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A Promise of
Passion




A dark, sensual
and action packed story of two hearts, united in their passion and
desire, but divided by their blood, A Promise of Passion is
guaranteed to get your heart racing.




Alicia is a
vampire hunter, unable to find a man strong enough to love and
accept her for who she is. When Kassian, a tall and seductively
handsome vampire walks into her life and vows to protect her, she
doesn’t know what to think or feel. His eyes make promises that his
searing touch backs up, but she can’t get past the fact that he’s a
vampire and the fact that he thinks she’s someone else.




Kassian is
certain from the moment he sets eyes on Alicia that she’s the
reincarnation of his lost love and sire, and he’ll stop at nothing
to convince her and make her his again. A taste of her blood makes
him realise his mistake but doesn’t change his feelings or his
resolve to have her.




Their mutual
attraction is impossible to resist but a moment of passion places
Alicia in the path of danger when Seth, the vampire responsible for
murdering Kassian’s sire, sets his sights on her. When Alicia is
dragged into a game of human sport, how far will Kassian go to
protect his love? Can he save her or will history repeat
itself?
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Chapter
1




The vampire
disintegrated.




Alicia scrambled backwards
on the wet grass like a crab, placing distance between her and her
spontaneously decomposing enemy. Her elbow hit a gravestone,
stopping her. Her mind reeled, trying to figure out what had
happened.




His body crumbled, pieces
falling away to reveal the man—correction—vampire who had killed
him.




Kassian.




What had been a gentle and
controlled canter in her chest exploded into an unrestrained gallop
at the sight of him.




Kassian—the most handsome
vampire she’d ever met and the only one she couldn’t bring herself
to stake, no matter how hard she tried, and she tried hard. Her
eyes fell to the disintegrating vampire. It was the third time in
as many weeks that Kassian had stepped in and killed her quarry. He
was fast becoming the most irritating vampire she knew
too.




A deceptively slender hand
extended towards her, its appearance hiding the strength of its
owner. Her eyes fixed on it and then wandered upwards. He towered
over her, the full moon and starlit sky a fitting backdrop for his
dark seductive beauty. Deliciously sensual lips bowed into a
winsome smile that softened the hard line of his jaw and made her
heart skip a beat. She cursed it, cursed him, and then helped
herself off the floor. It was bad enough that he kept protecting
her, she wasn’t about to let him make her feel even weaker by
allowing him to help her up. She glared stakes at him.




“Alice,” he
whispered, as quiet and soothing as the sound of a light breeze
through trees.




“Alicia,” she
corrected and reined in her thundering heart.




His smile faltered,
changed, showing a hint of apology as though he feared his
insistence on calling her by another’s name would drive her away.
It wouldn’t. The fact he was a vampire would.




A shift in his position
brought him into the strong lucid light of the moon. It drained the
colour from his blood-red shirt and tie, turning them almost as
black as his crisp suit. The diamond pin in the centre of his tie’s
knot caught her eye. It sparkled, a pale imitation of the glint in
his dark-rimmed ice-blue eyes. They spoke to her as always,
promising passion and sensuality. Her mind said to leave. Her heart
said to stay.




He took a single step
towards her, slow and measured. The care behind that move said he
didn’t want to frighten her. He didn’t frighten her. Well, at least
not all the time. Sometimes he did. Sometimes he scared her so much
that she couldn’t breathe.




Her eyes ignored her
command for them to remain locked on his. They roamed downwards,
back to the diamond pin and then to his chest. His hand touched
hers, startling her and making her heart jump. Her gaze shot to his
face. A subtle tilt to his lips and narrowing of his entrancing
eyes gave him a fascinated look. It was one she’d seen too often.
She knew what he was going to say.




No words left his
lips.




That surprised her. Was he
finally getting it? Her name wasn’t Alice and she hadn’t known him
in a past life. Whoever he thought she was, she wasn’t. She didn’t
even believe in reincarnation.




The feel of his hand
moving against hers brought her back to him. He was close, barely
inches from her. If he’d breathed, it would have fanned her face.
He didn’t. None of his kind did unless they were
speaking.




His hand was cool and
strong as it held hers, his other joining it. It was a silent
command for her to stay, a warning that he wasn’t going to
relinquish her and let her leave. He could read her. The thought of
that made her glance at her fallen stake where it laid on the grass
a few metres away. Things were getting out of control if Kassian
knew her well enough to predict what she was going to
do.




The motion of his thumb
against hers made her swallow and dragged her attention away from
the stake. Heat spread outwards from the point where his skin
touched hers. She tried to convince herself it was her imagination
but couldn’t.




She snatched her hand
back, ignoring the disappointment in his eyes. He was overstepping
the mark again.




“You do not
have to thank me,” he whispered, low and seductive, his soft
Russian accent making his words a divine melody in her
ears.




A shake of her head
cleared her senses. It was a mind game, that was all. Everything he
made her feel wasn’t real. It was some horrible game conceived by
him to make her weak and vulnerable. He’d probably kill her any
time now for being stupid enough to keep letting her guard down
around him.




She busied herself with
brushing her trousers down, pretending she was unaffected by the
heat of his gaze and his proximity. If she did this long enough, he
might grow bored and leave. He didn’t. He waited patiently until
every speck of grass was gone from her dark blue jeans and her
black figure-hugging spaghetti strap top and she had no option but
to straighten up. The instant she did, his fingers combed through
her jaw-length chestnut hair, his thumb caressing her
cheek.




She couldn’t deny the
warmth she felt this time—intense fire that burned deep in her
heart like a furnace, sending heat into her blood and making her
skin prickle.




He leaned in close and
brought his mouth to her ear.




“Take more
care, sweet Alicia.” His whisper had taken on a decidedly seductive
tone that she didn’t like. At least that’s what her mind said. Her
heart melted as the furnace there became an inferno. His soft cool
breath tickled her neck. “I would hate to lose you
again.”




In the depths of her
heart, she found her strength and pushed him away. She turned her
back. He was in front of her again. Now he was being irritating.
Turning the other away, she frowned when he was right there. He was
going to let her leave whether he liked it or not. She drew her
fist back to hit him.




His eyes locked with
hers.




Her body froze.




She tried to curse him but
her mouth wouldn’t cooperate. He’d used his mind to trap her. Damn
him. This wasn’t fair. Did he honestly expect her to speak to him,
so much as look at him, after this? Thirty seconds struggle left
her tired and even angrier. He’d never gone this far before. He’d
never used his abilities on her. Her whole body shook inside with
fear and adrenaline.




“I did not want
to do it this way, but you are so stubborn. You will not listen to
me,” he said, accented tones arousing her. She rebelled against her
rising desire and fought his hold over her.




Cool fingers grazed her
cheek, trailing fire and ice over her skin, dancing ever downwards
until they traced her jugular. Her heart missed a beat. Was he
going to kill her?




Ice-blue eyes never left
hers, holding her and stoking the flames inside her as much as his
touch.




“You look the
same,” he said, his voice verging on a whisper again. There was a
trace of tenderness in it that had her wondering just who this
person was that she was supposed to be. “You sound the
same.”




An edge of pain entered
his eyes.




“Why don’t you
remember me?” They searched hers as though they would answer him.
She didn’t know why. She frowned mentally. What was she saying, she
didn’t know? Her heart had answered him. For an infinitesimal
moment, she’d felt a strange sense of connection to him, a notion
that she should remember him, just as he was saying. His sigh spoke
of hurt. “Two centuries apart has been like eternity to me,
unending darkness without the light of my life.”




Those words scared
her.




She fought harder than
ever, desperate to shatter his hold over her.




His fingers closed around
her jaw, restraining her head.




“Listen to me,
and to your heart. I do not wish to hurt you... I only want to
protect you.” He leaned in, his cheek grazing hers, gathering all
the heat inside her there until it burned along with her other one.
His lips brushed her earlobe. His words caressed her heart. “I want
you. You must remember me as I remember you. I will not allow
anyone to take you from me again. This time I will protect
you.”




Soft kisses down her neck
made her tremble, not from fear but from desire. The feel of him
licking up the length of her jugular, tongue pressing in hard, tore
a whispered breathy moan of hunger from her throat and forced her
head backwards. Her moan became a whimper of panic when his lips
briefly closed over the vein.




He kissed her
jaw.




“I would never
hurt you.”




His lips touched hers in a
chaste kiss.




Before she could blink, he
was gone.




She fell to her knees,
dizzy from fighting his hold over her. The grass was cold under her
hands. It chased away all trace of warmth he’d created in her and
cleared the haze of desire from her mind. Before tonight, she
hadn’t realised the true extent of his power. He was old, more than
the two centuries he’d spoken of. He’d aged enough for his
abilities to surpass any vampires’ she’d ever met.




Crawling to her stake, she
gave her body time to recover and stop trembling. The night was
still young, but after her encounter with Kassian she was in no
state to continue hunting. It would be hours before she’d be able
to get her thoughts off him and the things he’d said, and in the
mean time they would distract her. Fighting a vampire now would be
suicide. All she could do was return home to recuperate.




She stood and walked
towards the cemetery gates, her mind replaying each moment with
Kassian from the first time she’d met him several weeks ago until
tonight. Each time he had sought to convince her that she was a
woman named Alice that he had known centuries ago. At first, she’d
thought he was delusional, but the more he touched her and spoke to
her, the more she started to feel a connection to him. She was
probably delusional too. His mind game was getting to her. If he
was only playing with her, amusing himself before he killed her, it
was a cruel and strange game he’d chosen.




No matter how she tried to
discount the things he’d said as an evil attempt to catch her off
guard so he could drain her dry, her heart overruled everything by
stating one simple and undeniable fact. Kassian hurt. It had been
their second meeting when he’d first revealed the pain he felt on
seeing her and speaking with her. That pain was undeniably real and
it made her believe every word he said.




She shook her head and
sighed, heading down the side street that led to her apartment.
Trying to figure out whether he was lying or not was starting to
give her a headache.




The door opened with a
turn of her key and she stepped inside. She slipped into auto-pilot
as she closed the door and flicked every lock and put the safety
chains across. She’d installed a few more locks since meeting
Kassian. He knew where she lived. He watched her so much that she
was certain he did. He was always watching her.




A frown married her dark
eyebrows and she stared at the door, not seeing it but feeling him.
Her eyes slipped closed. A ghost of him touched her skin, the
sensation retracing his steps and making her feel a glimmer of it
all over again. He’d never done anything like that before. He’d
never touched her that way and he’d never kissed her. A chill
danced up her jugular, following the route his tongue had taken.
She couldn’t shake the feelings it had stirred—passion, fire,
hunger, need and desire. He’d ignited them all inside her with one
simple brush of his thumb against her cheek and the sweep of his
tongue against her overheating flesh. Her heart sped. Her nipples
tautened against her bra.




Clenching her fists, she
reined in her emotions and turned away from the door. How was he
doing this to her? She’d never felt anything for a vampire before,
except disgust and occasional fear. None she’d ever fought or known
had made her feel the way Kassian did.




Could he be telling her
the truth? Had she known him in a previous life? The notion of that
was ridiculous, but her tired mind was struggling to join the dots
that would make this growing feeling of connection to him make
sense. Intense loathing wouldn’t cut it. There was something about
Kassian—his voice, his dead sexy looks, his tender concern—that was
making him attractive and making her feel as though she knew
him.




Her head
throbbed.




Perhaps she’d pass on the
bath tonight and head straight to bed. Whatever power Kassian had
used on her, it was strong and left a mark, a residual sensation of
him inside her. If she went to sleep, she could pretend it wasn’t
there and hopefully it would be gone when she woke tomorrow
morning.




The deep purple bedcover
was cool beneath her when she collapsed on top of it. It was a mild
night but she didn’t risk opening a window. Kassian couldn’t enter
without invite but that wouldn’t stop him staring in through the
window at her from the fire escape. Her eyes closed, shutting out
the sight of the dark room, and she sighed out her breath. Sleep’s
welcoming arms embraced her, sending a wave of relaxation through
her body and promising a blissful slumber.




Barely ten minutes later,
Alicia shot up into a sitting position and stared at the moonlit
windows.




She’d dreamt of Kassian.
Her heart pounded. He hadn’t been the Kassian she knew. Fear
chilled her blood. He’d been leaning over her, screaming words she
hadn’t heard. She’d felt his arms around her as though it had been
real, as real as the pain in his eyes and the tears on his
cheeks.




It was only a dream. The
things he’d said tonight had muddled her feelings and made her
dream of him. She hugged her knees to her chest and looked around
for her stake. It wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Another glance at the
window and then at her bedside clock revealed that it was barely
past midnight. She couldn’t sleep now. All chance of that was
gone.




Slipping from the bed, she
grabbed her keys off her bedside table and took a jacket from the
back of her couch in the living room. The stake was in her pocket
the moment she spotted it and before a minute had passed, she was
out the door and on her way.




It wasn’t often she
resorted to this kind of method to help her sleep, only when she
was wired and needed to unwind. It normally happened after she’d
killed a few vampires. There was nothing sweeter than heading over
to one of the only clubs open this late and downing a few cocktails
while surrounded by vampires that could smell death on her and
could do nothing about it.




Her heart said that if she
was lucky, Kassian would be there and she could get some answers to
all the questions crowding her mind. She ignored it. She didn’t
need him and didn’t need answers. If he was there, he was there.
She had no intention of giving him the impression that he was right
by mentioning the dream. It would only make matters
worse.




She checked the stake that
was hidden in her jeans pocket and then zipped up her black
jacket.




The wind caressed her
throat as gently as his kisses had, stirring the memory of his
touch and her desire. She buried her neck in her coat collar and
frowned. Hopefully the cocktails would zap dead the brain cell
attached to that memory.







****




Chapter
2




Kassian surveyed the busy
room with a lazy smile. The dance floor was crowded, full of hot
bodies grinding against each other to the loud beat of the music. A
switch in his focus and the tempting sweet melody of one hundred
pounding hearts replaced that beat. His eyes moved to single one
out amongst them, his hunger rising by the second, driven by the
swirling fragrance of blood in the air and the rush of it through
their veins.




So many beautiful women
here, but for some reason none of them appealed tonight. Usually he
could come here and find one to lure away within seconds. Something
was different. The delicate features of the vampire hunter, Alicia,
rose to the front of his mind. A taste of her sweet cherry lips had
sent desire surging through him in a way he hadn’t felt in
centuries. The smell of her blood, the beat of her heart and the
fragrance of her skin had only heightened their effect. It seemed
that no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t erase the sensations
she’d stirred.




He stretched his arms out
along the back of the curved red velvet covered couch and leaned
back. When the bar tender looked his way, he raised a hand. The man
nodded. It was a matter of seconds before another drink was in
front of him, the empty glass whisked away. The vampire who ran the
club knew him and knew he’d conduct his business quietly, unlike
some of the younger vampires that frequented it. Discretion was
something a lot of the new generation lacked. Their frivolous
behaviour had made the humans notice his species. Right now it was
only a small percentage of the population and they had taken up
arms against his kind. If the youth continued to flout the rules,
it was only a matter of time before more learned of vampires and
then they’d have a war to contend with.




A tall blond man leaned
against the wide entrance to the curtained booth, his smile broad
and charming.




“Ashton,”
Kassian said, saluting him by raising his glass. “It has been a
while since I saw your face. There are many gathered tonight that
have been away.”




“It is for
Seth’s party tomorrow,” Ashton said and slid his slim frame into
the seat opposite Kassian.




Kassian raised a brow. “A
party, tomorrow?”




“You hadn’t
heard?” There was a laugh to Ashton’s voice. It had been a long
time since Kassian and Seth had been on good terms. “I am sure he
meant to inform you. You are, after all, the second eldest resident
vampire in this city. Second only to him.”




There was malice in those
words. He hadn’t been second to Seth at everything. Alice had been
his, even though Seth had wanted her for himself.




“I hear he even
has a guest planned... some human sport. It sounds
delightful.”




Kassian’s frown deepened.
Human sport. He’d seen firsthand what those words meant. Some
unfortunate girl was about to live a nightmare, chased by vampires
in a sick and twisted game. By the end of the night, she’d be dead,
drained by multiple vampires, drugged to comply.




“I will expect
to see you there,” Ashton said with another charming smile and slid
out of the seat, easing his way across the room. Kassian watched
him until he disappeared from view.




He hated the idea of
attending Seth’s party, but to be here tonight and then not attend
would only increase the tension between himself and the elder
vampire. He had to go, whether he liked it or not. He would keep to
himself. Perhaps he’d stay long enough to show his face and then
leave to find Alicia.




Alicia. She had been
beautiful tonight, the moonlight playing gently on her delicate
features. It had made her chocolate brown eyes darker and set them
sparkling like black diamonds. He ran a hand over his shoulder
length dark hair, smoothing it back into the neat ponytail, and
imagined the feel of her hair beneath his fingers. Always so soft.
Everything about her was soft and warm, enticing him to touch and
taste.




Shunning thoughts of
Alicia and forcing her to the back of his mind, he focused on the
matter at hand. Feeding. It had been weeks since his last feed.
Since the night he’d met Alicia, in fact. He frowned at the way
she’d crept back into his thoughts and pushed her out
again.




His gaze moved around the
room, slow and steady, assessing everyone. It stopped when it fell
on a woman at the bar. Short cropped chestnut hair, slim figure
with all the right curves, and an empty cocktail glass in front of
her.




Alicia.




Either he had driven her
to drink or she was a figment of his overwrought
imagination.




It had been wrong of him
to control her tonight. He’d overstepped the mark. It was a mind
control of sorts, an ability to slip into your target’s head and
take over. Many vampires never spent the required time perfecting
it and barged their way in, damaging the delicate human mind beyond
repair. Done properly, it was a handy defence against humans and
vampires alike.




Regardless of how
desperate he’d been for her to listen to him, he still shouldn’t
have used it on her.




It had betrayed what
little trust she had in him.




Curiosity got the better
of him and he reached across the room to her mind as he sipped his
martini. It was easy to slip in unnoticed this time. The resonance
of his mind was still within hers. Each time a vampire controlled
another’s mind, they left behind a trace of their own, a gateway
back in that would disappear over a matter of hours. It made things
easier if you were forced out and had to re-enter. Breaking into
someone’s mind took a lot of effort. He made no attempt to control
her this time and left again, as quietly as he’d
entered.




A man tapped her shoulder
and motioned to the empty barstool beside her. Kassian leaned
forwards and lowered his glass to the table. Alicia nodded and
smiled politely. No, more than polite. It was verging on congenial.
She’d never smiled at him like that. How could she smile at this
new vampire that way? His own smile rose to his lips. She hadn’t
realised that the man wasn’t a man at all. She leaned back on her
stool, revealing a row of empty glasses. Too many. With that much
alcohol inside her, she wouldn’t notice the man was a vampire until
it was too late.




He’d risen to his feet
before he’d even thought about what he was doing and was crossing
the room. The vampire laughed at something she’d said and hailed
the bartender. Kassian growled. There was no way he was going to
sit by and let some other man buy her drinks.




The crowd parted before
him and he slid through without touching anyone, intent on his
destination. Alicia. Now that he was closer, he could smell her
delicate fragrance of lilies. It caressed his senses, sending
warmth through him and bringing back the taste of the stolen
kiss.




Her shoulders tensed when
he was within a few feet, betraying the fact she’d sensed his
approach. His hand came to rest lightly on her bare shoulder. She
turned slowly and looked up at him with wide eyes.




“There you are,
Alicia, I have been searching for you everywhere,” he said with a
broad smile and then looked at the man. His smile widened until he
exposed the tips of his half-extended canines. “It was kind of you
to keep my Alicia company. Come along now.”




One hand was against her
back before she could regain her senses and protest. His other took
hold of hers, forcing her to turn and slip from the stool, barely
giving her time to grab her jacket from the bar. The man regarded
him coolly. Their eyes remained locked for a moment, a silent
challenge and battle passing between them. The man looked away.
Kassian’s smile broadened. Alicia was his and his alone. He’d never
let another man touch her.




He led her across the room
and into his booth, drawing the curtain with one hand while he
guided her into the seat with his other.




The small oil lamp on the
middle of the table struggled to light the booth. The black
curtains stole the light. It only remained on Alicia, warming her
skin and adding to her beauty. He slid into the couch opposite her,
staying close to the exit in case she tried to escape him. The
curtain opened a moment, long enough for one of the waitresses to
deposit Alicia’s drink, and then closed.




He held her gaze across
the table. Her blood reeked of alcohol. What had she been thinking?
Coming here was dangerous enough, but drinking was just suicide.
Surely she knew that vampires used this place as a hunting
ground?




Her eyes held a silent
accusation. It told him that she was angry with him for his abuse
of her trust earlier this evening and she wasn’t impressed with
what he’d just done. At least on that front he could defend
himself.




“He would have
killed you,” he said and leaned back into his side of the couch. He
pressed the tip of his index and middle finger against the base of
his glass, one either side of the stem, and drew it across the
table to him. He raised it and then frowned at her. “Is that what
you want?”




She blinked slowly and
looked at him as though she didn’t understand a word he’d said.
Either that or she didn’t care.




He shot forwards, his hand
grabbing hers and holding it tight enough that her face screwed up
in pain. It was a rough tactic, but one almost guaranteed to make
her come to her senses. Nothing cleared the human mind like
panic.




“Is that what
you want!” There was a growl to his words that made her flinch.
When she opened her eyes again, they were brighter and there was
fear in them at last. He lowered his voice so as not to startle
her. “I cannot let that happen, even if it is what you
want.”




She snatched her hand
back. “It’s not what I want.”




Her hand went to her head,
fingers raking shakily through her hair, clawing it from her face.
She rubbed her eyes and face. Had she only just realised the danger
she’d placed herself in?




“You’ve had too
much to drink,” he said and stood, extending his hand to her. “Come
along.”




She stared at it and then
up into his eyes.




When she showed no sign of
taking his hand, he took hers and hauled her onto her
feet.




“Get off me,”
she muttered and shoved against his chest. He caught her other
hand. She struggled. “What do you want?”




“I am going to
take you home,” he whispered and pulled her close. Before he could
restrain her hands, she’d twisted free of his grasp and pushed him
backwards. His backside hit the edge of the seat.




“You’ll do no
such thing. I’m not twelve. I don’t need a babysitter.” She scooted
around the table, placing it between them.




A sigh escaped him. She
was difficult enough when sober. Now she was bordering on
impossible.




“Would you
rather I’d left you out there with that vampire?”




The penny
dropped.




Her mouth formed a pretty
O at the same time as her eyebrows rose.




There was a soft thud and
she was sitting on the couch, her hands planted firmly into it
beside her knees. Her eyes never left his. Taking her silence as a
sign that she wasn’t going to fight him, he sat down again and
waited. She grabbed her drink. He took it from her.




“I don’t think
you need any more of that,” he whispered.




She swallowed
hard.




“Vampire?” she
said in a quiet, strained voice.




“It takes one
to know one, clearly.” He leaned back into the couch again and
stretched his legs out, resting his feet on the opposite side of
the horseshoe shape and barricading the exit. Her head hit the
table and she groaned.




So she’d made a fool of
herself. He’d been here to see her safe. There was no harm done and
no need for being overly dramatic. She’d learn her lesson and he’d
step up his watch over her. Ensuring her safety was paramount. He
wouldn’t lose her again.




Her head turned to the
side so her cheek was pressed against the dirty sticky black table
top. Dark chocolate eyes looked up at him. She looked positively
miserable.




Without thinking, he
reached across the table to her and pushed her hair behind her ear
so he could see her face better. She surprised him by closing her
eyes when his fingertips accidentally brushed her cheek. A sigh
broke free of her lips, drawing his attention there. Brave fingers
danced lower, trembling with anticipation and the feeling of her
soft skin and her warmth, until his thumb swept along her lower
lip. His insides lightened but became heavy at the same time, his
mind dizzy with the feel of her and the growing tightness coiling
inside him. He opened his hand and covered her cheek with his palm,
his fingers resting along the line of her jaw. His thumb continued
to caress her sweet lips. They parted slightly, enough for him to
feel her hot breath against his skin.




His heart whispered that
any moment now she’d come to her senses and realise what he was
doing, and then she’d be fighting him again.




“I died... I
mean... she died in your arms,” she whispered against his
thumb.




His hand left her and
curled into a fist against the onslaught of the memory her words
had released. A frown knit his dark eyebrows and his eyes narrowed
on her.




Her eyes opened, full of
questions and fear when they met his. “She did, didn’t
she?”




His mouth felt horribly
dry. The glass was at his lips and drained before she could blink.
He closed his eyes against the images of her, her whispered pleas
and dying words. So much blood. There hadn’t been a damn thing he
could do to save her. He’d failed.




“Didn’t she?”
Her voice was probing, unrelenting. She wanted an
answer.




He managed a nod. It was
more like a hanging of his head but he knew she’d read it as the
answer because she sat up.




“Does that mean
I’m really her?” Her voice trembled now, fear lacing it.




When he opened his eyes
and met hers, she looked as frightened as she’d sounded.




“No,” he
whispered, too afraid of stirring his memories and in too much pain
to raise his voice any louder. “It is purely resonance of my
memories from my earlier attempt to make you listen to
me.”




“Oh.” Her gaze
fell to the table. Delicate fingers traced patterns on the dark
top. “So I’m not her?”




There was hope in her
voice. It cut him deeper than any stake could. She didn’t want to
be Alice.




Her hand reached for her
drink again. He pulled it towards him. “I meant what I
said.”




He couldn’t let her
continue drinking. He had to protect her, just as he’d
promised.




He’d protect her from
anything and with his life if it came to that.







****




Chapter
3




Alicia stared longingly at
the drink. She was nowhere close to sober, but it was best to keep
the alcohol coming anyway. It was the only way she was going to
make herself remain here with him and get some answers to her
questions. She’d promised herself that if he was here she would
ignore him, and she had for a while, but then he’d rescued her
again. If he kept doing that, she was going to have to do something
about it. She just didn’t know what. In a way, it was charming, a
chivalrous act that made her think of romantic heroes, and in
another way it was irritating and made her feel weak.




“So I’m not
Alice?” She tried again.




Again, he said nothing in
response, giving her the impression that he didn’t want to admit
the possibility of that. Whoever Alice was, he had loved her. Was
that reason enough for him to see only signs that she was Alice and
ignore the ones that said she wasn’t? If she were in his place, and
had lost someone she loved only to find someone similar years
later, would she believe him to be the one she’d lost?




She sighed at the table.
Probably.




Love wasn’t her forte
though. She’d never been any good at it. Normally an unfortunately
timed vampire attack was all it took for a man to realise he didn’t
want to be with her anymore. What kind of man would want to be with
a woman stronger than them who fought demons for a living? Her gaze
strayed to Kassian. He was watching her, ice-blue eyes pale but
intense in the low light. He’d stay with her if she let him and if
she wanted him. She reminded herself that she didn’t want him, and
he didn’t want her. He wanted Alice. She wanted all vampires
dead.




Well, dead again and this
time not rising from the grave.




Her head ached, a dull
warning throb that made her feel as though a tiny malicious part of
her mind was laughing at her and saying ‘I told you so’ about the
amount of alcohol she’d consumed. She was going to have a bitch of
a hangover tomorrow.




But tonight...




Her eyes met Kassian’s.
Something burned in their depths, something she’d noticed the
moment they’d met. Passion. She’d had men look at her like that,
but none had physically shown her a fraction of what they’d held in
their eyes. They’d promised her wild sex and burning hearts whose
flames of desire and love would never be quenched. In reality
they’d given her quick emotionless sex and had left her in about as
little time as it had taken for them to come.




Not Kassian
though.




His eyes weren’t merely
making promises. His touch had backed up their passion. His kiss
had assured his desire. If she let him, Kassian would show her what
it was like to be loved as she wanted to be, to be consumed by the
fever of yearning and the rage of need.




No.




Not her.




Alice. He’d do all that
for Alice.




The sweep of his fingers
over the back of her hand dragged her out of her thoughts. Her
cheeks flushed when she realised she’d been staring at him while
thinking all those things. There was a tilt to his lips that said
he’d sensed her feelings and her arousal. So what if he had? When
she met him again, she’d just deny everything and say she’d been
too drunk to remember what she’d been doing.




His hand closed around
hers and he brought it towards him, turning it palm upwards. She
frowned, curious to see what he was going to do. Instinct said to
take her hand back. Her heart said to let him continue. It was a
battle of wills inside her and she knew which would win. Her
heart.




There was so much fire in
those eyes of ice, intent on her hand, fixed there as though
nothing else existed in the world. The tips of his fingers stroked
the back of her hand, sending shivers racing up her arm and down
her spine. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as goose bumps
chased the path back to her hand. She swallowed in an attempt to
stop her mouth from being so dry.




He leaned forwards, eyes
closing.




“I will never
hurt you, Alicia,” he whispered, accented tones arousing her and
cool breath washing over her fingers. She frowned and opened her
mouth to ask him what he’d meant by that.




A prick of pain, sharp as
a needle, chased her words away. His mouth closed around her index
finger and he sucked. He’d bitten her. Panic lanced through her.
She tugged on her hand and accidentally dragged her finger against
his fang. He growled and locked his hand around her wrist, holding
it with such strength that she couldn’t move her arm. The feel of
his tongue against her finger made heat spread through her,
creeping along her fingers to her hand and then up her arm until it
reached her chest. He frowned and sucked her finger. The heat in
her chest exploded to fill every inch of her within a second. She
wriggled uncomfortably on the seat when all the heat focused in one
point. Her thighs squeezed together and she couldn’t help tensing
and writhing to make the most of the feeling in her
groin.




Another sweep of his
tongue over her fingertip and he released her. She stared at it, at
the tiny red line he’d made on the pad of her finger, and then at
him.




1764.




Her eyes
widened.




“You were
turned in 1764.”




He smiled lazily and
leaned back into the couch, his eyes never leaving hers. Their
pupils were wide and dark against the pale blue of his irises.
Strands of his shoulder length black hair had broken free of his
low ponytail at the nape of his neck and had fallen forwards to
caress his cheek. A desire to imitate their action rose inside her,
a want to feel his cool skin beneath her fingers and know what it
was like to touch a vampire—to touch Kassian as he touched
her.




“How do I know
that?” she said.




His lazy smile widened to
reveal the barest tips of his fangs. A thrill chased through her, a
warm rush in its wake that left her tempted to bite her lip and
blush. She blamed the alcohol for making her so easy for him to
seduce with a stupid smile and a flash of fangs.




“Your blood
inside me and the lingering effect of my trip into your mind,” he
said in a calm voice, one that made it sound nothing fancy and
nothing for her to worry about. “I overstepped the mark again, I
know, but I needed a taste.”




He needed a taste? He’d
made it sound as though it had been a compulsion more than a simple
desire, as though he’d die if he didn’t sate this need.




Her head ached again. This
time it was a warning that she was sobering up. A furtive glance at
her cocktail revealed that Kassian had it firmly within his grasp.
It was futile. He’d made it clear that he’d cut her off. There was
no point in angering him by attempting to get to the drink. An
angry vampire was scary enough. An angry Kassian frightened her
more than anything. Whenever he grew angry, she ended up getting a
taste of his true power, the strength he hid within. She’d pissed
him off enough times to know it wasn’t wise to push him.




Her gaze slid to the
curtain across the booth’s exit and then down to his legs where
they blocked her path. He wasn’t letting her go. At least he wasn’t
resorting to mind control to make her stay this time.




“Alicia?” he
whispered in the low seductive tone that always made her eyes
half-close and her imagination race to picture the things it
promised her—sex, love, passion and insatiable need.




His hand caught hers again
with an electric rush that jolted her gaze from his feet to his
face so fast her head spun.




“Do you
remember me?” There was pain in his eyes again.




She shook her head,
regretting hurting him and wishing she could tell him different.
When she’d had the dream, she’d almost convinced herself that she
had once been Alice, but he’d discounted it as merely a memory of
his rather than her own. She clung to that reasoning, even though
it made no sense if she looked at it closely. In the dream, she
hadn’t seen Alice through his eyes; she’d seen Kassian through her
own. How could a memory of his show her things from Alice’s
perspective?




Did she remember him? Was
she lying to him now?




“Why did you
take my blood?” she said, more to distract her from her thoughts
than from a desire to know the reason.




He sighed and pinched the
bridge of his nose with his free hand. “I hoped that if you saw
more of my memories that your own would return.”




“I’m not an
amnesiac,” she said and her gaze fell to his hand where it covered
hers. His thumb was stroking the back of it, a tender touch that
made her long for something. She frowned. Love?




Kassian didn’t love her.
He couldn’t love her. He loved Alice. This was all just a mistake
and eventually he’d realise that and he’d move on. He’d leave
her.




Panic gripped her and she
turned her hand under his so she was holding it, her fingers
clasped tight around it. She stared at it. His hand shifted and he
moved closer, until his long fingers were interlocked with hers.
His thumb caressed hers, slow and steady, soothing and
calming.




She hated him for it and
for the way he made her feel whenever he touched her.




Closing her eyes, she
lowered her head and wished she could make sense of the muddled
feelings inside her. She didn’t know whether she was coming or
going, whether she hated or loved him, and what any of that meant.
Even if she felt something for him, she would never know if the
feelings he showed her were really about her or whether they were
remnants of his feelings for Alice.




Her heart ached. Her
defences were down. He’d slipped in, prised them apart, and left
her open and hurting, aching for him to love her but fearing it at
the same time. She cursed him and her weakness, her inability to
surrender his attention and affection and move on. It would be
simple. She could leave tomorrow and never look back, travel to
another city or continent. Vampires were everywhere. She would
still get paid and would still have a job. She’d be free of these
feelings and Kassian.




Her fingers tightened
against his at that idea.




Deep inside her, something
revolted and refused. She couldn’t leave him. For the first time in
her life, a man was strong enough to love her and accept her for
who she was.




No, not who she
was.




He accepted her for who he
thought she was.




Was she Alice?




He shifted
closer.




She moved her head until
it touched their joined hands and trembled at the feel of his
against her.




Did he love Alice or
Alicia?




Would he still love her
when he realised she wasn’t the woman he’d lost?




What if he
left?




Cold stole into her heart
and desperate need to make him stay rose inside her. She moved
enough to press a tentative kiss to his thumb. His hand tensed
against hers. She pushed on and pressed another kiss against it,
and then another. Emboldened by his silent acceptance, she opened
her eyes and kissed the back of his hand and then his wrist. Her
free hand trailed up his arm, shaking with nerves and trepidation.
She couldn’t meet his eyes but could feel them on her, watching
intent and curious. The pounding in her chest increased when she
reached his shoulder and her gaze rose to his mouth. He was facing
her. She swallowed her nerves and leaned into him, zeroing in on
her target. She wanted him to be hers. She needed to feel him kiss
her and tell her that he wanted her, as he had done earlier
tonight.




Her breasts pushed against
his arm as she shifted on the seat so she was kneeling facing him.
She slid her hand around his neck, delighting at the cool softness
of his skin and the slight scrape of stubble from his jaw against
her wrist. Her heartbeat trebled. Her tongue poked out to wet her
lips. He was incredibly still. His lips parted. His fingers closed
painfully tight around hers. She edged closer and at the same time
pulled him forwards with her hand around his neck. Her breath
bounced back at her from his lips.




Her eyes
closed.




Warmth rushed through her
the moment their lips touched and she tilted her head to one side
when his mouth slanted against hers and his arms wrapped around
her. A strange lightness filled her, sheer exhilaration mixed with
potent desire. She leaned into the kiss, her tongue tracing his
lower lip and then tangling with his own as he reciprocated. Her
skin prickled and her heart raced. The cool feel of his mouth
against hers, his lips crushing her own and his tongue caressing
hers, made her giddy. His hands clasped her waist, fingertips
pressing in with such force that she knew he wanted her to stay.
She wanted to stay. She wanted to stay forever.




His mouth left hers,
trailing fire along her jaw and then down to her neck. His tongue
flicked her skin, eliciting a moan from her. Rough kisses stirred
her passion to boiling point, until she was verging on losing
control. Desire rose to meet it, increasing her hunger for him.
Burying her fingers into his hair, she clung to him, holding him
against her neck. Her head tilted back, her sigh directed at the
ceiling when he kissed down towards her collarbone.




He bit lightly with blunt
teeth.




She shot backwards,
breathing heavy and shaking. A glance at him was all she could
manage before she had buried her face against his chest, as though
she could pretend nothing had happened if she couldn’t see him and
he couldn’t see her.




“What am I
doing?” she whispered to herself, her palms pressed against stony
muscle. She resisted her urge to feel him, to let her hands wander
his chest as they wanted to and explore his body. Frustration and
confusion collided in her stomach, twisting it and making her feel
sick. “This isn’t me... I don’t know who I am anymore.”




Gentle hands against her
shoulders prised her away from his chest. She curled up as much as
possible. A light touch of his fingers to her jaw made her heart
warm and then go cold again. No. It was Alice he wanted. It wasn’t
her. This was all a mistake. It was all a cruel mistake.




He lifted his hand and she
didn’t resist him as he raised her head. She looked up at him with
tear-blurred eyes, hoping he’d read in them everything she couldn’t
bring herself to say.




“I don’t know
what I’m doing.” She barely voiced her words, speaking more to
herself than to him. She was going crazy. It was the only sane
answer. “Am I Alice or am I me?”




Kassian’s thumb stroked
her cheek just below her eye. It smeared the tear she realised had
fallen. Her eyes met his, silently begging him for an
answer.




Only he’d know if she were
Alice or Alicia.




“I made a
mistake,” he said.







****




Chapter
4




“I made a
terrible mistake. I realised that when I took your blood,” he said
in a low tone that should have been gentle and soothing but his
words cut her deep. “You are not the woman I thought you were...
perhaps you hold a glimmer of her... but you are
different.”




It was impossible to hide
her disappointment. She hadn’t been prepared for such an answer.
She’d expected him to tell her again that she was Alice. Her gaze
lowered to the table and she sat back, moving away from him.
Loneliness filled her, cold and painful, leaving her feeling bereft
and empty. He’d said it. She wasn’t Alice. Now he would leave her.
Now she would face the night alone again. Before, the thought of
returning to her normal hunting routine without seeing anyone other
than her quarry would have pleased her. Tonight he’d changed
everything. He’d turned her world upside down. Now, the idea of
returning to her old life and never seeing him again, knowing that
he wouldn’t be watching over her, hurt like hell. It would have
broken her heart, but he’d melted it with his kiss and now it was
liquid.




The feel of his hand
covering hers startled her. Slender fingers closed tightly around
hers, holding them in a way that sparked a sense of reassurance
inside her. He didn’t speak. She knew what this meant without him
having to say a word. He wasn’t going to leave her.




Even though she wasn’t
Alice, he was going to stay with her.




He leaned over and kissed
her jaw, light caresses that stirred the embers of fire inside her
heart and sent warmth rushing through her again. His lips grazed
her jaw line, danced over the curve of her ear and trailed down her
throat. Her eyes closed. The feel of him against her was divine, an
unearthly pleasure that made her head light and her heart race. His
fingers skimmed over her hands and up her arms. They closed around
her elbows and drew her to him. She complied without thinking,
following his lead and tilting her head to one side so he could
kiss her neck more easily. His lips trailed fire lower, making
shivers dart across her skin and leaving a tingling
wake.




She should stop
him.




Why?




There was nothing wrong
with what he was doing. He wasn’t crossing the line or threatening
to bite her. The underlying danger was always there though,
heightening how thrilling each press of his lips to her skin felt.
There was meaning behind each kiss. They were meant to persuade
her, to convince her to surrender her fight against him. She wanted
to, more than anything. Her heart was crying out for him but she
couldn’t let go of the fact he was a vampire and she was a vampire
hunter.




It was wrong, even if it
felt so right.




His thumbs brushed against
the curves of her breasts.




She pushed him off her,
panic setting in, and was through the curtain before he could move
to stop her. A glance around revealed the club was emptying. The
main exit was no use. He’d catch her in seconds. She bolted for her
only other choice, weaving through the remaining people on the
dance floor to get to it.




The bathroom.




The door slammed behind
her, drowning out the sound of the loud music until it was barely
audible. She breathed hard to catch her breath and then focused,
slowing it down until her feelings were falling back into place.
Her eyes slid to the mirror and her reflection. What was she doing?
Her gaze fell to her finger and the mark Kassian had left on
her.




So he was incredibly
handsome and attentive, and she knew he could come good on those
promises his lips and eyes made, but it didn’t erase the fact he
was a vampire.




Would his undead status
matter so much if she wasn’t a vampire hunter? If a gorgeous man
had kissed her, protected her, saved her life, would she have
cared? She would have been all over him in either case. If he were
human, or if she weren’t a hunter. If only.




The door opened and her
eyes widened when something touched her shoulder but nothing was
reflected in the mirror. Strong hands turned her on the spot and
his lips claimed hers in a blinding kiss that sent her heart
thundering and chased all sensible thought from her head. Reason
had no place here. This was about blood and connection. It was
about desire and attraction, and the voice in her heart that said
Kassian would never leave her. Only a vampire was strong enough to
love a vampire hunter. Only he could accept her strength and her
calling.




Kassian’s lips played
against hers. Their tongues tangled as their arms wrapped around
each other, her hands coming up to hold his shoulders. His hands
locked tight against her lower back, hard enough to tell her
without words that he wasn’t going to let her go again. This time
there was no escape. She sighed into his mouth, compliant in his
arms. He kissed her harder, desperate for the sweet taste of her
lips and her warmth. She’d driven him crazy tonight, teasing him
with kisses and then running away. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t
Alice. Alice was gone and was never coming back. Alicia was here
with him, beautiful and passionate and strong.




He guided her backwards,
fearing interruption and wanting to get her somewhere less open.
Her hands pressed against his chest when he turned with her. Her
eyes were wide and she cast a glance over her shoulder at the
bathroom stall.




“What are you
doing?” she said in a trembling voice.




It wasn’t fear making it
shake.




It was desire.




She was breathless, her
chest rising and falling in quick succession, her lips parted and
open to him. Her eyes told him everything. Ignore her words of
protest. They were only meaningless words. She wanted him. She
needed him as badly as he needed her. He captured them again,
delving deep with his tongue and stirring a need inside him that
demanded to be satiated. The moment he was clear of the bathroom
stall door, he kicked it closed and flicked the lock without
looking. Sweet cherry lips danced against his, so light but with so
much passion. He growled low in his throat when she playfully bit
his lower lip and turned with her, pressing her back hard against
the tiled wall of the stall.




Small hands pressed
against his chest and then pushed upwards. They caught the collar
of his jacket and pushed it off his shoulders, dragging it down his
arms as far as it could go. He relinquished her lips and stripped
it off, placing it down on the closed toilet seat.




His eyes rolled closed
when she leaned into him and pressed hungry kisses to his throat,
open mouthed and exploring. Her tongue laved his skin, hot and wet,
pushing his restraint to the limit. His desire escalated, consuming
him and controlling him. He grabbed her around the back and dragged
her up to him, until her breasts pressed against his chest and his
erection pushed against her stomach. He backed her into the wall
again and placed his hands either side of her head. His eyes locked
with hers, searching. Her pupils widened and eyes darkened when he
ground his hard-on against her. She bit her lip and
moaned.




Fire, furious and greedy,
swept through him. His tongue plundered her mouth, his hands
grasping her hips as he thrust against her, desperate to be inside
her. Her fingers loosened the band around his hair and it fell
down. She ran them through it, bunched it up so tight it hurt and
then held his mouth against hers. There was need in her kiss and an
urgency he loved. He smiled against her lips.




Alicia couldn’t help
herself. It was too intense to ignore and she’d lost all control
the second she’d felt the hardness of Kassian press into her
stomach. She had to have him, regardless of who and what he was.
Right now, she didn’t give a damn. Tomorrow was for
regrets.




Tonight was for passion
and need.




He groaned when she
pressed her hands against his shoulders and hopped up, wrapping her
legs around his hips. Firm hands gripped her backside and he
slammed her hard enough into the wall to knock the wind from her.
She didn’t stop kissing him. She couldn’t stop. Her tongue delved
into his mouth, tangling with his. Their teeth clashed. Her fingers
buried deep into his hair, holding his mouth to hers, never wanting
to let him go.




One hand left her backside
and she marvelled at the strength of him. He could hold her weight
with one hand. What else could he do that other men couldn’t? A
brush of his thumb over her breasts chased her sanity away and
brought the inferno of desire back. She arched, pressing her breast
against his hand in a silent plea for him to touch her.




His fingers skimmed
upwards, pausing to touch her throat in a caress that sent a thrill
of danger through her. Her heart beat harder, thundering against
her ribcage, and she closed her eyes. Would he bite her? He always
returned to her neck. Did she want him to bite her?




The thought of it made her
kiss him harder, until her tongue was stroking his teeth. He made a
low noise in his throat and tackled her tongue with his own. It was
a deliberate attempt to stop her. He’d have to try harder than
that.




He did.




He slid the strap of her
black top and her bra down, pushing them both over her right breast
and exposing it to the cool air of the bathroom. It tingled, nipple
tightening, and she moaned into his mouth when his hand covered it.
His hips thrust against her, his erection rubbing her groin. Damn
she wanted him. She rubbed back, grinding her hips into his and
cursing her jeans.




It seemed he hated them
too because he lowered her to the ground and in a matter of seconds
they were gone along with her shoes. The chill air of the bathroom
made goose bumps chase over her skin. He could’ve chosen somewhere
a little more sanitary and warm for this. She supposed she’d chosen
it really. She’d run here. If she’d run outside, would they be on
the verge of having alley sex instead right now?




He chased her thoughts
away, his lips closing around her nipple and sucking it hard into
his mouth. The twinge of pain only heightened her desire, sending
sparks along every nerve in her body and warmth to her abdomen. She
pressed the back of her head into the cold tiles behind her and
screwed her eyes shut when cool fingers grazed her inner thigh.
They travelled upwards, dragging shivers in their wake, and she
mentally pleaded him to touch her and put her out of her misery. He
skimmed his fingers over her panties and up to her stomach. Damn
him. She was burning up, on fire, couldn’t he sense that? She
needed him. She needed release.




He suckled her breast,
tongue swirling around her nipple, sending wave after wave of
tingles racing outwards from it. She arched into him and pushed her
hips forwards, so only her head was touching the wall. His hand
slid lower. Elation filled her. Lower still and it was verging on
touching her where she needed him most. His other hand left her
back, running over her buttocks and then down her thigh. He caught
the waist of her panties and took them down. She stepped out of
them and looked at him where he knelt before her. There was such
fire and darkness in his icy eyes. She could feel the need within
him, resonating through her and mixing with her own until she had
to do something to sate it. His jaw muscles tensed, his eyes
narrowing. She lowered her hand and ran it over his hair and down
to caress his cheek. His look softened but lost none of its hunger.
Strong hands ghosted up her thighs in a barely-there touch that
made her tremble.




Her gaze slipped to his
red shirt and she frowned. How come she was the only one getting
naked? She grabbed his tie and tugged. He straightened up. It was
time she remedied that.




Her fingers made fast work
of his tie and shirt, stripping them off to reveal a pale toned
torso that made her abdomen tighten and caused a new rush of
arousal. Hard compact muscles delighted her hands as she skimmed
over them, moulding her fingers to follow the shapes of his body.
She explored his chest and roamed down to his stomach, guided by
the line of his abdominals to his navel. A dark streak of hair
tempted her downwards from there and her fingers followed it until
they hit his belt. They made deft work of it and she undid the
button of his black trousers. He opened his mouth to speak. Her
finger against his lips silenced him.




Heart pounding in her
throat, she turned her hand and pressed the flat of it against his
stomach. She slid it downwards, into his trousers, and groaned when
she felt the silken shaft of his hard length. Intense need made her
rub her thighs together and tense her muscles to make the most of
the feeling of arousal growing there. His zip came down as her hand
ventured onwards, stroking the length of him and loving the way she
had him moaning with each caress.




He growled low and
threatening, adding adrenaline to the fuel in her veins and making
her blood ignite.




In the blink of an eye and
with a speed that made her head spin, he’d lifted her and slammed
her into the wall. Her breath left her on impact and her legs
instantly locked around his waist. His mouth claimed hers again
with a kiss so fierce she could barely breathe. His fingers pressed
into her backside and he moaned as he ground his erection against
her warm vagina. Her answering call was a breathy groan and the
scraping of her fingernails over his bare shoulders.




She writhed against him,
encouraging and eliciting another trembling moan.




He entered her swiftly,
filling her so completely that a sting of pain accompanied their
coupling. His mouth left hers and trailed kisses along her jaw to
her throat. Her eyes closed and she leaned her head back, her
breath leaving her in time with each hard thrust he made into her.
It was raw and needy, passionate and consuming, a race towards
release that burned through both of them, driving them on. She
clung to him, leaned her forehead against his neck, and screwed her
eyes shut. Her knees clamped his waist, hips riding each deep
plunge of his length. She couldn’t contain her moans, regardless of
the part of her mind that was aware they were in public. His kisses
against her throat became more persuasive and a trace of his teeth
over her flesh accompanied them. He wrapped his lips around her
jugular, licking and suckling it, sending her out of her mind on an
illicit combination of arousal and fear. It was better than any
drug. It was the perfect drug.




He drove deeper into her,
forcing her hard against the wall. She panted into his neck,
clenching him and digging her fingernails into his back. More. She
needed more.




The feel of sharp teeth
barely grazing her neck sent her over the edge, her heart
thundering beyond impossible and her mind lost in the warm haze of
her climax. His grip on her tightened and she collapsed into him,
limp and letting him take her. He groaned into her throat, suckling
the single point over her jugular. He wanted to bite her. It would
be one step too far and thankfully he seemed to know
that.




His mouth left her neck to
reclaim her lips and she kissed him hard. Her hands clasped his
shoulder and her feet pressed into his buttocks, encouraging him
towards his own climax. He came with a long growl that shuddered
through her body, sending her thighs shaking against
him.




Everything
slowed.




A strange sense of calm
after the storm filled her. Their kisses became soft and unhurried,
their bodies still locked together intimately. She wanted to stay
in his arms, wrapped up and warm, safe and protected from the
world, floating on a cloud of bliss.




The cold of the room
slowly came back, until she felt numb where her back pressed
against the tiles. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t
recapture the warmth she’d felt and the sense of heaven. Reality
was coming back swift and fast, leaving her as breathless as
Kassian’s kisses had done.




Kassian.




She opened her eyes and
looked into his. He was watching her as always. Her cheeks blazed.
She buried her face against his neck, unable to look at him. Fear
returned and this time it had brought reinforcements—anger and
panic.




What had she
done?







****




Chapter
5




Kassian leaned against the
bar of the club in a prominent spot, hoping to get noticed by as
many of the gathered vampires as possible so he could leave. The
club was full of vampires tonight, not a human in sight. The owner
had closed it for Seth’s celebrations. He wondered how long he’d
have to stand here for before he could make his exit. He didn’t
want to hang around and wait for the human sport to begin. It
disgusted him. He longed to return to Alicia.




She had been quiet last
night after their moment in the bathroom but she’d allowed him to
walk her home. It was a start. He wasn’t sure where this path
they’d stumbled onto led, but he was willing to walk it if she
would be there with him. Last night had shown him that no matter
how much he’d wanted her to be Alice, she wasn’t. Alicia was
different to Alice in so many ways. Only in body and voice were
they similar. There was such strength and passion in Alicia, such
grim determination that set her apart from his old love.




He’d never look at
bathrooms the same again.




A lazy smile arched his
lips when he thought about what they’d done. Her strength and
passion had been a perfect match for his, and she’d risen to meet
every challenge. The feel of her warm soft body against his, around
his, had been divine. It had been centuries since he’d felt
anything similar, and even then it didn’t come close to how things
had been with her.




He sipped his martini and
rested one elbow on the bar. The people in his line of sight
blurred as he thought about Alicia. His mind was constantly on her,
constantly working. He hadn’t slept a wink today. He’d lain on his
bed all day, stretched out and naked, thinking of her.




There’d been a glimmer of
fear in her eyes when he’d said goodnight with a kiss. He wouldn’t
push her. In the bathroom after they’d made love, she’d made a
wonderful attempt of hiding her panic. It was nice of her to try
and pretend that what they’d done hadn’t frightened her but
pointless all the same. He could sense her feelings after
all.




Ashton nodded to him from
across the room. He raised his glass with a smile and wished he
were away from here, somewhere with Alicia. He needed to be close
to her now, so she knew that he wouldn’t leave her, and so he could
try to convince her to make the right decision and not leave
him.




The doors at the far end
of the dance floor opened and Seth entered, as confident and brash
as always, calling to the crowd to get their attention. They all
gave it willingly, every one of them but him.




He looked down at his
drink, not interested in seeing Seth parade his chosen victim. He
could already smell their fear. That disgusted him enough. Human
sport was barbaric, unfitting for his species. It was time they
moved past the thought that humans were nothing but food and began
to co-exist with them in a more peaceful manner. There was no
longer any need for them to kill their victims or even have a
victim in the first place. Blood could be acquired as easily as a
human could be hunted. Still, it lacked the thrill that came from
biting and connecting via blood to your victim.




His thoughts returned to
Alicia. The temptation to bite her last night had been
overwhelming. It was a step too far though. No matter how enticing
the taste of her blood had been, he couldn’t surrender to his
hunger for it, not when things between them were hanging in the
balance. He had to wait with a patient heart for her to make a
decision. If it was the wrong one, he’d have to convince her. He
couldn’t live without her now that she was in his system, a drug
that drove him out of his mind with the need to touch her and feel
her against him.




Seth shouted something
over the noise of the crowd. He looked up to see that the elder
vampire was staring straight at him. At this distance, he couldn’t
read the intent on his face, but he knew that the shout had been
directed at him. Seth moved forwards, the vampires around him
parting to allow him through.




Kassian pushed away from
the bar and set his glass down.




It was time he left. A
showdown with Seth wasn’t what he’d come here for. He’d outstayed
his welcome.




“Leaving so
soon?” Ashton said close to his ear and he instinctively raised his
arm to defend himself, pushing the younger vampire away to a more
reasonable distance. Ashton laughed, revealing extended fangs. “The
game is only just beginning. You don’t want to miss
this.”




“Kassian,” Seth
said, voice deep and as accented as his own. There was a command
behind it, a surge of power intended to make him obey. He resisted,
unwilling to submit to Seth. He never would. It was time Seth
learned that. What little trust had been between them, had been
shattered two centuries ago. He took a step towards the exit. “Do
come and play.”




Those four words sent a
strange feeling of dread to Kassian’s heart.




He paused and kept his
back to Seth, his senses reaching out in an attempt to understand
what had him suddenly on edge.




“I am sure she
would want you to be here, though she’s a little out of
it.”




His whole body
tensed.




Alicia.




He turned on a pinpoint
and glared at Seth. The elder vampire smiled and crooked a finger
over his shoulder. Kassian growled when Seth stepped to the side to
reveal Alicia. She was wearing the same clothes as she had been
last night. Had they followed them home and snatched her after he’d
left? There was a long gash down her neck, red raw and caked with
smeared blood. Rage made his blood boil and his heart cried out for
vengeance.




He wouldn’t allow Seth to
take Alicia away from him. Alicia was his, just as Alice had been.
History wouldn’t repeat itself tonight.




“Do come and
play,” Seth said, tone low and menacing. He leaned towards Alicia
and licked the blood on her neck. Alicia didn’t even flinch. She
stared straight ahead into the distance, a zombie. Damn Seth. The
bastard was going to pay for entering her mind and controlling
her.




Kassian sniffed. He could
smell her blood and the scent of it confirmed his worst fear. Not
only was Seth holding her with his mind, but they had drugged her
too. She didn’t stand a chance of fighting back herself. Seth had
made sure of that.




A step towards them saw
Seth take a step back. Kassian glanced at the vampires around him.
Most of them didn’t seem to know what was happening. Ashton did.
Kassian locked eyes with him and sent his mind like a pile-driver
into the younger vampire’s head. Ashton’s smile twisted, his eyes
glazing over and his body twitching. He wasn’t even strong enough
to fight back. Kassian grinned to reveal his canines and lunged at
Ashton, grabbing his jaw and snapping his head up to break his
neck.




He stepped away, towards
Seth, and listened to Ashton’s body hit the ground.




Kassian’s claws extended
and his eyes made the switch to midnight blue as he called on his
full strength and abilities. He would need them all. He had to
protect Alicia, just as he’d promised her.




Seth grabbed Alicia and
pushed her into the crowd. The vampires waiting there snatched her,
dragging her down until Kassian could no longer see her. Seth
grinned at him, triumphant and pleased with himself. Kassian was by
him in an instant. A swipe of his claws and the smile was gone from
Seth’s face, replaced with a bloodstained scowl.




He shoved the flat of his
hand against Seth’s chest, sending him flying backwards. At the
same time, he dove into Seth’s mind, forcing him to release his
hold over Alicia in order to protect himself. It worked. Seth
fought back, bringing up intricate barriers to defend his mind and
trap Kassian’s. Kassian withdrew and sped towards the vampires who
had Alicia.




“Alicia,” he
shouted, trying to find her mind with his own. The frantic
squabbling of the vampires was interfering, making it impossible to
pick her mind out from amongst them. He barrelled into them,
hurling them across the room one by one in an attempt to get to
her. He stopped when he found her curled up on the floor with her
hands over her head.




Stooping, he placed a hand
over hers and reached into her mind. It was tangled by the drug.
Nothing but fear reigned in it, a darkness that threatened to
consume her completely and steal her away from him. He scooped her
up into his arms and stood. Seth growled at him from across the
room and began running towards him.




Kassian closed his eyes
and when he opened them again, they were fixed on a balcony that
lined all four walls of the club. He pressed down into the ground
with his heels and then launched himself forwards, propelling
himself and Alicia effortlessly through the air to safely land on
the metal balcony. It shook under the impact of his feet. He placed
Alicia down, checking her over to make sure that she hadn’t gained
any more injuries. She tried to get away from him. He grabbed her
and then loosened his grip, fearing upsetting her mind further. He
needed time to undo whatever Seth had done to her. He had to get
her away from here.




“Kassian,” Seth
said in a sing-song voice from below. “Don’t spoil the fun
now.”




Fun? Kassian growled. Seth
would pay for what he’d done to Alicia. Tonight he would get the
vengeance that had kept him going for two centuries. Now, he was
strong enough to stand a chance against Seth.




He pressed a kiss to
Alicia’s forehead and smoothed the tangled threads of her hair from
her face.




“Stay here,
sweet Alicia,” he whispered as he drew back and she looked up at
him. The fear in her eyes made his heart ache and he caressed her
cheek with the backs of his fingers. “I wish I could help you now,
but I must go. Will you stay here and wait for me?”




He didn’t expect her to
answer. She surprised him when she nodded, showing him that she
understood what he was saying. Another reach into her head revealed
that the effect of Seth’s mind was wearing off, leaving only the
drug to contend with. He constructed barriers in her mind to
protect her against another intrusion and then stood and turned to
face the room below.




“Seth.” The
anger in his voice seemed to shock the elder vampire. For a moment
he looked stunned to hear it and then the sure smile returned to
his lips. “I will have your blood for what you did to Alice, and
for what you have done to Alicia. You will pay for hurting her. You
will pay for murdering my sire.”




Seth laughed. Kassian
leapt from the balcony, landing in a squat on the floor and
springing forwards towards his enemy. He tackled him to the ground,
fury controlling his actions. Every twist and turn Seth made, he
countered, keeping him within arm’s reach. Claws scraped his upper
arm but he felt no pain. The thrill of violence and the darkness
inside him stole all feeling. Seth punched him, sending his head
flying sideways and his mind reeling. He grinned and licked the
blood from his lip before retaliating, hitting Seth hard across the
jaw repeatedly until the elder vampire kneed him in the stomach. He
spat blood at Seth and lunged for his throat. Seth knocked his hand
away and rolled to his feet. Kassian launched himself at him and
made another attempt at his throat. This time he grabbed it. His
fingers tensed, forcing his claws into Seth’s throat and spilling
blood in rivulets down it. They soaked into Seth’s shirt, mingling
with the blood already drenching it. The scent of it filled the
room. The smell of both of their blood. Vengeance would be
his.




Kassian growled when Seth
grabbed his arm and twisted it, forcing him to let go. He pushed
forwards, trying to tip Seth off balance, but couldn’t. Seth
grinned to reveal bloodied teeth and threw him across the room. The
impact with the wall made every bone in his body ache and he
dropped to the floor, lying in a crumpled heap. Pain made it
through, seeping into his every pore and draining the energy from
him. He gritted his teeth against it and pushed himself up onto his
knees. He wouldn’t give up now. He’d waited too long for this night
to come. He would avenge Alice’s murder.




“Kassian!”
Alicia screamed from above. He looked up to see her leaning over
the banister of the balcony, fear-widened eyes watching
him.




“Alicia,” he
whispered and dragged himself to his feet.




He wasn’t only fighting
for Alice.




He was fighting for Alicia
too. He had to protect her, just as he’d said he would, with his
life if that’s what it took.




“You took Alice
from me,” Kassian said, staring straight at Seth. The elder vampire
wiped the blood from his jaw with the back of his hand and stood
tall, as though he was proud of the fact he’d murdered Alice. “I
will not let you take Alicia from me too!”




Seth’s eyes barely had
time to widen before Kassian was on him, pummelling his fists into
his stomach and growling with each hit. He pushed forwards, forcing
Seth to retreat in order to remain standing. Fury fuelled him, rage
over the things Seth had done, the lengths he’d gone to in order to
spite him for having Alice. He wouldn’t let Seth take Alicia from
him. His fist slammed into Seth’s face, knocking him to the floor.
Before he could grab him, Seth had disappeared. Kassian’s eyes
widened but he couldn’t move in time to avoid the attack. Sharp
claws scraped down his back, slicing through his black shirt and
his flesh. He roared his pain at the dark ceiling and then turned,
swiping at Seth with his own claws. They ripped down Seth’s neck
and Seth leapt backwards, hand clutching his throat and his eyes
dark. Blood spilled from between his fingers.




The darkness in Seth’s
eyes became disbelief.




“You believe
you can beat me, when I am four hundred years your senior?” he
laughed the words. Kassian saw straight through his attempt to look
unfazed and calm. Inside, Seth was panicked. Seth had
underestimated him. It had been a long time since they’d seen each
other. Seth should have known that Kassian would have used that
time wisely, to train himself and raise his abilities and strength.
“Impudent fool!”




Kassian roared to quiet
him. The room hushed, the whole crowd stepping back in unison. They
had better sense than Seth. It didn’t matter that Seth was four
centuries older than him. Seth had become complacent, while he had
fought hard to better himself. They were an equal match now,
regardless of age.




The moment he stepped
towards Seth, Seth disappeared again, using speed to his advantage.
Kassian scanned the room for him and then his blood ran cold when
he heard a muffled cry. His eyes shot to the balcony. Seth grinned
down at him from behind Alicia, his hand around her throat. Her
eyes widened as Seth squeezed, choking her.




“Leave her
alone!” Kassian leapt towards the balcony.




It all moved in slow
motion. The second he neared Seth, Seth pushed Alicia away and she
stumbled along the balcony. The grin was still there, widening in
satisfaction. Kassian vowed to wipe it from his face, to take his
life as payment for Alice’s and the pain he’d caused Alicia. His
foot hit the top of the banister. He pushed forwards, propelling
himself towards Seth. He focused all of his strength, calling every
last ounce of it. He roared with effort. The flat of his hand
slammed into Seth’s face, ramming him into the solid wall behind
him. Incredible strength surged through him and he pressed on,
putting all of his weight and power into the attack. Seth’s skull
shattered under the force of the impact, spraying blood outwards
across the wall. Kassian breathed out hard and released him. Seth’s
body slid to the floor, leaving a wake of crimson.




He stared at Seth a
moment, blood dripping from his fingers and tickling his skin as it
seeped from his wounds. Quiet emptiness filled him, a sense of
completion that he hadn’t expected. It felt as though everything
was over. Seth was gone. Alice was gone.




“Kassian,”
Alicia whispered, her head killing her as she struggled to focus on
him. Her heart pounded, fast and erratic, matching her breathing.
She blinked and then squinted, trying to see him. Everything was
blurry and she didn’t know whether she was standing or sitting,
flying or falling. Her mind was a mess.




A tinny sound filled her
ears and she listened hard. Boots on metal. Kassian. He was coming
for her. The closer he came, the clearer she could feel him in her
mind, a soothing presence that took away some of the fear and pain.
A hand was against her back and then strong arms lifted her,
cradling her and holding her against his chest. She swallowed and
looked up at him, frowning at the streaks of blood across his
face.




“Hold on tight
to me, Alicia,” he whispered, ice-blue eyes full of concern as they
met hers a moment and then stared into the distance
again.




She did. It took
considerable effort to raise her arms but she managed it and looped
them around his neck before locking her hands together. He held her
tighter, crushing her against him but not hurting her. It was a
tender hold, one that made her feel protected and safe.




She’d hold onto him, just
as he’d hold onto her if she let him.




He jumped onto the balcony
railings and she felt sick when she saw the drop to the floor and
the vampires waiting there for them. She closed her eyes when he
leapt out into the air and buried her face against his neck. Curled
up in his embrace, she marvelled at his strength and abilities as
he sped through the room, avoiding all the vampires. The man who’d
kidnapped her hadn’t stood a chance against Kassian. She’d never
met a vampire so powerful.




Cool night air broke over
her skin like waves when they reached the outside world. She
breathed deep and her mind began to clear. She could feel Kassian
in there. This time it didn’t frighten her. Whatever he was doing,
it was making her thoughts less tangled and more
coherent.




She opened her eyes and
looked at the world as it rushed towards her. He was moving
incredibly fast. It made her dizzy so she closed her eyes again and
focused on the rush of fresh air against her face and skin. She’d
been so frightened when the man had grabbed her last night. Her
strength had been no match for his, and her fighting had only
served to anger him. His invasion into her mind had been brutal and
painful, and he’d shown her horrible things in his memories. She’d
never been so scared. She’d been convinced she was going to
die.




When Kassian had appeared
and forced the man out of her mind, she’d felt so warm and safe.
She’d known he’d protect her and save her, just as he’d promised he
would.




Kassian would never allow
anyone to hurt her. It wasn’t because she reminded him of Alice. It
was because he saw her as his own; he had feelings for her. She
looked up at him, studying his pale face as the moonlight shone on
it, making his eyes look white with only the dark ring around them
defining them. There was such determination in them and the set of
his jaw as he stared straight ahead, running with her.




How far would he run?
Would he run forever with her if she let him?




If she admitted that she
wanted him?




The cemetery loomed ahead
and she realised he was taking her there. The last part of her mind
became untangled and she smiled shyly when Kassian set her down on
a low tomb. His fingers grazed her arms, caressing them softly and
warming her. Shivers danced over her skin in time with his fingers,
making her heart race for a different reason.




He leaned forwards and
kissed her forehead, his lips resting there and telling her how
frightened he’d been. He’d feared losing her. She closed her eyes
when his arms wrapped around her, holding her and making tears well
up. Her hands came to rest against his shoulders and then she slid
them around his neck, tightening her grip on him until she was
worried she’d hurt him. She needed to hold him, and needed the
reassurance that being held by him gave her. It comforted her,
calmed her and soothed her frayed nerves. Her heart slowed, falling
back to a steady pace. She pressed her cheek against his and
realised he was trembling. Her hands were wet. He was
bleeding.




Drawing back, she looked
at him, cursing the moonlight for making it difficult to see how
injured he was. It was all her fault. He’d been hurt because he’d
protected her.




“We have to get
you patched up,” she said, her voice falling away to a whisper as
her eyes met his. Her cheeks flushed under the intensity of his
gaze. There was so much fire in his blue eyes, so much love and
concern. How could he be worried about her when he was a mess? She
touched his cheek when he didn’t look as though he was going to
respond. “Kassian?”




“You need to
leave town,” he said and her chest tightened, her heart aching. She
took her hand away, cold stealing through her at the realisation of
what he meant by those words. He wanted her to leave without him.
“It is not safe here for you anymore. They will come after you now
that they have the scent of your blood. Seth was a king to them, a
leader they both admired and feared. They will want vengeance and I
am afraid what I have done will send them after you.”




No. She wished she had the
strength to voice that word. It echoed in her mind but refused to
come out. She still feared what he was and her feelings for him. If
she wasn’t strong enough to tell him to stay, how could she be
strong enough to love him, a vampire?




He stepped away and his
eyes filled with pain. She hated to see them like that normally,
but now the hurt in them was about her, and it made her feel
horrible inside. He didn’t want her to leave. He didn’t want to
lose her.




Cool fingers stroked her
cheek, forcing the tears into her eyes until they trembled on the
brink of falling. The finality of the touch frightened her, made
her cold inside. The thought of never seeing him again hurt too
much.




“Leave with
me,” she whispered, afraid of her own voice and the things she was
saying. She would just have to find out if she was strong enough to
love a vampire. Leaving without him was impossible. He was in her
blood now, in her heart, and she couldn’t deny her feelings any
longer. She reached out and took hold of his hand. Her eyes met
his. “Stay with me?”




Shock echoed in his blue
eyes and they searched hers, as though she might not have meant
those words. Her fingers closed around his and her brow furrowed
when she raised his hand and pressed her cheek against
it.




“Stay with
me.”




He closed the gap between
them, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her breath
away.




Relief coursed through
her, swift and sweet, lightening her insides and forcing a smile to
her lips. She returned the kiss, her body igniting under the soft
caress of his hands against her bare arms, until she ached for his
touch.




“I will do my
best to protect you from whatever may come, sweet Alicia,” he
whispered against her mouth and then reclaimed her lips with a
searing kiss that promised eternal devotion.




Her heart said he would
keep that promise.




He would never leave
her.




Never.




The
End




###
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