go down the hall to his room, then come back. “Lys?” Confused. “Lys!” Slightly panicked. “What happened? Oh my god, is that blood on your hands?”

I look down, vaguely surprised to find that I do, indeed, have blood on my hands. Guess that’s why they hurt so bad.

Shawn takes one of my hands carefully. “Holy crap, these are scraped to shit!” He grabs my shoulders to make me look him in the eye. “Were you attacked? Do you need to go to the hospital?” He sounds so concerned. Do I really look that bad?

I shake my head slowly, not sure where to start. “I may need a new mattress.”

“A new mattress? Lys, did you hit your head? Come on, let’s get you cleaned up, then you can tell me what happened.” He pulls me into the kitchen and washes off my hands. There’s some bruising, and scabs are already forming.

“Lys, how did this happen?” Shawn’s really careful as he dries off my knuckles.

“I punched the hell out of my mattress.” My voice is a monotone.

“Why?” he asks fervently.

“I got into a fight with my father.”

“Oh, hell. Another one? Lys, you can’t keep doing this. And you can’t come home and punch things. You’re hurting yourself,” he declares.

I shrug one shoulder, not caring. “It was him or an inanimate object. Take your pick.”

“What was this fight over?”

“My coat,” my voice catches, the emotions still simmering just below the surface.

“Coat?” he asks, confused.

“Damien’s gift finally got here. It was a leather trench. I wore it when I went to see my parents. My father got pissed off and said D . . . Damien was trying to buy me. I’m . . . I’m forbidden from having any contact with him ever again.” I blink quickly, hoping to stall the looming tears.

Shawn snorts. “Right, he expects that to work?”

I look up at him hopelessly. “He made me call Damien and break up with him.”

Shawn’s jaw drops. In any other circumstances, it would probably be funny. “You actually did it?”

“I had to.” I drop my head and stare at my hands. “He threatened to cut me off completely if I didn’t. No money, no tuition, no phone, no car.” I sniff. “I have a week until school starts. I can’t get a loan in that amount of time. And I would have about sixteen dollars to my name. That’s barely ramen for a week. I didn’t have a choice, Shawnie.”

Shawn pulls me into a hug, and I blink furiously, desperate not to cry. “Oh, Lys, I’m sorry.”

I shake my head against his shoulder. “No you’re not. You’re probably happy I won’t ever see Damien again.”

Shawn holds me away from him and looks me in the eye. “Lys, I could never be happy when you’re this miserable. Besides, I don’t agree with your dad. While I do think he’s hiding something, I don’t think Damien would ever try to buy you. Nor do I think he intends to harm you in any way.”

“Shawn, what do I do?” My phone rings, and for a second I brighten at Damien’s ringtone. “I can’t answer it.” My face crumples. “I’m sure my father will check my phone records.”

Shawn pulls me into another hug and rubs my back, offering support. “I don’t know what you should do, Lys. Give it some time. You’ll think of something. For now, let’s have a game night. You can imagine every zombie you kill has your dad’s face. I nod slowly, figuring that it will at least give me something else to focus on.

While the zombie killing does help distract me, it doesn’t solve any problems, and early the next morning, after a nearly sleepless night, my anger and frustration are back in full force.

I sit in my room trying to ignore the persistent ache in my chest as I desperately think of a way to work around my father’s ruling. My phone ringing pulls me from my thoughts. It’s my mother. I’m tempted to ignore the call, but I can’t do that. Even when I’m mad at her.

“Hello Mother. You’re lucky I’m up. It’s only seven.”

“Elysabeth, I know you do not sleep well after fights. Now, we need to talk.” Crap, the tone suggests I’m in trouble with her, now, too.

“Yes, Mother?”

“I don’t agree with your actions yesterday,” she starts in on me. “You were rude, disrespectful, and vulgar. He is your father and deserves to be treated with respect.” Her attack puts me on the defense and fuels my anger.

“He needs to act like he deserves it. And from my point of view, you weren’t exactly mother of the year, yesterday.”

“Elysabeth Vance! No me hables con esa voz, muchachita.” Shit. Do NOT piss off mom.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“You owe your father an apology.”

“Mom! There is no way in hell I’m going to apologize after what he did yesterday. He was wrong on way too many levels.”

“You are in the wrong as well, Mija,” she says calmly.

“But—”

“No, you know it’s true. Two wrongs do not make a right.”

I know I won’t win this argument. “Yes, Mom.”

“Good, now, I do understand why you did what you did yesterday. I know your father is being completely unreasonable,” I’m surprised by her acknowledgement. “But he’s trying to protect you, in his own way.”

“Protect me? Mom, what he did was inexcusable! Do you have any idea how bad I felt having to break up with Damien for no reason? Even worse, over the phone! Do you know how much this hurts?”

“I know, Mija. I’ll try to think of something.” She sounds sympathetic.

“Like you did last night?” I throw out.

She sighs. I know I’m putting her in an awkward position, but I’ve always had a terrible temper, and it seems to take forever to cool down after a fight with my father. “Elysabeth, I do not want to argue with you. Why don’t you come for dinner? We can all talk.”

“Today?” I ask in disbelief. “You expect me to sit in the same room with him and pretend that everything is hunky dory?”

“In the end, it’s your decision.” Her tone of voice makes it obvious she thinks I’m making the wrong one.

“I just . . . I can’t.” I sigh, she already knows how I’m feeling. Fights are all too common. My father and I butt heads a lot. Although I think this one takes it to a whole other level. “I really can’t. I’ll talk to you later, Mom. Love you.”

“Good-bye, Lys. I love you, too.”

***

At nine, someone knocks on the door. Who would be visiting this early? I open the door to Damien who looks like he didn’t sleep a wink last night.

“Damien? What are you doing here? You know I can’t see you. Who knows what my father has in place to keep you away. He could have one of the neighbors watching.”

“But Elysabeth, please,” he begs. “I could not sleep last night after being unable to reach you by phone. I had to come see you. There must be something I can do.” He reaches for me and it breaks my heart to step away from him.

“I wish there was,” I say, my eyes filling with tears. “I’m so sorry, Damien. But I can’t give up my education and my life. Maybe once I can support myself—”

“Lys?” Shawn comes to the door looking quizzical, at least until he sees Damien. “Oh, hi, Damien. What are you doing here?” I’m pleasantly surprised he’s not antagonistic.

“I have come to ask Elysabeth if there is anything I can do to make her father reconsider.” He sounds desperate.

“Good luck with that,” Shawn mutters. “I’ve never seen that happen. You have a better shot of changing her mom’s mind. But why are we outside?”

“Knowing my father, he’ll have a neighbor watching.” I gesture to the surrounding houses. “I can’t risk inviting him in.”

We stand there awkwardly for a moment before Shawn gets an evil gleam in his eye. “Damien, you have to leave.”

Damien nods, resigned. “I understand. Elysabeth,” he takes my hand before I can pull away. “I vow to you, I will a way to change your father’s mind. I will not rest until I do.”

“Oh Damien,” I say, shaking my head sadly, “you’d better rest; it’ll be a long time.”

“No, Damien, you don’t understand,” Shawn cuts in. “Leave, and go four streets over, to Marshall, and park. No one there knows us. Walk over to the 7-11 and I’ll pick you up there. You’ll have to lay down in the back seat so no one sees you, but when I get back, I’ll pull into the garage like I always do. No one will think anything of it.”

A glimmer of hope takes hold in my heart, and it takes every ounce of control I have not to squeal and hug Shawn. “Thanks, Shawnie. Now Damien, you have to go.” I step back and close the door in his face, in the hope that anyone watching will think I’ve had a hard time convincing him to leave.

Shawn leaves about ten minutes later. I’m waiting at the door to the garage when he returns.

Damien closes the space between us and pulls me to him. I breathe in deep, enjoying his scent. “I thought I’d never get to do this again,” I say, happy tears pooling in my eyes.

He tilts my head up to look me in the eyes. “I would never give you up so easily, Elysabeth. You are worth fighting for.” With a hand on my cheek, he kisses me softly, sweetly, and the ache I’ve had since I called him disappears.

He deepens the kiss, setting fire to my blood, and telling me he’s missed me as much as I’ve missed him.

“Come on, you guys, is that really necessary?” Shawn says. From his tone of voice, I’d bet he’s rolling his eyes, too.

I turn to give Shawn a big hug. “Thank you, Shawn. Thank you so much!” My voice is thick with emotion.

He squeezes me gently. “You’re welcome, Lys. Anytime.”

“Elysabeth,” Damien says gently, “please explain to me what is happening. Why was your father upset by my gift?” I don’t really want to go into it, feeling like my father’s reaction somehow devalues the gift, but I have to tell him.

I sigh. “Let’s go into the living room. You too, Shawn. If we’re going to figure this out, three heads are better than two.” Although he looks surprised, Shawn follows us into the living room and settles into his favorite green armchair. Both he and Damien look at me expectantly.

“He was sure . . . you were . . . trying . . . to . . . buy me.” The words come out slowly, hesitant. I don’t know what he’ll think.

“I . . . see.” The words are forced and I can easily imagine him clenching his jaw. It takes almost half an hour to tell them the whole story, and by the end of it, I’m crying freely again. I hate that I cry when I’m angry.

“Elysabeth, it does not much bother me that your father thinks ill of me. He does not know me well. However, he should know that you would not succumb to such things. You are his daughter. How can he not have faith in you?” Damien asks in disbelief.

I shrug, having wondered similar things myself.

Damien looks pensive for a few moments. “Do you think it would help if I simply apologize?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. Shawn, what do you think?”

He considers it for a moment. “It can’t possibly hurt, right?”

“What is your parents’ phone number, Elysabeth?” I give him the number. “Please be silent. I will put him on speaker so you may give me your advice when we are done.”

“Okay.”

My mom answers the phone. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Vance?”

“Yes, this is she.”

“Hello, Ma’am, this is Damien Delanciennes.”

“Oh, hello, Damien.” I can hear the surprise in her voice.

“I understand your husband was not pleased by my Christmas gift to your daughter. I would like to speak with him to remedy the situation.”

“Oh!” She’s flustered. “Well, let me tell him,” she raises her voice and calls to my father. “George!”

“Yes?” Very faintly.

“You have a call!”

A few moments pause, then, “Got it! Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Vance, this is Damien Delanciennes.”

“Oh, you. What do you want? Why are you calling? How did you get this number?” My father’s voice hardens with each question. I can tell he readying himself for a fight.

“Sir, when Elysabeth called me yesterday, she mentioned you were upset by the gift I gave her. I have not been able to reach her by phone since, and she made me leave when I attempted to visit her. I have called to see if there is any way to remedy this situation. I most certainly did not mean to give offense with my present, and I wish to continue seeing your daughter.”

“No, I don’t care what you say, I don’t want her seeing a . . . a scoundrel like you. The gift you gave her says quite a lot about what’s on your mind. I don’t want you going anywhere near my daughter!”

Damien stays calm, despite my father’s harsh growl. “But Sir, I meant nothing untoward by it. I merely wished to give her a gift she would enjoy. You have my word it was simply a gift. No strings attached.”

“No, I don’t want to hear excuses; you are no longer welcome within my home. And stay away from my daughter!”

“Sir, please,” Damien entreats. “Won’t you reconsider?”

“No, I won’t.” I sit silently, with tears pooling in my eyes. I often think it would be easier if I hated my father. Then his unreasonable behavior and harsh words wouldn’t hurt so much. He always speaks first, without considering what he’s saying. Then he refuses to see that he’s wrong.

“Elysabeth?” he looks directly at me, his concern obvious.

“Yes?”

“Do you have any suggestions?”

I blink back my tears as I shake my head. “Unfortunately, no. You know what happened when I tried pushing back. He’s being absolutely unreasonable. Shawn, do you—” My phone ringing stops me. It’s my mom. I put my finger to my lips to keep Damien quiet as I answer.

“Lys?”

“Yes, Mom?”

“Damien is a remarkable young man. He just called to apologize to your father.” She sounds oddly pleased.

“Doubt that went well.”

“No, it didn’t, but it’s the thought that counts.”

“Why is he reacting like this, Mom? It’s absolutely ridiculous. Even for him.”

“You see, Mija,” she says reluctantly, “your father can’t see that not all men are the same.”

“Are you telling me that my father used to be like he’s accusing Damien of being?”

“I didn’t say that.” She speaks far too quickly. I sigh as I start to understand some of the problem.

“Any idea what else we can do?”

“Not right now, Mija. He’ll come around eventually. Perhaps if you apologized for your outburst it will happen faster.”

“Sure, Mom. And pigs are flying by my window right now.”

“Lys!” I can tell my mom’s trying not to laugh.

“I’ll talk to you later, Mom. Maybe we can have lunch together tomorrow.”

“That sounds good, Lys. Cuidate bien.” I end the call and set my phone aside. I have to think of a way to work this out.

“Elysabeth, why don’t we visit your parents. Conversations in person are more impactful than ones over the phone.”

Shawn and I both stare at Damien like he’s grown a second head. “Are you crazy? My father would slaughter you if he saw us together right now. And me too.”

“Elysabeth, really,” Damien says with a grin. “He is your father; he would do no such thing.”

“I don’t know about that,” says Shawn. “You’re underestimating him. Hell, I wouldn’t put it past him to call the cops, at least.”

“Truly?” Damien sounds almost shocked. Shawn nods.

“So, guys, what are we going to do? We can’t keep sneaking Damien in here, and I can’t be seen with him outside the house.”

“Win the lottery?”

“Shawn, even if I could, how will that help?”

“Well, the main problem is that you need money,” Shawn says plainly. “If you won the lottery, you wouldn’t have to worry about your dad cutting you off.”

“If the lottery weren’t so hard to win, the idea has merit. Any other ideas to suddenly get independently wealthy?”

“Elysabeth, I can help you,” Damien offers quietly.

I’m surprised by his suggestion. “Damien, while I appreciate the offer, I couldn’t possibly let you do that. If things don’t work out between us, I’d feel awful that you’d spent money supporting me, and it would take me ages to pay back.”

“Please, Elysabeth, if the alternative is to end our relationship, I will gladly help you in whatever way I can.”

His sincerity is obvious, and I don’t know what to make of it. “Damien, we’ve only been together a month and a half. Why are you so willing to do this?”

“Because I feel complete when I am with you.” He says it so straightforward. “Our relationship is unlike any I have ever had. I do not wish to throw that away when I can easily hold onto it.”

I catch Shawn’s eyes over Damien’s shoulder. His single raised eyebrow and cocked head tell me that he realizes Damien isn’t telling us everything. But while Shawn is obviously bothered by it, I don’t think it’s necessarily a bad thing. Now would be a great time for some input from my intuition.

Trust him.

Whoa! That’s the first time it’s worked on command. Trust him, huh? Okay, but only conditionally. “Damien, thank you. Let’s wait to see how my father acts over the next few days. If he hasn’t relented by Saturday, we’ll go visit and see if we can convince him in person. If that doesn’t work, we’ll go with your plan.”

“Thank you, Elysabeth. I believe that is fair. Shawn, what are your thoughts?”

Shawn’s eyes shoot wide, and his eyebrows are lost in his hairline. “Me? You want my opinion?” I’m saddened by his disbelief. Does he think we don’t value him?

“Of course,” answers Damien, looking serious. “You know Mr. Vance far better than I do. What do you think of our plan?”

Shawn’s brows draw low, and he bites his lip, thinking hard. “I think it’s the best option for now,” he finally says.

***

When Saturday rolls around without my father coming to his senses, Damien arrives to pick me up according to plan.

“Are you sure you want to do this? I’m still worried he’ll kill you.”

“Elysabeth, this was your idea”

I sigh. “Just a moment, let me change out of my sweats.” I run upstairs and change into a nice sweater dress and leggings. I decide to wear the boots my father gave me for Christmas to help soften him up. It has nothing to do with the fact that they’re gorgeous. Really.

As we drive over, Damien relays his game plan. “I will not enter your parents’ house, since your father has forbidden me entrance. I would not wish him to think we are trying to abolish his authority. Perhaps you can let him know that I wish to speak with him?”

“If I must.”

Damien laughs at my pout. “You will survive speaking to him.”

“I hope you’re right.”

When we arrive, I sit in the car a moment gathering my courage. “I’ll be back.” I enter the house quietly, and see my mom sitting in the living room. “Hi, Mom.”

She jumps up off the sofa and hurries around to hug me. “Elysabeth! Oh, I’m so glad to see you. But, well, I’m surprised to see you.”

I quickly glance around, and, seeing that my father is nowhere in sight, I whisper, “Damien’s idea.”

She smiles, pleased. “Oh, I see. You hold on to him, Mija, you’ve found a good one, despite what your father may think. Speaking of him, will you say hello to your father?”

“I have to. Damien sent me in to get him.”

“Damien is here?”

“Outside. He said my father forbade him to come in the house, and he’s trying to respect at least some his wishes.”

My mom shakes her head. “What a remarkable young man. He could teach you a thing or two.”

“Mom!”

She grins. “Your father is in the office.”

“Okay, Mom. Wish me luck.” She merely smiles as I turn and walk down to the office. I feel like I’m walking to the gallows. With a deep breath, I knock on the door.

“Come in, Estel.”

I walk in and shut the door behind me. “Mom’s in the living room.”

His head pops up. “Lys?” He takes in my boots and smiles. I suddenly realize that Damien is right, and that I’ve made the right decision. And mom is right, I should apologize for my behavior. “Are you ready to listen to me now? You’ve been acting immaturely lately.”

And there go all of my charitable feelings. I shake my head. “Damien’s outside. He asked to speak with you.”

His eyes narrow. “What the hell is he doing here? I thought I told you to sever all contact with him.”

“He drove me here—”

“Elysabeth, you broke your end of our bargain,” he says sternly.

I barely manage to keep myself from rolling my eyes. “Dad, Damien and I are trying to solve this like mature adults. He wants to speak with you.”

“He’s going to be waiting a long time. I have work to do.” He turns back to his computer.

I cross my arms with a huff. “Making playlists isn’t work. Go talk to him.”

“I already spoke with him on the phone.” He’s being a stubborn child.

“Dammit, Dad.” He glances up at me, and I let unshed tears collect in my eyes. “If you care about me at all, you’ll go speak with him. Hear him out. Let him explain his side of things to you. Let him make things right. Please.” I don’t bother keeping my voice even. I’m actually fairly pleased when it cracks on the last word.

He sighs and I know I’ve won this round. “Fine, send him in. But I’m warning you, this had better be good, or you will be handing me your cards and phone.”

“He said he’d wait for you outside,” I tell him as I wipe my eyes.

This seems to throw my father for a loop. “Outside, why is he outside?”

I shrug. “He said he’d wait for you out there. Something about you forbidding him to come in the house.”

My father shakes his head. “You stay inside, Lys.”

I nod. I don’t really want to be present for what’s to come. But still, as soon as he’s out the front door, I cozy up to it to listen to the conversation.

“What are you doing here? I told you to stay away from my daughter and stay away from my house!” My father keeps his voice low, apparently not eager to make a scene in front of the neighbors. Maybe Damien chose well after all.

“I realize that, Sir. However, I need to speak with you. Please, just give me a few minutes of your time.”

“For Elysabeth’s sake, I agreed to listen to you, so say what you will, then leave, and never darken my doorstep again.”

“Thank you, Sir. I know you were upset by my Christmas gift to Elysabeth, but I swear to you I expected nothing in return. I care deeply for your daughter, more than I could ever say. She is an amazing young woman. She is brilliant, funny, caring, and fiercely loyal to her loved ones.” I smile at the honesty in Damien’s voice, feeling ten feet tall that he thinks so highly of me. “I doubt I could ever find another like her in a million years. I ask only that you allow me to continue to see her.”

“I don’t think that would be in her best interests. I gave her a choice, and she chose to sever ties with you.” I roll my eyes. If it wasn’t for my father’s deep voice, I would think Damien was talking to a four-year-old who had just stomped his foot.

“Please, Sir, is there anything that I can do to change your mind? As I understand it, her choice was made under duress. She would never throw away her future, but she mentioned a desire to seek out a loan, and employment.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” my father says dismissively. “She needs to focus on her studies.”

“I believe she should as well, Sir, which is why I offered to fund her education if you would not reconsider your demand that she stay away from me. We do not wish to be parted.” I grimace. That may have been stated a bit too plainly.

“You are trying to buy her.” My father speaks as though he’s solved an age-old mystery” As if expensive gifts aren’t enough, now you want her indebted to you?” God, my father’s being a drama queen. It would be funny if this weren’t so serious.

“No, Sir.” Damien backtracks, realizing his mistake. “Not at all. I merely attempted to offer her another option amongst those she was considering. How can I put your mind at ease, Sir? I can return the coat if you like. I will only see her with a chaperone if that is what you want. But, please, I must see her. She means the world to me.” I don’t know how my father can possibly remain so stubborn in the face of Damien’s beseeching tone. I seriously consider throwing open the door and running into Damien’s arms to stand by his side. I might have, except I feel a hand on my shoulder and stiffen.

“Shame on you, Lys,” my mom’s scolding is tempered by her smile, “listening at doors. Let me pass. I’ll talk to your father.” I stand aside, letting my mom through. She shuts the door behind her. “Hello, Damien. I must say, you are truly . . . truly . . . Ay, como se dice? Oh! Incredible.”

“Estel, there is no reason for you to interfere.” My father’s voice wavers. When my mom chooses to make a stance, she always wins. If only she’d stand up to him more often.

“I think there is, Cariño.” Her voice is like ice. You don’t dare disobey when she speaks like that. I’m inside, away from her glare, and I cringe in sympathy. I know she’s giving my father that angry, disappointed look that makes you feel about two inches tall.

“You are ruining the happiness of your daughter for no reason. Not to mention the grief you are causing this remarkable young man. We will have no more of this foolishness, or your daughter will be lost to you forever.”

“She wouldn’t,” my father says. But a hint of doubt has crept into his voice. “And his gift . . . his expectations . . . “ He starts to sound whiny, and I know my mom’s going to win.

“Nonsense, you know she would,” she says dangerously. “You have made your point, and, like an honorable man, Damien has tried to fix the situation. He has made it quite clear he has no expectations. Elysabeth trusts and believes him. That’s good enough for me. Now you need to be man enough to admit when you are wrong.”

Ooh, good one. I can easily envision her poking him in the chest. My mom’s words give my father something else to focus on. “Man enough?” he scoffs. “I’ve always admitted when I was wrong. I have no need to man up.” My mom claps her hands together. We both know that’s the closest we’ll ever get to acceptance or apology from my father.

“Splendid. Then it’s settled. Come along, George.” My mom winks at me as she comes inside, pushing my confused-looking father ahead of her slowly. I step outside with a grin, and Damien comes to give me a hug.

“Your mother is absolutely amazing. I must find a way to thank her.”

My mother clears her throat behind me. “I think you already have,” I tell him, turning his face to see her smiling from the doorway.

He walks toward her, drawing me with him. “Mrs. Vance, how can I possibly thank you enough?”

She smiles. “Make sure you take good care of her when you two are out, and try your best to make her happy.”

“I will, Ma’am, I swear it!” He hugs me close.

“Damien, allow me to apologize for my husband. I hope you won’t be too upset with him.”

“No need to apologize, Ma’am. Although taken to extremes, I understand he was looking out for Elysabeth.”

My mom shakes her head with a smile. “You are truly remarkable. Now, Damien, Lys, would you like to stay for dinner?”

I shake my head. “Maybe tomorrow, Mom.”

Her disappointed gaze eats at me, but I’m still pretty mad at my father. I also don’t want to be around when he realizes he’s been manipulated. “Very well, Lys.”

Damien offers my mom a bow. “Ma’am, I look forward to seeing you tomorrow. And thank you, for everything.” I can hear the sincerity in his voice, and I know my mom can too.

“Of, course, Damien. You are very welcome. Have a good evening. Lys?”

“Bye, Mom. I might see you tomorrow.” I hug her tight.

“All right, but you’ll have to speak with him eventually,” she whispers in my ear.

“I know, Mom. Just not now.” She smiles sadly before going back inside while I follow Damien to the car.

“Elysabeth, you should have stayed for dinner with your parents.”

I shake my head emphatically. “No, Damien, I shouldn’t have. Trust me. My father and I both need a day or two to cool down.”

“Are you not planning on joining them for dinner tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. And if I do, I’m not sure it would be good for you to come with me. It will probably be awkward.”

“I will do as you think best, Chérie, but I think you, at least, should dine with your parents tomorrow.”

“We’ll see,” I say as I stare out the window. Damien can’t possibly know what it’s like after my father and I fight. It will take at least a week before we do more than be civil to each other. I don’t really want to expose him to that.

As we stop at a light, Damien places his hand on my shoulder, and I turn to him, seeing his warm smile. I place my hand over his and my heart speeds up. I’m thankful he cares enough about me to go through all of the craziness of the past week.

Damien and I do end up joining my parents for dinner, and it’s as awkward as I feared. Damien is a perfect gentleman, but everyone is rather quiet, and what conversation there is sounds forced. Somehow, though, we make it through.

I prepare to return to school with a mixture of excitement over my final term, and relief that we won’t be able to join my parents for dinner for a while.


CHAPTER 11

“He’s here! I can hear his car in the driveway,” I whisper to Damien. We race back to the kitchen and sit down at the table. I wait impatiently, listening to the key turn in the lock, then to the door open and close. True to his routine, Shawn dumps the mail on our hall table, then heads down to his room.

I physically restrain myself from saying anything as I hear Shawn open his bedroom door and dump his book bag inside. His footsteps lead back to the kitchen, and I hold my breath until I catch sight of him.

“Happy twenty-second Birthday, Shawnie!” He visibly recoils, obviously startled by my loud greeting.

“Geez, Lys, are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Despite his words, a smile is forming on his face.

I stand from my seat at the kitchen table. “Aww, did I scare the old man?” I ask with a grin.

Shawn grimaces. “Old man? We’re the same age!”

“Not right now, Shawnie. You’re officially a year older than me. Anyway, that’s not the point. We have presents for you!”

“We? Oh . . . ” Shawn apparently hadn’t noticed Damien was seated at the table, too. I’m glad that he only seems surprised, rather than hostile. Damien nods in greeting, but stays silent in deference to my impatient fervor.

I steer Shawn to a seat and push my gifts to him. “Come on, open your presents!” I’m bouncing in my eagerness to see his reaction.

Grinning good naturedly at my enthusiasm, Shawn complies. His polite humor changes to genuine pleasure as he unwraps his first gift. It’s a book that he’s been eyeing on everyday applications for mathematical formulae.

“This is great, thanks Lys!”

“You’re welcome, Shawn.” His second present is more of a gag gift. I simply couldn’t resist when I saw it at the store. It’s a t-shirt that reads,

√-1 ♥ math, or i ♥ math.

Shawn takes one look at it and bursts out laughing. “That’s awesome, Lys. Really, it is. Thank you!” I grin in acknowledgement as he pulls it on over the shirt he’s already wearing.

I push the last present to him. “This is from Damien.” Shawn shoots me a quick, questioning look, but I gesture for him to open the gift.

He does so, and I can tell he’s surprised by the gorgeous leather briefcase he unwraps. “Wow, Damien, this . . . this is really great, thank you. But, um . . . ”

I can tell Shawn is uncomfortable, obviously wondering why Damien has bought him a gift considering his less-than-kind behavior on occasion.

Damien clearly understands Shawn’s discomfort as well. “You are one of the most important people in Elysabeth’s life,” he says, drawing me to him. “And you make her happy by being such a good friend. I cannot help but show my appreciation for the joy you bring her.” I blush, touched by what Damien has said.

“Besides,” he continues. “Every professor of mathematics must own a leather briefcase.” Shawn tenses for a moment, no doubt wondering if he’s being made fun of, but Damien’s easy smile convinces him the joke is well-intentioned.

“Well, thank you,” Shawn smiles. “I suppose this puts me one step closer to my goal, then.”

Damien nods in agreement. “A small step, but yes, I suppose so.”

I grin, enjoying the playful banter between the two most important people in my life. “So, Shawnie, we’re taking you out for your birthday. Where do you want to go?”

“Go?” he asks, looking confused.

“Yeah, you know, to eat. Damien and I are taking you out to eat for your birthday.”

***

We end up at Morton’s Steakhouse and the three of us have a blast. Shawn and Damien both order the largest steak on the menu. I have no idea how they finish that monster. I’m content with the petit filet mignon.

The food is excellent, as is the service, and I’m ecstatic to see Damien and Shawn getting along so well. I suppose Shawn smuggling Damien in and out of the townhouse gave them some time to talk. I sincerely hope it’s the beginning of a true change in their relationship.

At the end of the night, as Damien is leaving after dropping us off, I’m pleasantly surprised when Shawn initiates a handshake with him.

“Thank you, Damien. For dinner, and for my gift.”

“You are quite welcome, Shawn. Enjoy the rest of your birthday.”

Shawn nods and goes inside after a quick glance at me, letting me know he’s giving us privacy, for which I’m grateful.

“Damien, thank you for a great evening.”

“You are very welcome, Chérie. I know you wish to spend some time with Shawn, so I will take my leave. Enjoy your evening.”

“I will. Have a good night.”

He leans forward and we share a passionate kiss before I go inside to spend the rest of the evening with my best friend.

***

I wake up on Valentine’s Day eager to find out what Damien has planned. He hasn’t been willing to give me even a hint. He keeps telling me it’s a surprise. I dress comfortably for now, assuming he’ll call me before he comes over, and I can ask him how I should dress then.

I’ve got the whole day free, since my professor cancelled class. She just asked that we all email her our homework.

I find Shawn downstairs in the kitchen, looking a bit sad. “Hi Shawnie.” My tone is hesitant, careful.

“Oh, hey Lys.” He offers me a forced-looking smile. “I’m guessing you’re pretty excited, huh?”

“Well, I haven’t had a real Valentine since high school.” I try to keep the excitement and eagerness out of my voice.

Shawn stands and comes over to me, enveloping me in a hug. “Hey, it’s okay. Smile, be happy. I’m fine. You enjoy the fact that you’ve found someone. I will too, someday. I’ve got plenty of time.”

I blink back a traitorous teardrop. I feel unbelievably guilty that I’ve found someone when Shawn hasn’t. “Aw, thanks Shawnie. You’ll always be my best man, remember that. And of course you’ll find someone. You’re an amazing guy.” My phone chooses that inconvenient moment to ring.

Shawn kisses my forehead before letting me go and stepping back. “Have fun today, Lys.”

I force a smile. “Thanks, Shawn,” I answer my phone as he walks to his room. “Hello?”

“Elysabeth, how are you Chérie?”

“I’m good, thanks. How are you?”

“I am doing well, Chérie. Might I wish you a happy Valentine’s Day?”

“Thanks. You too. Are you finally going to tell me what we’re doing today?”

“Not yet, Chérie.” I can hear the smile in his voice.

“Can you at least tell me how I should dress?” I aim for curious, but I’m afraid it’s a bit on the whiny side.

“Yes, I suppose that is necessary. Semi-formal attire, please, Elysabeth. And bring a coat. We must arrive at our destination by 5:30, so I will pick you up at 4:45. It will be good to see you. I have missed you these past few days.”

“I’ve missed you too. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Of course, Chérie.”

As I hang up, someone rings the doorbell. Desperately hoping it isn’t Zane, I go to the door and peek through the peep hole. I can’t see the person’s face as it’s obscured by an enormous bouquet of roses. Curious, I open the door and look out, ready to slam the door shut if necessary.

The bearer of the bouquet, a guy who can’t be more than 17, tries to maneuver around the flowers before giving up and setting them down on the doorstep.

“Elysabeth Vance?” He sounds a little exasperated. Though with having to deal with such a large bouquet, I can’t blame him.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“I need you to sign for these. There’s more in the truck, so please sign at the “x” while I get the rest.”

I stare down at the bouquet by my feet that’s easily four dozen red roses. What more could there possibly be? The bouquet alone probably cost a fortune.

I’m broken out of my thoughts by the truck door closing, and quickly sign the form. I glance up at the delivery guy who’s holding three red boxes.

“Shawn! Could you come give me a hand?” He reaches the door as I’m handed the boxes.

“What’s all this, Lys?”

“Not sure, but can you grab the bouquet for me?” I walk around Shawn, leading the way back to the kitchen.

“Good lord! This is humongous.”

“I know.” I glance at him over my shoulder. “And it’s gorgeous.” I set the boxes on the kitchen table, and Shawn follows suit with the bouquet.

“I’m going to guess these are from Damien.”

“I certainly hope so, Shawnie.”

“Well, open the boxes.” He sounds even more impatient than I feel.

Grinning, I move to do as he suggested, when it occurs to me to look for a card in the bouquet. I carefully comb through the flowers, finally finding the card, which has fallen off of its little holder.

I can’t help but smile at the message.

Dearest Elysabeth,

Please accept these gifts as tokens of my affection. I do not have words to describe what you mean to me, but I will attempt to do so to the best of my meager abilities. You complete me. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I never thought that I would ever meet someone as special as you. I love each and every moment I share with you. I cannot wait to see you tonight, Chérie.

Yours Always,

Damien

“They are from Damien. Isn’t he the best?”

Shawn grins. “Perhaps you should open the boxes and find out just how great he is?”

“Oh! Yeah! Of course.” I eagerly pick up the first box and untie the white satin ribbon. The moment I lift the lid, I can smell the chocolate. Sure enough, within are a variety of chocolates, both dark and milk. I quickly eat one, closing my eyes as I savor the flavor.

“Mmmmm . . . ” It’s a truffle with a silky mousse inside.

Shawn pokes my shoulder, jolting me out of my chocolate fueled mouthgasm. “Lys, I know you love chocolate, but you have two more boxes to open.”

I grin sheepishly. “Right. Do you want one?” I shove the box at him and untie the ribbon on the next box in the stack. This box is quite a bit larger than the previous one. I lift the lid revealing an adorable teddy bear nestled among the tissue paper.

I pick it up and give it a hug, relishing how soft and plushy it is. It’s about twelve inches tall and bright red with a gold heart embroidered on its stomach and each paw.

With a last squeeze, I set the bear down and open the final box. What I find inside makes my heart stop and I slam the lid back down with a little squeak.

“Lys, what is it?” Shawn asks, giving me a devilish grin. I lift the lid again and peek inside, barely able to believe my eyes.

Shawn comes around the table to look in the box with me and whistles. “That . . . is impressive.”

I reach into the box and pull out the necklace. It’s a 2” by 3.5” y-shaped scrollwork pendant in a silver metal with clear stones inlaid. The bottom curve of the scroll, the portion that forms the tail of the “y” cradles an enormous pearl. The pendant is suspended by five strands of fine silver colored chain.

“Wow,” I breathe, “this is gorgeous! And elaborate.”

“No shit. And consider who it’s from, Lys. My money’s on it being completely real. Including the diamonds.”

I shake my head. I can’t even answer. That’s preposterous. No way it’s real. It can’t be. Right?

“I know where to find a clue, Lys. May I see it?” I nod and hand it to him. He turns it over and starts to scrutinize the back. It takes me a moment to figure out what he’s doing. Once I do, I wait quietly until he grins.

“Found it! 18 karat gold. The setting is real, so the pearl almost certainly is. The rest are, at the very least, cubic zirconia, but I’m sticking with my guess that they’re real.” He gives me a smug look.

I swallow hard and hold out my hand for the necklace back. He gives it to me. “So the setting is real. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.” Shawn’s raised eyebrow and smug grin tell me I don’t pull of the blasé attitude I’m going for. “I’m going to go get ready.” I collect up my teddy bear and put the necklace back in the box. “Help yourself to chocolates, Shawn, but don’t you dare eat them all.”

Shawn grins evilly. “I’ll take very good care of them, Lys.”

“See that you do. And not in your belly,” I admonish him as I head up the stairs. My new teddy bear finds its home on my bedside table, and I set the necklace down on my bed. “Okay, Lys, time to get ready.”

Knowing I need to wear Damien’s gift, I look through the dresses my parents—well, really my mom—gave me for Christmas. Grinning, I pull out a bright purple, strapless dress with pearl and rhinestone beading. It will be perfect.

I carefully paint my nails a complimentary teal with glitter at the tips, then set an alarm so I won’t lose track of time. I call my mom to tell her about my gifts. She’s very complementary of them as I describe each one, but when I’m done, she launches an attack to convince me to visit more often. I’m saved most of her guilt trip by my alarm going off, and she lets me go once I promise I’ll have dinner with them in the next week. I set aside my phone and apply some anti-frizz cream to my hair before getting dressed.

Because Damien warned me to bring a coat, I wear nude tights beneath the dress. If I get warm, I can always take them off and store them in my purse. I brush out my hair, leaving it wavy. Finally, I put on some makeup and stand in front of my full-length mirror. Just one thing missing.

With some trepidation, I take the necklace out of its box again and put it on. It’s beautiful, of course, but I can’t even fathom how expensive it was if Shawn is correct.

The doorbell ringing keeps me from dwelling on the expense. I collect my purse and a coat and walk downstairs.

Damien is standing in the entrance hall with an awed look on his face. “Elysabeth, I swear you look more beautiful every time I see you.”

I hurry down and throw my arms around him giving him a tight hug. “Damien, thank you so much for the gifts. The chocolate is delicious, and the teddy bear is adorable! The roses are exquisite.” I stop there, not knowing exactly what to say about the necklace. As I pull away, he looks down at me with a smile.

“You are welcome, Chérie. That necklace suits you. As I thought it would.”

“About the necklace,” I make a split-second decision to confront him about it. “Damien, it’s an awfully expensive gift.”

“Elysabeth, have I not told you that cost is no object to me?” His hand brushes my cheek. “You are worth every penny.”

I ignore the warm, fluttery feeling in my stomach. “But first the coat and now this. It’s so much. Just because you have money doesn’t mean you need to spend it.” In my nervous state, I say far more than I mean to. “You know, Shawn is entirely convinced that the stones are actually diamonds. I haven’t been able to discourage him from his silly conviction.”

“Although I hate to correct you, they are indeed diamonds.” As I start to protest, he pulls me close and kisses me deeply. “You deserve the best, ma chère. Please, do not argue. It is Valentine’s Day. A day for love.”

“We’ll discuss this later, Damien.”

He nods. “Very well.” We say goodbye to Shawn and head out. Our drive is quiet, spent listening to music. I spend the time contemplating the gift I have in my purse for him. It’s fairly unusual, but it felt so right.

***

After a period of time, I ask again where we’re going. I’m so curious.

“Elysabeth, I do not wish to ruin the surprise. We will arrive at our destination within minutes. Surely you can wait that long?”

I sigh. “Sure.” True to his word, about five minutes later he pulls up to an old building and parks. I can tell there’s light behind it, but I don’t see any signs of life within.

With some trepidation, I step out of the car when Damien opens the door for me. My emotions must be showing, as he gives me a hug and whispers in my ear. “Do not fear, Chérie. You trust me, do you not?”

I nod. “Of course.”

“Then come. I am certain you will enjoy this.” I follow him around the building and gasp as he opens a door. The area beyond is awash with light. As my eyes adjust, I can see we’re at the waterfront. A large yacht, lit with strands of lights, is the only craft in the area. A short gangplank leads up to the deck, and this is what Damien leads me to.

“Come, Chérie, dinner awaits.”

The yacht is beautiful and airy, fully done in polished oak, gold, and cream. There is a table by a wall of floor to ceiling windows that is set with candles, fine china, and rose petals. As I stand, transfixed, Damien turns down the lights, leaving just the candles’ pool of light around the table. The sunset through the windows is absolutely breathtaking.

“This is amazing!”

“It is my father’s,” he says, sounding apologetic. “Although I am tempted to buy one for my own use. Now please, sit and enjoy yourself.” I do as he asks.

Dinner is great. There’s calamari for an appetizer, an awesome filet mignon with rice pilaf, and the best chocolate cake I’ve ever tasted for dessert. The bay is beautifully lit as we sail around it, making everything seem magical.

“Damien, I have a gift for you. I really hope you like it.” I pull the box out of my purse as I speak. “I know it’s unusual, but when I saw it, I had to get it. For some reason, it seemed perfect.”

I realize I’m babbling and hand him the gold-paper wrapped box somewhat nervously.

“Elysabeth, while you did not need to buy me anything, I am certain I will love it.”

He unwraps the box quickly and opens it revealing a black metal pocket watch with a crown embossed on the front.

He lifts it out silently and opens the front. His expression is unreadable as he inspects his gift. It’s a skeleton model and tells the moon phases. There’s also space for a photo, although I chose not to put mine in. He can do that if he wants.

The silence stretches out uncomfortably, and I’m growing more and more certain Damien hates his present.

“Elysabeth, I do not know what to say—”

I knew it! I cut him off, not really wanting to hear that he doesn’t like it. “It’s okay, I can return it if you want. It was just something different . . . ”

“Elysabeth—”

“ . . . and it seemed right. I’m not sure why . . . ”

“Elysabeth—”

“ . . . I probably should have gone with something more traditional. I really—”

“Elysabeth! Please! Let me speak.” His raised voice finally breaks through my babbling. I nod for him to continue. “I love it, Chérie.” I can’t help my skeptical look. “Truly. But you are right, it is different. I was taken by surprise. You have an extraordinary ability to choose gifts, Chérie.”

He does sound rather surprised. “I don’t need to return it?”

“No,” he grins. “I will be most upset if you do.”

Around ten, Damien asks if I’m ready to head back home. “Remember, we can return as often as you like. Perhaps sail out to the open ocean for some relaxation.”

“All right, Damien, when you put it that way, I’m ready.” The yacht returns to the deceptively derelict building, and Damien helps me disembark. Our ride home is comfortably quiet, the time spent listening to music, like we usually do.

When we get home, I don’t want the night to end, so I invite him inside to have some hot chocolate and relax.

Damien accepts eagerly. “That sounds lovely.”

We end up on the sofa, talking and laughing. I want to bring up the cost of the necklace, but defer to his desire not to discuss it today.

“Tell me about your past experiences, Elysabeth.”

“Like what?”

“Past friends, educational experience and the like. We have been together for a while now, but sometimes I still feel as though I know almost nothing about you.” He sounds guarded, and doesn’t quite meet my eyes as he speaks.

I’m pretty sure I know what he’s getting at, but I’m not about to give him the information without him asking for it specifically. I tell him about my awkward elementary and middle school years, how I had stood out like a sore thumb, never truly fitting in, because I didn’t want to be like everyone else.

“You were supposed to choose a group and make yourself fit in. But I didn’t like the groups. So I made my own. A group of one.” Wow, that sounds depressing.

Damien shakes his head. “But I do not understand. Especially when younger, people typically flock to those who are attractive.”

I blush at his compliment. “That’s true, but I was a late bloomer. I still looked like a little kid through my junior year of high school. I was teased mercilessly.”

His proud smile makes me feel like I’m a thousand feet tall. “But that adversity made you strong. And you must have had many offers once you returned to school in your senior year.”

“Yeah, I did. People who did nothing but torture me the year before were suddenly asking me out on dates. It was . . . exhilarating to turn them down.”

“Did you accept no offers?” His tone is cautious, like he’s afraid of upsetting me.

“No, I wasn’t interested in going out with anyone who was so shallow. Shawn was my date to Prom.”

“And after high school?”

I sigh. “Damien, why don’t you ask me exactly what you want to know?”

He looks sheepish. “I merely wish to get to know you better.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m not stupid, Damien. You want to know something, you just aren’t willing to ask the question.” I try to soften my tone. I don’t want him thinking I’m upset with him. I just prefer to get to the point. “I won’t get mad, but in order to find out what you want to know, you have to ask me.”

He sighs, clearly nervous. “Did . . . did you date often?”

“No, not really. I’ve gone out with a few guys since starting college, but mostly, they just wanted to get in my pants.” I shrug it off, long since over the annoyance of horny college guys looking to get their rocks off.

He seems indignant on my behalf. “You do not seem like a woman to accept that.”

“I didn’t. I told you before, I’m not like that. Once I figured out what they wanted, I sent them packing. I wasn’t interested in overly physical relationships.” Especially when I didn’t get turned on at all.

“So you never gave in?”

He just wants to know if I’m a virgin? Blushing, I shake my head. “No, I never gave in.”

“You are very special, Chérie. Do you save yourself for marriage?” he asks, sounding awed.

“No, not really, just the right person, I suppose.” I don’t say it, but I’m certain I’ve found the right person in the man sitting next to me.

“And how will you be sure you’ve found the right person?” Something in the earnestness of his expression makes me think this is a very important question to him.

“I’m certain I’ll just . . . know.” It’s a lame answer, but I’m certainly not going to tell him about my intuition.

“A woman’s intuition, I suppose,” he responds, sounding put out.

“Of course!” I snuggle into him and look up to meet his gaze. “It’s what led me to you, isn’t it? So it must be right.” His confused look makes me realize what I’ve almost revealed. He’s sure to think I’m insane if I tell him about that voice. To keep his mind off of it, I stretch up to kiss him.

He responds eagerly, maneuvering me down onto the sofa so he’s lying on top of me. The world fades until it’s just the two of us. I don’t know how he can focus my attention so easily.

His hands roam my body, making me moan. I run my own hands up under his shirt, pulling it up to his chest, wanting to feel skin. Damien follows my cue and runs a hand up my leg, under my dress.

“Oh, god, you two. On the sofa? Lys, we share that sofa! Get a room!”

We disentangle ourselves as quickly as possible. Shawn’s got his hands over his eyes. You’d think he was a child. “Dammit, Shawn, really? Couldn’t you just walk by quietly?”

He peeks through his fingers before dropping his hands. The brat’s sporting a shit-eating grin. “But where’s the fun in that? And to be honest, there was more of either of you on display than I ever wanted to see. No offense.”

“None taken, Shawn,” Damien says. He sounds apologetic, but he looks like an unrepentant child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Forgive me, it was inappropriate of us. I suppose we got carried away. Elysabeth wreaks havoc on my self-control.”

Shawn waves away his apology. “Just keep it to the bedroom, all right, guys?”

“All right, Shawnie,” I say, grinning ear to ear.


CHAPTER 12

When I turn off my alarm clock on the morning of March 10, the first thing that runs through my mind is joy. It’s my birthday! Of course, then I remember that my party is on Saturday, so I won’t really do anything today. This realization hardly destroys my excitement, but the thought of school and homework does dampen it somewhat.

“Well, never mind. It’s my birthday and I refuse to be surly,” I tell myself.

I’m interrupted by my parents calling to wish me a happy birthday. I won’t see them until my birthday dinner on Sunday, but I appreciate them calling me. After I hang up, I dress nicely, a kind of mini-gift to myself, before heading downstairs.

“Happy Birthday, Lys!” Shawn folds me into a hug the moment I enter the kitchen. “As requested, you will receive your gifts on Saturday.”

I grin broadly. “Thanks, Shawnie!” I eat breakfast quickly then follow Shawn out the door to go to school.

Once in class, my friends start wishing me a happy birthday, and a few give me gifts. I thank them all before our professor arrives.

Class finally ends, and I exit the room to a large group of girls clustered around a rather irritated Damien. The girls are all speaking at once, trying to talk over each other, and drowning out whatever Damien is saying.

I shove my way through the thinnest section of the crowd to reach my man. “Damien, what are you doing here? You don’t have class today.”

He whirls to face me with a look of relief. “Elysabeth! I am glad to see you. I wished to surprise you for your birthday. However . . . ” He gestures to the girls around him, who have started to walk away, looking disappointed.

I hug him for his thoughtfulness. “Thanks, Damien. That’s really sweet, despite your plan being hindered. I have to go let Shawn know I won’t need a ride home, though.”

He throws me a smug smile. “He already knows. I spoke to him earlier.” Damien leads me away from the few girls still standing around hopefully. “What would you like to do for the rest of the day, Chérie? We must celebrate your birthday.”

“We will celebrate; my party is in two days.”

Damien shakes his head. “No, Elysabeth. I meant you and I. We must have our own celebration.”

I turn pink as my mind immediately jumps to what we could do. “Oh, well, I’m not sure. I’ve got to go home and drop off my school things first. I’ll think of something on the way.”

“Of course, Chérie.”

It figures I don’t manage to get my mind out of the gutter, so we end up hanging out and going to dinner later. It’s nice to spend some regular time with Damien, though, and dinner is pretty tasty, too.

***

As my friends arrive for my party, I usher them into the living room, letting them know to help themselves to the snacks.

Once everyone has arrived, I quiet them all down and announce the Mortal Kombat tournament. I ask everyone who wants to participate to write their names on slips of paper, which I set on the coffee table. There’s a mad scramble to sign up. Yeah, most of my friends are gamers, too.

“Guys! Toss your paper in this bowl when you’re done!” I battle my way through the crowd to set the bowl on the coffee table, too. Shawn and I take turns drawing names and filling in a knockout chart. I end up matched against Anthony, one of my design classmates; Shawn is paired with Cerise, an old friend of mine who lives down the street from my parents; and Damien is paired with Alexia, a friend from high school I’ve kept in touch with.

The rules are set. Best two out of three for each matchup to make the competition go a little faster. Any character is allowed, but no cheats. Only two pauses allowed to check moves, and, of course, Fatalities are strongly encouraged.

For those who don’t want to watch every match, I start a game of tag-in Twister. It’s the same as the original, only there are four players at a time, and anyone can tag in anyone standing around to allow for food and Mortal Kombat breaks. Tagging out is only allowed after fifteen minutes of play, unless it’s to play your round in the tournament.

I also get a game of Guesstures going, just for something different. It’s not a formal game, people are welcome to come and go. It’s just for fun.

Figuring that’s enough for now, I take a break to enjoy Damien before our rounds of Mortal Kombat. Shawn interrupts our make-out session about ten minutes later.

“Hey, Damien, it’s your turn. Disconnect from Lys for a minute. You need to go beat Alexia.” Damien pulls away from me with a groan. While I keep my back to Shawn to straighten myself up, Damien steps around me.

“Thank you, Shawn, for that reminder. I seem to have forgotten myself. Elysabeth, are you going to come watch me play?”

“Of course.” I follow him back to the living room where Alexia is already sitting on the sofa.

She looks up as we come into her field of vision. “I hear you’re a tough opponent.” Damien nods uncertainly. “Well, so am I, Damien, so bring it on!” She holds her arms wide, inviting him to battle.

Damien joins her on the sofa to a mixture of cheers and jeers. It’s a complete slaughter. Their match set is over in two minutes, and Alexia is left with a shocked expression. “What happened? Did I even get one hit in?”

Her boyfriend, Nathan, leans over the back of the sofa. “I don’t think you did, Lexi. Never thought I’d see the day.” She gives him a playful smack before standing and handing the controller to Shawn. It’s time for his match, then it’s my turn.

The players slowly get whittled down, with Shawn getting beaten in the third round. I’m forced to admit a final moment defeat in the second to last round, leaving Damien and Nathan, who swears he will avenge Alexia’s loss.

We all crowd into the living room for the final match. To make things more interesting (and hopefully make the match longer), we make it best out of five. This proves to be beneficial as Nathan and Damien each win a round quickly. Nathan barely manages to win the third round, but Damien takes revenge by absolutely slaughtering him in round four.

By this time, everyone has chosen either Damien or Nathan to cheer on. Nathan seems to have more supporters, but I’m pretty sure it’s more because he’s putting up a good fight against Damien who has completely obliterated his other opponents rather than any real preference for him in particular.

I make sure to cheer extra loud for my Damien, urging him on. For a short while, it looks like Nathan might win, but Damien comes back with an amazing combo, absolutely destroying him. Despite people choosing sides, everyone cheers Damien’s win. It’s far too impressive to do otherwise.

I present the prize (a gift card to Best Buy) to Damien feeling slightly foolish, knowing he really has no need for it. As I do so, Shawn hurries outside to prepare the surprise piñata. Damien, knowing what Shawn is up to, distracts everyone by pulling me to him for a searing kiss. His distraction is successful. Everyone hoots, hollers, and whistles.

When he lets me go, Shawn is back and I grin at him. “Okay, everyone, I’ve got a surprise. Let’s go out back.” I stand, pulling Damien with me, and lead everyone outside.

Alexia is the first to see the surprise. “Piñata! Lys, you rock!” She turns to me excitedly. “What’s in it? Candy?”

I grin. You’d think it was her birthday. “Among other things.” Damien comes over to me with the bat.

“It is your birthday party, Elysabeth. You should go first.”

Grinning I take the bat. “If you insist.” I turn away from him, letting him tie on the blindfold.

Shawn comes forward to lead me to the piñata. “Okay, you’re facing it.” Then he spins me around a few times and backs away. “Go for it, Lys!” It takes me a few wild swings before I feel the bat connect. I give it a moment then swing again. I miss. A third time and I hear a satisfying ‘thwunk’.

I hit it another five times before my two minutes are up. I pass the bat off to Shawn who gets several hits as well. Damien refuses the bat several times, saying he’ll hit once everyone else has gone.

The piñata is looking pretty mangled by the time he takes the bat, but not a single item has fallen out of it. I tie on the blindfold and spin him around. I back away, giving him the “okay” as I do so. He takes a moment, presumably to orient himself, before spinning and swinging.

Amazingly, the bat connects, and the poor piñata practically explodes. Candy, gift cards, mini games, and a sundry of other small items come raining down. Damien tosses the bat to the side and rips off the blindfold. “Well, what are you all waiting for?”

Laughing, pushing, and shouting, we all rush toward the fallen items. It’s a mad scramble for a few moments before we all start standing and moving away, pleased with our individual hauls.

I make my way over to Damien and congratulate him on his hit. “Thank you, Chérie, but I am certain I was simply—” he cuts off, turning to the house. “I believe someone is knocking on the door.

“Oh, that must be the pizza. Come help me, yeah?” He follows me without a sound. Sure enough, it’s the pizza. Damien carries everything into the kitchen while I sign the receipt.

That done, I join Damien in the kitchen to pull out cups and plates (disposable, for easier clean-up). As soon as we’re ready, I go back out to the backyard. “Pizza Time!” No one needs telling twice.

We all power through the pizza, barely leaving a crumb. Shawn pulling another bottle of soda out of the fridge gives a few people a peek at my cake. It’s AWESOME. It’s a full-scale model of a game console and controller. The sleek curves, shiny finish, and great black and silver contrast really make it perfect.

Nathan and Alexia catch sight of it and start chanting. “Cake! Cake! Cake! Cake!” My other friends quickly pick up the chant, even Shawn.

“Elysabeth,” Damien shouts to be heard over my friends. “You had better serve the cake before a riot begins.”

“I think you’re right,” I shout back. “Will you get it for me?” He nods. “All right. ALL RIGHT!” They all quiet down. “Damien’s getting the cake. Make room so I can cut it.”

Everyone backs away from the table quickly, oohing and ahhing over the cake. As I lift the knife, Shawn holds my arm.

“Wait!” Out of nowhere, he produces candles and matches.

“Oh, Shawn, don’t.” My face heats up as he sticks the candles in the cake and lights them.

“Singing ‘Happy Birthday’ comes with having a cake. Okay, everyone . . . ” He leads my friends through a rousing ‘Happy Birthday,’ leaving me scarlet. Even Damien is singing, grinning down at me as he does so.

They finally stop when no one can come up with any additional witty add-ons. I take a big breath and blow out all 22 candles in a single go. I know my wish is impossible, but I wish Damien were a vampire anyway. “So, now can I cut the cake?”

Shawn, showing absolutely no remorse over being the instigator of my embarrassment, nods. “By all means, don’t let me stop you.”

The cake is delicious. Moist, airy, and flavorful, the way a cake should be. The cream cheese filling is the perfect final touch.

It doesn’t take us long to completely demolish it. It’s starting to get late, though, and I certainly don’t want to ruin anyone’s Saturday evening plans.

“Okay, everyone! Thank you so much for celebrating my birthday with me. I don’t really have any other set plans, and I know some of you have better things to do on a Saturday night than hang around here. For those who don’t, however, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”

***

They all leave over the next few hours, citing either the hour or previous commitments. I thank each and every one of them for coming. It’s always good to see old friends.

By 10 pm, it’s just me, Shawn, and Damien. We collapse on the sofa, nursing drinks.

After a while, I voice my thoughts. “We really should clean up. I don’t want to wake up to this tomorrow.” The three of us clean up as quickly as possible. From the living room, I keep an eye on both Damien and Shawn, to ensure they aren’t cutting corners as they clean. There’s no point in cleaning up tonight and cleaning again tomorrow.

As Shawn pours out the leftover drink cups, he pauses at a mug, which he sets aside. When Damien comes by a few minutes later and gulps it down, Shawn gives him a shocked look that turns calculating. I make a mental note to ask him about it later, but I’m sure I’ll forget.

“Chérie, forgive me, but I must go.”

“Don’t worry, Damien, we’ve been together all day. We’re basically done cleaning up. Thank you for all of your help. Are you still joining me for my birthday dinner with my parents tomorrow?”

“Of course, Elysabeth. And I was happy to assist you.”

Grinning, I throw my arms around him for a hug and a kiss. “Awesome.” I follow him to the door, unwilling to leave his presence before I absolutely have to, and wave as he gets into his car. “Bye, Damien! Drive safe.”

When his car is no longer visible, I shut the door and go into the living room, sitting down in my favorite chair with a sad sigh.

“It’s like you’re addicted to him.” Shawn’s grinning, taking the sting out of his words.

“Yeah, kind of.” I much prefer this easy banter to the fierce arguments we’d had earlier. “Shawn, I know I haven’t really said much about it lately, but thank you for finally laying off about Damien.”

“Well, I understand your relationship better now.” He pauses for a moment with a thoughtful look. “He really is everything you ever wanted.”

I sigh. If only he was everything I ever wanted. I mentally kick myself. Vampires don’t exist. “Yeah, he is. You could have listened to me when I told you he was great, though.”

Shawn’s eyes narrow for a moment before he grins. “Fair enough, Lys.”

“So, no more harping on my little obsession, right?”

Shawn snorts. “Little?”

“Okay, not so little, but still . . . ” I eye him expectantly. I don’t want anymore fights.

“Okay, Lys, I’ll do my best. I may forget, though.”

“Your best is all I can ask for. But back to what I was saying before. Thank you for supporting my choices. Finally.”

Shawn shoves me playfully. “You’re welcome, Lys.”

***

The days turn to weeks as my final term of college flies by. I find myself increasingly busy as midterm and then final projects are assigned. My portfolio classes are by far the worst, as I have to develop multiple projects to ensure I have the best portfolio possible to show future employers.


CHAPTER 13

Before I know it, the semester has flown by, and I have just a month before I graduate. The true realization that I have so little time left to my education is both exciting and frightening.

Exactly 37 days before graduation, I’m sitting at my desk, staring at my calendar. I’ve just crossed out another box, and my stomach clenches slightly despite my grin.

I grab my phone eagerly at Damien’s ringtone. “Hi Damien! How are you?”

“I am doing marvelous, Chérie. And yourself?”

“I’m good.”

“Excellent.” He pauses, and I wonder what’s going on. “Elysabeth, I recall promising to take you to the beach at night.”

My smile splits my face. “Are you saying what I think you are?”

“Would you like to go tonight?”

“Yes! Yes, of course. This is awesome! I thought you’d forgotten.”

“Never, Chérie. I can pick you up in fifteen minutes.”

“Sounds good.”

“I will see you soon.”

“Okay. Bye.” I end the call, then, with a squeal, throw open my closet to choose a swimsuit. I don’t know if the water will be warm enough to get in, but there’s no harm in optimism. I welcome the chance to relax.

Something makes me pick my red swimsuit. I haven’t worn it yet, and it feels right. It’s a smallish two-piece halter, with a buckle between the cups and buckles on either side of the hips. I pull out a kick pleat jean skirt as a cover up and debate on a shirt, finally settling on a tank top, just for decency in case we go somewhere else.

I change quickly and brush out my hair. I’m just grabbing my purse when I faintly hear a knock on the door. “I’ve got it!” I call as I race down the stairs. I open the door and am totally disappointed to see Damien standing there in jeans and a t-shirt. Are we not going to the beach after all?

“Hi, Damien. Um, should I bring a towel?”

“Yes, Chérie, of course.”

“Okay, just a moment.” Maybe he’s wearing swim trunks under his jeans? But how does that work? His jeans are pretty form fitting. Hmm, maybe we’re going skinny dipping. Isn’t that a delicious possibility? My mind wanders to his perfect ass. I wouldn’t mind seeing it bare. But wait, you don’t go skinny dipping in the ocean, that’s for lakes. Right? Shelving the mystery for now, I pull a towel out of the hallway closet, and head back to the door. “I’m ready.”

“Wonderful, come along, Chérie.” His voice lowers. “I think you will enjoy this.”

“I’m sure I will.” The drive isn’t bad. We stop at a gatehouse before driving through a community with housing unlike any I’ve ever seen in person before. The houses barely even qualif for that name. Mansions are more like it, with enormous yards. We may as well be in Beverly Hills. “How did you get allowed in?”

“I live here, Chérie. But that is neither here nor there, we are visiting the beach.”

“You live in one of these?” But then, I don’t know why I’m surprised, for him to own a Veyron at his age, his family must be extremely wealthy. I guess I’d never really thought of everything that goes with that.

“Yes, Chérie.”

We finally pull into a parking lot, and Damien comes around to help me out. He holds me around the waist with one arm; the other is holding our towels. We’re parked on a cliff, and I can see the stairs down to the beach, but the view from here is magnificent. The moonlight playing on the still water is breathtaking.

“Glorious, is it not?” he whispers in my ear.

“Yes, definitely,” I whisper also, not wanting to disturb the serenity of the picture before me. “Thank you for bringing me.”

He turns me to face him. “No, Chérie, thank you for joining me.” His tone is dead serious, and I know that something is different tonight. I don’t know if I’m ready for things to change, so I pull away from him lightly, catching his hand as I do so, leading him to the stairs.

“Come on, I can’t say I’ve been to the beach at night from here.” He follows me without a fight, down the stairs, and onto the sand. I take off my sandals and walk around barefoot, enjoying the sand between my toes. “Is there anywhere to set our stuff for now?”

“Yes, follow me, there are some tables.” As we walk, I take in the general beauty.

“It’s like a romance novel.”

“What did you say, Elysabeth?”

Crap, I said that out loud? “I said it’s like a romance novel. I actually have a book with a scene quite similar to this. Guy and girl. On the beach. At night. Only—” Dammit, Lys, watch what you say! There must be a spell on the beach that’s loosening my tongue.

“Only, what?” I turn to face him and practically bounce off his chest. I had no idea he was so close. I meet his eyes and I’m trapped in his stare. Oh, yeah, something is definitely different. “Only what, Chérie?”

“Only the guy was a vampire.” My voice is barely a whisper.

“You read vampire novels?” His voices is a rumble, but he sounds almost pleased.

“Uh, huh. They’re hot.” He looks away with a frown, breaking my trance, and I realize what I’ve just said. I don’t want to give him a chance to analyze it, and I can see the dark shapes of the tables in the distance. I shove at him and take off running, yelling, “race you to the tables!” I almost reach the nearest one before Damien catches me around my waist. The towels land on the table as we falling to the sand.

He manages to twist himself around so he takes the brunt of the fall. I land on top of him, laughing. Not a bad position, actually.

He reaches up and brushes my hair back. “You look so beautiful in the moonlight, Chérie.”

There’s that serious tone again. Looks like I’m going to need to make a decision sometime tonight. “Thanks. Is the water warm enough to go in?”

“I do not know; we will have to test it.” I get up off of him and run down to the waves lapping at the beach. I inch my way forward until I reach wet sand. It’s not cold. I walk further and further forward until a wave covers my feet. It’s definitely not cold, but it’s not quite warm, either.

“I think it’s okay to go in. It’s not freezing, anyway.” As I make my way back to the tables, I pull my shirt over my head. I’m conscious of him watching my every move, especially since he has never seen me in so little clothing.

I toss my shirt on the table and take off my skirt. Damien hasn’t moved an inch. “Are you coming in with me?”

“I think I like the view better from here,” his eyes rake down my body.

Feeling mischievous, I grin. “Imagine how much better it will be when I’m all wet.”

He stiffens for a moment before practically tearing off his shirt. His piercings shine in the moonlight. His jeans are next, and I freeze for a moment at what he’s revealed. He’s wearing a small pair of spandex shorts, like a pair of my boy short underwear, but with a masculine geometric print. I’m suddenly very glad we’re the only ones on the beach. I don’t have to share this view with anyone. He toes his sandals off, then he picks me up and runs to the water.

I squeal with delight, right up until he jumps into the water. I have just enough time to close my eyes before we’re submerged. We’re only under for a moment though, then we both surface and I can take a deep breath.

“Damien! What’d you do that for?”

He doesn’t speak; he just guides me back toward the beach. When I’m standing in hip deep water, he backs away and grins at me. “You were right. I do like the view better now.”

And with that one sentence, my body comes to life. I’m wet, but not from the water. My nipples are hard, but not from the cold. My heart rate speeds up, but not from the excitement of that jump. How does he do this to me?

He stalks up to me, and I feel like a deer facing down a panther. I know I’m the prey, but in a good way. When he’s a foot from me, his hand comes up to smooth over my hair. He grips it into a ponytail at the base of my neck to tilt my head back, and I know I’m a goner.

His lips meet mine. It’s not a bruising kiss, but that hardly means it’s chaste. I can feel the passion in it right down to my bones. He breaks away and stares into my eyes. “Elysabeth, you must know I want you.”

I whimper. I want him too, but am I ready to go there? I don’t know! He leads me to deeper water, so that I can barely keep my head up. He pulls me to him and continues further in until the water reaches his chin. I’d be treading water if it wasn’t for the fact that he holds me up.

He reaches down and pulls one of my legs up around him. Getting the hint, I wrap my other leg around him and my arms around his neck, so that he’s holding me. His hands roam over my back as he gives me another kiss. It’s slightly hesitant, like a question, but as I tighten my embrace, he lets go, claiming me with a bruising kiss.

My hands roam his chest and find his piercings. “These are really sexy on you.” I flick one lightly with my finger and he moans.

“By all means, show your appreciation.” I play with one, learning it, as his hands roam my sides. I grind against him, trying to relieve the ache that’s developing. His hands clench my butt, then slide forward, to my center. He rubs me through my swimsuit bottoms, and I can’t stop the moan that escapes me. “Do you like that, Chérie?”

I nod, unable to speak. My entire focus is on his talented fingers. I get a reality check, though, when his fingers slide beneath the material of my swimsuit. Whoa, am I ready to go there? My eyes fly open, startled. “Damien?”

“Elysabeth, please, let me make love to you.” His voice is right in my ear, his lips touching me.

But this isn’t what I want, definitely not here, in the water! “No, Damien, let me down.”

“Elysabeth, please.”

“Damien!” My voice comes out panicky, despite my absolute belief that Damien would never push me to something I don’t want to do.

“Of course, Chérie.” His hand withdraws, his arms settling around my waist. “We will wait until you are ready.”

“I just . . . I can’t . . . not here.”

He captures my lips again. “Of course, Chérie, you deserve so much better, forgive me,” he answers, sounding embarrassed.

I lean my head against his. “Maybe we should go dry off.”

“As you wish.” I can hear the disappointment in his voice, but he walks forward with me until I can easily reach the sand. He sets me down and runs to get the towels. By the time I’ve battled my way through the water to the shore, he’s returned and is holding a towel out to me.

“Thanks.”

I wrap the towel around me for a moment, before actually drying off. I don’t really feel all that cold, which is good. Once I’m mostly dry, I start walking to the tables.

“Elysabeth, come join me.” I turn to see Damien laying out a large towel, or maybe a blanket. I hesitate, unsure if this is an attempt to seduce me.

Join him.

Okay, my intuition has never led me astray before. I walk over to him and sit at the edge of what I find out is a blanket.

“Chérie, I will not push you to anything you do not feel comfortable doing. I simply wish to relax beneath the stars.” I nod and lay down next to him. My nervousness is obviously showing, as he sighs, and sits up to look down at me.

“Elysabeth, I wish to watch the stars with you. I swear to you I expect nothing more. I apologize for pushing you too far earlier. If you wish, I will take you home.”

I feel angry with myself for feeling nervous. I know he won’t try to take advantage of me. “No, I don’t want to go home, and you don’t need to apologize any more. You stopped when I asked you to, and before that, I was definitely an eager participant.”

“Then, will you watch the stars with me?” he asks hesitantly.

I take a deep breath. “Yeah. I’d like that.” He lies back down, and I curl up against his side with my head on his shoulder. I’m surprised that, despite how muscular he is, he’s rather comfortable.

The longer we lay there, staring up at the sky, the drowsier I get. I’m really comfortable, and the air is about skin temperature, making it perfect for rest.

“Elysabeth. Elysabeth, wake up.”

I sit up quickly, jerked out of sleep. “Huh?”

“You fell asleep. Perhaps it is best that I take you home.”

I yawn. “Yeah, probably. I was just so comfortable. What time is it?”

“Nearly eleven.” We gather up our things and head back up the stairs to his car. We get to my house quickly, and he walks me to the door.

“Thanks for an excellent night. That was magical.”

“You are most welcome, Chérie. I am pleased you enjoyed yourself. Have a good night.” He pulls me to him for an electrifying good night kiss, which leaves me wondering if I made the right decision at the beach.

I decide to take a shower before bed to rinse the salt out of my hair. The water is relaxing and makes me think of my time with Damien this evening. Blushing, I rinse off and towel dry.

Even the towel makes me think of our time at the beach. I sigh, knowing that my decision is going to plague me for a while. I’m still not sure if I made the right choice.

Ultimately, though, I did. I do not want to lose my virginity at the beach, in the water. But I do want to have sex with him. I just want it to be special. That’s not too much to ask, is it?

Then again, if tonight was any indication, he most certainly knows what he’s doing, and I’m sure that right there can make it special.

I lay in bed, thinking about the sensations and the connection we shared, and wonder when I’ll be ready to take that final step. I slowly drift off to sleep, imagining what it would be like.

***

I wake to the sound of something hitting my window. I sit up and look at my clock. It’s one. Something against my window again. It almost sounds like pebbles.

I get out of bed and pull my robe on, tying the belt around my waist as I walk to the curtains. I pull back one side and look out the window, just as another shower hits it. I gasp and jump back.

What’s launching pebbles at my window? It never even occurs to me it might be a person, but when I peer out the window again, Damien is standing beneath it, smiling up at me. I’m baffled. What’s he doing here? I have to find out. I pull open the window and step out onto the balcony.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss at him. “It’s one in the morning! Normal people are sleeping. And what’s with the helmet?” He stares up at me with a mischievous smile.

“I could not stay away, ma chère. You’ve filled my thoughts since I left you earlier this evening. And this?” He lifts his helmet. “I rode my motorcycle. Now, Elysabeth, may I come up and join you?”

I pause for a moment. A motorcycle, really? Could he be any more perfect? Well, he could be a vam—Nope. Now is not the time for that. Back to the motorcycle. I’ve always thought motorcycles are hot.

“You have a motorcycle? Why didn’t you ever show me?” He gives me an exasperated look.

“Yes, Chérie, I have a motorcycle. Now, please, let me join you.” Should I let him come up? He’s giving me such a sorrowful look. God knows I want to let him up. The voice sounds in my head again, the strongest I’ve yet heard it.

Invite him in, it’s what you want.

Despite very slight reservations, it’s true, so I give in.

“All right, you can come up, on one condition.”

“Anything to be with you, Chérie,” he replies earnestly.

I smile. “You have to give me a ride later.” I catch the wicked tilt of his grin and correct myself. “On your motorcycle!”

“Agreed! I will love to have you. You will have to hold on to me.”

I laugh. “Can you climb up? If not, I can—” Before I’ve finished speaking, he’s climbing over the balcony railings and enveloping me in a hug. My amazement is forgotten as I melt against him. I never feel better than when he’s holding me. A gust of wind blows and I shiver.

“Come, Chérie, you need to be inside. You are cold.” He gently ushers me inside my room and closes the door. “Shall I close the curtains, or leave them open so that you can see the splendor of the night?”

I glance over at him. “Close them. I don’t like leaving them open at night.” I turn away from him to get pajamas to change into. I manage to find a set at the bottom of one of my drawers. I can’t even remember when I’d bought them. Shows how often I wear pjs.

“Make yourself comfortable. I’m gonna change really quick.” I toss him a smile and turn to the bathroom. Damien steps in front of me and puts his hands on my shoulders.

“Entirely unnecessary, Elysabeth. I prefer you like this.” He gently tugs the clothes out of my hand and lets them fall to the floor as he rubs my cheek with the back of his hand. I close my eyes and savor the feeling; it’s an electric charge pulsing through my body.

“At least let me brush my teeth.”

“Very well,” he answers, like I’ve asked him to endure something dreadful. “Hurry back.”

I brush my teeth as quickly as possible, before hurrying back out to my room. Damien is lounging on my bed, but jumps up when I come through the door. He’s at my side instantly, and I sigh as he runs his fingers through my hair and grabs its ends.

He tilts my head back and leans down to brush his lips against my neck. A tingle runs through me, to my core, heating me. He kisses me several more times, then bites me gently, coaxing a moan from me. If only he had fangs. Dammit, Lys! Vampires don’t exist!

He pulls me tight against him and kisses me deeply, on the lips this time. I can’t help but respond. After all, this is what I’ve been wanting. He nibbles lightly, drawing forth sensations I’ve only ever felt with him. My hands wander up his back, pulling him even closer. He grinds against me and I feel his growing desire. Needing skin-to-skin contact, I run my hands up under his shirt and he groans.

I want him so badly. He starts walking me backwards toward the bed, but as he does so, I catch sight of the picture on my dresser of me and Shawn. Oh, crap. Shawn! It’s like an instant off switch for my desire. Unwillingly, I pull away from Damien.

“We have to stop.” He lets go of me, breathing heavily.

“I am sorry, Chérie, I did not mean to push you.”

I smile. I know he would never do anything I don’t want to. Our time at the beach proved that to me. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, I feel uncomfortable with Shawn downstairs. What if he hears something? His room is directly under mine.” I point at the floor, emphasizing my words.

“Oh,” his eyes widen with understanding.

“Yeah. Talk about a mood killer. I don’t want to get caught. That would be really embarrassing.”

He nods. “I understand.”

With a deep breath, I finally make my decision. I’m ready, and I’m willing to admit it. Feeling suddenly shy, I ask, “Is there anywhere else we could go?”

Damien’s heated gaze meets my own. He seems to be judging my sincerity. His voice is gruff when he answers. “I know a place. Get dressed. I will be downstairs.” He pulls me to him tightly once more, and gives me another toe-curling kiss. It instantly turns me back on, sending fire straight through me, pooling low in my belly. If I were wearing underwear, it’d be soaked.

He gives me one of his wicked smiles, and I know I’m soon to find out exactly what promises lie behind it. “Hurry, Elysabeth.” I nod and retreat to my closet. I know what I’m going to wear.

I pull out my new red satin and black lace corset and a black leather miniskirt Damien hasn’t seen yet. I don’t need a bra, and I decide against panties, knowing they’ll be coming off anyway. I grab my favorite blood red necklace from my jewelry box.

I change quickly and complete my outfit with my newest pair of boots. They stop just over my knee. I’ve been saving them for a special occasion, and it’s not going to get any more special than this.

Before I leave, I grab my leather coat and put it on. I want to be able to savor Damien’s reaction to my outfit once we get to wherever we’re going. I quietly make my way down the stairs and out the door where Damien is waiting for me with a helmet.

I pull the helmet on as I ogle his bike. I can’t see it clearly in the dark, but I can tell it’s sleek, all curves. He jumps on, and I carefully climb on behind him, arranging my coat so it won’t get caught.

I lean forward and hold on as he kicks the engine to life. After a moment’s pause, he takes off. I hold him tightly. Riding a motorcycle is just as great as I’d expected. The rumbling of the seat between my thighs keeps me on edge as we make our way through the empty streets. I’m tempted to let my hands dip lower while I hold onto Damien, but I’m unwilling to risk distracting him.

Within minutes we’re pulling up in front of the shopping plaza we visited on our first date. I’m thoroughly confused. Surely this place is closed at this time of night. But at the same time, I trust Damien. I peel myself away from him and get off the bike, then I pull off the helmet and shake out my hair. I hand Damien back the helmet.

He pulls me close with an odd expression I can’t place. “Come along, ma chère, and stay close.” I do as he asks, though somewhat confused. Once inside, almost everyone is staring at me excitedly. I find it rather odd, but don’t worry too much with Damien around.

Many of them nod to him and a few even bow out of the way. Curiouser and curiouser. As we near the back corner, I realize where we’re going. Once again, a burly guard opens the door.

“Are they here?” asks Damien. The guard shakes his head. “Very well, we’ll go in.” The guard steps back and Damien leads me inside.

“Are who here?”

“My parents. I would not wish to walk in on them.”

“Oh, good point.” He pulls me through the crowd. I hear various people speaking to him, and to me, attempting to catch our attention. Their words are lost in the noise of the club. Damien barrels through them to the door, where he punches in the code and enters the room. I follow him, and let the door close behind me.

As I walk into the “living room”, I unbutton and remove my coat, dropping it on one of the sofas. I turn to face Damien who looks shell-shocked. Smiling, I saunter towards him.

“What’s the matter, Damien?”

He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “Nothing at all, Chérie, you look delicious.”

“So do you.” I take a slow step closer, really looking at him. He’s wearing that netted shirt again with his leather pants. He’s also wearing a pair of leather boots. It’s a modern interpretation of regency clothing. He’s divine. We stand silently for a moment.

“Do you care to dance, Chérie?” He asks it quietly, as though to preserve the moment. I can feel the tension. It’s decision time. If I say yes, I know he will, of course, be the gentleman, and nothing will happen tonight, but that’s not what I want.

I shake my head slowly. “Not at all.” Those three words push him over the precarious cliff of self-control he’s on. He stalks forward and pins me against the wall.

“You have no idea how pleased I am to hear you say that.” He claims my lips softly, sweetly, and nips at my bottom lip. My entire body becomes a pool of want.

“Elysabeth,” he whispers against my lips. “I want to make love to you.”

I nod slowly, unable to speak. Conscious thought is gone, I’m reacting purely on instinct and sheer animal lust. With a groan, he grinds against me, then steps back and scoops me up to carry me to the bed. I wrap my legs around his waist making him growl softly, and I giggle, pleased with the effect I have on him.

He places me gently on the bed before quickly pulling off his shirt. His perfection captivates me. I watch, transfixed, as his muscles ripple with the movement. As soon as his shirt is off, he’s on top of me.

“Elysabeth, I’ve wanted you so much. For so long.”

His mouth captures mine as his hand slides up my leg. His breath hitches as he realizes I’m bare beneath my skirt. He gives me a questioning look, which I answer with a wicked grin of my own. I want him to know I’m prepared for this, that I want it.

As he pulls me into a seated position, my hands are drawn to his piercings, and I give each a small tug. His animalistic growl spurs me on, and I take one nipple into my mouth.

His head falls back, and he lets forth a string of French far too rapid for me to follow. I get the general sense, however, that he’s pleased.

After a few moments, he pulls away from me and proceeds to undo the clasps on my corset with agonizing slowness, letting it fall away when he’s done. He stares at me a moment.

“You are utter perfection, Elysabeth.” He kisses me once, slowly, then pushes me back down to the bed and starts to kiss his way down my body. He stops his descent to lavish attention on my nipples, first one, then the other. It’s indescribable. I lace my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer. When he nips me, I cry out. His head shoots up.

“Did I hurt you?”

I shake my head. “No. Do it again!” I vaguely notice how breathy I sound. He chuckles, then nips me again, making me cry out even louder. I feel his hand travel lightly down my stomach, then lower, drawing out my anticipation. Finally, he runs a finger along my core and I gasp, making him smile.

“You are so wet, ma chère.” His words sound almost pained.

“You did that, Damien.” His smile is pure masculine satisfaction as he undoes my skirt and pulls it down my legs. With slow, deliberate movements, he unzips each boot and pulls it off, taking my socks with them.

He meets my gaze, his eyes shining with admiration. “You are beautiful, Elysabeth.” Those four words make me melt. They’re spoke with such feeling.

He kisses his way up my body until he’s lying next to me once more, then runs a finger lazily up and down my center, gazing directly into my eyes. He finally travels higher, rubbing that sensitive bundle of nerves and sending me over the edge. I moan and writhe against his fingers.

All the while, he keeps running his thumb in circles around my nub, milking every second of pleasure out of me that he can. I finally push his hand away, unable to take anymore. He lays back and runs the back of his hand up and down my arm as I come back down to earth.

I smile lazily at him then turn on my side to run my fingers over his stomach. I feel his muscles twitch under my touch. As I continue lower, he sucks in a breath. I trace the outline of his erection with one finger before undoing his button as he kicks off his boots. His zipper sounds ten times louder than it should.

I pull his pants down, then off with his help, gasping when I realize he isn’t wearing underwear either. I take in his naked form. He’s glorious. It’s like he was carved by the gods.

His skin is silky smooth under my hands, but my eyes are locked on his erection. His size is daunting. I crawl back up him to reach his lips, kissing him gently.

He rolls back on top of me, pinning me down. He slowly circles my core with his fingers, bringing me right back to the brink.

“Damien, please.”

He leans forward and kisses my ear. “Please what, Elysabeth?”

“I need you . . . in me. Please?” He pulls away from me to reach into a side drawer and I whimper. He pulls out a little foil square, and I realize what he’s doing. He keeps his head together better than I do. Once encased, he lowers himself back over me, and teasingly nudges against my entrance.

“Is this what you want?” he asks with a satisfied grin. I try to pull him to me, but he’s too strong.

“Yes, please, but gentle.” He slides in slowly, stopping when he reaches the barrier no one has yet crossed. He’s big, bigger than I’d realized. He’s stretching me nearly to the point of discomfort. I began to wonder if this will work.

“Relax, Chérie.” He reaches down and rubs me until I explode once again. He thrusts in as I go over the edge. I hardly feel the pain. He holds himself in me until I come back down to earth, then he starts moving. He’s gentle at first, allowing me to grow accustomed to his size and the new sensations. But, as my cries of pleasure match his thrusts, he grows more assertive, and more demanding.

I give myself over to the pleasure and revel in the sensations. He groans, pulling me close to roll us over so I’m riding him. I swear I can feel him even deeper.

He holds my hips, guiding me through the motions. After a while, his hands snake down to my core. His skillful fingers bring me right to the edge and hold me there, as he thrusts up to meet me.

We come together in a veritable explosion of lights. I can see the fireworks behind my lids. I scream his name, and I vaguely hear him calling out my own. I collapse forward onto his chest, and he slowly rolls us over onto our sides. He pulls me to him, smoothing my hair back from my damp face.

I fall asleep quickly, tired out by our activities. Damien wakes me some time later, and we shower together, a marvelous experience that allows me to learn him more fully.

We wash each other with care, making sure not to miss a single inch. He’s even so kind as to help dry and comb out my hair. I feel like a pampered, satisfied, princess. Eventually, we’re both clothed, and ready to leave.

“What time is it?” He glances at his watch.

“Almost six.”

I’m surprised it’s so late. “How long was I asleep?”

“About an hour.” He grins, a perfect picture of masculine satisfaction. Obviously, we were busy for far longer than I had thought. “We had best get you home. We would not wish to cause any worry.”

Oh, right, Shawn. I feel a little bad. I hadn’t even considered what Shawn would think if I wasn’t there in the morning. Not that I would have done anything differently the night before.

Damien leads me back out through the club area, where people are still dancing, and through the little market, where, once again, people bow out of his way. No longer distracted by naughty thoughts, I realize how odd their actions really are.

“Why do they do that?”

“Do what, Elysabeth?”

“Why do they make way for you? Some of them even bow.” I gesture at a few of the people around us.

He shrugs, but not in his typical, nonchalant way. This shrug looks more furtive, and I know he’s hiding something. “It must be because I am lucky enough to have such a beautiful woman at my side.” I blush, and decide not to press the issue further. What difference does it make, really?

I get a better look at his motorcycle once we’re outside in the early morning light. It really is beautiful. The bottom half and the rims are red, the rest is a dark grey, almost black. The front sections have light grey flames outlined in red. I’ve heard people deridingly call motorcycles like these “crotch rockets” but I think the sleekness is far sexier than the bulkiness of larger bikes.

***

When we arrive back at my house, Damien walks me to my door. I give him a deep kiss and briefly consider inviting him in before I send him on his way. But I’m not sure how Shawn will take me coming in the door at this time of day, much less with Damien in tow.

Luck is with me, though. Shawn’s door is still closed tight. He’s obviously decided to sleep in. I go upstairs and get ready for my morning class without having to explain anything.

I don’t see Damien that day, although he does send me a few texts asking if I’m okay, considering we hadn’t gotten much sleep. I let him know I’m fine, but I’m somewhat worried that there will be distance between us now. I know plenty about guys in college and their conquests. I don’t think that’s what happened between us. After all, he’s waited a long time for a ‘conquest,’ but I still have a sliver of doubt.

Shawn doesn’t seem to notice any difference with me as we have a pizza and movie night, thank heavens, and, when we finally go to bed at one, I’m looking forward to the blissful unawareness of sleep. Instead, I get to experience the most vivid dream I’ve ever had.


CHAPTER 14

It is 4,000 BCE and I, Nyx, Goddess of Night, shine down upon the Earth as the moon. I entered the sky early today to speak with my twin sister, Diasta, Goddess of Day. The stupid, faithless, humans notice us sharing the sky. I hear them speaking, believing that the moon joining the sun in the sky means their gods are pleased with them.

“Sister, it is good to see you.” I look into my dear sister’s face and see myself, only different. Our features are identical, but our coloring is as different as the night and day we represent.

Her hair is a warm, auburn brown; mine is midnight black. Her eyes are a rich, honey gold; whereas my eyes are ice blue. Her complexion is olive; my skin is pale like the snow. We are exactly alike, but completely different.

“Indeed, it has been too long,” she answers. “I suppose you are here about the mortals?”

I nod. “What else? They no longer thank us for our services. They do not realize that without our help, their crops would burn from too much heat, or wither for lack of light. They forget that we provide them with light both day and night by which they see. Sister, they forget our very existence and thank false gods and goddesses in our place.”

“Yes, Sister, it is horrid. But really, what can we do?”

“We are goddesses, Sister. Let us exact our revenge in such a way that they shall never forget us again.”

“Should we not offer them a chance to redeem themselves?”

I stare at my sister in shock. She knows that we gain strength from the prayers and offerings of others. “No, Sister, we must exact our revenge. The only question is in what way.” We conspire for many months, as I rarely have the power to visit her during the day. Only when the moon shines full, and the mortals offer prayers directly to it, do I have strength enough.

Finally, after nearly a year, we have our plan. Once again, I join my sister in the daytime.

“Dearest Sister,” she tells me excitedly, “I believe we are ready.”

“Truly? At last?” Her excitement is catching. We have been preparing ourselves to use the ability we have never tried before: the power of creation. We will create a humanoid creature who will acknowledge us as its creators and will abide by our wishes.

I pluck a large star from the heavens to provide our creation with energy. My sister and I each add a drop of blood to the star’s energy. This forever ties our creation to us, elongates its life, and makes it immune to the petty problems of the mortal body.

We take our time carving the body of a god from marble. Our creation must be attractive to the mortals to more easily be able to secure their trust and affection. The stone provides the creation with incredible strength and makes it less vulnerable to physical attacks.

I pluck the eyes of an eagle and the ears of an owl. My sister takes the nose of a bear. When incorporated within our creation, these will give it senses far more advanced than the humans.

“Our creation is nearly complete, Sister.”

I nod. “We must still provide it with a means of exacting our revenge.” Our creation will steal blood from the humans. It shall feast on mortals to punish them.

My sister and I breathe life into our creation, giving it our intelligence, some memories, and strong instincts. The moment our creation lays eyes upon us, it falls to its knees in awe.

“Goddesses, you have done me a great honor. Please, tell me how I can possibly thank you for the incredible gift you have given me.” Our creation’s attitude is refreshing after such a long period without acknowledgement.

“Creation, rise. Follow your instincts. Take revenge on the humans for their lack of faith. However, always remember us.”

“Of course, Goddesses.” We give our creation some clothes and send it on its way. Both night and day it locates, stalks, and destroys the faithless.

It takes rich and poor, powerful and weak, without discrimination, using its speed to enter even the most guarded of areas unseen.

For many years, our creation does our bidding, and worships us faithfully. The humans pray to their false gods at first, but when it does no good, they turn to their elders who remind them of the old ways, of us.

Our creation revels in its powers for a time, and we watch it from our perches in the sky. I see it more often than my sister, as our creation grows to prefer the night and its shadows.

***

Our creation faithfully does our bidding for 50 years. The humans continue to wonder how to avoid the scourge the gods have sent to them. My sister calls me to join her. I rise early, throwing myself into the sky quickly. Our creation stands on Earth, and my sister and I join it. It bows as we appear.

“Goddesses, you honor me with your presence.” Its voice sounds deadened.

“What ails you, creation?”

“Goddesses, you have blessed me beyond belief by giving me life, but my existence is a solitary one. I have long observed the humans, and they find such joy in a mate. Goddesses, in your great benevolence, could you possibly see fit to grant me a companion?” Our creation remains kneeling during its request, as though afraid of incurring our wrath.

“Rise creation,” I command. “Your request is fair. We would not deny you that which you so long for. Even the gods seek companions. We shall make you a mate. Will that satisfy you?”

Our creation bows before replying. “It is far more than I deserve. I thank you greatly for your kindness. A female companion will make my life whole.” We dismiss our creation with instructions to return the following day.

Because the humans have continued worshipping us, we have plenty of power to create a mate immediately. We follow the same procedure and create a female whose beauty far surpasses that of the humans.

Our creation returns the following afternoon, obviously eager to see its mate. We present our newest creation, and are gratified by the bond they form upon meeting. Our male creation bows to us, and our female creation curtseys.

The male creation speaks. “Goddesses, you have blessed me beyond belief. She is perfection. Would . . . would you be willing to witness our bond and recognize it for all eternity?”

This request delights my sister to no end. She is more romantic than I. “We are pleased you are so satisfied with your companion. We will be happy to witness your union.”

Our creations turn to one another, following the instincts we gifted them with. On impulse, I decide to perform the soul bonding ceremony used by the gods.

“We shall witness the bonding of these two beings for the entirety of their existence. They desire to be joined such that they may never again be parted. As the Goddess of Night, I bless their union and request that the Earth and the heavens watch over them.”

My sister adds her blessing. “As Goddess of Day, I bless this union and request that the Earth and the heavens watch over them.” She turns to our male creation. “Love and honor your mate. Respect her and cherish her. Protect her from harm, and do your best to see her happy.”

I turn to our female creation. “Love and honor your mate. Respect him and cherish him. Help him and do your best to see him happy. May the gods and goddesses always honor your bond. Go forth and be merry.”

They share a kiss, sealing the bond, then they depart after a quick prayer of thanks. We watch as they revel in each other’s company. They travel constantly, feeding on the humans of different civilizations. Not once do our creations forget about us. They continue to acknowledge us with prayers and offerings every night.

Our creations slowly assimilate human customs. They take names and use them regularly. Our male creation takes the name Sinnashi. Our female creation takes the name Inanna. Nearly one hundred years pass swiftly. We realize that Inanna is wistful. She begins yearning for a child, although she never once mentions this desire to us.

Finally, realizing she will not come to us, I visit her while her mate is hunting. “Dear Inanna, I have seen your heartache. You long for a child. Why do you not visit my sister or I?”

With her eyes demurely cast down, she answers. “You have both blessed my husband and I beyond belief. I would not wish to overreach by asking for yet another blessing.” Her answer pleases me and I laugh. To think she had been afraid of angering us.

“You need not fear us. This yearning is understandable. My sister and I both know the joy of creation and do not wish to deny you that joy. Come closer, so I may bestow upon you the ability to have children, as we should have done before.”

Her face lights up with joy as she steps closer. I can see she trusts me implicitly. Not a single doubt resides in her mind. Already she is planning a family. I make a few quick alterations to Inanna, then I send her on her way with a request that she send her mate to me when he returns.

Sinnashi arrives just before midnight. “Goddess, you requested my presence? Have I done aught wrong?”

“Calm yourself, Sinnashi. I did request your presence. Has your mate told you of our meeting?”

“No, Goddess, she told me that honor belonged to you.”

“Very well. Your mate wishes for a child.”

“Yes, Goddess, I am aware.”

“Why did you not apprise my sister or I of this fact?”

“I did not wish to offend by making another request.”

“As I told your mate, do not fear of offending us in such a way. I have granted your mate her desire. She is now capable of bearing children.”

“Goddess, you are too good to us.”

I wave away his comment. “Come closer so I may give you the ability to give her children.” He does so, and with simple alterations, I send him on his way.

***

The next day, I join my sister early to apprise her of the events of the previous night. “Sister, I am pleased you provided our creations with such a wonderful gift.”

“How did you know, Sister?”

“They have been enjoying that gift all day.” We laugh at their enthusiasm.

Within a year, our creations are proud parents of a little boy they name Alulim. He grows quickly. When he is 35, they have another child, a girl this time. When Alulim turns 50, he visits my sister to request a mate. Together we gift him with a mate who takes the name Delondra.

As the centuries pass, Sinnashi and Inanna have more children. By the time five centuries have passed, they have a happy family of eight children (six of whom have requested, and have been granted, mates), eighteen grandchildren, and six great-grandchildren. They offer nightly prayers of thanks and worship, providing us with enough power to create not only requested mates, but also some additional creations to expand the population.

My sister and I find that this growing population satisfies us. We cease to acknowledge, or even care about, the humans, who have long since ended their terror-inspired worship of us.

In fact, our creations become dear children, as opposed to simply our revenge. Our first family, however, holds a special place in our hearts. My sister and I determine that this new status deserves a true name, rather than creation. As such, we decide to call our new race of creations Vampires: creatures that we pieced together to vent our ire on the mortals.

Inanna comes to us one day with concerns about her two youngest children, Ditanu and Enlil. “Goddesses, I worry for my sons. I do not wish either of them to have a solitary existence. They will only tell me they are happy as they are, but I do not believe this to be so. They will speak the truth to you. Please, dear Goddesses, will you speak to them?”

My sister answers for us both. “Of course, Inanna. Send us Ditanu first.”

“Thank you, Goddesses. You are so good to our family.” She sends her second youngest son to us later that afternoon.

***

“Goddesses, you wished to see me?”

“Yes, Ditanu. Your mother is concerned for you,” I answer. “Is there no vampire who catches your interest?”

“How can there be, when compared to the radiance of the moon and sun?”

My sister tries to look stern. “You flatter, Ditanu.”

“Never, Goddess. There are no earthly words to describe your beauty, or that of your sister.”

I have never been spoken to in such a way. “You are bold, Vampire.”

He quickly lowers his gaze. “I am sorry, I do not mean to displease.”

“You are forgiven this once, but remember your place, Ditanu.” It is unseemly for one of our creations to speak to us so familiarly.

“Of course, Goddess, thank you.” His voice is pained.

“Now, would you like us to make you a mate?” I ask.

“No, but I thank you for your kind offer.”

“You do not wish a mate?” I ask, surprised.

“I could never love her as she deserves, it would not be fair to her.”

“Does your heart belong to another?”

“Indeed, it does, however, it is not meant to be. It is enough that I see her face. My father has sons enough to continue his line.”

“Such a lonely existence. Why do you not apprise this female of your affections?”

“I cannot, Goddess. She would never receive me. I am not worthy.” A suspicion begins to form in my mind. My sister, however, seems to have no such ideas.

“You are the son of the first vampire, created by us. You are practically descended from the gods; how can you not be worthy?”

“Sister,” I say. “Enough.” I turn to Ditanu in sympathy. He is right; a goddess will never receive him. “I shall consider your predicament. I believe I understand. But, I do not know whom. Will you tell me?”

“I dare not, Goddess. I am far too presumptuous with my affections.” At this point, I decide to take a liberty, as my curiosity is great. I look into Ditanu’s mind, searching for his secret love. To my amazement and great despair, it is myself. I keep these feelings from my face, and send Ditanu on his way. I ask him to send his younger brother to us.

***

He arrives quickly and kneels before us. “You wished to see me Goddesses?”

“Indeed, you are nearly 175 yet you have asked for no mate. Why is this?”

“I feel no desire for a mate.” As he speaks, I realize he looks younger than his brother, despite the minimal age difference. While his brother appears in his mid-twenties, Enlil appears less than twenty.

“You desire no female?” asks my sister.

“No, Goddess.”

“Do you . . . desire a . . . male?” she asks, slowly.

“No, Goddess.”

“Do you wish for a companion?”

“My family seems happy with their respective mates, so I am sure it must be pleasant, but I feel no need for a mate.”

“Do you feel any desires of the flesh?”

“None at all, Goddess.”

“This is most unusual, Enlil. Are you happy, at least?” I ask.

“Yes, Goddess. I take great joy in my nephews and nieces.”

“That pleases us. We believe joy is incredibly important. However, I believe you have suffered from a lack of desire because of your limited experiences. Perhaps you should travel the world for a while.”

“As you wish, Goddess.”

“We wish you luck in your travels, Enlil.”

“Thank you, Goddesses, for your blessings.”

We watch over Enlil during his travels. He wanders aimlessly for a few years before traveling in a more direct path, and arriving at a specific village. I am often distracted, especially as I sit in the sky alone. My thoughts regularly turn to Ditanu and his—or perhaps I should say our—predicament. He gazes longingly at the sky when I am there, and I feel despair at his pain.

I do not tell my sister of my findings, especially since I have yet to decide what to do with my knowledge. I can admit that he is an attractive vampire. More so even than his father. But he is still a vampire, and I am a goddess. These thoughts are pushed aside when my sister points out that Enlil has been watching a human.

“Sister, what is Enlil doing? He has been watching that human for years, since she was a child.”

“Perhaps she is special to her family and he seeks the best way to punish them by stealing her.”

My sister looks doubtful. “Perhaps.” Enlil continues watching the girl. Finally, on a celebration of her birth, he speaks with her. My sister and I are shocked. “Why does he lower himself to speak with a human?” I can do nothing but shrug, for I am as baffled as she.

***

Enlil continues visiting the human for several months. When we realize there is something special between them, we pay close attention to the human. We are gratified to see her offering nightly prayers to us.

Approximately a year after Enlil first spoke with the human, he comes to us. “Goddesses, I wish to make a most unusual request. I have met the woman I wish to spend my existence with.”

Fearing the worst, I feign excitement. “This is excellent news, Enlil! We are pleased to hear you have found yourself a mate. But you have not mentioned a request.”

“My mate is human. I wish to be bonded with her, and I would like you to witness our bond. I would also like to make her a vampire. Is this possible, Goddesses?” My sister and I stare at him. We had been afraid of this, but never once imagined he would be so foolish as to actually request it. How can he expect us to allow him to bond with a human?

After several moments, I finally speak. “She is a mere human, vampire. This would be a great gift. Is she worthy? Does she even wish it?” I know most humans fear vampires, despite knowing next to nothing about them.

“She is worthy. She remembers you both and offers nightly prayers. Her grandmother has taught her all about you and what you do for the world. I love her greatly, and she loves me, even knowing what I am.”

Running out of objections other than that she is human, I grasp at the last remaining option. “You did not answer my other question, Enlil. Does she desire this?”

“She desires to be bonded to me. However, I have not mentioned anything about becoming a vampire. I wished to speak with you first.”

“A wise move, Enlil. We shall consider your request. However, we promise nothing. Return tomorrow with your human.”

Enlil bows away from us. “I will, Goddesses. Thank you so much.” That evening, while I am tied to the sky, my sister speaks with different deities for opinions and suggestions.

***

She speaks with me the next morning as she rises into the sky. “I spoke with many deities last night, sister. As expected, I received mixed answers. However, my final visit was to the Fates.”

I gasp. “Sister, you actually visited the Fates?” The Fates have long been feared by the gods for the ease with which they can manipulate destinies.

“Yes, Sister. I visited the Fates. They created Enlil’s match.”

“But why?”

“Apparently, they have decided that this original family shall become royalty in the future. Some of the descendants of this family will have need of extra aid and outside opinions to keep them anchored to the progress of the human world. Because of this, the Fates have decided to add certain humans, or Chosen, to our original family of vampires, to help them with their destinies.”

I am amazed by these revelations. “Is that what has happened here?”

“Yes, Sister. The Fates also gave me a warning. We must allow our vampires to make their own choices, whether they request their own mate, choose another vampire, or even a human.”

“If we do not?”

“We run the risk of angering the Fates.”

I feel the blood rush from my face. No one in their right mind, not even a god, dare anger the Fates. “Then we have no choice. These new types of bonds cannot be ignored.” By this time, I can stay in the sky no longer, and begin to descend.

“The Fates intimated they had more information. Visit them!” My sister calls. I promise her to visit them and discover how to change a human into a vampire.

***

When I arrive, I am surprised the Fates see me quickly. They do not make me wait as they have done before. “Ah, Nyx, how good to see you.”

“And you, Past.”

“Yes, so good to see you so soon after your sister.”

“It is a pleasure to see you as well, Future.”

The most powerful of the Fate sisters steps forward. “Nyx, you come seeking answers, we shall give them to you.”

“Thank you, Present.”

“However, we have some other advice for you first.” I wait, patiently, knowing the folly of actually requesting information. The Fates know everything, including what you want to know. They do not like to be reminded of the mundane. Finally, Present speaks. “Give in to your yearnings, Nyx. Do not resist the inevitable. When you embrace your destiny, you are given marvelous gifts.”

I am given a moment to process this information before Past speaks again. “Now, in answer to your question, it is really quite simple. Think of what you gave to your vampires to make them truly alive, then, consider what you must do to make room for it.”

It takes a mere moment to figure it out. Enlil must consume his human’s blood and feed her his own.

“Good, Nyx. Now, do not disappoint us in either matter. We shall give you some time, but know that this will happen. Better in a way you desire than in the way we choose.”

I swallow hard and nod. “Of course, Fates. Thank you for your help, wise ones.”

They nod their acceptance of my thanks. “Go now,” says Future. “And think on what has been said.”

***

I have just managed to make it into the sky when Enlil and his Chosen come to us.

The human gasps and prostrates herself before us as we appear in corporeal form. I smile at the sight. “Rise, Chosen.” She does so, but only to a kneel.

“Goddesses, forgive my attire. Had I but known I would see you, I would have arrayed myself in far finer clothing.”

“Enlil!” my sister admonishes. “You did not tell this human where you were bringing her?”

Enlil bows his head in guilt. “No, Goddess. I apologize, I did not wish her to be nervous.” He turns to his Chosen. “Forgive me, Anunit.”

“There is no need, dear Enlil. You did what you thought best.” I cannot help but smile at the obvious love between the two.

“Enlil, the two of you have a special bond.” My sister relays the information from the Fates.

When she finishes her explanation, I give the slightly overwhelmed couple some more good news. “I am sure that this Bond means you wish to spend more time with one another than a single human lifespan.”

“It would be wonderful to have more time together . . . ”

Enlil glances at his Chosen and I can hear the ‘but’ in his sentence. “As I thought. There is a way for Anunit to become a vampire.” The pure joy on both of their faces is enough to dispel any lingering doubts about Anunit’s worthiness or their love.

“However, this is a marvelous gift. We require a sacrifice of you in return, Anunit.”

“Anything for such a wonderful gift, Goddesses.”

“That is good to hear, Chosen. But, is it wise to agree when you do not know the terms?”

“I trust whatever sacrifice you require will be fair. To be given this gift is worth anything you could possibly request.”

I smile. “Well spoken, Chosen. Now since this is a special Bond, specifically arranged by the Fates, I believe it deserves a celebration of thanks. It would benefit you both to marry in the human custom so you may travel easily to celebrate your Bonding with Enlil’s family. I will allow you to plan your own Bonding ceremony. I only ask that you be ready to celebrate it within one month. The Fates do not accept delays in their plans.”

“We shall do so, Goddess,” said Enlil. “Is there anything else we should know?”

***

The jarring beeps of my alarm forcefully yank me into the land of wakefulness. I bolt upright in bed, looking around me in confusion, not really processing what I’m seeing. I’m stuck between Nyx and Elysabeth. It takes me a few moments to remember where—and who—I am. As I fall back into myself, the fog of sleep clears, and I realize it was only a dream.

I also realize that the details from said dream are slowly leaving me, so I grab some paper and a pencil and write down everything I can remember. I know, in the pit of my stomach, that it’s crucial that I remember this.

It had all been so vivid; more a memory than a dream. The idea of Chosen intrigues me. I’m slightly bothered by the idea of not having a choice in your spouse, but the thought of the Fates personally arranging a match is an honor. I sigh and push the papers away from me. Too bad it isn’t real.

***

“Hey, Lys, come give me a hand with this sofa!” I sigh. Shawn’s a stickler for spring cleaning, although this year he’s running late, and he’s working on the living room. I’m supposedly working on my bedroom, but I’ve really just been reading for the past few hours. I keep my room tidy; I don’t see any need to tear it apart to clean it up.

“Coming!” I head down the stairs to find him moving things out of the way.

“It’s going in the kitchen for now,” he says, a little breathless.

“Okay.” I reach down and grab the couch, surprised when I lift it easily. “You know, this isn’t as heavy as I remember.”

“Speak for yourself,” says Shawn, panting. “You must have left most of the weight on me.”

“Do you want to switch sides? Maybe lifting it this way is lighter.”

“Don’t be silly, I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

I shake my head at his male pride. “Shawn, set it down. I don’t want you to hurt yourself, either. You’re probably tired from working so hard all day. Come on, switch with me.”

He stares at me, eyes narrowed. “You’ve just been reading up there, haven’t you?” His tone is accusing, and I blush. “Fine,” he gives in. “We can try switching, but let me know if it’s too heavy.”

“Will do,” I agree eagerly, happy to have avoided a talking to. I pick up the sofa again, but it feels no heavier than a book. “You okay over there?” I ask him.

“Yeah, I’m great. Come on, to the kitchen.” Shawn still seems to be having troubles, but hiding it because I’m not. I wonder if he’s feeling okay. I know he’s stronger than me. He sighs in relief and stretches when we set the sofa down in the kitchen. “Hey, Shawnie, you look beat; why don’t you tell me what to move, and you can get some rest?”

“Well, I have been working hard . . . ” I know his pride is warring with his fatigue. “Okay, Lys. I want to move the stuff on the walls to the center of the room, but leave the TV unit, it’s too heavy. I’ll help you.”

“Okay, Shawnie, I’ll let you know when I’m done.” I go back to the living room and quickly move the different pieces of furniture. When I easily pick up the big recliner while trying to pull it to one side, I know something is off. I start experimenting, trying to see how strong I am. I’m easily able to move the six-foot TV unit.

“Hey, Shawn!”

“Coming!” He walks into the living room and looks around. “Lys, are you all right? I told you not to move the TV unit yourself!” In his worry, he doesn’t notice that I’m not even a bit out of breath. “That has to be a hundred pounds empty, it must be a few hundred full of books and electronics like . . . ” He finally notices my excited look. “What’s going on?”

“Shawn, I’m not tired, I’m not winded.” I gesture to the furniture. “That wasn’t even hard. I actually picked up the recliner! This is crazy!” I calm my excited tone a bit. “In a good way! I don’t know what caused my sudden burst of strength.”

Shawn gives me an odd look. “You don’t know?” He pauses, looking uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. It’s just . . . an odd situation. Have you been working out?” He cocks his head.

I grimace. “No, you know I hate exercise.” He nods. An evil idea forms in my mind. “Hey, Shawn, how much do you weigh?”

“About one-sixty, why?”

“Come here.”

He must see the evil glint in my eyes. “Lys, don’t you dare, you’ll hurt yourself.”

I dart forward, surprising him with my speed and lift him easily. “Are you sure you weigh one-sixty? You feel like a feather.” I lift him higher, holding him up over my head until he bumps the ceiling.

“ I think something’s wrong with you.”

I laugh, setting him down. “I think this is amazing! I have super-powers!” I do a little spin, then flex my muscles. “Rawr!”

“No, Lys,” his voice is low, but nervous. “There has to be some explanation.”

You are fine; there is no reason to worry.

Every time I hear the voice now, it’s clearer and stronger than the time before. I’m really starting to doubt it’s just my intuition, but I have no other theories at the moment. Either way, I know that whatever, or whoever, it is, it’s in my best interest to listen to it.

“Nah,” I wave off his concerns. “Everything’s fine, I know it. I just got really strong.”

“Listen to yourself. No one ‘just gets strong.’” He regards me earnestly. “Something’s up.”

I shrug. “I suppose I can look online, but I’m not all that worried about it. Besides, it’s been incredibly useful today.”

Despite the worried looks Shawn keeps throwing me, I don’t feel the least bit concerned. My intuition tells me that I’m fine, and that’s good enough for me. Besides, it’s really cool.


CHAPTER 15

“Elysabeth, wait here, I will go get us some drinks.” I nod, not wanting to shout over the blaring music. We’ve been dancing for the past hour, and I’m both tired and thirsty.

I sit in one of the chairs behind me, and fend off the different guys that try to hit on me. I know the club is busy, so I figure it will take Damien a while to get our drinks. However, when twenty minutes have passed, and I’ve been hit on at least as many times, I decide to go find him.

I force my way through the crowd of people and finally make it to the bar. It’s almost empty. Most everyone is on the dance floor, and I’m able to see quite easily that Damien is not there.

Find him.

Okay, will do. I turn and survey the club, craning my neck to see over the crowd. I think I catch sight of him over in a corner, and start to make my way over to him. Perhaps he’s trying to stay out of the crowd. He wouldn’t want to spill the drinks on his shirt.

It takes me a while, but I finally make it over the corner, only to wish I’d never left my chair. For the first time my intuition has failed me. I can’t believe it wanted me to see this.

My heart actually stops for a moment. In the darkened corner, Damien is standing with his back to the room, bent over a girl with her head thrown back, arms and a leg wrapped tightly around him. It looks like they’re screwing!

Her head is thrown back in ecstasy. Hell, I know how good he is, so she is definitely enjoying herself. I try to come up with an explanation, any explanation besides the one staring me in the face, but there’s only one thought running through my mind.

“No!” I don’t speak loudly, but Damien’s head snaps up, and he looks over his shoulder, a look of pure horror on his face. His lips are red, brighter than they should be, and his mouth seems fuller. His eyes are almost black, and when they meet mine, I don’t see shame, or guilt, or pity, or even love. I only seehishorror.

I shake my head, not wanting to process what I’m seeing. I can literally feel my heart breaking into a million tiny pieces. Without stopping to think, I turn and shove people out of my way to get to the women’s restroom. It’s the one place he can’t follow me.

Once ensconced in one of the stalls, I pull out my phone and send a message to Shawn. I know he’ll help me through this.

Shawnie, can u please pick me up? I’m at Queen’s Ball.

Of course, meet u there in 10.

I sigh, leaning up against the door. I take deep breaths, trying to keep myself from crying, or screaming. I thought that what we shared was special. I can’t believe that Damien was . . . My stomach heaves, protesting the thought. I can’t even think it. But I saw him. How do I refute the evidence right before my eyes?

My breath hitches on a sob. I have to get out of the club. I exit the stall and take a good look in the mirror. I look like absolute shit.

To help disguise myself, I twist my hair into a bun, since it’s probably my most defining feature. I peek out of the bathroom and am heartened to see Damien isn’t in sight. I head off for the front door as quickly as possible, keeping my head down. I can’t see him right now, not when my heart is broken and bleeding. I squeeze between the people to finally make it outside.

I almost cry with relief when Shawn pulls up. The look on my face must say it all. He jumps out of the car and runs around to fold me into a hug. I take deep, calming breaths, trying to keep myself from crying. Once I get going, it takes me a long time to stop, so I don’t want to let it loose. I don’t succeed. A single tear tracks down my cheek.

When I pull back a little, Shawn helps me into the car. “Let’s get you home, Lys,” he says quietly. I simply nod as he closes the door.

Once in the car, he starts in. “What did that bastard do to you?” he growls. “I knew he was bad news, Lys. I can’t believe I fell for his act.” Even now I try to defend Damien, at least a little.

“He didn’t . . . He didn’t do anything to me,” I mumble, staring at my knees.

“Then why are you like this?”

“I saw . . . I caught . . . him . . . ” I don’t want to say it because that makes it more real, but Shawn doesn’t bother to mince words.

“So, basically the jackass was cheating on you.”

It isn’t a question, and I don’t really want to answer, so I shrug dejectedly.

He continues. “I’ll take that as a yes. Lys, you deserve so much more. I’m only thankful you don’t know what he really is. I can’t imagine what a wreck you’d be then. Aaaargh! That ass!” He slaps the steering wheel. “You need to be with someone who’ll respect and love you enough not to hurt you.”

His words wash over me. I don’t pay too much attention. “I thought he did.”

“Well, obviously not.”

I clench my eyes shut in pain at his words. But the image of Damien and that girl plays in Technicolor behind my eyelids. “God, it was awful.” I force my eyes open and try not to blink. I don’t want to see it anymore. “The girl was literally hanging on him. And she was gorgeous. Like supermodel looks. And it looked like they were . . . were . . . ” I can’t bring myself to say it.

“Lys, come on, where’s your confidence? You know you look amazing, too. Don’t change your opinion of yourself because he was an idiot. And, not to defend the asshole, but I’m pretty sure Damien is too proper,” he throws the word out, mockingly, “to fuck a girl in the corner of a club.” He reaches out and puts a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t need to torture yourself with that thought. This isn’t Zane happening again, Lys. Damien’s a different kind of dipshit.”

I try to smile, but I’m certain it looks more like a grimace. I know he means well, but his words aren’t comforting. “Thanks, Shawn.”

“You know what? Screw home; let’s go get you some chocolate.” He flips a u-ey in the middle of the street.

“Yeah, okay.” Chocolate should help keep my mind off of all this.

He grins. “Do you want chocolate food or chocolate drink?”

“Shawn, it’s eleven. I don’t think any place with chocolate food will be open. I’ll take a chocolate Frappuccino.”

“Coming right up.” He drives to an out-of-the-way café, presumably so we can’t possibly come across Damien. We sit at the outdoor tables until they close at 2:00 am.

I’m feeling marginally better, as Shawn has kept me laughing all night with stories of our time in high school, and the fun we’ve had since becoming roommates. It’s weird. I feel like he’s trying to hold on to me, and our friendship. But I’m not going anywhere, am I?

“Since we’ve been kicked out, we should probably get home,” Shawn sounds apologetic, but he has a point.

“If we must,” I pout. On the ride home, I scroll through the 35 text messages and 18 missed calls from Damien, asking where I am and telling me that we need to talk. It doesn’t escape my notice that not one offers an apology. I erase them all and ignore another call. I’m not ready to talk to him, and my temper has begun flaring. It’s my coping mechanism.

If he didn’t want to be with me, he could have said something. It hurts even more considering what we’d done a couple weeks before. Was that really all he wanted from me? I’m suddenly extremely pleased that circumstances conspired to keep us from repeating the activity. Maybe in the future I’ll be able to look back and at least revel in a perfect first time. Not many women can boast that.

Thinking about it gets me down. I was so certain Damien truly cared about me. Shows how much I know. I’m great, until he found something better.

Shawn does his best to keep me laughing as he drives us home. He keeps me preoccupied enough that the thoughts of Damien and his betrayal can’t be my main focus. At least until I see who’s waiting in the driveway. Shawn sees him at the same time I do.

“Pull into the garage, Shawnie. I don’t really want to talk to him.”

“All right.” Shawn hits the button for the garage, and I notice Damien’s worried look.

“Elysabeth!” He hops off his motorcycle, and, despite my current feelings, I can’t help but notice how fluid his movements are, or how gorgeous he is, which makes me angry at myself. Buck up, Lys.

“Elysabeth! Please, I must speak to you! You do not understand!” He throws himself in front of the car, spitting out a fast string of French as he does so, making Shawn hit the brakes, hard. “Elysabeth, s’il te plaît. Écoutes-moi!”

“What the fuck?!? Is he crazy?” Shawn yells.

“Elysabeth!” Damien’s eyes are wide and wild, and he sounds almost panicked.

“Do you want me to tell him to leave?” Shawn sounds a bit too pleased with that thought.

I shake my head. “Thanks, Shawnie, but no.” I sigh. “I can’t avoid him forever, and it doesn’t look like he’ll leave me alone.” I meet Shawn’s gaze. “Just don’t leave, please.”

He touches my arm with a concerned expression. “Are you afraid of him?”

I smile warmly at how protective he gets when a guy is giving me troubles. “No, but Mount Lys might erupt.” Shawn nods in understanding. He doesn’t want to see another eruption any more than I do.

I get out of the car, my anger returning now that I have a target for it. “What the hell was that, Damien? Do you have a death wish?”

“Elysabeth, please, I must speak with you.”

“I don’t want to speak with you. Go away!”

“Elysabeth, allow me to explain what you saw.” A flare of anger hits at his words, and I explode.

With a hard shove at his chest, I hurl my hurt and anger at him. “Explain what I saw? Explain what I saw? We both know what I saw, you two-timing fuckwad. I saw you with her, on her, in her!” I take a deep breath to continue my diatribe.

“I have every reason to hope to never speak to you again, and yet you won’t leave me alone! Why are you here?” I wait for an answer, but nothing is forthcoming. “What can you possibly say to make me forgive you? I mean, why would you want me to? You looked plenty happy with her.” I remember the look of horror on his face at being caught at the club and feel a deep pain again. “Go away, Damien. Just . . . go away.”

I start to lose steam, and my final words come out sounding defeated. Even worse, stupid, traitorous, teardrops are sliding down my face.

Damien drops to his knees in front of me, hands raised, almost as though he wants to take hold of me. He looks absolutely devastated. “Please, Elysabeth, ma chère, do not cry. I swear to you, it is not what you think. Let me explain.”

Mentally exhausted, I give in. “Fine,” I shrug. “If that’s what it takes to get you to leave, say what you will.”

“Elysabeth,” Damien starts, sounding hesitant. “I have needed to speak to you, to explain something, but I was not sure you were ready to hear it. And now, I have to tell you, so that you will understand.” I look at Shawn and could swear I see a sudden look of understanding. But in a flash, with a quick look to me, it’s gone.

“She already knows you’re an ass, Damien,” Shawn says coarsely.

Still on his knees, Damien drops his head and sighs. “I know I made a horrible mistake, but it is not the one you think.” He looks back up at me, then at Shawn. “Will you come with me, both of you? There is something I need to show you.”

“Go with you, are you crazy?” I move away from him in surprise and exasperation. “Damien, it’s almost 2:30 in the morning! Even if I didn’t want to go to sleep, why the hell would I go anywhere with you?” Shawn grips my shoulder, recognizing the signs of my anger returning. I grind my teeth in frustration and turn away from Damien entirely. I desperately want to hit something to work out my anger. I wish I’d gotten that punching bag for my birthday.

“Where would we be going?” Shawn asks suspiciously. “I mean, Lys may trust you. Or, well, she may have trusted you, but I certainly don’t.”

“I would like to take you to my home. Elysabeth,” Damien says pleadingly. “I think it is time for you to meet my family. I would like you to speak to my father. He can make things clearer than I can.”

I whirl around to face him. “Now? You think now is the right time for me to meet your family? After all the times you told me they were different and you wouldn’t feel comfortable with me meeting them?” My voice cracks, embarrassing me. I don’t want to let him know how much this hurts me. Anger is easier than hurt.

“Considering what I will be disclosing to you, yes.” I look at Shawn with a raised eyebrow. I’m certainly not tired anymore, and curiosity is worming its way into my anger. Damien wants me to meet his family. Finally. Shawn shrugs. I shrug as well. He nods.

“All right, we’ll go, but I’m driving Lys,” Shawn says, practically daring Damien to argue. Damien wisely keeps his mouth shut.

Once we’re ensconced in the privacy of Shawn’s car, I can’t help but ask, “Do you think this is a good idea, Shawn?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know, but he wants to explain. That’s a step in the right direction.”

“Do you think there’s any possible explanation besides the obvious one?” He shrugs again, which I find odd, but I have far too much on my mind to consider why Shawn is shrugging so much when he rarely does. I reach forward to turn on the radio. It’s set to a hard rock channel. Shawn’s the one who’d originally gotten me into this kind of music. He broadened my musical horizons.

After about 15 minutes, Damien pulls up to the same gated community we went through when we went to the beach, speaks to the guard, and gets us waved through. We follow Damien through a massive housing community until we pull into a long, winding driveway that ends at a huge mansion.

It’s three stories tall and looks like it’s made of marble. The mansion is built in a stair shape, with a tall back, and a shorter front. There’s also a two-story circular portion attached to the front that has single-story pillars surrounding it which support a protruding, gazebo-style roof. There are two chimney stacks on the front portion, and the roof is a warm wine color. Shawn’s surprised, to say the least.

“This is amazing!” Shawn sounds as awed as I felt the first time I saw these houses.

“I know. But really, considering his gifts, and his car, we both should have seen it coming.” I sigh. “Now, come on, and stick with me.” We both get out at the same time, then follow Damien up the stairs and walk through the door as he holds it open for us. I’m pretty sure Damien sniffs me as I walk past him. It’s weird. Do I smell?

As we pass the enormous entrance hall and go down a corridor, I get a good look at the inside of his house. It’s as beautiful as the outside, and it feels so . . . homey. It’s all done in warm golds, creams, and different woods. But there are also blues and whites to help keep it from getting overpowering.

Damien passes by us as an absolutely, drop-dead gorgeous lady stands from the armchair she had been sitting in. “Hello, Mother.” Shawn looks at me, eyes wide, and mouths mother? I share his shock. The lady can easily pass for Damien’s older sister. I can’t believe she’s old enough to be his mother.

She has shoulder-length, slightly wavy, chocolate brown hair which contrasts beautifully with her porcelain skin. Her large, dark brown eyes are framed by thick lashes. Her full pink lips and aristocratic nose could easily see her in any fashion magazine. Her figure is perfect, and is shown off to advantage in a sea foam green, silk, sheath dress that reaches her knees.

“Damien, Cucciolo, you should have told me you were bringing guests. I have nothing prepared.” Despite her warm smile, I can hear the rebuke in her voice. I’m surprised she doesn’t complain about the hour.

“It was . . . unexpected, Mother. This is Elysabeth, and her best friend, Shawn.” She turns to us.

“Elysabeth? You mean . . . ?” Damien nods with a nervous look. “Elysabeth, it is so nice to finally meet you. I have heard so much about you. And Shawn, it is nice to meet you as well.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Delanciennes.” I’m unable to come up with anything complimentary to say, and I’m sure she notices.

“You . . . have a beautiful home, Ma’am.” Shawn tries to help, but his hesitance only makes it seem worse. She smiles at him. “Thank you.” She turns to her son with a frown. “Obviously there are some problems. What has happened? You said she was not ready yet.” I look to Shawn, confused, but he ignores me.

Damien looks an odd combination of sheepish and worried. “I know, Mother, and I am still not sure. There have been . . . complications.” I roll my eyes and huff. What a ridiculous way to refer to what happened.

“What happened?” Damien’s mother asks seriously.

“She saw me . . . ” He trails off with a meaningful look, and apparently, he doesn’t need to say any more. His mother gasps, covering her mouth with her hands.

“You did not! From a living source!” She sounds scandalized. “How can you ever expect her to forgive you?” Damien hangs his head. I’m getting more confused by the moment.

“I realize how grave my error was Mother, but I was desperate.” I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

“I assume she told her friend and now he needs to know as well?” Damien nods at his mother’s exasperated words. Then, I get a major shock. So does Damien, if his expression is anything to go by.

“I already know,” Shawn says. And I think I’ve figured out what’s really going on.”

“I doubt that,” Damien’s mother says condescendingly.

Shawn casts Mrs. Delanciennes an exasperated look, before turning back to Damien. “You were thirsty right?” Damien nods slowly, still looking shocked. “And Lys saw you taking care of that?” Damien nods again. “You’re a complete idiot, you know that?” Shawn looks vaguely disgusted. “At first I thought she knew, then I figured you kept it quiet for your own reasons, and I was okay with that, but you’ve hurt her by holding it back. You owe her the truth!” He says, pointing at me. “You should have told her ages ago! And you should have been better prepared.”

Damien still looks shocked. “How—”

“It’s not important,” Shawn waves away the question.

It’s obvious Shawn knows something I don’t, and the thought that he’s kept something, presumably important, from me annoys me more than it would if I weren’t already pissed off.

“Hello!” I wave my arms. “Still here. What’s going on? And what, exactly, is it that you all know that I don’t?” Damien glances at Shawn hopefully.

Shawn shakes his head forcefully. “No, way. This is all on you.”

Damien sighs. “Elysabeth, I have a revelation for you, that I hope you can accept—”

“Oh, she’ll accept it,” mumbles Shawn.

“But I’d rather wait for my father,” continues Damien, completely ignoring Shawn’s interruption.

“Look, I want to know what the hell is going on. I don’t know what Shawn is going on about, but I saw you . . . bent over her . . . and she was—” My voice breaks. I can’t continue.

“Damien Delanciennes, what have you done?” Damien seems to shrink down at the booming voice. I turn to the speaker, an attractive, slightly older version of Damien. This man must be his father, as he has no older brothers. He’s intimidating, and is dressed in extremely elegant black and red clothing that has a certain older feeling, as though from another era.

His blonde hair brushes his collar, curling slightly at the ends. He’s clean shaven, revealing his square jaw and strong chin. Despite wearing several layers, he’s obviously rather muscular, and at least as tall as Damien, perhaps an inch or so taller. It’s from him that Damien has inherited his blue eyes and olive skin.

I stare at him, knowing, in the pit of my stomach, that I’ve seen him before. But where? And how could I possibly forget meeting someone this good looking?

“Answer me, Damien,” he says, looking stern. “What did you do? I have told you I will not aid you with this again.” I look from Damien, to his father, to Shawn, completely confused, and more than a little irritated.

Damien answers, head bowed. “I have not forgotten your words, Father. But that is not why we are here. My refusal to listen to reason has landed me in an awkward position, and we are here to rectify the situation. It is time for Elysabeth to know the truth, to understand what she is to me.”

“Really, Cucciolo?” His mother pulls him close and hugs him. “I am so happy for you.” His father merely raises an eyebrow. She’s happy for him? Well, that makes one of us.

“It seems we have much to discuss,” says Mr. Delanciennes. “I think we had all best retire to the library.”

My ire and confusion forgotten, at least for the moment, I eagerly catch up to him, my enthusiasm evident in my wide smile. “You have your own library, Sir?”

He looks down at me with a smile. It’s warm, and makes him entirely less frightening. “Indeed we do, Miss Elysabeth.”

I stop dead in my tracks. I know I’ve heard that form of address before, and in that voice.

“Elysabeth?”

I ignore Damien. “Sir, forgive me, but I swear we’ve met before.”

Mr. Delanciennes has a brief look of surprise before glaring at his son. There’s obviously something major going on. “Miss Elysabeth, as I said before, we have much to discuss.”

“Okay. But please, call me Lys.”

“Very well, Lys. Please, all of you, follow me.”


CHAPTER 16

I follow directly behind Mr. Delanciennes, down a corridor lined with paintings of all types until we reach the library. I stall at the door, looking around me in awe at the vast amount of knowledge stored in the room. Now I know how Belle felt when she was shown the Beast’s library.

There are bookshelves lining the walls, of course. But there are also rows of bookshelves with an aisle in the center, like you would find in a real library. They are all a rich cherry wood, and the floor is a well-polished oak. Some of the freestanding bookshelves support arches that curve over the center aisle and hold yet more books. I eye a few tomes that have interesting titles.

Shawn laughs and gives me a shove. “Perhaps the library wasn’t the best idea, Sir. You may never get her out of here.”

Mr. Delanciennes laughs, a big, deep, booming laugh that seems to reach right to my soul and warm it. It reminds me of how Damien’s laugh can make my entire day better. Well, it used to. I continue perusing the library until I feel a hand at my elbow.

“Elysabeth,” Damien says quietly. “I think you had best come sit. My father is not exactly a patient man.”

I turn, startled, to look at everyone seated and eyeing me expectantly. I blush at having kept them all waiting.

“Um, right. Sorry. In case you haven’t gathered, I really like to read. So, what’s this all about? What am I missing out on? And Shawn, if you know what’s going on, not to sound mean, but why are you still here? You obviously don’t need to hear this revelation.”

Shawn grins. “True, but you may want me to take you home, and in case you get angry, I’ll consider myself damage control.”

“You expect me to get angry?” That doesn’t bode well for this conversation.

“I know how much you love being kept in the dark.” He rolls his eyes at me.

“Hmm . . . good point. Thanks, Shawnie.” I smile at him then turn my attention back to Damien and his parents. Mr. Delanciennes casts a glare at his son then clears his throat and begins to speak.

“Lys, what, exactly, has my son told you about us?”

“I’m assuming you mean about all of you, his family.” He nods. “Not much, really. Just that you, Sir, serve as an ambassador among rich and powerful families on several continents, and that he has three younger brothers and two younger sisters. I think that’s about it. He’s always reticent when families are mentioned, and I didn’t want to pry.”

Mr. Delanciennes shakes his head. “Then I am afraid we have much to tell you. For whatever reason, my son has chosen to leave out some very important facts. These are even more important considering you are his Chosen.”

“Pardon?” My mind flits back to the dream I’d had a couple of weeks ago. I remember what it means to be a Chosen. But that’s silly. Vampires don’t exist. This is reality, and that had merely been a dream.

Mr. Delanciennes shakes his head. “All in good time. Other facts must be revealed first. Let us start with the most basic. Damien, this should come from you.”

“Very well, Father.” Damien stands and walks over to my chair. He crouches in front of me and takes my hands. It takes all of my self-control to not pull them away. “Elysabeth,” he takes a deep breath. “I told you I have needed to explain something to you.” I nod, impatient to know what’s going on. “I waited because I was afraid. I cannot lose you. You are the only woman for me. But my delay has hurt you, and I must tell you something of the utmost importance. Please, Chérie, keep an open mind. Think of the wonderful times we have spent together.”

“Damien, just tell me whatever needs to be said,” I say impatiently.

“Forgive me. I want you to be able to accept myself and my family as we are. And we, that is to say, my family and I, are . . . we are . . . vampires.” He watches me, warily, as though expecting me to explode.

I stare at him as my heart races with excitement. Damien’s a vampire! My birthday wish came true! No, Lys, think about it. Vampires don’t exist. I pull my hands from his grasp, cheeks burning with embarrassment. I can’t lose my grip on reality. Vampires don’t exist. Vampires DON’T exist. Remember that, Lys.

Are you quite certain about that?

Great, now even my intuition has turned traitor. What is Damien playing at?

“Vampires, really? Oh, and I’m your Chosen. This is rich.” I shove at him, anger building again, causing him to fall backwards and away from me. “You know, this is a poor excuse for a joke.” I stand and stare down at him, injecting as much disgust in my voice as possible. Anything to keep him from knowing how much he’s hurting me. “This is how you’re going to explain your behavior earlier? I suppose next you’re going to tell me you were drinking that slut’s blood.”

He looks confused. “Well, yes, but—”

“Save it.” I whirl around to face my now ex-best friend. “And Shawn, you too? You know how I feel about this. How could you?” I storm out of the library, walking quickly toward what I hope is the front door. Damien calls for me, and I can hear hurried footsteps, but I then hear Shawn stop him.

I blink quickly. I won’t give any of them the satisfaction of seeing my tears. Everything had been going so well before today. Maybe I’ll wake up and find that this has been a bad dream. Relieved to have found it, I push open the front door and collapse on the steps leading up to the porch.

Despite my anger and embarrassment, I have questions that I can’t answer. How had Damien and his father known about my dream? I don’t remember telling anyone, not even Shawn. This is really bizarre.

And why would Shawn do this? He must have been the one to tell them, but he and Damien are hardly close. Shawn has only recently warmed to Damien’s presence. Why would they ever work together to do something this cruel? And to include Damien’s parents?

The door opens behind me and I know, instinctively, who it is. “What now, Damien? Come to poke some more fun at me?” I drop my head into my arms so I don’t have to look at him.

“No, Elysabeth,” His voice is quiet, soft. “I would never make fun of you in any way that causes you distress. You are mistaken. I was entirely serious.”

“Uh, huh, and I’m a queen,” I mumble into my arms. “Vampires don’t exist, Damien.” Despite how much I desperately want them to.

“Elysabeth, Shawn explained why you are angry. I assure you, I do not jest, nor have you gone crazy. We do exist, as you have hoped.” He pauses, then continues, sounding annoyed. “And I must say, it bothers me that you would nullify my entire species’ existence.”

Blood rushes to my cheeks again. Could this day get any worse? “Shawn told you? I can’t believe he would do that! He promised to take my secret to the grave!”

“Elysabeth, there is nothing wrong with your interest. Especially as you have found an entire family of vampires.” He takes a deep breath. “I will admit, today has been an unmitigated disaster. But I can make it better.” His voice gets quieter as he pleads with me. “Let me show you the truth. Let me prove my words to you. Let me fix this, Chérie, please.”

Curious, I lift my head to look at him. He stands behind me, obviously nervous to come closer. The pain and despair in his voice is evident, and tears at the pieces of my broken heart.

“Fine, amaze me.”

Damien sits on the steps next to me, facing me, with one leg bent in front of him to keep him steady. “Shawn told me it is ironic that you had not told me, of all people. He has a point. If I had known of your wishes and desires, I could have told you much earlier and saved us all of this heartache.” He starts speaking faster, and I almost smile at him babbling in nervousness. “Although, I suppose I should have known, considering some of your comments these past months. I suppose I was too fearful of your reaction to put the pieces together.” He shakes his head. “But I digress. I truly am a vampire, and I can think of only one way to prove it.” He takes a deep breath, then opens his mouth slightly.

I can see his top lip being pressed out, getting fuller, and his eyes get darker. I recognize the appearance from what I saw at the club. After a moment, he opens his mouth wider, into a smile of sorts, baring fangs.

I gasp, holding up my hands to hide my growing delight. He’s a real vampire?!? Oh, holy mother, I’ve been imagining things for too long. I’ve finally completely blurred the lines between reality and fantasy. Damien, of course, misunderstands my reaction. He quickly closes his mouth with a pained expression.

“I apologize; I did not mean to frighten you.”

I shake my head slowly. “You didn’t, I . . . I just can’t believe it.” My mind is telling me that logically, this makes no sense. After all, vampires don’t exist. How many times have I repeated that mantra over the years?

But there’s also a portion that tells me to throw logic out the window and consider the evidence right in front of me. To embrace the miracle, I’ve been handed and not ask questions. But is this real? I pinch myself hard and flinch at the pain. Definitely not a dream, then. But how can I be sure I’ve not just gone off the deep end? I know there’s one sure fire way to prove it to myself. “Damien, bite me.”

“What?” His jaw drops.

“Bite me,” I repeat, determined. “Your fangs could be fake.” He gives me a withering stare. I shrug, aiming for nonchalance. He can’t know how important it is for me to know the truth. “I don’t know. But a bite would be definite proof. Here.” I hold out my wrist.

His eyes are locked on my wrist, probably eyeing a vein, and he licks his lips. “I . . . I do not think I should.”

“Come on, really. It’s okay.” I shove my wrist out further. His eyes flick to mine, nervously, probably trying to gauge my sincerity. I’m reminded of a kid who’s been told to take as much candy as he wants, and isn’t sure it’s okay. Just when he reaches for my arm, his father appears at his side and stops him. Where did he come from?

Damien draws back quickly.

“Damien,” he says, expression stern. “You cannot take from her until she knows the repercussions.”

I drop my arm, feeling suddenly exposed, like we’d been caught making out, or having sex. “There are repercussions?”

“Oh, yes, ma petite. Come along. We have so much more to discuss.” I follow him back to the library.

“Was I right?” Shawn looks at Mr. Delanciennes expectantly.

“You were indeed, Mr . . . ”

“Dooley, but Shawn is fine.”

Mr. Delanciennes nods. “Very well, Shawn. Thank you for suggesting I go out to check on them.”

Shawn glares at Damien. “Dude, you can’t get dental with her yet, even if she wants it. It sounds like there’s a lot she should understand first.”

Damien looks ashamed, and I feel the tiniest flair of pity for him. Before Mr. Delanciennes launches into his story, I turn to Shawn and apologize for my outburst. He shrugs it off. As ever, we’re okay. Mr. Delanciennes looks at Damien, who nods for him to go ahead.

“Very well, as my son has not seen fit to tell you anything,” he gives Damien another stern look. “I suppose I had best start at the beginning. Approximately six thousand years ago, when humans were first forming civilizations, they worshipped two goddesses above all others, Nyx and Diasta, the Goddesses of Night and Day, respectively.” Nyx and Diasta? My dream was real? I cut him off.

“Wait, I know this. Nyx and Diasta created vampires as revenge upon the humans for stopping their worship.” The three vampires look at each other, amazed. “I had a dream about it. I was Nyx.” I take in their expressions. “Oh, I hope that doesn’t offend you. I was so sure it was just a dream.”

“You dreamt of our history?” I nod at Mrs. Delanciennes’ shocked question. “And you were our Goddess Nyx?” I nod again, nervously. My eyes dart between the three vampires in the room who look absolutely gob smacked. I don’t want to say anything else for fear of causing an uproar. “Please, Lys,” says Mrs. Delanciennes, recovering. “Tell us everything you remember.” I tell them every detail of that dream, including how the vampires were actually created and why certain vampires have Chosen. Mr. Delanciennes gets up from his seat as I speak and starts pacing. He waits for me to finish relaying my dream.

“You have truly been blessed tremendously by the goddesses.” His voice is full of wonder. “Unless . . . ” He stops in front of me and kneels. “ . . . have you ever traced your history?”

I’m taken aback by him kneeling at my feet. I’ve never had anyone kneel in front of me before today. “Do . . . do you mean my family tree?”

“Yes.” Mr. Delanciennes sounds so eager.

“Only slightly.” I glance around at the others, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. “I know I’m a major mix of races, but I haven’t really looked into it.”

“We must consider this more later. For now, we must continue, there is still much to discuss. However,” he stares at me with an expression I don’t understand. When he stands and turns to his wife, I look to both Shawn and Damien, rather bewildered. “Selini, I am certain you share my suspicions.”

“I do, Donovan.” Are they suspicious of me?

He walks over to her and takes her hands, speaking earnestly. “Then, would you mind greatly? It is such an awe-inspiring thought, and it would erase her doubts.”

Mrs. Delanciennes’ forehead puckers. She seems lost in thought for a few moments. “I understand, Tesoro. I give you leave, but just this once, and only from the arm.” I don’t know what just happened, but it seems like she’s made a monumental decision.

“Of course, Selini. Thank you.” He turns back to me. “Miss Vance, would you be willing to grant me the honor of a taste of your blood?”

Damien jumps to his feet, face red. “Father! This is highly improper!”

“Damien, Son,” Mr. Delanciennes offers reasonably, trying to placate Damien. “Do consider who she may be.” Who might I be?

Damien moves to stand between his father and me. “Her ancestry does not matter.” He pokes his father in the chest with a finger. “You are asking to drink my Chosen’s blood! That is not acceptable.”

I look between them, nervously. “Mr. Delanciennes, I . . . I thought you said there were repercussions.”

He looks past Damien to meet my eyes. “Repercussions for you and my son. I am soul-bonded before our Goddesses. There would be no effect to either of us.”

“Oh, um, in that case, Damien, I don’t mind.”

He looks over his shoulder at me. “Of course, you do not, Elysabeth,” he gestures to his father. “You do not understand what he is asking.”

“He’s asking for a drink of blood.”

“But it is so much more than that!” The possessiveness in his voice startles me.

“Damien, I think you need to let this happen,” Shawn states plainly.

Damien looks at Shawn as though he’s the devil incarnate. “I will not!”

“Look, Lys needs to know this is real, so she doesn’t worry she’s gone off the deep end.”

My face heats almost instantly. “Shawn! I can’t believe you just said that.”

“Lys,” he smirks at me, “you know it’s true.” I know he’s right, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of admitting it. “Anyway,” he turns back to Damien. “It sounds like this will allow her to know, without a doubt, that you really are vampires, without any real consequences.”

Damien looks distraught. “But—”

“He has a point, Son.”

“Father, you know what you are asking of me!” He turns to his mother with a look of incredulity. “And Mother! How can you allow this?”

She offers him a thin smile. “You understand why he asks this, Cucciolo. It is hardly the same as drinking from your mate.”

Damien’s gaze flits around the room. His face hardens. I’m puzzled by his reaction. It’s just a bit of blood.

“You will owe me a debt of honor, Father!”

Mr. Delanciennes’ face hardens at Damien’s outburst. “Then consider this payment for the favor you asked of me, Son.”

Damien deflates and walks toward the far corner of the room. “Be quick about it.” He waves a dismissive hand in our direction.

I watch him, thoroughly perplexed, until Mr. Delanciennes kneels at my feet once more and commands my attention. “All right, Mr. Delanciennes, I’m not sure I see the honor in it, but um . . . enjoy?” I’m not sure that’s the right sentiment to convey, but I hold out my arm, and he takes it, almost reverently, looking up at me with clear awe. It makes me incredibly uncomfortable.

“Miss Vance, Elysabeth, you have been greatly blessed by our Goddesses, and I have my suspicions that it is something much more. It is truly a great honor to taste your blood, even for one such as I.” I watch, transfixed, as he leans forward and closes his eyes, like he’s experiencing a deeply spiritual moment.

I felt a slight pain, like a pinprick, when his fangs pierce my skin. The last shreds of doubt leave me as I feel a slight draw, then his eyes snap open. He’s across the room and behind his wife’s chair in an instant. If I hadn’t been watching him, I would have missed the movement.

Although I didn’t feel any pain, I look down at my arm expecting to see it torn open. Instead, all that is visible are two tiny dots that disappear before my eyes, and a small drop of blood that I wipe away.

“Donovan, what is the matter?” Mrs. Delanciennes’ worried voice draws my attention to Mr. Delanciennes, who is breathing heavily with a pained look on his face. He holds up a hand, signaling for everyone to wait a moment.

Damien appears at my side, clearly having used the same speed his father did. “Elysabeth,” he asks, sounding panicked. “Are you well? What happened?” I look at my arm, aghast. Is my blood tainted? He took such a small drink, is it enough to harm him?

I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

Damien takes several steps toward his parents. “Father, are you, all right? Was there something wrong? Was it our Bond? Is Elysabeth well?” The increasing worry in Damien’s voice seems to break his father’s trance. Mr. Delanciennes’ eyes snap to mine, then instantly lower.

“Fear not, Son,” he says calmly. “All is well. I was not able to tell if there is a Bond or not.” His eyes meet Damien’s briefly, before his gaze drops once more. He looks repentant. “I was not meant to try Elysabeth’s blood. It burns with a power far beyond me. Forgive me, Selini,” he meets her gaze looking somewhat ashamed. “Damien, you are a very lucky man. Elysabeth clearly carries an ancient bloodline, and you will gain that power, Son.”

Damien glances at me, then back to his father in shock. “But she is well. You are well?”

“Yes, Son. No harm done.” Thank goodness. Although I’m not able to follow their entire conversation, hearing that all is well puts my mind at ease and lets me focus on exactly what has happened.

That was a real bite, with real wounds, and real blood. What Shawn said earlier finally makes sense as well. Damien didn’t betray me; he was just thirsty. I feel a sudden lightness, and I swear my heart is ready to burst for joy.

“You really are vampires. Vampires. Oh, holy mother. Shawn!” I turn to him and gesture to Damien and his parents. “They’re vampires.” In my delight, I don’t realize how idiotic I’m acting. “Oh, this is brilliant!” I jump up and point at him. “In your FACE! I found vampires. Birthday wishes do come true!” Damien really is everything I’ve ever wanted, it’s no wonder I love him. Love?

Damien delighted laughter distracts me from my revelation. I freeze, mid victory dance, and blush crimson. “Guess I’m making a fool of myself here.” Damien stands and hugs me.

“Elysabeth, please, you have no idea how refreshing your reaction is to us. I was worried you would be horrified, or worse, terrified. By all means, express your delight.” He leans down and gives me a kiss. In a quieter voice he asks, “Did you really wish for vampires for your birthday?”

Embarrassed beyond belief, I refuse to answer. “You aren’t supposed to tell birthday wishes,” I mumble.

“Touché.” Still blushing brightly, I let Damien pull me into his lap as he sits. “Father, perhaps we should continue with the explanations.”

Mr. Delanciennes eyes me speculatively as he sits back down. “Yes, I think that would be for the best.”

“Mr. Delanciennes, what did you mean when you said you were not meant to taste my blood?”

He sighs and looks vaguely uncomfortable, making me wonder if it’s an inappropriate question. I’m about to apologize when he starts to answer. “The strength of a person’s blood is determined by their lineage. For example, a vampire with eight generations of vampires in the family will have stronger blood than a vampire with five generations. Also, a human turned by a vampire with stronger blood will, in turn, have stronger blood than a human who is turned by a vampire with weaker blood. A vampire can feel the strength of another’s blood in relation to their own.”

“But I don’t have any vampires in my family, so why is mine so strong? And if you can’t stomach it, how will Damien?”

“While I have theories about the former, I have no definitive answer for you at the moment. However, as to the latter, you are Damien’s Chosen, which means you were both crafted specifically for the other. He will be able to absorb the power of your blood, where I was not. Drinking your blood was like a human drinking a shot of 180-proof moonshine. The power was so far beyond me, it burned.”

While he speaks, he steadily turns red, as though blushing. By the end, even Damien and his mother look uncomfortable. I know I should probably drop the subject, but their reactions are too unusual.

“I see. I realize this is an awkward subject for you, would you explain why?”

Uncomfortable looks are exchanged before Damien answers me. “Speaking of a person’s blood is a rather intimate subject for vampires. Speaking of it in such a clinical way could be compared to ‘the talk’.”

I turn bright red. “Oh, oh hell. All right, moving on. I don’t know much about Chosen. Please explain them to me a bit more.”

Mrs. Delanciennes continues the conversation looking relieved. “As you already know, Chosen are humans who are fated to be with a specific vampire, their Destined. You are my son’s Chosen. Being a Destined means you will have no true desire for any other. Only your Chosen will evoke desire. According to legend, depending on the importance the Fates have placed on their Bond, the human may also experience lessened desire for others.”

“Huh, I guess that’s why you’ve never felt much for anyone else, Lys.” I glare at Shawn. That’s two of my secrets he’s told. Both of which he promised to take to the grave. He gulps as he realizes what he’s done.

Mr. Delanciennes is interested by Shawn’s comment. “You have not felt desire for any other human?”

I blush, but make myself answer honestly. “No. I’ve never really felt any . . . desire for another person.”

“Until you met my son.”

I feel my face heat even further. “Yeah.”

“This truly must be an important match arranged by the Fates,” whispers Mrs. Delanciennes.

“So, um, what happens once a Destined finds his or her Chosen?” I’m eager to move the conversation away from my personal life, which is definitely not what we’re here to discuss.

“Chosen are rare,” she answers solemnly. “So there is no set answer to that question. The eventual outcome of a vampire meeting his or her Chosen is the Bond.”

“Is the Bond like marriage?”

“No, Lys,” she shakes her head. “It is much more. There are three parts to the Bond: the Bonding ceremony, the first drink, and the first mating.” I’m shocked. What does this mean for me and Damien?

“Come again?” My voice is weak.

“Forgive me, I realize this is a lot to take in.” She offers me a sympathetic look, completely misunderstanding my concern. “Allow me to explain each. The Bonding ceremony takes place at midnight under the full moon. It is the declaration between a Destined and a Chosen that they wish to be together, not just because the Fates have deemed it so, but because they genuinely love each other and want to be with the other.” She offers Damien and I an affectionate smile before continuing.

“The first mating effectively lays the Destined’s claim upon his or her Chosen. The Chosen is theirs, and no other vampire can claim them.” Lays their claim? I glare at Damien, who looks sheepish. I don’t want his parents to know we slept together, so I keep quiet, but he has a lot to answer for. “And the first drink,” Mrs. Delanciennes continues, blissfully unaware of my annoyance, “seals the claim of the Chosen upon the Destined. Once a Destined has tasted his or her Chosen’s blood, they will be able to drink from no other without becoming violently ill.”

Confused, I interrupt her. “But your husband drank from me.” I glance at my wrist. “Sort of.”

“That is because I was not a Chosen. We fell in love and chose to take part in a soul-bonding ceremony, which is much like a wedding.” She shares a loving look with her husband. “The Bonding ceremony between a Chosen and a Destined is different. It cements the Bond that the Fates created between them, making them inseparable. Now, the three parts of the Bond may happen in any order, but they all must happen in relatively quick succession. According to our legends, they must all occur within one month, or there will be dire consequences.”

“One month?” murmurs Damien.

“Dire consequences?” I squeak.

“The histories do not reveal any Bonding remaining incomplete for more than a day or two, so I don’t know what kind of consequences.”

Obviously, she has once again misunderstood my shock. I quickly think back. We have a couple weeks to complete our Bond. Have we missed the full moon? I look to Damien. He wears a look of shock and worry that mirrors my own.

His father looks at us both, his expression hardening from concerned to stern. “What is the matter? What else do we need to know?”

Damien clears his throat. “Father . . . ” He swallows hard and shoots me an apologetic look. “When, precisely, is the next full moon? I seem to have lost track of the lunar cycle.” His mother gasps but Mr. Delanciennes simply sits there stunned.

“Lys, you actually gave up your v-card?” Shawn’s eyes are the size of saucers.

“Shawn!” I yell at him. “What the hell?!?”

He ducks his head as his brain catches up with his mouth. “Oh, shit, sorry.”

This is too much. I drop my head in my hands as my shame and embarrassment creeps up on me. Damien’s parents are going to think I’m some slutty human. This is so not the ideal way to meet the in-laws.

Mrs. Delanciennes is the first to recover from her shock. “I . . . I believe the next full moon is on Wednesday. Yes, yes, on Wednesday, the 15th.” I breathe a sigh of relief. At least we haven’t screwed up beyond redemption. We won’t be facing dire consequences.

Mr. Delanciennes, however, does not recover from his shock as well. “Damien, how could you?” he roars. My head snaps up, and I take in Mr. Delanciennes’ enraged face. Well, at least not dire consequences from the Fates. “You started the Bonding process without telling her anything? What were you thinking? “

Damien’s voice is small. “I thought we had a year. I remembered the legend as one year, not one month.” His words come tumbling out, almost garbled in their speed. He looks at me with an expression of guilt. “Forgive me, Elysabeth. If I had realized—”

His father answers before I can. “But still, you initiated the process without her consent. Without her even knowing what you are! I thought we had raised you better than this. I have never been more disappointed, or disgusted, by your actions. You are not too old to face punishment in my household! You should count yourself lucky we currently have guests!”

Well, that’s awfully harsh. I stand and step closer to Mr. Delanciennes. No one speaks that way to my Damien.

“Your son hardly forced himself upon me, Sir. He may have made a mistake, but he doesn’t deserve that kind condemnation. He’s only human . . . er . . . vampire. If this means that we must be Bonded soon, so be it. I would have been willing to Bond with him before I found out about all this and what I’ve learned today doesn’t change that.”

Mrs. Delanciennes stands and envelops me in a hug, completely ignoring the look of shock on her husband’s face. “This is so wonderful!” She’s already planning the ceremony as she pulls away from me. “My goodness, we only have a few days to pull this together. I do hope the seamstresses can manage with so little time. Oh, and where shall it be?” Halfway across the room she turns back to me. “Lys, I’ll get things started. Damien, bring her to my sitting room when you are through here.”

He nods. “Yes, Mother.” With that, she leaves, calling for different people. I wait for an explosion from Mr. Delanciennes, like there always is from my father, but he surprises me.

“I cannot agree with your actions, Son. You were incredibly irresponsible, and we will be discussing this later.”

Damien hangs his head. “Yes, Sir.”

“However,” continues his father with a smile, “you have quite the spirited Chosen, Damien. Cherish her.”

Damien captures my gaze with his own. “I shall, Father. For eternity.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks again, even as I beam at Damien. “Well, um, I guess that settles that, but from what I remember of my dream, only vampires of the royal family have Chosen. Are you descended from the royal family, Damien?”

“Yes, you could say that.”

Mr. Delanciennes glares at his son. “Now is not the time for half-truths, Son. Miss Vance, Elysabeth. Damien is my heir.”

“Your . . . heir? Well, yeah, he’s the oldest son, right?”

“Yes, but no. He is the heir.” At my blank look, he continues. “To our throne.”

“HOLY SHIT!” Shawn turns bright red at his outburst. “Sorry, I just . . . ” He shakes his head. “I didn’t see that one coming.” He turns to me.” Wow, Lys, you’re going to be a princess!” He pauses a moment before turning to Mr. Delanciennes. “Wait, if you’re the royal family, what are you all doing here?”

“We knew Damien was searching for his Chosen,” answers Mr. Delanciennes evenly. “When a Chosen is born, the Destined will feel a . . . ” He waves a hand. “A pull, which will lead them in the correct direction. When Damien found Lys’ general location, we decided to join him as we wished to be present to meet you. I have had to make many trips back home to handle affairs. However, I feel it has been worth the inconvenience to see my son so happy.”

“Where is your home?” I ask, curious.

He turns to me. “We live in Nièvre. If you look there,” he nods at the wall behind me. “You can see a picture of our home.”

I stand and walk over to a picture of a gothic-style castle. It’s an aerial shot, and there are miles of greenery and woods all around it. It’s beautiful. “You’re so lucky. That place is amazing.”

Damien, having followed me, answers quietly. “I am glad you like it, Elysabeth. Someday, you will live there as well.”

“In France?”

“Yes. Our family has lived in that castle since it was constructed nearly 1,500 years ago,” he says with pride. “It has, of course, been thoroughly modernized.”

“How nice.” But that’s not my concern. How do I convince my parents to move to France? Hell, how do I explain to them why I’m moving to France? I don’t really have time to think about that right now, though. I turn my thoughts to more immediate matters. “So, Damien, tonight, at the club. You really were drinking her blood?”

Damien sighs. “Yes, Chérie. The longer a Destined is around his or her Chosen, the stronger their desire becomes, for closeness, for their Chosen’s blood, and for physical intimacy. It is like an . . . instinct . . . that urged me first to start, and now complete, our Bond. I have been feeding far more than usual here at home to help overcome the urges. However, as the desire has grown stronger, it has been difficult to drink enough to overcome it, despite the amount of blood we have delivered.

“I misjudged today.” He drops his head. “It was beginning to overwhelm me, especially as we were in such close proximity, and I did not want to take that step without being certain you would accept my true nature. When the thirst became painful, I went in search of a donor. That girl was of the correct disposition to get what I needed, and I admit took advantage of that fact.” He sounds ashamed. I would probably be more upset with his actions if I wasn’t so fascinated with everything I’m learning. “It was a simple matter to make her forget the encounter entirely. However, it most certainly was not how I wished everything to be revealed to you.”

“Based on our time constraints, it’s a good thing that it did. Who knows what could have happened.” Damien nods to concede the point. “But how can you make her forget?”

“Vampires can read minds, plant suggestions, and even alter memories of humans. However, this ability does not work on other vampires, a human that has bonded to a vampire, or on a Destined’s own Chosen. It is believed that this is to enable a sense of trust in the relationship between loved ones, and to establish some equality among our own kind.”

“Okay, that makes perfect sense. So, would anyone be able to mess with my mind?”

“No, not anymore. Our Bond has been initiated, so you are protected for now and the future, thank our Goddesses.” The look Damien and his father exchange concerns me, especially when paired with Damien’s statement. Not anymore?

“Damien, what are you not telling me?” I ask suspiciously.

“It is of no consequence, Elysabeth.” He doesn’t quite sound honest.

My eyes narrow. “Somehow, I don’t believe that.”

“I swear to you, Elysabeth, it is nothing you need concern yourself with.”

I study his expression. It seems genuine, so I let it go, for now.


CHAPTER 17

After a few moments of silence, Mr. Delanciennes clears his throat. “I think it is time you meet the rest of my children.” He looks to the doorway where five people are watching us. None of them look much younger than Damien.

“May I present my eldest daughter, Alyssa . . . ” Alyssa stands tall, with white blonde hair hanging down her back in a perfectly smooth, shiny sheet. Her brown eyes are wide with excitement, despite her pink lips revealing only a demure smile. She’s wearing a royal blue sundress that flatters her figure.

“ . . . Her younger brother, Demetrius . . . ” Demetrius looks like an inverted copy of Damien. Their physical features are nearly identical, but he has blonde hair like his father, and has inherited his mother’s porcelain skin and brown eyes. He looks slightly younger than Damien does, as though he has not fully matured yet. He’s wearing a green button up shirt with dark brown slacks.

“ . . . the next youngest, Sebastian . . . ” Sebastian is an interesting mix of his parents’ features. His hair is golden brown, his eyes are hazel, and his skin is somewhere between olive and porcelain. He stands proudly, and I sense a bit of roguishness about him. His bright red shirt makes me think he likes attention, but he mutes it somewhat with black slacks.

As I look at him, I realize he seems familiar. “Sebastian? Have we—”

“Ah, you remember me! I must have made quite an impression.” He waggles his eyebrows.

That’s right. He interrupted Damien and me at the club. “Damien, you told me he was just a friend.”

Sebastian clutches at his chest theatrically. “A mortal wound! To be cast off by my brother so callously.”

Damien shakes his head with a smile. “And that is precisely why I choose not to acknowledge you. When will you ever grow up?”

Grinning, I join in their fun. “Be nice to the poor boy, Damien. Not everyone can be as perfect as you.”

“An arrow right to the heart, darling!”

“Sebastian, enough!” Sebastian’s joking look sobers instantly at his father’s admonishment, turning into an expression of respectful interest. It’s like he’s flicked a switch. “Lys, allow me to continue. Next to her unruly brother is my youngest daughter, Selene . . . ” Selene looks delicate, almost ethereal. She has long, mousy brown hair, longer even than my own, and light blue eyes. Her nose is aristocratic, but small, and her lips are a light pink. She wears a floaty, periwinkle dress.

“ . . . and my youngest, Eziano . . . ” Eziano is a nearly identical copy of Damien, right down to the goatee, long hair, and edgy clothes. He must look up to Damien immensely to dress and style himself in the same manner.

They had each bowed or curtsied when presented, and, not knowing what else to do, since I’m not wearing a skirt, I nod to each of them.

“It’s nice to meet you all. Damien has mentioned that you’re all close. It makes so much sense, seeing as you’re all so close to the same age.” They all grin, and I can hear a couple soft chuckles. Damien gently pulls me to himself and encircles me with his arms.

“Perhaps that is one more thing you should know.” He mumbles in my ear. “Our ages are not mirrored by our appearances.”

“Yeah, I know.” I close my eyes as a bit of knowledge drops into my head and I process it. “You age normally until you reach puberty, at which point aging slows down until you meet your mate. If your mate looks too much older than you, you will age quicker, and if your mate is much younger, aging will almost cease until they catch up. Once you are mated, you will age at approximately one one-hundredth the rate of humans, allowing you to live for hundreds of years, should you so choose.”

Damien nods. “Yes, exactly. Was that part of your dream as well?” he asks inquisitively

I think for a moment. “No, I don’t believe so.”

“Then how did you know?”

“I’m not sure.”

Damien looks at his father.

“Again, I have a theory,” he answers, “but nothing concrete, yet. I will need to consult our records.” We both nod.

“Okay,” I say. “So, you aren’t all close in age.”

“No, Chérie.”

“Then tell me the news. Just how old are you really, Damien?”

He takes a deep breath. “I am 217.”

“Wow. Damien?” He looks down at me, curious. “You’re old.” His grimace makes me realize how my comment sounded. “Don’t worry; you’re a hot old man.” I laugh, and he squeezes me in thanks. I realize Shawn hasn’t said much recently, and turn to look at him. He’s gazing at Selene with a look of amazement. I elbow him to bring him back to reality. He shakes his head and mouths “Sorry.” “Okay, so, Damien, you’re 217. Why are you still in school?”

“It is tradition for an heir to attend some human educational institution every twenty-five years or so, to ensure we stay up to date.”

“Oh, wow, that has got to get boring.”

He shakes his head. “Actually, especially recently, things have changed quite quickly. You would be amazed at how much is new information.”

I shrug. “Oh, okay. Um, how old are your siblings?” I turn to them quickly. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Not at all,” replies Alyssa calmly. “It is natural to be curious. And, for obvious reasons, age is not an embarrassment to vampires, but rather a thing of pride. After all, age brings wisdom. I am one hundred ninety-two.”

“I’m one hundred fifty-three,” continues Demetrius. “Sebastian is one hundred thirty-three. And Eziano is eighty. He’s the kid.”

“Hey!” I can distinguish the differences in accents and formality between the siblings. I look to Selene, who has not yet answered and is blushing.

“You don’t need to answer if you don’t want.”

“No, it’s quite all right. I will be turning one hundred later this year.”

“Wow, that sounds big.”

“It is. It rivals your coming of age ceremony at sixteen.” Glancing around me at Shawn, she asks. “Would you mind introducing your friend?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sorry. This is Shawn Dooley. He’s been my best friend since we started high school.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Dooley.”

Shawn grins like a maniac, obviously happy to be speaking with Selene. “Call me Shawn, please, Miss Delanciennes. And the pleasure is definitely all mine.”

Selene blushes deeply and pauses, biting her lip. She must come to a decision about whatever is on her mind as she answers, “very well, Shawn. Please, call me Selene.”

“Thank you, Selene.” Selene turns an even darker shade of red at Shawn’s comment.

Damien’s other siblings also request a more familiar mode of address before a young lady, a servant of some sort, judging by her clothes, comes in to announce breakfast is ready.

“Breakfast, what time is it?”

“It is nearly seven, Chérie.”

“Really? How did that happen?”

Damien and his family chuckle as we all follow Mr. Delanciennes to the dining room. Mrs. Delanciennes is waiting for us at the door. Like the rest of the house, the dining room is enormous.

The ceiling is formed in an odd shape; it comes down the walls to meet the decorative pillars spaced out around the room. It’s a pretty design. The chandelier above the table is gold and crystal, sending light dancing throughout the vast area. The table itself can easily seat fifty. It’s currently set for just the ten of us.

We all sit grouped around one end. Mr. Delanciennes sits at the head with his wife on his right and Damien on his left. I sit at Damien’s left, with Shawn at my left and Selene next to him. I’ll have to keep an eye on those two. Alyssa sits next to her mother, with her brothers sitting next to her by age.

Breakfast is delicious, and, once we’re done, Mrs. Delanciennes asks me to join her and her daughters in her sitting room to plan the Bonding ceremony.

“Mrs. Delanciennes, I’d really like a chance to speak to Shawn for a few minutes. May I join you after that?”

“Of course, Cara. Damien will show you to the backyard, and you can ask anyone you come across to bring you to my sitting room when you are ready.”

“Thanks.” Although Damien obviously wants to stay, I give him a look that quite clearly tells him I need a private conversation with Shawn.

Shawn and I settle under a tree that’s just out of sight of the house windows.

“How are you doing, Lys?” He tosses an arm around my shoulder, and I lean against him.

“I’m kind of overwhelmed.”

“But you’ve been granted your biggest wish,” Shawn seems surprised by my answer.

I pull away to look him in the eye. “About that. Shawnie, after all of the arguments we’ve had over the years about my vampire obsession, I would have expected you to be more opposed to all of this.”

He shakes his head with a bemused smile. “Lys, our arguments were never about you liking vampires. They were about you confusing reality and fantasy. About seeking substitutions that would almost certainly lead to disappointment.”

“So, you don’t have any problem with me joining a family of vampires? Bloodsucking monsters? Soulless creatures? You know I’ll ask Damien to turn me, right?”

Shawn snorts. “Of course, I do. And no, I don’t. Okay, that sounds bad, but I’ve had a while to get used to the idea. And you’re being ridiculous about the bloodsucking, soulless monsters bit. It’s obvious they’re fairly normal people. They just have different dietary needs. I don’t know if they’re representative of the population as a whole, but Damien’s a decent guy, and his family seems all right.

“By the time I’d worked out that he’s a vampire, you two had been together for months. He certainly wasn’t going to harm you. If he’d had any plans to, he would have done so already. I’m actually pretty surprised you didn’t put the pieces together like I did. The clues were all there.”

I let my mind wander to some of the clues. “I guess I was too focused on reminding myself that vampires don’t exist.” I shake my head at my foolishness. “I was so happy with the relationship that I didn’t want to risk it by saying or doing something stupid and vampire obsessed. I did slip up a couple of times, but managed to cover it. How did you figure it out?” I ask curiously.

He leans against the tree and blows out his cheeks. “There were a bunch of clues. His black eyes that day your idiot ex called, his reaction to blood, his mannerisms. I just finally put it all together on your birthday.”

“What happened on my birthday?” I try to think of some big “ah-ha!” moment, and come up blank.

“When we were cleaning up, there was a mug with a weird, dark liquid in it. I set it to the side, planning to see if it was your drink, since everyone had been drinking out of solo cups. Damien came by and chugged it. Some dripped down the side of his mouth, and I saw that it was blood red before he wiped it away. All of the clues just clicked, and I knew what he was.” Shawn holds his hands out in front of him with a wide-eyed look of someone who’s solved a major mystery. He reminds me of the ‘aliens!’ guy on TV.

I shake my head to dispel the image. “But you never said anything.”

“Lys,” he raises an eyebrow. “Would you have believed me?”

“That’s not the point,” I grumble.

“That’s what I thought.” He looks down, his hands fiddling with some blades of grass. “I assumed you knew and were keeping it from me. I’m glad you weren’t, though. For a while, I was afraid you didn’t trust me.” He meets my eyes once more. “Once I figured out you didn’t know, I was more confused about why Damien was keeping it from you.”

“Shawnie,” I say, eyes wide, “I wouldn’t keep something like that from you. You’re my best friend!”

He nods, conceding the point. “So what are you going to tell your parents?”

“I have no idea. I hadn’t even really thought of that.” I pull my legs up and rest my chin on my knees. “My dad still barely tolerates Damien. How do you think he’d react if I told him we were essentially getting married in less than a week? He’d wonder at the rush.”

Shawn puts a hand on my shoulder. “Will you ever tell them?”

“I’ll have to tell them something. How else do I explain moving to France? I’m kind of hoping they’ll come with me.” I look up at him, feeling suddenly vulnerable as I start to realize what I’m getting myself into. “You’ll at least come visit me, right, Shawnie?”

“Of course.” His reply is instantaneous and accompanied by a blush.

“Shawnie, you’re blushing. Wait, would Selene have anything to do with your eagerness?”

He grins. “She is pretty hot. And I know I’ve barely even spoken to her, but I feel like we share a connection.”

“That’s great, Shawnie.” I yawn. I’m starting to feel tired, but I agreed to meet with Mrs. Delanciennes, and I don’t want to be rude after they’ve been so nice to me. “Sorry. I better go meet with Damien’s mom before I fall asleep. You should hang out with the guys. Maybe you’ll find out a bit more about Selene.”

We rise and head back into the house, where a maid just happens to be cleaning right inside the door. She shows me to Mrs. Delanciennes’ sitting room before leading Shawn away.

The room has plush carpets, multiple comfortable-looking sofas and armchairs, and lovely drapes. Here, too, is an elaborate chandelier. It has three circular tiers, each tier having both lights and crystal drops. The room is a bit pink for my taste, but still pretty.

I apologize for keeping them waiting, but they don’t seem the least bit bothered.

Alyssa eyes me eagerly. “So, you are to be our new sister? Damien has told us so much about you.”

I nod. “Yes, I suppose so. It will be nice to join your family. Now I’ll have siblings!”

“You are an only child? Truly? What is that like?” Mrs. Delanciennes’ question surprises me, as do the interested looks all of them wear.

“It gets boring sometimes. I often wished I had someone to share secrets with and confide in. Shawn has taken that post over the past few years, but that’s only recently.”

“It sounds like Shawn is a special friend. What is he like?” I grin at Selene’s interest.

“He’s great. He’s my best friend, and like an older brother to me. We take care of each other, and support each other as much as possible. He’s funny, and very loyal, and we have the kind of friendship where nothing breaks it. We’re always okay, no matter what is said.”

“He sounds perfect. How is it that you two are not dating?” She gasps at what she’s said. “Goddesses forgive me! I did not mean to say you should not be with my brother.” She grimaces.

I rush to reassure here. “Don’t worry. A lot of people have asked that. He did like me at one point long ago, and I tried to like him, but he was always a best friend to me, like a brother, even. He accepted it, and our friendship grew even stronger. And, of course, we now know that we definitely were not meant to be.”

Mrs. Delanciennes turns to me with a determined look. “I think we should continue. Lys, do you know about our Bonding ceremonies?”

I shake my head. “Not really. I didn’t dream of a Bonding ceremony, just of telling Enlil and his Chosen to plan it.”

Alyssa looks eager to ask more questions, but her mother shakes her head and offers me some information. “Very well, let me explain. It was our Goddess Nyx’s idea that bonds arranged by the Fates should be recognized and celebrated just as regular bonds are. Therefore, a Bonding ceremony between a Destined and his or her Chosen takes place on the night of the full moon at midnight. Our Goddess Nyx is at her most powerful on the night of the full moon. We honor her, and thank her for allowing the love to be recognized, by holding the ceremony on her night.

“Essentially, during a Bonding ceremony, you are declaring your love for your partner, and asking the goddesses to recognize it. You exchange rings, much like a marriage ceremony, but they are engraved with the markings of both of our Goddesses.

“Bonding ceremonies are quiet, with only the immediate family involved. It is your decision whether you would like your parents there, Lys. The ceremony is also simple. We do not decorate at all, as that would be an insult to the beauty of the moon and earth. Guests wear simple formal wear, nothing gaudy.

“The two being Bonded are dressed a little more elegantly, but still, nothing extravagant. The male wears a tuxedo or tails, depending on his preference, and the female wears a blood red dress with white accents to symbolize vampires and the moon, respectively.”

“Nothing to represent the sun?” Have I misunderstood the importance of Diasta’s role in modern vampiric society?

Mrs. Delanciennes shares an uncomfortable look with her daughters. “No. The Goddess of Day, although still very much revered and worshipped, is somewhat eclipsed by her sister. At some point, our Goddess Diasta withdrew from her creations, and it is not known why. There are no confirmed appearances of her in over 5,000 years.”

“Oh. I see.” So, she’s being punished for abandoning them? That doesn’t seem smart.

There’s an awkward silence before Mrs. Delanciennes clears her throat and continues. “Traditionally, at the completion of the Bonding ceremony, the Bonded couple is led to a tent to share the first drink, then joins the rest of the attendees for a meal, after which, they retire for the first mating.”

She pauses, and I’m concerned she disapproves of Damien and I having already had sex. My feelings must be visible on my face, as she gives me a kind look. “Do not worry, Lys. Humans have always been susceptible to vampires, and as a Chosen that would be increased tenfold for you. Especially since the two of you have known each other for so long.

“In the same way it was becoming harder for my son to resist the call of the Bond, so it should have been with you. I am honestly surprised the two of you held out for so long.” I nod, blushing. It had been difficult to resist. But now I understand why Damien affects me so much.

“You and my brother have—”

Her mother cuts her off before she can finish. “Selene! What a thing to ask! Have we taught you nothing? That is not a proper question.”

Selene’s eyes grow wide, and her face turns red. “I’m terribly sorry, Mother, Elysabeth. I don’t know what came over me. This is just so interesting.” She meets my gaze with a pleading look. “Please understand, Elysabeth, Chosen are quite rare, so this is all fascinating.”

“It’s okay, Selene.” I offer her a smile then turn to her mother, who still looks stern. “You aren’t upset with me, are you? Or embarrassed?”

Her look softens into a kind smile. “Lys, I have no right to be upset. You are the only one who has any right to be bothered, considering the consequences to yourself. If you do not mind, how can I? As to embarrassment, every vampire knows humans have always had a susceptibility to our sensuality and sexuality. Our Goddesses made it so. Typically, once a vampire has chosen a mate, or has found his or her Chosen, they Bond quickly because of this. We are possessive by nature, and therefore take steps to secure our mates for ourselves as quickly as possible.”

On impulse, I get up and hug her tightly. “Thank you, Mrs. Delanciennes. You’ve made me feel much better.” I let her go and see that she’s smiling widely.

“Good. And we are all honored to be adding you to our family. I think we will know soon how fortunate we truly are.” I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t see a human joining their family to be amazing, although I guess that my being a Chosen means something. As the silence continues, Alyssa decides to help us out.

“What do we need planned, Mother?”

“Oh, of course, thank you, Aly. Lys, we need to decide on a dress for you, clothing must be arranged for everyone else, we’ll have to contact a photographer and videographer, and we will need to choose the location. My husband must officiate, and there are no decorations, so I think that is everything. Let me call in Hilda and see what she thinks would work best for you.” I nod, and Mrs. Delanciennes rings a bell with an odd tone.

A grandmotherly lady comes in a few minutes later looking every bit the seamstress, right down to the measuring tape around her neck. “Ah, but you are beautiful. This will be a fun project. Let me take your measurements, then I shall think of a dress for you.”

She takes my hand and leads me out of the sitting room and down the hall to a smallish room that has a screen in one corner and a pedestal in front of a three-panel mirror. She hands me a thin slip.

“We must have proper measurements, so please change.” I change quickly behind the screen, and come back out rather self-consciously. The small gown is almost transparent. I pad over to the seamstress and stand on the pedestal. She takes my measurements quickly and efficiently then disappears into a small room only to reemerge with a rolling dress form.

“You are a perfect size; a real woman, with curves. I can make the dress on this, and when we are done, young Damien will be very impressed. I think you will leave him speechless.” I giggle.

“Oh, I like you. What’s your name, Ma’am?”

“Me? I am Hilda. I have been serving this family since I was old enough to sew. I will enjoy making things for you as well.”

“Do you make everything, Hilda?”

“Yes, me and my assistants. You will never find the clothes they wear in any other place. Or, at least, never exactly the same. They are often copied.” She looks proud, and rightly so.

“Then, you’re a genius! I love Damien’s clothes.” A sudden thought comes to me. “Did you make my coat?”

“That was for you? You must bring it, so I can see how it fits.”

“Of course.” I smile at her enthusiasm, but know Damien has some more explaining to do. She proclaims me finished, so I change back into my regular clothes and follow her back to the sitting room.

“Hilda, what do you think?” asks Mrs. Delanciennes.

“She will be wonderful to work with. I will have some ideas later today.”

“Very well. Thank you, Hilda.”

“Of course, your Majesty.” Those simple words finally bring everything home to me. All the information I’ve heard all night finally sinks in. Damien, and his family, are vampire royalty, and I’m soon to become a vampire princess. One day I’ll be a vampire queen! It proves too much. The world tips, then goes black.

***

I wake some time later laid out on the sofa, with Damien hovering over me anxiously.

Shawn peeks over the back of the sofa, looking tired. “You know, Lys, I think maybe you need to get some sleep.”

Damien calls my attention back to himself. “Are you all right, Chérie? What happened?”

I blush, deeply embarrassed. I’ve never fainted before. “I think it finally hit me exactly what I’m getting myself into. Just a bit much to take in at once, is all.” The clock strikes, but I’m not sure what portion of the hour the melody represents. “What time is it?”

“Nine-thirty.” Damien still looks concerned.

I glance at Shawn. “You know, we should probably get home and get some sleep. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been up for more than twenty-four hours.”

“I have, too, but I don’t know if I should drive. I’m exhausted.” He does look completely done in.

“Do not worry,” says Mrs. Delanciennes kindly. “Mr. Dooley can stay in one of our guest rooms. Lys, you may stay in Damien’s room or another guest room as you desire.”

“That’s kind of you, Ma’am. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, Cara.”

Selene volunteers to show Shawn to the guest room and I move to follow Damien up to his room. Instead, he scoops me up like a groom carrying his bride, and speeds to his room like the hounds of hell are after him. The speed jolts a memory of being carried through a dark area with trees. A forest maybe? It hardly matters right now.

I barely register a midnight blue rug carpeting the floor before he stops at a door right at the end of the hall. Damien shifts my weight to his left arm, so he can open it. I take a good look at his room. It’s large with a low, California King sized bed. Everything is black and white with hints of red and brown.

There is a large, flat-screen TV mounted on wooden paneling on the wall at the foot of the bed. There’s a row of cabinets under the TV with some books on top. There are also shelves on the wall next to the door that are completely full of books. A computer is on the side table by the bed, and a large rug with an intricate pattern is under the bed. The ceiling has a “set in” portion that houses the lighting.

“I like your room. It looks really comfortable. It fits you.” It’s easy to imagine Damien lounging in bed, watching TV.

“I am pleased you like it. I can assure you the bed is very comfortable.” I can hear the grin in his voice. He kicks the door closed, carries me over to the bed, and drops me on it.

“You’re right, this is nice.” I snuggle on the bed.

“I can make it nicer.” Suddenly, he’s on top of me. I sigh, he’s read my mind, but I worry about the other occupants of the house.

“What about your parents? I don’t think this is right.” Damien pushes himself up with a sigh.

“As you say, Chérie.” He rolls over and rakes his fingers through his hair. “Thank you for the reminder. This is so hard. I can hardly contain myself. Especially now that you know the truth.”

I roll on my side to face him. “I know. I’m glad your parents explained why I’ve wanted you so much. It had me a little worried.”

His gaze heats. “Elysabeth, Chérie, you are welcome to desire me as much as you want.” He rolls on his side and pulls me up against him. I can feel his erection through his pants. “The goddesses know I desire you all the time.” He whispers in my ear. Despite the shiver of excitement that races down my spine, a yawn rips through me, punctuating how tired I am. “You should get at least a little sleep, Elysabeth.”

“Sounds good.” I drift off to sleep quickly.

***

I am standing in the moonlight in a wide field surrounded by trees that I recognize as a park just out of town. I look down and realize I am in an absolutely gorgeous red and white gown with yellow beading. This must be the night of my Bonding.

As soon as the thought occurs to me, Damien, the rest of his family, and Shawn appear, all standing around while Damien’s father reads from an old tome. My parents, however, are not present, and that causes a pang of disappointment. We’re about to exchange rings when the night goes dark, and the moon seems to disappear from the sky. Suddenly, there is a beautiful woman standing beside me. She makes Mrs. Delanciennes look plain. And she is radiant, like her skin shines with the light of the moon.

“Nyx?” I ask. She nods.

“Yes, Elysabeth.” I realize everyone around me has bowed or curtseyed, and I hasten to do the same. Nyx stops me. “That is not necessary, dear. Please, everyone, rise.”

Mr. Delanciennes gazes at Nyx like a blind man seeing for the first time. “You honor us, Goddess.”

“Perhaps, but you do not seem surprised.”

“No. I confess I am not. I had thought something special would happen tonight.”

“You are a clever man, Donovan. However, my visit is not what is special. I am merely here to represent my family.”


CHAPTER 18

Before anyone can ask her to clarify, I wake up. Damien isn’t in the room with me. Desperate not to lose my dream, I quickly find some paper and write everything down, then set about sketching the dress I had been wearing. I’m able to draw it easily, which astounds me, as I’m not usually able to render fabrics.

As I draw, I think about the implications of my dream. My parents weren’t there. They won’t be able to see my Bonding. Obviously, my dad won’t be walking me down the aisle.

That thought hurts more than I expected. I’ve never been traditional, but I guess I always assumed my dad would walk me down the aisle when I got married. Then again, this isn’t a wedding. There’s no church, no reception, no gathering of friends and family.

Will I get a wedding, too? I’ll have to, won’t I? Otherwise, my parents will think Damien isn’t willing to marry me. How will that work with Damien being heir to the throne?

I suppose if I can have a regular wedding, it isn’t the end of the world that my parents won’t be at my Bonding. It’s not like I really have time to explain everything to them right now. It still sucks balls, though.

About the time I finish the drawing, Damien comes back into the room. I hurriedly hide the paper, and, although I’m certain he saw my movements, he doesn’t comment.

“Ah, Elysabeth, you are awake.”

“Yeah, do you have an extra toothbrush?”

He nods. “In the bathroom cabinet.” I brush my teeth quickly, then go back into the bedroom. Damien is sitting on the bed, but stands as I come back into the room. At least now I know why his manners are so old fashioned.

My little nap has cleared my head, and I want to clear the air of a few things. “Damien, there are two things I need to get out of the way right now.” My tone is brusque, and devoid of most emotion.

He looks hurt, and somewhat guilty. “What?”

“First,” I slap him, hard. His head snaps to the side, and a handprint slowly appears. I poke his chest with my finger, punctuating my point. “You deserve that for everything you put me through yesterday and several of your previous actions.” He rubs his cheek, guilt, and remorse obvious in his eyes. “I can’t believe you slept with me, cementing your claim on me without my knowledge or consent. What the hell were you thinking? I also think you were incredibly stupid not to tell me all of this sooner. Relationships are built on love and trust. You may be over two hundred, but you have a lot to learn.”

Damien hangs his head. “I know, and I truly am sorry. Thank you for waiting until we were alone.”

“Don’t think I did it for you. I didn’t want this . . . ” I gesture between the two of us. “ . . . to start with your family upset. It was hard enough with everything going on. I mean, seeing you yesterday really hurt me.” I pause for a moment, swallowing hard to keep my voice from breaking. “When I saw you with . . . when I thought you had betrayed me; I could literally feel my heart breaking. My world seemed to be falling to pieces. I couldn’t even think straight.”

Damien closes the distance between us and lifts my chin so I’m looking him in the eyes. “Elysabeth, I cannot ask for your forgiveness for what I put you through. It was a heinous betrayal, and I can hardly forgive myself. But I can swear to you, on my very existence, that such a thing will never occur again, if you will only give me another chance. Can you do that?”

I nod. “I can. Because yesterday also made me realize something.” He looks at me hopefully. “When I found out the truth, the warm, happy feeling that infused my very being made me realize how much I love you, Damien. I love you, really and truly, and always will.”

He picks me up and whirls me around with a whoop of joy before setting me down and kissing me deeply. “You have no idea how happy you have just made me, Elysabeth. I have loved you since the first moment I saw you sitting in that library, and hearing that from you has just . . . has made this the happiest day of my long life.” He circles me with his arms, hugging me close.

I pull away far enough to look him in the eyes. “Don’t you dare do anything that stupid ever again.”

“I swear to you that I will not.”

I smile and kiss him again. “Great. Now, since that’s out of the way, I met Hilda.” He grimaces. “She’d like to see my coat.”

“I knew that would come back to haunt me. You understand why I did it, at least?” He looks hopeful.

“Yes, but promise me something.”

“Anything, mon coeur,” he says, eyes locked on mine.

“No more lies or half-truths, okay?”

He nods. “Of course. I can easily promise you that now that you know my secret.”

“You realize I have lots of questions for you, right?”

He grins at me. “I would not expect anything else.”

I smile. “First, what time is it?”

“A little after two. Are you hungry?”

“Not really. I’m more interested in getting answers to some of the questions that have been floating around in my mind, and then I need to speak with your parents and Hilda.”

“Very well.” He sits on the bed and pulls me with him. We lean back to relax against the headboard. “What would you like to know?”

“About our Bonding.”

He nods and waves for me to continue.

“My parents won’t be there. I’m assuming there is no problem with us having a normal wedding ceremony at some point in the future?”

“Of course not, Chérie. You are human. It is only right you have whatever kind of wedding you have envisioned for yourself.”

The tension I hadn’t even realized existed disappears, and I relax against him. “Oh, good. That’s a relief. Oh, one more before I ask about vampires.” Wow, I can’t believe I just said that. “I haven’t wanted to mention your speech patterns because I assumed they were due to English not being your first language. But now that I’ve met your family, and none of them speak with the same precision, I’m confused.”

He sighs. “Understandable, Chérie. The short explanation is that as heir to the throne, it is expected that I comport myself with a certain level of decorum that is not expected of my siblings. Growing up, I did not find it easy to switch between mannerisms in the way that my siblings do. Several times, I made mistakes, embarrassing my family.

“To mitigate the problem, I simply decided to maintain my ‘heir’ mannerisms at all times. Of course, when I met you I had to behave differently, which was difficult, but I found altering my speech impossible. My joy at finally meeting you, and then being near you, took far too much of my concentration.” The tender smile he offers me makes my heart swell.

“You occupied most of my thoughts for quite a while, too. But now that you’ve been acting differently with me, will it be difficult for you when you go back to your duties as the heir?”

“Possibly, but perhaps now that I am older and wiser, it will not be so bad. Besides, it would be completely worth any difficulties I face.”

I grin. “Glad to know I’m worth the trouble.”

“Always, Chérie.”

My cheeks heat at his serious tone, but I ignore them to satisfy my curiosity. “Okay, let’s start with the most obvious. Aren’t you supposed to have problems with the sun?”

He grins. “Myth. Remember, one of our creators was the Goddess of Day. The belief developed when vampires were new and preferred to hide in the shadows as there were so few of us.”

“Oh, right.” I smile sheepishly. “Good point. So I’m assuming the garlic, holy water, crosses, and coffins stories are myths?”

“Yes, of course, Chérie. We do not fly or turn into bats either.”

“And . . . apparently you aren’t venomous?”

He laughs. “Of course not. Just like we do not sparkle. We are very fast and very strong, however. And we have exceptional hearing.”

“Yeah, I’d noticed that. And you have a reflection.”

“Yes, we do, thank goodness, otherwise my sisters would have terrible trouble.”

“Do you sleep?”

“Yes, but not as much as humans. We are quite refreshed with three or four hours of sleep a day.”

“Awesome! I get to add more hours to my day.” Maybe I can finally pick up some of the hobbies I’ve been interested in for a while. “Wait! You couldn’t come into my parents’ house because my dad forbade you from entering! You need an invitation to enter?”

Damien’s obviously trying not to laugh. “No, Chérie. I was trying not to anger him further. It is simply polite to wait to be invited in.”

“Oh. Do you cry blood?”

“No. You can safely assume that all ancient myths regarding vampires are, indeed, myths.

“Um, what about children? Are there any laws governing the number you can have?”

“To enforce laws on the number of children resulting from a union would be an insult to our Goddesses who gifted us with the ability to reproduce. Those of us who are born vampires, like myself, can have as many children as we desire. However, those that are turned humans, like you will be, are limited to two. One each to your new goddesses.”

His words spark another bit of knowledge from who-knows-where. “Right, humans must give compensation for the gift they are given, but Nyx and Diasta know the joy of creation, and don’t wish to deprive humans of that joy completely. So, they decided they would each offer one child.”

He peers at me. “How do you know these things?”

I shrug. “Part of that was in my dream, but I’m really not sure. It comes to me in bits and pieces. Anyway, if you aren’t venomous, how does the turning work?”

His eyebrows draw down into a picture of intense concentration. “We have DNA that is dominant over human DNA. When we drink some of your blood, it depletes your supply, causing your body to produce more. When we give you some of our blood in return, the cells immediately start to reproduce. This first wave starts the changes, including growing your fangs. We take some more from you to make space for those cells, and you take some more from us to add even more of those special cells. Once a majority of cells in your body are vampiric, the true changes start.” He looks pleased with himself for having remembered all that.

“Like what?”

“Human illnesses are cured. Damage to your body is fixed. The vampiric cells are the picture of perfect health. They transfer these traits to the rest of your body as they take over your bones, muscles, and tissue. The slow aging and the lack of illnesses are part of our genetic makeup, which we pass along to those we turn.”

“So, does that mean your bloodline will replace mine? Will I no longer be related to my parents?” I don’t know how I feel about being ‘related’ to my mate.

Damien shakes his head. “I am not certain, Chérie. I only know the basics of the change. I am not a scientist. We can find out, if you’d like.”

We sit for a few moments in silence as I digest this information. I don’t really know if I want an answer to that question or not. Thankfully, it doesn’t take me long to come up with some more questions.

“Why do you eat regular food?”

“Our physical composition is not much different than that of a human. As such, we need regular sustenance.”

“How does your body process the blood after drinking it? I mean, are your digestive and circulatory systems linked?”

“It was explained to me once that it is something to do with our fangs. However, science never was my strong point.”

He looks embarrassed. “All right, I’ll try to avoid the science-y questions.”

“Thank you, Chérie.” He answers with a relieved grin.

“Is the vampire population a peaceful one? Do you have wars?”

“While we were not always peaceful, we are such a small population in comparison to the world as a whole that we long ago came to the conclusion that it is pointless to wage war amongst ourselves.”

“Makes sense. Do different people taste differently?”

“Yes and no. In humans, each blood type has its own distinct taste. It is generally believed that each vampire has a different taste, but as only mated pairs drink from each other, we only have personal descriptions to go by.”

“Really?”

“Yes, Chérie. A vampire will not allow him or herself to be drunk from except by his or her mate.”

“Oh. So drinking blood for you guys is like sex?” I’m starting to understand why he was so upset earlier.

“Yes, and no. In many way, it is so much more. But allow me to finish answering your question.” He sounds uncomfortable, so I let it go. “The most accepted theory about the taste of a vampire’s blood is that over the centuries, as vampires found their favorite ‘flavor’ of human, their blood adapted that taste. Then, when he or she mated with another vampire, their offspring’s blood contained characteristics of both parents’ blood, creating a unique flavor all its own. As DNA does not combine in the same way often, this results in hundreds, perhaps thousands, of unique flavors.”

“Which is your favorite?”

“AB positive.” I grin, thinking he will be in for a nice surprise. “No, it has not changed because of you. That is just a coincidence.”

“You know what blood type I am?”

“Yes, each blood type also has a unique smell.”

“Was that why you sniffed me?”

He scratches his head and looks away. “You noticed that?”

“Obviously.”

“Well, yes, it was, but I also like your own unique scent.”

“What do I smell like?” I’m a little apprehensive about the answer.

His eyes close and he smiles softly. “Vanilla . . . and something that makes me think of exotic places. Occasionally, if I see you early enough in the day, I catch a hint of mango as well.”

“That’s my body wash. The smell must wear off over the course of the day.”

“Yes, that makes sense.”

Mention of my normal routine brings another question to mind. “By the way, where’s Shawn?”

“I believe he is still asleep. I must say that I am amazed he knew my secret and was able to keep that fact from me.”

“Yeah, me too.” I snuggle close to him and feel him stiffen slightly. “Are you hungry?”

“No, but having you this close heightens your smell. Do not worry, Chérie, I will manage.”

“That’s why you would push me away sometimes.”

“Yes. I did not wish to take from you without your consent, although I came close on a few occasions.”

“Will it be easier for you once you have your first taste?”

“Yes, part of the problem is that my instinct is screaming for me to finish our Bond.”

“Then drink.” I lean my head back, exposing my neck.

“Elysabeth, I cannot.”

I look him dead in the eye. “Don’t give me that bullshit, Damien. We’re getting Bonded in less than a week. And you’ve laid your claim on me; it’s only fair that I get to do the same. Now, come on, drink.”

He leans over me. “When you put it that way, I suppose I have no choice.”

I feel vaguely insulted. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.” My words are dripping with sarcasm.

He pulls back to look me in the eyes again. “Forgive me, Chérie,” he says seriously. “You must understand, after I drink from you, I will never be able to drink from another source ever again. Not even from the blood we have delivered.”

“Oh. Oh! So, this is big. Like losing your v-card or getting married big!”

“Yes, Elysabeth, it is like that. Both exciting, and nerve-wracking. But, I made it through one quite well,” he grins, “so I am certain I can make it through this experience.”

I wonder what lucky girl got to break him in. I don’t really want to know about exes, though, so I focus on the task at hand. “Good, now . . . ” I swallow hard, both incredibly excited, and slightly nervous. What if Damien is affected by my blood like his father was? I take a deep breath. “Just don’t take too much.”

He leans over me and kisses my neck, then licks me lightly. He pauses a moment, most likely to let his fangs descend, then bites down. I feel a rush of pure ecstasy as he takes his first drink. It’s amazing, and completely overwhelming in its unexpectedness. My world shrinks to the feeling of his lips pressed against my neck, his teeth embedded in me.

With a groan, he pulls me to him tightly and I feel his lips tighten against my neck. His second drink is smaller, and brings me right to the brink. He takes one more drink before clamping his hand over my mouth to keep me from screaming my ecstasy as I dive right over the cliff into a wonderland of absolute bliss.

I shudder as he removes his fangs, feeling oddly empty. He licks the bite, breathing heavily. Our eyes meet, sharing a moment of stunned silence, before he pulls me close and kisses me with renewed ferocity. Thoughts flee, and instinct takes over. I’m lying under him on the bed, his hand up my shirt when someone knocks on the door. We bolt upright, both breathing heavily. I thank my lucky stars that someone stopped by, or who knows how far we might have gone. We had been oblivious to a house full of vampires with superior hearing.

“Damien, Cucciolo, does Elysabeth desire lunch?” His mother’s voice, coming from the other side of the closed door, is like a bucket of cold water. I’m exceedingly thankful she won’t be able to read the naughty thoughts that fill my mind as I watch Damien walk to the door and open it to speak with her. I can’t quite hear what is said, but she nods.

“Lys, I will await you in my sitting room. Damien will show you down when you are ready.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

Damien turns and closes the door as she leaves. I give him a curious look which he correctly interprets.

“I do not know how my saliva stops the bleeding or heals the wound. I do not know why that caused so much pleasure for us both.” He stalks toward me as he speaks, eyes locked on mine. “I do know that your blood is the most exquisite thing I have ever tasted. It is raging, like fire, through my veins. I feel amazing, energized. I will want to try that again, and again, every day for the rest of my existence.”

He takes my head in his hands and leans down to give me a kiss. “Your blood is seriously high octane, Chérie.” I push him away slightly to get off the bed, feeling it isn’t the best place to be when pinned by his heated stare.

“So, it’s not always like that?”

“Not from what I understand.”

As I straighten myself up, he untucks his shirt to cover his crotch.

I toss him a wicked grin. “Problems, Damien?”

“Only the good kind.” After a moment, he looks at me expectantly. I realize he’s waiting for a question, so I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.

“Why are you all so gorgeous?”

He laughs. “That is a gift from our Goddesses. It was meant as an attractant to humans, so we could lure them in more easily. Remember, there was a time when blood could not be delivered to your door. At least not in little plastic bags.”

“So, does a person become more attractive when they’re turned?”

“Not exactly. Their physical shape and bone structure will not change, but they will appear at their most healthy and most beautiful, so they will appear more attractive.”

“Oh, that makes sense. Can vampires be overweight?”

“I am not certain, Chérie, but I have never seen an overweight vampire.”

“Luckies. If you drink from an intoxicated human, will you be affected?”

“No, Chérie, drugs, and alcohol have no effect upon us. Our cells simply treat them as waste. We do, however, often drink simply for the pleasure of the taste.”

“Huh, so you can’t get drunk. That’s good.” I ignore his questioning look, as I do not want to explain about the different vampire books I’ve read. “You know I probably shouldn’t keep your mother waiting.” I gather up the drawing I did earlier, and Damien leads me back down to the sitting room. Mrs. Delanciennes calls to me as I enter.

“Lys, we have had some troubles. Hilda cannot decide on a design for your dress. She said everything feels wrong to her.” Damien leaves quietly, either uninterested, or following some custom unknown to me.

“That’s okay, Mrs. Delanciennes, I had another dream. I have the perfect dress. And I know where to have the ceremony.”

“You do?” She looks relieved. “That’s wonderful. Tell me all about it.”

“There’s a park just outside of town with a large field surrounded by trees. We held the ceremony there in my dream. And I was wearing this dress.” I pull out the picture I had drawn.

“You are talented.”

“Thank you, but not normally. I think that drawing was a gift from Nyx.”

Her eyebrows disappear into her hairline and her jaw drops before she composes herself. “Elysabeth, we do not call the Goddess Nyx solely by her name. She must be referred to as the Goddess Nyx, the Goddess of the Night, or even simply our Goddess.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“It is quite all right.” She adjusts her hair and necklace nervously. “You could not possibly have known. Now, what makes you believe it was a gift from the Goddess Nyx?”

“Because she was in my dream. She said she was representing her family right before I woke up.”

She touches her throat lightly as she stands. “Excuse me a moment, dear. I must tell my husband. Let me ring for Hilda so you can show her the design.” She rings the bell, then leaves the room.

A minute later, Hilda enters, a smile on her face. “Miss Vance, it is good to see you again.”

“Please, Hilda, call me Lys.”

“Very well, Lys.” She takes a quick peek around the room. “Where is the queen?” It takes me a moment to realize who she’s referring to.

“She went to speak to her husband.”

“Did she tell you of the problem I am having?”

“Yes, but I think I have the answer.” I show her the drawing and her smile lights up her face.

“Yes, this feels right. This is perfect. How did you come up with this dress?”

“I think it was a gift from N—the Goddess Nyx.” She raises her eyebrows, but doesn’t comment.

“It is a beautiful dress. The Goddess of Night, naturally, has impeccable taste.” She holds the drawing close, deciphering some symbols. “See the embroidery here; it is her own moon and star design.” She focuses on another portion. “And over here, on the tulle is the sun design of her sister.” Her voice is becoming increasingly surprised. “And the beading under the bust spells the family motto. You cannot know all this. This truly is a gift from our Goddess. You are very blessed.”

“Hilda, are you sure?” We turn to see Mr. and Mrs. Delanciennes at the door.

“Very sure, your Majesty. This girl could never have designed this. The family motto is in the Old Language.”

“Then this is the dress.” Declares Mrs. Delanciennes. “We must not anger our Goddess.”

Hilda nods to her mistress then indicates the sketch. “May I have this, Lys?”

“Of course, Hilda. It was meant for you.”

“I will begin this right away. It should be ready for a fitting tomorrow.”

“Really? Wow, you work fast!”

“Vampire speed, dear.” She scurries out of the room, stopping only to have a quick word with Mrs. Delanciennes, before racing down the hall.

“Mr. Delanciennes, it’s good to see you again. Is everyone here a vampire?”

“Yes, it would be rather difficult to keep our nature a secret otherwise. Now, my wife tells me you had another dream?”

“Yes, Sir,” I tell them about it, making sure not to leave anything out.

“That would seem to confirm my suspicions. I must still do some more research. I do not wish to deceive you or raise your expectations, so I will not tell you of my theory until it is proven fact.”

“I understand, Sir.” Although, I’m pretty sure I know what he’s researching. He thinks I’m related to Nyx. It’s a preposterous idea though. There’s just no way. I can’t possibly be related to a goddess.

“On another note, I must say, you are a special young lady, Lys. You let my son drink from you.” It isn’t a question, but I decide to answer anyway.

“Yes, Sir. He said it would be easier for him after the first drink.”

“Yes, it should be. Forgive me, ma petite. I do not mean to embarrass you, but he mentioned there were some . . . odd occurrences.”

I blush, bright red. “Oh. How much did he tell you?”

Red starts creeping into his cheeks as well. “Only that it was oddly pleasurable for you both.”

I sigh. “That’s a massive understatement, but it gets the point across.”

He clears his throat. “As I am sure you have gathered, that is not a normal occurrence. There is . . . how to put it. There is often some pleasure, generally from the intimacy of the act, but it is not usually . . . overwhelming.” He’s bright red again.

“Add that to the growing list of odd things that have been happening. I’m sure N—the Goddess Nyx will explain it all when she visits.”

“You are confident that your dream was prophetic?” Mrs. Delanciennes sounds skeptical.

“Yes, Ma’am. I don’t know why, but I am.”

“I believe I know why,” answers Mr. Delanciennes. “Selini, I will need to visit the archives. If I take the jet, I can be there by early morning, and will be back no later than Tuesday. Can you manage without me?”

“Yes, of course, Tesoro, but for the love of our Goddesses, don’t be late.”

He takes her hands and kisses them. “I will not, I swear it. Lys, please excuse me.”

“Of course, Sir.” He hurries out.

Mrs. Delanciennes takes pity on my confusion. “The archives are at the castle, Lys.”

“Oh. So, he’s going to France.”

“Si, Cara. This is a mystery that must be solved, especially considering you are Bonding with the heir to our throne.”

“I can understand that.” Before we can do anything, Hilda returns.

“Your Majesty, might I bother you about the cloth for the Bonding gown?”

“Of course, Hilda. Come, Lys.” I follow them back to the room where I’d been measured. Several bolts of fabric are laid out on a table. I gravitate to the red silk for the outer layer. I point it out.

“This one. This is it. It’s the exact fabric that was in my dream.”

“Are you sure? Taffeta is usually selected for Bonding gowns.”

I have my back to her, feeling the material, but I somehow know her statement is wrong. Is Mrs. Delanciennes testing me?

It must be silk.

That voice again. Can it possibly be Nyx herself? Can I discount anything at this point? “No, the Goddess Nyx prefers silk. It needs to be silk.”

“How do you know, Lys?” Mrs. Delanciennes sounds confused.

I turn back to her. “I think she told me. I think she wants me to be prepared. This union is important somehow.”

“Your Majesty, you cannot doubt her. There is no other way she can have known that our Goddess favors silk.”

Mrs. Delanciennes nods, eyes speculative. “Indeed. Well, thank you, Hilda. I look forward to seeing what has been accomplished tomorrow. Lys, why don’t you stay here to see if anything else needs deciding? I’ll send Damien for you in a few minutes.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Delanciennes.” I’m not sure I should continue to call her that. I need to ask Damien how to address his parents.

“You are welcome, Cara.”

Hilda puts aside a few more bolts of fabric, then gathers them into two bundles. “Now, I must get these fabrics put away before he gets here.”

“Let me help, Hilda.”

“I’m quite all right, dear. Even at my age, I am stronger than a human.” She picks up all nine bolts of fabric and carries them into the supply room, but with my new strength, I’m certain I could have lifted them just as easily.


CHAPTER 19

It only takes a few moments for Damien to make it to the room. I smile when I see him.

“Damien, I have another question for you.”

“I hope I have an answer.”

“So, do I. How should I address your parents? I don’t think Mr. and Mrs. Delanciennes is right, but they have not corrected me.”

“That is because there is no need. You are practically family. Just go with whatever feels most comfortable.”

“Oh, okay. How’s Shawn?”

He grins. “Doting on my youngest sister. He is hanging on her every word, and she loves it.” He sobers. “I need to speak to her tonight, though. I want to make sure she is sincere. He is a good person, and he does not deserve to be toyed with.”

My eyes narrow. “Definitely. Your little sister or not, if she messes with my friend, she’ll be facing a beat-down.”

He laughs. “I will let her know, but perhaps you should wait until you are turned.”

“I don’t need to. Come up to your room. I want to show you something.” He leads me back to his bedroom. As soon as he closes the door, I walk right up to him and put my hands on his waist. “Ready?”

“For what?”

“This!” With minimal effort, I lift him until his head touches the ceiling and lower him back down.

“I had wondered about your strength earlier, but as I have never been slapped before, I assumed it always stings that much.” I look away, somewhat guilty now that the flames of my temper have cooled. Damien turns my face, making me look at him. “You had every right, Elysabeth. What I did was unforgivable, despite considering it the better of the two options at the time. I consider myself quite lucky to be forgiven so easily.”

I kiss his nose. “It’s difficult to stay mad at you.”

“Good to know,” he answers with a grin. “Have you noticed any other abilities?”

“I think I’m getting faster. And more may come later.”

“Very true. I do not plan to keep you here all day, Chérie, but I need to change out of yesterday’s clothes before we leave. Would you like to wait here, or is there someplace else you’d like to see?”

“I don’t suppose you have a shirt I can borrow?”

“I am certain you can find something. Come look, Chérie.”

I walk over to his closet and step in front of him. As I peruse his massive wardrobe, I’m hit by another question.

“Damien, what will happen once we’re Bonded? Will your parents stay here, or will they return to France?”

“They will most likely stay for a little while. My siblings have made friends, and they wish to spend more time with them. We will be expected to go home for Selene’s Grand Coming Out.”

“Are we expected to stay in France after that?”

“I do not know.”

“I’d like to return home. I don’t want to give up my life.”

“Unfortunately, you will have to someday, Chérie,” he answers quietly.

I quickly blink away the tears that are threatening. “I know, but at my age, people wouldn’t notice that I’m not aging for at least ten years. I might be able to squeeze out as many as twenty.”

He steps closer and wraps his arms around my waist. “Elysabeth, while I understand your desire, things are different for you now. Typically, a king would rule until his heir has reached five hundred years old, at which point he would abdicate. However, I will be the first king to have a Chosen.”

“But only the royal family has ever had Chosen,” I interrupt.

“Yes, that is so, but they were younger sons, or sometimes daughters. Once this information is released to the vampire nation, the public may call for our ascension to the throne. We may be ruling our people in just a few years. After all, Chosen are rare, and thus, honored, and it seems you may be the most special Chosen of all.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that our reign could start soon, or that I’d have to give up my current life before my lack of aging became obvious. “But we won’t have to live exclusively in France until then, right?”

“I cannot say, Elysabeth.”

I turn in his arms to face him. “Will my desires have any weight?”

“Yes, Chérie, of course. But so will public opinion. It is not just you this affects.”

I decide to set this aside and wait until things are more settled to have this conversation, and tackle a different problem instead. “Will we at least get our own place?”

“I own a chateau within easy distance of the family castle. If we choose to stay in France, we can live there. Also, my father and I have visited several small homes here, and are finishing purchasing one I believe you will like. It shall be our own private haven. I understand that you may still need to live with Shawn for now, but we can visit our own home whenever you like.”

“We’re going to be Bonded soon, Damien. I’ll live with you. Besides, Shawn may want a different roommate soon.”

Damien grins. “Perhaps.”

My eyes widen on another thought. “What will I tell my parents if we stay in France?”

“Perhaps you can go to graduate school in Europe.”

“I’m certain they’re expensive, and probably rather exclusive. My parents are well off, but they can’t afford something like that. Besides, with what I want to do, there’s no real need for a graduate degree. They won’t believe it.”

“We will figure out something, Chérie. Perhaps we can reveal to your parents that I am a wealthy nobleman.”

“I suppose, but—wait, wealthy nobleman? Is this in addition to you being a Prince?” I turn to look at him with an eyebrow up.

“Yes, my father holds several titles in the mortal world, and some have passed to me.” He says it so matter of fact, like it’s no big deal.

“Holy mother, this is like a vampire fairy tale. In what countries?”

He frowns. “Elysabeth, before I answer, might I suggest you utilize different words to express surprise?”

“There’s a problem with holy mother?”

“It might cause offense with vampires of older bloodlines. You should get out of the habit of using it, since you will need to be careful at state functions.”

This keeps getting more insane. “Oh.”

“Now, to answer your question, I currently hold titles in England and France.”

“You have a house in England?”

“Yes, I have two manors.”

“Oh. Cool.” My voice comes out squeaky. This is so damn much to take in. Dorothy, you sure as shit aren’t in Kansas anymore.

“My mother mentioned you had another dream,” says Damien, obviously trying to change the subject.

I eagerly grasp at the offered lifeline, not really able to process more details just now. I’m still trying to assimilate the vampire royalty part. “Yeah, but you’re all so excited about me already, I don’t really want to tell you in case it doesn’t actually come true.”

“I understand.” He looks at me proudly. “You are doing so well with all of this. I realize we thrust quite a bit on you all at once.”

I laugh, but it’s humorless. I’m not doing as well as he thinks. “It helps that this is sort of a dream of mine. I mean, not exactly, but close.”

Damien pulls me close and kisses the top of my head. “I can only imagine how difficult this must be for you. But do not forget that we are all here to help. On a lighter note, have you found a shirt?”

I pull out a blood red t-shirt that I would like to see him in. “Yeah, for you.” I finally find a pale blue shirt with two front pockets that looks long. I hold it up against me, checking the length. It reaches my knees. Once I cinch in the waist with my belt from the night before, it will be the perfect length. “And I’ll wear this one.”

I move out of his way, so he can choose pants, and he pulls a pair of jeans off a hanger without even looking. As he pulls off his shirt, an idea comes to mind.

“Can I join you for a shower?” I lick my lips at the thought.

His gaze turns heated. “That is an immensely acceptable suggestion.”

I pull my clothes off as we walk to his bathroom, leaving a trail behind me. I know he can hear me do so. I can tell, by the stiffness in his walk, that he’s trying hard not to turn around. Finally, I remove my panties and throw them in front of him. That does it.

“Chérie, what are you trying to do to me?” I shoot him an innocent look.

“Whatever do you mean, Damien? I’m not trying to do anything. I thought everyone takes off their clothes for a shower.” He makes a small, funny sound, before stripping down as well. His erection is pointing straight up, as though seeking the light. I make a split-second decision and drop down in front of him, reaching out to touch it.

I lightly run my fingers down the shaft, fascinated by how it twitches, like it’s alive. I suddenly understand the joke about two brains. As I run my hand along the silky-smooth skin, a pearly bead forms at the tip. My tongue darts out and licks it up. I can’t help myself.

It’s somewhat salty, but Damien’s answering guttural groan is a reward unto itself. His hands fly to my head, though for what purpose, I’m not sure, because he just grips my hair with a moan as I take the head into my mouth.

“Oh, Elysabeth! Yes, please Chérie, more!” Well, I definitely can’t resist that. I slowly slide down, taking as much as I can, before sucking lightly. I experiment, trying different things, noting what he likes best.

Damien suddenly pushes against me. “Elysabeth . . . you must . . . stop . . . you will make me . . . ” His words are punctuated by delighted groans.

Really? Hmmmm. I don’t stop. Rather, I bob my head up and down, which he seems to enjoy most, determined to see him to completion as he did for me on our first night together. I feel him tense, and he makes one last half-hearted effort to get me to stop, before exploding.

The flavor is unlike anything I’ve encountered before. It’s not pleasant, but it’s not exactly unpleasant, either. He’s regressed to French again, once again far too fast for me to keep up. I catch a few words: darling, incredible, brilliant. He’s quite obviously pleased.

When he stops twitching, I release him with a final lick and stand. He pulls me close for a kiss. “My goddesses, how the Fates have blessed me!”

Now doesn’t that just melt my heart? I snuggle into his embrace for a moment before pulling away. “Damien, we’re supposed to be taking a shower.”

“Yes, of course, Chérie.” Damien insists on washing me, and is very methodical. He lingers in certain places long after they’re clean. Once he finally deems me finished, he washes quickly and shuts off the water. He hands me a big, fluffy towel then wraps another around his waist and steps out of the shower. He’s one of the guys that don’t dry off. If possible, I fall for him even more. I decide right then that there’s nothing like a wet, naked man to perfect a room.

I take time to dry myself off before pulling on his shirt. The pockets land right over my chest, concealing the fact that I’m not wearing a bra. I walk out to his room to grab my belt, collecting up my clothes as I do. I pull the belt around my waist and tighten it, checking the length of the shirt once I’ve done so. It reaches mid-thigh, plenty long enough. I twist my hair into a knot and secure it with a pencil sitting on the desk.

Damien steps out of the bathroom a few minutes later with his hair still wet. He looks different, but in a good way. He looks like a model. “Very well, we should get . . . ” His eyes traverse my body, darkening along the way. “It is satisfying to see you in my clothing. I do not suppose you could spare a few minutes?” His descending fangs clue me in to his meaning.

“I suppose a couple minutes won’t cause too much trouble.” He practically pounces on me, kissing me deeply. I eagerly respond, groaning with delight. He kisses across my cheek to my ear, and then down to my neck as I throw my head back.

“Elysabeth, may I?”

“Of course,” I moan. He bites me, and I’m overcome with the ecstasy that is quickly becoming familiar. I try to muffle my scream of pleasure. One thing I had not considered, however, is how much more acute vampire hearing is than human hearing. The door flies open, and we spring apart. I touch my neck, but apparently Damien has already licked the wound closed.

Mr. and Mrs. Delanciennes stand in the doorway looking incredibly embarrassed. I’m mortified. We all stare at each other for a moment, until Mr. Delanciennes clears his throat.

“Apparently there are no problems here, so I must be going.” He turns and strides out of the room.

Mrs. Delanciennes gives us both an apologetic look. “We heard screams, we were concerned . . . ” She trails off as Damien sighs.

“I understand, Mother. I am sorry.”

“I must . . . say good-bye to your father.” She leaves, closing the door behind her. I cover my face with my hands.

“Elysabeth.” Damien tugs lightly on my arms.

“What must they think of me? I’m so embarrassed.”

His arm worms around my waist. “Elysabeth, they would never think ill of you for this. It is entirely my fault. However, I wish to thank you for allowing me a drink.”

I peek at him through my fingers. “Are you sure they won’t think poorly of me? I want them to like me.”

“I promise you, they will not judge you in any way because of this, especially not poorly.”

I take a deep breath and force myself to sit up straight. If nothing else, I can brazen it out. “Damien, I should get home, if for no other reason than to put some real clothes on. Oh, and you’re always welcome to a drink.” He stands and offers me his hand to help me up. He holds me close as we walk through the house. When I see the front door, I stop him.

“We should say good-bye. And what about Shawn?”

“As you wish, Chérie. I was not sure you would be up to it,” he says kindly.

“I’ll have to face them all sometime.” Damien nods, accepting the truth of that statement.

“I believe they are all in the sitting room.” I follow him there and say good-bye to everyone. Shawn winks at me which makes me turn bright red again. Damien’s sisters give me a few knowing looks as well. It’s Sebastian’s look that worries me the most. It’s speculative, as though trying to figure out how to make the most of the situation. I doubt I’ll ever live this down.

Shawn stands and says good-bye to everyone as well. He is just starting to leave when he pauses and turns to Mr. Delanciennes, who is standing by the door. “Sir, may I have your permission to visit again, perhaps tomorrow?”

Mr. Delanciennes looks surprised by the question. He glances at his wife, who nods with a smile. “I do not see why not. I will have you added to the list of visitors allowed. And you as well, Lys, of course.” We both thank him.

“You driving with Damien, Lys?”

I smile. “Yeah.”

“Okay, see you at home.” Shawn gets into his car as I follow Damien to his motorcycle.

I arrange the shirt carefully once I climb on behind Damien, making sure I’m sitting on the end. I don’t want to moon the world because it’s flapping in the breeze.

“You know, I’d like to get to know your family a bit better. I know their names, but I don’t really know much of anything about them. Well, except that Selene seems to like Shawn.”

“That is true, and I apologize. I really should have introduced you to them sooner. However, I was worried they would let you know you were my Chosen. They were not best pleased with my delay in informing you.” He saves me from answering by handing me a helmet. He pulls his own on and waits for me to do the same before driving off.

As we pull into my driveway, I hear the voice I am now positive is Nyx.

Invite him in.

I don’t dare disobey, and besides, it sounds like a good idea to me.

“Do you want to stay for a while?” Damien looks uncertain. “Nyx, I mean the Goddess Nyx, suggested it. I’m going to have a hard time remembering that.” His look of shock is almost funny. I shrug. “We interest her for some reason. We’re important, she just hasn’t told me why.”

He shakes his head slowly. “I suppose I should get used to this?”

“Probably. But come on, let’s get inside.” I lead him up to my room. “Okay, I’m going to change, I can’t wear this all night, and I feel odd without underwear.”

His eyes darken at my words and I smile. I find something to wear and dump my clothes from the night before in the laundry basket before heading into the bathroom. I change quickly and fold his shirt for him before padding back out to my room. “Want to go downstairs and play some video games?”

“Whatever you wish, Chérie.” When we get downstairs Shawn is sitting at the kitchen table.

“Hey, you two.”

“Shawn, we’re going to play Mortal Kombat, want to join?”

He stands and tosses his plate in the sink. “Sure!”

As he comes up to me I stop him and pull him into a hug. “Thanks for everything, Shawnie.”

“What are friends for, Lys? Now, come on, I still owe you for last time.”

“Oh, come on, Shawn, you don’t think you can actually beat me, do you?”

“I can try.”

Damien watches us play a few rounds, then takes Shawn’s controller when he loses for the fourth time.

Unsurprisingly, Damien beats me with hardly any effort. Shawn grins at my defeat. “Good job, Damien.”

Damien grins as I hand Shawn the controller. I let them battle it out as I go to get myself a drink. Before I’ve even finished pouring, Damien is beside me. “You don’t have to stop playing.”

“I beat him; it is your turn.”

I almost spill some juice. “Already!?”

“Yes. I like that game.”

“And you’re good at it.”

“There is that,” he answers with a smug smile.

“Hey Lys!” yells Shawn from the living room. “Let’s have a pizza and game night!”

“Sounds good!” I call back. It’s only five, so we decide to wait a bit more to order the pizza. We have lots of fun, passing the controllers back and forth. Damien is on a thirty-win streak when Shawn chooses to play as Smoke. That throws Damien off, as apparently, he hasn’t seen the moves. He ends up just barely losing.

“YEAH! I DID IT!” Shawn jumps up and does a victory dance while Damien and I laugh at his joy. Damien hands me the controller with a kiss just as someone knocks on the door.

“PIZZA!” I jump up and run to the door. I’m famished. “Hi!”

The pizza guy looks up and smiles wide. “Hi. Two large pizzas, two orders of hot wings, and an order of breadsticks?”

“Yep.” Damien and Shawn take the food as I wait to hear the final amount. I’ve forgotten what they said over the phone.

“Looks like a party. Can you handle one more?” He winks at me.

“You perv! We’re playing video games.” Damien and Shawn come back around the corner at my yell. Damien’s expression is murderous. The pizza guy gulps.

“You know, I think this one’s on the house.”

“Wonderful,” growls Damien. “Then you need to leave.” He slams the door in the guy’s face, and I can just barely hear him running for his car.

“Do you think we should report him?” I ask.

“Nah,” replies Shawn, shaking his head. “He’ll get in enough trouble for not getting money. If he lies or complains about us, we’ll tell them the truth. They’re hardly going to piss off customers over a driver, especially for a case of sexual harassment.” We nod at the truth of his statement before eating dinner.

Shawn doesn’t want to keep playing after we finish eating, claiming he’s quitting while he’s ahead, so Damien and I go up to my room. We relax on my bed and talk for a while. He tenses when I stretch, and I wonder which of the possible reasons are causing it. Deciding to take care of them all, I pull him to me and kiss him. He rolls us so he’s on top of me and pins me down.

“Bite me,” I whisper in his ear. He groans, and presses himself to me even tighter, nuzzling my neck a moment before biting down. He drinks slowly, in small sips, prolonging my pleasure. It’s not the overwhelming crash it was before. Rather, I feel like I’m being built up, slowly, and to an even larger cliff. After some smaller sips, he finally takes a large drink, which sends me over the edge completely. Once I calm down, a scary thought occurs to me.

“Damien, how much do you need to drink? Can I sustain you?”

He groans and lifts himself off of me. “Forgive me, Elysabeth. I should have explained this to you earlier.” He sits back and adopts a sober expression. “The first drink I had completely eliminated my hunger, and it has not returned. I will likely have very little thirst until you are turned, after which it will disappear entirely. While I do not understand why, once a vampire has drunk from another of the opposite gender, the need for blood disappears. Rather than needing blood to survive, blood is only consumed at that point out of pleasure, and, in some cases, habit.” He leans close to me again, voice dropping. “However, your blood is exquisite.” His hand cups my cheek. “It is impossible to resist when you offer it.

“Still,” he continues, sitting back again. “You need not worry. Each drink I take is approximately equal to a tablespoon; each sip is about equivalent to a teaspoon. I have not taken too much from you today, and I swear I will never do so.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. “Wow, so for vampires, a mate really does complete you.”

“Yes, Elysabeth.” He nods with a warm smile.

“That’s good to know. Will I need blood to survive?”

“Yes, and no. You will require my blood to aid and speed your transformation. Because of that, I will require additional blood from you, which means you will need to drink some of the bagged blood during that time. After you have changed, however, you will not require blood to survive.”

“When will you change me?”

He looks at me, troubled, though I can’t imagine why. “I am not sure. Perhaps after you graduate? When do you wish to be changed?”

“As soon as possible, but perhaps I should wait for guidance from Nyx.”

“Excellent idea, Elysabeth. Now, where were we?” He lays down on top of me again, covering my body with his. My hands drift to his zipper.

Do not go too far, Elysabeth.

I gasp and push at him.

He immediately springs off of me. “Did I hurt you, Elysabeth?”

I shake my head. I’m not sure what to say, as I’m confused by Nyx’s admonishment. “Maybe you should go.”

He looks hurt. “Did I do something wrong, Chérie?”

“No, but Nyx . . . she said not to go too far.”

Understanding dawns, quickly followed by confusion. “Oh, but if she has a problem with our activities, why did she not stop you this morning?”

“I don’t know.”

Remind your mate that you must abstain for the next week.

I sense laughter in her words. “Oh, she wants us to wait until after we’re Bonded.”

Damien bows, though why, I’m not sure. “Of course, forgive me. The customary period of cleansing, how could I have forgotten? It is believed that by abstaining from sexual intercourse for the week preceding their bonding, a pair will share a greater and more powerful unity at the Bonding ceremony.”

“But what about this morning?”

“That has never been considered sexual intercourse by vampires, because it cannot result in a child. I had best leave before I forget myself again. If you have another dream, try asking questions.” I nod and walk him to the door.

“I will see you tomorrow, Chérie.”

“Okay, good night, Damien.” He kisses me good-bye before I shut the door. Shawn is already ensconced in his room, so I go back up to mine. As luck would have it, I don’t have a dream that night.


CHAPTER 20

The next morning, I hop out of bed and take care to look good. I want to get a decent idea of how I will look in my Bonding gown, though I don’t see how it will possibly be ready for a fitting already. I take the time to curl my hair and carefully apply my favorite makeup before pulling on a cute black skirt and a baby-blue polo shirt. I slip on a nice pair of sandals then go down to make breakfast.

“Don’t you look nice, Lys,” says Shawn around bites of cereal.

“Thanks, I’m trying on my Bonding gown later.”

“Oh. When are you going?”

“Whenever Damien gets here. You coming?”

He shakes his head. “No, I can’t. I’m going golfing with dear old Dad.” He rolls his eyes.

I sigh. “Shoot. I was hoping you could come with me. Now how will I get a guy’s opinion?”

“Damien has three brothers. I’m sure they can give you opinions.”

I bob my head. “Oh, all right, but Shawn, you can come tomorrow, right? It’s not done until I have your approval.”

He smiles. “Of course, Lys, now, what are we doing until Damien gets here?”

A knock on the door makes it a moot point. “Shawn, could you get that? I should pull my hair back to save the curls.”

“Sure.”

I hurry upstairs to pull my hair into a loose knot and grab my purse. I wasn’t expecting Damien for another hour or so. I’m surprised to hear raised voices as I come back downstairs. Shawn and Damien have been doing so well lately.

“Even if she were willing to see you, you’re way too late, asshole!” Well, that doesn’t sound like something Shawn would say to Damien, especially now. I’m dreading who I’ll see at the door, though I’m pretty sure I already know.

Yep, there he is. Zane. Oh, joy. I thought he’d gotten the hint the last time he was here. I suppose he’s too arrogant, or stupid, to learn. But I’m not without means to defend myself, or make a point, now. My smile is predatory as I approach them.

“Lizzy, Baby, there you are. This dipshit,” he jerks his head toward Shawn, “is trying to tell me you don’t want to see me.”

I give Shawn a mock frown. “Oh, Shawn, that’s no way to treat a guest. Why don’t you come in, Zane?” Shawn’s grin tells me he knows I’m planning something. He shuts the door to avoid witnesses.

“You see, Nerd.” Zane shoots over his shoulder, chest puffed out. “I told you she’d cooled off and would be happy to see me.”

I wait to hear the lock turn, then step right up to him as though to give him a kiss, and notice his arrogant smirk. He really does think I’m interested. Idiot.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I say softly. With a quick movement, I seize his neck and lift him as high as I can reach, shoving him against the wall with just enough force to get his attention.

I stand right between his legs, so he can’t kick me. “Now, Zaney, baby, I think we need to clear the air. So, why don’t you focus?” He’s desperately pulling at my hand. “I said FOCUS!” His scared glance meets my determined one. I adjust my grip, so his weight is partially supported by his jaw. I want to scare him, and maybe get a bit of revenge, not kill him.

“You’re obviously an idiot to have come back, so I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen, just to make sure there’s no confusion,” I speak slowly, as though to an infant. “You are going to leave, and never darken this doorstep again. Got it?” He stares down at me, defiantly, so I squeeze his neck a bit. “ANSWER ME!”

“Got . . . got it,” he manages to croak out. I let go and he drops to the floor, landing in a crumpled heap.

“You have five seconds to leave,” I hold up a hand. “Five . . . ” He scrambles up and runs to the door, fumbling with the lock before throwing it open.

“You’re a freak!” He shouts, eyes wild. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer!” Unfortunately for him, he’s facing me when he says it. When he turns to run out the door, he slams into Damien.

He falls to the ground and Damien grins down at him, exposing his descending fangs. “I do believe when we last met that I made it quite clear you are no longer welcome here.”

“What the fuck are you?” Zane scrambles backward and bumps into Shawn. He glances up, eyes searching Shawn’s face in terror.

“Damien, love, would you take out the trash?” I ask brightly.

“Of course, Chérie.” He easily lifts Zane, who now has a wet stain on the front of his pants, and deposits him outside.

“Run along, Zaney,” I call softly. “Wouldn’t want the scary vampire to eat you!”

Damien spears Zane with a look, and it seems as though he can’t look away. “You will leave here, never to return. You will forget Elysabeth, and Shawn, and myself. Anything you have that reminds you of us will be destroyed. Now go!”

Damien closes the door, not bothering to watch him drive away.

“What did you just do?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I made him forget us. He will never bother you again.” We all hear the squeal of tires moments later.

Shawn bursts into laughter. “Damien, good thinking, and Lys, that was brilliant! I wish I could do that!”

“Maybe Selene could turn you. As a vampire, you would be much stronger.”

Shawn sobers instantly. “Woah, Lys, it’s way too early to be thinking of forever. We’ve only just met.”

Though he doesn’t say it in front of Damien, I can almost hear him mentioning the connection they seem to share. “Something to think on, Shawnie.” I turn back to Damien. “Thanks for your help.”

“Anytime, Chérie.” Damien pulls me to him for a deep kiss.

“Oh, come on you two.” Shawn whines. “Give it a rest, won’t you?”

I break away from Damien to face Shawn. “Where’s the fun in that?” Shawn shakes his head dismally. “Damien, we’d better go. We’re offending Shawn’s delicate sensibilities.” I say loftily. “I’ll say hello to Selene for you, Shawn.”

“You better, since I can’t see her today.”

I follow Damien to his motorcycle, and wait as he pulls out our helmets. I climb on behind him after I pull mine on and let my hand slip lower than usual. I can just barely hear his growl.

Our ride to Damien’s house is quick, and the moment I’m off the bike, Alyssa and Selene are at my side pulling me into the house.

“We’ll take good care of her, Brother!” They call out. I laughingly follow them into Hilda’s room and am absolutely stunned by how much has been accomplished already. The dress is well over half done. And it looks amazing.

“Vampire speed,” says Selene, like she knows what I’m thinking. I know Hilda mentioned it yesterday, but it’s different to see the evidence right in front of my eyes.

“We’ll help you get into it,” says Alyssa. “Come along.” It’s a slow, painstaking process to get me into the dress while avoiding all of the pins, but we finally succeed. It’s gorgeous; perfect, really. It’s a gathered mermaid dress with a sweetheart neckline and built-in push up bra. But as Alyssa laces up the back, I worry my boobs might pop out.

I turn one way, then another, eyeing my cleavage self-consciously. “Hilda, am I supposed to be displaying so much?”

She gives me an understanding smile. “Ah, of course, I forget you are still so young. Comfort with your curves will come with time, but for now, I can make the neckline higher if you like.”

I nod thankfully. “Yes, please, Hilda. Alyssa, Selene, what do you think?”

Selene claps her hands in front of her, beaming. She looks like an overjoyed angel. “I think it looks wonderful!”

Alyssa is much more reserved, but I can see the joy in her eyes as well. “I agree with Selene. It is a dress befitting our future queen.”

I take a good look at my dress in the mirror. The beading under the bust isn’t finished yet, and neither is the embroidery around the base of the fitted portion of the dress, but I can already tell they will look amazing. The train is about three feet long, and completely plain. The front is parted, revealing some tulle with a sun motif embroidered at the bottom.

I feel happy knowing that both Nyx and Diasta will be represented on my dress. The yellow beading and embroidery help break up the red and white.

My eyes travel back up to my exposed neck. “I’ll definitely need to get jewelry.”

“No, we’ve got that taken care of,” said Selene. She helps me put on a gorgeous beaded necklace with a large, moonstone pendant. “It belonged to our great-great-great-grandmother. She wore it to her soul-bonding ceremony. And these,” she holds up garnet earrings in a matching setting, “belonged to our great-grandmother.” The jewelry completes the outfit perfectly.

“Not that I don’t trust the two of you, but I’d really like a guy’s opinion, and Shawn couldn’t come today. Do you think your brothers would mind helping me?”

“Not at all, I will get them.” Alyssa leaves to fetch them, and Hilda retreats to her sewing room, leaving me alone with Selene.

“So,” I say, mischievously. “What’s going on with you and Shawn? He asked me to say hello. He seemed disappointed that he wouldn’t see you today.”

She blushes, and I hope I haven’t overstepped my boundaries. “He’s wonderful, isn’t he?”

“If you want to be with him, he will make you happy. He said he feels like the two of you share a connection.”

“Truly?” Her eyes are wide as saucers. “I thought I was imagining things. I noticed it, too. Like a spark. I must speak with him.”

“He’s coming with me tomorrow.”

She takes on a determined look. “I will speak with him then.”

I hear people approaching, so I don’t say anything more.

“Elysabeth, my sister mentioned you would like . . . ” Sebastian trails off as he steps into the room. He zooms forward to take my hand at vampire speed. “Are you quite set on my brother, beautiful Chosen?” I’m confused for a moment until I realize his sisters are grinning and decide to play along.

“Yes, my heart is lost to him. He has swept me off my feet.”

“Pity. He’s a lucky man. If you ever change your mind, however . . . ”

“I’m sure you’ll be the first thought that comes to mind.” I laugh and twirl slowly, letting everyone get a good look at the dress. “But to business, I want your opinions. How is the dress?”

“It is exquisite,” Sebastian answers.

“Perfect,” declares Eziano.

“It suits our princess and future queen.” Answers Demetrius from across the room. “Mother mentioned it was a gift from our Goddess Nyx.”

I nod. “It came to me in a dream.”

“Fascinating!” declares Alyssa.

“So, you are all agreed? N—the Goddess Nyx’s design is perfect?” They all chorus their agreement, and the dress is declared perfection itself. My future sisters shoo their brothers out of the room and bring Hilda back in.

“Let me pin the hem. It is a little long.”

“But what about shoes?”

“You will only wear the most basic of slippers to protect your feet. You do not want to wear heels when walking across the grass at night.”

I nod to concede the point. It only takes Hilda a minute to adjust the hem. Then she, Alyssa, and Selene help me out of the dress, so I can change back into my own clothing.

“We must also choose a hairstyle for you, Lys,” says Selene. “Perhaps we can do that tomorrow. I am certain my brother is waiting for you.”

On cue, Damien calls out from the hallway. “Elysabeth, are you finished?”

“I’ll be right there.” I turn to my future sisters. “Alyssa, Selene, thank you so much for your help today. I don’t know what Damien will want to do now, but, in case I don’t see you again today, I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.” I hug them both, surprising them, I think, then go join Damien in the hall.

“Are you finished, Chérie?” he asks me. “We need to go find our Bonding gifts.”

“We give gifts?”

He shakes his head. “Not exactly, these are offerings to our Goddesses.”

“Oh, okay. To the mall?”

He nods. “That is as good a place as any to start.”

***

We walk through the mall, combing through every store carefully. Damien explains that there are no set guidelines for Bonding Gifts, but I want to find something perfect. I’m sure that when I find it I’ll know. We look at jewelry, knick-knacks, and everything in between. I’m getting tired of searching when we try a dingy little store in the corner that looks out of place. I carefully examine each dusty display case, searching for the perfect gifts.

“Damien! Come look!” I’ve found several small, ceramic figurines, two of which are perfect. They depict identical women with long flowing gowns and hip-length hair. Signs of the night surround one, and the other is surrounded by signs of the day. “Are these too small?”

“No, they are exquisite,” he answers with a pleased smile. He pays for the two figurines and the cashier packages them away in Styrofoam and boxes. On our way out of the mall, I spot a really cute black mini-dress with ruching and decide to try it on. It comes a little short of mid-thigh, but it looks really good on me. When I step out of the dressing room to show Damien, his eyes pop.

I grin at his expression. “Do you like it?”

His shock slowly morphs into a heated smile. “I think you should wear it home, Chérie.”

“Okay, then let me get my clothes.” He insists on paying for the dress, saying he’ll get more enjoyment out of it than I will. My other clothes are put in a bag, and I follow him out to his motorcycle.

I put on my helmet and climb on behind him, pull myself right up against his back. “I wouldn’t want to show off too much to others. This dress is really short.”

“You play a dangerous game, Chérie,” his voice is a growl. I let my hand dip down, brushing the top of his jeans, then grab on tight as he speeds out of the parking lot. The ride home is quick; I don’t want to know how fast we’re going. The world passing by in a blur is a good enough indication. I barely get the door closed before he’s pinning me against it.

“Ma chère, I desire you so.” He bends down and kisses my neck.

It takes me a moment to formulate an answer. “You know we have to wait.”

He runs his lips up my neck to my ear. “But Elysabeth—”

I give him a little push, before my hormones get the best of me. “No, Damien, you know better than I why we can’t.”

He sighs. “You are right, of course, Chérie.” He pulls away and looks at me with eyes dark with desire.

I grin. “But, you’re allowed a drink, right?”

“Not here.” He picks me up easily and carries me up to my room. He lays me carefully on my bed, then slides his way up my body.

“Damien, what—” He silences me with a kiss, a good one too, before working his way back down to my neck. Without warning he bites, and takes several drinks, sending us both into waves of ecstasy.

“Elysabeth,” he pants. “I shall never . . . grow tired . . . of the exquisite . . . taste . . . of your blood.”

“I wonder what yours will taste like.” I grin at him, evilly. “I can think of some great places to bite you,” I purr.

He nuzzles my neck. “Really? You have a few places I would like to try as well, ma chère.”

We lean back against the headboard to calm down a bit, and my eyes land on the mask he gave me for Christmas. I giggle at my new understanding of his reactions to my gifts.

He gives me a little squeeze. “What is so funny, Chérie?”

“I remembered your reactions to my presents. It must have been so hard for you to not reveal your title, or the goddesses.”

“It was. Why do you think it took me so long to comment on the pocket watch? Everything I thought to say would have revealed more than I cared to. Then again, between the crown and the moon phases, I was certain you had discovered my secret.”

I shake my head. “If only I had. That would have been helpful.”

He nods. “Indeed.”

After a few minutes, we go back downstairs to watch a movie. Damien loses interest halfway through, and decides to braid my hair. He has, apparently, often braided his sisters’ hair, and knows they find it relaxing. When the movie is over, I make us both dinner, before asking if he intends to stay the night. I’m joking, but he apparently takes the question seriously.

“I suppose that as long as we actually sleep, there is no harm in it.”

“Great.” We put the dishes in the dishwasher then Damien goes outside to cover his motorcycle. I go upstairs to my room, intent on finding some pajamas, as I so seldom wear them. I find an old, oversized t-shirt I can wear with my underwear that will do. I take the clothes with me into the bathroom and turn on the shower. I don’t know how long it will take him to get back upstairs, but I figure I should probably hurry. I’m not fast enough.

“You are far too tempting to leave alone, Elysabeth,” Damien whispers in my ear as his arms encircle me. “Perhaps I can wash your back?”

I sigh happily, pressing back into him. “All right, but no funny business.” We spend some time washing each other before we finally step out of the shower and dry off. Considering what we’ve just done, I decide to forgo my pajamas. I towel my hair dry then lead him out to my room, tossing the shirt on my dresser before climbing into bed. He stands at the door to the bathroom, looking stunned.

“Decided not to stay?” I tease.

He shakes his head slightly, then joins me. “You do not wear nightclothes either?”

“Nope. It’s more comfortable this way, isn’t it?” I turn off the light and turn on my alarm.

“Yes, indeed.”

I snuggle into him, and let my hand drift down his stomach. “Good-night, Damien.”

He groans. “This will be the most difficult night I have ever spent, you minx.”

I giggle. “You mean the hardest?”

He kisses my forehead. “Indeed. Good-night, Chérie.”

***

The next morning when I wake, Damien is gone. He’s left a note on my alarm, though.

Elysabeth,

I could not trust myself to abstain with you lying next to me so deliciously bare. I hope you forgive me for leaving you in the night. I will see you soon.

Yours eternally,

Damien

I carefully put away the note then get ready for the day. I call my mom for a short chat, letting her know I’ve been really busy lately. I don’t correct her when she assumes it’s with homework and projects. When I get downstairs, Shawn is sitting at the kitchen table.

“Good morning, Shawn! What would you like for breakfast?”

“You’re in a good mood,” he grumbles with typical morning surliness.

“Yeah, I am. So, what would you like?” I don’t usually offer to cook, but I’m feeling rather pleased this morning.

“Pancakes?”

“Coming right up.” When we’re done, I dump the dishes in the dishwasher. “So, where were you last night?”

“I was at the library until it closed. I’m so glad this is our last semester. These finals are going to kill me!”

“Aw, you’ll make it through no problem, Shawn. You’re still coming to see my dress today, though, right?”

“Of course, wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He grins and blushes.

“Uh, huh, and it has nothing to do with a certain vampiress?”

Shawn turns a darker red and I let it go. Damien arrives not long after. We plan to hang out for a while before going to his house.

“Elysabeth, how are you?” He asks, pulling me into a hug.

I cuddle into him. “I’m great. I had a great night’s sleep.” I grin. “How are you?”

Before Damien can answer, his phone rings. He pulls it out and mouths a “Sorry” to me. I nod.

“Hello, Father . . . Yes, she is here with me . . . I am glad you found what you were looking for . . . Yes, we will be there this afternoon . . . Perfect . . . Goodbye, Father.”

“Your father is back from France?”

“No, but he has found some information about your family history.”

“That’s wonderful, what did he find?”

“I do not know. He asked that we call him when we are at my parents’ house.”

“Okay, then we should probably get going.” Shawn claps his hands enthusiastically.

“Eager, are we, Shawn?”

He’s completely unembarrassed. “Hell, yes.” I smile to see him so happy.

I grab my purse from my room then meet Damien and Shawn outside. “Damien, I’d like to speak with Shawn, so, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll ride with him.”

“I will see you there, then, Elysabeth.” He gives me a quick kiss, then gets on his motorcycle. Damien rides down the driveway, then takes off down the street. I don’t usually see him from this point of view on his motorcycle; he’s breathtaking.

Once Shawn and I are on our way, he shoots me a quick look. “What’s up, Lys?”

“I’ve decided I won’t be inviting my parents to my Bonding ceremony,” I say, staring at my hands. “They won’t understand, especially my dad. And I certainly can’t tell them that Damien and his family are vampires. But you are meant to be there. You were in the dream I had. I’d like you to walk me down the aisle. Would you?”

“You . . . wow, Lys! Thanks, that means a lot. I’d love to, yeah, sure!” His face falls. “Shit. I don’t have anything to wear.”

“I’m sure we can find you something, or have something made.”

“Right, a seamstress on premises.”

“Yeah.”

“So, have you considered your plans for after school now that you’re joining a family of vampire royalty?”

“No, not really. That part sort of got left out with all of the revelations. Damien and I discussed the necessity of me moving to France with him though. I can understand the reasoning, but I’m not happy about it. He and I will definitely need to discuss this more once this whole Bonding craziness is over. I’d like to maintain some aspects of the future I envisioned for myself, and don’t see any reason why I can’t.”

“You mean other than becoming a princess?” There’s laughter in his voice.

“If they can just leave home for a year, there’s no reason why I can’t spend time here for work. I don’t want to just leave everyone behind.”

“If you leave, I’ll miss you.” I hate how small his voice becomes.

“Maybe you’ll come too? I’d love to have you with us. I don’t intend to let our friendship go. I’m sure you can teach math in France, too. And I know it’s too early to think of the long term with you and Selene, but she said she feels a connection with you, too.”

“Lys, she’s a princess, literally. I’m finishing up my math degree. I don’t have anything to offer her,” he says sadly.

“Damien will be king, and I’m with him.”

“But you’re his Chosen. I mean, yes, he loves you, but the situation is different. You’re special. Do you honestly believe the king will let his daughter choose me? I’m sure she’s destined for some rich and powerful vampire. I’m just a 22-year-old human.” He does a great job of keeping his voice even, but I know him well enough to realize he’s hurting.

“Shawn,” I say, putting a hand on his shoulder. “If that’s really how you feel, then why are you spending so much time with her? Won’t it make it harder later?”

He sighs. “Yeah, it will. But I can’t help it, Lys. She’s amazing. I want to spend every possible minute with her. It’s like a physical ache when we’re apart.”

I sympathize with him. I felt like that when Damien and I first started seeing each other. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was your Destined. But, you know, I’ll be queen someday, maybe sooner rather than later. I’m certain I can convince them—”

He shakes his head emphatically as he cuts me off. “No, Lys, don’t do that. You don’t want people to feel like you’re throwing your power around.”

“You’re a great catch, Shawn. You’re loyal, caring, a wonderful friend, and, I’m certain, an amazing partner to Selene no matter what anyone else may think. We know now why it never worked between us, but that doesn’t mean it can’t work between you two. If you truly mean to just let her go, then I think you should stop visiting. It’s not fair to either of you.”

Shawn sighs, but doesn’t say anything further as we arrive at Damien’s home. Damien and Selene are waiting out front. I shoot Shawn a grin. “I don’t think she’s waiting for me.” Shawn’s surly mood vanishes as he gets out of the car.

“Hi, Selene. How are you?”

“I’m wonderful. And yourself?”

“Much better for seeing you.”

Selene blushes and leads Shawn inside. “Come on, Lys,” she calls. “We’re meeting in the library to speak with my father.”

“Okay.” We follow Shawn and Selene into the library where everyone is already seated. This is obviously a family meeting, which means the news has to be big. I say hello to everyone then sit between Damien and his mother. Damien pulls out his phone and connects it to a speaker before dialing his father.

“Damien, are you all there?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Cuore Mio, what have you found?”

“Selini, if . . . when this information becomes public, we may face a difficult decision. Elysabeth, you are, truly, one-of-a-kind. My suspicions have proven correct.”

No way. Not possible. I take a deep breath. “How so, Mr. Delanciennes?”

“Not only are you the first Chosen destined to be queen, you are a direct descendant of our Goddess Nyx.” It seems like there’s an explosion of noise as everyone starts talking at once, but then the noise mutes.

“Elysabeth!” I hear Damien as though from far away before he pushes me down so my head is between my knees. That seems to help. After a few minutes, my hearing returns to normal, and I push back against his hand to sit up.

“I’m okay, Damien, I just—“ I swallow. “I wasn’t expecting that. Mr. Delanciennes, that’s not possible. Wouldn’t my family know its ancestry includes a goddess?”

“Miss Vance, forgive me, I should have found some less startling way to notify you. However, I assure you I speak the truth. There are well over a hundred generations between our Goddess and yourself. It is not surprising the connection was lost to time.”

“No, that’s okay, Mr. Delanciennes. And please, it’s Lys. So how were you able to trace it?”

“If you are certain, Miss—”

“I don’t care who I’m related to,” I interrupt him. “I’m Lys.”

“Very well. Now, our Goddess apparently mated with the second youngest son of the original vampire family. The reason why has been lost to history. However, it is obviously unusual. They had one child. Until fairly recently, your family has been fairly prominent. This makes it possible to trace your maternal line directly up to our Goddess Nyx and Ditanu.”

“Wait, Ditanu, of . . . of the first vampire family?” I speak slowly. “So . . . so . . . I’m . . . I’m related to your family? You would have descended from Alulim, right? Oh, hell, this is too much.” My stomach lurches, and I consider that I’ve been intimate with a cousin.

“Lys, please, calm yourself. The relation is minor; it must be traced back over 5,000 years. If traced back that far, almost anyone can be related to anyone else. You are no more closely related to us than you are to your friend Shawn. You simply know the connection between our family and yours. Our ancestors have had no association since the time of Alulim and Ditanu.”

“Okay,” I say, trying to concentrate on that. “Okay, it doesn’t sound so bad when you put it that way. I think I can handle this. So, um, what exactly does this mean?”

“I am not entirely certain yet, Lys, I will do some more research before leaving tonight. I should return by tomorrow afternoon. I will attempt to answer your questions then.”

“Thank you, Mr. Delanciennes, for telling me.”

“You are welcome, Lys. I will see you all tomorrow. Selini, you have my love.”

“And you have mine, Donovan.” I smile at the love between them. If Damien and I are even a fraction as much in love as they are when we’ve been together for as many years, I will consider myself very lucky indeed. The meeting breaks up, and all of the ‘children’ go out back to the yard.

Selene comes up beside me. “Well, Elysabeth, I suppose I may call you cousin?” She says.

I can’t stop my grimace. “I think I’d prefer Lys for now, Selene. Cousin is a reminder that we’re related, however distantly, and that’s kind of weird for me.” Her face falls. “But I look forward to calling you sister.” I’m pleased when she smiles once more. “I’d like to speak with you in private if possible.”

“Of course, I will show you the maze.” I follow her into the hedge maze, excited. I’ve never been in one before. “What do you wish to speak of?”

“Shawn,” I blurt out, and she blushes. “I have to know, Selene, what do you feel for him? Is this just a quick fling before you return to France? If so, please don’t lead him on anymore. It will be hard enough for him as it is.”

She stares down at her fidgeting hands. “Shawn is lucky to have such a good friend. I acknowledge the truth of your statement; however, I currently do not intend to return to France permanently. I will, of course, be expected to attend my Grand Coming out, which means going home for the summer, but I hope Shawn will join me as my official escort.”

My eyes widen. She’s definitely not messing around. “That sounds like a big thing.”

“It is. It is also not something typically done. But I do not wish to be parted from him.” Her brow furrows. “We may not know each other well, but we share a real connection already. I know he is special, and I would like to get to know him better.”

I hug her. “That makes me very happy. I can’t tell you how much. But Shawn is worried that he can never be a match for you. He’s scared of your father’s opinion.”

“My father will almost assuredly have doubts, and Shawn will have to ask him for permission to court me, but I believe my father has my happiness at heart, and would rather see me happily mated than mated to someone of high standing. I’ve spoken to my mother, and she is of the opinion, that, considering his circumstances, there should be no complications.”

I know that there is a long story behind that statement, but I have some time to learn what she means. “You should let Shawn know. If he asks your father for permission, then he can be your escort, but he’ll need to let his parents know he’s going to France, and they’ll want to meet you.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Let us get through all of these new revelations first, then I can tackle that situation.”

I have a sudden idea. “Shawn will be at my Bonding, maybe he can speak to your father then.”

She nods. “Yes, my father would certainly be in a good mood, and would never make a scene before the Goddess Nyx.”

“Maybe one day Shawn will be my brother-in-law?”

Selene blushes bright red. “It is too soon to tell, but that is an appealing prospect. We have been here for a while. I believe we should get back.”

“Yeah, I’m sure a certain person is eager to spend some time with you.” I giggle, and Selene answers me with a grin.

***

Shawn and Damien are waiting for us at the door to the house. Damien seems pleased to see us getting along so well. “Elysabeth, Hilda would like to see you for a final fitting, Selene can help you again. And Shawn, I’m certain Elysabeth would like you to see her dress.” We all nod and follow Selene to Hilda’s room.

“Ah, Lys, there you are. The dress is ready for you. Selene, too, marvelous. Let us try on the dress, then we can show your friend.” They help me into the nearly complete dress then join me as I show it to Shawn. Hilda has raised the neckline a bit, making me feel more comfortable while still showing plenty of cleavage. Only the beading and embroidery remain unfinished.

“What do you think, Shawnie?”

Shawn’s gazing at me with obvious brotherly admiration. “It’s gorgeous, Lys. You look amazing. Damien will be blown away.” As he speaks, he sneaks glances at Selene.

“Thanks, I’m glad you like it. Now I can say it’s the right dress. Hilda, Shawn will be walking me down the aisle at the ceremony. Do you have anything he can wear that would fit?”

“Oh, yes, of course, this way, Shawn. Selene, come help me decide.”

Hilda bustles off, all business, and returns a few minutes later with Selene. “While your friend changes, we will help you change.”

When we come back out, Shawn is standing in a tux that fits him surprisingly well. Only a few small alterations will need to be made.

I circle him and waggle my eyebrows. “You clean up well, Shawnie. I told you they would have something perfect.”

“You do look dashing, Shawn,” Selene offers quietly.

“Thanks, Selene.”

“You are the same size as Sebastian. It makes the fitting easy,” proclaims Hilda while she marks the adjustments. “There, now go change.”

When he comes back out, he hands her the tuxedo. “I really think I should be getting home. I need to finish my projects.”

“I do too,” I answer. “And the one for modern design is driving me crazy.”

We come across Alyssa as we’re looking for Damien to let him know we’re heading home.

“Hi, Alyssa.”

“Hello, Elysabeth.”

“You’re welcome to call me Lys as well, Alyssa. You’ll be my sister soon, too.”

She smiles widely. “Thank you, Lys, and you may call me Aly.”

“Okay, Aly, I’ll see you tomorrow, then. I have to go home and do homework.”

“Very well, have a good night, Lys.”

“You too, Aly.” She’s grinning as we leave her, which I figure is a good thing. I realize that I’ve been unintentionally leaving her out of things as I bond with Selene over her attraction to Shawn, and make a mental note to correct that.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, too, Selene.” Damien shows up as I give her a hug.

“You know, Damien, Shawn can easily take me home. I’m sure you have fittings and homework to get through as well.”

“Are you certain, Chérie?”

“I wouldn’t want you to have to come all the way to the house just to turn around and come back. It seems kind of silly. Especially since Shawn’s heading over anyway.”

He nods, conceding the point. “Very well, Chérie. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Okay, good night, Damien.” He gives me a kiss and walks us out to hold the car door open for me. He and Selene wave as Shawn pulls out of the driveway.

***

I manage to get two of my final projects started before I decide it’s time to go to sleep. As I lay in bed, the day’s events run through my mind. Shawn and Selene are embarking on a relationship. My relationship with Damien will be cemented in three days at our Bonding. And most amazing, I’m a descendant of Nyx, Goddess of Night. I can’t wait until Mr. Delanciennes returns so I can further question him on his findings. He confirmed that I am her direct descendant, but I want to know what that means for me

Then there’s school. I can’t let everything that’s going on cost me my 4.0 GPA. I’ve been letting my work pile up, and that’s not acceptable. I only have this semester left. I can’t screw things up now.

And I need to figure out what to do about my parents. I can’t tell them about Damien and his family being vampires, which means I can’t tell them about our Bonding. I’m not good at keeping things from my mom, so I’ve been keeping our conversations brief. So far I’ve avoided having dinner with them by blaming school, but I only have a couple of weeks left to use that excuse. I don’t know what I’ll do then.

My thoughts keep me up late, but, eventually, I can’t stay awake any longer and I succumb to the dreamland of sleep and more information from Nyx.


CHAPTER 21

“Sister, you have been troubled. What worries you?” I turn to look at my sister, Diasta. Unsure how she will react to my news, I have been avoiding her for almost three weeks.

“Sister, the Fates gave me some troubling information.”

“Is it about Enlil’s Bonding?” She asks, looking worried.

“No, Sister.” I try to put her mind at ease. “The ceremony they are planning seems wonderful.”

“Then, what troubles you?”

“This information was of a . . . personal nature.”

“The Fates gave you information about your own destiny?” My sister asks excitedly.

“In a way. I suppose I must start with a discovery I made some time past.” Diasta merely gazes at me questioningly. “You recall when we spoke with Ditanu?”

“Of course, Sister. Poor boy. It is clear to me now he must love a goddess, but I have no . . . idea . . . ” She trails off as she makes the connection. “Oh, Sister, no.” I can see the unshed tears pooling in her eyes.

I sigh. “Yes, Sister.”

“Do you care for him?” She eyes me speculatively.

I shrug. “Honestly, Sister, I do not know. He holds a special place in my heart as a son of our first creation. His looks rival the gods, and he is intelligent, but he is so young.” I sigh again, confused about my feelings. “It does sadden me to see him so unhappy.”

“But what does this have to do with the Fates?” she asks me. “Did they tell you it cannot be?”

I shake my head. “On the contrary sister. They told me to give in and acknowledge my destiny. Present mentioned that doing so would give me great gifts. But I was also warned that it would happen, whether by my own desire, or by their will to see my destiny fulfilled.”

Her eyes wide, she replies, “this pairing must be important then. You cannot anger the Fates, Sister. Gods have been ruined for such actions.”

“Yes, I know. But what will Father say? Not only is Ditanu a vampire, a young species, but he is a young vampire. We, Sister, are so much older than our creations!”

Her romantic side comes forth with her answer. “Oh, what does that matter with love? Besides, you cannot anger the Fates. I am sure Father will understand.”

“You underestimate our father, Diasta,” I say sternly. “Besides, I can never offer Ditanu a proper relationship. I have my duties as Goddess of Night, and I cannot make him a god.”

“Speak with him, then. See what happens. Go now, it is morning. You must leave the sky. Speak to him today.” That said, she practically pushes me out of the sky. I finish my descent and appear on Earth where I last saw Ditanu. He has taken to staying on his own in a small house well away from his family, and only visits on special occasions. It pains me to see him so.

“Perhaps I can remedy this situation,” I think as I approach his dwelling. I make no sound, wanting to see how he is currently occupied. What I see breaks my heart. He is painting a massive mural of myself sitting in the sky as the moon with him sitting beneath looking up longingly. I can stay silent no longer.

“Ditanu,” I say softly He spins around to face me, terrified. He glances behind himself at the mural, as though seeking some way to cover it.

“Goddess! I—you—forgive me!” He drops to his knees with his head down.

“Rise, Ditanu,” I say evenly, trying to assuage him. “There is nothing to forgive, but I must speak with you of this matter.” He stands, eyes full of despair. I feel an odd desire to embrace him to bring joy back to his eyes. “Come, Ditanu, walk with me.” He nods, and we leave his dwelling.

We walk in silence for a while, before Ditanu speaks. “Goddess, please forgive me. You were never to know . . . I have nothing . . . I know I am not worthy.”

“Ditanu, calm yourself. I am not here to admonish you. I am here to speak with you of your desires. You are correct. I am a goddess; you are a vampire, and a young one at that. My age would be incomprehensible to you. My father would frown upon the match, and I have responsibilities as the Goddess of Night that would preclude me from ever offering you a full relationship.”

His face falls, and I feel a strong sense of despair. I must care for him after all. “I understand, Goddess,” he answers, staring at the ground. “This is why I never revealed—”

“Ditanu,” I interrupt him, tilting his chin to meet his eyes. “These things are all true. However, what is also true is that the Fates have decreed you to be my destiny.”

“The Fates?” He asks, with a glimmer of hope which dies with his next words. “But surely, a goddess may do as she chooses.”

I shake my head. “Not even the gods dare anger the Fates. However, I do not wish to hurt you. I can avoid the scorn of the gods as the Fates have decreed that this will happen. But you,” I reach out to touch his cheek. “You will never have a true mate. I would be gone half of every day, perhaps more. We would have no way of knowing what any children would be like, what traits they would inherit, what abilities they would have. You will one day age and pass on, I will not. Do you want this? Have you considered what it will mean for us both?”

Ditanu gazes at me with such raw emotion I can’t help but be touched. “Is that all that troubles you, Goddess? My feelings? I would sacrifice everything for one kind word from you. My heart, my body, my soul even are yours for the taking. I will follow you to the ends of the Earth if need be. Fear not on my account. But Goddess, do you desire this? Surely I can speak with the Fates, so you are not forced into a match beneath you.”

I am surprised at the depth of his feelings. “You would challenge the Fates, for me?” I ask.

“I would challenge the God of gods himself for you, Goddess,” he replies bravely.

“Nyx,” I say, suddenly certain of my decision. “I am Nyx.”

His smile is brighter than my sister’s shine. “Of course, Nyx.”

I take his hand and lead him back to his dwelling. “Come, Ditanu. I have limited time.” He picks me up as we reach the door and carries me inside to his bedroom, understanding my intentions. I gain a feeling of completeness from coupling with him, one that I did not expect and have never felt before.

As we lay in bed, well satisfied, I feel the pull to ascend to the sky. “Ditanu, I must go.”

“Will you return tomorrow, my dearest Goddess?” he asks hopefully.

I grin at his eagerness. “I will try, Vampire.”

He smiles and kisses me. “Go then, radiant Goddess. I thank you for making me the happiest of men.”

“Flatterer. Have a good night.” I dress quickly and rise into the night sky. My sister’s glow is barely visible along the horizon; I am late today.

***

When the call comes, I am not surprised. “NYX!” My Father’s voice booms across my conscious. The mortals on earth cower at the overly loud clap of thunder. My Father’s anger makes him careless. I sigh, knowing this confrontation is inevitable. I had hoped he would speak with Diasta, so she could explain things to him.

“I will be there soon, Father. I must complete my descent.” There is no reply, but I am not expecting one. My sister offers me a commiserating look as we pass each other in the sky. The moment I finish my descent and my duty is done, I transport myself to my Father’s abode.

“Nyx!” He booms when he sees me. “Enlighten me as to why my eldest daughter has bedded a mere vampire.” The whispers of the assembled gods are grating. I wish my father had at least granted me a private audience.

But not for nothing am I his eldest child. I square my shoulders, secure in the knowledge that I would not change my decision for anything. “The Fates commanded it, Father. I was warned that it could happen at my desire or at their will. It was intimated that I would not like their mode of choosing.”

“The Fates?” my father chokes out. Even as the most powerful god, he knows the dangers of angering the Fates. As separate entities from the gods, my father has no power over them. They sprang into being to balance the limitless power the gods had seized for themselves, and have never let us forget it.

I nod. “Yes, Father.”

“When did you learn of this?” he asks more quietly.

“Some weeks past.”

His eyes narrow. “And yet you told me nothing!”

“No, Father. Forgive me, but what could you do?” The meeting is going better than I expected.

He beckons me closer, and leans forward as I approach his throne. “Do you intend to bond with this creature?”

I try to keep my face blank. I don’t want to give him anything he could use against me. “I do not know, Father. I am sure the Fates will guide me in my decisions.”

He doesn’t like my answer. “Have you considered the ramifications of this decision? What will my grandchildren be like?”

“I have considered this carefully since I learned of my destiny,” I answer honestly. “As to grandchildren, the Fates only know. They did not tell me; I dare not ask.”

The hall is deadly silent for several long minutes. I stand, dreading my father’s final ruling. How can I possibly defy the God of gods? But how can I defy the Fates?

His brow furrows, and I know his decision has been made. “GO!” my father thunders. “Go be with your vampire! GO NOW!” I am suddenly uncertain if I will ever be welcomed back to my childhood home. I glance around the room, absorbing every small detail as I leave, for fear that I will never return. But I keep my back straight, and head high. I will not give anyone the satisfaction of seeing my heartbreak.

***

I immediately transport myself to the waiting arms of my vampire. For the first time in millennia, I cry. I know not what to expect from the future. Ditanu offers to confront my father, but I cannot allow that. He is insignificant compared to the God of gods; he would be obliterated instantly.

Instead, I accept his offered comfort. We spend the day in bed, enjoying the closeness. It becomes our favored way of spending time together. When I descend from the sky, he is waiting for me, fully bare upon the bed. When I leave, he promises to be there again. He takes care of his needs at night when I am bound to the sky. I soon learn that I am with child.

“Ditanu, dearest,” I turn in his arms so I may look him in the eyes.

“Yes, my Goddess?” he asks lovingly.

“We must be bonded.”

His joy is palpable. “Can we? I did not think it was possible.”

“I will make it possible. Our child will not be born out of wedlock.”

“Our . . . our child?” he asks incredulously, gaze dropping to my belly.

“Yes, love, our child. The precious being which grows within me. We will ask your parents to plan the ceremony; I will not be able to. But it must be on the night of the new moon as I want my sister present, and I am not needed in the sky on that night.”

He squeezes me gently. “Of course, dearest, as you wish. But you must come with me and speak with them. They do not know of us. I was afraid they would think I took leave of my mind.”

“Very well, let us go now before I must resume my duties.”

***

I wake suddenly, cursing my alarm. I smack the snooze button and try desperately to get back to sleep to know what happened next.

***

“Inanna, Sinnashi, it is good to see you again.” I greet my future in laws kindly.

They fall to their knees. “Goddess! You honor us greatly, what occasions your visit?”

I gesture to Ditanu and smile. “You have another bonding ceremony to plan.”

Inanna’s glee is clear. “Ditanu! You have found a mate? Why did you not tell us? When shall we meet her?”

He smiles. “You already have, Mother.” Inanna’s confusion is mirrored on her husband’s face.

“But, who, son?” Ditanu says nothing, merely draping his arm around my shoulder. Inanna stares at the two of us, incredulous, before falling over in a faint.

“Dear me, I had not expected that reaction. Whatever will she say when I tell her I am with child?”

“Good, Goddess! You . . . you are with child? By our son?” exclaims Sinnashi.

I nod, becoming amused when he, too, faints. “Dear me, Vampire, this is hardly an auspicious beginning with your family.”

***

The alarm wakes me once more. I groan. “Nooo, I need to know more.” I glance at the clock. I can, technically, get away with hitting snooze twice more if I don’t eat a full breakfast. The decision is easy. I lie back down and clear my mind.

***

I stand with my beloved, waiting to be joined forever by the bonding ceremony of the gods. My father refused to be present, forbidding my mother from attending as well, and my sister stands at my side, so my brother, the next eldest of us, officiates.

“We shall witness the bonding of these two beings for the entirety of their existence. They desire to be joined such that they may never again be parted. As the God of the Earth, I bless their union and request that the Earth and the heavens watch over them.”

Present suddenly appears, shocking everyone. “I am gratified you listened to us, Nyx. This path was much easier than the other. Now, as the Fate of Present Day, I bless this union and request that the Earth and the heavens keep watch over them.” She turns to Ditanu. “Love and honor your mate. Respect her and cherish her. Protect her from harm, and do your best to see her happy.”

My brother continues the ceremony. “Love and honor your mate. Respect him and cherish him. Help him and do your best to see him happy.”

“May the gods and goddesses always honor your bond,” says Present. “Go forth and be merry.” I kiss my bond-mate, maneuvering carefully around my growing belly. I eagerly await our child’s arrival. Despite the blow of my father refusing to be present, it is by far the happiest day of my existence.

“Ditanu, you are truly a blessing.”

“No, My Goddess, it is you who are my blessing.” As it is the night of the new moon, we have all night and all day to enjoy each other’s company. We share a wonderful dinner with our families, before heading out to relax in the beauty of the night.

“Ditanu, come here love.”

He is at my side in an instant. “My dearest, what do you need?”

“I need nothing, Ditanu, I wish to give you something. A wedding gift.”

He looks suddenly guilty. “But I have nothing for you.”

“You already gave me my gift,” I say, holding my growing belly.

He beams, placing his hand over mine. “Very well.”

I raise my wrist before him in an obvious invitation. “Drink.”

“Is it safe? Our child, will this hurt it?”

“It will hurt neither of us, just don’t take too much.” He leans down and takes a drink. I groan at the unexpected pleasure. My entire body is on fire as he takes his first drink. I am pushed over the brink by his second. He pulls away from me, panting.

“My Goddess! Your blood is exquisite. It carries such power!” He groans. “And the taste!”

***

The buzz of my alarm once again awakens me. I take a moment to decide if I want to try to go back to sleep. Will I dream again the following night? Sighing, I roll back over. It takes even longer to get back to sleep this time.

***

“My Goddess, it will be over soon, push a bit more.” Inanna attempts to calm me as I give birth. The pain is excruciating. As I bear down on the child I am birthing, I scream. I’ve never known such pain exists for gods.

“Mother!” I hear Ditanu come into the room.

“Not now, Ditanu.”

“No, Mother, I have an idea.”

“Ditanu!” I call. “What is your ideaAAAAAAHHHHH!” My question becomes a scream. Ditanu springs forward and takes hold of my wrist. Before I have a moment to think, he’s bitten me and is slowly taking sips.

It works marvelously, and the pleasure soon overtakes the pain. Although the rest of the birth is rather easy, I shed some tears as I hear my child cry.

“A girl! A girl, My Goddess, we have a girl!” I am pleased Ditanu manages to be so happy. I know every man wants a boy.

“We shall name her Melammu,” I say, exhausted.

***

My alarm buzzes once more, and I can’t ignore it this time. Groaning, I pull myself out of bed and shut off the alarm. I have to hurry; I only have fifteen minutes to get ready. I pull on a simple sundress before brushing my teeth and hair. I race down the stairs and grab a granola bar.

“Shawn?” No answer. “SHAWN?” I sigh as I spot the note on the table. He left without me. Great. I run outside and hop in my car. I know the parking lot will be a nightmare.

Nyx must be looking out for me because there is one spot left right in front.

Thank you!

I race to class, just making it in before the instructor. This is my second-to-last class for this course, and I’m almost late. I shake my head. That’s not acceptable. It’s a good thing I only have a week left after this, because I’m getting worse at juggling school and Damien rather than better. Granted, it’s become a lot more than just Damien, lately.

When class lets out, I quickly hop in my car and drive home. I can’t wait to hear what else Mr. Delanciennes has discovered. Damien’s car is already parked in our driveway when I pull up.

I walk into the kitchen and find Damien sitting at the table with Shawn, laughing. The sight fills me with joy. Shawn has finally truly accepted Damien. I need to thank Selene, as it’s at least partially thanks to her. Or perhaps her mother, as she gave birth to them both.

Once again, I briefly wonder if things will get serious between Shawn and Selene. If they do, Selene would surely change Shawn, and I’d get to keep someone from my current life. I doubt that my parents would want to make the change even if I find some way to tell them the truth and they accept it. And it’s unlikely I’ll ever be able to tell my other friends. I shake my head. Their relationship will develop as it will. Damien looks up and smiles before standing to give me a hug.

“How are you, Chérie?”

“I’m good, Damien, thanks. I had another dream last night. It answers some of the questions raised yesterday.”

“While I am eager to know what it was about, I think we should wait until we are with my family, so everyone can hear.” Shawn agrees with him, and I can’t fault the logic, but it doesn’t make it any easier to keep the information to myself. I can, however, suggest that we head out immediately.

***

When we arrive at Damien’s house, I greet Mr. Delanciennes warmly. I’m glad to see him back, as it means Damien and I are that much closer to our Bonding. Shawn is, of course, completely preoccupied with Selene.

“I think we should convene in the library for this meeting,” says Mr. Delanciennes.

I fall into step with him. “Sir, how was your trip?”

“It was enlightening. I have some exciting information for you.”

“I have some information for the family as well, Sir. I had another dream last night.”

“Indeed? We must hear of this dream. Come, sit.” He waits while everyone makes their way inside and takes seats before speaking again. “I have uncovered more information. Our Goddess Nyx’s and Ditanu’s daughter was named Melammu. This daughter had great powers, but, over the generations, this power was lost, as she, and her descendants, fell in love with, and married, mortals. Each generation has only birthed a single daughter.”

“Mr. Delanciennes, if I may . . . ”

“Of course, Miss Vance.”

“If you insist upon calling me Miss Vance, Sir, then I can no longer refer to you so casually. I cannot take such liberties if you will not, your Majesty.”

I’m worried I’ve gone too far, but Mr. Delanciennes is grinning. “Point taken, Lys.”

“Thank you, Sir. As I mentioned, I had another dream last night. I know why Nyx mated with Ditanu.” I summarize my dream for them all.

Damien breaks the stunned silence. “If the Fates arrange matches between Chosen and Destined, and they considered the match between our Goddess Nyx and Ditanu to be so important, the only conclusion I can come to is that there is something extremely important about our match.”

Mr. Delanciennes nods. “I agree, Son. Lys, is there anything else you can think of?”

“No, Sir.”

“This new information may explain why you have been receiving dreams and information from our Goddess Nyx. When did the dreams start?”

I blush. “Well, after Damien and I . . . I mean . . . the night after . . . ”

He saves me some embarrassment. “I understand. After the Bond was initiated. The Bond provides some small changes to a human, such as protection of your mind. These changes may explain why your abilities began to manifest. This would point to the abilities becoming dormant over the years, rather than being lost. Have you noticed anything else?”

“I’m getting stronger.”

“That’s an understatement,” mutters Shawn.

I choose to ignore him, instead focusing my attention on Damien’s father. “If, as you say, I’m reviving dormant abilities, then, um . . . what . . . exactly am I? Am I still . . . human?”

When you have Bonded, your status will be that of a demigoddess.

It doesn’t even occur to me to answer her mentally. “I . . . what? Nyx, no, that’s not possible.” The family is eyeing me oddly.

Yes, Elysabeth, embrace it. You always wanted to be different, did you not?

She has a point, but this is not what I envisioned. “You’re positive?”

I am. You will have need of this new status in the future.

I stare blankly at the wall, processing what she’s told me.

“Lys? Lys?” I turn to face Shawn, who’s peering at me with a grin. “There you are. Welcome back. Your intuition. It’s actually Nyx, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I shake my head. “Amazingly, yeah.”

“What did she say, Chérie?”

“What did who say?” asks Mr. Delanciennes.

“Nyx, Sir. Throughout my life, I’ve had a small voice that spoke to me, advised me. Over the years I’ve thought of it as my intuition. It’s now inescapably obvious that the voice is that of Nyx herself. She just informed me that once Damien and I are Bonded, I’ll be a . . . a demigoddess.”

“A demigoddess?” His eyes narrow. “Are you quite certain you understood correctly, Elysabeth?”

I don’t like his tone, but I answer honestly. “Yeah. I confirmed it. I can’t really believe it, but it’s true.”

“To learn you are a descendant of our Goddess was surprising enough. But this . . . ” He waves his hand around and starts muttering. “This is incomprehensible. A demigoddess as our future queen? Certainly not. No, this is absurd.” Mr. Delanciennes is either being incredibly rude, or is unaware he is speaking aloud. Either way, he needs to stop.

I stand. “Do you doubt me? Or do you find it absurd that a demigoddess would be destined for such a menial task? If the former, I assure you, it’s the truth. If the latter, I rather agree with you, but, it is what it is.”

He shares a skeptical look with his wife. “Really, Miss Vance.” Oh, I’m not going to like this. “It is rather much. Just because you are related to our Goddess, you are not necessarily a demigoddess.”

But you are also a Chosen and will be a vampire.

“You’re right. But I’m also a Chosen and will be a vampire. It’s all of that combined that will make me a demigoddess.”

“How do you know this, Miss Vance?” asks Mrs. Delanciennes, with one perfectly arched eyebrow raised.

“Because Nyx told me.”

“Miss Vance! We have discussed this—”

“Mrs. Delanciennes, if Nyx had a problem with my calling her by name, she would certainly not hesitate to correct me.”

Quite right, dear.

Mr. Delanciennes is looking at me with something akin to pity. “You are so certain she speaks to you.”

How rude! I have half a mind to visit and put him in his place!

“Of course I am, Sir. Who else would it be? And I ought to mention she is not best pleased with your current behavior.” He shares another dubious look with his wife. I can see I’ll have to pull out the big guns. “Fine, what would prove it to you?”

“Does the Goddess Nyx knows our birth dates and bonding date?”

Nyx?

Yes, of course, dear. Donovan was born on May 12, 1439. Selini was born on April 5, 1603. They were bonded June 8, 1750.

I repeat the information to the obvious shock of those in the room.

“Damien,” Mr. Delanciennes speaks sternly. “You have not shared this information with Miss Vance.”

“No, Father, I swear it.”

“None of you have?” He eyes his children as they answer in the negative.

“Donovan, we must acknowledge that the evidence all points in one direction. Our Goddess speaks to Elysabeth, and has told her she will be a demigoddess.” Oh, we’re back to Elysabeth, huh?

Mr. Delanciennes sits with a huff. “You are right, Selini, mon amour. This does not bode well for our future. This must mean we will be facing great trials in the future, for one so special to join our family. Or perhaps current events will be coming to a head.

“Nevertheless,” he meets my gaze. “Miss Vance, I offer you my humble apologies for doubting you. If you have no objections, I would prefer we focus on the positive aspects of this revelation and forget this unpleasantness.”

Although I’d like to give it to him good, I know it’s a bad idea to argue over stupid things. He’s admitted his error and apologized, that’s enough.

“Nothing would please me more, Sir.” Shawn’s smirk tells me I didn’t succeed in the light, good-natured tone I was going for. But hey, at least I tried.

There’s an awkward silence as we all stare at each other.

“Donovan, you had best speak with the Scribe. With Lys’ dreams and information from our Goddess, we will need to re-write portions of history.”

“Excellent idea, Selini. I will speak with her after the Bonding. We have plenty of time to re-write our histories.”

This peaks my interest. “There’s a scribe?” I ask.

“Yes, Lys. There are many scribes, actually. Every noble family is in charge of keeping their own history. The Court Scribe is in charge of our family’s history. We will, of course, secure an oath of secrecy from her until we are ready to release this information to our public.”

“You know, I’m surprised that, as the royal family, you don’t have to work very hard to maintain your privacy.”

“Living in relative anonymity has helped,” answers Mrs. Delanciennes. “Although there are those who know where we are, it is a small portion of our population. Therefore, we do not have to deal with the press. However, when we return to France, we will lose much of our privacy. It will be a different world for you, Lys, and we will need to prepare you for it.”

Press? They really have their own world.

“I am certain that can wait until after our Bonding, Mother. Elysabeth, you have received some amazing news. Let me get you home, I think you could do with a chance to relax.”

I nod. While I don’t really feel the need to work through anything, I do need to get homework done, and I’d like some time away from his parents. “Good idea, Damien. Shawn, are you coming?”

“Actually, Shawn,” Selene interjects, “as Lys is leaving, would you be willing to tell me your thoughts on my dress for the Bonding ceremony? I know she values your opinion.”

I grin at Shawn, who’s blushing. “Um, sure, Selene, I’m happy to help.”

“I’ll see you later then, Shawn.” He nods, grinning like a maniac. “Until Wednesday, everyone.” I follow Damien out and we ride to my house.

He declines my offer to stay for a while. “I should go, Elysabeth. I do not trust my self-control with only the two of us here.”

“Just come inside for a minute. Before you go, there’s one piece of my dream I didn’t tell your family.”

“Really? And what is that?” he asks as he follows me inside.

“Ditanu told Nyx her blood was very strong as well. After what you’ve explained to me, I figured I probably shouldn’t tell you in front of everyone.”

“Thank you. So, you think the taste may be hereditary?”

“That’s my guess.”

“Hmm, it is an interesting thought. Perhaps I should have a taste for research.” His wicked grin makes me blush.

“If you think that will help,” I respond with equal mirth.

Damien doesn’t wait a moment. He pulls me close and drinks deep, pushing me straight over the edge. He licks the wound and pulls back to rest his forehead against mine. “I think your theory is valid, but I still need to leave, especially now.”

My eyes dart down to the obvious bulge in his pants. “Okay. I won’t see you tomorrow. I have classes all day.”

“Oh, yes, I forgot. Then I will see you for our Bonding, Chérie.”

“I look forward to it.”

“As do I.” He kisses me lightly. “I love you, Elysabeth.”

“And I love you, Damien.” Once he’s gone, I go up to my room to get my homework done. I’m determined to finish at least one project tonight, since the next few days will be busy.

I accomplish my goal by ten, and fall asleep soon after.

***

I wake up without much enthusiasm. It’s the day before my Bonding, but I won’t see Damien at all. Three classes in one day is a grueling schedule, especially when two of those classes are four hours long.

I eat lunch and dinner at the school cafeteria between classes. The food isn’t great, but I’m hungry. I send Damien some texts as I eat to make time go faster. Part of me hopes he’ll come by just to see me, but I know he’s busy as well. Damien mentioned needing to have his Bonding outfit made and finalize the purchase of our house.

By the time I get home, I’m exhausted, but eagerly anticipating the next day. I’ll have to get through an afternoon class first, though.

Oh, crap, that reminds me. I don’t know what time I need to be at Damien’s house tomorrow. This is a great chance to speak with Aly a little bit, so I send Damien a text for her number.

Hey, I forgot to ask Aly for her #. Could you give it to me? I need to call her. Thx

His response is nearly instant:

I asked her to call you.

Thx

My phone rings seconds later. “Hello, Aly?”

“Hello, Lys. Damien mentioned you need to speak with me. Is there a problem?”

“No, no problem at all. I just realized I never thought to ask what time I need to be there tomorrow. I thought you would probably know.”

“I plan to pick you up tomorrow around noon.”

Phew, good thing I called. “That’s not going to work. I have a mid-day class.”

“Mince! That does complicate things. What time does your class start?”

“It’s from noon to three.”

She sighs. “Very well, I will pick you up at nine tomorrow morning. That should give us enough time in the morning, and I will pick you up at three after your class. We’ll have to hurry through the afternoon.”

“Sounds like it will be a busy day.”

“Yes. Mother and I will need to revise the schedule, but we will make it work.”

“Okay. Do I need to bring anything?”

“No, we have everything you will need, Lys.”

“Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Very well. Good night, Lys.” I hang up, then take a long shower, taking extra care with my hair. I really want it to shine; it’s my defining feature. When I’m done, I go to bed and fall asleep quickly despite my growing excitement.


CHAPTER 22

Aly arrives at precisely nine the next morning. She’s dressed plainly, but still manages to look every inch the princess she is. “Aly, come on in. Would you like a drink?”

“No, Lys, we should get going. We are meeting Selene.”

“Oh, okay. Let me grab my things.” I say bye to Shawn on my way out and lock the door behind me. “Nice car. I love the color.” It’s sky blue, and very sleek.

“Thank you. It was a gift from Damien. Speaking of him, are you nervous about your Bonding?”

“He has great taste in cars. And no, not really. Just excited. I have no doubt that Damien and I are perfect for each other. And I’m looking forward to the end of the cleansing.”

Aly smiles. “Yes, that must be especially difficult for the two of you.”

“More for Damien, I think.” I look around, finally paying attention to where we’re going. I don’t really recognize where we are. I’d expected a trip to the hairdresser or nail salon, but I have a sneaking feeling that’s not the plan. “Um, where are we going?”

“As I said, we are meeting Selene.”

Her grin makes me nervous. “Where?”

“We have something to shop for.”

“Flowers?” I ask hopefully.

“Not exactly.” A few minutes later, Aly pulls up in front of a place called Boudoir. Selene is standing outside, and smiles when she sees us.

She comes around to my door. “This will be fun! Come along, Lys.”

“Selene, Aly, is this a lingerie shop?”

They share a conspiratorial grin. “Finest French fashions,” answers Selene. “It’s about the only type of garment Hilda doesn’t make for us. Aly and I have been here often in the past year.”

“We need to get something for under your Bonding gown and something incredibly special for tonight, or, technically tomorrow morning.”

“Madame Trouvais has excellent taste, and was kind enough to open her store early for us. Now, in you go.”

Bewildered, I let Selene push me in the door ahead of her. I’m not exactly against the idea of the shopping trip, but I really don’t know Aly and Selene all that well, and this is personal.

You wished to know them better. Use this time wisely.

All right, Nyx knows best.

My companions flit around the store with the comfort of regular customers, speaking with an older woman about different designs. I follow them around quietly, deciding to let them have their fun, since I’m not familiar with stores like this. I do, however, pick out a red, lacy set that catches my eye as we head into a private dressing area. The room houses four closed stalls around a central sitting area with mirrors.

“Make sure to leave on underwear. If you have any questions, please ring this bell.”

“Merci, Madame Trouvais.”

We each choose a stall and I decide to do as Nyx suggested. “So, I hope I’m not being too personal, but why have none of your family been bonded yet? Is it because you’re royalty?”

Aly answers first. “Vampires mate for life. Once we find our mate, there is no other. Therefore, there is an emphasis placed on being 100% certain that you bond with the correct person. You must take your time. I have known mates who dated for a decade before making the decision to bond. And, of course, we have much more time to find someone. Our parents were not bonded until my mother was nearly 150. I have dated, but not someone I am truly compatible with. I would never bond with anyone I am not deeply in love with.”

“Oh, okay, I can understand that. Do you wait that long for . . . everything?”

“Whatever do you mean?” asks Selene, sounding far too innocent.

“It seems an awful long time to remain . . . um . . . innocent.” I choose the least offensive word I can think of.

“Oh, Lys, who said anything about innocent?” I can hear the laughter in Selene’s voice. “We love our fun as much as any human. Because of our inherent sensuality, especially with how humans react to us, vampires are more open about sexual matters than our human counterparts. We are not expected to remain virginal until our bonding. It does not hurt that we are immune to all sexual diseases.”

“So, you’ve both had sex?” I almost clamp my hand over my mouth. I can’t believe I’ve just asked that.

“Oh, yes, but come out, let us see.”

“I need to show you?”

“Yes, why ever not? How shall we tell you our opinions if we cannot see you?” Aly has a point.

“I just . . . this doesn’t cover much.”

“Lys, you have nothing we have not seen on ourselves. There is no reason to be embarrassed.” Another good point. I nervously step out of the dressing room in the blue lacy set I’ve chosen to try on first as it has the most coverage. I only realize as I look in the mirror that the cups are completely see-through.

“That is pretty Lys, but it’s not special enough for tonight. You may want to get it anyway, though.” Aly is wearing a tiny black number that looks stunning against her pale skin, while Selene wears a white lace negligee that makes her look like an angel.

“Do you think Shawn would like this?” she asks.

“Um, that’s not exactly something we’ve talked about. I’ve never had a reason to buy that kind of thing, so it’s never come up. Although I’m willing to bet he’d like you in anything that shows that much skin.”

Selene considers that comment for a moment. “Really? We will need to get you some negligees.” She admires herself from all angles. “Maybe I’ll go for something less demure,” she says, with a wicked smirk. “Oh! He’s not still . . . ” Her voice trails off, but I know exactly what she’s asking.

“Oh, no! Definitely not! He lost his v-card at the beginning of freshman year.”

She releases a breath. “Oh, thank goodness. I would hate to be the teacher. I firmly believe in being on equal footing in the bedroom.”

“I can’t believe I’m talking about Shawn like this, but I’m fairly certain he’ll live up to your expectations.” My face is crimson with embarrassment remembering some of the sounds I’ve heard coming out of his room over the years.

Aly claps her hands, catching our attention. “Okay, girls, round two.” We return to our stalls to try on the next sets. I decide to be a bit more daring and grab the black lace thong and matching bra. Once I have it on, I appreciate how good my boobs look. I’ll definitely have to get it, even though the thong is a little small for my taste.

I try to take a look at my backside, but it doesn’t work without a mirror. “What was your first time like, Selene?”

“I met this gorgeous vampire in Venice when I was 30. I was having a bit of a rebellious streak, and Alejandro was the quintessential bad boy. That he wanted me was such a rush! So, I decided to sleep with him. It was a fabulous night.” I can picture a dreamy sparkle in her eyes.

“Alejandro was so talented! He could do things with his tongue I’ve never felt since.” My face heats. Selene is more open than I expected. “He was also huge! If it wasn’t for my vampiric healing abilities, I’m certain I wouldn’t have been able to walk properly for a week.

“And stamina! I didn’t sleep a wink that night. By the time he was finished, I was exhausted. I do wish he’d stuck around for a while. I doubt I would have tired of him for a long time. But after we parted ways that morning, I never saw him again. I learned a lot from that night, in more ways than one.”

I feel like I’ve just intruded on her personal moment, but I have to say something. “That must have been difficult.”

“Oh, yes, it was devastating at the time. But I’ve long since gotten over it. I see it as nothing more than a life lesson.”

In need of a mirror, I step out of the stall and am joined by the other two moments later.

“Getting closer, Lys. That’s a possibility for your Bonding night.” I grin at Aly, agreeing with her opinion.

“Oh, Lys, try that red one next, I didn’t really get a good look at it.” Selene spins around, admiring her perfect figure. “Aly, I really like this one. I’ve always looked good in pink.”

She’s right, she looks amazing. She’s wearing what looks like a long, see-through corset with straps to hold stockings.

“Aly,” I ask, “what was yours like?” We return to the stalls for round three, and I start thinking she isn’t going to answer.

“My first time was rather boring. I was very proper when I was younger. I’d been courting a young vampire for many years. I suppose you could say he was like a high school sweetheart. It just seemed like it was time to take the next step.” She sounds almost embarrassed.

“You must understand that while it is almost unheard of to wait until bonding before having sex, we are encouraged to wait until we feel ready. When you are to be with your mate for hundreds of years, it is important to be certain you are compatible in all aspects, and that includes being accepting of your mate’s needs.

“Despite being of one of the first families, Arthur was so shy. He was also rather in awe of my position, and, most likely counseled by his family not to do anything which might upset me.

“I believe there was a grand total of ten minutes of basic missionary thrusting, two of which were rather painful for me, before he was done. Poor Arthur, he was so pleased, but I was so very disappointed. I was convinced we were not meant to be, and we parted ways soon after. Thankfully, I’ve been with men much more adventurous since then.”

We’re laughing as we leave our stalls. I chose the red set this time. “Lys, that’s perfect! It’s ideal for under your Bonding gown.”

“Thanks, Selene. I like yours, but I think the pink was better. Aly, that’s my favorite so far. You look great in green. And, not to pry, but what do you mean by adventurous?”

“Oh, there was Pietro who enjoyed being tied down. That was rather interesting. And Stephan was determined to add another person to our fun, be they man or woman. And Antonio! He was so dominant. He knew exactly what he wanted, but always made sure I was satisfied as well.”

In well over my head, and blushing over most of my upper body, I simply turn around and go back into my stall for the final round, trying to ignore Aly and Selene giggling.

“Lys, what about you?”

“Selene, you want me to tell you about your brother?”

There’s an embarrassed pause. “Damien was your first?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, then nothing explicit, just your general opinions.”

“We went to the beach, and things got . . . heated, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for that next step. He came by my house that night at one in the morning and showered my window with pebbles to wake me up. We ended up leaving to avoid waking Shawn and went to this marketplace with a private room.”

“You’d better never mention that to mother or father,” says Selene, sounding scandalized. “That’s their room. Only Damien would dare.”

“Oh. Um, our little secret, then. It was amazing, though. He offered me the chance to just dance the night away. He wanted to be sure I wasn’t being pressured. I think I slept maybe an hour that night. I’ll tell you, it was most certainly not boring.”

My last ‘outfit’ is leather with lace accents. The moment I step out and see myself in the mirror, I know I’m buying it.

“Yes, I can imagine you had fun—Lys! That’s gorgeous!” Selene gushes.

“I agree. It suits you.”

“Selene, what exactly did you mean?”

“That it’s gorgeous?”

“No, that you can imagine I had fun.”

She blushes. “Damien may be my brother, but I can easily admit he has ‘dark and dangerous’ written all over him. And those are always the most fun.”

And the ones with the most experience. We retreat to our stalls to change back into our clothes, and I ask the question that has been on my mind since we started this conversation. “What about Damien?”

“Are we supposed to know about our brothers’ sex lives?”

“I imagine you’d know something.”

“Aly, don’t torment her. Lys, you’re his Chosen. I think you know what that means.”

“I do, Selene, but lack of true desire doesn’t exactly equate to lack of curiosity. Besides, he seemed very . . . sure of himself.”

“Only one person can answer your questions for sure, Lys, but I’m betting he’s just an . . . avid reader.”

“So, you don’t think he’s extremely experienced?”

“No, I don’t. Our other brothers often boasted of their conquests, but he never did.” I sigh, pleased, and somewhat surprised. Damien was so good for someone without much experience. Then again, considering his age, he’s sure to have more than an average share of women under his belt, even without being considered ‘experienced’. No pun intended.

We leave the store with our chosen purchases. I’m most excited about my leather ensemble, although the knowing look Madame Trouvais gave me was a bit embarrassing.

“Are there anymore unplanned stops, Aly?”

“No, we need to get you to class.” I look at my phone and am surprised to see it’s well after eleven. It’s a good thing the campus turns out to be so close. Aly drops me off to suffer through my class.

Classes have been boring this past week, as we review for finals next week. But, this is it, my last term, so I’ll be done soon.

Aly’s waiting in the parking lot for me when class is over. I climb in the car, wondering when I’ll get to see Damien.

“Now, I’m sure you’re hungry, and unless you eat now, you won’t get another chance until after the ceremony. We’re a bit behind schedule, but we can make time for your lunch if we hurry. Do you have any questions at the moment?”

“Will the Bonding be publicized? I mean, with Damien as the heir . . . ”

“No, Father does not wish to make it known until we return home and can hold a proper conference.”

“Oh.” That wasn’t the answer I was expecting.

“Is that a problem?”

“No, not at all. It’s just amazing to me that he can do that. This is so different than royal weddings for humans.”

“That’s because this is not a wedding. It’s a Bonding. Bondings are more intimate. Remember, Mother mentioned that only immediate family is typically invited. You will have your wedding later.” Aly grins at me as she pulls into the driveway. “And it’s certain to rival that of any human royalty. There will simply be a . . . different audience.” I gulp, but follow her inside. “Damien, we’re home, stay away,” she calls out.

“Stay away?”

“He can’t see you until the Bonding.”

“I thought that was for weddings.”

Selene suddenly appears around the corner. “Where do you think that tradition came from?” she asks. “Now, come along for lunch.” While I eat, we discuss hairstyles and settle on Selene’s idea of leaving my hair down, but curling it slightly and threading pearls through it.

“It will look like the night sky,” she explains.

“You’re brilliant! Nyx will love it.”

“But will you?” asks Aly.

I set aside my cutlery and wipe my mouth. “Of course.”

“Then let’s go. It’s already four.” Aly leads me down the hall. “You’re nearly two hours behind schedule. Thank goodness we planned to have you leave for the park so early.”

“What is the schedule?”

We step into a smallish room with some massage tables set up as she answers. “From 2:30 to 3:30 you were supposed to get a rose oil massage, as that is our Goddess Nyx’s favorite flower. Then 3:30 to 4:30 was a deep cleansing mask and mani-pedi. Then we’ve got you down for a waxing session from 4:30 to 5:00, if you need it.”

“No, that’s taken care of.” I’m standing behind a screen putting on some miniscule undergarments for the massage.

“Good, that will help get us back on schedule.”

“That’s good.” I come out from behind the screen and lay down on top of the massage table. I’m relieved when a female masseuse comes in. “So, what’s the rest of the schedule?”

“Right,” continues Aly from behind her own screen. “Well, 5:00 to 6:00 is your makeup appointment. I know it may not take that long, but you haven’t decided what you want yet. 6:00 to 8:30 is for your hair, including the deep conditioning treatments. Then 8:30 to 10:00 is to get your bag packed and get dressed, including making last-minute alterations. At 10:30 we’ll leave for the park. You’ll get to relax once we get there, as the ceremony starts at precisely midnight.”

A sudden flash surprises me. “What was that?”

“Oh, Alexis is your photographer for the night,” answers Selene from the massage table she’s laying on. “She’ll be taking photos of you getting ready, while her brother, Liam, will take photos of Damien. He’ll take the video of the ceremony, while she’ll take the photos.”

“Okay . . . Um, I was going to ask something . . . oh! It should only take 15 to 20 minutes to get to the park, why were we supposed to leave so early?”

“Because we must arrive before the men to ensure they don’t see you until the actual ceremony, and in case we need to steam the dress to remove creases, or any other mishap. You never know what could happen.”

“Oh, okay.” I relax into my massage and enjoy it. Aly and Selene seem to enjoy their lavender oil massages. The schedule goes smoothly, and I pick up time here and there as I finish things early, getting us back on track. I choose a light silver eyeshadow with dark red lipstick and a golden highlight during my makeup appointment to continue the moon, sun, and vampire theme the rest of my outfit represents.

We hit a snag as Aly and Selene pack my going away bag. They fold up some clothes and add some toiletries. That’s all fine. Then they put in three variety boxes of condoms. Three!!

“Isn’t that supposed to be for one night?”

Selene shrugs. “One never knows how enthusiastic you’ll be. There’s been a bit of a dry spell.”

“Goddesses, save me. I’ll remember this for your Bondings.” Selene pauses for a moment, but Aly continues, unfazed.

“Who knows when that will be. Now, we need to get you in your dress.” Eager to end the conversation for now, I stand on the pedestal that has been brought into the room. Moments later, Hilda rolls my dress in on a mannequin and removes the plastic covering. It’s stunning. There aren’t adequate words to describe it. And it matches the dress from my dream perfectly.

“Nyx will be so pleased,” I murmur.

“I certainly hope so,” responds Hilda.

“She will, Hilda, I know it.” Hilda, Aly, and Selene get the dress off the mannequin and on me with relative ease

“I will join you at the park to take care of any problems, like creases,” Hilda informs me. “You look like a goddess, Lys.” I laugh at the irony as I’m fairly certain Hilda hasn’t heard the latest revelations. Selene’s reply confirms my suspicions.

“She had better, Hilda. I know you don’t understand, so we’ll explain later, if our Goddess Nyx does not. For now, we need her shoes and jewelry.”

“Of course, they are in the boxes.” They help me with the accessories, then concentrate on dressing themselves. Both Selene and Aly wear champagne colored, floor length, strapless, silk gowns that have a stripe of blood red silk across the sweetheart neckline with a small moon and sun brooch at the dip. They both wear blood red slippers similar to my own.

While they change, I have time to really look at myself in the mirror. I look so different, so elegant. I’ve never worn anything like this. The woman staring out at me from the mirror could be a Hollywood starlet, or a goddess.

Once all of us are completely ready, they tear me away from the mirror and we head out to the limousine. Mrs. Delanciennes meets us in the entrance hall wearing a gown that matches her daughters’ only with a belt like strip of silk around her hips pinned in the back with another brooch. She’s also wearing a bolero.

She holds her arms out to me. “Oh, Cara, you look exquisite.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Delanciennes.”

“Are we ready?” We all nod eagerly, and climb carefully into the limo. The ride over, the last-minute fixes, and the wait for midnight drag on forever. Finally, Aly, Selene, and Mrs. Delanciennes leave the tent we’ve been waiting in.

Shawn rushes in moments later, looking nervous, but stops and grins when he sees me. “Wow, Lys, you look amazing.”

“Thanks, Shawnie. And look at you!” His tuxedo is a perfect fit, showing off the fact that he does, occasionally, exercise. “Selene’s not going to be able to keep her hands off.”

His grin falls back into his previous nervous look. “Speaking of Selene, she told me I have to ask her dad for permission to date her.” He starts pacing. “She thought tonight would be best since he’ll be all soft with the Bonding, but I don’t know. I can’t see how he’ll be okay with me dating her. I’m a nobody. What if he says no?” He suddenly stops and stares at me with a pleading expression. “Lys, I don’t know if I can do this!”

I will speak with him.

Thank you, Nyx.

I don’t want to tell Shawn that Nyx will help. I know he needs to do this on his own. “I’m sure it will be fine, Shawnie. Selene wouldn’t have made the suggestion if he’s likely to say no. You have to trust that she knows her father.”

Shawn nods uncertainly. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good point.”

I bump him with my elbow. “You’ll be fine. Mr. Delanciennes will say yes, and you’ll get to date the lovely Miss Selene.” I waggle my eyebrows at him.

He grins. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Lys.”

“Any time, Shawnie. Thank you for being here for me tonight. Thank you for always being here for me.”

Shawn looks me tenderly. “Any time, Lys, you know that.”

“I know.” We stay silent, preserving the moment. We both know nothing will ever be the same again after the ceremony.

“Besides, I wouldn’t miss this for the world. I’ll get to meet a goddess! And I can’t let you be the only human present. Well, almost human.” He looks down and sighs. “Look, I know Damien’s going to make you happy, and I’m pretty sure you’ve already made him happy, judging by the grin he’s been wearing. But don’t forget the rest of us. Don’t disappear off into the sunset with your happily ever after.”

I shake my head vehemently. “Shawnie, you know I have no intention of leaving you behind. Why do you think I’m so happy you and Selene have hit it off? You may be the only person I’ll get to keep with me. I want my bestest buddy right here with me in the future like you’ve been for the past eight years.” I blink back tears, not willing to let the waterworks start and ruin my makeup, or my dress.

Shawn hugs me. “Oh, Lys. I understand. But don’t give up hope. You have years to figure out how to make it all work. And I’ll help. You know I will. After all, what are friends for?”

I breathe a relieved sigh. He’s right. “Thank you, Shawnie.”

Shawn’s watch starts beeping, breaking the tension. Smiling, Shawn turns it off and offers me his arm, ready to walk me to Damien. “Come on, time for your Bonding, Lys.”

As we step out of the tent, I spot Damien standing by his father. He should wear tuxedos more often. The cut of his jacket accentuates his broad shoulders. His pants grip his thighs, and I know I’ll love the rear view too. He looks up to meet my gaze with eyes full of love, awe, and lust.

His mother, brothers, and sisters are all standing around in a circle while his father holds an old tome in his hands. I recognize the scene from my dream. I look up at the full moon in thanks, wondering when, exactly, she’ll come down to visit.

When we reach Damien, Shawn gives me a hug. “You’ll always be my best man, Shawn,” I whisper to him.

He pulls back and grins, although a few tears have gathered at the corner of his eyes. “Yeah, I know.”

I turn to face Damien. “You look hot,” I whisper.

“And you look beautiful, Chérie.” His voice is husky with emotion.

Mr. Delanciennes clears his throat and begins to read the text of the Bonding ceremony.

“We now gather before our everlasting Goddess of Night to formally recognize the Bond between this Destined and his Chosen. Though the Fates arranged their pairing, they wish to acknowledge their love and desire to be mated for life.”

I’m smiling so much that my face hurts. “We give recognition to the worth and beauty of love, and add our best wishes and blessings to the words which shall unite Damien and Elysabeth in the finalization of their Bonding.”

Mr. Delanciennes takes a moment to share a special glance with his wife. They’re obviously remembering their own soul-bonding ceremony. “In this sacred and joyful moment, we call upon the highest in you, Elysabeth and you, Damien, the divine presences that brought you to love and have chosen for you the sweet commitment of this Bonding. For you, we ask every blessing of this moment from our benevolent Goddesses; great happiness on the path that is set before you; discretion, kindness, and care as you walk upon it, strength to live out your purpose, grace, and peace through each step of your journey, and beloved family and friends to support you.”

I lose myself in the happiness emanating from Damien’s eyes. Mr. Delanciennes requests the rings, and we’re each handed our partner’s ring. Before we exchange vows, the night goes dark, like in my dream. The moon is gone, and everyone begins murmuring. I turn to where I know Nyx will appear. Sure enough, seconds later Nyx appears in her unearthly beauty. This time, however, when everyone else bows and curtseys, I look at her, smiling.

“Grandma Nyx, thank you for coming, for everything. You look radiant.”

“Thank you dear, but everyone pales in comparison to a Chosen on her Bonding day. And no ‘Grandma’, Nyx is fine. Grandma makes me feel old.” I smile and nod, agreeing to her request. “Everyone, rise, please.”

On cue, Mr. Delanciennes gazes at Nyx like a peasant gazing at his beloved queen. “You honor us, Goddess.”

“Perhaps, but you are not surprised.”

“No. I confess I am not. I trusted Elysabeth’s belief that her dream was prophetic.”

“As you should, Donovan. Now I am merely here to represent my family. But you already knew that.”

“Yes, I confess I did, Goddess.”

“Please, continue the ceremony, I can answer Elysabeth’s questions when we are done.”

I grin, and turn back to Damien.

“Goddess, would you like to finish the ceremony?” Mr. Delanciennes is offering Nyx the tome he holds.

“I couldn’t possibly . . . ”

“Oh, please, Nyx,” I beg. “You’re family, too.”

She smiles at me indulgently. “Very well, Elysabeth.” She takes the book and finishes the ceremony by blessing our rings, which makes them glow briefly. When Damien places the ring on my finger, it’s warm, and I feel a frisson of electricity zoom straight up my arm to my heart. Damien must feel the same, as his eyes widen momentarily when I place his ring on his finger.

My Elysabeth is so beautiful! I cannot wait until we are alone. It has been such a long week. My eyes widen at what I’m hearing.

Damien?

Elysabeth?!?

I can hear your thoughts? “Damien, I can hear your thoughts!”

“Yes, children, enjoy your gift. It is a rare one, but you are a special pair.” Nyx smiles at us benevolently. “For now, you will only hear each other’s thoughts when you are both wearing your rings and when you wish for the other to hear you. With time, you will not need the aid of the rings. Now then, I hereby pronounce you Bonded for all of eternity, such that no man, vampire, or god, may tear thee asunder. Please seal your Bond with a kiss.” Grinning I throw myself into Damien’s arms and kiss him.

The flash of light that is emitted, however, seems to stun everyone. “What was that, Goddess?” asks Mr. Delanciennes.

“Their Bond has been finalized, and I believe that the light was the last of Elysabeth’s abilities being released.”

“Released?”

“You are my direct descendent, child. You have inherited some of my abilities, and your growing Bond with your Destined activated these. That is where the knowledge came from. It is also how I could communicate with you more easily. I believe you will also find yourself able to use god travel, and of course, your strength and speed will grow exponentially once you are turned. I must train you to control all of this, as well as your glow.”

“My . . . my glow?”

She nods. “Look at yourself, Elysabeth.” I can’t believe what my eyes are showing me. My skin is glowing, not as brightly as Nyx’s but it’s definitely glowing. The entire group present for the Bonding is gazing at me in awe.

“Concentrate on the glow, dear one. You can repress it. It will be difficult at first, but you will get better with practice.” I do as Nyx commands, and he glow dims slowly. Damien kisses me when I eliminate the glow entirely, making me lose concentration. My glow returns, this time even brighter.

“It seems your glow is controlled by your emotions. Thankfully, it will only be visible when not in direct light, so you need not worry about hiding the ability during the day. I will be visiting you in your dreams tonight, Elysabeth to begin your training.” She pauses a moment and smiles. “Well, perhaps not tonight.”

I blush deeply as those around me chuckle. “Thanks for everything, Nyx. Before you go, I have some questions for you.”

“Yes, dear?”

“What of your sister? I would love to meet her if at all possible.” I realize I’ve said the wrong thing. Her face droops and her eyes glisten with gathering tears.

“As would I, Elysabeth. But my father forbade us to meet after I bonded with Ditanu, and now she will not even speak to me when we pass each other in the sky. As you know, my father was not pleased with the Fates’ decision.”

“That’s why the dream kept skipping time. You were keeping pieces out.”

“Yes, dear. I am sure Diasta has kept an eye on her beloved creations, but she is forbidden from seeing me, and from visiting Earth.”

“Can I, as a demigoddess, visit her? Or your father? Or the Fates?”

“Yes, I suppose, but I would not recommend it. It could be dangerous.”

“But you have done so much for me. Can I do nothing for you?”

“You are giving me back the close relationship I had with my vampires. That alone is enough.” I nod, unconvinced. I will find a way to reunite her with her sister. Nyx’s sad smile tells me she knows what I’m thinking, but she says nothing, and neither do I.

“You had other questions?”

“Yes, Nyx, when would you suggest I truly join my new family?”

“You wish to know when to make the change?”

“Yes.”

“Why not tonight? Ultimately, it is your decision, but that is my suggestion. Making the change will assist with learning to control your new abilities.”

I grin widely. “I wouldn’t dare ignore your suggestion, Nyx.”

Her smile tells me she understands my joy. “Donovan, I would speak with you.”

“Of course, Goddess.” He bows then follows her at a respectful distance. I know she’s speaking to him about Shawn and Selene, just as I know he will offer no resistance. After all, how do you say no to a goddess?

When they return, Nyx bids us all good night.

“Goddess?”

“Young Damien.”

“On behalf of myself and my new Bondmate, I wish to present you a gift.”

“I see you hold two boxes.”

“Yes, Goddess. The other is for our Goddess of Day. It shall be placed upon her altar in thanks.” He bows before Nyx, holding out her gift in offering.

She takes the box and opens it, smiling with tears in her eyes. I’m briefly surprised to see Damien has given her the figurine representing day, but it occurs to me that he’s made the decision after hearing that Nyx is no longer allowed the company of her sister.

“Thank you, all of you, for a delightful evening. I must leave now.” The pull to return to the sky is too great for her to stay any longer. I hug her tightly before she disappears, then watch as she slowly reappears in the sky to light the moon.

“Does anyone know what happened to Ditanu? Is he still alive? I didn’t want to ask after her news about Diasta.” I look from face to face, and each shakes their head solemnly. I sigh sadly, and my glow dims severely. It looks like I’ll have to ask Nyx, despite being afraid of the answer.

Do not worry, young one. He is with me still. My blood has elongated his life, as yours will Damien’s. Perhaps one day you shall meet him.

Before I can relay the information to everyone, I light up like a light bulb. My new family looks at me eagerly.

“Good news, Chérie?”

“He’s still alive. Her blood keeps him alive. She said my blood will do the same for you, Damien, though I doubt it will be quite as potent.”

“One of the original family of vampires still lives? Had I but known I would have invited him to this Bonding.” I can hear the awe tempered with regret in Donovan’s voice.

“If we were supposed to know and invite him, Mr. Delanciennes, Nyx would have told me.” He seems happier with my words. There are a few minutes of silence, and I wonder what’s next.

“Mother, Father, we should get going.”

“Oh, yes, of course, Damien. Come along, all of you.” I follow them back to the cars. We go straight back to their house for a late-night meal.

I admire my Bonding ring on the drive. As is customary, or so I’m told, Mrs. Delanciennes chose them. She did an excellent job. Mine is a thin, platinum band with engravings on the exterior to represent Nyx and Diasta. I pull it off to examine it closer, and see that there is an interior engraving as well. I can just barely read the words. Joined by Fate. United by love. It’s beautiful.

Damien follows my gaze and smiles. “It is perfect, is it not?”

I put my ring back on and nod. “It is; your mother’s a genius.”

“That she is.”

A few minutes later, we pull into their driveway. As we all exit the different vehicles, Shawn directs Mr. Delanciennes to the side. He’s far enough away that I can’t hear him, but Damien’s lips twitch. He lets me in on the conversation using our new ability.

He is asking if there is any way that my father will allow him to court Selene, as he cares for her greatly and believes she feels the same.

I know she does.

Yes, I have never seen my sister so happy before. My father has asked what Shawn thinks he has to offer to her.

While I wait for Shawn’s answer to be relayed, Mrs. Delanciennes joins them. She must have heard Shawn’s answer, as her face breaks into a gorgeous smile.

Shawn said he has nothing but true love, but is willing to work hard to provide more.

That’s not entirely true. His family is well off, and he will inherit as the only child.

But not for many years.

That’s true, but he’s not without means.

Mrs. Delanciennes says something to her husband, who finally drops his tough father act. He shakes Shawn’s hand with a smile, and I see Shawn’s grin of relief. He says something, which Mr. Delanciennes nods to, before he runs into the house. No doubt to find Selene.

I pull Damien along behind me as I approach Mr. Delanciennes. “Thank you. You can’t possibly know how much that means to him, or me. There is a chance I will be able to bring someone forward into my new life.”

“That is exactly how the Goddess Nyx put it.”

I smile. She’s planning this, maybe already had it planned.

Thank you, Nyx.

I don’t get an answer, but I get an impression of great satisfaction.

“Shall we head in?” asks Mr. Delanciennes. “The others will be waiting.” Smiling, the four of us go inside for a late dinner.


DICTIONARY

If you’re confused by any of the Spanish (sp), French (fr), or Italian (it) used in this book, you can find the translations here, in order of use.

Chérie: dear, darling (fr)

Va t’en: go away (fr)

Ma chère: my dear (fr)

Mija: contraction of the phrase “mi hija” meaning “my daughter” (sp)

Dime el chisme: tell me the gossip (sp)

Bueno: good (sp)

No me hables con esa voz: don’t speak to me in that tone (sp)

Mijita: diminutive form of mija (sp)

Que te dije?: what did I tell you? (sp)

Oh, pobre Damien. Tienes dificultades con el español.: Oh, poor Damien. You’re having troubles with Spanish (sp)

Et toi, Elysabeth, avec ton Français?: And you, Elysabeth, with your French? (fr)

Mieux que ton espagnol, je pense.: Better than your Spanish, I think. (fr)

Muchachita: little lady (sp)

Cuidate bien: take good care of yourself (sp)

Cariño: dear (sp)

Ay, como se dice?: Oh, how do you say? (sp)

Elysabeth, s’il te plaît. Écoutes-moi!: Elysabeth, please. Listen to me! (fr)

Cucciolo: puppy; a common term of endearment for children (it)

Ma petite: my little one; a term of endearment for children (fr)

Cara: dear (it)

Mon coeur: my heart (fr)

Tesoro: treasure (sp, it)

Si: yes (sp, it)

Cuore Mio: my heart (it)

Mince: shoot, darn (fr)
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